Are short-term assignments the way forward?
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	Assignments abroad often entail uprooting to a far-flung destination for years on end with the home country becoming a distant memory. But the long-term expatriate posting as we know it could soon become a thing of the past, as more companies are reducing costs and increasingly offering short-term contracts for overseas work


According to the Mercer Human Resource Consulting's 2003 International Assignment Survey, of 220 multinational companies, 39 per cent of those surveyed have increased their use of short-term assignments and 24 per cent have reduced their long-term assignments.

The 2003 Global Survey of Short-term International Assignments conducted by ORC Worldwide, Worldwide ERC, the MI Group, and SHRM Global Forum also produced similar findings. It discovered that nearly 60 per cent of the 550 companies surveyed anticipate that the number of short-term assignments will continue to rise, and half the companies surveyed said cutting costs was the main reason for this increase.

Robbie Wigley-Jones, Partner of Human Resource Services at Price Waterhouse, says: "Traditional expatriation is the tip of the iceberg, the rest is below the waterline.

"Much of the difficulty lies in the definition of the short-term assignment. No longer are these assignments the traditional three to 12 months, included in this definition are 'commuter' and 'virtual' assignments."

One of the reasons for this lack of knowledge concluded Brewster, was "short-term assignments are often organised by line managers rather than the HR department, and, if HR don't get asked to organise tickets and accommodation, it doesn't feature on their horizon.

"Also there is the misapprehension that because the short-term assignment is only for a while, it won't lead to problems, even though on occasion it does".

Unlike traditional expatriation, the ascent of short-term assignments patently indicates there is a lack of corporate policy guidelines controlling the area.

Brewster further maintains that in order for the short-term assignment to succeed, "of paramount importance is the essential need for HR to develop a more holistic acuity, and that, to serve the company and employee more effectively, it has to recognise, identify and participate more fully in the consideration of the needs of partners and families as to those of the employees themselves."

Historically, expatriate spousal networks have been created through the need, and initiative, of spouses. This is evident by the increasing popularity of organisations and websites such as Families in Global Transition (www.figt.com). FIGT is unique as it is designed to help families within the expatriate lifestyle.

Their annual conference, this year March 25-27 in Texas, brings together members of the internationally mobile corporations; military and diplomatic families, with those who assist them; HR, relocation services and counsellors. Through its forum, FIGT seeks to develop practical strategies for dealing effectively with the difficulties encountered within the cross-cultural lifestyle.

Robin Pascoe's informative website, www.expatexpert.com, provides a refreshing, practical, and informative forum for the expatriate spouse. Her books are essential reading for expatriate employers globally, in the assigning, expatriation, relocation and repatriation of employees.

A relative newcomer to this area of expatriate services is Global Connection, (www.global-connection.info). Created by the merger of ExpatPlus and the English Language Heineken Partner Network (HPN), it has created a worldwide network of expatriates' partners from a select group of Dutch-based multinationals, aiming for a membership of 3,000-5,000 partners in nearly every country in the world.

Gradually, companies are becoming aware that they need to offer this level of support to their employees and the partners/families. Many are taking positive steps towards more active participation; by corporate sponsorship, or by HR personnel either attending or speaking at expatriate conferences.

Geneveive Traille, has extensive experience of short-term assignments, her husband, an oil industry employee, has been employed on short-term assignments for the last six years.

Treille, a mother of six children, whose ages range from 7-21 years, is an expatriate trainer and coach, and clearly demonstrates the diversity of the role which is required of the partner.

Although enjoying support and communication with her husband's company, she re-iterates Brewster's recommendation that HR in general needs to become more aware of, and involved in, the family/partner's needs.

Treille stresses that the success of the short-term assignment and balance of family dynamics depends on the partner being independent, organised and self-sufficient.

The partner needs to build up and maintain a good network of family, friends and interests, thereby making the experience more interesting, challenging and less isolating.

Treille believes that to assist the family/partner, HR need to provide a stay at home partner package. This would include contact names and numbers, contacts details of other short-term assignment partners within the company for networking and support purposes, and the implementation of a website/database specifically for the stay at home partner/family.

While it is satisfying to know that new initiatives are being acknowledged and explored, it is a slow process, and HR must start thinking more holistically, paying equal attention to, both the human perspective and the bottom line. Wigley-Jones agrees that in his experience "multi-nationals are now, beginning to address, how to deal with these issues".

