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Introduction



When I go back I know I shall be out of it; we fellows who’ve spent our lives out here always are.


—Somerset Maugham The Gentleman in the Parlour


It is a well-known fact that living and working overseas take some getting used to. Cultural adjustment is a much-studied and increasingly well-understood phenomenon. Books have been written about it and people regularly attend workshops and seminars to learn how to cope with it. In a sure sign the phenomenon has arrived, the phrase “culture shock” has been plucked from its origins in the intercultural field and is now commonly used by the man in the street to describe adjusting to any difficult or unexpected set of circumstances.


With the front end of the overseas experience so well discussed and documented, it’s surprising to find that the back end, coming home, has received relatively little attention. After all, most of the people who go overseas eventually come back. Yet, few books on readjustment are available, and training seminars on the subject are still very much the exception rather than the rule—even among those same companies and organizations that spend good money preparing people to go overseas.


None of this would make any difference, of course, if reentry were as simple as most people expect—merely a matter of picking up where you left off. But all the evidence, both anecdotal and statistical, confirms that it is in fact a complicated and usually difficult experience. Indeed, most expatriates find readjusting back home, now commonly known as reverse culture shock, more difficult than adjusting overseas ever was. Consider:


[image: image] In one study of American returnees, 64 percent reported “significant culture shock” upon repatriation.


[image: image] In another survey, 64 percent of Dutch and 80 percent of Japanese expats said they found coming home more difficult than adjusting overseas.


[image: image] Only 7 percent of returning teenagers said they felt at home with their peers in the United States.


[image: image] More than 50 percent of Swedish exchange students said they “didn’t fit in” when they returned to Sweden.


[image: image] Seventy-five percent of returning soldiers in one study said they found reentry “difficult, time-consuming, and acrimonious.”


[image: image] More than 50 percent of the executives in a survey of U.S. corporations said they experienced social reentry problems upon repatriation.


When you think of the number of people temporarily living and working overseas at any one time—such as expatriate business people and their families, government and military personnel and their families, exchange and study-abroad students—nearly all of whom are eventual returnees, the case for helping people understand and deal with readjustment becomes even stronger. Using the United States as an example, at any given time nearly 2.5 million Americans are in residence overseas (excluding permanent residents of foreign countries), at least a quarter of whom are likely to return home each year. Other countries may have even higher numbers (or at least a higher percentage of their overall population).


The reentry arithmetic becomes even more compelling when you consider that readjustment has been found to have a profound impact not only on the returnee but also on family members, colleagues, and close friends. When you add all of the figures together, the worldwide number of people significantly affected at any one time by the phenomenon of reentry must be in the millions.


And all indications are that the number of would-be returnees is growing, especially in the private sector, as globalization becomes a fact of business life. Over one hundred thousand U.S. companies now do business internationally, for example, and more than twenty-five thousand of these companies operate offices abroad. Patric Oster has observed in his article, “The fast track leads overseas,” in Business Week magazine,


Globalization means more managers must make stops abroad. General Motors Corp. has 485 U.S. managers overseas, up 15 percent from 1991. Gerber Products Co. is thinking of tripling [its] number. Likewise, Motorola Inc. [has] expanded its rank of senior executives overseas by 10 percent and plans another 10 percent increase. “We expect it to continue to increase as a reflection of the fact that markets are opening up overseas,” says a Motorola spokesman. (1993, 64)


The case for paying attention to readjustment is supported by yet another set of numbers: the financial costs. It has been estimated that it costs the average company roughly the equivalent $250,000 U.S. a year in salary, benefits, and subsidies to keep an expatriate and his or her family in an overseas assignment. With an average overseas stay of three to four years, the investment in the employee adds up to nearly a million dollars.


That’s all right, of course, as long as the employee stays with the company and the investment is recouped, but the statistics here are also not very encouraging.


[image: image] Twenty-five percent of returnees leave their parent company within one year of coming home.


[image: image] Twenty-six percent of returnees were actively looking for another job.


[image: image] Forty-five percent of companies surveyed reported “problems with attrition” among returnees.


[image: image] Seventy-four percent of returnees did not expect to be working for the same company one year later.


[image: image] Two-thirds of returning professionals complained of suffering from the “out of sight, out of mind” syndrome upon reentry.


Employees leave their organizations for many reasons, of course, and people who don’t go abroad also move on, but the most common reason for returnee attrition is dissatisfaction with the position the employee is assigned upon reentry. It’s interesting to note in this context that while two-thirds to three-quarters of companies in the United States offer some kind of orientation for employees heading abroad, only 28 percent have a repatriation program for returnees. This seems backwards, for surely the greater risk to the organization is not the expat who doesn’t work out overseas—and is normally reabsorbed into the company back home—but the successful expat who comes home only to become the frustrated returnee who then leaves the company altogether. The fact that approximately “one in four returning expatriates leave their firm…represents a substantial financial and human capital loss,” Stewart Black and Hal Gregersen have observed,


especially if the skills, knowledge, and experience that the individual gains are important to the firm and scarce in the internal or external labor markets. Thus, the practical reasons for investigating the repatriation adjustment process seem as compelling as those for understanding expatriate cross-cultural adjustment. (1991, 672)


Behind all these numbers are people, of course, many of whom are wondering what’s happening to them. Let’s listen in for a moment.


It was very nice to come back and see the people and get settled.… But all of a sudden, I went from this position of being a manager [overseas] and having virtually complete control over what I did and what the people did who worked for me to being just one of the people here again—having a director sitting twenty feet away and two managers sitting even closer to me. I was answerable to all three, after having no boss at all.


—American businessman


My job description did not even exist when I came home. I felt as though I had no status in the company. In fact, everybody was asking, “Hey, what are you doing here.”


—Finnish expatriate executive


When I got back, I found I was no longer a round peg in a round hole, but a square peg trying to find a hole that didn’t seem to be there at all.


—New Zealand aid worker


When I got back to my hometown in Ohio and went to work, I fell back into hanging out evenings in the neighborhood tavern with my old buddies. After about two weeks of that I gave up the tavern. They didn’t care about the problems of the Indians in Peru, and I didn’t give a damn what happened to the Indians in Cleveland.


—American Peace Corps volunteer


People pushed and shoved you in New York subways or they treated you as if you simply didn’t exist. I hated everyone and everything I saw here and had to tell myself over and over again, Whoa, this is your country, it is what you are part of.


—American college student


Coming back home was more difficult than going abroad because you expect changes when going overseas. It was real culture shock during repatriation. I was an alien in my home country. Old friends had moved, had children, or just vanished. Others were interested in our experiences, but only sort of. They simply couldn’t understand.


—Finnish expatriate spouse


Everyone seemed unfriendly and snobbish. It was impossible to break into the right cliques and make friends. Clothes mattered more than personality, and competition was tremendous. The activities through which I was expecting to meet people weren’t as easy to get involved in as I’d thought they would be. People did seem to go to parties every weekend, just like in the movies, but I was never invited. I knew no one and it was fairly obvious they did not want to know me.


—American teenager


I knew what I had to do. I didn’t say the ice cream was awful, even though I said it to myself. I said to my friends, “Quito is wonderful.” They [invite] me to go to parties, but I am not enthusiastic.


—Ecuadorian exchange student


We came from a lovely rural area of England to the Los Angeles area. We were in an apartment and knew no one. Our son’s bike was stolen and we had roaches. I reacted the same way I did when I arrived in Korea: I didn’t go out and I wouldn’t let the boys out. I felt threatened.


—American military spouse


My advice about coming home? Don’t.


—Japanese businessman


In this book we will consider the key issues of the phenomenon of reentry and offer suggestions—for returnees, their family and friends, and employers—for dealing successfully with this experience. Chapter 1 examines what we might call generic reentry, the most common issues returnees face regardless of what they were doing overseas, their role in the family, or what they will be doing upon their return. Chapter 2 explores the stages of reentry and describes how returnees can expect to feel as they pick their way through this transition. Chapter 3 looks at the return to the workplace, the issues employees face upon reentering their organization after an overseas sojourn. Chapter 4 considers the return of spouses, young children, and teenagers—issues specific to these three groups (and not treated in chapter 1). And chapter 5 examines four special populations: exchange students, international foreign aid volunteers, military personnel and their families, and missionaries and missionary children.


We realize, of course, that there are as many experiences of reentry as there are people coming home, that every returnee could write his or her own book and no two of those volumes would be alike. There is reentry after a year overseas, after two, after four. There is reentry from a country you loved and hate to leave, and from a country you did not enjoy and are happy to turn your back on. There is reentry from a country radically different from your own and from a country quite similar to home, from developed countries and from developing countries. There is voluntary and involuntary reentry, expected and totally unexpected reentry, premature and delayed reentry. There is reentering at age thirty, with children, and at age fifty-five, as grandparents. There is your first reentry, your second, and your fourth. You may return to the same house you left and the same job, or you may return to a different part of your home country and to a different job. Or to no job at all. There is the reentry of people who were running away from home and of expatriates who went abroad kicking and screaming. And there are cultural differences, too; the reentry of a Japanese family to Japan won’t be the same as the reentry of a German family to Germany or an American family to the United States.


Reentry, in short, is a deeply personal experience and a cultural one as well. While we have tried to select and discuss the most common concerns of most returnees in most countries, no single returnee will have exactly the experience we describe in these pages, and some will have experiences that are not mentioned here. Even so, we expect most returnees will recognize themselves repeatedly in this volume.


While returnees themselves will be the most avid readers here, loved ones, friends, employers, and colleagues of returnees will likewise find a great deal to ponder in these pages. To the extent that their lives are affected by what returnees go through during reentry, family, friends, and others can only be helped by having their own understanding of the experience. To the extent they may want to help returnees through the experience—or at least not make it harder for them—such understanding becomes essential. “I [had] two trips and two experiences [when I went] abroad,” one returnee noted. “The [overseas] trip influenced me. The [return] influenced everyone around me.”


We close with a caveat: Readers of this book could be forgiven for concluding that an overseas experience doesn’t stack up very well against the apparent heartache of reentry, that unless one’s sojourn abroad is extraordinarily rich, it could never compensate for the problems of coming home. But this is not at all the message here. Reentry, for all its minor and a few major annoyances, can’t begin to diminish the lustre of an expatriate experience. Indeed, it is in some ways precisely because the overseas experience is so rich and stimulating that reentry becomes a problem. In other words if you are having trouble readjusting, it’s probably because you had such a terrific time abroad.


Moreover, simply because reentry can be frustrating, lonely, and generally unpleasant at times is not to say that it is a harmful experience or a negative one. After all, frustration, loneliness, and unpleasantness are very often the precursors of insight and personal growth. Maybe reentry doesn’t always feel good, but then feeling good isn’t much of a standard for measuring experience.


Make no mistake about it; reentry is an experience to be reckoned with, but when the reckoning is done and the accounts are cleared, you are likely to find that the price you paid for your overseas sojourn was the bargain of a lifetime.





1
Coming Home



I had to be hungry—starving!—they decided, so they took me to the restaurant first. “So, wild man, tell us about Africa,” they said. “Were you living with savages or what?”


I was really hungry, eating all the bread, and wondering how square pieces of butter had fallen into my dish of extra ice.


—“Bush Pigs” Richard Dooling


Why should coming home be so difficult? You have missed this place and these people, after all, and have looked forward to being back here for months. You’ve always had a wonderful time when you visited on home leave or passed through on business. So why is it so anticlimactic? Why does most of the pleasure seem to have come in the anticipation and not in the reality? Why would you give anything to be back overseas again when you have been home less than a week? What’s wrong with you anyway?


It’s a question often asked by returning expatriates. “I couldn’t have been more excited,” Nancy Koehler, a U.S. Navy spouse, remembers.


After two and one-half years living in Japan, I was on an airplane and on my way home. Blissful thoughts about being back in the U.S.A., long-awaited visits with family and friends outweighed any nostalgia I felt.… My every thought told me everything back home was going to be perfect and problem-free.


This euphoria was short-lived, however. Within a few weeks I found myself, unexpectedly, in the depths of despair instead of at the anticipated peak of ecstasy. Instead of enjoying the company of old friends and neighbors, I couldn’t seem to find anything to talk to them about. Instead of enjoying driving on wide and familiar roads, I was petrified because I often found myself on the wrong side of them. Instead of enjoying supermarket shopping, I was overwhelmed by the quantity and the variety of items available.


What was wrong with me? Here I was truly “back home,” where I had dreamed of being for our entire overseas tour; yet I was miserable—lonely, afraid, confused, depressed, lethargic. I didn’t care whether the moving boxes ever got unpacked, even the ones containing our carefully chosen Japanese treasures. What had happened? (in Austin 1986, 89–90)


As a matter of fact, nothing very unusual. Koehler, like most people who live overseas and then come home, was just going through what is known as reentry, or reverse culture shock. Not only is reverse culture shock quite normal, most returnees say that readjusting after coming home is much harder than adjusting to the “foreign” country ever was. The only difficulty, of course, is that while expatriates expect living overseas to take some getting used to, they imagine coming home to be a matter of course. When it isn’t, when it turns out to be even harder than adjusting abroad, they’re surprised and confused.


But the question persists: Why is it so hard to come home? The answer to this question has many parts, but the biggest by far concerns the notion of home and the expectations it sets up in us. To truly understand reentry, we need to understand what we mean by home, what we want—and especially what we need—home to be. Once we have understood the real meaning of home, we can examine reentry from that perspective. And then we will begin to see why this transition can be so difficult.



The Issues



The Meaning of Home


As it happens, home has several meanings, at least two of which do in fact describe this place you have come back to, but the third and most important of which is rather wide of the mark. In the sense that home is the place where you were born and raised, where people speak your native language and behave more or less the way you do—what we might call your homeland and your home culture—then it is indeed home that awaits you as you step off the jumbo jet. If you should happen to think of home only in this limited sense and expect nothing more of it, then the place you return to will not disappoint you.


But this is not in fact what most people mean by home—which is where all the trouble starts. Most people use the word in a more profound sense, referring to a set of feelings and routines as much as to a particular place. In this formulation home is the place where you are known and trusted and where you know and trust others; where you are accepted, understood, indulged, and forgiven; a place of rituals and routine interactions, of entirely predictable events and people, and of very few surprises; the place where you belong and feel safe and secure and where you can accordingly trust your instincts, relax, and be yourself. It is, in short, the place where you feel “at home.”


“Home is not merely the homestead,” Alfred Schuetz has written in his essay “The Homecomer,”


my house, my room, my garden, my town—but everything it stands for.… “To feel at home” is an expression of the highest degree of familiarity and intimacy. Life at home follows an organized pattern of routine; it has its well-determined goals and well-proved means to bring them about, consisting of a set of traditions, habits, institutions, timetables for activities of all kinds. Most of the problems of daily life can be mastered by following this pattern. There is no need to define or redefine situations which have occurred so many times or to look for new solutions of old problems hitherto handled satisfactorily. The way of life at home governs as a scheme of expression and interpretation not only my own acts but also those of other members of the in-group. I may trust that, using this scheme, I shall understand what the other means and make myself understandable to him.… I have always a fair chance…to predict the other’s action toward me as well as the other’s reaction to my own social acts. We not only may forecast what will happen tomorrow, but we also have a fair chance to plan correctly the more distant future. Things in substance will continue to be what they have been so far. (1945, 370–71)


These are much broader definitions, of course, though much closer to what most people expect and require of home. Needless to say, they are also a much higher standard by which to measure the place you have returned to—a standard, in fact, that any such place cannot possibly meet. As we will see, this very realization, that home is really not home, is at the core of the experience of reentry.


Let us look more closely at this meaning of home, then, and apply it to the place you have returned to. For simplicity’s sake, we can reduce the essence of home as described above to three key elements:


1. familiar places


2. familiar people


3. routines and predictable patterns of interaction


While separate and distinct to some extent, these three elements also have a causal relationship, with routines and predictable interactions depending very much on the presence of familiar places and people. And all three, in turn, make possible most of the feelings we associate with home—security, understanding, trust, safety, and belonging—listed above. How, then, does the place returnees come back to, the place they insist on calling home, measure up to these three criteria?


Familiar Places. One of the first things you notice about home is that familiar places aren’t quite so familiar anymore. While there will be many things you recognize (assuming you return to your previous place of residence), any town or city is bound to have changed in your absence. There will be new streets, new traffic lights, new buildings and shopping centers, perhaps even whole new neighborhoods. Some old buildings may have been torn down or may now be occupied by a different tenant; many shops, restaurants, and other services will have moved or closed; the post office, cinema, bank, or hospital may be in a new location; some old roads go to places they never used to and some new ones turn up in places where they shouldn’t be. There’s a carpark where your doctor’s office used to be and an office building in the city center where you used to park. Clearly, you can’t come back to your town or city and rely only on your instincts to get from one place to another. It may be home, but you are going to have to learn how to get around all over again.


Even your old street may have changed. The house next to you has been renovated and painted a different color, and the house on the other side has a new garage (which makes your dining room dark). The old oak tree in front of your apartment building came down in a thunderstorm last year and your living room is much more exposed than it used to be. Meanwhile, a hedge at the rear has grown so tall that your kitchen no longer has a view of the park. The place just doesn’t feel the same.


There may be other, subtler changes to your neighborhood, as Marcia Miller found out when she came back after teaching a year in China. “It did not take long to notice a marked change in my neighborhood,” she writes,


a change that shocked and alienated me. It had always been an upper-middle-class area; now it was clearly just upper class. Prior to my departure for China, housing prices had been creeping up gradually, but I had not paid attention as that increase was a reflection of overall inflation. However, during the year I had been away, property values had soared.… As an offshoot of this real estate madness, cannibalistic rents had driven out many of the established shops that catered to the residents’ practical needs. Those shops were replaced by expensive clothing boutiques guarded by armed men. Many new people lived in my building who did not say hello to me. These people were clearly in a different income bracket than I. Riding in the elevator with them, I felt like a poor cousin temporarily boarding in a rich aunt’s home. Although I knew we could easily afford the modest increase in our monthly maintenance charges, I did not want to reside there. In a word, I was distinctly uncomfortable in my home environment and I had no hope of changing it. (1988, 14)


The same people aren’t in the same places anymore either. Your next-door neighbors have moved, and you don’t recognize half the faces you meet as you walk down your own street. There’s a new teller at the bank, your old barber has retired, the helpful woman at the bookshop got a new job, your favorite pharmacist moved to another city, and the corner convenience store has all new clerks. A large part of what makes familiar places familiar, that contributes to that underlying feeling of belonging and well-being, is the presence of people who recognize you and whom you recognize; in this regard home is clearly lacking. It’s hard to feel you belong in a place where half the people you meet ask you where you come from.


Even if you recognize many of the places of home, they aren’t going to feel the same to you as they did before you left, not because they have changed but because you have. You will not have the same emotional associations or connections with many of the places that used to loom large in your life, places that used to “mean something” to you for whatever reason. Or you may now see the same places differently. What once seemed clean to you now seems dirty, or vice versa. A place where you liked to jog is now unappealing because of traffic or noise. A lovely park now seems like little more than an urban intersection. Taking your children to the zoo is depressing after visiting the game parks of Africa. The sidewalks feel impossibly crowded or eerily empty. The traffic is overwhelming. Part of what makes a place familiar is the feelings it evokes in you, and now, after a long absence and numerous life-changing experiences, you won’t feel the same about many of the places from your past.


“Wherever it lies, the country is our own,” Malcolm Cowley has written.


Its people speak our language, recognize our values.… This is your home…but does it exist outside your memory? On reaching the hilltop or the bend in the road, will you find the people gone, the landscape altered, the hemlock trees cut down and only stumps, dried tree tops, branches, and fireweed where the woods had been? Or, if the country remains the same, will you find yourself so changed and uprooted that it refuses to take you back, to reincorporate you into its common life? (1991, 117–18)


Some returnees come back to their home country but to a town or city that is different from the one they lived in before going abroad. This place won’t look familiar, of course, but then neither are these people expecting it to, which may actually make their readjustment easier. As we will see throughout this book, much of the sting of reentry is not so much that things are different—we learn to handle the different quite well when we go overseas—but that we are expecting them to be the same.


For all these reasons, then, home is not that collection of familiar places you are expecting and not, therefore, a place where you are likely to feel you belong, at least not in the beginning.


Familiar People. The second expectation of home is that the people, like the places, will also be familiar, not in the sense that you recognize them but in the deeper sense that they have not changed appreciably while you were gone and will not regard you as having changed either. And you expect, therefore, that you will be able to have essentially the same relationships with these people that you had before you went away. In other words, you assume that time stopped while you were abroad.


This is unlikely. The people of home, you will soon discover, have changed almost as much as the places. The changes will be of two kinds: external and internal. The former are the more obvious and the easier to grasp. A few people may have died; some others may have married, divorced, or become parents; still others have become sick or senile; some have moved away, moved across town, or moved in with someone new; some have changed jobs, companies, or careers; some former best friends now have new best friends made in your absence. Everyone is older.


But even people who live in the same place, are married to the same person, and work in the same job are not the same people you knew when you went away. They have had two or three years of experiences that have altered who they are, experiences and alterations you know nothing about. Time hasn’t stopped for them anymore than it has stopped for you, though it has indeed stopped for both of you as far as shared experiences with the other are concerned. Relations with intimates change “entirely for the [person] who has left home,” Schuetz writes.


To him, life at home is no longer accessible in immediacy. He has stepped, so to speak, into another social dimension [isolated from] the scheme of reference for life at home. No longer does he experience as a participant in a vivid present the [events] which form the texture of the home group. His leaving home has replaced these vivid experiences with memories, and these memories preserve merely what home life [was] up to the moment he left it behind. (372)
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