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With the increase in globalization and shrinking of borders, we 
see more and more companies looking at best ways to have the 
right people, in the right place, at the right time, to serve their 
global business needs. With the changes in demographics and 
the growing number of active partners/spouses*, dual career 
couples are now the norm, with 86% of accompanying partners 
working before leaving for an assignment.

The 2018 Ernst and Young LLP (EY)-NetExpat Relocating Partner 
Survey “RPS” – a key survey on the relocating partner topic – 
showed overwhelmingly that family concerns are fundamental 
to employees accepting international assignments, with 75% 
of companies citing the partner career as the top reason for 
refusing an international posting.

As a result, 90% of corporations have a partner support policy, 
including pre-decision, host location support and repatriation 
consultation. All this aiming to support an accompanying 
partner, which will ease the acceptance, support the overall 
integration, and maintain the dual income of the family while 
abroad and upon repatriation.

In parallel, it is not surprising that alternatives have emerged: 
commuter assignments that split the family are growing. At 
first glance, it looks attractive: you keep the partner in the 
home location, not disrupting their career, and aims for a 
shorter assignment for the employee sent unaccompanied and 
therefore potentially saving money for the corporation.

WHAT ARE THE MOST COMMON REASONS FOR NOT 
ACCEPTING AN INTERNATIONAL ASSIGNMENT WITHIN 
YOUR ORGANIZATION?
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86%
of accompanying partners 
are working before leaving 
for an assignment

FOCUS ON THE SPLIT FAMILY

*Subsequent references to partner refer to partner and/or spouse. 



COMMUTER ARRANGEMENTS ARE CHALLENGING AND DISRUPTIVE TO THE FAMILY

In reality, these split family commuting assignments pose challenges not only for families, but also for companies. 

We draw on data from the RPS to provide insight. The data clearly suggests there is a concern: 77% of policy owners and 
85% of all survey participants find commuter arrangements to be challenging and disruptive to the family.

Historically tax and immigration has been the main focus for these types of assignees, and these remain key considerations. 
However, it is now time to look at the broader implications of split family assignments, which ultimately impact employee 
productivity, engagement and retention. What is driving this trend? What are the impacts on employers and families?

Why?

1. Cost

Cost considerations are frequently cited by employers to justify the preference for commuters over a traditional long-term 
assignment. Although generally accepted to be true, this is debatable when commuting extends beyond six months. At 
this point (and sometimes sooner) compliance considerations almost become neutral. Housing is another high cost for a 
traditional assignment, but it is sometimes overlooked that housing a single person in hotels or serviced accommodation 
may be just as costly as a long-term family rental. 

2. Business Urgency

A second main reason for choosing commuter assignments, and a potential risk, is that it is often easier and quicker for 
a line manager to authorize a commuting or short term assignment arrangement compared to traditional assignments 
– in some cases, global mobility and talent departments are bypassed completely. These commuters may be ‘off the 
radar,’ the so-called ‘stealth commuter’ exposing themselves and their employers to all kinds of individual and corporate 
compliance and regulatory risks. 

Their performance is also less likely to be subject to the same standards as traditional assignees since performance 
metrics are generally not systematically embedded in commuter policies. 

Often requests for commuting and split family assignments come from the employee him/herself, hoping that commuting 
will avoid disrupting the partner’s career and/or the children’s schooling. This is evident from the data which suggests 
that 5 of the top 7 reasons for accepting commuting arrangements relate to the family.
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DECIDING FACTORS – COMMUTER ASSIGNMENT

3. Hardship Locations

The nature of a host location can also be a reason for split family arrangements. When the levels of security or 
infrastructure are deemed sub-standard for families, companies will only allow unaccompanied assignments, often 
initiating a rotating or a short-term solution. This may work for a short period of time, usually less than 6 months. In 
addition, many once-considered ‘hardship’ locations have developed their infrastructure and levels of security and what 
constituted a ‘hardship’ location in the past may need to be re-evaluated. 
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Implications for Employees and Families

The effects on family members of long and frequent 
separations are well-known. They can include 
breakdown in communication, resentment, and feelings 
of abandonment. As a result, the family dynamics may 
inevitably be impacted. Roles and responsibilities often 
change substantially, potentially leaving long-lasting 
marks on the family dynamic. We have seen that this 
transition becomes increasingly challenging the longer it 
lasts, justifying the need to limit such arrangements.

Implications for Companies

As discussed above, it is debatable how effective and productive commuting arrangements are for employers. Commuters 
are something of a productivity paradox: being split from the family does allow an employee to focus more and spend 
longer hours on the job at hand, but the constant back and forth and readjustment requires physical and mental effort 
from the employee. Additionally, the ‘visitor’ mentality also impede integration with local teams and colleagues. This is 
unlikely to promote either engagement or retention. 

Commuter assignments are rarely the favorite of the talent department, for good reason: if your company is seeing a shift 
to unaccompanied and shorter assignments, your talent may not fully benefit from the global mindset development that 
a traditional assignment offers, with a full immersion of the entire family. 

DIFFICULTY OF REPATRIATION
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The Future

What Could We Do Better? 

Communicating with the families before and after split family arrangements can have a substantial positive impact. 
Manage expectations, schedule ongoing checkpoints or milestones, and ensuring HR has an open line of communication 
with commuters will assist in addressing concerns before they manifest. Pro-active counseling and support for split 
families can also be provided; it is worth checking if your corporate health insurance policy includes a counselling service 
– a simple reminder can go a long way at no extra cost.

Communication within the business lines and hiring managers is also essential to reduce stealth commuters and to 
confirm there is a good understanding to limit the assignment authorization of split family arrangements. If managers are 
choosing commuter arrangements to avoid the often burdensome assignment authorization process, an evaluation of 
better processes to accommodate the business needs would be appropriate.

According to the RPS, the repatriation phase in any mobility 
program remains one of the toughest and most underestimated 
challenges for employees. Although commuting is shorter than 
a traditional assignment and might generate a lighter cultural 
repatriation shock, it may actually be more challenging: the 
‘at-home’ partner’s habits may have diverged and family roles 
may have subtly changed. While compared to traditional 
assignments, the commuter experiences the repatriation 
shock alone with no family support, causing further disruption. 
Surveys consistently capture the lack of repatriation support by 
corporations.

“[This is an] area for 
improvement. Repatriation 
is often harder than leaving 
on assignment.” 

– ENGINEERING AND MANUFACTURING FIRM
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