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1. Introduction: why international assignments, digitalization and climate 

change? 

 

For decades, international assignments have been central in global business, allowing 

organizations to expand their operations beyond national borders, manage subsidiaries 

and develop worldwide leadership talent, through cross-cultural experiences (Harzing & 

Reiche, 2010). The latter have often been used to prepare workers for leadership positions. 

Expatriate management has therefore been an important aspect of this practice for 

fostering knowledge transfer (i.e. employees are sent abroad to share their expertise, train 

local staff and facilitate the transfer of, mainly tacit, best practices across subsidiaries, 

ensuring consistency in corporate strategy and operational efficiency), building cross-

cultural competencies and ensuring an effective implementation of corporate strategies 

across the globe (Berthoin Antal, 2000; Hocking, Brown, & Harzing, 2007). 

Multinational corporations (MNCs) have traditionally relied on long-term expatriate 

assignments: as Harzing (2001a) highlights, because MNCs operate in multiple locations, 

the need to maintain international presence and ensure operational consistency across 

different markets emerges. These assignments typically involve sending employees to 

foreign locations for extended periods of time, to both establish a corporate position and 

manage local teams, as well as oversee projects. Despite these benefits, a re-placement 

comes with significant hurdles: firstly, it is costly - international assignments often require 

MNCs to handle relocation expenses, including housing and education of the expatriate’s 

children, if any; secondly, personal and professional difficulties for employees may 

emerge (e.g. cultural adaptation, family adjustment and career transition after 

repatriation). These hurdles have led some organizations to seek alternatives (Gregersen 

et al., 1996) that align with technological and environmental considerations. 

In recent years, the nature of international assignments has been undergoing a 

significant transformation, influenced by two powerful megatrends, i.e. long-term forces 

having an impact on a global scale in the present and future (European Commission, 

2024): digitalization and climate change awareness. Advances in technology and the 

widespread adoption of digital tools, as high-speed internet, cloud computing, artificial 

intelligence (AI) and virtual collaboration platforms, have altered how businesses operate 

(Vorecol Editorial Team, 2024), communicate and collaborate across geographical 
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locations, allowing companies to operate globally with less reliance on physical mobility 

(Manyika et al., 2016). The COVID-19 pandemic served as a catalyst for remote work, 

demonstrating that many business functions can be carried out from a distance, without 

undermining efficiency, through the use of video conferencing tools, like Microsoft 

Teams and Zoom (Zhang et al., 2022). The latter have enabled employees to engage with 

global teams in real time without the need for frequent travel. As a result, many firms are 

utilizing virtual assignments as an alternative to traditional ones (GARLAND, 2021). 

Besides, AI is reducing the need for human intervention in corporate operations, leading 

companies to replace humans with digital solutions for selected expatriate assignments 

(Fähndrich, 2022). This shift challenges the traditional justification of international 

transfers in areas where automation can bridge geographical gaps. 

Simultaneously with digitalization, increasing concerns over climate change and 

corporate sustainability have led corporations to reevaluate their global mobility policies, 

due to the environmental impact, especially greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, that 

frequent travels and long-term expatriation have (AON, 2024). Indeed, as the world faces 

the negative effects of climate change, organizations deal with the growing pressure 

(Nikolaou et al., 2015) to reduce their carbon footprint and adopt eco-friendly and 

responsible practices. This need has led to the reduction of business travel, particularly 

unnecessary flights, to decrease carbon emissions, the introduction of carbon offset 

programs, the draft of sustainable expatriate policies, as green mobility strategies, and the 

utilization of digital tools as a replacement for superfluous physical presence (Manyika 

et al., 2016). 

These two trends are shaping the way businesses assess international assignments, 

raising questions about the necessity, effectiveness and future of traditional expatriate 

models. As a matter of fact, organizations need to develop innovative approaches, 

involving hybrid models, where traditional expatriate roles are complemented by virtual 

assignments, short-term mobility programs and sustainable relocation strategies (Welch 

et al., 2003; Collings et al., 2007). In light of this, the present thesis will explore these 

emerging megatrends, examining whether and how international assignment practices 

have been changing as a consequence of the digital revolution and climate change 

awareness, to provide insights for businesses. In particular, Chapter 2 will describe the 

meaning of international assignments, as well as the different stages that define this 
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practice (Bonache et al., 2001), the motives behind international transfers (Edström and 

Galbraith, 1977) and any related drawback and/or critique. Chapter 3 illustrates the 

megatrend of digitalization, a defining and transformative feature of modernity, together 

with the impact it has on firms’ performance (Naughtin et al., 2024). Chapter 4 will adopt 

the same approach as the previous chapter, but in relation to climate change. Chapter 5 

will analyse the interplay between digitalization and sustainability, which is complex in 

nature, still essential to advance and fulfil Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It will 

unveil both benefits and risks associated to digitalization and suggest the adoption of the 

“Digitainability Assessment Framework” to manage the interaction between 

digitalization and sustainability, ensuring that the former acts as a catalyst for sustainable 

growth rather than a cause of new challenges (Gupta & Rhyner, 2022). Building on an 

understanding of both megatrends, Chapter 6 aims to generalize empirical evidence 

(AON, 2024) of the effects of digitalization and climate change awareness on 

international assignments. By analysing this evidence, the chapter seeks to explain the 

evolution of international assignment practices as a result of the digital revolution and 

increased climate change awareness. Lastly, concluding remarks will be presented to 

finalize this work. 
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2. Global staffing and international assignments 

 

International assignments and their stages 

 

International assignments (IAs) are processes through which employees are relocated 

outside national borders to fulfil specific organizational roles in foreign subsidiaries or 

headquarters (HQ).  They are a central feature of multinational corporations’ strategies to 

achieve both strategic and operational goals, aligning with a globalized business 

environment and nurturing integration within the organization. International assignments’ 

purpose is traditionally multifaceted, ranging from filling positions, transferring 

knowledge between headquarters and subsidiaries to developing a globally oriented 

leadership and strengthening organizational cohesion across different geographic 

locations. They serve as a means to address the complex management of culturally and 

economically diverse subsidiaries while ensuring alignment with the parent company’s 

objectives. This practice has evolved over time beyond traditional expatriation. Indeed, 

its scope has expanded to include other models as inpatriate assignments, i.e. employees 

are brought from subsidiaries to headquarters, short-term assignments, virtual 

assignments and self-initiated assignments. Each of these structures addresses specific 

needs, including cost efficiency, operational flexibility and the inclusion of diverse 

perspectives across the global network. IAs also provide the opportunity to build cross-

cultural competencies, improve problem-solving skills in various environments and 

prepare the workforce for leadership positions that require navigating the complexities of 

international operations. Therefore, they serve as investments in the development of a 

globally competent personnel. Harzing & Reiche (2010) acknowledge the challenges 

associated with international assignments: cultural adaptation, the strain of relocation on 

both expatriates and their families and the financial and logistical demands placed on the 

organization. Indeed, the effective management of this practice requires careful planning, 

role definition and a robust support system, ensuring the success of both the individual 

worker and the organization. Overall, international assignments are both a logistical and 

strategic tool, able to bridge the gap between the HQ and subsidiaries of a given MNCs: 

they enable knowledge transfer, leadership development and operational alignment, while 
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ensuring that the organization succeeds in a competitive and interconnected global 

landscape. 

There are various classifications to differentiate employees in MNCs based on their 

nationality and the relationship they have with both the HQ and subsidiaries (see Figure 

1 below): Parent Country Nationals (PCNs), Host Country National (HCNs) and Third 

Country Nationals (TCNs) (see Figure 2 below). PCNs are employees who have the same 

nationality as the MNC’s HQ one. For instance, a British employee working for a UK-

based multinational corporation’s subsidiary in a foreign country would be categorized as 

a PCN. These expatriates are usually deployed to oversee operations, implement 

corporate policies or transfer knowledge to the subsidiary. The use of PCNs may be 

common in the control (Joseph & Sengul, 2025) approach and ethnocentric staffing 

strategies, where multinational corporations favour control and alignment with HQ targets 

through formal rules, consistency in decision-making, strong communication with HQ 

and cross-border cultural dissemination. Challenges include the high cost of expatriation 

and the potentially arising cultural friction between PCNs and local employees. HCNs 

constitute the second category: these employees’ nationality matches that of the 

subsidiary’s host country (e.g. a Japanese employee working for the Japanese subsidiary 

of a foreign-based MNC). There are various advantages of employing HCNs, namely 

their familiarity with the local culture, economic and legal environment, as well as the 

well-established networks and understanding of local consumer behaviour they possess, 

which can support the subsidiary’s success. Polycentric staffing strategies, while 

prioritizing local autonomy and consequently relying on HCNs, may limit the subsidiary’s 

integration with the global operations of the MNC, favouring misalignments with the HQ. 

Lastly, TCNs are workers whose nationality is different from both the MNC’s HQ and the 

subsidiary’s host country. They usually bring international experience and cross-cultural 

competence, rendering them essential in geocentric staffing strategies that strive to benefit 

from global talent (Perlmutter, 1969). Specifically, their use allows multinational 

corporations to draw from a diverse pool of talent for roles whose expertise is not 

available either in the HQ or in the host country. The main challenge relates to the dual 

cultural adoption, i.e. host country and corporate culture of the MNC (Negandhi, 1987; 

Phatak, 1989; Dowling, Festing, & Engle, 2008). These three diverse classes of workers 

play a pivotal role in shaping the success of MNCs and their global operations. Indeed, 
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they allow corporations to balance the need for global consistency, local responsiveness 

and operational efficiency.   

 

 

Figure 1 Classification of international staff (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.4). 

 

 

Figure 2 Advantages and disadvantages of using Parent Country Nationals, Host 

Country Nationals and Third Country Nationals (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.6). 
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There are various factors influencing the choice between HCNs and PCNs in a 

multinational corporation (Harzing, 2001b), including cultural, strategic, organizational 

and operational matters (see Figure 3 below). As far as culture is concerned, MNCs 

originating from countries with high levels of uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1980, 

2001) favour PNCs for leadership positions. Indeed, they prefer familiar managerial 

styles to control the subsidiary and ensure the latter aligns its operations with the 

established HQ practices. Also, in case of significant cultural and operational differences 

(Gaur et al., 2007) between the HQ and the subsidiary, the former may focus on the 

deployment of PCNs to maintain direct control and ease communication. This is rooted 

in the belief that PCNs are more likely to understand and comply with the MNC’s 

objectives. Another driver shaping the decision is the subsidiary’s characteristics. For 

instance, newer subsidiaries tend to rely more heavily on PCNs, as the headquarters may 

be willing to establish control and ensure operations adhere to corporate policies 

(Belderbos & Heijltjes, 2005). As subsidiaries mature and develop a local knowledge base, 

the reliance on PCNs decreases (Gong, 2003), while the one on HCNs increases. 

Additionally, majority-owned and strategically critical subsidiaries are more likely to 

have PCNs in key positions to respectively exert control over decision-making processes 

and safeguard corporate interests. Thirdly, host country factors, i.e. level of education, 

political risk and cost of living, influence the choice between HCNs and PCNs. Provided 

that the host country has a low level of education, MNCs are more likely to appoint PCNs 

to ensure competency in relevant positions. A high level of political risk also necessitates 

the deployment of PNCs (Boyacigiller, 1990). On the contrary, when the cost of living is 

high, HCNs are the most cost-efficient option, as they are better adjusted to the local 

economic climate. Fourthly, considerations over the strategy of the corporation should be 

undertaken: a MNC pursuing a global strategy, emphasizing integration, is more likely to 

opt for PCNs to ensure consistency. Oppositely, MNCs prioritizing local responsiveness, 

i.e. multidomestic strategy (Tarique et al., 2006), favour HCNs who understand and adapt 

easily to the specific host country demands. Also, dynamics specific to an industry 

influence staffing choice: industries requiring stringent control have a higher portion of 

PCNs in leadership roles to ensure compliance (Hofstede, 1980, 2001). Conversely, 

industries where local market knowledge is essential, such as the food sector, are more 

likely to employ HCNs to leverage their understanding of local consumer preferences. 
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Lastly, knowledge transfer and effective communication do also define staffing decisions: 

in the presence of communication barriers, arising from cultural or linguistic differences 

and possibly bringing to misunderstandings (Marschan-Piekkari et al., 1999), PCNs are 

usually favoured due to their familiarity with the organizational culture and 

communication styles. Moreover, industries with high research and development, which 

need to transfer specialized knowledge, often nominate PCNs to share HQ knowledge 

and train the local workforce (Hamill, 1989), gradually building the subsidiary’s capacity. 

Broadly speaking, PCNs are preferred when control, knowledge transfer and alignment 

with the HQ are required (Tan & Mahoney, 2002), while HCNs are employed when local 

market knowledge, cost assessments and cultural adaptability are ranked as primary 

concerns. By evaluating these factors, MNCs can make informed staffing decisions, 

which align with their broad and specific objectives (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). 

 

 

Figure 3 Factors influencing the choice between HCN and PCN. (+) denotes a positive 

relationship while (-) denotes a negative relationship (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.10). 

 

As it has been appreciated thus far, international transfers are critical for MNCs, but 

issues such as high costs (Hébert et al., 2005) may reduce their feasibility (Forster, 2000; 

Harvey, 1998). Accordingly, companies increasingly use inpatriate, short-term, self-
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initiated and virtual assignments as alternatives to meet corporate needs in the most 

efficient and effective way. Inpatriate assignments involve bringing managers or 

employees from the foreign subsidiary to the MNC’s headquarters (Harvey et al., 2000), 

reflecting a shift in how talent mobility is viewed. The reverse flow allows subsidiaries 

to bring knowledge and experiences to the HQ, while providing MNCs with the 

opportunity to build increasingly integrated and responsive organizations. The experience 

at HQ also allows inpatriates to gain a deeper understanding of corporate strategies, which 

they can later implement within their home subsidiaries. Additionally, inpatriation equips 

MNC’s managers with knowledge into the local conditions and cultural and market 

dynamics of their inpatriates’ regions. This increasingly used (Oddou et al., 2001) two-

way exchange (see Figure 4 below) enhances HQ’s ability to adapt its global strategies to 

local conditions, improving performance. However, they face unique challenges, such as 

limited influence at HQ, as they are perceived as subsidiary representatives, leading to 

power imbalances that hinder decision making and integration, and dual cultural 

adjustments, both at the national and corporate leadership levels. The second alternative 

type of assignment is the short-term one, which typically lasts between one and twelve 

months and is designed to address specific and urgent needs in a timely manner (Collings 

et al., 2007). Employees on short-term assignments usually work on projects, solve 

operational issues or transfer knowledge without undergoing a full relocation, which 

makes this option cost-effective and flexible. These assignments are advantageous for 

employees with significant personal obligations; however, the partial family relocation 

could lead to emotional strain and burnout. From the organizational point of view, they 

provide targeted and efficient ways to utilize talent across the organization and are less 

expensive than traditional expatriation. Still, logistical complexities, including the need 

to manage work permits, travel arrangements and the employee’s difficult integration due 

to the short duration of his foreign work are present (Tahvanainen et al., 2005). Thirdly, 

self-initiated assignments occur when individuals independently look for employment 

opportunities in foreign countries. This new form of mobility reflects a growing trend 

among younger professionals who are willing to explore opportunities beyond their home 

countries. They are motivated by personal goals rather than organizational objectives, as 

career prospects’ enhancement, especially for people coming from stagnant economies or 

highly unemployed regions, and multi-cultural immersion (Suutari & Brewster, 2000). 
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For companies, these assignees represent a cost-effective way to access global talent: 

organizations are not burdened with relocation expenses, familiar support or other 

benefits usually granted to expatriates. However, self-initiated assignees often lack the 

structured support system provided to expatriates, leading to possible challenges in their 

integration, retention and alignment with organizational goals. Lastly, the most innovative 

approach is the virtual assignment, enabled by advancements in digital communication 

technologies: this alternative allows workers to perform international responsibilities 

without being physically relocated elsewhere (Welch et al., 2003). Tools such as video 

conferences and cloud-based systems are used to connect employees across borders in 

real-time, fostering global collaboration without facing the costs and (personal) disorders 

of relocation, as housing and children’s enrolment in international schools. These 

assignments are particularly effective for positions involving knowledge transfer and 

sharing or project management. One of the most significant challenges of virtual 

assignments is the lack of face-to-face interaction, which may hamper trust, relationship 

building and effective communication (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). Overall, each 

alternative offers unique advantages to address specific gaps that traditional expatriation 

may not solve. By leveraging them, organizations can balance cost efficiency, 

effectiveness and employee satisfaction in their international operations.  

 

 

Figure 4  Expected future change in the inpatriate population (Oddou et al., 2001, pp. 

99,116). 
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Because a company can be considered as a system of independent choices, there must 

be both internal and external (i.e. alignment to the external environment) fit among its 

processes, organization, structure and goals: the need to design the organization in a way 

these elements work in synergy and remain aligned with changing environmental 

conditions emerges (Joseph & Sengul, 2025). This explains the underlying reason for 

dividing the international assignment process into three separate stages (see Figure 5 

below): the pre-assignment stage, i.e. selection, preparation and channelization (Joseph 

& Sengul, 2025); the actual assignment and the post-assignment stage, i.e. repatriation 

(Bonache et al., 2001). The selection phase is the foundation of the process because it 

determines which individual is best suited to meet the requirements of the assignment and 

ensures there is an alignment between the candidate’s competencies and the strategic 

objectives of the assignment. A mistaken decision may result in assignment failure, 

financial losses and weakened employee morale. This stage is therefore critical for the 

success of the process. The primary goal of the selection stage is to identify workers who 

possess the technical expertise (the ability to perform the job function in an effective 

manner), interpersonal skills (the ability to build relationships and communicate 

effectively in a cross-cultural team) and cultural adaptability (openness to respect and 

learn the foreign cultural norms) required for success, as well as his/her emotional 

intelligence, motivation to take the challenges of the job, ability to handle ambiguity and 

resilience to difficulties in the host country (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). Family readiness 

is also a crucial aspect: if it is unwilling or unable to adapt to the new environment, 

emotional strain, dissatisfaction and premature repatriation could result (Tung, 1981). 

There are various tools employed by organization to evaluate candidates, including 

interviews to assess interpersonal skills (Caligiuri, 2000; Spreitzer, McCall, & Mahoney, 

1997), motivation and cultural sensitivity; psychometric assessments to understand 

personality traits, resilience and cultural intelligence (CQ); role-playing to test the ability 

to navigate real-life scenarios and cultural adaptability assessments to evaluate the 

candidate’s openness to new experiences and differences. Once the expatriate is selected, 

he/she and his/her family need to be prepared and equipped with the skills, knowledge 

and resources indispensable to navigate the new environment. An effective preparation 

minimizes cultural shock, facilitates the adjustment and ensures the expatriate’s focus on 

professional tasks without distractions. The training consists of understanding norms, 
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values and communication styles of the foreign country (Harris & Brewster, 1999b; 

Harvey & Miceli, 1999; Tung, 1981), which are cultural differences that may influence 

workplace interaction, decision making and negotiation styles. Also, language training is 

essential for international assignee to master the English language and the local one, for 

non-English-speaking countries. This allows them to gain confidence, interact with 

colleagues and reduce the sense of isolation. Training also covers practical information, 

such as housing options, healthcare system, legal requirements and transportation. 

Families should receive an ad-hoc training to understand the new cultural environment 

and adjust more easily; find employment in the host country and enrol children in 

international or local schools, while adapting to the new educational system (Harzing & 

Reiche, 2010). Lastly, this stage entails helping expatriates develop realistic expectations 

about the hurdles they might face, empowering them to manage challenges (e.g. 

loneliness and cultural misunderstandings) effectively (Black et al., 1991). The second 

phase is the actual assignment, during which the expatriate is supported both 

professionally and personally to enable productivity and motivation, while meeting the 

objectives of the assignment. Upon arrival, expatriates undergo an onboarding process 

(Shaffer et al., 1999) to receive support in finding housing, enrolling children, being 

introduced to the subsidiary’s operations, personnel and cultural context; and feeling 

motivated to build relationships with the local community (see Figure 6 below). Moreover, 

throughout the assignment, expatriates benefit from continuous support for: cultural 

adjustment by HR teams or expatriate support groups to help navigate cultural challenges, 

i.e. the “cultural shock” (Oberg, 1960); professional development to ensure international 

assignee continue grow and contribute to corporate goals; and communication with HQ 

to be informed about organizational developments, fostering a sense of belonging 

(Kraimer et al., 2001). During the assignment, performance management is crucial to 

ensure the expatriate’s contribution is measured, recognized and rewarded through 

financial rewards, career advancement and non-monetary recognition and to maintain 

motivation and accountability (Joseph & Sengul, 2025). To do so, the monitoring of 

previously well-established and clear objectives is needed to evaluate the job performance 

and cultural adaptability, as well as external factors which may hinder performance, and 

offer guidance to overcome challenges (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). The third and last stage 

is repatriation, i.e. the most overlooked step of the international assignment process 
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(Bolino, 2007; Lazarova & Cerdin, 2007). However, it is a critical moment to retain 

expatriates and leverage their acquired expertise. This phase comes with challenges for 

the returning worker (Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 1963), including cultural shock, career 

stagnation, struggling personal adjustment and negative feelings toward the experience, 

if the latter is not recognized or leveraged. To overcome these difficulties and support the 

repatriate, organizations can provide career development opportunities, such as 

promotions or leadership roles; recognize the expatriate’s achievements and facilitate 

personal adjustment in terms of new housing, schooling and other logistical matters 

(Lazarova & Caligiuri, 2001). In conclusion, the international assignment process is 

intricate, requiring careful planning and executing at each stage. By adopting an 

employee-centric approach, MNCs can maximize the value of international assignments, 

fostering engagement, loyalty and global competence within the workforce (Harzing & 

Reiche, 2010). 

 

 

Figure 5 The international assignment cycle (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.26). 
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Figure 6 International assignments and their stages; Numbers in parentheses indicate 

the corresponding dependent variables (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.33). 

 

Understanding the motives behind international transfers 

 

Edström and Galbraith (1977) presented a seminal model to classify the motives 

behind international employee transfers in multinational corporations. The framework 

organizes these motives in three main categories: position filling, management 

development and organization development (see Figure 7 below). The latter three each 

reflect a specific purpose for transferring employees, addressing different strategic, 

developmental and operational corporate needs. Edström and Galbraith’s framework is 

recognized as a foundational theory in human resources management because it provides 

a structured way to analyse why MNCs invest in expatriation and how the latter aligns 

with organizational goals. 

Position-filling is one of the most immediate and direct justifications for expatriation 

because it fulfils a specific need of the subsidiary that cannot be met using the local 
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workforce. This gap may be related to managerial, technical or operational proficiency 

that is essential for the subsidiary’s functioning. In developing countries, position filling 

is critical due to the limited availability of skilled workers: local educational systems may 

not yet have reached the level necessary to support complex and specialized business 

functions. In this case, expatriates are dispatched overseas to control operations, introduce 

cutting edge techniques and knowledge, and ensure quality, therefore bringing both 

technical skills and the ability to manage and guide the local workforce. As far as 

developed countries are concerned, position filling is relevant to transfer specialized 

knowledge or experience which are not available locally. This is especially the case for 

industries like IT, aerospace or pharmaceuticals, where the expertise needed for high-

performance operations and innovation is specific and often concentrated in particular 

regions (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). Also, position filling is tied to knowledge transfer 

(Harvey et al., 2000), both tacit and explicit. Tacit knowledge is particularly significant 

in the context of international assignments because it is rooted in personal experience 

(Riusala & Suutari, 2004). Thus, expatriates transfer this type of knowledge through 

direct interactions, training and mentorship. Contrarily, explicit knowledge can be 

documented and shared through formal means and includes MNC’s processes, systems 

and best practices. Expatriates are sent to foreign countries to train and mentor local 

employees, building a sustainable skill base in the subsidiary (Bonache & Brewster, 2001; 

Hébert et al., 2005). Thus, the latter can become more autonomous over time, reducing 

the dependency on the HQ for expertise. As an example, expatriates may oversee the 

installation and initial operations of new equipment while training the local workforce. 

Lastly, expatriates may fill positions in foreign volatile countries, to ensure greater control 

over operations which need to be aligned with HQ standards. In this sense, international 

assignee become representatives of the headquarters (Harzing & Reiche, 2010).  

Management development is a motive which highlights the benefits of international 

transfers for employee growth and organizational endurance. It focuses on building 

globally competent leaders who can handle the complexities of operating in diverse 

markets. Indeed, employees can cultivate a global mindset - an increasingly essential trait 

for leadership roles in MNCs - by being exposed to different cultural, regulatory and 

business environments. Typically, employees are tasked with managing teams, 

negotiating with local stakeholders and adapting to unaccustomed business practices, 
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further fostering their adaptability and problem-solving skills and CQ. The use of 

international assignments falling in this category is not tied to a shortage of personnel: a 

MNC may decide to assign a high-potential employee from its HQ to manage a subsidiary 

in an emerging market, not because there is lack of local personnel, rather because the 

experience will prepare the expatriate for more significant and complex future 

responsibilities (Berthoin Antal, 2000; Hocking, Brown, & Harzing, 2007). Through this 

approach, the individual gains field knowledge of the market while developing skills to 

manage cross-cultural and dynamic realities. Moreover, management development 

contributes to the growth of the organization’s talent pipeline: MNCs ensure a stable 

supply of leaders who understand the complexity of global operations and are better 

equipped to make decisions aligned with the MNC’s goals (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). 

Overall, these assignments have a combined advantage. Indeed, they both prepare 

employees for future roles and create immediate value for the subsidiary, as workers gain 

an understanding of the parent company’s culture, processes and priorities, which can be 

shared with local teams. 

Organizational development is a motive that underscores the importance of integration 

and alignment with the corporation as a whole, and it is tied to the need for coordination 

(Joseph & Sengul, 2025) and control (Harzing, 2001a) across geographically dispersed 

units. In fact, in MNCs, ensuring that all subsidiaries work toward a common goal and 

adhere to shared values is a complex challenge which can be addressed through 

international transfers. Viewed in this light, expatriates act as ambassadors of the 

corporate culture (the “bumble-bee” role), by embedding HQ culture and practices within 

the subsidiary and ensuring consistency in how the corporation operates, regardless of the 

geographic location. This is important in culturally diverse environments where local 

practices may differ from HQ expectations. Moreover, an international assignee may 

serve as bridge to build informal communication networks to facilitate the exchange of 

information, ideas and practices between the HQ and its subsidiaries and prevent potential 

conflicts from happening (the “spider” role). Also, expatriates might provide a way to 

maintain control in subsidiaries operating in growing markets. Expatriates in these roles 

are tasked with ensuring compliance with corporate policies, monitoring performance and 

implementing strategic initiatives (the “bear role”). Lastly, as highlighted by Harzing and 

Reiche (2010), the presence of expatriates in key positions reassures both local employees 
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and stakeholders that the subsidiary is fully integrated into the multinational corporation, 

fostering a sense of trust which is essential for long-term success.  

In totality, the different motives for international transfers underscore the strategic 

importance of expatriates in multinational corporations. Indeed, they (expatriates) serve 

as instruments to achieve corporate objectives, among which it is possible to find position 

filling, global leaders’ development and organizational integration (Pausenberger, 1987). 

Their success is a multifaceted concept, including both organizational and individual 

achievements (see Figure 8 below): the completion of the assignment as initially planned 

(Feldman & Thomas, 1992; Thomas, 1998); a correct work, an accomplished cultural and 

interpersonal adjustment of the expatriate and their family; a successful job performance 

during the time abroad, an effective transfer of both tacit and explicit knowledge to the 

subsidiary’s team (Harzing & Reiche, 2010); the expatriate’s own development in terms 

of personal growth, acquisition and career advancement (Stahl et al., 2002; Tung, 1998); 

and the achievement of organizational strategic goals, i.e. the transfer of best practices, 

the effective implementation of global strategies and the development of a strong 

leadership talent pool (Yan et al., 2002). The contributions expatriates bring to global 

operations is testified by the enhanced competitiveness (Roessel, 1988) and unified 

thriving organization.  
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Figure 7 International assignments and their stage (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.15). * 

“Coordination & control” is a term used as an alternative to Edström and Galbraith’s 

“organization development” motive. 
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Figure 8 Success criteria for international transfers (Harzing & Reiche, 2010, p.40). 

 

Drawbacks and critiques of international assignments 

 

As emerged from the analysis conducted so far, international assignments, while being 

strategic tools for MNCs, are not without challenges and drawbacks. Firstly, the high cost 

of international assignments for relocating individuals across borders is one of the most 

significant challenges.  These costs include allowances, housing subsidies, international 

school fees for the expatriate’s children, healthcare coverage, and travel expenses for the 

expatriate and his/her family. Long-term assignments entail an escalation of these costs, 

making the financial burden considerable for the MNC. Because of this, many MNCs 

have adopted a strategy of training local personnel as a cost-effective alternative. 

Nevertheless, situations requiring highly specialized knowledge or intervention still 

necessitate costly in-person expatriate deployment. Secondly, dual-career and family 

challenges are a growing concern for MNCs. Many expatriates have partners with 

established careers which are often disrupted by relocations in foreign countries, leading 

to dissatisfaction and reluctance to accept assignments. This proves to be highly 

demanding when visa restriction or local labour laws prevent spouses from working in 

the host country. The consequent feeling of isolation, loss of professional identity and 

resentment ultimately affect the expatriate’s performance and willingness to complete the 

work. Children should also be taken into account: the new educational system, language 

and social environment may be challenging. This also applies more broadly to the 

expatriate’s family. Because these family-related issues are among the leading causes of 

assignment failure, MNCs often organize spousal support programs, e.g. career 

counselling and job search assistance, and international schooling options for children, 
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further increasing overall corporate expenses. Thirdly, expatriates and their families may 

have difficulties in adjusting to the hosting culture, especially when the distance between 

the HQ country and the host one is substantial. Stress and health issues may emerge as a 

result of these demands. Cultural intelligence is needed to overcome this challenge, build 

relationships, collaborate with the local team and integrate within the new social 

environment. Fourthly, time constraints and language barriers may limit relationship-

building efforts. Because trust is a critical component of successful expatriation, if the 

expatriate fails in building it because of cultural misunderstanding or linguistic obstacles, 

it becomes difficult to implement organizational changes, introduce new practices, 

influence decision-making and transfer knowledge. In this context, many MNCs provide 

expatriates with resources to help them build relationships in the foreign country: 

international assignees are introduced to local stakeholders, cross-cultural coaching and 

access to professional groups (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). Fifthly, the risk of expatriate 

failure, defined as the premature return of an expatriate or the ineffective performance in 

the host country, and repatriate failure, i.e. the expatriate resignation shortly after 

completing the assignment, both represent a loss of the organization’s investment and 

benefit competitors (Kamoche, 1997). Lastly, subsidiaries’ colleagues may perceive 

expatriates as agents of HQ control undermining their autonomy and marginalizing local 

expertise. This may lead to reduced collaboration, resistance and lower morale among the 

staff. Also, over-reliance on expatriates may inhibit the development of local talent, 

especially when key roles are often filled with PCNs. MNCs should invest in building 

and developing local expertise and create a balanced approach which gradually integrates 

HCNs intro leadership positions (Harzing & Reiche, 2010). These limitations underscore 

the importance of a careful planning and management of international assignees 

(Gregersen et al., 1996), as well as measures to mitigate drawbacks. Accordingly, MNCs 

can refine the effectiveness of their international assignments while cultivating a more 

inclusive and resilient global workforce.  

Furthermore, while Harzing and Reiche’s (2010) contributions remain foundational in 

the area of international human resource management, providing a structured and robust 

framework to understand international assignments and global staffing strategies, the 

continuously transforming business landscape requires a re-assessment of their 

applicability in the contemporary era. Indeed, the traditional concept of physically 
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relocating individuals to foreign subsidiaries seems obsolete, considering the impact of 

the digital transformation, among others. Remote working practices and collaborations 

with AI have reoriented attention from expatriation as the principal method of the 

international mobility of the workforce. One of the most important shortcomings of 

Harzing and Reiche’s work may be the limited consideration of how digital tools might 

reduce the need for international mobility of workers and their families for long periods 

of time. Although virtual assignments and hybrid models facilitate the transfer of 

knowledge and corporate cohesion without the displacement of individuals, the two 

Professors root their studies in the idea that intellectual exchange and organizational unity 

may only be achieved through physical expatriation. Moreover, their model does not 

address the environmental sustainability aspect of international mobility: nowadays, since 

companies are under great pressure to lower their carbon footprint, transferring managers 

and executives by air entails significant environmental concerns. The ecological impact 

of travel provokes reflection on whether both the proposed framework is still viable and 

MNCs should shift towards a more decentralized and regionally focused workforce 

strategy. Additionally, the post-pandemic world has forced organizations to rethink the 

necessity of long-term expatriation: employees currently value work-life balance more 

than they used to do in the past and many are reluctant to commit to long relocations that 

may disrupt their personal lives. Harzing and Reiche’s discussion does not fully account 

for this shift, instead they assume a workforce willing to be relocated. The new generation 

of employees places greater emphasis on flexibility and companies that do not adapt may 

struggle with talent retention. Accordingly, research should explore how these trends 

reshape talent mobility, knowledge transfer and leadership development in multinational 

corporations. Specifically, Chapter 3 and 4 of this work will explain more in detail the 

megatrends of respectively digitalization and climate change, while Chapter 6 will 

explore the way in which MNCs might have re-thought the international assignment 

practice in light of the digital revolution and climate-related awareness. 
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3. Digitalization 

 

The megatrend 

 

While the second industrial revolution introduced mass production enabled by 

electricity (Mokyr & Strotz, 1998), the third one has utilized electronics and IT to 

automate production (Sandvik Coromant, n.d.). Actually, the current wave of 

digitalization, supported by advances in technology, denotes a fundamental step ahead 

(Brümmerstedt & Fiedler, 2017). Indeed, digitalization is a revolutionary technological 

megatrend implying the rapid growth in the adoption of digital technologies (see Figure 

9 below) across multiple fields, i.e. social, political, economic and environmental, and 

having a transformative impact on them (Naughtin et al., 2024). This advancement is due 

to the increase in consumers' expectations: as they (consumers) familiarize themselves 

with the efficiency of digital solutions, the demand for the same effectiveness across all 

other sectors increases, making traditional channels outdated in contrast to new digital 

ones. Accordingly, digitalization not only transforms industries, but it also shapes 

consumer behaviour, leading to new demand trends (Rangaswamy et al., 2022). The 

accelerating trajectory of digital access and its global reach is testified by the fact that by 

2013, as far as the World Bank is concerned, mobile phone subscriptions had surpassed 

the global population reaching 108%, while half of the world population was an internet 

user. This growing interconnectedness reflects the penetration of digital technologies into 

everyday life over the last 20 years (see Figure 10 below), altering the execution, 

understanding and conceptualization of activities, through the integration of intelligent 

technologies (STOXX, 2017), and reimagining the foundations of industries and 

economies (Brümmerstedt & Fiedler, 2017). Through the integration and processing of 

data gathered from different sources, as highlighted by Ambasht (2023), the autonomous 

systems result in unmatched opportunities for industries, among others, to optimize their 

processes and respond dynamically to complexities and changing conditions (Wan et al., 

2020; Brümmerstedt & Fiedler, 2017). Overall, digitalization can be considered as one of 

the most influential forces impacting the future (IMD, 2020), driven by advancements in 

computing power, connectivity and emerging technologies (e.g. AI, big data and cloud 

computing). These elements contribute to an extensive and disruptive long-term 
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reconfiguration of businesses, governance frameworks, social norms (Malik & Janowska, 

2018, 2019) and individuals’ and organizations’ operations. Therefore, digitalization 

represents a cognitive shift in perspective, challenging traditional methods and requiring 

societies to reconsider long-established approaches (STOXX, 2017).  

 

 

Figure 9 Increasing size of the digital universe, i.e. a term used to describe the volume 

of digital data created, replicated, and consumed globally (Brümmerstedt & Fiedler, 

2017, p.49). 

 

 

Figure 10 Mobile phone penetration takes off, internet follows. The chart displays the 

trajectory of various development categories tracked by the World Bank until 2013 

(STOXX, 2017). 
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The significance of digitalization’s challenging nature on established practices is 

multifaceted (see Figure 11 below). Firstly, it possesses an extensive impact: for instance, 

digital technologies are revolutionizing medical services, via telemedicine and remote 

diagnostics (Haleem et al., 2021). In education, digital tools are providing students with 

quasi-worldwide access through remote and online platforms (United Nations, n.d.-a). 

Furthermore, digitalization is promoting the modernization of current business processes 

(STOXX, 2017) and the development of new ones through the adoption of technologies 

as e-commerce platforms, while challenging traditional industries to advance (Naughtin 

et al., 2024). Companies that fail to adjust may face a possible loss of competitive 

advantage (see Figure 12 below), being replaced by more innovative competitors (Marr, 

2023; Brümmerstedt & Fiedler, 2017; Qiong et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2022). Secondly, 

and in a similar vein, digitalization enables economic globalization: through digital 

communication and transactions, it has allowed businesses to go beyond geographical 

boundaries and specific sectors, easing trade and cooperation at the global level (Manyika 

et al., 2016). Digitalization represents a shift in capital and growth opportunities, creating 

new markets, while rendering traditional and non-updated methods and models obsolete. 

Among the industries most affected by the transformation, there are commercial banks 

(CommBank, 2024), software providers, digital content streaming platforms, disk storage 

system manufacturers, and network administration system providers. As an example, 

logistic and technology companies, as Amazon and Facebook, have benefited from 

digitalization, which has refined worldwide commerce, communications and supply chain 

management (STOXX, 2017). Many of these firms are both drivers and beneficiaries of 

the digital transformation, leveraging their digital capabilities to reshape their industry, 

while setting new cross-business benchmarks for efficiency and consumers’ engagement. 

Thus, the economic consequences of digitalization extend beyond specific companies and 

sectors. Moreover, as per Naughtin et al. (2024), digital tools are becoming central to 

delivering public services, managing electoral processes and enhancing transparency. 

Lastly, digitalization is re-defining how individuals interact (Walden University, n.d.) and 

consume information (Shanmugasundaram & Tamilarasu, 2023).  

Despite the benefits envisioned so far, such as improved growth, connectivity and 

innovation resulting from digital tools, the latter present risks, namely the “digital divide”, 

i.e. the unequal availability between developed and developing countries (MUSTAPHA, 
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2024), the spread of misinformation (ANDERSON & RAINIE, 2023), data privacy 

concerns (United Nations, n.d.-b), due to the vast amounts of data generated, gathered 

and processed, and cyberthreats (Maurer & Nelson, 2021), caused by the increasing 

reliance on interconnected digital systems which create vulnerabilities that can be 

exploited. These hurdles highlight the need for robust governance and regulatory 

frameworks to ensure that the digital transition enhances public well-being, while 

minimizing its risks (Brümmerstedt & Fiedler, 2017).  

 

 

Figure 11 Advantages that companies and organizations can obtain if they introduce 

technology into their strategies and ways in which they operate (Kraus et al., 2021, 

p.11). 
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Figure 12 Companies can obtain a competitive advantage if they combine digital and 

non digital business strategies, acquiring capabilities, knowledge and resources which 

improve their reputation (Kraus et al., 2021, p.7). 

 

In conclusion, digitalization is not only a technological evolution, but also a reordering 

of how society functions and economies grow. It challenges traditional norms and enters 

in all sectors, requiring the latter to adapt to a rapidly changing landscape. Digitalization 

has immense present and future benefits (Kraus et al., 2021), particularly in terms of 

efficiency, connectivity and innovation. Still, it is also disruptive, highlighting the need 

for a thoughtful governance that balances opportunities and challenges; an adaptive 

strategy to ensure that its transformative potential is realized in a sustainable and equitable 

way (STOXX, 2017); and continued research to address gaps in its current understanding, 

particularly in terms of its socio-cultural implications and its impact on late adopters. 

Overall, digitalization is the defining feature of the modern era, with transformative 

effects extending beyond technology. Indeed, it demands a holistic approach, integrating 

technological, organizational and societal perspectives to navigate the complexities of a 

rapidly evolving digital landscape (Kraus et al., 2021).  

 

The impact of digitalization on firms’ performance 

 

Digitalization, as emerged in the previous section, is a transformative force, 

influencing firms’ performance by reshaping their competitive and operational structures. 

Indeed, it has a comprehensive impact on them, involving three main dimensions, which 

determine how firms make use of digital technologies to achieve improved performance 
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outcomes: IT capabilities, digital orientation and digital transformation (see Figure 13 

below) (Barba-Sánchez et al., 2024). Firstly, IT capabilities form the core of digital 

performance because they allow firms to acquire, deploy, integrate and reconfigure IT 

resources in support of strategic objectives. Utilizing technologies such as AI, big data 

analytics and cloud computing provides organizations with the opportunity to process 

information, drive innovation and improve decision-making, while enhancing 

organizational agility. Nevertheless, investing in IT capabilities is not sufficient for 

improved performance: IT competencies must be strategically aligned with the corporate 

goals, integrated with human expertise and embedded within the organizational culture 

to unlock their full potential. Secondly, digital orientation is the strategic enabler of IT 

capabilities, reflecting the corporate commitment to embrace digital technologies as a 

pivotal element of its operations and culture. A strong digital orientation ensures that 

investments in technology align with strategic organizational objectives and encourages 

a culture of innovation, collaboration and improvement. Accordingly, firms with a high 

level of digital orientation are more likely to integrate digital tools effectively, leading to 

a smoother transformation process and better performance outcomes. Empirics suggest 

that digital orientation enhances customer satisfaction, drives innovation and improves 

financial performance. Lastly, digital transformation represents the culmination of the 

digitization process: it is an evolutionary and disruptive process redefining business 

models, optimizing operations and enhancing customer experiences (Bailetti, 2012). It 

requires an intrinsic rethinking of the organization's value chain, enhancing efficiency, 

reducing costs and introducing new products and services. Notably, the digital 

transformation is not only a digital shift; its success is closely linked to the integration of 

methods, cultural (Pedersen, 2022) and technical elements as well (Ballards LLP, 2023). 

The interplay between social and technical factors is essential for corporate success: a 

socio-technical approach (Baxter & Sommerville, 2010), aligning technological resources 

with organizational culture and human skills, which must be trained, is essential for firms 

to navigate any arising challenge, e.g. resistance to change (Pasmore et al., 2018), skill 

gaps (Abbas & Michael, 2023) and complex system integration (Govers & van 

Amelsvoort, 2023). In conclusion, digitalization impacts firms’ performance resulting in 

enhanced agility, innovation and consumers’ satisfaction. However, its success depends 

on a combination of technological, social and strategic factors. IT capabilities provide the 
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foundation, digital orientation grants alignment and digital transformation redefines 

business models and value creation processes. By leveraging these elements, firms can 

achieve a sustainable competitive advantage in a digitally transformed world (Barba-

Sánchez et al., 2024).  

 

 

Figure 13 The three main dimensions of digitalization’s impact, which determine how 

firms leverage digital technologies to achieve enhanced performance outcomes (Barba-

Sánchez et al., 2024, p.4). 

 

Going in more detail, digitalization has a profound impact on management control 

(MC) tasks: the integration of advanced technologies as AI and business intelligence (BI) 

tools has optimized MC, shifting the focus from operational monitoring to strategic 

decision making (Fähndrich, 2022). Indeed, automation has reduced the time spent on 

routine accounting, according to Jacob (2024), and reporting, which have evolved from 

static and labour-intensive exercises to dynamic and real time processes leveraging big 

data analytics and predictive models, while enhancing forecasting accuracy (Smith, 2024), 

allowing managers to engage in proactive business planning and innovation (Controllers 

Council, 2024). Digitalization has also revolutionized MC by introducing integrated 

digital platforms and advanced analytic tools, providing comprehensive organizational 

understanding and enabling decentralized decision-making and cross-functional 

collaboration. Business intelligence tools and predictive analytics enhance firms’ ability 

to anticipate future trends and optimize resource allocation, thus improving operational 

efficiency and financial performance. Internet services further improve real time 

accessibility to data, ensuring that leaders have access to critical business information 
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(Fähndrich, 2022). In addition, Aksu (2023) points to the organizational agility provided 

by digitalization, moving away from hierarchical control models to more flexible ones 

(Aksu, 2023). MC has become integrated throughout multiple departments, reinforcing 

the collaboration between finance, IT and strategic management, while ensuring that 

digital technologies are leveraged both for efficiency and value creation, as well as 

competitive advantage (Fähndrich, 2022). Moreover, the use of digitalization implies new 

skill sets needed to navigate the shift (Howard, 2024) (e.g. expertise in data analytics, 

digital tools and cross functional collaboration) ensuring organizations adapt to 

technological advancement and maintain their competitive edge. Overall, digitalization 

has improved firms’ performance by making management control more dynamic, 

strategically oriented and data driven. Companies that manage to effectively adopt digital 

technologies gain improved agility and strength in decision making, as well as long-term 

competitive advantage. However, to capitalize on the digital transformation, firms must 

ensure that technological advancements are aligned with their strategic goals, culture and 

workforce capabilities (Fähndrich, 2022). 

Digitalization has also reshaped work structures, operational flexibility and 

productivity, through the widespread adoption of remote working, enabled by the 

integration of advanced information and communication technologies (ICT) (Vorecol 

Editorial Team, 2024). The latter have allowed organizations to maintain continuity, 

efficiency and innovation even amid disruptions like the COVID 19 pandemic. 

Technologies such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, BI tools and cloud-

based collaboration platforms have provided firms with the opportunity to shift 

substantial portions of their operations online, enabling businesses to adapt quickly to 

market changes and optimize resource allocation, and guarantee sustained productivity 

despite external uncertainties (Urbaniec et al., 2022). From a strategic point of view, 

digitalization has facilitated innovation and competitiveness by enabling corporations to 

collaborate harmoniously and across locations (Manyika et al., 2016). Specifically, firms 

in knowledge-intensive sectors, healthcare and education have benefitted from digital 

tools, which allow for real-time collaboration, data-driven decision making and rapid 

responses to industry trends. Companies have been able to introduce new business models, 

diversify services and improve customer engagement, leading to advanced market 

resilience and long-term growth (Urbaniec et al., 2022). For employees, digitalization has 
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improved efficiency, productivity (see Figure 14 below) and work-life balance through 

flexible work arrangements (GFoundry, 2024). Remote working solutions have also 

allowed firms to reduce costs (Omnipresent Team, 2024) while expanding access to a 

broader talent pool, improving workforce diversity and engagement (Abbas, 2023). 

Moreover, digitalization has driven an increase in employees’ technical skills and digital 

literacy, improving firms’ resilience to evolving markets. The success of digitalization in 

improving organizational performance is dependent on corporate support and investment 

in IT resources, employee training and strategic change management. Firms that 

effectively integrate digital tools into their operational and cultural frameworks 

experience higher efficiency, innovation capacity and adaptability, among others (see 

Figure 15 below). Despite these benefits, it is acknowledged that the digitalization of 

work practices, altering traditional workplace dynamics, comes with challenges (see 

Figure 16 below), necessitating new management and organizational strategies to ensure 

the achievement of long-term advantages and sustainability (Urbaniec et al., 2022). 

 

 

Figure 14 The output of employees is improved while working remotely from home, 

March-Aug 2019 and 2020 (Kazi & Hastwell, 2021). 



 35 

 

Figure 15 Benefits arising from remote working (Bhuwal, 2023). 

 

 

Figure 16 Challenges of working from home (Perry, 2021). 
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4. Climate change 

 

The megatrend 

 

Limiting and adapting to climate change is not only the 13th SDG established by the 

United Nations (UN) in 2015 as part of  the “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”  

(United Nations, 2015; Resolution Adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 

2015: Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2015), 

but it is also one of the most profound mega-trends, having mostly anthropogenic origins 

(Turrentine, 2022), which is shaping the world’s future. As the ESPAS & Gaub’s (2019) 

analysis highlights, climate change is already causing severe ecological, environmental, 

economic and social consequences (Herring, 2020). The earth temperature has warmed 

by more than one degree since the late 19th century, with most of this warming occurring 

in the past few decades (NOAA, 2024a), and, by 2030, it is projected to reach 1.5 degrees 

above pre-industrial levels (International Panel on Climate Change, 2018). This 

temperature rise is a reality that will disrupt human society in the coming decade, with 

more frequent heat waves, which lead to serious implications for human health, 

agricultural productivity and energy demand (Perkins-Kirkpatrick & Lewis, 2020). 

Even if all human-made emissions were to cease immediately, the carbon dioxide 

currently present in the atmosphere would persist for 40 years: the world is locked into a 

specific degree of warming and the related consequences. Accordingly, climate change 

functions on two levels: the unavoidable repercussions of past inaction and the severe 

consequences that could arise if current inaction was to continue. The disruptive effects 

of rising temperatures are no longer abstract concerns for future populations, rather they 

are evident: extreme weather events have become more frequent and intense (ESPAS & 

Gaub, 2019). For instance, Europe has been characterized by significant heatwaves, 

which led to agricultural losses (- 30-50% in crop yields). On the same note, in the United 

States, in 2017, the cost of fighting wildfires reached $2 billion (Schmeltz & al., 2016), 

testifying the increasing economic burden of climate-related disasters. Additionally, 

hurricanes have increased their strength, due to warmer ocean waters which fuel storms 

and increase the latter’s intensity, as well as rainfalls and consequent floodings, 

overwhelming drainage systems and causing major disruption in urban centres (NOAA, 
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2024a). More generally, 2017 weather-related calamities amounted to 290 billion euros 

in global economic losses, confirming the immense financial impact of climate inaction 

(Schmeltz & al., 2016). 

The intensifying impact of climate change will not be uniform across the world. Indeed, 

certain regions, especially those already dealing with brutal environmental extremes, will 

bear a disproportionate burden (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019). Low-income communities, 

indigenous populations and communities of colour (see Figure 17 below) are often 

disproportionately affected by climate change impacts (Ebi et al., 2018), as they tend to 

live in areas where extreme weather events are more present and have fewer resources to 

adapt and face disasters (NOAA, 2024a). For example, the Middle East and North Africa 

region is expected to warm at a rate of 1.5 times higher than the global average, driving 

increasing aridification, inhabitability of large areas and population of cities, exacerbating 

urban overcrowding and social tensions (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019). Meanwhile, in Syria, 

prolonged droughts due to rising temperatures, combined with political and economic 

factors, contributed to the factors that fuelled the civil war (Gleick, 2014). Also, water 

availability is increasingly at risk as higher temperatures cause water to be lost from soil 

and reservoirs (Lall et al., 2018). This is particularly dangerous for territories which rely 

on seasonal snowpack for their water supply, as warmer temperatures reduce snowfall 

and lead to faster snowmelt, affecting drinking water supplies, hydropower generation 

and irrigation for agriculture. Flooding particularly affects lower-income communities 

with outdated infrastructure and inadequate flood protections, leaving residents more 

exposed. Similarly, heatwaves are more dangerous for communities lacking access to air 

conditioning, green spaces and healthcare services (NOAA, 2024a). These examples 

illustrate how climate change does not only manifest in environmental degradation but 

also amplifies existing political, economic and social stresses, leading to instability and 

conflict (National Research Council, 2013). Indeed, climate justice is needed, as well as 

equitable disaster response strategies and policies to address disparities (Mattar et al., 

2021).  
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Figure 17 Some of the groups with the highest risk of exposure to climate-related 

adverse health threats are displayed, together with adaptation measures to address 

disproportionate impacts (Ebi et al., 2018, p.542). 

 

Another major effect of climate change is sea-level rise and the related consequences. 

The marine heat rise, and the melting of glaciers have caused an increase in the sea level 

by approximately 20-22 cm since 1880, with the rate of rise recently accelerating. This is 

particularly dangerous for coastal communities (NOAA, 2024c), where even small 

increases in sea level lead to frequent and severe floodings, coastal erosion (U.S. Climate 

Resilience Toolkit, 2017) and intrusion of saltwater into freshwater supplies. Some of the 

most at-risk regions are the United States East Coast, the Gulf of Mexico and low-lying 

island nations, where communities are already being forced to relocate (Lindsey, 2023). 

The increasing presence of storms and hurricanes further amplifies the exposure of these 

areas, leading to enormous damages to infrastructures and businesses. Coastal resilience 

plans, improved infrastructures and natural defences are urgently needed to mitigate the 

impacts of rising seas (NOAA, 2024a). 

Besides weather-related impacts, it is important to highlight the effects of climate 

change on ecosystems and biodiversity (Weiskopf et al., 2020). Rising temperatures and 

shifting precipitation trends alter habitats and both force species to migrate and disrupt 

ecosystems. For instance, ocean acidification is weakening coral reefs, harming shellfish 
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populations and disrupting marine food chains (NOAA, 2025). Coral bleaching, driven 

by higher ocean temperatures, is causing mass die-offs of coral reefs (NOAA, 2024b), 

which are crucial habitats for many marine species. This condition threatens fisheries, 

tourism and coastal protection, as these ecosystems act as natural barriers against storm 

erosion and surges. Shifting temperatures and precipitations are affecting flora and fauna. 

Without efforts to protect and revive ecosystems, biodiversity loss will accelerate, 

threatening food security, water resources (International Panel on Climate Change, n.d.) 

and human life (UNEP & FAO, 2021). 

As far as the economic dimensions of climate change are concerned, productivity and 

labour markets are impacted: higher temperatures have caused declining productivity, 

particularly in outdoor sectors such as agriculture and construction. By 2030, the intense 

heat is projected to cause productivity losses amounting to over 1.7 trillion euros globally 

(Johnston, 2016). The self-sustaining cycle where rising temperatures increase reliance 

on air conditioning, driving up energy consumption and related emissions (see Figure 18 

below) (BP p.l.c., 2016), will exacerbate the problem, particularly in cities (Liddle, 2013). 

As a result, urban planning and climate adaptation measures will become essential in 

mitigating the effects of climate change on infrastructure, economy and, most importantly, 

human health (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019). 

 

 

Figure 18 Natural gas consumption outlook by region. Energy consumption will rise by 

1.7% per year at the global level (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019, p.17). 
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Concerning human health, higher temperatures are increasing the frequency of heat-

related illnesses (Schmeltz et al., 2016) and deaths, especially among seniors, young 

children and individuals with particular health conditions. The urban heat island effect, 

i.e. cities retain heat due to concrete, asphalt and lack of green areas, exacerbates this 

problem, making heat waves more dangerous (Rutledge et al., 2024). Climate change is 

also endangering air quality due to repeated wildfires and vector diseases, brought by 

insects, caused by higher temperatures (NOAA, 2024a). 

The energy sector is a dominant source of greenhouse gas emissions (see Figure 19 

below) (Château et al., 2011) and, while the transition to renewable energy sources is 

progressing, it is not happening rapidly enough to counteract rising temperatures. For 

instance, the EU is expected to take only 32% of its energy from renewables by 2030. 

Still, this target is insufficient to effectively fight climate change. Accordingly, 

coordinated global efforts, especially among the three largest emitters, namely the EU, 

the US and China, are necessary to achieve meaningful reductions in emissions (ESPAS 

& Gaub, 2019). 

 

 

Figure 19 Global CO2 emissions by source: Baseline, 1980-2050 (ESPAS & Gaub, 

2019, p.9). 

 

Energy production is not the only cause of increasing emissions: livestock farming 

contributes to 14.5% of global GHG emissions (Swinburn et al., 2019). Particularly, cattle 

farming is a major emitter (Fiore et al., 2018). If livestock farming were a country, it 
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would be the third largest worldwide emitter. Therefore, a comprehensive approach, 

including reconsidering eating habits and sustainable food practices, is essential to 

address climate change. Nevertheless, only a few countries like Germany have integrated 

these guidelines (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019). 

Despite the evident negative effects of climate change, political responses remain 

insufficient (Kamarck, 2019): the necessary transformations to halt emissions have not 

yet materialized. Indeed, while climate change has been considered an urgent matter for 

more than 10 years, policy responses have failed to achieve the necessary standards, and 

political systems still need to demonstrate the readiness and competence to mitigate and 

adapt to climate change (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019). Still, the related public concern is rising, 

creating opportunities for implementing stricter regulations on emissions and models of 

a greener economy. 

Overall, this megatrend needs to be considered as both an environmental crisis and a 

threat to the existence of humanity. The choices made will determine the future path the 

world will take (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019). Investing in GHG emissions reduction by 2030 

(see Figure 20 below) through clean energy technologies and in resilient infrastructures 

(US EPA, 2024), as improved drainage systems, reinforced buildings against extreme 

events and updated emergency response plans, is an essential solution and adaptation 

strategy to preserve the humankind and its activities. Also protecting and restoring 

ecosystems, improving climate education and awareness and seeking the support of 

scientific research may help communities around the world to adapt to climate change 

and mitigate its worst effects (NOAA, 2024a). 
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Figure 20 Total emission reduction potential in 2030 (ESPAS & Gaub, 2019, p.34). 

 

The impact of climate change on firms’ performance 

 

Climate change, besides its environmental, social and policy implications, has 

profound effects on firms’ economics and operations. The main causal loops of climate 

change risks related to organizations are physical, regulatory, reputational and litigation 

ones (see Figure 21 below) (Nikolaou et al., 2015). 
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Figure 21 The causal loop of risks related to the adverse events of climate change 

(Nikolaou et al., 2015, p.502). 

 

Physical risks refer to the direct consequences of climate change on business 

operations, such as extreme weather events, droughts (US EPA, 2025), floods and 

temperature fluctuations. These happenings can cause supply chain interruptions, 

damages to infrastructures and increased operational costs. For instance, the ski sector 

faces direct threats from climate change: because warmer winters lead to shorter ski 

seasons, revenues for resorts and related businesses decrease, turning them into stranded 

assets (Butcher, 2024).  In the same way, the agri-business is experiencing disruptions 

due to altered precipitation patterns and rising temperatures, impacting crop yields and 

food production (Anwar et al., 2012). Firms operating in these sectors must adapt to these 

changes, not to face financial instability. Indeed, the resilience of supply chains is crucial, 

especially for firms that, operating globally, are particularly vulnerable to environmental 

disorders (Katsaliaki et al., 2022) when it comes to sourcing and transportation, among 

others. Businesses need to reconstruct their supply chains to minimize vulnerabilities 

related to climate (e.g. disruptions in production and increasing costs), by diversifying 
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suppliers (Mathews, 2024; Nikolaou et al., 2015) and investing locally, as well as 

developing fallback plans to ensure operational stability (Bailey et al., n.d.). 

Likewise, some of the latest empirical findings confirm that temperature extremes 

impact financial performance. From 1995 to 2019, as heat increased, approximately 

17.000 firms across 93 countries had declining revenues and operating income. To be 

exact, a one-standard-deviation increase in extreme heat days resulted in a 0.6% decrease 

in revenues and 1.8% decline in operating income (Pankratz et al., 2023). The study also 

highlights that capital markets failed to comprehensively anticipate these climate-induced 

financial risks, causing investor surprises when earnings announcements reflect lower-

than-expected performance. This suggests that the capacity of adaptation is crucial in the 

mitigation of associated-with-extreme-heat financial risks. Additionally, concerning 

mitigation, an effective corporate governance framework plays an important role in 

alleviating climate-related financial vulnerabilities. Indeed, firms that integrate climate 

governance into their corporate organization tend to experience better financial outcomes, 

as well as regulatory positions (Aibar‐Guzmán et al., 2023). 

Regulatory risks originate from environmental laws aimed at mitigating climate 

change, such as carbon taxes and emission trading standards (Nikolaou et al., 2015). 

Organizations that do not comply with these regulations may face financial hurdles, 

higher operational costs and reputational damage (Paycheck, 2024). In this sense, firms 

need to deal with regulatory challenges by adopting mitigation and adaptation strategies 

that align with evolving policy frameworks and capitalise on policy incentives to develop 

newer sustainable business models (Nikolaou et al., 2015).  

Reputational risks arise when organizations are perceived as environmentally 

irresponsible or failing to adequately address climate change (Nikolaou et al., 2015). 

Currently, consumers, investors and stakeholders are increasingly prioritizing 

sustainability (Bar Am et al., 2023). Indeed, companies that are found not to be climate-

responsible may lose confidence and experience decline in sales. Because consumers 

prioritize environmentally responsible products, companies that do not meet expectations 

may suffer from declining market share. Additionally, corporates which are not 

environmentally, socially and governance-wise (ESG) responsible endanger support 

coming from investors, who are increasingly focused on environmental, social and 

governance criteria, leading them to divest from high-risk businesses, in terms of 
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environmental impact. Accordingly, firms should integrate climate change considerations 

into their corporate strategies to improve brand image and maintain the competitive 

advantage. Companies that actively promote sustainability and innovation may improve 

their market position and build stronger relationships with environmentally conscious 

stakeholders. Conversely, their stock valuations may decrease, they would be unable to 

attract long-term capital and borrowing costs could increase (Nikolaou et al., 2015). 

Moreover, Pankratz et al. (2023) provide financial evidence of the significance of climate-

related reputational risks: because financial analysts often underestimate the negative 

effects of extreme heat on firm performance, earnings forecast errors occur, leading to 

investor surprises and consequent stock price adjustments and highlighting the market’s 

incapability to fully incorporate climate risks into asset pricing. This confirms that firms 

with weak climate risk management face increased stock market volatility and hardship 

in preserving investor confidence. Furthermore, in order to lower reputational risks, 

institutional investors should be increasingly present because they are more likely to 

adopt climate governance mechanisms, as they (investors) favour sustainability-oriented 

corporate strategies. In particular, the effectiveness of climate governance in improving 

financial performance is reinforced even more when institutional ownership is 

homogeneously distributed, securing unification toward climate resilience initiatives 

(Aibar‐Guzmán et al., 2023).  

Litigation risks concern the potential legal consequences firms may face due to their 

environmental impact (Nikolaou et al., 2015). Lawsuits against corporations are 

becoming more common, especially if related to their role in contributing to climate 

change (LSE, 2024). Corporates that fail to comply with climate standards or that are 

found responsible for environmental damage may be subject to costly legal fines or 

reputational harm (Karpoff et al., 2005), as well as legal battles (CHAPMAN, 2025). 

Firms should therefore actively implement environmental risk management strategies to 

reduce their exposure to such liabilities. Recent evidence confirms that organizations with 

poor climate change performance face higher litigation risks because of increased 

information asymmetry. MNCs that fail to disclose climate-related financial risks in an 

adequate way are more prone to be involved in lawsuits, face higher legal costs and 

experience greater financial volatility (Dey et al., 2024). 
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Nikolaou et al. (2015) explore these risks, developing a model that simulates different 

business scenarios under diverse climate risk conditions. Through “what-if” scenarios, 

the study, centred on the ski industry and agricultural sector, provides firms with a 

decision-making framework that helps them understand the potential consequences of 

climate change strategies. The analysis also reveals the financial pressures that many 

firms are experiencing due to climate-related disruptions and simulates four different 

climate risk scenarios. The first scenario aims at examining the impact of physical risks, 

highlighting how extreme weather events affect firms by disrupting supply chains, 

damaging infrastructures and increasing operational costs (see Figure 22 below). The 

scenario testifies that if firms fail to prepare for extreme weather, they face important 

financial losses and instability. The second scenario on regulatory risks finds that 

companies that invest early in mitigation and adaptation strategies tend to perform better, 

in terms of finance, in the long run. Indeed, they avoid compliance penalties and gain a 

leadership position in sustainability (see Figure 23 below). The third scenario shows that 

consumer preferences and investor behaviour can influence corporate success. Businesses 

that prioritize corporate social responsibility and sustainability gain reputational and 

competitive advantage by attracting environmentally conscious consumers and investors 

(see Figure 24 below). Lastly, companies failing to address their environmental impacts 

may face increasing legal costs and declining profitability and investor confidence (see 

Figure 25 below). Overall, climate change is not only an external risk but a force re-

shaping financial, operational and strategic corporate decisions. 
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Figure 22 First scenario - in front of an extreme weather event, firms’ economic 

performance may be affected, and their climate change performance and the reputation 

can reach zero. Therefore, an extreme weather event has a direct effect on firms’ total 

costs due to a possible disruption in production and operations (Nikolaou et al., 2015, 

p.504). 

 

 

Figure 23 Second scenario - adopting climate change strategies means that the 

trajectories of economic performance, climate change performance and reputation will 

be positive if there is effective management (Nikolaou et al., 2015, p.505). 
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Figure 24 Third scenario - a negative reputation does not change the economic 

performance and reputation, while it leads the firm to adopt strategies to improve its 

climate change performance (Nikolaou et al., 2015, p.505). 

 

 

Figure 25 Fourth scenario – fines displace the economic performance curve, while the 

reputation and environmental performances remain constant. This happens because the 

firm's reputation and environmental performance would be affected by the non-

compliance with climate change policy (Nikolaou et al., 2015, p.506). 
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As Nikolaou et al. (2015) highlight, focusing on the long-term financial and 

operational implications of climate change on firms, the former have both direct and 

indirect risks to the latter’s financial stability. Indeed, respectively, firms are exposed to 

damages from extreme weather events such as floods, droughts (US EPA, 2025) and 

hurricanes, which may lead to infrastructures’ destruction, supply chain disruptions and 

unexpected financial losses. These risks have already begun manifesting: many 

businesses have experienced relevant cost burdens due to climate-induced disasters and 

related to rising insurance premiums and capital expenditures to safeguard assets for 

future occurrences. Secondly, among indirect risks, climate change may lead to market 

volatility, hindering cost prediction and returns on investments. For companies reliant on 

natural resources, like agriculture and energy production, environmental changes bring 

further volatility in supply and operational costs. For instance, energy-intensive industries 

deal with increasing expenses due to carbon pricing mechanisms, emission taxes and 

stricter regulatory frameworks, aimed at reducing GHG emissions. 

Apart from financial and operational risks, firms face strategic challenges posed by 

climate change (Nutz & Stebegg, 2022). Indeed, they deal with a crucial decision in 

determining whether to take a proactive or reactive approach to climate adaption. 

Businesses that invest in sustainability measures, technological innovation and 

compliance with regulations tend to strengthen their market position (KPMG, 2024) and 

financial resilience over time (Whelan et al., 2021). Specifically, innovation is critical in 

determining the response to climate change. The latter introduces many risks, but it also 

presents opportunities for businesses able to capitalize on emerging sustainability trends: 

developing green technology, investing in renewable energy and implementing 

sustainable production processes differentiate corporations from competitors and improve 

their positioning in the market, leveraging industry leadership (Nikolaou et al., 2015). 

Also, innovations can lead to cost reductions of energy consumption, lower waste 

production and enhanced efficiency in resource management, contributing to the firm’s 

performance (Pons et al., 2013). Oppositely, firms that delay adaptation and mitigation 

strategies may struggle with rising costs, decreasing competitiveness and increasing 

investor scepticism (Goolgasian et al., 2025). Thus, firms should incorporate climate risk 

management into their long-term business plan to experience improved financial 

outcomes, contrarily to those that respond only if forced to do so by regulatory pressures 
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or physical disruptions. Businesses must find a balance between short-term costs and 

long-term sustainability. Investing in adaptation measures, despite being an initial 

expense, ultimately enhances resilience and competitiveness. 

In conclusion, climate change is an existential risk for business continuity which can 

no longer be ignored. Treating climate adaptation as a secondary concern equals declining 

revenues, increasing costs (Alberti, 2024) and financial instability (International Finance 

Corporation, 2022; Pankratz et al., 2023). Conversely, an effective environmentally 

oriented governance (Aibar‐Guzmán et al., 2023), i.e. corporates that embrace climate-

conscious strategies, will both mitigate risks and create new opportunities for growth, 

resilience and profitability (Zawadzki et al., 2023). Climate change is not only a 

regulatory challenge, but rather a pivotal transformation of global economic systems, 

redefining business operations, competition and sustained profitability. Corporate leaders 

must urgently integrate sustainability into their business strategies to ensure they remain 

competitive in a market which is increasingly shaped by climate policies, shifting 

consumers’ demand and environmental limitations. Also, firms must consider it as not 

only a risk but also an opportunity to achieve long-term success: investing in technology, 

complying with regulations and adopting sustainable business models reduces exposure 

to financial losses and enhances market competitiveness (Nikolaou et al., 2015). 
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5. The interplay between digitalization and sustainability through success and 

difficulty  

 

As emerged thus far, digitalization is a transformative and strategic force (Grainger-

Brown & Malekpour, 2019) that, provided it is leveraged effectively, is able to accelerate 

progress toward sustainability goals. Indeed, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development emphasizes the need for digital approaches to address global challenges and 

hasten advancement. The global framework, establishing a unified plan to promote both 

prosperity and peace for people and the planet, was adopted by all United Nations 

Member States in September 2015. Through its core 17 Sustainable Development Goals, 

the Agenda seeks to tackle the world’s most urgent challenges of both the current and 

upcoming times, namely poverty (Goal 1), hunger (Goal 2), health (Goal 3), inclusive 

quality education (Goal 4), gender equality (Goal 5), sustainable management of water 

and sanitation (Goal 6), worldwide “affordable, reliable and sustainable” energy access 

(Goal 7), economic growth (Goal 8), infrastructures’ resilience (Goal 9), inequality (Goal 

10), cities’ inclusivity, sustainability and safety (Goal 11), sustainable consumption (Goal 

12), climate change (Goal 13), sustainable conservation and use of “the oceans, seas and 

marine resources for sustainable development” (Goal 14), terrestrial ecosystems (Goal 

15), peaceful and inclusive societies (Goal 16) and global partnerships (Goal 17) (United 

Nations, 2015; Resolution Adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015: 

Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 2015). To 

accelerate SDG achievement, data-driven, systematic and context-specific approaches are 

needed. Digitalization plays a pivotal role in advancing this progress, providing 

innovative solutions to some of the world's most urgent sustainability challenges, such as 

enhancing resource efficiency, optimizing natural resource management, and improving 

the strategic planning of interventions.  

The transformative potential associated with digitalization is highlighted by the 

additional positive contributions it brings to ESG performance. Indeed, digital 

transformation is a pivotal enabler for achieving sustainability, which is not intended as 

an isolated process but rather as a system of interconnected benefits, emerging from 

environmental stewardship, social empowerment and governance improvement. In the 

European Union, digital initiatives are actively integrated into sustainability strategies: 
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digitalization is depicted as a cornerstone for environmental improvement, offering 

transformative capabilities to optimize resource use and reduce the ecological footprint. 

For instance, technologies like the Internet of Things (IoT)-enabled energy management 

systems and smart grids have fundamentally altered the landscape of energy consumption 

toward renewables (Kwilinski et al., 2023). Related to this and concerning the 

environmental implication of digitalization, the latter has a significant role in fostering 

green innovation: digital technologies can facilitate the transition toward sustainable 

energy systems, by supporting renewable energy adoption (wind and solar) (Xu et al., 

2022) and the emergence of green Fintech solutions. The latter are reshaping the 

corresponding sector by easing investments in sustainable projects, creating a network of 

businesses and governments that are incentivized to adopt cleaner production methods 

and promote sustainability in their operations (Kwilinski et al., 2023). Additionally, data 

analytics systems enable the precise tracking and measurement of emissions and 

environmental indicators, facilitating the identification of areas where sustainability 

measures are most urgently needed. The related transparency is fundamental to establish 

accountability and define targeted interventions (Kwilinski et al., 2023). In this regard, 

the Internet of Things plays a crucial role because it provides real time data on 

environmental parameters: both sensors and devices are employed to monitor the levels 

of pollution, truck the utilization of resources and manage industrial emissions, 

contributing to fossil fuels reliance reduction and cleaner industrial practices 

enhancement (e.g. smart manufacturing systems, powered by the Internet of Things, are 

able to optimize and improve the effectiveness of production processes by using a fewer 

amount of resources, while maintaining high efficiency). On another note, big data 

analytics facilitates detailed climate research by processing an extensive collection of 

datasets to improve predictive models and scenarios for climate change adaptation and 

biodiversity conservation (Xu et al., 2022). Digitalization has an important impact also 

on the social dimension: the former is often portrayed as a tool to enhance social equity 

and inclusion (Kwilinski et al., 2023). Indeed, it can address disparities, by improving 

access to digital skills, training and online job platforms, e-government portals and online 

education systems. These digital services reduce bureaucratic inefficiencies and improve 

service delivery. As a result, digitalization can directly contribute to social empowerment, 

aligning with goals such as SDG 4 (quality education) and SDG 10 (reduced inequalities) 
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(Kwilinski et al., 2023). With regard to SDG 4, education is one of the main areas where 

digitalization has showed its transformative impact: digital learning platforms and online 

resources have increased literacy rates and boosted innovation, by providing students with 

worldwide access to knowledge, including those in underserved and remote regions (Xu 

et al., 2022), via international educational and cultural programs. In governance, 

digitalization has reduced the need for physical interactions, minimizing bureaucratic 

delays and the likelihood of corruption. Currently, citizens are able to access government 

services, files and permits’ applications through digital portals, enhancing the efficiency 

of public service delivery (Kwilinski et al., 2023). In addition, making digital records 

available to the public improves accountability, as data trails can be audited to ensure 

compliance with existing regulations (Xu et al., 2022). As a last point, these ESG factors 

influence and are influenced by the economic component of sustainability, where 

digitalization’s impact is most tangible. In fact, digital tools improve productivity and 

efficiency across industries. For instance, digitalization has facilitated the growth of green 

investments, allowing firms to both align with sustainability objectives and attract 

investors focused on ESG compliance, and enabled businesses to optimize the use of their 

resources and minimize waste. Furthermore, digitalization unveils new markets and 

opportunities, because it reduces the need for physical infrastructures, diminishing the 

environmental impact associated with traditional business operations and enabling 

companies to reach the global audience (Kwilinski et al., 2023). 

Notwithstanding the benefits recognized thus far, significant trade-offs associated with 

digitalization must be considered. Its costs on sustainability, i.e. environmental, social and 

economic factors, are deeply intertwined with the processes of innovation, adoption and 

pervasiveness of digital technologies, often creating unintended negative consequences 

that undermine SDGs (Veit & Thatcher, 2023). In fact, as far as the environmental 

component is concerned, both the production and use of digital technologies require 

significant amounts of energy and resources: the manufacturing of devices like sensor 

servers or smartphones requires the extraction of rare earth materials, which, in most cases, 

leads to habitat destruction and water contamination. Additionally, data centres, which 

are critical to supporting digital platforms, consume vast amounts of electricity, 

contributing and increasing CO2e emissions. This paradox highlights that, while 

digitalization may promote environmental sustainability, its unsupervised expansion may 
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harm natural ecosystems (Xu et al., 2022). Firstly, delving into specifics, digital 

technologies are non-renewable energy-intensive: cryptocurrencies, for instance, 

necessitate significant power to operate, consuming an amount of energy comparable to 

that of countries such as Sweden or Malaysia, and adding to GHG emissions. On the same 

line, there are data centres, which enable cloud computing, storage and processing, pivotal 

to the digital infrastructure. They operate continuously, requiring electricity for their 

functioning and contributing to around 2% of global emissions, comparable to the 

aviation industry’s footprint (Dedrick, 2010). Along with this, the production of digital 

devices relies on rare earth metals, whose extraction comes with acute environmental 

repercussions: ecological deterioration (e.g. deforestation, habitat destruction and water 

pollution and depletion caused by lithium extraction) and exploitation risks (the demand 

for resources requires extraction in developing countries, where weak regulations result 

in unsafe practices and environmental harm). Additionally, e-waste is one of the fastest 

waste streams globally and directly results from the rapid obsolescence of digital devices: 

many are designed with limited lifespans or rapidly become outdated due to technological 

advancements, i.e. short product life cycles. The improper disposal of e-waste leads to 

hazardous substances (e.g. mercury and cadmium) which leach into the soil and water, 

posing significant risks to the ecosystem and human health; and recycling rates for e-

waste persist at a low level due to technological and economic barriers (complex designs 

make material recovery inefficient and costly). Among these environmental costs, 

rebound effects should also be considered: efficiency gains from digital technologies 

frequently backfire due to the above-mentioned effect, where reduced consumption in one 

area leads to increased consumption in another one. As an example, energy-efficient 

appliances or data systems reduce immediate energy use. However, this may incentivize 

higher usage or investments, undermining environmental benefits (Veit & Thatcher, 2023). 

Among the social challenges that accompany the benefits of digitalization, one of the 

foremost issues is the digital divide, i.e. the unequal access to digital technologies and 

resources, with marginalized communities and underserved regions usually lacking the 

education, infrastructure and financial means to participate in the digital economy. Socio-

economic inequalities may arise (Xu et al., 2022), increasing the exclusion of 

unprivileged communities in developing regions. As far as automation is concerned, 

while efficiency is improved, it can lead to widespread job losses and instability in 
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affected communities (Veit & Thatcher, 2023). Lastly, economic costs include the 

prioritization of short-term gains, market disruptions and unsustainable consumption 

patterns. As a matter of fact, digitalization often emphasizes immediate economic benefits 

over long term sustainability: companies prioritize cost saving and rapid innovation, 

which may lead to practices that compromise environmental goals, and overproduction, 

resulting from the push for constant tech upgrades, which creates waste and resource 

inefficiencies. Additionally, digitalization brings about uneven cost distribution: it often 

shifts burdens from firms to both the environment or marginalized communities and 

disrupts traditional industries. Indeed, while some sectors benefit from new efficiencies, 

others, e.g. small-scale businesses, suffer economic losses due to increased competition 

and changing consumer behaviours. Overall, digitalization tends to externalize its 

negative impacts: while companies and consumers collect immediate benefits, 

environmental and social costs are deferred to future generations or shifted to vulnerable 

communities. As such, it may intensify economic inequalities if access to technologies, 

and to the related benefits, is concentrated in the hands of a few nations, limiting 

innovation, as well as the even distribution of wealth and opportunities. Disparities 

between thriving and stagnating actors undermine the inclusive potential of digitalization 

and pose ethical and economic challenges to worldwide development (Xu et al., 2022). 

Therefore, digitalization’s sustainability costs must be critically assessed to ensure that 

its benefits are accomplished without exacerbating existing global challenges (Veit & 

Thatcher, 2023).   

The so far portrayed relationship between digitalization and sustainability is embedded 

with complexity, being an intricate and dynamic interplay with immense potential to 

achieve progress towards sustainability and a viable source of additional challenges. 

Indeed, digitalization is not inherently beneficial or harmful: it is context-dependent and 

shaped by the ways in which technologies are implemented, the goals that they serve, and 

the socio-economic, cultural and environmental context in which they operate. Despite 

digitalization may significantly contribute to areas such as poverty reduction and 

environmental monitoring; its application does not come without trade-offs. Accordingly, 

digitalization has a notable ecological and energy footprint due to the substantial 

resources required for infrastructure’s operations. It may also amplify both social 

inequalities and the digital divide. These tensions stress the need for a “mindful use of 
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digitalization” (Gupta & Rhyner, 2022) to understand the latter’s purpose, problem-

solving capabilities, real-world outcomes, synergies and trade-offs in the context of 

sustainability. Existing frameworks assessing the impact of digitalization on SDGs are 

scattered, targeting narrowly on specific fields and goals. In relation to the UN Agenda, 

this results in knowledge gaps and hinders its holistic implementation. Hence, to address 

this complexity, Gupta & Rhyner (2022) introduce the “Digitainability Assessment 

Framework”, which lies on the underlying idea that digitalization does not operate in 

isolation, rather it interacts with environmental, socio-economic and ethical components 

of sustainable development. This approach draws on and adapts concepts of the Theory 

of Change (ToC), which outlines the pathways of change resulting from specific 

interventions (Anderson, 2009, pp. 1, 37).  

The “Digitainability Assessment Framework” primarily focuses on evaluating the 

impact of digital interventions (DIs) on SDG indicators, capturing all types of effects (i.e. 

direct, indirect and cascading). It aims to bridge gaps in understanding the interplay 

between digitalization and sustainability while offering insights to stakeholders, such as 

policymakers and organizations, responsible for implementing these interventions. As 

previously suggested, the framework acknowledges that digitalization relies on the 

interaction with a system of social, environmental, and economic factors: an intervention 

intended to improve air quality through the IoT-based monitoring (Madakam et al., 2015) 

may at the same time reduce health risks, providing a synergy, and increase energy 

consumption and material usage, i.e. a trade-off. Similarly, blockchain-based systems in 

healthcare may enhance data security while creating challenges related to energy demand 

and regulatory compliance. As a matter of fact, the interplay between sustainability and 

digitalization heavily depends on the context: the same technology can bring different 

outcomes in diverse settings. In developed nations, digital solutions might focus on 

efficiency gains, while in developing countries they could target fundamental needs, 

including either access to education, clean water, or healthcare. Due to this variability, the 

DAF highlights the importance of designing interventions according to local conditions 

and involving diverse stakeholders to ensure inclusivity and effectiveness. Addressing 

uncertain and indirect effects arising from this interplay is also crucial: digitalization can 

have long-term and cascading effects that may be difficult to predict. As a case in point, 

the increased reliance on digital technologies can lead to unforeseen shifts in labour 
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markets, governance structures, and environmental systems. Thus, the DAF is embedded 

with various processes and tools to address uncertainties: i) iterative assessments - the 

DAF is designed to be used repeatedly over time, which allows users to refine their 

understanding of DIs’ impacts as more empirical evidence and contextual information 

becomes available, ensuring that the framework evolves with new data, reduced 

subjectivity and enhanced accuracy of assessments; ii) three levels of evidence, i.e. 

opinion, reason and literature-backed, to deal with varying degrees of uncertainty in 

impact assessments - opinion allows users to record preliminary beliefs or hypothesis 

about the impacts when data is scarce; reason encourages them to support their 

assessments with reasoned judgments and logical arguments; while literature-backed 

ensures that the final outcomes are scientifically grounded, requiring evidence either from 

studies, research or validated data; iii) five impact categories to identify domains where 

uncertainties exist, i.e. synergy, ambivalent, trade-off, uncertain and bidirectional – by 

way of illustration, the uncertain category entails potential impacts that are logical but 

lack sufficient data about their unclear long-term effects; iv) context – the DAF highlights 

its importance in impact assessment, acknowledging outcomes may vary depending on 

economic, cultural, social and geographic conditions. The framework, by incorporating 

context-specific data, reduces generalizations and enhances the reliability of assessments; 

v) stakeholders’ involvement as a critical component to address uncertainties - diverse 

perspectives from civil society, academia, industries and governments may help identify 

overlooked impacts and refine evaluations, allowing stakeholders to collaborate in 

addressing gaps in knowledge and propose solutions; vi) supplementary tools – the 

framework includes, among others, excel-based templates for systematically 

documenting impacts and allowing users to map the latter across all SDG indicators, 

providing an holistic view and identification of gaps or uncertain areas; vii) additional 

indicators - the framework includes the option to suggest additional measures for 

assessing impacts that are not covered by existing SDGs. This is particularly useful for 

addressing emerging concerns, such as cybersecurity and privacy, which are not explicitly 

included in the Sustainable Development Goals indicators (Gupta & Rhyner, 2022). 

In conclusion, the relationship between sustainability and digitalization requires 

continuous reflection, adjustment and mindful design and implementation to ensure 

benefits exceed costs, promoting sustainable progress. Their interplay becomes clearer 
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when we acknowledge the immense potential of digital technologies to advance SDGs. 

Still, because it is important to be considerate of the risks associated with digitalization’s 

uncritical adoption, the DAF provides a system to manage this complex relationship, 

ensuring that digitalization acts as a catalyst for sustainable development rather than a 

source of new challenges. 
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6. MNCs rethink international assignments  

 

Empirical evidence of the effect of the digital and climate change awareness on 

international assignments 

 

As it has emerged from previous chapters, global mobility, and international 

assignments in particular, are undergoing a profound transformation due to the 

megatrends of both digitalization and climate change (see Figure 26 below). Companies 

are indeed rethinking short-term business travels as well as long-term international 

assignments to align with environmental goals and leverage digital advancements. 

Empirical data from the “International People Mobility Survey Report 2024” by AON 

(2024), involving various respondents (see Figure 27 below) and global mobility profiles 

(see Figure 28 below), pictures the return of business travels after the COVID-19 

pandemic, which has been significant with 77% of organizations maintaining or 

increasing their travel volume in 2024. Still, a set of new challenges has been arising, i.e. 

aligning mobility with sustainability goals and digital mobility management. Firstly, ESG 

policies, active in 65% of organizations in 2024 (vs. 34% of organizations without active 

ESG policies or with unknown results), and especially the “E”, which has been the most 

important aspect of sustainability over the last years, have shaped mobility strategies with 

companies taking proactive steps to reduce their carbon footprint, set emission targets and 

focus on greener behaviours. 52% of organizations state (+8% relative to 2023) that 

travels have decreased to meet sustainability obligations, while 47% has implemented 

programs to offset carbon emissions coming from travelling (+10% compared to 2023). 

Additionally, 30% of MNCs are opting for alternative transportation methods and greener 

housing solutions (see Figure 29 below). This trend is particularly evident if related to 

companies with ESG policies: as the latter increase in strength, organizations become less 

likely to accelerate the pace of corporate trips. Indeed, compared to 2023, only 34% of 

these have augmented travel, while among companies without an ESG policy, 46% travel 

more. Furthermore, business travels remain regionally focused with most trips occurring 

within Europe (32%) and North America (19%), reducing the need for long-haul flights 

(see Figure 30 below). Concerning the improvements in digital technologies, these are 

also playing a critical role in managing mobility in a more efficient and sustainable way: 
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with an increasing number of remote working personas, including digital nomads, 

permanent remote workers and international hybrid workers, virtual collaboration tools 

are increasingly replacing business travels, particularly short-term ones, allowing teams 

to connect remotely rather than flying to meet in person, while still supporting 

international business operations. 47% of firms are permitting or considering 

international hybrid remote working (see Figure 31 below). Despite the importance of 

long-term assignments in global talent strategies, the latter are evolving to incorporate 

sustainability considerations and digital work models. Many companies are, in fact, 

reducing international assignments due to related environmental impacts and cost 

concerns with 25% of respondents reporting fewer assignments in 2024 (see Figure 32 

below). Shorter deployments are replacing traditional long-term transfers with a duration 

ranging between six months and two years. Also, local hiring and remote working are 

being prioritized as alternatives to the physical relocation of employees, reducing the 

carbon footprint associated with international mobility (see Figure 33 below). With regard 

to digitalization, there is a rise of remote work models, allowing companies to fill roles 

without resettlements (see Figure 34 below). 

Despite its contribution and before proceeding with the analysis, the above mentioned 

“Mobility Report” has some limitations to consider. Firstly, the survey covers 37 countries, 

with approximately 82% of respondents coming from Europe, the Middle East and Africa 

(EMEA) regions. This important regional skew may undermine the accurate reflection of 

global mobility challenges and practices in the Americas, Asia and Oceania: in these areas, 

cultural, legal and logistical matters may differ significantly from the rest of the world. 

Secondly, the most represented sectors are the industrial, manufacturing and financial 

ones, while areas such as life sciences, sports and hospitality have low response rates. 

Consequently, the provided evidence may align more with MNCs’ costumes, rather than 

with the ones of smaller sectors. Thirdly, the respondent pool is very limited. Indeed, the 

sample provides directional analysis but may not be robust enough to generalize across 

all companies worldwide. For roles as digital nomads and remote workers, more 

granularities would require a diverse and larger dataset. Fourthly, the survey was 

conducted in the first quarter of 2024, reflecting a moment of quick advancements in 

technology – AI innovation, for instance – and requiring more recent re-evaluation. 

Fifthly, biases and inaccuracies may be present because the report’s data relies on what 
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respondents reported about their own organizations. They (respondents) may inflate 

compliance, progress or benefits or interpret the survey’s terms in diverse ways. Sixthly, 

the report is constructed from the employer’s point of view; no input from employees, 

expats or remote workers is there. Therefore, their experiences are not reflected. 

Additionally, the study does not display any quantitative analysis and techniques, making 

it hard to assess correlations, patterns and causality, if any. Moreover, the report, despite 

mentioning compliance challenges, does not dive into how these vary across countries, 

therefore limiting useful takeaways for Human Resources teams. Ninthly, the study seems 

to underestimate the long-term impact of certain trends, such as the ESG one. Lastly, 

while a few comparisons are made with 2023, the report does not embark in multi-year 

trend analysis. The latter would be useful to identify sustained shifts in KPIs versus short-

term changes. In conclusion, these aspects should be taken into account for a holistic and 

complete interpretation of the next sections. 

 

 

Figure 26 Key 2024 trends with the greatest impact on global mobility (AON, 2024, 

p.5). 
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Figure 27 Survey’s respondent profile by sector (AON, 2024, p.10). 

 

 

Figure 28 Survey’s global mobility profile (AON, 2024, p.10). 
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Figure 29 Survey question “What measures did your organisation take to meet the 

company’s ESG policy related to global mobility: environmental factors?” (AON, 2024, 

p.13). 

 

 

Figure 30 Survey question “Where will employees within your organisation mostly be 

travelling to?” (AON, 2024, p.21). 

 

 

Figure 31 Survey question “Are the following ways of international remote working 

allowed in your organization?” (AON, 2024, p.39). 
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Figure 32 Survey question “What are the key challenges for international 

assignments?” (AON, 2024, p.30). 

 

 

Figure 33 Survey question on “International remote working challenges”, where ESG, 

net-zero, and sustainability commitments are not a concern, as remote working 

contributes to sustainability rather than posing challenges (AON, 2024, p.43). 
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Figure 34 There are various approaches to remote working depending on the 

considered set of countries (AON, 2024, p.40). 

 

Digitalization: the generalization of evidence 

 

The traditional structure of international assignments, where employees are physically 

relocated abroad to manage subsidiaries, transfer knowledge and develop skills, has long 

been a necessity for MNCs. Nevertheless, the rapid rise of digitalization has forced 

companies to reconsider this practice, as evidence displayed in the previous section 

demonstrates, due to both the high financial and logistical costs (visas, relocation 

packages, accommodation and schooling of the expatriate’s children) and efficiency. The 

reliance on digital tools, virtual collaboration platforms, as Microsoft Teams and Zoom, 

among others, and remote work capabilities has led many MNCs to question the 

effectiveness and vitality of international assignments. Additionally, the post COVID-19 

pandemic scenario has encouraged businesses to reconsider their approach to expatriation 

as a consequence of travel restrictions, logistical challenges and worldwide adoption of 

remote work. Accordingly, many companies shifted to virtual international assignments 

out of necessity but ultimately adopted it as a fundamental part of their corporate mobility 

strategy (GARLAND, 2021). Currently, businesses are implementing and formalizing 
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virtual assignments as a standard mobility option, considering a potential expansion of 

this virtual practice, and others are planning to follow the same path in the near future. 

This testifies that corporate mobility is undergoing a fundamental transformation where 

physical relocation is not the default approach to manage global talent and flexibility and 

where cost-effectiveness and sustainability serve as pillars of a new way of working.  

One of the primary reasons for this shift is related to the cost saving associated with 

virtual assignments: because traditional expatriation requires massive investments, as 

housing allowances and support services, among others, companies, by leveraging digital 

tools and allowing employees to work internationally without being physically relocated, 

can reduce these expenses while maintaining a global workforce. Another factor driving 

the adoption of the virtual assignment practice is (climate) sustainability awareness. Long 

flights are a major source of CO2 emissions and, as environmental concerns become 

central to business decision making, many organizations seek ways to minimize their 

carbon footprint, while preserving international operations. Hence, virtual assignments 

allow companies to achieve their corporate sustainability goals, while reducing the need 

for both frequent travels and long-term expatriation periods.  

Still, the digitalization of international assignments has pushed companies toward 

specific challenges and limitations, such as compliance concerns over tax, immigration 

and labour laws. Indeed, when an employee works remotely from one country while being 

employed in another country, questions over which labour laws apply, where the 

employee should pay taxes and how social security contributions should be managed may 

arise. Also, many governments have not yet adopted their legal frameworks to 

accommodate the complexity of cross-border remote work, thus creating regulatory 

uncertainty for businesses worldwide. Another major issue is the impact of virtual 

assignments on humans and their cultures: while digital tools have allowed cross-border 

communication and cooperation and made them easier, virtual employees may face 

challenges in integrating into international teams, building relationships and trust, and 

understanding local business cultures. In traditional expatriate assignments, workers are 

used to benefit from face-to-face interactions, informal networking occasions and local 

cultural immersion. Conversely, virtual assignments make these exchanges harder for 

people because of potentially arising feelings of isolation, lack of connection to the host 

country, and difficulties in forming business relationships. Furthermore, cross-cultural 
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competencies may be eroded because of the limited immersion into the new culture and 

adaptability that come with living and working in a foreign country. Also, knowledge 

transfer may suffer because the informal exchanges that occur in physical workplaces are 

difficult to replace in virtual settings. Besides that, there is a risk that future leaders may 

lack the same level of cultural intelligence and versatility that previous generations of 

expatriates used to develop via the direct immersion in foreign markets. Consequently, 

companies need to design strategies that support virtual assignments and ensure people 

remain integrated into their teams: the transition to virtual assignments places new 

demands on both HR and global mobility teams. While the latter have been focusing on 

matters related to the physical relocation of employees, their role has now shifted toward 

structuring virtual assignment policies, ensuring compliance and remote employees' 

flourishing to succeed in a digital work environment. This may involve training managers 

on how to lead remote international teams, implementing well-being programs to address 

any arising challenge and ensuring that virtual employees have access to the same career 

advancement opportunities as their physically relocated counterparts. Indeed, the lack of 

presence in a foreign subsidiary may hinder career progression, as leadership potential is 

usually recognized through in-person engagement and direct involvement in business 

operations. As a result, MNCs should understand and restructure the assessment of 

performance and success in a remote international context: the establishment of clear 

guidelines on what is expected from assignees, how their contributions will be measured 

and how they will remain visible in an organization where physical presence has 

traditionally played a very important role in career advancement are essential.  

Overall, virtual assignments are set to remain a lasting component of the work 

landscape. Digital collaboration platforms have proved that working remotely at the 

international level can be effective and sustainable. Still, success depends on a well-

defined implementation: companies must ensure that this practice aligns with corporate 

objectives, compliance requirements and employee well-being, among others. In this 

sense, hybridity may be the most effective solution to balance the advantages and 

challenges of virtual international assignments, the latter no longer being solely tied to 

the physical relocation of the workforce: offering ground experience and flexibility may 

allow organizations to meet the demands of a rapidly evolving business landscape. 
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Climate change: the generalization of evidence 

 

Companies have long played a pivotal role in environmental degradation due to the 

high levels of pollution they emit and the significant depletion of natural resources. 

Indeed, a great majority of corporations are heavily dependent on natural resources, such 

as water, minerals and fossil fuels, to sustain operations. As an example, certain industries 

contribute to deforestation: despite forests being essential for climate regulation, 

biodiversity conservation and resource availability, corporate activities lead to their large-

scale destruction, worsening the climate change phenomenon, among others. Also, the 

volume of waste produced by corporations, including packaging mineral materials and 

electronic waste, is a major environmental challenge, leading to high levels of pollution 

of landfills and oceans. Because of the growing climate change awareness, it is important 

for businesses to understand and reduce their ecological footprint to promote long term 

sustainability. Consequently, corporate initiatives, as international assignments, must be 

adjusted to align with sustainability efforts and responsible resource consumption. 

Related to this, the thirteenth Sustainable Development Goal is significant, as it urges the 

lowering of emissions. Firms should therefore lower the ones originated from corporate 

mobility. Additionally, the Goal number twelve advocates for responsible consumption 

and production, highlighting the need for MNCs to adopt eco-friendly practices when 

planning relocation. Lastly, SDG 11 focuses on sustainable cities and communities, 

highlighting the benefits of integrating expatriates into local communities rather than 

maintaining them alienated. The latter would increase the demand for housing, 

infrastructures and services, which could be otherwise available to the local population.  

Related to and besides the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, external 

pressures from stakeholders, including consumers, investors, regulators and competitors, 

tend to drive companies to integrate environmental considerations in their strategic 

decision-making, leading to a reduction in GHG emissions and other negative 

environmental impacts. Due to this intense pressure, companies are forced to go beyond 

incremental improvements and embed environmental considerations into their top 

strategic decisions, while taking pre-emptive actions to improve their environmental 

performance, rather than waiting for future regulatory changes to be enforced. From the 

business point of view, the market is paying close attention to corporate environmental 
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strategies: many companies are implementing reactive measures, emphasizing their 

environmental efforts, in response to the level of external pressure. Still, as climate 

change awareness continues to grow as well as the push from stakeholders on related 

matters, companies will likely be forced to take stronger actions, by fully integrating 

environmental considerations into their strategic planning. By proceeding this way, 

organizations will not only improve their reputation, but they will also gain cost 

efficiencies and innovation, by optimizing processes and adopting sustainable 

technologies.  

While environmental sustainability concerns have been discussed in corporate strategy, 

they have not been systematically integrated into expatriate management. As outlined in 

the first part of this chapter ("Empirical evidence of the effect of the digital and climate 

change awareness on international assignments"), many companies have started tracking 

their sustainability initiatives and strategies for reporting, but expatriate programs are 

often overlooked in these assessments. Schmitz et al. (2023) recommend corporations to 

cover global mobility in their ESG reporting frameworks to measure carbon emissions 

originating from expatriate travel, including energy consumption in corporate housing 

and the environmental impact of relocation logistics. In fact, there is an urgent need for 

organizations to rethink international mobility, by including environmental 

considerations into expatriate policies and programs. One of the primary reasons for this 

statement is the growing recognition that climate change poses significant threats to 

global businesses: the former (climate change) is relevant to expatriate programs as it 

impacts the latter’s feasibility, safety and sustainability. Accordingly, extreme weather 

events and rising sea levels and temperatures can make certain expatriate destinations 

unsafe or less viable. Secondly, tightening regulations on carbon emissions and the rising 

scrutiny from customers, investors and regulatory bodies, force MNCs to justify the 

necessity of maintaining expatriate-heavy business models. Indeed, flights are one of the 

main sources of CO2 discharges in global mobility, as expatriates regularly travel for 

assignments, meetings and corporate functions. In addition to air travel, expatriates 

usually make a significant use of terrestrial transportation, corporate housing, and office 

spaces, which consume large amounts of energy and resources. Indeed, relocations 

generate a substantial quantity of waste, as they tend to involve temporary housing, as 
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well as furniture purchases, and shipments, contributing to excessive resource 

consumption and disposal waste.  

One of the most straightforward and effective ways to mitigate these concerns is 

reducing work related travels and reconsider local hiring as an alternative to expatriate 

placements: as companies commit to the achievement of net-zero goals, they are being 

forced to reevaluate whether frequent international trips are justifiable or not. Instead of 

approving professional journeys for negotiations, training and meetings, among others, 

organizations are evaluating whether these objectives can be achieved through virtual 

alternatives. In this sense, the COVID-19 pandemic played a major role in accelerating 

this shift, as businesses became accustomed to video conferencing and remote 

collaboration. Nowadays, despite the resumption of travel in many sectors, companies are 

becoming more selective in assessing the necessity of employees being physically present 

elsewhere. As priorly mentioned, international assignees are provided with relocation 

support and housing, which come with high environmental and energy costs, due to the 

increased consumption resulting from maintaining multiple residencies. Therefore, many 

businesses are now opting for sustainable alternatives, such as virtual settings and local 

hiring. Concerning the latter, for instance, by investing in regional talent development 

and hiring host-country nationals instead of expatriates, the need for frequent 

international travels and accommodations is eliminated, contributing to the reduction of 

the company’s carbon footprint. Moreover, local hires tend to possess a better 

understanding of their own cultural and regulatory environments than expatriates, which 

can improve business and market operations. Companies are also adopting policies that 

render travels more sustainable, such as internal carbon pricing mechanisms, where 

departments are held accountable for the environmental cost of their choices and 

employees are encouraged to use low-carbon transport options when available (for 

instance, trains instead of flights on shorter routes). There is also a growing trend of 

selecting eco-friendly accommodations with businesses preferring houses and hotels 

which prioritize sustainability. This shift is not just due to ethical considerations, rather it 

is becoming a business necessity with worldwide governments imposing stringent 

regulations on carbon emissions. Additionally, because sustainability is becoming a 

priority for investors, companies that fail to align with these expectations may face 

reputational and financial hurdles. At the same time, (younger) employees are demanding 
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more environmentally responsible practices from their employers, making sustainability 

a necessity for the attraction and retention of talent. 

Despite these efforts and the increasingly pronounced role of climate change in 

shaping corporate decisions, there are challenges in integrating sustainability into 

international assignments. Some companies struggle to balance environmental objectives 

with the need for in-person presence, because, in many sectors, face-to-face interactions 

are critical for concluding deals and overseeing operations. Virtual tools, while having 

significantly improved, cannot entirely replace interpersonal communication. Because 

businesses must navigate the trade-offs between efficiency costs and sustainability, the 

future of international assignments lies in hybridity, i.e. the combination of virtual 

collaboration and physical presence; regional assignments and environmentally conscious 

policies. As a result of the growing influence of climate change on business strategies, 

MNCs must redesign their programs, reducing travel and rethinking the nature of 

expatriate assignments, to align with sustainability imperatives, comply with regulations 

and preserve global connections. By doing so, organizations may also gain a competitive 

edge, enabling talent attraction, fulfilling investor demands, and safeguarding 

international operations. The transition to sustainable expatriate management requires 

commitment from leaders, mobility professionals, and expatriates themselves, who all 

play a crucial role in shaping the future of international assignments in a world 

increasingly guided by climate challenges and concerns. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

This thesis explores how and the extent to which international assignment practices 

have transformed worldwide, as a consequence of two major megatrends, i.e. 

digitalization and climate change. Indeed, the study has brought attention to and discussed 

the ways in which the global practice under scope is adapting to new technological 

advancements and environmental directives, by investigating their interaction and 

implications for organizations. 

The traditional model of international assignments, focused on long-term expatriation, 

has always been a cornerstone of global business strategy. Indeed, multinational 

corporations have relied on expatriates to enable and facilitate knowledge transfer, ensure 

operational alignment and develop a global leadership. Even so, this approach involves 

major challenges (e.g. significant costs, logistical hurdles and adaptation issues). The 

advent of digitalization and the urgent need for sustainable business practices are obliging 

organizations to reconsider international assignments, resulting in new models which 

balance operational and cost efficiency and environmental responsibility. 

The research outcomes of this thesis bring attention to the nature of digitalization, 

which serves both as an enabler and disruptor of global mobility: tech tools, such as high-

speed internet, AI and virtual collaboration platforms, are redefining how businesses 

operate across borders. Virtual assignments, AI-assistance and hybrid models are 

emerging as alternatives to the physical relocation of employees, allowing companies to 

maintain global operations and engagement while reducing dependency on expatriate 

transfers. Despite the benefits brought by this shift, in terms of costs and efficiency, 

challenges are also present, such as regulatory compliance, employee engagement and 

cultural integration, among others. The literature on the topic of digital transformation 

supports the argument that while digital tools improve connectivity and knowledge 

transfer, they cannot fully replace the meaningful cross-cultural competencies developed 

via in-person international experiences. 

Climate change awareness is another crucial transformative force shaping international 

assignments. In fact, the corporate sector is facing increasing pressures to align with 

sustainability goals, urging organizations to reassess both business travel and expatriate 

programs. Green mobility strategies, local hiring and carbon offsetting initiatives are 
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becoming central to corporate sustainability policies and frameworks: as empirical data 

highlights, MNCs are reducing long-term assignments and opting for eco-friendly 

alternatives, aligning with some of the principles outlined in the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals. The literature on corporate sustainability points out the necessity of 

integrating environmental concerns into global mobility policies. Indeed, it argues that 

sustainable expatriation is no longer optional but rather a business imperative. 

Although digitalization and (climate-related) sustainability efforts present 

opportunities, challenges exist. The transition to virtual assignments is of concern for 

career development, organizational culture and inclusive leadership development. 

Likewise, while sustainable mobility policies contribute to the reduction of carbon 

emissions, they require adjustments in terms of talent and workforce management. In this 

scenario, the shift towards hybrid global mobility models, merging traditional 

expatriation with remote collaboration and local hiring, emerges as the most viable 

solution for MNCs, aiming to balance global integration with climate change concerns. 

In conclusion, this thesis proves that international assignments are a watershed 

moment, molded by the digital revolution and climate change awareness. Indeed, many 

organizations have halted the expansion of their workforce through physical global 

relocation, utilizing technological advancements and sustainable values to redefine 

mobility strategies. This transformation reflects broader trends in global business, where 

agility, cost-effectiveness and environmental protection are becoming core components 

of strategic decision-making. In this sense, the evolution of international assignments is 

not only a response to external pressures, but a necessity to adapt to the changing 

landscape of global work. Future research could continue to explore how these trends will 

influence mobility in the long run, especially in relation to legal frameworks, leadership 

development and corporate culture in the digital age. Recent developments related to the 

Agenda 2030 should also be considered: with the Trump administration officially 

rejecting and denouncing UN SDGs (Segal, 2025), further changes will follow and, in a 

cascading manner, influence corporate mobility and international assignments. Indeed, 

the U.S. government has argued that SDGs are a form of soft global governance which 

undermines the sovereignty and interest of Americans. This rejection aligns with the 

Trump administration’s broader retreat from global initiatives, such as the Paris 

Agreement and worldwide efforts in key climate financing. The resulting weakened 
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global unity, reduced funding (the already existing $4 trillion funding gap will potentially 

increase after the U.S. withdrawal), lack of support from a major economy and the slow 

progress toward key goals will certainly affect the way in which climate change is 

addressed, the urgency it commands and MNCs’ actions. 
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