
COVID-19 – Potential 
business issues for  
mobility professionals 
Beyond coronavirus protocol: 
Impacting employee experience 

As the coronavirus 
continues to spread, 
companies are going to 
great lengths to help keep 
their mobile workforce 
healthy and well-informed. 
Many are restricting 
business travel and 
directing employees to 
work from home. Others 
are exploring protocols for 
their workers after possible 
exposure to the virus. For 
employees working abroad, 
there are many personal 
and professional challenges 
this outbreak poses. We’ve 
created a series of 
hypothetical scenarios that 
illustrate the issues that 
mobility professionals are 
likely to confront. By 
anticipating and addressing 
these challenges as the 
outbreak continues, you 
can help your mobile 
workers feel supported 
during this uncertain time.

Scenario 1: My family is separated with no end in sight
Mary was in Hong Kong celebrating the Chinese New Year with her family when the 
coronavirus broke out. While her husband stayed behind to work, she traveled to 
Australia to drop off their son at boarding school with their two other children, ages 6 
and 14. But because they had come from Hong Kong, school officials required her son to 
be in self-quarantine for 14 days before he could move into the dorms. After extending 
their trip for two weeks, Mary decided it would be best for them to stay in Australia until 
the situation in Hong Kong stabilized. She moved in with her in-laws and had to find 
temporary schooling for her other two children despite having already paid the year’s 
tuition for their education in Hong Kong. Her husband travels to Australia every few 
weeks to visit, but the separation has strained the family both emotionally and financially. 
The worst part for Mary is the uncertainty of not knowing how long they will be in 
Australia, and when it will be safe for them to return home. 

Potential issues that mobility professionals may need to address: 
• Flights and travel costs for employees separated from their families

• Tuition assistance for employees with children who have been relocated

• Telecommuting policies for employees working elsewhere during the outbreak

Scenario 2: I’m safe but didn’t realize the tax implications of 
coming home
Shortly after the coronavirus outbreak, Hillary’s company told her to leave China and 
continue her assignment from home. A 30-year-old tech consultant, Hillary moved back 
to California, where she still had a place to live because she hadn’t sublet her apartment 
yet. She spent 14 days at home in self-quarantine, then started going into her company’s 
Los Angeles office. Even though she showed no signs of the virus, her coworkers avoided 
her because of her recent assignment in China, and she felt ostracized. As her days 
working in the Los Angeles office began to add up, she realized she might become 
subject to state taxes that she hadn’t budgeted for in China. Luckily her company was 
paying the lease on her Shanghai apartment, but she still had many personal items there 
that she hadn’t been able to bring back. 
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Potential issues that mobility professionals may need to address:
• Tax planning for employees unexpectedly living in another country or state

• Diversity and inclusion training for employees working with those returning from quarantine

• Prevention / exposure education; workplace safety measures

• Supplier readiness to support rapid moves

• Workforce planning for employees returning home from active assignments

Scenario 3: When I accepted this assignment, I didn’t think housing would be an issue
When Colin’s company told him and his fellow expats to leave Italy until the virus was contained, he suddenly found himself with 
nowhere to live. Although many of his colleagues had homes to return to, Colin no longer had an apartment in the US. He went to 
work from his family’s home in Johannesburg. But once he arrived, an HR manager called to say he couldn’t work there because the 
company didn’t have a legal entity in South Africa. Now he’s looking for a place to live in one of the six countries where his company 
has an established office. 

Potential issues that mobility professionals may need to address: 
• Relax location company rules temporarily so employees can work from where they’re most comfortable

• Remote work arrangements to allow employees to continue working while on quarantine if they are healthy enough to do so

• Permanent establishment considerations for the corporation as they allow temporary remote work arrangements

• Tax planning for individuals to help them make decisions about the tax impact of where they are working remotely

• Feasibility of potential work locations from an immigration and cost perspective

• Corporate tax implications for the time worked in a country where the business does not normally operate

Scenario 4: I’m asthmatic and don’t want to commute
Josh is a 55-year-old architect who commutes to New York City for work. He has asthma, and he feels uncomfortable continuing to take 
the train from his home in New Jersey to the firm’s downtown office. With the recent New York "Stay at Home order," Josh’s firm allows 
him to work from home. 

Potential issues that mobility professionals may need to address: 
• Check the state tax withholding and payroll reporting implications and analyze double taxation implications

• Leverage any remote working policies to support temporary remote working options to keep business continuity
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Scenario 5: How do you say, “I have a fever” in 
another language?
Sheila was working as a sales representative in her company’s Shanghai 
office when she was recruited by a local competitor. Because the new 
company classified her as a foreign local hire, she no longer has an 
international medical plan. She’s nervous about coronavirus because if 
she develops flu-like symptoms, she’ll have to go to the local hospital for 
treatment. She doesn’t speak much Mandarin, and she’s worried that she 
won’t be able to communicate with the doctors. The international hospitals 
with English-speaking staff are expensive, and she can’t afford them on her 
local medical plan. 

Potential issues that mobility professionals may need 
to address: 
• Help local hires who aren’t locals navigate the health care system

Scenario 6: I’m up for a challenge, but what’s the 
backup plan? 
Ryan was excited when his company offered him a six-month assignment 
in India and disappointed when it got deferred because of the coronavirus 
outbreak. He’s not worried about going to India because he’s 25 years old 
and rarely gets sick. But this experience has made him wary of accepting 
any international assignments until he has a better understanding of his 
company’s contingency plan in the event of pandemics, natural disasters,  
or political strife. 

Potential issues that mobility professionals may need to address: 
• Establish and communicate contingency plans for emergencies to reassure employees they’ll be looked after if there’s a pandemic

A sympathetic ear
Issuing health and safety directives to your mobile employees will go a long way in keeping them informed and protected during this 
outbreak. However, taking it a step further by empathizing with their situations and doing whatever you can to ease the challenges 
they’re experiencing will show you’re a company that cares. 


