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Protecting a mobile workforce through crisis

In March 2020, COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World Health 
Organization (WHO). The spread to all parts of the world and the trajectory 
of the virus have significantly impacted business continuity, with a direct 
consequence for the globally mobile workforce. As organizations have 
struggled to navigate the critical phases of prevention and mitigation, we 
are looking forward to recovery, with a focus on emerging stronger, and 
more agile, than our previous “normal.”

The goal of Ernst & Young LLP (EY) is to support companies through these 
unprecedented times by evaluating the current state, projecting the future 
and developing a road map to recovery. While this crisis is still in early 
stages in most parts of the world, learnings and opportunities are already 
starting to emerge. We are moving forward with the bold assertion that by 
identifying these opportunities, we can simplify and shorten the path to 
recovery.

The starting point for this evaluation is insight from the market. EY teams 
have gathered feedback from companies headquartered across the globe 
and highlight their struggles and successes as the starting point for 
developing a plan to emerge stronger.

Due to the fact that the scope and reach of the mobility function are so vast, 
EY teams have broken the observations and recommendations into a number 
of components. EY teams will examine the necessary actions that 
businesses, Human Resources (HR) and mobility leaders should take now, in 
the next 30 to 90 days, and beyond as markets bounce back and mobility 
reaches beyond getting back to business as usual.
As EY teams look forward, actions fall into a number of key categories:
• Those related to legislative developments, including taxation and 

immigration
• Those related to policies — for business travelers and assignees
• Those related to global workforce planning
• Those related to global processes: from speed and agility to risk 

management
• Those related to the operating model
• Those related to technology enablement and maximization
As the risks that the mobility function must navigate have not lessened, but 
in fact have grown, with the new ways of working in place, the focus on 
managing the legislative changes must be heightened. In addition, mobility 
will need to respond with speed as the travel bans begin to lift to support 
business continuity. Understanding the legislative landscape will be critical to 
a successful response.

This is a part of a series of pieces aimed at all aspects of Mobility
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Feedback from the market

What EY teams are hearing — insights from mobility leaders across all sectors

For many global organizations, immigration and tax 
concerns immediately followed the focus on safety 
for employees, their families, and businesses. 

Companies have expressed their concerns around 
travel bans, restrictions and overall delays on 
immigration-related matters, which may cause some 
of their employees to be stranded or face unintended 
tax consequences (working from home or an 
unplanned location and potentially triggering 
taxation). 

Travel and immigration restrictions have delayed 
assignment start dates or prompted assignments to 
end early — business leaders, managers and 
employees are having to collaborate in ways they 
haven’t done before to find the best approach for the 
business.

In the unprecedented world we are in, more than 
ever, mobility leaders are finding staying current with 
legislative changes is critical for managing business 
continuity while driving planning and cost control. 

Sourcing, analyzing and implementing these changes 
is key to potentially pivoting with the least disruption 
to the business.

Already many key observations and opportunities 
have surfaced. These include:

• Business demand from mobility is focused on 
support for the “mobile employee,” which includes 
demographic and location information. The 
business’s definition of mobility is very broad and 
may not be limited to formal assignments. Instead, 
mobility is called upon to support all employees 
working outside of the employer’s country.

• Staying current with the myriad of global tax and 
immigration legislative developments is key to plan 
current actions and develop longer-term plans. As 
the situation evolves, the company’s risk tolerance 
may also change.

• Balancing compliance matters with critical business 
needs in the short term will require flexibility and 
practical approaches.

• Stranded mobile employees and those working 
from home for a foreign entity may have 
unintended tax implications for the employer 
including permanent establishment (PE) concerns 
or other employer payroll obligations.

• Communicate as often as possible — you can never 
over-communicate in a crisis.

Mobility teams have worked tirelessly to track the 
mobile population and identify specific needs and, if 
necessary, move the mobile employees and their 
families to safety. 

Mobility leaders have said that some of their greatest 
successes are grounded in:

• Speed — ability to quickly respond to the employee 
and business needs, and the ability to identify the 
immediate impact of legislative changes

• Flexibility — the ability to think outside the box for 
processes based on individual circumstances and 
the ability to be flexible with formal policies while 
managing business risk

• Tracking — tracking processes have been 
implemented to allow for management and 
oversight of business travelers and international 
assignees

• Cross-function collaboration — with agreement on 
risk tolerance for quick decisions such as 
allowability for work at home

Top issues Successes included Company learnings
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Staying informed

The mobility impact — a global snapshot of government responses

Americas EMEIA Asia-Pacific

• In the Americas, the United States was first to enact a targeted 
travel ban on 2 February 2020. Since then, most countries in the 
Americas have implemented more rigid border controls, 
quarantines and other isolation measures. 

• On April 20, President Trump issued an executive order (EO) 
temporarily suspending US immigration in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing loss of jobs for US workers.   
The signed EO takes effect at 11:59 p.m. ET on April 23, 2020, 
and prohibits the issuance of certain new immigrant visas for 60 
days. The administration will revisit whether the order should be 
extended no later than 50 days after implementation. The 
immediate impact of the EO appears to be limited since all US 
consulates have been closed for such visas since March 20.

• In the US, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act 
(the CARES Act) was enacted on 27 March 2020. The CARES Act 
provides $2.2t of economic support and stimulus for the United 
States. It provides for employee retention credits to employers, 
individual tax rebates and various other business provisions.

• Several countries including Canada and the US have deferred the 
individual tax return filing and payment deadlines (federal and 
many US local jurisdictions) until later in the year. Please see 
country-specific details in our various trackers listed on page 8.

• The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) Secretariat has issued the OECD Secretariat Analysis of 
Tax Treaties and the Impact of the COVID-19 crisis. It 
recommends that tax administrations should produce guidance 
and that these exceptional circumstances should not change the 
treaty tax position of employees or employers with respect to PE, 
residence and the taxation of employment income.

• In and around the EU, the European Economic Area (EEA) and 
the Schengen Area, virtually all countries have instituted 
restrictions on the entry of short-term travelers (including 
tourists and business visitors), with other countries extending 
restrictions to longer-term residents and EU nationals.

• The Schengen area, which is known for creating a space with 
open borders within mainland Europe, is seeing Member States 
enforcing border controls, even for EU/EEA citizens and 
residents, and spent its 25th anniversary in effective lockdown.

• In a number of countries, existing/valid visas have been 
suspended temporarily (thereby preventing their holders from 
using them for entry), and new visa issuance is being delayed or 
suspended altogether.

• At the same time, states are adopting flexible policies to protect 
those unable to travel from becoming overstayers and showing 
similar flexibility, including through virtual right-to-work 
checking, relaxed rules around sponsored workers and 
“switching” status rules. 

• Preparations are being made in some states for a gradual exit 
from lockdown. The European Commission has called for 
governments to give advance warning to it and each other of 
plans to relax border controls and suggested that internal border 
restrictions within the EU should be relaxed first with external 
borders reopening in a second stage, in a coordinated manner at 
EU level. Where immigration restrictions are being lifted, other 
protective measures are being enacted, including mandatory 14-
day quarantine for new arrivals.

• In the Asia-Pacific region, most jurisdictions have adopted a 
variation of the minimum 14-day quarantine measure for 
inbound travelers.

• An increasing number of jurisdictions are banning noncitizens 
from entering, and prohibiting citizens departing their 
jurisdictions (Australia) with penalties for noncompliance in some 
cases. In mainland China, while internal restrictions on travel 
have eased and the jurisdiction begins to open up, travel into 
mainland China remains severely restricted extending to holders 
of visas and residence permits.

• Restrictions on travel have extended to transit passengers — both 
Singapore and Hong Kong have current bans on transit.

• Immigration departments across the region are accommodating 
in-jurisdiction extensions.

• In Singapore, the government has taken a strong stance on the 
stay-at-home measures currently in place, and a breach of this 
rule may result in penalties to individuals (including revocation of 
their work passes, permanent bans on re-entry) and companies 
(including revocation of an employer’s ability to sponsor work 
passes for periods of one to three years).

• On 30 March 2020, the government announced the AUD$130b 
JobKeeper Payment to help keep Australians employed. This 
brings the government’s total economic support for the economy 
to AUD$320b across the forward estimates, representing 16.4% 
of annual GDP.
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Top five ways to deliver better business outcomes in times of crisis

Keep it moving — staying up to date with the legislative changes and implementing changes quickly are key to minimizing disruption

Stay informed and up to date

Find reputable sources for 
regular legislative updates for 
immigration and taxation 
globally. Unbiased sources 
focusing on the facts and not 
just a “headline” story will help 
your business focus on the 
bigger picture. 

In addition to updated deadline 
and application information, it is 
important to understand how 
local governments will be 
approaching the backlog of 
requests when borders begin to 
open. It will be necessary to 
prioritize business requests 
based upon governmental 
requirements and practical 
application.

Be flexible, within reason

Remain flexible when it comes to 
reframing your understanding of 
what is happening and how 
legislative updates impact your 
programs.

The virus has created a level of 
uncertainty we have not 
experienced in many years, and 
its unpredictability means that 
plans may change sooner than 
expected. 

Review the impact this has on 
your global workforce 
population and your business. 
Practical decisions may be 
required, but always with a view 
to the broader impact.

Communicate clearly and 
transparently

As legislation evolves, 
communicate the impact to your 
business to all relevant 
stakeholders. As the travel bans 
begin to lift, there may be an 
expectation that travel will 
immediately follow. It is 
important that the organization 
understand internal processing 
times, risk management 
activities and governmental 
delays that may delay travel 
beyond border openings.

Similarly, establish a 
communication channel where 
your employees receive regular 
updates. Due to current state 
information overload, summary 
updates on process and 
expected timing would be 
helpful.

Prepare for agile decision-
making

It is unclear, as the travel ban 
lifts, which countries will be the 
first to allow for travel, and what 
employees will be prioritized by 
local authorities. Design 
processes to drive compliance, 
manage risks and allow for 
flexibility to respond to business 
need in a practical way. This 
should include the identification 
of the business case for travel 
and necessary approvals, which 
are likely to be more extensive 
than in the past. It is important 
to consider redeployment of 
employees, especially where 
prior immigration 
documentation had been 
canceled or facts may support 
renewed tax planning.

Be a trusted advisor

The future is very uncertain. As 
it is unknown how long COVID-
19 will last, whether it will 
return, or other crises will loom, 
mobility must be a trusted 
advisor to the broader 
organization. In this capacity, 
mobility must provide guidance 
that understands business 
imperatives, leverages 
company-wide data, 
incorporates end-to-end risk 
implications, and keeps the 
safety and well-being of the 
employee at its core. In this way, 
mobility will be included up 
front, not only as an 
implementer of decisions made, 
but also as key to decision-
making and plan development.

1 2 3 4 5
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The now, next and beyond: preventing crisis paralysis

Now
Here are the activities that we recommend undertaking 
immediately to put your program, and your employees, in the 
best position possible:
► There will be a lot to tackle as you look to get ready for the 

lifting of the travel ban. Take stock of the data you have 
and what gaps exist. Then take steps to gather missing 
data.

► Assess the impact of relocation and infrastructure 
requirements given increased immigration limitations, 
closed borders, and government-issued restrictions, 
and develop action plans specific to individuals, groups, 
and locations that enable a flexible approach that can 
respond to the evolving and changing nature of a crisis.

► Understand where there are potential delays to in-progress 
relocation assignments and assess available governmental 
reliefs and extended deadlines. Then confirm internally and 
with your vendors what actions are recommended.

► Determine whether a submission can be made to the 
government to exempt employees with “critical skills” from 
travel bans. 

► Implement a process to adequately assess tax exposure 
due to remote working arrangements (including the type of 
work, work permit and duration) to assess individual and 
corporate tax risk.

► Activate a process together with your vendors to act on 
current cases and requests from employees on assignment 
or stranded (on- or offshore).

Next
EY teams recommend undertaking these activities in the next 
30 to 90 days:
► Work with business leaders and the talent team to 

understand changes to short- and long-term business 
objectives, to assess how the mobility program will need to 
respond in a compliant and low-risk way.

► Review your assignment policies with specific focus on the 
tax implications for globally mobile employees due to 
travel and government stimulus packages (for example, 
consider the impact to tax equalization).

► Consider the evolving rules around tax residency and 
taxability of income as jurisdictions address tax 
implications based on physical presence in 
a particular location and consider the impact of extended 
mobility assignments as a result. 

► Budget for immigration and tax cost and exposure as 
business travel, formal assignments and relocations 
recommence post the crisis period, and align budgets 
with broader business financial modelling.

► Communicate changing legislation as well as governmental 
prioritization of open applications.

► Determine whether assignments should continue to their 
full assignment term or if there is a need to repatriate 
early or extend. 

► In terms of redeployment, it is quite likely business travel 
may be used as part of the opening up of markets, so it is 
critical to coordinate with business travel programs. 
Incorporate approval requirements that take into account 
immigration and tax risk associated with business travel.

Beyond
These are the activities that we recommend to be prepared 
for the future:
► Evaluate the overall company risk profile in light of the 

new ways of working and cross-border movement of 
employees.

► Collaborate with internal and vendor stakeholders to build 
a long-term risk and global compliance management plan, 
including the necessary approvals in line with new 
parameters for both travel and work from home.

► Review the resiliency plan for mobile 
employees. Adjust immigration and tax policies, programs, 
and processes to facilitate efficient and effective 
deployment of resources, anticipating the need for 
continued controlled flexibility.

► Review risk management strategies and information 
retention plans to account for increased government 
audit activity for local and mobile employees post-crisis 
(such as payroll and employer tax as well as permanent 
establishment audit activity).

► In line with the company’s new view of the mobility 
strategy, continue to revisit operating models, policies and 
processes to facilitate efficient and effective deployment 
of resources in a compliant fashion.
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Staying informed — your EY contacts

The mobility impact — a global snapshot of government responses

Americas EMEIA and Asia-Pacific Regional leaders

Amit Banker
EY Americas COVID-19 Mobility Leader
+1 212 773 4808
amit.banker@ey.com

Confidence Lackwood
Senior Manager, Ernst & Young LLP
+1 212 773 3418
confidence.lackwood@ey.com

Rachel D’Argenio
EY Americas Mobility Market Leader
+1 215 841 0572
rachel.dargenio@ey.com

Gerard Osei-Bonsu
EY EMEIA Mobility Market Leader
+41 58 286 4324
gerard.osei-bonsu@ch.ey.com

Seema Farazi
EY EMEIA COVID-19 Response Leader
+44 20 7951 7122
seema.farazi@uk.ey.com

Linda Rowe
EY Asia-Pacific COVID-19 Response 
Leader
+852 2629 1958
linda.rowe@hk.ey.com

Sarah Lane
EY Asia-Pacific Mobility Market Leader
+65 6309 8041
sarah.lane@sg.ey.com

How you can stay connected
• EY Global Immigration Tracker — https://taxnews.ey.com/news/2020-0732-ey-response-tracker-impact-of-covid-19-on-global-immigration
• EY PAS Mobility Tracker | Impact of COVID-19 on mobility services — https://taxnews.ey.com/news/2020-0911-eys-pas-mobility-tracker-impact-of-covid-19-on-mobility-services
• EY Global Tax Tracker — https://www.ey.com/en_gl/tax/how-covid-19-is-causing-governments-to-adopt-economic-stimulus--

Nick Pond
EY Japan Mobility Market Leader
+81 3 3506 2286
nick.Pond@jp.ey.com

Jo-Anne VanStrien
Canada COVID-19 Mobility Leader
+1 416 943 3192
jo-anne.vanstrien@ca.ey.com

mailto:amit.banker@ey.com
mailto:rachel.dargenio@ey.com
mailto:seema.farazi@uk.ey.com
mailto:linda.rowe@hk.ey.com
https://taxnews.ey.com/news/2020-0732-ey-response-tracker-impact-of-covid-19-on-global-immigration
https://taxnews.ey.com/news/2020-0911-eys-pas-mobility-tracker-impact-of-covid-19-on-mobility-services
https://www.ey.com/en_gl/tax/how-covid-19-is-causing-governments-to-adopt-economic-stimulus--
mailto:jo-anne.vanstrien@ca.ey.com
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Protecting a mobile workforce through crisis
Explore our full series of thought leadership pieces 

Through our detailed set of EY thought leadership pieces, we seek to unlock how mobility programs can successfully respond to their mobile employees’ —
and the greater business’s — most urgent needs, while also recalibrating for the future with our new ways of working. 

Navigating legislative change — As the risks the mobility function must navigate have not lessened, but in fact have grown, the focus on managing the legislative 
changes must be heightened. In addition, mobility will need to respond swiftly as the travel bans begin to lift to support business continuity. Understanding the dynamic 
legislative landscape will be critical to a successful recovery. 

Policy needs in the time of emergency and cost containment — Mobility policies and corresponding workflow can be realigned to add guidance, flexibility and clarity 
in the new world. Policies need to address the organization’s shifting business needs and cost parameters, both during the crisis and in the new normal.

Process refinement to be more agile — Mobility needs to refine its processes not just for the lifting of but also for future uncertainty that will continue for some time. 
Mobility must also refocus itself to support employees’ new travel concerns and the business’s heightened cost concerns with necessary agility and speed.

Revisiting mobility technology — Devices and apps can be leveraged to provide better data to support the activities that the mobility function must undertake in the 
short- and mid-term to address the onslaught of deployment and travel “asks” and avoid the knowledge gaps experienced earlier this year. Looking forward, automation 
should be leveraged in a targeted way to address the increased scope of the mobility team.

Optimizing the operating model — Mobility’s operating model should be reviewed and adjusted so that it may respond with greater speed and clarity, now and in the
future. As organizations evaluate roles and responsibilities, the entire stakeholder set, inclusive of vendors, should be reviewed to play to the strength of each while 
promoting agility.

The future of business travel — Corporate travel managers and business travelers must adjust their attitude and views to understand the emerging trends of the 
business travel landscape in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Global workforce planning — Explore how to develop and enhance a company’s greatest asset, its people, during a time when mobility, the broader HR environment and 
the company as a whole must align to changing strategies and priorities.
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