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Managing employees in multiple 
jurisdictions is not exactly a new 
phenomenon but are we doing it the 
right way? A transnational HR team 
works best when it acts as a supportive 
matrix, where operational work 
is carried out locally by those best 
qualified to do so and central resources 
manage the needs of senior executives. 
Yet it seems that many companies 
looking to expand internationally 
seem not to trust the capabilities of 
local managers and staff and so they 
expatriate lots of their own people to 
the new location. On the plus side, this 
embeds the company DNA, standards 
and expectations. Less positively, this 
does not empower or train up locals 
quickly and at worst can appear as a 
form of modern colonialism.

Picture the following scenarios:
Globalpowerhouse plc is headquar-•	
tered in London with subsidiaries in 
New York, Johannesburg and Sydney. 
The HR team holds a weekly confer-
ence call. To try and accommodate time 
zones, the London boss schedules the 
call at 12 noon GMT. Johannesburg is 
just one hour ahead, so that’s no prob-
lem. The New York colleague can call 
from home at 7am or come in early if 
that suits her better and the Sydney col-
league dials in at 9pm. That’s just the 
way it is. Or is it? I have worked in an 
organisation where the time of the con-
ference call was rotated fairly so that 
everyone had a turn in being inconven-
ienced. A small thing but it went a long 
way in creating a sense of equality.
Globalisation S.A. has its registered •	
office in Geneva. The company acquires 
an entity in Argentina and the process 
of merging cultures starts. The global 
head of HR, a Swiss, attends a meeting 
in Buenos Aires and notices that many 
of the team from various countries 
in Latin America, who had just met, 
very quickly loop arms, put their arms 
around one another or hold hands. He 
feels very uncomfortable as this would 
be quite alien in markets like the United 
States or most of Europe and Asia. Yet 
it clearly felt very natural for this group. 
Just because our own cultural norms are 
different, it doesn’t mean that we are 

right and they are wrong, especially as 
this meeting was in Buenos Aires.
Big Apple Limited, based in Califor-•	
nia, acquires a small company in Lyons, 
France. After a few years it becomes 
necessary to downsize.  Perform-
ance reviews have been held annually 
since the acquisition with US manag-
ers appraising French team members. 
Ultimately the weaker performers are 
retrenched. The global head of HR 
is shocked when several retrenched 
individuals take the company to court 
declaring the process invalid. She did 
not know that French law requires 
documentation relating to performance 
reviews to be written in French. Eng-
lish may be the lingua franca of busi-
ness but in some jurisdictions it is an 
offence not to deliver content related to 
an individual’s employment in the local 
language.

The examples are countless but they all 
point to the challenges of working across 
borders.  From my years of experience in 
this area I have distilled a few key aspects 
which I hope could serve as signposts for 
others.

Global HR leadership
HR leaders need to act as conduits of 
information, providing big picture, 
directional messaging out to the field 
while picking up on feedback from the 
‘coal face’ and making sure that this 
information gets to where it needs to in 
the corporate hub. 

Regular but not gratuitous 
communication is good, as stand-alone 
remote HR colleagues can feel acutely 
lonely. When bringing a disparate group 
of HR colleagues together for meetings, 
calls or conferences, make sure that the 
majority of the content is relevant for the 
majority of the delegates.

Make plenty of time for your remote 
colleagues and reports because no matter 
how much time you set aside for this, you 
will still always spend more time with 
colleagues in the same office.

Creating a sense of team
HR leaders should aim to create a vision 
for the whole function so that everyone 
can see where the team is heading and 

how it will achieve its objectives. This 
should be clearly linked to the commercial 
imperatives of the business. Ideally, each 
person should have a clear idea of how 
their contribution forms part of the 
delivery of the overall HR plan. 

Promote a consistency of approach so 
that any business manager interacting 
with a member of the HR team in any 
location would have a similar experience. 
Those HR people based away from 
the centre will often think that they are 
missing out on critical information and 
interaction simply by not being there, so 
no matter how busy you are, try to avoid 
cancelling scheduled calls and meetings 
with your HR colleagues.

        
Sensitivity to local differences, 
needs and expectations
Think global, act local (sometimes called 
‘glocal’). Consider whether your natural 
manner for expressing thoughts and ideas 
will work outside your own country. For 
example, some nationalities prefer the 
delivery of a clear message, followed by 
the context. Others, such as the English, 
like to provide the context and then 
explain the key message resulting from 
that context.

Relevance of communication
It’s important to find a way to make all 
participants feel that that there is benefit 
in sharing information. Try to focus on 
the ‘what’s in it for me?’ Stand-alone 
remote HR colleagues can feel that 
they are required to give an account of 
themselves while other colleagues with a 
group or central role can question why it 
is useful for them to spend time educating 
the team on the ground. It may sound 
clichéd but everyone should remember to 
put themselves in others’ shoes. This can 
help avoid petty politics and rather create 
an atmosphere of trust, support and 
collaboration between HR colleagues.

Conflicts
How flexible can you be when there is 
conflict between a global policy and 
local law, custom and practice or cultural 
norms? In this event, agreeing a set of 
principles which can be tailored to the 
local context is much more likely to work 
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David Perry joined Maitland on 1 
May and will be based in London. 
David is a highly experienced inter-
national HR practitioner and he has 
coordinated HR teams across as many 
as 42 different countries. He brings 
19 years of financial services experi-
ence, including inverstment banking, 
insureance broking, private exquity, 
M&A and global markets knowledge 
to the firm.
Davis joined Maitland from Marsh 
and McLennan Companies Inc., 
a global professional services firm 
providing advise and solutions in the 
areas of risk, strategy and human cap-
ital, where he was Head of Interna-
tional HR and Centres of Expertice. 
Prior to that he was Head of HR for 
Global Banking and Markets Prod-
ucts in the combined entitiy follow-
ing the acquisition of ABN ANRO's 
investment banking businesses by the 
Royal Bank of Scotland. 
David has a BA in French and Busi-
ness Studies from the University of 
Sheffield.
Maitland is a multijurisdictional legal, 
fiduciary and fund services group with 
$165 billion under administration. It 
employs 700 people in 14 offices across 
13 countries.
For more information please contact: 
david.perry@maitlandgroup.com

and gain acceptance than something 
imposed unilaterally from above

Harmonisation can be very expensive 
if certain things are statutory in some 
locations. For example, managers 
and leaders from countries with less 
protection for the employee can struggle 
to understand how employment works in 
locations where the employee has more 
rights. Typically, when first confronted 
with a workers’ council or employee 
representatives, inexperienced managers 
will take an adversarial position, seeing 
the relationship and any dialogue as win-
lose. However, when treated as allies and 
partners, such bodies can often be helpful 
to management in the implementation of 
difficult initiatives, such as downsizing a 
workforce.

In conclusion, HR maybe needs to ‘do 
its own HR’ in the area of cross-border 
business. I have so often seen people in 
group or central roles misunderstand 
their sphere of responsibility and think 
they rule the world, especially if they have 
the word ‘global’ or ‘international’ in their 
job title.

As an industry, we should consider 
offering training to managers who take 

on global or international roles. Let’s 
collaborate and develop best practice. As 
the world continues to globalise, such an 
initiative could go a long way.

David Perry, Head of Human 
Resourses, Maitkland


