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Achieving Cost Savings through Policy Design: 

A Guide for Global Relocation Managers 

Controlling costs: always at the front of mobility professionals’ 
minds and—perhaps unsurprisingly—the top challenge for 78% of 
respondents in Cartus’ 2015 Biggest Challenges survey. For 45% 
of respondents, controlling relocation costs was actually a bigger 
concern in 2015 than it was the previous year.

The intent of this paper is to provide relocation professionals with a framework to review their 
mobility programme in order not only to achieve cost savings, but also reach them in a manner 
that is in tune with a company’s culture and values, key drivers, and overall strategy. A series of 
case studies illustrates how this framework has been employed by Cartus clients and the cost 
savings achieved.

Get t ing  S ta r ted

First of all, agree with key stakeholders on an overall approach for your cost-saving initiative. 
Approaches can differ based on the scope of changes required, your industry’s current dynamics, 
the profile of your international employee population, the overall volume of your international 
assignees, and your organisation’s tolerance to change. Once an overarching approach has been 
defined, this will provide a framework for all the specific decisions that will be taken down the line. 

Three  Approaches  to  Se t t i ng  Your  F ramework

Examples of different approaches to adopt are:

1.  Holistic. Consider if and how your mobility programme is aligned with your overall business 
goals. This approach requires looking at how your company’s mobility and talent management 
programmes complement each other, a holistic view of business objectives, employee 
demographics, and the rationale for international relocation programmes.

The key questions in this approach become:
• Are international transfers occurring for the right reasons?
• Which transfers are business-critical?
• Prior to an assignment or relocation, do you identify the purpose of the assignment?
•  What alternatives are there to relocating employees? To what extent—for example—are 

suitable local resources available or can a commuter policy be effectively deployed?
•  Are the right employees being chosen for each assignment? Do you have a structured 

candidate assessment programme or candidate pools?

Assessing the ROI of assignments becomes an important aspect of this holistic approach. 
Cartus’ 2015 Biggest Challenges survey revealed a mixed message when looking at the steps 
organizations are taking to achieve the highest possible assignment ROI. For example, there 
was an increase in the use of candidate assessment programmes; on the other hand, the 
practice of reviewing assignment objectives was down compared to 2013. This may indicate 
that, while the importance of assignment ROI is not in question, underlying challenges still exist 
with evenly implementing the steps required throughout an organization to achieve it.

A holistic approach will therefore require a great level of commitment from key stakeholders 
and a high level of tolerance to change.

Information from Cartus on Relocation and International Assignment Trends and Practices.

A holistic approach looks 
at alignment of mobility 
policy with company goals. 
It requires involvement of 
key stakeholders and a high 
tolerance for change.
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2.  Policy Framework Driven. Look at the framework of your international policies: cost efficiencies 
can be achieved by increasing the level of flexibility in your programmes.

Possible approaches include:
• Tiered programmes
• Lump sum programmes
• Core/flex programmes

Each of the above will have advantages and disadvantages, for assignees as well as the 
business—with potential impacts on the level of involvement of other areas of the company in 
the mobility programme (e.g., HR).

3.  Policy Benefit Driven. Leaving the framework of your policies unchanged, determine the areas 
that represent the highest spend and streamline where possible, with consideration for how 
employee experience will be affected. This approach will be more viable for organisations with a 
lower tolerance to change.

Ref in ing  Your  Po l i c y :  Conc re te  S teps  to  Take

Once an overarching approach has been determined, the following are some concrete measures 
that can help guide and support specific decisions :

1.  Take appropriate steps to understand what perceptions senior business unit and HR leaders 
have of your current mobility programme. This can, for example, be achieved through an 
internal survey of key stakeholders and will help you gain awareness of any potential resistance 
you may encounter when suggesting new approaches and changes, allowing you to define your 
strategy accordingly. While certain benefits and services may be perceived as vital by senior 
leaders, user feedback may suggest otherwise. Conversely, what may be thought of as a costly 
benefit could prove to be a small portion of the overall programme cost when looking carefully 
at your spend. 

2.  Employ, as much as possible, a data-driven approach and make the most of all available 
reports to get as accurate a picture as possible of all aspects of your current mobility 
programme, including:
•  Assignee demographics (e.g., distribution of assignee bands/levels and move types by 

region or key market);
• Areas of high costs;
• Service utilisation patterns;
• Category and number of exception requests, and approval/rejection rates;
• Levels of assignee satisfaction with current services;
• Employee performance while on assignment;
• Employee retention upon repatriation.

This will allow for better decision making and a clearer understanding of the potential impact of 
any measures eventually chosen.

3.  Benchmark your policy against other relevant companies (e.g., competitors, or companies with 
comparable volumes of international employees, move patterns and markets). This will allow 
you to determine how competitive your policy is, which will have an impact on how you are able 
to attract talent, and if any of your policy elements are above market standard. Once you know 
what is above market, a decision can be made about whether to reduce that benefit or—if it is 
important in your organisation—leave it unchanged. 

4.  For each policy element or benefit you consider, aim at outlining a number of different options 
that could drive cost efficiencies. When making your final choice, consider what is important 
to your organisation and what you are trying to achieve. For example, companies can take into 
consideration how employee satisfaction and productivity will be affected by a change in policy. 

A roadmap for refining your 
policy can involve surveys of 
key stakeholders, examination 
of data such as assignee 
demographics and retention 
rates, utilization of services, 
and benchmarking.

A policy-framework driven 
approach looks at different 
programmes, such as tiered, 
lump sum, and core/flex, to 
achieve flexibility with cost 
savings.
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Offering a lump sum policy will increase the level of flexibility for an assignee, yet may have 
negative effects on productivity and levels of spend. Introducing tiers for benefits will drive costs 
down, yet will also reduce flexibility and—potentially—satisfaction levels. Another consideration 
is to what extent employees’ behaviour can be influenced through changes in policy. Imposing 
stricter limitations on the amount of temporary living in the host location can generate a greater 
sense of urgency to find permanent accommodation. Introducing incentives for employees who 
choose a lower cost option (for example, travelling in economy class instead of business class 
for en-route travel) can help foster a cost-saving culture among employees. 
 
Consider how potential changes will impact the level of complexity in implementing and 
managing your policies. Also, take into account how the number and type of exceptions 
to policy may be affected as a result of your cost-saving measures—Cartus’ 2015 Biggest 
Challenges survey showed that ‘Exception requests from employees’ was the number-one cost 
control concern experienced by companies, with 62% of respondents highlighting it.

Case  s tud ies

The following case studies show how the general approach outlined above has been applied in 
different ways by Cartus clients looking to drive cost savings in their mobility programmes.

1. Household Goods Shipments

In a recent cost-saving initiative undertaken by a Cartus client, Cartus reporting showed 
household goods shipments represented 6% of the client’s total international relocation 
programme cost. Further analysis of the data revealed that household goods shipments were 
utilised by 93% of employees entitled to the service, with high levels of satisfaction.

Benchmarking the client’s policy against a selected pool of relevant companies determined that 
the current entitlement was considerably above market.

Research into the weight of shipments and the type of containers used revealed what 
correlations existed between family sizes and container sizes. Analysis of these patterns allowed 
the client to introduce stricter limits on container sizes that yielded estimated savings of 7% 
on household goods shipments, while still reflecting the actual usage of approximately 80% of 
relocating employees, so impact on employee satisfaction was contained. For the remaining 
20%, there was a business case to manage these on an exception basis.

2. Housing

Embracing a data-driven approach, a number of clients have been able to monitor currency 
fluctuations in key locations and found that cost savings in rents could be achieved by 
renegotiating leases off cycle, in the event of a decrease in the host country currency value. In 
one case, annualised lease cost savings of almost US$200,000 were achieved on fewer than 
10 leases.

Looking at the demographics and move patterns of its assignee population, a client was able 
to reduce rental costs by 50% in target locations by offering shared properties to short-term 
assignees moving on their own. This decision was also made possible thanks to the company’s 
corporate culture—not all employees would embrace such a measure. Other clients have also 
looked at how to drive employee behaviour by offering—in certain locations—lower level 
employees the option of shared accommodation if given a cash-back option or reward.

51% of respondents to our latest Biggest Challenges survey stated their mobility programme 
costs are impacted by the kind of currency fluctuations highlighted above. Another element 
to consider when looking to drive cost efficiencies are market practices when deciding on 
accommodation type—in locations where a 12-month minimum is in place (for example, in 
Nigeria), for short-term assignments, temporary or serviced accommodation may be more 
cost effective.
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3. School Fees

Cartus undertook a project for a client relating to schooling options in the UK. The client’s 
existing policy supported state schools only. However, securing places in these schools was 
difficult, and families reverted to sending their children to private school, seeking approval for 
the costs as exception requests. The combination of no guidelines for approving private school 
costs, and limited availability at state schools, meant there was a significant difference in fees 
between the various international schools being chosen by families. As a result, schooling costs 
were challenging to control and forecast for the company.

Data was gathered on all the schools being used by assignees in the host location and on 
the spread of their relative fees. Capping the school fees to the median fee currently being 
approved by exception provided both the opportunity for cost savings of approximately 20% of 
the total spend on schooling globally, as well as a more streamlined exception approval process 
with limited effects on family satisfaction, thanks to the more than adequate range of private 
schools available.

4. Cross-Cultural Training

Analysis of utilisation patterns for cross-cultural training services for a client revealed that almost 
50% of assignees, following a needs assessment and a consultation on the range of training 
programmes Cartus could offer, chose to scale down their training from their policy entitlement. 
For example, one trend identified was that employees on short-term assignments authorised 
per policy for a one-day in-person training opted for a 2-hour virtual training programme 
instead. Further data showed overall positive feedback results after the training, confirming that 
the change in training format did not affect the quality of support provided.

The client and Cartus took the following approach:
a.  Redefined the policy for cross-cultural training in order to reflect actual utilisation patterns, 

adapting the format of programmes available based on assignment type.
b.  Further diversified the range of training programmes available, introducing new training 

options and increasing both the opportunity to customize training programmes to the 
specific needs of participants, as well as the element of choice and flexibility for assignees 
and family members.

As a result of these measures, the estimated overall cost savings for cross-cultural training were 
set at 14% of total programme spend.

5.  Language Training

As part of a cost-saving initiative, Cartus partnered with a client to gather and analyse feedback 
from employees and family members who benefited from language training. The results showed 
that while most respondents recommended that language training begin pre-departure, less 
than 7% were able to start before deployment. In Cartus’ experience, one of the main reasons 
for this is that the time constraints of preparing for a move often leave assignees and spouses 
unable to dedicate themselves to language training until they are settled in the host country. To 
respond to these utilisation patterns and to the need to drive costs down, the option of face-
to-face online language training was added to the client policy and made the default option for 
pre-departure lessons, wherever possible.

This offered two benefits:
1.  With its quicker startup time and greater level of flexibility, this would allow more employees 

and family members to start training pre-departure.
2.  With lower fees than the off-line training and zero costs for training materials, it offered 

significant cost savings compared to the previous programme.

Continuing with the analysis of the utilisation patterns and looking at the average number of 
hours used by participants showed that, on average, participants required less training than 



www.cartus.com

trustedguidance@cartus.com

© 2016 Cartus Corporation. 
All rights reserved. Cartus and the Cartus 
logo are registered trademarks of Cartus 
Corporation.

connect with cartus

M O B I L I T Y I N S I G H T S

F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 6

P A G E  5  O F  5

was outlined in the client’s policy. It was therefore possible to scale back the amount of hours 
authorised without impacting assignee satisfaction.

Finally, studying the client’s move patterns, the recommendation was made to proactively offer 
group language training for spouses post arrival in high-volume locations. Cartus and the 
client agreed that group language training for employees would not be beneficial, as their 
schedule may not permit regular attendance of a course. However, in the case of spouses, 
this solution was seen as both cost effective and a useful opportunity for socialising in the 
new location.

The combination of these measures resulted in an estimated cost saving of 7% of the total 
expenditure on language training globally.

Next  S teps

As your organisation expands its global footprint, explores new markets, and competes for talent 
across borders and cultures, a mobility programme that is both competitive as well as aligned 
with your corporate culture and values, key drivers and overall strategy is likely to become ever 
more nuanced and complex. And all of this evolves against the backdrop of constant pressure to 
deliver results in the most cost-effective way. The framework we have shared will help you seek 
and achieve cost savings in your relocation programme without losing sight of what makes your 
organisation unique.

For more information, please contact: cartusconsulting@cartus.com

Achieve cost savings in 
your relocation programme 
without losing sight of what 
makes your organisation 
unique.
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