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ABSTRACT 

 

Employment predictions continue to forecast increasing racial diversity in the American 

workforce as firms face global competition and strive to grasp the challenges of a global business 

landscape.  As American multinational corporations use expatriate assignments; supplemented by 

flexipatriates and inpatriates to meet customer preferences in the global marketplace, growing 

racial diversity may generate more expatriates of color.  Global human resource management 

research has focused on issues such as adjustment and cross-cultural development and recently 

mentoring as critical factors for expatriate success.  A growing body of mentoring research details 

the career experiences of employees with diverse backgrounds, yet few studies center on the 

experiences of the African American expatriate.  This article aims to examine African Americans 

mentoring opportunities in a global environment, with a focus on understanding the role 

mentoring plays for this particular population group. This work is intended to contribute to the 

increasing literature on global mentoring and will help to influence the thinking of multinational 

corporations’ response to the increasing diversity of their global workforce. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

or years, researchers have analyzed the changing demographics of the American workforce.  Current 

projections forecast an increase in the number of working women, people of color, immigrants, and 

older workers in the labor force.  The Hudson Institute‘s breakthrough study, Workforce 2000 

reported that American businesses throughout the remainder of the century would face a dramatically different labor 

market than they had been accustomed to in decades past.  While many companies are increasingly attentive to 

workforce diversity in their American operations, global demographic changes combined with international 

competition and the mobility of the global workforce (Iles, 1995; Humphries and Grice, 1995; Konrad, 2003; 

Sippola and Smale, 2007) make workforce diversity a critical issue for multinational corporations (MNCs).  In a 

survey examining global diversity issues, results indicated that 100% of the organizations surveyed indicated that global 

diversity was either an important or very important issue (Dunavant and Heiss, 2005).   

 

Although MNCs value global diversity, limited research exists on their global diversity initiatives.  Wentling and 

Palma-Rivas (2000) provided a groundbreaking survey of domestic and international diversity efforts by MNCs, which 

found numerous domestic initiatives and, comparatively, only a few international initiatives, (116 versus 7).  The survey 

noted that while the firms international diversity efforts were often at the preliminary planning or early implementation 

stages, half of the firms responding, ―planned to develop their current international diversity initiatives more aggressively in 

the future‖ (Wentling & Palma-Rivas 2000: 53).  Although many corporations‘ global diversity efforts are in developmental 

stages, we agree with Florkowski (1996), that, for all of its uncertainties, global diversity management holds ―the key 

competitive advantage for companies that seek to enter and succeed in international markets‖. 

  

The growing labor force participation rates of America‘s racial minority populations (Toosi, 2005), 

combined with multinationals‘ growing attention to global diversity and the desire to develop global talent that can 

understand their international customers‘ preferences, may generate increasing numbers of ‗people of color‘ pursuing 
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expatriate careers.  Although, data on the number of racial minority expatriates is limited, a survey of expatriate managers 

reported the median as 10% among companies who tracked minority racial expatriate representation (ORC Worldwide, 

2002)).  Little, if any, research exists that examines racial minorities‘ expatriate experiences and to the extent that MNCs 

believe that success abroad depends on ensuring diversity amongst their expatriate managers, it is critical that MNCs pay 

attention to this segment of their expatriate workforce (ORC Worldwide, 2002).   

 

Corporations often use mentoring, the process through which employees learn corporate culture and techniques on 

navigating the business environment, to develop employees.  From a traditional mentoring perspective a mentor, a more 

senior experienced executive, provides guidance, advice and uses his or her influence and power to advance the career of a 

protégé, junior, less experienced employee (Kram, 1985).  While contemporary views of mentoring draw attention to peer 

and reverse mentoring, a common component of each of these variations is the development relationship that is embedded 

in a career context (Ragins and Kram, 2007).  Research indicates the positive impact of mentor support on a wide range 

of organizational outcomes including promotions (Dreher and Ash, 1990; Whitely, W and Coetsier, 1993), 

compensation (Whitely, Dougherty and Dreher, 1991; Dreher and Cox, 1996; Chao, 1997; Dreher and Cargio, 1998); and 

career and job satisfaction (Fagenson, 1989; Bahniuk, Dobos and Hill, 1990; Koberg, Boss, Chappell and Ringer, 

1994).  A vital factor in achieving these outcomes is communication between the mentor and protégé.  

Communication, the primary medium by which mentors and protégés engage in the critical information exchange, 

serves as the foundation of their relationship.  Research suggests that the level of open communication establishes a 

safe haven whereby mentors and protégés share competencies and strategies (Ensher and Murphy, 1997, Lankau and 

Scandura, 2002; Mullen, 1994, Olian et. al. 1993 and Ostroff and Kozlowski, 1993).   

 

For expatriates this information exchange is essential as they navigate and strive to meet performance 

expectations in a different cultural context.  An emergent body of research suggests that mentoring may assist expatriates 

who often face ambiguity, uncertainty, and pressures stemming from challenges of international assignments 

(Feldman and Thomas, 1992; Harvey and Wiese, 1998; Mezias and Scandura, 2005).  Findings also suggest that mentors 

help expatriates reduce stress (Feldman and Thomas, 1992; Vermond, 2001); manage their experiences (Feldman and 

Thomas, 1992); adjust to foreign cultures (Harvey and Wiese, 1998); reduce uncertainty about new assignments which 

helps them learn and adjust to their work roles quickly (Ostroff and Kozlowski, 1999); look out for the expatriates‘ 

interest in the home office while they are away (Vermond, 2001) and help returning expatriates adjust to the home 

office (Downes, Thomas and Singley, 2002; Vermond, 2001; Swaak, 1997). 

 

Despite the growing interest in American employees‘ mentoring relationships domestically and internationally, 

Blake-Beard, Murrell and Thomas (2007), in their discussion of race in the context of mentoring, highlight the paucity of 

research in this area.  In Davison and Punnett‘s (1995) study examining issues of gender and race in the context of 

international assignment decisions, they note that gender and race receive relatively little attention despite the impact of 

these variables on the actual expatriate assignment decision.  Acknowledgement of the positive organizational benefits of 

mentoring and increasing attention by MNCs to global diversity, coupled with the rise in international assignments, merits 

research attention to the mentoring experiences of diverse expatriates.  We agree with Blake-Beard, Murrell and Thomas 

(2007) who appeal for ―a greater inclusion of race within the context of mentoring research‖ and Mezias and 

Scandura (2005) who assert that the demographic profile of the mentor and protégé may affect international adjustment 

and mentoring outcomes and call for ―theory and research examining the role of diversity in the development of 

mentoring in the international context‖.  Expansion of the international marketplace in concert with changing global 

demographics and growing appreciation of the economic benefits derived from diversity (Cox and Blake, 1991) 

warrant consideration of African American expatriates‘ mentoring relationships.   

 

The purpose of this paper is to address the gap in the literature highlighting essential elements of the mentoring 

experiences of African American expatriates.  Although researchers often study individuals considered racial minorities in 

America; (Blacks, Asians, Native Americans); as one large group, we recognize the historical differences between these 

groups and instead of clouding the waters, choose to focus solely African Americans.  To accomplish this, a brief review of 

the mentoring literature as it relates to expatriates and racially diverse employees is provided.  Next, attention is 

shifted to the relational demography literature as a framework to highlight the role of demographic factors in 

relationships between African American expatriates and their mentors.  This is followed by a discussion on an 

expatriate‘s adjustment to describe racial/ethnic minority expatriates‘ mentoring experiences.   The paper concludes 

with a discussion on implications for theory and practice.   
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MENTORING 

 

Kram‘s (1985) seminal work investigating the developmental relationships of 18 senior and junior managers in a 

utility company developed a dichotomy between mentoring functions.  She characterizes the career functions, behaviors that 

enhance advancement in the organization as exposure and visibility, coaching, sponsorship, protection, and challenging 

assignments (Kram, 1985).  Alternatively, psychosocial functions enhance protégés' sense of competence, 

confidence, effectiveness, and esteem and include role modeling, counseling, acceptance and confirmation, and 

friendship (Kram, 1985).  Subsequent mentoring research indicates the positive impact of mentor support on 

promotions, compensation, career, and job satisfaction (Allen, Eby, Poteet, Lentz & Lima, 2004; Dreher and Ash, 

1990; Dreher and Cox, 1996; Fagenson, 1989; Koberg, Boss, Chappell and Ringer, 1994; Whitely, and Coetsier, 1993; 

Whitely, Dougherty and Dreher, 1991).    

 

Research examining the complexity of the expatriate experience suggests that a mentor aids employees during 

each phase of the international work assignment from pre-departure, to expatriation, to repatriation (Harvey, Buckley, 

Novicevic, and Wiese, 1999a).  Kamoche‘s (2000) exploration of culture and management training/development 

programs focused on creating international expertise at a British based transnational firm, found that mentors gave 

advice and helped instill in their employees a larger sense of the company‘s mission and helped them identify their 

role with that community.  Mezias and Scandura (2005) assert that for expatriates to understand implicit socially and 

culturally embedded behavior is difficult, and that a peer mentor with host-country experience may help expatriates 

navigate their new environment.  .   

 

Working across international borders and with different cultures, may make expatriate assignments even 

more complex for individuals whose race differs from the majority of residents of their international location.  In 

this instance, mentors may play a vital role in assisting African American expatriates negotiate the cultural landscape.  

Despite evolving research examining the role of mentors during international assignments (Black, 1992; Black and 

Gregensen, 1991; Black, Gregersen, Mendenhall and Oddou, 1991; Crocitto, Sullivan and Caarraher, 2005; 

Feldman, Folks and Turnley, 1999; Feldman and Thomas, 1992; Harvey and Wiese, 1998; Mezias and Scandura, 

2005; Scandura and Von Glinow, 1997; Shumsky, 1993) only limited research (Davison and Punnett, 1995) examines 

the role of race in the expatriate relationship.  We assert that the consideration of race in expatriate mentoring relationships 

has been neglected, despite findings suggesting that mentoring is an important factor for the career development of racial 

minority executives (Catalyst, 1999 and 2001).   MNCs‘ growing interest in global diversity creates an opportunity to 

consider the advantages of better understanding what aspects of mentoring can create successful and effective 

expatriate assignments for African American minority expatriates.  

 

RELATIONAL DEMOGRAPHY 

 

 Organizational researchers often adopt a relational demography approach to uncover the impact of 

employees‘ demographic characteristics on job behaviors and attitudes.  Byrne‘s (1971) similarity-attraction 

paradigm, which serves as the underpinning of the relational demography approach, implies that individuals tend to 

be attracted to those who are more similar to them.  Relational demography research contends that individuals, who 

are similar in regards to characteristics such as age, gender, race, education and job tenure, etc., behave more 

favorably toward each other than individuals who are demographically dissimilar. Findings suggest that 

demographic similarity is positively related to critical job outcomes such as job satisfaction, communication and 

superior-subordinate mentoring relationships (Ensher & Murphy, 1997; Green, Anderson, & Shivers, 1996; Tsui & 

O‘Reilly, 1989; Turban & Jones, 1988; Vecchio & Bullis, 2001; Wesolowski & Mossholder, 1997; Wharton, 

Rotolo, & Bird, 2000; Zenger & Lawrence, 1989). 

 

Studies examining the role of demographic race found that individuals preferred to work with others of the 

same race (Hinds Carley, Krackhardt and Wholey, 2000); formed mentoring relationships among individuals who 

were similar in race (Turban, Dougherty, and Lee, 2006); and that Black subjects were attracted by corporate 

recruitment diversity advertisements (Avery, 2003). We agree with Riordan, Schaffer and Stewart (2005:39) who 

assert that, ―demographic characteristics are for the most part immediate and highly salient and thus can strongly 

affect members‘ attitudes and perceptions about the group‖.  Saliency may become a significant issue for African 

American expatriates depending upon their international location.  Expatriate deployment parallels the changing 
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global business landscape. A recent survey by the United Nations Conference on Trade & Development (UNCTAD) 

suggests that the top three investment hot spots for the next several years are China, India and the United States 

(UNCTAD, 2008).  A review of the 2007 US foreign direct investment (FDI) locations abroad suggests that outside 

of Europe, the largest increases in FDI  were in the Asia /Pacific regions specifically China and India (Ibarra & 

Koncz, 2008).  Correspondingly, for American MNCs, the critical locations for expatriate assignments are China 

and India.  Given the racial homogeneity among the residents of these locations, we can speculate that small 

numbers of African Americans reside in China and India and, consequently, they may experience the effects of 

increased saliency discussed in Kanter‘s (1977) influential research on tokens.  This interesting dynamic warrants 

consideration of the impact African American expatriates race on their mentoring relationships.  We now, take a 

more in-depth view, by utilizing a relational demography approach when examining relational race in mentoring 

relationships. 

 

ACCESS TO MENTORS 

 

Review of the similarity-attraction paradigm related to the impact of demographic factors, such as gender 

and race, on mentoring relationships highlights interesting results.  One body of research investigating access to 

mentors by women and racial minorities suggests that they are  as equally  likely to have mentors as their male and 

White peers (Ragins, 1999; Wanberg, Welsh, & Hezlett, 2003).   Whereas, other findings underscore the difficulties 

that women and minorities have gaining access to mentors (Bell and Nkomo, 2001; Dreher and Cox; 1996; 

Giscombe and Mattis, 2002; McGuire, 1999 Ragins and Cotton, 1991; Viator, 2001).   

 

Recent research examining the challenges that people of color face accessing mentors suggest that the 

access issue may ―…be a function of the specific attributes of mentors whom protégés of color receive (or select) 

along with the organizational context that either supports or acts as a barrier to the formation of interracial 

development relationships.‖ (Blake-Beard, Murrell and Thomas, 2007:228).  The American workplace is fraught 

with increases in layoffs and limited advancement opportunities which forecasts increased challenges in obtaining a 

mentor for women and people of color due to an increase demand and limited supply of mentors (Kilian, Hukai and 

McCarty, 2005).  For African American expatriates, access to mentors may be compounded by this changing 

workplace, their racial saliency, and an organizational context that confirms a gap between American MNCs‘ 

domestic and international diversity operations (Egan and Bendick, 2003).  We propose these barriers may influence 

African American expatriates‘ ability to obtain a mentor.   

 

P1:   African American expatriates are more likely to experience barriers to obtaining a mentor depending upon 

their international location.   

 

TYPES OF MENTORING 

 

Researchers investigating the type of mentoring support protégés receive found mixed results with respect 

to race.  Cox and Nkomo‘s (1991) investigation of mentoring among graduate business students reported less 

mentoring among Black respondents than White respondents.  McGuire (1999) found that White protégés received 

more instrumental help than protégés of color and that protégé‘ of color received more psychosocial help than white 

protégés.  Additional findings indicated that African American accountants reported levels of career support and 

psychosocial support that tended to be less than that reported by their Caucasian counterparts (Viator, 1991).   

Conversely, Blake-Beard (1999), in her study examining the effect of protégé race on the influence of mentoring on 

the career outcomes of Black and White female MBA graduates, found no race differences in the amount of 

mentoring received by respondents.  Blake-Beard (1999) advises caution, however, when interpreting the results 

because peer mentoring that women draw upon for psychosocial support was not included in the study.  These 

contradictory findings highlight the need for additional research to clarify the relationship between race and 

mentoring functions.   

 

P2:   African American expatriates are more likely to receive more psychosocial support than White expatriates 

from their mentors. 

P3:   African American expatriates are more likely to receive less career support than White expatriates from 

their mentors.   
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SAME-RACE AND CROSS RACE MENTORING  

 

Previous research confirms that women and minorities are more likely to be in cross-race mentoring 

relationships than their counterparts (Ragins, 1989; Ragins and McFarlin, 1990; Thomas, 1990; Thomas & Alderfer, 

1989).  Although there is a scarcity of research examining mentor/protégé racial diversity in international settings, 

the European and Asian/Pacific Rim countries are frequent transfer destinations for American expatriates (Atlas, 

2008); we speculate that racially diverse expatriates are more often in cross-race rather than same-race mentoring 

relationships.   

 

Findings suggests that same-race relationships provided significantly more psychosocial support than cross-

race relationships (Thomas, 1990) and that protégés with same-race mentors reported more instrumental support 

than those with different race mentors (Ensher and Murphy, 1997).  Research examining same race versus cross race 

developmental relationships in a British setting indicated that Black Britons who worked for a Black supervisor in 

an all or predominantly Black work group had a more positive work experience than those with White supervisors 

(Kirby and Jackson, 1999).  We consider this will also be true for African American expatriates. 

 

P4:   American expatriates with same race mentors are more likely to receive more psychosocial support than those 

with cross race mentors. 

 

FEMALE EXPATRIATES 

 

Research on the female expatriate experience examines the desire to go abroad (Adler, 1984a; Stroh, 

Varma and Valy-Durbin, 2000), acceptance by host nationals (Napier and Taylor, 1995; Caliguri and Cascio, 1998), 

adjustment (Black et. al., 1991; Harris, 2004), and assignment success (Caligiuri and Tung, 1998).  Findings, which 

focused on relationships, suggest support from the company and family (Caligiuri, Joshi and Lazarova, 1999) social 

interaction (Caliguri and Lazarova, 2000)and host national social support (Taylor and Napier, 1996) had a positive 

impact on female expatriate adjustment.  Despite the rise in female expatriates, few studies to our knowledge 

examine the experiences of the female expatriates of color (Tzeng, 2006).  The rise in female expatriates coupled 

with the increasing diversity of the American workforce necessitates investigation of this emergent group of 

expatriates.   

 

Previous research identifies the scarcity of female mentors (Noe, 1988; Ragins, 1989) due to the limited 

pool of upper level female managers; subsequently few studies examine the female mentor-male protégé mentoring 

dyad (Burke, 1984; Ragins and McFarlin, 1990).  Similar to dyads where the mentor and protégé dyads are both 

domestically based, we expected a shortage of female mentors for expatriate mentoring dyads; therefore, we focus 

our discussion only on women of color in cross gender mentoring relationships.   

 

Studies examining the impact of relational gender on employee mentoring interactions suggest that cross-

sex mentoring relationships were more likely to have been initiated by the mentor, whereas same-sex relationships 

were more likely to have been mutually initiated (Gaskill, 1991). Cross gender protégés were less likely than same-

gender protégés to report engaging in after-work social activities with their mentors (Ragins and McFarlin, 1999).  

Research results also indicate that both male and female mentors were less comfortable and confident in cross-

gender mentoring pairs than same gender pairs (Elliott, Leck,, Orser,, Mossop, 2006).  Additional findings indicated 

that female protégés with female mentors indicated more role modeling than those with male mentors (Ragins and 

McFarlin, 1999; Burke, Burgess and Fallon, 2006).  In a study of interns on international assignments, Feldman et. 

al, (1999) found that interns in cross gender mentoring relationships were less likely to receive task-related, social-

related and career-related support from their mentor than those in same-sex relationships.  These results call 

attention to the gender differences experienced by protégés.  Moreover the literature underscores the negative 

perceptions associated with cross gender mentoring ranging from increased visibility due to real or imaged sexual 

fears and tension (Kram, 1983; Olain, Carroll, Giannantonio, 1993) to female protégés‘ lack of managerial skill and 

unsuitability for challenging assignments (Noe, 1988).  A study of mentoring among minority females found 

evidence implying that it was riskier for white males to mentor a minority because the token status subjects this 

mentoring dyad to more scrutiny than a traditional homogenous dyad (Wilson, 1994).   It‘s possible that mentoring 

women expatriates of color may intensify these perceptions and subsequently decrease the positive benefits 
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associated with mentoring such as organizational socialization and the employees‘ ability to ‗learn the ropes‘, which 

often occurs through role modeling.   Effective role modeling becomes a necessity for expatriates attempting to 

negotiate the cultural landscape while meeting performance standards.  Developing sensitivity to country specific 

business practices and related cultural nuances is vital for expatriate managers.  Role modeling offered through 

mentoring relationships may assist expatriates in gaining an appreciation of different cultural practices and the 

opportunity to learn how to adapt their behavior.   

 

P5:   African American expatriates with female mentors are more likely to agree that their mentor served as a positive 

role model than those with male mentors. 

 

MULTIPLE MENTORS 

 

Discussions of mentoring in a global context focus on the at-home mentors‘ role in keeping the expatriate 

abreast of corporate changes on the home front and their assistance with repatriation (Vermond, 2001).  Comparable 

discussions examining on-site mentors point out their role in expatriates‘ cultural adjustment (Black, 1992; Black 

and Gregersen, 1991; Black et. al., 1991).  Relying on one individual, a single mentor, to share the requisite 

knowledge, skills and techniques with a protégé is challenging, difficult and unrealistic.   

 

Recent conceptual work on international mentoring discusses the necessity for multiple mentors with 

diverse competencies who provide information and answer questions related to cultural nuances, work roles, and 

host country office culture (Crocitto, Sullivan, and Carraher, S., 2005; Mezias and Scandura, 2005).  In essence, 

employees with a variety of mentors with whom they simultaneously consult for guidance on navigating the global 

landscape may reduce the number of obstacles they often face.  While the concept of multiple mentoring awaits 

empirical investigation in the global context, domestic research findings indicate multiple mentors impact protégés‘ 

retention and promotion (Higgins and Thomas, 2001); work satisfaction (van Emmerik, 2004); organizational 

commitment, greater job satisfaction, enhanced career expectations, increased perceptions of alternative 

employment, and lower ambiguity about their work role (Baugh and Scandura, 1999); and decision to change 

careers (Higgins, 2001).   

 

With regard to race, findings indicate that high potential racial minorities who advance the furthest share 

one characteristic-a strong network of mentors and corporate sponsors who nurture their professional development 

(Thomas, 2001). The career needs of women of color are more likely to be met if they have multiple mentors 

(Catalyst, 2002).  Generally, the supply of mentors is limited and more specifically, racially diverse mentors are a 

scarce commodity.  Mentors‘ positive impact on expatriate adjustment combined with the dynamic global 

marketplace accentuates the need for African American expatriates to seek out multiple mentors.   As De Janasz et. 

al. (2003:80) emphasizes, ―a diverse set of mentors will help bridge the wide range of employee expectations, values 

and work habits and allow executives to take advantage of the diversity which this new workforce offers‖.  For the 

African American expatriates, maintaining contact with a mentor in their home location and establishing one while 

on assignment may aid their adjustment and repatriation.   

 

P6:  Maintaining regular contact with a mentor in their home location and on-site aids the international adjustment and 

career development of African American expatriates. 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE 

 

 The purpose of this article was to examine African American expatriates‘ mentoring relationships.  As 

corporations continue to expand their partnerships across country borders, the opportunities for numerous 

international assignments simultaneously increase.  To meet this increased demand it‘s likely that more African 

American employees will seek out and be sought out to work abroad.   Our focus on racially diverse expatriates 

attempts to answer the call for the consideration of diversity characteristics such as race and gender in the mentor-

protégé dyad occurring in international settings (Mezias and Scandura, 2005; Scandura and VonGinlow, 1997).  By 

concentrating on relational race and gender in mentoring relationships, we bring attention to demographics that are 

likely to affect international adjustment and the mentoring outcomes of an emerging expatriate population.     
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Investigation of African American expatriate mentoring experiences can inform the growing global 

diversity and mentoring literatures and potentially identify ways to foster successful and rewarding expatriate 

mentor interactions.  Additionally, minority managers‘ history of meeting performance goals while negotiating the 

differences between their culture and the dominant culture may enlighten their expatriate experience.  Subsequently 

these expatriates may have an advantage when encountering cultural differences, which may affect their adaptation 

and decrease expatriate failure rates.   

 

Additionally, examination of the minority expatriates mentoring experiences will also enhance the literature 

on diversified mentoring relationships.  Clarification of how relational race and gender affects relationships in a 

global context can increase our understanding of the mentor‘s role in career development.  Furthermore, 

investigation of African American protégés‘ use of multiple mentors may highlight the resources needed to manage 

the expatriate assignment cycle (Crocitto, Sullivan and Carraher, 2005).  Empirical investigation is needed to fully 

understand these relationships. 

 

 Practically, clarification of the racially diverse expatriates‘ experiences may augment expatriate training 

and mentoring programs.  Clearly many of the issues addressed in pre-departure programs that are of concern to the 

majority population expatriates are similar to the issues faced by African American expatriates.  We agree that 

discussion of language training, family matters, and cultural differences are vital to expatriate success.   We suggest 

that cross-cultural training and mentoring programs consider issues faced by the emerging racially diverse expatriate 

population.  Working and living outside of one‘s home country can be a rewarding yet challenging experience; 

however, the inclusion of cultural and racial differences adds a layer of complexity.  Guidance from one or multiple 

mentors coupled with an appreciation of the dynamics of race may ensure that the expatriate gains requisite 

experience for career success and that the international operations fully benefit from the minority manager‘s diverse 

perspective. 
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