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Respond, Recover, and Thrive: A workforce mobility perspective

A typical crisis plays out over three stages: 

 • Respond, in which a company deals with the present situation and manages continuity;

 • Recover, during which a company learns and emerges stronger; and

 • Thrive, where the company prepares for and shapes the “next normal”.

Seemingly overnight, the global  
COVID-19 pandemic has catapulted  
global mobility teams to the very  
forefront of their organisation’s crisis 
response and recovery strategies.

While organisations may go out of their way to deliver the best 
customer experience possible, the same often cannot be said 
about the way they approach their workforce mobility experiences: 
according to Deloitte’s 2019 Global Human Capital Trends report, 
only 6% of organisations believe that they are excellent at 
moving people from role to role1.
 
For decades now, talent leaders and mobility teams have been 
struggling to change this dynamic. But as COVID-19 continues 
its spread around the world, global mobility teams across the 
region have had no choice but to step up as strategic advisers to 
the business and employees in navigating the complexities that 
accompany widespread travel bans.

On a global level, an estimated 2.7 billion people, or more than four 
out of five workers in the global workforce, have been affected by 
lockdowns and stay-at-home measures2. A similar trend can also 
be observed in Asia Pacific:3, as businesses and mobility teams 
continue to grapple with border closures, a halt in business travel 
activities, and a substantial increase in virtual working – even in 
markets where working from home is not the cultural norm. 

For mobility teams, the initial focus was on responding to 
the crisis, including managing the temporary cessation and 
postponement of international assignments, and the introduction 
of creative interim workforce measures. Yet these represent 
only the immediate to short-term challenges for mobility teams. 
In the longer term, there is the possibility that some of these 
adjustments will permanently alter workforce mobility as we know 
it. Indeed, we believe that a number of temporary measures taken 
by companies to reinvent and repurpose their businesses to cope 
with the changing marketplace demand and supply may well 
become permanent arrangements that we will all need to adapt to 
at some point in time. 

In this report, we will present Deloitte’s COVID-19 framework 
and discuss how global mobility teams across the region should 
rethink the workforce mobility experience along the three 
stages of Respond, Recover, and Thrive. It must be emphasised, 
however, that these three stages are by no means linear. Even 
as companies continue to move from the response to recovery 
phase, they should also think about how they can reshape their 
workforce mobility experience to enable their organisations to 
thrive and stay ahead in the post-pandemic world. We hope that 
you will find this insightful as you prepare for the “next normal”.

The resilience of Global Mobility
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Figure 1: Actions taken by global mobility teams  
in Asia Pacific to Respond to COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic challenged business and government 
leaders to both respond to the crisis quickly and rethink their 
workforce strategies in real time.

In Asia Pacific, we witnessed a swift and rapid response by 
businesses and governments to the COVID-19 crisis. For most 
organisations, their immediate focus was dealing with the threat 
of significant and unprecedented workplace disruptions for an 
indefinite period, while monitoring public health developments, 
and reviewing or reconciling their workplace policies to provide 
timely guidance to workers as the situation evolves.

Putting the employee experience at the centre 
With the COVID-19 outbreak, global mobility teams found 
themselves propelled to the forefront and compelled to  
respond with strategies to monitor and track their employees. 
Many of the initial COVID-19 response strategies had centred on 

Respond: How global mobility teams have responded to the crisis

the following specific themes: managing employees on assignment 
or travelling impacted by restrictions, advising the business on 
evolving immigration and tax changes; as well as implementing  
and monitoring safe and compliant flexible working arrangements 
(see Figure 1).

In particular, this experience has also highlighted the importance 
of having real-time, accurate access to the data of the mobile 
employee population – including where they are, who is with them, 
their immigration status, and how to contact them. As a result, 
many organisations in the region were able to pull their data 
quickly, make a clear action plan and communicate this to impacted 
employees – with many organisations offering mobile employees 
the opportunity to return to their home location.

Managing risk, compliance and duty of care

 • Staying abreast of changing tax 
and immigration requirements and 
operationalising at pace

 • Managing stranded employee populations

 • Wellbeing, health, and safety support

 • Communications and expectation-setting 

Managing cost

 • Impact of reward changes, early 
repatriations and terminations on mobile 
populations

 • Review of allowances, such as Cost of Living 
Allowances (COLA) and Quality of Life (QOL) 

Impact on assignments and recruitment

 • Impact of travel restrictions and  
potential remote working starts or  
virtual assignments

Leveraging data and operating model changes 

 • Mobility vendor supply chain  
consolidation and leveraging of  
mobility data to make decisions 

Level of 
planning  
and 
preparation

Timeframe

Shocks

Respond

Recover

Thrive
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Next steps
Across Asia Pacific, several markets are gradually beginning to ease 
some of their lockdown restrictions and open up their economies. 
As at 01 June 2020, some countries are allowing domestic travel 
to resume and certain industries such as hospitality to re-open7, 
whilst other countries are considering gradually reopening their 
borders with safeguards in place for essential activities8. China’s 
Hubei province – where COVID-19 was first detected in late 2019 
– has lowered its emergency response level as it relaxed some of 
their lockdowns that had been put in place to contain the virus9.

As organisations are now looking ahead to the future and many 
have moved into the Recover phase, mobility teams are thinking 
strategically about how they can review their existing policies and 
processes to reduce uncertainty and manage risk, drawing on 
three important lessons from the COVID-19 outbreak. 

These include firstly, the ability to manage employees in a clear, 
consistent, and empathetic manner during times of uncertainty; 
secondly, the recognition that workforce policies need to evolve  
to support remote working as mass absences and travel 
restrictions become the norm rather than the exception10; and 
finally, the need for employers to stay on top of the constantly 
evolving immigration and tax implications with respect to mobile 
employees impacted by COVID-19.

The impact of COVID-19 border closures in Asia Pacific

During the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, many expatriates were abroad and separated from loved ones. For example, as 
of 3 April 2020, Malaysia had about 3,000 Malaysians in 45 overseas countries, including Australia, New Zealand, Philippines, 
Thailand, and Vietnam. But they were not the only group trying to get home: expatriates who have made Malaysia their 
permanent home under the Malaysia My Second Home (MM2H) scheme were also in discussions with the government about 
the best way to return to their families5.

Over in China, many expatriates who had initially left the country were also facing hurdles in their rush to return. Their 
challenges included flight cancellations, changing quarantine policies that differ by city, as well as lockdowns in their home 
countries. The increasingly scarce flights were in some cases becoming prohibitively expensive, with economy class flights 
from Australia to Shanghai costing between CNY 9,500 and CNY 10,000, more than double the usual roughly CNY 4,000. 
These trends were seen in other countries across the region and globe6.
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As we learn more, turn corners, and recover in this “next 
normal”, it is critically important to shift focus to planning for 
how to most efficiently and effectively ramp back up.

For most organisations in Asia Pacific, their first priorities were 
crisis response, the health, safety, and wellbeing of employees, and 
the virtualisation of work. Now, as organisations emerge from the 
response phase, leaders in the region are working through their 
recovery plans and impact on their workforce. 

Key priorities in this current phase include preparing for the return 
of global mobility, as organisations discuss protocols on when 
mobile employees will be able to return either to their home or 
host locations, and define alternative talent routes and protocols 
to analyse, assign and approve critical talent to fulfil key business 
needs. In addition, many organisations are also concerned with 
limiting the effects of ‘reverse culture shock’ – a result of employees 
spending a considerable amount of time social distancing, working 
from home or in isolation11. 

The recovery process, however, will not be static. It is important to 
understand that COVID-19 will not end on a specific date, and travel 
restrictions and mandatory isolation are likely to continue in some 
form for months to come. Many organisations across the region 
are therefore planning for multiple scenarios and time horizons as 
they shift from crisis response to recovery. They are also planning 
for the possibility of multiple waves of the pandemic and its 
continuing global and uneven footprint. 

As a result, we expect it will be a gradual transition from the 
Respond phase to a new reality. Organisations must prepare 
for different outcomes of the pandemic and recognise that 
the recovery should be adaptable to different situations within 
different countries and industries across the Asia Pacific region  
and worldwide.

Recover: Actions to take now

Getting back to work
From a workforce mobility perspective, the primary challenge lies 
in getting the workforce back to work: managing travel restrictions 
and immigration changes, re-commencing paused assignments, 
early repatriation of existing assignments, and attending to new 
assignment requests arising from changing business needs or 
employee’s desire for relocation. As the pandemic stabilises, global 
mobility teams will also need to examine how they can allow new 
ways of working to flourish, as well as the likely challenge that 
there will be great scrutiny on the purpose, cost, and returns on 
investment for each assignment.

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a greater general 
willingness or tolerance from employees to disclose personal 
information to their employers and governments for the  
purposes of contact tracing. This could potentially become  
the new normal going forward and if so, could be leveraged  
as data points for organisations as they design their future  
mobility policies and processes.

In such a dynamic and fluid situation, it helps to think of this 
recovery process as a spectrum of options. Specifically, we 
expect to see some organisations hiring or expanding, and 
others contracting. Some may bring more employees back to 
the workplace while others are still working remotely, perhaps 
permanently. Other organisations, especially those that expanded 
during the crisis, may reduce their workforce or adapt to new 
environments. Leaders should ask how they will integrate 
additional workers in the future, what services might be added or 
changed as a result, and what other operations may be maintained 
in a remote capacity.
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Two dimensions of the future workforce mobility experience
During the Recover phase, global mobility teams will need to 
critically examine which of their mobility processes work and  
which do not, and how virtual technologies and communications 
can be leveraged throughout the assignment lifecycle to generate 
greater levels of employee trust and wellbeing. To do so, they will 
rethink and reshape workforce mobility along the dimensions 
of workforce mobility demand and supply, and the purpose of 
workforce mobility (see Figure 2)12.

1. Workforce mobility demand and supply

During the COVID-19 period, we have seen rapid shifts to virtual 
and remote working, new levels of partnerships within and across 
ecosystems, and unprecedented levels of flexibility, teaming, 
and adaptability. As they start to look toward the new realities of 
the post-pandemic world, organisations can use their new work 
priorities to rethink and reconfigure their workforces and balance 
ongoing and evolving business needs.

COVID-19 is likely to make a lasting impact not only on the  
volume of global mobility programs that we see, but also their 
structure and benefits. As workforce mobility is an enabler of 
talent demand and supply, it is useful to think about its future as 
intertwined with what the future of work – and its components 
of work, workforce, and workplace – will look like in the post-
pandemic world:

• Work
During the initial phase of crisis response, some organisations 
began to review their very nature of work in response to changing 
market opportunities and challenges. Whilst many organisations 
have implemented innovative and digital ways to meet their 
existing business and customer obligations. In Asia Pacific, we 
have also witnessed how companies across a range of different 
industries redesigned their production lines – or even entire 
business models – in response to the surge in global demand 
for essential supplies. These include automotive manufacturers 
in China and India, as well as a British household appliance 
manufacturer in Singapore that began to manufacture ventilators; 
distilleries in Australia13; and sugar mills in India14 leveraging their 
existing plants to produce hand sanitiser; a gaming company in 
Singapore that set up a fully automated mask manufacturing line 
within a span of 24 days to address the shortage of face masks in  
Southeast Asia15; and the conversion of railway coaches into 
isolation wards in India16.

Although some of these changes may be temporary, many of the 
habits that that have crystallised during this period may continue 
to exist in a more permanent form even after the pandemic 
subsides, drastically disrupting our well-defined notions of industry 
boundaries, the very nature of work, and therefore workforce 
mobility demand and supply. 

Figure 2: 2 key dimensions of workforce mobility in the Recovery phase

Workforce mobility 
demand and supply

The purpose of 
workforce mobility
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• Workforce
Companies also need to re-evaluate the skills and competencies 
of their workforce that they consider to be essential for their 
competitive advantage. During the pandemic, the observation 
that several companies have been able to successfully redeploy 
their workforce into roles in different industries may mean that 
the traditional ideas of skills and training will need to evolve. In 
Singapore, for example, airline cabin crew grounded as a result of 
cancelled flights were assigned to hospitals as “care ambassadors” 
for low-risk patients after undergoing training in safety and 
infection control measures17. 

In the post-pandemic world, we are also likely to see a shift in the 
workforce composition in Asia Pacific, with a greater emphasis 
on local talent. The temporary reduction of talent mobility and 
business travel into certain Asia Pacific locations may open the 
door for local top talent to explore roles that were previously 
not available, and some of these replacements may well become 
permanent arrangements. Many organisations have been forced to 
re-think their organisational structures as a result of COVID-19, and 
this includes the need to re-examine the trade-offs between local 
and regional structures. 

The types of mobility assignments will also be challenged. 
Depending on what future travel restrictions may look like, there is 
also the possibility of a reduction in commuter assignments across 
Southeast Asia or China, resistance to moving into a ‘local’ role in a 
foreign country if emergency evacuation support is not guaranteed 
in times of crisis, and greater scrutiny of business travel costs as 
companies increase their reliance on virtual collaboration tools in 
favour of in-person cross-border meetings that require travel. 

• Workplace
Beyond the pandemic, virtual and remote working assignments are 
expected to continue into the future as companies look to manage 
costs, including real estate expenses. More importantly, many have 
also realised the importance of such arrangements in ensuring 
business continuity, and are likely to rethink their operating models 
to incorporate more flexible work arrangements in the future.

Nevertheless, we do not expect fully virtual roles to become the 
norm in every organisation, as a certain level of workforce mobility  
will always be required: there are important reasons why 
companies have implemented global mobility programs in the  
first place, and these reasons are unlikely to have disappeared. 
Such virtual arrangements also may not be suitable for every 
industry or role, for example, those in quality control, construction, 
or hospitality services.

An increase in virtual mobility
As work from home arrangements become the baseline arrangement for many employees, businesses and  
organisations may realise business in this new normal can still continue, even if parts of their workforce are  
remote or geographically dispersed. 

In the post-pandemic world, we expect to see a greater number of companies making virtual working a more permanent 
arrangement: in fact, one survey has found that 74 percent of CFOs are already planning to move previously on-site 
employees to remote work arrangements post-COVID-1918. 

Many organisations are also considering introducing flexible, cross-border arrangements – to enable an employee located 
in Australia, for example, to work on a project in Singapore practically and compliantly without the need to physically cross 
borders – or virtual assignments, blended with face-to-face interactions through ad hoc business trips.

“Working seamlessly with our clients across geographies, while managing the risk and compliance has always been integral to our 
business. Nevertheless, COVID-19 has fast-tracked many virtual teaming arrangements, and we expect to see an increase in the 
number of such arrangements taking place across borders. As this becomes the “next normal”, we are looking at introducing virtual 
assignments that are supplemented with business trips conducted at the beginning, middle, and end of an assignment period.”
Stephen Roche, Talent Mobility Lead Partner, Deloitte Asia Pacific
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2. The purpose of workforce mobility

The future purpose of mobility should be one that is more diverse, 
more human, more strategic, and more digital – and will need to be 
examined from the perspectives of a workforce mobility strategy; 
employee mobility experience; and role of the mobility team:

• Workforce mobility strategy
In the post-COVID-19 world, we expect to see an increased focus 
on people, organisation, and the sustainability of both the business 
and environment. This requires a more purpose-driven, strategic 
approach to mobility.

With the increased focus on the cost of mobility programs, mobility 
teams will find themselves working with the business to better 
articulate a clear purpose and value for each mobility assignment. 
This could entail objectives for building a virtual workforce, re-
skilling of the workforce for future business models, as well as 
succession planning and employee development. 

• Employee experience
Looking ahead, we can expect the overall employee desire to 
embark on international assignments, intra-Asia and globally,  
to be mixed. While there is the possibility that many more will  
want to seize the opportunity to explore a career abroad after  
a prolonged lockdown period at home, there may also be the  
need for greater incentivisation for employees to take up 
assignments in harder hit locations.

Global mobility teams will therefore need to increase their focus  
on the employee experience, ensuring that they are both inclusive 
and flexible in nature, and find the right balance between human 
and digital. To achieve this, global mobility teams could consider  
the following:

• Role of the global mobility team
Ultimately, the role of the mobility team will be to align business 
and talent strategies, connect stakeholders, act a strategic advisor, 
and manage risks, costs and duty of care with the use of data and 
analytics. In this post-pandemic world, this comes with the possible 
expanded scope of managing not only traditional assignments but 
taking on the management of business travel, internal mobility 
between different teams, international recruitment and virtual 
assignments, as the ultimate objective of talent mobility morphs 
into career agility. 

“At Deloitte Asia Pacific, talent mobility 
has always been a strategic priority. In 
the long run, the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic does not change this. What 
will change, however, is its form: while we 
do not foresee a decline in overall talent 
mobility, we will leverage technology 
further to supplement the traditional, 
physical mobility experience and value 
both before, during and after the 
assignment. We are also accelerating our 
adoption of virtual mobility options to 
better serve our client needs and expand 
the international exposure opportunities 
for more of our employees.” 

Elizabeth Faber, 

Chief Talent Officer,  
Deloitte Asia Pacific

Increasing the flexibility of some mobility packages  
to provide employees with more choice and/ or 
country specific benefits

Leveraging digital platforms to enhance the  
mobility experience and support a more  
tech-savvy workforce

Re-thinking when, how and what is communicated to 
employee’s throughout the assignment lifecycle

Increasing the quality of wellbeing support, for 
example, with employee assistance programs, peer 
networks and buddies, health support, mobile 
applications, regular check-ins or pulse surveys, as 
well as clear crisis management protocols

Focusing on talent development throughout the 
duration of a mobility assignment – employees rate 
the “opportunity to learn” as among their top reasons 
for taking a job19

Increasing the emphasis on broader societal 
contributions, such as opportunities for  
volunteerism or charity
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Next steps
As organisations emerge from the Respond phase, there will be an 
opportunity to look forward and plan for future growth.

Actions that global mobility leads should take in the Recover phase

Operational model adjustments

• Reflect on scenarios for recovery and assess mobility needs and impacts on the business

• Analyse supply and demand for assignments, taking into account employees returning to host 
location or working remotely from home, early assignment terminations, and the reassignment of 
employees

• Review and update program performance measures, key performance indicators, and working 
practices to maintain operational resilience 

• Review and update mobility reward policies to better reflect employee preferences and values, and 
align with current cost containment structure

• Define future scope and prioritise necessary longer-term changes 

Compliance

• Conduct a compliance audit on all mobile employees categorising cases in terms of urgency, taking 
into account their immigration, pension and tax needs

• Implement protocols for overall cost (including tax costs) resulting from additional expenses arising 
from displaced workers

• Revisit compliance approaches, including areas of tax or immigration policy that might require 
adapting in light of the lessons learned in the earlier phase of COVID-19

People

• Prepare for the return of global mobility by working with HR and the business to establish protocols 
to enable mobile employees to return to either their home or host location 

• Define alternative talent routes and protocols to analyse, assign and approve critical talent to key 
business needs

• Limit the effect of ‘reverse culture shock’ as employees return to work after spending a considerable 
amount of time social distancing, and working from home or in isolation

• Prepare a mobility-enabler playbook to facilitate travel that is safe for employees and family

• Continue to communicate and provide support and advice upon the return to work of employees, 
with a focus on well-being
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The biggest challenge organisations will likely face is the 
tension between returning to previous activities or routines, 
and embracing a new reality where they will need to rethink 
and reshape the workforce mobility experience.

The resulting implications of COVID-19  
on our ways of working – both foreseen 
and unforeseen – have presented 
mobility teams with challenges that 
are more complex than ever. Given the 
complex, fluid situation and its many 
moving parts, what the new reality will 
look like is anyone’s guess. 

Broadly, however, we can expect that with COVID-19 inadvertently 
speeding up the evolution of workforce mobility strategies, forcing 
many companies to rethink what it means for talent to be mobile, 
and how mobility can better support their evolving business needs, 
organisations will grow more accustomed to an arrangement 
where a virtual workforce is the norm, rather than the exception. 

As a first step to reshaping their workforce mobility strategies  
to prepare for this new reality, organisations will need to work  
to gather key data and insights from their mobile employees, 
engage with stakeholders to understand the new ways of  
working, and put in place the appropriate tools and policies  
to enable future workforce mobility – all while ensuring 
governance, efficiency, compliance, and duty of care. 

Thrive: Looking ahead to the future

The adaptable global mobility model 
During this COVID-19 crisis, we have observed that the majority 
of companies that are better prepared than others to mitigate 
the impacts were those that have adopted a more adaptable 
global mobility model. Such an approach leverages the use of 
strategic business impact assessments to map critical services 
and functions to operational dependencies, including key 
systems, staff, third parties, and geographic locations, and takes 
into consideration lessons learned from previous disruptions 
to implement appropriate supply chain, risk management, and 
business continuity strategies.

In the Thrive stage, it will be important to identify and capture 
lessons learned to identify organisational improvement 
opportunities. Often, many lessons learnt are forgotten  
in the aftermath of a crisis because all energies are devoted  
to recover operations as soon as possible. Building an  
adaptable global mobility model – one that that is sufficiently  
agile and purpose-driven for an uncertain future – requires  
global mobility teams to rethink and redesign their models  
along six dimensions (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Six components of the adaptable global mobility model framework

Already accustomed to virtual working 
arrangements, SSC talent tend to be inherently 
more ready to handle the new ways of working. 
Looking ahead, several Asia Pacific markets 
such as India, Malaysia and the Philippines, 
which have emerged as popular SSC locations 
in recent years, are likely to remain attractive 
for global and regional operations, particularly 
in areas such as payroll and mobility hubs, 
given their lower cost structures, availability 
of talent, and strong English language 
competencies. Nevertheless, global mobility 
programs will still have important roles to  
play in the retention and upskilling, as well  
as motivation, of these local talent.

In other instances, we have also witnessed how 
the crisis has accelerated digitisation for many 
organisations and encouraged them to think 
about digitising their processes. For example, 
the ability to digitally sign documents. In 
Japan, for instance, the use of a traditional seal 
system involving tiny traditional stamps known 
as “hanko” or “inkan” – have made it challenging 
for employees to sign contracts or review 
proposals remotely20.

Business 
continuity

Business continuity considerations will need to be included as part of the global mobility framework to 
ensure that the organisation is able to respond rapidly and quickly to crisis shocks. On a more practical level, 
emergency support clauses in policies and documents will need to be re-evaluated and reworded, and data 
collected during the COVID-19 period should also be leveraged to plan protocols for future disruptions. 

Shared 
services 
centres

Although Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Robotic Process Automation (RPA) technologies are emerging as 
possible solutions for mobility tasks that are more routine, there is also the likely possibility that SSCs for 
managing mobility may in fact gain even more momentum in the post-COVID-19 world as organisations look to 
manage cost and review their operating models. Some companies may want to re-evaluate their SSC locations 
as they look to diversify their operations across countries and continents to ensure full coverage and business 
continuity in the situation of another crisis or pandemic.

People

In the post-pandemic world, global mobility teams will also need to focus on designing the workforce mobility 
experience and integrating it with broader organisational goals for reskilling teams or sharing workforces. 
Specifically, the skills needed by mobility teams and mobility leaders will be more focused on agility, leadership, 
influence, design-thinking and change management.

Policies and 
processes

Global mobility policies and processes will need to be updated to align with business continuity plans and 
protocols, future mobility assignment types, and employee experience expectations. New policies will also 
need to be created to manage virtual assignments and remote working arrangements.

Technology

A fundamental shift in how people use technology during the COVID-19 period will also result in changing 
expectations for how mobility assignments are managed with the use of technology. For example, during the 
pandemic period, mobile applications have been enhanced to enable employees abroad to connect with one 
another and exchange information, such as the location of the nearest grocery store or hospital.

Service 
delivery 
model 

Building an adaptable global mobility model is critical, and requires the collective effort of a highly connected, 
agile ecosystem consisting of both internal and external stakeholders, supported by technology. These could 
also include leveraging players from the gig economy or engaging mobility vendors to support the global 
mobility team as and when additional capacity may be required. 
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Ultimately, the choices and policies adopted by global mobility teams during this 
COVID-19 crisis and its aftermath will be an opportunity to adopt a more forward-
looking perspective, and to balance critical short-term workforce and business 
needs with the opportunity to pivot to the future. We will emerge from the COVID-19 
experience equipped with a greater resilience. Global workforces will survive, evolve 
and flourish and managing workforce mobility will become more critical than ever.
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