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A benefit package for multinational 
workers may need to take into account 
risks they face in many parts of the world.

Protecting a Global  
Workforce in a  
Changing  World

by | Jason A. Hill



may 2016 benefits magazine 27

Protecting a Global  
Workforce in a  
Changing  World

Reproduced with permission from Benefits Magazine, Volume 53, No. 5, May 
2016, pages 26-31, published by the International Foundation of Employee 
Benefit Plans (www.ifebp.org), Brookfield, Wis. All rights reserved. Statements 
or opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily 
represent the views or positions of the International Foundation, its officers, 
directors or staff. No further transmission or electronic distribution of this 
material is permitted. 

M A G A Z I N E

pdf/416



benefits magazine may 201628

Advances in digital technol-
ogy combined with inter-
national travel have made 
the world a smaller place. 

Especially in recent years, parts of the 
world also have become more danger-
ous places for multinational workers, 
adding another layer of complexity to 
the design of their employee compen-
sation and benefits packages.

As corporations compete for talent 
globally, they need to provide benefits 
that accommodate the needs of indi-
viduals within their own cultural con-
straints as well as take into account 
rapidly changing markets. In these 
markets, everything is affected—from 
international travel to expatriate work-
ing arrangements to providing global 
security. Protecting a global workforce 
requires benefits to be flexible enough 
to keep up without sacrificing quality.

The Question of Global Mobility
Global mobility and portability of 

benefits packages have become inex-
tricably linked in multinational em-
ployment as the world’s economies re-
bound from the recent financial crisis. 
According to a 2014 report from Baker 
& McKenzie,1 global mobility has un-

dergone a significant transformation in 
recent years. Before the financial crisis, 
multinational companies were more 
likely to send employees overseas for 
long-term assignments that could see 
them working as expats for years at a 
time. Workers remaining in one coun-
try for the duration of their assign-
ments required benefits packages cus-
tomized to that environment.

In the wake of the 2008 financial 
crisis, multinational companies started 
to rethink how best to use their global 
workforce while remaining financially 
viable and efficient. Today, multina-
tional companies are more likely to em-
ploy new, financially leaner strategies in 
overseas staffing:

• Project-oriented assignments. 
Where expat workers of the past 
often were given long-term as-
signments that may have encom-
passed several projects in the 
same location, today’s workers 
are more likely to be assigned to 
single projects on a short-term 
basis. Project-oriented assign-
ments tend to last, at most, a few 
weeks or months.

• Successive assignments. Making 
the most of overseas staffing has 

multinational companies sending 
expatriate workers overseas to 
complete a series of back-to-back 
assignments. A worker may spend 
three months in France before 
traveling to Germany for another 
three months and finishing his or 
her time overseas with six months 
in the Middle East. Stringing mul-
tiple short-term assignments to-
gether may make maximum use of 
overseas staffing.

Both strategies make it necessary that 
multinational employee assistance pro-
grams (EAPs) and benefits packages be 
flexible enough to adequately protect 
employees, eliminating as many coverage 
gaps as possible, while adhering to nation-
al and local laws. Benefits such as health 
insurance may be less challenging while 
other benefits may be harder to stream-
line. Companies may need to consider:

• Travel expenses and insurance
• Housing expenses and travel ac-

commodations
• Protection of personal and com-

pany property
• Personal safety and company se-

curity
• Possible risks associated with 

each locale.
Suitability for travel among individ-

ual staff members is yet another con-
sideration, especially when deciding 
whether to send staff overseas or em-
ploy nationals already living where as-
signments are open. For example, con-
sider a current employee with a young 
family and the risks of sending that 
family to a locale where security threats 
are commonplace. Or perhaps an orga-
nization has an assignment in an area 
currently under threat of epidemic, a 
locale not suitable for someone with 
health issues.

global benefits

takeaways
•  Since the recession, multinational companies are more likely to send workers on project-

based or successive short-term assignments rather than sending them overseas to work 
in the same location long term.

•  EAPs and other parts of a benefits package need to be flexible to fill gaps created by 
frequent moves among countries and regions.

•  Risks in some regions make hiring a country national more desirable than sending staff 
overseas. This adds complexity to putting together a benefits package.

•  Analysis of data—such as cost compared with benefits of offering multinationally based 
benefits versus nationally based benefits—will help a company arrive at a benefits package.

•  Security risks, including kidnappings and ransom demands, have increased, making 
certain types of insurance coverage important.
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These kinds of scenarios may dictate hiring nationals 
rather than sending current staff on temporary assignments. 
Yet hiring nationals now injects another layer of complexity 
into the benefits equation. A company could choose benefits 
unique to the destination country or provide an internation-
ally based package. Neither option is necessarily better or 
worse in general, but both have to be investigated in order to 
know which is more appropriate.

Using Data to Drive Benefits Packages
Data analysis drives much of the global economy and also 

is key to developing the right kinds of benefit packages. For 
multinational companies worldwide, data should play a vital 
role in developing comprehensive programs. Making it hap-
pen requires a combination of strong analytical capabilities 
and the right kind of data.

Companies with strong analytical potential stand a far 
greater chance of putting together employee benefits pack-
ages that meet the needs of the multinational worker. Those 
without quality data analysis may be left behind in the global 
marketplace. So what is a company to do?

Partnering with the right firm to create data analysis 
tools capable of analyzing everything from cost-to-benefits 
ratios to the value of offering multinational benefits versus 
nationally based benefits is the first step. Some of those tools 
might already exist within the existing structure, requiring 
only minor adaptations for company-specific needs. Sec-
ond, finance and HR departments should have a meeting of 
the minds to determine how data will be analyzed and for 
what purpose.

The appropriate data for this sort of analysis might consist 
of the following:

• Current company investments in employee benefits
• Financial responsibilities of employees relating to ben-

efits
• Cost-to-benefit ratio for all benefits offered (e.g., 

health insurance, personal liability, etc.)
• Value of benefits to employees (i.e., how often a given 

benefit is utilized)
• Past performance of benefit packages
• Projection of future costs and value.
Data creates a footprint of where a company has been and 

where it is going if the current path is unaltered. Therefore, 
data can also drive employee benefits decisions by analyzing 
past action and adjusting for the future.

Providing Benefits for Expats
Companies need to tailor benefits packages to the unique 

needs of staff willing to relocate for both short- and long-
term assignments. For example, consider a U.S.-based mul-
tinational company looking to send a sizable staff to oversee 
the opening of a new European office. Each member of the 
team must have the confidence that benefits will provide the 
same protection overseas as they do at home. That may not 
be as easy as it sounds.

Most of Europe operates under some sort of government-
managed health care system that may or may not be entirely 
accessible to expat workers. An employer would need to in-
vestigate the various health care options in order to design a 
benefits package that would ensure overseas staff members 
are taken care of while in Europe. If some staff members will 
be splitting time between multiple European countries, ben-
efits packages must be designed to account for the different 
systems those staff members will be exposed to.

One option is to purchase an international medical plan 
that covers staff members regardless of the country in which 
they are working. Unlike the U.S. system, international plan 
rates in most other countries are less expensive because 
claims histories are not included in calculations. Interna-
tional health plans also tend to be fully portable throughout 
a given region. This makes an international plan more attrac-
tive than trying to come up with different plans for multiple 
countries.

In addition to medical insurance, benefits packages for 
both expats and nationals may also include:

• Travel insurance
• Personal liability coverage
• Home, auto and property insurance
• Evacuation coverage and related benefits.
There is no quick and easy way to come up with a solid 

plan for these additional benefits. Unfortunately, one of the 
downsides of a multinational workforce is the reality that 
employee benefits can vary drastically from one region to the 

global benefits
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next. Creating comprehensive packages that meet the needs 
of all employees requires a lot of research and negotiation.

Coverage such as travel insurance and personal liability 
should be the easiest to procure as, to a large degree, these are 
not subject to multinational pooling (an arrangement in which 
a corporation brings the benefit plans of local subsidiaries 
and/or divisions in various countries together into a single 
unit or pool to reduce the risk to an insurer and the cost of 
the plan to the corporation). Home, auto and property insur-
ance are another matter. Finding the best package is a lot like 
buying car insurance. You start by going to a few international 
providers to compare what they offer, then choose the best of 
the lot to be compared against national and regional providers.

In some countries, personal liability insurance is almost a 
necessity. Sending employees overseas without it potentially 
exposes them to devastating financial loss in the event they 
are found liable in an incident resulting in personal injury, 
property damage or death.

Addressing Increased Security Risks
Unfortunately, the world has become a more dangerous 

place. Far too many incidents over the last few years make it 
unreasonable to conduct global business as though security 
threats are minimal.

In January 2015, two armed gunmen walked into the 
headquarters of Paris-based satire magazine Charlie Hebdo 
and opened fire. After killing 11 and injuring 11 others, the 
gunmen exited the building and killed a police officer while 
making their escape. Subsequent attacks in other parts of 
Paris led to five more deaths and 11 more injuries.

Paris was attacked again in November by an organized 
group of terrorists who simultaneously attacked restaurants, 
cafes, a theater filled with concert goers and a sports stadium 
with a capacity crowd taking in a soccer game. The attacks 
resulted in 130 deaths and nearly 370 injuries.

These incidents demonstrate elevated risks for everyone, 
and companies lose some measure of control every time 
workers are sent overseas. To create benefits that are respon-
sive in the event of a security crisis, companies should con-
sider comprehensive security assessments. Such assessments 
are equally important to the safety of all multinational work-
ers, be they expats or local nationals.

Examples of responsive benefits are:
• Grief counseling. Numerous and tragic mass shoot-

ings in the United States have demonstrated the need 
for immediate grief counseling in the aftermath of an 
attack. Proper counseling can mean the difference be-
tween being able to adequately cope in the face of fear 
and anxiety and having to return home without com-
pleting one’s assignment. Grief counseling should be 
considered for every modern EAP package.

• Evacuation assistance. In the event an emergency re-
quires evacuation of overseas staff, workers may need 
assistance in getting out of the country safely. Workers 
already stressed due to a combination of cultural unfa-
miliarity and the given emergency itself may not be able 
to take the actions necessary to ensure their own safety. 
Selecting the right partner with the right kind of experi-
ence can be instrumental in achieving safe evacuations.

• Reintegration assistance. Even when expatriate work-
ers successfully manage to cope after a traumatic secu-
rity breach, they may still have trouble reintegrating 
into their local environment due to ongoing fear. Coun-
seling to address reintegration issues is critical to pre-
vent workers from isolating themselves unnecessarily.

The typical CFO and benefits manager sincerely hopes 
that extra employee benefits relating to security issues never 
need to be used. But employee benefits should err on the side 
of caution so that workers are adequately provided for in the 
event of security breaches.

global benefits

Events in Paris last year only scratch the surface of the kinds of security 
threats emerging in parts of the world. Kidnap and ransom incidents  
are on the rise, leading to an increase in the need for kidnap and ransom 
insurance for multinational workers sent to more dangerous parts  
of the world.
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Kidnap and Ransom Incidents on the Rise
Events in Paris last year only scratch the surface of the 

kinds of security threats emerging in parts of the world. 
Kidnap and ransom incidents are on the rise, leading to an 
increase in the need for kidnap and ransom insurance for 
multinational workers sent to more dangerous parts of the 
world. Kidnap and ransom insurance is now a normal part of 
benefits packages offered to workers traveling to:

• Mexico
• Haiti
• Nigeria
• Venezuela
• Parts of Eastern Europe
• Parts of Russia
• Most of Central Asia
• Certain regions of Central and South America.
Individual kidnappings and mass kidnappings by way of 

hijackings are on the rise as perpetrators find they can reap 
great financial rewards by committing their crimes. Whether 
one agrees with the principle of rewarding these criminals 
or not, the lives of workers obviously are priceless. Purchas-
ing kidnap and ransom insurance on behalf of multinational 
workers should be an issue without compromise.

Kidnap and ransom insurance can be customized to ad-
dress:

• Ransom payments. Policies can cover ransom de-
mands to secure the release of kidnapped workers.

• Ransom loss. Policies can cover the loss of ransom 
money as a result of extortion, misappropriation, etc.

• Liability claims. Insurance can cover any liability 
claims arising from a kidnapping incident.

• Injury and death. Kidnap and ransom insurance can 
include coverage for accidental death and dismember-
ment.

• General expenses. Any travel expenses incurred as the 
result of an incident can be covered. These expenses 
can include medical care, counseling, repatriation 
costs and so on.

Again, a company can analyze data to determine whether 
kidnap and ransom insurance coverage is needed. Compa-
nies should be looking at the rate of such incidents on a per 
capita basis and, where rates are high, how often expatriates 
and native workers are affected by them. Appropriate insur-
ance coverage should be considered for any region or locality 
that appears to be a kidnap hot spot.

Adapting for the Benefit of Workers
The most nimble and flexible companies are the ones best 

positioned to succeed in an ultracompetitive environment. 
Multinational workers must be taken care of no matter where 
they are located, and employee benefits should be adapted to 
make sure workers have what they need.

Adapting global benefits does not have to be a complicat-
ed exercise that overwhelms executive staff and the benefits 
department. With advice from experienced benefits provid-
ers and a data-driven analysis of employee needs, a multina-
tional organization can create appropriate packages for each 
region and locale where its workers are located. Ignoring 
global risks exposes a company to liability and a damaged 
reputation. To mitigate those risks, companies should:

• Protect the health of workers
• Provide portability and global mobility
• Deal with the aftermath of emergencies and security 

breaches
• Adequately address threats of terrorism and kidnap-

ping.
Companies willing to invest as much in employee benefits 

for overseas employees as they do in the packages offered to 
senior executives are the same companies that will thrive in 
the global economy.   

Endnote

 1. Moving target—The new age of international assignments and the rise 
of the accidental expat, Baker & McKenzie Global Mobility Report, 2014, 
available at www.bakermckenzie.com/files/Uploads/Documents/Global%20
Employment/pn_employment_globalmobilityreport_060614.pdf.
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