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Sending employees abroad is a hudge investment for a company. Generally speaking, expatriates cost two to three times as much as employees at home. For instance, maintaining one mid-level manager overseas for three years costs between $750,000 and $2 millions
. Yet, this investment is seldom fruitful on the long term : 50% of expatriates leave their companies within two years after their return home.

Why ? If the expatriation itself is minutely prepared and watched over, the act of coming home is often neglected. As a result, misunderstanding and frustrations arise on both parts upon reentry. For, if the company offers logistical assistance with the move, the real challenges - psychological, familial and professionnal - are ignored. It is therefore absolutly necessary to take them into account if you want to get the most out of your investment.

1. Facing the five main challenges

a. Premature resignation

In the worst case, expatriates, who represent a big part of the company's future, resign to join competitors even before finishing their missions abroad. The most frustrating is that their reasons are not even professionnal : their spouses did not adapt well to the new environment. You were not able to offer them quickly enough a position back at headquarters, so they resigned. Lesson number one : with international mobility, you need to be reactive, flexible, always ready to deal with emergencies.

b. Groundless demands

Even if you sucessfully avoided premature resignations, you still have other challenges to face. First of all, your expatriates will eventually come back home, and probably with seemingly groundless demands. But if you do not satisfy them, they will leave you. Before you can solve this difficulty, you need to understand it : expatriates had much more freedom abroad. They were the only ones to understand the local culture and to see clearly through ambiguous situations. Moreover, they could not check everything with their bosses at headquarters because of the time differences, so they took initiatives on their own. Upon reentry, they demand positions with at least as much freedom.

c. Expectation of acknowledgment

Expatriates developed new capacities abroad and they expect those new qualities to be acknowledged. Their bosses may not necessarily realize them, but HR managers have to pay attention : expatriates learned how to make right decisions amidst ambiguous situations, they are patient, able to see a problem from different view points. If only orally, you have to acknowledge those new qualities.

d. Envious co-workers

Co-workers who did not go abroad do not understand the attitude of the returning expatriates. They wonder with bitterness : "who do they think they are ?" This, of course, deteriorates the work envirnonment.

e. Disappointed top managers

Top managers may be disappointed by the expatriates' performances abroad : the goals were not reached, or too late. It is probably because they do not understand international mobility challenges. You will need to explain it to them.

All of those challenges are real and ignoring them only makes their consequences worse. Yet, those challenges are not mountains you could not tunnel through : solutions do exist. They are quite easy to work out, if you think about it before hand. And they are not even a financial burden : most of them are free !

2. Working out the ten main solutions

a. Career planning

Before the beginning of international mobility projects, Human Ressources managers and future expatriates should meet, several times if needed, to work out together career plans. The expatriates should be encouraged to consider their international assignments as an investment on their part too, and not only as a goal in itself. If you have several candidates for one international position, you should choose the one who best thought though his or her career plan.

b. Mentorship

Mentorship is a very effiscient way to maintain a link between the expatriates and their company, only if the right mentors are assigned to the right employees working abroad. To reach this goal, the expatriates should be associated to the choice of their mentors. This choice should be made according to three criteria : 

· Confidence : the expatriates and their mentors should know one another well, so the mentors are genuinly interested in the careers of their protégés and the expats can trust their mentors.

· Hierarchy : the mentors need to be in a position above their protégés to be able to direct them in their career choices and, if need be, to influence top-level managers concerning position assignments.

· Expatriation : a former expatriate will always be a better mentor than someone who never went abroad. A former expat can indeed understand international mobility challenges and explain poor performances or seemingly groundless expectations to top-level managers.

Mentors have a three-fold role : 

· Keeping expatriates updated, while they are abroad, of top-level management and internal policy changes as well as available positions (including the dates of vacancy).

· At the same time, keeping top-level managers updated on the expatriates' ambitions.

· Upon reentry, debriefing right away the expatriates and their families about their time abroad. The expats will feel that their unique experience is valued.

c. Visiting the expats abroad

When you go visit them where they work and live now, you show expatriates that they are important to you and that you want to understand what is the cost of their own investment (emotionnal, familial, etc.)

d. Keeping in touch !

Communication has never been easier than today, so take advantage of it ! E-mails, newsletters, phone calls, faxes, etc. : nothing should be overlooked. If it is part of your company's policy to set up regular "evaluation seminars" for its employees, do not forget to organise them for your team abroad too.

Points c and d work toward a lesser feeling of total freedom abroad and, therefore, lessen frustrations upon reentry.

e. Billposting pictures

If you are concerned about establishing a good working environment between co-workers, why not posting pictures of the expatriates on a billboard and writing regular memos telling about what they do and where they are at ?

f. Imposing regular trips back home

The company can impose on its expats regular trips back home (once to twice a year). During those mendatory visits, the expats should spend time with their colleagues, mentors, bosses, etc. 
g. Preparing the expats for the "reverse culture shock"

At the time of the return, the company should offer much more than a logistical assistance with the move : a psychological support, even a basic one, is absolutly necessary. You need to warn your expatriates and their families about the "reverse culture shock" : the culture that once was familiar will have become foreign to them. Moreover, they will be "home sick" of their "home abroad" : they will miss their former co-workers and friends in their country of expatriation. But if they are prepared to it and consider their reentry as a new form of expatriation, they will better face it and will even be thankful for your warnings.

h. Preparing a "reentry kit" for the families

Within the first few weeks back home, the expats and their families have a lot of things to deal with (buying a house, enrolling the children in school, etc.) The best thing you can do for your returning expats is to "kit them out" of their office at the end of their regular working hours, so they do not spend extra working hours away from their families. As far as the families themselves are concerned, you can provide them with a "reentry kit" with a list of baby-sitters, real-estate agencies, car renting compnies, area maps, etc.

i. Valueing the new capacities of the expats

Of course, the best situation is to be able to offer to your returning expats positions with a lot of freedom and responsabilities - but, it is not always possible… Yet, you can often easily find for them positions somewhat related to international matters : they can be in charge of international clients, for example. In this situation, even if they have less freedom and reponsabilities, they will know that you acknowledge their new capacities.

j. Offering former expats to become mentors

To make sure that they will keep in touch with international matters and that they will daily use their new qualities developped abroad, you can offer former expats to be involved in the training of future expats. If they become mentors themselves, they have come full circle…

The problems linked with reentry are real. What is at stake is too important to be ignored. Yet, solutions do exist and they are neither complicated nor expensive. The main point is to consider reentry as a kind of new expatriation and to deal with it as such. As much as possible, do not talk about "returning home" but use more positive - and more accurate - terms like "moving forward" and "career progress". For, who said that coming home was stepping backward ?
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