
This article is part of the series Decoding Global 
Talent 2018. The series is based on a survey of 
366,000 people in 197 countries by The Boston 
Consulting Group, The Network, and (in the US) 
Nexxt. 

Four years ago, someone setting out 
from Latin America to improve his 

life—making a journey along what demogra-
phers call the South-North corridor—might 
have prioritized Los Angeles or Miami as a 
destination. A person from the Philippines or 
Vietnam might have set her sights on San 
Francisco or New York. The US offered many 
options for people who were looking for a 
brighter future. If you were in one of these 
countries and ambitious, America was a place 
you thought about. 

The US is still a popular destination, but it has 
slipped, relative to others, in a dozen or so 
countries where it was previously number one. 
In those countries, the US is now the num-
ber-two or number-three work destination, ac-
cording to a survey by BCG and The Network. 

The falloff in enthusiasm for the US in certain 

regions hasn’t knocked the country from its 
perch as the number-one work destination 
overall. (See Exhibit 1.) And it doesn’t extend to 
some of the best-known US cities. New York is 
still the world’s second most popular work des-
tination (after London) as far as survey respon-
dents are concerned, and Los Angeles, Washing-
ton, Chicago, and Boston all rank higher as 
work destinations now than they did in 2014. 

Moreover, the shift in attitude toward the US 
is barely detectable in some big countries. 
People in Brazil, Germany, South Africa, and 
Canada still rank the US first among work 
destinations, as they did in 2014. 

However, there is growing interest in other 
destinations and a different perception about 
the US at a time when the immigration de-
bate in America has become more polarized.

For instance, the US’s relative appeal as a 
work destination has fallen in India, Mexico, 
and the UK. People in those three countries 
are switching their favor to other English- 
speaking destinations with assets similar to 
those of the US but where there is less of a 

The US Is Still the Top 
Work-Abroad choice,  
but its pull is waning
By Rainer Strack, Mike Booker, Orsolya Kovacs-Ondrejkovic, David Welch, Joe Weinlick, and 
Emily McKinney

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/decoding-global-talent.aspx
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/decoding-global-talent.aspx


2   The US Is Still the Top Work-Abroad Choice, but Its Pull Is Waning

concern that opportunities for foreigners 
could shrink. Of the alternatives to the US, 
Canada is now the most common for people 
in many countries. Ghanaians, Jamaicans, and 
Trinidadians and Tobagonians are among the 
people who put Canada ahead of the US to-
day, but didn’t four years ago. 

Another notable change from 2014 involves 
the percentage of the US workforce that says it 
would consider a job elsewhere. As a group, 
people in America are still below (by 6 percent-
age points) the global average in their willing-
ness to work abroad. But willingness to work 
abroad is no longer a rare attitude in America. 

Fifty-one percent of US respondents now say 
they would consider a job abroad, a big jump 
from the 35% who said they were open to this 
in 2014. Willingness to work abroad is partic-
ularly high among Americans younger than 
30 and Americans with master’s or doctoral 
degrees. 

We interviewed Jesse McLain, 60, who is 

among the latter. With a doctorate from a 
theological seminary, McLain does charitable 
and development work in Haiti, while living 
part-time in the US and teaching religion on-
line. “I see a lot of Americans seeking foreign 
jobs due to either unique skills they possess 
or because of unique job opportunities in 
other places,” McLain says. He adds that his 
oldest son “is looking at jobs in South Ameri-
ca because of the high pay for experienced 
oilfield workers down there.”

The foreign country that the most Americans 
would move to for work is the UK, according to 
the survey. Australia and Canada are the sec-
ond- and third-most-popular work destinations 
for mobile Americans—choices perhaps influ-
enced by cultural and language affinities.

In their workplace preferences, people in 
America put a higher-than-average emphasis 
on the financial stability and values of their 
employer. This may be related to the relative-
ly scant worker protections in the US com-
pared with other countries and the fact that 

EXHIBIT 1

The US at a Glance

Source: 2018 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Young people are defined as younger than 30 years of age. Highly educated workers are defined as having a master's degree, a doctorate, or the equivalent. 
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the US government doesn’t often intervene to 
save jobs. Otherwise, US-based survey respon-
dents (see Exhibit 2 for more on how they 
break down) are similar to people elsewhere 
in favoring environments that foster good 
working relationships and afford them a 
work-life balance.

Even if the US has slipped in attractiveness 
compared with some other work destinations 
in the last four years, decades of mostly open 
immigration policies have made the US work-
force one of the world’s most internationally 
diverse. That diversity remains a big advan-
tage for American companies.

Deepa Nair can attest to this. Nair, 28, came 
to the US two years ago from her native India 
and is now living in Atlanta with her hus-
band. After an 18-month wait to get work au-
thorization, she is looking for a job in her 
field of software development.

“In India, you 
only see Indi-
ans,” Nair says. 
“Here you have 
people from so 
many different 
places. You feel 
the warmth from 
people here.”

The US economy 
and US companies 
have historically 
benefited from 
their destination 
status for globally mobile 
talent. But the gap has narrowed. US econom-
ic policymakers and company executives will 
have to rethink who they go after and how, if 
they are to sustain their advantage in an in-
creasingly global marketplace for talent.

Source: 2018 BCG/The Network proprietary web survey and analysis.
Note: Percentages may not total 100 because of rounding.
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Demographics of Survey Respondents in the US
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The Boston Consulting Group (BCG) is a global management consulting firm and the world’s leading advisor on business strategy. 
We partner with clients from the private, public, and not-for-profit sectors in all regions to identify their highest-value opportunities, 
address their most critical challenges, and transform their enterprises. Our customized approach combines deep insight into the 
dynamics of companies and markets with close collaboration at all levels of the client organization. This ensures that our clients 
achieve sustainable competitive advantage, build more capable organizations, and secure lasting results. Founded in 1963, BCG is 
a private company with offices in more than 90 cities in 50 countries. For more information, please visit bcg.com.

The Network is a global alliance of more than 50 leading recruitment websites, committed to finding the best talent in over 130 
countries. Founded in 2002, The Network has become the global leader in online recruitment, serving more than 2,000 global cor-
porations. We offer these corporations a single point of contact in their home countries, and allow them to work in a single curren-
cy and with a single contract—while giving them access to a global workforce. The recruitment websites in The Network attract al-
most 200 million unique visitors each month. For more information, please visit www.the-network.com.

Nexxt, a recruitment media company, is a dynamic employment solution catering to the next generation of hiring. For companies 
and agencies, Nexxt is a full-service recruitment marketing platform, providing a targeted method of sourcing the best people from 
a broader talent pool. For professionals, Nexxt is an employment solution, powering more than 50 niche career sites to make find-
ing the perfect job easier. Nexxt combines predictive technology with multi-channel marketing to a diversified talent network of 
over 60 million candidates on focused career sites, allowing recruiters and hiring managers to build custom campaigns and effi-
ciently fulfill their hiring needs. To learn more and see what’s Nexxt, please visit www.nexxt.com. 
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