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TWF is delighted to present this complimentary resource on effective gender-inclusive mobility 

programmes.

Other resources in the same series, comprising Success Markers for Mentoring Programmes for 

Women, Effective Women’s Networks and Return-To-Work Programmes, are available at 

www.twfhk.org

http://www.twfhk.org
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According to the RES Forum Annual Report 2016
(6)

• women have a higher success rate than men on global 

assignments – at 14% of organisations, more men than 

women end up repatriating due to poor performance

• women are more likely to possess qualities like empathy 

and diplomacy which make them more effective at 

negotiating and leading across different environments

• women have also been shown to interact more with 

locals and adjust better to new work challenges abroad

• once the international assignment is over, female 

assignees are more likely to stay with the organisation
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Why Gender Diversity Matters

According to Credit Suisse’s 2016 "The Reward for Change” report
(7)

: between 2013 and mid-

2016, companies with 25% of management roles filled by women recorded 2.8% growth in their

share price, those with 33% women managers had 4.8% growth and those with more than 50%

women managers had 10.3% growth. Companies with higher levels of female participation and a

woman CEO, enjoyed return on equity which was 19% higher on average and delivered a 9%

higher dividend payout.

According to Bloomberg Markets magazine research,
(8)

the share prices of companies with the

most women on their boards and in management roles has outperformed the S&P500 index by

141% over 10 years.

The Pax Ellevate Global Women’s Index fund, which invests in gender inclusive companies with

at least 30% women on their boards and 25% women in senior management, outperformed the

MSCI by 300 basis points between 2014 and 2016.
(9)

WHY SHOULD COMPANIES ENABLE WOMEN TO BE MORE MOBILE?
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How Mobility Drives Diversity

For both men and women, being globally mobile has a direct and positive impact on short and long-

term career progression but men still have more opportunity for global mobility assignments. Men

also enjoy significantly higher long-term benefits on their return with faster compensation increases,

more timely promotions and access to repeat mobility assignments.
(10)

Mobility has direct positive impact on career progression for both men and women – however,

only 22% of companies are aligning their mobility and diversity strategies with talent management

and senior leadership development
(11)

which means:

• Women have less opportunity for global assignments (only 20% of assignees are women)
(12)

• Women do not enjoy the same longer term benefits such as promotion, compensation increases

or repeat assignments as men

The lack of alignment between mobility programmes with D&I strategies, talent management and

leadership development compounds the under-representation of women at more senior levels.

WHY SHOULD COMPANIES ENABLE WOMEN TO BE MORE MOBILE?
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MAIN GLOBAL MOBILITY INHIBITORS FOR WOMEN

- In Asia, going abroad is challenging for working women with family commitments 

especially children and elderly dependents

- Stereotypes around male trailing spouses are also a challenge for families if 

husbands/male partners cannot find work in the new location 

- Short lead times are not conducive to long term planning which puts women off

FAMILY CONSIDERATIONS

- Women are less assertive about proactively seeking out global opportunities 

- Women are more prone to doubt themselves for assignments when these are offered

- Women tend to think longer term and worry about what happens after the assignment

- Women might not speak up in case they are seen to be less committed

THE CONFIDENCE GAP

- Managers make assumptions about women candidates based on their age, seniority and 

family situation, often assuming they are not interested in overseas assignments

- Managers also make assumptions about male candidates being more interested in and 

available for mobility assignments even though family constraints are not an exclusive 

challenge for women

UNCONSCIOUS BIAS

- Many companies don’t have a coherent mobility strategy with measurable goals & 

objectives 

- Most companies that have a mobility strategy don’t go to the next level and build in 

flexible and gender-inclusive approaches like short-term and commuter range 

assignments which are more likely to appeal to women

- Few organisations look at their mobility programmes through a gender lens

- Talent programmes continue to value traditional competencies which put men at an 

advantage

- Mobility assignments are just one element of female talent development – companies 

need to consider if their overall organisational policies, processes & culture are 

conducive to enabling women to achieve their full potential

NO OVERALL FOCUS ON 

FEMALE TALENT

NO COHERENT MOBILITY 

STRATEGY
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- Organisations need to be creative and flexible in their approach to mobility,

recognising that eldercare, career support for spouse & other family responsibilities 

can be a significant career barrier for women in Asia

- Changing the organisational mindset to see mobility-associated costs as an 

investment may be required

ASSIGNEE 

SELECTION

POLICIES & 

PACKAGES

ROLE MODELS 

& NETWORK

COLLECTIVE 

ENABLERS

- Global mobility assignments should be part of career planning and long term talent 

development for HiPo women and an integral element of performance reviews 

- Greater transparency over available global assignments & selection criteria 

will encourage more women to apply

- Promote successful examples of women who have completed global assignments 

to encourage other women

- Having support networks both at home and in overseas locations for women and 

spouses or ther family members can be very helpful

WHAT NEXT?

- Recognising that women tend to be more risk averse, organisations need to frame 

mobility assignments as part of long term career development and be able to 

articulate “what next” options upfront

- Organisations should be aware of retention risk and need to be open to 

incentivising women to stay after they complete an overseas assignment

- Organisations need to realise the importance of overseas assignments for developing 

and retaining female talent, while recognising  this is only one of many important 

drivers 

- Other collective enablers include leadership buy-in, mentoring & sponsorship for 

women, aligned HR policies & practices, and an inclusive culture
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KEY POINTS:
- Openly advertise assignments so women can put themselves forward

- Introduce transparent assignee selection processes

- Provide longer lead times

Be transparent about 
assignments & selection criteria

ASSIGNEE SELECTION 

Review your assignment selection processes

• Are all your HiPo women aware of available global mobility opportunities?
• Do you have objective criteria for assignee selection and do they disadvantage women?
• Is mobility being routinely discussed as part of long term career planning & performance reviews?
• Do you have a clear strategy on hardship locations which are less suited for women / families?

Implement tools and practices to facilitate transparency

• Advertise mobility assignments on staff intranets or similar, or at least ensure that there is enough 
transparency that HiPo women are aware of opportunities

• Ensure women feel welcome to apply without fear of being seen as uncommitted to their existing role, 
through encouragement by their managers/HR and/or introduce initiatives that allow for exploratory 
conversations with a host office before needing to alert the person’s current manager  

• Ensure your selection criteria doesn’t disadvantage women who tend to have less front line commercial or 
overseas experience

• Facilitate candidates to visit the overseas location & get to know the local team in advance
• Coach managers to include mobility as part of performance reviews and career planning and ensure they’re 

equipped to deal with sensitive issues like family planning and care factors



14

KEY POINTS:
- Take a creative and flexible approach that is tailored to individual circumstances

- Consider short-term assignments or commuter-range opportunities for women with family obligations

- Ensure your mobility manager is adopting a gender lens by including diversity metrics in their performance 

reviews

- Change the organisational mindset if need be to see mobility cost as an investment in the talent pipeline

POLICIES AND PACKAGES

Review your policies and packages

• Do your packages cater for a variety of needs and family circumstances?
• Recognise that in Asia, filial piety and eldercare responsibilities are a significant barrier to women pursuing 

mobility assignments
• One of the biggest obstacles to women taking up mobility assignments is whether their husband/partner 

can also find employment – having policies and programmes that provide trailing spouse support is very 
important

Implement a more gender-inclusive approach

• Be creative and flexible with your approach to mobility – consider creating short-term assignments and 
commuter-range opportunities for women with family responsibilities

• Tailor packages to individual circumstances e.g. dual career couple or trailing spouse, children and 
schooling needs, eldercare needs, split/single parent families

• Have contingency plans and support in place for emergencies as additional reassurance for women who 
are often primary care-givers for elderly dependents

• Ensure mobility packages accommodate the negative impact of increased taxes and provide support for the 
whole assignee life-cycle including repatriation

No one size fits all
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KEY POINTS:
- Celebrate female mobility role models 

- Provide mentors at home and in the host country

- Connect family members to their own support networks

ROLE MODELS AND NETWORK

Showcase mobility success stories especially any female role models

• Find formal and informal opportunities for sharing – encourage senior women from other offices to share 
their stories with staff and particularly women in other offices via local women’s networks or the 
employee intranet or similar 

• Facilitate introductions for women who are considering a move with women who have successfully 
completed mobility assignments

Ensure women have supportive networks at home and in the host country

• Encourage women who go abroad to maintain their network of clients, sponsors and peers in the home 
country: provide them with opportunities to return for conferences or other events to facilitate this

• Some firms have a ‘cultural buddy’ system to facilitate integration in the host country
• Introductions for other family members to internal and external networks in the host country can be very 

helpful

If you can see it, you can be it
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KEY POINTS:
- Be prepared to discuss ‘what next’ upfront as part of long range career planning

- Track the people who go on mobility assignments to understand if they are staying or leaving after they 

have been abroad and the reasons why

- Be prepared to incentivise women to stay after a successful mobility assignment

WHAT NEXT?

Review your repatriation and retention history

• Are you tracking the long term ROI of your mobility assignments?
• Do you have trouble retaining your pipeline of women leaders after a global assignment?
• Do you understand why people who have been abroad end up leaving?

Companies need to be flexible if they want to retain women after a mobility assignment

• Regular performance reviews & long range career planning are even more important for employees on 
mobility assignments

• Is the option to “go local” available to women who decide they want to stay for longer/indefinitely?
• Women who have out-performed on mobility assignments are likely to be on the radar of your 

competitors: companies need to be prepared to incentivise women to stay on N.B.: women often respond 
to different incentives to men

• Ensure returning roles offered utilize the skills, knowledge and experience gained whilst abroad

Remember there is  life after 
mobility
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KEY POINTS:
- Global mobility is only one element in attracting, retaining & promoting women

- Ensure your global mobility, D&I and talent management strategies are aligned

- Firms should apply a gender lens to all HR policies & processes to ensure bias isn’t disadvantaging women

- Tone from the top and engaging male allies are key

COLLECTIVE ENABLERS

Is your leadership team committed to greater gender balance?

• CEO buy in is key to ensuring the right tone from the top and an inclusive culture
• Is greater gender balance a core business strategy?
• What are you doing to mobilise internal male champions?

What else are you doing to develop women as leaders?

• Do you have mentoring & sponsorship programmes for women?
• Does your women’s network have sufficient support to be effective?
• Tackle unconscious bias and ensure managers understand why gender balance is important
• Create FAQ documents or ‘myth busters’ about women and mobility assignments

Are your HR policies and practices aligned to achieving greater gender balance?

• Introduce targets and accountability
• Do your HR policies and practices facilitate the recruitment, retention and promotion of more women?
• How are you using technology to facilitate flexible working while maintaining productivity & teamwork?

No one silver bullet
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“START from you! What do you want?”

Cindy Ngan | Partner | PwC

CASE STUDY

Bio

With over 19 years of banking and Capital Markets experience with PwC U.S. and Hong Kong, Cindy spent 
eight years with PwC U.S. in San Francisco, Washington DC and New York from 2002 – 2010. Three months 
into the U.S. assignment she was promoted. After eight months, the Freddie Mac scandal broke and with a 
day’s notice, Cindy moved to DC. Three weeks turned into three months, three months turned into three 
years and those years turned out to be some of the most significant years of her professional life. 
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“If you believe it’s the right thing to do,

then keep on trying.”

Cindy Ngan | Partner | PwC

CASE STUDY

“Challenge yourself”
Despite being held back by two years in her career when she moved to the U.S. for her secondment, Cindy 
saw the bigger picture and longer-term benefits. She challenged herself, took risks, chose to work on the 
most stretching portfolios and this paid off for both her professional development and the company’s growth.

“Drive change”
On her return to HK, Cindy faced the challenge of readjusting to the local corporate culture. She quickly learnt 
how to strategically influence and implement change effectively. She realised her business leaders wanted to 
see results before taking risks and by introducing pilot schemes, swapping 200-slide presentations for role 
plays and real-life case studies, Cindy transformed the training programme. Her global experience had taught 
her how to solve problems, deal effectively with challenges and influence others. By driving change she 
enabled her HK team to more effective communicators and build stronger relations with clients.

“Find a mentor”
Having sponsors and mentors in both HK and the U.S. was key for Cindy in both accessing global assignments 
and successfully reintegrating the HK office. Cindy talked to leaders, openly expressed her desire to be 
globally mobile and through hard work, she built trust and respect. Her team believed in her, senior 
management championed her and everyone supported her growth.
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“EVEN if you have the drive, 

you need the support.”

Tracy Shum | Associate Director| KPMG

CASE STUDY

Bio

Tracy Shum is an Associate Director with the KPMG China’s Management Consulting function in Hong Kong 
with professional experience in delivering Finance and Business Consulting Services for Financial 
Institutions. She was born and raised in Hong Kong and joined KPMG after graduating from HKUST with a 
Bachelor’s Degree in the Global Business Programme. She was seconded to the KPMG London Office from 
2011 – 2013 under the KPMG Global Mobility Programme and worked in different cities across the United 
Kingdom. She is active in spending her spare time in volunteering her services to mainly support 
environmental protection, gender equality and cultural diversity.
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“IT’S KEY to have a social circle in your host 

country and keep in regular contact 

with your sponsors back home.”

Tracy Shum | Associate Director| KPMG

CASE STUDY

“Be patient”
Tracy spoke up and expressed her desire to be globally mobile. With the guidance and sponsorship of two 
senior female executives and the support of her partner, a KPMG employee himself, Tracy made some calls. 
She researched a variety of locations and found out first-hand what it was like living in those countries. After 
a few months, she had found her destination and position. One year later Tracy, and her now husband, were 
both working in London.

“Be open-minded”
Coming from Hong Kong, Tracy was used to the East and West dichotomy. In the UK, Tracy was quickly 
exposed to a diverse array of perspectives. Living in a multicultural environment was an exciting challenge 
and for Tracy, this was one of her most impactful takeaways. 

“Don’t stop travelling”
Whilst working abroad, Tracy used the time to widen and deepen her knowledge of the firm. She appreciated 
the investment KPMG had made in her development by facilitating her move and enjoyed cascading her 
knowledge and inspiring her colleagues to be globally mobile. Tracy would definitely consider more 
international assignments and is particularly drawn to locations in emerging markets, seeing the benefits of 
further stretching herself and seeing even more of the world and the firm.
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“STAY CONNECTED with the relationships 

that took you abroad. You need the same 

relationships on your return.”

Stephanie Smith | Head of Asia Operations | Goldman Sachs

CASE STUDY

Bio

Stephanie Smith recently relocated from New York to Hong Kong. She joined Goldman Sachs as an analyst in 
the Securities Division in 1999 and moved to the Operations Division in 2004.  She was named vice president 
in 2005 and managing director in 2010. Stephanie’s drive to get things done, along with her natural curiosity 
to explore new experiences and opportunities, has enabled her to navigate a successful global career within 
Goldman Sachs. Stephanie was very specific in selecting Hong Kong as her choice for continuing her 
professional and personal journey. Hong Kong provides a host of new stakeholders and business challenges 
while offering the safe and nurturing environment that she wants for her family.  Several senior leaders of the 
firm are mentors to Stephanie and played crucial roles in helping her make the decision to take the 
assignment. Seeing their own personal successes with mobility assignments gave her the confidence to follow 
a similar path.
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“THE FULL SUPPORT of the firm and my 

family made moving ten thousand miles away 

a lot easier.”

Stephanie Smith | Head of Asia Operations | Goldman Sachs

CASE STUDY

“Be articulate”
Be clear with your priorities and be articulate about why you want to be globally mobile when discussing 
mobility plans. Moving both locations and roles was a significant learning experience for Stephanie. It’s 
important to be aware of the variables you are taking on to ensure you are able to manage them. 

“Leverage business trips’”
Stephanie included her family’s perspectives in mobility discussions and started early with ‘mental 
preparation’ for each family member. Pre-work, such as leveraging business trips to get the house and 
schooling ready for the family, were quite intense, but were also valuable in ensuring a ‘soft landing’ for the 
family. Added to this, bringing the extended family over in advance, as part of the adventure, helped ensure 
everyone felt very familiar and settled. This led to Stephanie's family feeling at home in Hong Kong from the 
start.

“Enjoy the adventure”
Take the time to enjoy the adventure. Enjoy getting to know the region you are in, travel and make the most 
of the experience. Seek out support for yourself and your family once you arrive in your new location. You will 
need this support to get settled and build your network.
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“MOBILITY is about how you deal with and 

integrate into the local culture.”

Kris Lui | Global Head of HR |C&A

WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY 

Advice for Companies
Provide mobility opportunities for all employees without forcing them to be mobile. Done right, global 
mobility addresses both an individual’s career development aspirations and business needs. Accordingly, 
global mobility opportunities enhance staff engagement and business productivity. To be successful, 
companies need to be serious about robust long-term succession mapping of talent.

Advice for Women
Include mobility as part of career planning and openly discuss it with your line managers. Don’t be shy about 
sharing your ambitions and aspirations. Don’t assume your line manager knows what you want. Be proactive 
and assertive if you want a global mobility assignment.

Key Learnings
Successful overseas assignments depend on whether other family members settle well in the host country. 
Once on assignment, assignees should make the effort to make local friends to ensure the whole family 
makes the most of their mobility experience.
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“MOBILITY is not a one-time conversation.”

Selina Ko | Chief HR Officer |Manulife

WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY 

Advice for Companies
Don’t take the first “no” as final. Explore different country and duration options with your female  talent. 
Understand the concerns of the candidate and arrange for them to speak to someone with a similar 
background returning from a positive assignment experience. If you are serious about retaining the best, find 
or create further stretch roles at home or abroad for assignees after their overseas assignment. 

Advice for Women
Your career is in your own hands. Tell your managers, mentors and sponsors what your aspirations are when 
discussing your career development. Family support is critical to your success. Research the countries that 
you are considering for a mobility assignment – get as much detailed information as possible upfront. Set up a 
good support system in the host country that will allow you to balance work and personal life.

Key Learnings
To increase the chances of success, organisations should agree clear and realistic business and development 
goals with assignees beforehand. 
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APPENDIX 1

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES – MCKINSEY’S GENDER DIVERSITY ECOSYSTEM

SOURCE: McKinsey Women Matters Research 
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APPENDIX 2

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES – USEFUL LINKS

Developing Female Leaders (PwC/CEL, March 2015) 
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/hr-management-services/publications/assets/developing-female-leaders.pdf

Global Mobility Survey: Embedding Global Mobility at the Heart of Business Strategy (Santa Fe, 2016)
http://gms.santaferelo.com/

Millennials at Work: Reshaping the Workplace (PwC, 2011)
http://www.pwc.com/movingwomenwithpurpose

Modern Mobility: Moving Women with Purpose (PwC, March 2016) 
http://www.pwc.com/movingwomenwithpurpose

Mobility Outlook Survey (AIRINC, 2016)
http://www.air-inc.com/mobility-outlook-survey-2016.html

Next Generation Diversity: Developing Tomorrow’s Female Leaders (Pwc, 2014) 
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/women-at-pwc/internationalwomensday/assets/next-generation-diversity-publication.pdf

Talent Mobility: 2020 and Beyond: The Future of mobility in a globally connected world (PwC, 2012)
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/talent/future-of-work/global-mobility-map.html

The RES Forum Annual Report: Beyond Uniformity - A World of Opportunity (RES Forum, 2016)
https://theresforum.com/annual-report-full/

Women of the World: Aligning Gender Diversity and International Mobility in Financial Services 

(PwC, April 2016)                   
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/financial-services/assets/women-of-the-world.pdf

Women as female breadwinners in non-traditional expatriate families: Status-reversal marriages, 

single parents, split families, and lesbian partnerships (Yvonne McNulty, 2014)
http://expatresearch.com/files/4013/7661/9453/Women_As_Female_Breadwinners_In_Non-Traditional_Expatriate_Families-

McNULTY.pdf

World Mobility Perspectives: Global Diversity and Inclusion (Crown, 2014)
https://www.crownworldmobility.com/sites/default/files/World-Mobility-files/CWM-Perspectives-Issue4-2014.pdf

http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/hr-management-services/publications/assets/developing-female-leaders.pdf
http://gms.santaferelo.com/
http://www.pwc.com/movingwomenwithpurpose
http://www.pwc.com/movingwomenwithpurpose
http://www.air-inc.com/mobility-outlook-survey-2016.html
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/women-at-pwc/internationalwomensday/assets/next-generation-diversity-publication.pdf
http://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/talent/future-of-work/global-mobility-map.html
https://theresforum.com/annual-report-full/
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/financial-services/assets/women-of-the-world.pdf
http://expatresearch.com/files/4013/7661/9453/Women_As_Female_Breadwinners_In_Non-Traditional_Expatriate_Families-McNULTY.pdf
https://www.crownworldmobility.com/sites/default/files/World-Mobility-files/CWM-Perspectives-Issue4-2014.pdf
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