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About Global Connection
Global Connection is an independent, international expat
partner support organisation. We support the partners
of employees on international assignments worldwide,
located in over 140 countries, representing more than 90
nationalities. Our expert consultants, coaches and trainers
work closely with each expat partner in order to contribute
to their well-being on assignment, increasing the likelihood
of a successful posting. With over 25 years’ experience,
Global Connection is still the only supplier with a global
scope to focus 100% on expat partners. We cooperate
with leading multinationals who regard partner support
as an investment. They understand that the services we
provide contribute to the success of the posting and
encourage mobility among the workforce.

About Worldwide Broker Network
The Worldwide Broker Network (WBN) is the largest
independently owned insurance network, and delivers
outstanding consultancy on Employee Benefits and Risk
Insurances to multinational employers of any size. Through
our network of 112 highly regarded partners across
100 countries and 500 cities, we can access solutions for
your global workforce (expats, short-term and long-term
assignees) and in local countries, and we can assist you in
designing and delivering a global benefits strategy that
will sit at the heart of your duty of care to employees.
Local Knowledge - Worldwide Network.

Our corporate clients always provide a global, strategic,
proactive programme, embedded in the expat policy,
tailored to the specific needs of their target group.
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Introduction
All employers have a Duty of Care towards their
employees. The current, rapidly evolving situation resulting
from the Covid-19 outbreak1 demonstrates just how
suddenly global events can occur that put employers in a
position where their need to demonstrate a Duty of Care
towards employees is most critical. The first signs of this
new disease were only reported in December 2019, yet
just three months later we are facing a global crisis that
no company could have predicted. The stock market has
plummeted, many countries are in complete or partial
lockdown, and even governments cannot make serious
predictions about when we may be able to return to any
sense of normality. Significant numbers of companies are
faced with the tough choice of shutting down, sending
their staff home, or trying to continue with ‘business as
usual’, not knowing what potential health risks they are
exposing their workforce to. For those working in sectors
such as health care, food supply, or public services, they
are facing the toughest choices imaginable.

So, what is an employer's Duty of Care?
In a narrow, legal sense, this means that employers are
required to take all of the reasonable and necessary steps
to protect their employees’ health, safety, and well-being.
This requirement, of course, does not stop at national
borders; it is a global necessity in every country in which an
employer operates, and applies to all groups of employees.
In fact, with more international activity and cross-border
working patterns, Global Mobility (GM) teams are
increasingly becoming involved in managing the company’s
Duty of Care requirements for employees working across
borders especially in a Volatile Uncertain Complex and
Ambiguous (VUCA) world2. This may involve anything from
supporting the recruitment of future expatriates, ensuring
that those already on assignment are appropriately

supported, or in its most simplistic form, ensuring legal
compliance in high risk locations.
However, credibly demonstrating a true concern for
the physical and mental health of the workforce should
not simply be seen as a legal requirement. Many Global
Mobility experts agree that management of Duty of
Care for employees should be much higher up the list of
strategic priorities. In real terms, an appropriately managed
Duty of Care offering can actually be considered a real
asset that contributes significantly to the Global Employer
Value Proposition3. Duty of Care provision was one of
the key issues raised during RES Connect events in the
second part of 2019, including the Strategic Advisory
Board meeting in September 2019 in London attended
exclusively by senior Heads of Global Mobility.
Agreeing on the importance of the role of Duty of Care in
the management of international assignees is one thing,
but what does this mean in practice? What exactly can,
should, or perhaps must employers do in order to go
above and beyond the minimum requirements regarding
their Duty of Care provision? What is the Status Quo, what
are the best practices and what can be classed as success?
What about support for expatriate partners? Should
they also be covered by the employer’s Duty of Care
programme and, if so, what support should be provided?
In November 2019, The RES Forum asked its members
about these issues in a survey entitled “Duty of Care
and Global Mobility”, and the results form the basis of
this Report. The responses tell us about the Duty of Care
policies and practices in respondents’ organizations,
providing an excellent overview on how RES Forum
member companies interpret their role supporting Duty of
Care for international assignees.

Please note that data collection for this survey was conducted before the Covid-19 outbreak began,

1

therefore the report does not investigate Duty of Care with a particular emphasis on Covid-19
2

RES Forum Annual Report 2018 https://theresforum.com/annual-report/
The Employee Value Proposition and Global Mobility
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https://theresforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/RES_Quarterly-Report_Nov-2018-EVPGM.pdf
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As an initial survey question, we asked respondents to define
an ‘employer's legal and moral Duty of Care' towards its
employees, including both international assignees and local
employees. The word cloud in Figure 1 clearly shows that
the most frequently mentioned concept, at the centre of
everything was “employees”. Almost every definition was
written around employees, whether respondents focused
on the company, or took an organizational perspective.
This clearly reflects a mindset that goes beyond a narrow,
legal definition. The core terms mentioned most often

were “ensure”, “(physical) safety”, “work”, “health”
and “work/the workplace”. This also emphasizes that
whilst organizations differentiate between safe and hostile
environments, at the same time, they still care about both
the physical and mental wellbeing of their employees. What
is striking is that most of the definitions given go far beyond
the basic legal requirements, with respondents expressing the
importance of taking care of and protecting their employees.

Figure 1. Definitions of ‘Duty of Care’ provided by survey respondents.

Ensure FamilyHealth

Emotional Ensuring
Care
Support Wellbeing Physical

Employees Legal
Safety
Work
Duty Environment
Healthy Risks

Compliant

Security Responsibility
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A few words on
the respondents
In all companies, a variety of different assignee populations
is reflected and the managers we surveyed oversee a large
number of expatriates. In particular, about 44.5 % had up
to 100 assignees, 22.2 % had 101-250 assignees,
18.5 % oversee between 251-500, 9.3 % had between
501-1,000, and 5.5 % oversee more than 1,000 assignees.
In other words, respondents to our survey are drawing on
a combined experience of overseeing tens of thousands of
international assignments between them.

Overall, 54 GM professionals, representing RES Forum
member companies, participated in our survey. Their
companies are headquartered across the globe, with
57.4 % in Europe and the Middle East, 7.4 % in AsiaPacific, and 35.2 % in the Americas. Respondents work
in senior roles within their GM departments, performing
roles such as Head of Global Mobility and (Senior) Global
Mobility Manager or Advisor. The respondents are
overseeing mobility on a truly global scale. The majority of
the respondents (42.6 %) are employed in organizations
with more than 25,000 employees worldwide. About one
quarter (24.1 %) work in an organization with 5,00025,000 employees, while the remainder work in smaller
companies.

Additionally, the companies represent a very diverse
industry background. The biggest share was the energy
sector with 15.1 %, followed by banking and finance and
manufacturing (both 9.4 %). Other industries are also
well-represented, Figure 2 provides an overview.

Figure 2: Industry distribution of responding organizations.
Healthcare
2%
FMCG
Automotive 2%
2%

Legal
2%

Consulting
4%
Construction
4%

Logistics
2%
Energy
15%

Aerospace & Aviation
4%

Banking & Finance
9%

Technology
6%

Professional services
6%

Manufacturing
9%

Engineering
6%
Education and training
6%
Chemical & Pharmaceutial
6%

Other
9%
Media & Telecommunications
7%
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Designing Duty of Care
Returning to our original question about individual
definitions of Duty of Care, despite some similarities,
whereby employees were at the centre of almost all
respondent’s definitions, it is safe to say that Duty of
Care is interpreted differently in different companies.
Our research did not enable us to identify a single ‘best
practice’ programme in the field, and it is unlikely that
one such ‘best practice’ exists that would work for every
company. Nevertheless, there are elements in the design
of Duty of Care programmes that are more widely applied
than others and we will analyze these elements.

Figure 3 : Duty of Care elements and status of
implementation.
1. Risks assessed for each international assignment
37%

25%

17%

17%

2. Strategic planning for each international assignment
with key stakeholders
26%

18%

38%

12% 6%

3. Company-wide duty of care policies and procedures
have been developed
22%

We asked respondents whether defined elements are
currently part of the make-up of the Duty of Care
Programme within their organizations. Responses
ranged from “not in place at all” (1) to “in place and
fully implemented” (5). Figure 3 illustrates each of these
elements. As can be seen, there are only two elements
that are fully implemented in a majority companies;
adequate medical insurance and assistance (76 %), and
advice, assistance, and evacuation for employees in danger
through an emergency response system (60.7 %). A long
way behind these are employee tracking and information
systems (29.4 %) and the development of company-wide
Duty of Care policies (26 %). However, if companies who
at least partially implemented these elements are added,
the numbers rise to 92 %, 90 %, 68.5 %, and 66 %,
respectively. Among the Duty of Care elements less widely
offered is individual risk assessments for each international
assignment. In 37 % of all companies this does not
happen (whereas it is fully in place in 17.6 %). Similarly,
the provision of education and training driven by HR teams
for international assignees regarding Duty of Care is not
conducted at all in 32 % of companies, with only 4 %
reporting that this is fully in place. Finally, in terms of HR
managers raising general awareness for Duty of Care within
their organizations, this does not happen at all in 26 % of
the companies, while only 6 % have fully implemented this.

2%

8%

30%

14%

4%

14%

4. HR managers communicate, educate, and train international
assignees regarding Duty of Care
4%
32%
16%
30%
14%
4%
5. HR managers raise general awareness regarding Duty of
Care within the organization
26%

16%

32%

12% 6% 8%

6. Employees are tracked and informed of issues at all times
15%

14%

23%

16%

2%

29%

7. Employees in danger are advised, assisted, and evacuated
through an employee emergency response system
2%
6%
12%
17%
61%
8. International assignees are offered adequate medical
insurance and medical assistance programmes
4%
6%
12%
76%

•
•
•
•
•
•

2%

1 (not in place)
2
3 (partially in place)
4
5 (in place and fully implemented)
Unsure

In conclusion, there appears to be a pattern in terms
of focus on managing potential danger. Almost all
companies have very extensive Duty of Care elements in
place that are designed for emergencies and situations
for imminent danger. This is reassuring, as it shows that
RES Forum member companies are prepared for the
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worst-case scenario. However, elements of proactive and
pre-emptive Duty of Care, such as individual assignment
risk assessment or an open communication and education
strategy are considerably less prevalent, therefore leaving
room for improvement in many Duty of Care programmes.

Focusing on the provision of adequate
medical insurance and medical assistance
programmes, as Figure 3 shows, it is clear
that the majority of surveyed members
already have adequate medical insurance

After assessing to what extent the elements mentioned
above are implemented, we wanted to know how
important our GM experts believe that the respective
elements are, and whether their lack of implementation is
justified. Much to our surprise, respondents do not believe
that the lesser significance given to some support elements
is justified at all. In fact, 66.5 % believe that individual
risk assessments for each international assignment is of
(very) significant importance. HR providing education and
training for international assignees regarding Duty of Care
was rated to be of (very) significant importance by 69.7 %
and HR managers raising general awareness for Duty of
Care in the organization is of (very) significant importance
to almost three quarters (73.5 %). Overall, GM professionals
see great value in these underrepresented elements within
Duty of Care programmes and organizations should
carefully consider their provision in these areas.

and medical assistance programmes in
place. In fact, the surprise might be that
this is not 100%, as clearly insurance sits at
the heart of any duty of care programme.
Yet whilst the majority of organizations
provide medical cover, how is the support
communicated to the employees? So often,
we hear of issues in country when someone
has an incident or a need for coverage
and simply doesn’t know what to do next.
Effective insurance is one thing, but this
must be backed up by clear communication
around access to care or assistance, and
detailed information regarding what is and
is not covered.
Alan Fergusson

We wanted to know how important various factors are for
each responding organization, when they are considering
the Duty of Care programme to support their international
assignees. We asked our GM professionals to rate each
factor from “no importance at all” (1) to “very significant
importance” (5). The results are shown in Figure 4.

Director, Employee Benefits
Worldwide Broker Network
(WBN)

Figure 4: How important are each of the following factors for your own
organization when considering the duty of care programme to provide
support for international assignees (temporary transfers abroad)?
Mitigation of risks (e.g. travel,
political, security, medical)

To ensure legal compliance

To comply with ethical and moral
obligations to care for employees
becauce it is viewed as the right
way for organizations to behave
To support the business case, i.e. ROI
of the investment in duty of care and
prevention rather than reaction

0%
2%

9%

0%
2%

0%

No importance at all
Slight importance
Moderate importance
Significant importance
Very significant importance

37%

9%

4%

•
•
•
•
•

52%

28%

11%

59%

39%

5%
7%
22%

46%

31%
31%

(Percentages may not add up to 100 % because some respondents answered "unsure".)
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The results paint a very interesting picture. While the first
three factors (mitigation of risk, ensuring legal compliance,
and complying with moral and ethical obligations) were of
almost equal importance (85-89 % respondents indicating
(very) significant importance), the fourth factor, ‘To support
the business case’, lags behind the other three factors in
terms of importance. Only half of respondents rated Duty
of Care activities in support of delivering the business case
to be of (very) significant importance, meaning that for the
other half of respondents it is of moderate importance at
best. This is striking, as it demonstrates that Duty of Care
is not utilized as a strong factor in evidence-based HR.
Instead, it seems to be considered a necessary expense
where return on investment is not an issue. Given the high
costs of international assignments, it would be reasonable
to expect that companies would place more emphasis
on ensuring employee duty of care requirements are
addressed to effectively deliver the assignment business
objectives and commercial goals.

It’s a sign of the progress made in recent
years that employers take a paternalistic
view towards the costs of meeting their
duty of care when sending employees
overseas, recognizing these as an essential
business cost rather than a discretionary
spend. That does not mean however that
ROI shouldn’t be measured. Not all Duty of
Care programmes are equal in terms of their
outcomes, and ROI can be a useful measure
in determining whether the programme is
effective or whether changes are required.
Establishing an ROI and benchmarking this,
can help employers gain a deeper insight
into the value of their programme spend
and inform future decision making.
Karen Smith

Of course, the more advanced and extensive a Duty
of Care programme is, the more costly it will be. We
therefore asked respondents to evaluate, in their own
words, costs versus benefits of their employers’ Duty of
Care provision to its international assignees. The results
very much reflect the previous finding: while there is some
cost-benefit analysis, overall, none of the respondents
referred to, for example, a centrally recorded KPI on Duty
of Care. In fact, it appears that whilst some companies
manage costs related to their duty of care obligations, the
extent of these costs appears to be irrelevant as long as
they serve the purpose of providing support to employees.
For instance, one GM manager stated that there “is a cost
attached to the Duty of Care programme but it is priceless
when we support our employees/ assignees and family
(if any) when needed.” Similarly, Holly Clontz, working
with Trane Technologies, pointed out that she does not
“think you need to evaluate the ROI. It's a must-cost
of doing business.” Respondents were also almost all
unable to quantify the full cost vs. benefit of the Duty of
Care programme on offer. While some respondents listed
the directly incurred costs for Duty of Care programmes
(training costs, insurance policies, etc.), the benefits to
the organization were almost unanimously considered
intangible and unquantifiable. The likelihood of being able
to justify an increased spend on Duty of Care to senior
management would surely be higher, if an evidence-based
KPI or statistic could be shown.

Principal Corporate Benefits Consultant
Towergate Health and Protection
WBN Member in The UK

To conclude this section of the research, the employers
that we surveyed have a comprehensive offering in terms
of Duty of Care for their international workers, and they
are aware of the importance of providing this. This is
reflected in the fact that costs play only a minor role when
deciding if money needs to be invested. Duty of Care is not
considered from a business case perspective, but instead
is considered in terms of meeting legal obligations and
providing personalized care to assignees.
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Duty of Care as a driver for
international assignment acceptance?
Having presented an overview of Duty of Care
programmes in different companies with respect to their
GM programmes, we now turn our focus to employees:
can Duty of Care be used as driver to increase the
likelihood of employees accepting an international
assignment? Organizations are struggling in the war for
talent, yet it is more important than ever to have the
right people in the right place at the right time. This is,

of course, particularly true for international assignments
and many companies struggle to find the “right people”
to fill international job postings. We therefore asked our
respondents how much more likely they believe it is that
an employee will accept an international assignment if the
employer offers a strong Duty of Care programme to their
international workforce. Figure 5 illustrates the responses.

Figure 5: Figure 5. In your opinion, how much MORE likely is it that an employee will accept an international
assignment if an employer offers a strong duty of care programme to its international assignees?
25%

Percentage of respondents

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

How much more likely it is that an employee will accept an international assignment in %
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Looking at the responses, it is clear that there is a
correlation between employers offering a strong Duty
of Care programme and international assignment
acceptance. In fact, only two respondents (3.7 %) believe
that Duty of Care provision has no impact upon levels
of assignment acceptance. All other respondents believe
that providing a strong Duty of Care programme will help
organizations to fill international assignment positions,
with more than 60% of respondents suggesting that a
strong Duty of Care programme increases international
assignment acceptance rates by at least 50 %. Even
respondents who were a little more conservative are still
quite positive about the potential effects, with 13 % of
respondents suggesting that the assignment acceptance
rates are increased by 30-40 % and another 22 % of
respondents believing that assignment acceptance rates
are increased by 10-20%. Providing a strong Duty of Care
programme for international workers is undoubtedly
a strong ‘selling point’ for employees considering an
international assignment.

This picture becomes even clearer, when looking at the role
of Duty of Care programmes for employees considering
accepting assignments to hardship or dangerous locations.
We asked our respondents how much more likely they
believe it is that an employee will accept an international
assignment to a hardship or dangerous host country if
the employer offers a strong Duty of Care programme to
their international workforce, and the results are shown
in Figure 6. The findings are very clear. Every single one
of the responding 54 GM experts believes that a strong
Duty of Care programme will increase the likelihood of
an employee accepting an assignment to a hardship or
dangerous location by at least 30 % and almost two thirds
(64.8 %) say the likelihood will increase by at least 70 %.
It is clear that providing a strong Duty of Care programme
is even more essential for those companies that assign
staff to hardship and dangerous locations.

Figure 6: In your opinion, how much MORE likely is it that an employee will accept an international assignment
if an employer offers a strong duty of care programme to its international assignees working in hardship or
dangerous locations?
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How important a good Duty of Care programme really
is, is also reflected in the comments provided by our
respondents. Stephane Blanchet of AFP noted that from
his perspective, “assignees will be less likely to take an
international job without a clear picture on the company's
Duty of Care programme.” H&M’s LaShell Tinder added
that a clearly defined programme “is the critical place to
differentiate, where employees will have an opinion or feel
the difference”. Especially in hardship and dangerous host
countries, Duty of Care can become a true differentiator in
terms of convincing employees to accept the assignment.
Having considered how Duty of Care can be helpful in
increasing the candidate pool, we will now turn to other
areas upon which a Duty of Care programmes can have an
impact. In particular, we asked our respondents to rate the
impact - from “no impact at all” (1) to “very significant
impact” (5) - of Duty of Care in eight areas. As Figure 7
shows, overall, our respondents believe that a solid Duty of
Care programme has the potential to have a considerable
impact on employees. For every area noted, responding
GM experts mostly agreed that a strong Duty of Care
provision can have a positive impact. The highest impact,
with 87 % of all respondents expecting a (very) significant
impact, is “happier assignees”. This is a powerful notion,
given the evident association between the happiness of
assignees (and their families) and assignment success.
Unhappy assignees commonly leads to assignment failure
and premature repatriation, and Duty of Care provision
appears to be a powerful retention tool. More than half of
our respondents believe that Duty of Care will also have
a (very) significant impact on reduced employee turnover
in general. From improved (mental) health to increased
wellbeing, motivation, and commitment, our respondents
clearly see much value in providing good Duty of Care
programmes. Half of all respondents believe that a good
Duty of Care programme creates a competitive advantage
for the employer.

Figure 7: Impact of Duty of Care programmes on
eight areas.
1. Improved employee health, resulting in less employee
absence
7%

22%

55%

15%

2. Happier assignees (reducing likelihood of assignment failure
and premature repatriation)
2%
11%
57%
15%
3. Improved employee wellbeing
2%
20%

67%

4. Reduced employee turnover
2%
7%
35%

11%

42%

13%

5. Increased commitment by employees to the organization
5%

46%

39%

9%

6. Improved health and safety standards at work
37%

46%

15%

7. Improved security in foreign countries
7%

26%

46%

8. Increased competitive advantage for employer over
other employers
2%
9%
39%
46%

•
•
•
•
•

20%

4%

no impact at all
slight impact
moderate impact
significant impact
very significant impact
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We asked respondents what the three most important
elements of their respective organization’s Duty of Care
programmes are. The results can be seen in the word cloud
in Figure 8.
Very much in line with responses in previous questions, the
most prominent elements are clustered around the areas
of 1) Health, 2) Insurance, and 3) Safety/Security, all on an
international level. Interestingly, the distinction between
the elements that are mandated by law and those that are
voluntary is only implicit. For most elements, there appears
to be a modular approach, with mandatory elements

provided as standard, and additional voluntary elements
provided on top in some cases. For instance, in the area
of health, in addition to providing the obvious workenvironment that is free of health threats, private medical
insurance (e.g. BUPA) is frequently provided. Similarly,
in the area of safety/security, there is a combination
of standard safety assessment along with extended
emergency/contingency planning, additional insurance,
and security support. Overall, it can be concluded that the
Duty of Care programmes in place within the responding
organizations are extensive and cover the most important
areas as identified earlier in this report.

It is critical that Insurance, Health and Security

regarding claims. Take a step back and design

are at the heart of duty of care programmes.

your insurance needs around your own internal

Employer’s programmes should always include

policies, not those of an insurer. The larger the

elements of international medical, business

group involved, the more bespoke the policies

travel, and expat coverage, and how these

can become.

levels of cover interact with each other very
much depends on population, location and the

Alan Fergusson

needs of both the employees and employers.

Director, Employee Benefits

Employers must make sure that they don’t

Worldwide Broker Network (WBN)

overlap cover, which leads to wasted spend on
insurance premiums and often causes confusion

Figure 8: What are the three most important elements in your organization’s Duty of Care programme?

Insurance
Safety
Security
Robust

Care
Travel Training

Plans EmployeesLocations

Coverage
Travel Risk

Evacuation
Situations

Health

Benefits

Assignees

Compliance
Assistance

Assessment Wellbeing Programme Language

International sos Policies
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Duty of Care and expatriate partners
A crucial, yet frequently ignored, factor is the provision of
support for expatriate partners which can make or break
the deal when an employee is deciding whether or not to
accept an international assignment. Younger employees
without ties may be willing to go on assignment,
particularly to more challenging locations, to give their
early careers a boost, yet they often lack the experience
required to take on the role in question. A colleague
ten years their senior has all of the necessary skills and
experience for such an international assignment, but
frequently has a spouse or young family that make the
idea of accepting an international assignment, particularly
to a challenging location, difficult and in some cases
impossible to consider.

Figure 9: Which of the following elements of
support does your organization offer to partners of
your international assignees?
1. Inter-cultural training
33%

7%

22%

19%

35%

4%

20%

13%

22%

5%

3. Career coaching
47%

15%

19%

11% 7%

4. Assistance with job search
16%

16%

11% 6%

5. Support to set up a business

2% 2%
7% 4%

85%

6. Support to help with social integration (e.g. to join clubs and
networking societies)
57%

5%

18%

11% 7%

7. Financial support to undertake education or training
(excluding language training)
2%
59%

11%

11%

8. Life coaching

9. Discretionary cash allowance

2%
15%

2%
4%
5%5%

83%

One thing is very clear from the responses; the
discretionary cash allowance offered by so many
companies to support the partners of international
assignees in the past, has almost disappeared in 70% of
responding organizations. The cash allowance has been
superseded by other types of support, though not all of
the elements on offer are being utilized. For example,
while about two thirds of all responding companies offer
inter-cultural training for expatriate partners, a significant
number of GM experts report that many partners do not
make use of this provision. The same is true for language
training. As figure 9 shows, there are many other elements
of support that are being offered within responding
companies but are not being utilized by expatriate
partners.

9%

2. Language training

50%

This is not an easy problem to solve (and the process
of assignee selection itself is not considered within this
report). Should the person selected for the role be an
employee with family, the Duty of Care programme
must adequately support both the employee and their
spouse and accompanying family. It is important to note
that one of the most frequently cited reasons for failed
assignments is due to the accompanying family members
being unhappy or unsettled in the host location. We
therefore asked respondents what support they offer to
their expatriates’ partners and to what extent this support
is actually utilized. Figure 9 illustrates the results.

9%

4%

70%

11% 5% 9%

10. Repatriation support to assist with return to the workforce
in the home country
2%
64%

•
•
•
•
•
•

5% 11%

9% 7%

not offered
offered but not utilized
offered and utilized by at least 25% of partners
offered and utilized by at least 50% of partners
offered and utilized by at least 75% of partners
offered and utilized by 100% of partners
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However, it is important to note that just because an
element of support is not being frequently utilized,
this does not make it worthless. For example, 50 % of
responding companies offer support to help partners to
find employment abroad, yet, one third of the companies
offering such support reported that this is not utilized
at all, with another third reporting that only around 25
% of expat partners make use of it. But it is important
to consider that the support provided may be extremely
useful where utilized, but in fact may just not meet the
needs of many partners for reasons outside of the control
of the company. For example, the partner may have a job
already, may decide to stay at home for childcare reasons,
or may choose to take a sabbatical. However, it is also
important to consider whether support is not being utilized
because it is not being communicated clearly enough,
or if it is not considered as being suitable by expatriate
partners. It is therefore important for companies to gather
feedback from expatriate partners about the level of
support on offer to find out whether it truly meets their
needs, so that support can then be adjusted if necessary.
This applies for all of the support elements. For example,
support to set up a business is only offered by 17 % of all
responding organizations, and unsurprisingly, utilization is
far from 100%. However, this support may be invaluable
for some partners, especially in host locations where
finding a job in the local market is not possible.

As a final question in this section, we asked our
respondents how they would rate their expatriate partner
support programmes in terms of effectiveness. The overall
message from respondents is clear; the programmes are
perceived to be good, but there is room for improvement.
Rachel Bosher of Brambles noted that they provide a
“great programme offered to all partners, but it's not
taken up by everyone it's offered to.” This very much
reflects what we see in our data. Not all support suits all
assignee partners, and organizations should continue to
offer a wide range of support options for international
assignees and their partners to choose what best suits their
needs. Today, a cash allowance is not enough. Employees
want more from their employer and it is the employer’s
role to tailor the programme to meet the needs of their
potential assignees and their spouses and families.
An important caveat should be noted, however; if the
partner is not proactive and doesn’t have a genuine
interest in making the most of their new life by finding
ways to integrate into society and by finding employment
if this is appropriate for their needs, the best spousal
support programme in the world will still serve no purpose.
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Conclusion
By providing a comprehensive overview of Duty of Care
programmes in Global Mobility, this report aims to
support organizations wishing to benchmark their own
practices against industry standards. But meeting industry
minimums should not be the goal, and we hope that this
report will inspire GM professionals to create Duty of Care
programmes that go above and beyond to improve the
mental and physical health and wellbeing of international
assignees and their families.
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Learning outcomes and action steps
This report has provided a comprehensive overview of the
status quo of Duty of Care. A key takeaway is that most
companies are fully aware of the importance of Duty of
Care and are already investing a great deal of time and
money into improving their programmes. Many companies
understand the Duty of Care requirements beyond the
pure legal responsibilities and are actively trying to raise
the bar by offering enhanced programmes. The following
action steps are intended to help companies to focus on
their Duty of Care offering and make it a part of their
overall Employee Value Proposition.

can be calculated and the probability of early repatriations
can be projected based on previous data. Collecting
further data from expatriates about how valuable they
perceive different Duty of Care programme elements, can
also support this. This is of course a complex task and
KPIs may first need to be established. However, evidencebased HR is a better foundation on which to build a case
to justify increased spending, by clearly demonstrating the
relationship between cost and benefit.

1. Focus on underrepresented elements

It is clear from our research that many elements of the
Duty of Care programmes within responding organizations
are not fully utilized. But not every offering works for
every employee and their family. Instead of trying to
provide a one-size-fits-all approach, organizations should
consider a Duty of Care programme as modular. The more
support offerings that are available, the more likely it is
that employees will find something that truly meets their
needs. Employees feel empowered when they can choose
their own support, but HR teams can help employees by
highlighting what has helped others in similar situations
to their own. It is critical for organizations to continually
consider that the centre of the Duty of Care programme
should be the employee, not the company. With this in
mind, organizations increase their chances of offering
support that really matters to employees.

Figure 4 shows an overview of the Duty of Care elements
and to what extent they are provided by responding
organizations. Some elements are provided much more
frequently than others. However, given the importance
GM experts attribute to all of them, organizations
should aim to focus on the underrepresented elements.
Organizations should review what they currently offer
and consider what business benefits may be achieved by
enhancing the offering, before building a business case to
take to senior management. The majority of organizations
do not have an individual, structured risk assessment for
each assignment in place, yet there is a strong consensus
among our experts that this is an essential step before an
assignment commences. Change is a continual process
and organizations should aim to review and update
support regularly both at the pre-assignment stage and
during assignments.

3. Reflect upon your programme, onesize-fits-all won’t work

2. Quantify costs and benefits, use KPIs
Most surprisingly, respondents almost unanimously stated
that “money doesn’t matter” if providing an element of
support is necessary to protect their employees. Whilst this
is of course a commendable attitude, in reality resources
are typically scarce and money does matter. It is of course
much simpler for GM professionals to get management
buy-in to increase spend on Duty of Care provision if they
can clearly demonstrate the return on this investment. Of
course, measuring and quantifying the benefits of a good
Duty of Care programme is not an easy task and many
benefits are intangible. However, it is not an impossible
task, and an approximation of cost versus benefit can be
very helpful. For example, the costs of failed assignments
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Caring for Expat Partners
by Jacqueline Van Haaften
Managing Director
Global Connection Expat Partner Support

Based on 27 years’ experience of offering expat partner
support, I’d like to share some of Global Connection’s
insights on the topic of ‘duty of care’ for expat partners.
Not straightforward
While everyone agrees that an unhappy partner can be the
dealbreaker for an expat assignment, opinions still vary on
how support should be provided.
At Global Connection, while annually supporting thousands
of expat partners, representing more than 90 nationalities,
living in over 140 countries, we are continually reminded
that partner support cannot be handled with a 'one size fits
all-approach’.
Providing a house, and/or arranging schooling just isn’t
enough to safeguard the wellbeing of a partner. Nor is a
discretionary cash allowance. The majority of partners still
need professional support to find their feet and feel fulfilled.
Regarding ‘Gucci money’
We were not surprised to see the Duty of Care survey
reveal that 30% of employers still offer a discretionary cash
allowance – what we always call ‘Gucci money’. Our own
2012 Partner Support Effectiveness survey revealed the
same percentage; our 2018 survey showed a slight rise in
the number of companies offering a cash payment.
That same 2018 survey also revealed companies spent an
average of E2 million on cash allowances annually yet
79% respondents didn’t know if the money was used for
concrete support. A curious finding in a time of increasing
focus on cost transparency and compliance! By contrast, our
2011 and 2013 surveys (Impact of partner support on the
success of the assignment), highlighted that partner support
has a very attractive ROI for Global Mobility. It also offers
absolute transparency.

Intercultural training and language lessons
This seems to be the ‘most popular offer’ though,
disappointingly, more than one-third of respondents don’t
offer these two basic items of support. When offered, more
than 50% of respondents report an uptake from 50% to
100%.
Where uptake is low, a lack of awareness and communication
could be the culprit. It’s our experience that when partners
are made aware of the many positive advantages that
cultural/language training will bring, and they are aware of its
availability, the uptake significantly improves.
Social integration, life coaching, repatriation support
The vast majority of respondents don't address these topics
at all. On the basis of various surveys, we conclude that either
employers don’t realize the impact of partner support on the
success of the assignment, or they are simply not aware that
partners need to ‘reset’ their lives.
That repatriation support is not addressed by 65% of
respondents isn’t a surprise as we understand the impact of
repatriation is, in general, often still an underestimated topic.
Career, job search, business setup, study
In a time where many couples have equally important or
‘dual-careers’ and with the global war for talent, and diversity
and inclusion high on the agenda, it’s disappointing that
50% of respondents do not offer career coaching and/or job
search assistance.
Our latest survey on paid employment (2018) revealed that
30% of ‘our’ expat partners found their ‘fulfilling occupation’
in paid employment. All others (70%), due to new
circumstances, chose to or had to pursue another path (e.g.
voluntary work, entrepreneurship, studying). This underscores
the importance of establishing the real support needs of
the expat partner and then following up with a flexible
non-commoditized support programme that addresses that
partner’s individual needs.
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Career, job search, business setup, study
In a time where many couples have equally important
or ‘dual-careers’ and with the global war for talent, and
diversity and inclusion high on the agenda, it’s disappointing
that 50% of respondents do not offer career coaching and/
or job search assistance.
Our latest survey on paid employment (2018) revealed
that 30% of ‘our’ expat partners found their ‘fulfilling
occupation’ in paid employment. All others (70%), due
to new circumstances, chose to or had to pursue another
path (e.g. voluntary work, entrepreneurship, studying).
This underscores the importance of establishing the real
support needs of the expat partner and then following up
with a flexible non-commoditized support programme that
addresses that partner’s individual needs.
Awareness and communication
Every partner needs to find a new, ‘fulfilling occupation’
abroad, whatever that might be. Our Partner Support
Effectiveness surveys (2012 and 2018) have shown that

awareness and communication are absolutely the key to a
successful partner support programme. Our surveys have
shown that when companies view expat partner support
as an investment and they enthusiastically promote it, they
experience an uptake of up to 94%.
Our advice
If partners don't know where to start, they might decide not
to use support, resulting in a low uptake. Therefore, they
need support to make the right choices. Insourcing these
tasks is, in our opinion, not the right approach, as there
is a potential conflict of interest: partners often don't feel
comfortable sharing their real concerns with the employer
of their partner. So, our advice is to cooperate with an
expert to manage the support programme for you. By
providing a solid programme with a wide variety of support
options, the employer can clearly demonstrate to employees
and their families that they take expat partners seriously.
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