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Abstract 
 
 

Although short-term international assignments (i.e. less than one year and usually 
without the family) have always existed, there is a dearth of research that concerns 
this category of international worker and related expatriation issues. In contrast to 
long-term assignments, these assignments usually do not involve relocating the 
spouse/family and are used increasingly by some organizations to avoid traditional 
assignment problems including family upheaval, ‘trailing spouse’ and dual-career 
issues. However, seminal research on short-term assignments point out that the 
absence of spouse/family as a condition of assignment-imposed separation inherently 
produces a whole new set of work/life ‘spillover’ issues (e.g. Brewster, et al, 2001; 
Mayerhofer, et al, 2004; Howell, 2006; Welch and Worm, 2006). This paper adds to 
this growing body of literature by examining particularized accounts of work-life 
balance issues associated with short-term assignments.  
     Employing a single-organisation case-study design, forty-eight semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with ‘expatriate-experienced’ participants in both the UK 
and the US within an American-owned MNC. All of the participants are currently on, 
or have recently completed either a short-term or long-term international assignment. 
The findings presented derive from using identity as a lens to analytically explore the 
participants’ talk about long distance support and input from ‘stay behind’ families 
before, during and after short-term assignment completion (Black and Gregersen, 
1991; Fukuda and Chu, 1994; Caligiuri, et al, 1998; Caligiuri, et al, 1999; Harris, 
2002; Linehan and Scullion, 2004). Despite the ‘physical’ absence of family 
members, a number of significant work-life balance issues are identified relative to 
the interface between home and work, and the influential role and degree of 
involvement that families nevertheless have in the various stages of short-term 
assignment undertaking (Welch and Worm, 2006).  
      

The research contribution of this paper is fourfold. First, it fills a research void by 
going “beyond studying the traditional expatriate assignment in order also to examine 
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the emergence of newer, shorter-term, international assignments” (Collings and 
Scullion, 2006:154). Second, it answers the call for more qualitative and socially 
oriented methods of investigation to further understanding about the personal and 
idiosyncratic experiences of international assignment undertaking (e.g. Linehan and 
Walsh, 2001; Glanz, 2003; Harris, 2006). Third, it aligns with the more recent and 
emerging ‘turn’ to the analysis of language and identity in the long-term assignment 
literature (e.g. Glanz, et al, 2001; Glanz, 2003; Kohonen, 2004/2005; Peltenen, 
1998/1999/2005) by recognizing the multiplicity of expatriate identities and 
memberships (Brislin, 2001) and therefore moves away from homogenizing 
international assignment experiences and the individuals who undertake them. 
Finally, the overall findings also have practical implications for the management of 
short-term assignments.   

 
 


