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You've heard the siren song of newer, 
faster, more elegant technology 
intended to automate every aspect of 
managing your expatriate workforce, 
from strategic talent management on 
the front end to repatriate satisfaction 
surveys on the back end. But when 
should you heed that siren song, and 
when should you keep using low-tech 
methods? Let’s look critically at what 
parts of the expatriate management 
cycle are most amenable to technol-
ogy solutions, then consider when 
and how to implement them to opti-
mise your processes.

Staff responsible for managing an 
employer’s expatriate workforce use a 
wide range of technology to help them 
with expatriate administration, from 
simple Excel spreadsheets, word-proc-
essed templates, and email messages, 
to robust suites of integrated databases, 
calculators, employee websites and 
monitoring tools that can turn almost 
any aspect of the expatriate experience 
into data.

Factors affecting technology 
adoption
Several factors affect where your HR 
function falls on this spectrum of 
“home grown” spreadsheets to robust 
expatriate-management software suites:

Workforce size:•	  The first and most 
obvious factor is the size of your glo-
bally mobile workforce. Clearly, a 
multinational company with only a 
handful of employees working outside 
their home countries has much dif-
ferent needs from an employer with 
thousands of expatriates to manage.
Duration:•	  Another factor is the age 
of your expatriate programme. If you 
have begun placing employees abroad 
only in the last few years, you may have 
fewer concerns with long-term strate-
gies for expatriates careers, or for expa-
triates with multiple moves from one 
host country to another. Conversely, 
if you have cohorts of expatriated 
workers with a decade or more of time 
outside their home country, you need 
to address complex issues of manag-
ing retirement benefits, tax liabilities, 
housing in home and host countries, 

and long-term career trajectories for 
repatriated employees. Robust software 
support makes more sense in the latter 
case than in the former one.
HR staffing:•	  The more HR person-
nel you have dedicated to managing 
your mobile workers, the less you 
need a sophisticated suite of expatri-
ate management tools. But that does 
not mean you can substitute more 
personnel for a robust, technology-
based strategy for managing these 
important human capital assets.
Attitude towards outsourcing:•	  Some 
corporate cultures embrace outsourc-
ing of HR tasks, from payroll man-
agement through to full global mobil-
ity management. If your company 
tends to manage all aspects of HR 
management internally, you may find 
that you need to rely more on data, 
metrics, software, and processes that 
can be managed in house. But if your 
company already outsources other 
aspects of human capital manage-
ment, you may be more likely to rely 
on outside providers to handle your 
mobile workforce – from relocation 
agencies that manage foreign moves, 
to attorneys who facilitate visas and 
work permits, to consultants who 
continually monitor expatriate work-
force attitudes with surveys.
Attitude toward centralisation/•	
decentralisation: Employers exhibit a 
wide range of practice on their degree 
of centralisation. We see everything 
from complete centralisation and 
control at headquarters, to decentral-
isation by region, to decentralisation 
to the home country level. In addi-
tion, the degree of centralisation can 
be combined with the use – or non-
use – of shared services, outsourcers, 
or co-sourcers for the entire menu of 
expatriate needs. Each of these con-
figurations presumes slightly differ-
ent staffing to manage them. And, 
depending on where employers are on 
these multiple continuums, they may 
have very different attitudes toward 
adopting technology, developing 
“home grown” solutions, or relying 
on standard office software such as 
email, Excel and Word.

Industry:•	  The use of technology to 
support expatriate management varies 
by industry. Some employers, such as 
financial services firms and retailers, 
have more predictable patterns, with 
most of their expatriates assigned to 
positions outside their home country 
for two to five years. Other employ-
ers, such as energy exploration firms, 
may have many workers on remote 
rigs for years at a time – with much 
more syncopated terms on-site, off-
site, moving between sites, and R&R 
time off. Tracking compensation to 
more complex patterns may require 
more technical power than an Excel 
spreadsheet can provide easily.
Technology sophistication and ease •	
of use: Whether employers choose an 
outside technology product for any 
part of their expatriate management 
depends in part on the software’s 
complexity, its modularity, its abil-
ity to integrate with existing HRIS 
systems – and, of course, its cost. 
Simple, modular programmes get 
adopted more quickly than complex, 
fully integrated ones that require cus-
tomisation before they can work with 
existing technology. From the employ-
er’s perspective, the risk of adopting 
new technology increases with that 
technology’s difficulty and cost. (Of 
course, the risk of not adopting new 
technology also increases with the 
cost of potential errors resulting from 
ad hoc, home-grown systems).

The technology menu
The decision whether to go high-tech 
or stick with simpler tools is not binary. 
Many employers look at the entire life 
cycle of assignment management and 
decide for each element whether they can 
manage it in-house using simple desktop 
tools or need help from technology or 
advisors. The following table shows the 
pros and cons of handling each element 
in house or using outside software:

What are employers doing in 
practice?
Mercer recently completed its most 
recent biennial “Worldwide Survey of 
International Assignment Policies and 
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Element of Expatriate 
Man, g cm lc rrt Why manage In house? 

Why use outside technology/ 
data providers? 

ICI int UV lag 
candkistea for 

assignment outside 
their home countries 

Management already has 
opinions about who 
constitutes a good candidate 
for assignment 

HMS software that tracks all potential 
candidates for assignment can provide 
objective measures and result In more 
successful moves 

Determining 
compensation 

elements 

Spreadsheets, can be useful 
for building up balance-sheet 
calculations that result in 
equitable compensation 

The cost of making an error In 
computing compensation can be high, 
and result in difficult relations with 
expatriates 

Allowing for 
differences in the 

cost of living In home 
and host counbles 

Changes are made 
infrequently once the 
assignment begins,. and 
some employers choose to 
handle these changes 
manually In batches 

Relative cost of living can change 
quickly In some countries; monitoring 
CPUS fOr the specific higher-end goods 
that expatriates buy in multiple host 
cities can be cumbersome without 
relying on outside data providers 

Allowing far 
differences In the 

quality of living in 
heat and Noma 

mushier 

Addressing how to 
adjust for 

hypothetical taxes on 
remuneration 

There Is general trend toward 
reviewing 'hardship' 
methopproves carefully, 
especially since the global 
economic downturn; some 
younger expats don't expect 
them 

Depending on the host 
countries involved, tax 
situations may not be that 
complex 

Using objective measures of the 
factors that affect deficits In the 
quality of living In the host city vis-a-
vls the home city can provide 
defensible, quantirtable hardship 
allowance figures 

In many cases - particularly with 
expels who may move from country to 
country without coming 'home' - tax 
situations can be highly complex, and 
computing hypothetical taxes can aid 
both the employer and the employee 
in planning 

Addressing exchange 
rata fluctuations 

In times of relative economic 
calm, exchange rates may 
not fluctuate enough to 
justify addressing them 
systematically; even in more 
volatile tinum, fluctuations in 
one period may work the 
other way in a later period 

Depending on the host country, 
exchange rates can change rapidly 
(Argentina, e-g-), putting expatriates 
at a disadvantage depending on the 
currency they are paid In 

Determining social 
security contributions 

In some eases, employers 
can treat this factor as a 
one-time percentage to be 
determined and used for 
expats to a SpeCilk country 
indefinitely 

Social security rules change 
continually around the world; without 
access to outside data providers or 
software that flags such changes, 
employers can get out of compliance 
with social security laws in borne 
countries, host countries, pr both 

Choosing and 
managing retirement 

pregrarlirneS 

Employers can - and do - 
Choose to keep many 
expatriated employees on 
their home plan 

Once employers have expatriates in a 
larger number of host countries, and a 
wider range of expatriate types on 
assignment for more than a few years, 
retirement planning can become much 
more complex; using outside 
technology or data providers can help 
manage overall retirement plan costs 
coherently 

Setting housing 
Policies and choosing 

aPProPriate housing 

Employers often perceive 
housing as a "once and 
done" decision that does not 
need software to track 

Continually updated housing data and 
software allows employers with larger 
expatriate populations, and finer 
distinctions among types of 
expatriates, to make more granular 
decisions on housing within a host city 

Preparing uspat and 
family for life In their 

new host country 

Some employers handle the 
•IndoCtrInatierr" process 
themselves using off-the- 
shelf resources, so have less 
need for continuous access 
to information on focal 
cultures 

Employers sensitive to the negative 
effect that unhappy spouses, partners, 
and family have on expatriate 
placements can smooth out-of-country 
moves by using on-line third-party 
resources available to expatriates 2A/7 

Moving Om/101MM 
and family members 
to the host country 

This process iS often 
outsourced and perceived as 
a -fixed-  cost of expatriation 
(within limits) - but is not 
always managed on an 
ongoing basis 

Even lithe moving process IS 
outsourced, employers can use 
software to track overall programme 
costs, identify trends, and ensure that 
outsourced providers are performing 
as Contracted 

Preparing aSSigneeS 
For repatriation et 

end arl assignment 

Many employers handle 
repatriation ad hoc, paying 
little attention to the need to 
place returning employees 
until just before their 
assignment ends 

Coordinating the repatriation process 
with overall talent management 
software can promote more successful 
moves home,. Improve retention, rates  
for former assignees, and improve 
employers f101 on their expatriation 
programmes 
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Practices” for 2011/2012. This survey 
has been conducted since the 1950s and 
is the largest in the industry, used by mul-
tinational employers to benchmark their 
programmes. Here are the survey results 
responding to the question, “What tools 
do you use to track and manage assign-
ments and their related costs?”:

Source: Mercer’s Worldwide Survey of Inter-
national Assignment Policies and Practices, 
2011-12

While almost two out of three employ-
ers surveyed (64%) still rely on Excel and 
Word to manage their programmes, that 
percentage is down from 71% in our same 
survey two years earlier. Use of outside 
vendor software varied significantly by 
region, with the percentage of surveyed 
employers using outside vendor software 
ranging from a high of 25% in North 
America to 16% in Europe, only 7% in 
Asia-Pacific, and 0% in Latin America. 

How to decide whether to 
adopt new technology to 
manage expatriates
We would not advise the continued heavy 
reliance on simple MS Office tools to 
manage complex expatriate assignment 
programmes, as those tools carry inherent 
risks. One “unflagged” calculation error 
or failure to update an exchange rate or 
tax rate could result in costly and hard-
to-undo allowance mistakes. It could also 
impair the reputation of the HR team 
responsible for managing an employer’s 
assignee population. 

Psychologists are fond of saying that peo-
ple change only when the pain of staying in 
the same mode is greater than the pain of 
changing. The same can be said of oganisa-
tions – including multinational employers, 
and HR functions. Sometimes it becomes 
obvious when it is time to add more staff to 
manage the expatriate function. Sometimes 
an acquisition that significantly expands 
the pool of expatriated employees will 
force the issue. And sometimes a change of 
personnel – anywhere from the CEO level 
down – can lead to a change in the level 
of technology that an employer is willing 
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or able to adopt to manage this important 
part of the workforce.

With or without a triggering event, who-
ever manages your company’s expatriation 
administration should periodically ask 
themselves the following questions to help 
determine whether your company is using 
technology appropriately in this area:

What is our headcount for expatriated 1. 
employees? Has that number changed 
recently? Obviously, the smaller the 
number, the less likely it is that you need 
the latest, high-end technology. And, as 
noted above, different employers have 
different tolerances for ratios of man-
agement to staff, for outsourcing, and 
for centralisation. But at some point, it 
is prudent for employers to at least con-
sider getting regular data updates from 
third-party providers and also to con-
sider tracking and automating parts of 
their expatriation administration proc-
ess. We suggest that the threshold is 
between 50 and 100 expatriates working 
in five or more countries.
What is the cost of an error compared 2. 
to the cost of technology? The cost of 
an error in managing even one major 
expatriated executive can reverberate 

loudly. Expatriates talk to each other – 
both within your company and within 
the expat enclaves they often live in. So 
they often have a clear idea of how their 
total remuneration packages – including 
base pay, housing, cost-of-living adjust-
ments, quality-of-living adjustments, 
retirement benefits, etc. – compare with 
those of other expats. A large error can 
mean years of overpaying for a portion of 
their stay, or paying the wrong amount 
of tax, or embarrassing backtracking or 
even audits to get those expats back in 
line with company norms. That cost 
could exceed the cost of the technology 
you have been putting off.
What is the ROI of our expatriate pro-3. 
gramme? Most multinational employ-
ers are looking critically at the costs 
and benefits of the employees they have 
assigned outside their home countries. 
If your company has not relied on tech-
nology to provide objective, consistent 
data to support all the major elements 
of expatriate compensation, you may 
have numerous, significant exceptions 
to stated policies. If you compute each 
expatriate’s compensation using a com-
mon Excel spreadsheet that does not tie 

in to your other 
HRIS systems, you 
will be hard pressed 
to identify and 
justify total costs 
when asked.

How many 4. 
types of expatri-
ates do we have? 
Are we segment-
ing the elements 
of expatriate sup-
port appropri-
ately among those 
types? Globally 
mobile employees 
come in more and 
more types, from 
frequent busi-
ness travellers to 
“global nomads” 
who never return 
“home”. Newer 
companies with 
fewer, younger 
expatriates will 
have different 
needs from multi-
national employers 
with larger, more 
mature expatria-
tion programmes. 
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Whatever their size and stage, mobility 
programmes can make useful distinc-
tions among skilled positions needed 
urgently to get a project underway in 
a new market versus developmental 
positions needed to train future leaders 
for senior roles. In each case, technol-
ogy can help you craft, articulate, and 
maintain specific expatriate remunera-
tion profiles tailored precisely to the 
goals of the assignment. 
Are we keeping good track of our 5. 
expatriates? Compared to domestic 
employees, expatriates can be difficult 
for HR to track. You should know who 
is on assignment, exactly where they 
are (including specific addresses), what 
dependents are in country, how long 
visas are valid, countries of origins, 
and even medical coverage. If you can’t 
produce accurate reports on that infor-
mation quickly, you may need better 
technology.
Are our expatriates happy?6.  Periodic 
simple attitude surveys can help deter-
mine how satisfied your expatriates are 
with their assignments – and that infor-
mation can help you determine whether 
to invest in more technology. If some of 
your expatriates are about to jump ship 
because they are not getting paid on time, 
their families are miserable, or their taxes 
are fouled up, it may be time to move 
beyond Excel and email to manage these 
valuable human resources.

Answering these questions, and consider-
ing each item on the menu of expatriate 
support separately, can help you deter-
mine whether your company is using 
technology appropriately to manage your 
globally mobile workforce.


