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Welcome to our sixth annual Global Mobility 
Effectiveness Survey (GMES), Your talent in 
motion. As in previous years, we have surveyed 
leading multinational organizations across 
industry sectors to provide both tangible facts 

world of expatriates and business travelers. 

Together with the views of EY’s leaders in 
mobility and HR, this report reviews the critical 
role that mobility functions play in this global 
business environment. More than 80% of 
survey respondents were either managers or 
members of global mobility teams. We also 
collected insights from other business teams 
that are connected with mobility to obtain a 
broader and more comprehensive picture.

Your talent is in motion — from structured, 
formal assignments, to ad hoc business travel, 

arrangements. This range of activity has led to 
debate over how the mobility function should 
support the business. Should mobility be 
integrated with talent management; involved 

assignee, identifying and reviewing the return 
on investment (ROI), proactively managing the 

the career development and the facilitation of 
repatriation? Or should the mobility function 
focus on more operational and administrative 

assignment? Or does the role of mobility lie 
somewhere in between?

Our report reviews how global companies are 

and strategy and report on the results of the 
survey with insight from EY leadership and 
interviews with leading mobility professionals. 
We explore the challenges around diversity 
and inclusiveness, “dual-career” families and 
attempts to measure ROI. 

governments trying to protect home labor 

with tax and social security collection. All these 

and exposing resourcing issues for mobility. Our 
report sees some improvements in compliance 

long way to go.

Finally, assignee numbers continue to rise in 

two-way movement as leading companies in 
emerging economies target expansion in the 
more developed economies.

Your talent is in motion. The continuously 
evolving world of mobility offers organizations 
fresh opportunities, as well as challenges 

that having up-to-date insights and data 

conversation and the development of new 

Introduction
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Consumer products, 13%

Technology, 9%

Oil and gas, 8%

Chemicals, 8%

Mining and metals, 5%

Life sciences, 4%

Insurance, 4%

Retail and wholesale, 4%

Automotive, 4%

Telecommunications, 3%

Healthcare, 2%

Transportation, 2%

Aerospace and defense, 2%

Other, 12%

Manufacturing, 2%

Engineering, 2%

North America

South America

Europe, Middle East

14%Japan

6% Australia

4%

5%

Africa

31%

39%

1%

Breakdown by geography

Breakdown by industry

Survey participants
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“ Companies really 

‘Do we have the right 
employee in the right 
place at the right 
time at the right 
cost?’ It sounds basic, 
but we find that it is 
often not the reality.”

 Steven Jacobs
Executive Director in HR 

Performance Improvement, EY

Survey highlights
 »58% 

of companies have a global talent 
management agenda, an increase 
from 51% last year.

 »Only 6% 
of companies actively encourage 
minority groups to go on 
assignments.

 »56% 
of companies reported that the global 
mobility team was involved only in 
deploying services rather than 
actively selecting assignees.

 »78% 
of global mobility teams do not 
measure the ROI of sending an 
employee on assignment.

 »16% 
of assignees leave their employer within 
two years of repatriation.

 »50% 
mobility team was understaffed.

 »40% 
of companies do not have a risk control 

payroll tax and 
social security compliance.

 »64% 
of companies have incurred avoidable 
penalties for non-compliance.

 »Only 30% 
of companies have a system in place for 

business travelers.

 »47% 
of companies increased staff in growth 
markets in 2012.
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1
Talent and business strategy

Talent management agenda: integrating mobility 
The mobility of your employees is motivated 
by many different factors, depending on the 
nature of the business and its aspirations, 
needs and resources. All assignments have 

and aspects to consider. Some leading 
organizations have begun to recognize the 
potential of mobility as a tool to enhance 
and develop the talent pool — not simply 

strategic forethought. 

It stands to reason then that the mobility 
team should be either connected or 
integrated — at least to some degree — with 
the talent management team, combining 

retention and development of top talent and 
potential future leadership. However, as our 
survey reveals, many companies are still 

organizations continue to debate whether 
mobility is purely an operational and 
administrative function, or whether it has a 
more strategic role in the management of 
its talent. Furthermore, trying to balance 
business objectives with the needs of the 
employee remains an ongoing challenge. 

In 2013, 58% of survey respondents 
reported that they now have global talent 
management agendas, up from 51% last 
year. While that trend is positive, it still 
leaves substantial room for improvement. 

Talent management agendas

An overwhelming majority (83%) of survey 
respondents believed that mobility had a 
positive impact on an individual’s career 

there are always cases where the opposite 

how performance is really monitored and 
assessed for an assignee. 

58% 

2013

51% 

2012

83%

“ Increasingly, organizations 
are valuing and investing 
in their people through 
the development of global 
talent management 
agendas. Some forward- 

develop mobility policies 
and assignments within 
this context. However, 
for the vast majority of 
organizations, the mobility 
team has not yet been 
invited to the party.”

Bill Leisy
Global Head of  

Talent & Reward, EY

Positive career impact
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62%
39%
24%
21%
15%

7%
Formal performance management is
standardized through a global system

Host team is required to provide formal 
feedback throughout the assignment period

Host team provides informal feedback to 
home team

Feedback is often not provided or 
documented during or after assignments

Global mobility team is involved in ensuring 
feedback is provided and communicated 
throughout assignment

Feedback from host is not afforded the 
same importance in the home location

Surprisingly, only 39% of survey respondents indicated that the 

Furthermore, we see minimal resources dedicated to facilitating 
repatriation and a return to the home business at the end of 

this in more detail later in this report.

One of the ongoing frustrations many mobility teams experience is 

already made the decision. Some 56% of companies indicated that 
their mobility team was involved only in deploying services, playing 
no role in talent management. Mobility professionals are more 

“right person.”

Encouragingly, we have seen that a number of organizations are 

overall talent management plans. According to Adele Yeargan, 
Director of Global Mobility for AIG, “Our leadership has pushed 
to expand and leverage mobility. That’s important for us because 
we are a global company and an interesting place to have a global 
career. As mobility leaders, we are on a journey so that we can be 
more strategic about how we align talent strategy with business 
strategy.” 

Many organizations are learning that selecting the right employee 

holistic approach, because even though the employee might have 
high potential and be a rising star, if you put him on an assignment 
without proper assessment and preparation, it can hurt his career. 

organization.

“Mobility teams will always play an important role in facilitating 
movement,” she added. We provide expertise that other talent 
managers don’t have, and we can also factor in innovative, creative 
approaches. Mobility as a function needs to go beyond relocation. 
Our future is really to support talent mobility.” 

Mobility challenge:  
assignee and family issues 
Family and spouse issues continue to be the biggest challenges 

opportunities for a spouse as reasons for failed assignments 
and early repatriation.

Performance management

Adele Yeargan, AIG

Ellen Shipley, BT
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Family issues

when creating successful assignments. Ellen Shipley, Head of 
Global Mobility and Immigration at BT, said, “You do have 

on accommodations and schools — and it could still be the wrong 
person for the job if the family isn’t happy. The employee sent on 

every day, and his day is not all that different from before. It’s a 
tremendous change for the spouse. They may not have a job, they 

peanut butter in the grocery store. We have to continually remind 
our business leaders not to forget the family.” 

Some organizations are moving to alternative types of assignments, 
such as rotational moves or short-term assignments in which 
the assignee’s family does not move with them. By offering more 

assignee feel more empowered. However, the fact remains that 

many alternative assignment options are in practice cost-driven. 

We are also seeing a trend of organizations sending more junior 
employees on assignments. This early exposure to the global 
environment can lead to strong developmental opportunities. 

complex personal situations that otherwise can be a barrier or an 
additional cost to an assignment. 

International Dual Career Network 

Dual-career families are becoming the norm rather than the 
exception. Not only are we seeing wives reluctant to put 
their careers on hold to follow their husbands who are sent 
on assignment, but increasingly the husband is following his 
wife abroad.

2011 to address this growing phenomenon. Sponsored by Nestlé 
and other global organizations, including EY, the IDCN brings 

careers of trailing spouses. 

According to Nestlé’s Head of Gender and Diversity 
Sue Johnson, “People of talent are attracted to other people of 
talent. Nearly 70% of our top talent [executives] at Nestlé come 
from dual-career families. That means we need to have a solution 
for the spouses of the employees we send on international 
assignments. If we want to be seen as a company that welcomes 

them both happy.” 

As the program becomes more established, the genders of the 

attendees were women. By the time we held our third event, it was 

important because it’s becoming more culturally acceptable for the 
women to have the lead career.”

65% in 2013

61% in 2012

Sue Johnson, Nestlé
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“ There is increasingly a focus on 
the diversity and inclusiveness 

and so we are starting to see 
similar attention being paid to the 
assignee population. Assignees 
are the potential leadership of the 
future; the profile of the assignee 
population needs to match the 
profile of the future leadership.”

Tom McCabe
Global Head of HR  

Performance Improvement, EY

Full-time employees 
worldwide

Employees on  
short-term assignment

Employees on  
long-term assignment

Within the Global 
Mobility team

Gender balance of assignees

77% 81% 85%
74%

23% 19% 15% 26%
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Mobility challenge: diversity and inclusiveness 

to have talent that understands, relates to and can 

with talent gaps. As such, companies are increasingly 

Furthermore, when considering the “personal 
circumstances” of potential assignees, companies 

becoming more complicated, both in a social context 
and in actual legal terms. For example, in the past 
18 months several countries have introduced new 
laws regarding the treatment of same-sex couples 
from an immigration and tax standpoint. Diversity 

encourage members of minority groups to go on 
assignment, only 6% of respondents said yes with 

controversial debate. Do programs designed to “level 

opposite effect — potentially singling out those who 

on their own merit? Either way, it seems that in 
2013 the majority of organizations do not actively 
promote the assignment of minorities within their 
mobility programs. 

as China, India and Brazil still have security concerns 

those concerns are greater. But for mobility teams 
managing a diverse assignee group, those with 
same-sex relationships or certain religious beliefs, 
for example, may experience greater restrictions or 
hostility in many countries or regions around the world. 

and strive to develop policies and guidelines based on 
best practice. While organizations can always strive to 
treat their people fairly, some external barriers remain 
that cannot be overcome. 

Interestingly, the survey shows that men continue 
to receive the overwhelmingly largest proportion of 
assignments, showing that diversity and inclusiveness 
continues to be an area for improvement.

On the other hand, within mobility teams themselves, 
women are clearly in the majority.

6% Yes

Encourage minority participation



78% No

18% Unsure

4% Yes
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Mobility challenge: measuring ROI
Global organizations are increasingly demanding more data and 

order to achieve business goals. Monitoring and assessing ROI is very 
much in vogue. But how do mobility programs measure ROI, and what 
does it mean? 

And even though the concept is becoming more popular, the fact 
remains that the vast majority of companies surveyed are not currently 
measuring ROI in terms of the mobility function: 78% of respondents 
reported that their mobility function did not measure ROI, and a 
further 18% were unsure if this was considered.

“OUCH!
I would have hoped that would be higher. ... 
As mobility gets integrated more in the talent 
agenda, we should see this go up.” 

 Bill Leisy
Global Head of Talent & Reward, EY

Measuring ROI ... not

Spotlight on Qantas 

companies, Qantas faces tremendous 

under control. Over the past year, the 
company conducted a major review of 
all mobility policies and is now limiting 
international assignments on full 
expatriate conditions to what it terms 
strategic moves: senior executives, 
general managers and senior engineers 
who need to be stationed overseas 
for a period of two to three years. The 

immediate needs, will localize people 

Given this new emphasis on strategic 
assignments, Qantas has begun to use 
international assignments as a way to 
develop its people for future roles. “In the 

job,” said John Papapostolou, Manager, 
Remuneration and Recognition, 
Qantas Airways Limited. “As part of 
developing these policies, we’ve begun 
to base these decisions on what type of 
development experience it would provide 

organization.” 



20% Yes

37%
35%
16%
12%

Returned to their previous position
Returned to another position in the company
Accepted another assignment
Left the company
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Mobility professionals are well aware of the substantial costs 

in its focus on the “bottom line.” Therefore, to determine ROI, 

facilitating mobility. 

In some cases, this can be fairly straightforward: the business 
decides to send an employee to location X for Y months in order to 
increase sales there by Z%. The mobility function is responsible for 
explaining to the business how much this assignment will cost and 
actually facilitating the practical aspects. Both the “investment” and 
the “return” are apparent. 

However, many assignments are developmental in nature, with 
certain companies viewing international experience as a training 
ground for tomorrow’s leaders and C-suite executives. In these 

rotational assignment?

One year after repatriation

happens after an assignment ends, such as employee retention, 

two years after repatriation, with a further 41% simply returning 

of investing company resources in mobility, this is a disconcerting 
statistic that needs to be addressed. 

important indicator of an effective function would be to assess 
whether the mobility team gave the business a realistic expectation 
as to the costs and challenges of a particular assignment. However, 
the survey revealed that a mere 20% of companies currently 
perform a reconciliation of projected cost versus actual.

Comparing projected costs vs. actual

“Mobility as a function — in alignment with HR and overall business 
objectives — needs to focus on creating metrics from the existing 

outcome of assignments or mobility events,” says AIG’s Yeargan. 
“Organizations should focus less on volume and spend, and focus 
more on planning assignments ahead of time. That way, the 
organization can be more productive and effective in moving people 
for international assignments, and integrate metrics on how the 
employee performed on the assignment. More targeted metrics 
will enable a Mobility function to generate effective organizational 
change — and more thoughtful assignments — that will have a 
greater impact on business objectives.” 



“ Robust, global payroll guidelines are 
essential to establish consistency 
and reduce the potential for error 
by local personnel who are often 
unfamiliar with the complexities of 
cross-border compliance.

“ The majority of organizations that 
need to collect compensation details 
from multiple sources only review 
this for accuracy annually (or less). 
This is simply no longer sufficient 
with increased scrutiny on employer 
obligations and harsh penalties and 
sanctions in play.”

Mike Hibberd
Global Compensation Services  

EMEIA Leader, EY

12 |  Global Mobility Effectiveness Survey 2013
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2
Operational effectiveness

Mobility challenge: compliance risks 
Mobility professionals are well aware of the 

potential failure to comply with tax, payroll 
and immigration rules. This is a particularly 
complex issue to address in emerging 

Many organizations admitted that they do 

reported that they did not have a formal 

tax and social security compliance, with 64% 
reporting they incurred avoidable penalties 
for non-compliance in 2012. Another 31% 
of the respondents reported that they have 

(lawyers or accountants) to address those 
violations, while only half of companies are 

Even more than tax, many mobility teams 

up with immigration laws, particularly in 
rapid-growth countries where mobility’s 

may be more limited than in more 
established countries. In addition, these 

In discussions with mobility leaders, we 
have heard widespread frustration with 
the fact that many businesses did not 

tendency to wait or be aware of a tangible 

act. Educating the business units outside of 

step, but it remains an enormous challenge.

64%
31%
18%
12%

9%
8%

Adverse costs during 2012 

Tracking trailing liabilities

50% Yes

36% No

14% Unsure

Tracking system to manage risk 

40%
No

30%
Yes, 

internal

30%
Yes, 

outsourced



73%
No
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Tracking business travelers

“business travelers” are also a growing 
cause for concern. Few global mobility 
teams monitor business travelers, with 73% 
saying that business travelers were not part 
of the global mobility team’s responsibility. 

generating huge problems for their 
employers.

Technology can vastly improve the situation 

However, we see that 73% of respondents 
are not using technology (e.g., GPS/

activities and, more worryingly, only 

business travelers who were not on a formal 

even greater challenge going forward as we 

increased travel outside of traditional 
expatriate assignments and the increasing 
recognition of cross-border telecommuters.

Tracking activities via technology

Many organizations are still deciding who 
should be responsible for implementing 
policies regarding telecommuters and those 

On the one hand, mobility professionals 

effective policies. On the other hand, 

burden, particularly with 50% of the 
organization claiming that their mobility 
team is currently understaffed. Ultimately, 
when problems do occur, business leaders 

mobility team’s door.

50% Understaffed

73% No

18% Yes

9% Unsure
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3
companies are targeting their primary growth 

ever before. In our survey, we saw that there 
was once again increased mobility activity 

percent of respondents reported deploying 

compared to other locations. It will come as 

China, Brazil and India; however, there is also 

such as Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia. 

much of the world’s investment and thus 
increasing expatriate resources. 

Our survey also showed that the US and UK 

that there are many leading companies 
emerging from the BRICS and other developing 
economies that see developed countries as 
great growth inbound opportunities.

For many of these companies, such 
undeveloped mobility policies and processes 
are restricting their ability to manage talent 
and run an effective program. These thoughts 
are echoed by Tatiana Ponte, EY’s Head of 
Human Capital South America.

It is evident that many organizations struggle 

and linguistic differences create unforeseen 

countries have enhanced their immigration 

and social security revenue through increased 
scrutiny of individuals and companies. 

“ Even though the growth 
of the Brazilian economy 
slowed last year, Brazilian 
companies continue 
their endeavor of 
internationalization — 

moving people around 
the globe. As their global 
mobility programs mature 
in terms of global structure, 
policies and compliance, 
they are moving their focus 
to a more strategic view 
of talent management. 

are how to manage a 
truly global pool of talent 
and how to compete 
for talent in the global 
employment arena.”

Tatiana Ponte
Head of Human Capital  

South America, EY
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Top global mobility challenges for Brazil

Top global mobility challenges for China

2013

2012

Compliance (tax/social 
security/payroll) issues

Security issues

Immigration issues

Availability of suitable housing

Elevated compensation required 
as an incentive

Availability of suitable schooling

Retention of assignees

regarding expatriate packages

Other

83%

62%

48%

38%

24%

14%

14%

7%

7%

70%

65%

55%

26%

35%

17%

14%

11%

7%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

2013

2012

Compliance (tax/social 
security/payroll) issues

Elevated compensation required 
as an incentive

Availability of suitable housing

Immigration issues

Security issues

Availability of suitable schooling

regarding expatriate packages

Retention of assignees

Other

75%

40%

34%

34%

28%

26%

20%

20%

10%

73%

42%

31%

44%

27%

31%

19%

27%

6%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

“ The survey confirms what we 
are seeing on a day-to-day basis. 
There has been a notable increase 
in both inbound and outbound 
expatriates in China during 2013.

“ Compliance issues [tax/social 

the top challenge in China; this 
demonstrates that companies 
are becoming increasingly aware 

penalties involved with non-
compliance.

“ This echoes the fact that Chinese 
authorities have tightened 
up control measures and tax 
regulations, imposing more 

assessments from those doing 
business in China.”

Norman Yu
Human Capital  Partner 

China, EY
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As Zhanna Dobritskaya, 
EY Head of Human Capital 
Russia notes, “Since 2008 
we are observing a slowdown 
in Russia, with the number of 
inbound assignees remaining 
more or less the same over 
the past couple of years. At 
the same time, we observe 
a notable increase in the 
number of Russian companies 
actively expanding to the 

employees out on foreign 
assignments. Only a handful 
of Russian companies have 
sophisticated international 
mobility policies to support 
these new ventures. 
Encouragingly, however, we 
are starting to see an increase 
in interest to improve in 
this area.”

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

2013

2012

Compliance (tax/social 
security/payroll) issues

Security issues

Availability of suitable housing

Availability of suitable schooling

Elevated compensation required 
as an incentive

Immigration issues

Retention of assignees

regarding expatriate packages

Other

66%

53%

44%

31%

22%

22%

19%

9%

13%

61%

37%

43%

31%

40%

47%

20%

13%

8%

Top global mobility challenges for India
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GMES terms
Short-term assignment — Formal 
assignment agreed to in writing lasting less 
than one year

Long-term assignment — Formal 
assignment agreed to in writing lasting 
more than one year

Business traveler — An employee not 
on formal assignment, but engaging in 
business activities in two or more locations 
or jurisdictions

Telecommuter — An employee who does 

home or a different location

Minority group — A subordinate group 

control or power over their lives than 
members of a dominant or majority group 
(e.g., racial, ethnic, gender or religion)

Growth market — A nation or other 
jurisdiction or economy with social or 
business activity that is in the process of 
rapid growth and industrialization; this 
is most often used to describe the BRIC 
countries (Brazil, Russia, China and India) 
and has also been used more recently to 

Trailing liabilities — Employee and/
or employer obligations in a particular 
jurisdiction that are generated by an 
assignee, but occur after the assignment 

reporting of deferred compensation)

Talent management agenda — A plan to 
ensure that the organization will continue 

individuals in leadership roles
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Conclusion
Reshaping for the future
Many mobility teams are at a crossroads. 
As companies continue to expand their 
global footprint and presence, the pressure 

talent management programs will continue 
to grow. 

Organizations will always need someone to 
facilitate the practical aspects of mobility, 

of host location housing and schools, and 
tax and immigration and other compliance 
issues are handled properly. But we believe 
the opportunity exists for mobility teams 
to move forward and achieve a tighter, 
more effective integration with talent 
management — playing an important role 
in strategic mobility planning, rather than 

immediate business needs. 

between operational mobility and 
strategic mobility. 

Some mobility professionals from leading 
organizations with mature mobility 
programs already have seats “at the 

table” and are fully integrated within their 
organizations. The majority, however, are 
still on the outside and either struggling to 
understand their future role or are simply 

to elevate their role. 

This operational burden was illustrated 
by the fact that 68% of respondents are 

while 69% said that they are not involved 
in the assignee selection process, with 
a further 10% unsure. Moreover, as we 
found in 2012, close to half of respondents 
believed that their team was understaffed, 
which furthers the challenge of having 

So what then is the answer? During our 

them what the future held. On a positive 
note, we saw that an increasing number of 
organizations are currently either planning 
or embracing a wider process of change for 
their mobility teams. One trend is that the 
outsourcing of a broader range of mobility 

reported that they did not outsource 

are hearing that they are restructuring 
and changing processes internally, while 

determine best practices.

The right solution will depend on the ethos 
and needs of the organization; there is 

By building robust policies and processes, 
organizations can offer assignees a more 
consistent, seamless experience. They 
will also help their organizations seize a 
competitive edge by building a true global 
talent management capability.

Ultimately, however, if global mobility 
teams are to achieve their full potential 

and strategic mobility, they must further 
legitimize themselves in the eyes of 
leadership and become fully embedded in 
the organization hierarchy. 

Your talent is in motion: 
are you ready to join 
the conversation?

77%
75%
68%
48%
33%
16%
16%

Engaging vendors

Performing cost projection calculations

Preparing internal paperwork/obtaining 
sign-off

Managing assignment accruals

assignment

an expatriate as opposed to local talent

assignee

assignee 

Range of global mobility tasks

66%

30%

4%

Yes
No
Unsure

Outsourced global mobility tasks 
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across the world. You can also contact the people 
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