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Multinational employers 
could be falling short of 
the expectations and 

evolving needs of their globally 
mobile employees. With the de-
mand for premium talent intensi-
fying, savvy human resources 
(HR) professionals know that it’s 
essential to develop plans and 
benefits packages to attract and 
retain their industries’ most 
sought-after professionals.

In the spring of 2015, the Na-
tional Foreign Trade Council 
(NFTC) and Cigna Global Health 
Benefits cosponsored an inde-
pendent research study to review 
how globally mobile employees 
experience, perceive and value el-
ements of their assignment terms 
and programs. 

Most global mobility studies present the employer’s per-
spective. The 2015 Global Mobility Trends survey explores 
whether the view from globally mobile employees tells a 
similar story or a different one.

The web-based survey gathered responses from 2,704 re-
spondents on assignment in 156 countries—a considerable 
increase in participation since the 2013 survey, which gar-
nered a response of 1,511 expats in 140 countries. Participa-

tion was anonymous, enabling candid feedback that includ-
ed suggestions for areas of improvement. Recruitment was 
done through a variety of channels including social media 
and outreach to the expatriate populations of NFTC member 
companies.

Global Employee Profile
The majority of respondents were corporate expats who 

identified themselves as male (81%). Many originate from 
North America (42%) and nearly a third were between the 
ages of 45 and 54. A significant proportion (58%) had their 
spouse or partner on assignment with them. 

Employer Profile
Of those surveyed, 82% indicated they work for an em-

ployer headquartered in North America. Nearly a third 
(30%) reported employment in energy, mining and utilities. 
The majority of respondents’ employers (71%) have more 
than 10,000 employees, and 48% had over a thousand expats 
on assignments around the world.

One Size Does Not Fit All
Greater flexibility in plan design was a common theme 

when respondents were asked what employers might change 
or add to their assignment packages to make them more use-
ful. Rigid mobility program terms and benefits packages tend 
to lead to dissatisfaction or, worse, an unexpectedly abrupt 
ending to the assignment. 

Decisions, Decisions
Reasons for accepting a global assignment (excitement 

about living abroad, professional development) remained 
consistent between the 2013 and 2015 surveys. However, in 
2013, nearly a quarter indicated they felt obligated to accept 
their global assignment. In 2015, that number fell by 12.5%. In 
2015, compensation and professional opportunities were key 
drivers of the decision to accept an assignment. Reluctance to 
accept an assignment is heavily influenced by family members.

Prepare for the Transition
What services do companies offer to prepare employees 

for international assignments? Nearly three-quarters provide 
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moving assistance. A majority also help find housing, estab-
lish bank accounts, set up utilities and provide other settling-
in services. A similar number offer assistance with vaccina-
tions, prescriptions and finding health care providers. 

The good news is that generally employers continue to pro-
vide the services most important to expats. On a scale of one 
to five, respondents rate their employers an average of 3.68 for 
assignment preparation. The rating for 2013 was 3.77.

Meeting Needs During the Assignment
As a group, respondents rated their employers at 3.74 for 

meeting their overall needs while on assignment. Companies 
with the most people abroad garnered higher ratings (3.77 
in 2013 and 3.75 in 2015), suggesting more experience with 
global mobility leads to best practices.

Health Benefits Remain a  
Key Assignment Requirement 

Medical care was the third most important benefit for ex-
pats, behind general relocation services and settling-in ser-
vices. Access to health care services is the top health benefit 
concern, followed closely by emergency medical evaluation. 
Rapid turnaround on out-of-pocket claims payments edged 
out dependent coverage to become the third most important 
health benefit in 2015.

Accessing Medical Care on Assignment  
Is Widespread 

The proportion of expats accessing medical care during 
assignment stayed consistent at 79% (78% in 2013).

While the rate at which men accessed care stayed about 
the same (78% in 2015 versus 77% in 2013), the share of 
women accessing care rose five percentage points to 83%. 
Women were less likely than men to seek care locally. Inter-
estingly, the percent of expats accessing medical care is con-
sistent among almost all age groups. 

Relevant, Consistent Communication 
There’s little question that consistent and relevant 

communication is essential at every stage of a global as-
signment.

Many respondents expressed a desire to receive guidance 
and support from colleagues with firsthand knowledge of 
what it’s like to be an expat. When asked what type of com-
munication their employers offered before an assignment, 

nearly 40% indicated receiving only a single communication, 
with nearly a third stating they had received two to three. 

More than 75% received information about their global 
mobility program benefits during assignment. Of this group, 
one in four received messages on a quarterly basis. E-mail 
and phone calls with HR/global mobility representatives 
were the top two forms of communication.

Compliance and logistics of the assignment were the 
most common topics addressed before an assignment, 
while messages relevant to local culture, lifestyle and 
emergencies were less common—but sought after by re-
spondents.

Technology’s Role 
Almost half of respondents either don’t know about or 

claim their employer doesn’t offer information about their 
assignment on the Internet. Respondents most frequently 
use and prefer a laptop computer to access the Internet while 
on global assignment, but tablets and smartphones are rap-
idly gaining ground.

The perceived value of digital resources grew dramatically 
since 2013. But the availability or awareness of employer-pro-
vided digital resources declined. Clearly, resources are most 
valuable to employees when they know they are available. 

The Assignment Is Over—Now What?
Expats need more information about repatriation, and 

they want it sooner. With a 3.35 out of 5 rating, respondents 
say employers are doing only a “fair” job of meeting their 
needs upon returning from assignment. Expats recommend 
that employers allow three to 12 months’ lead time in prepar-
ing for a return. 

A perception gap about the existence of repatriation pro-
grams continues to be a challenge. Slightly more than half 
of respondents said their employer has a formal repatriation 
program, yet most employers report they offer one. Many re-
spondents expressed that repatriation is effectively the same 
as expatriation, with many returning home and experiencing 
a reverse culture shock.

Key Insights and Recommendations
Mobility professionals looking to build mobility programs 

that strike a fair balance between attracting and retaining the 
industry’s best talent with the broader goals of their organi-
zation should consider the following recommendations.
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• Communicate—with consistent, relevant messaging 
delivered through appropriate channels.

• Clarify and promote repatriation plans.
• Consider offering more credible, experienced support 

for assignees (expert “sherpa” guide).

• Provide medical benefits—typically inexpensive in re-
lation to the overall cost of your mobility package.

Please visit www.weknowexpats.com for more informa-
tion about this survey and to download a copy of the execu-
tive summary.
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Cybersecurity is a concern 
no matter where you live 
and no matter what busi-

ness you’re in. Organizations 
should have a strategy for pre-
venting data breaches as well as 
how to respond if they or one of 
their clients experiences a breach.

Cybersecurity focuses on pro-
tecting computers, networks, 

programs and all data stored on any device or in the cloud. 
A data breach occurs when an unauthorized person gains ac-
cess to, changes or destroys a firm’s data or its clients’ data.

Device Management
Device management is the key for keeping all data secure. 

All mobile devices should have encryption and up-to-date 
antivirus protection and use two-factor authentication and a 
virtual private network. 

Businesses must have a policy and procedure for em-
ployees using their own devices for work, also called a 
bring-your-own-device (BYOD) policy. If the employee is 
using any device—his own or a device belonging to the 
employer—to access employer information or files, the 
BYOD policy must say that no other users, especially fam-
ily members, may access the device for any online activity. 
No personal work should ever occur on the device, includ-
ing online banking, Internet searches over the lunch hour 
or Facebook activity. 

No matter who owns the device, the employer should be 
able to access a device used for work purposes at any time.

Employers also must have a lost or stolen device policy 
that states ramifications if a device is lost or stolen. It also is 
important to have a policy on the return of company-owned 
devices for employees who are terminated or will be leaving 
the company. The policy should also apply to information 
that can be accessed by these employees.

Types of Attacks
Ransomware

During 2016, ransomware represented one of the most 
serious cyberthreats in a list that also included megadata 
breaches, identity theft, smartphone insecurities, augment-
ed reality gaming (think Pokémon Go) and the “Internet of 
things.” The Federal Bureau of Investigation says there are 
approximately 4,000 daily ransomware attacks.
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