
In our article “Creating Institutional Memory for Crisis 
Management,” we quoted former British Prime Minister 
Harold Macmillan, who, when asked what would 
determine his government’s course, famously replied, 
“Events, dear boy, events.” It’s an observation that is 
particularly relevant in the current VUCA environment, 
reflecting the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity of general conditions, against a backdrop of 
truly unprecedented events.

For global mobility, it seems that keeping calm and 
getting ready for the future is a permanent state of being. 
Here’s our take on what many practitioners are grappling 
with at present and anticipating further down the line.

Continuing to Manage Cross-Border Remote Working

During the height of the pandemic, many organisations were 
suddenly challenged by displaced employees: either because 
they were literally ‘stuck’ in a location where cross-border 
travel was impossible, or because they opted to travel to or 
remain in a country other than the one in which their contract 
of employment is held. Both scenarios posed risk of non-
compliance with employment, immigration, corporate and 
personal tax laws.

For those employees who were on formalised international 
assignments, it was much easier to establish their exact 
whereabouts, work status and exposure to risk. The more 
complex challenge was determining the locations and 
individual circumstances of employees who were not in 
that category – such as business travelers or individuals on 
personal leave at the height of the pandemic. 

Large numbers of employees not only 
discovered that they could perform 
their role perfectly well in a remote 
environment, but also preferred it 
to their pre-pandemic solution.

Many employees found improved productivity and work-life 
balance with a remote setup, and requests to work from a 
location other than the one in which they are employed—
either on a permanent, infrequent, or ad-hoc basis—increased.
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Employer Responses

Many of the global mobility professionals we’ve been speaking 
to have pointed out that this is not a new problem, but one that 
was both highlighted and exacerbated by the pandemic.

Organisations are adopting different positions in response. 
Some are taking the view that the pandemic has caused a 
seismic shift in employees’ expectations and have embraced 
remote work as part of the employee value proposition (EVP) 
to retain and attract top talent. Others maintain that the 
complexities and resource requirements of making individual 
assessments exceed the value of fulfilling these requests 
to the organisation. Still others are not convinced that it 
mandates permanent policy changes, but are looking at it on 
an individual level. 

Regardless of the approach, the most important factor for 
employers is to have a robust and clear request, assessment, 
and approval process in place. Many organisations have set 
up a COVID-19 communications hub and have updated and 
publicised their flexible working policy. 

Global mobility teams are working especially hard at 
partnering with global HR teams and business partners 
to ensure that there is consistency in messaging. This has 
been particularly important as both global mobility and HR 
face an increasing misconception that employees can work 
from anywhere. Educating internal stakeholders around the 
wider implications of cross-border remote working beyond 
personal and corporate tax and social security liabilities to 
include healthcare coverage, acquiring employment rights 
(particularly in light of the recent adaptation to the EU Posted 
Workers Directive) and health and safety is likely to be an 
ongoing task for global mobility for some time to come.

For those employees who still remain in a country other than 
their country of employment or even in a third country, talent 
mobility professionals are keeping a close eye on government 
timetables for ending any tax and immigration concessions 
which were implemented at the height of the pandemic. 
A majority of European Union states for example are now 
starting to require A1 certificates in various displaced 
worker scenarios.
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Policy Change, Cost Management and Process Review

The global pandemic has acted as a catalyst for further 
developments of two key industry trends: 

• A continued shifting of responsibility for business
traveler tracking to the global mobility function, and

• A more distributed workforce

Whilst there has been a great deal of discussion around the 
concept of a virtual assignment – and although by necessity, 
many assignments in early 2020 started off as virtual 
assignments – there is little tangible evidence of organisations 
developing serious strategy and policy around the idea. In the 
various roundtable events Sterling Lexicon has facilitated over 
the last six months, very few of our panellists reported that 
are currently looking at making policy adjustments to achieve 
cost savings as a result of COVID-19. Rather, there was greater 
consensus around organisations seeking to build additional 
flexibility into their policy structure. Whilst some organisations 
are looking towards a core / flex model, others are moving 
towards a lump sum and host-based approach.

Cost reduction efforts appear to be primarily targeted at the 
assessment of the strategic value of future assignments in 
addition to the case-by-case review of existing assignments. 
Organisations with more mature mobility processes and 
forecasting tools have been better placed to make informed 
decisions on the anticipated value of assignments. For 
example, one organisation told us of their recently instigated 
return on investment (RoI) modelling which facilitates 
a forensic examination of the business criticality of an 
assignment. Another shared that their global mobility team 
has used the present situation as an opportunity to introduce 
tighter scrutiny of assignment approvals.

Many organisations are focused on cost management, and 
increasingly looking at what tasks can be performed in-house. 
In those cases where it is necessary to engage an external 
provider, they are looking at more judicious use of the time; 
especially in relation to high-cost compliance services.

One interesting twist will be to see whether or not the use 
of local labour in lieu of international assignees, a feature 
of the pandemic in some industry sectors, will continue as 
organisations adapt and the world learns to live with each 
phase of the next normal.

Employers and service providers will continue to refine 
processes which have evolved apace over the first half of 
the year. One organisation shared that whilst they had not 
repatriated assignees from a remotely located project, they 
have implemented a robust pre-assignment medical check 
which incorporates specific COVID-19 risk related questions, 
designed to ensure that high risk employees don’t work on 
projects situated hours away from the closest medical facility.

On the supplier side, virtual surveys have become the norm. 
Self-quarantine services have evolved, and digital home 

search services continue on an upward trend. The challenge 
of bringing back assignees’ household goods when they 
have not been present for the packing is one which Sterling 
Lexicon has managed on multiple occasions over the course 
of the pandemic. 

Clamour for Talent

The financial impact of the pandemic has hit a number of 
organisations, with many imposing a recruitment freeze for all 
but the most business-critical roles. Savvy recruitment teams 
however, are casting their eye further into the future to identify 
opportunities to acquire talent. 

With many employees facing furloughs or reduced hours, and the 
strong possibility of mergers and acquisitions in various sectors, 
talent is likely to be available in the market over the coming year. 
Organisations in stronger financial positions are already looking 
at who they may be able to lure away. Some are starting to work 
closely with their recruitment and talent functions to identify the 
mobility options and implications.

Equally we’re seeing the need for organisations to acquire 
talent with competencies outside of the typical skillset found in 
the industry as a result of the changing environment the virus 
has imposed.

Wearing Many Hats Creates Greater Visibility

As we recently shared in “Business Critical: What Does It 
Mean for Global Mobility?” global mobility professionals have 
adopted increasingly complex and multifaceted roles over the 
course of the pandemic. Professionals we have spoken with 
have reported that their participation in COVID-19 / emergency 
response teams has led to increased levels of appreciation, 
visibility and more frequent dialogue with the business. One 
individual we spoke with shared that “there is much more 
pressure to be an expert in multiple disciplines – specifically 
tax and immigration. We’re providing a lot of information to the 
business on whether borders are open, who they are open to 
and whether there is a quarantine requirement.” 

The ”events” of 2020 are undoubtedly playing a prominent 
role in determining the future course of the global mobility 
industry. There are ample signs that global mobility’s role 
in formulating the ongoing policy response to the crisis will 
continue to strengthen the function as a strategic business 
partner and talent management enabler as the “next normal” 
continues to unfold.
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