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Why cultural training is important ahead of international assignments 

Written by Janette Hiscock, CEO Global Solutions, Europe  

Embarking on an overseas assignment can be hugely exciting – workers and their families get 

the chance to live and work in a new country, often experiencing career progression and a 

new culture at the same time. Given the opportunities afforded by an overseas posting, it is 

no surprise that moving abroad can be the highlight of one’s career.  

While exciting, moving to a new country can also be challenging. It is estimated that around 

61%1 of assignments fail due to family or personal issues. To overcome this, employers need to 

think about what practices can be put in place to support employees and their families as 

they embark on an overseas assignment.   

Cultural training 

Overseas assignments are often to countries with very different cultural environments to the 

employee’s home country. Culture shock can compound the usual feelings of nerves 

associated with a new job and unfortunately can contribute to a failed assignment.  

Currently, only 38% of companies with a globally mobile workforce offer cultural training for 

employees and their families, with 35% offering no training at all2. This leaves a large number 

of families potentially unprepared and uneducated about their new country. 

To overcome this, employers can support employees and their families by offering cultural 

training. Cultural training educates and trains individuals on how to navigate cultural 

challenges (in work and in life) in a new setting. Suitable cultural training will help people 

minimize the culture shock that can arise upon arrival in a new country helping to avoid a 

costly failed assignment.   

Some examples of suitable cultural training include:  

1. Implementing a Buddy system 

 

‘Buddying up’ a worker set for assignment with another employee who has recent 

experience of the destination country is a smart way of clarifying any questions 

ahead of assignment. Often, the best way of getting a feel for a country is by talking 

to someone who has already been there and allows assignees to glean real insight 

into the day to day realities of living abroad. Once abroad, modern technology 

makes it easier than ever for employees to stay connected with each other. For 

example, UnitedHealthcare Global’s Optum My Wellbeing app allows individuals to 

engage and stay connected with colleagues as well as friends and family by 

participating in fitness challenges against each other. Although the app may not 

seem like an obvious buddy system, for many it acts as a bridge between the 

destination and the home country. It also links to the Employee Assistance 

Programme, giving workers easy access to ask for advice relating to any issues 

they’ve encountered whilst on assignment. 
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2. Cultural awareness training courses  

 

A more formal method of cultural training would be to use a cultural trainer. Cultural 

awareness training courses educate individuals about respecting local laws, customs 

and cultural nuances that can be hard to immediately understand. Cultural training 

can enhance cultural sensitivity, competence and most importantly eliminate the risk 

of major miscommunication. Promoting practical training courses that enhance 

cultural understanding will encourage positive cross-cultural working relationships as 

well as positive relationships outside of work. 

 

3. Language lessons  

 

It goes without saying that if an employee is moving to a different country with an 

unfamiliar language, some form of language training is essential. Even if the 

destination office is predominantly English speaking, to help with settling in outside of 

work, employees would benefit from some language tuition. Being even the slightest 

bit familiar with the language can boost an employee’s confidence and make the 

transition considerably smoother. Having the ability to talk to locals and forge 

friendships at an early stage of the move will help mitigate the chance of 

homesickness.  

 

4. Educating the family  

 

Sometimes it is the family, not the worker, who finds it hard to settle in abroad and is 

the eventual cause of a failed overseas assignment. Ensuring that the whole family 

receives some form of cultural training, whether that is basic information on cultural 

practices or even language lessons, may lead to a smoother overseas transition. If 

families truly understand the challenges and opportunities of life as an expatriate, 

then this can help to avoid assignments which fail due to family reasons. With suitable 

preparation, families that are fully prepared will be ready to enjoy a life abroad.  

1https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-main-reasons-why-international-assignments-fail-h%C3%A5kan-
rantakeisu/ 
2 https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/nl/pdf/2017/advisory/global-assignment-policies-and-

practices-survey.pdf 

 

Who is Janette Hiscock? 

Janette Hiscock is Chief Executive Officer, Global Solutions, for 

UnitedHealthcare Global (UHCG). She is responsible for leading 

Global Solutions in Europe, a market leader in providing 

customer-centric health care solutions for globally mobile 

populations, with over 7million members in over 130 countries. 

UHCG provide in-house solutions for international medical 

insurance, wellness, security, assistance and remote medical 

services. Our range of solutions makes our offering unique in the 

European market.   
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Prior to this role at UHCG, Janette looked after the company’s remote medical services 

division based in the U.K for the last two years. Janette continues to run this business, but is 

now also responsible for leading the insurance entity in Europe, which creates alignment 

under one European market.   

 

A graduate of Swansea University, with more than 20 years industry experience holding senior 

roles in sales, client management and proposition development in companies like Aviva, 

Capita and Drum Cussac Group, Janette’s career expands over health insurance, medical, 

assistance and security services businesses. 

 

 


