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This is the new 
global worker
Engineers and construction 
workers from around the world are 
turning New Zealand’s earthquake-
devastated city of Christchurch into 
a sustainable smart city.  Foreign 
physicians and nurses are providing 
critical care across rural Australia.  
Computer and automobile 
technicians are driving the growth 
of small businesses across South 
Korea while many of its own 
nationals find opportunities with 
global corporations.  This is the  
new global worker. 

They all share one characteristic: 
they are not actively pursuing 
permanent migration. We call this 
supranational talent (“supra talent”). 
These workers are making critical 
contributions to the economic  
growth and development of the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) region. 

Yet this kind of cross-border talent 
mobility gets scant attention,  
despite being a triple win.

Businesses overcome critical talent shortages

Workers earn more income and attain new skills without 
changing their permanent residence or citizenship

Economies benefit from a more efficient distribution of 
their most valuable resource: people

Supra talentSupra talent
The triple win
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For these workers and the 
businesses that employ them, 
conventional approaches—such 
as permanent developing-to-
developed-economy migration or 
a five-year New York-to-Singapore 
international assignment with 
expatriate sweeteners like housing 
allowance – fall short. That’s 
because what they desire is true 
mobility. They stand ready to 
move quickly as gaps emerge 
where markets and companies 
are experiencing fast growth, or 
investing in new products and 
services, or exploring promising 
areas of future growth.

Supra talent is not a stopgap, even 
if it started as one for economies 
and companies with severe talent 

shortages.  The APEC region has 
a growing pool of people whose 
livelihood is shaped less by their 
citizenship and more and more by 
where and when their specialties 
are most in demand. Industries and 
economies that recognize this and 
actively facilitate their movement 
are moving ahead of their peers on 
attracting desired skills.

Global businesses that can rapidly 
deploy internal expertise to 
any location have the greatest 
advantage at the moment. For the 
rest, their efforts are often stymied 
by restrictive immigration policies 
and high administrative and 
compliance costs related to cross-
border mobility. 

We are living in extraordinary 
times. Great advances in technology 
and science are giving businesses 
the building blocks to solve 
challenges that in turn, are giving 
rise to new business models that 
can better meet and even create 
customer demand. Our 2015 
Global CEO Survey revealed that 
we will see new businesses, even 
new industries arise. Having the 
right talent has never been more 
important.

Decouple benefits associated with
citizenship from the workplace

Fashion mobility policies at industry-level, 
rather than country level

Standardize and recognize industry 
qualifications across borders

With three simple principles, APEC 
member economies can take a 
step-by-step approach to better 
coordinate mobility policies to 
develop supra talent for the benefit 
of all.  These are:
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There are 33 million international migrants under the age of 20 
and 39% are living in Asia.   

Feminizing of migration is happening at a faster 
rate than the rest of the world.    

The diaspora tends to be educated and 
upwardly mobile, but intra-regional 
Asian migrants are usually semi-to-low 
skilled workers.     

The corridors of movement within Asia are incredibly 
concentrated.     

In East Asia, 54% of all migrants are 
women; globally, the ratio is under 
50%. Over the last 20 years, Japan and 
Hong Kong, in particular, have been 
attracting female talent, followed by 
Singapore and Thailand. 

Within Southeast Asia, 
Thailand, Malaysia, and 
Singapore account for 
almost all of the migrant 
flow. In 2013, 6.5 million 
intra-ASEAN workers 
traveled within the region, 
but 97% of them traveled 
between these three 
countries.

39%

Source: United Nations Population Facts, International Migration by Age, November 2010; OECD Building Human Capital, Annex 2, Table A2.2. Source: 
OECD Database on Immigrants in OECD Countries (DIOC) 2010–2011; OECD Building Human Capital, Chapter 1, pg. 1 and UN International Migrant 
Stock 2013 Revision; ADB Institute, OECD, ILO, “Labor Migration, Skills & Student Mobility in Asia (2014); A ‘Freer’ Flow of Skilled Labour within 
ASEAN, Migration Policy Institute, December 2014; World Migration in Figures, OECD-UNDESA October 2013

Asia is the world’s biggest exporter—and draw—for talent

33
million

Asians represent the world’s largest diaspora and Asia is also a major draw for global talent. Just to put this in 
perspective: almost 30% of all migrants who moved to an OECD country between 2000 and 2013 were from Asia; 
that’s almost 1.6 million people. During the same period, Asian countries have attracted 20 million migrants—more 
than any other region in the world. 

East Asia   

Global

54%
<50%

97%
Thailand Malaysia Singapore

APEC is in a 
key position to influence 
migration patterns and 

policies. Not only because 
of the sheer size of Asia’s 

migrant pool but also 
because its migration 

patterns are complex and 
multidimensional.  

of intra-ASEAN 
migrants are 

low-skilled workers

of Asian migrants to 
OECD countries are 

college educated

87%
42%

Asia is the world’s biggest exporter—and draw—for talent

Source: Source: United Nations Population Facts, International Migration by Age, November 2010; OECD Building Human Capital, Annex 2, Table A2.2. 

Source: OECD Database on Immigrants in OECD Countries (DIOC) 2010–2011; OECD Building Human Capital, Chapter 1, pg. 1 and UN International Migrant Stock 2013 
Revision; ADB Institute, OECD, ILO, “Labor Migration, Skills &Student Mobility in Asia (2014); A ‘Freer’ Flow of Skilled Labour within ASEAN, Migration Policy Institute,  
December 2014); World Migration in Figures, OECD-UNDESA October 2013); A ‘Freer’ Flow of Skilled Labour within ASEAN, Migration Policy Institute, December 2014
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Little known fact: mobility 
benefits bilateral trade 
While permanent migration 
gets a lot of attention, what’s not 
widely known is that temporary 
workers provide a bigger boost 
to bilateral trade. Thanks to 
their deeper ties with their home 
countries, they are able to reduce 
the informational barriers and 
other transaction costs related to 
trade to a greater extent than those 
who make destination countries 
their permanent new home. 

One study found that a 10% 
increase in the number of 
temporary workers from a country 
to the US increased American 
exports to that country by 1-2.3% 
and American imports from that 
country by 1-3.5%.1 Another 
study analyzed the impact of 
international recruitments, intra-
corporate transfers and other 
tax-paying temporary workers on 
the exports of 30,000 Swedish 
firms.  It found that the hiring of 
one additional temporary worker 
from a country increased the 
Swedish company’s exports to 
that country between 4-6%.2

How big is the supra  
talent pool? 
The economic effects of temporary 
cross-border movement are hard to 
estimate in a comprehensive way. 
For example, it’s not clear how 
many temporary workers are on 
the path to permanent migration 
and why.  Still, the numbers that we 
do know indicate this is a sizeable 
and growing category of workers. 
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The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) considers 
these two main groups of 
temporary workers:3

1. Intra-company transfers 
in high-skills professions, 
also known as corporate 
mobility among businesses;

2. Seasonal workers such 
as those who work in 
agriculture and tourism.

It estimates that between 2008 and 
2013, the proportion of seasonal 
workers to main non-EU OECD 
receiving countries has hovered 
at an average of around 120,000 a 
year.  Intra-company transfers to the 
main OECD destination countries 
(US, UK, Canada, Australia, 
Germany, and Japan), however, 
have been on the rise, from 114,000 
in 2008 to 129,000 in 2013.4 

These figures by no means capture 
the full – and steadily increasing - 
flow of supra talent across national 
borders. Take the US: between 2010 
and 2014 alone, the proportion of 
non-immigrant temporary skilled 
workers in the country on the H 
visa increased by almost 50%, 
from 289,192 to 431,001 people.  
Contrast that with the much 
smaller number of employment 
based permanent immigrant visas 
issued during this period: 12, 701 
in 2010 and 21,365 in 2014.5 

Now consider supra talent flows 
from The Philippines. According 
to the Commission on Filipinos 
Overseas (CFO), of the 9.4 million 
Filipinos living abroad as of 2013, 
4.3 million are known to be on 
temporary, work-related programs.6 

Many but not all are skilled: 
they work as doctors, physical 
therapists, nurses, accountants, IT 
professionals, engineers, architects, 
entertainers, technicians, 
teachers, military servicemen, 
and seafarers. According to the 
World Bank, remittances by 
overseas Filipino workers (OFW) 
back to their families in The 
Philippines represent 10% of 
the country's GDP, the largest in 
proportion to the domestic economy 
among all APEC economies.

New Zealand’s Recognized Seasonal 
Employer (RSE) program with the 
Pacific Islands of Tonga and Vanuatu 

illustrates another dimension of 
impact.  This program has shown 
increases in workers’ household 
income and consumption, increases 
in school enrollment rates of their 
children, and improvements in the 
quality of community infrastructure 
back home.  Meanwhile, New 
Zealand’s horticulture and 
viticulture industries have secured a 
reliable and stable workforce, along 
with productivity gains as workers 
return season after season with 
almost no incidents of overstay.7

0

100,000

200,000

300,000

400,000

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Source: US Department of State: Bureau of Consular Affairs, Report of the Visa 
Office 2014

Class of non-immigrant: H “temporary workers and trainee”
Class of immigrant: “employment-based preference”

Temporary vs. permanent workers in the US
Temporary vs. permanent workers in the US

Source: US Department of State: Bureau of Consular Affairs, Report of the Visa Office 2014
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Corporate mobility shows  
the agile approach to  
meeting ever new needs  
of business for talent 
Corporate mobility programs are 
a subset of today’s skills migration 
patterns. But it is an important 
subset. Despite the high cost of 
mobility, global businesses find it 
strategically advantageous to move 
employees internationally.  Their 
mobility programs are a reasonable 
proxy for the actual supply and 
demand for mobile talent. It is 
noteworthy that these programs 
have changed a lot in recent 
years. How they have changed 
offer a glimpse into the real needs 
of the wider working world.

PwC has rich information from 
our database of corporate mobility 
programs representing 900 global 
businesses.  We also conduct 
surveys and scenario planning 
exercises with our clients to 
help understand their needs, 
priorities, and plan their workforce 
strategies. A recent PwC survey 
of 193 senior HR executives who 
have responsibility for global 
mobility within their organizations 
revealed that on average 12% of the 
workforce in global companies are 
currently internationally mobile 
each year. Moreover, 89% of these 
companies plan to increase the 
number of internationally mobile 
workers in the next two years.8   

(1) International assignments 
are becoming shorter.  
PwC’s corporate mobility database 
shows that 10% of assignments 
in 2002 were structured for a 
year or less but by 2012, the 
proportion of such assignments 
had doubled.9 Fifty-eight percent 
of respondents to our survey will 
increase their number of short-term 
assignees over the next two years, 
reflecting a growing demand for 
the right people on the ground 
quickly to get the job done.10

(2) Project-based mobility 
programs are in demand. 
Industries and economies are 
seeking targeted skills to address 
particular needs that locals cannot 
fulfill.  For example, management 
consulting firm Oliver Wyman sends 
high-potential employees from its 
established offices to new ones on 
two-year rotations to fill specific 
needs and build strong relationships 
between existing and emerging 
offices. During the recession of the 
early 2000s, when its US offices 
were looking to cut budgets, it 
sent 10 new hires recruited in 
the US to its Dubai office to meet 
the needs of that growing market 
facing talent shortages.11

(3) Organizations are 
encouraging mobility among 
younger high-potential 
employees:  
Mobility programs are being used 
to develop globally fluent talent, 
too.  In 2000, 80% of international 
assignees were executive-level 
but today, according to analysis 
of our database, in 2015, 20% are 
executive-level, 50% are mid-tier 
and 30% are at a junior level.12 

It is a striking shift: More juniors 
are being sent on international 
assignments to learn the global 
business than executives to run 
the overseas operation. APEC 
CEOs in particular value a regional 
mindset and capabilities. When 
asked what advice they would 
give today to a promising young 
executive in their organisation, 
respondents to our 2015 APEC 
CEO Survey emphasized again 
and again the vital importance of 
traveling throughout Asia Pacific, 
saying there is no substitute for the 
experience of seeing for oneself 
different cultures and markets in 
action to fully grasp the future in 
their business. As one executive 
from The Philippines advised, 
take international assignments 
early and often to advance your 
career: “You as an individual 
and we as an organization will 
have to compete globally.”

Here are some top trends we have observed  
about this segment of supra talent:
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(4) Companies are 
“personalizing” the  
mobility experience to make 
it more inclusive.   
Today’s 'duffle bag and go' set is not 
only younger, but more female and 
culturally diverse than before. 

In response to these trends, 
corporations have had to respond 
and adjust their mobility programs 
significantly. In 1990, 100% of 
companies used a one-size-fits-all 
assignment package. By 2015, less 
than half (46%) of companies use 
a single assignment package. 

HR leaders expect more change: 
PwC forecasts that an organization 
may contend with assignments 
in an average of 33 host locations 
and that most global organizations 
can expect 80+ locations.13 

Therefore, one key lesson to be 
drawn from corporate mobility 
is the speed with which market 
players have to respond—both the 
businesses and the talent—to keep 
up with the needs of the market. 
The other is the increasingly global 
scope of the talent movements.

Here are some top trends we have observed  
about this segment of supra talent:
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The 21st century global 
worker: three principles for 
developing supra talent

Clearly, there are strong “pull” 
factors driving the growing demand 
for supra talent. But bringing in 
specialized skills at short notice 
and for limited period, and 
developing the next generation 
of globally savvy employees, 
requires a far more flexible policy 
environment than what we have 
today.  Businesses and individuals 
struggle with the administrative 
costs associated with cross-border 
movement.  Participants in the 
PwC survey mentioned above 
told us that managing compliance 
and mobility costs are their top 
priorities.  Getting these basics right 
is taking precedence over more 
strategic activities like aligning 
mobility and talent and designing 
and enhancing mobility policies.14

What’s worth noting is that 
economies in this region have 
made inroads on easing barriers 
to the movements of skilled 
workers, in part because there are 
already agreements in place, such 
as the 1995 ASEAN Framework 
Agreement on Services. Yet 
there is more to be done. 

In addition to the burden on 
employers, workers face additional 
social costs of dislocation, such as 
separation from their families.  For 
many workers, the decision to settle 
permanently in a host country is 
often influenced by difficulties and 
costs associated with complicated 
travel and residency paperwork.  

APEC has a vested interest in 
nurturing supra talent and 
encouraging their mobility across 
the region for the benefit of all 
member economies. We believe 
these three principles would 
go a long way toward building 
and nurturing a cadre of people 
with global acumen and needed 
skills, while meeting the needs 
of economies and businesses.
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1
Decouple benefits associated with 
citizenship from workplace

Making long-term social security 
and healthcare benefits portable 
across national borders is the most 
powerful tool for encouraging 
supra talent to take up global 
assignments without dismantling 
the incentive to return home. Yet, 
only about a small percentage--20% 
of all international workers in 
2005--have access to portable 
social security benefits, and those 
from Asia and Latin America 
are most likely to be excluded 
from these arrangements.15  

Making benefits portable sounds 
right in theory, but it is difficult 
to implement in practice.  Take 
pensions. Defined contributions 
that function as savings accounts 
for supra talent, no matter where 
they work and live, would be a 
cost-effective and simple solution.  
But there is lack of consensus 
on the question of tax treatment 
of these accounts, for example: 
if contributions are taxed at 
disbursement, will the migrant-
hosting country lose out on a 
legitimate source of revenues?16

For all these difficulties, the 
European Union has taken great 
strides toward implementing a 
comprehensive system of portable 
benefits, such as moving pension 
and death or accident benefits 
across member states as well as 
access to health care during a 
temporary stay (subject to prior 
authorization).17 In contrast, there 
is a patchwork of uncoordinated 
policies across APEC member states.  

Yet there has been some notable 
progress. Both worker-sending 
and receiving countries are 
implementing important country-
level or bilateral initiatives in the 
region.  The Philippines Overseas 
Workers Welfare Administration 
(OWWA) is exemplary for its efforts 
in providing social protections and 
insurance to these traveling workers 
and their families left behind.18 
As a destination country, South 
Korea’s Employment Permit System 
(EPS), a bilateral government-to-
government MoU with 15 countries, 
stands out for providing all foreign 
temporary workers access to the 

same benefits that Korean nationals 
enjoy, including national health 
insurance and pension schemes.19 

Such domestic initiatives 
and bilateral agreements are 
important building blocks 
for a more comprehensive 
and multilateral approach to 
making sure workers and their 
dependents enjoy rightfully 
earned benefits, regardless of 
their nationality and workplace.
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As long as there are income 
and demographic disparities, 
migration will continue across 
APEC economies. But industry 
demands, skills specialties, and 
societal needs should be considered 
holistically, and perhaps no 
industry illustrates this better than 
healthcare.  The labor market for 
healthcare is highly globalized 
at all skill levels. In the US alone 
in 2010 more than a quarter of 
all physicians and surgeons and 
16% of all medical workers who 
filled the 12 million healthcare 
jobs were foreign born. Forty 
percent of these foreign healthcare 
workers were born in Asia and 
75% of them were female.20

The positive consequences of 
healthcare mobility are well 
known: meeting the needs of 
developed economy-citizens 
while upgrading the skills and 
experiences of medical caregivers. 
Healthcare professionals’ exodus to 
developed countries yields generous 
remittances but also underscores 
the issue of “brain drain” and 
the painful social consequences. 
Southeast Asia, a big source of 
medical talent for the world, itself 
faces a shortfall of doctors, nurses 
and midwives to the tune of over a 
million workers.21  

That is why frameworks for 
professional services must 
incorporate policies related to 
cross-border movement of skilled 
people. Acutely aware of this, The 
Philippines has created a Human 
Resources for Health (HRH) master 
plan which encompasses processes 
to encourage healthcare workers’ 
return, reintegration and skills 
transfer to the domestic healthcare 
sector.22 A public-private advisory 
body made up of organizations 
engaged in healthcare, employment 
and migration, is helping to 
implement this master plan.  
Known as the Human Resources for 
Health Network (HRHN) network, 
this organization is updating 
conventional thinking to reflect 
present realities such as shifting 
the focus of policymakers from 
brain drain to “brain circulation”. 
For example, the network supports 
the development of a “globally 
competitive nurse”, regardless 
of the worker’s location of 
employment.  That means involving 
destination countries in “giving 
back” mechanisms like investments 
in training Filipino nurses.23

Such practices can work across 
different industries and work 
for both sending and receiving 
countries. South Korea, for example, 
has a “Happy Return Program” for 
temporary workers which offers 
them vocational training while in 
South Korea as well as grants and 
capital from their employers to fund 
start-ups back home. These may 
include introducing a South Korean 
product or technology into the home 
country of the returning worker.24

At a multilateral level, such efforts 
not only need greater cooperation 
among governments but also, 
greater private sector involvement 
to create a more efficient labor 
market for industries. Consider 
how technology is transforming 
the healthcare sector at an 
extraordinary pace. From its own 
experience, the private sector can 
help governments understand 
what the proliferation of mobile 
technologies in health care 
diagnosis and delivery means for 
healthcare workforce planning 
and skills development.

2
Fashion mobility policies 
at industry-level, rather 
than country level:
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A major barrier to mobility is lack 
of recognition of training and 
educational qualifications across 
countries. Indeed, countries eager 
to attract high-skilled workers 
are exploring ways to recognize 
foreign qualifications, mainly 
through mutual recognition 
agreements (MRA). 

These agreements have a simple 
premise - participating countries 
trust one another’s standards so 
that an individual trained in one 
country will be recognized as 
qualified to work in another. 

The Seoul Accord is a new MRA 
for accrediting IT-and computing-
related education across Australia, 
Canada, Taiwan, Hong Kong, 
Japan, South Korea, the United 
Kingdom, and the United 
States.  For a region as diverse 
as APEC, MRAs are harder to 
implement because there are big 
differences in training systems 
and professional accreditation 
or licensing requirements on 
top of diverse languages and 
cultures.  Convergence of 
standards will take some time.

There are notable exceptions 
like the shipping industry whose 
standards for training, assessment 
and certification have made its 
workers truly globally mobile.  
All seafarers possess STCW (the 
International Convention on 
Standards of Training, Certification 
and Watchkeeping) certificates 
which are recognized by port 
authorities worldwide. Mandatory 
training areas, proficiency levels 
required for particular skills sets, 
assessment of competence, and 
medical fitness standards are all 
well understood – and constantly 
under review to maintain high 
standards.25 Tourism, like shipping, 
is inherently a mobile industry.  So 
it’s not surprising that the ASEAN 
MRA on tourism professionals 
envisions a valid tourism 
competency certificate across 
ASEAN to boost the competitiveness 
of the tourism sector regionally, 
while developing critical supra 
talent in the industry.26

Can international standards 
converge in key occupations across 
economies at different stages of 
development? Perhaps a more 
pragmatic approach is to structure 
innovative MRAs that respond to 
specific needs. For example, partial 
recognition where workers need 
to only take additional training 
in order to practice, limited scope 
recognition for specific tasks, or 
temporary access to meet a need 
during a particular period of time.

3
Cooperate to standardize and  
recognize industry qualifications 
across borders
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In conclusion

The three principles outlined 
here would go a long way 
toward creating the right policy 
environment needed to maximize 
the full potential of supra talent.

Fortunately, the APEC region has 
already put in place important 
building blocks, such as the 
country-level and bilateral 
initiatives we’ve noted in this 
report. The APEC Business Travel 
Card is also a big step forward in 
terms of enabling business people 
to move within the region with 
fewer administrative constraints. 

It’s now time for APEC’s 
policymakers to take a more 
holistic approach to govern and 
facilitate the movement of supra 
talent. The multiple stakeholders 
—home and destination economies, 
global industries, and above 
all, citizens of APEC member 
nations—deserve nothing less.    
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The APEC Business Advisory 
Council’s “Earn, Learn and 
Return” model 
ABAC has provided a model for maximizing the potential 
of supra talent. It is a more efficient, systematic, and 
transparent framework for the management of the 
movement of workers centered around four ultimate goals:  

Excerpted from ABAC's “Earn, Learn and Return” model:

1. A sector-based regulatory structure built around a new category called an “APEC 
Worker.” APEC members could identify or create the ideal multilateral or regional 
organization that would provide the governance structure for each sector, the way  
the International Maritime Organization governs the shipping industry’s workforce, 
for example.

2. An APEC-wide regulatory convergence of training, assessment and certification of 
skills and qualifications for positions in each sector.

3. An APEC-wide transparent, regulated and standard process for the recruitment, job 
placement, and deployment of internationally mobile workers. The work contracts 
are circular in structure allowing the worker to return home regularly. There are 
agreements on work conditions and benefits guided by the market in the destination 
economy. Employers, not workers, pay placement fees, and recruitment agencies are 
effectively regulated. The APEC Worker would have a “Travel Card” which serves as 
a regionally recognized identification document certifying a worker’s occupation in a 
given sector.

4. A next generation of APEC-wide services catering exclusively for the needs of an APEC 
Worker including among others, insurance, social security and banking services.

"The ‘Earn, Learn, Return’ Model: A New Framework for Managing the Movement of Workers in the APEC Region 
to Address Business Needs,” APEC Human Resources Development Working Group, working draft accessed Nov. 4, 
2015. http://hrd.apec.org/images/3/3c/ELR.pdf
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