
As companies continue to ask em-
ployees to work and live outside 

their home country location for short 
term and extended periods of time, they 
are recognizing the need to provide 
medical coverage for employees as a 
component of a comprehensive mobility 
program. In addition to providing finan-
cial and logistical assistance, mobility 
programs are also designed to provide 
for the health and welfare of the com-
pany’s employees and their accompany-
ing family members. Health and welfare 
may extend to medical care, travel as-
sistance, security assistance, emergen-
cy evacuation, and similar assistance. 
Of these, medical care coverage may be 
the most important aspect of a mobility 
program, but typically given the least at-
tention.  Generally, this is because there 
is an expectation that the medical plan 
the employee is under in the home loca-
tion will extend to the host location, but 
this is not always the case.  

This article will discuss what medical 
plans and medical plan providers are 
available to companies to ensure their 
mobile workforce is provided an appro-
priate level of medical coverage while 
working and living outside their home 
location on company business.  The ar-
ticle will also address how to design and 
fund a global medical plan.   

Medical Plan Options
Companies can ensure their employ-
ees and accompanying family members 
have medical coverage while they are 
working and living outside their home 
location by having employees remain 
on their home location medical plan or 

The three most common medical plan 
options are:

plan options will be explored 
in detail in this article.

Emergency Medical  
Insurance Plans

-
ance or travel medical insurance, this 
medical plan is generally limited to 
emergency medical services. It is typi-
cally used for travel or assignments 
which require the employee to be out-
side their home location for less than 

covered under their home location 
medical plan so this is not intended as 
a comprehensive solution, but only in 
the event of a medical emergency while 
traveling on company business.  

Scope of Coverage

considered supplemental plans. This 
means that coverage is often limited 
in the amount and scope of coverage.   

only be covered if the services were in-
curred outside of the employee’s home 
location. A typical emergency medical 
insurance plan might provide $250,000 
in covered emergency medical servic-
es. Routine medical care and preven-
tative types of services are excluded, 
as well as claims for non-emergency 
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by moving onto the medical plan of the 
host location. Both of these options may 
work, but what if...

 
 medical coverage will not  
 extend to the host  
 location?   

 not cover the employee  
 on the host plan since the  
 employee is not a permanent  
 resident of the host location?  

 
 medical coverage is required prior 
 to the issuance of a work visa?

 country, but it is not as 
 comprehensive as what the 
 employee had in their home 
 country?  

For these reasons, companies may need 
to consider an alternative medical plan 
so they can select the appropriate cov-
erage for their employees.  With each 
medical option, it is largely up to the 
company to determine which medical 
benefits and level of coverage are ap-
propriate. Most medical plans are paid 
for by the company and the company 

to decide and state within their mobil-
ity policies if the company covers the 
medical plan premium costs on behalf 
of the employee or if a portion of the 
premium costs will be the employee’s 
responsibility.  



medical conditions may not be covered.  
Additional exclusions such as medi-
cal services resulting from intoxication, 
or injuries resulting while committing a 
criminal act, are generally excluded.  

a 24/7 global customer service center 
with multi-lingual language capabilities 
and multi-cultural customer service rep-
resentatives. Claims are processed in a 
number of different languages and are 
reimbursed in multiple currencies via 
electronic funds transfer. An interactive 
and comprehensive web portal is gener-
ally a component of all emergency med-
ical programs. A medical referral service 
is generally available that helps direct 
employees to an appropriate medical 
facility. 

Insurance Carriers and 
Premium Cost
A number of carriers offer emergency 
medical insurance plans including:  
Aetna International, AIG Travel Guard, 
CIGNA International, GeoBlue, MetLife 
and Zurich. Although these are primar-

provide coverage in all countries.  

The typical emergency medical insur-

company does not need to know the ex-
act name or number of business travel-
ers.  Instead, the company provides the 
insurance company with an estimated 
number of travel days and an estimated 
number of international business travel-
ers and an annual premium is assessed.  
These policies are generally inexpen-
sive.

Supplemental “Top Up” Plans
-

private medical insurance plan. It is a 
supplemental insurance plan designed 
for instances where an employee re-
ceived a certain medical benefit, such 
as vision coverage, in the home location 
but the same benefit is not available 
under the host location medical plan.    
Through the purchase of a supplemen-

able to closely replicate the type and 

level of coverage that was provided in 
the home location.  

Impact of Social Security Treaties
Due to reciprocal social security trea-
ties between some countries, 

member countries, employees 
may be able to access the 
government social system of 
the host location and receive 
very similar medical benefits to 
those of their home location. A 
government social system is public 
medical coverage provided to all resi-
dents of a country and is free of cost 
to the residents because the costs are 
covered through general taxation.  In 

the employee and accompanying fam-
ily members with very comparable and 
comprehensive medical benefits to what 
they had in their home location. This op-
tion may be a much more cost effective 
solution compared to a global medical 
plan and may be just as effective.  

Insurance Carriers and 
Premium Cost

will be priced by the insurance company 
based on the plan design and demo-
graphic characteristics of the covered 

family size and home/host locations will 
impact the pricing of these policies.  In 

bit less expensive than a global medical 
plan because it is only providing medi-
cal coverage over and above what is 
already being provided by the underly-
ing government social system. Many 

-
al and may only apply to a designated 
group of the mobile workforce. This may 
result in a lower cost since the coverage 
may not be intended to provide world-
wide coverage.   

The carriers who provide supplemental 

such as Aetna International or MetLife.

Global Medical Plans
Global medical plans are also referred 
to as expatriate medical plans, global 
healthcare plans or global health plans.  

Global medical plans are designed 
specifically for the unique medical 

needs of employees and their 
accompanying family members 
who are working outside their 
home locations for periods 
greater than 180 days. Global 

medical plans are designed to 
replace the coverage that the 

employee had in their home loca-
tion and provide coverage in any loca-
tion the employee and their accompa-
nying family members may work or live 
while on company business. Coverage 
is generally available worldwide and is 
intended to be used for both routine/
preventative medical care, as well as 
emergency care.   

Global medical plans usually have com-
prehensive benefits which incorporate 

-
tion coverage, surgical procedures, phy-
sician services, routine office visits, and 

such as prescription drug coverage, 
dental, and vision coverage. Life insur-
ance, disability and accident insurance 
coverage may be added by the compa-
ny to provide for a more comprehensive 
global benefits program.  Global medi-
cal plans provide consistent coverage to 
all employees regardless of home and 
host location, so employees do not have 
to change plans or carriers should they 
travel or live in multiple locations.  

Unique Features of Global 
Medical Plans 
Global medical plans are sensitive to 
host location customs and medical 
protocols as well as regulatory com-
pliance. They include unique features 
which would not typically be included 
in a home medical plan. These features 
include:

customer services which includes: 

 with multi-lingual language 
 capabilities and multi-cultural 
 customer service representatives
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 of languages

 currencies via check, wire transfer 
 or electronic funds transfer

 
 arrangements

medical plans often include a number of 
specialized medical programs specifi-
cally designed for employees and their 
accompanying family members.  These 
programs include:

 
 management programs

Most global medical plans include an 
-

gram -
fidential, 24/7 assistance with work/life 
balance issues that provide help to the 
employee and their accompanying fam-

and family members in managing daily 
demands and situations which may be 
magnified by the challenges and stress-
es of working outside the home loca-
tion. Typical programs would include five 
face-to-face sessions with a counselor, 
per family member, per year.   

Comprehensive health management 
programs are available to provide tai-
lored programs and individualized treat-
ment protocols for a variety of medical, 
surgical or trauma related illnesses and 
injuries. These services can be especial-
ly helpful when in the planning stages 
of preparing for an international assign-
ment, particularly in situations involving 
chronic medical conditions such as dia-
betes, coronary artery disease or asth-
ma. These conditions may be even more 
challenging to manage while working 
outside the home location.  

Global wellness programs can range 
from lifestyle-related programs, ad-
dressing issues such as smoking and 

weight management, to more compre-
hensive programs including disease 
management programs for chronic 
conditions such as asthma or diabe-
tes.  Maternity management programs 
that provide support for employ-
ees and/or their spouse dur-
ing the pre-natal period up to 
and through delivery are also 
common types of global well-
ness programs.

Insurance Carriers and 
Premium Cost
The cost and funding of global medi-
cal plans are influenced by a number of 
factors including:

 
 available worldwide

 the covered employee group 
 

As a general rule, the more gener-
ous the global medical plan and 
the broader the coverage, the 
more costly the plan.  The ma-
jority of global medical plans 
are fully insured which means 
that the insurance company 
establishes a monthly premium 
rate and assumes the risk if claims 
exceed the premiums paid. 

The majority of global medical plans 
that provide comprehensive worldwide 
medical coverage are underwritten by 

include:  Aetna International, CIGNA 
International, GeoBlue, MetLife and 
UnitedHealthcare International. Though 

typically provide coverage across all 
countries.  

the company to exclude certain coun-
tries from coverage.  This can be a good 
cost reduction technique if the com-
pany does not do business in certain 
countries, or if the cost of coverage in 
certain countries is extremely high.  For 

example, medical services performed in 

in the world, so if services provided in 
-

cy, this will reduce the monthly premium 
cost significantly.

Determining The Appropriate 
Medical Plan
There are several factors a com-
pany should consider when de-
termining the appropriate type of 

medical plan for their mobility pro-
gram.  These factors include:  

Location - the longer the duration the 
employee is outside the home location, 
the more likely the employee will need a 
comprehensive medical plan such as a 
global medical plan. 

-
company the employee, then often a 
medical plan providing benefits to all 
family members would need to be of-
fered.

Location - if treaties exist between 
countries that will allow employ-

ees to utilize the government 
social system of the host loca-
tion and if the coverage level 
is comparable to home country 
coverage, no additional medical 

coverage may be needed or per-

plan is needed.

to Host Location - if the home location 
medical coverage will extend to the host 
location and there are minimal adminis-

as claim adjudication and expense reim-

medical coverage may be needed.   

availability and quality of medical care in 
the host location will determine whether 
a comprehensive medical plan, such as 
a global medical plan, is needed. 

-
quirements in the host location requir-
ing that private medical coverage be 
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secured prior to the issuance of the 
necessary immigration documentation 
would need to be determined.

company believe they should replicate 
the level of medical coverage that the 
employee had in their home country?  

-
ployee is working outside their home lo-

-
ployees be asked to share in the cost 

employees working outside their home 
location have the same level of medical 
coverage?

The answer to these questions will help 
shape the type and nature of medical 
coverage provided to a company’s mo-
bile workforce.

Emergency Medical Evacuation and 
Repatriation Assistance Services
Regardless of the type of medical plan 
that is selected by a company to pro-
vide for the medical needs of their mo-
bile workforce, medical evacuation and 
repatriation assistance is a prevalent 
feature or service that is generally in-
cluded along side or as a component 
of a medical program. An emergency 
medical evacuation may be necessary 
if the appropriate treatment facility or 
medical personnel are not available in a 
particular location. In this situation, the 
patient is usually evacuated to the clos-
est available medical facility that pro-
vides the necessary treatment. Repa-
triation services are generally included 
which arrange medical transportation 
home after treatment.  

In the unfortunate circumstance of the 
death of an employee while traveling on 
business or on an assignment, repatria-
tion of mortal remains is an important 
component of a comprehensive travel 
assistance program.  Transporting a 
body across borders can be quite com-
plex because of the need to secure the 
necessary legal death affidavits and the 
necessary customs clearances. Due 
to differing religious beliefs, this often 
must be done in a very short period of 
time and can be critically important to 
the employee’s family.  

Assistance companies who provide 
these types of services include:  Inter-

Call International, AIG/Chartis, Zurich, 

New Rules Applicable to U.S. 
Expatriates and U.S. Inpatriates

-
ing significant regulatory changes with 

-

These new regulations involve sweep-

of rules including minimum coverage 
requirements, new eligibility require-
ments, minimum funding requirements, 

etc. While many aspects of the new 
regulations are slowly being phased in 

appears highly likely that these regula-
-

-
thing that all mobility professionals must 
keep on their radar and begin having 
discussions with their medical provid-
ers. It is expected that many policies will 
need to be rewritten due to changes in 
coverage and plans. 

Conclusion
There are many things companies need 
to consider when deciding on the type 
of medical plan to extend to their em-
ployees who are traveling outside their 
home location on company business 
or on an international assignment. The 
number of days of travel, host location, 
quality of medical care in the host loca-
tion, and whether family members will 
accompany the employee will all factor 
into the company’s determination of the 
appropriate type of medical plan to of-
fer.

The home/host location combination 
may also factor into whether a global 
medical plan is the best alternative or 
whether a plan that supplements the 
government social system is all that is 
needed to provide adequate coverage.  

Medical costs can be a very large cost 
component of a mobility program, but 
it is also one of the most important 
aspects of the program due to the sig-
nificant and personal impact it has on 
the employee and their accompanying 
family members.  
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