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Are short-term gigs better
than permanent moves?

Costs, business needs, employee preferences and career
growth drive a move toward more short-term assignments, but
family and return-on-investments questions need more study

BY STEPHEN CRYNE

rom tea traders in India
to fur traders in North
America, increased
commercial opportuni-
ties have driven workforce mo-
bility and relocation for cen-
turies. Back then terms like
explorers and pioneers best de-
scribed them, today we use “ex-
pats and assignees” to identify
these global nomads. Global ex-
perience is becoming more and
more important to a company’s
competitive advantage in to-
day’s globalized marketplace.
Short-term assignments
have been around since the
1970s, when the oil and gas in-
dustry relied on mobility of en-
gineers to build refineries and
wellheads. These are generally
single unaccompanied assign-
ments of between three and 12
months. Extensions beyond
those times are not uncommon,
but much beyond and the move
becomes permanent. So what
are the trends today and what’s
behind some of the changes?

A marked trend

Short-term assignments
within Canada tend to be sea-

sonal, especially in the forestry,
oil patch and construction in-
dustries. While data specific to
the Canadian experience is dif-
ficult to attain (because there is
no central repository), the
Canadian Employee Relocation
Council (CERC) has enough ev-
idence to indicate short-term as-
signments to cross-border and
foreign locations are on the rise.

According to Gail Reinhart,
of relocation firm The MI-
Group in Calgary, about 20 per
cent of the Canadian firms sur-
veyed report a trend toward
short-term assignments in
2003. This is up from 15 per
cent in 2001.

According to ORC’s World-
wide Survey of International
Assignment Policies and Prac-
tices, the number of short-term
assignments has almost tripled
since 1996. And, speaking to del-
egates at the CERC Annual
Conference in October, Mary
Beth Nitz of Prudential Reloca-
tion reported 63 per cent of com-
panies participating in a recent
survey indicated short-term as-
signments are expected to in-
crease in the next two years.

Historically, companies and
employees saw a long-term or

permanent move as the only so-
lution to address business
needs. Today, advances in tech-
nology, access to more skilled
local talent and a continuous
push for cost reduction, have
made short-term assignments
more appealing to organiza-
tions. This point is supported by
CERC’s 2003 Employee Reloca-
tion Policy Survey, which found
companies are seeking a more
flexible approach to relocation
and to the policies needed to
support employees through the
assignment. The survey in-
cludes responses from 88 CERC
members.

From the employee’s per-
spective, short-term assign-
ments often are an advantage.
The rise in two income fami-
lies, a greater focus on the
needs of children, security is-
sues, aging parents, and the
fact that women today hold far
more senior positions than
ever before, are just some of
the reasons why these types of
assignments seem to be gain-
ing favour with staff. The
stereotypical profile of the
traveller is not yet shifting
though, with women account-
ing for only eight per cent of

the expat population in Cana-
da. This compares with about
12 per cent in the U.S. and 10
per cent worldwide.

Companies look to short-
term assignments for various
reasons beyond just the cost is-
sues. According to Corinna
Saunders, human resource ad-
viser with Enbridge Interna-
tional in Calgary, reasons can
include current business
needs, specific project require-
ments and career develop-
ment. Companies also use
short-term assignments to
train employees in foreign lo-
cations on new company stan-
dards or practices.

What’s important is for com-
panies to understand what their
needs are, Saunders notes.
“Companies are often reac-
tionary in terms of their HR
policies for assignments, which
frustrate both managers and
the employee,” says Saunders.

Also key is intercultural
training for foreign postings.
“We work in very ambiguous
cultural environments and the
need for cultural sensitivity and
awareness is vital,” Saunders
adds.

Another challenge is getting
HR and business unit objectives
aligned, she says. “You need to
have unconditional support be-
tween the business units.” This
means involving front-line man-
agers in selecting the right peo-
ple to send on the assignment.
“Some managers aren’t inter-
ested in sending some of their
brightest on a foreign assign-
ment that will hurt their own
business unit, even if it is good
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Short-term assignments still
need some long-term planning

Continued Previous Page

for the whole operation,” Saun-
ders says.

One important aspect to
plan is the transition to a long-
term posting. Many companies
fail in this important area both
in the home location and in the
foreign location.

“All of a sudden that short-
term assignment now turns out
to be a two-year requirement
and you may not have the right
person in the field. In the home
location the position has been
backfilled and nobody is hap-
py,” says Saunders.

Reinhart says there are
some key considerations for HR
managers when managing a
short-term assignment. These
would include tax issues, co-or-
dination of the overall program,
and the right financial package
of benefits and compensation.
“Arriving at an understanding
around the number of home
visits is also important since it’s
often a challenge to persuade
the employee to go on assign-
ment unaccompanied.”

Not all sold on short-term

While many proponents of
short-term assignments point
to reduced cost and less disrup-
tion to the family, “the jury’s
still out” about their real effec-
tiveness. According to Rein-
hart, “more needs to be done in
measuring ROI on these types
of assignment. Are they having
the desired business out-
comes?”

The CERC 2003 Employee
Relocation Policy Survey found
family issues ranked as the

number one concern for foreign
assignments. And while short-
term assignments don’t involve
uprooting the entire family, the
impact on families is not yet
well understood. More progres-
sive companies and organiza-
tions are gaining a better un-
derstanding of the need for
so-called “soft” programs that
address family issues.

longer-term postings.

Melles says “at an individual
level there needs to be a high
level of trust between spouses.
Time zones play havoc with
communications between fami-
lies and employees in distant lo-
cations. Family life is an impor-
tant system to the employee too
and all of that is gone on a
short-term assignment. It is not

“All of a sudden that short-term assignment
now turns out to be a two-year requirement
and you may not have the right person in the
field. In the home location the position has
been backfilled and nobody is happy.”

In an article appearing in the
online newsletter, Expat Tele-
graph, Robin Pascoe writes that
elderly parents who are in poor
health, angry spouses trying to
cope and juggle both parenting
roles and children struggling to
understand the change are all
major distractions for employ-
ees dealing with the challenges
of a foreign assignment.

Rensia Melles, director of
clinical products global ser-
vices with employee assistance
plan provider FGI, has ob-
served a trend where people
are actually opting for longer-
term assignments because
they’ve learned the hard way
about the pressures short-term
assignments place on families
and individuals. Melles makes
the point that people going on
short-term assignments need to
understand and organize very
differently to those going on

unusual to hear about alcohol
and drug abuse as a way to cope
with the separation. In many of
the places where expats are as-
signed, North Americans are of-
ten targeted as a way out of a
poorer existence and extramar-
ital affairs further complicate
matters. That’s why trust is
very important.” According to
Melles, “Companies really need
to be able to track how effective
the employee is performing in
the absence of these support
systems that put normalcy and
balance in life. Without these
support systems burnout rates
are much higher.”

Melles also highlights the
challenges of returning home to
a family that has learned new
coping skills through the sepa-
ration. “They’ve already adjust-
ed to a new reality and a single
parent lifestyle. There is often
deep and bitter resentment

from children who feel aban-
doned by the absent parent.”

The challenge for HR execu-
tives is to design policies and
support systems that address
some of these “soft” issues. It’s
also important that employees
are motivated to take advan-
tage of these supports, since
many don’t understand the
scope of the change until it’s too
late in the game. Time will tell
just how effective short-term
assignments are when mea-
sured against business objec-
tives that go beyond cost.

Stephen Cryne is the executive
director of the Canadian
Employee Relocation Council,
an organization dedicated to
education, research, knowledge
and advocacy on all matters
related to workforce mobility.
CERC offers education
programs that can assist HR
practitioners better manage
relocations. He can be reached
at (416) 489 2555,
scryne@cerc.ca or visit
www.cerc.ca.
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