
5% 2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

5% 
5% 

4% 

3% 

China (1) 

Brazil (2) 

Australia (7) 

India (3) 

Russia (8) 

Indonesia (NA) 

Turkey (NA) 

Vietnam (NA) 

Thailand (10) 

Canada (15) 

United Kingdom (6) 

U.A. Emirates (9) 

Poland (13) 

Belgium (22) 

Malaysia (NA) 

Most Frequently Selected Locations for International Assignments 
(Ranked showing percent of companies identifying them; rank from 2011 report in parentheses) 

United States (1) 	20% U.A. Emirates (19) 3% Italy (15) 

China (2) 	14% Netherlands (6) 2% Saudi Arabia (17) 

United Kingdom (3) 	10% Hong Kong (8) 2% France (20) 

Singapore (4) 	5% India (10) 2% Spain (NA) 

Germany (5) 	5% Belgium (11) 2% Indonesia (NA) 

Australia (7) 	4% Brazil (9) 1% Kazakhstan (NA) 

Switzerland (18) 	4% Japan (13) 1% Colombia (NA) 

Canada (12) 	3% Russia (14) 1% Malaysia (NA) 

Argentina (NA) 

Emerging New Locations for International Assignments 
(Ranked showing percent of companies identifying them; rank from 2011 report in parentheses) 

South Africa (14) 3% Korea, South (NA) 2% Netherlands (18) 

Colombia (NA) 3% Serbia & Montenegro (NA) 2% Austria (19) 

Singapore (4) 2% Czech Republic (NA) 2% Iraq (20) 

United States (5) 2% Angola (NA) 2% Afghanistan (21) 

Nigeria (24) 

Locations That Present the Greatest Assignment Difficulties for International Assignees 
(Ranked showing percent of companies identifying them; rank from 2011 report in parentheses) 

China (1) 	16% Australia (NA) 3% Singapore (NA) 2% 

Brazil (4) 	9% Colombia (NA) 2% Kazakhstan (NA) 2% 

India (2) 8% Mexico (7) 2% Italy (9) 1% 

Russia (3) 6% Nigeria (14) 2% Venezuela (10) 1% 

United States (5) 4% Germany (15) 2% Argentina (11) 1% 

United Kingdom (6) 3% Saudi Arabia (18) 2% Belgium (12) 1% 

Angola (8) 3% U.A. Emirates (19) 2% Netherlands (13) 1% 

Japan (16) 3% Libya (NA) 2% Indonesia (20) 1% 
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Brookfield Global Relocation Services’ 
(Brookfield GRS) Annual Global Relo-
cation Trends Survey (GRTS) results 
over the past few years have cast a spot-
light on China, a country that continues 
to be a critical market for many global 
organisations.  China continues to be 
in the top two leading destinations for 
international assignments and is, since 
the Survey began 17 years ago, the loca-
tion that presents the most challenges to 
assignees and their respective corporate 
mobility programme managers. This, in 
turn, is a strong and continuing indica-
tion of the need to focus on the practical 
challenges of assignments into China, 
and to be mindful of the need to ensure 
that the strategic value of these assign-
ments is not compromised. Moreover, as 
we step into what seems to have become 
the ‘survey season’, the findings in the 
GRTS are confirmed by other industry 
surveys and we feel confident in pre-
dicting that China will continue to be a 
focus for mobility.

This article will summarise and review the 
2012 GRTS findings and suggest ways that 
companies might look at the data in order to 
consider changes or improvements to their 
own policies and programme support as 
they relate to assignments to China.  China 
continues to be an important location for 
globally active companies, regardless of where 
headquartered, and as some of the world’s 
economies show tentative signs of improve-
ment, it will be important for companies to 
make the most of markets such as China that 
have been relatively unaffected by recession.  

2012 Survey HigHligHtS 
on CHina

Most Frequently Selected 
Destination locations for 
expatriate assignments
China, the United States and the United 
Kingdom have appeared as the top inter-
national assignment destination locations 
in the GRTS since 2000. This year China 
has maintained second place in the rank-
ing of destination locations (see Table 1) 
for the second year in a row.  This is a shift 

from the first place ranking it had enjoyed 
for many of the prior years. 

emerging Destinations
When asked to identify the three countries 

that were emerging as new assignment 
locations, 5% of respondents ranked 
China, Brazil and Australia as the most 
common new destinations, followed by 
India (4%) and Colombia, Russia and 

Brookfield Global Relocation Services
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Table 1 - Most Frequently Selected Locations for Expatriate Assignments

Table 2 - Emerging New Locations for International Assignments

Table 3 - Locations That Present the Greatest Assignment Difficulties for 
International Assignees



Locations That Present the Greatest Assignment Difficulties for Program Managers 
(Ranked showing percent of companies identifying them; rank from 2011 report in parentheses) 

China (1) 14% Venezuela (15) 2% Nigeria (8) 1% 

Brazil (4) 10% Netherlands (17) 2% U.A. Emirates (10) 1% 

India (2) 9% Argentina (18) 2% Germany (12) 1% 

Russia (3) 8% Australia (19) 2% Italy (14) 1% 

United Kingdom (6) 6% Singapore (NA) 2% Angola (16) 1% 

United States (7) 5% Saudi Arabia (5) 1% 	Japan (20) 1% 

Switzerland (22) 1% 
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scramble to identify, prepare and move the 
talent needed for companies to succeed.  
Finally, the lack of infrastructure in the 2nd 
and 3rd tier cities is a real impediment to 
successful mobility and therefore to busi-
ness. Just when many of these issues had 
become less challenging in cities such as 
Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, a new 
set of challenging destination locations has 
placed this issue right back on the table.  

Challenges specific to the 
assignee in China
When we look at the challenges that are 
cited in the verbatim comments that are 
most common to the international assignee, 
but less frequently cited as challenging to 
the mobility programme manager, we get 
a snapshot of the concerns and adjustments 
required for employees assigned to China.

Culture & Language: These two areas, 
culture and language, were cited more fre-
quently than any other challenge to assign-
ees in the survey findings. Providing pre-
departure and on-going cultural training, 
coaching and tools does not eliminate the 
cultural differences that exist between the 
assignee's home culture and the host Chi-
nese culture, but it can provide the assignee, 
their families and business teams working 
together in China, the knowledge and skills 
to adjust more effectively to the assignment 
location.  In turn, this enables the assignee 
to focus on the working environment and 
to become more productive. 

Similarly, language and communication 
were also cited as challenges for the assignee. 
Fluency in Chinese languages may be un-
realistic for many employees selected for 
an international assignment to China, and 
is rarely a selection criteria for the assign-
ment.  On the other hand, it is desirable for 
a mobility programme to provide language 
training to the employee and their family.  
Currently, language training when needed 
is offered in the majority of global compa-
nies through their international assignment 
policies and is a benefit considered more the 
norm than the exception.   

The challenge then becomes not whether 
language training is offered to the assignee, 
but rather whether the opportunity for the 
training is taken. Very often, the idea of 
learning a foreign language is daunting and 
it is common for both assignees and their 
managers to assume that since the business 
language of the company is English, learn-
ing the local language is unnecessary or just 
a ‘nice to have.’

In fact, a significant part of cultural 
adaptation is being confident enough to 

South Africa (3%) (see Table 2).
Although the percentages of the com-

panies that reported particular locations as 
‘emerging’ are smaller, this appears to be a 
function of the larger number of destina-
tions being reported as ‘emerging’. Also, it is 
logical that since China has long been con-
sidered emerging for many companies who 
are still operating in China, some of these 
may no longer  consider the location to be 
‘emerging’ for them. 

Countries Presenting the 
greatest Challenge for 
international assignees
When asked which three countries pro-
duced the greatest assignment difficulties 
for international assignees, China was 
cited by 16% of respondents, followed by 
Brazil (9%) and India (8%) (see Table 3).  
With one exception (when it was ranked 
in second place), China has always been 
cited as the most challenging destination 
for international assignees. 

Countries Presenting the 
greatest Challenge for 
Mobility Programme Managers
China has been cited as the most challeng-
ing destination for mobility programme 
managers since the GRTS began and this 
year, in first place again, is cited by 14% 
of respondents.  Brazil was cited as the 
second most challenging destination by 
10% of respondents, followed by India 
(9%) and Russia (8%) (see Table 4).

When we combine the results of where 
international assignments occur with the 
data reflecting the locations where the 
greatest challenges for assignees and mobil-
ity programme managers occur, we have a 
clear picture supporting the fact that China 
as an assignment location is both critical 
and complicated. 

three consistent challenges 
to both the assignee and the 

Mobility Programme Manager
Survey participants were asked to provide 
anecdotal examples of some of the chal-
lenges that assignees and mobility pro-
gramme managers face with international 
assignments into China and these are 
summarised in the report as verbatim 
comments.  There are several areas specific 
to China that, not surprisingly, are found 
to be challenging to both the assignee and 
the mobility programme manager. The 
three most frequently cited: 

Tax, Immigration and Regulatory 
Environment: This category showed the 
most frequent citing by both groups and 
included concerns with tax; new social 
security rules; immigration process and 
currency issues.

Organisational Issues: This category 
made an unexpected appearance, although 
the specific issues were wide ranging.  Dif-
ficulties around new start-up locations and 
increased mobility volumes were cited.

Infrastructure: The challenges and sup-
port available for assignments into 2nd and 
3rd tier cities and difficulties around the 
availability and cost of housing were the 
most commonly stated concerns. Interest-
ingly, the concerns of mobility programme 
managers were far fewer; only in the area 
of other tier cities and challenges around 
household goods shipments was there over-
lap in the concerns expressed.

In all three of these categories, there is 
an obvious tie to some significant underly-
ing factors that affect those moving to and 
managing moves to China.  The regulatory 
environment is a work in progress and as 
China develops and matures its efforts in 
these areas, there are inevitable transition 
issues that cloud and confuse the true pic-
ture with regard to compliance.   Organisa-
tionally, companies are required to respond 
very quickly to the mobility requirements 
that often underpin rapid business expan-
sion. This again is the inevitable cause 
of challenges as HR and Mobility often 

Table 4 – Locations That Present the Greatest Assignment Difficulties for 
Programme Managers
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do some basic things using the local lan-
guage.  For example, to use taxis, to ask how 
much something costs, to greet clients 
and colleagues in their native language, to 
ask for help on the street, or simply to bet-
ter understand the culture by beginning to 
understand the basic language both spoken 
and written is a basic necessity.  The increase 
of 2nd and 3rd tier cities as assignment loca-
tions makes this even more necessary owing 
to the fact that languages other than Man-
darin and the local Chinese language are not 
often spoken.

Typically, these kinds of efforts will be well 
received and appreciated and will help to 
create an enjoyable and positive assignment 
experience for both the assignee and their 
family.  Often the assignee and the assignee’s 
manager are not quick to see the value of 
this type of learning and the opportunity 
is lost. Moreover, if the assignee passes up 
the opportunity, it may also be lost to other 
family members.  The assignee and man-
ager should prioritise the need for some 
basic language training and intercultural 
communication effectiveness training, 
understanding that a little knowledge and 
effort can go a long way in terms of credibil-
ity, relationship building, and independence 
in the host location, as well as understand-
ing the local culture. 

Living Conditions and Infrastructure: 
While respondents commented on the 
subtopics in this area as separate categories, 
we have grouped them together in order 
to comment on the challenges presented 
to the assignee. Housing, medical services, 
transportation, remote locations and lack 
of infrastructure in 2nd and 3rd tier cities 
were all mentioned in the survey findings as 
challenges for assignees. The challenges in 
this category are certainly limited in terms 
of what can be done to "fix" them. Tradi-
tionally they have been addressed through 
compensation adjustments and expatriate 
perks, such as club membership, increased 
rest and relaxation trips and paid home 
leave trips. Today's economic scenario 
means a greater scrutiny of exceptional 
costs and this, combined with the fact that 
China is the leading international assign-
ment destination means that companies 
and mobility programmes need to address 
these very real challenges with creativity.   

This is particularly magnified with 
respect to 2nd and 3rd tier locations.  
Today, cities such as Beijing, Shanghai and 
Guangzhou may be regarded as no longer 
justifying all of the additional benefits and 
allowances that were necessary five or so 
years ago, but this is not true of the 2nd 

and 3rd tier locations where the difficulties 
of daily living for assignees and their fami-
lies is real and ongoing. While the issues 
surrounding these locations are mentioned 
as both assignee and mobility programme 
manager concerns, we feel that there is a 
qualitative difference between those con-
cerns, even when they appear to be about 
the same issue.  As an example, assignees 
are concerned about the quality and avail-
ability of housing, whereas mobility pro-
gramme managers are concerned about the 
cost.  Since the outlook is for more compa-
nies to move into these locations, there will 
continue to be a need to respond to these 
issues based on a real appreciation of con-
ditions and circumstances rather than the 
blunt instrument of cost control. 

Challenges Specific to the 
Mobility Programme Manager 
Supporting assignment in China
Like the assignee, the mobility programme 
manager faces particular challenges spe-
cific to their role when moving assignees 
and their families to China. The verbatim 
comments by survey respondents provide 
a snapshot into these challenges and are 
revealing as much for what they say as for 
what they do not say.

Organisational: For mobility pro-
gramme managers, this challenge is clearly 
related to the increased activity in Asia, more 
intra regional assignee activity and mobility 
that results from the movement into new 
markets. It is also clear that China presents 
an ongoing challenge in areas not directly 
under the control of mobility but which 
nevertheless are directly connected to it and 
one of these is talent management.  The 
necessity of looking outside China for talent 
often leads to mobility challenges related to 
the demographic profile of the wider talent 
pool. As an example, Chinese returnees and 
the local hiring of ‘expatriates’ who have 
made the decision to remain longer term in 
China, have led to a broader range of policy 
options being necessary than in many other 
locations; this is a challenge both to design 
and to implement. Regular review of policies 
is vital to ensure that they remain relevant 
and responsive to the assignee demographic 
profile and are aligned with business expec-
tations regarding the quality and motivation 
of assignees and the associated cost. 

Billing and Finance: A number of 
diverse concerns were raised by mobility 
programme managers that can be said to 
be financially related.  These ranged from 
billing issues to the costs associated with 
housing.  Certainly, in China, billing and 

related processes can be problematic and 
in particular, the issue of the tax invoice 
known as a Fa Piao can be a persistent dif-
ficulty.  This document is required to sup-
port expense reimbursements and may 
be required for rental amounts in order to 
support the immigration / residency proc-
ess. Vendors and landlords are sometimes 
unwilling to provide them and, because the 
consumer is responsible for obtaining this 
documentation, any problems with internal 
company processes related to the provision 
of a Fa Piao is often something that mobil-
ity has to manage, at least in part. The Chi-
nese government has recently reformed this 
system which it is hoped will mitigate the 
problems experienced in the past.

Other issues cited include difficulties 
associated with obtaining good cost esti-
mates for assignments into remote locations 
in China.  It is not clear why this should be 
more of an issue for remote locations but we 
assume that this is partly due to the possi-
bility that less on the ground support exists 
that can be called upon to provide reliable 
cost information.  

Housing costs are obviously an issue in 
many locations and are among the most 
costly of all the benefits provided to assign-
ees.  In China, this concern is compounded 
because of the practice of commissions paid 
by landlords to realtors who often are oper-
ating as the Destination Service Provider 
(DSP).  This sometimes creates the impres-
sion that there is poor incentive for provid-
ers to negotiate rents as effectively as possible.  
The solution here is to partner closely with 
providers in order to monitor the process 
closely and to set the expectation that proper-
ties above rental guidelines should never be 
shown unless there is a compelling reason 
that is approved by the company in advance.

In all cases, the more that mobility can 
partner and strategise with the appropriate 
functional managers within their companies 
and with their suppliers, the better the solu-
tions that can be devised and implemented 
to help minimise the impact of some of 
these concerns.

Culture & Adjustment/Infrastructure: 
In these categories, the anecdotal comments 
from mobility programme managers are 
worthy of mention in that there are far fewer 
comments related to elements that are con-
sidered to be challenging for them than in 
the corresponding section on assignee chal-
lenges.  There are no obvious explanations 
for this, but we can speculate that mobility 
programme managers are constrained in the 
support that can be provided under policy 
in the ‘soft’ areas of culture and language 



Locations with the Highest Rates of Assignment Failure 
(Ranked showing percent of companies identifying them; rank from 2011 report in parentheses) 

China (1) 19% Brazil (11) 	3% Russia (4) 2% 

India (2) 7% Netherlands (18) 	3% United Kingdom (6) 2% 

Singapore (7) 7% Iraq (NA) 	3% Saudi Arabia (5) 1% 

United States (3) 5% Mexico (NA) 	3% Germany (10) 1% 

Australia (NA) 4% Algeria (NA) 	3% Switzerland (12) 1% 

Kazakhstan (NA) 4% Nigeria (NA) 	3% Afghanistan (13) 1% 

U.A. Emirates (8) 3% Djibouti (NA) 	3% Hong Kong (14) 1% 

Belgium (19) 1% 

Causes of Assignment Failure 
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and are perhaps more concerned about areas 
that they can impact in a more concrete 
way.  As far as infrastructure is concerned, 
as we have already commented, mobil-
ity programme managers are sometimes 
limited in their ability to mitigate many of 
the problems experienced with the lack of 
infrastructure and perhaps feel that these 
are adequately addressed by the provision of 
policy elements such as hardship allowances 
and cars and drivers.

ConCluSion: linking 
reloCation CHallengeS 
to reloCation StrategieS 
For CHina

locations with High rates of 
assignment Failure
As we have seen, China is positioned in the 
2012 GRTS as the second most frequent 
assignment destination, the leading emerg-
ing location for international assignments 
and the most challenging assignment 
location for both assignees and mobility 
programme managers.  Perhaps not sur-
prisingly, it is also the leading location for 
assignment failure (see Table 5). 

When asked which three locations had 
the highest rate of assignment failure, 
China was ranked first, identified by 19% 
of respondents, followed by both India and 
Singapore, tied at 7%. However, it is impor-
tant to remember that a high rate of assign-
ment failure is perhaps naturally associated 
with those that have large international 
assignee populations. 

When we connect the China-specific 
assignee and mobility challenges highlighted 
in this article with the fact that the causes of 
assignment failure are most often linked to 
spouse dissatisfaction and family issues, as 
well as job related difficulties that result in 
assignees leaving the company (see Table 6), 
this creates a clear blue print for the areas of 
support required for a company's China-
bound assignees and their families.

Factors leading to 
assignment Failure
When asked to rank the factors that were 
most responsible for assignment failure, 
19% of respondents cited employees 
resigning to go to work for another com-
pany.  This was a new question and the 
responses dislodged spouse/partner dissat-
isfaction (17%) from its previous repeated 
top spot. In third place was other family 
concerns (11%). Respondents also ranked 
job does not meet expectations, inability 
to adapt and inadequate job performance, 

Table 5 - Locations with the Highest Rates of Assignment Failure

all at 10%. In the verbatim comments, 
family reasons… culture shock… dif-
ficult environment… cultural reasons… 
recruited by other companies… large pop-
ulation ..... standard of living for Western 
assignees .... distance from home.... were all 
quoted as reasons for assignment failure.

Very often, international assignment 
support and programme management 
focus on the logistical side of relocation, 
that is, getting a willing candidate and 
often his/her family and their goods from 
point A to point B to fill an assignment 
need. Traditionally the focus has been far 
less on the strategic aspects of mobility. 
The Brookfield GRS 2012 Global Relo-
cation Trends Survey continues to iden-
tify China as a critical business location. 
This means that assignment failures have 
the potential to directly affect the finan-
cial success of a company’s China opera-
tions and perhaps as a result, the success 
of the entire business.

Table 6 - Factors Leading to Assignment Failure

In their responses to survey ques-
tions and in their verbatim comments, 
Global Relocation Trends Survey par-
ticipants have clearly prioritised the par-
ticular challenges impacting assignment 
and programme management success in 
China. We believe that from these find-
ings, organisations have an opportunity 
to identify potentially difficult areas for 
their own assignee families and mobil-
ity programme managers and to use this 
information to be better prepared to focus 
on the right strategies for more effectively 
meeting China's challenges. 
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