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MMobility has never been in the mainstream of HR.                  

Originally few employees transferred      

among international locations, and 

those that did were a nomadic 

and independent bunch. They 

completed one assignment and 

then moved on to the next 

one or returned home; 

as long as their occasional 

updates to HQ showed progres 

they were left alone.
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Unfortunately, mobility policies still are 

largely based on the principles established 

for these pioneers. This article examines how 

suitable that foundation is, and whether it can 

meet the needs of today’s employee base in 

today’s corporate environment. 

Mobility management was founded on 

structure and discipline. Nothing much beyond 

company policy was offered or in fact needed, 

and the policy was administered to the letter 

unless several layers of approval allowed 

otherwise. The administrators never traveled 

to the countries to which they sent people, 

and often had never lived abroad themselves. 

Empathy, perhaps intentionally, was not a 

strong feature of the program.

In the mid-90s, however, organizations 

began to grasp the advantages of improved 

communication, cheaper air travel, and 

the dismantling of trade barriers—and 

“globalization” began to appear in the HR 

lexicon. Flattened organizations and managers 

were given multi-jurisdictional responsibilities 

and could compare managers in different 

markets, spot weaknesses, and address them 

by transferring skills. At the same time, a 

significant number of mergers and continuing 

government deregulation created even more 

demand for the transfer of skills.

Companies began creating regional training 

centers that focused on their corporate philosophy, 

but very little was being done to prepare and 

identify future mobile managers. Candidates 

continued to volunteer or be pressed into 

participation with limited selection or grooming. 

There still were distinct cultural differences 

among countries at this time; Starbucks and 

MacDonald’s were not yet on every corner and 

border controls were still in existence in some 

parts of Europe. There also was much less 

knowledge about international living than there 

is today, and moving to another country was 

still an unusual career move. 

On the plus side, there was a new generation 

that had not traveled extensively, and for those 

with an inclination this was an opportunity to 

experience international travel at the employer’s 

expense. The pay was good, delivery expectations 

modest (because no one knew what to expect), 

and the career opportunity supposedly 

significant. And since the assignments were 

typically for three years, if things didn’t pan 

out as expected, it wasn’t that long until                         

you could return home.

Paul Pittman
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The advent of globalization strained the 

system, however. There were more transfers 

and more requests for policy exceptions, and 

fewer employees willing to grin and bear it. 

As the barriers to mobility fell and the air 

of mystery dispersed, international transfer 

became more attractive. Still, despite the lack of 

travel experience, there was limited screening or 

preparation. There were few cultural briefings, 

as they often were treated as an unnecessary 

expense. As more assignments began to 

fail, largely because of ill-prepared families, 

employers recoiled at the cost and overhauled 

relocation provisions. But they failed to address 

the fundamentals of the system, which was 

created for pioneers opening new markets and 

sources of materials supply.                                              

The focus remained:

 q shorT-Term. Management philosophy 

was assignment-centric and ignored the 

value of talent development.

 q eGalITarIan. Terms and conditions were 

similar for all employees, irrespective of 

industry or role, rather than reflecting the 

value at risk for the employer.

 q on cosT. Preventing failure was more 

important than supporting success.

Flavor-of-the-month thinking spilled over 

from general HR management, where software 

was becoming available for every type of 

application, irrespective of the businesses’ 

strategy. Providers promised to improve 

performance, and even the conference industry 

developed events designed primarily to profit the 

sponsor, rather than to advance professionalism 

through true knowledge exchange. 

COMPETITIVE PRACTICES

A marketing frenzy created the notion that 

terms and conditions needed to be “competitive.” 

Surveys compared individual elements of policy 

but not how they were used in combination, or 

the totality of an offering’s success in supporting 

a specific assignment. This created incremental 

cost without any evident benefit. Terms and 

conditions that are not contemporary may have 

a negative impact but the opposite is not true; 

better terms are unlikely to attract or retain 

employees with key skills. 

Above all else, mobility terms need to be 

responsive. They are a tool to facilitate the 

transfer of skills or experience among locations, 

and failure to recognize this creates greater risk. 

For example, some consulting firms comprise 

career consultants who have never managed 

a mobility function or even lived abroad. They 

look first at what competitors are doing, rather 

than asking about the purpose and risk of                     

the individual program. 

Mobility is a specialized function. While 

it can benefit from greater integration with 

mainstream HR, most domestic trends have little 

or negative impact on mobility management. 

Companies need to be very clear about the 

purpose of sending an individual to work in 

a foreign jurisdiction, and about where the 

resulting value lies. 
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assiGnMEnts CoMPrisE diffErEnt tyPEs With diffErEnt ValuEs

Each box represents the type of employee transferred and the relative estimated impact of the assignment:

1. ExECutiVE. A senior leader sent to 

transform, run, or start a major foreign 

subsidiary.

2. hiGh PotEntial. An employee considered 

to be capable of reaching executive levels.

3. ManaGEMEnt. A seasoned middle manager 

to transform, run, or start a new department                

or function.

4. skillEd. A technician sent to train others, 

carry out a specific task, or fill a temporary 

short supply.

Most assignments can be categorized into one of four types illustrated below. Identifying their 

purpose can help an employer organize terms that are commensurate with that goal. If these don’t 

exactly work for your organization, then modify the matrix. The purpose is to recognize the relative 

importance of different assignment types:

1.exeCuTive 2. hiGh PoTenTial

4. skilled 3. manaGer
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assiGnMEnt ValuE 

The value placed upon an assignment varies 

by industry and employer. Let’s assume we are 

a company that uses this model and define value 

as follows:

 q execuTIve postings have significant 

short-term impact on local operational 

performance affecting a large number of 

people and likely have a residual long-

term strategic impact. Employers may 

proportion value differently between 

the present and the future but all will 

recognize this type of assignment as the 

most valuable. 

 q hIGh-PoTenTIal employees transfered 

largely for development purposes have 

little short-term impact. They are sent to 

acquire the leadership and international 

market experience to equip them for the 

top of the organization. They represent 

significant long-term value if they can be 

retained within the company. 

 q manaGer postings impact a number of 

people within a department, changing 

the way they work by introducing new 

processes or techniques. The appointment 

generates less short-term value than an 

executive but has potential long-term 

value if a successful manager can segue 

this experience into additional postings. 

 q skIlled oPeraTIves, such as mechanics, 

technicians, or systems experts, have 

important short-term value in transferring 

skills or completing a specific one-time 

objective, but have long-term value when 

used in subsequent assignments. 

Evaluating assignments is akin to job 

evaluation; it considers the strategic impact 

and relative relationship. Employees with 

assignment experience represent future value if 

they can be retained and transferred again. Our 

intent is not to propose a formula for evaluating 

mobility but to suggest a framework for 

assessing relative value in advance of selection, 

so that when challenges arise during the course 

of the assignment an appropriate response          

can be formulated. 

Most mobility managers intuitively assess 

a situation against a value framework. The 

difference we propose is to think about all 

assignments in terms of value (rather than 

cost) relative to one another and in advance of 

candidate selection, to inform the terms and 

conditions as well as the response to challenges 

that arise during an assignment.

To an employer, the value of an assignment 

lies in two areas: the goals of the assignment 

itself and the development that takes place in 

the assignee. Categorizing assignments makes 

it clear which assignments have more value 

and which involve greater risk in benefiting             

from that value. 

Awareness of an assignment’s value should 

inform the lengths to which an employer will go 

to assess candidates; the aim is to identify the 

highest degree of predicted success with the least 

risk. The necessary skills and competencies for 

each assignment should be clearly understood. 

Some issues to consider include: 

 q Employers are targeting global cultures, 

and so a manager’s behavior should 

embody the values to which the employer 

aspires. Pioneers need no longer apply.

 q Globalization has made foreign locations 

look more like home. Communication 

systems and cheap air travel have 

diminished differences and distances, 

creating a temptation to select less-

adaptable candidates. 

 q Office life with the same employer 

tends to be similar around the world. 

The challenges arise in shopping, 

accommodations, and schooling—i.e., 

areas where families are exposed. 

Cultural preparedness often occurs only 
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after candidate selection and not as part               

of the screening process. 

 q Life at home is demanding, with aging 

parents, parental pressures, housing, 

education, and extracurricular activities. 

Candidates must be able to adapt but also 

able to manage challenges left behind. 

 q The greatest assignment risk involves 

middle-aged parents with young children 

contemplating their first assignment; the 

lowest risk is a single employee. 

 q Corporate reputational damage can 

arise from more areas than in the past, 

especially legal compliance, e.g., income 

tax, immigration, anti-corruption (FCPA, 

CFPOA), and social security.

 q Assignees often will be required to re-

present their organization with govern-

ment agencies, competitor  networks, and 

NGOs. They are ambassadors and need to 

be able to successfully fill that role. 

How screening is done is probably less impor-

tant than whether it is done at all. The screen used 

for domestic appointments is a good start, espe-

cially if it is overlaid with an assessment of the 

candidate’s cultural adaptability. Reactions to the 

popular “look-see” visit should also be assessed                                                                                             

for this purpose.

Whatever screening approach is employed, 

be certain to maintain a record of its predictive 

success: the number of assignments that 

failed, that fully delivered on expectations, or                                   

that fell short. 

rEtEntion

In the past, turnover among expatriates during 

an assignment was low, as their employers 

represented their ticket home. But today 

globalization has created a shortage of talent 

and a greater willingness by local employers to 

match expatriate terms, and most barriers to 

recruiting expatriates into local positions have 

Long Term Value

Assignment Value

The value of an assiGnmenT To an emPloyer

Source: The Human Well

Skilled Manager High Potential Executive
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gone. More competitive terms are unlikely to 

help attract or retain desired candidates; like 

any other employee, expatriates remain loyal 

while they and their families remain engaged. 

Responsiveness to the family’s needs and 

individual circumstances are more highly valued 

and more effective at mitigating flight risk. 

Foreign Service Policy manuals tend to 

contain few options for expatriate families 

who are experiencing challenges—and often 

don’t even mention that challenges exist. 

But mobile employees increasingly require 

tailored responses, even though this may be 

at odds with domestic employment, where 

egalitarianism rules. Prioritizing assignments 

that carry the greatest opportunity can help 

avoid failure by focusing attention on identifying 

underperformance and early intervention. 

Every opportunity should be taken to collect 

and analyze input and feedback from assignees        

and their families. 

We recommend establishing a discretionary 

budget that represents a reasonable proportion 

of value at stake for every assignment, to 

be used to alleviate an expatriate’s unique 

challenges. (This is no to be confused with an 

expatriate flex plan, where employees chose and 

trade benefits or allowance options.) The reserve 

should be communicated only in the form and 

timing of its deployment, when standard policy 

responses are insufficient to meet specific and                                                  

unique family challenges. 

We have worked with several employers who 

have taken steps to ensure the success of critical 

missions--for example, by reimbursing lost 

spousal income, including the tax effect of paying 

it to the employee, and an R&R program for 

single-status employees to reduce their time away 

from families and thus improve retention. These 

investments were justified by the anticipated 

return on these assignments and limited to those. 

Expatriates obtain reliable, speedy information 

from the internet, peers, and networking groups, 

and employers must track emerging challenges 

and prepare appropriate responses rather than 

playing catch-up. Call-center technology can be 

an advantage in delivering this capability.

We have discussed relative ROI from different 

types of assignment. There are fewer and 

fewer candidates who can meet the expanding 

demands of employers, and some require 

persuasion to accept international assignments. 

Consider then the candidates’ expected return 

on their investment to improve negotiation:

 q The family’s enjoyment of a positive 

international experience is high on the list. 

The budget proposed earlier will respond 

to unique family challenges, and relieve 

pressure and distractions, allowing the 

assignee to focus on the job as well as enjoy 

leisure time. 

 q Employers should define precisely 

the expected assignment benefits and 

the positions for which the successful 

completion of the assignment will qualify 

the assignee in the future. Point to other 

employees who have successfully advanced 

their careers within the company as a result 

of international assignment experience.

 q Identify how family members will 

benefit from the assignment in terms of 

their personal interests, future careers,                         

or education. 

 q Organizations sometimes inadvertently 

allow an “out of site-out of mind” culture 

to develop. An employee who 

feels overlooked will doubt the 

promise that the assignment is              

career-enhancing.

 q Never begin assignment offer 

letters by explaining 
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what will happen if no position is 

available for the assignee at the end of the 

assignment. If this is remotely possible, as 

overall organizational strategy. Readers should 

examine the top team in their organization, 

and consider whether working internationally 

has advanced their careers and the performance                                

of the organization.

Mobility management continues to be built 

on philosophies articulated when companies 

began to expand internationally. Technology, 

communications, delivery expectations, 

company culture, and external compliance 

have all changed dramatically in the ensuing 

years. A reduced supply of qualified and 

willing candidates, combined with assignments 

that have far more at stake, suggest that 

it might be time to rethink the approach                                                   

to this important area. ∞

in the case of employees sent to work at a 

client, use a fixed-term contract with an                    

appropriate completion incentive. 

CONCLUSIONS

Our objective in this article is to encourage 

practitioners to step back from the noise 

surrounding mobility management, consider its 

evolution, recognize the surviving foundational 

features, and consider a more radical rethink in 

response to the significant developments and 

the shortage of suitable candidates over time. 

We have suggested that organizations: 

 q Employ a framework for assessing the value 

of assignments;

 q Direct more effort at mitigating assignment 

risk; and

 q Focus on reducing risk, including the 

retention value of assignees. 

The degree to which these ideas are 

workable in any organization will depend on 

how important international mobility is to its 
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