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The following is a submission to the Senate Inquiry into Australians living overseas. The findings are based on qualitative research involving indepth interviews with Australian employees of transnational companies in Singapore, India and Australia who have lived and worked for various lengths of time in the Asia region. The objectives of this research are:

1. to understand the impact migrating to, or moving between, other cultures has on Australian transnational employees;

2. to identify the cultural effects of transnational corporations and trade flows in the region;

3. to identify best practice and input into intercultural business and communication programs;

4. and at a broader level, to examine Australia’s relationship with Asia.

The author has also lived overseas (Europe and Asia) for a period of seven years and is an intercultural consultant in the corporate, community and aid sectors. 

This submission will focus on the following terms of reference:

1. The variety of factors driving Australians to live overseas;

2. the costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon;

3. the needs and concerns of overseas Australians;

4. and ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests.

1. Factors Driving Australians to live in Asia

There are over 100,000 Australians living and working in the Asia region. Hong Kong has the largest Australian population with almost 50,000 residing there, followed by Indonesia (12,000), Japan (9,000), Thailand (7,500), the Phillipines (6,000), Malaysia (5,700) and Singapore (5,000), as well as smaller populations (from 3, 000 to a few hundred throughout the rest of the region).
 The motivations for leaving Australia (push factors) include: 

· career development, 

· financial benefits, 

· ‘adventure’, challenge, ‘tapping into the energy of Asia’, 

· and gaining cross-cultural experience. 

There was generally a cross section of these factors given by individuals (that is, there was no one overriding factor), and in many cases their motivations changed over time. However, the first and last factors, career development and cross-cultural experience, featured as a strong combination. Corporate employment is used as a means to engage with other cultures while gaining Asia experience is also seen as a way to pursue professional development. 

There are pull factors relevant to different countries. For example, attractive features of Singapore include its low tax rate, English-speaking business environment and that it is a ‘hub’ from which the rest of Asia can be explored. There are other countries that are not so attractive for expatriates, for example, India, because of the perception that it is a ‘hardship’ posting. This impacts on our ability to develop closer ties with India and similar countries. 

2. The Costs, Benefits and Opportunities 

In terms of benefits, the development of cultural competencies is paramount. This includes developing the ability to work in culturally diverse environments, where greater flexibility, different strategies of communication, and higher tolerance to stress is required. These skills can be transferred back into the increasingly diverse Australian workplace, and applied not only in situations of cultural difference, but also in other areas such as change management. An increased understanding of Asia, Australia’s role in Asia, and language skills could also be beneficial to Australia’s corporate and public sector if utilised appropriately. 

Many research participants spoke of the greater opportunities they have had in Asia than they would be able to access in Australia, particularly in a country like Singapore that promotes entrepreneurship. It is possible for Australians to move to Singapore speculatively seeking employment, attracted by those opportunities and benefits that are perceived to be lacking in Australia. This would include Singapore’s low tax rate but participants also spoke of being able to access business and social networks which again could be utilised by Australia’s corporate and public sectors. 

In terms of the costs, as this research is qualitative it focuses more on the personal: there can be immense stress on relationships, particularly when one spouse is travelling a great deal as part of their work; there can be feelings of isolation and the loss of relationships and business networks in Australia; and at a deeper level feelings of cultural confusion about where exactly home is as a result of questioning former behaviours and values. These costs flow into the needs and concerns of many Australians living overseas.

3. The Needs and Concerns of Overseas Australians

As the focus of this submission is the Australian community in Asia the emphasis in this section is on the cross-cultural challenges they face, and work related issues. Project difficulties are often related to a lack of understanding of cultural procedures, particularly in terms of communication and forming local relationships, creating discomfort, isolation and ‘frustration’ (a common word used by participants) in both work and personal life. However, stress on relationships is probably the largest factor causing expatriates to return home. The situation for any ‘trailing spouse’, particularly if unable to work, can be difficult. 

Expatriate employees based in major financial centres such as Hong Kong, Singapore or Kuala Lumpur, tend to have regional responsibilities which entail travelling. According to one participant, an expatriate for six years, based in Kuala Lumpur, it was not unusual that on Monday she would not know where she would be on Friday, possibly moving through several different cultures in that week. “It’s weird how you get used to it. When I came back I realised that normal people don’t do this … It’s impossible to plan your life.” This can be destabilising and mitigate against the formation of deeper local relationships.

Work sites in Asia are generally considered “challenging in their own right” and that it’s necessary “to enjoy the varied work environment otherwise you wouldn’t do it”. As one human resources manager stated, Asia is “ten times more difficult to live and work and get things done, so great if you rise to a challenge and terrible if you’re running at overwhelm already”. Extended periods of intense work after a while dulled the excitement of living in a new country. “You get pretty sick and tired of it.” This contributes to a high turn over rate, and in general the average length of time in-country anecdotally seems to be around two to three years.

Many expatriates tend to work longer hours in Asia (note that some also work above ‘normal’ hours in Australia), and many would work Saturdays (customary in countries like India). This work pattern, coupled with high mobility within the region, can result in a lack of time and stability, again mainly impacting on personal relationships, stress levels (which inevitably impact on productivity) and the ability to develop integrative, deeper relationships with the local population. 

Security, particularly post-Bali bombings (2002), is something that most participants are at least more aware of. However, most also stated that they would not change the way they do business or travel as a result of these events in the region.  

The return to Australia is an area of concern for some expatriates. Even those looking forward to getting back ‘home’ have had moments of feeling they no longer ‘belong’. There tends to be two broad issues here. Firstly, the difficulties of reintegration particularly for expatriates that have lived for longer periods of time outside the country. During this period personal values and norms can be challenged to the point where it is not uncommon for an expatriate to suffer culture shock on re-entry into Australia. Secondly, feelings of isolation can be regenerated as relationships (business and personal) need to be re-established in Australia, coupled with a sense of concern regarding a lack of recognition of ‘Asia skills’ (that is, a lack of recognition of the usefulness of skills gained working in a cross-cultural environment or increased knowledge of the region). 

Concomitant with these general areas of concern, some identifiable needs included: professionals skills development (including ‘wish I had studied the language’ and ‘if only I knew before I came what I know now’ statements); communication skills (several Asian participants noted that Australians aren’t aware of how fast we speak, or that our accents might be difficult for others to understand); and knowing how to modify behaviour (understanding cultural essentials to be more effective in-country). 

In terms of recruitment, Australian business in general now recognises that a different skill set is needed when employees are living overseas. For example, one of the most important characteristics is being able to work in an operating environment that is highly ambiguous. Words such as ‘flexible’, ‘being polite’, ‘humble’, and ‘empathy’, recur again and again in interviews as characteristics needed by successful TNC employees. The participants in this research that appeared to most enjoy the challenges of living overseas, and subsequently could operate more effectively, had generally already travelled in or been exposed, sometimes from an early age, to other cultures or bi-cultural processes. This would be an important element in assessing the appropriateness of potential transnational employees.

There is a need to encourage not only the link between productivity and knowledge of the region and local practices, but also the recognition of a link between productivity, retaining good staff and the smooth entry and re-integration into Australia of expatriates. Several participants expressed a wish for some form of pre-departure training. Very few companies currently offer such a program or, also important, debriefing on return for expatriate employees. This type of preparation is more common in the non-government and Aid sectors. Even fewer companies include spouses or partners in pre-departure or return programs. In some cases, particularly in smaller companies, any pre-departure familiarisation is done through ‘How To’ guides, which can be problematic (anyone who has read similar guides about Australia will realise there is a tendency at times to over-generalise!). Mentoring is another common form of preparation for new staff, which can be supportive but if the mentoring colleague has had a difficult time in-country it can also be problematic as the primary source of knowledge. Time is often a limiting factor in the corporate sector as staff can be called overseas quite quickly and have no time for formal inductions or preparation. 

There is a limit to what can be done with formal intercultural training. A few expatriates felt it wouldn’t have helped them: some Australians living overseas will thrive, others will find it an uncomfortable experience. According to an international recruiter from an Australian agency, if you’re a bad project manager in Australia you will be a bad project manager in Asia and no amount of training or knowledge of local customs or language is going to help in that situation. However, the preparation and perception of Australians in Asia does have some impact on the promotion, or lack of it, of Australia in the region.

4. Ways Australia Could Better Use its Expatriates to Promote our Economic, Social and Cultural Interests.

This question involves a high level reflection on the place of Australia in Asia in general. An outstanding perception among research participants is that it is only when they left Australia they realised that our role in Asia is ‘minimal’. There is little news of Australia in their Asian newspapers or on television, and likewise when in Australia there is little substantial news about Asia. Studies run by the Australian High Commission in Singapore have highlighted that the level of knowledge about Australia is fairly superficial. Occasionally in informal discussions, Pauline Hanson or the White Australia policy are mentioned. Likewise, when asking visiting Chinese executives or Indian professionals what they know about Australia, the general answer is ‘koalas and kangaroos’. 

To promote Australia we need to begin with a realistic understanding of Australia’s position in Asia and the low level of knowledge of what we can contribute to the region. A common complaint from business people in India, for example, was that if Australia wants to seriously engage with the region this means establishing a more visible presence because of the challenges that particular country poses. Recommendations need to include the option that to increase the visibility of Australia there is a need to develop a more outward oriented perspective at home: start with increasing our own understanding of Asia, improving our ‘Asia literacy’, encouraging engagement with Asia particularly in terms of support for language study, area studies etc. Secondly, ensuring as much as possible a well-prepared community is living and working in Asia. Simply having an Australian presence doesn’t necessarily mean the promotion or transfer of knowledge. Interpersonal relationships are vital in the process of promoting our economic and cultural interests in the region, yet, as noted above, forming personal relationships with locals has been an area of difficulty. 

At a more practical lower level, the Australian participants in this research generally expressed a genuine desire on their part to gain Asia experience which should be utilised both in-country and when they return to Australia. Many have developed connections, networks and professional bi-cultural skills that need to be recognised and utilised. There are existing forums established to encourage expatriates (former and current) to network, such as Asialink (University of Melbourne) and the Young Professionals Project (University of Sydney), that can also be useful resources for trade delegations, chambers of commerce, business networks, and government departments, to develop future promotional plans.
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� DFAT figures, 2000. These figures could actually be higher as some records don’t include accompanying partners and families.
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