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Most international companies and 
organisations provide some sort of 
support to the partners of their expats. 
Nevertheless, many HR professionals 
find themselves faced with hard-to-
solve ‘partner issues’. Research shows 
that both expat partners and compa-
nies see ample room for improvement 
in the support offered. But the question 
is: how? HEINEKEN has developed 
a radical new partner support pro-
gramme. It offers a sophisticated form 
of personalised support and shows 
promising early results. Jacqueline van 
Haaften, Managing Director of Global 
Connection, discusses the need for and 
effectiveness of new strategies in expat 
partner support.

Time and again research shows how 
critical the role of the expat partner is 
in the success of an assignment abroad. 
Partner resistance is in most cases the root 
cause of the refusal of an international 
assignment. Partner and family issues are 
also the main reasons behind less success-
ful to failed expatriations. Companies are 
struggling to tackle the issue: despite their 
best efforts, the support they are giving 
to partners is apparently not sufficient. 
Brookfield GRS says in one of its reports: 
“With such widespread agreement about 
the nature of these challenges over such a 
long period of time, the lack of apparent 
success in addressing them is puzzling and 
they continue to appear year after year.”

So what makes partner support such a 
complicated issue? Without a doubt, it is 
the changes in gender roles and the rise 
of dual careers. Our own research clearly 
illustrates these developments. In our 
2007 survey, 56 percent of expat partners 
– predominantly women – stated that 
their main daily activities were related to 
taking care of the family. When we asked 
the same question three years later, that 
percentage had dropped to 41 percent. 
This means that in those three years there 
was a 34 percent increase in non-family-
related activities of the expat partners, 
such as paid work, volunteer work, educa-
tion or running a business. And it is very 
safe to assume that there will have been a 
further increase over the last two years.

These results underline the importance 
of partner support. With expat partners 
seeking more activities outside the fam-
ily context in order to find fulfilment, 

providing assistance in the areas of looking 
for a job or volunteer work, for example, 
becomes increasingly important. There is a 
growing need for assistance that will help 
the partner find a stimulating and reward-
ing way to spend her or his time abroad.

Smart investment
The vast majority of expatriating com-
panies and organisations provide partner 
support, in one way or another. They 
feel a responsibility towards their expats 
and family. Moreover, partner support is 
a smart investment: our research shows 
that it has a positive impact on the suc-
cess of an international assignment and 
it costs only a fraction of the financial 
losses incurred when an assignment is 
refused or not successful. In 2011, we 
conducted surveys among expat part-
ners and HR managers to study the 
impact of partner support on the suc-
cess of an international assignment (see 
flowchart below). The contribution of 
full partner support to the success of 
the posting was estimated by the part-
ners and (HR) management to be 70 
percent and 58 percent, respectively. 
Though we have to consider the issue 
of causation, as a successful posting can 
also positively influence partner satis-
faction, it is clear that partner support 
has a very high impact on the success of 
the assignment.

Moreover, 71 percent of the partners 
and an impressive 89 percent of (HR) 
management agreed with the statement 

that partner support contributes to the 
mobility of the expat.

Room for improvement
While it is very encouraging to see the 
positive impact partner support can have 
on an international assignment, it will 
only pay off if the kind of support and 
the extent to which it is offered match 
with what expat partners really need. And 
therein lies the problem. In 2010, we con-
ducted a study into the kinds of support 
expat partners had used, or – in hind-
sight – would have liked to use. It was 
remarkable to see that all types of support 
received a high score. The need for sup-
port is clearly not limited to the areas of 
destination and career. We followed up 
on these findings in our above-mentioned 
2011 surveys by asking expat partners 
their opinion about the total support they 
received (i.e. support by the expatriat-
ing company, external suppliers and free 
support available via internet sites, for 
example). The answers gave ample food 
for thought. When asked to what extent 
their total need for support was met, the 
expat partners on average said: 62 per-
cent. Asked to rate the quality of this sup-
port on a scale from 1 to 10, the average 
figure was 5.8.

The scores among (HR) management 
were similar: 57 percent and 6.2. These 
are hardly reassuring figures. They sug-
gest that despite all the good intentions 
of many companies, the support offered 
is not very effective.

Effective Partner Support Pays Off
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Options for increasing 
effectiveness
Interestingly, many HR professionals  are 
fully aware that the expat partner support 
on offer tends to fall short, according to 
a survey we recently conducted in coop-
eration with the RES Forum. When we 
asked companies to rate the effectiveness 
of the support they give to the partners of 
their expats, the average score on a scale 
from 1 to 10 was a meagre 5.5. Another 
telling result of this survey is that only 57 
percent of the partners make use of the 
support offered, and they use 65 percent 
of the available budget. In other words: 
the total uptake of the available support 
is 37 percent.

These results clearly show that compa-
nies feel - and can judge from the uptake 
figures - that there is a lot of room to 
improve the effectiveness of the support 
they offer to the partners of their expats. 
What’s more: 46 percent of the respond-
ents indicated that they are planning to 
do so. How? From an extensive list of 
options, the two highest scores were bet-
ter communication (with an average score 
of 4.0 on a scale from 1 to 5), and the use 
of a modular approach (3.9). Providing 
more personalised support was also high 
on the list of preferred options, with a 
score of 3.8 (see graph below).

especially with the younger generation of 
expats. HEINEKEN believes in posting 
promising employees abroad while they’re 
still young, and their partners very fre-
quently raise the question: what will there 
be to do overseas for me? A cash allow-
ance is definitely not the answer to that 
question.”

Ellen Jansma felt that another approach 
might be needed; one that would be 
much more concentrated around concrete 
options, such as support to earn a degree, 
get a job, or start a business. This idea 
was not only supported by feedback from 
HEINEKEN’s current group of expat part-
ners, but also from potential future expat 
partners. They saw the partner policy as a 
crucial contributing factor towards mak-
ing the decision to move abroad. Jansma: 
“We had to create a better match between 
the real needs of our expat partners and the 
support we were offering.”

a certain amount to be deducted from the 
budget of 10,000 euros. If the research 
shows that you probably won’t be able to 
find a job, the partner can then choose 
another option such as pursuing a degree, 
which will also cost a certain amount.”

Outsourcing
Together with HEINEKEN we have 
decided that when support is requested, 
we will always start the process with a 
‘needs assessment’ during a general intake 
(see diagram below). This is because many 
partners will tell us immediately that they 
are looking for a job, while further discus-
sion often reveals that their main reasons 
for wanting to work are factors such as 
feeling good while living abroad, personal 
development, living a fulfilling life, iden-
tity and professionalism. A job can help 
towards having a pleasant life abroad, but 
we point out that there are other options, 
which they have often not yet considered. 
For us, the central issue is the partner’s 
general wellbeing.

In addition, there is the local situation 
to consider. This goes beyond the ques-
tion of whether it is possible to obtain a 
work permit. Partners also need to look at 
personal issues and circumstances. What 
will the partner’s life be like at the new 
location and how much space does this 
allow for work? How many holidays are 
employees entitled to, what are the local 
salary levels like? Such a fact finding exer-
cise can help avoid spending large sums 
of money on job search support if the 
partner comes to the conclusion that she 
or he would prefer to take up a course or 
degree or start up a company rather than 
find work, due to local circumstances. 
Thus HEINEKEN not only manages the 
budget, but also the expectations of the 
partner. Although job search consultants 
usually don’t have a legal duty to deliver, 
the average expat partner will expect an 
extensive consultancy exercise to result in 
finding a job. The needs assessment gives 
us a better understanding of the expat 

Ellen Jansma, Global Mobility Manager for 
HEINEKEN

Radical new thinking
These findings are as interesting as they 
are relevant when seen in the light of radi-
cal new thinking about partner support at 
HEINEKEN. Until recently, the core  sup-
port provided by the international brewer 
was a family allowance, paid at the end of 
the year as a lump sum, as many companies 
do. The money could be used for basically 
anything; the company did not ask any 
questions about the way it was spent. Ellen 
Jansma, Global Mobility Manager for 
HEINEKEN: “We were basically buying 
off our partner support.” But Jansma was 
not happy with the way things were going. 
She says: “One of the main factors was 
that the issue of the dual career household 
started becoming increasingly prevalent, 

Cost neutral solution
So what happened next? For Jansma it 
was clear that, in the current economic 
climate, a new policy would have to be 
cost neutral, compared to the old one. 
Running through the numbers, she found 
that her company would be able to allo-
cate a budget of 10,000 euros per expat 
partner per year. Armed with this knowl-
edge - Jansma devised a new programme 
that allows partners to spend this money 
by choosing from an “à la carte” menu, an 
extensive list of options all contributing 
to the development of the expat partner. 
For instance: help with finding a job, vol-
unteer work, starting a company, or study. 
Jansma gives an example: “Imagine a part-
ner moves to a country where it’s difficult 
to find a job. What they could start with is 
a request for some market research to see 
if it’s possible for them to find a job with 
their current education and background. 
The expat partner submits a request for 
market research, knowing that it will cost 
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partner and their circumstances, which 
enables us to provide the right support.

Modular approach
Our work with HEINEKEN has further 
strengthened our conviction, based on our 
research, that market developments ask for 
a more personalised form of partner sup-
port. We believe that just a cash allowance 
for partners, for instance, is not effective. 
Our experiences so far with the new sup-
port programme clearly prove that the 
partners highly appreciate this detailed and 
concrete support. We are also convinced 
that the modular approach we have chosen 
helps both expat partners and international 
organisations use their budgets more cost-
efficiently. No money is spent on unneces-
sary and expensive packages, only on sup-
port that the partner really needs.

For example, we spoke to someone who 
had already collected a lot of information 
and taken many steps. It turned out that 
he actually only needed help with adjust-
ing his résumé and preparing for a job 
interview. Another partner wanted to start 
a business. Because she had already done 
a lot of groundwork, we only needed to 
arrange help with writing a business plan.

Fulfilling and rewarding
As said before, not every expat partner 
can or will want to find paid employment 
abroad, but there are other ways to have 
a rich and fulfilling life during the post-
ing. There are some wonderful examples 
out there of expat partners who used their 
skills and experience to help people in the 
developing country where they were sta-
tioned. I want to share just a few. A cou-
ple of years ago, a group of five expat part-
ners started the “En Classe” foundation 
in Kinshasa, capital of the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. They have helped to 
build and renovate schools and provide 
educational material. They also provide 
meals, because many children there go to 
school without breakfast. That way they 

Jacqueline van 
Haaften is the 
Managing Direc-
tor of Global 
Connection, an 
i n d e p e n d e n t , 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
expat partner sup-
port and research 
organisation.
Global Connec-

tion supports partners of 80 nationali-
ties in 140 countries. More than 250 
organisations rely on its expertise. 
Global Connection’s wide range of 
services covers all aspects of partner 
support, from publishing general 
information to providing individual 
support. All services can be used on 
an on-going basis, at every stage.  As 
a consequence, the organisation has 
become the one-stop-shop for part-
ner support. In addition, it conducts 
research into all aspects of partner sup-
port in order to continually improve 
its support programmes. 
To find out more about Global Con-
nection’s worldwide services, please 
contact Jacqueline van Haaften: 
jvanhaaften@gcmail.info
Or visit the company website: 
www.global-connection.info 

really made a difference for thousands of 
young people, helping them to escape the 
cycle of poverty (see photo). How much 
more fulfilling and rewarding can your 
life as an expat partner be?

One partner in Nigeria started a fish 
farm (see photo) and handed it over to 
the local population when it was time 
to move to South America. After all, not 
every business activity is portable, despite 
the ever-growing number of opportuni-
ties offered by the Internet.

Mandatory support
Even though a demand driven partner 
support approach is important, it is also 
important to remember that partners are 
often unable to identify potential chal-
lenges or issues before they have actually 
moved abroad. For example, the need for 
intercultural support for certain countries. 
Therefore, I was not at all surprised by the 
result of our aforementioned joint survey 
with the RES Forum, which indicated 
that, in addition to ending discretionary 
support, partly mandatory support was 
considered to be an important option for 
improvement of effectiveness (see graph).

Conclusion: Effective Support 
Pays Off
Expat partner support has a very high 
impact on the success of the assignment 

and strongly contributes to the mobility 
of the expat. There are ample opportuni-
ties to increase the effectiveness of partner 
support. In addition to better communica-
tion about the available support, a modu-
lar and personalised approach based on a 
needs assessment holds much promise and 
should be combined with a broad scope of 
support options offered: intercultural sup-
port, job search, business setup, voluntary 
work, networking, training & develop-
ment, etc. Ending discretionary cash allow-
ances and implementing partly mandatory 
support should be considered.

Volunteer project En Classe in Kinshasa

The RES Forum is a major ‘in-house 
only’ community for international 

HR practitioners - for more informa-
tion visit www.theresforum.com

Fish Farm in Nigeria


