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AMERICAN companies are trying to conquer global markets, but many American executives are averse to overseas postings. As a result, a growing percentage of the executives working abroad for United States companies are either natives of those countries or expatriates of other nations, says Robert J. Freedman, chief executive of Organization Resources Counselors, which specializes in human resources management and is based in New York. Following are excerpts from a conversation with him: 
Q. Do multinational companies still send large numbers of Americans overseas to executive jobs? 
A. The biggest trend is that, as U.S. companies have globalized, they've gotten to the point that they don't think of expatriating U.S. ideas or U.S. people as the only way to do business. They really think the right way to be a mirror image of the global markets is to have in your senior cadre -- defined as perhaps the top 200 or 300 people -- a nationality dispersion that fairly represents the balance of revenue around the world. So the percentage of expatriates at American-based companies who are American has gone down. 
Q. But the number of American expatriates has been increasing, right? 
A. Back in 1997, in a survey we did of 331 North American companies, we found that they employed almost 19,000 U.S. expatriates. That doesn't include every company, of course. In a similar survey in 2003, we found that that number went up, to 19,400. But at the same time, the number of total expatriates of all nationalities for those same companies went to 36,300 from 25,600. 

So that's where the growth has been. At Procter & Gamble, which is advanced in this area, roughly a fifth of their top 33 executives were not U.S.- born five years ago. It doubled to 39 or 40 percent over the next five years. In five years, their view is, it's likely to be 50 percent, which happens to mirror the source of the company's revenue. 

Q. Where are U.S. companies finding these global executives? Is it local talent and American talent, or are companies also moving non-American executives around? 
A. About 10 years ago, we produced compensation data for 20 different nationalities of expatriates, a large percentage of whom were Americans. Today, we're producing data for more than 60 nationalities -- from India, China, Indonesia, almost any country you can think of. 

Q. If I'm running an American company with a large number of non-American executives , what are the implications? 
A. In a positive way, it gets you in the direction to do business properly around the world. You're not recognized as only an American giant. You are representative of the world. 

Q. How do the costs differ? 
A. I don't think there's any doubt that U.S. expatriates are expensive. They have high salaries. Even if you're on expatriate assignment, you still have to file U.S. tax returns and may be subject to foreign tax as well. Financially, it does make sense for companies to use a wider range of nationalities. 

For example, if you had a whole series of positions to fill in China, there could be a very significant cost difference in sending Australian expatriates rather than American expatriates. 

Q. What can companies do to persuade Americans to accept overseas postings? 
A. Actually, a couple of things. We're seeing a big increase in short-term assignments. With many companies, they're realizing it's very difficult to persuade some of these high-potential managers and executives to uproot the whole family. They try to compromise and perhaps convert it into a 12-month assignment where the family remains at home. 

The other solutions companies are finding are dual-career systems. The innovators in this field are Motorola and Royal Dutch Shell. Ten years ago, they put in the first dual-career assistance programs; 3M has also done this. They can't make up the loss of compensation for a spouse. But they will provide educational assistance. 

Q. Are Americans also resisting going to more exotic destinations? 
A. In the last five years, the number of unusual locations that expatriates have to go to has grown, particularly in the growth areas of Asia. Americans are, by and large, a tougher lot to persuade to go to places they don't want to go to. Europeans are a little bit more malleable that way. 

So, as some of those opportunities have opened, companies have looked to people who are intraregional. As they've developed staffs in countries in Asia or Latin America, they may move people who have similar language skills and who wind up only a 1,000-mile plane ride from where they were. 

Q. When companies use many non-American executives, won't more of them be promoted to senior positions at headquarters, making competition for those jobs tougher? 
A. I'd guess I'd say that's probably true. It's true of any pool. If you play soccer, how good are you in a neighborhood league, and how good are you if it's a county league, and how good are you on the U.S. national team, and what if you're playing for the World Cup? But I have not found that competition to be unhealthy or excessive. 

Q. Do companies risk losing their American identity if their senior ranks become more multinational? 
A. I think they gain a global perspective. They don't lose their Americanism. They now see a problem as being three-dimensional, not two-dimensional. 
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