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Catriona Waitt discusses

reverse culture shock for
those returning from
service overseas

Returning home

Key pOiﬁtS n July 2010, my husband and I returned from Whilst those who choose to spend time overseas

four years working in Malawi. I had undertaken  are often prepared in advance for this initial process,
H aving personally experienced a Wellcome Trust Fellowship, and Peter worked  individuals are often less well prepared for ‘reverse
reverse culture shock, upon in the government hospital and medical school.  culture shock’ on returning to their primary culture.®
return_inq 1 th'e USELEr LTy After extending our contracts three times, eventually  Similarly, those who have a role in supporting the
years in Malawi, the author it was time to return to the UK. Although we had returner may expect them to be delighted at having

realised that many others were
struggling to re-azjust when made several visits to the UK during those four returned home, not recognising that they may be

returning from overseas. years for conferences and the births of two of our undergoing a grieving process resembling the
children, we were surprised at how difficult we aftermath of a bereavement.
short survey captured the found this final transition. There seemed to be an
A views of over fifty returnees expectation that we would simply slot back into our they may be u nde rg 0| ng d
on the positive and negative old lives of four years ago, whereas in reality both

aspects of returning home. By far we, and our friends and families, had undergone grievmg prO(ZeSS I’esemb”nq the

WSS BT B many significant life events in that time. Now that

that of feeling misunderstood; in aftermath Of d bereavement
contrast renewing relationships
with family and friends was a

positive element of returning.

we were ‘back’, there often seemed disinterest
regarding our time in Malawi and the on-going
work there. We often felt misunderstood. Survey of returners
As I considered writing about reverse culture shock,
he survey shows there is a Culture shock and reverse culture shock 1 decided to research the experiences of a range of
i e e Talking to others who had returned from overseas Christians who had recently returned from overseas
support of friends who will make work, I came to realise that our experience was not work, rather than relying simply on anecdote. Fifty
themselves available to listen, uncommon, and the challenges and frustrations six respondents who had worked in 22 different
ask questions and show genuine we experienced were shared by many. On several countries took part in a survey, three quarters of
interest: other practical sugges- occasions I was reminded that, ‘returning home whom had been involved in medical work. The
tions and resources are proposed can be more difficult than the initial transition to results provide a spectrum of individual experience,
for returnees and supporters. overseas life’. The termculture shock’ was coined by ~ and point to recommendations for the future.
Kalervo Oberg in 1954, ' describing psychological The full methodology and results of this survey
strain as a consequence of adaptation to a new are available via bit.ly/ruPJ3t
environment, typically including an overwhelming The ten most positive and most negative aspects
sense of loss regarding friends, status, profession of the return home are summarised in the Table.
and possessions; confusion in role expectations, The most negative experiences for two thirds of

values, and self-identity; and surprise, anxiety, even  respondents were in the realm of inter-personal
disgust and indignation towards the new culture.? relationships; feeling misunderstood, having diffi-
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Positive Aspects of Return (% of Respondents)

Family and friends (85)

Job factors (37)

Infrastructure (14)

Opportunities for children (14)
Familiar culture (12)

Continued mission involvement (12)
Church (12)

Freedom (11)

Security (11)

Language (9)

Negative Aspects of Return (% of Respondents)

Feeling misunderstood (59)
Practicalities regarding transition (41)
Leaving friends/ work/ country (36)
Culture adjustment (32)

Materialism and consumer society (27)
Job practicalities (25)

Job experience (18)

Secularity (9)

Children adapting (9)

Loss of community (7)

culty in re-establishing relationships, feeling
‘different” and isolated and that others were not
interested in the work undertaken overseas. In
addition to missing friends and work they had

left behind, they also missed other aspects of the
overseas community, including a more holistic and
spiritual worldview, the incorporation of prayer and
worship into daily hospital life and the sense of
community. Almost a third struggled with the
materialism and consumerism of the society

to which they returned.

Work factors

Almost half reported positive work-related factors,
such as ease of communication, improved computer
facilities, access to training, a clear career structure
and improved team-working opportunities.

42 per cent cited negative experiences, including
getting reinstated on registers, having work under-
taken overseas accredited and becoming accus-
tomed to changes within the NHS. Factors relating
to the experience of work included lack of confi-
dence and up-to-date skills, a feeling that work was
no longer as satisfying and frustrations at the high
expectations of patients with minor medical
complaints.

Support for returners

There was no association between the difficulty
experienced on return and the length of time
overseas, nor with different support structures
(independent/ mission organisation/ church
support). Those who went overseas via a mission
organisation were more likely to undergo
debriefing; however these individuals did not
experience significantly less difficulty and provided
similar comments to those who went overseas as
independent professionals.

From informal conversations, I was not surprised
to discover that almost half the respondents said
that they had no support from their church or
sending organisation during the transition home.
However, as one individual commented, there is a
need to’give people the benefit of the doubt. They don’t
ask the right questions because they don’t know the
right questions to ask. It's not that they don’t care’.
Friends, family and church members may feel ill-
equipped to support the returner, but this survey
suggests that simply being available to listen, ask
questions and show an interest in the overseas work

would help considerably. One respondent suggested
a church could‘interview the returners so everyone
understands where they came from and what their
previous life was like; support the country or place

they came from, pray for friends left behind and
contacts made’.

Forty per cent of respondents suggested that
mentorship, either formal or informal, possibly
involving the creation of networks of returners,
would be of benefit; ‘link people up with a “buddy”—
someone who has trodden the path before — to give hints
and ideas, but mostly just to listen and be able to
understand where the person is at’. Survey respon-
dents gave examples of advice they might give
to future returners:

“Take the lead in talking about time away — if you
don’t, you might never be asked! Likewise, you have
to remember a lot has gone on for your friends in
the time you have been away’.

‘Know that it’s going to be difficult. Pray. Talk to
people about how you feel. Get involved in new things.
Realise that God will use you everywhere.

“Try to see it as a move from one mission field to
another rather than a return home; a Christian should
never feel truly at home in this world'.

Conclusions

The results of this survey reveal some of the main
challenges encountered by returning overseas
workers in addition to providing helpful suggestions
as to how the process can be improved.

Catriona Waitt is a NIHR Clinical Lecturer in
Clinical Pharmacology and Therapeutics at the
University of Liverpool (and an honorary SpR
at the Royal Liverpool University Hospital

Catriona would like to thank all those who took part
in the research project and provided helpful information
for this article.

other resouces

Re-entry: Making the
Transition from Missions
[to Life at Home

Peter Jordan YWAM

Publishing, U.S.; (Dec 2001)
Available from Amazon
amzn.to/quy6FN

Burn-Up or Splash Down:
Surviving the Culture
Shock of Re-Entry

Marion Knell Authentic Media

(16 Mar 2007)
Available from Amazon
amzn.to/q5YbQG

for supporters

Show an interest in the returner
and their time overseas

Offer hospitality and give some
of your time

Give opportunities to share
experiences (formal and informal)
Consider immediate practical
needs (food, accommodation,
transport etc.)

Ask for prayer items

Remain interested in the
on-going work overseas

Don't see the returner as
‘super-spiritual’, and watch

for signs of discouragement

for the returner

Communication with 'home’
while abroad

Planning return well in advance
Continued professional
development and paperwork
Don't expect others to be

able to ‘read your mind’

Show interest in the lives of
others during your time overseas

references

Vicky Lavy writes:

This survey highlights several ways in which CMF
could support those returning from abroad, and we are
in the process of putting together some useful infor-
mation and resources. Connecting returners with
others who have been through the process is worth-
while — please contact me if you could help with this.
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