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The Outcomes of Working Abroad – The Young, Wild Ones

Movies, paintings and music are littered with references to young, wild and free art forms. As we have seen, Generation 

Y and Millennials are seeking more adventure and exploration. These ‘young and wild’ employees are often at the core of 

talent management activities and we wanted to compare them with older, more established managers and professionals 

i.e., Generation X. One of the insights we generated was that many companies, about a third, did not track the outcomes 

of expatriation in relation to age or generation and were, therefore, unsure how to answer the questions. Those who did 

answer created an interesting picture.

Figure 2.10  �In your opinion, within your organization, when compared to Mid-Peak Stage Career Repatriates 

(Generation X), on average, Early-Mid Stage Career Repatriates (Generation Y, Millennials)...

The biggest difference in the first year after return is that Generation Y and Millennials change employers more often (38%) 

and are more frequently promoted (25%) than their older peers, although only a few achieve better performance ratings. 

The ‘career wobble’ and increased fluctuation in the first year after return are well known phenomena and they may be 

particularly challenging for ‘young, wild’ employees. Increased promotion rates (especially as we know that their career 

prospects compared to non-expatriated peers are significantly better) look like a step in the right direction. While reward 

systems place limitations on substantial remuneration increases (which are often expected by repatriates), other company 

activities to manage this challenge are outlined in the recommendation tables in this report.

Specific Location Considerations

We know that location considerations, especially with regard to hostile and insecure environments, can have a strong impact 

on the decision to work abroad (Dickmann and Cerdin, 2016). There are significant differences between the three different 

age groups in this area.

Figure 2.9a  Desire to live in host country in general

Figure 2.9b  Perceived attractiveness of specific host location

We might expect that Millennials and Generation Y would be the most concerned of the three groups about the perceived 

attractiveness of specific host locations, and this fits well with their desire for adventure and wish to see the world. In turn, their 

concern about security is significantly less than that for Generation X and Baby Boomers. Companies should consider factoring 

this in when allocating expatriate jobs/locations and attempting to fill positions in hostile or fragile environments. Evidently, 

organizations must also consider their duty of care with regard to security when making offers of work in such locations.

While the RES Forum survey looked at motivational differences, it also explored the differential outcomes of working abroad.

Movies, paintings and music are littered with references to young,  
wild and free art forms.

The ‘career wobble’ and increased fluctuation in the first year  
after return are well known phenomena...

Late Stage Career Candidates

Mid-Peak Stage Career Candidates

Early-Mid Stage Career Candidates

32%
23%

6%

38%
16%

9%

22%

31%
22%

Important 

Somewhat Important

Very Important

Late Stage Career Candidates

Mid-Peak Stage Career Candidates

Early-Mid Stage Career Candidates

16%
35%

10%

47%
22%

16%

25%

44%
25%

Important 

Somewhat Important

Very Important

Experience faster compensation increases
in the first year after return 

Change employers / leave company more
often in the first five years after return

Are promoted faster in the first
5 years after return

Change employers / leave company more
often in the first year after return

Are promoted faster in
the first year after return

Achieve higher performance ratings
in the first year after return

Achieve higher performance ratings
in the first 5 years after return 

Experience faster compensation increases
in the first 5 years after return

Go more often on another international
assignment in the first 5 years after return

Have better opportunities to work on special
project teams in the first 5 years after return

13% 50% 38%

45% 10% 45%

39% 23% 39%

26% 19% 55%

19% 29% 52%

56% 9% 34%

38% 22% 41%

38% 34% 28%

25% 38% 38%

13% 41% 47%

Yes 

No

Unsure



© The RES Forum / Harmony Relocation Network / Equus Software, 2017 53 52 The RES Forum Annual Report 2017 The New Normal of Global Mobility – Flexibility, Diversity & Data Mastery

This may be explained through the better leadership abilities and the greater work experience that Generation X  

managers possess.

The RES Forum survey also compared Generation X with Baby Boomers i.e., those in the latter stages of their career.  

Current thinking in the literature on the differences between generations predicts that the biggest differences are not 

between Generation Y and Generation X but actually between Baby Boomers and all later generations. However, these 

differences are seen mostly as attitudinal and expressed through work behaviour in terms of work effort and security 

orientation of the late stage careerists. Our data indeed indicates large differences.

Figure 2.12  �Comparing Mid-Peak Stage Career and Late Stage Career assignees, please indicate the degree to 

which you agree with the following statements.

MNCs think that business learning for mid-peak career assignees is more extensive and that they benefit more from 

working abroad. In addition, their cultural learning and their adjustment (as well as the benefits to their families) are seen 

to be superior. Interestingly, even the knowledge transfer after the assignment is seen to be superior for Generation X in 

comparison to Baby Boomers, irrespective of the fact that Baby Boomers are generally more senior in their organizations.  

The data appears to show that Baby Boomers are probably best suited to control and coordination assignments while younger 

generations may generate more benefits for themselves and their organizations when on developmental or skills filling 

assignments (Edstrom and Galbraith, 1977; Dickmann, 2017). Additionally, the traditional trend to send mid-peak careerists 

onto global assignments may be rooted in the superior adaptability and learning of Generation X staff (Dowling et al., 2013).

Taking a longer term view, within the five years after return, Millennials and Generation Y employees are more likely to leave 

the company. Those who stay have a high chance of going onto another assignment, of being promoted faster than older 

repatriates and of having better opportunities to work on special projects. They have a higher likelihood of being a member 

of a top talent pool, be it formally in existence or informally in the minds of their superiors.

The Outcomes of Working Abroad – The Peak Career, Established Ones

The RES Forum survey also compared the ‘young, wild’ ones with Generation X – the mid-peak career, more established 

leaders – on a range of other dimensions. Notably, the results did not demonstrate whether the ROI or the performance of 

Generation X staff was superior in comparison to the younger age group. About a third of companies believed this to be the 

case, but almost as many disagreed.

Figure 2.11  �Comparing Mid-Peak Stage Career assignees and Early-Mid Stage Career assignees please indicate  

the degree to which you agree with to the following statements.

One of the largest differences between Generation X when compared to Generation Y and Millennials was with respect to 

knowledge transfer during and after the assignment. The higher hierarchical position of Generation X professionals is likely 

to facilitate knowledge transfer. Surprisingly, mid-peak careerists fitted more successfully into their host teams at work than 

Generation Y, although they (and their families) were often not seen to adjust better than Generation Y to the local context.
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Conclusions and Learning Points

Age and generational differences in Global Mobility have been traditionally underexplored. We distinguished early-mid career 

staff (Generation Y and Millennials, born after 1981), mid–peak career individuals (Generation X, born between 1964-1981) 

and late stage careerists (Baby Boomers, born before 1964). The RES Forum survey, while based on a moderate number of 

large MNCs, sheds light on a range of interesting differences and generates valuable insights.

		�  Older expatriates are more likely to be in senior positions and therefore more likely to be sent on a strategic  

(control and coordination) business needs assignment. Younger expatriates are more likely to be sent on a 

developmental assignment. 

		�  As potential assignees get older, the respondents feel that it becomes more difficult to identify suitable candidates  

and to motivate them to accept postings. Different sets of drivers motivate the different age groups:

		  •  Personal drivers were most important to early-mid careerists (Generation Y, Millennials).

		  •  �Expatriation package was most important to mid-peak careerists (Generation X).

		  •  �All age groups sought sense, fulfilment and career progression. However, career impact was more important to  

early-mid as well as mid-peak careerists compared to their older counterparts.

		  •  �Professional challenge was most important to early-mid careerists (Generation Y, Millennials) in comparison to the 

other generations.

		  •  �Younger expatriates perceive a stronger need to expand their social capital even though it is probably older assignees 

who utilize their social networks more for work purposes.

		  •  �Partner and dual career considerations as well as family and educational concerns are more pertinent for mid-peak 

careerists (Generation X) than for other age groups.

		  •  �Security concerns are more important to mid-peak and late careerists (Generation X and Baby Boomers) while  

early-mid careerists (Generation Y, Millennials) are more concerned about the attractiveness of specific host  

locations. Overall, this validates the GM approach of many MNCs to offer more developmental assignments to 

younger expatriates and more business needs/strategic assignments to older assignees. 

		�  Early-mid stage careerists (Generation Y and Millennials) change employers more often (36%) and are more frequently 

promoted (25%) than their older peers. 

		�  Mid-peak stage careerists (Generation X) fit more successfully into their host teams and are seen to facilitate knowledge 

transfer more than younger peers (Generation Y, Millennials). 

		�  Business learning is more extensive for mid-peak (Generation X) than late stage careerists (Baby Boomers). However, 

there is no strong indication that the performance of late stage careerists is inferior to that of younger generations 

when on assignment. 

Main Survey Data Source: The RES Forum Age Diversity Survey, December 2016, 33 organizational responses

There is no strong indication that the performance of Baby Boomers is inferior to that of younger generations when on 

assignment. This is in tune with the author Alex Morritt’s statement that “Age is a seasoned trickster. To our parents, we will 

always be children. Within ourselves, the same yearnings of youth; the same aspirations of adolescence, will last a lifetime. 

Only to the young – blinded by our grey hair and slowing gait – do we appear old and increasingly beyond the pale.”  

As ever, performance will also depend on individuals, assignment objectives, local and global contexts and to some  

extent on conditions such as timing and circumstance.

And so for some final considerations we looked at what happened post assignment when comparing Generation X  

with Baby Boomers.

Figure 2.13  �In your opinion, within your organization, when compared to Late Stage Career Repatriates,  

on average, Mid-Peak Career Repatriates...

In the first year after repatriation, mid-peak career expatriates are seen to leave their company more often than Baby 

Boomers. Those who stay, similarly to Generation Y repatriates, are more likely to be promoted and are more likely to achieve 

higher performance ratings and faster compensation increases. These trends continue for five years after repatriation with 

promotion, reward and job benefits for Generation X repatriates. Given that the early-mid career repatriates benefitted even 

more than mid-peak career returnees, it seems that for assignees in many MNCs it is more beneficial to work abroad early in 

their careers. In fact, it seems that the earlier a professional works abroad the more beneficial it is in career terms. 
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What can MNCs do to increase Expatriation Success? General

Organizational  
Considerations & Actions

Comments
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•	� Design and Implement adequate International  
HR Management (IHRM) configuration to support 
global corporate strategy.

•	� Explore best role of Global Mobility (GM) 
Department: Strategic Global Advisor, Global Talent 
Manager, Administrative Expert, Global People 
Effectiveness Expert.

•	� Define and execute corporate branding strategy 
that covers global careers.

•	� Clarify diverse purposes of global careers within 
the organization and specify those in relation to 
career opportunities/global moves.

•	� Create coherent global career approaches; they 
may be simply thinking in terms of careers rather 
than international mobility.

•	� Walk the talk – implement the statements of  
top management.

•	� Give international work high kudos.

Strategy and Policy Considerations:

	� Understand global competitive environment, 
industry and organization. Understand that there 
are specific ways to achieve competitive advantage.

	� Choose most suitable overall IHRM configuration – 
ethnocentric, polycentric, regiocentric, geocentric 
– and design for internal variations.

	� Design approaches for different target groups of 
global careerists: Company Assignees, Self-Initiated 
Expatriates Business Travellers, others.

	� Select the primary purpose of global career steps 
(development, control & coordination, skills-filling, 
knowledge transfer, etc.) and design packages that 
take account of diverse interests & pay-offs. 

	� Create and implement a clear and attractive 
globalization strategy that incorporates positive 
pay-offs for globally mobile staff.

	 �Set up external (e.g. internet, job fairs, etc.) and 
internal communication that drives the advantages of 
working abroad home to candidates and assignees.

	� Ensure that there is coherent and consistent 
execution of global career policies and practices.
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•	� Clarify job expectations and responsibilities.

•	� Gain agreement as to job objectives between 
individual, home and host country.

•	� Provide overlap with incumbent to facilitate ‘hitting 
the ground running’.

•	� Align any other conflicting expectations regarding 
performance standards, job, working environment etc.

•	� Give discretion in the job.

•	� Ensure pre-return preparation for the job.

•	� Deliver on-going support for time after return.

•	� Conduct long-range planning for repatriation.

•	� Plan networking opportunities into the 
international work.

•	� Provide job challenge.

•	� Create opportunities to use new global capabilities.

•	� Set up pre-return and after return dialogues to 
manage expectations / build realistic pre-return 
expectations.

•	� Brief and update regarding organizational structure, 
goals, politics and changes in the new locations.

•	� Provide help for partner to find meaningful activity 
such as job and career re-entry.

•	� Give help for family to (re)-settle.

Operational and Other Choices:

	� Choose a job that the candidate will find a 
slight stretch (for most international positions). 
Adjustment to a new team and new culture is 
already a challenge.

	� Build in challenge. For earmarked top leaders 
the stretch might be larger. This might include 
changing divisions, functions or more radical job 
content alterations.

	� Design staffing policies so that they are perceived 
to be fair or advantageous by candidates and  
their families.

	� Create sophisticated selection approaches  
which consider a range of factors, including 
personality factors linked into adjustment and 
repatriate adjustment.

	� Encourage continuous communication with home 
during work abroad.

	� Ensure adequate responsibility and autonomy 
(ideally no reduction).

	� Conduct an open and honest assessment of 
the global careerist’s situation in relation to the 
organization.

	� Explore long-term career opportunities.

	� Evaluate security implications in the host location(s).

	� Evaluate other implications in relation to health, 
climate, language, host country perceptions of 
foreigners, religion, sexual orientation.
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The RES Forum Annual Report 2016 signalled to the HR world 

that Gender Diversity issues, through the lens of globally mobile 

employees, had arrived as an area of focus in the effective 

deployment of female assignees internationally.

In December 2016, Chris Kline, Executive Vice President at Bristol Global Mobility and President of The RES Forum 

Americas, participated in an event in Hong Kong with The Women’s Foundation of Hong Kong (TWF). Chris was 

part of a panel of industry experts that gathered together to discuss best practices for developing female talent and 

overcoming the gender barriers for women. TWF conducted research, including the 2016 research provided by the 

RES Forum Annual Report 2016, and developed the “TWF BEST PRACTICE GUIDE TO DEVELOPING THE PIPELINE OF 

FEMALE TALENT”. 

The highlights from the TWF research, and which are as relevant in Asia as they are globally, are as follows:

Why Global Mobility matters 

90% Business leaders believe international assignments  

are critical to developing successful future leaders

77% Global Mobility leaders agree that global acumen  

is a critical skill for advancement into leadership

70% Believe international mobility will play  

an increasing role in the success of their organizations

Source: The Women’s Foundation, TWF BEST PRACTICE GUIDES TO DEVELOPING THE PIPELINE OF FEMALE TALENT. 2016

So why should global companies enable women to be more internationally mobile?

1)	�Women in Leadership improve Corporate Success Rates. There is a significant disparity between the number 

of women in board or leadership positions and the success when women hold these positions. We were delighted 

to welcome the Heim Group, a US-based thought leader on global gender and diversity issues, to speak at several 

RES Forum events during 2016 on the subject of gender and diversity through the lens of internationally mobile 

employees. According to an article from the Heim Group from 2013 on the subject of gender diversity, called 

‘The Catalyst Report’, which compiled data from Fortune 500 global corporations, women held only 16.9% of 

corporate board seats, indicating no significant year-over-year uptick for the 8th straight year. And only 14.6% 

of Executive Officer positions were held by women—the 4th consecutive year of no year-over-year growth”. The 

Heim Group also found that when women hold these senior leadership roles there is a ‘positive financial effect 

to the bottom line when there is at least one woman on an organization’s board. Companies with more female 

board directors outperformed those with fewer on three financial measures: return on equity (53% higher), return 

on sales (42% higher), and return on invested capital (66% higher).” (Heim and Hughes, Why Gender in the 

Workplace Matters, 2016) 

2)	�Women’s Success Rate. The RES Forum Annual Report 2016 found that women had a higher success rate than 

men on global assignments in 14% of the organizations surveyed. This has already been observed in the 2011 

Study in Leadership by Zenger Folkman which found that of 36 of 49 leadership competencies evaluated, females 

scored significantly more positively than men. Men scored significantly more positively than females in only two 

leadership areas. The remaining 11 leadership competencies were gender neutral. 

3)	�Retention of Key Talent. According to a PwC global study in 2016, more than 80% of women view international 

experience as critical to furthering their career progression, with a large majority saying having the opportunity for 

an international assignment was a key factor in staying with an employer. (Flood, Modern mobility: Moving women 

with purpose, 2016) 
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Main Global Mobility Inhibitors for Women

Although women are more likely to possess qualities like empathy and diplomacy which can help them to be more 

effective at negotiating and leading across different environments, some of the mobility inhibitors for women include:

•	 A sending, or more critically a receiving, country culture, which is not supportive of women in the workplace.

•	 Minimal support or consideration of the family situation. 

•	� Confidence gap. Women tend to be less assertive in seeking out global opportunities. The unconscious bias of 

managers pertaining to women candidates and a lack of senior management or decision maker understanding of 

the differences between gender cultures can seriously inhibit the progress of women.

•	� A lack of coherent mobility strategy that allows for flexibility and assignment durations and types which would be 

attractive to women.

•	� No overall focus on female talent from the talent management perspective. 

“Global Research has shown that men would 

throw their name in for a promotion if they felt 

they had 6 of the 10 qualifications necessary for 

the job. Women would throw their hat in the ring 

if they felt they had 10 of the 10 qualifications 

necessary for the job. Women tend to err on the side  

of honesty versus risk taking, which ultimately will  

affect decisions to go on assignment.”

Tammy Hughes, The Heim Group

Success Markers for Gender-Inclusive Mobility Programmes

As a final thought, if this paper has piqued your interest, then you should grab a copy of the RES Forum Annual 

Report 2016 with its thought leading research on the subject of gender diversity through the lens of international 

assignments. For a copy, please email office@theresforum.com. 

In addition, through the RES Forum’s collaboration with Leuphana University, detailed follow up research to the 

Annual Report 2016 research on gender diversity has been undertaken, building on the themes of the Annual Report 

2016 and also investigating, in more detail, some of the ideas developed in this case study. The Leuphana research 

offers some fascinating observations and tips for managing gender diversity in the context of internationally mobile 

employees. Look out for it in summer 2017!

About HR&Relo Advisors

HR&Relo Advisors are an international Human Resources and Global Mobility consulting firm. With over 25 years 

in global HR and Mobility with a unique perspective from being on the corporate and service side of the Mobility 

industry, HR&Relo Advisors is retained when expertise and/or resources are required from strategy through execution. 

www.hr-reloadvisors.com

About Bristol Global Mobility

Founded in 1997 and headquartered in Phoenix, Arizona, Bristol Global Mobility is a privately-held corporate 

employee Mobility Management and consulting firm that supports workforce and business strategies for clients 

ranging from startups to Fortune 500 companies. In addition to Arizona, Bristol operates globally with offices in 

Dallas, Texas, Green Bay, Wisconsin, Toronto, London, Amsterdam, and Singapore.

www.bristolglobal.com

Assignee Resourcing Policies and Packages
Role Models and 
Network

What Next? Education 
and Engagement

Collective Enablers

Global assignments should 
be part of career planning 
and talent development

Policies should be creative 
and flexible in order 
to remove barriers to 
assignments

Promote successful 
assignment examples 
for women and network 
development

Articulate how a global 
assignment is a key 
component of the talent 
development strategy

Endorsement from 
leadership and executive 
sponsorship of gender- 
inclusive global assignments

Source: The Women’s Foundation, TWF BEST PRACTICE GUIDES TO DEVELOPING THE PIPELINE OF FEMALE TALENT. 2016
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I recall a conversation with a client in a British company with its HQ in London back in May 2016, 
shortly before the UK ‘Brexit’ referendum on 23 June 2016 when the British public were asked 
whether they wished to remain in the EU or leave the EU. I asked what she believed the result 
would be and without a second thought, her immediate response was, “Remain! I think the 
result will be close, but we have the prime minister, the majority of the members of the houses 
of parliament, the Governor of the Bank of England and the majority of the major financial 
institutions behind remain and telling us about the impact of not remaining. It’s huge. And besides, 
who supports leave? Crackpots, marginal politicians and people who aren’t educated enough to 
know better. I am confident we will remain in the European Union... and thank goodness...”

Yet a vote to leave the EU is just what happened. A conversation with the same client just a 
few weeks later after the vote, and I asked what her thoughts were now. “Shocked!” was the 
first word that came out of her mouth. “We just didn’t expect it, plan for it...”

And there it is, another Black Swan. A valuable lesson for all of us, both in the world of Global 
Mobility but in the wider business context: Expect the Unexpected, and Plan for the Unexpected.

Today’s world is Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous (VUCA), and Harmony like 
all businesses saw the impact of this during the2008-2013 global economic downturn and 
its effect on global trade. Initially we saw an increased number of associated repatriations, 
but as the crisis deepened, the number of new assignments decreased considerably. Over 
the last three years, we have seen an increase in assignee volumes for most clients, except 
those in the oil & gas industry, and those with most assignments to/from the UK, for obvious 
reasons. The more recent political changes such as Brexit and the election of the Trump 
Administration indeed bring with them a new element of uncertainty. Will we see a sudden 
influx of moves of expatriates out of the UK and into other European countries as businesses 
move to restructure and relocate, or not? Will we see a sudden influx of moves out of the USA 
in response to changes in immigration law under the Trump Administration, or not? Like all 
businesses, we have a range of known unknowns for which we cannot plan with any certainty, 
but again like all businesses including those of our clients, we can ensure that our business 
has the available resources and manpower to support our clients to respond to change. We 
recognize the requirement to be able to respond to the needs of your business in relocating 
or repatriating your employees with speed, yet in a cost effective and well-managed way, 
and we aim to partner with our clients to understand the workings of their businesses to 
help them plan a little more effectively for the unexpected. How boring would it be if things 
always went to plan? Change is an exciting journey, and at Harmony, we would be happy to 
accompany you to new destinations.

Britannia waives the Rules
The Brexit Decision and  
its Impact on Global Mobility

3
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Introduction

The UK’s referendum decision on 23 June 2016 to leave the European Union (EU) has caused shock waves in political and 

business circles around the world. Bill Bryson attests that the British have a strong spine and idiosyncratic mentality which is 

supported by many cultural writers who class them as highly individualistic and independently thinking (Hofstede et al., 1991; 

Fox, 2014). Sure enough, the British have moved beyond the old national, naval and colonial motto of ‘Britannia rules the 

waves’ ignoring most seasoned political pundits and conventional wisdom to vote to leave the EU. While the ‘Remain’ camp 

claimed dire economic consequences of leaving the EU, ‘Brexiteers’ painted a much rosier picture and a majority of voters 

in the UK evidently bought into this vision of a better future outside of the EU. At the time of writing there is considerable 

uncertainty of how the economy, trade tariffs and the free movement of people, goods and services, will be affected by the 

eventual exit deal. There are many expatriates currently living in Britain facing a substantial degree of uncertainty and change, 

whilst UK citizens working in EU states face an equal degree of uncertainty. Thus, the RES Forum wanted to understand how 

organizations are likely to be affected and what the likely reaction of the expatriate population will be.

The survey on Brexit and other global challenges followed on from the RES Forum work on volatile, uncertain, complex 

and ambiguous (VUCA) environments that showed the strong challenges firms face in this new competitive context (RES 

Forum 2016). Twenty six multinational corporations (MNCs) contributed their ideas out of which almost a third (28%) had 

more than 500 assignees. Thirty percent had more than 50 UK inbound expatriates and 21 percent had more than 50 UK 

outbound assignees. Overall, the MNCs were large in that 60 percent have more than 25,000 employees. Almost a quarter 

(23%) operates in 76 countries or more.

The Effects of Brexit on MNCs

Starting firstly with Brexit, given the RES Forum membership expertise and the Forum’s historical weighting towards EU 

located companies, its members are in an excellent position to comment on the effects of Brexit on Global Mobility (GM).  

We wanted to explore a wide range of GM issues, both for non UK nationals working in the UK as well as British citizens 

working overseas. It seems that the GM experts foresee a number of challenging developments once the UK has finalized  

its exit from the EU which is likely to be in 2019.

Figure 3.1  �There will inevitably be implications for the UK when the UK has finally exited the EU following the 

Brexit vote. We know there is no defined plan, but in YOUR OPINION, how will your organization be 

affected? To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding the status 

of the UK after Brexit has happened and the UK has finalized its exit from the EU.

3
Britannia waives the Rules 
The Brexit Decision and  
its Impact on Global Mobility
by Professor Michael F. Dickmann

Brexit - The withdrawal of the United Kingdom  
from the European Union (short for “British Exit”).

Investment in the UK will decline so that
the long-term demand for assignees will decline

Investment outside the UK (creating jobs) will increase so that
long-term demand for assignees outside the UK increases

After Brexit, the benefits of working in the UK
will have diminished in the eyes of potential assignees

It will become more difficult for foreign students and self-initiated expatriates
to stay in the UK so that fewer will be available for my company to hire them

Higher tariffs and duties will impact production (or service provision) in the UK
negatively so that in-bound assignments will be negatively affected

It will become more difficult to attract talent
to come to work in the UK in general

It will be more difficult to obtain work permits

Social security work will be more complex

Overall compliance work will be more complex

The exchange rate will be more favourable for UK companies,
meaning that assignee pay will be lower

Exchange rate moves will induce more inflation
so that the cost of living will be higher in the long run

Exchange rate moves will induce more external housing
demand so that the cost of living will be higher

Self managed commuters (i.e. those who commute internationally to
their place of work in the UK by personal choice and not as a result of

arrangements made by their organisation) will be less likely to work in the UK

39% 23% 38%

54% 27% 19%

43% 19% 38%

77% 15% 8%

42% 46% 12%

34% 35% 31%

69% 19% 12%

58% 23% 19%

58% 27% 15%

69% 19% 12%

31% 61% 8%

50% 38% 12%

46% 38% 15%

Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Disagree
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Amongst the more upbeat assessments were the continued attractiveness of the UK as a destination country for potential 

assignees, and the continued demand for assignees in the long term. Other evaluations showed that the situation for MNCs 

will be more complicated and probably more costly after Brexit. For instance, the complexity of overall compliance work is 

likely to increase, including that of social security work. Earlier RES Forum Annual Reports have urged companies to also look 

at the external labour market towards self-initiated expatriates and foreign students when staffing posts with international 

work components. This could be a high quality, lower cost strategy (Dickmann, 2017; Point and Dickmann, 2012). 

Unfortunately, the difficulties for non UK nationals entering the UK (as students or self-initiated expatriates) are expected 

to increase resulting in the availability of such talent pools decreasing over time. Thus, firms expect that it will be harder to 

pursue such a talent sourcing strategy.

Q&A

Question: What are the three key things that you 

expect Brexit to have an impact upon with regard  

to your organization’s Global Mobility moves into 

the UK? How important are they? 

Expert Comment: Well, of course, there will be an 

administrative impact as moves from the EU become 

more complex as well as some increase in costs, but 

to be honest, I think the biggest issue for us will be with 

regard to business travellers. Depending on the way this 

finally ends up working, it is very possible that we will have  

to think much harder before simply hopping on a plane/ 

train to or from Europe. That may impact the location or 

staffing of projects and is likely to force us to make better  

use of the available technology to undertake virtual work. 

Nick Jackson, Group Head of Reward, Lloyd’s Register

In addition, many respondents cited exchange rate movements after the Brexit decision which has led to a depreciation of the 

British currency. External housing demand may increase due to the lower house prizes for foreign buyers, which may mean 

higher GM housing costs for organizations. Several of the Brexit-related effects are seen as challenges for organizations that 

may decrease companies’ external talent availability and may increase their costs. 

Indeed, in another question, 27% of MNCs thought that as a result of Brexit the number of inbound assignments would 

decrease while no one thought it might increase. In contrast, 19% of firms thought that outbound assignments from the 

UK might increase while no one thought that they would decrease in the future. Possibly as a result of the more negative 

perceptions that non UK nationals living in the UK have about the hospitality and openness of Britain and the data indicating 

that many UK citizens would like immigration to reduce (Migration Observatory, 2016), 27% of respondents believe that the 

repatriation of assignees already working in the UK will increase. While many MNCs foresee no change in the willingness 

to expatriate, only a few think that the willingness of EU nationals in their organizations to go on assignment to the UK will 

decrease (12%). Some also perceive a higher willingness of UK-based EU nationals to leave their assignments early (16%). 

Q&A

Question: What are the three key things that you 

expect Brexit to have an impact upon with regard  

to your organization’s Global Mobility moves into 

the UK? How important are they?

Expert Comment: More complex immigration 

procedures for EU nationals: This is important as the 

lead time for assignments from Europe would need 

to increase quite drastically potentially putting off a 

business area from taking an assignee due to having  

to wait 2-3 months for the visa process to complete. 

It would also limit more junior roles for assignments 

from Europe. Social Security coverage: A1 would  

possibly cease leaving the requirement to understand 

the social security impacts for assignees.

Outbound Assignees to Europe: there is equally as much 

confusion and lack of understanding as to outbound 

assignees from the UK and the implications for them as 

we’re unaware of the EU’s position on immigration and 

movement from the UK.

Chris Blair, Global Mobility Manager, Aviva PLC

Brexit: The Insecurity, Understanding & Preparedness of MNCs

Many of the gloomy predictions of economists and other commentators before the Brexit vote have not yet materialized,  

and this has led to the Bank of England having to revise its estimates upwards. The flexibility of companies to react to  

political events and uncertainty as well as their ability to identify new opportunities are things that will unfold over the  

next few years. Currently, there are many issues connected to Brexit that are unresolved. We wanted to understand  

the degree of insecurity related to these and the resource implications.

Figure 3.2  �We know that many of the Brexit implication have not been worked out and depend on future 

decisions. Nevertheless, can we ask you to answer the below questions using your insights today?  

In relation to the Brexit challenges, what is the extent of your organization’s….

27% of respondents believe that the repatriation of  
assignees already working in the UK will increase.

Resources needed to react to them

Degree of insecurity in relation to these

0%

16%
24%

28%

0%
20%

Very high

High

Reasonably High

Preparedness to successfully cope with them

Degree of understanding these sufficiently

4%
4%

24%

24%

8%
8%

Very low 

Low

Reasonably Low
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Almost half of the organizations (48%) feel a reasonably high degree of insecurity in relation to Brexit implications and two 

out of five companies have a low degree of understanding of these. 40% of firms believe that they will need substantial 

resources to react to the Brexit challenges and about a third think that their preparedness to successfully cope with these 

challenges is low. It is clear that our volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) world has presented MNCs with 

a substantial, Brexit-related challenge that triggers insecurity and resource needs while necessitating strong and reactive 

leadership when the decisions and their implications for the EU and Britain become clearer.

Q&A

Question: What are some of the main initiatives 

that your organization could undertake to  

manage the Brexit challenges? What have  

you already done, if anything?

Expert Comment: We are currently undertaking a 

company-wide data collation exercise of nationality/

citizenship to understand how our employees currently 

in the UK are impacted, including our assignees. We 

have a company-wide steering committee set up with 

several working groups and projects reporting into this 

SteerCo which covers all implications for Aviva relating 

to Brexit. We also are aware of our assignees currently in 

Europe from the UK and those who are on assignment 

to the UK from Europe and offering support where 

required. We have dedicated communication  

channels, support helplines and guidance from  

our immigration provider. 

Chris Blair, Global Mobility Manager, Aviva PLC

The VUCA Challenges

So, what are companies worried about or what do they see as particularly challenging? One respondent called these the 

‘known unknowns’, picking up on Donald Rumsfeld’s 2002 categorization. Amongst the most prominent ‘known unknowns’ 

in the RES Forum were:

•	� further countries leaving the EU and the breakdown that may occur; 

•	� the impact of Brexit on financial markets;

•	� the lack of understanding of what really is going to happen; 

•	� the impact on EU nationals in relation to visa/social security issues; 

•	� the rapid moves of currency exchange rates; 

•	� the retention of non-UK staff;

•	� the short timelines for reactions;

•	� the inability to respond accurately and in detail to staff questions.

It is clear that we are living in dynamic and uncertain times. Moving beyond Brexit and onto the global scene more generally, 

the external environment is changing rapidly and VUCA leads to many challenges.

Figure 3.3  �Below is a list of statements. We are looking for your own general impression in response. To what 

extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

 

Looking at this year’s responses, many firms seem to believe that the world is facing tough times. On average, the 

respondents tend to agree with the world becoming more divided into ‘rich’ and ‘poor’, becoming more violent, nationalist 

and protectionist. To successfully counter these threats, MNCs need visionary, thoughtful and active leadership, as outlined in 

the VUCA chapter in the RES Forum Annual Report 2016. Picking up some of the VUCA ideas, companies may be well served 

to integrate VUCA factors into their decision making, to develop all managers (including assignees) to assess the external 

developments and to find strategies to cope with these (both personally and through work) and to design flexible, yet specific 

GM strategies, policies and practices for sub-groups, specific country demands and for location-specific challenges. 

What is the level of preparation to successfully respond to threats and opportunities today? Beyond Brexit we asked how 

MNCs saw their response readiness in relation to these broad challenges in a global context.

Figure 3.4  �Below is a list of statements. We are looking for your own general impression in response.  

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Moving beyond Brexit and onto the global scene more generally, the external 
environment is changing rapidly and VUCA leads to many challenges.

In the near future, the world will become
more divided into 'rich' and poor'

In the near future, the world
will become more violent

In the near future, countries
will become more nationalist

In the near future, countries
will become more protectionist

In the near future, the world
will become more insecure

In the near future, the world
will become more volatile

In the near future, the world
will become more uncertain

58% 23% 19%

58% 23% 19%

54% 23% 23%

54% 19% 27%

58% 19% 23%

58% 23% 19%

62% 15% 23%

Agree 

Neither Agree 
nor Disagree

Disagree

Our company is prepared to successfully
respond to challenges from security

Our company is prepared to successfully
respond to societal challenges

Our company is prepared to successfully
respond to the shortage of skilled labour

Our company is very good in detecting
trends and responding appropriately

Our company is able to respond
successfully to challenges from nationalism

Our company is able to respond
successfully to challenges from volatility

Our company is able to respond
successfully to challenges from uncertainty

27% 38% 35%

31% 42% 27%

31% 38% 31%

42% 31% 27%

19% 69% 12%

27% 35% 38%

23% 31% 46%

Disagree 

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree
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Q&A

Question: Do you see more pressing and important 

societal challenges for your GM programme over 

the next 5 years? What are they and how are you 

dealing with them?

Expert Comment: Extended business travellers, link with 

talent, functional rotations for low level High Potential 

Employees (HIPOs) and short rotations for women.

Imelda Keane, Mobility Consultant, Barry Callebaut 

The data shows that MNCs are unsuccessful in detecting trends and in responding appropriately (42% disagree that their 

company is good at this) while only 27% agree to the statement. About a third of respondents also disagree with various 

statements about the preparedness of their organization to deal effectively with environmental challenges. These indicate 

that about one in three organizations is having trouble in responding to security challenges, broader societal challenges, 

dealing with skilled labour shortages or mastering their volatile environment. However, threats in relation to uncertainty 

and more protectionist views at national level are seen to be far more successfully mastered. It can only be hoped that 

firms can go beyond the challenges to manage to reap the benefits of opportunities that arise from this VUCA environment.

Q&A

Question: Do you see more pressing and important 

societal challenges for your GM programme over 

the next 5 years? What are they and how are you 

dealing with them?

Expert Comment: The increased gap between the 

highest earners and the rest of the work population  

will cause GM challenges. We are trying to roll out a 

more equal policy in regard to our moves and benefits. 

We intend to deal with this challenge by robustly 

upholding our policy with buy in from our People 

Directors. The political instability across Europe could 

have further implications for our short term European 

moves. However, like Brexit, there is little we can do about 

the political instability and uncertainty other than see what 

decisions are taken and what implications arise from the 

political changes.

The changing face of GM will be a challenge with the 

emergence of the millennial generation. We experience 

increased difficulty in moving people. So, how we develop 

suitable moves for millennials, especially thinking about 

the technology to support those moves, will be a challenge 

that is likely to emerge in the next five years. 

Chris Blair, Global Mobility Manager, Aviva PLC

Conclusions and Learning Points

The UK’s decision to leave the European Union has created a high degree of uncertainty, sometimes anxiety, amongst EU 

citizens living in Britain as well as British expatriates working in Europe. There are substantial political and social ramifications, 

many of which will only become clear over time. It is certain that depending on the actual shape that Brexit takes, 

organizations and their production, service delivery and Global Mobility may be strongly affected. The RES Forum  

survey on the impact of Brexit showed that responding organizations perceive the following:

		�  The UK will continue to be highly attractive as a destination country for potential assignees.

		�  Organizations will face a more complex compliance and social security situation which will probably be more  

costly to administer.

		�  It will become more difficult for non UK nationals, be they students, self-initiated or company-sponsored assignees, 

to legally enter the UK. Thus, talent sourcing strategies that aim at hiring external, non UK national candidates will 

become more challenging.

		�  Some GM managers estimate that the number of inbound assignments to the UK will diminish as the willingness  

of EU nationals to work and live in Britain may decrease.

		�  Half of surveyed companies feel a high degree of insecurity in relation to Brexit implications and 40% believe 

that Brexit will be costly. A third of MNCs think that their preparedness to cope with Brexit challenges is low. 

		�  There are a range of ‘known unknowns’ such as further countries leaving the EU or the impact of Brexit on financial 

markets. Many companies have set up working groups but are essentially monitoring the developments and are  

waiting for more precise information. 

		�  With respect to geopolitical developments, firms believe that the next few years will become tough, in a sense of  

the world becoming more divided into rich and poor, becoming more violent, nationalist, protectionist, insecure, 

volatile and uncertain. 

We live in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous environment that is likely to present both opportunities 

and threats. Just like reacting to external risks and dangerous developments in hostile countries, MNCs are well advised to 

devote leadership attention and their creative capabilities to understanding not just the threats but also the opportunities that 

Brexit and other geo-political environments entail. We believe that the RES Forum companies have the capabilities to master 

these challenges successfully and to flexibly react to VUCA developments in order to build on their strengths and exploit new 

opportunities in the wake of these momentous developments. 

Main Survey Data Source: The RES Forum Brexit and the Trump Administration- The State of Socio-Political GM 

Developments Survey, January 2017, 26 organizational responses
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Trends in the Shipping Industry

As a global network of household goods moving companies,  

we service our clients by packing containers, forwarding them 

overseas, and unpacking them at destination. A fairly simple  

and straightforward activity, so it seems. 

The containers are transported with container shipping companies such as Maersk, MSC, CMA CGM, COSCO and 

Evergreen who operate the ships and the container fleet. We take it for granted that the container containing the 

household goods of your international assignee  will arrive at its destination on time. This all seems very simple, but if 

you take a closer look at the shipping industry, it is much more complex than it may appear. In today’s world, there is 

certainly a lot more for household goods removals companies such as Harmony to consider than meets the eye.

In 1914, shortly after the Titanic sank, SOLAS (a treaty for Safety Of Life At Sea) was introduced. Ever since, SOLAS 

has been the most important treaty promoting safety on water. In 1948, The International Maritime Organization 

(IMO) was founded and had its first convention, and was finally made official in 1958. Their first goal was to ratify a 

new version of SOLAS, which happened in 1960. From that moment on, SOLAS has been updated regularly, mainly 

due to increased environmental measures, a huge surge in ocean traffic, and the size of ships. To illustrate this, in 

the year 2000, the largest ships carried 6,000 to 8,000 TEU (Twenty-Foot Equivalent Unit). In 2015, the largest ship 

already carried well over 19,000 TEU, and was 400 meters in length. You can imagine the impact this has on traffic, 

ports and safety regulations. In 2016, SOLAS introduced a new measure, which was to ensure that all containers that 

were loaded carried a verified gross mass certificate, meaning that the shipping company and terminal know what 

the container weighs. This then allows ports to load the containers onto the ship in the right sequence, to ensure that 

the ship’s structure is able to carry the weight, and withstand the pressure of the ocean waves. Serious accidents have 

happened at sea where ships have broken up in the centre, allegedly because there was too much weight on either 

the bow or the stern. Ships can be lifted into the air by large waves, and they need to be correctly loaded to enable 

them to sustain that level of pressure. The most common causes of accidents at sea are poor weather conditions, 

explosions/fire, and collisions. Accidents do not happen often, but when they do occur, the impact is significant, both 

on the cargo, the environment, and the crews.

Another effect of such huge ships being built over the last few years is that this has created a considerable 

overcapacity, meaning that shipping companies have the capacity to ship a far greater volume than that which 

actually needs to be shipped around the globe. The global financial crisis had some impact, but the main cause of the 

reduction in ocean freight rates was the fact that there were simply too many ships around, and those that were there 

were too large. Between 2011 and 2015, global container transport capacity increased by 27%. The economy most 

certainly did not, hence the effect on pricing. Most container shipping companies have huge debts and are losing 

money at an astonishing rate. Prices today are so low that it is almost cheaper to send a container around the world 

than it is to store it in a regular warehouse; ‘floating storage’ has been a running joke over last few years. If you see 

a picture of one of these giant ships fully loaded with containers, it is likely that this is only for the brochure; they 

almost never sail at full capacity. It was, and still is, an extremely competitive climate and the question is, is  

that sustainable?

In August 2016, Hanjin, a Korean carrier, became the first large container line since the late eighties to go into 

receivership. At that time, there were 540,000 containers in transit, on almost 1,000 ships around the globe, sitting 

both in ports and at sea. Maritime attorneys had a field day, all fighting to protect the interests of their customers, 

be it shippers, port authorities or banks. The competition benefitted temporarily from higher spot (daily) rates. This 

was a complex situation, which had a considerable effect on the global supply chain of goods. While this issue has 

essentially been dealt with, the market has not changed structurally. Overcapacity is still a considerable issue, and this 

is not likely to change in the near future. There have been many more mergers in recent years, and it’s certainly not 

inconceivable to think that in the not too distant future, global container shipping will be the domain of just a handful 

of companies. There are parallels with the banking industry; some of these shipping giants will be too big to fail, 

making it inconceivable for governments to allow global transportation to come to a halt. 

For moving companies like the Harmony Relocation Network who ship thousands of containers on behalf of our 

corporate customers, it is important to keep track of the financial stability of the shipping companies. It is our job to 

select the best possible transit time, to choose port destinations that don’t apply container rental charges immediately 

upon arrival, and to avoid multiple stops at ports if possible. In addition, in today’s volatile market, we also need to 

keep track of the balance sheet and liquidity of container shipping companies, and explain to our customers why 

we choose to avoid certain carriers, therefore avoiding the risk of the container being stuck with a carrier that is 

bankrupt; this of course comes with the need to explain to our customers the reasons for the higher price tag.

The Global Mobility industry as a whole has many challenges in today’s volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous 

world, and the element dealing with the shipment of household goods is no different.

Harmony will continue to monitor the situation closely, and publish updates through the regular RES news channels.

About Harmony Relocation Network

Harmony is a global network of locally owned relocation companies, upholding strong family values through 

generations of heritage. We are a network of committed partners, brought together in one truly global and solid 

infrastructure with cutting edge technology, an ISO-tested quality system and leading sustainability criteria. Our 

network (founded in 1992) consists of over 140 members in 60 countries, serving 180 countries across 6 continents, 

providing the same level of high quality services, local expertise and personal commitment. All our members are  

co-owners of Harmony Relocation Network.

www.harmonyrelo.com

Expert View by Harmony Relocation Network
Paul Bernardt, Managing Director
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“Organizational development, assignee 
attraction, selection, career, performance and 
talent management” – and ultimately a clear, 
enumerative depiction of Return on Investment 
(ROI) – are still the Global Mobility Leader’s 
utopia. Technology-based organizations are 
leading the pack by embedding a culture of 
international experience as a natural part of the 
global career. Arguably easy for new, innovative 
organizations but far less smooth for the long-
established traditional MNC, for whom the 
focus remains firmly on the senior executive 
population. Understandable, as senior-level 
talent becomes even scarcer – but is it a vicious 
cycle? Without systemic career management from 
early career and throughout the career path, 
the talent pipeline slows to a trickle at the more 
senior stages. 
I believe that slowly, GM is changing attitudes 
to sharing data across the organization and 
exerting influence on the broader talent plan. 
In Chapter 4 we see a gradual involvement in 
the selection process, and a desire to consolidate 
and track successful achievement of assignment 

objectives. It will be interesting to see how 
this picture broadens and mobility fits into 
the full career lifespan over the next three to 
four years. GM attention may become more 
focussed on post-assignment career planning, 
which as Chapter 1 indicated, is fully achievable 
with the development of the integrated 
mobility ecosystem and the advancement of 
data analytics. However, Chapter 4 shows that 
while post-assignment indicators are key to 
understanding the success (or otherwise) of the 
international programme, arguably it is the 
middle and upper-middle management career 
stages that require more attention – before 
assignments end and talent moves on.

Organizational Development  
and Talent Management4
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Introduction

“The future depends on what you do today.” This statement by Mahatma Gandhi spurs organizations and people on to 

shape their own destiny, which for companies can be seen through expanding operations into foreign countries whilst for 

individuals this can be seen through working abroad. In the case of the latter, this can be particularly attractive for individuals. 

Reannon Muth outlines that expatriate life is addictive because “every boring or mundane activity you experience at home 

is, when you move to a foreign country, suddenly transformed into an exciting adventure.” The search for excitement, 

adventure, cross-cultural learning and the avoidance of problems at home are amongst key drivers to seek an international 

assignment (Hippler, 2009; Doherty et al., 2011). Global careers and talent management are amongst the crucial ingredients 

for corporate success (Scullion and Collings, 2011) and understanding individual drivers and designing matching and 

motivating Global Mobility (GM) approaches is at the heart of high performance GM work (Dickmann et al., 2008). This 

chapter will set out the talent landscape within global firms with respect to the availability, management, career planning, 

performance and other outcomes of expatriation programmes.

Data Background

The key data in this chapter which looks at organizational development, assignee attraction, selection, career, performance 

and talent management is based on the responses of 61 organizations. Two out of five responding companies had more than 

25,000 employees, with 62% having more than 10,000 staff. Less than one in ten of the responding organizations employed 

fewer than 1,000 people. Three quarters of the firms operated in more than 25 countries, and 40% of them send assignees 

to more than 25 countries. More than two thirds had in excess of 100 global assignees, with one in seven expatriating 

more than 1,000 staff. The surveyed organizations had a large number of business travellers; almost a quarter argued that 

more than 1,000 employees travelled to work abroad. The career expatriate is not dead. Just over 20% of companies had 

more than 50 global nomads who would move from one assignment to the next. International commuters, however, were 

less common with only 12% of firms having more than 50. More than a third of companies had more than 50 Short-Term 

Assignments (STAs), and just over one in five firms having in excess of 50 Local Plus Assignments (LPAs).

As may have been expected, in the context of international assignments, the more senior the assignees are, the more 

they are likely to be on a long-term expatriate package while more junior assignees are more likely to be on a short term 

expatriation package. Local plus packages are evenly distributed with the exception of executive managers. Permanent local 

moves are most common amongst entry level professionals who then are highly likely to be on a local plus package. Business 

travel is common throughout all hierarchical levels.

The survey respondents work for a large range of organizations with firms from the FMCG, banking and finance, 

engineering, energy, technology, manufacturing and chemical/pharmaceutical sectors particularly well represented, as 

well as those headquartered in Europe, the Americas, Asia and Australia. A large number of firms were from the USA, 

United Kingdom, Germany, Switzerland, Norway, Belgium, Australia and Singapore which are home to many multinational 

corporations (MNCs). The background of the survey organizations is in line with the demographics of research on MNCs 

in general and Global Mobility in particular – this allows us to draw wider organizational conclusions on broad talent 

management.

Availability of Talent 

As organizations expand globally, it seems as if the willingness of their professionals to work abroad becomes more  

important to them. Firms have moved to incorporate mobility willingness into their selection, career and performance 

management systems (Dickmann and Baruch, 2011; Stahl et al., 2002; Dowling et al., 2013). In almost half the  

organizations (49%) it is very, or extremely, important to show willingness to be internationally mobile in order to  

be seen as key talent. Only in one in ten firms is this of low importance which is a strong indicator of the value of 

international assignments for talent development and careers. Questions and resulting data on the supply of global  

talent have been tracked by the RES Forum over several years via the RES Forum Annual Report survey cycle and show  

that the shortages are acute and are getting worse.

Organizational Development 
and Talent Management
By Professor Michael F. Dickmann

4

Global careers and talent management are  
amongst the crucial ingredients for corporate success.

Firms have moved to incorporate mobility willingness into their selection,  
career and performance management systems.
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Figure 4.1  �For your organization, do you feel that you have the required number of employees who are willing to 

be internationally mobile?

In comparison to the 2015 RES Forum Annual Report survey research, the situation may have slightly worsened for companies 

especially with respect to executive and senior managers. For instance, the most severe shortage i.e., having less than 40% 

of requirements, has gone up by 13 percentage points for executives. In turn, the availability of entry level professionals for 

global assignments has gone up.

What the Experts say

“We have a high degree of desire among our young 

professionals and not enough opportunities to  

place them due to costs. As employees become  

more embedded in their careers and family lives, 

overseas assignments become more of a challenge  

to manage/engage employees in”. 

Mobility Director at a Leading  

Global Construction company

Overall the situation is relatively bleak for organizations that search for the right talent to work abroad for them. There are 

many factors that contribute to the resourcing challenge. Amongst those are uncertain career and repatriation effects for 

expatriates (Hurn, 1999; Lazarova and Cerdin, 2007), dual career and family issues (Harvey, 1995; McNulty, 2012) and the 

specific context and risk exposure of the assignment location (Dickmann et al., in press; Dickmann and Cerdin, 2016). How 

organizations design the expatriation cycle (Harris et al., 2003) and manage their expatriate sourcing, career management 

and repatriation policies and practices, increases their expatriation success (Brewster et al., 2014; McNulty et al., 2013).

Planning: Companies concentrate on Top Talent 

We evidenced in earlier RES Forum Annual Reports (2016, 2015) that MNCs concentrate their planning on two areas. 

Firstly, they work on a strategic level in terms of what their global strategies and structures are (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1999; 

Dickmann, 2017). Half of the firms in this survey described themselves as pursuing geocentric staffing, aiming for one 

integrated corporate culture with no regional biases, while slightly more than a quarter worked towards integration around 

home country approaches that are exported globally. Secondly, the MNCs shape talent policies and practices. However, our 

data indicates that half of the firms do not have talent pipelines across all levels of the organization. In turn, more companies 

have a dedicated top talent strategy to develop future leaders.

Figure 4.2  �Does your organization have a dedicated top talent strategy in terms of developing future leaders?

Part of GM planning is the marketing of international assignments and the assessment of their effect on individuals’ 

commitment, engagement and work effort. A third of companies actively market the value of an international career within 

their organization in order to strengthen the pipeline of globally mobile employees. While it is still rare that MNCs use GM for 

the attraction of external applicants (Point and Dickmann, 2012), this is likely to raise the awareness of existing staff about 

global opportunities for them. Interestingly, the opportunity to work abroad is seen to engage younger generations, (Generation 

Y, Millenials and Generation Z; i.e. all staff who were born after 1981) to a much higher extent. More than 80% of firms felt 

that for these generations an assignment is very important, or important, for their engagement. In contrast, only 14% thought 

this about Baby Boomers and 41% about Generation X. Age diversity has been extensively discussed in Chapter 2 in this report. 

Selection: Companies could be more sophisticated

The selection of assignees is often driven by their current work performance and availability for a move. Even though many 

organizations link expatriate sourcing with talent or career considerations, only a few use sophisticated international assignee 

selection tools.

Figure 4.3  What types of pre-assignment selection tools/support do you offer to your potential assignees?

52%

25%

7%
16%

Yes, through mobility

Yes, through other means

No

Other

Executive Managers

Senior Managers

Managers

Professionals

Entry Level Professionals 

40% 27% 33%

32% 44% 24%

33% 45% 22%

29% 41% 30%

32% 20% 48%

Less than 40%

Between 41-80%

More than 81%

Other

Psychological assessment

Other psychometric assessment

Emotional intelligence assessment

Personality assessment

Language assessment

Cultural intelligence assessment

8%

6%

3%

44%

0%

14%

25%
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One in four companies assesses the cultural intelligence of their assignment candidates. It has been shown that cultural 

intelligence and cultural agility is beneficial for adjustment to the host country culture, local negotiations and performance 

(Caligiuri, 2013; Thomas et al., 2012). Our research tells us that about one in seven firms assess language capabilities and far 

fewer look at personality, emotional intelligence, conduct or other psychological or psychometric assessments. While MNCs 

have gone beyond the ‘coffee machine selection’ (Harris and Brewster, 1999), there are still many tools available that they 

could use to increase the quality of candidate selection. Many firms do not use the best selection approaches and may lose 

a competitive commercial edge as a consequence through potentially not selecting the best candidates who in turn do not 

deliver the best possible business results. However, this assumes that companies have a choice about who to send; the reality 

described above indicates that many firms do not have the luxury of actual choice. The most likely area continues to be early 

career professionals where MNCs can design a strong talent development link and are able to select amongst several suitable 

candidates in a sophisticated way.

Careers – working abroad can pay off

It is clear that key drivers for expatriates to go on assignments are the chance to improve their career prospects as well as 

developmental opportunities. Firms themselves argue that it is moderately important for promotion decisions for candidates 

to be willing to go abroad. Just over half of the MNCs thought that mobility willingness was important for executive and 

senior managers. The share of firms considering this as important drops to about a quarter for entry level professionals 

and other professionals. Interestingly, it is not the executive managers who are seen to most need international assignment 

experience before being promoted to a more senior role at executive levels. That falls to senior manager (e.g. below 

executive) promotions. In half of organizations, senior managers need to have foreign work experience before promotion in 

contrast to 38% of executive managers, 29% of managers and 15% of professionals. This data is unexpected and shows 

that for the last step up the corporate ladder, the criteria and demands on the person become different as the incumbents 

need to think and act for the whole organization and need to manage more strategic and broader affairs.

Figure 4.4  �If you use international assignments as a key lever for development of talent, to what extent do you 

use the following approaches?

Higher touch HR support as a key lever for talent development is relatively common in organizations with 61% using 

this sometimes, mostly or always. In turn, having assignment mentors (52%) or a more active assessment of ongoing 

performance (27%) is rarer. It is interesting that despite the evidence of how assignment mentors can increase adjustment 

and performance whilst working overseas (Crocitto et al., 2005; Harvey et al., 1999) this work and career support is only 

used by half the organizations.

Does the individual’s career benefit from expatriation? Working abroad normally pays off in career terms. Some literature 

outlines that there is a chance of a career wobble upon return and/or longer term negative career effects (Hurn, 1999; 

Dickmann & Baruch, 2011). However, in our surveyed organizations negative career effects, at 2%, were unlikely which 

was in line with more recent research (Dickmann et al., 2016). Instead, in 37% of organizations the careers of repatriates 

unfolded better than their non-expatriated peers. Notwithstanding this statement, many firms did not have good data, with 

32% or respondents saying they were not sure about the career impact. In addition, about a third of firms indicated that 

expatriates and non-expatriated peers had a similar career trajectory.

Figure 4.5  �In your opinion, how do the careers of returning international assignees in your organization unfold?

While originally many writers suggest an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ syndrome and other detrimental effects to the careers of 

international assignees, it seems that these concerns are less acute in the RES Forum member organizations. Nevertheless, 

given that assignees tend to work longer hours abroad and suffer many disruptions to their private lives, (which admittedly 

includes positive ones), the 30% of assignees who have a similar career progression to their peers might benefit from a 

range of talent and repatriation support measures to maximize their effectiveness on return. One of the individual Return on 

Investment (ROI) indicators often cited (McNulty and Inkson, 2013) is career progression. Unfortunately, only one in twenty 

organizations formally tracks repatriate career progression for two years (with one firm tracking it for five years). Therefore, 

much of the career data is based on informed guess work.

The key problems often lie in the time immediately after repatriation as outlined by one survey respondent: “[On repatriation a] 

career within the organization may not be always better due to a bad landing role. However, generally, I would expect that 

the [expatriate] experience would enhance their overall career”. This conclusion is certainly supported by new research 

(Suutari et al., in press; Dickmann et al., 2016) that shows that individuals who went on an international assignment several 

years before (in the research it was 12 years) still benefit in terms of their internal and external marketability, the knowledge 

and skills they acquired, the networks they built and the greater clarity, motivation and purpose to their professional lives.

Many firms do not use the best selection approaches  
and may lose a competitive commercial edge...

Individuals who went on an international assignment several years  
before still benefit in terms of their internal and external marketability...

Assignment mentor (e.g. more senior employee
to the assignee who acts as a mentor/coach

senior during the assignment)

Higher touch HR support (e.g. more direct and ongoing
contact from HR/ talent management function)

More active and scrutinized assessment of ongoing
performance outside normal performance

Other
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2%
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What the Experts say 

‘If I think about my professional experiences and the key 

‘game changers’ for me in terms of forging a career to 

the senior levels of Human Resources, two areas have 

enhanced my ‘career capital’ greatly:

Studying and working outside of the UK for a period 

close to three years in my early professional career and 

also solid blue chip early career experience at Procter 

& Gamble and PwC. The former experience enhanced 

my cultural agility and insight, avoiding the ‘they drive  

on the wrong side of the road’ mind-set so prevalent in  

British people working with and managing colleagues from 

outside of the UK. The latter blue chip experiences added 

strong professional rigour to my CV. Both areas have  

added significant actual and perceived value to my 

career, and value to my eventual employers.

Andrea Piacentini, founder of the RES Forum  

and Divisional Head of Reward at Standard Life

Repatriation

One of the activities that an organization can undertake in order to make arguably the most difficult part of the assignment 

(Hurn, 1999) – repatriation – more successful is to engage in forward planning with assignees. Clarifying the assignee’s next 

role will lead to more job security and improved integration into the career plans of individuals, as well as more focussed 

family activities in relation to schooling, housing, etc. In addition such structured planning around repatriation allows the part 

of the organization now receiving the returning expatriate to be better prepared to integrate the employee and support them 

in hitting the ground running. Unfortunately, less than a third of companies plan the next role after repatriation at the time of 

assignment commencement for all employees irrespective of hierarchical level. Senior and executive managers tend to have 

most insights into their next roles while the lower levels in the organization have to live with more uncertainty as regards their 

next role.

Figure 4.6  �For the various management levels in your organization, when an employee goes on assignment,  

do you consider what their NEXT role will be when they repatriate?

Planning two roles ahead into the future is even less likely. Only about 10% of firms do this for all their executive managers 

and about a quarter of MNCs plan two positions ahead for some of their senior managers and executives. For all other 

international staff this is highly unlikely.

Return on Investment (ROI)

Marilyn Monroe stated that “sometimes good things fall apart so better things can fall together.” The upset to organizational 

teams and individual lives through expatriation can have many positive sides. Put differently, international assignments can be 

fruitful for expatriates, their families and organizations (McNulty et al., 2013). The more a potential assignee can benefit from 

the move, the more his/her incentive will be to go on the assignment and the stronger the organization’s negotiating position 

in terms of selling the benefits of the move and avoiding throwing money at the problem (Dickmann et al., 2008). It would 

make sense for firms to understand the drivers of individuals and to understand their thoughts about the benefits of working 

abroad. However, only a third of organizations assess the assignment value for the employee and contrast it with the business 

interests. In turn, often the assignment project and overarching goal will determine the assignment pattern, be it short or 

long term, business travel or international commuting.

In terms of actual Return on Investment (ROI) assessment, there have been many calls for improved company practices. 

Doherty and Dickmann (2012) found that where organizations assessed ROI, it was mostly in relation to the achievement 

of budgets and the reduction of costs rather than exploring benefits. McNulty and Inkson (2013) have long argued that the 

goals and broader context needs to be taken into account when assessing ROI and that the perspective, whether individual 

or organizational, will matter. The RES Forum team subscribes to these ideas and while it could not relate ROI to context-

specific goals, the RES Forum proposed in its 2015 and 2016 Annual Reports a range of generic measures including employee 

role effectiveness, achievement of business objectives, assignee retention, career and performance outcomes, successor 

development as well as professional development which could form the strong basis for measuring ROI, specifically with 

respect to Human Capital KPIs.

Figure 4.7  �To what extent does your organization measure the following areas in terms of Return on Investment 

(ROI) of international assignments?

Executive Manager

Senior Manager

Manager

Professional

Entry level professional

23% 48% 30%

28% 51% 21%

38% 52% 10%

52% 40% 8%

58% 32% 10%

No 

Yes, for some employees 

Yes, for all employees 

 Employee effectiveness in role abroad
(adjusting to the new position)

Business objectives of the
assignment achieved

Assignee retention during assignment

Post repatriation assignee retention

Post repatriation career success

Post repatriation performance

Development of a
local successor for the role

8% 16% 13% 13%

13% 26% 10% 16%

12% 20% 15% 15%

3% 10% 23% 15%

10% 10% 26%

7% 8% 13% 20%

5% 13% 31% 18%

49%

34%

38%

49%

54%

52%

33%

Always 

Mostly

Sometimes

Rarely

Never



© The RES Forum / Harmony Relocation Network / Equus Software, 2017 85 84 The RES Forum Annual Report 2017 The New Normal of Global Mobility – Flexibility, Diversity & Data Mastery

Looking at those outcomes which are mostly or always assessed by organizations, it is striking how few companies 

systematically explore these areas to understand the ROI of international assignments. The most assessed area is that of 

assignment business objectives being achieved. However, even then, only 39% of companies undertake this assessment 

and only about one in eight always does this. Employee effectiveness is being evaluated by one in four firms and assignee 

retention during assignment by one in three. All other areas, with the exception of costs, are less frequently analyzed to 

explore the organizational outcomes of working abroad. Undertaking such ROI assessments might allow firms to understand 

their GM programmes better, may strengthen the case for foreign work and may lead to insights that can help to refine GM 

approaches for the future.

Using data analytics (see Chapter 1) could go some way towards measuring ROI better. In addition, other business areas such as 

general talent management programmes (Scullion and Collings, 2011), the effectiveness of succession planning or the tracking 

of high potentials / key talents’ performance and retention may inspire the design of tools to track ROI in GM. Understanding 

what value is generated, how and to whom it accrues will be important (Renshaw, Dickmann and Holland, 2016). 

Conclusions and Learning Points

Organizational development and talent management is a key part of the GM department and is seen to be increasing in 

importance. While data to take better decisions will be important, (see Chapter 1), innovative thinking, in-depth understanding 

of assignees and their families as well as the variety of location contexts and geopolitical developments, all combine to shape  

the GM approaches of MNCs. This chapter has given us many in-depth data insights. Amongst the key learning points are:

		�  The willingness of expatriates to work abroad is highly important for companies. Unfortunately, a large percentage of 

MNCs complain that they have a substantial demand for executives, senior managers, managers, professionals and in 

some cases entry-level staff that they find hard to fill with candidates suitably qualified to be internationally deployed. 

Frustratingly, the situation is becoming worse with time. 

		�  This resourcing challenge is not made easier by the many challenges that firms face in relation to career, talent, 

performance and repatriation planning and management. 

		�  GM planning, through the Talent Management lens, concentrates on top talent. Most companies have a dedicated top  

talent strategy to develop future leaders but half of MNCs do not have a talent pipeline across all levels of the organization.

		�  Firms continue to use relatively unsophisticated GM selection methods that are driven by current work performance 

and the candidates’ willingness to work abroad. For instance, only 25% of firms assess the cultural intelligence and 

about one in seven evaluate language capabilities during their selection. Companies often seem to be unable to refine 

their selection approaches. Other organizations may take a conscious decision that due to the scarcity of high quality 

talent they do not need sophisticated assignee selection mechanisms. 

		�  Working abroad tends to pay off in terms of promotion. Expatriate experience is particularly important for senior 

managers, followed by executives, managers and professionals. While mentors and business sponsors can improve the 

career and business outcomes of expatriation, many MNCs still do not use these across their functions and hierarchies. In 

turn, higher touch HR support for assignees is relatively common with almost two thirds of organizations providing this. 

Overall, in more than a third of MNCs the career advancement of repatriates was superior to that of non-expatriated peers. 

		�  Repatriation continues to be a challenge for GM departments and individual assignees. While long-term career planning  

has been shown to increase retention and career success, only a third of MNCs plan the individual’s next role after return. 

		�  Few companies systematically assess Return on Investment in GM, an issue that is further explored in Chapter 1 on 

data analytics. Relatively few MNCs go beyond cost issues to look at the achievement of assignment objectives (39%), 

a quarter assess employee effectiveness and a third evaluate retention issues. ROI assessment could be more in-depth, 

broader and more systematic.

It is clear that many issues in organizational development and talent management are interlinked, dynamic and highly complex 

(Cerdin and Brewster, 2014). This applies to the assessment of ROI: what is actual value?; to whom does it accrue?; how can we 

measure it? This applies also to the selection, preparation, development, career and performance management, adjustment and 

retention of international assignees. The challenges to overcome in order to improve mobility programmes are high. However, as 

Michelangelo the great Italian artist, sculptor and sometime philosopher lamented, “The greater danger for most of us lies not 

in setting our aim too high and falling short; but in setting our aim too low and achieving our mark.”

Main Survey Data Source: The RES Forum Organization Development (Talent, Resourcing, Development) Survey,  

November 2016, 61 organizational responses

Undertaking such ROI assessments might allow firms  
to understand their GM programmes better, may strengthen 

the case for foreign work and may lead to insights that can help 
 to refine GM approaches for the future.
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What can MNCs do to Increase Expatriation Success?
Resourcing, Talent & Performance Management

Organizational Action Comments
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•	� Assess motivation for the international work.

•	� Conduct sophisticated selection factoring 
in personality factors, soft competencies, 
performance and potential.

•	� Involve partner in selection and consider extended 
family responsibilities.

•	� Use psychometric and other instruments and  
give feedback to candidate and partner regarding 
cross-cultural strengths and weaknesses.

•	� Match candidate’s profile to inter-cultural job 
demands.

•	� Provide realistic job, local team and country 
previews (and also ‘look-see visits’).

•	� Evaluate family constraints with a view to social 
obligation & individual expectations.

•	� Evaluate the propensity of the candidate and the 
candidate’s family to accept certain types of risks.

Some Key Individual Characteristics  
for successful expatriation:

	� Self-confidence & optimism.

	� Willingness to learn about different cultures  
and business environments.

	� Inter-personal orientation.

	� Good communication skills.

	� Cultural sensitivity & willingness to critically review 
own values and norms.

	� Openness.

	� Global mind set.

	� Behavioural flexibility.

	� Inquisitiveness.

	� Ability to successfully manage uncertainty.

	� Resilience.
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•	� Provide rigorous training for increased job 
demands.

•	� Provide inter-cultural training (pre-departure  
and post-arrival) and language classes.

•	� Include spouse/partner in the training.

•	� Enable interaction with repatriates from 
assignment region/area.

•	� Give post-arrival cultural training & briefings.

•	� Provide team-building initiatives together with  
new team.

•	� Provide (where useful) extensive briefings to local 
employees regarding role and function of assignee.

•	� Enable interaction with other expatriates 
in assignment region/area (also from other 
companies).

•	� Design position so that it encourages systematic 
development of professional, personal and 
leadership skills.

•	� Provide repatriation seminars on the  
emotional response.

T&D Considerations:

	� Distinguish between local position requirements, 
global or international control, coordination and 
innovation responsibilities.

	� Aim for the capabilities that make individuals 
successful when working abroad (see Resourcing).

	� Provide support through corporate sponsor, 
mentors and coaches. 

	� Encourage global careerist to join expatriate 
networks such as InterNations, Expatica, etc. 

	� Distinguish between general communication skills 
and development of personality of individual.

	� Distinguish between work and social environment 
& include family where appropriate.

	� Enable the use of professional, personal and 
leadership skills in next position.

Organizational Action Comments
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•	� Link selection to individual’s long-term career plan 
and organizational career management (avoid ‘out 
of sight, out of mind’ syndrome).

•	� Foster the acquisition of knowing how, knowing 
why and knowing whom capital.

•	� Design support mechanisms such as business 
sponsors, formal and informal networks, shadow 
career planning.

•	� Conduct re-entry planning.

•	� Provide career advancement and consider further 
learning opportunities / stretch jobs.

•	� Operate a mentor system / international work 
sponsor system.

Career Planning:

	� Be aware that the mutual dependency of 
individuals and organization is especially strong 
during an International Assignment. There is a  
case for more long-term career planning which 
looks likely to aid retention.

	� Consider NOT to promote on the way out – 
instead, actively consider to promote upon 
repatriation. 

	� Consider expatriation to centres of excellence  
and ways to apply insights and use social capital  
in the job upon return.

	� Work on long-term career plans in cooperation 
with the global careerists.

	� Ensure that international experience is also 
symbolically valued as career capital.
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•	� Use a globally integrated performance 
management system to encourage comparability.

•	� Find a balance between local and global objectives.

•	� Ensure that assignment-specific objectives are 
meaningful and attractive to local operating units 
and appraisers. 

•	� Embed the primary purpose of the assignment 
(developmental, control, coordination, skills-filling) 
in the performance management and appraisal.

•	� Link performance management to development, 
career and succession planning.

	� Implement a Performance Management (PM) 
philosophy that is acceptable in all regions and 
countries that the organization operates in.

	� Design a PM system that is flexible in so far as  
local and global criteria can be used.

	� Encourage local – global cooperation rather  
than competition for resources or preservation  
of balance sheet orientation.

	� Be conscious of timing, tasks and roles.
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Currency Devaluations and Cross-Border 
Assignments: Dos and Don’ts

Major and sudden currency re-alignments can pose some immediate 

and practical problems for mobility practitioners responsible for 

managing compensation arrangements for cross-border assignees. 

Before deciding how to take action – and when – it’s important to gauge exactly how assignees are impacted. This 

will vary depending on whether assignments are to or from affected countries. Although each devaluation has unique 

aspects, a general inflationary pattern can be predicted. Immediately after the devaluation, prices of some imported 

goods may be marked up, followed by more gradual inflation for other goods and services. The speed at which prices 

change to offset the cheaper currency will vary based on a myriad of factors including each country’s dependence on 

imports, its political system, and trade and currency restrictions.

Assignments “To” Affected Countries: What should companies do?

1. �Communicate with assignees. For assignees on home country-based balance sheets, the objective is to protect 

home purchasing 	power. You may want to communicate that after a period of information gathering, allowances 

will be adjusted to recognize both the new exchange rate and inflation at home and host.

2. �Let the dust settle. Before making any decisions, it important to watch and wait. Depending on the economic 

and political circumstances, the initial devaluation may be followed by significant currency volatility.

3. �Get the facts. The best way to determine the impact of a devaluation is to conduct a cost of living survey once 

some of the initial volatility has settled down. Don’t forget about housing; rental costs or lease arrangements may 

also be affected and housing budgets should be reviewed.

4. �Don’t revalue allowances to the new exchange rate without considering inflation. Reducing allowances for 

the new exchange rate without considering the offsetting impact of local price changes can hurt assignees since 

price changes (at least for some goods) may start to accelerate immediately. 

5. �Doing nothing can have negative effects. Recognizing that assignees can be upset by the economic changes in their 

host destination following a devaluation, it’s tempting to leave allowances at their pre-devaluation level and assume that at 

some point, price increases and currency losses will balance themselves out. Certainly this can occur, but this can take many 

months or even years. Meanwhile, you are incurring extra costs as you support allowances that are unnecessarily high.

6. �It’s not always just about costs. Major devaluations may also affect day-to-day living conditions. Social unrest 

and crime can increase as local citizens are affected by high inflation, and availability of critical goods may be 

reduced. For companies that provide hardship allowances, it is worth considering whether the changes in local 

conditions are severe enough to consider adjusting hardship to recognize the new realities.

Assignments “From” Affected Countries: What should companies do?

For assignees from countries that experience major devaluations or ongoing economic volatility, different 

compensation arrangements may require different solutions.

Home-Based Balance Sheet

Due to its flexibility and adaptability, the balance sheet approach can work well for any home-host combination and in 

any economic circumstances. Assuming a home-based balance sheet approach is the right solution, the following dos 

and don’ts may provide some useful guidance:

1. 	�Consider a quick COLA update for exchange rate change. Depending on the magnitude of the devaluation, 

you may need to do an off-schedule update to ensure assignees are able to convert enough home currency to 

support host purchases.

2. 	�Stick to balance sheet principles. In the case of a major devaluation, mobility practitioners may wish to remind 

affected assignees that COLA will be adjusted not only for changes in exchange rate and host prices, but for 

changes in home prices as well. COLA addresses the difference between host and home inflation only; erosion in 

home purchase power must be handled via salary increases.

3. 	�Consider coordinating salary and COLA adjustments. In instances of very high home inflation, COLA updates 

can be timed to coincide with home salary adjustments. The overall change experienced by the assignee will be 

tempered by the offsetting impacts of positive salary and negative COLA adjustments.

Host-Based Pay

For assignments into countries with stable economies, host-based pay (often with “plus” elements such as housing 

and education) can solve some of the problems associated with expatriating an employee from an economically 

volatile country.

4.	� Think twice about linking pay to host if a career at home or future mobility is expected. Although host 

pay may be a quick fix to avoid issues with home inflation and home currency restrictions, the financial gain for 

the assignee relative to home peers may make it very difficult to return the assignee to home terms at the end of 

the assignment. Breaking the link with home pay also tends to increase company costs over time, since it’s likely 

compensation arrangements for future mobility will be based on the higher host pay level. 

5. 	�Watch out when both home and host countries are economically volatile. The economic uncertainty  

of the host destination, not to mention the possibility of currency restrictions, can make a host-based approach 

difficult to manage, and possibly unattractive to the assignee. Decisions about pay approaches in these 

circumstances may need to be handled on a case-by-case basis, depending on business needs and specific  

home and host combinations. 

Conclusion

Companies that proactively establish appropriate compensation policies are best prepared to meet challenges of 

economic volatility. Carefully thought-out policies and pay approaches help companies achieve both business- and 

career-planning goals, control costs, and minimize exceptions. 

About AIRINC

With over 60+ years of global mobility expertise, the most extensive unique on-site data collection model, rigorous 

data analytics, and experienced consultants offering unparalleled insights and advice, AIRINC has long been viewed  

as the premier source to solve cross-border compensation issues. 

www.air-inc.com

Expert view by AIRINC
Genie Martens, Senior Director of Client  
Engagement and Advisory Consultant



Chapter Introduction by:
Jose Segade, Co-founder, The RES Forum

Assignment related Rewards remain for many the most visible and topical aspects of the 
mobility story, seen as key levers in attracting employees to become International Assignees 
in the first place and helping their engagement levels throughout the assignment. Of course, 
they are also the most visible cost to the company (as long as no unexpected or unintended 
corporation tax liabilities are not triggered!).

Year on year, whilst the dial isn’t moving in terms of the construction of assignment packages 
and the evolution of assignment rewards therein,  some minor evolution is happening 
apropos of how companies are constructing the packages which support different assignment 
types– looking back over the last four RES Forum Annual Reports, the following represent the 
key trends for me:
1.	�Greater definition and articulation of what constitutes a ‘strategic assignment or business 

need assignment’ – such assignees are typically the beneficiaries of the most generous 
assignment packages, however, to be considered as such requires well-articulated business 
drivers in defining why such a strategic move is necessary

2.	�Greater use of ‘local plus’ arrangements – whilst not always the most practical 
arrangements for companies to manage, there is most definitely an appetite from 
companies to consider and support the art of the possible with such assignments. If this can 
be coupled with strong employee drivers to go on assignment, then you have the perfect 
match – an enhanced local package and an engaged employee

3.	�Continued debate around offering flexible assignment benefits – for some reason this 
debate seems to rumble on. Certainly this is a subject which surfaces within the RES Forum 
membership at least once a year, influenced no doubt by the practice in the broader reward 
space of choice and flexibility being seen as the key to engagement with rewards. My fellow 
RES Partner Andrea Piacentini, who has lead Reward in several international and FTSE listed 
companies, often talks about the difference between remuneration (something linked to 
achievement) and compensation (something linked to a lost opportunity) and questions 
therefore whether flex is ever appropriate for International Assignees given that the rewards 
offered are effectively compensation for lost opportunity? As Andrea puts it ‘you wouldn’t 
offer a single assignee the cash equivalent of the assignment costs of her/his peer who has 
five kids at international school’. I defer to his expertise on this one!

Moving beyond cash rewards, I was drawn to the interesting thoughts of Steve Asher of 
Mazars in his commentary on Total Rewards which he shares in this very chapter. Steve 
presents an argument which suggests that International Assignments are about more than 
financial rewards and that the value both during and after the assignment is about how 
the assignee grows and evolves because of the experience. To quote the 19th century social 
thinker and philanthropist, John Ruskin: ‘The highest reward for a person’s toil is not what 
they get for it, but what they become by it.’ I will leave you with that thought...

Reward Package Design 5
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5

Introduction

Thomas Jefferson, musing about life and work, argued that “I’m a great believer in luck, and I find the harder I work the 

more I have of it”. Reward packages aim to compensate staff for their efforts in a fair and consistent way, incentivize the 

right behaviours, and elicit the motivation to go that extra mile so that the organization benefits. In the past within the area 

of GM there has been a tendency for firms to ‘throw money at a problem’, the view being that the monetary drivers of 

expatriation are the most important aspects of being on assignment, more than they actually are (Dickmann et al., 2008). 

Due to increasing competition and the effects of the global financial crisis, MNCs have become more cost conscious and 

the pressures on GM departments to monitor their costs closely and to design assignment packages efficiently has increased 

(Sahakiants et al., 2016; Dickmann et al., 2016; RES Forum 2016). Beyond costs, how GM professionals manage Return on 

Investment (ROI) in terms of the many goals associated with working abroad is increasingly important (McNulty et al., 2013). 

This chapter gives an overview of current ‘state of the art’ reward features being used by many MNCs in managing, engaging 

and rewarding their internationally mobile employees.

Data Background

One of the key annual RES Forum surveys looked at assignment package design. Based on data from 68 MNCs, three 

quarters of these companies had 10,001 employees or more with more than half having in excess of 25,000 staff. Only one 

company employed 1,000 staff or less. Two thirds of the surveyed companies had operations in more than 25 countries with 

a quarter having a truly global reach of operating in more than 75 countries. Two thirds of firms send assignees to more than 

10 countries while 15% send expatriates to more than 50 different countries. These sizeable MNCs also had large expatriate 

populations: 18% of firms have more than 1000 international assignees, a further 8% send between 501 and 1000 staff to 

work abroad, and 16% have between 250 and 500 expatriates. 

Most companies distinguish between Short-Term Assignments (STAs), Long-Term Assignments (LTAs) and Local Plus 

Assignments (LPAs). The most common assignment type continues to be LTAs, as Figure 5.1 documents. However, in 

comparison to data from earlier RES Forum reports, the number of long-term assignees and local plus staff in companies is 

reducing. Overall this population gives us a good quality insight into practices and issues within multinationals over 2016  

and into 2017.

Figure 5.1  �For each of the following assignment types, what is the TOTAL global assignee population of  

your organization?

Business driven/strategic assignments tend to last at least one year but more than a quarter last more than three years.  

20% of firms use short term overseas work for developmental purposes while half design developmental international 

assignments for a duration of at least one year. While some literature indicates that LTAs are becoming shorter (Doherty  

and Dickmann, 2012), our sample seems to indicate that very long LTAs are not dead, indeed 36% of firms indicated that  

the typical long-term assignment duration is between three and five years. The number of assignees for a broad range of 

Global Mobility forms is depicted on the next page. This shows the continued importance of business driven/strategic assignments 

and business travel.

Reward Package Design 
By Professor Michael F. Dickmann

Most companies distinguish between short-term international assignments 
(STAs), long-term assignments (LTAs) and local plus assignments (LPAs).  

The most common assignment type continues to be LTAs.

STA (3 - 12 months)

LTA (12 months or more)

LPA (all assignment durations)

73% 16% 6% 4%

58% 25% 13% 3%

77% 6% 4% 13%

100 or below

101-500

501 or more

Unsure
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Figure 5.2  �For each of the following assignment types, what is the TOTAL global assignee population of  

your organization?

STAs typically last between six months and one full year with less than a third being shorter. No firm had STAs lasting less 

than three months. Some companies indicated that they had no formal developmental assignment policy but, instead, use 

commuter assignments or handle expatriates on developmental work within their LTA policy. Finally, LPAs could be permanent 

transfers (up to 45%) but a sizeable number of MNCs restrict them to up to three (27%) or five years (25%). Especially in 

hostile environments, a parallel policy of building local successors who benefit from social networks, an understanding of 

national culture and language(s), who have greater freedom to move around within countries and who might be less of a 

target for terrorist activities may be highly effective (Dickmann et al., in press).

Assignment Package Design and Construction

Attribution of Assignment Costs 

Key GM objectives determine some of the expatriation types and who is benefitting from the foreign work (McNulty et al., 

2013; Brewster et al., 2014) as depicted in Figure 5.3. 

One could make the argument that this also should have some influence on where the assignment cost should be allocated 

(Dickmann and Baruch, 2011). In essence, the argument is that a purpose (Edström and Galbraith, 1977; Dowling et al., 

2013) that benefits the host country immediately, or in the longer run, such as skills gap filling or ‘fire-fighting’, should be 

paid by the receiving unit. In turn, control and coordination assignments should be financed by the home country where the 

benefits primarily accrue to the sending unit. Lastly, if the organization aspires that innovation and knowledge are shared and 

spread as widely as possible within the organization then the company pay back of an assignment (including financial and 

non-financial value) is likely to accrue to both home and host units and the costs may be shared between home and host.

Figure 5.3  �Key Value Areas of Global Mobility – Expatriation

Variety of Assignment Types

Over the last three RES Forum Annual Reports, the RES Forum has identified that companies are increasingly refining their 

GM approaches. One of the areas in which this is approach is being developed is that organizations now distinguish between 

many forms of Global Mobility which allows them to design tailored reward offerings and which also enables them to 

develop distinct policies and practices.

Figure 5.4  �Does your organization formally recognize any other assignment types via separate policy guidelines?

With respect to types of assignments, while there were some shifts in the data vis-à-vis prior years’ reports, in this most 

recent RES research, no definite patterns were observable. Some companies perceived an emerging theme of new technology 

beginning to influence personal request transfers. One commented “we have a dramatic increase in employees requesting 

the ability to work in another country to accommodate personal situations”. We have seen in earlier RES Forum Annual 

Reports that personal request transfers are often associated with a quite significantly reduced expatriate package. A further 

emerging category is what has been called a trailing partner policy, i.e., providing a position for a partner of a company 

expatriate (and in some cases the partner of an expatriate who is not actually employed by the company).

Assignment Profile Business Drivers Payback & Cost Allocation

Short Term Business Needs 	� Skills Shortage
	� Rapid Deployment

	� Short term payback to host country
	� Cost allocation to host

Long Term Business Needs 	� Knowledge Transfer
	� Control and Coordination

	� Long term payback to overall business
	� Cost allocation to home and host

Strategic Business Needs 	� Global Talent Management
	� Career Development
	� Global Leadership

	� Medium – long term payback to whole 
organization but particularly to sending unit

	� Cost allocation to home

Business Driven/Strategic Assignment

Business travellers

Career Expats/Global Nomads

Commuters

Graduates

Personal Development Assignment

Other assignment type

64% 15% 5% 16%

33% 6% 12% 49%

75% 7% 2% 16%

67% 4% 2% 27%

68% 33%

74% 4% 22%

72% 28%

100 or below

101-500

501 or more

Unsure

Extended Business Trip

Intra-Regional Policy

Commuter

Rotational Assignee

Graduate

None

Personal Request Transfer

Personal Development Assignment

Business Critical Assignment

Other

Career Expats/Global Nomads

34%

7%

41%

15%

18%

18%

21%

8%

7%

10%

5%
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Commuter and Business Travel Policies

International commuting and business travel are 

increasingly used for international deployment and 

provide their own challenges (Baruch et al., 2013; 

Pudelko et al., 2015). However, there is no agreed 

definition of business commuting. In earlier RES Forum 

research we discovered how organizations decide on 

the eligibility for a commuter policy. The most common 

ways used the following ‘4t’ criteria: time spent in 

location, trips over a period of time, tax implications and 

(less frequently) travel time. More rarely, firms use the 

‘2r’ criteria: responsibility in at least two countries or 

replacement of an expatriate assignment. International 

commuting is subject to wide variations of drivers and 

personal circumstances and may need substantial  

tailoring to each person’s individual needs.

Rewards for Developmental vs Business-Driven Assignments 

The number of companies (43%) that distinguish between business driven/strategic assignments and developmental 

assignments has remained stable over the years. In earlier reports we noticed that where staff initiated developmental 

postings, the terms tend to be less generous. 

Figure 5.5  �How does Developmental Assignment support in your organization differ from your  

standard LTA support?

Unsurprisingly, the assignment packages for developmental international assignments are less generous on average. The 

exception to the general approach of ‘less generous remuneration terms for development assignments’ relates to those 

developmental assignments which are linked to, say the formal company sponsored professional growth of an employee. 

Examples include an assignment being offered as a formal development opportunity as part of a key or emerging talent’s 

development plan or where the assignment has as its aim the pairing of the employee with a senior mentor as part of 

longer term succession planning. Overall, many firms are using the developmental aspect of international assignments as 

an opportunity to make their GM programmes more cost effective, in line with the increased efficiency pressures of recent 

times (Dowling et al., 2013; Dickmann et al., 2016). In contrast but not unexpectedly, companies tend to maintain generous 

assignment terms for business critical or strategic assignments. 

Figure 5.6  �How does the Business Critical/Strategic Assignment support within your organization differ from your 

standard LTA support?

This report shows that many MNCs continue to struggle to find suitable candidates for international assignments. More 

generous assignment packages may contribute towards solving this challenge but this is not likely to be enough of an 

incentive, especially in hardship postings which may be in dangerous, remote and isolated locations. Candidates often look 

for particular benefits in terms of security provisions, rest and recuperation/holiday times as well as monetary incentives. 

Assuming there is not an endless pot of money for organizations to spend, academic research looking at what ‘the best’ do 

in this area informs us that other employee engagement activities could help MNCs to motivate employees more effectively 

with respect to going on assignment. This in turn would help address the shortfall in available and willing global talent whilst 

not throwing money at the same problem (see the recommendation appendix in this report). The importance of a strong 

psychological contract between company and employee continues to be extremely high during assignment and companies 

are well advised to develop personalized, responsive and flexible HR and GM policies and practices to address employee 

needs and engage employees effectively (Conway and Briner, 2009; Haslberger and Brewster, 2009; Chi and Chen, 2007).

Accompanying family support provision

Chance of having a mentor

Chance of having a business sponsor

Pre-departure support

Formal development during assignment

Host housing allowances

Assignment allowances

Shipment of household goods

Home leave payment

Logistical support for return

Tie over pay after return

50% 50%

19% 74% 7%

11% 74% 15%

71% 29%

30% 67% 4%

82% 18%

4% 84% 12%

36% 64%

26% 74%

54% 46%

68% 32%

Increased

Not affected

Decreased

Chance of having a mentor

Chance of having a business sponsor

Pre-departure support

Formal development during assignment

Logistical support for return

Tie over pay after return

Host housing allowances

Assignment allowances

Shipment of household goods

Home leave payment

Accompanying family support provision

Business critical allowance provision

7% 90% 3%

14% 83% 3%

3% 97%

100%

10% 90%

100%

15% 81% 4%

23% 77%

31% 69%

14% 86%

21% 79%

20% 80%

Increased

Not affected

Decreased
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Do MNCs incentivize expatriates by linking assignment bonuses to assignment performance? The RES Forum data shows  

that most companies do not do this, as more than two thirds of each of STAs (76%); LTAs (70%); LPAs (68%), Developmental 

Assignments (71%) and Business Driven Assignments (70%) do not have a bonus specifically linked to assignment goals. 

Instead, MNCs use their general system of annual reviews to decide on merit increases or bonuses. 

Figure 5.7  What salary basis is used in your organization for the following assignment types?

With respect to LTA reward packages, the overwhelming majority of 87% used a home-based balance sheet approach as per 

what is now a very long established approach. Only a few MNCs (6%) used the higher of home or host base pay while an 

equal number of firms used a host market approach solely. Like last year, LPAs had a one in ten chance of being remunerated 

using a home-based balance sheet approach; in other words this is not a common approach at all. 

The MNCs also indicated which Cost of Living Allowance (COLA) index they applied to the different forms of assignment, 

with similar percentages of firms applying negative COLA in full and up to a cap for STAs (2%) and LTAs (9%). Two thirds of 

short term assignees did not have COLA applied. For most long term assignees, COLA can increase or decrease during the 

assignment. While the assessment frequency varied, some companies update their calculations as often as once per month. 

Whilst having such an approach to COLA is not a new revelation given the maturity of GM remuneration models, the current 

geo-political environment with impact on cost of living and regular foreign exchange fluctuations as well as longer term 

currency depreciation (all evidenced and commented on for example in the UK in the wake of the Brexit vote), is an area 

organizations would do well to consider carefully and upon which they should have a proactive view over 2017 and 2018,  

in terms of how they will respond to such environmental factors.

Another interesting aspect to this discussion is the long established practice of not paying COLA to short term or local plus 

assignees who suffer exposure to currency fluctuations if they plan to move money back home. This clearly also generates 

winners as well, depending on how remuneration is delivered in terms of currency of choice. Compare for example a local 

plus assignee into the UK (negatively impacted if sending money ‘home’) versus a UK assignee on local plus terms in France 

sending Euros back to the UK and seeing a positive impact due to a devalued pound.

Figure 5.8  �Please indicate if any of the following apply to the Costs of Living Allowance (COLA) calculation in your 

organization?

The willingness to be globally mobile is encouraged by generous cash allowances and other support elements (Dickmann 

et al., 2008; Dowling et al., 2013). However, there is an obvious tension between generous assignment packages and the 

need to design, implement and manage effective GM programmes. In essence, if you subscribe to the thoughts of Cicero 

“Frugality includes all the other virtues” then the GM department will have a lean cost management approach and will ‘sell’ 

expatriation on its inherent merits, including the growth opportunities for individuals and potential positive career effects 

(see Chapter 4). In order to explore company practice, here we will review responding organization’s policies, focussing on 

the differences between STAs versus LTAs on the one hand and Developmental versus Business Driven/Strategic Assignments 

on the other. While firms can offer a broad range of benefits and allowances, our data concentrates on mobility premiums, 

COLAs, business critical and hardship allowances, housing and education allowances as well as home leave benefits. Only 

those elements that more than half of the MNCs grant to their different types of assignees will be discussed. 

STA Allowances

Three quarters of companies pay their short term assignees host housing (75%) and two thirds grant home leave allowances 

(67%). In addition, half of the firms offer hardship allowances. Allowances can cover costs for transportation, medical, 

utilities, furniture and electrical goods purchases as well as other one-off costs.

LTA Allowances

It is clear that the terms for LTAs are superior to those of STAs. Staff on traditional LTAs tend to get cost of living allowances 

(93%), host housing allowances (85%), home leave allowances (85%), education allowances (75%), hardship allowances 

(72%) and a mobility premium (51%).

Developmental Assignment Allowances

The differences in allowances provided to those on business driven assignments is particularly stark when compared to 

employees on developmental assignments who have far less generous terms. They do, however, get host housing (73%), 

home leave (73%) and cost of living allowances (64%).

STA LTA LPA Developmental 
Assignment

Business Driven/
Strategic 
Assignment

Home-based  
(balance sheet)

96% 87% 10% 72% 78%

Host market based 1% 6% 75% 14% 4%

Higher of  
home or host

4% 6% 2% 4% 8%

HQ based  
salary scale

0% 0% 0% 2% 2%

Other 1% 1% 14% 8% 8% COLA can increase/decrease
during the assignment

COLA is adjusted due to inflation or
Foreign Exchange Rate volatility

Negative COLA applied up to a cap

Negative COLA applied in full

No COLA payable/COLA not applied

33%
81%

21%

19%
48%

4%

2%
10%

0%

2%
8%

0%

79%

67%
10%

STA

LTA

LPA
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Business Driven/Strategic Assignment Allowances

Almost all expatriates on these assignment types get cost of living (89%), host housing (85%) and home leave allowances 

(84%). In addition, three quarters of strategic assignees receive an education allowance, two thirds a hardship allowance and 

half a mobility premium allowance.

Figure 5.9  �Which of the following cash allowances or support elements are payable in your organization for each 

of the assignment types listed?

Contribution Toward Housing Costs

Housing costs can be one of the major expenses in Global Mobility, depending on the location of assignees. Accommodation 

in cities such as Oslo, Geneva, Zurich, London, New York, Paris, Shanghai, etc., can add substantially to the overall cost 

of working abroad. Given that staff would have to pay their accommodation if they were working domestically, it would 

seem fair to expect that companies ask for some contribution towards housing, especially in the case of LTAs. It is therefore 

surprising that only the clear minority of MNCs require any sort of contribution to housing costs in their GM programmes.

Figure 5.10  �For each of the following assignment types, do assignees contribute towards housing costs in  

your organization?

LPA contributions are highly variable and at one extreme individuals pay for their housing costs in full. Other contribution 

forms include MNCs paying a gross allowance of market rent and the individual paying his/her own tax and social security. 

For LPAs, some firms pay a housing supplement which typically is below the actual accommodation cost.

Assignment Allowances Depend on Whether Expatriates Go Abroad Unaccompanied

Many MNCs adjust their package terms depending on whether the expatriate goes on assignment unaccompanied. 

About two thirds of firms increase home leave and slightly more than half increase their flight allowance if the expatriate 

relocates alone. Of course, the sending organization saves on other items as it does not have to provide the same size of 

accommodation or payments for education/schooling allowances or partner hardship (RES Forum, 2014). Unsurprisingly, 

more than two thirds of firms reduce the housing allowance if the assignee is unaccompanied. In addition, 55% of firms 

reduced the assignment allowances payable. In dangerous environments, unaccompanied assignees would also incur far 

lower costs in relation to assignee safety and security.

Figure 5.11  �For LTAs, in what way does the assignment support differ from standard policy in your organization 

if an assignee goes on assignment unaccompanied (family remain in the home country) for the full 

duration of the assignment?

Spousal/Partner Support

There seems to be a mantra that goes ‘unhappy family, unhappy expatriate’. The literature argues that adjustment, 

performance and well-being of assignees will be affected if the partner or children of an expatriate are unhappy with their 

lives in the host country (Harvey, 1997, 1998; Rosenbusch and Cseh, 2012). Happy expatriates are seen to be more likely to 

adjust well, especially in the new conceptualization of cultural adjustment that incorporates an explicit emotional dimension 

(Haslberger et al., 2013). If the expectations of expatriate and family of their new host environment fit to those elements that 

the company, host team and country can actually provide, adjustment is facilitated (Haslberger and Dickmann, 2016). It is still 

widely believed that a ‘happy’ family and a ‘happy’ assignee are positive for his/her job performance, willingness to stay in 

the host location and overall organizational performance.

Mobility
premium/
allowance

Cost of living
allowance

Host living
allowance

Business critical
allowance

Hardship
allowance

Host housing
allowance

Education
allowance

Home leave
allowance

Other

20%
50%

36%
51%

64%
89%

47%
93%

24%
26%

33%
28%

0%
7%

5%
3%

33%
63%

50%
72%

73%
85%

75%
85%

36%
76%

20%
75%

73%
84%

67%
85%

20%
15%

19%
6%

STA

LTA

Developmental Assignment

Business Driven/
Strategic Assignment

STA

LTA

LPA

9% 91%

27% 73%

39% 61% Yes

No

Home leave

Flight allowance allowance

Assignment allowances payable

Housing allowances payable

Other

56% 39% 5%

63% 35% 2%

8% 37% 55%

7% 22% 72%

30% 40% 30%

Increased

Not affected

Decreased
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Figure 5.12  Does your organization provide spousal/partner support assistance?

Only one in seven firms provided any support for the partners of assignees who were on STAs and only a third to spouses of 

local plus assignees. In turn, more than three out of four companies provided support to partners on an LTA. The most likely 

support consisted of career counselling, working with a specialist provider and giving education or training support for the 

partner of long term assignees. Overall, career counselling was the assistance most likely to be offered irrespective of the 

assignment type. One in six companies gave a one-time cash allowance ranging from US$2,000 to US$7,000.

Educational Assistance

The education of their children is a key factor that potential expatriates consider when thinking about whether to accept an 

assignment (Doherty et al., 2011; Hippler 2009). Firms are acutely aware of this importance and look to offer an attractive 

deal to their candidates, mostly through payment of private school fees. However, in some education systems, state schools 

can be very good and may be attractive to expatriate families (Dickmann and Cerdin, 2014). Some firms have moved to only 

offer support for paid education where it is perceived to be better, either in quality of education or in avoiding disruption for 

instance if children are in a critical exam preparation year. One company argued that they “only support if language barrier or 

if education standard differs significantly from home country”.

Figure 5.13  Please describe your organization’s child/dependent education assistance support. 

The data clearly shows that companies distinguish between assignment types and the support they offer. Three quarters 

of children of short term assignees do not get any educational support while only a small minority of long term assignees’ 

children (6%) are in the same position. Just over half of children who have a parent on a developmental assignment receive 

educational support while the percentage for families on business-critical assignments is 86%. In all categories, the highest 

likelihood for support is sponsorship of international or independent schools either as an automatic default or when suitable 

state schools are not available. Some local plus assignee families (15%) have to live with support levels being scaled down 

over time, mostly after three years. The cost saving drive is also shown in some of the comments left by survey respondents. 

Tobias Simons, Group Head of Global Mobility, VP, at ABB said, “We encourage the use of local state schools when possible 

and where the child’s education would not be affected. Alongside the cost saving benefit of such an approach, it is also used 

by the organization as a driver to promote better integration of the family in to the local community”. It is relatively rare that 

assignees have to contribute to the educational cost, with long term assignees most likely having to pay any amount over a 

defined educational allowance (16%), or a host defined amount (5%) that can vary widely. This could be something like half 

of the educational costs, or paying for additional items such as books and uniforms.

Premature Resignation 

While it is relatively rare that an assignee resigns prematurely during an assignment, these cases happen and can lead  

to much upset within the organization as well as the family (Suutari and Brewster, 2003; Doherty and Dickmann, 2012).  

Most assignees find that their compensation is unaffected but a few will have to repay assignment allowances and will  

not receive completion bonuses.

A ‘happy’ family and a ‘happy’ assignee are positive for  
his/her job performance, willingness to stay in the host location  

and overall organizational performance.

No support
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15%
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Figure 5.14  �How is assignment compensation affected in your organization when an assignee resigns  

during an assignment?

Long term assignees in particular are sometimes forced to repay some allowances on repatriation. Firms often work on a 

case by case basis when deciding whether to demand some of their money back. MNCs generally investigate the situation 

to make context-sensitive and informed decisions. They will most often consider the reasons why the family wants to return 

early (or start work with another employer), factor in contractual obligations and the time that the expatriate has lived 

overseas/was on assignment for the firm.

Conclusions and Learning Points 

This chapter has given us rich insights into the status quo of global reward approaches and the nuances of reward strategies 

in relation to different assignment types and individual situations and needs. The key learning points include:

		�  The GM reward function deals with a great variety of international work types. Unlike stories that we often hear,  

very long term assignments are not dead; more than a third of companies had typical assignment lengths of more  

than three years.

		�  While companies tend to look at effectiveness, business needs and individualization considerations to design reward 

practices, the location that bears the cost might be determined in relation to where the organizational benefits accrue.

		�  Business-driven assignments have a more generous reward and benefit package than developmental assignments. In 

turn, developmental assignees benefit more often from talent management interventions and from having a mentor. 

Given that expatriates often value developmental and career opportunities above financial gain, this is likely to be in 

tune with the assignment context and is likely to constitute cost-conscious, effective reward design.

		�  More than three quarters of MNCs do not incentivize assignees through linking assignment bonuses to assignment 

goals and performance. Companies simply use their normal annual performance management system to reward 

extraordinary performance.

		�  87% of organizations use a home-based balance sheet approach to determine the reward package of long term 

expatriates, but only 10% use it for local plus assignees. Long term assignees were better shielded from currency 

fluctuations than other international workers, a facet that is likely to have been particularly useful for UK outbound 

expatriates during the strong currency fluctuations in the wake of the Brexit vote but equally challenging for inbound 

expatriates who are sending money from the UK.

		�  Assignment packages varied substantially depending on a range of factors. On average, short term assignees had 

a less generous deal than long term expatriates; business-driven and strategic needs based assignments were more 

generously rewarded than developmental assignments. In addition, unaccompanied expatriates had a different  

package from those with families.

		�  This chapter outlines a wide array of variations, including educational and spousal support. They included some areas 

where short term and/or developmental assignees benefitted. Generally, this was a sign of a conscious and well-

thought out reward strategy that recognizes the particular situation of these assignees. 

Main Survey Data Source: The RES Forum Assignment Package Design Survey, October 2016, 68 organizational responses.
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Repayment of some
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What can MNCs do to increase Expatriation Success?
Reward Package

Organizational Action Comments

R
ew

ar
d

 P
ri

n
ci

p
le

s

•	� Create a perception of reward equity: Create salary 
transparency and avoid large pay differentials 
between locals and expatriates as well as within 
the expatriate population.

•	� Minimize social security and tax exposure to 
individuals through providing professional 
assistance to assignees.

•	� Understand the diverse social security and 
taxation systems and find a solution that balances 
organizational and individual needs.

•	� Keep administrative complexity low.

Reward Design Considerations:

	� Balance the need for attracting highly capable 
individuals with cost saving pressures.

	� Reward global capability acquisition  
(especially on developmental assignments).

	� Investigate individual drivers in order to link 
compensation and incentives to these.

	� Understand the implicit rules of career 
management – informal systems will reward  
social capital acquisition more highly.

R
ew

ar
d

 D
es

ig
n •	� Understand the implications of diverse primary 

goals on individual and organizational benefits. 

•	� Understand individual motivations in negotiations.

•	� Consider rewards for developing an international 
perspective; worldwide network, global skills, 
abilities and knowledge.

•	 �Provide deferred assignment linked compensation 
for repatriates.

Reward Choices:

	� Extrinsic and intrinsic reward system that values 
international experience, learning and networks  
in the long-term.

Ex
it

•	� Create a fair process and a fair separation deal if 
competitive pressures or unforeseen circumstances 
(reorganizations, disinvestments) pressurize the 
organization to make repatriates redundant. 

•	� Reduce risks with respect to negative comments 
within (internet-based) social networks.

•	 �Retain contact if people may return to the 
organization or may become ambassadors for it.

Exit Management:

	� Be conscious of the symbolic message the 
organization sends with respect to global careers – 
if many people leave the organization upon return 
it sends a sign to potential expatriates that there 
are high risks involved in international mobility.
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A Journey of 1,000 Miles begins with  
one Step - Reward Package Design

The compensation and benefits that international assignees  

receive is one of the most visible elements of the expatriate 

package, both from the point of view of the assignee who  

receives the remuneration but also from the perspective of  

the employer who pays for it.

As a tax and Social Security specialist of many years standing, and within Mazars, the company where I am a partner, 

we see both sides of this discussion. From the employee perspective we report and capture relevant remuneration 

data for expatriate employee self-assessment tax returns, whilst in the case of the employer, we ask the employer (in 

most cases) to settle the employment tax and social security/tax liabilities due.

From where I sit, what I typically observe is a broad brushed ‘one size fits all’ approach to assignment remuneration 

and an ‘after the event’ headache for the company accountants in settling expensive bills linked to expatriate 

employment tax and social security/tax liabilities. But this is the 21st century, right? Companies are tuned into the 

intergenerational workforce, segmenting rewards for different parts of the workforce and different generational 

needs, aligning everything they do with employee engagement whilst using data (big and small) to measure Return 

on Investment (ROI), right? Well not quite... my experience to date has shown me that companies fail and fail again 

at delivering differentiated assignment remuneration which is truly meaningful to employees (and the RES Forum 

Annual Reports for the last four years, including this one, certainly validate this point). Companies also fail miserably 

at tracking the ROI on assignment remuneration spend, in terms of proactively tracking costs, correlating company 

spend with business results in the short and long term and (if you prefer ‘fluffier’ measures) correlating spend on 

assignment with talent metrics, such as the impact of assignment spend on shaping future leaders and the talent 

pipeline within the company.

I also find that when thinking about the value of the package to the assignee, companies invariably mainly think 

about assignment remuneration and benefits. When considering the $ value of an assignment, it might be opportune 

for mobility and HR practitioners to step back from the rewards which can be most easily classified in $ terms 

and think about the broader non-financial areas which can have value for an assignee. As well as remuneration 

and benefits, traditional ‘total rewards’ theory defines rewards as things such as professional development, work 

environment, quality of relationships with managers, work life balance, recognition and status. An international 

assignment can bestow many of these things on an international assignee, and, whilst in a domestic ‘Total Rewards’ 

context organizations have a clear view of non-financial rewards and are often seen to be promoting these via vehicles 

such as Total Reward Statements, is the same point of view ever articulated with respect to the non-financial rewards 

of an international assignment? I do not recall this concept being widely discussed by the great and good who deem 

themselves experts on international assignment rewards.

So what can be done about this for those managing expatriate programmes? The good news is that the answers are 

out there, both in documents like the RES Forum Annual Report 2017, but also in the mainstream HR press, where 

I have seen of late many ideas on segmenting reward (in the very broad sense and covering both remuneration and 

benefits) for different employee groups and the inter-generational workforce taking shape. In addition, I have seen 

very strong ideas on the effective capture, consolidation, reporting and advanced analysis of employee data and 

that which in turn can be achieved with good quality information, in terms of understanding employees and their 

motivations as well as predicting employee behavioural outcomes and using this information and data to improve 

employee engagement. 

On the subject of International Assignment Total Rewards, again, established Total Rewards thinking gives us an 

insight into how we might think of Total Rewards in the international assignment context. Simply put... list all of the 

things that are traditional non-financial aspects of Total Rewards (which includes amongst other things, work-life 

balance, quality of life, learning opportunities, manager and leadership environment, recognition, job content) and 

articulate these using a simple ‘below average, average, above average’ score for each item and see how the total 

package then adds up – you might be surprised at the actual value of the package on top of the financial rewards 

provided via the International Assignment package.

As a final thought, whilst transforming HR programmes and policies and established modi operandi (which include 

those linked to global mobility) is not without challenge, small changes towards the desired end state can help us get 

to the right end result. As the ancient Chinese philosopher and founder of Taoism, Lao Tzu, famously observed, ‘the 

journey of a thousand miles begins with one step’. 

About Mazars Global Mobility Services

The Mazars Global Mobility Services team provide tax, fiscal, regulatory and HR support on a worldwide basis to 

both large and small businesses. We support organizations managing employees on cross border assignments with 

things such as managing a first expat employee, expanding into new countries, and programme and policy reviews. 

We advise on expatriate tax and social security, global people management governance and international reward 

management and reporting.

www.mazars.co.uk

Expert view by Mazars LLP
Steve Asher, Tax Partner –  
Head of Global Mobility Services
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The RES Forum recognizes that there are GM service providers who have a wealth of expertise, and in-depth 

industry knowledge that they can offer to our members. To be able to benefit from such experience, the  

RES Forum has established a relationship with the following Technical Partners for the EMEA Region:

International Assignment Data – AIRINC

Catherine Tylke, Associate Manager Client Solutions

T:	 +32 2 650 0970

E:	 inquiries@air-inc.com

www.air-inc.com

Risk Management – Anvil Group

Nicola Elcock, Marketing Director

T:  +44 20 7938 4221

E:	 nelcock@anvilgroup.com

www.anvilgroup.com

Assignment Management – Bristol Global Mobility

Jan Koets, Managing Director

T:	 +31 20 2374 900

E:	 jkoets@bristolglobal.com

www.bristolglobal.com

Mobility Management IT Solutions – Equus Software

Vicki Marsh, Head of Operations, UK

T:	 +44 20 3540 6248

E:	 vicki.marsh@equusoft.com

www.equusoft.com

Expat Partner Support – Global Connection

Jacqueline van Haaften, Managing Director

T:	 +31 182 300 000

E:	 jvanhaaften@gcmail.info

www.global-connection.info

Employee Recognition – Globoforce

James McNeil, Senior Sales Manager

T:	 +44 1794 340 183

E:	 james.mcneil@globoforce.com

www.globoforce.com

International Household Goods Moving – Harmony Relocation Network

Vanessa Cremers, Marketing & Communications Manager

T:	 +31 294 461 019

E:	 v.cremers@harmonyrelo.com

www.harmonyrelo.com

Expatriate Tax and Social Security – Mazars LLP

Steve Asher, Tax Partner – Head of Global Mobility Services

T:	 +44 20 7063 4526

E:	 steve.asher@mazars.co.uk

www.mazars.co.uk

Intercultural Training – RW3 CultureWizard

Paul Bailey, General Manager Europe

T:	 +44 20 7544 8536

E:	 paul.bailey@rw-3.com

www.rw-3.com

Temporary Accommodation – SilverDoor

Stuart Winstone, Commercial Director

T:	 +44 20 8090 8090

E:	 stuartwinstone@silverdoor.co.uk 

www.silverdoor.co.uk

Cross Border Financial Planning – St James’s Place

Colin Nelson, Overseas Client Development

T: +44 1285  878 381

E: colin.nelson@sjp.co.uk

www.sjp.co.uk

Expatriate Employee Engagement – Willis Towers Watson

Yves Duhaldeborde, Director Talent & Rewards

T:	 +44 20 7170 2000

E:	 yves.duhaldeborde@willistowerswatson.com

www.willistowerswatson.com
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The RES Forum recognizes that there are GM service providers who have a wealth of expertise, and in-depth 

industry knowledge that they can offer to our members. To be able to benefit from such experience, the  

RES Forum has established a relationship with the following Technical Partners for the Americas Region:

International Assignment Data – AIRINC

Michelle Curran, Marketing Manager

T:	 +1 617 250 6662

E:	 inquiries@air-inc.com

www.air-inc.com

Risk Management – Anvil Group LLC

Brandon Thompson, Global Account Director

T:	 + 1 813 514 6276

E:	 bthompson@anvilgroup.com

www.anvilgroup.com

Temporary Housing – Avenida Suites / Solana Life

Claudia Gorman, Managing Partner

T: +1 813 375 2465

E: claudia@thesolanalife.com

www.avenidasuites.com / www.thesolanalife.com

Assignment Management – Bristol Global Mobility

Cindy Ayling, Vice President, Marketing

T:	 +1 845 290 2900  

E:	 cayling@bristolglobal.com

www.bristolglobal.com

Relocation and Employee Benefits Mortgage Programs – Chase

John Habanek, Regional Sales Director

T:	 +1 614 679 4436

E:	 john.habanek@chase.com 

www.chase.com

International Furniture Rental/Destination Services – CORT Global Network

Jon Harman, Global Account Manager

T:	 +1 540 255 8349

E:	 jon.harman@cort.com

www.cortglobal.com

US Domestic and International Household Goods Moving –  

Crown-Armstrong Relocation & Companies

Donna DiGiovanni, Executive Vice President, Global Sales and Business Development

T:	 +1 347 651 8398 

E:	 DDigiovanni@goarmstrong.com

www.armstrongrelocation.com

Mobility Management IT Solutions – Equus Software

Alan Bell, Vice President, Technology Solutions

T:	 +1 720 421 8896

E:	 alan.bell@equusoft.com

www.equusoft.com

Expat Partner Support – Global Connection

Jacqueline van Haaften, Managing Director

T:	 +31 182 300 000

E:	 jvanhaaften@gcmail.info

www.global-connection.info

Human Resources & Global Mobility Consulting – HR&Relo Advisors

Ginger Merrick, SCRP, SGMS, Senior Consultant

T:	 +1 770 815 3962

E:	 gmerrick@hr-reloadvisors.com

www.hr-reloadvisors.com/

Intercultural Training – RW3 CultureWizard

Jorge Vargas, Director of Global Client Development

T:	 +1 917 831 4699

E:	 jorge.vargas@rw-3.com

www.rw-3.com
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The RES Forum recognizes that there are GM service providers who have a wealth of expertise, and in-depth 

industry knowledge that they can offer to our members. To be able to benefit from such experience, the  

RES Forum has established a relationship with the following Technical Partners for the APAC Region:

International Assignment Data – AIRINC

Natalie Tong, Client Solutions Manager

T:	 +852 2541 8380

E:	 inquiries@air-inc.com

www.air-inc.com

Risk Management – Anvil Group Japan LLC

Yoshi Ishikawa, Managing Director

T:	 +81 3 6550 9775 

E:	 yishikawa@anvilgroup.com

www.anvilgroup.com

Assignment Management – Bristol Global Mobility

Cindy Ayling, Vice President, Marketing

T:	 +1 845 290 2900

E:	 cayling@bristolglobal.com

www.bristolglobal.com

Destination Service Provider – DSP Relocations

Chad Forrest, Group Director

T:	 +86 10 8580 1471

E:	 chad.forrest@dsprelocations.com

www.dsprelocations.com

Mobility Management IT Solutions – Equus Software

Vicki Marsh, Head of Operations, UK

T:	 +44 20 3540 6248

E:	 vicki.marsh@equusoft.com

www.equusoft.com

Expat Partner Support – Global Connection

Jacqueline van Haaften, Managing Director

T:	 +31 182 300 000

E:	 jvanhaaften@gcmail.info

www.global-connection.info

International Household Goods Moving – Harmony Relocation Network

Vanessa Cremers, Marketing & Communications Manager

T:	 +31 294 461 019

E:	 info@harmonyrelo.com

www.harmonyrelo.com

Expatriate Tax and Social Security – Mazars LLP

Steve Asher, Tax Partner – Head of Global Mobility Services

T:	 +44 20 7063 4526

E:	 steve.asher@mazars.co.uk

www.mazars.co.uk

Cross Border Financial Planning – St James’s Place

Colin Nelson, Overseas Client Development

T: +44 1285  878 381

E: colin.nelson@sjp.co.uk

www.sjp.co.uk

Temporary Accommodation – SilverDoor

Stuart Winstone, Commercial Director

T:	 +44 20 8090 8090

E:	 stuartwinstone@silverdoor.co.uk 

www.silverdoor.co.uk
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ColophonThank you  
to all RES Forum Members... The RES Forum Annual Report 2017 is written & produced by:

The RES Forum

David Enser

Heather Hughes

Gerry O’Neill

Andrea Piacentini

Jose Segade

Chris Kline (USA)

Contact

T: +44 20 7127 8075

T: +1 303 870 7240  (USA)

E: office@theresforum.com

www.theresforum.com 

Harmony Relocation Network  

Paul Bernardt 

Managing Director

Vanessa Cremers

Marketing & Communications 

Manager 

Contact

Leeuwenveldseweg 16m

1382 LX Weesp 

The Netherlands

T: +31 294 415 012

E: info@harmonyrelo.com

www.harmonyrelo.com 

Equus Software

Vicki Marsh

Head of Operations, UK

Contact

3rd Floor, 1 Norton Folgate

London, E1 6DB

United Kingdom

T: +44 20 3540 6248

E: Vicki.Marsh@equusoft.com

www.equusoft.com
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... from the following companies, who took part  
in the research for this year’s RES Forum Annual Report.

Without your support and cooperation,  
this report would not have been possible. 

Thank you!

ABB

adidas Group

AGCO

AIA

Airbus Group

Akamai Technologies

Albemarle Corporation

Alfa Laval

Allianz SE

Amec Foster Wheeler

ANZ Bank

ARCADIS

Arup

Atkins

Aviva

BAE Systems

Baker Tilly

Bank of America 

	 Merrill Lynch

Barry Callebaut

Bayer

Bentley Motors Ltd

BNP Paribas Fortis

Bombardier Transportation

Boston Consulting Group

British Telecom

Cargill

Caterpillar

Centrica

Cigna

Cimpress

Cognizant Technology 

	 Solutions

Covance

CPP Investment Board

CSG International

CTS

Danone

DEA Deutsche Erdoel AG

Deutsche Post AG

Deutsche Telekom

DSM

eClerx LLC

EHI

Electronic Arts

Ericsson

Experian

Financial Conduct Authority 

	 (FCA)

Fonterra

Foot Locker, Inc.

Ford Motor Company

Foster and Partners

FrieslandCampina

Fritz EGGER GmbH & Co OG

Frontica Advantage

FTI Consulting, Inc.

General Electric

Gerdau

GKN

Grant Thornton

Gulfstream Aerospace 

	 Corporation

Halliburton Management 

	 Limited

Herbalife

Hilti Corporation

Hilton

Holcim Group Services Ltd

Howden

HP

Huntsman International

Illinois Tool Works (ITW)

Iluka Resources

Imperial Tobacco

Infineon Technologies AG

ING Bank

Ingersoll Rand

International SOS

IPF

ISG plc

JTI International

Just Fab

Kantar Group

Kellogg Company

Kelly Services Inc.

Kinaxis

LEGO Group

Leonardo MW Ltd 

	 (Helicopter Division)

Liberty Mutual Insurance

Lloyd’s Register

Mars

Mattel

Mayer Brown

McKesson Corporation

Micron Technology Inc

Naspers

NATS

NBC Universal

Newmont Mining 

Corporation

Nike, Inc.

NSG GROUP

Oxford University Press

Parexel

Patheon

PepsiCo

Pfizer

Prolifics

Prudential

Rabobank

Red Hat, Inc

RELX

RLG International

Rolls-Royce

Saint-Gobain North America

Santander

SAP

Schaeffler Group

Schneider Electric

Scottish Power

SEB

ServiceNow

SEW Eurodrive

Shawcor Ltd.

Siemens

Sika AG

Skandinaviska Enskilda  

	 Banken

Skanska

Spotify

St. Jude Medical

Standard Chartered Bank

Standard Life

Starbucks Coffee Company

Statoil

SunGard

Teradata

Tesco

The Body Shop  

	 International plc

The Coca-Cola Company

The Northern Trust Company

Thomson Reuters

Tieto

TomTom

Twinings

Veolia North America

Videology

Volvo

Walmart

Warner Bros. Entertainment

Whirlpool

Willis Towers Watson

Wolseley

Wood Group

WorleyParsons

Xchanging

Yum Brands




