
Building Better Mobility: 

The Engineering and
Construction Industry 
Through COVID-19 and Beyond

Building Better Mobility: The Engineering
and Construction Industry Through
COVID-19 and Beyond
The construction sector is one of the largest contributors to the global economy.  
Like so many industries, it has been hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic. A recent 
Sterling Lexicon engineering and construction (E&C) roundtable explored some 
of the unique challenges these businesses are currently facing.

For E&C companies, much of the work is project-based, and largely dependent 
on funding types and sources, geographic location and availability of local talent.  
As border and travel restrictions start to ease, companies are taking different 
approaches to next steps, including: 

• Trying to keep as much activity continuing as normal within the boundaries of
health and immigration restrictions, including graduate rotation programmes

• Gradually moving assignees who returned home back to their host 
locations where possible

• Keeping some assignees in their host location, either through 
choice or necessity

• Repatriating short-term assignees, either voluntarily, or by immigration
compliance necessity

In some organisations, all new assignments are on hold, while others report 
that new initiations are decided by the business criticality, and may require 
executive-level approvals.

The impacts of COVID-19 
present challenges to global 
mobility teams across nearly 
every industry sector, including 
Engineering & Construction. 
Some key focus areas right 
now include:

Greater levels of assignment 
review and tighter scrutiny 
around assignment business 
justification and ROI

A stronger reliance on local 
talent where assignees cannot 
return to project locations

Developing enhanced duty 
of care assessments and 
responses, particularly in 
remote locations

Varying degrees of risk of 
suspended projects, based on 
type, region and funding

Increased needs for policy 
flexibility to address displaced 
assignees and requests for work 
in locations outside of the original 
contract or project
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Those organisations with assignees remaining in their host 
location are planning for a possible future challenge, too: 
requests to take home leave as soon as all conditions allow. 
A possible second wave, however, could prevent them from 
returning to their assignment. 

Where appropriate, some companies are allowing virtual 
arrangements, although the nature of much of the work in the 
E&C industry has made that difficult or impossible for many.

For some specific client projects, local staff have been used 
where assignees cannot be brought in, potentially resulting 
in fewer future assignments as the business justification 
diminishes.

Enhanced Cross-Function Collaboration, 
Varying Degrees of Risk
The current environment has the mobility function staying very 
close to the business, managing expectations around the speed 
at which it will be possible to move people when borders open 
again, and governmental immigration departments struggle 
with demand. Future projects are highly dependent on whether 
client organisations have the capital and demand to proceed. 
A recent PwC report acknowledged that organisations “with 
state and local government contracts may be less exposed 
to suspended projects, and those with federal contracts may 
have the least exposure to cancelled or postponed projects 
due to COVID-19 issues,” whereas “E&C firms that serve the 
energy and chemical markets are likely to see a much longer-
term reduction in revenue.” McKinsey points out that “the 
construction industry tends to be significantly more volatile 
than the overall economy.” One participant shared that they 
are seeing a change in scope for some contracts, and several 
reported significant redundancies or furloughs resulting from 
project cancellations. 

With the ‘business critical’ assessment likely to be in place for 
some time, development assignments could be hardest hit. 
It will be interesting to observe how the use of local staff and 
some virtual assignments impact the future of mobility in this 
industry. McKinsey points out that profitability is typically low 
in E&C, at around 5 percent EBIT. The expense of international 
assignees may be considered a luxury as business managers 
assess project budgets. That said, not all assignments are 
project related. One panellist reported an assignee population 
predominantly encompassing management roles, now on hold 
with the assumption that they will proceed when possible.

Forced Repatriations 

For many E&C companies, projects occur in remote locations, 
causing added layers of challenges. One participant’s 
organisation assessed the local medical facilities and decided 
it had a duty of care obligation to repatriate assignees. Another 
shared that whilst they had opted not to repatriate assignees 
from a remote area in the Middle East, they implemented a 
robust pre-assignment medical check to help ensure that high 
risk employees don’t work on projects hours away from the 
closest medical facility. 

Performance Evaluation 

Several participants reported that necessary cost-cutting 
measures have provided an opportunity to assess the 
performance of projects and individual employees, revealing 
some underperforming employees on assignment. With 
future project budgets attracting greater scrutiny, mobility 
professionals are likely to need to demonstrate RoI even 
more clearly, likely prompting new ways of measuring 
assignment performance.  

Allowances 

For the most part, participants reported that assignment related 
compensation has not been adjusted. Some organisations take 
a host-based approach, and haven’t had to manage assignment 
allowances, whist in one or two other circumstances, COLAs 
were reduced. 

Displaced Employees

As with many sectors, companies in the E&C 
industry have been struggling with displaced 
employees who became assignees by being 
in the wrong place or travelling to be with 
family as a result of the pandemic. 

Regularising these “accidental assignees” has been 
challenging.  Responses vary, determined at least in part by 
company culture and ownership structure. One organisation 
opted for the employee initiated short-term assignment 
approach where there is a legal entity in-country. Many are 
imposing limits on the amount of time a displaced employee 
can work in another location, typically varying from between 
two and four months. 



Organisations are also seeing an increase in employees seeking local contracts 
to work remotely from a location other than that in which they are employed. 
This has been especially challenging in those locations where the organisation 
has no legal entity.

Policy Changes 

Although none of our participants are currently looking at policy adjustments to 
achieve cost savings, there was consensus around the need to build additional 
policy flexibility, particularly for those project-focused organisations who need the 
freedom to work within certain budget constraints whilst maintaining compliance 
for the organisation and the employee. Some are looking towards a core / flex 
model, and others are moving towards a lump-sum and host-based approach.

In line with a broader trend, one panellist revealed experiencing increasing 
demands for cross-border remote working, and is implementing a framework to 
address not only the personal and corporate tax and social security liabilities, but 
medical coverage, employment rights and health and safety risks.

In Conclusion: The Post-Covid Landscape 

The near-term future in the E&C industry will largely depend on the speed of 
recovery of the global economy, the nature of individual organisations’ work, and 
the availability of contracts. With a close eye on margins, many organisations may 
look to global mobility to assist with cost containment through lighter touch or 
host-based mobility packages. We’re watching to see if an increased use of local 
labour will continue as organisations adapt to a new normal, and whether or not 
organisations are able to release capital to fund developmental assignments. 
According to McKinsey, companies would be right to do so, as E&C has “a 
significant shortage of skilled workers in several markets with about 41 percent of 
the current U.S. construction workforce expected to retire by 2031.”  

McKinsey also notes that “greater standardization will lower the barriers to 
operating across geographies. As scale becomes increasingly important to gaining 
competitive advantages, players will increase their global footprints—for low-
volume projects in high-value segments, such as infrastructure.” From a global 
mobility perspective, this may mean a strong future pipeline of activity. As the 
pandemic takes its toll on distressed organisations, mobility teams may be involved 
with corporate restructuring and M&A activity as well. McKinsey predicts vertical 
integration and strategic alliances and partnerships, also posing interesting and 
complex global mobility challenges.

Even with the economic downturn, there appear to be several factors offering hope 
for an exciting future in global mobility in the E&C sector.

Learn more about how 
Sterling Lexicon can 
help you navigate the 
next normal and update 
your global mobility 
programmes accordingly.

visit sterlinglexicon.com
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