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Alternative ways of considering careers 
The traditional ways of careers are changing, and the implications for individuals, for 
whom work is a source of identity, can for example be to develop multiple commit-
ments and networks to maintain employability (Baruch 2004). The relationship with 
an employer is no longer by definition expected to last a lifetime and individuals are to 
a greater extent taking charge of their own career paths. Short term project work and 
contracting are therefore not uncommon options. Concepts such as protean career 
(Hall 1996) and boundaryless career (Arthur/ Rousseau 1996) can be used to describe 
these alternative careers. In an attempt to clarify the related yet distinct concepts, 
Briscoe and Hall (2006) see the protean career orientation as self-directed and values 
driven and the boundaryless career in terms of physical and/or psychological mobility. 
The extent to which the individual is oriented towards these aspects gives combina-
tions of the protean and boundaryless approaches to describe an individual’s career 
profile (Briscoe/Hall 2006). Hall (1996) suggested that “the new career” would be 
characterized by, and require, continuous learning, adaptability and reflection about 
one’s identity. DeFillippi and Arthur (1996:123-124) defined the boundaryless career 
as:

“…characterized by a career identity that is independent of the employer (e.g., ‘I’m a 
software engineer’); the accumulation of employment-flexible know-how (e.g., how to 
work in an innovative, efficient, and/or quality-enhancing way); and the development of 
networks that are independent of the firm (e.g., occupation or industry based), non-
hierarchic (e.g., communities of practice), and worker enacted.”  

The boundaryless career concept suggests that boundaries between organizations are 
becoming permeable but as argued by Gunz et al. (2000) there are different, more 
complex, boundaries becoming salient. Boundaries on the level of the industry such as 
the timescales, level of maturity and size of organizations and relationship between 
them, or geographical and professional boundaries may be perceived, influencing in-
dividuals’ propensity to move, in addition to their skills being industry specific or a 
lack of understanding of the labor market (Gunz et al. 2000). Individuals may even 
seek boundaries and the identities that these entail through alternative social groupings 
and networks (Currie et al. 2006). However, the boundaries between different em-
ployers can be seen to have opened up and the national boundaries are easier to cross. 
There are new conditions that make working abroad a plausible option; for example 
with the European Union’s ideal of free movement of labour, migration has been fa-
cilitated. Furthermore, organizations are increasingly working with transnationalization 
strategies; multi-centred, simultaneously aiming for local adjustment and global inte-
gration. The concept transnational can encompass migration, companies and organiza-
tions as well as other flows and communities. It implies moving across or a problema-
tizing, blurring or breaking down of boundaries between nations (Hearn 2004). The 
boundaryless career model has increased our understanding of individuals within this 
setting, yet there is a need for further study of different types of international manag-
ers and their career paths (Banai/Harry 2004).  
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International itinerants – an alternative to the traditional expatriate 
The realization that knowledge creation and transfer from international experiences is 
strategically important has emphasized the need for developing global competences 
through international assignments (Thomas et al. 2005). Studies of expatriation have 
frequently focused on traditional expatriation and ways to handle aspects in the expa-
triate cycle successfully and have often been prescriptive. Additional research is 
needed beyond the traditional assignment within a multinational organization. As is 
often illustrated with the expatriate cycle an international assignment has tended to be 
considered as a single event starting with selection and ending in repatriation. Less is 
known about global careers involving multiple international relocations (Suu-
tari/Mäkelä 2007). With increasing hesitations to accept expatriate assignments it has 
been suggested that companies should identify and draw on those individuals that 
have proven themselves successful in previous international assignments (Selmer 
1999). Forster (2000) saw such internationally mobile professionals as a myth that has 
been exaggerated and claims that such careers are too challenging and that it would be 
almost impossible for any individuals to cope with such frequent relocations. Yet, 
studies have shown that those who have been on international assignments are often 
willing, and go on to additional assignments (Suutari/Brewster 2003). Out of 300 Fin-
nish expatriates studied, 42% had been on an assignment abroad before, 91% were in-
terested in new foreign assignments and 59% would even be interested in more per-
manent expatriation (Riusala/Suutari 2000). 

One such group, which is largely understudied, can be referred to as international 
itinerants (Banai/Harry 2004; McKenna/Richardson 2007), expatriating without or-
ganizational sponsorship. These individuals undertake a number of international work 
experiences, working for several different companies. From a company perspective 
there might be advantages of hiring such an independent internationally mobile pro-
fessional, such as cost savings and assignment management yet little is known about 
them and the potential implication (McKenna/Richardson 2007). As the traditional 
expatriate career in some senses has become less attractive and the global competitive 
pressures have caused organizations to look for talents regardless of nationality, the 
role of international itinerants have developed (Banai/Harry 2004). It has been shown 
that individuals may also be interested in changing employers after repatriating from a 
traditional company-sponsored expatriate assignment and receive external offers while 
abroad as well as after their return (Suutari/Brewster 2003). In a sample of over 400 
Finnish graduate engineers working abroad, Suutari and Brewster (2000) found that 
33% had found their work abroad on their own initiative.  

Suutari and Brewster (2000) suggest that findings of research focused on expatria-
tion might not be relevant for self-initiated work experiences as they may have differ-
ent characteristics, not follow the same assumptions and be a more heterogeneous 
group. Some of the characteristics that differentiated the self-initiated group from ex-
patriates were that they tended to more commonly work for foreign organizations, 
that are not as multinational in their approach as the companies the expatriates 
worked for; they tended to consider themselves as “experts”; and more commonly 
worked in lower level non-managerial jobs on project or temporary contracts (Suu-
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tari/Brewster 2000). This self-initiated group can be compared to what Barley and 
Kunda (2004) described as independent contractors moving between companies by 
maintaining their employability through their skills and reputation within their net-
works. International itinerants have career paths different from expatriates staying 
with one company throughout their careers or that decide to remain in their host 
country instead of repatriating as they are self-directed and have left the organizational 
context (Banai/Harry 2004). Their career paths can be described as a type of global 
career. However, as I find more relevant, international itinerants can also be discussed 
in terms of the individuals own orientation to his/her career with a protean career ap-
proach, as self-directed, and a boundaryless career orientation, involving physical and 
psychological mobility. International itinerants careers can be regarded as correspond-
ing to the meanings implied with the concept of boundaryless careers in terms of be-
ing independent from the traditional organizational career arrangements; involving 
moving across boundaries of single employers, subjective interpretations of career ad-
vancement and boundaries between work and personal/family life, sustained through 
external networks and information with external validation (Arthur/Rousseau 1996). 

To increase the understanding of international itinerants, this paper will treat the 
alternative international assignment from an identity construction perspective as a part 
of the individuals’ career. As an international assignment is not only a career transition 
but a major life change contextualised in a new social setting, it can be an experience 
that influences identity construction. The purpose of this study is to increase the un-
derstanding of individuals with multiple international work experiences, crossing the 
boundaries of a single employer, their experiences, identification and identity con-
struction. With this purpose the research question of this paper can be stated as: What 
are the identity construction processes and social identities of international itinerants 
like, as they not only experience a transition between countries but also between or-
ganizations with multiple international work experiences?  

An identity construction perspective on international assignments  
An identity construction perspective can contribute to our understanding of interna-
tional work experiences and what impact these experiences have on these individuals. 
The complexity of identity has been considered from different views and is a multi-
faceted concept (Kohonen 2005). Identity can be a source of distinctiveness and plu-
rality, yet at the same time provide coherence and belonging. An individual’s identity 
may not be fixed throughout our lifetimes; rather it is continuously constructed and 
reconstructed in a process of self-reflection as we move through different environ-
ments over time (Lindgren/Wåhlin 2001). Jenkins (2004) claims that understanding 
the ongoing processes of social identity construction is central to understand identity. 
This process is more or less continuous, though specifically engaged in situations of 
transition, surprises, encounters or times of strain. 

An international assignment is a critical situation and a career transition where the 
expatriate has the chance to reflect on who s/he is (Kohonen 2004). Occasions to re-
flect occur as we are removed from our routine everyday context as Lindgren and 
Wåhlin (2001) explain in relation to boundary-crossing individuals and how they con-
struct their identities. Expatriates, therefore, as removed from their normal life, social 
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groups, culture and work role, is of particular interest to study from an identity per-
spective. Sanchez et al. (2000) emphasize this by saying that an international assign-
ment even requires that the individual is willing to change his/her identity. Kohonen 
(2004) showed that an international assignment gave expatriates opportunities for 
learning, development and self-reflection and that identity construction processes 
were engaged as the social ties to the home culture and organization were weakened. 
Kohonen (2005) stressed the need for further research on the implications of an in-
ternational assignment on identity construction and what impact the transformation of 
identity has on the future career and competencies of international managers. She fur-
ther suggests that research could explore the impact of multiple assignments in differ-
ent locations on expatriates learning and identity construction. The experiences of in-
ternational itinerants, who not only experience a transition between countries but also 
between organizations, might be different as they do not have the company support 
of more traditional expatriates and no home-organization to repatriate to. Considering 
social identity aspects (Tajfel/Turner 1979) can further develop our knowledge of 
where these individuals’ allegiances lie and what they identify with. Social identities, 
together with more individual, personal identity aspects can provide a basis for distinc-
tion as well as self categorization and an answer to the question “who am I?” (Ash-
forth/Mael 1989). 

Social identity aspects – identifying with others 
Social identity “consists … of those aspects of an individual’s self-image that derive 
from the social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging” (Tajfel/Turner 
1979). To identify with some type of group, or aggregate of people, is a way for an in-
dividual to locate or define himself in a social setting and to have a perception of be-
longing (Ashforth/Mael 1989). To varying degrees, individuals construct their identi-
ties by drawing from the organizations and workgroups they belong to (Hogg/Terry 
2000). The move from a linear, more traditional view of careers implies a transition in 
the relationship with the employer and multiple commitments and identifications 
spanning outside the organization and workgroup for the individual (Baruch 2004). 
Social identity processes are dynamic and changes in the social context affect the self 
conception as other comparative groups are brought up and social identity aspects be-
come salient (Hogg/Terry 2000). It has been suggested that the sociocultural skills de-
veloped by expatriates may be difficult to transfer to different locations and that expa-
triates will have to start over for each new assignment (Selmer 2002). For international 
itinerants frequently relocating to a new country and/or organization there is a reoc-
curring transition to new social settings that could impact the social identity construc-
tion.  

One thing that drives the social identity processes is the need to reduce uncer-
tainty about ones own feelings, behavior, perceptions, self-concept and place in soci-
ety. It matches social categories to properties in the social context and the most mean-
ingful place for the individual within it (Hogg/Terry 2000). One way of approaching 
this is through the diverse sets of allegiances of expatriates and what they identify 
themselves with. Previous studies have brought up some aspects of paradoxes in the 
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expatriation experience concerning identification, the relationship with the other cul-
ture and job-related conflicts (Osland/Osland 2005). 

Black and Gregersen (1992) studied the problem of the sent out expatriate having 
allegiances simultaneously to the parent company and the local operations. They iden-
tify allegiance patterns and argue that the expatriate should not be too committed to 
either of them, rather form a pattern of dual allegiance. The more time spent away 
from the home office, the more likely it is that the expatriates identify with the new 
country and untie their identities from the parent company (Black/Gregersen 1992). 
What Black and Gregersen (1992) describe as Hired-Gun Free Agents most corre-
sponds to what is referred to here as international itinerants. These have low levels of 
commitment to both the parent and local operations and are rather committed to their 
careers internationally with little or no plans to return home. In an expansion of this 
framework for individuals who independently sought their position abroad Richard-
son and McKenna (2006) found that the relationships with home and host countries 
were dynamic and could shift over time and point to the importance of social interac-
tion and relationships. While studying academics as an example of self-selecting expa-
triates, Richardson and McKenna (2000) found that for some there are difficulties in-
tegrating into local communities and friendships tended to be shallow. In contrast, the 
authors found that expatriates formed cohesive communities and developed friend-
ships quickly as they were in the same situation and considered themselves outsiders. 
Sanchez et al. (2000) consider the identification with the home culture as dominating 
in the early stages of adjustment and if successful the expatriate would place his identi-
fication midway between the host and home cultures. If so, what would the implica-
tions be for individuals with multiple transitions? A paradox is that expatriates may 
give up on some of their cultural values in order to be accepted, while others become 
even stronger (Osland/Osland 2005). Banai and Harry (2004) found that the itinerants 
drive to be cosmopolitan might make them citizens of the world and disrupt their 
families’ needs for stability and a national culture to identify with. Being abroad for a 
long time might lead to feeling comfortable anywhere while at the same time not really 
belonging anywhere (Osland/Osland 2005). 

Importantly however, countries and organizations are only a small part of what 
we use to define ourselves. Individuals belong to and feel allegiances to a number of 
different communities. For individuals with a boundaryless career, the informal net-
works and communities of practice they take part in may be of great importance. Bar-
ley and Kunda (2004) emphasized the importance of building “networks of practice”, 
informal and more formal communities, including virtual, in the world of contracting. 
Lindgren and Wåhlin (2001) claim that for individuals with boundaryless careers net-
works across organizational boundaries can provide a sense of continuity as the or-
ganization no longer fills this function. Contracting individuals need to develop a co-
herent identity as itinerant experts by referring to groups outside the corporate 
boundaries (Barley/Kunda 2004). 

In an attempt to explore identity-related outcomes of global careers, Suutari and 
Mäkelä (2007) found that their respondents, half of which had remained with one sin-
gle employer and half of which had worked for several companies, had developed a 
“global career identity” clarifying what they wanted to, and were capable of doing, and 



management revue, volume 20, issue 1, 2009  DOI 10.1688/1861-9908_mrev_2009_01_Naesholm  59 

that they “had found their place in working life”. Multiple international work experi-
ences had clear developmental effects and involved new learning and increased career 
capital. The respondents showed increased self confidence and belief in their employ-
ability in a broader future job market, to meet their needs of finding interesting and 
challenging work opportunities (Suutari/Mäkelä 2007). Although this study contrib-
utes to the understanding of individuals with multiple international work experiences 
the authors did not differentiate between those with one, and those with several em-
ployers. For example they found high levels of commitments to the employing or-
ganizations (Suutari/Mäkelä 2007), a result that I think could be different when distin-
guishing the international itinerants who move between different organizations. 

Methodology
The study consists of four interviews with Swedish international itinerants, who them-
selves have decided to work abroad and do not repatriate with the same employer. 
This small sample is selected as this is an exploratory study where more in-depth un-
derstanding of individual experiences is what is sought after, as a basis for conceptu-
alization (further studies will involve a larger sample). I define international itinerants 
as professionals with boundaryless global careers who have been employed by at least 
two independent companies in foreign countries (Adapted from Banai/Harry 2004: 
97). These itinerants were approached through contacts and networks on the internet 
and interviewed over the phone as they are currently living away from Sweden. I first 
got in contact with two of the itinerants through a Swedish internet community for 
Swedes abroad. Itinerants are difficult to locate as they are scattered over the world 
and hard to get in touch with through the organizations they work for, which also 
makes personal contacts a key way of reaching them (Banai/Harry 2004). 

The interviews were conducted in an open fashion where the itinerants first were 
asked to tell about themselves and their career. This resulted in long narratives and the 
interviews continued with open questions aimed at getting a more detailed story of 
their experiences. These questions were partially based on what had come up in the 
initial narratives and partially came from a list of themes that I found relevant to cover 
for the circumstances for international itinerants. All interviews were recorded and 
ranged between one to two and a half hours in length. With a narrative analysis of 
these interviews, recurring patterns in their identity construction processes can be 
identified (Kohonen 2004; Lindgren/Wåhlin 2001). The first step in the analysis of 
the interviews was to retell their stories as I interpret them. I remained close to the 
itinerants own words to capture the significance they placed on their experiences. 
Through interpretive reading, notes taken during the interviews and emplotment of 
the itinerants’ narratives, I used an approach which Czarniawska (2004) describes as 
the researcher putting together his/her own story. Emplotment is how events are con-
nected and made sense of and how a structure of meaningful passage from one state 
to another is introduced (Czarniawska 2004). The purpose of this first part of the 
analysis was to capture the main plot in each itinerant’s narrative which is presented in 
the next section. The next step in the analysis of the interviews was to identify recur-
ring themes common to the individuals’ narratives. By comparing and contrasting re-
curring themes, the narratives were grouped into emplotted categories that brought 
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together illustrate the various meanings an international career can have from an indi-
vidual’s perspective. This type of thematic analysis of similarities and differences to 
identify categories of narratives has been used to examine identity construction, for 
example by Garcia and Hardy (2007). In the following section the categories of narra-
tives brought up by all the itinerants as important are presented. 

Narratives of international itinerants 
The international itinerants interviewed have all made the decision to move abroad 
independently and have worked for several different, mostly non-Swedish, companies 
in one or several countries. Neither of them has worked more than a couple of years 
in Sweden throughout their entire careers. Their work is international and includes a 
lot of travel and longer and shorter projects in different countries. 

The first itinerant, Alex, feels that he is settled in his new country and wants to 
achieve a balance with his wife’s international career after spending time working for 
different companies in three different countries. The second itinerant, Ben, has had a 
lot of international experience, international relations and an interest in languages, be-
fore working for three companies in different countries. He highlights the importance 
of communication and the mix of cultures in his family. The third itinerant, Clark, has 
wanted to broaden himself and work in an expanding industry and while he has re-
mained in the same country throughout much of his career and is settled there with 
his family, he highlights the importance of the company culture and has worked for 
numerous employers in different areas before becoming an entrepreneur to get his 
freedom. The fourth itinerant, Dan, started his own international company after work-
ing in two countries for a number of different employers. With his wife having an in-
ternational career as well, they have made the decision to prioritize having a career 
over having a family and he thinks he has left Sweden for good. 

For the itinerants the decision to move abroad was to some extent based on the 
career opportunities available and for the most part self-initiated. Only Clark started 
his career abroad working for a Swedish company. He felt limited within the company 
and says that he did not know much about life outside it. All the itinerants stated that 
they had an interest early on in working abroad, or that the interest in languages and 
cultures or in a specific country has always been there. Most of them have had some 
previous international experience such as studies and internships, or relations with 
foreigners.  

Narratives of family concerns 
For the itinerants the family concerns have an impact on the career choices. All of 
them were married to someone with another nationality, either someone they met lo-
cally or another foreigner working abroad. This meant additional concerns with chil-
dren as they were raised bilingually, or in some cases not even learning Swedish. 
Those of the itinerants that were parents tell about their strive to maintain part of 
their children’s Swedish heritage. The itinerants also questioned the possibilities of 
having a global job and balancing career and a family. Dan described making the 
choice of career before family and he and his wife have no children. With dual careers, 
and the wife working internationally too, it is a challenge to manage the balance. Hav-
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ing a job which includes a lot of traveling is more difficult with children and some 
itinerants wanted to cut down on the time abroad as they felt they missed out on too 
much. It is also difficult to continuously move around with a family, and the itinerants 
with children had concerns about giving their children a stable upbringing and belong-
ing somewhere and decided to settle down as the children were in school.  

Narratives of being Swedish 
All of the itinerants still consider themselves Swedish, and are proud to be Swedish 
and of Swedish accomplishments. “It doesn’t wash out” as Ben expressed it. He says 
that he perhaps has become more European than Swedish, but he is particularly fond 
of things that are Swedish. Clark describes how very Swedish he was initially, in terms 
of his values and beliefs, and how those values have changed over time as he became 
less defensive of the Swedish way of doing things and started to assimilate and appre-
ciate the values in their new society. 

None of the itinerants have any plans on repatriating to Sweden again, and have 
not been back to work in Sweden between the different jobs abroad. The itinerants all 
have family in Sweden and have visited them almost every year. Ben has work related 
trips between Sweden and his current location regularly and describes these trips as: 
“it feels like going home both ways”. Though most still would call Sweden home, for 
some the new country is more home and Alex permanently wants to become a citizen 
there. Clark describes himself as almost emigrated, as having nothing left for him in 
Sweden and says that he is “written out of the system”. Several of them feel that they 
are not part of the Swedish society and do not know what it is like there anymore. 
Clark does not know if he could ever return. It would be like moving to a new country 
to move home, an adjustment period all over again. Although he has learned to appre-
ciate the uniqueness of Sweden though he feels that the country has a limited world 
view. Dan even says that he does not like the mentality in Sweden and therefore 
would not want to return. Yet all of the itinerants want to maintain the Swedish holi-
days and traditions, and in one way or another keep the connection to Sweden alive. 
For Clark, whose children has not even learnt to speak Swedish, the ties, the history 
and family feels very important. IKEA is mentioned in several of their stories as 
feeling like home, “a Swedish paradise”, and Dan emphasizes that his residence is still 
a Swedish home.

Narratives of networks 
The itinerants have been in some contact with clubs for Swedish people abroad, al-
though to a limited extent. Swedes abroad have things in common; however, being in 
the same place in life is more important than nationality. Alex says that he is “not like 
expatriates who have Sweden abroad”. This remark shows that some itinerants con-
sider expatriates as mostly socializing with other Swedes and not really entering into 
the host country. The itinerants have been the only Swede in most of their work-
places. Dan says that he would even like to avoid areas with a lot of Swedes. 

Getting to know people and build up a new social network locally is difficult as a 
newcomer. People have established lives and the itinerants all express that it is hard to 
enter as you do not know how to approach them and have difficulties with the lan-
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guage. It depends on the person being outgoing and they have experienced some lone-
liness in the beginning. However, stereotypes break down quickly: “There may be a lot 
more differences between two Swedes than between a Swede and an Englishman for 
example, so you try to find other things you have in common”. Ben emphasizes 
communication and says that if you learn the language, friends will come. A lot of 
their contacts were established through other contacts, through work, colleagues, with 
the wife and children and with neighbors. Mainly the itinerants do not have much 
contact with expatriates, but they do enjoy friendships with people of different na-
tionalities. Alex stresses that he is different from expatriates and that he does not live 
“an expat life”. However, other expatriates, or foreigners or people that have lived 
abroad make it easier to get to know people. Only Clark that relocated with a Swedish 
company the first time describes spending a lot of time with expatriates which meant 
good support and having a lot in common.  

All of the itinerants highlight the importance of social networks throughout their 
stories. “You have to think about it from day one.” It takes time, but otherwise you 
will be lonely, as Alex says. They all have spread-out contact nets with classmates, old 
colleagues and contacts from where they have lived previously. A lot of the people 
they know are spread out over the world and the itinerants claim that it has become 
easier to keep in touch and not be so isolated with today’s communication. They keep 
in touch with e-mails and phone, they have friends that travel a lot too and come by to 
visit. Clark describes a clique of people that moves around from country to country 
and do not want to return, they get stuck in traveling around and having that lifestyle. 
“It is seducing”. 

Narratives of personal development 
All the itinerants tell of developing a lot personally and learning about themselves 
through their experiences. “Probably the most important is learning about yourself in 
different situations, not just in different countries and practical things, more subtle.” 
They describe their journeys as challenging, going outside their comfort zones. Ben 
describes taking the hits in the beginning, feeling stupid and uneducated many times, 
but consistently developing his courage. They all describe developing a new perspec-
tive, realizing that there is not only one right way of doing things, and learning to 
think first and judge less quickly according to stereotypes: “It is hard to explain, it is 
built in to you.” Clark went through a process of reeducating himself from a more 
technical line of work into management as he had a vision of himself as businessman 
and he explains how it was a painful, but good, developing experience. 

When it comes to handling cultural differences, the itinerants express some diffi-
culties in adjusting to the new setting. It is a long process where they have had to give 
up on some Swedish values. Clark explains that without doing so you will just be a 
guest in the country. Alex says that the first time he moved out, he was expecting it to 
be like Sweden. It is tough to get used to, and the change is painful. There are other 
rules that apply and the itinerants claim you have to live in the country to really get a 
feel for it. “You live the differences, it becomes part of you,  you change your behav-
ior subconsciously”. Throughout the interview Ben stresses the need to learn the lan-
guage to really understand the intrinsic differences. Clark rather highlights the impor-
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tance of organizational culture which he has experienced as very distinct with different 
companies. He has even left a company because he felt he did not fit in the company 
culture. All of the itinerants describe what it is like working in the different countries 
that they have lived in and the differences in management styles. They tell of having to 
adjust to the way of working in each new country, and in each organization. 

Narratives of careers 
When telling the stories of their careers, many of the itinerants emphasize the role of 
coincidences and circumstances, rather than planning and conscious choices. As Ben 
describes his career he had completely different goals from the beginning; “I had a 
plan, but that changes as you go along, 5-year plans do not hold, 2-year plans do”. 
There are different needs in different phases that you had not counted on. Most of 
them have not stated a clear goal, but have had to change jobs to get forward. Dan has 
worked for different companies in the same industry and is very involved in that in-
dustry, which makes it hard to get away from. For Clark, it is the excitement of being 
in an expanding industry that has driven him to move forward and motivated his ca-
reer choices.  

Alex, Ben and Clark work in high technology industries and they can all be con-
sidered experts within their fields. Throughout their careers their work seems to have 
moved from a technical direction towards involving more managerial work. The itin-
erants stress that it is important to keep your contacts, as with changing circumstances 
and reorganizations they have to have somewhere to go and to find a new career 
move when it is needed. They recommend planning your jobs to get where you want 
and to consider the type of contract and employment as you might have nothing to 
come home to in Sweden. Dan has applied for jobs himself every time, while Clark 
has gotten his positions through his contact net and has been recommended and 
headhunted. He decided to start his own company to get the independence that he 
wanted. People in the industry move around in different positions and give each other 
contacts that can lead to new career opportunities.  

For the itinerants it is a question of job vs. location. However, it also depends a 
lot on getting a “nice price”, i.e. a good salary and job offer. There is the family situa-
tion and there might also be some cultural difficulties to consider. It is important to 
consider the company culture and its origins. For Ben it would not matter where he 
was located, as his job is global and involves a lot of travel. Dan feels that there were 
no opportunities in Sweden for him, and Alex has rejected offers in Sweden. Clark has 
been given offers to move to other countries but has wanted to stay where he is and is 
not interested in another country.  

When asked about their future the itinerants mostly planned to stay put for some 
years although there is always the possibility to move to yet another country. For Ben 
it is “time to settle down a bit”, even though he has enjoyed moving around six or 
seven times per year. Dan hopes he will be able to stay and would not like to change 
again while Clark wants to do something completely different. For some it is about 
the country you like best, but also where there are career opportunities. When asked 
specifically, Ben and Clark could even consider moving back. Sweden would be logical 
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for their family, but they both consider that it might be a problem financially, with 
taxes and pensions, the economy is important when running your own career. 

Analysis
The narratives of international itinerants contribute to our knowledge of them and 
paint a portrait of commonalities in their international careers, while at the same time 
highlighting that this image is fragmented with individual differences, unique experi-
ences and involving inherent ambiguities and paradoxes. The idea by Osland and 
Osland (2005) of developing through learning to deal with ambiguities and paradoxes 
provides a language to better understand the experiences of expatriates. These types 
of experiences are frequently brought up in the narratives told by these itinerants (see 
the table below) and can be used to illustrate the ambiguities and paradoxes experi-
enced concerning their identity construction. 

Table 1: Expressed ambiguities and paradoxes in the narrative categories 

Narrative category Ambiguities and paradoxes experienced 

Narratives of  
family concerns 

- multinational family yet maintaining Swedish heritage 

- international career drive yet pull to settle down 

Narratives of  
being Swedish 

- still Swedish, but left society and is more immersed in current  
location

- changed values and conflicting views of Sweden yet want to  
preserve ties for children 

Narratives of  
networks 

- not associating with Swedes or expatriates yet easier with foreigners 

- creating networks imperative,  
socially and as contacts give work opportunities 

- network spread across nations and organizations 

Narratives of  
personal development 

- experienced difficulties and insecurity leads to a process of  
increased self-knowledge and  confidence 

- tolerance beyond stereotypes 

- developing new perspectives and getting immersed in ways of  
working and cultural differences

Narratives of  
careers

- more dependent on coincidence  
and circumstances yet need to plan to change jobs to get forward 

- more invested locally yet dependent on availability of job offers as 
contacts give safety net 

- commitment towards career and network yet constraints of family 
etc.

Due to their circumstances the itinerants have formed relationships while abroad and 
ascribed themselves as having a multicultural family, with a wife of another nationality. 
They are triggered by the challenges of working abroad, as said; it can be a seducing 
lifestyle. However, they have become rooted in their present situations. With a family, 
there is a pull to settle down and travel less and leading a less disruptive life in order to 
manage the work-family balance. Rather than letting their drive for an international 
career dominate the need for stability, as was suggested by Banai and Harry (2004), the 
paradoxical situation has almost driven them into making a choice, in the stage of life 
that they are in, between this kind of career and having a family.  
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In the narratives of being Swedish, the itinerants express pride of being Swedish, 
thereby illustrating the identification they still feel towards the Swedish nationality. Yet 
they no longer see themselves as a part of the Swedish society. Although they want to 
keep their ties to Sweden and are attracted to, and somewhat feel at home with, things 
that are Swedish, they maintain the sense of separation, want to avoid other Swedes to 
some extent and have doubts of ever returning. They are self-assured in their new po-
sitions and maintain ties to communities as Swedes abroad, while immersing them-
selves and finding their place in the local community. The paradox of relinquishing 
some cultural values and identification with their country of origin, while strengthen-
ing some of the ties has been referred to for expatriates (Osland/Osland 2005). For 
these itinerants this is supported and it appears important to distinguish themselves 
from their Swedish identities simultaneously to maintaining parts thereof. This ambi-
guity, or deconstruction, of their nationalities in their identity construction is charac-
terized by interplay or an in-between position that could be related to transnationaliza-
tion. 

Still foreigners in their current countries of residence, the itinerants have learnt to 
appreciate values in the societies they live in and have taken on aspects to have a sense 
of belonging. They have entered into new cultures and gone through a process of ad-
justment and of giving up values. They stress this in distinction from expatriates “who 
have Sweden abroad” and do not identify themselves as expatriates. However, living 
abroad as a foreigner, they have a lot in common with others in the same situation, 
which makes it easier to establish contacts. As they no longer identify with Swedes or 
expatriates they have developed a social identity through their networks as foreigners 
abroad to create a sense of continuity and reduce uncertainty throughout the transi-
tions. All the itinerants stress the importance of developing networks, both personally 
and professionally, and describe how the contacts lead to other contacts, which not 
only give a sense of belonging, but also give opportunities for furthering their careers.  

In the narratives of personal development it appears that when going through 
transitions the itinerants experience ambiguities and paradoxes and reflect on their 
place in their new context. In the process, their self-knowledge is increased and they 
become more confident. Learning about oneself is expressed by the itinerants as one 
of the most important things. They describe developing a new, broader, perspective 
and being less bound by stereotypes as they encounter the individuals present behind 
the preconceived images. The itinerants not only express the different ways of work-
ing in the cultures that they have encountered, but also within the different companies 
that they have worked for. There are cultural differences that impact the experiences 
and make the transition more or less difficult. Rather than maintaining their precon-
ceptions of how things should be done, or the Swedish way of working, they have en-
tered into their new social settings and showed the ability to adapt to other ways of 
working. Suutari and Brewster’s (2000) finding, that those with self initiated work ex-
periences abroad tended to work for foreign companies, is supported here. This could 
help account for the fact that they consider themselves as becoming more absorbed in 
the local circumstances than those sent out by companies. 

Regarding their careers, the itinerants speak of an interest in the international and 
experiences abroad as driving them, yet the work opportunities seems to be predomi-
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nant in the end. The itinerants are self directed in their career approaches, which is in 
line with the protean career orientation (Hall 1996), described as values driven and the 
individual taking an active part in his career management. However, in contrast to 
their protean career approach, the itinerants have become more dependent of local 
circumstances and experience insecurities with reorganizations, developments they 
had not counted on and coincidences. Individual agency is stressed in the protean and 
boundaryless careers literatures but as Arnold et al. (2008) suggest it may be a re-
sponse to pressures in the context of careers such as globalization, competition and 
restructuring of organizations. The itinerants have mainly remained within the 
boundaries of their industries where their competencies are marketable, three of them 
within high technology fields. Currie et al. (2006) suggest that for some individuals, 
with highly specialized skills, and in some industries the boundaryless career environ-
ment may be more prominent. These itinerants identified themselves to some extent 
by the industry they were in and as experts, which is in line with Suutari and Mäkeläs 
(2007) results of those with multiple international work experiences finding their place 
in working life and a career identity in what they do. As the hired-guns described by 
Black and Gregersen (1992), they are more committed to their careers than identifica-
tion with the organization. In contrast to Suutari and Mäkeläs findings (2007), these 
results indicate that there may be differences in the commitment to the organization 
between those employed by a single organization and those moving between several 
organizations as, for these, other identifications were more salient. The itinerants value 
their freedom and take initiatives to reach their next move forward to what would fit 
their lives, taking charge of their own careers in a way which shows their protean ap-
proach. They are to some extent dependent on their networks to find their next op-
portunity, but emphasize their self reliance and abilities. As described within the 
framework of boundaryless careers (Arthur/Rousseau 1996), the importance of net-
works is an essential part of maintaining their employability. For these international 
itinerants as suggested by Gunz et al. (2000) and Currie et al. (2006) other boundaries 
become more salient in their careers. It is a key factor to be able to sell their skills to 
find a new position and to earn enough money for the future. It is often a question of 
job against location as even though they are boundaryless in their orientations, the 
itinerants are bound by where the work opportunities are and to follow them while at 
the same time they are bound by their aspirations for a balanced family life and stabil-
ity.

Conclusions 
This study of international itinerants confirms and expands on earlier results that 
show that individuals engage in self-reflection and that identity construction processes 
are engaged when moving to a new social setting (Kohonen 2004; Lindgren/Wåhlin 
2001). However, when complementing identity construction with a social identity per-
spective, we can get additional insights into the ambiguous allegiances and identifica-
tions international itinerants experience. The study highlights important categories of 
narratives as well as aspects of their experiences they relate to which include para-
doxes and ambiguities. With the recurrent transitions there is an experienced insecu-
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rity and dealing with the paradoxes and ambiguities encountered triggers the identity 
construction processes as they reflect on who they are. 

These itinerants, that repeatedly make transitions in their social settings, find 
other ways of defining their place than their organizational belonging and Swedish na-
tionality which are found to be ambiguous and paradoxical. By defining what they are 
not identifying themselves with, they emphasize their uniqueness and self reliance in 
their identity construction. However, at the same time, they are constrained by other 
boundaries and commitments that simultaneously limit their freedom and enable them 
to define who they are. As encountering new social and cultural settings, without hav-
ing the organizational support that traditional expatriates have, these itinerants be-
come more immersed in the local operations and ways of working and living. The 
itinerants rely on commitments, such as to their own careers, in order to maintain and 
reconstruct their identities throughout the transitions, and the identification with their 
networks, across national and organizational boundaries, plays an important part in 
their social identities.  

Additional research has been called for, treating different types of international 
assignments and more permanent global careers. The in-depth analysis of few cases 
applied in this study increases the understanding of this under-researched group. A 
limitation is that the international itinerants interviewed were all males; further studies 
could allow for more diversity, as it may be a fairly heterogeneous group. In further 
studies possible gender differences in the identity construction or cultural variations 
could for example be examined. The difficulties of locating international itinerants 
made phone interviews the most suitable option for this study and although this can 
be considered a limitation the interview situation did not seem to impede the itiner-
ants who seemed relaxed and openhearted. To better understand the developmental 
aspects of international experience research can benefit from focusing on the individ-
ual in his/her context, rather than an organizational perspective, and this paper has il-
lustrated a narrative approach as a way to accomplish this. Moreover, further studies, 
taking into consideration expatriates with multiple international assignments for the 
same company, could develop an interesting comparison which for example might 
show the potential importance of a home-based company in the identity construction 
process.

The international itinerants represent a type of employees able to work in various 
organizations and countries and an alternative to traditional expatriates. For the itiner-
ants and their families there are challenges encountered, for example in maintaining a 
sense of belonging. Their identity construction processes in dealing with the ambigui-
ties and paradoxes experienced, as suggested in this study, can lead to a broader inter-
national mindset and identification with their networks, profession and the industries 
they work in. As the competition for talented internationally transferable staff in-
creases, organizations need to understand these international itinerants, their more 
temporary views on employment, their networks and their identifications, in order to 
benefit from these individuals and be able to attract them. This represents a challenge 
for human resource departments and may require a reconsideration of human re-
source practices. This type of employee, devoted to his or her own careers and profes-
sional development, rather than to the employer may mean that the organization loses 
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valuable competencies but it may also mean being able to attain the skills and compe-
tencies needed at the right time and place without developing them internally, for ex-
ample instead of sending out an expatriate. As suggested by Currie et al. (2006) the 
changing career boundaries may have different consequences for, and shape, the in-
dustries for example in terms of the development of knowledge and occupational spe-
cialization.  
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