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50 years of mobility

Change isn’t just something that has happened at 
Crown. Over the past 50 years, so many global, social, 
economic, corporate and industry shifts have occurred, 
such as: 

•	 Innovations	in	technology,	communication	and	the	
development of social media

•	 Strengthened	values	around	corporate	social	
responsibility

•	 The	role	of	women	in	the	workforce

•	 The	emerging	millennial	demographic	majority

•	 The	evolution	of	EU,	BRIC	and	MINT	countries

•	 An	increasing	desire	for	transparency	in	business

Some	of	these	changes	have	been	predictable	and	
others	more	surprising.	Some	have	been	slow	and	
others seem to have happened overnight. 

This	special	edition	of	Crown	World	Mobility’s	
Perspectives	series	takes	a	fun	look	at	a	few	of	the	
ways that the mobility industry has evolved and where 
we	think	the	industry	may	be	heading.

Crown is celebrating its 50th 
anniversary this year. A company 
that got its start in Yokohama, Japan 
in 1965, with one moving truck 
and a determined and inspired Jim 
Thompson, our founder and Chairman, 
Crown has seen enormous growth 
and change. Now, with more than 
266 facilities in almost 60 countries, 
and approximately 5,000 employees 
worldwide, we are proud of our lasting 
heritage and a strong, forward-thinking 
vision to guide us into the next 50 years.
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Communication
Some	readers	might	struggle	to	remember	the	last	
time they used a fax machine, if they’ve used one at 
all!	As	a	precursor	to	the	Internet	and	e-mails,	the	
fax	machine	allowed	for	real-time	communication	
across	different	time	zones.	In	the	olden	days	(also	
known	as	the	1990s),	employees	and	their	families	
embarking	on	international	assignments	were	often	
advised to purchase and install fax machines in their 
elderly	parents’	or	close	family	members’	homes.	As	a	
result,	assignees	were	able	to	keep	in	touch	with	family	
and friends and communicate more easily during an 
assignment. Grandparents usually needed a few extra 
lessons, but the fax machine soon became a great tool 
for	on-assignment	communication.	

While	working	across	different	time	zones	remains	
a struggle, today communicating with family, 
friends and colleagues across the globe couldn’t be 
easier.	The	challenge	for	our	assignee	population	
now	is	remembering	to	disconnect	from	e-mails,	
text messages and social media long enough to 
get immersed into a new culture and form a new 
community in the host location. 

There	are	also	more	options	and	a	much	greater	
skill	set	among	employees	when	it	comes	to	global	
and	intercultural	communication.	Inside	global	
organizations,	employees	are	more	likely	to	be	part	of	
a regional or global function, and are communicating 
through	platforms	such	as	Yammer,	Skype,	SharePoint,	
WebEx	and	LinkedIn.	Although	misunderstandings	
still	occur,	most	teams	continuously	seek	to	improve	
communication.
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Trailing wives
Today	we	say	“accompanying	spouse”	or	
“accompanying	partner,”	but	not	so	long	ago	the	
assumption was that the employee going on an 
assignment was always male and the partner was 
automatically a wife – a wife trailing behind the 
husband, with limited responsibilities and few 
meaningful	activities	to	partake	in.	While	female	
assignees are still a minority on most mobility 
programs	(20%	is	a	high	percentage),	demographic	
shifts	and	the	way	that	companies,	HR	and	mobility	
professionals support an increasingly diverse employee 
population	has	shifted.	Spouses	(husbands	or	wives)	
and domestic partners are now part of most eligibility 
discussions and addressed in policies across global 
organizations. 

Some	of	our	industry’s	biggest	trends	this	year	
represent demographic shifts among our assignee 
population, such as:

•	 Dual-career	families,	where	both	the	employee	
and spouse/partner have careers impacted by an 
assignment

•	 Split-families,	where	a	spouse/partner	and	family	
might remain in the home location during the 
employee’s assignment due to dual careers and/or 
family responsibilities

•	 Partner	support,	a	formal	program	that	has	existed	
in our industry for at least two decades, but has 
evolved into a tool that addresses barriers to 
international assignments due to expanding spouse/
partner	career	responsibilities	or	non-career	
activities

Another	related	trend	among	companies	and	service	
partners that will continue to evolve is addressing 
the barriers to increasing international assignment 
opportunities	that	are	aligned	with	corporate	Diversity	
&	Inclusion	(D&I)	goals.	Whether	it	is	visible	or	non-
visible diverse employee populations that might be 
prevented	from	assignments	today	(due	to	a	narrow	
assumption about who international assignees are, 
unconscious biases on the part of selection managers 
and/or receiving offices, and mobility policy and 
program support that limits some employees from 
accepting	an	assignment),	the	mobility	industry	is	
shifting	toward	these	global	corporate	priorities.	There	
are many examples of companies leading us in this 
direction.
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Out-of-sight, out-of-mind 
syndrome
There	once	was	a	time	when	an	expat	was	an	
employee, sent off to the far reaches of the world 
and	heard	from	once	a	year.	Assignments	could	be	
indefinite in nature, with companies paying for the 
following on an ongoing basis:

•	 The	expatriate’s	lifestyle

•	 Dependent	education

•	 Housing	allowances

•	 Tax	equalization

•	 Transportation

•	 Home	country	storage

•	 Rest	&	Relaxation	trips	(R&R)

In	some	companies,	the	selection	of	the	expatriate	
was based on finding a place for a difficult or poorly 
performing	employee.	Even	when	the	employee	was	
a strong performer, with great assignment success, 
repatriation often included comments from colleagues 
such	as:	“I	thought	you	had	left	the	company!	Where	
have	you	been?”	The	expat	was	easily	caught	up	in	
“out-of-sight,	out-of-mind”	syndrome.	In	our	industry	
this is a common phrase used to describe a chronic 
lack	of	contact	with,	and	connection	between,	the	
employee on an assignment and the home office or 
manager. 

Today,	strategic	companies	with	mature	international	
assignment programs have infrastructure in place to 
ensure	that	“out-of-sight,	out-of-mind”	syndrome	is	
rare,	if	not	eliminated.	First,	long-term	assignments	are	
typically limited to three years, with the possibility to 
extend	for	two	additional	years	(maximum	five)	under	
special	circumstances.	Life-time	expats	are	rare	and	
may	cause	nervous	laughter	among	HR	professionals	
remembering	those	not-so-long-ago	times.	Industry	
norms agree that it is an expense and a practice that is 
out of synch with any good business policy. 

Another	way	that	“out-of-sight,	out-of-mind”	
syndrome has been eliminated is through companies’ 
desire	to	show	return	on	investment	(ROI)	for	an	
assignment.	The	investment	can	be	anywhere	from	two	
to eight times an employee’s annual salary, depending 
on the level of the employee, home and destination 
locations,	and	family	size.	The	“return”	might	be:

•	 Successfully	completing	assignment	objectives	set	at	
the beginning of the assignment 

•	 Developing	a	pipeline	of	future	leaders	with	a	global	
mindset

•	 Competence	with	a	global	business	requirement

The	“return”	can	also	be	about	recruiting	and	retaining	
talent	that	is	looking	for	global	career	opportunities.	

What	about	using	the	assignment	as	a	way	of	getting	
rid	of	a	poor	performer	or	someone’s	hiring	mistake?	
With	the	cost	of	an	assignment	more	transparent	
than ever, and the commitment that global companies 
have	to	retaining	their	employees	in	business-
critical geographic locations, this terrible practice 
would	be	found	quickly	and	brought	to	the	surface.	
Communication	keeps	offices	connected	and	global	
performance programs help surface poor performers 
more	easily.	While	selection	criteria	and	programs	are	
not in place in every company, many increasingly have 
filters and criteria to improve this process. 

Finally, many companies are putting better programs 
in	place	to	ensure	that	the	assignee	frequently	
communicates with a manager, mentor or sponsor 
during	the	assignment.	Discussion	guides	for	the	
assignee and their manager are also available in 
leading-edge	companies	to	ensure	that	the	assignment	
objectives, the adjustment of the assignee and their 
family,	employee	performance	and	the	post-assignment	
placement are all discussed and addressed in a timely 
manner	with	a	regular	“drumbeat”	of	communication.	
“Out-of-sight,	out-of-mind”	syndrome	is	hopefully	just	
that – out of sight and out of mind.
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Swimming pools, gated 
communities–ah the glorious 
expat lifestyle!
There	is	a	misconception	that	many	assignees	and	their	
families have had to reconcile over the years, that 
presumes that an international assignment is just a long, 
overpaid	vacation.	Cross-cultural	training	programs	for	
assignees 25 years ago might have focused, in part, on 
how to best manage colleagues’, friends’ and families’ 
perceptions.	Assignees	were	encouraged	to	emphasize	
aspects of the assignment that were challenging, that 
showed growth, sacrifice or accomplishment – all  
reminders	to	talk	about	business	objectives	and	not	
just	focus	on	family	trips	across	the	region	during	well-
deserved holidays.

That	said,	in	the	past,	the	traditional	international	
assignment	package	was	often	designed	for	senior-level	
executives	moving	with	a	family	to	a	less-developed	
location.	An	international	assignment	frequently	
sustained a lifestyle of days gone by that included club 
memberships, large houses or apartments with pools, 
cars, drivers and in some parts of the world, household 
help, nannies and gardeners.

Today	companies	move	a	wide	range	of	employees	for	
a	wide	range	of	reasons.	There	is	no	longer	an	excuse	
to	have	a	one-size-fits-all	approach	to	assignee	support.	
There	might	still	be	senior	executives	and	their	families	
moving to more remote parts of the world where 
expatriate	communities	feel	(and	are)	extravagant	to	
the average eye. However, what an employee receives 
today is based upon criteria such as:

•	 The	level	of	the	employee

•	 The	host	location

•	 The	industry

•	 Culture	of	the	company	and	the	local	norms

There	are	also	employees,	often	new	hires,	early	
career,	or	mid-career	professionals,	who	move	with	
much	less	company	support	than	in	the	past.	Today,	
many	might	be	treated	more	like	a	local	employee	
than a traditional assignee. However, there are more 
approaches to employee and family support that fall 
somewhere in between. 

A	few	shifts	have	occurred	in	terms	of	what	is	
acceptable	or	“normal”	for	the	assignee’s	lifestyle.	
First, companies are more strategic about who and 
how	employees	are	moved.	The	cost	of	an	assignment	
is	better	known,	more	transparent	and	needs	to	be	
justified.	Second,	international	assignments	are	more	
commonplace in many global companies. Companies 
hire people who understand that their job might be 
mobile	at	some	point.	And	third,	the	disparity	between	
the local employees and the assignee population is less 
tolerated in terms of benefits and company support. 
Local,	Local	Plus	and	Expat	Lite	are	increasingly	popular	
alternatives to the traditional expatriate assignment 
package.
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Stealth expats
Stealth	expats	are	unfortunately	not	something	
completely of the past, however the conversation 
has	significantly	changed.	Today	one	of	our	industry’s	
biggest	priorities,	whether	you	are	a	CEO,	a	business	
partner,	the	head	of	HR,	someone	in	a	corporate	
mobility role or a mobility service partner, is 
compliance.	For	our	industry	we	are	talking	about	
compliance related to taxes and immigration as well as 
anti-corruption	and	bribery	efforts.

It	is	interesting	to	consider	this	shift	from	a	historical	
trajectory.	The	stealth	expat	has	often	fallen	into	a	
couple	of	categories.	It	might	be	the	employee	working	
temporarily on an international project who didn’t 
realize that the amount of time in the project location 
should be limited due to local tax or immigration 
restrictions.	And	as	a	result,	the	employee	got	caught	
in a legally and/or financially compromising situation for 
both the employee and the company.

Another	common	stealth	expat	scenario	has	stemmed	
from the manager of an expat who thought that using 
the official mobility policy and program would cost too 
much,	take	too	long	and	decided	to	“save	time	and	
money”	and	go	around	it.	And	guess	what?	Sometimes	
being	compliant	does	take	longer	and	might	cost	more,	
but	the	negative	impact	of	non-compliance	on	the	
employee, the project and the company are far greater.

A	major	driver	around	compliance	is	coming	from	
increasingly savvy government organizations around 
the globe that realize they can increase national 
revenue through the enforcement of immigration and 
tax	requirements.	And	they	have	better	technology	
to	do	so.	These	same	governments	also	understand	
that	even	more	money	is	to	be	raised	through	non-
compliance penalties and, as a result, are placing more 
scrutiny on oversight.

Today,	due	to	this	heightened	emphasis	on	compliance,	
companies	that	have	been	found	to	be	non-compliant	
in the past are probably some of our industry’s best 
advocates for raising awareness and putting creative 
processes	in	place	to	prevent	stealth	expats	or	non-
compliant employees. Corporate mobility program 
leaders who have the types of employees who might 
be	at	risk	or	are	going	into	locations	that	pose	high	
risks,	are	working	with	their	corporate	legal	teams	and	
business/project leaders, and training employees about 
the	issues.	We	see	more	companies	adding	triggers	via	
technology	to	notify	key	stakeholders	when	flights	are	
booked	to	certain	locations,	and	providing	calendars	
to	employees	to	track	their	number	of	days	out	of	the	
country.

Global business isn’t going away and it is becoming 
more complex in terms of immigration visas and 
quotas.	The	industry	as	a	whole	is	focused	on	
compliance and developing creative solutions that meet 
budgets, corporate cultures, technology capabilities and 
business	strategies.	This	is	a	topic	that	will	continue	to	
evolve for our industry.
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This	article	was	written	by	Lisa	Johnson	of	Crown	World	Mobility’s	Consulting	Group.	If	you	have	questions	
regarding	this	article	or	would	like	to	find	out	more	about	other	services	provided	by	Crown,	please	contact	
Lisa	Johnson	at	ljohnson@crownww.com or go to www.crownworldmobility.com

Conclusion
As	Crown	celebrates	its	50th	anniversary	this	year,	
we	are	enjoying	looking	back	at	where	we,	as	a	
company, and mobility as an industry started and how 
far	we	have	come.	Some	of	the	changes	have	been	
enormous enhancers to productivity, some have added 
complexity to what we do, but all of it has been an 
interesting	and	fantastic	journey.	We	hope	that	you	
have enjoyed reading this special edition of Crown 
World	Mobility’s	Perspectives	series,	reflecting	on	the	
past	and	looking	ahead	at	a	few	future	predictions.	We	
look	forward	to	strengthening	long-lasting	partnerships	
and industry friendships as we move forward together.


