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With the global economy producing 
more overseas postings, a more 
thorough approach can yield better 
results for both the firm and the 
employee.

One of the most important changes to 
international assignments today lies in 
the development of steps that companies 
can take to maximise the investment that 
they, and their employees, make. These 
steps serve as a means to ensure a better 
return on investment (ROI). They have 
been established as companies have better 
linked their global mobility programmes 
to talent management initiatives. 
International assignment ROI strategies 
involve a combined effort from both 
Human Resources and the company’s 
senior leadership.

In the past, international assignments 
were primarily filled by members of 
senior management based in a company's 
headquarters, sent to open a new office or 
take a leadership role in a new or less mature 
business location. Eventually the assignee 
returned to the same home location and 
into the same pre-assignment role. In 
terms of the demographics, the assignee of 
the past was almost always a middle-aged 
or older man, with a "trailing" spouse and 
a couple of children. For the most part, 
international assignees were "out-of-sight, 
out-of-mind" while away. Sometimes 
there was a promotion included in their 
repatriation, but often there was not, and 
the latter led to employee dissatisfaction 
and eventually attrition.

Today, multinational companies are 
much more complex in their global 
business strategies, and many international 
assignment programmes have become 
more sophisticated in order to meet 
these global business complexities. There 
are more reasons to send employees on 
international assignments and a much 
more mature approach to supporting 
such assignments. The latter involves the 
selection process to choose the person who 
goes, supporting them and their families 
along the way, and a long-term strategy 
that includes a post-assignment career 
plan. Assignees today are found in early-
career or pre-retirement stages, male or 
female, unaccompanied and accompanied, 
with spouses or partners often having their 
own careers to think about.

There is general consensus that 

Maximising ROI
The following three steps can be taken for 
any type of strategic assignment:

Set clear assignment objectives – what •	
does the company expect the employee 
to get out of the assignment? 
Are there long-term goals that the com-•	
pany has for the assignee, and how does 
the assignment fit into them? 
What will happen upon repatriation? •	
The assignee, HR representative and 

the sending and receiving managers 
should be clear on what these 
developmental objectives are, in addition 
to any of the technical aspects of the 
assignment position.

Provide support during the assignment 
– some type of support needs to be 
provided during the assignment to 
encourage and reinforce the assignment 
objectives and the experience. This could 
involve a formal mentor in the assignment 
location who understands the objectives 
and meets with the assignee on a regular 
basis. For cases where a group of assignees 
go to the same location, the support could 
consist of regular meetings with the group 
to discuss the assignment, the objectives 
and the adjustment. Some companies 
encourage or require weekly lunch 
"appointments" with local colleagues 
in order to ensure that the assignee is 
developing a personal network in the 
new location and interacting with local 
nationals regularly. Too often, companies 
with no ROI strategy leave developmental 
assignees on their own and assume that 
the experience itself is sufficient. An 
ROI focused company will proactively 
support the assignment and make sure 
performance and developmental goals are 
discussed and measured.

Follow-up after repatriation – one of the 
most important aspects of an international 
assignment ROI strategy involves the 
post-assignment phase. It is still rare and 
considered a best practice for companies 
to integrate repatriation and retention 
into their global mobility programme 
and talent management strategies. One of 
the easiest ways to begin is to make sure 
that the company's exit interviews ask if 
the exiting employee has ever been on an 
international assignment. With that one 
question, the company begins to have 
retention and attrition data about the 
assignment investment. Another strategy 

Linking Mobility To Talent Management
international assignments are expensive. 
Industry studies show that sending an 
employee on an international assignment 
costs between two to four times the 
employee's annual salary. International 
assignments also have personal costs on 
the part of the employee, whether it is 
leaving friends and family for an extended 
period, adjusting to a new culture and 
business environment, or managing the 
logistics of a physical move. The employee 
might also need to let go of a spouse or 
partner's income so that the family can 
go on the assignment. With the financial 
and personal investments in mind, having 
a strategy to get the most out of the 
assignment is key.

Not all assignments are alike
One of the first steps when starting to 
establish a strategy for managing the ROI 
is to recognise that not all assignments 
carry the same weight in terms of what the 
firm wants to get out of them in the long 
term. It is important to assess which types 
of assignments the company has and then 
to put them into categories that will help 
determine the level of support needed to get 
the right level of return. While no company 
can afford an "out-of-sight, out-of-mind” 
approach to any type of international 
assignment, some secondments are more 
strategic than others.

There are those assignments that 
primarily serve to provide cross-border 
experiences for employees wanting 
an international experience, looking 
for more of an adventure. These 
are becoming more frequent as the 
Millennial generation of employees move 
into the workforce. At the same time, 
there are also those assignments that 
are simply used by companies to fill job 
opportunities across the globe. Both of 
these should be available in any global 
business environment, but there are other 
types of assignments that are directed at 
more targeted, critical business priorities: 
filling leadership roles, developing a 
future leadership or management pipeline 
for specific locations or business units, 
developing skills that are missing in a key 
location or meeting client-driven needs, 
for example. It is this second category of 
more strategic assignments that should 
be formally addressed by a company's 
international assignment ROI strategy.
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is to provide some sort of performance 
requirement for the assignee’s receiving 
manager and HR support of repatriating 
assignees. Do they know the value of the 
international assignment programme to 
the larger company objectives? Are they 
aware of the objectives of the employee's 
assignment and do they know ways to 
incorporate the new experience into the 
employee's post-assignment role? Are they 
aware of the challenges of repatriation and 
able to check in with the employee during 
the first year post-assignment? Linking the 
assignee, the receiving manager and local 
HR representative to the larger strategy of 
the company investing in international 
assignments is critical to repatriation and 
retention and, ultimately, to maximising 
the company's investment.

In today's business environment no 
one can afford to assume international 
assignment ROI happens automatically. 
In order to get the most out of 
international assignments, whether 
inbound or outbound, and irrespective 
of the assignee’s level, it is necessary to 
first determine which assignments are 
most strategic. Following that, firms must 

make sure that those assignments have an 
infrastructure in place to set objectives, as 
well as to support the assignee during the 
assignment, and establish responsibilities 
and a structure for post-repatriation and 
retention goals. 

For further information about Crown 
World Mobility’s services, please visit 
www.crownworldmobility.com
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diary

The 2015 Corporate 

Relocation Conference & 

Exhibition will take place on 

Monday 2nd February 2015

for further information on 
attending or exhibiting,  

please email: 
helen@internationalhradviser.com

or telephone Helen elliott  
+44 (0)208 661 0186
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