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The ongoing COVID-19 crisis has 
pushed governments, global and 
national institutions and corporate 
organisations across the world to 
their limits. Amidst the absence 
of a multilateral response, leaders 
have been criticised in equal 
measure for equivocating and 
knee-jerk reactions.

When the post-crisis dust eventually 
settles, it will be interesting to see what, if 
any, introspection these entities undertake.

Equally, there is an opportunity here for 
global mobility professionals to take stock and 
reflect on the capability of their team(s) to 
manage during a crisis. This exercise shouldn’t 
be limited to a ‘how did we do’ assessment 
of the team’s management of the current 
pandemic, but should take a wider perspective 
of how well equipped it is to deal with sudden 
changes in the macro environment. 

Frequently, such changes are referred to 
as so-called ‘black swan’ events, a phrase 
proliferated in the aftermath of the 2008 
global recession by Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s 
book which sets out a conceptual framework 
for thinking about potential highly 
destructive but low probability risks. But 
how unpredictable was this latest pandemic? 
As the crisis has evolved, predictions of this 
type of event have started to emerge from a 
variety of sources across the globe. In many 
ways Michele Wuker’s metaphor of a grey 
rhino – obvious dangers which we ignore - 
may be more apposite. 

The concept of a VUCA environment, 
reflecting the volatility, uncertainty, complexity 
and ambiguity of general conditions dates 
back as far as the late 1980s and has never been 
more applicable than in the recent present 
which has borne witness to terrorist attacks in 
major cities across the globe, multiple incidents 
involving aircraft as well as natural disasters. 
Changes in geopolitics are consequential 
for organisations and individuals, be it Brexit 
or international relations with rogue states 
such as North Korea and Iran. When Harold 
Macmillan became Britain's Prime Minister in 
1957, he was asked what would determine his 
government's course. He famously replied: 
"Events, dear boy, events".

And as the former United States Secretary 
of Defence, Donald Rumsfeld, memorably 
said: “There are known knowns; there are 
things we know we know. We also know 
there are known unknowns; that is to say, we 
know there are some things we do not know. 
But there are also unknown unknowns-the 
ones we don't know we don't know”.

From a global mobility perspective, it is not 
unreasonable to say that we know that there 
are going to be events, even if we don’t know 
what they are. Therefore, we should have 
plans, policies and processes in place which 
set out an approach and provide a toolkit 
we can dip into as events unfold. Managing a 
programme without these elements in place 
can leave a global mobility team horribly 
exposed. To borrow a phrase from Warren 
Buffet “It's only when the tide goes out that 
you learn who has been swimming naked.”

Building this toolkit is in effect about 
creating institutional memory. But as 
organisations come under pressure to cut 
costs (and global mobility teams around 
the world will testify that the size of their 
teams has continuously been chipped away 
at over a long period of time), institutional 
memory atrophies. In 2016, the UK Treasury's 
outgoing permanent secretary, Sir Nicholas 
Macpherson, reflected that it became very 
clear to him and to then Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, Alistair Darling, during the course 
of the 2008-09 crisis, that "the vast majority 
of Treasury staff had never been through 
even a recession, let alone a banking crisis".

It is vital therefore that the global mobility 
function records and keeps under continuous 
review its toolkit for managing events. 
Policies and processes need to be clear and 
easy to access. Think of the exercise as a way 
to KonMari crisis management processes for 
global mobility - the life-changing magic of 
policy tidy-up (although we’re not suggesting 
that you discard any policy which doesn’t 
bring you joy!).

We’ve identified six key areas global 
mobility team should consider when building 
out a strategy for managing world events: 

Identifying And Managing 
Stakeholder Needs
What is the business likely to be asking of 
you as a global mobility function as events 
unfold? In order to answer this question 
effectively, global mobility really needs to 
understand who its stakeholders are and to 
have an ongoing dialogue with them. What 
data sources are you reliant upon to access 
that information? How accurate is the data 
you are holding? For example, in the event 
of any crisis, one of the first things an 
organisation asks is “do we know where all 
of our people are?”. This chimes extremely 
well with trending compliance issues relating 
to business traveller tracking and adherence 
to the EU Posted Worker Directive. One 
global mobility professional we spoke with 
recently admitted that there were around 
200 movements in the organisation which 
global mobility had not been made aware 
of. That may well just be the tip of the 
iceberg. If these items weren’t high on your 
organisation’s list of priorities previously, now 
may be a good time to raise the profile of 
these types of projects with a view to putting 
systems and processes in place to cover all 
eventualities. Bear in mind also, that whilst 
the business may need to know where its 
employees are, global mobility will also need 
concern itself with whether assignees have 
their family in situ with them. Dependent on 
the nature of the crisis, this data may have a 
significant impact on subsequent actions.

The way a global mobility programme 
is structured is going to dictate which 
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stakeholders are internal and which 
are external to the organisation. Those 
organisations with greater consolidation in 
their global mobility supply chain may find 
pulling critical information together under 
pressure less burdensome than those with a 
more fragmented supply chain. 

External stakeholders can be segmented 
by the scope of the services they provide 
to the business. Considerations for the 
tax provider might cover how to manage 
the triggering of a tax liability which the 
organisation hadn’t planned for. For example, 
what might the tax implications look like if 
assignees or business travellers are stranded 
in a country and cross a tax threshold? Global 
mobility might not need to plan for each 
and every scenario in detail, but should have 
an understanding for each location of the 
number of days in country which will trigger 
a tax liability and a plan of action to deal with 
the potential outcomes as and when they 
arise. Similarly, an awareness of the nature 
of ‘exceptional circumstances’ which can be 
applied to statutory residence will at least 
provide the basis for a plan of action.

Equally, working with an immigration 
provider can establish protocols around 
a plan of action if assignees and business 
travellers over-stay their visa as a result 
of unexpected border controls or lack of 
availability of flights. Again, there is every 
likelihood that this will vary from country-to-
country and will change over time, but being 
aware that it might be an issue and having a 
strategy in place to manage it is the key thing 
to bear in mind.

When it comes to a relocation management 
company, relocation provider or household 
goods provider, there are several areas an 
organisation can look at partnering to put 
appropriate strategies in place. For example, 
protocols for managing repatriation services 
when the assignee is in absentia. This might 
include providing your relocation provider 
with a power of attorney to close out 
contracts or establishing the feasibility and 
impact of having the household goods 
provider performing a pack without the 
presence of the assignee.

If an assignee is only temporarily evacuated 
from a location, you may look at having 
a property management for suspended 
occupancy service available.

In the recent pandemic crisis, many 
organisations have moved individuals straight into 
isolated serviced accommodation upon arrival 
in the host location with providers offering self-
isolation landing services either directly through a 
serviced accommodation provider or through the 
destination services provider.

Communication
Consider firstly what channels are available 
and most appropriate for communicating 
with the various stakeholders global mobility 

touches. Many organisations have already 
introduced chatbots as part of a wider HR 
transformation. This can be an effective 
tool for communicating a standard policy 
approach which may still hold even after 
unusual events. For example, if policy states 
that a cost of living adjustment would only 
be reviewed out of cycle in the event that 
a currency fluctuates by more than 10% and 
the strategy is to adhere to the policy as 
stated (and let’s face it, global mobility teams 
are often put under pressure to deviate from 
policy when faced with unusual events), 
then a chatbot should be able to deal with 
the vast majority of queries coming in – 
especially if use of a chatbot has become 
engrained in your organisational culture as 
part of a wider self-serve efficiency initiative.

Of primary concern of course is how 
communication with the assignee and 
their family is managed during a crisis. 
Dependent on the situation, an assignee 
may experience varying degrees of isolation, 
loneliness or helplessness. Having a strategy 
in place for continuous communication with 
affected assignees throughout a crisis to 

support their safety and mental wellbeing 
is a key component of the duty of care 
responsibilities of every organisation.

Communication with business managers 
is equally important. The recent crisis 
has highlighted that managers may agree 
to a ‘stay-put’ approach one day only to 
show up in their home office the next. 
Getting messages out early and repeating 
key messages may help the business to 
understand the potential impact of their 
actions. The catch is of course that there may 
be a flurry of communiques being released 
at the same time. Global mobility needs to 
define in its strategy the best way to reach 
the widest audience of its key stakeholders.

Policy Adaptation
In a crisis, duty of care eats policy for 
breakfast. The swift response required when 
responding to shock events will often result 
in unbudgeted expenditure. Organisations 
will l ikely incur early termination 
penalties for both rented and serviced 
accommodation in addition to a myriad of 
other exceptional costs which may arise as 
service providers become subject to supply 
shortages and increased demand whilst 
the supply chain infrastructure is put under 
abnormal strain. Whilst in the moment 
of crisis, the organisation is quite rightly 
prioritising the wellbeing of its employees, it 
is worth considering whether or not there is 
a need to track this additional expenditure. 
A majority of organisations have reasonably 
robust processes in place to capture 
policy exceptions either internally or with 
the assistance of an outsourced vendor, 
however, in stressful moments it’s easy for 
standard operating processes to fall by the 
wayside. Equally it is worth considering that 
usual exception approval process might 
not be adhered to in difficult times. Line 
managers are liable to making decisions on 
the hoof without consultation, so mobility 
may need to capture costs retroactively.

Policies should be clear on which costs 
the organisation will bear in extreme 
circumstances. Different organisations have 
reported inconsistencies in approach within 
their own organisation in paying for return 
flights for their employees throughout the 
current crisis. Sterling Lexicon’s blog on the 
psychological contract discusses how an 
assignee’s relationship with their organisation 
evolves firstly through the onset of an 
international assignment and subsequently 
through the management of a crisis. 

Catching A Crisis Early
Some events occur so suddenly that the only 
solution is to react instantly, taking immediate 
and affirmative action. Others on the other 
hand, provide a brief window of opportunity 
for some planning and reaction. In setting 
out the global mobility crisis management 
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strategy, it is worth considering how the team 
identifies early warning signs that a crisis could 
evolve. Again, much depends on the structure 
of the team and the wider infrastructure 
within the organisation, however, monitoring 
regional situations and considering ‘what-if’ 
scenarios will help teams execute more 
efficiently and effectively.

Crisis Management As Part Of 
The Onboarding Process
One good practice for training global 
mobility teams on these processes is to make 
them part of the initial induction training for 
new team members. This may be especially 
relevant if a significant proportion of global 
mobility activities are carried out in a shared 
service centre environment, where it is 
possible that there may be a higher turnover 
of staff than a centralised function or 
teams organised into regional hubs. Building 
institutional memory may need to be more 
of a priority to some global mobility teams 
who, by virtue of their structure, are likely 
to be more heavily reliant on documented 
processes and protocols.

Regular Review And Audit
A formal annual audit and review of the 
global mobility crisis management processes 
and protocols will help to ensure that 
institutional memory does not become 

distorted, but it is also worth building good 
habits to maintain these on an ongoing basis. 
For example, if the organisation changes any 
part of the mobility supply chain, the crisis 
management process should form part of 
the official implementation of the new 
supplier in addition to the relevant internal 
documents being updated.

There is a real risk that as world economies 
begin to recover from COVID-19 and 
organisations start to bounce back, global 
mobility’s attentions will be sharply focused 
on day-to-day activities; delayed assignments 
which now have approval; tracking business 
travellers who can once again move freely 
across borders and so on. The lessons learned 
from managing a crisis might easily get put 
to the bottom of the pile. The effect might 
be further compounded by crisis fatigue 
as employees deliberately divert their 
activities towards more optimistic subjects 
having come through an extended period 
of crisis management. Without a specific 
intervention to create institutional memory 
whilst processes, successes and mistakes are 
fresh in the current global mobility team’s 
mind, a self-fulfilling cycle of amnesia begins 
again. Global mobility should strike while 
the iron is hot to ensure that it is fit for the 
future. Whilst the next event might not be 
of pandemic proportions, there will be a next 
event – that’s one of the known unknowns!


