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Introduction

In the last decade the world economy has 
witnessed tremendous globalization, as organi-
zations from developed economies are rapidly 
expanding their ventures beyond traditional 
markets into those where they previously had 
very little or no presence. To meet the demands 
of a growing middle class with tremendous 
purchasing power in non-traditional markets, 
multinationals realize that they need to do more 
than just export goods and services to these 
countries. It is imperative they set-up opera-
tions globally to retain a competitive edge. 

Movement of personnel is a key human capital 
strategy in global business expansion. Companies 
transfer their business leaders and managers to 
fill skills shortages and develop local talent. Often 
local staff from these new operations move tem-
porarily to headquarters to garner the knowledge 
and professional development training they need 
to effectively manage the new business. Therefore 
the movement of talent has to be fluid and stra-
tegic and organizations are aligning the manage-
ment and deployment of talent with their local 
and global strategic objectives. 

“Ask any CEO of a globally focused company 
for the most critical influences in their growth 
and success, and you’ll certainly hear ‘talent 
mobility’ as part of their answer,” says Peggy 
Smith, SCRP, SGMS, Worldwide ERC® President 
and Chief Executive Officer. “The most competi-
tive companies in today’s world economy build 
their workforces to attract, retain, and deploy 
their best talent wherever they do business. The 
competition for talent, the focus on compliance 
when assigning employees to work in diverse 
regions, and the management of that talent on 
a global basis are highly challenging. The more 

we study talent 
mobility, the more 
we can provide strong 
industry solutions.”  

This new report Support and Retention Strategies 
for Cross-Border Assignments examines the talent 
mobility strategies multinationals are adopting 
to keep up with the rapid pace of globalization 
and gauges the current mobility assistance being 
provided to these employees and their families 
while on international assignment. The study 
provides an in-depth analysis of the interna-
tional assignment process from the assistance 
and practices followed prior to the assignment, 
during the assignment and upon return from 
the assignment. This report is representative of 
Worldwide ERC®’s continuous efforts to keep 
our members abreast of information on mobility 
trends that will assist them in meeting the chal-
lenging demands of their professions. 

This comprehensive report covers a wide range 
of topics including: talent management structure 
with organizations, candidate assessment, sup-
port provided to the accompanying family during 
the assignment, communication with the assignee 
during the assignment, career planning support, 
successful and failed international assignments 
and repatriation strategies. 

We would like to express our appreciation to 
the 122 HR/Mobility professionals representing 
multinationals around the globe who participated 
in this project and willingly contributed to the 
survey. We thank you for your time and insights 
on these important issues. We would also like to 
extend our gratitude to the sponsor of this survey, 
IMPACT Group.  n
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Executive Summary

This comprehensive study on the support and reten-
tion assistance provided to employees on cross-bor-
der assignments was conducted between May and 
June 2012. One hundred twenty-two multinational 
organizations participated in the online survey. 

Participating companies report a total of 80,039 
employees are on international assignment currently 
in 2012, averaging 659 assignees. Companies expect 
26,230 employees to return home in 2012 after suc-
cessfully completing their assignments. 

Talent Management Structure 

Approximately three out of four respondents re-
ported that their organizations have a formal talent 
management function. The relationship between the 
global mobility and talent management departments 
varies, with nearly half reporting some interaction 
between the two functions. Over three-fourths of 
companies do not have a formal repatriation strategy 
linked to talent management and retention. 

Assessment and Selection 

More than 80 percent of companies do not conduct 
assessments on either candidates or their accompa-
nying family prior to sending them on an overseas 
assignment. The few companies that do assess 
assignees, primarily focus on areas impacting 
job performance. 

Assistance Provided to Spouses/ 
Accompanying Family 

Companies most often provide spouses and domes-
tic partners assistance with destination services, 
followed by cultural and language training. A large 
majority of dependent children are provided with 
school-finding assistance. 

Communication Process 

Although slightly more than half the companies 
report that they have a regular communication 
process between the home-country office and the 
employee while on assignment, the process is 
informal. Far fewer companies have a formal com-
munication process with defined guidelines. A third 
of respondents indicate their companies do not 
have a regular communication process between the 
employee and home-office. Among those that do, the 
human resource and talent management function 
and the home-country manager are most involved 
with communicating with the employee during the 
assignment. 

Nearly 30 percent of companies do not gather infor-
mation on the progress and the success of the assign-
ment; another 20 percent do not share the informa-
tion with others. Others record it with HR for future 
career development and disseminate it to others via 
a formal or informal process. 
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Career Planning

The majority of companies provide employees with 
support in their career planning while they are on 
assignment. More than a third include the assignee 
in formal conversations with leadership in the host 
country and another third of responding companies 
include the assignee in conversations with leader-
ship in the home country. 

Repatriation Planning and Tracking

Nearly 30 percent of companies budget for expenses 
associated with a successful repatriation beyond the 
logistical aspects of the move, while 59 percent do 
not. An additional 12 percent do not at present but 
are considering doing so in the future. Slightly more 
than half of respondents indicate that repatriation 
planning begins at their organization six months 
prior to the end of an assignment. 

Eighty-six percent of companies indicate they do not 
track repatriated employees at their organizations. 
Nine percent track repatriated employees for an av-
erage of 3.1 years post-repatriation, while 5 percent 
of firms track these employees an average of 5.17 
months after returning to the home office. 

Repatriation Challenges

Overwhelmingly, the challenge that ranks as the 
top issue is “Employee’s career-related issues” (49 
percent). The second most significant challenge is 
“international experience not being utilized” (34 per-
cent), followed by “adjusting to the job in the home 
country” (21 percent) as the third highest challenge. 

Successful Assignment Definitions

More than eight out of 10 firms consider an assign-
ment successful for an executive-level employee 
when the “international experience they have gained 
is leveraged in another role” and “assignment objec-
tives are met” (both at 82 percent). Similar to exec-
utive-level employees, 79 percent of organizations 
define a successful assignment for a developmental 
employee by their “ability to leverage international 
experience in a new role within the company.” For 
technical employees, 81 percent of organizations 
view an assignment as successful if “assignment 
objectives are met.”

It is interesting to note that the statement viewed as 
the least important in defining a successful assign-
ment for all three groups is “increased productivity 
from the returning assignee.”

Failed Assignment Definitions

The number one issue that defines a failed assign-
ment for responding organizations is having an “em-
ployee leave during the assignment,” reported by 
87 percent of firms. Nearly seven out of 10 view “as-
signment objectives not being met” as an indicator of 
failure (69 percent), while almost the same number 
(68 percent) define an assignment as a failure when 
the “employee returns to the home country earlier 
than planned for reasons other than early comple-
tion of the project.” 

Returning Expatriate Population Trends

Organizations indicated that in 2011, on average, 12 
percent of their returning expatriate population re-
signed within the first year, and 13 percent resigned 
two to three years after return. An average of 42 
percent of expats returned to their previous role in 
the company and 24 percent returned to a definite 
advancement in their career and a defined career 
path. Averages for 2010 were similar. Almost all (94 
percent) responding organizations indicate that they 
do not currently have programs in place to leverage 
the experience of the returned expatriates. n
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Demographics

Responding organizations represent headquarters 
locations in 17 different countries, with the major-
ity headquartered in the United States (72 percent), 
followed by Canada (6 percent) and the United 
Kingdom (4 percent).

Organizations indicate that, on average, they had 508 
employees on international assignment in 2010 and 
618 in 2011. Presently firms report having an average 
of 659 employees on assignment in 2012. 

Companies report an average of 194 employees 
successfully completing their international assign-
ments in 2010 and returning to the home-country 
location. In 2011, an average of 200 employees suc-
cessfully returned from assignments abroad while 
215 assignees are projected to return successfully by 
the end of 2012.  n

Figure 
1

Responding Organizations’ Headquarters 
Location Percent of Organizations

North America (USA and Canada)

Europe

APAC

Other*

*Other – Global Headquarters

2%

78%

16%

4%
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Average Number of Employees on  
International Assignment

Average Number of Employees Returned 
from an International Assignment

Figure 
2

Figure 
3

2010 2011 Currently in 2012

Average 508 618 659

Range  0 – 28,000 1 – 38,000 1 – 42,000

2010 2011 Projected in 2012

Average 194 200 215

Range  0 – 9,015 0 – 9,950 0 – 11,000
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Talent Management

With the rapid increase in globalization in the world 
economy, organizations are expanding their global 
footprint across borders to retain their competitive 
edge and focusing on creating opportunities for their 
businesses in areas where market opportunities exist. 

As purchasing power in emerging economies contin-
ues to rise and consumers in these economies become 
more discerning, the business opportunities in these 
non-traditional markets are immense. However, a 
challenge facing many companies as they globalize 
is the lack of skilled talent available to manage their 
expanding operations. Although some of these newer 
markets, for example China and India, do have large 
talent pools comprising college graduates, these 
employees are not necessarily project ready and need 
to acquire practical experience. A study conducted by 
Oxford Economics titled Global Talent 2021, predicts 
that the fastest annual talent pool growth will be in 
India (7.3 percent), followed by Brazil (5.6 percent), 
Indonesia (4.9 percent), Turkey (4.7 percent) and 
China (4.6 percent) by 2021. 

Faced with a shortage of talent, companies are increas-
ingly deploying some of their key employees abroad 
for the purpose of managing their operations as well 
as developing personnel in the host countries. In a 
recent Global Talent Mobility Study: Regional Differ-
ences in Policy and Practice conducted by Worldwide 
ERC® and Towers Watson in 2011, “business expan-
sion overseas” was cited as the primary reason for 
international assignments by nearly 90 percent of 
HR/Mobility Professionals from Asia, Europe and 
the United States. The second most often mentioned 

reason was “knowledge transfer” followed by “career 
development.” Multinationals are striving to maintain 
a balance of their local and global talent at their global 
operations. 

Therefore the management, movement and deploy-
ment of key talent are extremely important to ensure 
resources are effectively and efficiently utilized. 
Although initial costs to mobilize talent across bor-
ders are high, talent mobility can be a sound busi-
ness investment, if integrated effectively with talent 
management. An overwhelming majority of CEOs 
responding to a recent PricewaterhouseCoopers an-
nual global CEO survey cite having the “right talent” 
as the most critical factor for their business growth. 
(Talent Mobility 2020; PriceWaterhouseCoopers).  

Talent Management Structure

Approximately three out of four respondents re-
ported that their organizations have a formal talent 
management function. Nearly half of these com-
panies have some interaction between their global 
mobility and talent management functions and 
nearly a fourth of the organizations have the two 
functions separate but working closely together. 
The remaining respondents were fairly evenly di-
vided in their responses: 13 percent of participants 
said the global mobility function reports into the 
talent management function at their organizations 
and the remaining respondents reported that the 
two departments at their companies do not work 
together. 
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These results are fairly consistent with results ob-
tained from benchmarking surveys conducted among 
Corporate/HR Mobility Professionals attending 
Worldwide ERC® Talent Mobility Summits in the Eu-
rope, Middle East and Africa (EMEA) region and the 
Asia Pacific (APAC) Region in early 2012; 89 percent 
and 76 percent respondents in these regions, respec-

tively, confirmed the presence of talent management 
functions at their companies. In EMEA, only 13 per-
cent of companies have their mobility departments 
reporting into the talent management function, while 
in APAC, nearly 30 percent of respondents said the 
mobility function at the organization reports into the 
talent management function. 

Figure 
4

Global Mobility and Talent 
Management Functions*
Percent of Organizations

Some interaction between Global Mobility and Talent  
Management

Global Mobility and Talent Management are separate 
functions that work closely together

Global Mobility and Talent  
Management do not work closely together

Global Mobility reports into  
Talent Management

49%

13%

14%

24%

* Based on 76 companies that do have a formal Talent Management function. 

Nearly two-thirds of respondents (66 percent) from 
organizations that do not have a formal talent manage-
ment function reported that the HR/Personnel depart-
ment is primarily responsible for talent management, 
28 percent said the organization development depart-

ment manages the talent management function at their 
organizations, and the remaining responses were split, 
indicating the responsibility is housed either in the 
compensation and benefits department or the global 
mobility department.   n
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Repatriation Strategy 

A large majority (78 percent) of organizations do 
not have a formal repatriation strategy linked to 
either talent management or retention. Although, the 
majority of organizations do not use international as-
signments as a tool for development or retention, it 
does appear that they are benefiting from the experi-
ence the employee has gained while on assignment, 
some to a greater extent than others. Slightly more 
than 10 percent of respondents to the EMEA bench-
marking survey reported their companies “always 
take advantage of their employees’ international 
experience after they repatriate;” while 72 percent 
said this happens “some of the time” at their com-
panies. In the APAC region, more than 20 percent of 
companies “always” take advantage of their repatri-
ated employees’ international experience and nearly 
two-thirds do so “some of the time.” 

Career Advancement 

About two-thirds of respondents agreed that inter-
national assignments contribute to a likelihood of 

career advancement for both senior-level (65 percent) 
and mid-level management (67 percent) at their 
organizations; four out of 10 respondents believe the 
same for junior-level management. Seventeen per-
cent of respondents do not believe that international 
assignments contribute to a likelihood of career 
advancement at their companies. 

While on an international assignment, employees 
face a variety of issues, some of which are related 
to operating the business, meeting the objectives of 
the assignment and ensuring bottom-line results as 
well as a host of other extraneous issues that arise 
while living and working in a foreign environment. 
For example, many find it challenging to work with 
the nuances of the host-country culture and commu-
nicate in a language in which they are not fluent. To 
ensure they are able to meet or exceed expectations 
set out for them, assignees put in tremendous effort 
to stay on track and ensure a successful assignment 
for themselves and their employers. Therefore, it is 
encouraging that the survey results indicate that the 
majority of HR/Mobility professionals agree that 
an international assignment contributes to career 
advancement for the assignees at their organizations.

Pre Assignment

We have a dedicated team of professionals from the business who manage the 
expatriate population. They are responsible for vetting opportunities with employees, 
career pathing and matching employees to openings before and after assignments. 
Expatriates in our company often spend their careers as expatriates moving from one 
assignment to another.

—MANAGER, COMPENSATION ANALYTICS AND OFFICE SERVICES,  
MANUFACTURING INDUSTRY

Success Factors
“

”
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Formal Assessment of the Employee and 
Accompanying Family 

Choosing the suitable candidate for an assignment is 
imperative. In their 2011 study New Insights on Global 
Leadership Development, Mercer identified baseline 
competencies assignees need for success: catalytic 
learning capacity, a sense of adventure, entrepre-
neurial spirit, and sensitivity and responsiveness 
to cultural differences. Without an adequate mix of 
these, assignees are prone to job performance issues 
and inability to adapt to the host culture. 

In the last decade, the accompanying family’s 
unwillingness to relocate has emerged as a 
primary challenge for multinationals moving 
employees globally. There are multiple reasons 
for their reluctance, but the increase in dual-
career families is certainly a contributing factor. 
Accompanying spouses may not want to derail 
their career and move to the new location. The 
children’s education also can play a large role in 
creating apprehension among families regarding 
accepting a cross-border assignment. Language 
readiness and cultural adaptability are equally 

important for the accompanying family. Perhaps 
out of a desire to control costs, companies rarely 
assess the families to gauge their readiness to for 
an international posting. 

Overlooking the assessment of the accompanying 
family however, can prove to be a costly error for 
multinationals. Nearly six out of 10 participants in 
the Global Talent Mobility Study: Regional Differ-
ences in Policy and Practices cited “family/personal 
situations” as a reason for failed assignments and 
about 20 percent reported the “family’s inability 
to adapt to host country culture/social environ-
ment” is another contributing factor. If an assess-
ment of the accompanying family is conducted 
prior to the assignment, organizations may allevi-
ate the chances of a failed assignment. 

Fewer than 20 percent of companies are conduct-
ing assessments on employees or their families 
prior to sending them on an international assign-
ment. Of those that do, some organizations assess 
only the employee, others assess the employee 
and spouse and a just few assess the employee 
and the entire accompanying family. 

Figure 
5

Assessment of Employees and Families  
Prior to Assignment 
Percent of Organizations

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
Assess 

employee only
Assess 

employee 
and spouse

Assess employee 
and entire accom-

panying family

Do not conduct 
assessments on 

employee or family

Other

5% 5% 2%
7%

81%
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Traits
 
Only 19 of the 122 responding organizations assess 
employees on a variety of traits prior to send-
ing them on an international assignment. Ninety 
percent of these companies assess the overall job 
competency of the candidate. Sixty-eight percent 
evaluate leadership ability as well as examine 
the employee’s past performance. Other traits 
often assessed at organizations include cultural 
adaptability, international experience and a health 
screening. Slightly less than one-fourth of orga-
nizations assess the employee’s competency with 

the language spoken in the host country. Multi-
nationals are basing their selection of candidates 
primarily on factors relating to job competency 
and past performance. These results are similar to 
those reported in the Global Talent Mobility Study: 
Regional Differences in Policy and Practice survey, 
which found more than 90 
percent of organizations 
select a candidate for an 
international assignment 
based on “business needs,” 
and “assignee’s knowledge 
and expertise.”

Support to Accompanying Spouse/Family 

The Global Talent Mobility Study: Regional Differences 
in Policy and Practice study reports that nearly 60 
percent of respondents cited “family reluctance to 
relocate” as a key challenge in selecting candidates 
for assignments. Therefore, it is imperative that 
organizations make a conscious effort to provide the 
accompanying family with the support they need to 
ensure a smooth transition to the new location and in 
turn ease the move for the employee as well. 

 Organizations were asked to indicate the mobility 
assistance they offer to the accompanying family of 
employees on international assignments. 
 

Spouses
 
More than nine out of 10 organizations offer the ac-
companying spouse destination services. Most com-
panies provide spouses with language (82 percent) 
and cultural training (85 percent). 

Figure 
6

Traits Assessed* 
Percent of Organizations

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
Overall job 

competency
Leadership 

ability
Past perfor-

mance
Cultural 

adaptability
International 
experience

Health 
screening

Language 
competency

90%

68% 68%

58% 58%
47%

26%

* Based on 19 companies that do have formal assessment programs. 
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Domestic Partners 

Domestic partners of transferees receive provisions 
similar to those received by accompanying spouses 
of the assignees, prior to and at the beginning of 
the assignment. Destination services followed by 
cultural and language training are the services most 
often provided to accompanying domestic partners. 

Worldwide ERC® research indicates that 78 percent 
of multinationals moving employees to the EMEA 
region will provide accompanying domestic partners 
with the same mobility assistance offered to legal 
spouses while 61 percent of organizations moving 

employees to APAC offer domestic partners the 
same mobility assistance as they do legal spouses. 
(Worldwide ERC® Benchmarking Surveys conducted 
in EMEA and APAC in February and March 2012, 
respectively). 

Dependent Children 

An overwhelming majority of companies offer the 
dependent children of their assignees school-finding 
assistance. Other support provided to dependent 
children includes destination services, language and 
cultural training.  n

Figure 
7

Mobility Assistance Provided to  
Accompanying Family 
Percent of Organizations

50%

40%

100%

30%

90%

20%

80%

10%

70%

0%

60%
52%

85%
81%

64%

82%
79%

57%

48%

1%

Career 
assistance

Cultural 
training

Language 
training

Destination 
services

Integration 
services

School 
finding

Continuing 
education

92% 90%

72%

36% 35%
29%

40%41%

92%

14%
19%

9%

Spouse Domestic partner Dependent Children
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Communication 

While on international assignment, the employee 
often is operating in a completely new environ-
ment and dealing with new language and culture 
challenges. In addition, processes at the new 
workplace may be vastly different from what he or 
she is accustomed to. Employees in these circum-
stances most likely will welcome assistance from 
their home-country managers or human resource 
function. A well-defined communication plan 
undertaken on a regular basis can certainly mitigate 
concerns for both the assignee and the home-coun-
try managers. 

Only 12 percent of respondents report that their 
organization has a formal communication process 
with defined guidelines to communicate between 
the home-country office and the employee dur-
ing the assignment. Over half (55 percent) said 
the communication process at their companies is 
informal and the remaining one-third of respon-
dents reported there is no regular communication 

between the employee and home-country during an 
international assignment.
 
In the home country office, the HR/Talent Man-
agement function and the home country manager 
are most involved in communicating with the 
assignee during the assignment. 

The communication between the assignee and the 
home-office varies considerably among organi-
zations. One-fourth of companies communicate 
with the assignee once a quarter, 24 percent of 
organizations communicate once or twice a month 
with their international assignees. Over a fifth of 
respondents report that the communication with 
their assignee varies dependent on the situation. 

All the companies that do communicate with 
their assignees use e-mail as their primary 
method of communication. Telephones are 
being used by 86 percent of companies to com-
municate. About half the organizations are using 
the intranet to communicate with their assignees.

During the Assigment

“Other” includes: As needed, 2-3 times a year, dependent on assignment type, case-by-case.

Figure 
8

Frequency of Communication Between  
Employee and Home Office* 
Percent of Organizations

25%

30%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%
Once in 

two months
Once a 

year
Three to four 

times per 
month

Once in 
six months

Once to 
twice per 

month

Once a 
quarter

Other

6% 6% 7%

13%

24% 25%

21%
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Nearly half the companies either do not share the 
information communicated about the assignment 
success/progress (20 percent) or they do not 
gather data on the same (28 percent). Twenty-one 
percent disseminate the information to others ei-
ther via a formal process and another 22 percent 
do so via an informal process. The remaining 
companies (28 percent) record it with their HR/
Talent Management functions for future career 
development. 

Communicating frequently with the assignee is 
critical so the home-office is made aware of issues 
the assignee might be facing and can help resolve 
any issues in a timely fashion. Communicating with 
the employee and disseminating the information 
to other functions within the organization will also 
help companies evaluate their current assignment 
process and allow them to make necessary adjust-
ments for future assignments. An international 
assignment can be very challenging and knowing 
they have support from their managers will be reas-
suring for assignees. 

Professional Development Support and  
Mentoring

An Ernst & Young study Growing Pains: Compa-
nies in Rapid-Growth Markets Face Talent Chal-
lenges as They Expand, (published in 2012) reports 
that top management teams lack international 
experience and survey participants believe their 
senior management teams are currently lacking 
in knowledge of local culture as well as under-
standing global markets. Half the respondents 
believe global organizations need to build their 
management teams from within and 56 percent 
agree that international experience should be a 
prerequisite for managerial-level international 
assignments. 

These findings highlight the importance of providing 
relevant talent development to those being identified 
for key cross-border assignments. If the management 
team is ill-equipped or inadequately prepared with 
the business expertise and knowledge, they need to 
execute their tasks efficiently, it can lead to an abrupt 
and costly end to the assignment and harmful results 
in business operations. 
 
However, our survey findings indicate that very 
few companies (17 percent) provide their employees 
with formal professional development and coach-
ing while they are on assignment. Slightly over 
one-third of organizations ensure their assignees 
are included in formal conversation with leader-
ship in the host country and another 34 percent 
reported that the leadership in the home country is 
involved in conversations with assignees regarding 
their career plan. About a third of companies do 
not provide professional development assistance to 
their international assignees. 

In addition, nearly 80 percent of organizations 
do not assign a home-office mentor to assist the 
employee while on assignment. Some (17 percent) 
companies do provide mentoring assistance during 
the assignment and 9 percent assign a mentor prior 
to the assignment.

If companies want to create a competitive advan-
tage in their international ventures, they will need 
to focus on building a strong talent management 
foundation that will support the employees’ career 
plans. This plan should be set in place for the entire 
process, beginning prior to the assignment and con-
tinuing some years after the employee repatriates. 
Sending employees on international assignments is 
costly. In order to ensure the investment in these as-
signments brings returns; multinationals must focus 
on aligning their business objectives with their talent 
management strategies.   n

We have a Talent Management meeting every six months to discuss expats. These 
are progress and planning meetings for this particular group. We also have executive 
sponsors for each expat in which they are to meet once a quarter on the phone or 
face-to-face to discuss assignment progress and repatriation planning.

—GLOBAL RELOCATION MANAGER, PETROLEUM & GAS INDUSTRY

Success Factors
“

”
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We often hear discussion surrounding the impor-
tance of planning ahead for repatriating assignees. 
These conversations usually suggest that the home 
office needs to track assignees’ progress while on as-
signment, identify ways to leverage the experience, 
and measure return on the investment (ROI) in the 
employee. 

The Global Talent Mobility Study: Regional Differences 
in Policy and Practice indicates that while measure-
ment of ROI is consistently identified as a strategic 
management tool that will facilitate tactical decisions 
about talent mobility; the reality is that relatively 
few organizations are comprehensively evaluat-
ing ROI for international assignments. Worldwide 
ERC®’s 2012 Corporate Benchmarking Survey reports 
that eight out of 10 (EMEA) and nearly nine out of 10 

firms (APAC) sometimes or always take advantage 
of expatriates’ international experience after they 
repatriate. However, only 9 percent in EMEA and 22 
percent in APAC have a formal definition of a suc-
cessful assignment at their organization. It appears 
that measuring and leveraging ROI may be a “best of 
intentions” scenario. Companies are making the in-
vestment in global talent mobility, intend to measure 
ROI, and facilitate additional organizational benefits 
of the knowledge gained but have not yet created 
adequate formal procedures to do so.

This section of the report investigates the processes 
and timelines companies have in place once the 
employee comes home, measurement of ROI as well 
as the factors believed to be involved in making an 
assignment a success or a failure.

On Repatriation

The company makes a true effort to seek talent internally to fill open positions rather 
than recruit from the outside first. This leads to employee longevity and a commitment 
to continue education to pursue promotional opportunities within the organization.

—GLOBAL MOBILITY MANAGER, ELECTRONICS MANUFACTURING INDUSTRY

Success Factors
“

”
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Repatriation Planning 

Nearly 30 percent of companies budget for expenses 
associated with a successful repatriation other than 
logistical aspects of the move, while 59 percent do 
not. An additional 12 percent do not at present but 
are considering doing so in the future. 

Slightly more than half of the respondents indicate 
that repatriation planning begins at their organiza-
tion six months prior to the end of an assignment. 
One in five starts planning three months prior to 
assignment completion, while 11 percent begin the 
process one year out. Surprisingly 6 percent indi-
cate that repatriation planning begins even prior to 
the assignment beginning.

To gather information on the complexities involved 
in measuring return on investment, organizations 
were asked how long after returning to the home 
office do they begin tracking the progress of the 
repatriated employee. The resounding answer was 
that they do not. Eighty-six percent of companies 
indicate they do not track repatriated employees at 
their organization. Nine percent track employees 
for an average of 3.1 years post-repatriation, while 5 
percent of firms track these employees an average of 

5.17 months after returning to the home office. The 
ranges were one to five years and one to six months.
In line with these findings, only 2 percent of re-
sponding firms have a formal process for measuring 
return on investment (ROI) for international assign-
ments. Fifteen percent look at the general factors that 
contribute to the success of the assignment while 
more than eight out of 10 companies do not measure 
ROI.

Figure 
9

Stage in Assignment when Repatriation 
Planning Begins
Percent of Organizations

6 months prior to repatriation

3 months prior to repatriation

1 year prior to repatriation

Prior to the assignment

Less than a month before return

Beginning of the assignment

Other*

* Other includes dependent on department; 18 months prior; 3 – 6 months prior.

51%

19%

11%

6%
6%

3%
4%
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Repatriation Challenges

Respondents were asked to rank the top three chal-
lenges most often faced by employees repatriating to 
their home-country job. Of those companies indicating 
a top challenge, the principal issue reported is “Em-
ployee’s career-related issues” (49 percent). This may 
be an indication of the uncertainty, both on the part of 
the employer and employee, as to what the next steps 
in the assignee’s career path will look like. Of those 
indicating a second highest challenge, “international 
experience not being utilized” (34 percent) took the 
top spot, followed by “adjusting to the job in the home 
country” (21 percent) as the predominant issue in the 
third column. 

Top Challenges Faced by Repatriating  
Employees*

Figure 
10

Top 
Challenge
(N=110)

Second 
Highest 

Challenge
(N=110)

Third 
Highest 

Challenge
(N=105)

Spouse/partner’s career issues 5% 6% 19%

Children’s education 4% 8% 6%

Social integration 2% 5% 10%

Employee’s career-related issues 49% 14% 16%

Adjusting to the job in the home country 11% 26% 21%

International experience not being utilized 24% 34% 17%

Financial changes 5% 5% 8%

Personal marital issues — 1% 3%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100%

*Percentages are representative of only those who indicated a challenge within each column.
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Successful Assignment Definitions and Factors

Definitions of a Successful Assignment
There are a number of ways to measure the success of an international 
assignment and ultimately, the organization’s return on this substantial 
investment. These components may be different depending upon the job 
level or area of expertise of the employee. Organizations were asked to 
indicate what defines a successful assignment at their organization and 
to do so for executive, developmental and technical assignees. 

Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses.
*Average number of years: Executive - 3.99 years; Developmental – 3.36 years; Technical – 3.02 years 

Successful Assignment Definitions by 
Type of Assignee

Figure 
11

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

Executive

Developmental

Technical

59%

82%

44%

82%

74%

63%

76%

62%

79%

72%

57%

81%

48%

57%

73%

Returns home or goes 
on next assignment 

Assignment objectives 
are met 

Increased productivity 
from returning  
assignee 

Leverages interna-
tional experience in 
another role 

Employee stays in the 
organization for at 
least a certain number 
of years* 
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Executive

More than eight out of 10 firms view an assignment 
as successful for an executive-level employee when 
the “international experience they have gained is 
leveraged in another role” and “assignment objec-
tives are met” (both at 82 percent). “Remaining 
employed at the organization for a certain number 
of years (average of 3.99 years) after repatriation” 
is also viewed as a sign of success by 74 percent of 
respondents.

Developmental 

Similar to executive-level employees, 79 percent of 
organizations define a successful assignment for a 
developmental employee by their “ability to lever-
age international experience in a new role within 
the company.” More than three-fourths (76 percent) 
look to “assignment objectives being met” as a sign 
of success after repatriation, while 72 percent do so 
when the “employee stays with the firm for an aver-
age of 3.36 years after repatriation.”

Technical

For technical employees, 81 percent of organizations 
view an assignment as successful if “assignment 
objectives are met.” Nearly three-fourths (73 percent) 
view the technical employee “remaining with the 
company post-repatriation for an average of 3.03 
years” as another indicator of a successful assignment.

It is interesting to note that the statement viewed as 
the least important in defining a successful assign-
ment for all three groups is “increased productivity 
from the returning assignee.”
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Factors contributing to a Successful Assignment
Organizations were asked to rank the top factors 
they believe contribute to a successful assignment. 
Of those specifying a top factor, the predominant 
reason is “Well-defined objectives for the employee 
while on assignment” (49 percent) while “Well-
defined career path and job opportunities upon re-
patriation” ranks as the top contributor in the second 

column (23 percent) as well as the third column (25 
percent). Additionally, “support and preparedness 
for the employee” is an additional factor (24 percent) 
that ranks highly as the third most important factor. 
Interestingly, two-thirds (66 percent) of organiza-
tions appear to be setting defined objectives for the 
employee prior to an international assignment.

* Percentages are representative of only those who indicated a challenge within each column.
+ Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.

Primary Factors Contributing to a  
Successful Assignment*

Figure 
12

Top Factor
(N=107)

Second 
Highest 
Factor

(N=106)

Third 
Highest 
Factor

(N=105)

Well-defined objectives for the employee 
while on assignment 49% 22% 7%

Well-defined career path and job opportuni-
ties upon repatriation 12% 23% 25%

Career planning/ planning provided while 
on assignment 5% 13% 17%

Open channel of communication with home 
country while on assignment 4% 14% 17%

Cultural/language preparedness for em-
ployee 4% 7% 7%

Support and preparedness for employee. 26% 19% 24%

Host-country/Home-country mentor — 3% 4%

TOTAL 100% 100%+ 100%+

We provide intercultural training for the family on return, which has been  
successful. We start to plan with 12 months to return and at six months we have  
a defined process which kicks in to work with the assignee. The assignee is a  
participant in finding a role for their return, so it is important they keep 
connections with the home locations.

—MANAGER, GLOBAL STAFF MOBILITY, ENERGY INDUSTRY

Success Factors
“

”
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Failed Assignment Definitions and Reasons

Definitions of a Failed Assignment
The number one issue that defines a failed assign-
ment for responding organizations is having an 
“employee leave during the assignment,” reported 
by 87 percent of firms. Nearly seven out of 10 
view “assignment objectives not being met” as an 
indicator of failure (69 percent), while almost the 
same number (68 percent) define an assignment as 
a failure when the “employee returns to the home 
country earlier than planned, for reasons other than 
early completion of the project.” Half of companies 
interpret failure as when an “employee leaves the 
organization within two years of returning.”

Reasons for a Failed Assignment
Organizations were asked to rank what they believe 
are the top three reasons for a failed assignment. 
Of those reporting a top reason, the number one 
cause is “Employee is not a good fit for the assign-
ment” accounting for more than half of responses 
in the first column (54 percent). Of those reporting 
a second highest reason, there are two factors that 
rank at the top: “Objectives are not clearly defined” 
and “Employee not a good fit for the assignment” 
with 22 percent each. Coming in as the next highest 
in the second tier of reasons is “Family was cultur-
ally unprepared” (19 percent). Of those indicating a 
third highest reason, “No formal career plan prior to 
assignment” reported by 21 percent of companies, 
took the top spot.

*Percentages are representative of only those who indicated a challenge within each column.

Top Reasons for a Failed Assignment*Figure 
13

Top 
Reason

(N=102)

Second 
Highest 
Reason

(N=102)

Third 
Highest 
Reason
(N=97)

Objectives are not clearly defined 21% 22% 18%

Employee not a good fit for the assignment 54% 22% 7%

Destination issues 3% 10% 16%

Cultural unpreparedness 3% 10% 10%

Family cultural unpreparedness 10% 19% 13%

Language issues for employee 1% 1% —

Language issues for family — — 3%

Communication breakdown between 
employee and host country 6% 11% 11%

No formal career plan prior to assignment 3% 7% 21%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100%
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Returning Expatriate Career TrendsFigure 
14

2011 
Average

2010 
Average

Resigned from the organization within the 1st year 12% 11%

Resigned from the organization 2 – 3 years after 
return 13% 14%

Returned to their previous role within the company 42% 40%

Returned with a definite advancement to their career 
and a defined career path 24% 22%

Returning Expatriate Population Trends

Organizations indicated that in 2011, on average, 12 
percent of their returning expatriate population re-
signed within the first year, and 13 percent resigned 

two to three years after return. An average of 42 
percent of expats returned to their previous role in 
the company and 24 percent returned to a definite 
advancement in their career and a defined career 
path. Averages for 2010 were similar.

Findings again are indicative of a break between 
the value placed on international experience and 
the actualization of putting the experience to use 
for the betterment of the organization. Almost 
all (94 percent) responding organizations indi-
cate that they do not currently have programs in 
place to leverage the experience of the returned 
expatriates. Some organizations indicate that 
they utilize the knowledge gained by having 
sharing sessions, instituting mentoring or buddy 
programs or by writing articles for their intranet 
or website detailing the lessons learned while on 
assignment. n
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Additional Tables

Do international assignments contribute to a likelihood of career advancement 
at your organization? 

N=119*

Yes, for senior management 65%

Yes, for mid-level management 67%

Yes, for junior management 40%

No, international assignments do not contribute to a likelihood of career advancement 
at our organization 17%

*Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses. 

Does your organization have a communication process between the home-country office and the 
employee while on assignment to ensure regular communication? 

N=118

Yes, a formal process with defined guidelines 12%

Yes, but the communication process is informal 55%

No, there is no regular communication between employee and the home-country office 33%

TOTAL 100%

Who in the home-country office is involved in this communication process with the employee? 

N=79*

HR/Talent management function in the home-country office 61%

Home-country manager 62%

Mentor in home-country office 13%

Global Mobility Team/Administrator 13%

Other1 2%

*Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses. 
1“Other” includes: Not consistent
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What methods of communication help maintain relationships between employees and 
home-country employees? 

N=78*

Skype/VOIP 19%

Intranet 49%

E-mail 100%

Telephone/Cell phone 86%

Instant messaging 41%

*Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses. 

How is the assignment success/progress information shared within the organization? 

N=76*

Recorded with HR/Talent Management for future career development purposes 28%

Disseminated to others (i.e. HR/Manager(s) involved via a formal process 21%

Disseminated to others (i.e. HR/Manager(s) involved via an informal process 22%

Information is not shared 20%

We do not gather this data 28%

*Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses. 

While on assignment do employees receive support in their career planning? 

N=109*

Employees receive formal professional development and coaching 17%

Employees are included in formal conversation with leadership in the host-country 37%

Employees are included in formal conversation with leadership in the home-country 34%

Employees do not received professional development assistance from the organization 34%

Other 7%

“Other” includes - varies on a case-by-case basis. 
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Does your organization assign a home-office mentor to assist the employee while on assignment? 

N=116*

Mentoring is provided prior to the assignment 9%

Mentoring is provided during the assignment 17%

Mentoring is provided after the assignment 3%

We do not provide mentoring 78%

Other1 4%

*Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses. 
1“Other” includes: Self-directed, not mandatory

Does your organization budget for expenses associated with a successful repatriation other than 
logistical aspects of the move? 

N=118

Yes 29%

No 59%

No, but considering 12%

TOTAL 100%

How long after returning to the home-office does your organization track the progress of a 
repatriated employee? 

N=114 Average Range (min. –max.)

Years  9% 3.1 years 1-5 years

Months  5% 5.17 months 1-6 months

Do Not Track 86% — —

TOTAL 100% — —
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Does your organization measure the return on investment (ROI) for international assignments? 

N=109

Yes, we have a formal process 2%

Yes, we look at general factors that contribute to the success of the assignment 15%

No 84%

TOTAL 100%*

*Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding. 

How do you define a failed assignment at your organization? 

N=104

Assignment objectives are not met 70%

Employee leaves during the assignment 87%

Employee leaves the organization within two years of return 49%

Employee returns to home country earlier than planned for reasons other than early completion 68%

Other1 3%

*Percentages do not total 100% due to multiple responses. 
1“Other” includes: Employee didn’t transition role to a local, potential downgraded.
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Participating 
Organizations

A.P. Moller-Maersk Group

Aetna

Allianz of America Inc. 

ALTEGRITY

American Express 

Apple Inc.

Applied Materials

AREVA

AT Kearney Inc.

Autodesk

Avery Dennison 

Aviva

Battelle Energy Alliance

Bayer Corporation

Biogen Idec

Black & Veatch

Brown Brothers Harriman & Co.

Bunge Limited

CA Technologies

Campbell Soup Company

CGI

Chevron

Christian Dior 

CNA

Coca-Cola Refreshments USA, Inc.

Columbia University

Commerzbank AG

ConAgra Foods, Inc.

Concur

Cooper Tire & Rubber Company

Credit Suisse

Cummins, Inc.

DAMCO

Doosan Infracore International

Dow Corning Corporation

DSM Services USA, Inc.

Dunnhumby Ltd.

Eaton Corporation

Eli Lilly and Company

Enbridge Inc. 

EnergySolutions

Federal-Mogul 

Fiserv, Inc.

Fonterra Co-Operative Group Limited

Foot Locker, Inc.

GENIVAR

Gensler

Grant Thornton International Ltd.

H.E. Butt Grocery Company

Hatch Ltd.

HNTB Corporation

Honda of America Mfg., Inc.

HSBC Electronic Data Processing India Pvt. Ltd.

Hunt Oil Company

Husky Energy

IMS Health Incorporated

ING Group

Ingersoll-Rand Company

Intel Corporation

Intuit

Johns Manville

Linklaters 

Mary Kay Inc.

McKesson Corporation

Michelin North America, Inc.

Micron Technology, Inc.

Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy LLP

Mustang Engineering, LP

NBCUniversal

Nestle Canada Inc.



SUPPORT & RETENTION STRATEGIES FOR CROSS-BORDER ASSIGNMENTS34

NetApp, Inc.

Newedge Group

Nexen Inc.

Olympus Corporation of the Americas

ON Semiconductor Corporation

Owens-Illinois, Inc.

Peabody Energy

Pfizer Inc.

Plantronics

Polo Ralph Lauren

PPG Coatings (HK) Ltd.

Rio Tinto

Safeway Inc.

SanDisk Corporation

Sapient Corporation

Savvis Communications

SC Johnson: A Family Company 

Shanghai Disney Resort

Shire Pharmaceuticals

SMART Centre: Singapore-MIT Alliance for  
Research & Technology

Sony Computer Entertainment America

Stryker

Swedish Match

TE Connectivity

Tesco Stores Ltd.

The American Club Hong Kong

The Boeing Company

The Clorox Company

The Dannon Company 

The Manitowoc Company, Inc.

The Nielsen Company

The Prudential Insurance Company of America

The World Bank Group

Thermo Fisher Scientific

THQ

Toyota Motor Sales U.S.A., Inc.

Travelers Insurance

Trican Well Service

UCB Inc.

Union Bank

University of Wisconsin Medical Foundation

URS Corporation

Varian Medical Systems, Inc.

VF Corporation

VISA

Watson Wyatt & Company

Wells Fargo & Company

Weyerhaeuser

Whirlpool Corporation

Witteveen + Bos

WPP

ZS Associates
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About Worldwide ERC®

Worldwide ERC®, the workforce mobility association, 
networks and educates more than 10,000 mobility pro-
fessionals, and is the recognized industry authority on 
assignments in the U.S. and major global traffic areas.

Worldwide ERC® Headquarters
4401 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 510
Arlington, VA  22203 USA
Phone: +1 703 842 3400
www.worldwideerc.org

Pricing: 
Worldwide ERC® Employer members – Free
Worldwide ERC® members – $95
Non-members – $250

For more information, please contact the Worldwide ERC® 
Research Department at research@worldwideerc.org.

Copyright © 2012 Worldwide ERC®. All rights reserved. 
May not be reproduced in any form.
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