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As with most executive and manager transitions, when you are emigrating for work, 
you are dealing with a lot of change. A stretching role, a turnaround, being brought 
into make changes all require you to adapt, assess, learn and operate in different 
ways. But, when you add in the complexity of relocating your family, integrating 
within a new culture, and adapting to a new working environment, the stakes are 
much higher.

There is almost always a temptation for executives to rely on skills and approaches 
that have been effective for them in the past. That’s natural and makes sense; it’s 
helped get them to where they are today. However, with the speed of business 
today and the enormous changes involved in emigrating for work, this approach 
is likely to fail. It’s important to have a transition plan and strategy for adapting to 
a different environment, appreciating the differences in the challenge, the business 
needs and the new people system.

40% of transitions are deemed to fail (2), and more often than not there is a lack 
of attention placed on putting a well considered and supported transition plan in 
place. In my own experience, my coaching clients and this research, it’s generally 
the case that time is not taken to do this, with the assumption that the individual will 
“figure it out”. This “sink or swim approach” presents a big risk, and its prevalence is 
one key reason why so many transitions are judged to fail. “Culture eats strategy for 
lunch”, so naturally we should pay close attention to it when leaders and managers 
move from one culture to another (3).

87% of senior HR professionals believe transitions 
into significant new roles are the most challenging 
times in the professional lives of managers (1).

New country, new culture − 
the toughest of transitions



Because we don’t take time to support and listen, a 
huge opportunity for mutual learning is wasted when 
managers transition between countries and cultures.

Moving employees from one country to another for work is a huge and costly 
undertaking. It’s a wonderful opportunity for mutual learning. Consider a situation 
where Stefan moves from Germany to take up a new role for a technology 
company in Seattle, and his manager and team take time to appreciate his qualities, 
observations, feelings, and the differences he experiences in his move. More than 
that, as Stefan integrates, learns the new role and the business needs, his colleagues, 
with respect and curiosity, ask themselves – what can we learn from Stefan? 

Stefan may well be able to bring a different perspective (even if he is not an expert 
or fully aware of the facts). Imagine how his colleagues could learn from this 
appreciation. The convention though is that a disorientated executive arrives into a 
chaotic environment, where everyone is too pre-occupied to do this. The executive 
undergoes conformance into the new people system and business operation, and a 
large opportunity for mutual learning is wasted.

Moving from a subsidiary to a large Corporate HQ is, in my experience and 
research, daunting. In the US, there tends to be a self based approach to getting 
things you want, and winning. There is a very different culture in Germany or China 
for example. I believe that if we remember we have a shared purpose, that we are 
much more likely as leaders to inspire and enable others to realize their potential.
  
Research shows that a lack of onboarding structure contributes to executive transition 
failure (4), and that companies like BASF Chemicals who invest in transition coaching 
for a 9 month period dramatically improve the success rate (5).

Given the cost of relocating executives and directors, and the cultural nuances 
involved, it is critical to onboard and support employees, to minimize failure and 
stress, and maximize learning and productivity. Yet, companies rarely truly integrate 
an executive and less than 30% feel they receive meaningful support during their 
transition. However, in the case of those that did receive support, more than 80% 
felt support with onboarding and coaching had a major impact in their successful 
transition (6). My research findings are consistent with this.



What’s the big hidden part  
of the iceberg here?
It’s often difficult for the executive/manager, who feels the expectation to perform and “know the 
answers”, to acknowledge they don’t know and consciously be vulnerable. Different cultures will 
also have a bearing on what’s volunteered by the transitioning executive. As with icebergs, most is 
hidden, unless you look for it.

Identified as difficult/very difficult  
(as opposed to no problem)

Highlights Lowlights

of executives surveyed  
said cultural adjustment 

was difficult

Missing home............................................................85%

Communication challenges......................................84%

Cultural adjustment.................................................80%

Complications due to management changes........80%

Adjusting to a new corporate environment............75%

A different job to that anticipated...........................70%

“It’s all about learning. I was learning  
so much so fast in a new country”

“The novelty of the experience and my 
family’s experience was beautiful”

“I learned a new business”

“A huge learning in culture and the  
whole organization”

“I became aware of new opportunities 
and possibilities”

“Lack of a coach to support me”

“Many things are difficult to figure as a foreigner”

“Reorganization and manager changes every  
two months, threw me off”

“The difference in culture was much more difficult  
to grasp than anticipated”

“Being left alone to struggle”

“Lack of a support network”

“In the US there is a very different way of working”

80%



Migrating to work abroad is extremely challenging. Despite the high cost and 
stakes involved, only 20% of the sample received coaching. All of those that did, 
felt it made a positive contribution to their transition. In spite of the challenges, it’s 
interesting to note that 70% of the sample look at their transition with a positive 
mindset – “valuable experience”, “I grew”, “It tested me”, “My career and profile 
has benefited”. 30% felt overall negative due to stress, and only 5% wished they 
had not gone through the experience.

Embrace the cultural change – jump in

Build support – get a coach or talk to your mentor

Seek advice on work practices, immigration, financial matters, 
education (basically everything that’s a big deal), no matter 
what your level or role

The top 3 tips from those interviewed:

1.
2.

3.

Assuming trust, compatibility and confidentiality, 
that are key to a healthy coaching relationship, 
coaching mitigates huge risks to productivity loss, 
has a big impact on well-being, and is extremely 
cost effective. 

Coaching ROI: 35/1 

Cost of Coaching / Cost of Employee + Transition Costs  =  <3%

80% – received no coaching

20% – received coaching (100% said it had a positive impact)



5. Offer a coach to support the executive for 12 months. 
Most employees will struggle far longer than they should 
and few think of hiring a coach straight away. Measure 
the ROI with the coach appointed

1. Culture is glue – appreciate the nuances, 
differences and changes in a transition, and ask  
the executive how they are coping 

3. Transitions represent a wonderful mutual learning 
opportunity – appreciate the fresh perspective and 
observations that someone new brings. Ensure you have 
a learning mindset not a fixed mindset, expecting the 
executive to “conform”

2. It’s a new environment – be intentional on creating  
an onboarding plan to settle the executive in effectively

4. Ensure a transparent and supportive feedback process  
is in place (I use one called ShiftPositive360, grounded in 
positive psychology, solution-focused, not problem-focused)

5 recommendations



How coaching helps 
executives and managers 
emigrating for work

Awareness
“Inner work” is key to unlocking 

feelings, your boundaries  
and your part in creating these

Use Appreciative Enquiry to clarify 
what is working and what can 
be built upon, appreciating the 

organization in this pursuit 

Agility thrives when the organization 
has will to adapt. Use positive 

psychology to unlock constructive 
feedback from the whole people 

Developing emotional self-control, and 
adaptability to lead under pressure 
and model constructive pragmatism

Exploring business options 
and feelings, and focusing  
on what’s important now,  
to continue momentum

Connectedness

Engagement

Focus

Mindfulness

At a time of high stress, unprecedented culture, work and social change, it is 
inevitable that we are disorientated. Coaching can facilitate support for the 
executive, surfacing feelings, tackling problems and creating confidence and a 
plan to move forward positively. 

Enabling the executive to adapt more quickly has a profound impact on 
productivity and well-being. In today’s world of work, agility is key. Coaching 
facilitates mutual learning leading to agility and more healthy relationships.



(425) 503-9260 | john@johnbrewerconsulting.com

About this research: 
I wanted to find out how executives and managers who emigrated to the US 
for work found the experience. How smooth was it? What was difficult? Who 
supported them? What have they learnt? And did or would coaching help?

Research overview:
I surveyed and interviewed 20 individuals including C-Suite executive, Directors, 
and Senior Managers who moved to the US, from Bulgaria, UK, Italy, Spain, 
India, Iceland, Denmark, Romania, Italy, Brazil, Netherlands and Bermuda. 90% 
are now in a different role, 95% are still in the US.

References 
1: Michael Watkins, Picking the right transition strategy, HBR, 2009

2: Bradt, G., Check, J.A., & Pedraza, J., 2006

3: Spencer Stuart, Executive Onboarding Is there a right way? 2015

4: SilkRoad, 2013

5: CareerPartners International, 2015

6: Mark Byford, Michael Watkins and Lena Triantogiannis, HBR, 2017

On JOHN BREWER COACHING & CONSULTING

Today’s world of work is disruptive, future-focused, and fast paced. 
Leaders need Vision (purpose and desired future) and Heart (emotional 
connection and self-regulation) to inspire and adapt. Coaching is a 
resource for facilitating profound change and often rapid results, in 
people and their organizations. Coaching is forward looking, fostering 
self-awareness, renewal, confidence and commitment. It is based on the 
principles of adult learning, change theory, human systems theory, and 
developmental psychology.

Services: Strategic Planning, Product & Marketing,  
Organization Development, Executive Coaching,  
Executive Transition and Team Development


