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U.S. corporat�ons cont�nue to pos�t�on themselves for �nternat�onal com-
pet�t�on as the demand for cross-culturally competent employees cont�nues to 
r�se �n response to global�zat�on (Orahood, Kruze and Pearson, 2004, p. 117). 
Thomas Fr�edman expla�ns that as a result of global�zat�on “we are now con-
nect�ng all the knowledge centers on the planet together �nto a s�ngle global 
network, wh�ch — �f pol�t�cs and terror�sm do not get �n the way — could 
usher �n an amaz�ng era or prosper�ty, �nnovat�on, and collaborat�on, by com-
pan�es, commun�t�es, and �nd�v�duals” (2006, p. 8). However, the U.S. strug-
gles to find cross-culturally competent employees prepared to handle soc�ety’s 
grow�ng needs �n Fr�edman’s “flat world.” “In a borderless marketplace, eco-
nom�c patterns  and bus�ness pract�ces  �n  one  reg�on  can determ�ne  the  fate 
of a company on the other s�de of the globe. Increas�ngly, be�ng a corporate 
leader demands an �nternat�onal background” (Schoeff Jr., 2006). At large cor-
porat�ons such as Proctor & Gamble (P&G), recogn�t�on of the value of such 
exper�ence �s commonplace; �t �s a “key �ngred�ent you must have �f you asp�re 
to be a global player �n the long term” (S�racusa, as c�ted �n Schoeff Jr., 2006). 
Employees complete overseas ass�gnments to ga�n a better understand�ng of 
how bus�ness �s conducted around the world. Proctor & Gamble bel�eves that 
“expos�ng  future P&G  leaders  to new markets  and  cultures  has produced  a 
deep pool of manager�al talent” (Schoeff Jr., 2006).

In fact, fa�lure to ga�n �nternat�onal exper�ence can prove to be detr�men-
tal  to  career  success. Bus�ness  graduates  are no  longer  compet�ng w�th  just 
the 450,000 other Amer�can bus�ness graduates each year, or even w�th the 
approx�mately two m�ll�on Amer�can un�vers�ty graduates each year, but they 
are now compet�ng w�th m�ll�ons of graduates worldw�de (U.S. Department 
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of  Educat�on,  2004).  Mult�nat�onal  employers  l�ke  K�mberly-Clark,  Nok�a, 
and S�emens value the talent they d�scover overseas because those “h�res have a 
great deal to offer at a fract�on of the cost of an expatr�ate. Furthermore, they 
usually have a far better grasp of the market and an �nt�mate understand�ng 
of the language and culture of the�r homeland” (Ru�z, 2006 ). Therefore, �t �s 
v�tal  for bus�ness  students,  �n part�cular,  to have overseas exper�ence dur�ng 
college, before they enter the compet�t�ve workforce. 

Bus�ness students not only need to ga�n �nternat�onal exper�ence, they also 
need to effect�vely market these exper�ences to potent�al employers. In 2006, 
the Inst�tute of Internat�onal Educat�on, the German Academ�c Exchange Ser-
v�ce, the Br�t�sh Counc�l, and the Austral�an Educat�on Office comm�ss�oned a 
study to determ�ne the demand for study overseas from Amer�can students and 
employers  (J. Walter Thompson Educat�on, 2006, p.1). The  results  showed 
that “employers’ most �mportant select�on cr�ter�a �n recru�t�ng cand�dates are 
�nterpersonal sk�lls” (J. Walter Thompson Educat�on, 2006, p.2). The major�ty 
of alumn� from study abroad programs ga�n �nterpersonal sk�lls from the need 
to commun�cate w�th people  from d�fferent backgrounds, cultures, and  lan-
guages. The study found that although employers agree that study�ng abroad 
helps to ga�n �nterpersonal sk�lls, �ron�cally, they do not spec�fically seek out 
cand�dates w�th study abroad exper�ence unless they are h�r�ng for a job wh�ch 
requ�res cross-cultural sk�lls. Th�s may �nd�cate that recru�ters are not yet rec-
ogn�z�ng the pos�t�ve l�nk between the sk�lls they seek �n a cand�date and the 
�nterpersonal sk�lls that study abroad alumn� ga�n from the�r overseas exper�-
ence. (J. Walter Thompson, 2006). The study also revealed the top sk�lls that 
recru�ters feel those w�th �nternat�onal exper�ence acqu�re: cross-cultural com-
mun�cat�on sk�lls, flex�b�l�ty,  autonomy,  leadersh�p  sk�lls,  �nnovat�on, matu-
r�ty, presentat�on sk�lls, amb�t�on, �ndependence, and cultural awareness. The 
study’s  sponsors  are  now  undertak�ng  market�ng  efforts  to  show  employers 
that study abroad part�c�pants are exactly the type of employees they seek.

The Kelley School of Bus�ness  (KSB)  at  Ind�ana Un�vers�ty  (IU)  recog-
n�zed  early  the benefit of  an  �nternat�onal  exper�ence  for  �ts  students.  (KSB 
defines an �nternat�onal exper�ence as cons�st�ng of at least 6 weeks outs�de the 
U.S., and �nclud�ng an academ�c component.) In 1981, the KSB �mplemented 
�ts first study abroad exper�ence str�ctly for undergraduate bus�ness students. 
Follow�ng that �n�t�al program, KSB added programs �n Europe, As�a, Mex�co, 
and Braz�l. KSB students may now choose from s�xteen semester programs, s�x 
summer programs, var�ous short-term programs and one Dual Degree w�th the 
European School of Bus�ness �n Germany. KSB also has �ts own career serv�ces 
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spec�fically des�gned  for bus�ness  students. One of  �ts  stated object�ves  �s  to 
empower a d�verse student populat�on to act�vely manage the�r career cho�ces 
�n the global marketplace. 

Approx�mately 48% of KSB students part�c�pate �n a study abroad exper�-
ence, �n part due to the �nternat�onal d�mens�on requ�rement (IDR) of all bus�-
ness students. In order to sat�sfy th�s requ�rement, wh�ch was �mplemented �n 
1998, KSB students must complete s�x hours of an �nternat�onal d�mens�on 
�n  one of  four  categor�es: 1)  two years  of  fore�gn  language; 2)  �nternat�onal 
bus�ness and econom�cs coursework; 3) area stud�es coursework; or 4) part�c�-
pat�on �n a m�n�mum s�x-cred�t overseas study program. The IDR has d�rectly 
contr�buted to the growth �n numbers of KSB students who choose to study 
abroad (S�del� et al., 2003).

To assess the �mpact of bus�ness students’ �nternat�onal exper�ence dur�ng 
college  on  the�r  post-graduat�on  careers,  the  authors  of  th�s  study  surveyed 
KSB  alumn�  who  were  five  to  ten  years  �nto  the�r  careers.  The  goal  of  the 
research was to determ�ne the �mpact of �nternat�onal exper�ence on alumn�’s 
career paths.  In  add�t�on,  the  survey  sought  to  compare  the  career paths  of 
alumn� who stud�ed abroad to those who d�d not study abroad.

R e s e a r c h  Q u e s t i o n s
L�ttle research has cons�dered the effects of study abroad exper�ences on stu-

dents’ career cho�ces. L�kew�se, there �s a lack of research on how study abroad 
exper�ences affected profess�onals later on �n the�r careers. As a result of the�r 
2004 study, the authors concluded that further research was needed �n the area 
of career �nterests and cho�ces among alumn� of study abroad programs at the 
Kelley School of Bus�ness (Orahood et al., 2004). Hav�ng determ�ned that bus�-
ness students who study abroad have a greater �nterest �n work�ng for a company 
w�th an �nternat�onal d�mens�on, the authors wanted to find out �f, when five 
to ten years out of school, those same students were more l�kely to be work�ng 
�n a company w�th an �nternat�onal d�mens�on than students that d�d not study 
abroad. The follow�ng research quest�ons gu�ded the follow-up �nvest�gat�on:

1.   Were  alumn�  career  �nterests,  plans,  and  job  searches  affected  by 
study�ng abroad �n college?

2.   Was alumn� career preparat�on and development affected by study�ng 
abroad �n college?

3.   D�d study abroad alumn� use the�r undergraduate �nternat�onal expe-
r�ence dur�ng the job search process?
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M e t h o d s
Research Design and Instrument
The authors developed a survey �nstrument for KSB alumn� who were five 

to ten years past the�r undergraduate degree. The alumn� were asked to self-
assess the �mpact of study�ng abroad on the�r career �nterests, plans, and cho�ces. 
The 42 quest�ons and statements were developed based upon prev�ous study 
abroad and career plann�ng research and �ncluded both closed and open-ended 
formats. Quest�ons asked part�c�pants to report the follow�ng �nformat�on: the�r 
work h�story s�nce graduat�on, whether they felt the�r study abroad exper�ence 
was an asset �n find�ng a job, the locat�on and nature of all jobs s�nce graduat�on 
and whether or not the pos�t�ons conta�ned an �nternat�onal d�mens�on. 

Statements asked part�c�pants to evaluate the�r level of �nterest �n work�ng 
for  a  company  w�th  an  �nternat�onal  component  post-graduat�on  on  a  five-
po�nt scale from “Strongly Interested” to “Not Interested.” Top�cs �ncluded: 
�nterest �n work�ng for U.S. compan�es w�th an �nternat�onal focus, �nterest �n 
work�ng for a mult�nat�onal company w�th overseas offices, and level of �nter-
est �n work�ng �n a fore�gn country. Alumn� were also asked to self-assess the�r 
fore�gn language sk�ll level �n wr�tten, spoken, and l�sten�ng competency by 
ut�l�z�ng a scale of one to five w�th five represent�ng fluency. 

To reach the des�red part�c�pant pool, the survey �nstrument was adm�n-
�stered through a webs�te. Ident�ficat�on mechan�sms guaranteed that part�c-
�pants  could  subm�t  only  one web-based  survey. A  scr�pted  e-ma�l message 
�nv�ted the alumn� to part�c�pate �n the study, asked them to complete an on-
l�ne survey, and d�rected them to the webs�te l�nk. Those who d�d not complete 
the survey after the �n�t�al e-ma�l rece�ved a second e-ma�l rem�nder approx�-
mately 14 days later.

Respondents
The populat�on for th�s study �ncluded approx�mately 3,000 KSB alumn� 

and spec�fically targeted those who had completed the�r undergraduate degree 
five to ten years earl�er. Dur�ng the three-week collect�on per�od, 458 part�c�-
pants completed the survey, result�ng �n a 16 percent response rate. There were 
41 responses from �nd�v�duals who �nd�cated hold�ng an F1 or J1 v�sa, wh�ch 
�nd�cates that they were an �nternat�onal student. These respondents were not 
�ncluded �n the data analys�s because we wanted to l�m�t the study to Amer�can 
alumn� who stud�ed overseas. The 417 rema�n�ng survey responses were sorted 
to d�st�ngu�sh between students who part�c�pated �n a study abroad exper�ence 
of s�x weeks or more and those who d�d not study abroad.
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Findings and Discussion
In  the�r  �n�t�al  study  �n  2004,  Orahood,  Kruze,  &  Pearson  found  that 

bus�ness students’ career cho�ces are heav�ly  �mpacted by the�r study abroad 
exper�ence. They d�scovered that study abroad part�c�pants were s�gn�ficantly 
more �nterested �n work�ng for a company w�th an �nternat�onal focus (61%). 
than those bus�ness students who d�d not study abroad (27%). In add�t�on, the 
des�re these students had to work �n a fore�gn country was s�gn�ficantly greater 
for those who stud�ed abroad (41%) than those who d�d not (17%). 

We ant�c�pated that the follow-up survey results would prove that bus�-
ness  majors  who  stud�ed  abroad  �n  college  would  be  more  l�kely  to  follow 
a career �nvolv�ng an �nternat�onal d�mens�on than those who d�d not study 
abroad �n college. However, the find�ngs surpr�sed us. We found that although 
bus�ness students who stud�ed abroad tend to have a s�gn�ficantly larger �nter-
est �n work�ng for a company w�th an �nternat�onal component (83% vs. 68%), 
the number of alumn� who found work w�th �nternat�onal cl�ents/customers 
was greater for those who d�d not study abroad (26% vs. 33%). Only 20% of 
alumn� who stud�ed abroad were not �nterested �n work�ng abroad versus 46% 
of non-study abroad alumn�.

We analyzed several reasons that could expla�n why the data d�d not prove 
our hypothes�s. One poss�ble explanat�on �s that bus�ness today �s �nherently 
global, wh�ch means  that  even  those who do not have  a  spec�fic  �nterest  �n 
�nternat�onal bus�ness are bound to find �nternat�onal aspects to the�r job. We 
not�ced a consensus among alumn� that they d�d not feel that the�r exper�ence 
abroad �mpacted the�r career plans, but �t �ncreased the�r �nterpersonal sk�lls, 
mak�ng them more outgo�ng and chang�ng the�r outlook on l�fe. One alumnus 
sa�d: “My study abroad exper�ence on my resume absolutely had an �mpact �n 
my ga�n�ng employment, but d�d not �mpact my career plans.” Another sa�d, 
“Culturally �t changed my l�fe, but by the t�me I went abroad I had dec�ded 
on a major.”

Second, spec�al�zat�on w�th�n the bus�ness curr�culum closely relates to the 
study abroad exper�ence for bus�ness students. Students who major �n account-
�ng and finance, for example, must choose that route early �n the�r undergradu-
ate school�ng and have l�m�ted flex�b�l�ty �n coursework because of the large 
number of spec�fied cred�ts. It �s not unusual for such majors to pre-determ�ne 
a firm or �ndustry �n wh�ch they want a career. In contrast, students �n other 
majors may be more l�kely to re-focus the�r career paths after a study abroad 
exper�ence.  These  other  majors  have  broader  course  opt�ons,  wh�ch  allow 
changes �n career paths. 
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Therefore, one of the major conclus�ons from th�s study was that study�ng 
abroad on bus�ness  students  tends to have more  �mpact on personal growth 
and development rather than on career cho�ce. Although many alumn� who 
completed the survey agreed that the exper�ence was �nvaluable, most of them 
stated that they had made major dec�s�ons on career cho�ces pr�or to the study 
abroad exper�ence, so �t had a m�n�mal �mpact on where they ended up work-
�ng. The follow�ng quotes �llustrate th�s po�nt: 

“I  would  h�ghly  recommend  an  overseas  study  program  for  everyone, 
�nclud�ng my own ch�ldren someday. I feel that the exper�ence d�d more 
for my emot�onal growth and confidence than �t d�d for my �ntellect.”

“It’s my bel�ef that my �nternat�onal exper�ence was one of the best th�ngs 
I have ever done �n my l�fe. I can confidently say that I would be a very 
d�fferent person had I not gone to London.”

There  were  also  some  who  felt  �t  was  necessary  to  obta�n  �nternat�onal 
exper�ence, regardless of personal �nterest:

“[I] Strongly support �nternat�onal stud�es/study abroad programs... �t �s 
no longer a n�ce (s�c) to have but mandatory for today’s �nternat�onal bus�-
ness culture.”

“My study abroad exper�ence on my resume absolutely had an �mpact �n 
my ga�n�ng employment, but d�d not �mpact my career plans.”

“Well-roundedness” was another term used �n numerous responses. Even 
though  study�ng  abroad  may  not  �mpact  alumn�’s  profess�onal  dest�nat�on, 
study abroad bu�lds strong character and develops commun�cat�on and �nter-
personal sk�lls. Th�s �s �llustrated �n the follow�ng responses from alumn�:

“I strongly bel�eve that my study abroad exper�ence has made me a more 
well-rounded �nd�v�dual. It has �ntroduced me to l�v�ng and learn�ng �n 
another country. I cons�der �t an �nvaluable exper�ence.”

“Study�ng abroad forces one to mature qu�ckly and d�scover one’s self. Due 
to the aforement�oned, you ga�n a more well-rounded v�ew of the world 
and �ncreased self confidence.”

©2015 The Forum on Education Abroad



139

F r o n t i e r s : 	 The Interd�sc�pl�nary Journal of Study Abroad

“Study�ng abroad �s a wonderful exper�ence, as  �t makes one a more well-
rounded �nd�v�dual. V�ew �t as a pr�v�lege and an �nvestment �n [yourself].”

“I th�nk my exper�ence abroad expanded my thought process, and made 
me a more open m�nded and well rounded �nd�v�dual, that has helped me 
�n my every day work and personal relat�onsh�ps.”

One major conclus�on that can be drawn from th�s survey �s that bus�ness 
students who study abroad are more recept�ve to the �dea of work�ng abroad 
than those who d�d not study abroad (20% to 46%). We also d�scovered that 
students  from  the M�dwest  that  stud�ed  abroad  at KSB are more  l�kely  to 
leave the M�dwest when choos�ng careers than those who d�d not study abroad 
(70% to 50%). These results show that bus�ness students who chose to study 
abroad are more l�kely and w�ll�ng to adapt to new and unfam�l�ar s�tuat�ons 
than those who d�d not study abroad. Some of the alumn� comments corrobo-
rate th�s theme:

“My stud�es abroad were very valuable. However,  �t was not the d�fficulty 
of the class work or even the mater�al of the classes, but the exper�ence that 
was so �mportant. I th�nk �nteract�ng w�th students from all over the world, 
exper�enc�ng the feel�ng of be�ng the only Amer�can �n a class, and see�ng 
Amer�ca/Amer�cans from other v�ew po�nts, made me a more well rounded 
person. My classes were l�ght and fortunately I had the opportun�ty to travel, 
wh�ch prov�ded a whole d�fferent sk�ll set not found �n the classroom. Over-
all, a very �mportant exper�ence wh�ch I feel lucky to have had.”

“Although  I  have not  had  the  opportun�ty  for  �nt’l  ass�gnments  �n my 
career, I enjoy travel�ng �nternat�onally and work�ng w�th �nd�v�duals from 
other cultures. In my op�n�on, �t �s �mportant for �nd�v�duals to exper�ence 
other countr�es/cultures  so that  they become aware of how ethnocentr�c 
our culture �s �n the US. Students should be encouraged to study/travel 
abroad as  those exper�ences create well-rounded  �nd�v�duals  �n both the 
local and bus�ness commun�t�es.”

“My first years out of college, I wasn’t as �nterested �n a company w�th �nt’l 
focus. However, as I have gotten more exper�enced, I th�nk �t would be an 
exc�t�ng challenge to move abroad and exper�ence sales  from a d�fferent 
vantage po�nt.”
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C o n c l u s i o n
In conclus�on, we d�d not find a causal l�nk show�ng that study abroad 

s�gn�ficantly �mpacted alumn�’s career paths. However, we d�d find that the 
transferable sk�lls  (commun�cat�on, flex�b�l�ty, adaptat�on, etc.) that alumn� 
ga�ned wh�le abroad were cons�dered valuable as  l�fe  sk�lls. Therefore,  �t  �s 
�mportant to cont�nue to educate employers on the �mportance of these sk�lls, 
and the fact that study abroad part�c�pants value them.

As a result of our find�ngs, we recommend that students are �ntroduced 
early to study abroad opt�ons, even as early as the first semester of the freshman 
year. One reason for non-part�c�pat�on �s due to lack of pre-plann�ng. Early 
plann�ng w�ll  enable  students  to fit  an  overseas  exper�ence  �nto  the�r  four-
year plan. S�nce �t �s advantageous for students to demonstrate cross-cultural 
competency and other �nternat�onal sk�lls when job-seek�ng, and throughout 
a career, overseas study �s one more asset to br�ng to the table. 

In add�t�on to educat�ng employers about the transferable sk�lls ga�ned 
dur�ng study abroad, adv�sors and adm�n�strators also need to work closely 
w�th career serv�ces offices. Campus career serv�ce offices can be an �mportant 
partner  to  emphas�ze  to  students  and  employers  the  �mportance  of  fore�gn 
language and �mmers�on exper�ences and the benefits of study abroad. Stu-
dents  reluctant  to  take classes overseas, or  �n a  fore�gn  language, m�ght be 
conv�nced �f they could see tang�ble ev�dence, supported by the career serv�ce 
office, that employers seek the sk�lls ga�ned by study�ng abroad. The career 
serv�ce office can be adv�sed about the mer�ts of study abroad, by shar�ng some 
of the ex�st�ng l�terature on what employers are look�ng for �n cand�dates, and 
how study abroad alumn� are able to demonstrate these sk�lls. 

As  the number  of bus�ness  opportun�t�es  abroad  cont�nues  to  �ncrease, 
we can hope to see a d�rect correlat�on w�th the number of bus�ness students 
go�ng abroad.  In  today’s global  economy, we  should expect  that  employers 
w�ll seek students w�th �nternat�onal exper�ence, and alumn� career paths w�ll 
proceed accord�ngly.
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