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Access to suitably qualifi ed 
engineers is one of the most critical 
issues engineering and construction 
companies are encountering 
today, especially in emerging 
markets, where much of the 
construction activity is occurring. 
What incentives do companies in 
developed markets need to provide 
to their engineers to take on 
assignments in emerging markets?

This is an enormous challenge, given the 
voracious appetite for talent in emerging 
markets. Many companies have no 
choice but to import employees from the 
developed world. However the cost of 

doing so quickly adds up, given relocation, 
housing, transportation, and repatriation 
costs. Expats also need reassurance that 
when they return to home base, they will 
be re-assimilated.

Companies are becoming more savvy 
about repatriating their employees 
because corporate leadership has become 
more globally focused. Today’s corporate 
leadership worldwide has a global mind-
set honed by time spent on extended expat 
assignments. Living and working in an 
emerging market opens the door to new 
ways of working and new possibilities as 
resource constraints demand fl exibility 
and openness to change.

The sheer volume of engineers required 
for projects in emerging markets also 
presents a challenge. The developed 
world has to train enough engineers to 
work on domestic as well as international 
projects. However, the massive demand 
for engineers around the world means a 
shortage is inevitable.

The other key is the attractiveness of 
the location. At PwC, we’ve increased 
our assignment activity by more than 50 
percent over the past few years, which is 
signifi cant given the size of our network 
and mobility program. But we do realize 
that in about 75 percent of the moves, 
our people are going from one developed 
country to another. While there certainly 
is value to sending people from Australia 
to Canada and from the US to the UK, that 
doesn't address the issue of talent shortages 
in emerging markets.

PwC has now begun working on diverting 
our talent to emerging markets to fi ll 
that need. The challenge still looms 
large, especially because being an expat 
in Paris or Sydney seems to offer a more 
attractive option—on the face of it—than, 
for example, an assignment in Shanghai 
or San Paulo. In addition, we are mindful 
of needing to develop our local talent in 
emerging markets, providing opportunities 
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for our people to embark on assignments 
to developed locations. We recognize that 
these individuals, as local nationals in 
those emerging markets, are likely to have 
success in leveraging their experiences to 
develop others upon their repatriation.

Cities need to do a better job of marketing 
themselves by telling the world what’s 
attractive and interesting about their 
particular city and why someone would 
want to choose an expat assignment in 
that city. Because talent has a choice. 
Ultimately, people can work wherever they 
want to work. That’s why those who are 
trying to attract them need to do a good job 
of highlighting positive local, regional, and 
national attributes.

Companies also need to ensure that their 
expats are connected to their home offi ces. 
They need to continue to feel like they 
are “part of the story” as much as those 
physically located at home base.

Even more importantly, companies must 
equip expats with the appropriate tools and 
internal support for optimal repatriation so 
they can be effective ambassadors of working 
overseas in emerging markets once they 
return home. If expats return to a role similar 
to what they held before—one that does not 
value their global experience—others in the 
company are less motivated to participate.

Do you have any examples of a city 
or region that marketed itself as an 
attractive option for expats?

Actually, Abu Dhabi provides an excellent 
example. It is located in one of the harshest 
environments on the planet. And it’s the 
capital of the United Arab Emirates, the 
country with the second highest per capita 
carbon emissions in the world.

Abu Dhabi’s explosive growth as a business 
and fi nancial center has led to predictable 
problems—from traffi c congestion to 
waste recycling. And the trends point to 
continued rapid population growth over 
the next 20 or so years. The city’s response 
is Plan Abu Dhabi 2030, which integrates 
economic, social, and cultural criteria into 
all development decisions.

It’s already paying off: Abu Dhabi was 
a new entrant in PwC’s 2011 Cities of 
Opportunity survey which rated 26 cities 
on 10 different economic, social, and 
life-style related variables. The city ranked 
18th in the comparison of such indicators 
as air quality, commute time, economic 
competitiveness, tax rates, ease of hiring, 
and working-age population.

Cities shouldn’t discount the importance 
of marketing their advantages: saying why 
their city would be a rewarding destination 
for visitors and expats alike.

As you said earlier, some people 
worry about their long-term 
careers when embarking on an 
expat assignment. What is your 
perspective—from a global point of 
view—on whether people should stay 
in one place to build their careers 
via deep client relationships versus 
time spent in a developing market? 
How valuable would that tour of 
duty be in a person’s career over the 
long term?

After living in the UK, New Zealand, 
Australia, and now New York, I can't 
emphasize enough the value of overseas tours 
of duty. Especially now, when companies 
are globally interconnected. Certainly, in my 
experience, many of the successful executive 

leaders at multinationals refl ect a global 
perspective that they have gained through 
overseas tours.

The only way to acquire that kind of mindset 
is to have actually experienced the globe. 
I’m not talking about the kind of experience 
you gain from leisure or business travel. 
I’m referring to the deeper perspective that 
comes from having lived in a country that 
isn’t your own. Living and working abroad 
allows a person to experience fi rsthand 
a county’s cultural, social, and economic 
dimensions. The lessons you learn from 
those kinds of experiences cannot be taught 
in a domestic role.

For anyone who aspires to a global 
leadership role, this type of experience 
is vital. They need to demonstrate their 
understanding of global issues, which is 
much easier to do and more authentic if 
they have had their own global experience.

Not to mention the personal development 
these experiences offer. An expat 
assignment is probably the highest form 
of personal development, as effective if not 
more so than a graduate degree. Learning 
about global business issues is certainly 
a good approach but living them day-to-
day leaves a far deeper imprint because 
it opens your mind to a new spectrum of 
ideas and possibilities that add to your 
overall capability. Ultimately, that makes 
you more marketable as well as more likely 
to succeed as a leader.

“Learning about global business issues is certainly a 
good approach but living them day-to-day leaves a 
far deeper imprint."



How can a profession like 
engineering—which historically 
and currently records talent 
shortages—market itself to high 
school graduates as an attractive 
career choice when they are deciding 
on what to study in college?

The industry needs to work with 
educational institutions to create more 
excitement about the profession. Especially 
with women, who are underrepresented in 
the industry; only 14 percent of engineers 
in the US are women according to a 
2012 report from the US Congress Joint 
Economic Committee. By working together, 
industry and academia can illustrate 
how engineers can contribute to society, 
appealing to the need for meaningful work 
that millennials have clearly expressed over 
the past several years. Engineering is a very 
practical career choice, one in which you 
can see the tangible results of your work 
almost immediately.

It’s also a discipline that prepares graduates 
for leadership over the long term. Research 
from the executive search fi rm Spencer 
Stuart shows that historically, about a 
quarter of all CEOs have been engineering 
graduates, followed by the various business 
disciplines such as economics, business 
administration, and accounting.

There’s a parallel to be drawn here with 
countries and cities marketing themselves as 
an attractive place to work. If high schoolers 
don’t know that engineering is a viable 
career choice that offers meaningful work 
with practical applications for what they 
learn in college, they are likely to overlook 
the option. Similarly if people don’t know 
what’s attractive about certain locations, 
they might also overlook the opportunity to 
work there. Like it or not, marketing plays 
an essential role in both situations.

PwC’s 15th Annual Global CEO 
Survey found that less than a 
third of global CEOs are very 
confi dent they will have access to 
the necessary talent to execute on 
their strategy over the next three 
years. Meanwhile, more than half 
are only somewhat confi dent. 
Given that talent is easily poached 
in emerging markets with the 
smallest of increases in salary, how 
do companies deal with retention 
issues as well as the replacement 
of those who leave?

Yes, churn is certainly an enormous 
challenge in emerging markets. Some 
of the benefi ts employers are able to 
offer in developed markets—such as 
telecommuting and fl exible hours, which 

clearly foster employee loyalty—are not 
always practical in emerging markets 
because rank-and-fi le employees may not 
have the required technology to work at 
home. Which means employers are more 
limited in the retention incentives they can 
offer their employees.

Given those limits, corporate leadership 
needs to become more sophisticated about 
their approach to workforce retention. 
Employers need to provide other incentives 
that foster long-term loyalty, such as fair 
wages and clear career paths on an upward 
trajectory. Not only do employees want 
to be compensated fairly, they also want 
assurance that they will not be doing the 
same job in 20 years.

Overall, the real challenge and opportunity 
for employers, regardless of location, is to 
create an exciting value proposition for 
their people. Mobility is a key component. 
In the future, more than ever, the leaders of 
industry will require a true global mindset. 
The best way to get it is to pack your suitcase.
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“By working together, industry and academia can 
illustrate how engineers can contribute to society, 
appealing to the need for meaningful work that 
millennials have clearly expressed over the past 
several years."


