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Abstract

Purpose –While there is a burgeoning literature on self-initiated expatriates (SIEs), the emphasis has been on
expatriation not repatriation. The purpose of this paper therefore is to explore how repatriating SIEs perceive
the experience of repatriation compared with their pre-repatriation expectations. Further, we examine the
seminal work of Black et al. (1992) in the light of current day realities.
Design/methodology/approach – This qualitative research draws on interviews with SIE New Zealanders
returning home. It is an exploratory longitudinal study, based on interview data collected prior to (n5 32), and
after (n 5 27) repatriation, comparing expectations and experiences of repatriation.
Findings –Findings show that there is a strong level of congruence between the expectations of the return and
their experience of repatriation. This congruence eases the transition and mitigates the impact of reverse
culture shock. We revise Black et al.’s framework of repatriation adjustment to more accurately reflect the
expectations and experiences of repatriating SIEs, recognising the importance of individual agency and the
impact of today’s technological advances on repatriation.
Research limitations/implications – The contributions of this paper include clarification of repatriating
SIEs. Further, through the revision of the framework, we identify new areas of research that would aid our
understanding of repatriating SIEs and lead to the development of a more detailed model. We highlight the
interplay between variables showing how these might mitigate the shock of repatriation.
Originality/value – Repatriation is an under-researched phase of the SIE, and this study provides empirical
data that contributes to our understanding of the construct. Black et al.’s framework of repatriation adjustment
is revised in the context of contemporary SIE, highlighting the holistic nature of self-initiated expatriation and
repatriation, viewing the events not as discrete, but as a continuum of time.
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Introduction
The diverse nature of the international mobility landscape has resulted in a proliferation of
studies of the global workforce. One form ofmobility that has attracted considerable interest in
recent times is self-initiated expatriation (SIE), where people go abroad to seek opportunities on
their own initiative instead of being assigned to a host country (Doherty et al., 2013). It has been
over 20 years since SIEswere identified as a separate population of the globallymobile (see, e.g.
Inkson et al., 1997; Suutari and Brewster, 2000), but there are no statistics which definitively
identify the size of the SIE population. There is, however, a clear understanding that SIEsmake
up a significant portion of the expatriate population (Hasleberger and Vaiman, 2013). For this
reason, a large number of studies of SIEs has occurred as a comparison with assigned
expatriates (AEs) (e.g. Andresen et al., 2014; Dickmann et al., 2018;McNulty andBrewster, 2017;
Suutari et al., 2018). There are also empirical studies focusing specifically on SIEs, with topics
ranging frommotivation (Thorn, 2009), adjustment (Froese, 2012), embeddedness (Meuer et al.,
2019), career development issues (Brewster et al., 2019; Selmer and Lauring, 2012) and SIE in
developing countries (Jannesari and Sullivan, 2019). A limitation in our current understanding
of SIEs, however, is that most of the knowledge is related to the process of expatriation (i.e.
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going from the home country to a host country) and the issue of repatriation (i.e. the return of
the SIE to the home country) has not received commensurate attention (Chiang et al., 2017;
Lazarova, 2014). There have been repeated calls for more research into repatriating SIEs (Al
Ariss and Crowley-Henry, 2012; Chiang et al., 2017; Doherty et al., 2013).

The challenges of repatriation of AEs have long been discussed in the literature, and the
tone of research findings in this area is summarised by Altman and Baruch (2012, p. 244) as
“notoriously a troublesome time for expatriates”. Adjustment to the home country and career
issues top the list of these challenges (Andresen and Walther, 2013; Guo et al., 2013; Kraimer
et al., 2016). The theoretical basis for much of the research on repatriation is the discrepancy
between what the expatriate expects the return home to be like, and the reality of the actual
situation (Szkudlarek, 2010). The notion that readjustment difficulties are unexpected is key
here, and it is both this unexpectedness and the extent of the unmet expectations that results
in “reverse culture shock” (Martin, 1984) and poor adjustment in the home country. However,
it is not yet clear how, or even whether, this similarly applies to the repatriation of SIEs,
especially given the identified differences between AEs and SIEs.

Adjustment challenges are acknowledged in the limited SIE repatriation literature. For
example, using a comparative approach, Begley et al. (2008) suggest that work readjustment
might be more difficult for repatriating SIEs than for AEs. Similarly, Andresen and Walther
(2013) find significant differences in the reception of returning SIEs in the French, German and
Danish employmentmarkets. TharenouandCaulfield (2010) argue that host country pull (weak
embeddedness), home country pull and shocks explained SIRs’ intention to repatriate and that
shocks also play a key role in explaining job search and repatriation. Cultural differences
highlight the contextual influence on finding a suitable job for those returning to their home
country (Guo et al., 2013). These studies share a common limitation in that theymainly focus on
work adjustment and we have limited empirical understanding of other aspects of repatriation
adjustment. Repatriating SIEs, like AEs, experience varying types of readjustment challenges
upon their return including work and non-work considerations (Baruch et al., 2016).

Another limitation in the existing repatriating SIE literature is that studies tend to focus on
either the intention to repatriate (e.g. Lindsay et al., 2019; Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010) or the
outcomes after repatriations (e.g. Begley et al., 2008; Cao et al., 2014). There is lack of a holistic
understanding of repatriation as a process. Taking temporal factors into the investigation, we
contribute to this gap by considering how the expectation of the repatriation compares with the
actual experience.More specifically, we explore the process of re-entry for SIE New Zealanders,
comparing our findings with the Black et al. (1992)’s theoretical framework of repatriation and
providingnew interpretations of adjustment proactivity thatmay bemore relevant to returning
SIEs. This exploration contributes much-needed contemporary mobility theory which
specifically addresses SIEs’ re-adjustment, challenging seminal repatriation adjustment
theory and answering Tung’s (2016) call to “fundamentally rethink the parameters. . ..[so that
our research] more accurately reflects the realities of the world we live in” (p. 149). We also
provide empirical evidence of repatriating SIEs, addressing recent calls for a more systematic
exploration of this under-researched group (Chiang et al., 2017; Lazarova, 2014). First, however,
we define our construct.

Conceptual clarification
The need for clarification of terminology is particularly noted in the SIE literature (Andresen
et al., 2014; Doherty et al., 2013)where the conceptual constructs are either not fully explicated,
ill-defined, overlapping or poorly operationalised (McNulty and Brewster, 2017). Defining
repatriating SIEs is important in an examination of their adjustment for two reasons. First,
and as noted above, there is limited research undertaken on this group. Second, the literature
points to significant differences betweenAEs’ and SIEs’ expatriation and it is anticipated that
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there will be differences also in repatriation, based on diverse motives, support offered and
the work situation on return to the home country.

Self-initiated repatriation (SIR) is a term that is found in the literature, but similar
confusion is noted. For example, a qualitative study of 20 Chinese SIRs includes former AEs
and international students in the research sample (Guo et al., 2013) while Andresen and
Walther (2013) fail to specify the selection criteria of their sample. Although the participants
returned to their home countries of their own volition, many had left as AEs. Because of this
confusion, and because SIE is a recognised concept in the literature, in this paper, we have
retained the SIE term and refer to repatriating SIEs.

To ensure the conceptual clarification of repatriating SIEs for the purpose of examining
their adjustment, we have endeavoured to be both very specific and narrow in defining our
population. We consider that repatriation is an extension of SIE in that it is the return home,
and that in order to be a repatriating SIE, you must first be a SIE. Although presented in
different ways, both Doherty et al. (2013) and Cerdin and Selmer (2014) identify four key
criteria defining SIE. These are (1) that the relocation across countries must be self-initiated,
(2) employment must be regular and secure (as opposed to casual employment which is often
associated with people on their overseas experience (OE) (Doherty et al., 2013), (3) there must
be the intention of a temporary stay and (4) the expatriatemust be skilled or have professional
qualifications. We adopt these criteria in our characterisation of an SIE.

Further, in this article, we define repatriating SIEs according to three additional conditions
– first, the individual initiated their own expatriation (i.e. was a SIE, having met the four
criteria above); second, the returnmove is initiated by the individual; and third, the individual
also returns unaided by an employer (i.e. is self-funded) (Begley et al., 2008; Tharenou and
Caulfield, 2010). While recognising that there may be some overlap and that other returnees
may have some of these characteristics also, the definition of repatriating SIE that we adopt
must include all of these aspects. For example, while an AE may choose to return home prior
to the completion of the formal assignment, and thus appear to meet the second criteria, the
original expatriation was not self-initiated (condition 1) and the return would probably be
company assisted (condition 3). Similarly, while a person on their OE may meet conditions
two and three, their employment is casual and not career enhancing (Cerdin and Selmer,
2014), and thus they do not meet the definition of an SIE. These three conditions therefore
ensure the delineation of repatriating SIEs from other mobile individuals and reduce the
confusion presented by the term SIR in previous studies.

While we have provided a clear definition of a repatriating SIE, it remains empirically
unclear how to differentiate the repatriation of SIEs from that of returningAEs. There is very
limited research on the repatriation of SIEs, so most of our knowledge must be drawn from
research on the repatriation of AEs. Table 1, therefore, presents findings from recent meta-
analyses and other studies which examine the repatriation literature over the last three or
four decades, and we summarise the main differences between returning SIEs and AEs,
postulating on how these differences might impact the readjustment process. The table
highlights contradictions in the published findings – for example there is disagreement about
the impact of age on adjustment, and there are mixed results about the implications of the
duration of time abroad.

AEs and SIEs share similarities in terms of the returning motives, processes and
challenges. Yet, a closer examination sheds light on the uniqueness of SIEs which contribute
to adjustment issues. This group of people are less homogenous, have no organisational
support during their return and face different career uncertainties and challenges after
return. One of the key differences between AEs and SIEs highlighted in the table is the
initiation of the expatriation and the repatriation. Although it is probable thatmost AEs agree
to or even make themselves available for expatriation (Harris and Brewster, 1999), the SIE
shows considerable individual agency in independently deciding to leave the home country,
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then again when they decide if and when to come home. Thus, the SIE may display more
proactive behaviour thanAEs. The implications of this and other differences on readjustment
are unknown.

Theoretical background: repatriation adjustment
We build our theoretical understanding of repatriation adjustment from research of returning
AEs, and in some cases, research grouping AEs and SIEs together (see, e.g. Guo et al., 2013).
Different theoretical lenses have been used in examining repatriation adjustment including, for
example, reacculturation theory (Martin, 1984), expectations theories (Goss and Hynes, 2005),
cultural identity theories (Sussman, 2002) and re-entry adjustment theories (Martin and Harrell,
2004). While these theories explore the experiences of readjusting to a home country from
different perspectives, they all conclude that readjustment difficulties emerge from themismatch
between the repatriate’s expectations and actual experiences (Kraimer et al., 2016). Early
research suggests that the re-entry process can be even more difficult than the move to the
foreign country primarily because of a lack of recognition of their international experiences by
organisations and friends (Adler, 1981), althoughmore recent evidence argues that technological
advances and constant communication flows bridge the gap between expectations and reality
(Cho et al., 2013) This suggests that readjustment is not as challenging today as it used to be.

The AE literature, not unexpectedly, focuses on the organisation and the role of the AE
with respect to that organisation. Hence it highlights the misalignment between the
organisation and the individual’s expectations, and the impact of changes to organisation
structure or role content that occurred in the expatriate’s absence (Forster, 1994; Stroh et al.,
1998). The issue of retention or rather, the high rate of repatriate’s resignation, is another
strong theme (Cerdin and le Pargneux, 2009; Lazarova and Cerdin, 2007), with scholars
emphasising the need for communication, post-expatriation training and career interventions
to retain talent (Baruch et al., 2016). There is limited research detailing how repatriates’
experiences match their expectations and the impact of this on readjustment. In other words,
there is a need to understand the factors that influence repatriation in contemporary society,
the role of individual agency and contextual factors that could assist readjustment. Individual
willingness such as attitudes towards re-entry could predict job and non-job satisfaction after
return (Shaffer and Harrison, 1998). The issue of proactivity has been discussed in the
literature, with suggestions that AEs who display proactive career behaviours are either
more likely to staywith the organisation (a “successful” repatriation) (O’Sullivan, 2002) or in a
contrary interpretation are more likely to move onto new and better employment (Lazarova
and Cerdin, 2007). Again, however, we note that this research is derived from AEs, where the
role of the organisation is paramount, and we do not know the implications of proactivity on
readjustment for SIEs.

Research on expectations of repatriating SIEs is sparse and most of our current
understanding is related to the intention to repatriate (Lindsay et al., 2017), reception in the
home country (Begley et al., 2008) or career outcomes (Guo et al., 2013). Black et al.’s (1992)
cultural adjustment framework is therefore an important theoretical model and one of the few
that is specific to repatriation adjustment. It attempts to bring the factors impacting
readjustment of AEs into a coherent model and is the most applied theory, used by over 20%
of the repatriation literature (Szkudlarek, 2010; Knocke and Schuster, 2017). Fundamental to
this framework is the suggestion that a repatriate knows that they would be returning, and
they are able to make anticipatory adjustments prior to returning home. Further adjustments
occur after arriving in the home country (“in-country adjustments”). Hence their model
incorporates two temporal dimensions, before the return and after the return. Black et al.
(1992) separate repatriation expectations and adjustment into three categories – work,
interaction (exchanges with host nationals) and general (e.g. housing, cost of living, quality of
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life). The model also highlights the individual, job, organisational and non-work variables
that affect both anticipatory adjustments and in-country adjustments, introducing a
situational component to adjustment and recognising that individuals encounter different
types of difficulties at different times and in different places (Fitzpatrick, 2017).

Although Black et al.’s (1992) model remains the predominant approach in the repatriation
literature, most academic studies have only focused on partial analysis of themodel with only
limited quantitative testing (e.g. Vidal et al., 2010). We acknowledge that the research behind
this framework (Black and Gregersen, 1991) has been criticised. In particular, Lazarova et al.
(2010) suggest that Black and Gregersen’s model does not incorporate adjustment to
changing family roles, with specific reference to the changed roles of both the expatriate in the
newwork environment and the trailing spouse. They propose a tripartite conceptualisation of
expatriate adjustment incorporating cultural, work role and family roles. While this criticism
is pertinent for their consideration of expatriate work and family performance, and
adjustment to the expatriation, it is not as appropriate as Black et al.’s framework for the
consideration of the experience of repatriation.

Given the limitations of our current understanding of the repatriation of self-initiated
expatriates as a holistic process and the limited body of (qualitative) evidence on the
applications of Black et al.’s (1992) model, the primary research question addressed in this
article is how do repatriating SIEs perceive the experience of repatriation compared with their
pre-repatriation expectations? Following on from this, the secondary question is how does this
experience of return inform our understanding of Black et al.’s seminal framework, in the
context of contemporary repatriating SIE readjustment?

Method
The aim of this study was to build theory in the sparsely researched field of repatriation of
SIEs and to extend existing theory by making it “more dense by filling in what has been left
out” (Pratt et al., 2006, p. 103). We adopted a qualitative, inductive approach to building
knowledge through interpretivism, given the near absence of research on SIE repatriation.

Continuum of time
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Task independence
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Our focus was on NewZealand SIEs so we combined both purposeful and snowball sampling
through online organisations (e.g. Kiwi Expatriates AbroadNetwork) and personal networks.
New Zealand provides a useful context to research SIE issues. The flow of New Zealanders to
other countries has long been a concern to government. OECD research shows that 14.1% of
New Zealanders are living abroad, second only to Ireland (OECD, 2014). The small size of the
economy, offering limited opportunities for career development, is one of the key drivers for
mobility (Inkson et al., 2013). Some years ago, Doherty et al. (2011) proposed that 65% of
expatriates in the Western world are self-initiated. Recent trends suggest SIEs represent an
increasing component of global mobility (Andresen et al., 2014), and, given the limited
opportunities for assigned expatriation in New Zealand (few multinational corporations), the
percentage of SIEs from New Zealand is likely to be higher. While many New Zealanders
currently live abroad, research from industry (see, e.g. KEA New Zealand, 2015) and
academia (Lindsay et al., 2017) both indicate an intention for New Zealanders to return home.
Understanding the expectations and experiences of repatriating SIEs is therefore critical, and
a prerequisite to building knowledge to effectively manage them.

The selection of participants was guided by the definition of repatriating SIEs provided.
They must also have spent at least one year living and working abroad (Begley et al., 2008) to
ensure that the participants had actually settled in the host country, and eliminating short-
term tourists or business travellers who, as identified by McNulty and Brewster (2017), are
not SIEs. As most of the SIE literature focuses on highly skilled or professional workers
(Doherty et al., 2013), we selected participants who had university qualifications or extensive
professional experience.

Based on the consensus that readjustment is difficult if expectations do not match the
experience of repatriation, two phases of interviews were conducted, capturing before
repatriation expectations and after repatriation experiences of the participants. Thus, while
the interviews were at two specific points, the narrative of the participants covered the whole
repatriation experience, from initiating and planning to repatriate, with the associated
anticipatory readjustment expectations, through to post-repatriation reflections. For phase
two, 27 participants remained (84% of phase one’s 32 participants), with the others having
made the decision not to return at this stage. Table 2 provides a summary of the sample’s
characteristics and interview details.

An initial interview guide was developed covering general topic areas derived from the
literature, but the ability tomove the discussionwith the participant was a key driver (Mason,
2002). In the first phase, the data collected related to participants’ expectations for
repatriation – in the parlance of Black et al. (1992), the anticipated aspects of their
readjustment, incorporating both work and non-work variables. Non-work topics were
discussed because work and personal life satisfaction crossover has been found in research
on repatriating SIEs (Begley et al., 2008). In the second phase, the objective was to collect data
relating to the actual repatriation experiences – the in-country readjustment. Participants
were encouraged to use specific examples and stories during both phases to supply the
narrative later scrutinised. The data from both phases were analysed thematically using
NVivo 10. Following Thomas (2006), we achieved data reduction by first, breaking the
narrative fragments – or sections of stories – within the transcripts into “thought units”
reflecting distinct thoughts, which correspond loosely to sentences. Second, the thought units
were read several times and then labelled with codes (Cappellen and Janssens, 2010). Coding
was inductive, reflecting the limited literature on repatriating SIEs, and themes were
identified fromwithin the data. Third, the codes were sorted into categories (n5 47) and sub-
categories (n 5 144), then grouped into themes. At the highest level, these themes are
separated into congruences and incongruences, and then, at the next level, and similar to
Black et al. (1992), divided into work and non-work variables. The “constant comparative
method” (Lofland et al., 2006) was used here to compare how different themes were discussed
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by different participants. This process served as an internal validation tool to enhance the
credibility and robustness of the research.

Participants Phase one Phase two

Number of participants 32 27
Average age (range) 36 (26–65)
Average time in current host country (range) 7.5 years (1–29 years)

First period living as expatriate
Yes 17
No 15

Host country location
England 22
Belgium 3
Australia 2
Canada 1
Hong Kong 1
Ireland 1
Japan 1
USA 1

Highest qualification
PhD 2
Master’s degree 5
Bachelor’s degree 18
Diploma 7

Timing of phase 2 interview (after repatriation)
3–4 months 12
5–6 months 12
7–8 months 3

Employment status
Working 32 24
Looking for work 0 2
Not looking for work 0 1

Industry of employment
Accounting 5 21

Banking 2 3
Education and research 3 22

Engineering 1 03

General management 2 34

IT 1 05

HR and recruitment 4 4
Legal 1 1
Marketing 3 3
Project management 5 44

Sales 2 15

Administration 0 1
Not reported 3 05

Note(s): 1One accountant is not currently looking for work, one has yet to find employment and the other did
not repatriate; 2One participant has taken part-time administrative work as she now has a baby; 3Still looking
for work; 4One participant changed roles from project management to general management in the health
industry; 5Did not repatriate

Table 2.
A summary of the

participants

Repatriation
of SIEs



Results
In this section, our focus is to first present findings comparing the experiences of repatriation
to pre-repatriation expectations. Then, delving deeper, we explore the factors that lie beneath
the similarities and differences, affecting the process of re-adjustment. Table 3 summarises
the findings by theme and provides quotes which exemplify each theme.

Expectations vs. experience
Overall, the narratives reveal a relatively high level of congruence between participants’
expectations and their experiences, and where differences occurred, most represented
positive surprises, in that the reality of life back home was better than expected. One
participant’s comments during the phase two interviews highlight this:

Do you know, it was so easy to settle in, and it was shockingly easy to settle in. It’s helped by the fact
that we’ve had such a cracking summer, and who can argue with the fact you can go to the beach
every day and that sort of thing, which has just been amazing. (Anna)

Despite being able to identify differences between the New Zealand work culture and that of
their host country and the expected challenges that they experienced from their interactions
with recruitment agencies, all participants reported an easy re-adjustment to work in New
Zealand. This could be due to the fact that all of the participants were well-educated and
many had more than five years working experience in their field. Another reason could be
that most of the participants worked in host countries where the cultural differences are
relatively small compared to New Zealand.

This easy adjustment also extended to participants’ personal and social lives. New
Zealand’s lifestyle was an important factor in participants’ assessment of the repatriation
experience, and indeed of their decisions to repatriate. All participants anticipated a better
lifestyle. None of the participants said they regretted repatriating, and in many cases, they
were ready to leave. However, most said there were things they missed about their host
countries – the excitement of the big cities, and friends made while abroad.

This loss of social contacts was compensated by the new social connections made at home
and participants felt that social reintegration experiences were generally easy as expected,
with few concerns expressed. Where participants had difficulty reconnecting with former
social contacts, this tended to be due to perceptions of having less in common, usually due to
either the friends not having lived abroad or one party having had children.

In the work realm, differences between the expectations of life back home in New Zealand
and the reality were noted. They were, however, predominantly positive, in that the
experience of finding work, the recognition of their skills and the associated remuneration
were better than anticipated. The initial response to finding work pre-repatriation was
overwhelmingly pessimistic, with the vast majority feeling that work and career
opportunities available in New Zealand were inferior to those found in the host countries.
Exacerbating this fear was a perception that their lack of current New Zealand experience
would mean that they would have to re-enter the job market at a lower level. At the phase 2
interviews, however, only two participants were still looking for work, so their job search had
been largely successful. Similarly, their expectations about lack of current experience were
not fulfilled. Over half of the participants anticipated a reduction in remuneration on their
return, with a further third expecting a similar pay package. The reality, however, was more
positive, and of the 21 participants who commented on remuneration at the phase 2
interviews, 12 received what they expected, eight more than they thought, and just one
received less money.

Work–life balancewas also a positive surprise formany and, given the salience of this as a
driver for repatriation, it was important that it at least lived up to expectations. In the phase 2
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interviews, 17 participants returned to this theme, 12 of whom considered their work–life
balance to be better than anticipated. The key advantage expressed was more time to spend
with family. Participants also found it easier than anticipated to fit back in to the cultural
environment they had left.

There were two key themes in the non-work arena where a misalignment was noticed. In
the phase 1 interviews, a majority of participants (n 5 28) perceived a high cost of living in
New Zealand, and this theme was discussed with more passion than any other topic:

If you compare dollar for pound, it seems attractive, but I know that wages are less than over here, so
tome the cost of living in comparison to salary, it’smore expensive to live in NewZealand than it is to
live in the UK. So that’s something we’ll also take into account. I mean, we’ll quite happily go out for
dinner once or twice a week in the UK. We could never afford to do that in New Zealand. (Jennifer)

Even with this expectation, participants later expressed an underestimated magnitude of the
cost of living once arrive in New Zealand, especially when considered in relation to its impact
on disposable income:

The cost of living was a real shock. Just the cost of petrol and groceries and everything else. It’s
London prices, but the rent and the houses are just extremely expensive. We really wonder how
people survive here and maintain a quality of life. (Jennifer, phase 2)

In summary, participants’ accounts of their work and non-work experiences revealed a
mixture of congruences and incongruences although the incongruences were largely positive,
and the concept of reverse culture shock, on the surface, seems inapplicable. To seek
explanations for this outcome and in order to answer the second research question, we delved
further into the data to identify the reasons for the level of congruence identified.

Explaining the congruences and incongruences
Most participants provided thoughts on the relative ease of their repatriation. They talked of
having a “flexible” personality that suits both host and home country environments, being at
a career stage that matched current job market demands, being well-organised from a
logistical perspective and feeling ready tomove – “it was just time to go” (Maria, Phase 1). The
role of the partner was also identified as an important variable as, when asked about re-
adjustment, many participants related their answers to their partners. This tended to happen
regardless of whether the partnerwas also a repatriate NewZealander. Concerns in relation to
partners tended to centre around difficulties finding or adjusting to work. In Hayley’s case,
for example, the difficulties experienced by her English partner impacted their assessment of
the decision to move to New Zealand:

He’s actually finding it very hard. Much harder than he ever thought, which is hard on me. He’s
finding it quite a shock, you know, not all bad, but commercially quite a shock. He’s quite shocked at
how difficult it is to engage with people and make connections. He has found the recruitment very,
very difficult, very unprofessional and unhelpful. And he’s also quite surprised at just the scale and
the lack of jobs, and salaries, and level of professionalism generally (Phase 2).

The connection between participants’ partners’ happiness and overall adjustment is also
evident in the positive comments from another participant, whose partner is also English:

Oh look, it has been really, really easy. And for <partner> more so, he enjoys going to work now
whereas he has not for years. Lifestyle is brilliant, and yeah, overall I thinkwe’ve both been surprised
at how easy it has been to come back, and just kind of get settled in so fast. (Ashley, Phase 2)

Because of the frequency of participants talking about their partners’ re-adjustment
alongside their own, a query was initiated in NVivo. From this, we concluded that the
partnered participants either had very positive or very negative initial repatriation outcomes,
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which appeared highly dependent on the level of the partners’ adjustment. When partners
adjusted easily and found work, this positively affected participants’ assessment of
repatriation outcomes. When partners struggled, this had a negative impact.

Research
Participants researched specific aspects of life back in New Zealand prior to making their
decision to repatriate. The first of thesewas the cost of living, and in particular, groceries. The
Internet was themost commonmethod inwhich researchwas conducted prior to repatriation.
The following comment is typical in phase 1:

Well we’ve done some price comparisons. We did a fake online shop with Countdown to compare
food prices. (Sarah, phase 1)

The cost and availability of housing was another aspect investigated:

I’ve already started looking a little bit. And it turns out that just when I was back last time, one of my
buddies from university was moving up there [Whangarei], someone else is moving, my roommate
from university is moving up, other friends are planning on moving there, so it seems to be a
reasonable option. And prices are not insane. (David, phase 1)

Participants were instantly able to access current prices and availability previously only
available through newspapers, and hence were much better informed.

Connectivity with home country
In addition to the proactive research participants conducted into life and work in New
Zealand, it emerged that people tended to retain a sense of connection with New Zealand
throughout their time living abroad. From a social perspective, people kept connections active
through Facebook and other networking sites. They also kept in touch with news in New
Zealand, including house prices and costs of living, through news feeds or by visiting New
Zealand-based news sites. Unsurprisingly, family was also a key connection that had been
retained by Amanda:

My parents have been really good at keeping me in touch with things going on in New Zealand,
whether it’s little social media things, or bigger issues like elections, budgets and stuff. (Amanda,
phase 1)

Participants also tended to visit New Zealand with reasonable frequency, with most visiting
NewZealand every 1–2 years. The outcome of this tended to be a sense of remaining informed
about life in New Zealand throughout the time abroad.

Discussion
The objective of this article is to explore the re-adjustment of repatriating SIEs by comparing
prior-repatriation expectations and after-repatriation experiences, as well as analysing
attributions to the re-adjustment process. Further, we revisit Black et al.’s (1992) framework
of repatriation adjustment and suggest alterations tomake itmore relevant to the repatriation
experiences of these SIEs.

We consider our study important in that we go further than Guo et al.’s (2013) focus on
motivation to repatriate and the challenges perceived by SIEs prior to their return, and
beyond intention to repatriate (e.g. Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010) to examine the actual
experience of repatriation. We found that participants had realistic expectations of their
return, fuelled by knowledge of both the work and non-work elements of life in New Zealand.
This knowledge was, in turn, driven by an unbroken connection with New Zealand during
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expatriation – using digital technology to keep in touch with people and news, relatively
frequent visits to New Zealand, and proactive investigations participants conducted when
deciding to repatriate. Proactivity has been identified previously as a facilitator for AE
readjustment (Lazarova and Cerdin, 2007; O’Sullivan, 2002), and it is logical that this sample
of SIEs, who had been motivated to leave their home country to live and work overseas, also
showed strong proactivity about their return.

More specifically, we provide qualitative evidence on how SIEs understand and
demonstrate proactivity through research and maintaining home connections. Individual
agency is strongly shown in the study. This is essentially the process of repatriation
adjustment that is missing in the current SIE literature. As identified in the work by Martin
(1984), it is the discrepancy between the expectations and the experience which impacts re-
adjustment, resulting in reverse culture shock. Our study shows that the repatriation
experience either met or exceeded their expectations, revealing strong congruence, and
suggesting that the re-adjustment in the digital age might be easier than anticipated. The
notion of reverse culture shock is mitigated by ongoing connections to the home country
through Internet research and constant communication with family and friends through
phone calls and emails. This finding illustrates the importance of Tung’s (2016) call to ensure
research reflects the realities of the day.

Importantly, this study suggests that the repatriation experiences can be attributed to
both individual agency (e.g. proactive research of work and life in New Zealand) and
contextual factors (e.g. the state of the employment market in New Zealand). The implication
here is that SIE re-adjustment may not only be home country-specific but also be outside the
control of the repatriating individual. Connectionwith home and information access have key
roles to play in re-adjustment and provide a contemporary addition to the re-adjustment
literature. The information age, development of and increased use of handheldmobile devices
and the rise of social media have not only enabled but actually encouraged people to stay in
touch with others across the other side of the world.

These contributions are included in our reconfiguration of the repatriating SIE re-
adjustment framework adapted from Black et al.’s (1992) framework of AE adjustment.
Figure 1 shows this new framework, summarising and generalising our main findings. We
specify our contributions by colour-coding the different components of the framework. Grey
represents original themes that are not supported by the current study; black features the
original themes that are supported by our findings; and blue highlights new themes that we
add to the conceptual framework.We now elaborate on this renewed conceptualisation of SIE
re-adjustment.

First, we examine the greyed areas of the framework. The individual variable of length of
time overseas did not feature as a determinant in the re-adjustment of SIEs when an NVivo
query was initiated. The literature on AE adjustment is also inconclusive on this variable,
with some research suggesting a negative relationship (Tahir and Azhar, 2013), although
other studies show little impact (Suutari and V€alimaa, 2002). Tharenou and Caulfield’s (2010)
study on the repatriation of SIEs finds that years abroad is negatively related to intention to
repatriate, but no relationship with actual repatriation is shown. We posit here that the
individual agency of the SIEmay be over-riding the length of time abroad. The participants in
this study had a strong emotional commitment to repatriating, had experienced considerable
physical and emotional upheaval and wanted to be successful in New Zealand.

For the in-country adjustment, both the need for control and expatriate adjustment have
been subsumed by personal characteristics. This reflects the level of individual agency of the
SIE as discussed above, and the existence of certain characteristics (e.g. flexibility and
organisation skills) that make re-adjustment easier.

The job variables of task independence in the host country and role clarity, discretion and
conflict in the home country are not apparent in the current study and therefore have also
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been excluded from our SIE re-adjustment framework. As the SIE is leaving their
employment in the host country, the level of independence is not relevant to the returnee.
Further, as the SIE is responsible for finding their own employment in the home country
(Begley et al., 2008), the challenge faced by AEs of returning to a role in the home base of the
multinational company is not relevant. SIRs enjoy the freedom and independency of job
selection. Hence, for these highly skilled participants, theywere able to evaluate and select the
appropriate job facilitating an easy settlement back in New Zealand.

Relatedly, we have also removed all organisational factors from the framework, both in
the host and home countries, as for the repatriating SIE, the organisation is not a controlling
factor. Social status and housing conditions were not identified as components impacting re-
adjustment. In the original model, these non-work factors reflected the loss of status from
being an expatriate, accustomed to a rich lifestyle (Stroh et al., 1998) and the risk that the
standard of housing in the home country may not be comparable to the expatriate
accommodation. The repatriating SIE, in order to meet our definition, was an SIE in the host
country, and hence does not have the “status” of the expatriate, but is more akin to a local
employee. SIEs have not had the benefits of compensatory packages often provided to
expatriates (Akkan et al., 2018), so there is no impact on re-adjustment.

Some factors that are proposed in Black et al.’s (1992) repatriation adjustment framework
are also highlighted as relevant in this article. Our study re-iterated the finding that visiting
home was an important component of re-adjustment. Participants returned often, and the
frequent exposure to the ways things were perhaps had the effect of mitigating the rate of
change that was occurring in the home country.

We have also retained the concept of cultural distance as a non-work variable, althoughwe
have broadened this concept to “contextual factors”. The key assumption behind cultural
distance is that the greater the distance between the host and home country, the greater the
magnitude of adjustment required (Tung, 2017). In this article, many of participants had been
based in the United Kingdom, a country with close cultural proximity to New Zealand in
many ways, and this may have eased their re-adjustment. However, the United Kingdom is
dissimilar in other ways that are not generally incorporated into the understanding of
cultural distance. For example, differences in climate, pace of life and financial relativity are
all aspects mentioned by participants in this study. These are included in our understanding
of contextual factors.

On the in-country adjustment side of the framework, we recognise the importance of
partner adjustment as a component of re-adjustment to the home country. In terms of un-
met expectations, the role of significant others in the EA literature has been considered
critical (Akkan et al., 2018). In the case of repatriating SIEs, our research suggests that this
might be even more critical for two reasons. First, the risks and costs of returning to the
home country (e.g. the cost of return and employment issues) are greater for SIEs, and if the
partner is not adjusting well, this could result in a re-expatriation. Second, many of our
participants were returning to New Zealand with a partner from another country, so the
partners were actually expatriating, with expectations of their own. If these expectations
are not met, this could cause tension. We would expect that foreign partners could be a
common occurrence and not something specific to our participants, reinforcing the salience
of this factor.

We have also added new themes to Black et al. (1992)’s conceptualisation of re-adjustment.
Many of our participants expressed a readiness to return to the home country. Again this
highlights the personal agency repatriating SIEs have in their decision to return home and the
timing of that event, and emphasises the difference between AEs who usually have a fixed
contract or a predetermined time they will be away and their mobility decision is controlled
by organisational factors (Chiang et al., 2017). Repatriation preparedness is an important
variable impacting readjustment (Andresen and Walther, 2013). The extent to which
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participants in this study were equipped, both emotionally and logistically in terms of
becoming informed about life and work in New Zealand prior to repatriating, can be seen to
demonstrate the importance of preparedness.

Proactivity such as maintaining connectivity and research, as discussed in the findings
section, are included as non-work variables. A significant aspect of these factors is that the
findings suggest information gathering and re-adjustment processes begin much earlier than
repatriation itself, challenging the notion that repatriation is a separate part of expatriation
experiences (Andresen et al., 2014). In other words, there would seem to be a psychological
adjustment which occurs before the physical relocation. Again, the un-severed connection
with New Zealand contributed to this, including continued “touch points” with the home
country, frequent conversations with family and other contacts, or reading about New
Zealand events online, during participants’ time abroad. The maintenance of these
connections was enabled and encouraged by modern technologies, including Skype, social
media and handheld mobile devices (Baruch et al., 2016; Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2009). Hence,
this resulted in ”softening the blow” of the actual move.

Finding employment on return to the home country was a key concern for many of the
participants. The concerns focused not just on obtaining employment, but the level of
employment, the salary and the difficulties of dealing with recruitment agencies. Their
concerns were valid – a lack of local career capital has been demonstrated to hinder
employment of repatriate SIEs (Guo et al., 2013), and lack of recognition of skills developed
internationally by home country employers has meant that SIEs have had to settle for lower
level positions back home (Begley et al., 2008). However, finding work was relatively easy for
the participants, with only two still looking for work in the second phase of this study. It is
likely that these highly skilled workers had, as Valk et al. (2015) suggest, been able to transfer
their competencies to the home country.

As a result of our research, lifestyle has also been included in the framework. The
overwhelmingmajority of participants were anticipating and experienced an improvement in
their lifestyle as a result of the move home. Expectations of an improved lifestyle had also
counterbalanced negative work expectations. Tharenou and Caulfield (2010) include lifestyle
in their model, incorporating it as a pull to repatriate and link it to intention to repatriate, but
not to re-adjustment within the home country. The evidence here in the New Zealand context
suggests that lifestyle is very much part of the re-adjustment process andmay in fact act as a
buffer to the negative aspects of re-adjustment.

There is one final point to discuss in the framework of SIE adjustment. Black et al. (1992)
showed two distinct temporal dimensions in their model implying that repatriates can only
align with either the host or the home country culture at any one time. The interviews with
participants, however, exposed a strong emotional connection with New Zealand throughout
the expatriation, which assisted them in their re-adjustment. Again, ease of access to
information in recent years has minimised this separation. While recognising that there is a
physical relocation at some point (the move back to New Zealand), we illustrate the temporal
dimension here as a continuum of time.

Conclusion
It is useful to consider this study’s contribution to the small, yet emerging, body of
literature on SIE repatriation. First, repatriation is an under-researched phase of
expatriation, and particularly SIE (Akkan et al., 2018; Chiang et al., 2017), and the empirical
data here contributes to our understanding of the construct. Specifically, our research
shows a relatively strong level of congruence between participants’ expectations and
experiences of repatriation, and a relative ease of re-adjustment along with other positive
work and non-work-related outcomes not uniformly seen in relation to assigned
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repatriation. Further, this study examines the longitudinal aspect of repatriation, focusing
not just on intention to repatriate, but the actual relocation to the home country and the
experience of that process. By comparing experiences with expectations, we are able to
capture the dynamics of issues faced by returning SIEs. The nature of continuum of time
during the repatriation process highlights expatriation/repatriation as a holistic,
interrelated process.

Second, we address Tung’s (2016) concern that we need research that reflects today’s
world. This article’s findings re-examine Black et al.’s framework of repatriation
adjustment in the context of contemporary SIE, identifying the absence of the
organisation for the SIE and highlighting the power of connectivity and research in
mitigating reverse culture shock and easing re-adjustment. In doing so, the article also
challenges other conclusions that repatriates experience much higher levels of personal,
cultural and emotional difficulties during return than expatriation (Adler, 1981; Martin,
1984; Szkudlarek and Sumpter, 2015).

The article also offers practical implications at a range of levels. Organisational decision-
makers need to focus on understanding the characteristics of returning SIEs, the drivers
behind their move home and their objectives for their careers. While lifestyle was a major
factor in the decision to return for many of this study’s participants, there was no evidence
that any participant intended to rest on their laurels after returning. On the contrary, while
participants were prepared to earn less than they did abroad, they did wish to maintain their
careers, have their skills and experience from abroad recognised and contribute to
organisations in meaningful ways. It is also prudent to recognise that repatriation is not
necessarily a permanent move for many participants; should their experiences not live up to
expectations, they are prepared to move jobs, and even countries. To this end, leveraging
their experience and institutionalising their knowledge before they move on are
important steps.

On an individual level, the main implication of this study for repatriating SIEs and those
who intend to return is that repatriation is not always a negative experience. It is important
that this message reaches people who are considering returning. To improve repatriation
experiences, SIEs stay abreast of news and events in the home country and maintain
professional connections and networks while abroad. Finally, repatriating SIEs should take
the time to conduct proactive research into work and broader life in the home country, before
returning.

While these contributions add to the body of knowledge, this research, and more
specifically the comparison with Black et al.’s (1992) framework for AE readjustment,
provides direction for the future of repatriating SIE research. Our results suggest that
readjustment can be eased with mitigating conditions – in our case, quality of life back home
had a positive impact on the ease of readjustment. Future studies could explore further to see
if there are other mitigating factors which have a similar effect. For example, for SIEs who
have been located in culturally very different countries, the relief of returning to family,
friends and the natural language might compensate for other challenges. An investigation
into the interplay between the various variables impacting re-adjustment may be productive
in developing our understanding of repatriation of SIEs.

The role of the partner and family warrants further attention. Lazarova et al. (2010)
highlighted the need to incorporate family role adjustment within the AE literature, and our
results suggest that this is also important for repatriating SIEs. Specifically, our results
suggest that the (re-)adjustment of the partner impacts the readjustment of the SIE. There is
scope to compare the effect of the partner being a repatriate and returning to their home
country as opposed to the partner being an expatriate and moving to a new country.

A third area for future investigation which is highlighted by our research is the temporal
component of readjustment. Black et al.’s (1992) original framework showed two distinct time
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frames, while our results suggest more of a continuum, with repatriation planning happening
much earlier than previously thought. Further investigation over the full process of
repatriation and for some time after could reveal information about the level of readjustment
at varying times of the process.

Finally, we recognise the limitations of our study. The sample used in this study is of
relatively homogenous highly skilled SIEs, primarily hosted in the United Kingdom. The
impact here is that repatriating SIEs who are not in the highly skilled category may have
different experiences. Home-host cultural similarity can reduce otherwise present
readjustment difficulties (Tharenou and Caulfield, 2010), and insufficient data from
hosts other than the United Kingdom has constrained the ability to draw broader
conclusions. However, the high volume of New Zealand expatriates in the United Kingdom
(Thorn, 2009), enabled by the relative ease of visas, justifies a focus on this context.
Further studies could focus on repatriating SIEs from more diverse occupations (e.g. blue
collar workers) and cultural contexts (e.g. China) to see if different expectations/
experiences exist.

We also acknowledge that the adjusted framework proposed here may not cover the
breadth of factors that impact SIE’s re-adjustment. It was not our intention to propose a fixed
model, but rather we aimed to demonstrate the dynamic nature of the factors affecting
adjustment for this group of repatriate New Zealanders. Further testing would be required to
ensure that these factors were relevant to others and to gather a deeper understanding of the
relationships between the factors.
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