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The 2013 Global Mobility Survey, the 
largest annual analysis of international 
mobility programmes, reports 
continued growth in the number of 
international employee assignments 
undertaken by international businesses 
and their HR departments, and 41% 
of businesses expecting the number 
of international employee transfers to 
increase in the coming year. 

The study surveyed HR departments 
and their employee mobility functions 
in 1,273 companies across a range of 
industry sectors in 70 countries.  

The report found significantly more 
growth in employee mobility programmes 
that involved countries that are classed 
as “emerging markets”, compared to 
programmes relating to non-emerging 
markets.  In addition to this, International 
HR Adviser can share the following 
summary of some of the highlights from 
the survey: 

Growth drivers are changing 
The results show a 30% net increase in the 
number of organisations reporting that 
they had grown their assignment activity 
over the previous year (those reporting 
increased activity less those reporting 
decreased activity). These organisations 
also expect this trend to continue in the 
next 12 months. There are two drivers of 
this growth: 

Emerging markets – more mobility •	
programmes managed from these 
locations reported assignment growth 
than in non-emerging markets
Expansion – most of the organisations •	
experiencing growth put it down to 
expanding operations within existing 
markets (57%) or expanding into new 
markets (52%). 

The Rise and Rise of 
Emerging Markets
‘Emerging’ markets is a term which many 
find out-dated and potentially misleading. 
There’s an argument that some ‘emerging’ 
markets have well and truly emerged. 
Indeed, one-in-eight of those companies 

that would historically never have been 
considered. It is therefore important that 
organisations and their HR and mobility 
teams understand the unique conditions 
of each destination; infrastructure, 
culture, politics and security. This 
section of the survey looks in more detail 
at changes in assignment destinations 
and origins, which destinations pose 
the greatest challenge and examines the 
nature of these challenges. So is it true? 
Are emerging markets really as important 
as we’re led to believe? In short, yes. 

Three quarters of companies say that 
emerging markets are important to their 
mobility programme; one third go so far as 
to describe them as “very important.” 

Emerging markets are both a source of 
growth and beneficiaries of it too. 78% 
of organisations report that emerging 
markets are important for their upcoming 
mobility plans with mainland China, 
Brazil and India benefitting most from 
this investment. Over the coming 12 
months this pattern continues with 
‘second tier’ cities in China set to become 
the most targeted destinations. These 
markets are not only the highest growth 
locations, they are also felt to be the 
most challenging. Cultural differences 
need to be overcome (48% identify this 
as a challenge), there are concerns about 
security (45%), and the ‘state’ presents 
a number of challenges – differences in 
legislation (41%), complicated tax systems 
(35%), and the political climate (33%). 
Lack of local family related facilities was 
also a notable trend. 

Emerging Markets as 
Destinations 
Unsurprisingly, mainland China represents 
the most significant destination globally 
in terms of pure numbers. However, in 
mobility terms, it helps to consider China 
as a collection of micro markets. There is 
a clear distinction between centres such 
as Beijing and Shanghai that operate 
sophisticated mobility programmes and 
assignee populations. And those 2nd and 
3rd tier centres which are still very much 

Survey Shows Growth In 
International Employee Transfers 
Fuelled By "Emerging Markets"

surveyed for this report are organisations 
with programmes managed in an 
‘emerging’ market. Far from following in 
the wake of developed economies, these 
organisations are leading the way and 
becoming a key source of investment into 
other emerging economies. However, 
‘emerging markets’ is undoubtedly a useful 
concept, especially if a relatively objective 
definition such as that employed by the 
IMF is adopted (based on GDP per capita, 
diversification of industry and level of 
economic integration). It’s also clear that 
however we define these markets, they 
continue to be the key driver of growth in 
international mobility. Organisations are 
continuing to expand into destinations 
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assignment destinations and considered 
as emerging economies.

As the original BRIC countries 
continue to develop we expect these 2nd 
and 3rd tier centres to become the next 
hot destinations, these can be considered 
‘Micro Emerging’ Markets. This trend 
defines these centres as a focus for 2013. 
Looking ahead, the Top 5 emerging 
market destinations for the coming 12 
months are China Mainland (2nd Tier) 
19%, Brazil 14%, India 11%, China  
Mainland 8% and Indonesia 5%.

Challenging Destinations 
If we look at the assignment destinations felt 
to present the greatest challenge, emerging 
markets presented the greatest headaches 
for HR and mobility departments. Within 
these markets mainland China, India 
and Brazil take a clear lead as the most 
challenging assignments (as they did in 
2012). The destinations felt to present 
the greatest challenge reflect continued 
expansion into emerging markets. China 
(17%), India (10%) and Brazil (7%) 
take a clear lead as the most challenging 
destinations.  But that’s not to say that 
developed economies are necessarily any 
easier. 6% name the USA as a challenging 
assignment destination which is marginally 
ahead of the proportion saying the same 
about Russia (4%).

“The world is changing and its centre of 
gravity is moving east. Today’s economic 
powerhouses of India and China are 
increasingly becoming headquarter 
locations rather than the far-flung outposts 
of yesteryear.” said Brian Friedman, 
Founder and CEO of the Forum for 
Expatriate Management.

Adapting Assignment 
Packages
Results show that not all emerging markets 
are classified as hardship locations, however, 
all those identified as hardship locations are 
emerging markets. Organisations operating 
in hardship locations offer enhanced 
assignment packages to meet the challenges 
associated with these locations. 52% offered 
a special hardship allowance as an incentive, 
in recognition of the perceived reluctance 
for assignees to take positions in hardship 
locations. Furthermore, 45% offered 
emergency evacuation, and 44% offered a 
vehicle with driver as security issues were 
highlighted as a significant challenge for 
hardship locations. For example, 96% of 
organisations identified security as a key 
concern for assignments to Nigeria. 

Managing costs not forgotten 
as assignment activity grows…

As in previous years, effective cost 
management topped the list of priorities 
for mobility programmes. Two thirds 
(69%) report that they expect to be more 
focussed on cost reduction over the next 
12 months. Three actions dominate these 
attempts to cut costs: 

Seeking process efficiencies (46% iden-•	
tify this as an area of focus) 
Tighter supplier management (43%) •	
Changes to benefits packages within •	
mobility policies (33%).
Although Programmes managed from 

emerging markets are less likely to be 
cost sensitive, an important difference 
between emerging markets and the rest of 
the world emerges here. Those mobility 
programmes managed from emerging 
markets are less likely to seek cost 
reductions by doing anything that might 
negatively impact employees.

A Delegation of Control
The report also showed that for those 

organisations who regularly transfer their 
employees internationally, more of their 
HR departments were decentralising 
the way that they manage global 
mobility operations away from a single 
global centre of control. Between 2011 
and 2013, 8% less organisations now 

manage their programmes centrally and 
9% more organisations decentralise 
the management of their mobility 
programmes (i.e. either regionally or 
locally). The report showed more had 
adopted regional approaches to how 
they manage their mobility programmes 
in order to focus on increased growth in 
assignments to emerging market countries 
in Asia, South America and now Africa.

“This has especially been seen in 
international mobility programmes where 
practices between locations have differed 
for no good reason and this inconsistency 
has become apparent for serial expatriates. 
Delegation control of mobility programmes 
to a regional unit makes sense when either 
movement is confined to a region, or where 
there is a regional scheme (with different 
terms and conditions) running in parallel 
to a global scheme,” said Peter Reilly, 
Director HR Research & Consultancy, 
Institute for Employment Studies.

Experts interviewed in conjunction 
with the report cite reasons for this trend 
including a changing marketplace, improved 
skillsets in emerging markets, economic 
challenges in the West, accelerated growth 
in Brazil, India and particularly China, and 
sheer volume of assignments in and out of 
regional locations.

“Often organisations have regional 
global mobility teams where there is 
a critical mass of employees moving 
into or out of a region. This justifies 
the headcount and allows the Global 
Mobility Managers face-to-face time with 
employees, removing the challenges posed 
by time zone differences,” said Emma 
Gibbs, Director, The Expat Academy. 

“For companies unfamiliar with a 
region in which they wish to do business, 
outsourcing provides a number of 

Do you expect your organisation to 
become less focused on reducing the 
cost of its mobility programme over 

the coming 12 months?

Change in how organisations 
manage the control of their mobility 

programmes from 2012 to 2013
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advantages, that might include payroll 
and benefit administration, recruiting 
and hiring support, employee assignment 
coordination, immigration, transportation, 
and communication. But one of the most 
critical areas where outsourcing supports 
the company is to provide a ‘boot on the 
ground’ representative to address company 
needs and to communicate issues back to 
the corporation,” said Peggy Smith, SCRP, 
SGMS, President/CEO, Worldwide ERC.

Conclusion
The Global Mobility Survey analyses key 
trends relating to international employee 
mobility and HR. 

The report also investigates trends in 
terms of how companies manage their 
employee mobility programmes, how 
they structure their assignment packages, 
critical aspects of managing mobility 
programmes such as cost management, 
compliance and management of risk, key 
tools used to manage employee mobility 
programmes, 

“HR departments within international 
organisations are seeing an increase 
in the number of employees that work 
internationally”.

Andrew Dalgl ish,  Director of 
independent research company Circle 
Research, commented “the subject 
of emerging markets has dominated 
the headlines and has prompted 
additional research into this area.  The 
results of the Global Mobility Survey 
research show that traditional growth 

Mike Brazier 
Global Mobility Survey Research Editor, 
commented “The Global Mobility Sur-
vey continues to provide new and detailed 
insight into key mobility trends. We hope 
everyone finds the information, the Report 
and the Web Portal useful for benchmark-
ing their own programmes.” 
T: +44 (0)7765881649
About the Global Mobility Survey
The Global Mobility Survey is the most 
robust review of multinational mobility 
programmes. The results are collected from 
1,273 company respondents from across 
North America, Latin America, Europe, 
Middle East, Asia and the Pacific region and 
span a wide range of industry sectors.
The Global Mobility Survey is conducted 
by Circle Research and commissioned by 
Santa Fe Group. Copies of the report can be 
requested from 
www.globalmobilitysurvey.com 

markets sti l l  present significant 
challenges to mobility programmes 
and that new frontier locations in 
Asia, South America and Africa look 
set to bring their own set of unique 
circumstances.  

Copies of the report can be requested from 
www.globalmobilitysurvey.com


