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How to succeed when bringing expats 

back home to a big company

March 2003

Sending employees abroad represents a major investment for a company. Generally, 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 in many instances this investment may ultimately be lost: one expatriate out of two leaves his company within two years after returning home.

Why? While as a rule the expatriation is carefully prepared and supervised, the process of coming home is frequently neglected. As a result, mutual frustrations and misunderstandings tend to occur upon re-entry. In fact, if the company generally offers logistical assistance with the move, the real challenges - psychological, familial and professional – are all too often ignored. Yet these challenges must be faced in advance and taken into account if the employer wants to get the most out of his investment. 

After a brief overview of some of the main challenges with which you are no doubt familiar, the following simple – and relatively inexpensive – approaches may help you to deal with them.

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 reasons are often familiar: the spouses did not adapt well to the new environment.
b. Excessive demands

Expatriates accustomed to work with a wide degree of freedom and responsibility frequently expect to find similar conditions back home, and may make excessive demands upon returning.  It is important to understand this, and help them in advance to adjust to their new institutional environment.

c. Expectation of acknowledgment

Working abroad, most expatriates have learned to operate and decide in the context of uncertainty, to be patient, and to see problems for more than one viewpoint.  They naturally expect these new capacities to be acknowledged upon re-entry.

d. Envious co-workers

Often, colleagues who have not themselves worked abroad do not understand the   attitude of their returnee colleagues, and may even resent their foreign experience.  This of course, affects the working environment.  

e. Disappointed top managers

Top managers, who have not personally had to face the challenges of expatriation, may at times underestimate the returnee’s performance abroad.

None of these challenges are insurmountable or onerous, as long as they are faced and deliberately dealth with in advance.

2. Working out the ten main solutions

a. Career planning

Human Resources managers and future expatriates should meet -- several times, if needed – well in advance of their move (or of a company-wide mobility project) – to jointly work out the appropriate career plans.  The expatriate should thus see the international assignment as a long-term investment on his part as well, rather than to consider it only as an immediate, self-contained goal.  Indeed, the quality of the individual career planning should be one of the main criteria in choosing among several potential candidates for the same international position.

These general considerations do of course not apply to all international mobility projects.  At times, it will be understood from the outset that the expatriate is being hired only for the time of a specific international mission.  On the other hand, if it is planned to bring the expatriate back after his external assignment, career planning is of the essence.  This is true also where the expatriate is brought back – perhaps from a series of international assignments – only a short time before retirement.

In any case, it is evident that career planning helps expatriates to have realistic and workable expectations concerning the progress of their career within your company or group; inappropriate cases it may help groom them for to management positions.

Where the foreign assignment has been made without previous planning to deal with a particular emergency, it is especially important that the issue of their re-entry be raised with the employee well in advance, with enough time – wherever appropriate – to allow a new work contract to be negotiated before he returns.  Ideally, the expatriate should know into what position he will move, in what department he will work, and with whom (bosses, co-workers and subordinates), as well as his expected salary level.

If all this is not possible, a “contract of mutual agreement” may be concluded before the person leaves on his foreign assignment.  By it, HR managers and the future expatriate pledge to agree on his new position before his return; no firm or specific promises are made, but the future expatriate will have the assurance that the matter will be negotiated before his re-entry, so that he will not be forced to accept a position he does not want.  

b. Mentorship

If mentors and expatriates are appropriately matched, mentorship is a highly efficient way to maintain a link between the expatriates and their company.  To that end, it is of the essence that the expatriate be associated in the choice of his mentor.  Three basic criteria should govern this relationship: 

· Confidence: the expatriates and their mentors should know each other well:  the mentor should not only have an interest in his protégés career, but also enjoy his trust;

· Hierarchy: the mentor must occupy a higher position than his protégé in order to guide him in his career choices and, whenever appropriate, be his advocate with top level management on matters regarding career and job assignments;

· Foreign experience: a mentor who has himself been an expatriate will be more likely to understand the challenges of international mobility, and be able to explain to top level management any problems regarding the expatriate’s performance and what may be expected from him.

In fact, mentors have a three-fold role: 

· Keeping expatriates updated on top-level management and policy changes, as well as on vacancies (including their cut-off dates); 

· Conversely, keeping top-level managers updated on the expatriates' problems and expectations;

· Debriefing expatriates and their families upon their return: This might include matters that will help expatriates and their families to cope on their own; positive aspects of the foreign experience, and what the expatriate and his family missed most; new professional skills acquired abroad, or professional lacunae; changes in the expatriate’s own country, and what can he do on his own to adjust to them; and so on.  The best way to achieve this might be a “workshop” a few weeks before or after re-entry, perhaps organized collectively with other expatriates (returning or about to leave) in order to achieve some level of mutual support among them.

c. Visiting the expats abroad

Visiting the expatriates where they live and work, confirms the importance you attach them, and your appreciation of their investment – also in family – and emotional terms.

d. Keeping in touch!

Maximum use should be made of modern communication technology: E-mail, newsletters, phone calls, faxes offer great opportunities for maintaining contact with the expatriates.  Where the company convenes periodic “evaluation seminars” for its staff, similar exercises might be organized also for expatriate teams.

Visits and communication, as suggested above in [c] and [b] strengthen linkages while the expatriate is abroad, and at the same time help lessen the frustrations that tend to occur upon re-entry.

e. Billposting pictures

Posting pictures of expatriates on a billboard, and writing regular memos or in-house bulletins telling about what they do and where they are is a useful tool to generate a good working environment between co-workers at home and in the field.

f. Regular trips back home

The company can require its expats to make regular trips back home (as frequently as once or twice a year). During those mandatory visits, the expats should spend time with their colleagues, mentors, bosses, etc. Expats may also, whenever possible, be assigned regular short-term missions at headquarters to stay in touch with the company's culture and work methods.

g. Preparing the expats for the "reverse culture shock"

At the time of re-entry, the company should offer much more than a logistical assistance with the move: some measures of psychological support are of the essence.  Expatriates and their families should thus be warned about the "reverse culture shock": the culture that once was familiar will have become foreign to them (especially also to their children), to the point that they will become "home sick" for their "home abroad" and miss their co-workers and friends in the country of expatriation. In many aspects their re-entry may have to be seen as a new form of expatriation, for which they should be prepared in advance.

h. Preparing a "re-entry 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 "re-entry kit" with a list of baby-sitters, real-estate agencies, car renting companies, area maps, etc.

i. Acknowledging the new capacities of the expats

Even if, ideally, the returning expat should be given a position with a lot of freedom and responsibilities, this will not always be possible.  He might on the other hand be assigned to activities with some international connotations – e.g. relations with foreign clients.  This will confirm the importance attached to the skills he has acquired abroad. 

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 developed 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 related to re-entry are quite 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 re-entry 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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