
  

 
When Yvonne McNulty, an Australian, moved with her family to Singapore, where she has a choice of three different kinds of 
work permits, all designed to encourage her and her family to stay and contribute to the country's economy as long as they 
wish. (Tim Chong/Reuters)  

Finally, two incomes during the years 
abroad  

BERLIN: When Yvonne McNulty, an Australian, moved to Chicago in 
2000 for her husband's job, her visa made it clear she was forbidden to 
work. Frustrated and bored at home, McNulty tried everything she could 
to keep busy without actually making any money. 

Eight years later, her horizons have widened considerably. In 
Singapore, the family's latest posting, she has a choice of three different 
kinds of work permits, all designed to encourage her and her family to 
stay and contribute to the country's economy as long as they wish. 

For years, work permits have been the primary hurdle for expatriate spouses who wanted to 
work abroad. That seems to be changing. Legal barriers to working abroad are falling around the 
world, international human resource experts say. 

France last year was the latest government to allow family members of multinational employees 
and skilled workers to take a job without obtaining a separate permit. Other countries - the 
Netherlands, Hong Kong, Argentina, Singapore and the United States - have also 
loosened restrictions. 

Labor experts said that governments eager to attract skilled workers and businesses trying to 
deal with dual-career couples are lining up behind the drive to get permits for spouses. 

"The spouse is now seen as a good-value expat. They have 
their own skills too," said Alain Verstandig, managing director 
of Net Expat, a support services company in Brussels. "By 
opening doors to them, you let an international population in." 

By Gretchen Lang Published: May 30, 2008
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Finding jobs for the spouses of expatriate workers has 
become something of a hot topic recently in international 
human resources circles. As more women enter the work 
force, more couples are refusing assignments abroad 
because a spouse's job cannot be transferred overseas. 

If the couple does move, spousal dissatisfaction is still the No.1 reason for assignment failure, 
according to several surveys. 

Companies are now much more concerned about dual-career issues. Today, about 80 percent of 
multinational companies have a plan in place to support spouses, according to a survey by ORC 
Worldwide, a human resources consulting firm in Britain. Fifteen years ago, the figure was 
10 percent. 

Relaxing regulations against partners working abroad is a "triple win" situation for individuals, 
companies and countries wishing to attract foreign investment, said Kathleen van der Wilk-
Carlton, the chairwoman of the Permits Foundation, a nonprofit lobbying group that lists 50 
multinational companies as sponsors. 

Working through business and government contacts, the foundation tries to persuade 
governments that, far from taking jobs from locals, allowing family members to work encourages 
skilled workers to settle in the country and also bring their own skills to the table. 

"In order to attract highly skilled workers, you have to give their families the option to work," Van 
der Wilk-Carlton said. 

Although the group finds that there is still much to be done in Africa and Asia, and even in parts 
of the European Union, it has scored some successes at opening up the work permit market. 

Thanks to its efforts, Hong Kong, the United States, the Netherlands and France have joined the 
list of countries that have loosened their policies in this area, along with Britain, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and Sweden. 

In some of those countries, spouses of "knowledge" workers or highly skilled migrants do not 
even need to apply for work permits as long as they are legal residents. 

That is good news for families in which the trailing spouse would like to work, but it remains to be 
seen if the legal improvements will result in more spouses in overseas workplaces. Surveys 
show that, for a variety of reasons, the gap between the number of spouses who work at home 
and those who work abroad is actually widening. 

The most recent survey from GMAC Global Relocation Services showed that while 59 percent of 
partners of expatriate workers were employed in their home countries, only 8 percent were 
employed during the assignment abroad, the lowest number since the question was included in 
the survey in 2000. 

Siobhan Cummins, of ORC Worldwide, pointed out that some spouses on short-term 
assignments chose not to work. They used their time abroad to study, start a family or spend 
more time with their children, for instance. 

"When people go abroad they get a chance not to work," Cummins said. With one big 
compensation package in the family, she added, many spouses regard an overseas assignment 
as an opportunity to miss out on "all that pressure." 

Those who do want to work may find opportunities in the international community, including other 
multinational corporations or international organizations or agencies. 

But even with a work permit, finding work in the local job market still presents challenges, the 
most obvious of which is often the language. It may take an expat years to learn a local language 
to a level where he or she can compete for jobs in the local market, career counselors point out. 
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