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A major concern of organizations and individuals who are involved
in international educational exchange is the relationship between
education with an international dimension—studying in or about
foreign countries—and subsequent career opportunities in international business. How valuable is study abroad, whether by foreigners in the United States or iby Americans in other countries?
How valuable is knowledge of foreign languages and foreign societies?
To better understand the opinions of American managers on this
subject. Professor Stephen Kobrin of New York University has undertaken this study, which explores the kinds of international expertise managers need to perform their jobs, how they acquired it,
and how important they perceive international expertise to be. The
report suggests that neither the managers nor the universities which
hope to supply appropriately trained graduates to international corporations fully appreciate the realities of international business.
Corporations are surely not wittinglyjeopardizing their worldwide
competitiveness by their staffing practices, but they may, in fact,
if present trends continue, find themselves increasingly handicapped in understanding the world in which they operate. Similarly,
universities are not wittingly jeopardizing the employability in busi-

ness of the graduates of their international studies programs or
schools of international affairs, but those graduates will in fact be
handicapped unless they have stronger backgrounds in business
skills. In his conclusions, Professor Kobrin tries to enlarge the perspectives of both corporations and universities, to enable them to
adjust more effectively to the situations in which they operate.
The Institute of International Education is pleased to publish this
study as a component of its research program, and more particularly
as one of several efforts to examine the impact of international
educational experiences on business careers. In two previous studies—an assessment of the ITT International Fellowship Program
and an exploration of the retrospective judgments of Brazilian students about their U.S. educational experiences—there has been
some attention to this issue; the present study makes the issue its
focal concern.
Elinor G. Barber
Institute of International Education
October, 1984

This report has a dual focus: educational institutions and business firms. It is intended to help universities evaluate private-sector
demand for international-studies graduates and the sort of education that makes graduates attractive job candidates and successful managers. It is also intended to help managers understand
the range of skills and abilities they need to be successful internationally, and, by extension, the kind and extent of international
expertise companies need to compete effectively abroad. In the last
chapter, I suggest implications for both educational institutions
and business firms; I hope others will draw their own conclusions
and that the report will stimulate discussion of this important topic.
In conducting this study, I was explicitly concerned with the importance of international expertise in business. I did not ask managers about putative demand for Spanish majors or African
specialists, but rather, what kind of international expertise they
need to do their jobs, how important it is to them, and how they
have acquired it.
It is important to note that I could not directly assess either the
need for, or the quality of, international expertise. I obtained data
only on managerial perceptions. While I am confident that the sample
is representative of large American firms and that responses are

relatively accurate representations of respondents' beliefs, there is
obviously no way to judge objectively whether or not they are correct.
The range of response is broad enough to allow the reader to draw
his or her own conclusions about the importance of international
expertise.
Elinor Barber of the Institute of International Education had the
original idea for this project and has been the driving force behind
it ever since. She has been an active contributor to all stages of the
study. Arnold Shore, of the Exxon Education Foundation which
funded this effort, and Jim Greene of The Conference Board provided useful guidance in planning. David Blake and Lou Wells read
an earlier draft and their extensive comments were very valuable in
making revisions.
In the end, it is the managers I interviewed and surveyed who
made this study possible. The vast majority of people contacted
readily agreed to be interviewed and typically took it upon themselves to arrange meetings with others in their firm. They all gave
very generously of their time, and I was overwhelmed with their
hospitality. It was worth doing the study just to get a chance to
meet and talk with them.
Stephen J. Kobrin

I

Recent developments in transport, communications, and information processing have reduced temporal and spatial distance almost to the vanishing point. Professionals whose parents may have
marvelled at being able to drive to town for an hour on a whim, or
telephone their doctor when the need arose, think nothing of flying
to Paris for a one-day meeting or calling four continents in the course
of a morning's work. Many of the senior international managers
interviewed for this report are abroad over half of the year. One had
visited over 100 countries during his career; others are regularly
involved with subsidiary firms in 30 or more countries.
There is more contact than ever before between individuals who
speak different languages and come from different cultural and
political backgrounds, but although our world is becoming integrated geographically and economically, it remains fragmented culturally, socially, and politically. While geographic distance shrinks
with technological innovations, cultural barriers crumble at a much
slower pace. Our behavioral patterns, attitudes, and values are deeply
ingrained and slower to change.
Businesspeople today are regularly involved with individuals from
very diverse backgrounds in countries with social and political systems quite different from their own. This adds a new dimension to

the task of American managers. At home, cultural, social, and political differences matter only in exceptional situations; market demographics, competition, and technical developments are the primary
focus of external attention.
Country knowledge and international expertise clearly play a role
in international business, where managers must deal with differences in language, religion, and law, in social, political, and economic systems.
However, there is considerable disagreement among the international businesspeople about the importance of international expertise. While few would deny the extent of the differences
encountered internationally, the meaning of these differences for
the manager and his or her firm is less clear. Some experienced
international managers argue that products are products, business
is business, and even that people are people, anyplace in the world,
and they say that an undue concern about language, culture, religion, or politics is a waste of time. They argue that while some
adjustments might be required, an effective and successful manager
in the United States will be effective and successful anywhere.
Others feel that it is these differences that are of great consequence to the overseas manager. They note that the very traits that
account for success at home—such as aggressiveness and an ability
to focus directly on the critical issue—can be counterproductive in
other cultures. They feel that international effectiveness requires a
great deal more than technical expertise or a good track record in
the United States. As would be expected, many managers' opinions
fall between these poles.
This study was undertaken to explore these issues. How important is international expertise to the American international manager and how much does it really contribute to effective performance
abroad? How have managers developed international expertise and
where do they turn when they need more information?
The study focuses on large, international American firms, companies that literally span the globe to do business in a large number
of very different places. For many of them, however, their status as
global competitors is quite new.
The Internationalization of American Business
While a number of American firms have a long history of overseas
involvement, the internationalization of U.S. business has taken
place in the past three decades. The foreign share of earnings in

all industries increased from 8.6 percent in 1957 to 26.9 percent
in 1974.' By 1980, over 200 of the 500 largest industrial firms
generated at least 20 percent of their sales abroad and over 60
generated 40 percent or more overseas.2 The international expansion of American business is most clearly seen in the establishment
of foreign subsidiaries. This number more than doubled from 1950
to 1960 (2,196 to 5,142), and then doubled again from 1961 to
1975 (5,142 to 10,849).3 The internationalization of American business reflects internationalization of the economy as a whole in response to increasing global economic integration after World War
II. Exports as a percentage of GNP, for example, increased from 4.8
percent in 1960 to 9.6 percent in 1981. The number of workers
employed in the production and export of manufactured goods doubled between 1972 and 1981. 4
Internationalization means a great deal more than additional foreign business activity. It entails internationalization of the strategy
and organizational structure of the firm. Many large companies no
longer view themselves as American firms with activity abroad, but
rather as U.S.-based multinational companies serving a global market. In industries such as computers or automobiles, that global
market appears relatively integrated and unified. In others, such
as processed foods, it is comprised of a large number of relatively
independent national markets. In either case, many firms now see
themselves as operating worldwide from a U.S. base rather than as
American companies with international operations.
These companies' organizational structures reflect their multinational strategies. The distinction between domestic and international activities blurs as business managers acquire worldwide
responsibilities, or the United States becomes only one of a number
of regions reporting to a senior manager. The domestic market often
remains the most important, but as the relative size of foreign sales
grows, so does the number of managers whose activities take them
across national borders.
The firm's multinationality is, increasingly, reflected in its employees. When a company first ventures abroad, international business is a relatively minor and separate activity. Subsidiaries overseas
typically employ U.S. expatriates in most critical line and staff roles.
As international business grows and the domestic/international distinction erodes, management becomes more multinational. In most
companies, local (i.e., host-country) nationals now make up an increasing proportion of the management of subsidiaries and the

