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G e n e r a t i o n a l  D i f f e r e n c e s

Mobility programs are critical to the successful exe-
cution of global business—getting the right talent 
to the right place at the right time. Mobility pro-

grams are also recognized as playing an important role in 
attracting and retaining talent for the organization and in 
keeping that talent engaged throughout the term of their em-
ployment. Successful implementation and management of 
mobility programs have historically been a formidable task. 
But a perfect storm of new factors promises to provide even 
greater challenges for mobility managers in the years to 
come. The changing makeup of mobile employee popula-
tions is combining with increasingly divergent preferences 
between generations, creating a need for a “relook” at core 
mobility policies and program structure.

Evolving Mobile Employee Populations
The attributes and skills of the typical mobile employee 

population clearly are changing over time. Historically, a 
typical population included traditional assignees—middle- 
to upper-level management personnel or executives, par-
ticularly those who were viewed as “high-potential.” Now, 
mobile workforces are evolving to include many different 
generations of employees with an increasing tilt toward the 
millennial generation, where the average assignee age is 
less than 35. The talent pool is significantly broader, where 
the “right” talent may be sourced from any location within 
the organization and likely includes more females (Table I).

Not only are the populations changing, but mobile de-
ployments are evolving, becoming more complex and gen-
erally taking any number of forms. Traditionally, a mobility 
assignment has involved a straight transfer of skills from a 
home country to a different location for a specific duration 
followed by a return to home office or country. By contrast, 
commuting and frequent business travel, when employees 
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work in a specific location without relocating, has become a 
viable alternative to relocating to a host locale.

Amongst other changes, assignments are evolving to in-
clude more short-term “purpose-based” assignments. Vir-
tual mobility is yet another alternative where technological 
innovation allows employers to apply the best talent to the 
job, regardless of where they are in the world.

Divergent Expectations and Preferences
Specific generations of employees often have different re-

lationships with, and expectations of, their employers. This is 
especially pronounced where mobility is considered. Older 
workers are more settled, mostly with families, and are likely 
to be tapped by the organization for a traditional assignment 
rather than volunteering for one. They are more trusting of 
and loyal to their organizations and want to be acknowl-
edged for their contributions.

Older workers also are often focused on issues related 
to retirement—which looms much closer for them. For ex-
ample, this generation is focused on long-term benefits and 
retirement considerations. In these cases, pension arrange-
ments can become a barrier to mobility. In contrast, mem-
bers of the millennial generation generally have a lower sense 
of loyalty to their employer. They are more focused on their 
own personal development and how the assignment will 
support their personal goals. Millennials tend to be the high-
est risk generation for retention and will more readily jump 
ship to another employer, including opportunities with a lo-
cal employer, if they see the opportunity as more fulfilling or 
better for their career progression.

A sizable number of millennials expect to have at least 
one or two international assignments over their careers. 
However, they may not take up assignments that are not in-
teresting to them, have no tangible benefit for them or are 
not in a location that they deem to be desirable. Employees 
from the millennial generation are also focused on the pack-
age but are generally more open to less traditional packages, 
such as host-based and local-plus approaches and pension 
allowances.

The Generational “Hand-Off”
Older employees have experience and institutional 

knowledge. As organizations seek new opportunities both at 
home and abroad, older assignees will be needed to get op-
erations started and running smoothly. However, the work-
force is changing, becoming increasingly younger as the baby 
boomer generation is phased out of the workforce, and thus 
an important task is passing on this knowledge to new and 
younger generations. 

As businesses try to expand, they will depend on more 
senior talent to start new operations, rely on experienced 
talent for technical roles and look to provide career and 
learning opportunities to more junior talent. As Table II 
shows, we are seeing this change reflected in the demo-
graphics as well.

While this change in demographic is not unexpected, the 
mobility value proposition for each employee group will be 
different. The mobility value proposition is critical for em-
ployees to understand how the mobile experience will ben-
efit them. For example, will this experience provide the em-
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T A B L E  I

Evolution of Mobile Workforces by Age,  
Gender and Percent of Workforce
 2000 2014

Home locations 35 50+

Average age 46 34

Percent female 11% 20%

Mobile employees as percent 
  of global workforce 1% 10%

T A B L E  I I

Evolution of Mobile Workforces’ Composition
 2000 2014

Percent of executives 80% 15%

Percent of SME/ 
  technical experts 20% 50%

Percent of developmental/ 
  high-potential  0%  35%
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ployee with knowledge and skills (tangible and intangible) to 
be considered for promotion?

A “Program Relook” to Embrace  
Generational Differences 

A fundamental question for mobility managers will be 
whether their current program embraces the different gener-
ations of employees, i.e., does it have a “modern” philosophy? 
Does the mobility strategy and policy address the needs of 
these different generations of employees? Are the provisions 
flexible and broad enough such that all generations are inter-
ested in a mobility experience?

Transitioning from the traditional concept of mobility to 
modern mobility does not necessarily require a revamp of 
existing mobility programs. Rather, a periodic “relook” at 
the mobility program should occur with a view to making it 
continuously attractive for the different generations and de-
mographics of employees, so the program and policy do not 
become a barrier to mobility for the organization. This ap-
proach enables programs and policies to be forward-looking 
rather than reactionary.

Choice Enhancements
For mobility programs to be nimble and responsive to 

the needs of employees, they must offer a breadth of op-
tions attractive to all generations and families. A standard 
set of benefits and choices may not meet the needs of all 
assignees. An important first step is to take an objective 
look at the employee demographic and its needs and expec-

tations to determine what the organization is prepared to 
offer. A current trend is to enhance mobility policies with 
so-called choices, where both managers and employees can 
choose from a fixed menu of provisions (each of which 
has a specific value). Under this approach, managers can 
include specific provisions they feel will be required and 
appropriate for the location, and assignees can select the 
provisions they need and value the most.

Achieving a “Modern” Mobility Philosophy
The nature of employee mobility is evolving beyond its 

traditional form with attendant consequences for organiza-
tions that are slow to respond and adapt. A modern mobility 
philosophy enables organizations to have a program that is 
agile to meet changing business needs as well as varying em-
ployee needs and expectations. Companies must meet all of 
these needs and be able to use their mobility program as an 
attraction, retention and developmental tool.

This adaption toward employee generational and other 
differences is a critical step but should not be pursued in a 
vacuum. From a broader perspective, the mobility program 
must support the short-term needs of the business as well 
as the longer term people development/talent objectives, 
the latter requiring an alignment of mobility strategy with 
the overall talent strategy. As the growing demand for mo-
bile workforces continues to swell, mobile programs will 
have to address a diverse set of business needs, including 
the need to develop well-rounded leaders of the future with 
a truly international perspective. And as competition to at-
tract and retain the best people intensifies, there will be an 
expanding need to offer exciting career opportunities to 
the best talent.

For those mobility programs that successfully take into 
account employee needs and meet business expectations 
as well as talent objectives, program success and return on 
investment can be significant. What is the greatest indica-
tor of success? A program that has demographic breadth—
attracting and retaining a broad spectrum of employees 
and encouraging mobility across the organization and the 
world.  
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