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Global mobility: alive and well, but 
marooned. An increasingly globalised 
world needs a global, mobile work-
force. Few business leaders would disa-
gree in principle. Most are happy to go 
beyond principle: They readily identify 
emerging markets and the need for glo-
bal mobility as priorities for their own 
organisations. But knowledge is not 
action. In the latest Deloitte annual sur-
vey of almost 200 HR, talent and global 
mobility professionals from companies 
around the world entitled ‘Strategic 
Moves’, the same responses that reveal 
a keen awareness of global mobility 
issues also show little movement to 
address those needs. Where organisa-
tions are taking steps, they appear to be 
aligning their global mobility strategies 
with functional needs, not with key 
business priorities. And they are not 
using global mobility to help develop 
the next leadership generation.

It is as if business is sailing on towards a 
global future, having left global mobility 
strategy behind on an island of its own. 
Organisations that fit this description 
risk finding themselves awash with new 
opportunities they don’t have the work-
forces to exploit. This is because business 
isn’t the only thing going global. Talent is 
as well. We are now operating in an open 
talent economy. Today, talent moves easily 
to and through the boundaries that used 
to demark organisations and even nations. 
People are the CEOs of their own careers, 
and long-term employment – even for-
mal employment of any duration – has 
less hold on them than ever before. The 
continuing disconnect between think-
ing and action on global mobility shows 
organisations are still at sea when it comes 
to embracing the open talent economy. 
They have a sense of what must happen 
but not a plan for making it happen.

 Can global mobility start to close 
the gap? Organisations recognise global 
mobility as a tool to support the most top 
strategic business issues, namely emerging 
geographical markets, increasing globali-
sation and increasing competition. How-
ever, only a small percentage are using 
mobility fully to address those issues. 
Global mobility is still behind the curve 
when it comes to driving business results. 

Seventy percent of business and HR 
stakeholders say global mobility in their 
organisation is underperforming or needs 
improvement, some of it significantly.

This highlights opportunities for the 
business and global mobility teams to 
deepen ties with each other which may 
start to be happening now. Nearly 40 
percent of organisations say they are cur-
rently reviewing, or are about to review 
their overall global mobility strategies, 
including alignment with business issues 
and goals. In practical terms, alignment 
requires business leads or HR business 
partners to involve global mobility at 
strategy table discussions where business 
issues are addressed, so global mobil-
ity can articulate the value assignments 
may bring. It also requires global mobil-
ity to engage regularly with the business, 
directly or via HR business partners, to 
provide statistics and challenges aligned 
to top business issues. Mobility leaders 
must also keep abreast of changing busi-
ness drivers that may affect the way they 
structure their programmes and deliver 
services. One particular finding from the 
survey sheds insight into why strategists 
embrace the idea of global mobility even 
as the organisations they lead appear to 
lag in implementing it. Respondents in 
different roles were asked whether they 
felt global mobility was a purely adminis-
trative function, a strategic value-adder, or 
both. Respondents in business HR roles 
were most likely to see it as purely stra-
tegic (42 percent). But in a mirror-image 
outcome, those tasked with high-level 
talent and reward responsibilities – the 
people with the power to elevate global 
mobility to the realm of grand strategy – 
were most likely to see it as purely admin-
istrative (42 percent).

Taking a closer look at this disconnect, 
of those organisations who rate talent as 
critically important, the majority do not 
rate themselves as world class in the use 
of global mobility practices for talent pur-
poses. Echoing the results from the 2011 
survey, this suggests there is still a large 
gap between where organisations are now 
and where they want to be in terms of 
global mobility. The majority of organisa-
tions surveyed are well aware of the cur-
rent limitations of their global mobility 

programmes from a practical as well as 
a strategic standpoint, but they are not 
translating that awareness into initiative: 
Only 2 percent see themselves as world-
class and only 12 percent report that they 
perform clear assessment of their mobil-
ity practices and link those assessments to 
improvement efforts.The vast majority of 
organisations surveyed (88 percent) are 
undertaking only a limited assessment of 
their mobility practices.

This is a surprising result given the 
amount spent on international assign-
ments each year. Global mobility and 
HR leaders should ask themselves: Would 
other HR areas, such as reward, learning 
and development, or talent management, 
receive similar neglect if they were found 
wanting? By failing to assess and measure 
global mobility practices in a planned and 
regular manner, organisations are missing 
the chance to fully understand their dif-
ficulties and learn how to overcome them. 
You cannot strengthen an ability if you 
won’t even measure the ways it’s deficient.

Overall, this indicates a lack of clar-
ity amongst organisations in determin-
ing which improvement initiatives they 
should use to ensure their programmes are 
meeting their strategic objectives. Where 
companies are undertaking improvement 
activities, the main focus appears to be on 
policy and process review and redesign. 
When asked however, about what initia-
tives should be undertaken in the next 12 
months there was no consistent response 
or understanding of which improve-
ment areas should be prioritised. This 
is another symptom of the disconnect 
between a stated desire for strong mobil-
ity programmes and the failure to make 
them a reality.

What is the way forward in the short-
term? In order to align global mobility to 
business and talent strategies, companies 
need to define what they want to achieve, 
make a regular assessment of whether they 
are achieving it, analyse the gap, and make 
plans to close it. Based on the survey results, 
it is clear the majority of organisations that 
responded to the survey are not doing this. 
In summary, organisations need to:

 1) Agree upon the strategic purpose of 
global mobility within their organisation 
and define what great looks like to all key 
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stakeholders. Once this has been established, 
the appropriate strategy can be agreed upon 
and improvement roadmaps developed. 
This may require better integration of vari-
ous technology systems, processes, polices, 
vendor capabilities, and overall use of data 
analytics amongst other initiatives.

2) Understand the value proposition 
of global deployments: Take time to look 
at who they are sending on assignments 
and why and how this fits in with the indi-
vidual business units growth and talent 
plans. This will involve the use of appro-
priate candidate selection, assignment 
justification, and assignment approval 
processes. There may be alternatives to 
mobility in many cases such as through tal-
ent acquisition and talent retention strate-
gies. Likewise, assignment extension, early 
repatriation, and assignment failure should 
be investigated to see to it that assignment 
costs are not being wasted.

 3) Enhance the use of mobility 
data analytics. Not only report on cost, 
but look at it alongside other metrics. If 
total assignment costs go up slightly but 
all strategic KPIs are being met, then 
the additional investment is likely to be 
worthwhile to the organisation. Likewise 
cost reductions should not be made if they 
will lead to missed KPIs in other areas.

What is the way forward in the 
future? Whilst focusing on these initiatives 
in the short-term will start to close this gap, 
it also highlights the longer-term challenge 
that global mobility is still missing one key 
element in its scope of services: an overlay-
ing ability to develop strategic initiatives 
(or ‘propositions’) in alignment with spe-
cific business priorities. These proposi-
tions respond to critical long-term strategic 
organisational capabilities such as M&A 
activity, change acceleration, culture change, 
talent gaps, and growth. Given the business 
challenges, leading global organisations face 
this new area of strategic focus should be in 
the area of global workforce management 
– the strategic management of an organisa-
tion’s global supply and demand of skills and 
talent. This will require the creation of new 
capabilities within global mobility to drive 
global workforce planning improvements 
across the entire organisation.

If global mobility is ever to truly meet the 
needs of the business, it needs to move away 
from traditional, functionally aligned roles to 
business-aligned roles that can support the 
projects and programmes that the business 
is focused on. With alignment on solutions 
for business challenges like global workforce 
management, the mobility teams and centres 

of expertise can finally close the gap and align 
with the business by solving their most criti-
cal business issues. This does not mean the 
end of traditional mobility teams and centres 
of expertise, but it does require organisations 
to rethink the way they provide support for 
both functional and business focused needs 
and supplement these functions and roles 
with new global workforce management 
capabilities. This will also require investment 
both in wider functional capabilities such as 
global standard reporting and HR technolo-
gies, together with the ambition to invest 
ahead of the talent demand curve to create 
the required supply of talent.

Positioned appropriately, by adding glo-
bal workforce management capabilities to 
their suite of services, global mobility can 
be the key player in solving an organisa-
tion’s long-term skill supply-and- demand 
talent gaps. There is tangible value to be 
realised, but it will likely take a departure 
from the current model and a strong vision 
of the future in order for organisations to 
truly align mobility and talent with their 
wider business and talent strategies.

To read the full report please visit www.
deloitte.com/strategicmoves
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FREE SEMINAR
Payroll Compliance For 

Mobile Employees 
 

As the pressure on internal 

and external compliance gets 

greater, the challenges of  

reporting compensation data 

for international assignees, in 

particular relocation expenses 

and third party vendor 

expenses, get no easier. Data 

is invariable embedded in 

multiple data sources, often 

in different locations. At the 

seminar we will discuss what 

the reporting requirements 

are, what challenges are faced 

by organisations and explain 

some of  the ways in which 

companies are deploying 

global processes to collect and 

report relocation expenses and 

third party vendor expenses. 

Presented by Deloitte LLP.

This seminar is taking place on 
Monday 4th February 2012 at 

The 2013 Corporate Relocation 
Conference & Exhibition, 

Hotel Russell, Russell Square, 
Bloomsbury, London. 

To register your free place in this 
seminar please email 

helen@internationahradviser.com


