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When coming back home after several years spent abroad, many contradictory feelings arise, from regrets to enthousiasm. But, inevitably, four main ideas will go through the mind of the expatriates ready to pack up for the last time :

· I'm going back to a well-known environment.

· They will be exited to hear what I have to share and, likewise, they will tell me all about what happened since I left.

· I will rest - at last !

· My new job will take my new capacities into account.

Unfortunately, nothing could be more wrong than this ! Going back is seldom what we expect. The surprise is often unpleasant and that is why reentry is so hard. Yet, if expatriates take the time to prepare themselves for it, everything can go smoothly. Problems do exist, and should not be ignored. But solutions do exist as well, effiscient and easy to work out, if you think about it before hand.

1. Facing the five main challenges

a. "Reverse culture shock"

All international mobility experts agree on the fact that reentry is exactly like a new expatriation, with its four sucessive stages : apprehension (departure), honey moon (first few weeks), culture shock (first few months) and, finally, adaptation. To face of all this peacefully, the first thing to do is to be aware of it. Be prepared to go through a "reverse culture shock" - your own culture will seem foreign - and to be "home sick" : you will miss your friends and colleagues in your country of expatriation.

The same is true of your family. The expatriates are not the only ones to face those difficulties : the families are involved too. The spouses will probably look for a job, after having been house-wifes for several years. The children will attend a  school that will seem "foreign". All the challenges that the returning expatriates will face at work, the children will encounter at school. Problems will be even more difficult for teenagers looking for identity and stability.

b. Everything has changed

The company has changed since the expatriates left : the boss was replaced by someone else, former co-workers left. Even internal policies changed. People do not have the same priorities. Moreover, the expatriates will realize, sooner or later, that they too have changed : what was interesting to them a few years ago is now boring. On top of that, they find it difficult to communicate even with old buddies : they do not know the new TV stars not the lattest music hits.

c. Loss of freedom

Expatriates do work with a lot of freedom and responsabilities abroad. They are the only ones to understand the local culture and to see clearly through ambiguous situations. Moreover, they can not check everything with their bosses 

at headquarters because of the time differences, so they take initiatives on their own. But once back at home, the boss is always there to check out everything, including at what time employees arrive and leave. It is unbearable ! Deprived of freedom and responsabilities, returning expatriates are bored.

d. Loss of the expatriate status advantages

Returning expatriates lose a great deal of their income and of their other advantages : free babysitters, free trips home, etc. They become like everybody else again.

e. Indifference

Exited about telling everybody about what they have lived and learned, returning expatriates face the indifference of their co-workers and friends, whose life has moved on : they do not care about what happened overseas, far from them.

All those problems are real and ignoring them only makes their consequences worse. But a lot of solutions do exist to smooth down the readaptation process : 

2. Working out the ten main solutions

To sucessfully face reentry-related challenges, the right attitude to have can be summed up in two phrases : "staying in touch" and "being prepared".

a. Career planning

We highly recommand that expatriates think about their career plans and talk about it to their HR managers before their international assignments begin. Even if an expatriation is very rich in and out of itself, you need to look beyond it and seriously think about what will happen afterwards. You need to do so in partnership with your HR managers so they too think about the position they will offer you when you come back. Moreover, while being abroad, you need to keep your HR managers updated on your plans and projects. Finally, the negociation of your new work contrat needs to be finished before the actual date of your return.

b. Spouse career planning

All of the above is true for the expatriates' spouses as well. Very often deprived of the right to work abroad, most spouses plan on continuing their career once back at home. But this becomes very difficult because of the "whole" in their resumés. Therefore, spouses should use their time overseas wisely. They can, for example, start studying again to enrich their resumés. But they need to think about it in advance. A few months before returning home is already too late.

c. Choosing one's mentor

Lots of companies, used to dealing with international mobility challenges, have mentorship programs for their expatriates. Those programs are potentially very beneficial but 60% of all expatriates do not like them
. The reason often lies in poor choices for the mentors. To make sure you will have the right mentor, you can ask to be part of the decision making process. Here are the three criteria you need to take into account to make the right choice :

· 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 defend the expats' interests in the face of inflexible top-managers.

In this context, expatriates should maintain a very regular communication with their mentors and should not hesitate to talk to them about personnal matters (problems with their spouses or children for example). Such a private dialogue is necessary to ensure that the mentors understand all the difficulties the expats are facing. But do not forget to tell them about the good times, too… Besides listening, mentors have three other "duties", that the expatriates should not hesitate to remind them : 

· 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.

If your company does not have a mentorship program, you can still choose one informally and communicate with him or her regularly.

d. Keeping in touch

If need be, you can shut down all communication with your home country for the first few months of your expatriation, to help you adapt to your new envirnoment. But do not do this more than three to four months ! After this first period, you absolutely need to keep in touch with your country of origin. This means e-mailing and calling on the phone your boss, your co-workers, your friends and your family.

e. Knowing what is going on

It is not enough to be informed by your mentor of what is going on in your company. You also need to be aware of what is happening in the country. You may not be able to listen to the news, but you can go on the Internet.

f. Coming home regularly

Friends and families often visit expatriates overseas, but those visits are not enough to keep in touch with the country of origin. We highly recommand that you go home yourself once or twice a year and make a point, even if it is often natural, to watch TV and listen to the radio. Do not forget either to spend time with your colleagues, even if you are on vacation, it will not be in vain : they will be less jalous when you come back for good.

g. Anticipate the children's schooling

Once back home, children will certainly want to cash in the benefits of their stay abroad : open-mindedness, fluency in several languages, lack of fear in what is unknown, etc. To do so, parents need to think in advance about ways to prolong their international exposure at school : majoring in foreign languages, enrolling in international programs, etc. Choosing the right school will also determine the area where the family is going to live. You need therefore to think about it in advance.

h. Helping teenagers to communicate

Once back home, it is important that teenagers be in contact with other returning expatriates' children, so they can exchange their feelings with their peers, buddies their age who can well understand what they are going through. To find such kids, you can use the Internet.

i. Becoming a mentor oneself

Not only kids want to utilize all they have learned abroad : parents too ! To do so, nothing could be better than asking to be involved in the training of future expatriates and becoming a mentor oneself.

j. Enjoying the good times

Do not see everything in black either : coming back home has necessarily lots of good parts too. All that was missing abroad in now available : longer vacations, better food, better hygiene standards, warmer weather, close-by loved ones, etc. Enjoying those good parts helps keep the difficulties in perspective…

Reentry-related problems are real, but solutions too. Therefore, the two main attitudes to avoid are willful ignorance and groundless panic. The way to reentry success is simply to consider it as a new expatriation. NO, you are not "coming back home", but you are "moving forward". And there is no need to fret : you made it once, so why not twice ?
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