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Abstract 

This research examines the repatriation experiences and personal adjustment 

strategies of expatriates returning to Singapore. Through the lens of qualitative 

approach, the study highlighted important insights that cannot be uncovered 

by quantitative approach. 20 people who worked overseas for at least a year 

and were repatriated back to Singapore not more than 5 years ago were 

interviewed.  Using a thematic analysis of narratives, the study found that 

successful repatriation is not only about staying in employment. Considerations 

for success encompass the overall gains or losses in terms of income, personal 

value, disruption to lifestyles and accessibility to organisational and personal 

support.  
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My story – coming back to Singapore 

 

 

I was repatriated back to Singapore in 2014 after having spent three years on 

an overseas job assignment. We had just lost the head of my department at my 

corporate employer and I was required to return to Singapore to cover the 

work. 

 

When I heard of the decision to repatriate me, no words could describe my 

anxiety. Many things ran through my mind: having to leave that big comfortable 

house at a choice address, having to put my child back into the Singaporean 
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school system, having to tell my husband that we were going back and having 

to say goodbye to our friends and community networks. I also had the thought 

that my chauffeur and my housekeeper would lose their jobs. 

 

Then my thoughts brought me to work. Was the decision to put me back into 

Singapore consensual between all parties? Am I going back to a higher 

position? How is this going to help my career? How will this affect my take-

home pay? What kind of support will I get? Do I have to deal with the board 

(something I dreaded)? I was already comfortable managing operational 

matters. Will my experiences in the assignment country be well regarded in my 

new role? 

 

Putting aside the ‘unanswerables’ for the time being, I pondered the practical 

questions about moving back. How much time did I have to prepare for 

repatriation? What was the budget for shipping personal effects? Where would 

I put all the things that I had accumulated through the years? Was my home in 

Singapore ready for me to move into? 
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I managed to convince my boss that the repatriation date should coincide with 

my daughter’s school term, so I was given three full months to prepare. Time 

flew by and soon we had many goodbye parties. My office helped me to 

organise the shipping, but we had to oversee the packing (which I dreaded). We 

had to sell the stuff that we loved but could not bring home to our three-

bedroom flat. The garage sales were a massacre: we sold stuff to the expatriate 

community so quickly and at humiliating prices—it was a bloodbath! We also 

took time to find someone suitable to buy our pet golden retriever. We did not 

want to give it away because we wanted genuine people who would love the 

dog. 

 

After unloading the luggage at home, I headed to the office on public 

transport. There was no welcome sign and no induction. I was on my own. I 

attributed that lack of homecoming glory to a recent organisational restructure 

that had resulted in silent office pandemonium. As a mature employee, I was 

expected to pick up what was left and do what I had to do. No attention was 
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given to changing my job title or my job grade, and I was left to decide who 

my direct superior should be. As the head of human resources, I was in a 

professionally disadvantageous position to speak for myself. No one took the 

initiative to review my pay package. Instead, I suffered the immediate loss of 

my overseas allowance. Being middle aged and having been with this company 

for more than seven years, I kept my silence and hoped for an opportunity to 

discuss my pay. My thoughts were with my family and I was constantly aware 

of my financial commitments. At that time, I felt more committed to the job 

than to the company. 

 

My husband had quit his job to stay with me in the country of assignment 

because he did not believe couples should be separated. While overseas, he 

was actively involved in community work. Having strong opinions of what he 

believed in, my husband had made quite a name for himself in the town and 

was well respected in his networks. Leaving this little kingdom that he had built 

was detrimental to him. Upon settling back at home, I started to sense that he 

was hinting to me that I had not done enough to prevent this from happening 
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to him. We had heated exchanges occasionally, but he soon settled down into 

a whole new world and soon re-established his community networks again—

this time through Facebook and a newly created blog. 

 

One joy I gained from this repatriation experience, and I constantly remind my 

husband of this, was to trust that the move was divinely arranged to allow us 

more time to be with our other, grown-up children in Singapore. Indeed, we 

were glad to be able to spend more time with the kids and being here for them 

in person was important to them. We attended, for the first time, our son’s 

passing out parade from National Service and my other son’s graduation from 

university. We also had the opportunity to personally bless our eldest son’s 

decision to propose to his girlfriend. I was able to spend more time with my 

ailing father before he passed on, and now I can spend more time with my 

mother in her old age. In March 2015, I queued for seven hours to pay respects 

to Singapore’s founding father, who passed on at age 91. I was also in time to 

catch Singapore celebrating 50 years of nation-building and to participate in 

the General Election in 2015. 
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Having been in the human resource profession for more than 20 years, I have 

witnessed many disheartened repatriation stories. When I was expatriated, I 

reminded myself that expatriate jobs are temporary, and my home was always 

Singapore. But the time spent in the assignment country was long enough to 

acculturate me. I enjoyed autonomy at work and connected more with the local 

communities than I would have in Singapore. As time passed, I grew 

accustomed to the life there, accepting the culture and loving the local 

people. Towards the end of my assignment there, the once-welcoming living 

environment became a bit more hostile. As sentiments of nationalism arose, 

expatriates were regarded as overpaid aliens stealing their jobs. However, 

despite the growing hostility, I was not deterred from clinging on to the life 

that I had built in the foreign land. This commitment to the local lifestyle was 

part of the reason my eventual repatriation was stressful.  

 

But now that I am back in Singapore, my homeland (the land with ‘paddle pop’ 

rainbows), I am grateful to be here—where I do not feel discriminated against 



xix 

 

xix 

 

because of my nationality. Looking back, I am grateful that I was given an 

opportunity to experience what it was like to work overseas and to be 

repatriated. My experiences have indeed enriched my conversation topics and 

my outlook on life and its nuances. 
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Introduction 

There is an abundance of research on the expatriation of employees to overseas 

assignments and on how to improve the process of overseas adjustment (Sánchez 

Vidal, Sanz Valle, & Barba Aragón, 2008; Selmer, 2001). However, the repatriation 

of expatriates is a relatively understudied field in international human resource 

management (Nery-Kjerfve & McLean, 2012). Most companies are not well 

prepared to manage the return of expatriates (Yeaton & Hall, 2008). Findings in 

the available literature indicate that repatriation experiences are often tumultuous, 

and more than half of repatriated employees are dissatisfied with the repatriation 

process and eventually leave their companies (Lazarova & Cerdin, 2007; Black & 

Gregersen, 1999). For these employees, re-entry into the home ground is not as 

simple as just picking up where they left off. The conclusion of an overseas 

assignment and the process of employees and their families returning to their 

home countries often cause high re-entry anxiety (Adler, 1981). Inadequate or lack 

of support from employers can worsen the transition experience (Yeaton & Hall, 

2008). Pascoe (2003) wrote about her personal experience in her book A Moveable 

Marriage, which was an account of her 20-year struggle living as an expatriate wife 
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to her diplomat husband. Over the period, she moved ten times with her two 

children and three dogs, which ended up taking a toll on her marriage. Moving 

and adjustments are often full of struggles. They are physically, mentally, socially 

and emotionally demanding (Pascoe, 2003). 

 

Purpose of research  

This study intends to explore the repatriation experiences and personal adjustment 

strategies of repatriates returning to Singapore. Repatriation is the process where 

an employee is sent back from an international assignment to his/her home country 

for good (Bailey & Dragoni, 2013). The repatriation process begins when an 

expatriate has completed their overseas work and begins preparing to return to 

his/her home country (Osman-Gani & Hyder, 2008). 

 

The existing literature on the management of international employment has a 

disproportionate interest in the expatriation of employees and related relocation 

and adjustment issues (Harvey, 1989; Black, Gregersen, & Mendenhall, 1992). A 

search of the literature revealed that issues related to employment repatriation are 
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mostly fragmented, with more interest in writing from the perspective of 

international corporations that have a skewed belief that post-repatriation retention 

is desirable for both employers and repatriates. There are also limited resources on 

new developments in various types of international employment (Suutari & 

Brewster, 2003) and a lack of focus on the perspectives of international employees 

regarding their personal repatriation experiences. The available literature mainly 

focuses on repatriation in a Western context. Works reflecting the Eastern context 

are very scarce (Lee & Liu, 2007). Generalisations using Western-based theories do 

not offer adequate relevance for repatriates in the Eastern continuum (Szkudlarek, 

2009). 

 

Singapore has more than USD 350 billion of direct overseas investment. As 

reported by the National Population and Talent Division of Singapore in 2014, 6% 

of its 3.8 million citizen population are living and working abroad. Attracted by a 

global economy that values professionals with an international mindset, many 

Singaporeans have accepted positions overseas or volunteered to work abroad 

(“More Singaporeans overseas,” 2017).  
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Repatriation is an essential process in international employment; expatriation is the 

beginning, but repatriation and reintegration back to home country conclude the 

process (Osman-Gani & Hyder, 2008). The consultancy firm Robert Walters reported 

in 2016 that 82% of Singaporeans working overseas intended to move back home 

eventually (82% of Overseas Singaporeans, 2006). The Country Manager of Adecco 

Singapore reported in 2015, in an interview with HRinAsia Magazine, that there was 

a high demand for employees with international experience in Singapore’s job 

market. In contrast to the existing literature reviews, these Singapore-based reports 

have inferred that that post-repatriation retention may not be the measurement 

for successful re-entry for Singaporean repatriates. (“Strong hiring demand for 

returning Singaporeans,” 2015). 

 

The purpose of this paper is to study the repatriation experiences of Singaporean 

expatriates who have relocated and worked overseas. It aims to increase our 

understanding of their experiences and the meanings of their respective 
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repatriation stories, including how they coped with the transitions and what 

challenges they faced when reintegrating back to their home country, Singapore. 
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1. Theoretical framework 

The early studies on repatriation were usually a small part of more extensive studies 

on international human resource management (Schuler, Budhwar, & Florkowski, 

2002). Even now, there has been relatively little direct and substantive work done 

in employee repatriation (Suutari & Brewster, 2003). However, after an examination 

of the existing body of knowledge from books and research literature on or related 

to employee repatriation, several interesting and potentially relevant theories and 

models were identified.  

 

The phenomenon of transition psychology is the overarching theory that covers 

the entire adjustment process - touching on personal needs, expectations, and 

challenges of repatriation. The life role theories describe people as having to 

manage multiple responsibilities and concerns simultaneously. The study will 

consider several models of repatriation to highlight how employees experience and 

manage transitions. These include a sense of loss (Bridges,  2009); cross-cultural 

transition (Berry, 1997; Sussmen, 2002), career management (Feldman, 1991), access 
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to support system (Lindhares, 2008); and behavioural adjustment (Herman & 

Tetrick, 2009). 

 

Contextual circumstances, personal choices, career opportunities, behavioural influence, 

acculturation and accessibility of support systems all worked together to complete the whole 

tapestry of a repatriate’s life story. I have put together the theoretical framework shown in  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 
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Figure 1. My research theoretical framework is made up of several phenomena. 

 

 

The following sections discuss in detail the theories that form the framework for 

this research. 
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a) Transition psychology 

Repatriation is a significant life transition for sojourners (Brein & David, 1971). The 

repatriation process means homecoming employees must reverse their cross-

cultural adjustment (Storti, 2011).  This requires a personal process of adjusting to 

own home environment after living in a different environment for a significant 

period (Adler, 1991). Paige (1993) liken re-entry cultural shock as an unexpected 

confrontation with the once-familiar home environment.  

 

Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1966) introduced the W-curve proposition by extending 

the U-curve adjustment theory of culture shock by Lysgaard (1955) to elucidate the 

reverse cultural shock phenomenon among American youths/students. The U-curve 

emotional roller-coaster stages comprises of honeymoon (period of positive initial 

adjustment), crisis (shock adjustment period), and eventual adjustment to a level 

of acceptable circumstance. For some, this experience is over in a matter of weeks; 

for others, it may take months (Figure 2). 
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Sussman (2001) described cultural shock as being an intense, negative emotional 

response to unfamiliar symbols, roles, relationships, social cognition and 
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Figure 2. W-curve reverse culture shock. 

Source: Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1966) 
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behaviours. However, this may not always be true since some of the repatriations 

may be desirable events for the sojourners. 

 

I am fascinated by the transition diagram by Adams, Hayes and Hopson (1997). 

because it shows on re-entry, the honeymoon phase may be shorter or more 

prolonged. Sojourners may eventually choose various eventual ways (for example, 

to give up or to accept) to respond to their home country culture. Figure 3 is 

adapted from Adams, Hayes and Hopson (1977), and it shows emotional challenges 

in more pragmatic transition phases. 

 

Figure 3. Phases of the transition cycle. 
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Source: Adams, Hayes and Hopson (1977) 

 

Figure 3 shows that life transitions can have several outcomes depending on the 

circumstances and degree of change. Some of life's critical adjustments may have 

elements of trauma and loss. Other major life events may be more positively 

received, such as marriage, promotion or a new career opportunity.  Sojourners 

typically navigate through life’s transitions, building on learning from past 

experiences; through trials and errors, behavioural adjustment and cognitive 

restructuring (Bandura, 1977). In terms of a repatriation transition, key elements 
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such as the cultural differences between the host and home countries and the 

length of time living away from home country can affect the magnitude of change 

and adjustment required (Black, Gregersen, and Mendenhall, 1992). 

 

A publication ("The 7 symptoms of culture shock – Identifying them and getting 

ahead of the problem," n.d.) has identified several signs of stress linked to 

repatriation. These include anxiety, irritability, physical tiredness, feeling 

helplessness, depression, hostility against own culture, confusion, doubts and the 

manifestation of health / mental issues. The symptoms of culture shock due to re-

entry coping stress will wax and wane over a period until reaching a state of 

adjustment (Storti, 2011). 

 

b) Life roles 

In introducing the theory of job embeddedness, Mitchell et al. (2001) claimed that 

different life roles beyond work and organisations are already embedded in 

employees’ lives and will affect employees’ behaviours and decisions. This claim is 
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supported by Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall’s (1992) repatriation framework. 

The framework includes repatriation variables relating to individuals, jobs, 

organisations and social networks. Black and Stephens (1989) found evidence to 

suggest that cross-cultural adjustment is a multifaceted phenomenon, with 

different life roles contributing differently to influence the expectations of 

repatriates. In his book, The Art of Coming Home, Storti (2011) wrote that 70% to 

80% of repatriates were married and had children. Spouses of repatriates who gave 

up their jobs when they relocated may find it hard to re-join the workforce. Their 

children may have difficulty coping with different educational systems and making 

new friends. 

 

Donald Super (1980) describes career development in terms of ‘life stages’ and ‘life 

roles’ because he found that career interests can change over time. Super's original 

work on career development began in the 1930s, and in 1957 he wrote the book 

The Psychology of Careers. Super called this theory the Life Career Rainbow. Super 

sees career as a reflection of the changing combinations of life roles that a person 

takes on over a lifetime. 
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According to Super (1980), people choose a strategy to cope with life’s demands 

for each lifespan according to changes in personal life roles and situational factors. 

He identified nine fundamental life roles: child, student, worker, partner, parent, 

citizen, homemaker, leisurite and pensioner. According to Super (1980), a person 

may play several life roles at any time (Picture 1). For a given lifespan period, new 

life roles may emerge as old life roles subside when one enters a new lifespan. 

 

Picture 1. A person may play several life roles at any time. 
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Life theatres are situations in which life roles participate, such as home, school, 

community, workplaces and entertainment venues. According to Super (1980), 

one’s career involves several life theatres other than just workplaces. A life role 

may choose different coping strategies in various life theatres or spaces (Picture 

2). Hence, an individual’s life theatre may involve the interplay of several other life roles. 

 

 

Picture 2. Different coping strategies may be in used in a single social domain. 

 

 

Today, access to the internet and new technologies, including smartphones and 

mobile work devices have contributed to the increase in the fluidity of life roles 



18 

 

18 

 

and the blurring of boundaries (Super, 1980). As a result, more than ever before, 

we can play multiple life roles in a single theatre. The speech bubbles on Picture 2 

give us an understanding of the roles the man is performing concurrently.  

 

Picture 3. Technology allows a person to perform multiple roles concurrently. 

 

 

Of course, in a realistic scenario, we would not have such bubbles floating up to 

help us understand what life roles a person is playing. What life roles are being 
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played would not be as apparent as in Picture 4 in terms of locations or activities; 

instead, they depend on the person’s circumstances and purpose. 

 

 

Picture 4. Purpose of life roles may not be apparent in our daily social setting. 

 

 

Picture 4 maybe about a reporter is enjoying a leisurely luncheon while recording 

a video clip of a friend. However, the reporter’s real intention might have been to 

take a video recording of the woman behind the friend as part of her social 

investigation for a research project.  
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According to Super (1980), because of the blurring of life roles, individuals need to 

have clarity of their life roles purposes. With clarity, they will know to choose 

appropriate behaviours and how to tell others what they want. Referring to the 

same picture again, the woman’s friend might get upset to find out that she was 

used for a research project since she thought she was enjoying a good time with 

a friend. However, the reporter could have asked for help from the friend to pose 

as a decoy for an investigative video clip. If she agreed, then the situation would 

have been much more collaborative. In a nutshell, due to the complexity of life 

roles in modern living, to successfully navigate through our multiple life roles, we 

need to have the ability to clearly define our intentions and priorities in life and be 

assertive enough to communicate them. 

 

Another important concept that Super (1980) introduced to the study of career 

development is the notion of a self-concept. Self-concept is the personal identity 

we choose to manifest when we interact with the world. Super (1980) identified 

work as ‘a way of life.’ Therefore, the closer our careers match our identities, the 
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more successful we become. We must have clarity in our self-concept, and what 

types of employment (referring to the combination of life roles, life theatres and 

the consideration of how other people integrate into our lives) can work for us.  

 

Although careers are an integral part of our lives and cultures, we cannot fully 

comprehend our career role without considering other life roles and life theatres. 

Again, the constellation of varied life roles and life theatres can be supportive, 

complimentary, compensatory or even conflicting. Our self-concept may be 

complex and is continuously evolving. Therefore, it continuously drives changes in 

our career endeavours. 

 

Usually, at any one time, two or three life roles are relatively more important than 

the others, and these salient life roles are critical to a person’s current identity 

directly affecting satisfaction in life. According to Super (1980), the salience of a 

life role changes through time because of our changing self-concept, which tells 

us what is important to us at each life stage. 
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If a particular life role dominates at a specific life stage, then the person will engage 

in the behaviour necessary to support that dominant life role (Feldman & Tompson, 

1993). For example, the role of provider and protector would become more 

important after the arrival of children. Individuals who have established clarity in 

their self-concept are better that finding fitting careers and jobs that can improve 

satisfaction in life (Super, Savickas, & Super, 1996). In other words, people with 

salience in their work role can seek career satisfaction by getting into jobs that 

match their self-concept. The key idea in Super’s (1980) theory is that career 

development is a continuous process throughout life’s stages, and one’s choice of 

career or occupation is constantly built over time depending on changing 

experiences and various personal and situational determinants. Consequently, for 

repatriates to be motivated to anticipate behavioural changes when they return 

home, they must deem the new life role as significant (Super, Savickas, & Super 

1996). For example, a repatriate will look forward to the new job in the home 

country if the job incorporates the repatriate’s skills and connections gained in the 

host country. Another example is that an employee who is expecting to become a 
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father and would prefer his wife to deliver the baby in the home country because 

it offers better medical facilities would look forward to timely repatriation. 

 

Super’s theory explains that people appraise success at work or in personal life 

roles by how well they have progressed in these life roles compared to earlier 

experiences (Super, 1980). For example, it can be stressful for an expatriate to leave 

behind the generous overseas pay and perks (for example, allowances, maid service 

and a chauffeur) to come back to a less glamorous life. 

 

c) Expectancy Theory 

In the most straightforward approach to explaining the underlying dynamics of 

transition stress is the expectancy theory (Hackman & Porter, 1968; Vroom, Porter 

& Lawler, 2005).  The theory says that people will behave in such a way as being 

led by what they expect to get out of it. The expected outcomes are usually in the 

form of maximum pleasure and minimum pains.  Expectancies can be affected by 

past experiences, personal perceptions, and knowledge. People are motivated 
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depending on their evaluation of the possibilities of being able to perform and the 

value of reward associated with their performances (Isaac, Zerbe & Pitt, 2001). 

 

Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall (1992) argue that improving employees’ ability 

to control their situation by managing their expectations is helpful for repatriates 

to reintegrate into their home country’s environment successfully. 

 

Unless the transition back home is sudden, usually there will be enough time before 

starting the actual transition for employees to make anticipatory adjustments by 

imagining or simulating the planned transition and how they should behave (Black 

& Mendenhall, 1990). Hence, in practice, organisations and employees have a 

window of time to reduce or even avoid transitional stress by managing the 

uncertainties before repatriation. During the pre-repatriation phase, repatriates can 

seek information to understand how they are expected to behave when repatriated. 

In the post-repatriation stage, repatriates can practise controlling their behaviours 

to synchronise with their new home environment.  
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The transition process may pan out differently when the employee initiates the 

repatriation instead of the employer. Such self-initiated repatriation is likely to 

result in a positive transition experience (Begley, Collings, & Scullion, 2008). 

 

In recent years, many organisations have resorted to reducing expatriate packages 

due to global economic uncertainty and the need for conservative management of 

business costs (Tornikoski, Suutari, & Festing, 2014; McNulty, 2014). Consequently, 

many international companies have refrained from making promises to their 

expatriate employees about future employment or promotions after they have 

completed their overseas assignments. Not knowing what career platform awaits 

after their repatriation, this results in repatriates feeling insecure. This change in 

employment proposition is reciprocated by expatriate employees becoming more 

cautious, more calculating and more transactional (Robinson, Kraatz, & Rousseau, 

1994). Another reciprocal response from employees is the trend to place less 

emphasis on seeking job security and instead to take personal responsibility for 

their career development. Employees who chart and plan their competencies 
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progressively through building credible networks tend to remain employable and 

do stand out in the competitive labour market (Baruch, 2004). 

 

In the new millennium, job-hopping is no more a taboo but is considered as smart 

career planning (Waikar, Sweet, & Morgan, 2016). The reciprocal exchange by the 

modern workforce discussed merely reflects the threat of diminishing value for 

companies to keep their employees (Argyris, 1960). 

 

Expectancy theory alone is an overly simplistic motivational theory that is 

inadequate without considering other important domains in life, such as personal 

life roles and associated values.  

 

d.) Repatriation experiences and adjustments 

The theoretical perspectives presented examined repatriation as a process and 

showed that repatriation is related to many different issues that can cause different 

re-entry adjustment experiences for different people. Personal and environmental 
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connections in a repatriate’s life, such as the culture in his/her home country, family 

needs, personal motivations and work challenges, give rise to adjustment issues 

(Black et al, 1992; Osman-Gani & Hyder, 2008; Kraimer et al., 2012). Therefore, to 

reduce re-entry stress, repatriates should adopt flexibility and create more choices 

(Schlossberg & Goodman, 2005). MacDonald (2000) found that people will 

experience less stress if they have more coping options (such as career 

opportunities outside the employing company). I have classified additional issues 

that contribute to difficulties and stresses faced by repatriates when adjusting back 

to their home country (Adler, 1991; Storti, 2011; Linehan & Scullian, 2002) into five 

categories below. 

 

i. Sense of loss 

Bridges (2009) wrote that people go through a stage of ending or loss when they 

enter a transition process. Losses can include anything that one must leave 

behind—a close friend, a job with influence, a place once called home, extra 

income, a lifestyle or a familiar environment (Brewster et al., 2016). After living 

somewhere for a prolonged period and learning to be accustomed or acculturated 
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to the local way of life, people inevitably get sentimental (Berry, 1997). For example, 

they might have developed a love for the local cuisine (Wang, 1997). The 

repatriation transition becomes more difficult, with a greater perception of loss or 

a greater perception of sacrifices linked to it (MacDonald, 2000; Mitchell et al., 

2001). Expatriate assignments often bring with them several compensatory benefits 

such as overseas premiums, tax benefits and allowances. Upon coming home, the 

immediate loss of these premiums and benefits often translates into a loss of 

savings, and loss of purchasing power (Dowling, Festing, & Engle, 2017). This may 

be further aggravated if the expatriate must sell a car or a house before relocating 

overseas, since the cost of replacing these items may higher than their original 

value due to inflation. 

 

Adler (1991) classified expatriates that have picked up the local way of life as being 

‘alienated’ from their home country and having ‘gone native’ for the host country. 

They would have the most difficulty readjusting to life in their home country. Adler’s 

re-entry model addresses employees’ attitudes and how they cope during 

repatriation transitions. In her model (Figure 4), proactive repatriates assimilate faster 
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into their home country’s workplaces using their learnt skill of actively seeking to 

adapt, even if they must make personal changes.  

 
Figure 4. Re-entry coping modes. 

 

Source: Adler (1991) 

 

A proactive repatriate shows optimism and actively seeks to adapt. At the other 

end, a repatriate may show signs of alienation or rejection by behaving negatively 

and passively. She explained that repatriates are better at managing their transition 

process if they are better informed and if the organisation can show appreciation 

of their international value through their new role in the home country.  
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Although repatriation has a negative connotation in general, Adler (1991) explains 

that repatriates who adjust well are those who can recognise positive changes. For 

example, they could be coming back to a more orderly government system or 

better education and healthcare services in the home country. Expatriates who 

volunteer to return to the home country also maintain a positive perspective (Berry, 

1997).  

 

ii. Cultural adjustment 

The desire to become connected to specific, identifiable groups comes out of the 

human need for belonging (Byram, Nichols, & Stevens, 2001). Suda (1999) found 

that the more integrated the sojourner was to the host culture, the more stressful 

the re-entry and the more long-lasting the repatriation stress. Repatriation may 

require a homecoming expatriate to adjust to a different lifestyle compared to the 

one he/she had become accustomed to during their international assignment. 

Acculturated repatriates will have to adjust their behaviours that are no longer 

appropriate in the home country’s environment (Raschio,1987). 
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Beer, Eisenstat and Spector (1993) explained that people have the propensity to 

resist change. Repatriation may cause distress because people who are accustomed 

to a particular way of living in a foreign land are now required to change their way 

of living to adapt to their homeland. Storti (2011) called this reverse culture shock.  

 

Family members who have stayed abroad long enough would have developed a 

localised mental map of social etiquettes and behavioural routines which may 

affected their readjusting to their home country’s culture (Stroh, Varma, & Valy-

Durbin, 2000). Black, Gregersen and Mendenhall (1992) recommended that 

companies create opportunities for expatriates and their families to travel to their 

home country regularly during assignment. Andors (2010) also recommended 

frequent trips back home for employees and their families to prevent reverse 

culture shock. 

 

For some people, coming home may mean being granted more freedom than in 

the host country. Specific activities that are not allowed in the foreign location may 
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become permissible back in the home country. For example, there is less freedom 

in dressing for women in Middle Eastern countries than in Singapore. 

 

John W. Berry is the leading contributor to cross-cultural psychology (Schwartz & 

Zamboanga, 2008). He claimed that cultural factors could affect human behaviour. 

In his argument, Berry (1997) raised the question of what kind of coping strategy 

a person from an established cultural context would adopt if he/she were to 

relocate to a new cultural context. The concept of acculturation was established to 

reflect cultural changes resulting from prolonging intercultural contacts. 

Acculturation may not be mutual or equal (Berry 1997).  

 

Acculturation may change a person’s cultural identity in terms of cultural practices, 

values and belonging (Figure 5) (Schwartz, Montgomery, & Briones, 2006). 

Depending on the respective power of influence between two cultures, 

acculturation may happen more substantially to one group of people than to 

another,  
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Figure 5. Acculturation between home and host countries. 
 

 

Source: Schwartz, Montgomery, & Briones (2006) 

 

Change due to acculturation may progress at the same rate, scope or depth for 

different people. For example, one may accept the local food and language quickly, 

but not agree with the local values regarding individual freedom, or one may agree 

with the cultural practice of speaking up but not that of dressing down. 

 

The acculturation model in Figure 6 (Berry, 1997, 2019) shows the choices people 

make leading to degree of acculturation. As people work through their daily 

encounters in a cross-cultural environment, they must decide how much of their 
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own cultural identities are to be protected and how much of the other culture’s 

practices they should allow into their lives and behaviours. 

 
 
Figure 6. Acculturation model. 

 

 

Source: Berry (1997, 2019) 

 

Referring to Figure 6, when a person decides that receiving the local culture is more 

important than preserving his/her own culture, he/she has adopted an ‘assimilation’ 

strategy. 

 

When a person values his/her heritage or cultural practices and does not want to 

receive the other culture, he has adopted a ‘separation’ strategy to acculturation. 

When a person seeks to maintain his/her heritage culture and at the same time is 
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willing to learn from and accept the other culture, he/she has adopted the 

‘integration’ strategy. This type of acculturation is ethnogenesis, because both 

home and host cultures are accepted (Flannery, Reise, & Yu, 2001). Schwartz et al. 

(2010) expanded on the integration strategy, branching it to 'separate integration' 

and 'synthesis'. 

 

In 'separate integration', a person maintains the host country culture and their 

home country culture separately. For example, the person may practise the host 

country's culture in the host's social domain while observing their home country 

cultural practices in his/her private domain. For example, Christmas trees, snow, 

Santa Claus and gift-giving are predominantly practised in December in Western 

culture as part of the spirit of Christmas. However, the culture of Christmas is also 

celebrated in December by many families all over the world, often through 

integrated cultural practices (Picture 5).  

 
Picture 5. Banana Christmas tree. 
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When the person adopted ‘synthesis’ strategy, 

when he/she combines the traditions of both home 

and host cultures into their cultural practices. A 

study showed that those who synthesised cultures 

were more likely to improve their self-esteem and 

reduce psychological stress than those who 

preferred to keep them apart (Chen et al., 2008). 

 

"Marginalisation' acculturation strategy happens when a person rejects his/her 

heritage culture and refuses to accept the host country culture. Research found the 

emotional and mental health of people choosing marginalisation strategy are more 

depressed and anxious, and have poor mental health (Castillo et al., 2008).  

 

The concepts above hold true in an inclusive society where an expatriate can freely 

choose their acculturation strategy. The exception to this may be the case of an 

expatriate residing in a monocultural foreign country, where he/she is likely to be 

required to conform to the dominant host country’s culture. Berry’s acculturation 
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model (2006) suggests an individual may practise the dominant culture (possibly 

being forced to) but choose to stay emotionally separated from the dominant 

culture. 

 

Acculturation strategies can be reciprocal — that is, if a foreigner is restricted or 

rejected by the host culture in general, then he/she may reciprocate by rejecting 

the host country’s culture too (Berry, 2019). That means a person can only assimilate 

if the host country’s culture is receptive of the foreigner. Culturally diverse societies 

are receptive to foreign influences (Berry & Kalin, 1995). If the host country’s culture 

is not welcoming, expatriates will likely choose a separation or marginalisation 

acculturation strategy to cope with the antagonistic living conditions (Kramer, 

2004). Studies have shown that the more homogenous a society is, the more likely 

the locals will reject foreign influence (Farquharson & Omori, 2009). Being relatively 

new to go globalisation (Beechler et al., 2004), Japanese companies prefer to work 

with people who knows their culture. It is no wonder that wo-thirds of Japanese 

overseas subsidiaries were headed by Japanese expatriates (Harzing, 2001). To 

overcome the problem of working with people who do not understand their culture, 
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a Japanese firm decided to acculturate non‐Japanese by getting them to work at 

the headquarters in Japan for three to four years, then assigning them back to their 

own countries as expatriates (Bird & Mukuda, 1989).  

 

The receptiveness of the host country’s nationals towards expatriates may change 

over time. A few of my research participants similar experience like this. They began 

as expatriates who helped to create jobs for the host country’s nationals but ended 

up, a few years later, competing with the locals for employment. 

 

I have adapted from Berry's acculturation framework (Berry, 1997) to reflect an 

expatriate's multi-dimension acculturation process. The process of acculturation 

process is affected by both contextual level and personal level. An individual's life's 

experiences can affect the type of acculturation strategy adopted. 
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Figure 7. Framework of acculturation research. 

 

 

Source: Berry (1997) 

 

Both organisational and self-initiated expatriates are sojourners: that is, they 

relocate to a new country for a known or limited time span with the expectation 

of being repatriated to their home country after the time expires (Sussman, 2002). 

It is possible that self-initiated expatriates assimilate more easily into the host 

country because relocation is a matter of personal choice for them. Self-initiation 

might be a necessary career strategy to tackle a lack of career or income 

opportunities in the home country (as exemplified by the research participants 

Shawn, Sidney, Laurie and Zen). However, self-initiated expatriates may end up 

choosing a marginalisation strategy if they encounter a non-receptive host culture. 
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Globalization has acculturated countries like Korea, Japan, and China, to gradually 

accept Western cultures resulting in new career opportunities for expatriates from 

the West (Froese, 2010; Farrer, 2010).  Foreigners from the West generally enjoy 

higher level of acceptance in the Eastern culture because they are usually associated 

with having superior knowledge and skills, notwithstanding that, they do sometimes 

experienced different degree of discriminating from the local people (Selmer 2002; 

Froese 2010).  

 

Expatriates who are willing to accept another’s culture are more likely to establish 

local social networks and are expected to do better on their international 

assignments (Ward & Chang, 1997; Hogan & Shelton, 1998). For example, Japanese 

who have lived abroad and acculturated with Western ways are usually open to 

new ideas and tend to be more outspoken (Han & Froese, 2010). As a result, they 

are suitable to take the role as intermediator between foreign and local business 

deals.  Language is key to acculturation because it helps to establish local social 

networks (Kim & Slocum Jr, 2008). And in turns, social networks are important 
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support to feed sojourners with information to improve understanding and 

expectations, helping them to settle down quickly (Paik & Sohn, 2004; Peltokorpi, 

2007).  

 

The psychological adaptation of acculturation may be more than just learning or 

unlearning a set of behaviours. In situations where the gap made by cultural 

differences may be too broad, or the rate of assimilation is too fast, one may also 

experience acculturation stress in the form of depression or anxiety (Berry, 2019). 

According to Berry (1997), people subject to discrimination may also suffer from 

mental problems (as exemplified by my research participants Derrick, Sidney and 

Rodney). In some cases, it can result in chronic health issues such as high blood 

pressure and heart disease (Williams & Mohammed, 2009). 

 

Berry’s model was developed from the study of population migration had raised 

an important issue regarding cultural adaptation.  Scholars in different disciplines 

have since then developed more than hundreds of theories on acculturation 
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encompassing psychology, anthropology, and sociology (Rudmin, 2009). Many of 

these studies have extended Berry’s model.  Bala and Kramer (2010) found that the 

reason for immigration can affect the receptiveness from the host country, thus 

making cultural adaptation far easier for an immigrate as oppose to that of a 

refugee (Bala & Kramer, 2010).  According to Navas et al., (2005), it is easier to 

accept host community’s attitudes towards politics and government, but it is more 

stressful to alter beliefs systems in religion, principles, values, and customs. The 

socio-economic disparity between the immigrant and the host community can 

affect the acculturation strategy (Zhou, 1997; Waters et al., 2010).  

 

In recent years, some researchers have started to question the validity of 

marginalization conceptualization, as it the concept is essentially saying that a 

person can be without culture, rejecting both own and host culture (Schwartz & 

Zamboanga, 2008). Besides, I would not expect to find people falling neatly into 

any of the four acculturation categories (Schwartz et al., 2010). In my study, I found 

that a lack of self-clarity could be linked to an unclear personal and cultural space, 
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leading to cultural marginalisation. This observation is further supported by a study 

by Schwartz and Zamboanga (2008) who found that the marginal state of cultural 

identity can exist but is very rare. Unger and colleagues (2002) claimed that the 

lack of recognition for the marginalisation category is likely due to poorly defined 

scales used to measure marginalisation. Schwartz and Zamboanga (2008) tested 

Berry’s (1997) model using 436 Hispanic students on their orientation to American 

culture. The results were inconsistent, which suggests that the types of acculturation 

that take place are less differentiated than depicted in Berry’s model.  

 

Globalisation has also contributed to the emergence of a third culture not 

considered by Berry’s model. According to Kunst and Sam (2013), individuals may 

find their cultural identities from their inherited culture, the dominant culture but 

also in the global culture. Through globalisation people can adopt elements of a 

new culture through art, literature, or social media (Cole, 2020). Rather than looking 

at acculturation as one-way phenomenon, sociologists today are more receptive to 

viewing the process of acculturation as a two-way cultural exchange (Cole, 2020). 
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In an interview with Psychology Today (Emamzadeh, 2018), Dr Berry explained that 

due to advances in technology, people could become acculturated through 

television, movies, and social media. Dr Berry also explained that he used to focus 

on attitudes and preferences for cultural assimilation but has extended this focus 

to include the motivations and constraints that drive a person’s final behavioural 

strategy. Dr Berry saw the importance of government influence on multiculturalism 

and promoting a pluralistic society. Where government policy approves of diversity 

in a society, there is contextual clarity to build positive intercultural relations. 

The study of acculturation is complex, layered with a large degree of variability and 

outcomes, hence, it is easy to generalize the concept of acculturation into simple 

model to predict successful adaptation. 

 

The concept of Berry’s (2019) model of acculturation was conceived mainly from 

phenomena related to population immigration.  Sussman’s (2002) cultural identity 

model was built on phenomena related to career sojourners. Career sojourners’ 

motivations and expectations regarding the transitional adjustment may be 
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different from those of immigrants. While Berry (2019) saw the extent of cultural 

assimilation as a matter of choice, Sussman considered the extent of cultural 

adaptation or stress as a social psychological paradigm of a self-concept and 

cultural identity. I have summarised Sussman’s model in Figure 8 

 

Figure 8. Cultural identity model. 

 

Source: Sussman (2002) 

 

Sussman (2001) suggests that the stress of repatriation is a result of clashes 

between cultural identities at work and in a repatriate’s personal life. A combination 

of personal complexity and environmental demands push repatriates to exhibit four 

types of identity shifts: subtractive, addictive, affirmative and intercultural.  
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Depending on their level of identity centrality and cultural flexibility, people may 

experience repatriation stress differently. According to the model, affirmative 

people are committed to their home country’s identity and therefore they would 

be grateful to be sent back home. Therefore, expatriates who continue to affirm 

their own country’s culture while working overseas, possibly through social 

networking with fellow countrymen, can reduce repatriation stress. Global 

identifiers are sojourners with significant international experience who see 

themselves as global nomads, so being sent back to their home country would be 

a moderate or positive experience. Multicultural global sojourners are known to 

have broad perspectives and are polished in handling human relations and varied 

cultural experiences (Fitzsimmons, Miska, & Stahl, 2011). Subtractive identifiers may 

be threatened by repatriation, since they believe that they might have lost the 

identities associated with their home country and are not sure whether people at 

home will accept them. Addictive identifiers take in much of the host country’s 

culture and are usually emotionally attached to the host country, so they may not 

be prepared to return to their home country. 
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Although Sussman’s model was built for a contextual framework of sojourners 

coming from highly individualistic cultures, the critical contribution of this model is 

that one’s cultural identity can shift as a result of exposure to a new set of cultures 

and can be affected by self-concept dynamism. The research conducted by 

Sussman (2002) predicts outcomes based on static profiles, which contradicts the 

fact that people are learning creatures who can change. Hence, a longitudinal study 

might provide more information. However, in agreement with the studies on 

transition psychology discussed earlier, Sussman (2001) also found that experiences 

of repatriation stress are gradually reduced within one to one-and-a-half years. 

Even so, the consequences of re-entry stress can have a significant impact on a 

repatriate’s work and personal life (MacDonald & Arthur, 2005). It is becoming 

more important to have an improved understanding of cultural adaptation, since 

our societies have become more culturally pluralistic because of economic 

globalisation and immigration (Parekh, 2001). 
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Contextual conditions can affect acculturation (Schwartz et al., 2010). According to 

this study, language competency and similarities in culture can help cultural 

assimilation. Where ethnicity is hard to pinpoint (that is, where it cannot be 

stereotyped), proximity to a stereotypically superior physical make up (such as 

having the same skin tone or beautiful features) can facilitate acceptance in the 

host country and help to make acculturation easier. Hence, it was not surprising 

that many of my research participants were relocated to work in locations in South-

East Asia or East Asia: the proximity of their culture, language and ethnicity made 

it easier for them to adapt. 

 

Berry’s (2019) acculturation theory assumes that assimilation in the host country is 

desired. However, some expatriates do enjoy a certain level of superiority over the 

host country nationals. Over familiarisation or localisation may cause expatriates to 

lose the special status they once enjoyed. Their recognisable foreign accent clearly 

defines them as dissimilar and can mean they are identified as someone superior 

who is in the host country temporarily to bring economic opportunity to host 

communities. In many developing countries, it is perceived that marrying an 



49 

 

49 

 

expatriate leads to an instant promotion for one’s social and economic position in 

society. Among expatriates who are in leadership positions, those with fairer skin 

or who are taller will have a better start in gaining acceptance (Blaker et al., 2013). 

If expatriates stick to their ethnic enclave in the host country, they are not likely to 

acculturate. This is consistent with findings from Schwartz and colleagues (2006) 

on adults who spend most of their time socialising within their ethnic enclave. 

 

iii. Career management 

One crucial aspect of repatriation success is the employee’s new job upon their 

return to the home country (Black & Gregersen, 1999). In a successful repatriation, 

the returning expatriate should enjoy a satisfactory new job arranged by the home 

company that embraces his/her foreign experience (Andors, 2010). Feldman and 

Tompson (1993) examined the repatriation process from a career perspective 

(Figure 9). 
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Figure 9. Factors that influence with career satisfaction in home country. 

 

Source: Tompson & Feldman (1993) 

   

They identified six criteria that can evaluate the effectiveness of a repatriate’s job 

transition.  They also discovered five factors that could contribute to how quickly 

and successfully repatriates adjust to and perform in their new work roles. On this 

basis, Feldman and Tompson (1993) derived 15 hypotheses about how repatriates 

adjust to their new careers in their home country. 

 

The sample used by Feldman and Tompson (1993) in their study on career 

development had an overrepresentation of American domestic job changers and a 

lack of emphasis on cultural differences. Despite these drawbacks, the study 

generally pointed to the importance of designing new home country job 
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assignments that build on past skills and experiences. It also indicated that 

organisations could help the repatriation process by partnering with employees to 

design and plan for their career transition. An employee will feel undervalued if 

he/she is not assigned to a position that uses their international knowledge and 

experience (Storti, 2011).  

 

As the saying goes, ‘out of sight, out of mind’; it is highly likely for home country 

workplace social ties to be disrupted due to expatriation assignments (Suutari & 

Brewster, 2003). Repatriated employees often face several challenges as they 

struggle to readjust to their home country and corporate culture again (Gregersen 

& Black, 1996). In our fast-paced business environment, changes to organisations 

can be shocking—especially with organisational restructuring, downsizing, 

delayering, and mergers and acquisitions (Hannan & Freeman, 1984). Returning 

expatriates may become disoriented with the new company structure, culture and 

chain of command in their home country.  In the American context, Bossard and 

Peterson (2005) reported that repatriates did not feel their colleagues appreciated 

their international experiences. Returning home means having to build new social 
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networks and learn new workplace norms. Thus, it is easy for repatriates to feel 

displaced (Baruch & Altman, 2002). 

 

International assignees are usually given greater job autonomy and higher levels 

of responsibility. However, this power dissipates upon returning to the home 

country and especially so if he/she returns to the same job level as before the 

assignment (Lazarova, & Tarique, 2005). Therefore, an employee’s commitment will 

be negatively affected if he/she to be repatriated to a job with lower status (Suutari 

& Brewster, 2003).  

 

Research has found that personal experiences at work can influence employees’ 

organisational commitment (Steers, 1977). There is a strong link between 

organisational commitment and employee turnover (Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 

1982)—that is, the higher the organisational commitment, the lower the employee 

turnover. Gregersen and Black (1996) added that employee commitment is 

improved if repatriates perceive that their organisations value their international 

experience. 
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A quantitative study among Finnish expatriates conducted by Riusala and Suutari 

(2000) found that, although the employers promised 61% of the repatriates with 

jobs of a similar level upon re-entry, only 5% were sure of their future appointments 

in advance. Tung (1998) found that 60% of American expatriates did not receive a 

guarantee of a job upon completion of the foreign assignment, only 7% of 

expatriates were promised a promotion upon re-entry. Job changers at higher levels 

in the organisation hierarchy usually experience less in figuring out their future 

career because they have more influence and opportunities to make career 

adjustment (Feldman & Brett, 1983). 

 

iv. Accessibility of a support system 

The availability of a social and organisational support system is very crucial to help 

repatriates manage their challenges and alleviate stress (Lindhares, 2008). I have 

discussed that the journey of a repatriate on transition can be stressful. He/she will 

have to eventually come to a level of acceptance that there will be trade-offs 

personally and professionally. There may be gains, and there may be losses 
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associated with moving back home. Repatriates may have to manage changes in 

their cultural identities, pick up new social cues both at work and in the non-work 

area, and finally, they must adjust to new challenges at appointment. 

 

Quantitative research has identified a positive relationship between an employee’s 

perception of the organisational support system and employee commitment (Lee 

& Liu, 2007; Eisenberger, Fasolo, & Davis-LaMastro, 1990). It is the same for the 

case of employee repatriation (McCaughey & Bruning, 2005; Lindhares, 2008). 

Rhaodes and Eisenberger (2002) explained that there is a tendency for employees 

to observe the effort of organisations in helping them during the transition as an 

indication of the organisation’s favour or disfavour towards them. Feitosa et al. 

(2014) found that repatriates’ perception of strong organisational support, such as 

pre-repatriation training and discussion, and additional provisions of time and 

resources to support their transitions, leads to a positive transitional adjustment. 

 

Research also indicates that social support can improve emotional wellbeing by 

reducing anxiety in major life transitions (Copeland & Norell, 2002; Frese, 1999). 
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Hannan and Freeman (1984) advocated for the appointment of mentors to 

expatriates and provision of ongoing career counselling support (Andors, 2010), 

even during the period of a foreign assignment. Vidal, Valle and Aragon (2010) 

found through a quantitative study that mentoring and frequent communication 

with the home country during the overseas assignment prevented excessive 

adjustment to the host country. In a study that used mentors, Andors (2010) found 

that the retention rate of repatriates could reach as high as 90%. Caligiuri et al. 

(2001) and Feldman and Tompson (1993) reported that family and spousal support 

could reduce the stress of adjustment during repatriation. 

 

The study by Herman and Tetrick’s (2009) highlighted that social support can help 

repatriates redirect repatriate’s focus to solving problems (for example, conflict 

resolution, situation control and relationship building) rather than trying to manage 

situations with their emotions (for example, withdrawal, resignation, ethnocentrism 

and negative comparison). However, people with low levels of self-concept clarity 

are not likely to actively seek out organisational support and they are less likely to 

appreciate such help offered by the organisation (Caldwell, Bogat, & Cruise, 1989). 
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Employees with low self-concept are more likely to blame their companies for their 

transition difficulties thus they have a higher tendency to leave their companies 

(Smith, Wethington, & Zhan, 1996). I will discuss the phenomenon of self-concept 

clarity further in the following section on behavioural adjustment (56). 

 

Employees who receives adequate support and guidance during their repatriation 

transition are more committed to their organisations (Gegersen, 1992). Meyer et al. 

(2002) found that perceived organisational support has the strongest positive 

correlation with affective commitment, thus strengthening the psychological 

contract between repatriates and the organisation.  

 

v. Behavioural adjustment 

Campbell (1990) introduced the idea of self-concept clarity. Those with self-concept 

clarity have confidence in who they are and what they want, without conflict or 

confusion. Their self-concept is cognitively organised and consistent over time. The 

self-concept clarity scale by Campbell et al., (1996) measures the clarity, consistency 

and stability of self-beliefs. How people see themselves will affect how they process 
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information and hence their personal experiences, leading to changes in their 

expressed social behaviours (Epstein, 1973).  

 

It is generally accepted that self-concept clarity leads to personal wellbeing since 

such people understand what they want to commit to in life. In terms of behaviour, 

people with high self-concept clarity tend to repeat their choices and commitments 

in life as an interpretation of consistency in their self-views (Burger & Guadagno, 

2003). People with high self-concept clarity deploy coping behaviours that focus 

on solving problems and remove elements that cause stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). Examples of problem-focused strategies include behaviours such as 

participating actively in relationship building, acquiring new skills, resolving conflicts 

and actively learn to understand a situation to bring it under control. In 

employment, it is expected that people with high self-concept clarity find jobs that 

fit their self-concept. This may be the reason that they are found to be more 

engaged in their occupation than people with low self-concept clarity 

(Baumgardner, 1990). According to research, people with high self-concept clarity 

are more positive in their outlook and tend to exhibit higher levels of self-esteem, 
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lower levels of depression, anxiety, neuroticism and perceived stress (Price & 

Dunlap, 1988; Campbell, 1990; Smith, Wethington, & Zhan, 1996). 

 

Conversely, people with low self-concept clarity tend to exhibit low self-esteem and 

have an inconsistent and confused view of themselves (Berzonsky, 1992). People 

with low self-concept clarity seem to show more preoccupation with themselves, 

practice more introspection, rumination and are neurotic in their behaviours 

(Campbell et al., 1996). In dealing with a stressful event, they tend to choose an 

emotional coping strategy with the intention to escape or mitigate the situation 

(Setterlund & Neidenthal, 1993; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Examples of emotional 

mitigation includes behaviours such as mental denial (that is, trying to forget about 

the stress and possibly using palliative coping strategies such as drugs or alcohol) 

and behavioural disengagement (such as physically exiting from a problematic 

situation). 

 

According to Cross and Madson (1997) women generally exhibit lower levels of 

self-concept clarity than men. Critics have regarded self-concept clarity as a self-
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centred concept because it is generally regarded as a Western-cultured concept. 

Eastern culture tends to place less emphasis on self-gratification, instead of 

focusing more on the larger self, such as a nation, a community or a family (Markus 

& Kitayama, 1991). Despite this, I believe that globalisation has acculturated Eastern 

culture with Western ideology, thus there is a growing awareness by Asians to pay 

more attention to personal needs and desires. I also don’t believe women have 

lower self-concept, rather, but women can be selfless depending on their salience 

life roles. 

 

According to Linhares (2008) those with a strong self-concept will experience a 

greater sense of control and less stress in adjusting back to their home country. 

Herman and Tetrick’s (2009) highlighted the need to help repatriates use problem-

focused coping approach (for example, conflict resolution, situation control and 

relationship building) and reduce their dependence on emotional coping approach 

(for example, withdrawal, resignation, ethnocentrism and negative comparison). 

However, they also found that, if handled well, emotional-focused strategies can 

allow employees to vent their frustrations so they can become forward-looking. On 
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the other hand, they also found that problem-focused strategy may lead to long-

term psychological and health issues due to work stress and prolonged efforts to 

manage adjustment 

 

In my opinion, there is still much room for future research to understand more 

about self-concept clarity. It is still unclear whether self-concept clarity is rooted in 

culture, genetics or socially constructed. Can a person with high self-concept clarity 

be transformed into low self-concept clarity because of a stressful event in life? 

And would such a change be permanent or temporary? Can social support and 

religious values and beliefs intervene to change a person with low self-concept 

clarity into a person with high self-concept clarity? Can a person with high self-

concept clarity who uses a problem-solving approach suffers emotional anxiety 

when his/her assertiveness if problem-solving fails or backfires? 

 

I find self-concept clarity interesting for my study because they are related to the 

psychological approach to coping with life’s stresses. Stahl and Caligiuri (2005) 

wrote about the need to identify coping behaviours that can facilitate the cross-
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cultural adjustment. They found that people suffering from both work and non-

work cross-cultural adjustment can benefit from using the more assertive problem-

focused strategy. Research on repatriation management indicates that repatriates 

with the mental ability to engage with stressful events are significantly more 

successful in building new career opportunities (Leiba-O’Sullivan, 2002; Herman & 

Tetrick, 2009). A passive approach to managing a career during repatriation is less 

likely to yield success (Feldman & Thomas, 1992). It was found that repatriates on 

organisational programs tend to be less engage because many organisations do 

not provide sufficient repatriation support (Bailey & Dragoni, 2013; Stroh, 

Gregersen, & Black, 1998). In the context of a growing boundaryless and 

protean/self-managed global career platform, the ability to adopt appropriate 

coping behaviours is critical to managing career transitions (Briscoe & Hall, 2006; 

Baruch, 2006; Lazarova & Cerdin, 2007; Leiba-O’Sullivan, 2002). 

 

According Stahl & Caligiuri (2005), expatriates who exhibited intentions to prolong 

their stay in their international assignment were using emotional coping approach 

and should not be regarded as having the problem-solving coping approach. In 
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their study, problem-focused coping strategies is useful employees lower in the 

organisation hierarchy, where there is less access to social and/or organisational 

support. Other researchers (Feldman & Thomas, 1992; Tung, 1998; Selmer, 1999; 

Herman & Tetrick, 2009) also found that, compared to emotion-focused strategies, 

problem-focused strategies are more useful in improving cross-cultural adjustment.  

 

However, the success of a problem-focused or emotion-focused approach to cope 

with a stressful situation is highly dependent on the contextual nature of the 

problem (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In certain situations, a more assertive problem-

focused approach would be more effective, while in other situations a passive 

emotion-focused approach may be more effective. An emotion-focused strategy 

may be useful under conditions where the environmental factors cannot be 

influenced, rendering individuals unable to do anything to change their 

environment (Lazarus, 2013). Sometimes a good cry can help relieve angst built up 

inside. 
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Research theoretical framework 

Transition psychology theories establish the perspective that employee repatriation 

is a process. The primary theoretical process related to the psychological transition 

involved in repatriation is about reducing uncertainty (Black, 1988; Louis, 1980). The 

transition theories provide an understanding that people sojourn through 

fluctuating psychological phases, learning or unlearning what is acceptable or 

appropriate with the intention of reducing the level of uncertainty, so that they can 

restore conditions to a comfortable level of control (Bell & Staw, 1989). 

 

The life role theories explain that organisations need to consider employees in 

totality (Zunker, 2002); work is only one part of life’s responsibilities. The theories 

discussed show that life roles are not only about scope (the number of life 

responsibilities) but also about layers such as age, skills, knowledge, motivation and 

experiences. Although most of the life role-related theories may be fragmented, 

lacking a solid empirical foundation and lacking the support of longitudinal studies, 
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they have highlighted the idea that a major life transition such as repatriation is 

multi-layered (Black & Stephens, 1989). 

 

The theories related to employees’ expectations are critical to understanding their 

eventual repatriation experiences and how they will learn to adjust and cope with 

the changes. As discussed earlier, the transition entailed in repatriation is a journey 

of psychological challenges because of the many unknowns. The expectation 

theories discussed here strongly advocate that organisations improve employment 

relationships and reduce transitional anxieties by helping employees to manage 

their repatriation expectations. 

 

The process of repatriation is to end the life lived in the host country and to start 

living in one’s home country. This change can ignite a sense of loss. However, 

depending on the purpose of change, the loss experienced may not always be 

negative. Repatriation is a multidimensional process. The repatriation process can 

affect employees’ expectations regarding changes to their professional and 

personal lives, and even people around them (Black, 1988). The success of 
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repatriation adjustment will depend on what individuals experience in the process 

and how they deal with these changes. Among the various theories of personal 

adjustments related to the transitional process of repatriation, Adler (1991) focuses 

on how employees’ attitudes affect transition. Feldman and Tompson (1993) focus 

on the new careers or jobs in the home country. Sussman (2001) and Berry (2019) 

focus on the repatriates’ cultural orientations. The accessibility of organisational 

and family support can support repatriation adjustment (Lindhares, 2008). 

Campbell’s (1990) theory of self-concept clarity explains the fight-or-flight response 

in an employee’s choice of coping strategy to deal with the repatriation transition. 

Research on transition psychology focuses on the process, but life role theories 

reflect the multidimensional perspectives of individuals. The discussion of 

expectations sets the stage for showing that repatriation experiences, cultural 

influences, personal attitudes, access to support and problem-solving approaches 

contribute to a repatriate’s choice of coping strategy. 

 

I see there is no all-inclusive approach to the study of employee repatriation. 

Although the theories linked to repatriation studies discussed here are 
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disconnected, and some may even lack depth, there is a need for a unified 

approach to the study of the repatriation experience. By linking the different 

theories related to repatriation, I believe a holistic approach will help us to 

understand better and describe repatriation experiences and coping behaviours ( 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  The focal point of this research will be to collect information from 

repatriates on their expectations, experiences, adaptations and how they manage 

their transitions in respect of their personal and unique circumstance. 
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Research questions 

The following research questions are designed in line with my research theoretical 

framework ( 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1). The aim of the study is to find out from repatriates who returned to 

Singapore: 

• How their repatriation experiences were affected by their expectations 

for their professional career (including work) and how they adjusted 

• How their repatriation experiences were affected by their expectations 

for their personal lives (including family) and how they adjusted 
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• How their repatriation experiences were affected by their expectations 

about their social (including political/spiritual) lives and how they 

adjusted. 

 

The objectives of the above research questions serve to understand both the scope 

and depth of transitional adjustments experienced. Since most of the existing 

repatriation studies were deductively conducted, they might not have included 

some elements important to repatriation experiences. I believe the research 

theoretical framework is enough to cover all the important aspects of lived 

adjustment experiences that matter to a repatriate. Much of the existing 

repatriation research conducted is unique to the country being studied, because 

much of the relevant experience occurs within a unique cultural context. For 

instance, MacDonald’s (2000) research was conducted in Canada. Other research 

has been done in South Africa (Steyn & Grant, 2007), Spain (Vidal, Valle, & Aragón, 

2010), Scandinavia (Kohonen, 2008), the United States (Sussman, 2011), New 

Zealand (Chaban, Williams et al., 2011) and Australia (Purnell & Hoban, 2014). 
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I have conducted this research within the Singaporean context. The knowledge 

gained in this research will contribute to the existing literature on repatriation and 

help individual repatriates and Singaporean companies to gain a better 

understanding of what repatriates go through in the re-entry process.  

 

Organisation of research proposal 

My research begins with a general inquiry regarding my concerns for Singapore 

expatriates who are repatriated having worked and lived overseas for a period. To 

improve the success of their adjusting back to Singapore, I needed to know what 

they experienced during the re-entry transition process. 

 

Review of the existing literature on repatriation to explore the various theoretical 

and conceptual foundations which my research questions are built on.  My 

literature search concentrates mainly on books and journal articles. Next, I will 

discuss the rationales for a qualitative approach and the research methodology. 

This is followed by the research method, which will include a description of the 
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target participants and how the data are collected and analysed. The study will 

highlight throughout the report, the strengths and limitations of the approaches 

adopted. The findings of my study are presented from the fifth chapter (page 153) 

onwards and are discussed in the context of the theoretical framework. The 

emergent of qualitative themes and related sub-themes are presented along with 

my viewpoints on the issues in discussion.  

 

Since the focus of my research is on employment repatriation back to Singapore, 

the findings and conclusions of my study will address a gap in the literature by 

revealing contemporary repatriation issues relating to international employment in 

the context of Singapore. Findings and recommendations for future practices are 

offered to businesses and aspiring expatriates, and I will close the report by 

addressing potential areas for future research. 
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2. Literature review 

There are several types of repatriates, depending on the reason for the initial 

expatriation. These include students, corporate employees, missionaries, and 

political sojourners (Navara & James, 2002; Dowling, Festing, & Engle, 2017). 

Sojourners are people who stay temporarily. The purpose of my research seeks to 

fill the gaps of literature in international employment by lending a voice for 

individuals who originally lived and worked in Singapore, and then were expatriated 

or decided to relocate to work and live abroad, followed by a return to Singapore 

to work and live. 

 

A search of the literature on international assignments found early research mainly 

on preventing failed expatriation of international employees (e.g., Tung 1998, 

Hiltrop & Janssens, 1990). In the 1990s researchers found that expatriates returning 

to their home countries can experience readjustment difficulties (e.g., Black and 

Gregersen 1991; Black, Gregersen & Mendenhall, 1992). Many of these research 

reported from the company’s perspectives, focusing on the how the policies, 



74 

 

74 

 

processes and repatriates might fulfil the needs of their employers (e.g., Baruch, 

Steele, & Quantrill, 2002; Baruch & Altman, 2002; Lazarova & Cerdin, 2007; Osman‐

Gani & Hyder, 2008). Many of such studies did not represent Asian repatriates as 

they are mainly reported from the perspectives of repatriate communities from 

North Americans and Europeans (e.g., Caligiuri, 2017; Anderson, 2001; Stahl & 

Cerdin,2004). Nonetheless, current research on the repatriation of international 

employees is still very scattered, although the topic is already gaining traction from 

the research communities (Knocke & Schuster, 2017). 

 

Expatriate employees are usually highly qualified individuals with international 

experience. Companies’ investment in expatriates is usually three to five times the 

annual cost of their local counterparts (Shaffer, Harrison, & Gilley, 1999; Caligiuri, 

2017). Expatriation assignments almost invariably end with repatriation back to 

home country (Brewster, 2016). Repatriation is critical in international human 

resource management but has always been treated like a stepchild (Solomon, 

1995).  It is common for management to assume that repatriates will not have any 

problems with their reintegration since they are coming back to where they 
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originally came from (Paik, Segaud, & Malinowski, 2002). Very few multi-national 

companies have formal repatriation plans in place, and less than 15% has proper 

repatriation policies (Brookfield Global Relocation Services 2015; Breitenmoser & 

Bader 2016) 

 

Recent studies highlighted that 29% of repatriates leave their companies within 

two years of repatriation (Vermond, 2001). A global mobility study reported that 

the turnover rate of repatriates within the first two years could range from 15% to 

70% (2014 Global Mobility Trend Survey, 2014). And this trend seems to be 

increasing as more and more multi-national companies saw an increase in the 

repatriation turnover (Brooksfield Global Relocation 2016).  

 

From a business perspective, repatriation turnover means that companies lose their 

investment in high-potential employees to competitors (Lazarova and Caligiuri, 

2001; Hung-Wen & Liu, 2006; Kraimer et al., 2012). Invaluable knowledge leaves 

with loss of these experienced international employees (Stroh, Gregersen, & Black, 

1998; Valk, 2019). Employees with international experiences are a good source of 
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social capital because they are likely to embrace broader perspectives on issues 

and are likely to have better interpersonal skills (Bossard & Peterson, 2005; Mäkelä, 

2007). A poorly managed repatriation process leaves the company with a bad 

reputation among its employees, who may then view overseas assignments 

negatively in terms of their professional career development (Black, Gregersen, & 

Mendenhall, 1992; Brewster & Scullion, 1997; Kraimer et al., 2012).  

 

Repatriation stress may be different for different groups of people (Cox, Khan & 

Armani, 2013). Women are expected to manage repatriation stress better than men 

since they are more motivated by internal values (Linehan & Scullion, 2002; 

Inceoglu et al., 2008). According to the research, in general, women feel less obliged 

to conform to traditional work roles and are more interested in building working 

relationships (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). Another group 

of interest is the middle-aged repatriates. On the contrary to the general belief that 

matured repatriates are looking forward to retirement, in fact, many people from 

this group desire to explore new opportunities to jumpstart their careers (Feldman, 

1991; Sullivan et al., 2003).  However, the middle-aged repatriates may experience 
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high stress on their reintegration because they are less motivated to learn new 

things (Inceoglu et al., 2008).  Repatriates who are less educated will experience 

high reintegration stress because they have low career mobility (Segers et al., 2008). 

 

Traditional careers movement since the industrial revolution is mainly hierarchy-

based, with employees expecting to move up the career ladders and compete for 

limited numbers of positions as they ascend (Rosenbaum, 1979; Townsend, 1970). 

However, employment relationships have since shifted due to several factors, 

including global economic competition, organisational restructuring, emphasis on 

non-work life roles, working on virtual space, and changing social forces promoting 

diversity in the workplace (Baruch, 2006). Globalisation and technology have 

allowed employees to become less location-dependent (Collings & Isichei, 2018). 

These trends have led to a rise of contingent employment and boundaryless career 

opportunities (Barley, Bechky, & Milliken, 2017); inevitably, this also means that 

work will come with less job security (Burchell, Ladipo, & Wilkinson, 2001; Sverke, 

Hellgren, & Näswall, 2002). 
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Many multi-national companies have started to develop local employees from host 

countries to take over jobs traditionally held by expatriates (Rong, 2006; Jacobini, 

2005). It is estimated that a company can easily save between 20% and 30% by 

developing local employees to take over these jobs (Rong, 2006). To satisfy the 

short-term mindset of businesses, variations of overseas work arrangements have 

emerged. For example, instead of deploying employees for long term overseas 

assignments, companies can hire career expatriates with host country knowledge 

to take on the jobs. Alternatively, companies can send employees on short-term 

assignments (Scullion, Collings, & Gunnigle, 2007), or just let employees commute 

on business travels (Baruch & Altman, 2002).  

 

As a result of fundamental changes to work arrangements, a new employment 

psychological contract has emerged, which allows individuals to drive their career 

growth beyond and across organisations (Briscoe & Finkelstein, 2009). A more 

recent study found that 65% of the expatriate jobs from Western countries were 

self-initiated (Doherty, Dickmann & Mills, 2011). Unlike most organisation 

expatriates, self-initiated expatriates usually must manage their repatriation, 
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including finding a new job on their return (Begley, Collings, & Scullion, 2008; 

Saxenian, 2005; Suutari & Brewster, 2000).  

 

These self-initiated expatriates are often characterised with a strong inclination to 

define their own career values and meaning of career success (Briscoe & Hall, 2006). 

They tend to embrace a boundaryless career concept (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994). 

The boundaryless career concept embraces career mobility, requiring adaptation, 

self-development, use of technology and the ability to build a robust professional 

network (Stahl, Miller, & Tung, 2002). Examples of boundaryless careers include 

freelance jobs, projects assignments or limited-term employment assignments. On 

international assignments, they may continuously change employers after the 

completion of each successive foreign assignments (Banai & Harry, 2006). Without 

the backing of an organisation, very often, assignment cessation leading to 

repatriation can be devastating for self-initiated expatriates because it is their 

preference to work abroad and they may not be ready to come back (Cerdin & Le 

Pargneux, 2010). In another study conducted by Cao, Hirschi and Deller (2013), 

found that a proactive career attitude is positively related to a self-initiated 
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expatriate’s career satisfaction and intention to stay in the host country. In their 

study, self-initiated expatriates (of mostly Chinese descent) in Germany knew that 

their assignments were temporary. Still, since they desired to assimilate, they 

exhibited embeddedness and commitment to Germany and the local culture.  

 

During the literature search, I realised that many organisations do not provide 

enough support to help repatriates in their transition (Andreason & Kinneer, 2005; 

Newton, Hutchings, & Kabanoff, 2007; Hyder & Lövblad, 2007). The existing 

empirical studies may be too complicated - trying to include all variables and 

dimensions (Black, Gregersen, & Mendenhall, 1992; Vidal, Valle, & Aragón, 2010; 

Oddou, Osland & Blakeney, 2009). Some empirical studies are instead too simplistic 

- focusing only on a single critical perspective (Herman & Tetrick, 2009; Sussman, 

2001). 

 

The Institute of Policy Studies in Singapore reported that there is a steady growth 

of Singaporeans living overseas, making up to 6% of Singapore’s population (“More 
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S’poreans overseas, but brain drain concerns dissipate”, n.d.). The news article also 

indicated that 85% of these overseas Singaporeans intend to return home 

eventually.  There is also a pressing need for individuals to understand how to 

manage employment repatriation effectively as more international employees are 

likely to experience repatriation. Changes in the economic, social, and political 

arena have been hostile towards global employment (Hai, 2005; Saleh, 2015; Lee, 

2019). While the traditional long-term organization expatriation remains important 

in international jobs, it has become less dominant as more companies turn to 

shorter-term alternatives (Salleh & Koh, 2013). There is a growing trend of 

discontentment among host country nationals against foreigners for taking their 

jobs (Yan, 2017; Hoban, 2017; ADVChina, 2018).  Backshoring of businesses also 

threatens more jobs to be repatriated (Ancarani, Di Mauro, & Mascali, 2019).  

 

Research on the challenges of international employment repatriation has been 

mainly written from the company’s perspective – without understanding what the 

repatriates really want.  Most of the research lacked conceptual underpinning 

because most of them are quantitatively conducted using frequency statistics and 
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cross-sectional data analysis (Tharenou, 2010).  Employment repatriation for either 

organization expatriates or self-initiated expatriates has their own set of challenges. 

Since international assignments often last several years, companies and personal 

values, needs, and expectations may change by the time they are required to be 

repatriated (Andreason & Kinneer, 2005). Due to the changing landscape in 

international employment, the success of repatriation can no longer be measured 

on the turnover rates of repatriates. The success of repatriation should include 

consideration of the experiences of repatriates on the ease of reintegration back 

to the home country, in meeting life’s expectations, on the level of general 

acceptance, and feeling of security. 

 

My study contributes to an important gap in the current research to understand 

from Singapore’s perspectives of repatriation, the voices of individuals who 

experienced it. There is a silent urgency for us to understand more about the 

experiences of Singapore repatriates, whether sent by their employers or self-

initiated, they need to be heard.  Hearing only from the company’s perspective is 

not enough, especially, for those who embrace boundaryless career option.  
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Figure 10. Contributions to knowledge gaps. 

 

 

In the previous chapter, I reviewed the major theories and models related to 

employment repatriation that can help to illuminate the major issues behind this 

phenomenon. The literature review has expounded the emergence of self-initiated 

expatriates and confirmed the theoretical framework.  The literature review has 

further shown the need to hear from the individual’s voices, to redefine repatriation 

success and affirms that we need to know how well Singapore repatriates are 
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adjusting.  Figure 10 shows the potential contributions to the knowledge to manage 

employee repatriation. 
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3. Methodology 

In this chapter, I offer a comprehensive explanation of the research design, the 

method of my investigation and the research process, and I explain with theoretical 

justifications for the qualitative research approach I employed. I also address the 

choice of participants, the interview process, the approach to analysis and 

interpretation of results, the limitations of the study and how I manage the 

credibility of this study. 

 

Research design 

There is currently very little existing academic literature on this subject, especially 

in the Singaporean context (Osman-Gani & Hyder, 2008). I was an international 

assignee for three years before I was repatriated. As a researcher, I would like to 

explain that my professional and personal experiences have led me to believe that 

repatriation is predominantly a negative experience. But as a senior corporate 

employee, I did not articulate my displeasure because I thought it might make me 

look weak and demanding. As I work in the functional area of human resources, I 
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frequently encounter frustrated repatriates. Of all the expatriates I have managed, 

none were happy to be repatriated. In a few instances, they would have preferred 

to resign and look for another job that would allow them to stay in the foreign 

land. The expatriates I worked with were usually repatriated without a thoughtfully 

planned job waiting for them in their home country. Since expatriates typically 

receive handsome relocation allowance and perks, it may be difficult for them to 

accept repatriation because they would no longer be eligible for the extra income 

back home. 

 

As a senior human resource executive, I got to experience and witness many 

problems associated with expatriate repatriation. I am concerned to have observed 

that companies generally do not have enough interest to understand the feelings 

and struggles of repatriates (both organisational and self-initiated expatriates) 

during their adjustment process upon re-entry. Negative repatriation experiences 

can germinate displeasure and eventually become a justification to speak against 

employers for lack of care for their needs. To truly understand the issue faced by 

repatriates, it is necessary to harness the personal experiences of repatriates using 
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a research methodology that can achieve a deeper understanding of their lived 

experiences. 

 

Figure 11. My research design. 

 

 

It is from this evolving understanding of repatriation that I developed the research 

approach Figure 11. The intention of my research design is to link my research aim, 

objectives, methodology, data collection, analysis and inferences coherently to 

reflect the expectations, experiences and adaptation efforts of repatriation. 
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Research philosophy 

The purpose of the proposed study is to gain an in-depth understanding of the 

repatriation experiences of employees who have worked in a foreign country and 

have subsequently repatriated to live and work in Singapore. The study will 

specifically examine how these people managed their transition process. 

 

The intention of my study guides the design of this research—to understand from 

the analysis the interpretations and subjective meanings participants have formed 

regarding their repatriation experiences. As a result, these meanings were 

multitudinous and varied.  The focus of the research is to show the complex and 

multidimensional views of repatriates. My research interest was also to investigate 

how people with complex roles and responsibilities prepared, coped, and adjusted 

during their transitions. 

 

Epistemologically, this research is qualitative. Creswell and Clark (2017) explain that 

qualitative research is suitable for research problems in which the variables are 
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unknown and need to be explored. A qualitative approach is ideal for my study 

since it is concerned with the complexity of a socially constructed nature of reality. 

My study approach is interpretive. I believe that people create (or construct) the 

social world (Williamson, 2002). I seek to understand how social experience is 

formed and given meaning. The fieldwork for collecting data was conducted in 

real-world settings – allowing information to unfold naturally. The data collected 

was then deductively analysed. 

 

Constructivism paradigm 

For this study, I have adopted an interpretivist-constructivist approach to 

understanding repatriates’ perceptions, values and beliefs, and the meanings they 

have constructed around their repatriation experiences. Constructivism is one of 

the many interpretivist paradigms claiming that people actively construct new 

knowledge as they interact with the environment (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). 

Constructivists believe that meaning is imposed on the world by people and that 

knowledge and truth are not discovered but created in mind (Von Glasersfeld, 
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1989). People develop concepts, theories, models and systems to make sense of a 

complex and perplexing world, and these are continuously tested and improved as 

new knowledge is accepted (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). 

 

I intended to draw on both personal (Kelly, 1991) and social construct (Berger, 

1976) theories for this research. In personal constructivist theory, people make 

sense of the world on an individual basis (Kelly, 1991), and people should be 

understood from their perspectives (Dervin & Nilan, 1986). The social constructivist 

theory emphasises the development of shared meanings through social processes 

involving people, language, culture, and religion (Schwandt, 2000). Shared 

meanings are not developed in isolation but are affected by a shared culture, which 

includes understandings, practices, languages, religions, and values. Hence, I believe 

that when the research participants shared their repatriation experiences with their 

colleagues back in Singapore, it was likely that some shared meanings emerged 

and that the patterns would be useful in considering how to improve the 

management of such experiences (Williamson & Manaszewicz, 2002). The research 
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set out to discover consensus in meanings that were commonly shared by 

participants as well as the dissonance. 

 

I approached the study by attempting to portray the multiple voices or perceptions 

about the study’s focal issues through the findings from my research reports. I have 

also liberally included quotes from the participants. I tried to be fully open to the 

stories and responses of the research participants, but I do not claim that my 

research findings are the objective truth. Instead, they are constructed from 

interactions between the researcher and the research participants (Charmaz, 2014). 

 

It is important for this research that the analysis is reliable and valid (Creswell, 

2014). Patton (2015) argues that one must be careful to avoid imposition on other 

people's (including the researcher’s) experiences onto the interpretations. But 

Denzin (1989) recommended for researchers to bracket out all personal 

experiences, personal prejudices and any presuppositions. The purpose of 

bracketing is to ensure data is protected in its pure form - so that the data remain 

uncontaminated by outside intrusions. However, more pragmatically, Giorgi (1970) 
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argues that it is quite unlikely for a researcher to act objectively. Hence, the 

researcher will play a part in the construction of the narrative. In other words, 

research without presupposition is impossible to interpret (Osborne, 1996). 

Heidegger (1996) claimed that a person cannot identify findings without reference 

to one's background understanding and that every encounter involves an 

interpretation influenced by an individual’s background or history. 

 

My experience of repatriation became the foundation and motivation for me to 

conduct this research. As such, I become a fundamental part of the research.  I am 

both a study participant and an interpreter of my research participants’ responses 

(Giorgi, 1970). It is also inevitable that my understanding of repatriation would be 

affected by the perspectives I have while conducting the literature search on 

employee repatriation.  
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Data collection 

I used an ethnographic technique framed within the constructivist paradigm 

(Williamson, 2006) to explore and generate in-depth perceptions, meanings, and 

experiences of the research participants. The key data collection method was one-

on-one interviews. However, field observations and examination of the non-invasive 

company and individual data were also incorporated to support the findings 

(Williamson, 2006). 

 

An in-depth interview is a qualitative research tool that can be used to find out 

what research participants think and feel about the subject of discussion according 

to their own world view (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). In-depth interviews is less structure 

and cover only a few issues but in much greater detail (Britten, 1995). For the 

interview process in my research, I used open-ended questions to allow participants 

to respond in their own words (Creswell & Clark, 2017). I used an interview topic 

guide (Appendix A–interview guide) with a list of broad and open-ended 

questions (Fontana & Frey, 2000). The interview topic guide was designed to ask 
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about past experiences in the host country and then about the process of moving 

back to Singapore, followed by questions relating to reintegration in Singapore. 

My interest was in the process of repatriation and reintegration. Still, I always 

started the interviews by bringing the interviewees back to how they landed the 

overseas jobs and their experiences in the host countries because it helped them 

to recall and piece together the stories leading to their eventual repatriation. When 

required, I would utilise prompts found in the interview topic guide to encourage 

interviewees to talk about or to expand on an issue (Emmel, 2013). 

 

According to Reissman (1993), it is useful to ask questions that open issues, 

allowing respondents to construct narratives that are meaningful to them. In 

addition to addressing the research questions, the interview topic guide also raises 

questions on perspectives relating to the research theoretical framework. As the 

interviewer, I had the responsibility of activating narrative production (Gubrium & 

Holstein, 1997)—that is, to engage the narrators to understand the significance of 

their narratives, the key turning points and the underlying conflicts and activities 

that led to resolutions. Since some of the interviewees had returned three to five 
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years ago, I usually led my research participants on the topics of interest. They 

were invited to tell me about the topics by recounting their experiences or by 

giving me their opinions, feelings, and understandings. I continued to probe the 

research participants for more information or for clarifications based on what they 

shared with me. The interviews aimed to help me to understand the major points 

of each research participant’s narrative and how the information compared to the 

testimonies of the other participants and the theoretical concepts underpinning the 

research (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 

 

The use of an in-depth one-on-one interview approach was suitable for my 

research since repatriation is a sensitive issue, and there was a need to build trust 

in the interviewees (Schwandt, 2001). My use of an interview topic guide was 

beneficial for the first few interview sessions. For the later interview sessions, I only 

used the interview topic guide as a prompt to ensure I covered all major areas. I 

never asked every question in the interview topic guide because that would have 

been too restrictive, and it was important for me to establish rapport with my 
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research participants. Brinkmann (2013) referred to interviews as a process in which 

two parties seek knowledge and understanding in a conversation. 

 

I wanted to avoid the interviews becoming exchanges of views. Instead, I tried to 

embrace the spirit of narration by allowing my interviewees to tell me their side of 

their stories (Riessman, 1993; Czarniawska, 2016). Dialectical exchanges between a 

researcher and participants may lead to the discovery of the significance and 

meaning of lived experiences that may not have been apparent to the participants 

before the process (Sennett, 2010). The achievement of this epiphany is significant 

to the narrative study because it encapsulates the realisation of personal 

experiences from a new and deeper perspective (Hawkins, 1997). Gadamer (1998) 

uses a cycle of action and reflective interpretation of human relations to explain 

the need for self-reflexivity. Hence, I constantly reminded myself to be aware of 

what I was experiencing and to gain an understanding of these experiences (Hertz, 

1997). 
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To successfully handle the in-depth interviews, I tried to become aware of my 

feelings and their impact on my thinking and then to adjust what I was doing and 

saying at that time. I needed to consciously defer my expressions when confused, 

impatient or upset so that I could compose myself and find suitable approaches to 

communicate with my interviewees as the situation called for (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009). 

 

Since I was also a repatriate, I raised issues that concerned me but had not yet 

been shared by the participants. This became a problem during the interview 

process because I tended to be impatient at times for the answers to be shared. 

As such, I found myself answering some of my questions for my interviewees. 

Having realised this weakness, I managed to improve by withholding myself and 

allowing time for the research participants to process my questions. 

 

With permission from the participants, I documented both verbal and observable 

experiences on paper and through audio recordings (McLeod, 2011). The data 

generated was in the form of field notes and voice recordings that were transcribed. 
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My field notes included the interviewees’ body language, changes in tone, signs of 

moral dilemma and any significant demonstration of emotion. These records were 

important to remind me of the non-verbal content that I encountered during the 

interview process. To hide the identities of the participants, the transcriber did not 

have the full names of the participants and was required to sign a letter of 

undertaking for non-disclosure (Appendix B–letter of undertaking). 

 

The time and place of each face-to-face interview were decided on by both the 

interviewer and the participants. Ambient noise in cafés was notorious in reducing 

the quality of the recordings. In one recording, a few seconds were cut off for an 

unknown reason. I relied on my field notes for reference. I reviewed and corrected 

all transcriptions and updated the transcriptions with field notes where necessary. 

I sent transcriptions to the participants for them to review and provide feedback. 

 

Besides interviews, I also collected demographic data. The demographic data were 

collected using either a pre-interview survey form or participants’ curricula vitae. 

Most participants preferred not to fill in the pre-interview survey form because it 
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was cumbersome—they had to print, fill in and sign the form. They sent me their 

curriculum vitae instead. Many participants were professionals, and I could search 

for their curriculum vitae which was available on LinkedIn or their professional 

websites. 

 

Since the personal stakes in repatriation experiences were high, I expected to have 

difficulty getting participants to share their experiences within one interview sitting 

(Brinkmann, 2013). Therefore, I initially encouraged participants to discuss their 

views anonymously in an online focus group, but this did not materialise because 

all initial participants preferred to limit their participation to only one face-to-face 

interview session. However, all participants agreed to review a copy of their 

interview transcript and agreed to let me contact them for clarifications. 

 

Sampling 

This is an in-depth study of human experiences, so my target sample have to lived 

through repatriation experiences (Patton, 2002). 
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The criterion sampling method was chosen to select cases that met a set of 

predetermined criteria (Sandelowski, 1995). Specifically, the research aimed to 

interview Singaporean residents who had been relocated overseas to work for at 

least one year and been repatriated for not more than five years. The one-year 

minimum length of residence overseas was necessary to allow for a sufficient 

degree of acculturation to happen.  The requirement for maximum repatriation 

period of five years was to ensure participants had had enough time to reintegrate, 

but their repatriation experiences remained relatively fresh in their minds. Finally, 

not more than two of the research subjects are to come from the same 

organisation—to provide a range of contexts and to reduce the chances of literal 

replication. 

 

When Sussman (2002) tested the cultural identity model on 113 Americans who 

had relocated to Japan and were then repatriated, the average sojourn in Japan 

was 27 months, with a range of between 6 months to 6 years. At the time of the 
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study, the research participants had been repatriated for an average of two-and-a-

half years, with a period range of between 1 month to 12 years. 

 

Individuals undergoing significant changes in life events may take between 

6 months and two years—or sometimes longer—to complete the transition phase 

(Young & Lockhart, 1995). The speed of the transition can be affected by what the 

individual perceive the change to be, access to support, the locus of control, past 

experiences, and how these combine to affect their anticipation of future events 

(Adams & Spencer, 1988). 

 

Initially, my participant recruitment plan depended on mobility consultants to 

provide referrals. However, this approach risked resulting in non-random 

representation in the sample gathered and risked bias in the information gathered 

from participants from similar backgrounds (Kalton & Graham, 1983). Another risk 

of using only referrals was that the researcher might not be able to confirm the 

authenticity of the participants believed to match the criteria (Goodman, 1961). 

 



102 

 

102 

 

Having considered the weaknesses of using referrals, an alternative was to identify 

samples directly from companies in Singapore. I intended to approach general 

managers (or someone with equivalent authority) of randomly selected companies 

of various sizes and various industries that had international business activities. 

However, after approaching several companies, this approach only resulted in 

one reply. 

 

I finally decided to use social media and social networking platforms to recruit my 

research participants. I sent a message to introduce myself and my research 

through LinkedIn, Facebook and the various Singapore club contacts on the 

Overseas Singaporean website (Overseas Singaporean Resources). Instead of 

approaching companies, I found that it was more fruitful to approach repatriates 

directly. By this approach, it had become a convenient method of sampling guided 

by a set of basic criteria. The advantage of this approach was that it was simple 

and effective. However, since communication on social media was informal, I had 

some difficulty determining at the sampling stage those who met the criteria of 

having lived and worked abroad for at least one year and having been repatriated 
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for not more than five years. As a result, three of the invited research candidates 

(whom I met in person) did not qualify for the study. This approach helped recruit 

the majority of the eligible research participants. 

 

Also, I approached people directly at professional events by explaining the research 

I was doing and asking directly for their participation or their referrals of suitable 

candidates for me to approach. 

 

I sent an official invitation to all potential candidates for the research (Appendix 

C–invitation to participate). If they agreed to participate, I sent them a copy of 

the consent form (Appendix D–consent forms in English, Mandarin and Malay 

languages). Most candidates I approached who agreed to participate was happy to 

meet up in person, but some asked to sign the consent form only when we met. 

Most participants refused to complete the pre-interview forms because they 

deemed it too invasive and too cumbersome.  
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Sample size & demography 

Sample size 

There is no standard sample size in qualitative research. However, the key to 

attaining the right sample size is to achieve saturation of findings (Marshall et al., 

2013). Data saturation means that bringing in new research participants will not 

contribute additional meaningful information to the research (Boddy, 2016); in 

other words, new categories or themes stop emerging from the information 

collected. 

 

The proposed sample size for qualitative research was 30 participants to match the 

research criteria of this study (Griffin & Hauser, 1993). This number was 

corroborated by DePaulo (2011), who recommended sample size of 30 for 

qualitative research. The sample size will ensure that at least one participant would 

contribute an opinion not likely to come from 90% of the sample, thus reducing 

the risk missing a potentially important insight for the research. Marshall et al. 

(2013) found that the ideal number of interviews for grounded theory qualitative 

studies was between 20 and 30, and for case studies between 15 and 30 interviews. 
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However, the ultimate sample size may be adjusted up or down based on 

theoretical saturation (Creswell & Clark, 2017). Unlike a quantitative study, a 

qualitative study does not seek to generalise results. Hence, a qualitative study 

does not require a large sample size. Even though I started with a target sample 

size of 30, as the findings were collected and analysed, new themes stopped 

emerging at about the 17th/18th interview. Consequently, I was satisfied to stop at 

20 interviews because I had yielded enough depth for my study (Emmel, 2013). The 

focus of my research was to study the uniqueness of the personalised stories of 

the research participants, and I believed this sample size was adequate to answer 

my research questions. 

 

I adopted a purposive sampling approach to select samples of informants who 

could meet my research criteria (Lyon & Hardesty, 2005). Bernard (2017) explained 

that the number of informants was not critical if the subjects interviewed could 

provide the required information. Seidler (1974) found that a minimum of 

five informants may be adequate to provide rich and reliable data. Since my 

research topic was very personal and required me to delve very deeply into each 
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narrative, having to work on too many samples might adversely affect the quality 

of the interpretive outcome (Dukes, 1984). Several qualitative studies on 

repatriation reported sample sizes of less than 10. These include: 

 

• MacDonald (2000)—eight participants 

• Russo (2007)—seven participants 

• Lindhares (2008)—eight participants 

 

I am satisfied that the 20 participants provided me with an adequate array of 

profiles within the sampling criteria—especially in terms of age, gender, industries, 

motivation and length of overseas experience. 

 

While the data collected was still fresh in my mind, I started coding them 

immediately after each interview (Maxwell, 2012). Even in the early stages of 

research, I could detect when new categories, themes or explanations stopped 

emerging from the new data collected. When this occurred, it meant the new data 

collected would no longer offer any additional insight to address the research 
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question, indicating that the sample size had reached a level of theoretical 

saturation (Emmel, 2013). 

 

The demographic and overseas appointment information of respondents are 

organised in Table 1.  All the names of the research participants have been changed 

to protect their privacy. The findings will be presented according to these assigned 

names instead of their actual names. The information provided by the participants 

was cross-checked against their curricula vitae or professional websites. The 

curricula vitae were either provided by the participants or downloaded from 

publicly accessible platforms such as LinkedIn. 

 

Demography 

Six of the 20 repatriates were female. The ages of the 20 research participants 

ranged from the 20s to the 60s. Some respondents were not comfortable providing 

their actual age, so I indicated the 30s or 40s. Only one participant, Rhianna, was 

not a citizen or permanent resident of Singapore. However, she was working in 

Singapore and holds a Singapore working visa at the time of the interview. Most 
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participants had completed some tertiary education; of these, five had diploma 

qualifications, which are considered a lower form of tertiary qualification in 

Singapore. One had a PhD qualification, which was the highest qualification among 

the participants. Only one participant did not have any tertiary education. 

 

Table 1. Research participants’ demographic and assignment information. 
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1 Mario LinkedIn Male 40s Degree 
Singapore 
resident 

China Single 
Organisational 

expatriate 
2.5 

years 
1 year 

Company-
led Career 

plan 

2 Yusuf LinkedIn Male 40s Master’s 
Singapore 
resident 

China Single 
Organisational 

expatriate 
4 

years 
1 year 

Company-
led Career 

plan 

3 Jacky Referral Male 30s PHD 
Singapore 
resident 

America Couple 
Organisational 

expatriate 
7 

years 
<1 

year 

Company-
led Career 

plan 

4 Rhianna Referral Female 20s Degree 
On work 

visa 
UK/China Single 

Organisational 
expatriate 

2 
years 

<1 
year 

Company-
led Career 

plan 

5 Romeo Facebook Male 30s Degree 
Singapore 
resident 

UK Family 
Organisational 

expatriate 
3 

years 
1 year 

Company-
led Career 

plan 

6 Peter Facebook Male 40s Degree 
Singapore 
resident 

Indonesia Single 
Organisational 

expatriate 
5 

years 
<1 

year 
For family 

7 Daniel 
Social 

network 
Male 30s Master’s 

Singapore 
resident 

China Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
with a job 

2 
years 

<1 
year 

Self-led 
career plan 

8 Jane Facebook Female 40s PHD 
Singapore 
resident 

Europe Family 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
with a job 

10 
years 

<1 
year 

For family 
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9 Carol Facebook Female 40s Master’s 
Singapore 
resident 

Hong 
Kong 

Family 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
with job 

18 
years 

5 
years 

For family 

10 Zen 
Social 

Network 
Male 40s Degree 

Singapore 
resident 

China Single 
Self-initiated 

expatriate 
5 

years 
5 

years 
Self-led 

career plan 
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repatriated 
with a job 

11 Sophie Referral Female 40s Diploma 
Singapore 
resident 

China Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
with a job 

7 
years 

5 
years 

New career 
opportunity 

12 Jeremy 
Social 

network 
Male 50s Diploma 

Singapore 
resident 

Indonesia Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

2 
years 

1 year 
Business 

downturn 

13 Derrick 
Social 

network 
Male 40s Master’s 

Singapore 
resident 

Qatar Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

2 
years 

1 year 
Marriage 

issue 

14 Randy Facebook Male 60s None 
Singapore 
resident 

Indonesia Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

6 
years 

4 
years 

Conflict at 
work 

15 Shawn LinkedIn Male 60s Diploma 
Singapore 
resident 

Indonesia Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

>20 
years 

<1 
year 

Business 
downturn 

16 Sidney LinkedIn Male 50s Diploma 
Singapore 
resident 

China Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

10 
years 

2 
years 

Business 
downturn 

17 Terry LinkedIn Male 40s Master’s 
Singapore 
resident 

Qatar Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

1.5 
years 

1 year 
Assignment 
completion 

18 Faelyn 
Social 

network 
Female 30s Degree 

Singapore 
resident 

China Couple 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

2 
years 

<1 
year 

Business 
downturn 

19 Kenny 
Social 

network 
Male 40s Master’s 

Singapore 
resident 

Indonesia Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

3 
years 

<1 
year 

Business 
downturn 

20 Laurie Referral Female 40s Diploma 
Singapore 
resident 

China Single 

Self-initiated 
expatriate 

repatriated 
without a job 

8 
years 

<2 
years 

Conflict at 
work 

 

The ‘Source’ column in Table 1 refers to how I found the research participants. 

‘Facebook’ refers to people who responded to my advertisement on Facebook to 

participate in the research. There were five participants sourced from Facebook. 

‘LinkedIn’ refers to people who responded to my advertisement on LinkedIn to 



110 

 

110 

 

participate in the research. There were five participants sourced from LinkedIn. 

‘Social network’ refers to people fitting my research criteria whom I happened to 

meet. There were five participants sourced from my social network. ‘Referral’ means 

they were referred to me by people I approached via Facebook, LinkedIn or my 

social network. There were four participants from this source. 

 

‘Repatriation family unit’ tracks the type of family nucleus repatriated. Many of the 

research participants were relocated based on single status, meaning that they may 

have been married and had families, but were relocated alone without 

accompanying spouses or family members. Many of the married research 

participants preferred to relocate alone to avoid loss of employment for their 

spouse and disturbing their children’s education. Since the duration of relocation 

was usually two years, it was not practical to make too many sacrifices to move. 

Cost may have been one reason why companies encouraged employees to be 

relocated unaccompanied. One research participant went as a single but was 

repatriated as a couple. One research participant relocated as a couple but returned 

as a family. One research participant relocated as a single but returned as a family. 
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It seems that the longer they remained posted overseas, the more likely their 

nucleus was to have expanded. 

 

‘Category’ classifies the research participants into two distinct groups. One group, 

the ‘organisational expatriates’, refers to employees of companies who were 

relocated by their companies to work and live in another country. This group of 

people had depended on their Singapore employers’ expatriate programs and 

knew they would be required to return to Singapore after their assignment ended. 

The other group, the ‘self-initiated expatriates’, were participants who worked 

overseas through direct employment by overseas companies. Alternatively, they 

might have been hired by a Singaporean company to work at their overseas units 

but did not expect to become attached to the Singaporean company after they 

completed their overseas assignments. I have classified the self-initiated expatriates 

into those who repatriated with jobs and those who repatriated without jobs. The 

traditional organisational expatriate model (where employees were sent as 

expatriates to work overseas) exists among the research participants, but a large 

proportion of the research participants chose to work overseas. The main research 
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findings will be explained according to these classifications to identify similarities 

and dissimilarities in their repatriation experiences.  

 

‘Length overseas’ refers to the continuous period as an expatriate overseas, even 

though they might have changed employers or moved to another host country 

before being repatriated to Singapore. This consideration is necessary since some 

research participants switched between a few jobs in their careers as expatriates. 

Since the length of time away from the home country affects the experience of 

repatriation, I considered this information in my analytical process. 

 

70% of the research participants interviewed had returned to Singapore for a year 

or less. Only two out of 20 came back five years prior. Eight out of 14 participants 

indicated that they had been given some form of written company guideline on 

repatriation. However, these guidelines varied in adequacy of coverage. 

 

‘Repatriated since’ refers to the period between the point of repatriation and when 

the research interview was conducted. Of the 20 interviewees, 14 had been 
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repatriated less than a year ago when interviewed. The longest gap was capped at 

five years, which follows the theory of recency in memory recall - whereby people 

are better at recalling more recent memories (Kahana & Miller, 2013). 

 

The “Reasons leading to repatriation” refers to the triggers that led to starting the 

repatriation process. Of the 20 interviewees, five were repatriated according to their 

companies’ guided career plan, and three repatriated led by their personal choice 

for career growth.  One was repatriated because he had completed his overseas 

assignment. One was repatriated due to issue with his marriage. Two were 

repatriated due to conflicts at work. Three decided to repatriate for the sake of 

their families, and five repatriated due to the business downturn. 

‘Business downturn’ refers to adverse changes in the business climate being 

unfavourable to the employment situation of the candidate. The practice of 

expatriate employment is extremely sensitive to business downturns since 

expatriates are inevitably more expensive to maintain (Csizmar, 2011). In some 

instances, such adverse changes resulted in the termination of employment. In 
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others, the research participants chose to repatriate to look for better employment 

opportunities.  

 

Method of inquiry 

My study aims to synthesise the narratives of individuals who have been repatriated 

to Singapore after spending an extended period living and working overseas. I 

followed the interpretive-constructive perspective of my research by using the 

narrative as a method of understanding human interaction and social behaviour 

from the participants’ perspectives. A constructivist paradigm embraces multiple 

realities and acknowledges that knowledge is socially constructed by individuals 

based on their idiosyncratic experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Therefore, my 

approach sought to enhance multiple meanings rather than to achieve certainty 

and generalisation (Barone, 2001; Riessman, 2008). Through narrative analysis, 

stories were collected and organised by laying out and making sense of the texts 

within a social and cultural context (Bamberg & Andrews 2004). 

 



115 

 

115 

 

The importance of narratives lies in their ability to reveal the perspectives of 

participants, thus providing a microanalytic view of human experiences (Creswell, 

2012). Reissman (1993) explained that there is a natural inclination for people to 

tell stories—hence, even in a straightforward interview, people would breaking into 

multiple stories from a topic. 

 

Narratives are based on participants’ recalling of memories of their personal 

experiences (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000; Bruner, 1990). In social settings, people 

narrate their lives in a broad sense, by positioning characters in space and time in 

the form of a story (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004). People explain their personal 

experiences by constructing meanings to make sense or discover their own 

identities in the stories they tell (Bamberg & Andrews 2004). A story is usually told 

because it has a significance to the narrator and is organised along a causal of the 

sequence of events: beginning, middle and end (Denzin, 1989). 

 

The philosopher Clark (1997) argued that knowledge is useless unless it is 

communicated. Clark and Chalmers (1998) further considered that second-hand 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andy_Clark
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information from narratives and the original information from memories are 

cognitively indistinguishable. Hence, in theory, narratives are an effective and 

powerful method of transferring knowledge and that knowledge itself is considered 

meaningful and worthy of knowing even for only one person. 

 

Wolters (2014) wrote that language is not a product of social constructivism but 

that it does in fact, affect social reality. People use language to label things and 

make things happen. For example, the Bible says that God spoke the world into 

existence. Foucault (1982) pointed out in his discourse analysis that not all people 

have equal power to name things, so it is important to consider who is doing the 

narration, who they are narrating to and why. 

 

Narrative inquiry 

Narrative inquiry was initially developed in the field of education (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2000). It was later adopted into other fields, especially those in social 

science research, due to the recognition of language in constructing reality through 
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stories (Creswell 2012). Narrative analysis is a powerful tool for researchers to 

obtain a deep understanding of how people organise and make meaning from 

events in their lives (Polkinghorne, 1995). It is useful for studying the impact of 

social structures on an individual and how these relate to self-identity and salient 

relationships in life such as those with spouses, family members, colleagues and 

friends (Bloom, 2002). Narrative inquiry is used in both basic and applied research, 

including in disciplines such as anthropology, autobiography, biographical study, 

feminism, gay studies, information technology, life history, medicine, nursing, oral 

history semiotics, personal experience stories, philosophy, psychology and 

sociology, (Creswell, 2012; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998). 

 

Narrative analysis 

Narrative analysis is the method used to interpret texts in story form (Riessman, 

2008). Narrative inquiry accepts that an individual’s knowledge can be expressed 

in stories and that stories can be told, recorded and learnt from (Frye, 2002). 

Although interest in narrative inquiry started in 1990, according to Polkinghorne 
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(1988), narrative analysis as a method can be traced back to hermeneutics, 

formalism, criticism and structuralism. However, efforts to hone the skill of 

interpreting stories have led to many conflicts among social scientists. This is 

because these methods only focus on texts and had probably neglected to consider 

the narrator’s motivation and the broader contextual environment (Czarniawska, 

2004).  The contextual environment such as historical, social and interactional 

(dialogical) contexts can affect the meaning of a story  (Andrews et al., 2013). 

 

Narrative analysis is known as an interdisciplinary field because many of the tools 

used are borrowed from other disciplines such as linguistics, the humanities and 

literature studies (Reissman, 1993; Cortazzi, 2014). Thus, narrative analysis is very 

versatile; researchers can pick from many types of analytical methods depending 

on the requirements of the research question (Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2019). 

Therefore, there are no general rules or guidelines on data collection or techniques 

for analysis (Reissman, 1993; Cortazzi, 2014). I will introduce the narrative 

approaches that influenced me in choosing my method of narrative analysis. 
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a. Content approach 

Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber (1998) separate approaches to narrative analysis 

either holistically or by category and subdivide each approach by either content or 

structure (Figure 12). 

 

Figure 12 The four quadrants of narrative approach 

 

Source: Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber (1998) 

 

The holistic-content approach focuses on the content of stories. The focus is to 

capture the contents of each section (either by sentence or by paragraph) of a 

story. The contents of these sections are constantly read along with the rest of the 

story, including the context of the story in its entirety. The categorical–content 

Holistic -
content

Categorical 
- content

Holistic -
form

Categorical

- form
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approach requires the analysis of texts extracted from the narratives, which are 

classified into a set of pre-defined categories. 

 

Reissman (2008) approaches content analysis by focusing directly on what is being 

said. She calls this thematic analysis. This approach is guided by the purpose of the 

research considering an earlier theory or theoretical framework to interpret the 

narratives. When theorising the research outcome, the investigator keeps the story 

whole (beginning, middle and end) and does not break narrative accounts into 

thematic categories. A story in the narrative (as the unit of analysis) may refer to 

an episode (a selected segment of texts collected) and not necessarily a 

biographical account (the entire text). 

 

A story may flow by advancing towards betterment, it may worsen and lead to a 

decline, or it may remain stable and not have any dramatic changes. Often, 

narratives are not shared chronologically, so the investigator must organise relevant 

episodes into a sequential order to make the stories understandable (as a 

temporally continuous plot). The underlying assumptions of demonstrative stories 
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are identified (interpreted for meanings and functions), coded, compared and 

grouped into themes. 

 

b. Structural or form approach 

The categorical–form approach (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber,1998) analyses 

the linguistic style used by the narrator, such as by identifying the use of 

metaphors, semantics, syntax and phonetics of speech and non-speech sounds. 

The holistic–form approach focuses on the plot or structure adopted in a story. A 

narrative analyst would be interested in understanding the genre of the story and 

identifying its main trajectories, including the climax and turning points which form 

the building blocks of the entire story. Christopher Booker (2005) identified 

seven story plots: comedy, new birth, overcoming the monsters, rags to riches, the 

quest, tragedy, and voyage and return. 

 

Riessman (2008) approaches structural analysis by looking at how narratives are 

organised (the story plots or the overarching story form) to serve the purpose of 

the narrators. Not all interlocutors are similarly competent in using language to 
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express their stories, so in structural analysis, the focus is on how it is told rather 

than on what is being told. 

 

The structural approach delves into the syntactic and prosodic dimensions of how 

a narrative is structured and what each clause contributes to the overall purpose 

(Bamberg, 1997). Riessman (2008) cautioned that re-storying (that is, making 

fragmented narrative accounts whole, coherent and understandable) in structural 

analysis requires an understanding of social, linguistic and cognitive science. 

However, I found Labov and Waletzky’s (2006) template of evaluation model very 

helpful for re-storying because it organises texts cohesively into six elements of 

narrative content that form the whole story (Figure 13). This approach is useful to 

understand the major events in a narrative and the effect of those events on the 

interlocutor (Bamberg, 2010). 
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Figure 13. A template of evaluation to retell narrative stories. 

 

Source: Labov & Waletzky (2006) 

  

Reissman (1993) also explained that there are many genres in narratives that do 

not conform to the Aristotelian story form. These include narratives that relate to 

recurring events, where the stories do not have peaks or valleys; hypothetical 

narratives of events that did not occur; and narratives that break out into different 

events relating to the story being told. 

 

•A summary of what the story is about.

Abstract

•Description of contextual orientation – who, what, where and when.

Orientation

•The central part of the story showing how the narrator make sense of event(s).

Complication

•The whole point of the narrative, whether explicitly or implicitly told.

Evaluation 

•How the story ended.

Result

•This is an option to wrap up the story, linking it to the entire story. 

Coda
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Structural analysis is not suitable for handling large amounts of data (Riessman, 

2008). Investigator using structural analysis can do well by having linguistic skills 

to carry out in-depth structural analysis. By itself, structural analysis pays close 

attention to the details in a narrative. This microanalysis approach can risk missing 

the narrative in its entirety. Riessman (2008) strongly encourages pairing structural 

analysis with thematic analysis to broaden the meanings of the texts.  

 

c. Dialogic performance analysis 

Reissman (2008) highlights the importance of reading the context of narratives to 

acknowledge the interactive construction of social realities. Gubrium and Holstein 

(2009) believe that the everyday context of life experiences is an intricate part of 

the construction of meanings. Hence, in narrative analysis, contextual elements are 

integral parts of the story. 

 

Contexts of interest in narrative investigation include the audience, the setting 

(time, place, geography, climate and environment), and historical and social 

circumstances (Tenny & Pustejovsky, 2000). According to Czarniawska (2014), the 
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investigator is ultimately considered a circumstance of interest for being an active 

participant in the narrative (as audience) as well as in the interpretation (as an 

analyst). 

 

Characters play important roles in stories because they are distinctive personalities 

involved in the events described by the narrator (Roser, Fuhrken, & McDonnold, 

2007). Aristotle (1987) explained that characterisation gives an understanding of 

the actions (choices and decisions) of the actors in a story (Janko, 1987). Some of 

the commonly used characters (Theophrastus, 2007) in a narrative include the 

protagonist, the antagonist, the tragic hero, the antihero and the villain. 

 

Goffman (1990) explains that self-identity is a product of one’s construction 

through performance (in a narrative) depending on the type of persuasion 

intended. To achieve this, the identity of the protagonist may be constructed 

through interactions with the other characters used to construct the story (Garvey, 

1978). Because a narrative is constructed through performance, the response of the 

audience will affect how self-identity is projected in a narrative (Riessman, 2008). 
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On the other hand, Keen (2006) points out that audiences and readers on the 

receiving end will also interpret meanings according to the positions and cultural 

filters in their own identity. 

 

d. Visual analysis 

In visual analysis, Riessman (2008) focuses on the images produced (for example, 

portraits, videos, fashion and selfies) during the narrative research process. She 

argues that images are not just a portrayal, so researchers need to contextualise 

and explain the salient points. 

 

e. Distortion of narratives 

From the approaches discussed in this chapter, narrative approaches include 

analysing narrative monologues (for linguistic structure and emerging themes) and 

narratives in practice (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009), and analysing images (Riessman, 

2008). How to approach the analysis of narratives depends on the research question 
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and the research subject. It is common for a researcher to use a combination of 

approaches depending on the circumstances (Riessman, 2008). 

 

Bury (2001) raises the issue of story distortion resulting from the personal 

motivations of the narrator. He raised the issue that the motivation of a narrator 

to share a story may be to cover up something sinister, shameful, to push a political 

agenda, or even to seek favour from the interviewer. Not dispelling this claim by 

Bury (2001), Reissman (2008) pointed out it is needful to also consider the influence 

of history and culture in narrative analysis. Bamberg (2010) explains in his 

interactive–performance approach that it is important to consider non-verbal signs 

and to recognise the need to understand what goes on before and after the 

interview, since the real intentions of the narrator may not be obvious merely from 

reading from the content or structures of the narrative. 

 

Czarniawska (2014) considers it normal for people to apply a familiar narrative 

construct (for example, a motion-picture type of ending) in their narratives. Not all 

distorted information provided by narrators is sinister. Perhaps participants provide 
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fake data because they fear being criticised for telling, because of a cultural taboo 

or because the story is too traumatic to share. 

 

Czarniawska (2014) argues that researchers should protect narrators’ voices in their 

final reports and avoid the tendency to reflect their perspectives through excessive 

re-storying. Connelly and Clandinin (2000) call on researchers to be responsible for 

what they report and not cause harm to research participants (an example of harm 

would be using certain media resources that expose a participant’s identity). 

Although the process of narrative inquiry can be therapeutic for the participants 

(for example, as a way to make sense of the past events), it is important to ensure 

that participants do not feel that they are being used for the selfish desires of the 

researcher. Furthermore, narrative research should aim to open opportunities for 

future research and empower participants by contributing to positive social change 

(Riessman, 2008). 

 

To overcome these issues, Creswell (2012) explains that narrative inquiry requires 

collaboration between the researcher and participants throughout the research 
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process—from the beginning to the end of the story— to depict the individual’s 

experiences accurately. An understanding of the narrative data is then co-created 

by both the researcher and the participants, and the final report is constructed 

from the researcher’s own knowledge and understanding (Polkinghorne, 1995). The 

final report should present the story’s context (such as time and place) and use 

quotes and precise language to maintain the originality of the participant’s story. 

Finally, the narrative analysis can be further validated through triangulation—that 

is, by using various approaches to synthesise the texts as well as to cross-check 

information with other sources of data and records (Bates, 2004). 

 

My approach 

Data analysis was a continuous process from when I started to interview my 

research participants. Before I began coding the data into main themes and sub-

themes according to clusters of meanings, I had already begun to examine the 

data for any emerging frameworks, understandings and relationships. I did this 

using information collected from the first few interviews. Since understanding 
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human behaviour is a non-linear process (Silverman, 2010), I allowed concepts and 

themes to emerge through continuous refinement of my analysis gradually and as 

I obtained more information from follow-up interactions with the research 

participants. 

 

The ontology represents the findings of this process that the knowledge under 

study is based on experiential authority according to the repatriates’ perceptions 

(that is, knowledge and reality are constructed within individuals and individually 

constructed truths are unique) abstracted from the constructivist epistemology 

(Gubrium & Holstein, 2009). At the same time, the stories of the individuals are 

also represented by social constructionism as knowledge and realities are 

responsive to discursive, cultural, interpersonal and linguistic influences (Berger, 

1976; Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; Gubrium & Holstein, 2009). Having taken on this 

position, the epistemological approach to reading the narratives of my research 

participants was interpretively analysed for meanings (Charmaz, 2014). 
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My theoretical framework creates contextual spaces for repatriates’ voices to be 

heard coherently. The theoretical framework for my research was chosen to create 

the conditions for empathetic responses to be shared because I was also living and 

working in a foreign country until I was repatriated three years ago. The experience 

of being transferred back to Singapore taught me that more attention should be 

paid to managing this process and that it was mostly overlooked (Paik, Segaud, & 

Malinowski, 2002). My experience, intention and approach allowed me to create a 

discursive space with the participants so that they felt comfortable and willingly 

shared their experiences with me. They understood that I cared about their stories 

and that I could give their stories a platform to change the lives of others (Fletcher, 

Bailyn, & Blake-Beard, 2009). 

 

As a researcher, my interest is in exploring the experiences of repatriates to 

Singapore through their personal and social interactions by using narrative analysis. 

My definition of a narrative study determines my approach to narrative analysis. 

The analytical approach chosen is influenced by the types of narratives collected 

and the research questions. 



132 

 

132 

 

 

My narrative approach provides me with an analytical platform designed to be 

responsive and to make sense and organise information from the narratives of my 

research participants. In a nutshell, my method of narrative analysis was based on 

a principled process (for example, structural, content and holistic approaches) that 

I employed to derive meanings guided by my research conceptual framework 

interpretively. I have adopted a more personal and flexible research approach that 

is suited to capture meanings in human interactions and make sense of reality as 

perceived by the repatriates (Lincoln, 1995). Unlike some methods of qualitative 

analysis, the narrative analysis does not have a set of standard procedures to follow 

(Riessman, 1993). In this chapter, I will explain what aspects of the narratives I 

explored and how I treated the narrative information collected. 

 

I am grateful to my research participants for entrusting me with their personal lived 

experiences. As such, I felt compelled to analyse their narratives with respect and 

humility. I outlined some of the major approaches to narrative analysis and the 
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underlying theoretical phenomena in the previous chapters, and I have arrived at 

my model of narrative analysis—which embraces recursive analytical elements. 

 

Step one 

The interviews were transcribed, preserving all information pertinent to the research 

questions—including pauses, emphases and other non-verbal cues. Field notes 

were combined with verbatim transcripts to conduct the analysis. 

 

Step two 

I began analysing the materials by repeatedly reading the transcripts to obtain a 

general sense of the stories (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I highlighted specific statements 

that appeared important and jotted down my thoughts on notes as they came to 

mind. 
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Step three 

I used Labov and Waletzky’s (2006) approach to conducting a structural analysis of 

field texts by focusing on a temporal arrangement to reconstruct fully formed 

narratives in six stages: abstract, orientation (setting in time and space, and 

characters), presentation of the story’s problem or crisis, evaluation, the outcome 

of the story and final coda. It was common for me to find the transcripts that 

captured the research participants’ narratives disorganised, with sequences missing 

or not logically developed. This approach allowed me to make sense of the field 

texts, to identify the causal links among ideas and events, and to retell their stories. 

By reconstructing the life stories, I aimed to situate repatriates’ narratives within 

classical story forms (such as epic, tragic, comic, and romantic). I looked for a 

sequential progression in the life stories: plots, turning points, and whether things 

got better, worse or remained much the same. I also considered the language used 

and meanings associated with the choice of words. My research participants tended 

to present their moral selves in their narratives, as acceptable members of society 

(Bamberg, 2012). I also considered the ‘implied story’, the version of the event that 

did not happen and was not told. Usually, when information is left out intentionally, 
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it is interesting to know why (Scholes & Chatman, 1980). In reading the extended 

meanings, I also examined metaphors and interpreted figurative language. 

 

From their reconstructed stories, I was able to classify the narratives of the 

20 repatriates into three distinct life story maps according to three universal 

themes (Figure 14). 

 

 

Self-initiated expatriates returned with jobs 

These participants went overseas to work without the support of a local 
company. There were five of them and all were repatriated with new jobs 
waiting for them in Singapore. 

Organisation expatriate 

These participants were sent overseas to work by their companies and 
repatriated by their companies. There were six of them and all were 
repatriated back to their companies with jobs. 

Self-initiated expatriates returned without jobs 

These participants went overseas to work without the support of a local company. 
There were nine of them and all were repatriated without new jobs waiting for them 
in Singapore. 

Figure 14. 20 repatriates classified into three universal themes 
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For me, reconstruction of the repatriates’ life stories was not a simple process; 

instead, it was a learning process. As I indulged in Labov and Waletzky’s (1972) 

method, I had to write and rewrite their life stories multiple times until I was 

satisfied with the outcomes. 

 

Step four 

After the initial analysis, I began the detailed analysis by coding materials 

(sentences and clauses) into meaningful themes to provide nuanced accounts 

linked to the theoretical framework. An inductive approach was adopted to allow 

themes to surface from the information collected. I began data analysis using an 

open coding process by reading each transcript line by line, highlighting sections 

and assigning codes to words or sentences. I conducted the initial coding using 

Excel spreadsheets but found the information too massive for Microsoft Excel to 

handle. So eventually, I started to conduct my coding process using a qualitative 

data management program called NVivo, which helped to manage large amounts 

of information more efficiently. I uploaded the transcriptions from word processor 

unto NVivo.  NVivo then allowed me to visually code texts on my computer screen 
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and helped me to organize the codes meaningfully within a hierarchy of themes, 

sub-themes, and sub-sub themes. Meanings of themes were chosen to reflect 

different individual or social actions, while also reflecting the context of their stories.  

I only limited the use of NVivo for the management of textual materials because I 

wanted to maintain my closeness to the voices of my participants (Liamputtong, 

2009).  I treated every story as autonomous and unique. To draw lessons from their 

stories without depending on NVivo, I chose to indulge in some sort of sense- 

making process to decide how to code, what to code, and how to introduce the 

priori theories to the findings (Willig, 2014).  

 

I used Lieblich and colleagues’ (1998) categorical-content approach to explore the 

surface content (the what, who and how) and latent content (the why). The purpose 

of exploring the surface content (or monologic texts) was to focus on the coherence 

of the narratives, to establish the chronology of narratives and to establish the 

causal links—to look for patterns, themes, recurrences, conflicts, contrasts and 

irregularities (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996)—all to understand the repatriation 

experiences shared by the research participants. When focusing on the latent 
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content, I was interested in what went beyond the monologic texts—the underlying 

motives and symbolic meanings (Bamberg, 2012). In other words, I wanted to 

understand what the narrators were trying to accomplish when telling me their 

stories. I explored hidden meanings in the personal narratives, considering the 

cultural, economic, and historical contexts. 

 

I coded these analysis guided by my theoretical research framework in which 

universal themes lead to two major themes and each major theme branches toward 

three sub-themes (Figure 15).  
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Figure 15. My universal themes, major themes, and sub-themes 

 

 

I found colour coding meaningful statements in the transcripts to be particularly 

useful for identifying potential themes (Van Manen, 1990). My focus was to search 

for matching themes that appeared across all the stories from my research 

participants. 

 

Narratives collected from the three life story categories (overseas expatriates, self-

initiated expatriates with jobs and self-initiated expatriates without jobs) were 

coded separately according to the research conceptual framework relating to 

coping phenomena and major life roles. My analysis was not just of what the 
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research participants said but also of my interactions with the research participants 

during the interviews. This was because, as the audience, I became part of the 

narratives being told. I also checked the field notes I kept from my field 

observations. The notes were kept in the memo file attached to the research 

participants’ narrative files in the NVivo program. I found it beneficial to organise 

research participants’ biographical information (such as gender, age, family status 

and education level) so I could refer to it when doing the analysis. Capturing an 

in-depth understanding of the narratives required more than reading of textual 

records; I had to consider all information available to me including field notes for 

non-textual communication, history of cultural inclination, demographic data and 

career information to understand the salient life roles influencing their experiences. 

 

Research credibility and limitations 

As a researcher, I should keep my mind open during the interview process (Husserl, 

1970) and consciously set aside any prior presumptions, so as not to distort the 

narrators’ stories with my own experiences (Nieswiadomy, 1993; Billups, 2019). In 
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addition, I had to establish good rapport and empathise with my research 

participants when conducting research interviews (Gorden, 1969; Plummer, 1983). 

Having considered these factors, I also understood that it was not possible for me 

to start out, conduct the research interviews and interpret their research meanings 

without any hint of preconception or bias (Brinkmann, 2013). Moreover, due to 

time and resource constraints, it was inevitable that I would participate as an 

interested and subjective actor and could not be totally detached and impartial 

throughout the entire research process (Plummer, 1983). 

 

As the researcher, my knowledge and experiences could not be separated. Rather 

than viewing this as a hindrance to the research, it could be viewed as an integral 

part of the process. In reference to hermeneutics, Heideggerian (1996) claimed that 

every encounter involves an interpretation influenced by one’s own historically lived 

experience. Furthermore, according to Annells (1996), the hermeneutics process is 

performed using language. Since language and understanding are inseparable 

aspects of human cognition, all understanding will involve prejudice (Gadamar, 

1988). Hence, unlike phenomenology, the biases and assumptions of the researcher 
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are not bracketed or set aside but rather embedded and essential to the 

interpretive process—requiring the researcher to engage in a process of self-

reflexivity (Gadamer, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). 

 

I believed that with appropriate use of my knowledge and experiences, the research 

project could in fact benefit from my understanding of the contextual environment 

of repatriation and my motivation for the research. I thus decided to give 

considerable thought to my own experiences and to explicitly claim how they 

related to the issues of repatriation. Fundamentally, the researcher is treated as the 

primary instrument in the research process. As such, I should continually reflect on 

the effect of my own role and how it influences the research process (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999). To increase the validity of this research, the research report was 

developed with the purpose of helping readers walk transparently from the findings 

through to the inferences (Maxwell, 2012). It includes my personal assumptions and 

the philosophical biases from which the interpretations emerged (Cotterill & 

Letherby, 1993). I made inferences from the research by making interpretations and 

linkages, relating my findings to the theoretical models discussed previously, using 

http://psychology.wikia.com/wiki/Hans-Georg_Gadamer
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common sense, taking my personal opinions into account and relating the research 

to my personal experiences regarding repatriation (Graesser et al., 1994).  

 

As discussed earlier, throughout the research process, different methods were 

incorporated to establish the credibility of my research findings. The main analytical 

processes that I used to help me arrive at my research findings included 

reconstructing the research participants’ life stories into temporally coherent 

narratives and using their own words to encode themes alluding to the research 

conceptual framework. 

 

When I began using thematic analysis, I experimented with a few different 

approaches to come up with preliminary codes and initial themes. In an initial 

attempt, I coded the data according to themes that were chronologically organised. 

However, this was not sufficient for the purposes of my research because, besides 

my interest in the repatriation transition process, I was also interested in how they 

coped and reintegrated back into Singapore. Hence, ongoing analysis ensued to 

enhance the themes by refining and redefining the themes and sub-themes within 
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the data, with a focus on the impact of transitions on the research participants’ life 

roles and how they adjusted. Throughout the process, I ensured the theme titles 

and definitions were clear and could distinctly capture the essence of each theme. 

 

To preserve the research participants’ voices, I coded verbatim the accounts 

recorded in the transcripts and organised them by their respective themes. 

Sometimes, the same verbatim account belonged to several themes or sub-themes. 

The thematic process was both exciting and tedious for me, but it allowed me to 

see coherent and unified narratives from the research participants gradually 

emerge. The representative rhetoric from the transcripts was an important source 

of vignettes to include in my research report to improve readers’ understanding. 

Vignettes could serve to persuade readers and increase the plausibility of my 

findings (Barter & Renold, 1999). By including these, I was also showing my respect 

and faithfulness to the research participants’ input without prejudice and bias. Of 

course, I exercised care not to compromise ethical rules or my participants’ 

confidentiality (Heidegger, 2005). When required, to protect the identities of my 

research participants, I replaced their specific words with general words in the 
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reported verbatim accounts. Whenever I did so, I put an asterisk (‘*’) to indicate 

such paraphrasing. 

 

The criteria of rigour in the research analysis require that I stay objective—that I 

set aside all prejudices by bracketing all knowledge, all theories or theoretical 

meanings, and all beliefs in what is real. The aim of this is to evoke concreteness 

or a lived meaning (Creswell, 2014). As my process of thematic analysis was not 

just about extracting data but also an analytical process (Braun & Clark, 2006), I 

turned my focus to capturing rich descriptions of meanings by reading and re-

reading the transcripts. I classified and reclassified the verbatim accounts until 

unique, coherent and consistent themes finally emerged. This repetitive reading of 

transcripts helped to improve my understanding of how the narrators (in this case, 

the research participants) constructed meanings from their own experiences. 

Overall, there were three overarching themes and six sub-themes (Figure 15). 

Idiosyncratic but interesting occurrences were presented in the findings in 

consideration of incongruities. 
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I maintained a set of meticulous records of participants’ information and reflective 

notes to help me in the process of analytical reflection and interpretation. In fact, 

I wrote a reflexive record of my own repatriation story because I wanted to 

acknowledge my repatriation experiences and to include my voice in the research. 

Field notes and participants’ curricula vitae (either provided by the research 

participants or accessible in the public domain) were collected. These were 

compared with and validated against the information received from the 

interviewees (Barbour, 2007). When I needed more information, I contacted the 

research participants for input. The findings in the final report were fed back to the 

participants to allow them to assess whether my reporting reflects their 

perspectives (Gray, 2018). 

 

Narrative researchers are always confronted with the question about whether the 

narrator is telling the truth (Riessman, 1993). In narrative inquiry, reality is 

constructed (Shen, 2001; Bruner, 1990). Therefore, the aim of my research was to 

provide worthy accounts of the research participants’ subjective repatriation 

experiences. For example, repatriation without a new job may be dreadful for a 
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person, but it may mean an opportunity for a short time off for another person. In 

fact, as previously explained, reality in narrative inquiry is co-constructed (Figure 16 

) by the narrator and the researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017) and co-constructed 

by the reader’s subjective interpretations (Bamberg, 2010; Riessman, 1993).  

 

 

Figure 16. Meanings of a narrator are co-constructed between the reader, 

researcher and narrator 

 

Source: Denzin & Lincoln (2017) 

 

It is possible for research participants to distort their stories for personal reasons 

(Bury, 2001), such as covering up due to moral issues, or trying to put on a brave 

front. Hence, a research participant’s narration may be influenced by a personal 

Narrator

Researcher

Reader
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fantasy or even something more sinister. On the other hand, different people may 

perceive a similar event differently, depending on their personal values, experiences 

or interests (Riessman, 1993). Nonetheless, these underlying motivations and 

personal translations provide interesting perspectives in narrative inquiry, which 

prompt the researcher to look beyond surface content and delve into the 

interpretation of latent content, such as personal motivations and internal feelings 

or concepts. In fact, it is more important to translate narrative meanings in a social 

context (beyond realities) to ensure the purpose of the narrator is encapsulated. 

For example, ‘I don’t care’ may mean a person is literally not interested, but the 

deeper meaning may be ‘I do care, but I am helpless.’ 

 

I am most grateful for the generosity of my research participants in contributing 

their time and personal stories for this research. Although the research process 

seemed to be for my gain, I witnessed moments when my research participants 

had that ‘aha!’ moment of epiphany as they related their stories to me. True stories 

are stories that are believed depending on subjectivity, and sometimes hidden 

motives, experiences, values and cultural systems (Moen, 2006). I believe that 
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narrative research provides an opportunity for people to express what it means to 

be human (Hopkins, 2009). Thus, it is a vehicle to explore issues of the heart, which 

can herald fundamental and profound change in people. In fact, according to 

research conducted by Pennebaker and Seagal (1999), forming a story about one’s 

experiences in life is linked to improved physical and mental health. As such, I 

believe that the interview process helped my research participants to come to terms 

with some of their transitional issues. 

 

This qualitative study on Singaporean repatriates’ lived experiences is expected to 

play an important role by breaking new ground for future research into 

Singaporean international human resource management and self-initiated 

expatriate career management. Although the findings of this research cannot be 

generalised beyond the sample of research participants, they can provide a guide 

for quantitative researchers to build the realistic and salient life factors discovered 

in this research into their constructs and hypotheses. Their results could then be 

generalised and compared with other social contexts. Furthermore, this qualitative 
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research can be used to interpret quantitative results in relation to the complex 

reality of human experiences during international employment repatriation. 

 

Other information 

This chapter lists the required resources and ethical considerations for my research. 

 

Required resources 

I tried to find additional information on repatriation from companies and in local 

publications although such information was not readily available. The information 

I collected from research participants was massive to manage, so I used the 

qualitative research management program NVivo. Its purpose was only to help 

manage the data. I hired a transcriber to help me transcribe the interviews, but I 

reviewed and checked the accuracy of all finished transcriptions. This research was 

self-funded. 
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Ethical considerations 

I considered ethical issues, including those of personal privacy and confidentiality. 

To maintain anonymity, the real names of the repatriates, company representatives 

and companies are not provided in this report. If they agreed to participate, I 

required them to sign a consent form before starting the interview. After each 

interview, the respective participant was asked to review the interview transcription 

to ensure he/she was satisfied with its content. The participants were given the 

option to withdraw from the research before the analysis was undertaken. 

Transcripts of the interviews were copied and sent to the research participants for 

critique and to ensure that the information was reported accurately and completely. 

 

Ethical approval from the University of Canberra’s Human Research Ethics 

Committee (HREC) was obtained prior to conducting the research to ensure it 

complied with the requirements stipulated by the institution’s Research Ethics and 

Integrity division (Papadatos, 2019). 
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A sample letter of invitation, a consent form (for companies and participants) and 

an interview information sheet were prepared in accordance with ethical guidelines 

from the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007) 

(National Statement, 2007). 
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4.  Descriptions and findings 

Before each interview, research participants were asked to complete a pre-interview 

questionnaire that covered information relating to demography, employment, and 

overseas assignments. A copy of the pre-interview questionnaire is provided in 

Appendix E–pre-interview questionnaire. 

 

The participants had the option of completing the questionnaire via email before 

their interview sessions. Most research participants did not complete the 

questionnaire before their interview sessions. To overcome this issue, I brought a 

copy of the pre-interview questionnaire with me to every interview session, so the 

interviewees could complete it just before the interview began. In instances where 

the location of the interview was not conducive for the research participant to fill 

in the pre-interview questionnaire, I collected the information verbally. Alternatively, 

some of the research participants submitted a copy of their resume or directed me 

to their LinkedIn page for information to supplement the questionnaire. 
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An effort was made to ensure that all my participants met the sampling 

requirements before the interview. However, I could not accomplish this fully 

because some were indirectly referred to me. I was concerned that putting up a 

perimeter around my sampling requirements might lead to referrers finding it too 

cumbersome to help me. Hence, I decided to interview all the participants referred 

to me. Of the 23 participants interviewed, three did not fit my sampling 

requirements—that is, two had been repatriated for more than five years at the 

time of interview (both eight years previously) and once served his international 

assignment for less than one year (only six months). 

 

One research participant submitted his completed pre-interview questionnaire and 

signed his consent for the interview but later refused to continue. This was because 

I missed our scheduled appointment, and he was not prepared to forgive my 

absence. Despite my apologies and several efforts to contact him, he ignored me. 

I respected his decision not to continue and stopped contacting him eventually. 
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In another instance, I approached a lady whose repatriation story was published 

on a website for overseas Singaporeans (Overseas Singaporean Resources). She 

replied to my inquiry and was initially keen to participate but later decided to 

ignore me after I sent her the pre-interview questionnaire and letter of consent. 

 

I learnt a few things from these misadventures. At that stage of engagement, the 

potential research participants might have perceived their participation to be of 

benefit only to the researcher, not of mutual benefit. Another possible explanation 

for the lack of tolerance from potential research participants was that perhaps they 

thought they might be required to recall matters considered personal or traumatic, 

or that which may raise negative feelings (Legerski & Bunnell, 2010). 

 

For this section, I will present the stories of the research participants retold in a 

chronological manner.  This is followed by the emerging themes which can be 

classified into three universal themes and each having two major themes, six sub-

themes and 16 minor sub-themes.  I will round up the investigation in the summary 

into five major areas for discussion (Figure 17). 
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Figure 17. Presentation of descriptions and findings. 

 

 

Participants 

I have included Appendix F – participants’ stories retold to help readers establish 

a personalised acquaintance with them. I do apologise to the research participants 

for presenting their stories in the appendix. I do not mean to dishonour their stories 

but, due to the vast amount of information from the 20 participants, I can’t place 

their stories in the main document. I also feel that having the main narratives in 

the appendix could increase the protection of the privacy of my research 

participants. 

 

Participants 
stories

20 stories re-told

Description of 
themes

3 Universal themes

•2 Major themes

•6 Sub themes

•16 minor sub themes

Review of 
Findings

5 major areas
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It was apparent that some of the stories had one major problem—usually, matters 

arose that required the person to be repatriated, which could have led to a loss of 

employment. Also, some stories emerged with two or more problems to resolve, 

usually when the repatriates tried to reintegrate back into their home country. 

 

Before presenting the stories of the 20 research participants, I introduced my own 

story at the beginning of this paper. I acknowledge that my own repatriation 

experience can affect how I read the narratives and is thus an integral part of the 

research process. My story was published in LinkedIn and served as one of my 

advertisements calling for research participants (Wong, 2017). 

 

My experience as a repatriate led me to want to learn about how other people 

managed their repatriations. This research studied the narratives of 20 people who 

had lived and worked overseas but were subsequently repatriated to Singapore. 

The purpose of the study was to hear from and acknowledge the perspectives of 

these individuals on how Singapore repatriates coped during their transition 

periods. I want to add to the body of knowledge on repatriation management by 
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exploring the scope and variability of their adjustment strategies during their 

transitions. 

 

The research participants in this study comprised of 14 men and six women who 

had lived and worked overseas for more than a year and had been repatriated for 

not more than five years before the study. The length of attachments overseas 

ranged from 1½ years to more than 20 years. The average age of the repatriates 

was 45, and four were over 50 years old when they had been repatriated. Most of 

the repatriates had worked in Asia—mainly in Indonesia and China. A few worked 

in Europe, the Middle East and the United States. Two of them were repatriated as 

families with children and two as couples. 

 

Narrative analysis was the methodological approach I used to analyse the 

information collected through in-depth interviews I conducted with the research 

participants. The narratives for analysis were classified into three universal 

repatriate categories: organisational expatriates, self-initiated expatriates who were 

repatriated with jobs and self-initiated expatriates who were repatriated without 
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jobs. Only 30% of my research participants were organisational expatriates. I did 

not expect my self-initiated expatriate participants to outnumber my organisational 

expatriate participants significantly. Perhaps self-initiated expatriates were less 

restricted by their employers to share their lived experiences.  

 

Descriptions of emergent themes and associated findings 

After going through a few rounds of refinement, I was happy to have the narrative 

contents coded into themes built on the research questions and around the 

research participants’ key life roles. These were presented along three divergent 

repatriate profiles (Figure 14): organisational expatriates, self-initiated expatriates 

repatriated with jobs and self-initiated expatriates repatriated without jobs. 

 

The ‘organisational expatriates’ category helps employers to understand what kind 

of roles organisations can play when handling their employees’ repatriation 

processes. The ‘self-initiated expatriates’ categories explores the kinds of 

preparations that are important for individuals in the management of their own 



160 

 

160 

 

repatriation process. Emerging themes were extrapolated within each story and 

across the stories. 

 

A total of six themes related to adjustment strategies eventually emerged. Three of 

the themes reflects the phenomena described in the conceptual framework of this 

study. The other three themes centre on coping with the three major life roles 

regarding family, employment, and friends. The six categories of sub-themes 

further branch into several minor sub-themes, establishing the presentation plan 

for the research findings (Figure 18). 
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Figure 18. The presentation plan for my findings: universal, major, sub, and minor 

sub themes 

 

 

I have provided a list of definitions that guides my analysis of the narratives, helping me to identify 
and classify narratives according to the emerging themes ( 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2) 
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Table 2 Definitions of major themes. 

 

 

Throughout the presentation of my findings, I touch on the narrative contents, 

latent contents, inferences and my personal opinions. I also include related 

vignettes extracted from the interviews. It is necessary to qualify the common 

grammatical errors in the vignettes because these were the actual words collected. 

Where I felt that the vignettes contained information that might disclose the 
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identity of a participant, I showed an asterisk (‘*’) and blocked off the information 

or replaced it with a general word to capture the meaning of the phrase. To further 

protect the identities of the participants, the names used in the description of the 

findings were all changed and, as far as possible, their jobs or industries were 

referred to generically. 

 

Repatriation of organisational expatriates  

Coping Phenomena 

Lifestyle changes 

Negative experiences 

Five years in Indonesia had changed the way Peter felt about Indonesia. He had 

come to appreciate and embrace the local culture. In fact, Peter believed that most 

Singaporeans had not known Indonesia enough to appreciate the country like he 

did: 
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… I would say I’m probably a (pause) more a well-rounded Singaporean. …. 

Going there certainly were some personal benefits to the extent of being able 

to appreciate and understand their culture. And not be stupendously 

judgmental as most Singaporeans are. (Peter) 

 

Peter had always thought his life in Singapore was superior until he had 

experienced Indonesia’s hospitality, friendliness and low cost of living: 

 

…… being Singaporean has actually made me in a sense, much more 

disappointed in Singapore. …. Singaporeans on the whole are far less welcoming 

and polite than Indonesians. Cost of living here is absurd. Service standards are 

pathetic. …. Restaurants, retail and whatever. .... (Peter) 

 

Peter felt accepted in the Indonesian community. Since the host country’s culture 

was supportive, he was likely to have assimilated. Consequently, he experienced 

some re-entry adjustment stress. 
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Mario recounted that, although it was easy for him to adapt to the mainland 

Chinese way of life since he was also Chinese by descent, it took him some effort 

and time to learn how business was done in China: 

 

…. I’ve come a long way. I managed to understand the system enough to know 

(pause) the dos and don’ts of navigating in China. (Mario) 

 

Mario had learnt that in mainland China, the authorities could exercise flexibility if 

he knew how to apply the connections or “guanxi” effectively. But in Singapore, 

the government’s administration had always been regimental, and no degree of 

human connection could influence it otherwise: 

 

The human aspect. To me, Singapore is a … the system is everything black and 

white, which is good. I mean it makes things efficient but on the other hand … 

there will be some inflexibility in the system. ……. In China, it’s like (pause) 

knowing the correct person may pave your way in getting things done. Yeah. 

(Mario) 
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Jacky worked for seven years in New York City in the United States. Jacky was 

drawn by the opportunity to live in the United States. Americans embrace an open 

culture. Thus, it was quite easy for Jacky to become assimilated (Berry, 2019). He 

extended his stay in New York for as long as he could. Upon re-entry, Jacky was 

prepared to reject Singaporean culture based on his preconceptions of the 

Singaporean way of life. 

 

Jacky thought Singapore had become more expensive and less interesting to live 

in. He gave the example of the higher cost of Broadway shows in Singapore 

compared with those in the United States. Jacky also talked about the uninteresting 

retail scene in Singapore, where most stores were operated by a few big companies, 

whereas in the United States there were many custom stores: 

 

It’s so expensive (referring to Broadway shows). It is only a few shows. Over 

there I could just walk over and get last-minute half-price tickets. (Jacky) 
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Over here there’s a lot of malls and the brands are the same. …. Over here it’s 

like everybody is like at CapitaLand so you get the same brand all the time. …. 

(Jacky) 

 

Leisure activities in Singapore can be quite expensive and lack of variety. Free 

leisure such as walk in the park or sitting on the grass is not viable because of the 

humid tropical weather in Singapore.  Jacky missed the four seasons and the slow 

pace of life walking in the park and lying on the grass: 

 

It (referring to the weather in Singapore) deters you going out or walking 

around too much. (Jacky) 

 

Jacky thought that the Singaporean government bragged too much about its 

success and had misled Singaporeans into believing that they had been privileged. 

Jacky was uncertain about having children in Singapore and, if he did, whether his 

children would be able to cope in a conservative system, where only the best or 

the privileged have a better chance to succeed in life.  Referring to the 
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government’s drive to increase birth rates in Singapore, he said: 

 

 …. And why Singaporeans may not want to have children, particularly the 

competitive environment in Singapore. Instead of campaign messages, 

government should look into why people don’t want to have kids. … He is 

worried about the cost of living, the stressful education system. …. (Jacky) 

 

Peter did not relocate with a predetermined repatriation date. He stayed for a total 

of five years in Indonesia. Jacky’s assignment was intended to be for five years, but 

he extended it by another two years so he could be repatriated together with his 

wife.  Peter’s unclear repatriation date and Jacky’s extended stay might have 

contributed to their assimilation into the cultures of their host countries, which led 

them to experience higher stress upon their re-entry into Singapore. 

 

Positive experiences 

Although Peter was critical of the lack of friendly service staff and the high cost of 

living in Singapore, deep down he knew that Singapore was the place he would 
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come back to: 

 

… Homesick. It does hit you. I think the older you get, you come to realise 

where your priorities lie. (Peter) 

 

He did recognise that his experiences in the host country were only a passing phase 

and that his home in Singapore would be his place of permanent settlement: 

 

I think the thing about Indonesia, which you may know is that generally they’re 

very sociable. …, but I wouldn’t call Indonesia home … (Peter) 

 

Yusuf enjoyed the pleasant surprises of Singapore’s ever-changing landscape: 

 

…. Yeah, some roads are new. Buildings are new. (Yusuf) 
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Rhianna worked in a small town in the United Kingdom and she felt left out because 

her colleagues would scurry home after work. According to Rhianna, the British 

were not opened to receive another’s culture easily: 

 

… overall, in the culture because they’re very stubborn. They thought their 

system is pretty good and they’re very efficient, so they don’t really listen to 

outsiders normally. (Rhianna) 

 

Rhianna also did not like Shanghai, where she worked before her assignment to 

the United Kingdom. According to Rhianna, she felt lost in the big city of Shanghai: 

 

I don’t know I just felt trapped when I was in Shanghai, although it was a big 

city, but I felt very disconnected to the people. (Rhianna) 

 

Rhianna was born in Taiwan but began building her career when she moved to 

Singapore. From the entire interview with Rhianna, I inferred from her description 

of Singapore that it was a place where she found security, acceptance, growth and 
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comfort. I believe the long-established multicultural ideology in Singapore and the 

political support for receiving talented immigrants into Singapore made Rhianna 

feel accepted. After her expatriate stints in Shanghai, China, and the United 

Kingdom, Rhianna was eager to return to Singapore: 

 

I just feel very real to Singapore. When I just came back…. feel I belong here 

actually …. So, when I just came back after two years away, I just thought, ‘Oh, 

I’m finally back.’ I don’t know why. (Rhianna) 

 

Living in London for three years changed Romeo’s perception of Singapore. He 

would never look at Singapore in the same way as before. He realised that 

Singapore was a small country compared to the rest of the world. Singapore’s 

success was something that we needed to continuously work on because we were 

dependent on the world for survival. He had learnt to be humble and appreciated 

the successes of Singapore: 
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…I appreciate Singapore more, but I also appreciate vulnerability to Singapore 

more. (Romeo) 

 

… No one in the world needs Singapore. Singapore needs the world.… (Romeo) 

 

Romeo had a strong sense of belonging as a Singaporean. Although he enjoyed 

exploring and experiencing what life was like outside Singapore, he did not wish 

to be away from Singapore for more than five years: 

 

My heart will always be in Singapore. So, the intention is always to come back 

here after short stint in UK two to four years, anything below five years. (Romeo) 

 

Although Mario missed being able to practise flexible business deals, he was 

unequivocal about who he was: 

 

…. But at the end of the day, Singapore is still my home. …. But I’m easily 

adaptable, but at the end of the day, there’s still only one home. (Mario) 
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Transition process 

Length of resettling 

Although Romeo relocated with his family, he did not think it was necessary for 

the company to give him time to reintegrate back into Singapore. Romeo did not 

have any problem resettling back to Singapore, since he got to travel back to 

Singapore on business trips regularly during his expatriate assignment. These 

opportunities to travel back allowed him to be grounded in the Singaporean ways 

of living and allowed him to do things that he might not have been able to do in 

London, such as registering his child for the new school year: 

 

Plus, the fact that I travelled back to Singapore two to three times. So, anything 

I could probably do it along the way. …. (Romeo) 

 

On top of the business trips back to Singapore, Romeo and his family were given 

annual air passages back to Singapore. These visits to Singapore helped to keep 

Romeo and his family in touch with their home culture and informed of any 

changes. 
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To ensure he had a seamless integration into his new job, Romeo asked to start 

doing his new Singapore-based job from London: 

 

I came back before I started officially. So, what I did was that I requested to 

work out of head office to ease myself in. So, I went back, arranged everything. 

So, first day was okay. (Romeo) 

 

The organisation’s clarity regarding Romeo’s career plan and Romeo’s proactive 

approach to organising his reintegration made his repatriation predictable, which 

allowed him to make suitable behavioural and practical preparations to reduce his 

repatriation stress (Black, et al., 1992). 

 

Yusuf’s organisation allowed repatriates time to settle down before starting work, 

and so he was offered seven days of leave. However, Yusuf thought seven days 

was too many and, in fact, he did not take any of his allotted posting leave: 
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Actually, I don’t even think I needed seven days. Maybe two to three days is 

good. (Yusuf) 

 

Yusuf also prepared for his reintegration by starting to do his new job in Singapore 

from China. When the time drew near to his repatriation, Yusuf arranged for 

frequent business trips to Singapore, so he could familiarise himself with his new 

job. Since Yusuf’s repatriation was planned from the start of his overseas 

assignment, he could plan for his reintegration to Singapore. As a result, he was 

able to jump right into work immediately after his repatriation. He said he was not 

disappointed even though his employer did not extend a warm welcome to him: 

 

….. There wasn’t that formal system. Which I don’t think is necessary. I’m not a 

new staff anyway. So, I just feel my way around and it’s okay. (Yusuf) 

 

Although Yusuf did not mind the organisation skipping the arrangement of a 

sentimental reception for him, I believe it would have been a good gesture on the 
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organisation’s part to welcome him officially and have someone brief him on what 

to do and what to expect: 

 

….. so, I came back without a boss. (Yusuf) 

 

….. Yeah, so it was quite—quite tough. (Yusuf) 

 

Since Yusuf relocated without his family, he flew home frequently by paying for 

additional air tickets on top of what his employer allotted to him. These regular 

home visits had also helped Yusuf reintegrate immediately into Singapore’s lifestyle. 

 

Mario also paid for additional tickets on top of his company’s allotment, which 

allowed him to travel home more frequently. Mario was thankful for the availability 

of budget airlines, which made it affordable for him to travel. 

 

Some companies were less sensitive to giving time to help repatriates to settle 

down. Rhianna claimed she was expected to start work the moment she arrived. 
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Since Rhianna did not have family in Singapore, she needed time to arrange for 

housing. Rhianna would have appreciated it if her employer had helped her look 

for accommodation prior to her repatriation. 

 

From the narratives of overseas expatriates with families, regular opportunities to 

travel back to Singapore during their overseas assignments were helpful in 

preparing for their eventual repatriations. Although their organisations did provide 

annual travel allowances for home visits, the quotas were not adequate. As such, 

to travel more often to Singapore, they either depended on their business trips or 

bought their own air tickets. 

 

Life roles progression 

Peter’s career stopped progressing after he relocated to Jakarta, Indonesia. After 

five years in Indonesia, Peter said most of his colleagues in Singapore, including 

his direct boss, had already moved up in their careers: 
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It became more and more apparent that it wasn’t doing my career any favours 

to a certain extent I was out of sight, out of mind. And although they do know 

that I am in Jakarta, at the end of the day, the career future is in Singapore 

rather than there. (Peter) 

 

When Peter asked to return to Singapore, his own boss had to figure out where to 

place him. Consequently, Peter’s superior worked in consultation with him to come 

up with a suitable position for him in Singapore: 

 

…. the same boss who is now the deputy managing partner, spoke to me 

separately and said, ‘We do appreciate the fact that you’ve been there and it’s 

not something we take for granted.’ Which is good but finding a role for me 

now that I’m back is not that easy. (Peter) 

 

The generosity exhibited by Peter’s direct superior showed that Peter was highly 

regarded in his company. As a result, Peter was tasked with leading a newly formed 

international division, which fitted Peter’s experiences and portfolio. Peter was one 
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of the pioneers in the company, and he saw the company grow by leaps and 

bounds over the years. Although Peter was already a loyal employee, the care and 

accommodation from his superior to protect and support Peter’s career further 

solidified his commitment to the organisation: 

 

Call me old school. I do believe in the value of loyalty, … 

…. I mean the firm’s not that bad. They did try to consult and give me options 

…. (Peter) 

 

Romeo was assertive in planning for his future career and did not push this 

responsibility onto his superior or the human resource team. Romeo believed that 

employees were ultimately responsible for their own future: 

 

…. I guess a lot of it, expat employees have to drive it too because ultimately, 

we can’t expect the company or managers to dish out or plan out everything. 

When to start talking about it? Who to talk to? What’re the potential areas to 

contribute. (Romeo) 
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…. the initiative must always be on expat…. (Romeo) 

 

Romeo continued his career in Singapore in a managerial post leading a team. 

 

Mario’s employer had always encouraged employees to take up overseas work and 

promised to reward high performers. Mario believed in those promises: 

 

…. yes, the message has always been to encourage people to go overseas. … 

and if you’re successful in your posting and you’ve proven yourself, … we will 

be recognised but there is a pre-condition. You’ve to prove yourself and deliver. 

That has been the open message to employees, to encourage people to take 

up overseas posting…. (Mario) 

 

Indeed, Mario received a promotion after his repatriation because he had achieved 

all his performance targets in China. With the promotion, Mario’s total take-home 

pay was increased and became equivalent to the salary package he drew while 
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working in China. The recognition of Mario’s performance had increased Mario’s 

trust and commitment in his organisation. 

  

Rhianna was happy with her new job in Singapore, as she explained that it allowed 

her to perform to the fullest of her abilities. When she was overseas, she was not 

given important responsibilities, as the local business units thought she was only 

in a temporary position. 

 

My boss actually provided me a platform for me to do a proper account 

manager job. Because over in the UK, they knew I was only there for one year, 

so they didn’t really task me with big jobs with heavy responsibilities because 

they thought I was there to just enjoy, learn and experience. … (Rhianna) 

 

Rhianna attributed her new job scope in Singapore to the consistent mentoring 

from her boss. Unlike Romeo, Rhianna did not purposely plan for regular 

communication with her boss. It happened because her direct superior was 

concerned for her development since she was the first in her company to 
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participate in the exchange program: 

 

So, when I was in the UK, I was a pioneer. So, my boss was actually quite 

concerned if I would encounter any problems, we have bi-weekly catch up and 

then we would talk about work and personal stuff, so I am quite close to my 

boss. (Rhianna) 

 

Although Rhianna’s motivation to keep in constant communication was different 

from Romeo’s, it worked the same way in promoting collaboration to design 

suitable career paths for the repatriate staff. 

 

Meeting expectations 

Peter was an accidental expatriate since the initial intention was for him to explore 

new alliances with a foreign partner. His frequent travels to Jakarta led to his 

eventual relocation to Indonesia: 
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I think we weren’t as organised back then. It’s really a case of– Literally it was a 

case of my boss asking me in the course of a meeting ‘Eh, do you want to go 

to Indonesia?’ …. ‘Okay.’ (Peter) 

 

As his employer was not ready to manage expatriate employment, Peter knew he 

had to take things in his stride: 

 

….. In fairness, we were sort of new in this game. In a large extent, we were still 

rattling around to what to do and how to do it…. (Peter) 

 

Peter was not remunerated like an expatriate. Rather, his relocation was treated like 

an exceedingly long business trip: 

 

Not in terms of salary but the company did pick up my expenses. (Peter) 

 

However, now back in Singapore, Peter was disappointed that his employer had 

not improved in its management of overseas postings. Organisations with 
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experience in managing international employees were expected to have drawn up 

effective terms and conditions to govern international employment: 

 

….. It’s just that that perhaps the benchmarks and procedures and all that are 

not adequately set up. …... And a lot of them are very concerned because 

essentially, they’re told that they’re going there for this number of months, years 

or whatever, but that’s about it…. What you’re supposed to do workwise, yes. 

But there’s no support given in terms of…. Basic things like, okay an example, 

when I went you have to settle everything yourself. You don’t know what is 

going. You find your own accommodation and transport.…... (Peter) 

 

Peter saw that his company had only issued instructions to the new generation of 

expatriates but not tried to understand what they needed: 

 

….. especially for the younger generation, it’s always the case of what can you 

give me, to incentivise me, to accept. As opposed to ‘If I were to go, will it 

benefit the firm?’ That is not a consideration anymore. (Peter) 
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Peter believed that the younger generation wanted to be incentivised. He called 

himself ‘old school’ or naïve since he was willing to be relocated without talking 

about the terms and conditions of relocation: 

 

For me when I left, I assumed perhaps, correctly as well, that the firm would not 

screw me over. … But they didn’t screw me over. What I’m concerned about 

now is that as we are going down this path, we seem to be screwing our 

younger *generation. There’s no more ‘understanding’ that we will make sure 

you will not pursue any unnecessary hardship. It’s really a case of ‘This is what 

we are offering.’ (Peter) 

 

Peter took the risk and accepted the overseas posting without any promises or 

assurances for his future from his employer. Peter reminisced about the past, where 

there was unwritten allegiance between him and his employer that they would take 

care of each other. This was possible since their business outfit was still small. 
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Rhianna also shared similar sentiments about her employer’s lack of experience in 

managing overseas postings. This was why she participated actively in negotiating 

the terms of her overseas employment and repatriation: 

 

That was the first time they did this program, so a lot of things were also trial 

and error for that. But I think overall it was pretty okay. (Rhianna) 

 

Yes, it was a written contract, but I negotiated first before they wrote the 

contract. I told them what I wanted and what I was looking for. …. I tried to 

negotiate every item. They didn’t really offer it. Because they had no idea what 

they should offer or what they shouldn’t offer. (Rhianna) 

 

Mario related that he was excited just knowing that there was a new project in 

Singapore waiting for him: 

 

I knew I was coming back for a certain project and that excited me. (Mario) 
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Mario’s repatriation date was planned and agreed upon one year ahead of the 

actual repatriation. Hence, it was not an abrupt or unexpected move. Mario was 

grateful that he was given ample time to prepare for his departure from China and 

resettlement in Singapore: 

 

I guess if it’s a planned and expected repatriation with clear indicated timeline … 

It really helps to plan for the repatriation, exactly. Instead of an abrupt last-

minute thing. (Mario) 

 

I think they’ve done pretty okay already. Like I said, my repatriation was 

expected way ahead, almost a year ahead. (Mario) 

 

Yusuf’s repatriation was also a planned event. It was a clearly planned four-year 

assignment to the joint venture business in China. Yusuf’s company was 

aggressively expanding overseas and hence they had developed comprehensive 

policies to manage expatriates. From my conversation with Yusuf, I understood that 

the company had clear guidelines for managing expatriate employees. I also 
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observed that there was, in their office lobby, an advertisement encouraging 

employees to work overseas. I could not get a copy of the company’s expatriate 

employment guidelines, but I believe that a notification about the timing of 

repatriation would form part of an expatriate employee’s preparation. Even if it had 

not been included, Yusuf was informed well in advance by his superior of when he 

would be repatriated. 

 

However, due to an unexpected resignation at the company’s headquarters in 

Singapore, Yusuf was required to return to Singapore one month early. He was 

only given two weeks’ notice to leave for Singapore. Yusuf was highly organised 

and did not like sudden changes. 

 

Besides having his expatriate assignment cut short, Yusuf was very unhappy that 

the original career plan set out for him was also abruptly changed: 

 

Yeah. In fact, I was supposed to come back to International to cover all– Because 

we have four projects, right? To cover all projects. Then later I heard my CO 
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(referring to Chief Officer) overwrite him. Want me to cover all ops* (meaning 

operations). (Yusuf) 

 

From my observation, the root of his annoyances was the way that he was being 

ordered without being consulted. The sudden move and changes disrupted his 

planned repatriation journey. He was offended. 

 

Both Yusuf and Mario worked in very structured organisations and were both 

somewhat agitated by last-minute changes to their repatriation plans. 

 

Although Romeo’s repatriation was planned right from the beginning of his 

expatriate assignment, the company only officially informed him three months 

before his repatriation. Upon official notification from his organisation, Romeo and 

his family knew that they had to immediately start packing, de-registering/re-

registering the children in schools and so forth: 

 

The official engagement started few months before that, three months. (Romeo) 
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They were waiting for the official notification to start the repatriation process. 

However, Romeo had already begun serious discussions with his superior about his 

next career move much earlier. Romeo knew it was essential for him to make early 

preparation for his future career. Similarly, companies should encourage employees 

to plan early for next career move.  Such practice allows employees to think through 

what to prepare and how to behave for the upcoming change: 

 

…. it’s always a lot of things that the individual still needs to find out to navigate. 

So, I guess what’s important is really to prepare every candidate mentally. 

(Romeo) 

 

….. Tell them the worst that can happen, et cetera. And hopefully the guys can 

rise up and just take initiative. (Romeo) 
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Since Romeo knew when he would leave London and return to Singapore, he was 

careful not to accumulate personal belongings that he might not be able to bring 

home: 

 

Once you’re very clear about the objective, then things are easier and flow 

better. …… (Romeo) 

 

…… I guess it helps that we are light travellers. We don’t keep a lot of things in 

the house. (Romeo) 

 

Romeo’s employer had provided full administrative support to arrange for the 

shipping of his personal belongings back to Singapore. 

 

Behavioural adjustment 

Problem-solving coping approach 

Peter volunteered to relocate when there was a need for him to relocate to work 

with the company’s Indonesian partner in Indonesia. Although Peter’s relocation 
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meant he had to live in Indonesia without his wife, Peter displayed great confidence 

and maturity in managing a long-distance relationship with his wife: 

 

…. At the end of the day, we’re not one of those couples that need to be stuck 

to each other for 24 hours a day. (Peter) 

 

He displayed similar confidence five years later when he approached his boss and 

asked to be repatriated back to Singapore. Peter’s forthright attitude motivated his 

boss to think about the request seriously. Since there was no existing job that was 

relevant for Peter at that time, Peter’s boss decided to work in consultation with 

him to work out a plan for his new job in Singapore. Peter’s new job was to head 

an entirely new division that leveraged on Peter’s overseas experience. 

 

Although Romeo’s company had clear guidelines for managing overseas 

deployment, as Romeo put it, every expatriate should be responsible for driving 

his or her own career plan. 
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Although the initial assignment to London was for two years, Romeo managed to 

work with his superior in Singapore to extend it for another year. This was necessary 

for him to meet his professional and personal needs before his repatriation: 

 

So, three years to do a decent job is a minimum … 

We felt that both professional-wise like personal-level as well as the business 

needs were more or less done. (Romeo) 

 

Even though it was the company that sent Romeo to London, throughout the entire 

expatriate journey and during his repatriation Romeo had never been a passive 

receiver. He took initiative and worked assertively with his superiors to navigate his 

re-entry career opportunities. Although Romeo was ambitious and aggressive in 

charting his career path, the slower pace of life in London taught him to be more 

accepting. This was a fail-safe mental button he could use if things did not turn 

out according to his plan: 
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…. I’ve never been overseas before so there is always this anxiety. What to 

expect next, I guess this one experience just made me live life and take this in 

my own stride. You can plan for it, but you just have to accept that whatever 

that comes along with it …. (Romeo) 

 

Over his four years in China, Yusuf developed friendships with the local colleagues. 

He identified with their industrial nature. They worked like him. The workers, like 

Yusuf, prioritised work above everything else and thought it honourable to sacrifice 

their personal time to get work done. Yusuf loved difficult jobs. Challenges were 

exciting for Yusuf: 

 

I enjoyed it. I enjoyed it. I mean I can survive anywhere…. 

…. I can survive very easily one. I can– Feel myself around so I don’t need this 

kind of structured thing, you know. I don’t need this kind of structure (pause) 

training this, and that. (Yusuf) 
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He was initially told to take over operations when he returned to Singapore, but 

his own boss’s decision was overwritten by managers at a higher level. Yusuf’s 

company was very conservative and hierarchical, which left little room for 

employees to participate in decision-making. Yusuf’s opinion on this decision about 

his career path was not required. Hence, once a decision was authorised, there was 

no invitation for a pep talk: 

 

Workwise, ops (meaning operations) is more ‘xiong’ (meaning more difficult). 

So, if I have a choice I want or not, I run. No choice. (Yusuf) 

 

Yusuf had a clear sense of who he was when he identified with the values of 

hardworking Chinese workers. He was aware of his strengths; he could overcome 

all problems and had proven that in his employment records. Yusuf was also aware 

of his limitation, which was that he had to respect and comply with authorised 

decisions within the organisational context.  
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Like Yusuf, Mario loved challenges. He was a strong performer and was entrusted 

to handle difficult issues: 

 

…. Somehow (pause) my career has been quite special. I mean every assignment 

I take, it’s either the new assignment for that organisation, big assignment for 

that organisation, or an incident which is I need to– Which is really out of the 

norm. It can be a crisis then you’ll be there expected to resolve it. I’ve been 

blessed– Luckily or unluckily. (Mario) 

 

Since he embraced difficulties, he built for himself a good track record of success 

in his work: 

 

….. I turned the company around from a loss-making to profitable. (Mario) 

So, this is really management’s decision whom they want to entrust this 

responsibility with as the highest senior ranking officer representing the whole 

organisation in that business entity. (Mario) 
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At the end of the day, Mario expected the company to recognise his contributions: 

 

…. Like I said, at the end of the day it’s what the individual expects and what 

the individual wants. So, does he or she expect to come back to a more senior 

role, or and when he or she is back, at that point of time of the business journey 

of the whole organisation, would there be new opportunities which excites the 

person coming back? (Mario) 

 

Mario’s organisational culture also did not allow him to personally influence the 

company’s decisions regarding his career opportunities. Initially, Mario had his 

grievances about early repatriation, but he did not let such matters hold him back 

from taking on his next challenge in his work life: 

 

I’m someone who goes for challenges. … 

…. back in HQ, there’re also new challenges which I’m happy currently. (Mario) 

 



198 

 

198 

 

Emotional coping approach 

While in Shanghai, Rhianna could not fit well into the city and kept to her circle of 

few friends within the expatriate community. When she moved to the United 

Kingdom, she also kept to herself. Without friends, Rhianna turned to self-

introspection to resolve personal issues: 

 

I learnt how to talk to myself and then I realised what I was really looking for 

and what I really like or don’t like. (Rhianna) 

 

Rhianna said that she was afraid of being alone, yet she kept her circle of friends 

limited. After three years of being an expatriate, she finally chose to come back to 

Singapore because she felt accepted in Singapore. 

 

Rhianna kept bank accounts in various countries where she had worked, including 

China and the United Kingdom. She felt that having bank accounts in various 

countries gave her a sense of security: 
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Yeah, I feel safer. I don’t know why. (Rhianna on why she kept bank accounts in 

many countries) 

 

Rhianna was a person with a low degree of self-concept clarity. She ’felt real’ in 

Singapore because she had the acceptance of her boyfriend and her superior in 

Singapore. She only felt accepted when she perceived acceptance from other 

people. She was introspective, afraid of loneliness and needed security: 

 

I am a single child in my family, so I was afraid of loneliness. I always wanted 

to find some friends or company to do whatever things. (Rhianna) 

 

Rhianna was raised by a single parent. This might have contributed to her feeling 

self-conscious and needed affirmation from others to succeed (Hess, Mclanahan, 

& Sandefur, 1995). 

 

Although I have classified Rhianna as having low self-concept clarity, she did not 

encounter stress upon her reintegration. This was because her employer in 
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Singapore had been supportive of her development and she had a boyfriend in 

Singapore: 

 

I feel I belong here actually. (Rhianna on choosing to return to Singapore) 

 

Feeling accepted was an important consideration for Rhianna when she needed to 

cope with situations. The risk for Rhianna in coping with her transition back to 

Singapore would have been her feeling that she had lost the acceptance of either 

her boyfriend or her employer. If this had happened, she would have had to start 

looking for alternative sources of acceptance. 

 

Jacky had only been back in Singapore for eight months when he was interviewed. 

He was concerned about the high cost of living in Singapore. He also did not like 

the politically infused campaign messages, merit-based education system for 

children and competitive living environment in Singapore. He spent seven years in 

the United States and had preferred the liberalistic American cultural environment. 

Jacky related how, in American culture, his opinions were respected even though 
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he was a junior researcher. Jacky felt safe in an environment like America, where 

he experienced people fighting for the less privileged in society. 

 

Jacky and his wife had not yet decided whether to have children. He was sceptical 

about bringing up children in Singapore’s competitive education system. Jacky was 

also annoyed with Singaporean politicians, suggesting that they were privileged in 

Singaporean society: 

 

I mean, if you look at the children of the politicians, where do they go to school? 

.... (Jacky) 

 

…. I mean like overseas like Harvard, Yale or University of Pennsylvania. About 

making opportunity for underdogs there is these things about equality and 

equity…. (Jacky) 

 

Jacky was likely to have assimilated into the American culture. Coming back to a 

more conservative culture could be stressful for him. Many of Jacky’s concerns, 
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such as the use of public campaigns and rigidity in the education system in 

Singapore had changed since he left for America. Jacky was just back in Singapore 

for eight months when I spoke to him.  I believe he needed more time to identify 

if things that worried him had changed and improved in Singapore. 

Jacky was preoccupied with himself and things that would affect him and became 

negative in his outlook. For instance, Jacky only focused on the loss of purchasing 

power due to higher cost of living in Singapore.  He did not take joy in receiving 

a higher salary working in Singapore, and he only needed to pay half the income 

tax in Singapore compared to America.  

 

… I’m actually earning more here than what I was back there, basically. But 

things are more expensive here. (Jacky) 

 

…. I feel that my purchasing power is less. (Jacky) 

 

Jacky complained that the Singaporean culture focused too much on meritocracy 

and not enough on the less privileged. He spoke about giving opportunities to the 
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less privileged in American society, but later contradicted himself by claiming that 

people had to fight for opportunities because it was extremely competitive since 

the population of talented people was large: 

 

…. the intention ends up having given better chances to people whose parents 

might give them a higher stool to stand on. It could be a very talented person, 

but he never had access to piano lesson, because his parents could not afford 

it, he might still be overshadowed by someone who is less talented than him 

who has access to like better teachers, piano lessons…… (Jacky) 

 

….. I think the opportunity is there, but people have to fight for it. (Jacky) 

 

…. I think if you really want to succeed you really have to– It’s more competitive 

because it’s more talent there– It’s a larger population, people from all over the 

world …. (Jacky) 
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Major Life Roles Adjustment 

Family relationship 

Parental issues 

School-going children of repatriates often encounter their own sets of problems 

upon re-entry. As part of his preparations for repatriation, Romeo deliberately 

organised his family’s re-entry to coincide with the new school year in Singapore. 

The syllabus in Singaporean schools included Mandarin, which was not taught in 

Europe. Fortunately, the child’s mother had provided Mandarin tuition at home for 

the boy in preparation for their eventual repatriation. Romeo also said that the 

Singaporean education system focused more on mathematics, while in the 

European system they focused more on science and self-discovery. Schooling was 

an important life role at that point in time for his child. The differences between 

education systems caused some initial stress for his child but the child managed 

to overcome the changes. He also especially arranged pre-repatriation trips to 

settle school arrangements for his son. 
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Marital issues 

Yusuf’s work life was such an important part of him that he could not tell his 

personal life and work life apart. He believed geographical separation was one of 

the contributing factors to his divorce from his first wife. However, he also believed 

that, if he had known how to incorporate crisis management into his marriage, it 

could have worked out: 

 

Definitely, when a marriage fails, definitely two parties have to take 

responsibility. This (pause) – You could say the commitment that was expected 

for me in terms of this posting has been – I mean it’s really there. And there’s 

no distinct marking between working and – So it draws a lot of your time… 

(Yusuf) 

 

Now remarried again, Yusuf was concerned that his current wife would have 

problems relocating with him because it could interrupt her career development—

especially since she was already middle-aged: 
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That’s a problem because I imagine that if I were to go now, yeah, my wife can 

quit but like you said, you know, she’s middle-aged so if she comes back, what 

happens right? (Yusuf) 

 

Yusuf did not want his middle-aged wife to encounter the problems associated 

with rebuilding her career after repatriation if she were to relocate with him. 

 

Peter and his wife were able to maintain separate lives with the understanding that 

they were both pursuing their own careers. Peter was an accidental expatriate who 

had no clear repatriation date. As time dragged on, he found himself flying home 

every weekend to be with his wife and pet dog. Peter was grateful that a budget 

airline became accessible, which made his weekly trips home possible and 

eventually led to his full repatriation. 

 

When Romeo had the opportunity to experience living in London, he was excited 

to experience it with his family. He believed a few years of living in London could 
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enrich their lives, especially when the city of relocation was a modern and 

cosmopolitan place: 

 

Lifestyle as in we stay in Singapore, we always have our own ways of doing life, 

school, family. When you’re overseas it’s quite different because you’re depart 

off the Singapore system, you transplanted into another country. So that gave 

us pretty good so-called family-bonding time. (Romeo) 

 

The reality is that the best way to experience a country is to live there, work 

there, and study there. Going there for a short vacation, kind of like very cursory. 

So, when my family was there, we just enjoyed the place. I mean ultimately, it’s 

London after all, right? It’s very similar as in the lifestyle in Singapore. (Romeo) 

 

Romeo’s wife quit her job to follow her husband. The company did not pay for his 

wife’s loss of income. After returning home to Singapore, she was fortunate to find 

a new job quickly, but it paid less than her previous post. Her sacrifice as a trailing 

wife meant having to re-establish her career in Singapore. However, Romeo and 
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his wife agreed the sacrifice was well worth the family bonding time in London: 

 

…. she managed to get something not too long, came back here in December, 

by February she started work. (Romeo) 

 

…. These are some of the trade-offs that me and my wife were open … (Romeo) 

 

Jacky and his wife purposely looked for opportunities to work in the same city so 

they could live together. Working as researchers with different institutions meant 

having to coordinate when they would repatriate. Jacky even extended his research 

attachment so that he and his wife could repatriate at the same time: 

 

And I was there with my wife who was a student in a nearby school. ….. We 

have common interests. We do talk about work, and it helped because we do 

understand each other, kind of like a work style. (Jacky) 
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I mean my wife was also pursuing her PhD and she also had to stay back to 

complete her stuff. So, we try to coordinate with each other. (Jacky) 

 

Singles issues 

Rhianna was single and she had no family in Singapore. Coming back to Singapore 

meant she had no family home to go to. When she worked overseas, her employer 

provided her with accommodation, but upon repatriation her employer did not 

extend any help in finding accommodation for her. Finding a place to stay was her 

first concern when she was repatriated: 

 

…. So, when I came back, what I was worried about was mainly accommodation 

and how quickly I can settle my EP (referring to employment pass). (Rhianna) 

 

Employment 

Organisational support 

Generally, all organisations that send their employees overseas would extend 

support during the repatriation process. Such support always includes the shipping 

of personal belongings and arrangement of new jobs. 
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Organisational repatriates did not report any significant issues with the shipping of 

their personal belongings back to Singapore. As they generally knew their eventual 

fate was to repatriate, they did not accumulate much stuff that needed to be sent 

back. The exception was Jacky, who wanted to bring his pet cat back to Singapore. 

He had to arrange and pay for this himself. 

 

However, organisations do differ in the extent of personalised support given. In the 

case of Rhianna, her employer had been rather nurturing. Her employer initiated 

the discussion with her about developing a new job for her in Singapore. Both 

Peter and Romeo had taken the initiative to collaborate with their organisations on 

their next career move. 

 

Peter’s direct superior made the effort to work with Peter to design his new job 

in Singapore: 
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…. They did try to consult and give me options, what do you prefer? so, I made 

a specific decision…. (Peter) 

 

In a sense, because in the end of the day I think they would like to be able to 

leverage on whatever I learnt when I was there. (Peter) 

 

Other organisations, as in the cases of Jacky, Mario and Yusuf, had taken the human 

element out of the repatriation process. Instead, they let established plans, rules 

and guidelines orchestrate the repatriation process. 

 

The moment Yusuf returned to Singapore; he was required to hit the ground 

running. No help or support was made available for him. Recounting his re-entry 

to his new job in Singapore: 

 

Down here, my CEO wasn’t here yet. My predecessor left. So basically, ops 

(operations) got no head. (Yusuf) 
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While working in London, Romeo communicated daily with his direct superior in 

Singapore. This was because Romeo knew that his assignment was temporary and 

keeping abreast of things happening at home was vital to his career advancement. 

Romeo ensured he received his organisation’s support by taking the initiative to 

discuss about his next career in Singapore a year before his repatriation. In fact, he 

was persistent about it, ensuring that the mutually agreed career plan for him 

would be fortified and not fizzle out over time: 

 

…. and I’ve always maintained a very strong link with the Singapore operations 

business and of course my own family members. So, the most important was 

the discussion about the next role…. (Romeo) 

 

…. Subtly and constantly …….so they do not forget it. (Romeo) 

 

Both Rhianna and Peter had to get involved in planning their expatriation and 

repatriation terms because their organisations lacked experience in handling 

international employment. 
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Receptiveness of home country employers 

Before his relocation to Indonesia, Peter’s organisation was much smaller in 

workforce size. Relationships were very tightly knit. But by the time he was 

repatriated, the company had expanded. Peter realised not everyone knew him. 

Instead of being treated as one of the founding members of the company, he was 

new to most people: 

 

I was in the firm when it was still a lot smaller. 100 plus? 200 *members? It’s 

more of a family, communal kind of atmosphere. That’s bond. I don’t know who 

some of my colleagues are. But it does not help for being long time overseas 

when I come back “huh, who are you?” (Peter) 

 

Peter found that he had come back to a work environment where people had 

become less personal and work processes more bureaucratic. The company had 

become very bottom-line-driven and was managed by rigid work rules: 
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The red tape in Singapore is far worse the way we assess performance is also a 

bit alarming. (Peter) 

 

Yusuf enjoyed the autonomous work environment in China and his job scope in 

general management overseeing the company’s entire operations in China. This 

arrangement gave him autonomy because he was in control of all the operations: 

 

You go overseas; you get to run the company … but now I’m just focusing on 

operations. Whereas when I’m there overseas, usually you cover everything. 

Which is more interesting … make decisions faster. So, I do enjoy the freedom 

in all that. Of course, it comes with responsibilities. …. But if I could, I want to 

remain there but– Actually I was cut short this time. (Yusuf) 

 

Although Yusuf knew he had to shoulder more responsibility in China, he had full 

control over business operations. Back in Singapore, Yusuf had to be content with 

slow changes due to a lack of authority and a slow decision-making process: 
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Yeah. The change is much slower than I hoped. And that’s because of many 

reasons. … (Yusuf) 

 

Actually, coming back is the culture that I needed to get used to…. (Yusuf) 

 

…. But you’ve to work with HR. You have to work with so many departments. In 

China, all these are under me. …. Yeah so this is the culture change. (Yusuf) 

 

Yusuf wanted to get things done on time and without failure. Having experienced 

an autonomous work environment and the fast decision-making culture in China, 

Yusuf needed to exercise patience and take time to get used to how things worked 

at the company’s headquarters in Singapore. 

 

Romeo had a similar sentiment on work autonomy. His expatriate assignment was 

to set up a branch operation in London. Hence, he was given full authority and 

more responsibility to run the business there: 
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….. new role in UK allowed me to run a team and improve the business within 

a separate business entity. So, in terms of job scope, it’s wider. In terms of 

responsibility, it’s of course heavier as well. (Romeo) 

 

After successfully establishing the business in London, back in Singapore, Romeo 

lost the excitement associated with running a business where he had full authority 

and his general management skills were put to a challenge. In Singapore, Romeo 

now ran a team supporting general management in the specific area of his 

expertise: 

 

…. So, when you work there, you run, their specialists are there to support you. 

When you’re back here, you become the specialist. So, it’s just trying to get 

back to the groove of that role again. Still a managerial role but you’re 

managing a team of specialists in that area. So, you would have to be a 

specialist. (Romeo) 
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Romeo liked to be in a general management role, but he did not have any problem 

taking up a different portfolio in Singapore. He knew that, although he had enjoyed 

full control in London, he would become a specialist in his new assignment. 

Nonetheless, he still led a team: 

 

Absolutely. There’s always a trade-off, right? Either you want to be in an area 

where the scope is wide, but the volume is low, that means the depth is low. 

Or you’ll be in an area whereby the depth is deep, but scope is much narrower. 

(Romeo) 

 

Rhianna was excited about her new role in Singapore because she too participated 

actively in designing and negotiating her new job in Singapore. However, she found 

there was no work–life balance in Singapore. Having a close relationship with her 

direct superior was a blessing when she was overseas. Now this close relationship 

with her superior caused her to work late into the nights. Rhianna was on the verge 

of quitting due to overwork: 
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Compared to Singapore, I would say my life in Shanghai was better. In 

Singapore at that time, why I thought of leaving was because I had to work 

until 2-3am every day for 6 months so I couldn’t really take it. (Rhianna) 

 

When working in the United States, although Jackie was of a junior rank, his 

opinions were often seriously considered by others in his organisation. Jacky felt 

that the Singaporean organisation was too hierarchical and bureaucratic, especially 

around procurement. 

 

Usefulness of expatriates’ experiences 

Peter’s employer leveraged on his expatriate experience to create a new 

department for him to manage in Singapore. Now clients who needed a cross-

border advisory service could come to him. He could also act as an intermediary 

for clients who had to deal with overseas agencies: 

 

…. the department I’m now in is a newly set up department as in this year from 

the regional desk, so our role is really to facilitate. …. And this is a new setup 
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which we wouldn’t have been able to do in the past without the benefit of 

people who have direct experience in whatever countries it may be. (Peter) 

 

After his repatriation, Yusuf was placed in an operations job. Although he was no 

longer involved in the company’s branch dealing with business in China, the skills 

Yusuf picked up helped him to understand operations and allowed him to share 

his experiences with others in the company: 

 

Yes, in fact I learnt of operations over there. They’re very useful.  

I am no longer involved in the China business part, yeah but I’ve actually a lot 

of things I learnt there I could implement here. (Yusuf) 

 

From her experiences in Europe, Rhianna learnt to take time when dealing with 

clients. Instead of devoting the bulk of her time with clients to work, she found 

that taking time to build relationships with clients improved her understanding of 

their needs. Rhianna also had the opportunity to share her work experiences with 

her colleagues, which made Rhianna feel valued: 
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… so, I shared my experiences and knowledge I learnt in Shanghai. And they 

were really interested in a lot of things about China overall. (Rhianna) 

 

For Rhianna, besides improving her communication skills, she had gained more 

hands-on experience in strategic work. This expanded her professional and 

technical knowledge and ability: 

 

Yeah because it was good chance to explore more and to experience different 

cultures and cities and in Shanghai office, their focus and expertise is a bit 

different from Singapore office. In Singapore office, we focus more on the 

*digital works but in Shanghai, they focus more on the campaign and strategic 

stuff. (Rhianna) 

 

Romeo was sent by his employer as part of his leadership development to set up 

a business unit in London. Without corporate support, Romeo’s hands-on skills in 

a slimmer and smaller set-up in the United Kingdom led him to interact with people 



221 

 

221 

 

in all areas and levels of the business. This exposure allowed him to gain a better 

understanding of organisational dynamics: 

 

When you’re overseas I guess there’s a tendency for you to really rely on 

yourself, do a lot of things by yourself, work hard to make sure you’re able to 

link up with the people. For me, it’s first time round running a managerial role 

that kind of provides me a lot of grounding. (Romeo) 

 

…... So, once you’re overseas, everything is smaller. People will always have to 

do multiple things, right? And even if you do multiple things, you interact with 

a lot of people from different departments within a small area. That helps in 

understanding the organisation much better. (Romeo) 

 

Romeo also shared his understanding that his expatriate experiences had helped 

him in his career. In fact, having lived overseas enlarged Romeo’s perspectives and 

allowed him to become more confident in dealing with others: 
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Yes, I’d say it was very helpful in my career and when I try to leverage this back 

to my workplace. So, when I speak to other people about what’s happening 

over there, I guess there’s a bit more conviction in my part to having been there 

and done that. (Romeo) 

 

Mario’s knowledge of his employer’s business operations in China allowed him to 

continue overseeing business activities there from Singapore. 

 

Jacky’s experiences of working with researchers from the West allowed him to work 

successfully in his new job in Singapore, which required him to interact with 

scientists from different countries.  

 

Social relationship 

Friendships in home country 

Yusuf did not miss his friends, but he did miss his relatives. Similarly, with Mario, 

friends were not a topic of concern at all. 
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When Romeo accepted the expatriate position, he knew he would have to sacrifice 

the ongoing friendships he had in Singapore, but he regarded such a sacrifice as 

being part of life. One of his key objectives when he moved to the United Kingdom 

was to make new friends. For Romeo, the loss of friendships was a bearable 

consequence of life and, as life went on, he formed new friendships: 

 

I’m very involved in my church and friends. So, all these you can’t kind of catch 

up when you’re there. With age, so called, these are actually trade off. With 

that, you also have time to find new friends and to form new friendships. So, 

for short term, I don’t consider it as insurmountable sacrifice. (Roman) 

 

Jacky planned to find time to catch up with his Singaporean friends occasionally. 

However, he understood that it would be harder to meet, as their lives had changed 

over the years. Most of his friends, including Jacky, had become married and had 

families. 
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Friendships in host country 

Yusuf witnessed the slavish mentality of the local workers in China. They worked 

extremely hard—in fact, too hard. They would forgo their personal time and rest 

days to work. It was a local practice that Yusuf could not change but he had 

compassion for them: 

 

It’s a workaholic culture set by the management there. So, when I take leave 

come back, I also feel guilty. (Yusuf) 

 

Yusuf and his hardworking Chinese colleagues formed working friendships as he 

empathised with their industrial values. Since their associations were related to 

work, when his job ended in China, their bonds also ended. 

 

Peter found the local Indonesians quite easy to get along with socially. However, 

he made the distinction that his friends were more like social acquaintances and 

were somewhat inconsequential. Ultimately, Peter knew his place of trust and 

comfort was still his family in Singapore. 
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Rhianna was the only child in her family, and she was brought up by a single 

parent. Her childhood experience could have affected the way she related to other 

people. Rhianna spoke about feeling disconnected with people when she lived in 

Shanghai: 

 

I do make some friends like maybe no more than five. But they were not local. 

I just don’t feel connected to the local people I don’t know why. (Rhianna) 

 

Rhianna continued to live isolated even on the weekends when she relocated to 

the United Kingdom from Shanghai.  It was a small town, and people there 

preferred to spend their leisure time with their families and close friends. 

 

Pets 

One of the reasons for Peter to seek repatriation was his pet dog. He did not have 

any children and his wife also travelled very often on business trips: 
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This might sound strange but one of the major factors was the dog. Don’t tell 

the wife that. It’s very tiring. We got him as a puppy, so it takes a huge amount 

of time and effort to – (Peter) 

 

Bringing a pet into Singapore can be inconvenient and costly. Jacky knew that, 

because he had used an intermediary to act as agent for him to arrange for his cat 

to enter Singapore. Jacky’s cat took a bit of time to adjust to the local environment. 

Unlike in America, his cat now stays home most of the time because cats are not 

allowed to travel on public transport in Singapore: 

 

Simple things like cats are not really allowed on public transport. So, like trains, 

MRT (train system in Singapore) – (Jacky) 
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Self-initiated expatriates’ re-entry with Jobs 

Coping Phenomena 

Lifestyle changes 

Negative experiences 

Jane and her husband resettled in Singapore after their baby was born. After she 

returned to Singapore, Jane missed the quality of life she used to enjoy in Europe. 

 

Both Jane and her husband received better pay packages and enjoyed lower tax 

liabilities in Singapore. Despite these financial benefits, Jane loathed at the high 

cost of living in Singapore. 

 

Everything. Food, housing, groceries. Because we are away for quite a while, so 

every time we come back, “Oh this used to cost like 50 cents. Now it’s ninety 

(90).” (Jane) 
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For us, income we will do better here than abroad. But quality of life– Of course 

there’s weather and we get to travel around… We don’t have to spend a lot to 

travel. We just have to buy a plane ticket…. So, we were travelling quite a bit in 

Vienna. We went to Italy, Venice, especially the Eastern Europe. So, I enjoyed 

that. Singapore travelling is quite expensive. And over there, we have more time 

to travel. (Jane) 

 

She thought that Singaporean culture was more ‘materialistic’ compared to 

Europeans. When she said ‘materialistic’, Jane was referring to the quality of life. In 

Singapore, it was acceptable to sacrifice the quality of a person’s life for the quality 

of non-human achievements, such as work efficiency and effectiveness. Jane 

blamed the growing number of immigrants (who competed with Singaporeans) for 

deteriorating the quality of life in Singapore: 

 

Singapore is sometimes too stressful, especially for a working mom. The truth 

is a lot of companies they’re not mother friendly. (Jane) 
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I would say it’s probably not as vibrant as Singapore (referring to Vienna), but 

they have a very good social system. Whereas Singapore, the reason why we 

have a decrease in living standards is because of the influx of immigrants. The 

economy is growing very fast. (Jane) 

 

Concerning her interest in the quality of life, Jane also preferred Vienna's temperate 

weather and abundance of living spaces. In Singapore, both residential and public 

areas were often noisy and crowded. Within Europe itself, Jane could easily visit 

different cities surrounding Vienna at affordable costs. For her, this opportunity to 

travel around various European cities allowed her to experience different cultures 

that enriched her life: 

 

I miss the weather. Because Singapore is just hot all the time. I think it’s also 

quieter over there. Of course, they’re more laid back…. (Jane)  

 

…We didn’t have a big apartment but at least when we were going around, it’s 

always more spacious. People will give you space. (Jane) 
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After completing her university degree in Singapore, Carol moved to Hong Kong. 

To Carol, Singapore's market was too small and could limit her growth. Having 

established her career and her family in Hong Kong, Carol did not plan to come 

back to Singapore again.  However, when her husband's job was moved to 

Singapore, Carol also requested her employer to transfer her to Singapore: 

 

I’ve always been less of a Singaporean. Before you start a career, in my 

childhood, I have always lived in Malaysia for 10 years. Twelve years in 

Singapore to finish my education. 18 years you start as an apprentice in the 

workplace as a researcher in Hong Kong. My professional development has 

always been in Hong Kong. Never really felt that I was a Singaporean. (Carol) 

 

Carol abhorred at the cost of living in Singapore: 
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Insurance here is so expensive. Healthcare, the policy here is that if you don’t 

get a referral from a polyclinic, you will be treated as a private patient. You pay 

a different price tag. So, everything – the dollars come first in Singapore. (Carol) 

 

Carol resented the government for charging people for driving on the road during 

peak hours. She accused the government of profiteering from the citizens through 

a road pricing scheme known as the Electronic Road Pricing system - ERP (Picture 

6). 

 

Picture 6. A gantry of Singapore's road tariff system.
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…. The ERP (referring to Electronic Road Pricing) systems. I don’t understand 

why there’s ERP up in Yishun, up in Hillview. These are not CBD areas. I thought 

they were for traffic control in congested areas. Not any congestion, temporal 

congestion, but real congested areas. And ERP it costs you more to get out of 

the city at 6 pm than at 8 pm. Shouldn’t I leave work on time to be back with 

my family? Why am I penalised for leaving work on time? (Carol) 

 

Carol believed that as a consumer, she should receive privileged treatment. But in 

Singapore, for the money that she had to pay, she did not feel she received the 

money's worth of customer services: 

 

… We find the service sector here (referred to retail shops, taxis and banking 

services in Singapore), the mannerisms here is very crude. … They don’t express 

themselves and they don’t address you. (Carol) 
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…. Plenty of taxis (in Hong Kong) and no surcharge. Advance booking you get 

a discount. (Carol) 

 

Compared to service staff in Singapore, according to Carol, Hong Kong service 

personnel were more willing to serve their customers: 

 

They are not warm, but professional…. Of course. … In a bank in Hong Kong 

you literally just voice control. Give them your ATM card, and say you need 

$1500 or $100…. You go over the counter, you tell them you want $5000 and 

you want hundred-dollar notes, things like that. And they will fill in the form for 

you and you sign. They will do everything. Here (she referred to Singapore), in 

the earlier days, they will send us back in the queue. “Please fill in the pink 

form.” And you come back again. (Carol) 

 

It is apparent from these vignettes that Carol was referring to an archaic form of 

customer service at bank counters in Singapore that had existed before she left for 

Hong Kong. Carol could probably enjoy more personalised services if she took the 
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time to build the same kinds of connections with local service providers as she did 

in Hong Kong. For the time being, on having to deal with these ‘unacceptable 

behaviours’, Carol said she coped by controlling her own behaviours—that is, by 

‘turning off her nerve button’—or she would be angry every day: 

 

So, I have to turn off my nerve button or else I will be very angry every day. 

Going to take taxi, you feel angry. Going to the bank, you angry. You see the 

ERP you feel angry. (Carol) 

 

Zen came back to Singapore for a year and then decided to go back to China to 

work and live permanently. According to him, the Singaporean lifestyle was 

regimental. It was like being part of a big army camp where there was a political 

dictatorship watching your every move: 

 

…... I think the whole of Singapore has been exposed to this concept of National 

Service and military regiment ……. where everything is managed and controlled 

by a single authority…. Systems are in place and they should be working 100%. 
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People should always get in line and there should be no excuses for being late. 

All these are the things that we believe in Singapore, which is what makes it so 

regimental. But in overseas, there is a lot of flexibility …. (Zen) 

 

In his analogy, Singapore’s culture was such that people expected everything to 

run like clockwork; there was no room for error. Zen perceived the Singaporean 

culture as demanding perfection; errors were unforgivable and could not be 

tolerated. According to Zen, the demand for perfection dehumanised lives in 

Singapore, reducing them to numbers and targets. 

 

Unwilling to tolerate the Singaporean culture, Zen chose to leave Singapore for 

good.  He also wanted to live in a country where he could enjoy a higher level of 

purchasing power.  He went back to China: 

 

I think the only takeaway from what I experienced is don’t come back to 

Singapore. Once you leave, you realise there are many things that shouldn’t 

cost as much as they should. In terms of living expenses, be it food, owning a 
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car, paying for rent, all these basic expenses are actually within reasonable limits 

in China. (Zen) 

 

Zen admitted that he had lost his Singaporean cultural identity while living 

overseas. His overseas experience had helped him to realise there was a very big 

world of opportunity that Singapore could never offer him. Although he agreed 

that Singapore was a safe place to live, but he was insecure about devoting his 

future to a small nation with limited resources. Besides, culture and cost of living, 

the tropical weather and loneliness in Singapore gave Zen more reasons to leave 

Singapore: 

 

I think trying to deal with the cost of living is one. And also having to adapt 

back to the equatorial weather. Not to mention the very family-centric 

landscape, which is to be honest, it’s not suitable for singles. (Zen) 

 

After returning to China to work, Zen had since married a Chinese woman and 

migrated to China. 
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Although Daniel was only slightly concerned with the high cost of living in 

Singapore, for him, the better pay package that came with his new job in Singapore 

was adequate to tolerate the impact of the higher cost of living in Singapore: 

 

… Right now when I step in here and actually feel all these expenses…. It’s 

doable. I can still pretty much do what I’m doing in China, like travelling 

regularly every year and buy necessary things that I need to, so it’s the same. 

Almost the same. (Daniel) 

 

After five years away, Sophie struggled to adapt to Singapore’s weather and 

lifestyle. She regarded life in Singapore as boring because there were limited places 

for her to explore. To compensate for the lack of places to visit within Singapore, 

Sophie coped by organising frequent short trips to nearby countries around 

Singapore: 
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I had established a routine back then in Shanghai. In the weekends, I would 

bring my dog out for grooming that sort of thing and then go hang out with 

friends. …. There was this kind of lifestyle and on weekends, it was quite fun to 

explore the city. … We had that kind of fun. So that was something I couldn’t 

get used to still today…. My routine changed and on weekends, I feel bored. 

(Sophie) 

 

Sophie led a pampered expatriate lifestyle in China. Compared with that of the 

average Chinese person, her earning power allowed her to live an upper-class 

lifestyle in China.  Products and consumer services in China were very affordable. 

She lost this status when she returned to Singapore:   

 

… we were very pampered in Shanghai because there’s always– Socially right, 

we don’t even have to go downstairs to buy food. Just order. Everything also 

ordered. We were spoilt by that kind of service. Labour is so cheap there…. 

(Sophie) 
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All these repatriates, who were formerly self-initiated expatriates, came back with 

higher paying jobs. Nonetheless, many complained about the high cost of living in 

Singapore. This was a way for them to deal with the loss of the benefits of living 

on expatriate incomes in countries with low costs of living. 

 

Positive experiences 

While most of the repatriates preferred temperate weather, Daniel preferred the 

tropical climate in Singapore rather than the extreme weather in China: 

 

….. Because it can get extremely cold, …. And then summer is somewhere a bit 

more warm than here. They get extremes. Even in Shanghai, they get extremes. 

(Daniel) 

 

Daniel was originally from another country, but he made Singapore his home. 

Daniel enjoyed the freedom of living in Singapore. In China, Daniel had to be 

careful not to cross the boundaries set by the Chinese communist administration. 

Because Daniel could not understand Mandarin, he preferred to join English 
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Christian fellowship conducted in homes. However, unlike in Singapore, home 

Christian fellowships in China were considered illegal: 

 

There was an issue with house fellowships. There was one group (of locals) that 

was sent to jail. For real. (Daniel) 

 

… So, you have to go to a proper church and bring a translator. It was very 

inconvenient. …. (Daniel) 

 

Sophie said that her knowledge of China had made her appreciate the quality of 

life in Singapore, where infrastructure systems were well planned and designed. 

Sophie rebuked her friends who complaint about life in Singapore: 

 

…. friends who are based in Singapore who have never worked outside of 

Singapore before; the first thing they will do is complain about government, 

transport and inconvenience and all that. That was one thing– I try to tell them 

… they (referring to the local Chinese) have to leave the house at 6 to 6.30 to 
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get to work at 9. Do you know how tough that is? I mean yes, they’re less 

fortunate so they don’t have the train system or MRT system and all that.…. 

They rent apartments. They have to pay so much for apartments. Sometimes I 

say do you know how fortunate you are. I think some Singaporean friends don’t 

quite understand. They see themselves as very unfortunate. That’s how I find 

myself this year because I start appreciating Singapore more for the cleanliness 

and convenience. (Sophie) 

 

It makes me appreciate Singapore more. I don’t complain. (Sophie) 

 

Sophie had adopted Berry’s (2019) ‘integration’ acculturation strategy—she 

remained aware of maintaining her roots in Singapore but learnt to acculturate to 

the culturally dominant groups within her environment while working in China. 

Sophie’s affirmation of her Singaporean cultural identity reduced her repatriation 

stress. 

 

Jane lived in Vienna, Austria.  Being of Asian descent, Jane experienced 
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discriminatory treatments at both government offices and social spaces. She also 

did not have the support of families in Vienna.  Jane decided to come back to 

Singapore because she did not feel it was safe for her new-born child to grow up 

in the environment: 

… but of course, again, it is not our home and it’s very far away from Singapore. 

(Jane) 

 

Jane adopted Berry’s (2019) ‘separation’ acculturation strategy—she considered 

Singapore a safe place to bring up her child. Although she liked the more 

sophisticated social welfare facilities available in Vienna, she remained concerned 

that she would never be fully accepted into their monocultural space. Jane’s 

affirmation of her Singaporean cultural identity reduced her repatriation stress. 

Nonetheless, managing the welfare of her baby was an important area of 

adjustment that was quite demanding on her during repatriation. 
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Transition process  

Length of resettling 

Daniel was single but did not encounter housing problems when he resettled in 

Singapore. Daniel had multiple opportunities to fly back to Singapore for business 

during his employment in China. He used these visits to look for suitable housing 

to prepare for his repatriation. 

 

Sophie’s new employer in Singapore gave her five days’ leave to settle her personal 

needs upon her repatriation before requiring her to start work. However, she could 

not use the time to unpack her stuff, since her personal effects had not arrived 

within the given week. In fact, five years after her repatriation, Sophie revealed that 

she still had two boxes that had been shipped from China and that she had not 

made time to unpack them. 
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Life roles progression 

Sophie had a thriving career in China. She decided to return to Singapore because 

she was offered a career opportunity that upgraded her to partnership level with 

an international company in Singapore. Sophie did not need to put in any capital; 

she only needed to bring her networks and technical ability: 

 

Definitely better pay and then I was made the partner of a multinational 

company. … And I don’t even have to fork out a single cent to open up this 

new company, so why not? ….. (Sophie) 

 

Zen thought that his career in China had reached an optimum state of growth. He 

felt outcompeted by Western expatriates because the Chinese had developed a 

growing preference for Western cultures. At the same time, top-notch jobs were 

mostly reserved and held by local Chinese. Besides the limited career path, Zen 

was also tired of the long hours that came with his job in China. As such, Zen 

decided to find a cushy job in Singapore in the hope of retiring here: 
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Leaving the company in April 2012 was voluntary because I think, once again 

this is about stage of life, so at that point of time I was 39 and coming to 40. 

So, once you’ve come to that age in your life, you have to make a decision to 

decide whether you stay on this role and work long hours, or you want to move 

on to a world where your hours are more stable. Because I guess the older you 

get, the more tired you become easily. Also, I think in 2012, in the business 

environment, there were also glass ceilings overseas where there are also even 

bigger roles held by specific nationalities in China. (Zen) 

 

His new job in Singapore was in a management position with a higher pay package. 

However, Zen did not stay long in Singapore because he was unable to accept 

being just a regular Singaporean. He continued to yearn for the life of an expatriate 

in China, where he received preferential treatment and rubbed shoulders with 

important and influential people. He wanted to live continuously as a mystery to 

the people around him—he wanted them to wonder what kind of culture, descent 

and way of life he had come from. In other words, although his pay improved, his 

social status had been downgraded: 
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Yeah definitely, I guess when you’re back in your home country, I think you’re 

really just another Singaporean in the mix. When you’re overseas and you’re a 

foreigner, you’re special and different from the rest of them, so socially you 

would excel. You will also find like-minded foreigners. You will also be able to 

meet interesting people because usually locals are curious about foreigners and 

foreigners are curious about locals. Locals are hardly curious about what locals 

are like. (Zen) 

 

Zen left his job after one year of suffering as a commoner in Singaporean society. 

He went back to China to pursue his career and has since settled down permanently 

in China. 

 

As for Jane, with the arrival of her baby, her career took a backseat. Her role as a 

mother preoccupied her life at this point of time because her child was still young. 

Managing the welfare of her baby was an important area of adjustment upon 

repatriation, which became quite demanding on her. 
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Meeting expectations 

The transition back for Daniel was what he had expected and more. He expected 

more freedom living and working in Singapore. In China, Daniel was required to 

wear a necktie to his teaching job every day. The authorities monitored what he 

taught, and the students were restricted from fully expressing themselves. In 

Singapore, he could dress down at work and there were more places where he 

could hang out with friends. He could also go to church and taught what he wanted 

to teach at school. The students were also more expressive in Singapore. His new 

employer offered him a higher salary than he asked for and even had a plan to 

support his further studies. 

 

When Jane decided to come back to Singapore, it was for her baby. She did not 

mind giving up the job that she liked for an alternative job so long as she could 

extend adequate attention to the welfare of her child. The sociocultural and work 

environments in Canada and Vienna, where she used to live, were incredibly 

supportive of an individual’s welfare and wellbeing. Jane was disappointed that 



248 

 

248 

 

Singaporean employers were not family centric. Employees’ contributions in terms 

of time and effort weighed above the needs of their families. 

 

I have classified Carol as a self-initiated expatriate who was repatriated with a job. 

Carol asked her employer to transfer her to their Singaporean office following her 

husband’s repatriation to Singapore. Carol was not classified as an organisational 

expatriate because she was not hired as an expatriate when she took on the job in 

Hong Kong. Carol had already lived in Hong Kong for almost two decades when 

she took on that job. 

 

Carol made a deliberate decision to move to Hong Kong to support her choice of 

lifestyle. If Carol had had a choice, she would have preferred to remain in Hong 

Kong. I can say that, although Carol was prepared to be repatriated, she was not 

psychologically ready to repatriate. Her extended time living overseas and high 

degree of acculturation (she had built a business, married and had children in Hong 

Kong) had inhibited her repatriation adjustment (Black, Gregersen, & Mendenhall, 

1992). 
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Carol did not know what to expect when she was repatriated. She had to 

deliberately adjust to life in Singapore and change her expectations. She had to try 

to remember that this was not Hong Kong; this was Singapore. Because of the 

many adjustments she had to make, life was stressful for Carol. 

 

Sophie expected to start an exciting new career as a business partner in Singapore. 

However, she did not expect that running a business could be so driven by the 

bottom-line. Sophie decided to withdraw from her partnership after merely a year. 

 

Zen had expected to find a comfortable job to retire from. He also wanted his 

foreign experiences to be appreciated and valued by local companies: 

 

My expectation returning to Singapore was to have – Primarily the thought was 

to come back to have a more stable, quiet and maybe look towards retirement 

in a long run and also to see if the foreign experience I gained would have also 
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provided more value in terms of my career and to the prospective employer. 

(Zen) 

 

In China, Zen lived a life with high social status, enjoyed autonomy in his workplace, 

and his contributions were well recognised. Zen’s positive experiences and success 

in China exacerbated his repatriation stress. His view of Singapore was like Carol’s—

that Singapore was limited and too small for him to succeed. 

 

After his repatriation, Zen found that Singaporean work culture was rigid, enclosed 

and inflexible. It brought him back to the past, to why he had originally left 

Singapore to work in China. Zen eventually resigned and went back to China: 

 

No, it wasn’t in the end. In the end when I returned to Singapore, I discovered 

that not much has changed in the seven to eight years I was away. I also felt 

that the operational culture here wasn’t as multinational or international as the 

Shanghainese one I was exposed to. I also noticed there was a lot of inflexibility 

in terms of the work process and that I found that the market, this time because 
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I was overseas for a while, I found that this place was a lot more conservative 

than I believed it to be. (Zen) 

 

Behavioural adjustment 

Problem-solving coping approach 

Carol came from a poor, illiterate family. She was determined to succeed in life and 

was willing to take personal risks to achieve it. Fresh from school, she ventured to 

Hong Kong alone. Through years of hard work, she became remarkably successful 

professionally. She also got married and built a family in Hong Kong: 

 

I did it on my own. (Carol) 

 

Carol followed her husband to relocated back to Singapore. It was quite challenging 

for Carol to come back to Singapore after so many years away. She suffered severe 

reverse culture shock. There were many things in Singapore that Carol could not 

agree with but could not do anything about them. Carol understood that she had 
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to live under existing governmental and social systems. She reluctantly persuaded 

herself to control her emotion and learn to live the Singaporean way of life. 

 

Career-wise, Carol knew how she wanted to define success and was confident she 

could navigate successfully towards her personal goals in life. She accepted a 

retrenchment package and took on a new job teaching at a local university. She 

was quickly promoted to chief of her department. Carol was immensely proud of 

her career successes in life, having started out from a humble background: 

 

I’m a Singaporean now. I was Malaysian–Chinese educated, a whole family of 

illiterates. Mom couldn’t write her own name, came to Singapore, be the first 

graduate of the family. …. Run her own company, got into an MNC (referring 

to multinational corporation). Again, one country, three countries, 10 countries, 

global. And now being a lecturer to share, not only that. When people ask me 

what I want to do, what I aspire to be, I need to find a job that my values grow 

with my grey hair. And being a coach, a consultant helps….... (Carol) 
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Look at me, right? How did this woman become the chief? No teaching 

experiences. (Carol) 

 

Herman and Tetrick (2009) found that repatriates who cope by using problem-

focused strategies, like Carol, may do well in relationships and career integration 

but might still experience stress in matters related to lifestyle adjustment. 

 

Carol adopted Berry’s (2019) ‘assimilation’ acculturation strategy, as she had given 

up her Singaporean identity for one in Hong Kong. Carol had psychologically 

withdrawn from her Singaporean cultural identity over the years, and this resulted 

in her experiencing high repatriation stress. Despite this, Carol’s distress was 

moderated by having a high degree of self-concept clarity. She was able to focus 

on removing stressors by intentionally ‘switching off’ her anger in areas that she 

could not do anything about. Instead, she focused on solving problems that 

affected her life roles, such as organising her children’s education and developing 

her career. It is interesting to observe that Carol, though assimilated into another 

culture, was able to moderate her stress due to her high self-concept clarity and 
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could adopt an integrative acculturation strategy (Berry, 2019) to cope with her 

adjustment issues during repatriation. 

 

The ‘integration strategy’ was identified as the most effective coping strategy for 

the long-term health and wellbeing of immigrants (Sam & Berry, 1995; Schmitz, 

1992). Schmitz (1992) also linked the integration coping strategy to task-oriented 

and problem-solving abilities, which inevitably are characteristics of people with a 

high degree of self-concept clarity. 

 

Daniel also had a clear sense of what he wanted but he was not as aggressive as 

Carol. She was easily offended because she needed to be in control all the time. 

Carol had assimilated into Hong Kong’s culture, embracing Adler’s (1991) ‘alienated’ 

attitude towards Singapore. Daniel, on the other hand, was mild and non-

threatening in his approach towards people and situations in life. 
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Daniel lived by a set of principles that guided his life’s choices. When he was 

teaching in China, he was not induced by competitors who tried to headhunt him 

to jump ship because he felt it would be unethical: 

 

So, even some of the international schools actually offered my colleagues and 

me sometimes to jump ship, but of course that’s very unethical. And the boss 

would know. (Daniel) 

 

Daniel resigned from his job in China when he felt a burden in his heart to work 

in Singapore because of the commitment he had made to the Singaporean 

government to repay the university scholarship extended to him: 

 

….. And also, my scholarship in Singapore has a bond of three year for any 

Singapore registered company … Because I’m also supposed to start my PhD 

last October in New York, but I felt like I wanted to do my obligations first. 

(Daniel) 
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Daniel wanted to fulfil his commitment before continuing to further studies in New 

York. Daniel was able to articulate his personal development plan, which allowed 

his new employer to plan for and support his endeavours to continue his studies 

in New York. 

 

By focusing on his long-term career plan, Daniel had a positive interpretation of 

his potentially stressful repatriation process. He was also not motivated by any 

immediate or short-term benefits. His actions allowed him to lead his life without 

getting offended most of the time. In fact, Daniel built strong and long-lasting 

relationships with people he encountered in both his expatriate and repatriate 

journeys. Daniel’s high self-concept clarity helped him to act, plan and use positive 

reinterpretations to deal with stressful situations. 

 

Jane had moved to Europe with her husband but continued her work in Canada 

from Vienna until she became pregnant. After her child was born, Jane decided to 

continue her career and so she moved back to Singapore: 
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Initially, I was doing part-time remotely for one year (in Canada from Europe). 

And then I got pregnant. At that point of time, I decided not to continue with 

the part-time arrangement. And then I just stopped and became a homemaker. 

(Jane) 

 

Jane prioritised the birth of her child and was confident enough to stop working 

for a short while. When she was ready to get back into the workforce, Jane had no 

problem getting a new job of her choice in Singapore. In fact, three out of the five 

employers she approached responded positively to her job applications: 

 

I was looking for something very specific … 

So, I was certainly expecting some response. (Jane) 

 

Jane explained that she garnered a high response rate for her job applications 

because she was specific about what she wanted to do. Jane’s clarity in what she 

wanted drove the movement of her career and the type of job she wanted to do. 

This resulted in a high level of satisfaction in her personal life and career choice. 
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Sophie came back to Singapore to become a partner in a new firm, but she did 

not expect that running a business would be so stressful. When Sophie knew she 

was not cut out to be an entrepreneur, she made the decision to leave her place 

of employment. Her decision to leave was not laced with emotional rage or 

negative feelings; it was simply a deliberate decision. Sophie displayed a high level 

of self-concept clarity because she knew she wanted to work on the creative side 

and not commercially. Her behaviour in that situation was consistent with other 

instances reflecting high self-concept clarity in her narrative: 

 

… I don’t want to spend my time worrying about money. Because I’m a creative 

person, I really don’t. …. (Sophie) 

 

Emotional coping approach 

Zen’s coping strategy was to leave the source of the problem instead of solving 

the problem. Leaving a stressful situation is a type of emotionally focused coping 
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strategy, which is especially prevalent in people with low self-concept clarity 

(Campbell, 1990). 

 

Zen decided to leave Singapore to work in China because he did not want to 

compete with the growing pool of foreign talent wanting to work in Singapore. He 

believed the competition was too stiff for him to reach the apex in his industry: 

 

I think there comes a point in time where there is definitely a glass ceiling in 

the Singaporean business environment. I think once you reach your mid-30s 

you will see it quite clearly. Some of the higher-ranking roles, or the roles that 

most people aspire to are usually held by people who have been holding those 

jobs for a long time. And I don’t think these people are willing to move or 

change because of their age and experience. Or these jobs are also filled in by 

expatriates who are drawn in from other countries to fill in those roles. So, locals 

in their mid-30s tend to get stuck under these glass ceilings. You either continue 

with this path of no progress or you move out the country. (Zen) 
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After five years in China, Zen decided that he wanted to come back to Singapore 

because he had begun to reach the same glass ceiling in China. He liked being an 

expatriate in China because he felt that he was a mystery to the locals. As an 

expatriate, he could rub shoulders with big names in the industry. 

 

….. And you’d be living in an environment where other foreigners are living and 

not to mention also rubbing shoulders with the wealthier people in that 

particular area…. (Zen) 

 

But as time passed, he felt the local industry began to become more curious about 

expatriates from Western countries. Zen was only a proxy for a Western type of 

business approach, and he was just a bridge that China needed when it started to 

open its economic doors: 

 

…. so, the clients they were working with are actually international clients and 

they’re also needed fresh thinking ideas…. (Zen) 
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…. so, us Singaporeans, we serve as a useful bridge for them but at some point 

of time, you realise you get tired of being a bridge. (Zen) 

 

Zen decided to leave China because he had begun to experience career stress from 

having to fend off growing numbers of Western job seekers looking for career 

opportunities in China. Besides, Zen also had to deal with increasing sentiments of 

nationalism in China, where top jobs were going to a new breed of bright and 

young local talent:  

 

… I guess in China, there is– I think they still look towards Europe, America and 

Australia for a lot influence and cultural influence, rather than in South-East 

Asia, so it’s very hard to break that glass ceiling sometimes. ….. (Zen) 

 

…. I think in 2012, in the business environment, there were also glass ceilings 

overseas where there are also even bigger roles held by specific nationalities in 

China. (Zen) 
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Zen enjoyed working in China because their work culture protected his self-

confidence. He recalled that his Chinese superior always respected and trusted his 

opinions. Even when he was wrong, his employer did not condemn him for the 

mistakes. When Zen decided to leave the Chinese company, instead of feeling 

rejected by him, they showered him with a huge farewell bonus as a parting gift: 

 

I think there was a human factor that I found hard to let go. The human factor 

is the part where it’s beyond law. It’s about saying, ‘Yeah, you made a mistake 

but then we all learn from our mistakes.’ Or maybe, ‘The delivery wasn’t good 

enough but that’s fine, there’s always another opportunity.’ There’s a lot of flex 

and forgiveness in the system actually. (Zen) 

 

In China, Zen could decide how to do things, and his superiors allowed rooms for 

mistakes. This type of work culture had cradled his desire to protect his vertical 

power (Torelli & Shavitt, 2010). Whereas the culture of his organization in Singapore 

promoted collective power. All important decisions were required to go through a 

process: 
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No, it wasn’t in the end. ….. the operational culture here wasn’t as multinational 

or international as the Shanghainese one I was exposed to. I also noticed there 

was a lot of inflexibility in terms of the work process …... (Zen) 

 

Instead of looking for ways to overcome his problems at work, Zen chose to 

concentrate on the symptoms of his problems. His coping strategy was to 

psychologically appraise whether the situations in Singapore had evoked positive 

or negative emotions in him (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Although Zen agreed that 

his organization in Singapore had a working system, but he was more concerned 

that the system was impersonal: 

 

In Singapore, it’s always – I remember the systems are always what came up by 

the book. And much as it’s a system that works, it’s also very cold and inhuman. 

(Zen) 
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Zen’s focus was mostly on himself: how he was treated, how much progress he 

could make and how much he was accepted. Zen was preoccupied with himself 

and his own needs. These were signs of a person with low self-concept clarity. How 

he perceived himself depended on his perception of how others treated him. 

 

Driven by his concerns of having to tolerate with impersonal work culture at work 

and higher cost of living in Singapore, Zen’s coping strategy was to leave.  He 

decided to leave Singapore and migrated to China for good. 

 

Major Life Roles Adjustment 

 

Family relationship 

Parental issues 

Jane needed to come home when her child turned one year old. She and her 

husband both had new career plans and needed someone they could trust to help 

take care of her baby. Jane wanted her son to be raised in a safe environment and 

she knew she could count on her mother for help with her baby: 
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…. and of course, I wanted him to be around our parents, friends and families. 

It’s more for families because in Vienna it was just two of us – and my son. And 

Viennese are not exceptionally sociable. So, especially towards Asians. (Jane) 

 

Jane used to pay only a very minimum sum for high-quality childcare services in 

Vienna, but childcare services cost more in Singapore. Apart from having to pay 

more, Jane also could not rely on local childcare services because they closed too 

early for her schedule. Jane had little time to rush from work to pick up her child: 

 

…. Even childcare has a time. By 7pm you’ve to bring your child home. In fact, 

most of the childcare by 6 something you has to bring them back. (Jane) 

 

Companies in Singapore were not family-friendly like those in Europe, especially 

when it came to allocating time between family and work. Although the 

Singaporean government had instituted mandatory childcare leave, such help was 

still inadequate. 
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Carol’s two daughters were born in Hong Kong and repatriated to Singapore when 

they were already teenagers. When in Hong Kong, her daughters studied all their 

subjects in Mandarin except for the English language. In Singapore, it was the other 

way around: all subjects were studied in English except for the Mandarin language. 

Besides the language issue, Jane found the approach of the local education system 

difficult to cope with because of the requirement that students conform with 

prescribed problem-solving methods: 

 

….. it’s not so much about coping with the curriculum, but the challenge was 

the thought processes and they couldn’t get used to the Singapore education 

systems. …….. (Carol) 

 

The problem-solving approach. We also find that the systems need people to 

conform. Do a certain way of doing things for the convenience of grading and 

marking and so on. So, I decided that after PSLE (primary six), regardless of the 
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results, they’re not going to do local schools. So, they’re both now in 

international schools. (Carol) 

 

Hence, after their primary education, Carol moved her daughters to a locally based 

international school. The drawback of this decision was the expensive school fees 

at international schools in Singapore, which are about 100 times higher than at 

local schools according to Singapore’s leading information portal for education 

("International school fees in Singapore: 2018," n.d.). 

 

Sometimes, it is the family members in Singapore who had to adjust to living with 

the repatriates again.  As for Sophie's case, to avoid conflicts, her mother learnt to 

treat Sophie like an adult and stop tracking her whereabouts. 

 

Marital issues 

Jane, as a wife and mother, had to face more problems when she was repatriated. 

She shared that she had to make career sacrifices and make time for her family. 

However, in contrast, her husband had it easier. Jane explained that she had wanted 
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the same job that her husband took on, but because she had to put the needs of 

her family before her career, Jane decided to take on a different job: 

 

We talked about it before. Because we were eyeing for the same position in 

university, and I said that I think it’ll be tough for me because I won’t be able 

to cope. Kind of priorities with my kid and all that. So, for sure, it’s easier for 

him to adjust and to move. (Jane) 

 

Zen had witnessed many married expatriates failing to maintain long-distance 

marital relationships. Zen advised would-be married expatriates to relocate with 

their families to avoid marital distractions: 

 

….. If they are moving with their families, try to move with their families because 

I don’t think it’s good to apart. So, there won’t be distractions and always learn 

to respect the culture… (Zen) 
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Singles issues 

Daniel was single and his family did not reside in Singapore. Daniel’s new employer 

in Singapore did not help him find a place to stay, since he was a Singaporean 

resident. To overcome the issue of accommodation upon repatriation, Daniel took 

the initiative to negotiate for a higher salary to cover his housing costs. He also 

started to quickly search for suitable accommodation before his impending 

repatriation: 

 

I had to find one on my own…. (Daniel) 

 

…. that time before I started here, I was already here a few times because I was 

invited to perform in places here, so it just happened that I’m here and already 

have some online and made some appointments. Simple. Easy. (Daniel) 

 

Sophie was also single. She moved back in with her mother after her repatriation. 

However, Sophie found herself having to struggle with her over-controlling mother. 

Sophie had lived life independently in China and was not used to being bossed 
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around at home. On several occasions, verbal conflicts ensued between them. 

Taken aback by her own actions, Sophie felt guilty and blamed herself for her 

unfilial behaviour towards her mother. Sophie explained that she had outgrown her 

childhood identity and would like her mother to accept her as a woman: 

 

I was like accommodating. Because last time I was still her little girl. All the while 

I stayed with her. So, I just accommodate and didn’t that there would be a 

problem, but ever since I went away and slept on my own, I came back and 

realised there’s no privacy. And you have someone nagging. (Sophie) 

 

Employment 

Organisational support 

Sophie’s Chinese employer agreed in her employment contract to pay for her 

repatriation, even in the event of a voluntary resignation. In fact, in arranging for 

her repatriation, her Chinese employer went beyond her expectations by showering 

her with services and rewards over and above what was agreed upon contractually, 

which included flying her pet dog back to Singapore: 
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Yes. I mean in fact the repatriation was fully paid for. I didn’t have to fork out 

a single cent. And that was the deal I – I felt grateful because that was the deal 

they offered when it was part of my initial contract when I signed. ….. (Sophie) 

 

… They even paid for my dog to fly back. (Sophie) 

 

Traditional Chinese culture embraces building good relationships with others, since 

it promotes the long-term benefits of mutual concordance, which is known in 

Mandarin as “guanxi, 关系”. Sophie must have done well in building ‘guanxi’ with 

her Chinese employer: 

 

In fact, I would say I’m impressed. I didn’t expect this level of commitment to 

make sure my transition was smooth. (Sophie) 

 

When Sophie left China, Sophie felt their warmth and love for her. Even though 

she chose to leave them, they continued to treat her with care and respect. As a 
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parting gift, her Chinese employer also awarded her a handsome bonus, about 

which she said: 

 

I felt loved. I felt valued. I really felt valued. (Sophie) 

 

The downside of receiving generous support for her repatriation was that Sophie 

became complacent. Instead of supervising the packing of her personal belongings, 

Sophie tasked her housekeeper to organise the shipping with her office staff. 

Sophie wanted to spend as much time as possible travelling around China before 

her repatriation. Since she was not around to supervise the packing process, 

everything she had in her Chinese apartment was shipped back to Singapore. 

 

Sophie’s apartment in Singapore was too small to take in all the items shipped to 

her. She ended up having to throw out or give away some of them. At the time of 

the research interview, she still had unopened boxes of her personal belongings 

sitting in her house. 
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Carol’s employer in Hong Kong paid for her repatriation because it was considered 

that she was simply moving offices from Hong Kong to Singapore. Carol’s employer 

was a global company, and its administrators were well trained in handling 

repatriation. Carol was very satisfied with the way her transition to Singapore was 

arranged and handled by her employer. 

 

Jane, on the other hand faced, some struggles in organising her repatriation. 

Although her new employer in Singapore provided a repatriation budget, it did not 

provide administrative support. It was quite a hassle to arrange for packing and 

shipping given that she was being repatriated with her family. 

 

Zen’s expatriate employment contract did not cover repatriation support upon 

resignation. Zen had to pay for the cost of his own repatriation. His new 

Singaporean employer was unwilling to pay for his repatriation since they treated 

him as a local hire. That left Zen with a negative impression even before he started 

work: 
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… when I asked the new company in Singapore to see if they were willing to 

pay for repatriation, they refused. This is a $1 billion company. (Zen) 

 

When Daniel resigned from his job in China, his employer was reluctant to let him 

go because Daniel was incredibly talented in his field. Despite the loss, his employer 

continued to treat him very well and provided support for his repatriation. Daniel 

returned to Singapore using his excess air ticket quota and only had one suitcase 

to take with him. 

 

Because of this kindness and respect from his employer in China, Daniel continued 

to maintain a very cordial relationship with them and even planned for a possible 

collaboration in the future: 

 

So, everything is clean. We still have a healthy relationship. In fact, there might 

be collaboration between the *us. ….. (Daniel) 

 

He’s a very compassionate person. (Daniel) 
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Receptiveness of home country employers 

Daniel had chosen to return to Singapore to work not only because he had an 

obligation to do so, but also because he had had some bad experiences teaching 

in China. He had been investigated by the Chinese government for teaching his 

students about another country’s cultural revolution. Daniel felt the Chinese 

students were rather conservative and restricted in their responses to his teaching. 

In China, he had to teach many subjects besides his area of specialisation, but the 

new job in Singapore allowed him to teach the subject that he genuinely loved. 

Daniel’s new job also came with a higher salary. 

 

Jane felt her employer was very insensitive by demanding that she start work 

immediately upon arrival in Singapore. Jane ended up having to fight with the 

administration to allow her at least two weeks to get things in order before she 

started working: 
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I actually did tell them that I would start work only two weeks after I come back. 

There was a bit of argument. (Jane) 

 

Jane was shocked to learn that companies in Singapore were not family friendly. 

She narrated that in Europe, employees might leave work as early as three in the 

afternoon (3 pm) to pick up their children from school. And holidays in European 

countries were usually longer since many employees lived some distance away from 

their work locations: 

 

The truth is a lot of companies (referring to companies in Singapore) they’re 

not mother friendly. (Jane) 

 

In contrast, in Singapore, Jane’s boss would be unhappy to see her leaving work 

on time. Most employees would leave some time after office hours ended. 

According to Jane, it was also part of the work culture in Singapore, especially in 

the field of research, to come in over the weekends voluntarily: 
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8.30 am to 6.00 pm. But most people will leave at 7.00pm. (Jane) 

 

Unlike the work cultures in Western countries, Singapore’s work culture was 

dominated by hierarchy. As a result, Jane observed that junior employees felt very 

subordinated: 

 

The style of work certainly there’s a difference. I feel that mostly, I wouldn’t say 

in Europe, but in North America Toronto there’s basically zero hierarchy in the 

research environment. …. In Singapore, I always have to be more hesitated that 

this person is my boss… This person is my senior… Just a little bit more of a 

hierarchal structure. (Jane) 

 

There was also extensive bureaucracy at the workplace, especially for procurement: 

 

….it takes forever for me to order a new computer. (Jane) 

 

Zen was quite disappointed to be given a cold reception when he started with his 
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new employer in Singapore. Having been in China for a few years, Zen was 

accustomed to the warm receptions he had received from his employer: 

 

So, there was no warmer welcome or there wasn’t like “We missed you”, nothing 

like that. (Zen) 

 

… It’s quite cold (Zen) 

 

Zen had difficulty assimilating back into the Singaporean work culture since he still 

preferred the expatriate lifestyle he enjoyed in China. 

 

Carol had spent decades of her career outside of Singapore and many things had 

changed since she first left. Carol had a lot of grievances regarding the high cost 

of living in Singapore. When she asked to work at the Singapore office, her 

employer treated her like she was a Singaporean employee who wanted to be 

repatriated. As a result, her employer adjusted her pay according to local 

Singaporean pay levels. However, she in fact considered herself a Hong Kong-
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based employee asking for a transfer. Singapore was a foreign land to her. She 

thought her company should have adopted a universal pay system instead of 

determining salaries according to country: 

 

…. Now that Singapore is ranked the most expensive – So maybe our pay 

adjustment, they shouldn’t be looking at the median or mean or how it 

compares to their employees previously and their standard of living. (Carol) 

 

Carol was unhappy that her remuneration was not commensurate with the high 

cost of living in Singapore. Thus, when her company offered its employees a 

retrenchment package, Carol jumped at the chance to cash out. 

 

Sophie left her expatriate job to accept a more financially rewarding job in 

Singapore as a business partner. However, as a business owner, she became 

overwhelmed by the responsibility to meet monthly financial demands and the 

stress affected her creative contributions to the business. Sophie’s new business 

partner could have reduced Sophie’s stress by helping her to cope with the 



280 

 

280 

 

demands of her new role. When she was unable to cope in her work, Sophie 

decided to leave the company: 

 

I think I was crazy back then because I had to get out. I just want to get out. I 

don’t care what happens after. (Sophie) 

 

Usefulness of expatriates’ experiences 

As a researcher, Jane worked with very intellectual people all over the world. She 

explained that she believed her professional skills and experiences working abroad 

were not only useful in Singapore but could apply anywhere she went. 

 

Living in Austria had taught Jane to be more vocal in making her thoughts audible 

to others. As an Asian, Jane frequently encountered discrimination—in public places 

as well as government offices. Jane recounted that she learnt not to be bullied by 

people in Vienna who jumped queue by raising her voice and saying that she was 

there first. To her surprise, people were not hostile when she told them off. Jane 
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learnt that, if she could make her thoughts audible to others, she could improve 

the way she was treated. 

 

Zen shared that his experiences overseas had improved his business and 

communication skills. However, he found that local companies in Singapore were 

not receptive to foreign professional knowledge and foreign ways of doing things: 

 

….. I think the experiences that I brought back were the fact that I think in 

business, relationships are important. So that was one. But I think when it comes 

to professional knowledge, locally, there is a big resistance to adapting and 

assimilating foreign ways of working and doing things. (Zen) 

 

It was Zen’s opinion that the limited exposure of Singaporean companies had 

restricted their ability to appreciate foreign ways of conducting businesses. Zen 

believed that people who had experienced a world beyond Singapore were more 

likely to do better as their thinking processes became more expansive and less 

restrictive: 
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I think being overseas for a while, yes you become less Singaporean. … I think 

then you realise how big the world is, and how small Singapore actually is. … 

you realise that most of us who left Singapore actually have seen more and are 

doing much better and also able to relate to the world as why things are the 

way they are. It avoids being stuck in a bubble-like Singapore, where everything 

is managed and controlled by a single authority. (Zen) 

 

Sophie became a freelancer after leaving her business. Sophie’s knowledge of what 

the Chinese market expected helped her to secure new freelancing projects with 

her Chinese networks. Sophie continued to serve the Chinese market from 

Singapore by leveraging on her networks and work experiences in China. Although 

her income as a freelancer was not as regular as she used to enjoy as an employee, 

on average she was making more money than before. 
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Social relationship 

Friendships in the home country 

For Zen, friendships were not as important as maintaining connections with family 

members: 

 

… I don’t think there’s any love lost because I think in the Singaporean 

landscape, friendships aren’t as valuable as family relations. (Zen) 

 

The social scene in cities in larger countries such as China is quite different 

compared to that in a small city like Singapore. Zen’s social life in China had always 

been vibrant. This was because many of his expatriate friends (and even local 

Chinese friends), despite some of them being married, lived and worked in 

Shanghai without their families. This worked out well for Zen since he was single: 

 

When you’re overseas and a much bigger country like China, or even Australia, 

or America, it’s different because wherever you work overseas, most of these 

people who work in this specific– In these capital cities aren’t just from the 
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capital city itself but also from other neighbouring provinces or places. So, 

everyone is going for the same goal as pursuing career, making friendships. 

Families are very far away for most of these people overseas. Their families 

would be in Chongqing, Sichuan. It’s not like in Singapore, where your families 

are in Tiong Bahru and when you go home, they’re still there. So, there’s no 

privacy, so in China, and also in other bigger markets, I think that’s why I think 

single expatriates find it so much more enjoyable to live and work in places like 

that than in Singapore. That’s how I felt. (Zen) 

 

After his repatriation, Zen, being single, often felt lonely in Singapore since many 

of his old friends had gotten married and started families of their own. Zen 

eventually returned to work in China again—to the big city of Shanghai, where 

there were many lonely people who also needed someone to spend leisure time 

with: 

 

…. the very family-centric landscape, which is to be honest, it’s not suitable for 

singles. …. So that means a lot of people would have their families to focus on, 
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so the whole friends you used to know are married with kids. Everyone is taking 

care of his or her families. Friendships aren’t as important. (Zen) 

 

Thanks to the popularity of social media, especially Facebook, friendships could be 

maintained in cyberspace. Sophie was not too concerned about leaving her friends 

in Singapore: 

 

….. But you figure that these days there’s always e-mail, and people fly out so 

often, right? Back then. They come to visit or play. So, it wasn’t so much of a 

concern. …. like with Facebook, it was still not too much of an issue. (Sophie) 

 

However, after five years apart, upon her repatriation, Sophie found that her old 

friends had drifted apart. Some had found new friends, while others had gotten 

married and were starting families of their own. As Sophie remained single, she 

often felt lonely and left out. However, despite having drifted apart, Sophie 

remained sentimental about her old buddies and chose to understand that things 

had changed: 
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Didn’t lose contact but some friends drifted apart. … (Sophie) 

 

I try to rebuild the relationship. At this age, it’s not about making new friends. 

… so, it was tough. It wasn’t easy. (Sophie) 

 

Sophie felt that, as she aged, she would rather maintain her old friendships than 

make new ones, even though her friends could not spend much time with her. 

However, it was just a matter of time and luck before she eventually found a new 

friend in Singapore who was also single and shared her passion for travelling. 

 

Friendships in host country 

Daniel made friends easily. Having returned to Singapore, Daniel expressed how 

he was missing his friends in China. These were mainly people whom he worked 

with. Since Daniel’s separation from his employer in China was amicable, Daniel 

would fly back to China to visit his friends whenever he could. The good 
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relationships he had fostered paved the way for Daniel’s current employer in 

Singapore and former employer in China to plan to collaborate on future projects. 

 

Sophie loved her Chinese friends because they had always been caring and helpful 

towards her.  When Sophie decided to leave her job in China, instead of feeling 

forsaken, her former employer in China fully supported her repatriation process. 

Their kindness and generosity deeply touched her. When Sophie started to do 

freelancing from Singapore, she could depend on her Chinese networks of friends 

and acquaintances for continuous flow of job assignments: 

 

The good thing was that I kept in touch with my ex-clients and all that, so the 

minute they knew I was getting out, they said, ‘Let me introduce this other client 

to you. You might want to take on a freelance job for this client.’ And then I 

started doing things from there. (Sophie) 
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Yeah. In fact, the one year after I left, I still miss Shanghai so once in a while …. 

They would still say, ‘Eh, I have a job, are you keen to work with us?’ I have 

people constantly approaching me from Shanghai. (Sophie) 

 

When Carol repatriated to Singapore with her family, including two teenage 

children, she brought her domestic helper along with her. With access to low-cost 

domestic helpers and the rise in women pursuing professional careers, it is quite 

common for families throughout Asia to hire domestic helpers. Carol repatriated 

to Singapore with ongoing employment. Her domestic helper was necessary for 

her to have continuity in her career without her domestic responsibilities causing 

too much disruption. 

 

Pets 

Sophie’s pet dog had to go through a long period of quarantine at Singaporean 

customs before it could legally reside in Singapore. For 30 days during the 

quarantine period, Sophie would visit her pet dog daily—except on Sundays when 

the facility was closed. 
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But it was well worth it for Sophie. Her beloved pet dog was less lonely and happier 

in Singapore now that they lived with her mother as well: 

 

Yeah. Actually, my dog is a lot happier here. Over there, I lived alone, nobody 

to interact with except me. At night or during the weekends only. But here, he 

has my mum. So, he is happier here, I can tell. (Sophie) 

 

Self-initiated expatriates’ re-entry without jobs 

Coping Phenomena 

 

Lifestyle changes 

Negative experiences 

Derrick said he was disgusted with his fellow countrymen when he re-entered 

Singapore. Derrick blamed the Singaporean government for the social degradation 

of Singaporeans: 
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….. Let’s just say that Singaporeans need a little bit more maturity. They’ve come 

a long way but not far enough. They don’t have the depth of culture. In fact, 

they have no culture. They don’t know half the time how to act when they leave 

Singapore. And a lot of it is the fault of the education system that we have here. 

(Derrick) 

 

… the parental system as well as it’s an extension of the government ... So, it all 

comes down from the top. So, the government just wants people to eat hawker 

food and work hard. (Derrick) 

 

Born in Singapore, Derrick was schooled in America, worked in London, got married 

and lived in Australia, and took on an expatriate job in the Middle East. He finally 

repatriated to Singapore after he resigned from his expatriate job in Qatar. Despite 

being Singaporean, Derrick had spent only his early childhood years in Singapore 

and thus was not acculturated to the Singaporean way of life. 
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It was interesting to discover that one of the research participants, Derrick, had 

exhibited the ‘marginalisation’ dimension of Berry’s (2019) acculturation model. 

Berry (2019) has received a fair share of scholastic criticism regarding the 

implausibility of this dimension—where an individual rejects his/her host country’s 

culture but does not retain his/her home country’s culture either. 

 

Qatar had a somewhat closed culture to protect their beliefs and ways of life from 

foreign influences ("Culture shock in Qatar," n.d.). Derrick spent most of his life 

away from Singapore, so he had a weak Singaporean cultural heritage.  These 

combinations might have led Derrick into Berry's marginalisation cultural dimension 

that he rejected both host and home country's cultures.  

 

Derrick would have been happier if he were assigned to work in a country with a 

more open culture, such as America. So, it was no wonder he only had good things 

to say about his experiences in America.  
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Singaporean culture sits somewhere between closed and open culture because the 

Singaporean government's approach to managing Singapore is by the soft 

authoritarian system (Diamond & Plattner, 1998). 

 

The only country that Derrick could say good things about was America, where he 

mostly grew up: 

 

…. So, repatriation back to Singapore was not a really big deal for me. It wasn’t 

like when I first came back from the United States after five years. Never coming 

back to Singapore. That was a very big shock from the system because 

everybody in the US drives like they know how to, and they do, while 

Singaporeans don’t know how to drive. There is a certain respect for your fellow 

human being in the United States, which Singaporeans don’t have. When people 

walk in New York, they walk with purpose unlike people who walk in Singapore, 

with no purpose because they don’t know what they want to do – they just 

want to walk down Orchard Road. They have nothing else better to do with 

their lives. (Derrick) 
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Faelyn spent three years working in China and her husband relocated with her. She 

saw that the Chinese were culturally more gracious than Singaporeans and she 

preferred the bicycle culture and efficient train system in China: 

 

You find that overseas, China, people are a little bit more gracious towards you. 

But Singaporeans maybe things have changed so they’re not as gracious as 

compared to the past. … In a sense that – Giving way to others. ... (Faleyn) 

 

Because in China we can actually ride our bicycles on the expressways and stuff 

like that, but in Singapore there isn’t any, and the MRT (referring to Singapore’s 

train system) breakdowns and stuff. ……. (Faelyn) 

 

Jeremy appreciated the patience and quality of customer service in Indonesia, which 

he believed Singaporeans could learn from: 
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Singapore maybe can learn to be more patient. Because Indonesians are usually 

very patient people. Their pace is rather slow. They’re not so in a hurry. Not so 

rush. Everything they take their own sweet time to do. (Jeremy) 

 

Positive experiences 

Kenny declared his undying devotion to Singapore. Born in Malaysia, Kenny 

migrated to Singapore with his family. He shared his knowledge of Singaporean 

culture with his local Indonesian colleagues and business associates: 

 

I always tried to promote Singapore. Their way of living, working and 

multicultural society…. Just like a mini ambassador. (Kenny) 

 

Despite Derrick’s rhetoric about the over-controlling Singaporean governmental 

system, he learnt there were places—like the country he had just been repatriated 

from—that would rob him of his basic freedoms. Derrick shared with me his fear 

of incarceration while working in the Middle East: 
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Yeah, the grass is rather good, but you don’t really run free. A lot of restrictions. 

I had to get an exit permit whenever I had to leave the country… (Derrick) 

 

Derrick spoke of the dictatorial management style prevalent in Qatar, which 

restricted freedom of movement for expatriates unless they complied with the 

compulsory set of strict work rules: 

 

… People get jail in Qatar very easily. You just have to look the wrong way at a 

Qatari …. (Derrick) 

 

Leaving the country. Leaving Doha. That was the most difficult. Because literally, 

you don’t know whether you can leave the country until you’re on board the 

plane. And it has been known where the plane has taken off, they have found 

something in transit, and they have told the pilot to fly back. And the person 

on board was incarcerated. These are true stories.…. (Derrick) 
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Thus, now safely back in Singapore, Derrick did not want his Singaporean lifestyle 

to change. Derrick did not wish for the current ruling government in Singapore to 

change because he believed they were the reason that he was able to enjoy a safe 

and comfortable life in Singapore. Although he had made many derogatory 

remarks about Singaporeans and the Singaporean government, he remained 

committed to keeping the present government in power: 

 

… I vote PAP (the long-ruling governmental party) every year because I do not 

want the lifestyle to change. (Derrick) 

 

Terry’s overseas assignment was in Qatar. He did not appreciate the closed Qatari 

culture, which he perceived as restrictive and demanded high compliances:  

 

… They have strict restrictions …. (Terry) 

 

Qatar is a sovereign state built on firmly embedded religious beliefs.  Foreigners in 

Qatar were expected to respect their cultures and practices.  It was not easy for a 
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foreigner to be able to accept or to be accepted into a monolithic cultural 

environment. Terry had chosen to retain his cultural heritage. Hence, he did not 

experience stress upon his re-entry into Singapore. Terry adopted Berry’s (2019) 

separation acculturation dimension to cope with his situation where he respected 

the local practices but kept his heritage. 

 

While Indonesians are generally known to be welcoming to foreigners, this was not 

the case for Randy. He had adopted Berry’s (2019) separation acculturation because 

he worked under an unkind and authoritarian superior. Randy’s dissatisfaction with 

having to report to a local boss could be supported by a study that found that 

self-initiated expatriates were less satisfied reporting to a supervisor who originated 

from the host country (Peltokorpi & Forese, 2014): 

 

I have not experienced this thing before. Only this … especially people like us, 

Singaporeans. (Randy) 
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Certain personnel. Not the company. Only the person holding authority. It’s the 

dictatorship kind of management…. (Randy) 

 

Randy suspected he was a target for assassination in Indonesia, so he was relieved 

to leave Indonesia and return to Singapore: 

 

Yes. I’m relieved. 

In a way that I find relief in coming back. 

No cultural shock. (Randy) 

 

If not for the fear of losing his life, despite the hardships, I believe that Randy 

would have worked there for as long as he could. 

 

Faelyn liked the laid-back lifestyle and low-cost conveniences (such as food delivery 

and concierge services) in China. However, living in China also allowed Faelyn to 

witness the lives of the local people in China and learnt to appreciate what 

Singapore had to offer her: 
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The things you take for granted in Singapore you tend to appreciate more. 

…Basically, not a lot of China people are rich or well to do…. (Faelyn) 

 

Laurie struggled with her career in China for eight years. Upon repatriation, Laurie 

easily re-socialised (Adler, 1991) to the Singaporean culture because she had had 

bad experiences living in China: 

 

I guess with the number of years’ experience overseas I would say more like, if 

you ask me, because I worked overseas before, I will see things differently and 

appreciate people more. When you come home, you’ll feel a lot of people 

especially Singaporeans like to complain a lot. But overseas, frankly, we have a 

lot of things that we don’t appreciate. People in China have bad food, have all 

this bad air, so we are very lucky. (Laurie) 

 

For Sydney, despite having worked in China for 10 years, he continued to identify 

himself with Singapore: 
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… I am still a Singaporean myself. I find that I am an easy person who can adapt 

to any environment. (Sydney) 

 

Due to its nation-building plan and limited resources, Singapore is a country of 

continuous change, innovation and improvement. Veteran expatriates like Shawn 

and Derrick marvelled at Singapore’s constant development: 

 

Of course, Singapore, every time when I am back, I’m very impressed with the 

place. The beauty, like any expatriate. Cleanliness, and it’s so pleasant, and so 

organised. Not the place where in Jakarta, where I worked, right? (Shawn) 

 

Except that the roads have changed, there were more buildings and places. 

Singaporean. (Derrick) 
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Transitions 

Length of resettling 

Kenny did not expect to be retrenched. The sudden loss of employment had caused 

his family to become anxious.  Kenny became worried and insecure about his future. 

The retrenchment was sudden and unexpected.  Kenny was only given one month 

of notification to pack and leave.  He did not have enough time to deal with the 

loss: questions begging for answers about his future, about how to relate it to his 

family, friends and colleagues: 

 

Especially from a big company like …., definitely I feel that it is very different 

from those normal MNC (referring to multinational corporation), especially in 

terms of the time given to the expatriate to readjust back into the local society. 

Basically, I expected the group to give a longer time to adjust back, let’s say 

three to six months. It’s a short period of time to repatriate from overseas to 

home. (Kenny) 
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Kenny believed that expatriates set to be laid off would benefit from a notice period 

of at least three to six months to process their loss of employment. He 

recommended that companies compensate with payment if they could not grant 

extra time. Traditionally, companies are viewed as being only responsible to the 

investors and business agreements; however, there is an emerging view that 

businesses also function as a form of social enterprise (Grassl, 2012). Grounded on 

a set of values, companies owe stakeholders, including employees, a duty of care 

to safeguard their interests (McDonnell, 2014). Hardy (1987) wrote that companies 

must be willing to pay the cost for retrenchment.  Companies should allow affected 

employees some degree of choices and help them to transit; this is because often 

the gains of a company from restructuring cannot outweigh the negative impact 

on the lives of employees (Hallock, 2009). After Kenny’s repatriation, he took some 

time off for a short vacation to recharge himself. 

 

Shawn also wanted his employer in the host country to give him more time before 

repatriation. He negotiated with his employer to give him an additional 

three months to help prepare a successor to take over his job. His employer agreed 
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only after Shawn agreed to work at much lower pay for the additional 

three months. 

  

While working in Indonesia, Jeremy often flew back to Singapore for business 

meetings. This gave him opportunities to visit his family in Singapore. To increase 

the frequency of his trips home to see his family, Jeremy would pay for his own air 

fares or have his wife fly over to Jakarta to meet him. His frequent visits back home 

helped him to resettle quickly into Singaporean living conditions: 

 

Yeah, it does. It does help. Every time I come back, I felt that I got integrated 

back. Yeah, it does help. (Jeremy) 

 

When Jeremy was retrenched, he was given slightly more than a month to prepare 

for his final departure. Although Jeremy was grateful that his time was extended 

slightly, he felt he needed at least three months of preparation to be fully ready 

for the transition. 
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Life roles progression 

If Shawn had remained in Singapore, he would never have earned the kind of 

income he did as an expatriate. Shawn did not have the necessary paper 

qualifications to compete in Singapore’s labour market. Shawn was retrenched 

when he was in his 60s but disagreed with the idea of retirement. Shawn perceived 

retirement as losing a part of his life. He continued to actively look for jobs, but he 

could not find any. His LinkedIn account showed that he had recently become self-

employed. 

 

It looks like the peak of Randy’s career was the six years he spent in Indonesia. 

Having to make that ultimate decision to resign from his overseas job and return 

home jobless must have been tough. Believing there was a bounty on his head, 

Randy escaped from Indonesia and returned to Singapore to make a fresh start on 

his career. A few months into his repatriation, Randy’s brother referred him to a 

new job which he did for eight months. Thereafter, he joined another new company 

in Singapore for three years but eventually resigned due to office politics. At the 

time of my interview with Randy, he was unemployed. Randy and I kept in contact 
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regularly after the interview. He has since become a grandfather and has had a 

part-time job in security. 

 

Terry accepted his expatriate assignment because it was challenging to him. His 

expatriate career ended because the project ended. As soon as he returned to 

Singapore, he found a new job. Within a year, he took up an offer with another 

company. 

 

When Kenny came back to Singapore without a job, his social networks in 

Singapore began to help him search for new employment. One of the church 

members linked Kenny with a potential employer in Singapore and he was 

employed within two months of his repatriation. However, Kenny’s new job did not 

pay as well as his previous expatriate job. 

 

When Singapore's job market became competitive, going to China gave Sydney 

the opportunity for career growth. Sydney worked in China for ten years when 

China's job market became saturated; he decided to return to Singapore. 
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Unfortunately, looking for a job in Singapore without local experiences was not 

easy.  Sydney only managed to work for a short while. At the time of the interview, 

he was actively looking for new employment. 

 

Jeremy loved the commodity market and had a career based on that in Indonesia, 

an important source of commodities. After he lost his job and returned to 

Singapore, he remained jobless for an extended period. It was not easy for Jeremy 

to find a job in Singapore since he did not have much education. It was also 

important for Jeremy to be employed because he had a large family to support. 

Furthermore, Jeremy’s wife suffered from depression. If he remained jobless, he 

was concerned that his wife might relapse. As a result, Jeremy decided to fly back 

to Indonesia where he started running his own business. My recent communication 

with Jeremy found him doing well in this new endeavour. 

 

Being successful was particularly important for Derrick.  He accepted the 

opportunity to work for a big international company in Qatar in a high-ranking 

position. Even though life in Qatar was difficult, but the pay was good. However, 
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Derrick became emotionally broken when his wife decided to divorce him. Derrick 

decided to return to Singapore, hoping that his families in Singapore could fill his 

emotional void. Derrick eventually found a new high-ranking job in Singapore that 

gave him newfound confidence again. 

 

Faelyn was headhunted to lead a new business in China. She took the job because 

it allowed her and her husband to experience a new lifestyle. However, the business 

that Faelyn headed did not turn out well because the target market at the location 

was not ready to accept the services provided by her company. Faelyn was 

disappointed that her employer did not do adequate market research before 

investing in the business. She and her husband both sacrificed their careers for this 

carelessly established business venture. After their repatriation, they survived on 

their savings for months before Faelyn finally found a new job. However, her salary 

was lower than what she received in China. Her husband found a job a year later.  

 

Laurie was excited to be offered to work in China because she was bored with the 

limited scope of work she did in Singapore. However, Laurie’s career in China was 
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volatile. She changed employers seven times within a span of eight years for 

various reasons including retrenchment. Eventually, Laurie realised her career was 

not going to go anywhere if she continued to stay in China. She had already begun 

to feel the discontent of the local Chinese with foreigners working in China. The 

local Chinese had evolved to become competitive in the Chinese labour market. In 

fact, Laurie was losing competitive ground in China since her grasp of the Mandarin 

language was not strong. 

 

After more than a year from her repatriation, Laurie could not find a job that fit 

career profile. During this lull time, she lived off her savings and took up menial 

and low-paying jobs. She also did freelance jobs in between to make ends meet. 

Laurie eventually found a job that fit her area of expertise, but she must be willing 

to accept a lower position and less pay: 

 

…. I don’t mind if let’s say it’s a different aspect of it, I don’t mind stepping 

down. As long as I am comfortable with the pay, then why not? So, for me it is 

easy to get into market first. (Laurie) 
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Laurie knew the Singaporean labour market was competitive. Her advice for 

unemployed repatriates was to keep some savings and to anticipate rejection in 

the job hunt. 

 

Meeting expectations 

Kenny did not expect to be retrenched. He thought he was doing well, so the news 

that he had lost his job was sudden and unexpected. His retrenchment came as 

part of a restructuring exercise planned at the Singaporean headquarters. Being far 

away from Singapore, Kenny was oblivious to the fact that his job was at risk: 

 

…. it was quite a big disappointment. After giving so much to the group. (Kenny) 

 

Kenny’s family in Singapore was not prepared for him to stay at home unemployed. 

They had already grown used to a certain lifestyle and schedule, expecting Kenny 

to fly in and out frequently to see them but not to stay permanently: 
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I would say they expected me to come back but again, too soon. (Kenny) 

 

Kenny anticipated tough competition in the labour market due to poor economic 

conditions in Singapore at that time.  

 

Because during that time, Singapore experienced a very difficult economic 

growth so there was concerns about the job opportunities based back home. 

(Kenny) 

 

As such, Kenny did not waste time to quickly reached out to his social contacts for 

help. Meanwhile, Kenny took some self-improvement courses to keep himself 

upgraded while waiting for a new job. Kenny found new employment within merely 

two months from his repatriation.  

 

Sydney expected his expatriate experience to enhance his employability in 

Singapore but was shocked to learn otherwise: 
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You know when we went over, we thought when we went to China, we learn 

more, tough environment, we gain more knowledge and expertise… Coming 

back will make finding a job easier but like me, most of us think likewise. After 

experience coming back, we find that it is not the case. (Sydney) 

 

Sydney believed he could find a job in Singapore within three months of active 

searching, but he was shocked that no one offered to hire him even though he 

was willing to take a lower-level job. Sydney was still unemployed at the time of 

the interview: 

 

Well, I actually thought at worst it would take me three months to get a lower-

level job, but I didn’t know it was so cut-off, cause you’re competing with 200 

over applicants for a single position. Then I started to realise that life is not as 

easy as you see. (Sydney) 

 

When Faelyn took on the expatriate job, she also thought the expatriate experience 

would help enhance her career. However, she too found out it was not so: 
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Upon returning home, at first, we thought we were able to get a better job, 

better pay scale and Singapore companies would appreciate the experiences 

we had overseas but apparently, it’s not what we thought. (Faelyn) 

 

Faelyn shared the same sentiment as Sydney. She spent many months to search 

for a new job in Singapore, and she had to face many rejections from employers.  

Most employers did not think her overseas working experience was relevant to the 

Singapore context:   

 

We actually thought so that going overseas would improve the opportunity 

over here in Singapore as well as collecting experience but apparently after 

coming back to Singapore, it wasn’t useful at all. (Faelyn) 

 

The adjustment part is really tough. It takes time. Singapore employers may not 

want to accept you when you’re back in Singapore. (Faelyn) 
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Faelyn finally found a new job in Singapore, but she suffered 20% to 30% pay cut 

from what she used to receive in China. Faelyn was thankful that she saved some 

of her excess earnings in China.  The savings helped her to pull through the 

financially challenging months: 

 

But thank God that this previous employment was an expatriate pay. So, it’s 

slightly higher so whatever savings we had, we were able to pull through. 

(Faelyn) 

 

Laurie learnt in her period of transition that she needed patience and tenacity. She 

had to prepare for every interview. Before attending any interview, Laurie would 

take time to learn about her potential employer and prepared job samples for the 

interviewers to read through. This was a very tiring and frustrating process for her, 

especially since she knew the competition for jobs in Singapore was fierce and the 

chance of rejection was also extremely high: 
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Yeah. After a while you get really tired because too many interviews and each 

interview, you have to do a lot of homework. You need to find out about the 

client and agency, you need to do a lot of homework so every time after an 

interview … When will I get a job? it’s very frustrating. (Laurie) 

 

Having faced retrenchment before, Laurie cautioned friends who wished to work 

overseas of the risks faced by self-initiated expatriates. According to Laurie, if self-

initiated expatriates lose their jobs, they are on their own. They would not have 

any repatriation package to fall back on: 

 

…. Also, I told her that when you’re overseas, the scariest that can ever happen 

to you is being retrenched. … (Laurie) 

 

Initially Randy tried to out on a strong front about finding a new job in Singapore. 

Eventually he admitted that he was anxious about finding new employment in 

Singapore: 
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…. Like afraid that cannot get a job– A suitable job, that kind of thing. But I tell 

myself that “Yeah, if I’m willing to work any job also good.” (Randy) 

 

Shawn expected hardship when he returned to Singapore. When asked whether 

things turned out as he had expected, he said ‘as expected’. Shawn felt defeated 

before he even tried to find new employment in Singapore because of his situation. 

Shawn was already in his 60s and did not have an academic degree: 

 

Because I am only a diploma holder. It’s very difficult for me to secure a job 

(pause) …. (Shawn) 

 

Shawn was out of touch with the Singapore employment market due of his long 

expatriate career. Because of his predicament, Shawn felt ‘lousy’. He ruminated 

about not having enough money to provide for the rest of his life: 

  

….. And frankly, I’m very sad because until today I cannot find a job. (Shawn) 
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If every time at home, no income, no this, no that. Sitting at home, nothing to 

do. So, this is the worst part of (pause) going overseas to work. (Shawn) 

  

…. Until today I am still finding for a job. 

 

As a result of his feelings of defeat and hopelessness, Shawn said he had begun 

to shut himself out from others. He tried to find solutions to his problem by looking 

within himself: 

 

I do talk less to people because I am always thinking about this issue: ‘How to 

solve this issue?’ About money, about how (pause) am I going to get a job? 

(Shawn) 

 

…. I think it affects my mental. (Shawn) 

 

…. I don’t know who to talk to. (Shawn) 
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I followed up with Shawn after the interview and was told he remained 

unemployed. However, I eventually lost contact with him when he stopped replying 

to my messages on LinkedIn. 

 

Jeremy also expected hardships when he returned to Singapore without a job. 

Jeremy was nearly 60 years old when he lost his expatriate job. Jeremy tried to find 

new employment in Singapore, but he had not been able to due to the gloomy 

economic outlook: 

 

Losing a job means losing an income. So, it would mean that I will face financial 

difficulties because I still have a family in Singapore to take care. …. I think the 

only solution to solve my problem is to try to get a job as fast as possible. 

(Jeremy) 

 

I’m not a very pessimistic kind of person, so I thought that I might be able to 

get a job. But the market is so bad, that there was actually no … opportunity. 

There’s no– Nobody is hiring. (Jeremy) 
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From my observation of Derrick, he had two essential targets to achieve in life: 

emotional and financial security. However, from Derrick's narration, he did not mind 

suffering emotional deficit so long as the financial provision is enough to 

compensate for it. 

 

Derrick left his wife in Australia for a highly paid job in Qatar. Although he struggled 

emotionally when his wife finally divorced him, the additional six-month bonus he 

received helped to ease his sorrows. Derrick resigned from his position in Qatar 

and came back to Singapore to look for emotional support from his families, but 

they did not care about him.  Derrick eventually found a new high paying job in 

Singapore that helped him re-established his confidence in life. However, Derrick 

became more cautious in his emotional life and remained unmarried. 

 

Terry took on the expatriate job in Qatar because he was attracted to the challenges 

and the excitement of exploring unknown territories: 
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I’m used to the overseas environment. Qatar was something new that’s why I 

said I wanted to try. (Terry) 

 

Terry never felt accepted in Qatar because of its ethnocentric culture. So, when the 

project ended, he was eager to go back to Singapore.   Terry’s wife had a career. 

Without children, Terry had no financial burden. Terry’s motivation to work was not 

for financial gain, but challenges motivated him. Terry never experienced any 

difficulties in finding employment in Singapore due to his technical expertise and 

his ability to solve problems. 

 

Behavioural adjustment 

Problem-solving coping approach 

I have classified Terry as having high self-concept clarity since he had a strong 

sense of who he was and what he was capable of accomplishing. Terry had a high 

level of self-esteem; he saw himself as a worthy individual capable of solving 

problems and helping others: 
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Well because it was something challenging. Part of my freelance is actually 

helping companies. (Terry) 

 

Terry was a logical person who never mixed feelings with work. However, things 

became challenging for Terry when business done in Qatar depended on subjective 

decisions instead of literal and legal agreements: 

 

…. it’s a big challenge because (pause)– Unless Singapore with the so-called– 

contractually, they are bound. Qatar has signed the contract, but they don’t 

really follow. So, they go on by their own kind of feeling. So that’s why it’s a 

challenge. (Terry) 

 

Once the assignment was over, Terry was not worried about finding new 

employment in Singapore. He knew where his expertise lay and pursued a career 

in his area of strength. He got a new job within a month of his repatriation by 

responding to an online job advertisement. Not long after, he was headhunted for 

a higher position. He took on a new job and was promoted after two months: 
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Oh, I can adapt to any kind of environment, so within a month, I got a job in 

Singapore. …. And by the way, my resume always appears on the head-hunters. 

(Terry) 

 

Before his stint in Qatar, Terry had worked in Indonesia. Even though his Indonesian 

employer had terminated his employment, Terry remained upbeat about it.  He 

explained that he agreed that it was a logical decision given there were no more 

projects for him to execute. Terry’s demeanour of confidence and positivity helped 

him in his career. Forbes reported in their article titled ‘Top five personality traits 

employers hire most’ (Casserly, 2014) that employers favour people who are 

positive and confident. Staw et al. (1994) found in their study that confidence and 

the ability to express positive emotions on the job have favourable implications for 

one’s career. 

 

Sydney also displayed a high level of self-concept clarity. However, instead of 

helping his career, it had thwarted his career development. After coming back to 
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Singapore, Sydney struggled to find a new job because employers regarded his 

10 years of experience in China as irrelevant in Singapore. 

 

Eventually, Sydney reluctantly took up a new job that his friend referred him to. He 

was reluctant because he knew the job did not fit him. It was only eight months 

before Sydney resigned: 

 

I was actually recommended by one of the members. I didn’t want to take up 

the job because I know the place well and I know some of their members. 

(Sydney) 

 

His resignation from the job was not related to Sydney’s emotional state; it was 

related to the moral standards of the employer towards employees in general. He 

had tried to make it work but was eventually convinced that the company was not 

where he wanted to work: 
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… the way they treat the staff—if they don’t change, there is no way they are 

going to hire…. (Sydney) 

 

I kept in contact with Sydney after the interview. The last time I spoke to him, he 

was still unemployed, but he did not show any sign of anxiety. I connected him 

with a possible employer, and he followed up with my lead diligently. 

 

Emotional coping approach 

Derrick’s weak association with his Singaporean heritage might have contributed 

to his low self-concept clarity. Additionally, his narcissistic personality might have 

been influenced by the individualistic American culture (Smith & Lasch,1979; 

Twenge & Campbell, 2009), which he was exposed to from when he was a child 

through to young adulthood. Narcissism is a form of inflated self-esteem that can 

fluctuate depending on external events related to self-identity (Brummelman et al., 

2016). Hence, if Derrick received praise, his self-esteem would increase; conversely, 

if he were to be ignored, his self-esteem would be lowered. I have classified Derrick 
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as having low self-concept clarity since he lived with inflated self-esteem that could 

be affected by external events. 

 

Given that Derrick was born into an affluent family, the root cause of his narcissism 

might be traced to his privileged and entitled childhood. Narcissistic personality 

disorder has its roots in children who grew up believing they are more special and 

more entitled than others (Brummelman et al., 2015; Firestone, 2012). 

From Derrick’s narratives, I have observed he enjoyed being powerful, rich and 

successful.  However, he was very negative and cynical towards other people. For 

example, he thought London had changed (for the worse), he called Australians 

from Perth ‘insular’ and ‘bogans’, and said Singaporeans had ‘no guts’, were 

‘purposeless’ and ‘can’t drive’. This type of behaviour is typical of narcissistic people 

to reinforce their inflated self-esteem by belittling others (Brummelman et al., 2016).  

 

After his wife divorced him, he decided to seek emotional support from his family 

in Singapore: 
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But I could not stay in Qatar because I did not have an emotional support 

system. (Derrick) 

 

Since Derrick had lived overseas most of his life, it was possible he had a 

relationship with his family members in Singapore.  However, people with low self-

concept clarity are less likely to recognise the availability of social support (Caldwell 

et al., 1989).  It was no wonder that Derrick could not find support from his family. 

Derrick was offended: 

 

Yeah, I mean you know the wife left. You know that I don’t have a job. You’re 

able to talk to people of importance in Singapore, and you don’t help me, and 

I have to find a job myself, and I have to ask friends to help me find a job. My 

friends have taken better care of me than my family has. So, that’s about the 

size of it, nothing left to say. Enough said. (Derrick) 

 

Derrick was a person who was unclear of who he was and depended on his 

perception of how others defined him. He described his pride in the coveted 
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expatriate position in Qatar. All his successes were measured in terms of 

materialistic achievements: 

 

Very simply, I never worked in a capacity like that before where *many 

people were reporting to me. I basically ran billions in funds. …. I am the 

third man in the *company, so I think that adds a lot of credibility to my 

resume. (Derrick) 

 

Because Derrick liked the coveted job title and the high pay that came with his 

expatriate job, Derrick was willing to put up with living in fear and being restricted: 

 

And it was a severe, severe culture shock for me. The way I was treated 

there, I was treated like cattle. And I didn’t appreciate that, but I sucked it 

up because it was good money and it was a very good position, and it would 

look good in my CV. (Derrick) 
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….. the grass is rather good, but you don’t really run free. A lot of 

restrictions…. (Derrick) 

 

….. is run by fear…. (Derrick) 

 

….. I was always in a state of emergency of where I could get fired any day, 

anytime, anywhere…. (Derrick) 

 

Again, when Derrick finally found a new job in Singapore, he defined his success 

by the level of attention the company placed on hiring him. People with low self-

concept clarity maybe more dependent on external stimuli (Campbell & Fehr, 1990).  

Derrick spoke about the glory that was poured into the process of hiring him since 

it was the board of the company that approved his employment: 

 

The board signed off on me, so I was board approved. And then I was offered 

the job, …. within four days, I have a great job, great pay, never looked back 
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since. And I deserve everything that I have right now because I have done my 

time in the hole. (Derrick) 

 

Although the expatriate job and the local job were two different events, Derrick 

linked them together by saying that he had paid his dues in Qatar and now 

deserved to be treated with respect. people with low self-concept clarity tend to 

have inconsistent and confused view of themselves (Campbell et al., 1996).   

 

I have classified Randy, Shawn and Jeremy as having low self-concept clarity. I 

believe their perception of their lack of education might have impaired their 

confidence in their abilities and potential. Self-initiated expatriates are usually 

highly motivated and highly skilled (or have high educational credentials) because 

they need to take responsibility for managing their own career (Makonnen, 2016; 

Doherty et al., 2011). Although Randy, Shawn and Jeremy were highly motivated, 

their lack of confidence in their ability to compete in the labour market might have 

robbed them of the power to manage their careers. As such, they might become 
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submissive in response to unjust treatment, experience less predictable career 

progression and be adversely affected by external events. 

 

Randy had always depended on his friends’ referrals to get jobs. I believe that, 

because of his low self-concept clarity, he could not depend on his own judgment 

and needed recommendations from his friends. For instance, his last expatriate job 

was conceived during a game of mahjong with friends. All promises regarding the 

job were verbal without any written contract to back them up. 

 

During his employment in Indonesia, Randy realised the verbal agreements were 

futile and the promises made to him never came to fruition. He also faced a 

mountain of problems working under his direct superior, who was a national of the 

host country: 

 

I think there was a lot of company politics…. (Randy) 

 

Due to some, yeah, unpleasant personnel in the company…. (Randy) 
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After six years, Randy resigned and left his job suddenly as he believed that his life 

was in danger. Randy was disappointed that the friend who had hired him betrayed 

him and exposed him to danger. 

 

Yeah. So, we’re not as close as before already. But for me I feel that he asked 

me to join him, and I’m taking the company salary, it’s my job to (pause) do 

the righteous thing. And I didn’t expect that nobody backed me up, you know. 

To help me when this thing exposed. That’s my disappointment. (Randy) 

 

Individuals with low levels of self-concept clarity are more likely to have difficulties 

in conflict resolution because of their need to take ownership over arguments in a 

dispute (Campbell 1990). This might have exacerbated disagreements between 

Randy and his superior, ultimately leading to his resignation. 

 

Randy might have structured a mental story to manage his worries and low self-

esteem. To begin with, many details of the narratives he shared were hard to 
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believe. For example, his family had never shown any objections or concerns for 

his decisions to work in Indonesia and to suddenly come back to Singapore without 

a job.  He seemed to have designed the story’s plot with himself as the protagonist 

(who was mistreated for years), who battled against evil forces (his unkind superior 

who might have arranged for an assassination on his life), and was betrayed by 

people he trusted (his friend who gave him the job), but prevailed in the end (he 

lived to tell the tale). His plot continued with his heroic return to Singapore and a 

receiving warm welcome from his family because they were happy that he had 

returned—completely ignoring any concern about who would pay the next bill. I 

discounted the authenticity of his story because of the way he structured his 

sentences; they were usually abrupt and short. For example, this was how he 

described his family’s joy upon receiving him in Singapore: 

 

Interviewer:  Okay. And how do your children reacted to you coming back? 

Randy:  They’re happy. They’re happy, my wife is happy. 

Interviewer:  Okay. And you’re also happy to come back. 

Randy:  Yes. 
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The plot of the story he narrated might have been the way he wanted to explain 

why he had abruptly repatriated without a job. In my analysis, Randy used denial 

and mental disengagement as a psychological coping strategy, which is a common 

trait among people with low self-concept clarity. 

 

Shawn believed he was too old and underqualified to find new employment in 

Singapore. He felt inferior even though no one had ever criticised his credentials: 

 

But the fact still remains that I’m a diploma holder. (Shawn) 

 

Throughout the interview, Shawn ruminated with great concern over the possible 

lack of financial resources to last for the rest of his life: 

 

The Chinese show ‘Money Not Enough’? (he was referring to a local movie) You 

see, you know (pause) that you have money, but is the money enough for you? 

You cannot compute. (Shawn) 
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Shawn’s situation was further worsened by his poor relationship with his children. 

Shawn believed they would not support him in his old age. He perceived that he 

had lost his value to them due to failure in his career. Although he suspected his 

family thought this way, Shawn’s family had not explicitly expressed any rejection 

of him for losing his job: 

 

But the fact still remains that (pause) I sense it (referring to being rejected by 

his family even though they had never articulated it). (Shawn) 

 

I sense it. And if I get a job, my interaction will be not so – If every time at 

home, no income, no this, no that. Sitting at home, nothing to do. So, this is 

the worst part of (pause) going overseas to work. (Shawn) 

 

Shawn deeply believed that all his financial and relationship problems could be 

solved if he had a job. This practice of engaging in wishful thinking is a 

characteristic of people with low self-concept clarity (Coyne et al., 1981): 
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I am looking for a job. By virtue of getting a job, I resolve the loneliness, I 

resolve my relations – You give me an avenue whereby I mend the fence with 

my wife and my children. (Shawn) 

 

Shawn admitted that his mental health may have deteriorated because he kept 

thinking about his problems and could not sleep at night: 

 

I think it affects my mental…. (Shawn) 

 

Because a lot of things. Because at night I can’t sleep.... (Shawn) 

 

Shawn needed to address his psychological issues quickly or risk losing his ability 

to cope with stress and ending up with poor health. I lost contact with him for a 

while, but I managed to locate him recently on LinkedIn. His LinkedIn account 

showed that he had started to run his own business. I sent him text messages, but 

he did not reply. 



335 

 

335 

 

 

Jeremy’s highest educational qualification was also only a diploma. During my 

conversation with Jeremy, I led Jeremy to become aware that he was the victim of 

an inconsiderate and self-serving employer. 

 

Jeremy was jobless and feeling defeated in life when I spoke to him. He had a 

humble demeanour and expressed words of appreciation for his former employer: 

 

There’s no difference in the way they treat me, and I think my company – I 

certainly don’t have any issue with them. I think they gave me the necessary 

notice period and they paid for my repatriation cost to get back to Singapore, 

so I don’t have any issue with them. (Jeremy) 

 

I feel that was enough because according to the contract, it’s one-month notice 

but they told me 1½ months before the repatriation, so it’s not too bad. 

(Jeremy) 

 



336 

 

336 

 

I shared my thoughts with Jeremy, wondering why his former employer had not 

consulted him before ceasing his employment, why he was not compensated for 

the loss of his job and why he was only given a short notice period. 

 

Once he was aware that he could have had an alternative and better outcome if 

he had been treated with more respect by his former employer, Jeremy changed 

his opinion of them.  

 

It’s just that I feel that they should have consulted me. (Jeremy) 

 

He realised that the employment agreement did not protect his rights and the 

notice period for termination could have been longer. Jeremy also started to think 

about the possibility of his former employer coming up with solutions other than 

retrenchment, such as introducing cost-cutting measures, to overcome a weak 

economy. Jeremy shifted his opinion of his former employer from good to bad. His 

frowned facial expression showed a certain level of regret for not being more 

assertive with his superior when he was being retrenched.  
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From his account, Jeremy did not have confidence regarding who he was and what 

he wanted. He was swayed by conflicting remarks about how he was treated by his 

ex-employer. Having low self-esteem is a characteristic of low self-concept clarity 

(Campbell, 1990). People with low self-esteem tend to have inconsistent self-views 

and are usually evaluatively neutral (Campbell & Lavalee, 1993).  

 

Behaviours of people with low self-esteem tend to withdraw from their problems 

and use denial or self-repression as a type of defensive coping strategy (Tyszkowa, 

1990). In Jeremy’s case, he later defended that there was nothing he could do to 

prevent his loss of job, because it was a decision made by the Chairman of the 

company: 

 

I didn’t propose anything to him because he said (referring to his direct 

superior) that this was the Chairman’s decision. The owner of the company. 

And I’m not talking him, so I didn’t make any attempt to say, “Re-discuss 

about this…” I just said okay. If that is the Chairman’s decision, so be it then. 
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They told me my last day is at the end of the month, and then I said okay. 

(Jeremy) 

 

Jeremy also defended repatriating without a job was just unfortunate that the 

economy was bad at the time: 

 

…But I wish I still had a job because I still have commitments to take care. 

Unfortunately, the industry is so bad… (Jeremy) 

 

Shawn, Jeremy and Randy were all around 60 years old. Lodi‐Smith and Roberts 

(2010) conducted a study and found that adults over the age of 60 tended to have 

more insecurities and may experience significantly lower self-concept clarity. The 

study also discovered that lower income levels and an unclear career status could 

reduce self-concept clarity. The study recommended that older adults improve self-

esteem by keeping healthy and discovering new self-identities by participating in 

community activities. 

 



339 

 

339 

 

Major Life Roles Adjustment 

 

Family relationship 

Parental issues 

During the three years he worked overseas, Kenny visited his family at almost 

monthly intervals, but each visit was just for a few days. After he lost his job and 

was repatriated, Kenny felt awkward being at home most of the time. Both he and 

his children needed to readjust and get used to seeing each other more often. 

 

Randy had thought about relocating his family to Indonesia. But he knew his direct 

superior would not condone it: 

 

That came across my mind but then, like I said, the director there – You know 

the Indonesian director, doesn’t allow all these types of thing. …. They say no 

budget. This kind of thing…. (Randy) 
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When Randy resigned and was repatriated to Singapore without a job, he was 

concerned about getting a new job that could pay well enough to meet the needs 

of his family. Nevertheless, he shared that his children were glad that they were 

reunited with him. Randy decided to remain positive by keeping himself 

emotionally strong during the re-entry period. He believed that it was only a matter 

of time before he would be re-employed: 

 

…. I always have a very of positive thinking. As long as I’m willing to work, I can 

find a job. (Randy) 

 

Randy was a classic Asian male who embraced Confucian values (Riusala & Suutari, 

2000) as the head of his family. He made all major life decisions without feeling 

the need to consult his spouse and children. When asked about his decision to 

take up the expatriate position: 

 

Normally my family will – I mean, I’m the head of the family. So, they’re okay. 

They’re okay. (Randy) 
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He expected his family to accept whatever decisions he made—which included his 

resignation and repatriation without a job. As the head of the family, Randy tried 

to keep a positive attitude about his uncertain career path after repatriation. He 

kept his family away from his anxiety regarding his future employment. However, I 

do not think he could make his family immune to this stress.  

 

The first thing that came to Jeremy’s mind was also providing for his family. Jeremy 

had financial responsibilities as a father to his children, as a child to his mother 

and as a son-in-law to his wife’s mother: 

 

Yeah, that’s the first thing in my mind. Because I’ve got a family to take care, 

I’ve got my own mother to take care so; I definitely still have financial 

obligations…. And also, I have my mother-in-law to take care. (Jeremy) 
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When business in China was not doing well, Sydney decided to resign because he 

remembered his children and began to miss them. After 10 years apart, his children 

had grown into young adults: 

 

I feel I missed my children, so I told myself it was time to go, by hook or by 

crook. If it pains me, I have to come back I will come back, I would come back…. 

(Sydney) 

 

However, Sydney had been an absent father for 10 years. Sydney regretted missing 

the growing-up years of his children. Now that they were young adults, Sydney 

found himself lost as he tried to reconnect with his children—especially with his 

eldest son. His relationship with his eldest son had been bitter since his repatriation: 

 

I thought coming back could deepen my bond with my children because last 

10 years I never actually spent much time with them. After coming back, I realise 

that the gap between me and my eldest son—until today I am still having 

problems talking to him…. This is one thing that hurts me because during his 
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growing-up period, I was always not there for him resulting in today, our 

relationship being so bitter. (Sydney) 

 

Shawn spent more than two decades of his life working overseas. There were family 

disagreements that were never resolved because it was easier for him to take off 

and leave difficult issues behind. Upon his repatriation, he found his family had 

disconnected from him. His missed the growing-up years of his children and found 

himself unfamiliar with whom his children had become: 

 

Not close. No longer close. Character different. Character different in a sense 

that (pause) the way they think, the way they do things (pause) is different. 

They’re more independent. However, you can say that there’s a good portion 

of it, that they’re independent. But however, we’re not close. No longer close. 

No longer we discussed. ….. (Shawn) 

 

There was no happy ending for Shawn. After his repatriation, Shawn showed 

extreme concern about his unemployment and money because he ruminated over 
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these same problems throughout the interview. Shawn did not think he could rely 

on his children to provide for him in his old age, and his only solution was to keep 

being gainfully employed: 

 

For all Singaporeans, we are in this dilemma; do you have enough savings to 

live through the day? …. but the fact is the children also cannot support you 

financially, right? Then you’d say I don’t need the children. Children is only 

backup, in case but it has to be on hold. You don’t know when is your last day 

in this planet (pause) right? You don’t know how much of medical bills you’re 

going to come up with. So, you can never quantify how much – You know how 

much you’ve got, but you don’t know how much you really need. So, the only 

best thing is (pause) to continue to work as long as you’re fit until the day you 

cannot find employment, the day when your health is depleting, then you call 

yourself retired. (Shawn) 
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Shawn admitted that he was suffering from depression and sleeplessness because 

he could not find anyone at home with whom he could talk about his anxiety over 

financial insecurity: 

 

I do talk less to people because I am always thinking about this issue: “How to 

solve this issue?” About money, about how (pause) am I going to get a job. 

(Shawn) 

 

Because you keep thinking. What to do. Is it enough? How much is enough? 

That kind of thing. (Shawn) 

 

I don’t know who to talk to. (Shawn) 

 

Hoping to cope with his situation, Shawn considered the positive side of his 

repatriation. Shawn knew he had been away from his family for too long and he 

saw repatriation as an opportunity for him to make up for the years he spent 

overseas: 
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It’s time for me to be with the family. You cannot be all the time overseas and 

continue to be there until you fall sick, right? Technically, it is the right time for 

me to come back because I am already 63. It’s time for me to build up the 

relationships with my family members to be close to them and to spend more 

time with them. I think that’s the positive part of this whole thing, right? To 

tarnish this positive part is that I don’t have a job in Singapore. (Shawn) 

 

Nonetheless, Shawn still believed that having a job would solve all his problems 

including his relationships with his family. 

 

Marital issues 

Finally settling back home after a few decades of working overseas, Shawn found 

that his wife had become distant from him because they had both developed habits 

of their own. Shawn had spent most of his married life away from home. Now he 

found he had not gotten to know his wife and had difficulty communicating with 



347 

 

347 

 

her. Shawn admitted that, when he was still working as an expatriate, he often 

escaped from difficult conversations with his wife by just packing up and leaving: 

 

Even husband and wife also, no longer discuss…. Yeah, but then it’s a bit too 

late that why is it – There are so much things to amend. So many fences to 

repair. She has a mind-set; you have your mind-set, after the separation for so 

long, right? She has a way of doing things, you have your way of doing things 

and then you have to merge them. That itself is an issue. (Shawn) 

 

Faelyn and her husband believed that married couples need to stick together and 

experience life together. Her husband left his job to follow Faelyn to China. After 

their repatriation, it took him a whole year to finally get a new job. Despite the 

anxiety of getting back into employment again, I could see it was well worth the 

sacrifice because their overseas experiences had enriched their life as a couple.  

 

Derrick and his wife were in a ‘commuter marriage’ (Gerstel & Gross, 1984) when 

he was living in Qatar. He had signed a three-year contract to work there. During 
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the first two years in Qatar, his wife suffered several setbacks at work, but he could 

not be at her side to support her emotionally. Two years after he started working 

in Qatar, his wife decided to divorce him at the advice of her psychotherapist to 

move forward and leave everything in the past behind. Having been absent from 

her life for two years, Derrick became her past. 

 

Shawn witnessed many expatriates he knew had engaged in extramarital affairs 

with local women. He strongly advised for men who relocated without their spouse 

not to become entangled in extramarital affairs because they risked losing their 

family, or worse, ending up with multiple families to take care of: 

 

I think in my course of exposure there, there are families who split because of 

this. There are families that – There’re people who not only have one family, 

have three families in three countries. (Shawn) 

 

Sydney almost divorced his wife because she became suspicious of his fidelity while 

he was working in China. He cautioned expatriates to be vigilant about the 
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advances of local women to prevent their careers from being wrecked. He claimed 

that many of the women in host locations were ambitious and their motives toward 

expatriates might be malicious. Sydney always guarded himself carefully to ensure 

that his professional integrity was protected: 

 

We are still okay. Me and my wife are still doing well. We almost broke off 

because of overseas… And my wife thought I had an affair in China because her 

friend’s husband had an affair there so… ... (Sydney) 

 

…. We communicate more, we go out more. (Sydney) 

 

Fortunately for Sydney, his repatriation had allowed him to spend more time with 

his wife. Sydney reported that their relationship had improved because they had 

become more acquainted with each other. 

 

It is important for expatriates to maintain strong family ties, and physical proximity 

is key to maintaining these ties. If possible, expatriates should relocate with their 
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families.  According to advices from Sydney and Shawn, many married expatriates 

they knew who relocated without their families had become distracted by local 

women. 

 

Singles issues 

When Derrick lost his wife, he became single and miserable. As such, Derrick 

decided to move back to Singapore to find emotional support from his family. 

Derrick had spent most of his life away from his family: he studied in America, lived 

in Australia after his marriage, and worked in Qatar for his expatriate assignment. 

Unfortunately, Derrick soon found out that his siblings were uninterested in his 

perils. Instead, he turned to his friends because they were more responsive to his 

needs: 

 

Well let’s just say I tried, but what can you do when your family doesn’t want 

to support you? Just live with it and move on. (Derrick) 
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Despite his troubles, Derrick overcame the low points in his life and eventually 

found a new job and a new lover. 

 

Employment 

Organisational support 

When Faelyn decided to resign from her job in China, she was not offered the 

opportunity to work at the company’s Singaporean office because she was 

essentially a self-initiated expatriate. She had been hired directly by the Chinese 

business unit. Self-initiated expatriates are typically on their own after they sever 

their employment relationships with foreign business entities. 

 

Although Faelyn’s employment contract did not specify a notice period for 

termination nor indicate repatriation support, her employer in China was kind 

towards her. She was able to take a whole month off to arrange for her repatriation. 

Furthermore, her employer helped to pay for her repatriation expenses, even 

though this was not part of the employment agreement: 
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There was no notice period at all. So, this one month we don’t need to report 

back to work. They actually gave us back the relocation package back to 

Singapore as well. (Faelyn) 

 

When Kenny received the news of his retrenchment, he was devastated. Kenny’s 

employer refused to consider alternative employment opportunities for him and 

refused to honour his service bonus: 

 

Basically, they promised to look into it. But most of the times, no response. 

(Kenny) 

 

As a result of their hard-heartedness, Kenny was repulsed at the way the 

organisation treated outgoing employees: 

 

I would say that it set me on a different opinion in terms of the corporate 

culture. (Kenny) 
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Jeremy was retrenched without any retrenchment benefits since these were not 

included in his employment contract. Although his employment contract stated 

that the notice period for termination was one month, Jeremy was given a two-

week extension which he was grateful for. 

 

I asked Jeremy to consider how much time he had really needed to manage his 

departure. In a moment of epiphany, Jeremy said he thought that they should have 

given him at least three months. Being terminated suddenly without compensation 

was unthinkable for Jeremy. His employer took away his livelihood not because he 

erred but because business was bad. His employer could have been more 

compassionate towards Jeremy by giving him more time to adjust: 

 

I think maybe they should give at least three months’ notice instead of 

one month. (Jeremy) 

 

Jeremy’s expatriate employment contract was skewed in favour of his employer. 

Upon retrenchment, Jeremy received only his final pay cheque and had to pack up 
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and go home: 

 

…. the employment agreement was not well written. That is for sure. (Jeremy) 

 

Jeremy had another epiphany when I questioned him about the possibility of 

approaching his employer for an alternative solution instead of just letting him go. 

I believed this was possible since Jeremy was very experienced in the industry. 

Having considered this, Jeremy’s face showed a certain level of anger—his 

employer should have consulted him: 

 

I would say that they should have consulted me about– Before they decided to 

close down the operation, I was not even consulted. They made the decision 

without any consultation. I would have– If there were a consultation, I might 

have come up with some– Offer some solution. We can always look at taking a 

pay cut, cut cost here and there. We can cut on the apartment, or you can do 

a lot of cost cutting actually. ….. It’s just that I feel that they should have 

consulted me. (Jeremy) 
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Although his direct boss was the one who broke the news of his termination, his 

boss attributed the decision to the chairman. By saying this, Jeremy’s superior 

severed any hope that Jeremy might have had to further negotiate: 

 

I didn’t propose anything to him because he said that this was the chairman’s 

decision. The owner of the company. And I’m not talking him, so I didn’t make 

any attempt to say, ‘Re-discuss about this…’ I just said okay. If that is the 

chairman’s decision, so be it then. They told me my last day is at the end of the 

month, and then I said okay. (Jeremy) 

 

Having been let go, Jeremy suffered much financial anxiety and hardship. At the 

time of my interview with him, Jeremy was still looking for a job. In despair, he 

finally returned to Indonesia to look for a new business opportunity. After the 

interview, I continued to keep up with him. He informed me that he had already 

established his own business in Indonesia and was doing well. 
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Laurie’s initial expatriate contract to work in China did not include terms covering 

the handling of repatriation: 

 

I think don’t have. They just move you up. They don’t care about you coming 

back. (Laurie) 

 

Derrick lamented that the organisation’s human resources department was not 

sensitive about what kind of support expatriates needed. Instead, it was his direct 

superior who recommended a six months bonus as parting gift for him: 

 

Well, they could have offered me a better relocation package! They could have 

– Because of my two years of service and I did it very well for the …, they could 

have offered me some form of compensation as well to come back. But that 

was not done by them. The compensation was done by the *senior executive 

because he liked me. He gave me basically (pause) six months of my salary as 

my compensation, and as a kind of bonus for my services with the …. because 

he liked me so much. But these things should be taken care of by human 
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resource, which was not. So, repatriation back to Singapore was tougher in that 

sense. Not coming back to the country but getting out of that country. Not 

coming back to Singapore but getting out of Qatar. (Derrick) 

 

Besides financial compensation, Derrick thought his employer could have arranged 

for a counselling service to help him get through his divorce: 

 

….. Any time you leave a company, whether you’re fired, retrenched, on your 

own volition you resigned, it’s the leaving, nonetheless. So, it should be treated 

rather similar where everybody has access to counselling…...Now of course, if 

they did a bad job, and they got fired, they don’t deserve to be helped. And 

they deserve to be shot and killed on the spot. (Derrick) 

 

Thus far, Derrick had behaved like an elitist. However, from Derrick’s account, he 

also felt like a victim because he suffered rejection due to his divorce. When 

Derrick’s marriage was in trouble, he resigned from his job to be with his wife. 

However, Derrick could not leave Qatar immediately because he was contractually 
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required to provide three months of notification on resignation. It could have been 

life-threatening for Derrick to leave Qatar without adequately complying with the 

company’s employment rules. Before Derrick could complete the three months 

notification to resign, his wife divorced him. 

 

From this perspective, I can understand that perhaps Derrick attributed his divorce 

to have to comply with the rigid rules set by his employer. That might have been 

the reason Derrick thought it was justifiable for the human resources department 

to compensate him (for his obedience and sacrifice) financially and to provide him 

with a counselling service (to heal his emotion). 

 

Randy resigned and returned to Singapore after serving one month’s notice. 

However, his company did not ship his personal belongings until much later. Randy 

finally received his belongings two months after his repatriation. Randy’s company 

also underpaid his final salary. According to Randy, there was nothing he could do 

to recover it: 
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And then my salary also they deduct – all kinds of funny deductions, you 

know. (Rodney) 

 

Shawn’s expatriate contract had expired and would not be extended. Shawn did 

not want to be repatriated without a job, so he immediately thought of ways to 

prolong his employment. Shawn requested for a three months extension to train 

up his successor. His superior agreed but Shawn had to suffer a 40% pay cut for 

the three extra months. Shawn did not renegotiate and accepted the arrangement. 

My thought was that Shawn knew he was not in a favourable position to make any 

more demands: 

 

Not really. Because my – I’m very straightforward in a sense that ‘How much 

are you prepared to pay?’ Then you say how much I want. Tell me the figure 

that you’re prepared to pay, and I will tell you yes or no. Then they offer the 

figure, then I look at the figure then I said yes. (Shawn) 

 

Shawn’s contractual agreement did not include repatriation support from his 
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employer. According to Shawn, his employer did not provide any support for 

shipping during the repatriation process. As a result, Shawn called his employer 

‘cheap’. 

 

Shawn was eventually replaced by a younger and lower-paid expatriate from India. 

Referring to his replacement Shawn said that he was: 

 

Younger. (Shawn) 

Indian. (Shawn) 

Definitely cheaper. (Shawn) 

 

It must had been hurtful for Shawn to realise that his employer had lost their 

interest in him because he had aged, and he had become more costly compared 

to younger contenders for his job.  During his exit process, his employer made him 

sign a non-disclosure agreement to ensure that he would not steal company’s 

information on his way out. This made him feel very humiliated. Shawn shared that 

they had treated him much better when he first joined the company: 
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The starting is they’re very enthusiastic, they wanted to tell you what’re the 

things that you have to do, this, and all that kind of things and get you on 

the job all right. And (pause) when your contract is finishing and if they do 

not want to extend, then they (pause) they will be very concerned that you 

bring out information. (Shawn) 

 

Receptiveness of home country employers 

Kenny needed a job quickly, but he was disappointed that employers in the labour 

market did not appreciate his overseas experience. He had always believed that his 

overseas work experience would enrich his resume. According to Kenny, employers 

in Singapore adhered to specific competency requirements when looking for 

suitable candidates. Kenny’s employment problem was exacerbated when 

Singapore was facing a recession and he had to compete with many other job 

seekers: 
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I think definitely the labour market competition was quite challenging. Especially 

someone from overseas. (Kenny) 

 

… Unless the local company is looking for someone with overseas experience 

business expansion. Particularly in Indonesia market. (Kenny) 

 

I would say being away for about three years, so I needed to adjust back quickly 

to Singapore’s job market expectations. (Kenny) 

 

Despite the setback caused by the labour market’s lack of interest in his overseas 

experience, Kenny found a job in Singapore two months after his repatriation. 

However, when I asked Kenny whether he would take up another overseas 

assignment again if given the opportunity, he said he would, since he could receive 

better remuneration working overseas: 

 

Definitely compared to overseas assignments, it would be lower (his new 

compensation). But as long as it’s based on local market rate, I will take. If it’s 
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reasonable. Because overseas assignments, we get allowances and hardships, so 

the pay is much higher. (Kenny) 

 

Although Sydney worked in China for 10 years, it was not his plan to do so. After 

the first three years in China, Sydney missed home and wanted to find a job in 

Singapore. However, his search for a compatible job was met with limited vacancies 

and high competition from both local and international contenders: 

 

… And three years after I went to China, I started looking for jobs in …... are 

very limited. And the positions they had; you’re not only competing with locals 

but internationally. Especially now, even worse. One manager’s position you’d 

have 200 over applicants. Not only locals but foreigners as well so I stayed on 

until the last job. (Sydney) 

 

Sydney described to me that the most difficult part of his repatriation was finding 

another job. He thought his expatriate experiences would be appreciated when he 
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returned to Singapore, but this was not so. In fact, his time overseas was not 

considered useful in the Singaporean context: 

 

In my trade, as I said, a single position there are many applicants and people 

think that the experience in China doesn’t benefit the local market. (Sydney) 

 

Four months after returning to Singapore, Sydney’s friend managed to coax him 

into accepting a position that he was hesitant to take. It was a job that nobody 

wanted to take because of problems with the ownership of the organisation. He 

only lasted eight months in the job before he finally resigned: 

 

…. It was very stressful. The *place was not managed – I think it was a big 

mess…. When I first came in, it was the HR executive last day. Two weeks later, 

my finance account executive left. Then my marketing guy left, …. no sales staff, 

there was no HOD (head of department). ….. (Sydney) 
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Randy was hopeful that his many years of expatriate experience would be well 

recognised by employers in Singapore. Unfortunately, he found out later that 

Singaporean employers would only consider overseas experience if they were 

looking to fill overseas placements. 

 

Faelyn also experienced many rejections in the employment market because 

employers deemed her overseas experience irrelevant in the Singaporean context. 

Employers in Singapore believed that repatriates may not be able to fit into the 

local work culture because they would have been assimilated into another country’s 

work culture: 

 

…. sending resumes and stuff like that but apparently employers here actually 

think that because you have not been in Singapore for the 2½ years, so they 

think there’ll be a culture shock to immerse in the environment again, so they 

tend to not employ us. If not, then it’s because of the salary. (Faelyn) 
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However, according to Faelyn, the main reason Singaporean employers avoided 

former expatriates was that they did not think the local salary would satisfy 

repatriates’ expectations. It was generally believed that overseas jobs paid more, 

and repatriates would usually be hired for more senior positions.  

 

Since I am a human resource manager, I understand the thinking process of 

employers. Singaporean employers usually worry that, compared to expatriate 

salaries, the reduced local pay will not satisfy the financial appetite of repatriates 

and that repatriates are merely seeking temporary employment solutions until they 

can get expatriate employment again. 

 

Faelyn found a new job after three months, while her husband took one year to 

return to the workforce: 

 

It took all in all few months, at least six months. For myself it was three months. 

For my husband it was about one year. (Faelyn) 
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Laurie spent seven to eight years in China. Looking for a job in Singapore after her 

repatriation demanded her patience. She shared that she had approached 

employment agencies for help, but these employment agencies only helped 

employers to sieve out repatriates from their shortlisted candidates. She explained 

that employment agencies targeted people who could meet the exact requirements 

of their clients and would brush off repatriates, thinking that their experiences were 

not relevant in the Singaporean context. Laurie felt she was unfairly overlooked 

because although she was previously in China working for Chinese companies, 

many of her clients were foreign companies: 

 

….. Some agencies will think it’s not relevant because they’re handling local 

clients. To them, you don’t have local insight because you were away for so 

long. But if I do work for regional or global role, then it is relevant. The insights 

will be good. (Laurie) 
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Terry was the most confident of all the self-initiated expatriates who came home 

without a job. He was filled with the confidence that his skill set was much sought 

after in the Singaporean marketplace. Terry was right: 

 

Oh, I can adapt to any kind of environment, so within a month, I got a job in 

Singapore. (Terry) 

 

Shawn was already in his 60s when he was repatriated jobless. He tried in vain to 

look for a new job in Singapore. Shawn approached his contacts and applied for 

positions by replying to job advertisements. Shawn related how disheartening it 

was for him to be interviewed by young people who could not appreciate his depth 

of experience over his age and lack of paper qualifications: 

 

… Those people, all young people. They asked me, then I answered them. Not 

that– My answer is because they’re young, but the fact still remains. (Shawn) 
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They don’t know! … but in any way, that is where I am suffering. I am looking 

for a job. ……(Shawn) 

 

In my opinion, young interviewers are looking to be impressed by fast and witty 

answers. Shawn may have been too serious, longwinded and contentious in the 

way he dealt with the interviewers.  

 

Usefulness of expatriate experiences 

Many repatriates found out that the experience, skills and knowledge they gained 

in a foreign country were only useful to Singaporean employers that had 

international interests. The research participants Faelyn, Kenny, Randy and Sydney 

all shared similar sentiments. They had all thought that their expatriate experiences 

would enhance their employability in Singapore but were all mistaken. 

 

Faelyn claimed her exposure to a different culture and living environment had 

enriched her perspectives on life. In China, Faelyn had the chance to work with 
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people from different cultural backgrounds and nationalities. However, her 

expatriate work exposure did not enhance her employability in Singapore: 

 

Losing his job suddenly taught Kenny to be a better person. He learnt that a good 

leader must see employees beyond the jobs that they held, and that each employee 

had their own family to look after: 

 

I think it made me more compassionate as a leader…. (Kenny) 

 

… for example, of a retrenchment case, you’d have to think of the person as 

well as the family. As a whole. Instead of just pieces of decisions. It took a lot 

of sacrifices because it involves the whole family. (Kenny) 

 

Sydney believed that his overseas work experience improved his management 

abilities tremendously. Since he had first-hand experience working with people of 

a different culture, his perspectives on life had expanded. Living overseas, Sydney 

had to be very independent and street smart, so he learnt not to let troubles stress 
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him out and to solve a crisis with a cool head. Since his employment in China was 

in general management, he also had to pick up the ability to multitask and to be 

creative in solving problems. Chinese employers were also willing to let Sydney 

handle big projects, which he would never have had the chance to experience if 

he had stayed in Singapore: 

 

Well, I find it useful. My exposure in China for 10 years opened my eyes to see 

a lot of things. We are able to handle crisis and stress. We can multitask. 

Especially when it comes to handing of staff, we have to reinvent. Being a GM 

(general manager) in China, you not only have to be a master of 

one department, but you have to be more or less knowledgeable in all the 

departments you handle. In China, I was given a lot of opportunities.… I was 

given a chance to manage. ….. I was given the task to oversee the condition, 

talked about listing, talked to potential branding getting them to come in. …. 

So, these are new frontiers that I was given the chance to explore but I don’t 

think it’s same in Singapore. There is no such thing as try in Singapore. (Sydney) 
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Laurie came back to Singapore with a change in her spoken accent, which I noticed 

during the interview. She shared that her new accent, acquired from working in 

China, had been counterproductive for her to find re-employment in Singapore. 

Her new Chinese accent might have led employers to believe that she had 

assimilated into Chinese work culture and thus would not be suited to work in a 

Singaporean workplace: 

 

… Yeah but the accent thing is very strange, …. I don’t feel less Singaporean, 

but sometimes people will think I’m not Singaporean. (Laurie) 

 

The expatriate job gave Derrick the opportunity to work for one of the world’s 

biggest companies, and he was in a very strategic and coveted position. His job 

gave him exposure to many areas of the business that not many talented people 

in the world would have had the opportunity to experience: 

 

…. So, I learnt a lot…. (Derrick) 
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Working overseas as a self-initiated expatriate meant that Randy had to be 

independent and learn how to deal with difficult people. Randy learnt from his 

six years of hardship under an unfair and unkind management not to trust his 

friend. It was his friend who had wooed him with empty promises and given him 

the expatriate job without a written contract. He also realised that his friend was 

too cowardly to protect him in times of trouble, which might have exposed him to 

the danger of being assassinated. Having lived through it, Randy admitted that he 

had come back a stronger person than before. His re-entry into Singapore was a 

heroic victory of good over evil: 

 

…. I mean it made me stronger. And made me learn more really about what a 

person can be. He could be your friend, but at the end of the day, he’s not 

there to give you a helping hand when you’re in trouble you know. (Randy) 

 

Shawn also mentioned that working overseas had helped him to become a better 

employee. He had gained the confidence and skills to handle different work 
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situations. As an expatriate, he was expected to work independently. He was also 

given the opportunity to make decisions: 

 

Professionally, (pause) the ability and confidence to carry out a task 

independently, and to think (pause) and decide (pause) without (pause) – Able 

to work independently, confident to decide and work independently…. I am 

more confident in doing – Performing my work…. (Shawn) 

 

Jeremy believed his exposure to the host country’s culture had changed his 

perspectives on life to look beyond just Singapore. For instance, in Indonesia he 

practised ways of conducting business that were forbidden in the Singaporean 

context (Jeremy did not want to elaborate what were the forbidden conducts). 

Jeremy also learnt that if he embraced hardship, he could overcome difficulties: 

 

I enjoyed the many challenges that I faced. I learnt the culture in Indonesia. It 

made me wiser, widened my horizon. I see a lot of things that I don’t usually 

see in Singapore, learnt to do things differently that at least in Singapore, we’re 
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not accustomed to do it this way, but in Indonesia, that’s how they do it and 

how things get done. I would think that it is interesting although I turned the 

hardships into something that I enjoy. (Jeremy) 

 

Social relationship 

Friendships in home country 

For self-initiated expatriates who repatriated without a job, having friends in 

Singapore was particularly important. The research participants Derrick, Faelyn, 

Kenny, Randy and Sydney all depended on their networks of local friends or 

associations with churches to find re-employment. 

 

When Kenny repatriated in despair, his Singaporean friends gave him support and 

helped him find new employment. He was eventually re-employed by one of his 

friends from church: 

 

…. So back home, thank God, we also have a very good and strong support in 

local Singapore. So that really helped me. 
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The support system he was referring to consisted of the friends and connections 

he made before he went to work overseas. He was glad he kept in contact with 

them: 

 

I would say the person based overseas also must actively have a constant 

network. Maintain the active network at home, they will eventually have to come 

back. (Kenny) 

 

The churches in the host and home countries became a source of seamless and 

constant support for both Faelyn and her husband. 

We have a church group in ___ (China) itself. Our church friends were there also 

so we had a church community there for foreigners. So, when we came back to 

Singapore, the transition was quite good also cause our church is still here. 

(Faelyn) 
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Jeremy’s friends were all in Indonesia. His return home was to be with his family. 

When he travelled to Indonesia, it was for business and networking. Jeremy had 

not built up his network in Singapore and so, when he needed help after he was 

repatriated, he did not know who to call: 

 

And that’s the truth. When I went back to Singapore, I don’t know whom to 

call. I don’t know where are all my friends. (Jeremy) 

 

Without a network to support him, Jeremy eventually went back to Indonesia to 

find new business opportunities. 

 

Having lost his wife and job, Derrick sought emotional help upon his re-entry into 

Singapore. Besides failing to obtain support from his family, Derrick learnt that not 

all his friends were reliable. Fortunately for Derrick, he eventually linked up with 

friends from his youth. According to Derrick, these friends were more sympathetic 

and were there for him when he needed help to re-establish his career. 
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Randy worked for almost six years in Indonesia but, unlike most of the other 

research participants, kept himself alienated from others socially during his 

overseas job. He preferred to build and maintain his social network and support 

system in Singapore because he had always relied on his Singaporean friends to 

help him find jobs, including the one he took up following his repatriation: 

 

…. I have my old friends. You know, I can contact them again. In actual fact, the 

next job I found was recommended by friends. (Randy) 

 

… All the jobs that I have – that I worked with is not through applications. It’s 

through friends. (Randy) 

 

Sydney also benefitted from having local friends and networks. He explained that 

these contacts were critical in helping repatriates re-establish themselves into 

employment in Singapore: 
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…. Make sure you are well connected with your local friends. Make sure they 

update you constantly about the changes in the market…. (Sydney) 

 

Shawn had a hard time coping with the loss of support from his social network—

to the point where he used the words ‘suffering’ and ‘loneliness’. He had been 

mostly absent from Singapore throughout his career. Shawn did not build up any 

Singaporean support system or network, and that which he built overseas was of 

no help to him in Singapore. He felt a great sense of loss and loneliness. As Shawn 

had only made friends through work, he thought that if he had a job in Singapore, 

he would not be lonely: 

 

The other issue is (pause) you don’t have other friends. If you were to be in 

Singapore, you probably have a few more friends. But all your Indonesian 

friends, you have to put them back in Indonesia. You’re in Singapore, you don’t 

have Singaporean friends, right? So, loneliness comes in and plays a part for 

people who travel, who go overseas. I suffered – I am suffering now. I am 

looking for a job. (Shawn) 
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Friendships in host country 

When Kenny was initially expatriated to Indonesia, he had a hard time trying to 

cope with the new lifestyle in the host country. Since the location he was sent to 

was in a remote area, the living conditions were very tough on him. Kenny 

depended on his Indonesian friends and business associates to help him settle 

down and resolve many work-related issues. During his three years in a remote 

location with very few entertainment facilities, Kenny formed strong bonds with his 

local friends, friends from church and office colleagues. Bonds formed specially to 

overcome hardship are stronger and often hard to let go (Skovdal & Ogutu, 2012): 

 

…., my local friends.… We worked together; overcame a lot of challenges they 

also feel a loss over a certain period of time. (Kenny) 

 

I’m trying to forget and move on. I think that is a very difficult part actually 

because bonding was built up so strong over the last three years and now, I 

have to, how do I say – uncouple it, so that takes time for me. (Kenny) 
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Derrick viewed his employment in Qatar was strictly for business only and he had 

no friends beyond business. He usually spent his free time alone working out in 

the gym or cooking his own meals: 

 

I miss my friends but the only friends I had were the *executive, and the *group 

executive, and my deputy head, and my second-in-charge of *my department. 

And these were my friends. And the gym and working out. (Derrick) 

 

Like Derrick, Shawn did not make many friends in the host country beyond his 

colleagues. Shawn had wondered how his friends reacted when they learnt he was 

to be repatriated, but nevertheless he did not want to talk about losing his job 

with his friends. He did not believe that men should share their feelings with or 

divulge their weaknesses to their friends: 

 

I really don’t know. I don’t think it was something which is we cry over it or not, 

I don’t think so. We men don’t do it. (Shawn) 
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Jeremy preferred his friends in Indonesia since he was more comfortable with 

Indonesian culture. As Indonesians are known for their hospitality towards 

foreigners, Jeremy made many good friends there. Jeremy was sad to have to say 

goodbye to them: 

 

I think Indonesians are more friendly people than in Singapore. That’s my 

personal experience. Maybe in Jakarta, there’re a lot of Javanese in Jakarta. 

Javanese people are usually very, very friendly. (Jeremy) 

 

Assimilated (Berry, 2019) into Indonesian culture, it was sad for Jeremy to leave his 

friends during the transition period: 

 

…. I went to say goodbye to my friends. That was so difficult because after so 

many years I already got many good friends in Indonesia, so kind of sad to 

leave my friends. In fact, I should say I got more friends in Indonesia now than 

in Singapore…. (Jeremy) 
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Jeremy eventually went back to Indonesia where his established social and business 

networks were. He became self-employed. 

 

For six years in Indonesia, Randy’s local superior did not treat him well. He 

reciprocated by not assimilating into the local culture. Randy did not learn to speak 

the local language fluently and did not make any local friends. Hence, coming back 

to the Singaporean way of life was no issue for Randy: 

 

…. I don’t bring their culture. (Randy) 

 

…. Maybe the habit of using the hands to eat, but then I no longer– (Randy) 

 

Pets 

No relationships with pets were reported under this category. 
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5. Discussions and conclusions 

This chapter aims to critically assess the findings of the study considering the 

existing research as discussed in the literature review and the theoretical framework. 

The theoretical framework consists of a melding of theories related to transitions, 

expectations, life roles and personal adjustments. In this chapter, I will explore the 

relevance, significance and meanings of the findings; draw conclusions, identify the 

study’s limitations and make recommendations for future research Figure 19. 

 

Figure 19. Chapter Plan. 

 

 

I have devoted this section to answer my research questions by reviewing the five 

area of stressors along the three universal repatriate categories. Another section 

(titled Contributions to the literature recommendations of the study) sets out how 

the findings and implications of the study contribute to the body of knowledge on 

Review of 
Findings

Contributions Conclusions
Limitations 
and future 
research
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repatriation. It includes recommendations for organisations as well for individuals. 

A later section is devoted to the Conclusions. It also identifies the limitations of the 

study and presents recommendations for future research. 

 

Review of findings 

The findings in this thesis are presented according to my interpretations. From the 

findings, I can classify five main categories of stressors linked to the repatriation 

experiences of my research participants (Figure 20): 

a. personal conditions 

b. conditions in the host country 

c. repatriation process 

d. repatriated jobs 

e. conditions in Singapore 

 

The research participants experienced different degrees of reintegration stress on 

their repatriation. The causes of these stresses might arise from their purpose for 
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repatriation, their perception of repatriation gains or losses, their level of 

assimilation into the host country’s culture, their lives’ stages and their approach 

to solving problems. I shall present these stressors from the findings along with 

the three categories of repatriates.  

 

As repatriation is a process (Nery‐Kjerfve & McLean, 2012), the five areas represent 

important chronological state or conditions affecting the stress levels experienced 

by the repatriates.  

 

The ‘personal conditions’ area refers to how repatriates’ natural conditions had 

affected their transition back to Singapore. The ‘host country conditions’ played an 

important part in the acculturation of the research participants affecting their ability 

to adjust back to home culture.  Most repatriates did bear different degree of loss 

when they left the host countries. The ‘repatriation process’ could either lend 

support or increase annoyance at the start of the adjustment process. The 

‘repatriated jobs’ in Singapore played a critical role to help the research participants 
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to settle down and feel valued.  The ‘home country conditions’ set the backbone 

for feelings of belonging and general acceptance. 

 

 

Figure 20. Five major conditions that contribute to repatriation stress. 

 

The five tables show the causes of repatriation stressors found among the research 

participants and their impacts. ALL the repatriation stressors identified have the 

potential to affect any repatriates, but the magnitude of the impact may differ 

between different categories of repatriates. Stressors that had an intense impact 

for a given category of repatriates are indicated with “high impact” in Table 3.  
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These are the areas that repatriates should manage in order to cope with their 

adjustments successfully.  

 

Table 3. Table of conditions for repatriation stress. 

A. Personal 

conditions 
Stressful if … 

Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

1. Motivation 

to expatriate 

… they are 

motivated by 

lifestyle and 

economy 

Usually 

expatriated on 

job 

assignments 

Usually 

returning with 

desired new 

jobs 

Majority unwilling 

to return if given a 

better choice. 

2. Affection 

for 

Singapore 

… they have 

low affection 

Generally, have 

a sense of 

national pride 

to represent 

their 

Singapore 

companies  

Mostly critical 

towards 

Singapore their 

home country 

Generally shown 

acceptance of 

Singapore as their 

home country 

3. Self-

concept 

clarity 

… they have 

low self-

concept 

clarity 

Can be 

affected by the 

organisation 

culture 

Generally 

confident of 

who they were 

and what they 

wanted 

Prevalent due to 

ageing and low 

qualifications (high 

stress impact) 
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4. Financial 

burdens 

… they have 

high burdens, 

big families 

May miss 

some low-cost 

leisure 

otherwise 

generally not 

affected 

Generally 

unhappy not 

more expensive 

goods & 

services 

Majority were 

concerned 

regarding meeting 

their financial 

needs (high stress 

impact) 

A. Personal 

conditions 
Stressful if … 

Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

5. Marital 

status 

… they have 

lived apart 

over long 

period 

Usually given 

the option to 

relocate with 

spouse 

Mostly singles 

with 1 family 

relocated, no 

there is no 

impact here 

Majority did not 

relocate with 

spouse and 

needed to rekindle 

their relationships 

with spouses 

6. Familial 

relations 

(including 

pets) 

… they have 

growing 

children 

Usually given 

the option to 

relocate with 

children 

Mostly singles 

with 1 family 

relocated, no 

there is no 

impact here 

None relocated 

with children and 

needed to rekindle 

their relationships 

with their children 

B. Host 

countries 

conditions 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 
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1. Time away 

from 

Singapore 

… assignment 

is extended 

Most had 

repatriation 

plan but subject 

to adjustments 

Most wanted to continue working 

overseas, unless better options arise. 

Some may spend up to 20 years 

working overseas. (High stress 

impact) 

B. Host 

countries 

conditions 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

2. Expatriate 

terms 

… well paid 

with good 

perks 

Understood 

that additional 

allowances 

would stop 

when 

repatriated 

Many worked overseas motivated by 

better pay & career prospects which 

they could not attain in home county 

(High stress impact) 

3. Relocation 

status: 

single/family 

… relocate 

with family 

All offered to 

relocate with 

families if 

married but 

only 1 took up 

All were not offered to bring family 

except 1 who brought a spouse 

4. Home 

passage 

… did not 

make frequent 

trips 

Majority were 

given regular 

trips home but 

lacked 

frequency 

Regular home passages were not 

common practice, especially if they 

were regarded as locally hired 
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5. Host 

culture 

… people were 

opened and 

supportive of 

foreigners 

All Asian 

countries, open 

culture 

Most worked in Asian countries with 

open culture 

Those who worked in Europe and 

Middle East may experience closed 

cultures 

B. Host 

countries 

conditions 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated without 

jobs 

6. Host 

employment 

market 

… had to 

compete with 

locals & 

international 

talents 

Growing competition in Asian countries from younger 

local home-grown talents as well as expatriates from 

the other countries 

7. Host quality 

of living 

… spacious, 

cool weather, 

slower pace, 

free/subsidized 

quality 

facilities 

Not competing 

in the host 

market 

Those who 

witnessed poverty 

& hardships  

Those who 

witnessed poverty 

& hardship 

8. Host cost 

of living 

… affordable 

lifestyle 
Many reported  

Many worked 

overseas 

motivated by 

affordable 

lifestyles (high 

stress impact) 

Less of an issue 

since most 

experienced 

rejections from host 

employers 
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9. Host 

education 

system 

… very 

different from 

home system 

Knowing when 

to repatriate 

allowed 

expatriate to 

prepare child 

for Singapore’s 

system 

Host education 

system very 

different from 

Singapore’s 

system and 

children were not 

prepared to 

repatriate 

No incident 

B. Host 

countries 

conditions 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated without 

jobs 

10 Host 

friends 

… people are 

helpful and 

supportive 

Majority were grateful for the kind support they 

received from their local acquaintances, colleagues and 

friends. This is more common from those who worked 

in open cultures than those who works in closed 

cultures 

11. 

Recognitions 

by employer 

… employers 

are generous 

with words 

and actions 

Recognition by 

organization for 

job served as 

closure of 

postings 

Majority received 

recognition and 

kind treatments 

from their host 

country 

employers 

Ties were severed, 

many were short-

changed on their 

final remuneration 

and support 

C. 

Repatriation 

process 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 



394 

 

394 

 

 1. 

Repatriation 

date 

…unclear, 

sudden 

change or 

given short 

notice 

Usually planned 

but subject to 

adjustment 

(high stress 

impact) 

All were self-

initiated 

They needed time 

to heal and plan for 

their repatriation 

(high stress impact) 

C. 

Repatriation 

process 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

 2. Resettling 

leave 

… if not given 

any, not 

enough, or 

inflexible leave 

timing 

Not usually 

given, but not 

used  

Desirable but 

those with family 

found it stressful 

if not given any 

Not applicable 

 3. Career 

planning 

… not 

practiced, 

directive from 

company 

without 

consulting 

with 

employee, and 

sudden 

change 

Majority 

received career 

planning either 

from 

organization or 

self-initiated 

Did not depend 

on organisation 
Did not receive any 
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 4. Pre-

repatriation 

visits 

 … if not given 

any 

Usually 

provided if 

employee did 

not have host 

country 

experience 

Usually self-

arranged but not 

critical to them 

Did not receive any, 

repatriation usually 

very sudden 

C. 

Repatriation 

process 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

 5. Shipping 

support 

… if not given, 

of 

inadequately 

supported 

Fully supported, 

except for pets’ 

relocation 

Varied responses 

depending on 

pre-employment 

negotiation  

Varied responses 

depending on pre-

employment 

negotiation 

D. Repatriated 

jobs 
Stressful if … 

Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

1. 

Onboarding 

program 

… not 

provided 

Generally, not extensively 

practiced 
Not applicable 

2. Leverage 

on expatriate 

experiences 

… new jobs 

require 

none/low 

leverage of 

All new jobs 

were related to 

their overseas 

experiences 

Local employers 

generally do not 

regard foreign 

Local employers 

saw overseas 

experiences as a 
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expatriate 

experience  

ways as 

applicable locally 

deterrence (High 

stress impact) 

3. 

Opportunities 

to share 

expatriate 

experiences 

… new jobs 

do not regard 

expatriate 

experiences 

Some reported 

opportunity to 

share their 

overseas 

experiences 

They were hired 

locally for their 

expertise but not 

their networks 

Not appliable 

D. 

Repatriated 

jobs 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated without 

jobs 

4. Work 

environment 

… 

organisation 

structure is 

hierarchical, 

bureaucratic 

and/or rigid 

Majority 

complaint of 

bureaucracy 

and lacked 

flexibility 

These workstyle 

issues were not 

explicitly 

discussed and 

during job 

negotiation 

(High stress 

impact) 

Not applicable 

5. Quality of 

new jobs 

… if new job 

has narrow 

scope, low 

autonomy 

and/or less 

authority 

Majority 

complaint of 

loss autonomy 

Not much issue 

as most issues 

such as 

authorities and 

scopes are part 

new jobs 

negotiated  

Not applicable 
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6. Quality of 

work life 

… if new job 

is fast-paced, 

result-

oriented and 

/or long 

hours 

Majority 

disliked the 

quality of work 

life in 

Singapore 

These lifestyle 

issues were not 

explicitly 

discussed and 

during job 

negotiation 

(High stress 

impact) 

Not an issue since 

their aims were to 

find re-employment  

D. 

Repatriated 

jobs 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated without 

jobs 

7. Salaries 
… if new job 

is lower paid 

All their pays 

were adjusted 

to reduce the 

gaps between 

home & 

expatriate pays 

They only accept 

repatriation if 

new jobs paid 

better 

No immediate 

income, all new jobs 

had lower pay than 

before. Depended 

on savings & 

temporary jobs. 

(High stress 

impact) 

E. Home 

country 

conditions 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated without 

jobs 

1. Home 

culture 

… very 

different from 

host country: 

collective, 

Stressful for western acculturated 

repatriates (High stress impact) 

General 

acceptance of 

home culture 
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conservative 

& restrictive 

Relieving for those who came 

back from country with closed 

culture 

2. Home 

employment 

market 

… 

competitive, 

limited 

opportunities 

Not affected Not affected 

Struggled to find 

acceptance from 

local employers 

unless they have 

niche skills 

E. Home 

country 

conditions 

Stressful if … 
Organisational 

expatriates 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated with 

jobs 

Self-initiated 

expatriates 

repatriated 

without jobs 

3. Home 

quality of 

living 

… tropical 

heat, limited 

space, fast 

pace, 

infrastructure 

& welfare 

facilities 

Majority knew 

they were 

coming back 

to home 

country living 

conditions 

Generally found 

difficulty 

adjusting (High 

stress impact) 

General 

acceptance of 

home conditions 

4. Home cost 

of living 

… cost of 

living is 

higher than 

host countries 

Most 

organisations 

adjust the pay 

level to absorb 

high cost of 

living 

Difficult to lose 

the benefits of 

high purchasing 

power (High 

stress impact) 

General 

acceptance of 

home conditions 
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5. Home 

friends 

… drifted 

apart, due to 

family 

commitments 

Low stress as 

they did not 

depend on 

home friends 

for their 

careers 

Low stress as 

friends were only 

needed for 

leisure. Easy to 

find substitutes. 

Critical as home 

networks are key 

to provide social 

support and 

referrals for 

employment (High 

stress impact) 

 

a. Stressors common to all categories of expatriates 

Although I have classified repatriates into organisation expatriates and self-initiated 

expatriates who came back with or without a job, however, I will first discuss some 

adjustment experiences that were common to all categories of expatriates. 

 

Singapore is a country of migrants. The government unified the people of many 

races by inculcating the principle of diversity, encouraging them to learn to respect 

one another’s differences and leveraging on their differences (Velayutham, 2007). 

The nation’s culture is founded on Asian values which promote collective identity 

(Matondang, 2017). But at the communal level, the nation encourages the 

celebration of racial differences (Matondang, 2017). This social-structural 
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ethnogenesis is paralleled with acculturation at the national and individual levels. 

According to Dr. Berry (Emamzadeh, 2018), a pluralistic cultural setting (like 

Singapore) can occur with the support of a country's public policy that promotes 

diversity. Such a policy can potentially acculturate the population to embrace 

positive intercultural relations. By inference, expatriates from Singapore are more 

ready to accept another's culture. 

 

Taking on overseas employment requires an expatriate to live and encounter the 

host country’s culture and way of life. This exposure causes Singapore’s expatriates 

and trailing family members to gradually adapt to or cope with the host country’s 

living conditions and social practices (Berry, 2019). They are more likely to acquire 

the host country’s culture and either discard (assimilation dimension (Berry, 2019)) 

or retain Singaporean culture (integration dimension (Berry, 2019)). As a result, re-

entry for Singaporean repatriates can be stressful because the degree of change 

due to reverse culture shock is usually greater than anticipated (Ashford & Taylor, 

1990). 

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/
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The more receptive, welcoming and open the host culture is towards Singapore 

expatriates, the more likely they would reciprocate with the same level of hospitality 

and acceptance (Berry 2019). Similarities in language and even physical appearance 

(such as Asians relocated to other Asian countries) can also increase the chances 

of acculturation (Berry & Kalin, 1995). Reintegration back to Singapore’s culture will 

be more challenging if the cultures of the host and home countries are vastly 

different (Sussman 2001; Berry 2019). Those who repatriated from liberal Western 

culture tended to be more critical of Singapore for the over-controlling government 

and conservative mindsets of Singaporeans (Tham & Mokhtar, 2014; Han, 2007; 

Subramaniam, 2000).  However, those who repatriated from countries where they 

experienced racial discrimination or social restrictions are more likely to retain their 

home country’s culture and experience less stress associated with cultural 

adjustment upon repatriation (Black, 1990; Bader, et al., 2018).  Some repatriates 

shared that their career as expatriates was gradually coming under threats as locals 

became more educated and more ambitious. They could feel a growing local 

resentment against foreigners for taking away good-paying jobs from the locals. 

In fact, according to Toh & DeNisi (2005), there is a growing animosity from local 
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staff who felt that expatriates are overpaid. It is especially so when the quality of 

expatriates’ professional knowledge, skills and experiences are not far superior over 

the local people. 

 

The more time an individual lived away from his/her home country, the harder it 

was to readjustment back to the home country (Black 1990, Himmelgreen, et al., 

2003). This problem was more prevalent for self-initiated expatriates as some of 

the research participants from this group stayed away from Singapore for twenty 

or more years.  I realised that any of the research participants who had lived away 

from home country for more than five years onwards would find difficulties to 

readjust back to Singapore’s way of living. 

 

A person’s self-awareness of what he/she wants can affect his/her self-esteem 

(Leflot, et al., 2010). People with high levels of self-concept clarity generally have 

positive self-esteem (Campbell et al., 1996). People with higher self-concept clarity 

are less affected by adverse circumstances and are more constructive in problem-

solving to remove hindrances (Campbell, 1990). The repatriates with high self-
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concept clarity were likely to use positive interpretations of their circumstances and 

had more confidence to look for solutions to reduce their repatriation adjustment 

stress (Lodi-Smith & DeMarree, 2018). They usually exhibit attitudes that were calm 

and forward looking. For example, Daniel and Romeo methodologically negotiated 

their next career move with their new employers.  Sidney and Sofie left their new 

jobs once they were convinced that the jobs did not fit their personal values  

 

In contrast, the repatriates with low self-concept clarity tended to experience higher 

adjustment stress since their conviction about who they were and what they wanted 

were not firmly rooted in themselves. People with low self-concept clarity use 

emotional coping approaches such as denial, mental or behavioural disengagement 

and reliance on palliative assistance (Herman & Tetrick, 2009). They tend to exhibit 

high sense of insecurity and disgusts at contexts that they could not change, such 

as the local culture, cost of living, family ties and government.  For example, Jeremy 

and Randy did not understand they had personal rights and bargaining power to 

stand up against their hostile employers.  
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Despite low self-concept clarity, all repatriates can be spared of readjustment stress 

if they had received adequate support from their families or organisations. For 

example, Yusuf and Mario received strong affirmation from their spouses to sustain 

long-distance marital relationships. Rhianna's direct superior mentored her 

throughout her overseas assignment, paving the way for her seamless repatriation 

process.  

 

I found that, without family or organisational support, repatriates with lower self-

concept clarity had exhibited odd behaviours in an attempt to gain some form of 

self-assurance. For example, having lost his job, Shawn was so insecure about his 

future that he kept ruminating over the fear of not having enough money or familial 

acceptance in his old age. In the case of Randy, he knew his family would be 

devastated to learn that he had lost his job without a good reason. So, he might 

have concocted a story that he had to leave his job to escape from a plot by his 

superior to kill him.  In the case of Derrick, he had projected himself all puffed up 

with confidence. However, his source of his worth was from external sources such 

as acceptance from his family and accolades from his jobs to confirm his value.  
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Since Derrick could not control how these external sources will say of him, he 

compensated by humiliating other people to puff up his self-esteem (Geukes, Ket 

al., 2017). 

 

Research participants with low self-concept clarity usually experienced more 

adjustment stress because they tended to use emotional coping approach (such as 

complaining, blaming or dissociating) instead of solving their problems or removing 

the root causes of those problems. Repatriates with lower-level professional 

qualifications, or who were above 50 years old, tended to exhibit low self-concept 

clarity. This was especially severe for female repatriates who were less educated or 

above the age of 50.  

 

As the repatriates in this study were careerists, naturally they desired success in 

their new careers in Singapore. The desire to achieve success in their careers—

rather than in family and social relationships—was predominantly important for all 

the research participants. A careerist’s social identity is continuously self-defined 

by how he/she is doing comparing with others within a social group such as 
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occupation or organisation (Walsh & Gordon, 2008). Similarly, people also appraise 

their career temporarily (Wilson & Ross, 2001). According to Super (1980), people 

expects that jobs or occupations held over the course of a lifetime should progress 

such that each career stage is increasingly more rewarding than the last. 

 

Many repatriates reported that their exposure to working with international cultures 

had taught them to work successfully in any multicultural work environment. The 

management skills developed abroad were generally valued by the employers of 

the organisational expatriates. Almost all repatriates reported that working abroad 

had helped to expand their personal perspectives, and improvement their 

interpersonal skills – both of which were not sought after by local employers.  

 

Everyone loves a good bargain, even organisation expatriates marvelled at the 

affordability of living in another country. Singapore is known to be an expensive 

country to live in (Ranasinghe, 2014). Many expatriates, and especially the self-

initiated expatriates in this study enjoyed living and working in countries that could 

provide affordable lifestyles.  
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Money is a resource that enables its holder to solve problems, attain goals and 

avoid suffering (Vohs & Baumeister, 2011). People are social beings who want to 

be approved and be accepted by others in the community (Baumeister & Leary, 

2017). Money serves as a social vehicle that gives power for people to manipulate 

the social system so that, more money means less need for approvals or acceptance 

by others (Lea & Webley, 2006; Vohs et al., 2006). A study found that the mere 

reminder of having monetary resource can improve a person's ability to cope (Zhou 

et al., 2009), thus the perception of having money reduces pains and sufferings. 

Conversely, the thought of losing financial resource makes one feel vulnerable and 

stressful. The consequent mentality is to accumulate a massive amount of money, 

and any unreasonable depletion of such a resource becomes stressful. It was no 

wonder that the repatriates became agitated when they perceived reduction of 

purchasing power due to the high cost of living in Singapore and demanded 

justification for this through better customer experiences ( referring to research 

participants Carol, Jeremy, Peter, Zen, and Jacky). 
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Most of the research participants, although married, had relocated alone. Some did 

not want to impose the cost of bringing their spouse on their employers; others 

preferred not to jeopardise their children’s education or spouse’s career. Three of 

the research participants were repatriated with their children. Out of the 10 research 

participants who were married before expatriation, only one relocated with their 

family. One relocated as a couple and repatriated with a new baby. Another 

one relocated single and but came back as a family. Arranging for accommodation, 

shipping, schools and medical support as a family demanded tremendous effort 

and preparation. Relocation with families was especially stressful for female 

repatriates because of their salient life roles mothers (Super, 1980). All the 

repatriated women prioritised the comfort and ease of repatriation for their children 

above their careers. Children who were used to a different education system will 

find it stressful to adapt to the Singapore education system. 

 

Repatriates with children required early planning to ensure timeliness for school 

enrolment. Besides being in time for the beginning of the school term, the 
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repatriates were concerned about the different school syllabus and teaching 

methods in Singapore.   

 

Most of the repatriates cited caring for their ageing parents as one of additional 

benefits linked to their repatriation, but it was not cited as the main reason for 

repatriation. Singapore population is rapidly aging with 20% of population 

projected to be age 65 or older by 2030 (Ministry of Community Development, 

Youth and Sports, 2006). In Singapore, the culture to care for the aged is primarily 

considered the responsibility of the family (Lai, 2009; Malhotra et al., 2012). Due to 

globalisation and the exposure to individualistic Western culture (Berry, 2008), 

parental care is increasingly being regarded as a burden rather than as a duty 

(Mehta, 2000; Malhotra et al., 2012).  

 

Sometimes, it was the people at home who had to get used to living with the 

repatriates after a period of separation. Repatriates who had worked extended 

periods overseas lost touch with their children since they grew up without their 

expatriate parents. Similarly, relationships with spouses could be strained due to 



410 

 

410 

 

an extended period of physical absence (Sahlstein, 2004).  As for the case of Derrick, 

his wife divorced him because he could not be physically with her when she needed 

his support. 

 

Spousal support for international employment is essential to success. Unhappy 

spouses left behind by the research participants had initiated or threatened to 

divorce their expatriate husbands. Hence, expatriates and their spouses need to 

have clarity of their self-concepts to determine what is important at their life stage.  

For example, Peter realised that as he aged, his family became more important to 

him. Working spouses with ongoing careers may not wish to jeopardise their career 

progression.  They may decide that it was okay to maintain long-distance marital 

relationships. 

 

Two of the 20 research participants relocated with their spouse. Both spouses 

severed their careers in Singapore to relocate overseas. Those who left their careers 

to become trailing spouses reported anxiety in getting back into the workforce 

upon repatriation. They also reported getting less pay and less satisfactory jobs 
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than they had before they relocated overseas. However, they had no regrets 

because their salient life role at that time was to function as a family and experience 

life together. 

 

To preserve the sanctity of their families, a few of the research participants strongly 

warned expatriates to avoid getting caught up in extramarital affairs while on 

overseas assignments. Four of the repatriates strongly advocated the importance 

of physical proximity in a matrimonial relationship to preserve the family unit. 

Two of the repatriates experienced a divorce due to difficulties in managing long-

distance relationships. 

 

One common grievance of the repatriates who were single when repatriated was 

about housing. These were repatriates who did not have family members living in 

Singapore who could provide them with accommodation. Since they were 

repatriating to their country of residence, their employers did not provide any 

housing support. 
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Single repatriates were easily bored in Singapore due to the lack of new places to 

explore and most of their friends in Singapore were busy with their own families. 

As expatriates, they used to enjoy having company of friends because the people 

that they interacted with, whether expatriates of locals, had migrated from their 

countries or hometowns without their families. 

 

Making local friends and building strong bonds with them can contribute to 

repatriation stress (Buote et al., 2007). Unless they were repatriated from 

ethnocentric cultures, repatriates from all categories experienced a sense of loss 

when they had to leave the local friends in the host countries. These friends were 

mainly formed at work. Many shared that they believed their bonds with their 

friends in the host country were formed by having gone through hardships in 

solving work-related problems together. Some of these relationships continued to 

blossom even after repatriation. 

 

Issues relating to friends consistently attracted the least interest among the 

research participants. When I brought up the subject of friends, all the interviewees 
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perceived friends as being synonymous with leisure. In general, Asians place less 

value on leisure (AP, 2004). Traditionally, leisure is thought about in derogatory 

terms, such as the pursuit of a selfish and lazy lifestyle (Deng et al., 2005), implicitly 

meaning that time spent in leisure should instead be spent contributing to the 

community through hard work (Deng et al., 2005). 

 

The repatriates who had worked in countries with warm, generous and accepting 

cultures, like Indonesia and China, had the hardest time letting go of their friends 

overseas. The repatriates from closed or ethnocentric cultures like Qatar usually did 

not make friends with people from the host country, so they did not suffer any 

sense of loss when repatriated. 

 

I did not expect the repatriates’ relationships with their pets to be an important 

issue, but it was common for employers not to cover for pet repatriation.  Pets do 

have a profound influence on their human friends because pets can improve the 

mental and physical health of their owners (Becker & Morton, 2002). All the 

repatriates with pets did not want to severe their attachments formed with their 
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pets (Sable, 1995) and made personal effort to ship their pets back to Singapore.  

One of the research participants, Peter, sought to be repatriated to be with his 

aging pet dog in Singapore. Reuniting with their pets after the quarantine period 

was meaningful for the owners could reduce a sense of loss as it signified not 

leaving everything behind due to repatriation (Bridges, 2009). 

 

b. Organisation expatriates 

The organisational expatriates were relocated based on planned company 

assignments overseas. However, there was an exceptional case where a prolonged 

overseas business engagement ended up becoming an expatriate arrangement. 

Organisations new to relocating their employees had chosen to work directly with 

their employees to determine applicable terms and conditions to support their 

relocation. These pioneer organisational expatriates had to apply their skills in 

career self-management to negotiate the terms of their employment. 
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From the narratives of repatriates, employees expected organisations with 

experience in handling international employment to have well-developed mobility 

plans. The lack of support for international transitions can deter new employees 

from taking up future international assignments (Feldman & Tompson, 1993). 

Organisations that were too cost-conscious or lacked consideration in managing 

employment mobility also risked losing commitment from their employees to 

support international assignments (Robinson et al., 1994). 

 

Most of the repatriated organisational expatriates held a strong sense of 

connection to Singapore. Since they were sent overseas by their employers, they 

functioned like ambassadors with missions. The purpose and length of each mission 

were mostly predetermined, giving them a strong sense of connection to their 

home country. Since the organisational expatriates usually knew the length of their 

expatriation in advance, they were usually prepared not to assimilate into the host 

country’s culture (Black et al., 1992; Howe-Walsh, 2013). They were careful not to 

accumulate too many personal belongings during their assignments. They also 

expected that the extra allowances related to their overseas employment should 
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cease when they return to Singapore. Since all their assignments were in Asia, the 

proximity of cultural practices also helped repatriates to adjust faster.   

 

As it was rare for organisation expatriates to take up the option to relocate with 

their families, regular home trips became essential for them to keep in touch with 

their families.  Although the organisations do allocate annual home trips for their 

expatriates, however, research participants shared that more regular home trips can 

help to reduce repatriation stress (Black et al., 1992). Some organisation expatriates 

paid for additional home passage to supplement the company paid home passage. 

 

All organisation expatriates enjoyed full support to cover for the cost of shipping 

of their belongings back to Singapore. It was common practice for organisations 

to show appreciation of their repatriates’ contributions during their overseas 

assignments in the form of job promotion and pay adjustments.  Organisations 

kept their expatriates motivated by ensuring that their new jobs in Singapore were 

paid about the same as what they enjoyed during their overseas assignments.  
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Since their motivation to relocate overseas was job-related, the research findings 

showed that organisational expatriates tended to talk more about their concern 

with work integration (such as new job responsibilities and the usefulness of their 

expatriate experiences at work).  All organisational repatriates reported that their 

expatriate experiences were helpful for their new careers in Singapore. They also 

reported being positively motivated to share their expatriate experiences with 

others in their organisations. 

 

All organisations expatriates reported having received mentoring and career 

planning services from their organisations. However, the implementation lacked 

rigours, commitments, and relevance. Therefore, organisational expatriates who 

took the initiative to drive their career planning negotiations with their superiors 

were more satisfied with their career outcomes. Since employees interact with their 

superiors regularly, they should embrace the concept of ‘guanxi’ (a long-term 

cordial relationship) (Han, Peng & Zhu, 2011). Above and beyond what written 

terms could dictate, it was important for organisation expatriates to build good 

relationships with their superiors. For those who took the effort to build good 
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‘guanxi’ with their superiors, they could also effectively build networks with other 

relevant people to boost their career. 

 

There were downsides of being an organisation expatriate as well.  Due to the size 

of international companies, the effectiveness of such organisations demanded 

compliance from bottom up.  Decisions may be carried out at some distance place 

within the organisation, and the expatriates may only receive the news regarding 

changes to their expatriate assignments with short notification. Such decisions from 

the top of organisations were commonly dictated downwards, leaving no room for 

refutes. According to Black et al. (1992), inconsistent or lack of information can 

fester uncertainties causing repatriates to feel they are not in control of situations 

that are meaningful to them. It explains why organisation expatriates did not like 

sudden changes which were deemed as disruptive. Having a repatriation plan in 

place allowed the organisational expatriates to anticipate and prepare for their 

repatriation. It was common to practise for organisational expatriates to request 

for extensions of their overseas assignments to manage their personal needs, such 

as a child’s start to the school year. 
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It was common for companies to factor in extra time to allow their repatriates to 

settle in after arrival and before starting their new jobs in Singapore.  Due to the 

continuity of employment, some repatriates shared they would not have the time 

to take days off as they needed to continue working immediately. None of the 

companies arranged for pre-repatriation trips to help their homecoming expatriates 

familiarise with their home culture.  As a result, expatriates had to look out for 

opportunities to use their regular business meetings in Singapore to prepare for 

their repatriation needs.  

 

Similarly, since organisations regarded their repatriates as existing employees, none 

of them had organised onboarding program to help their repatriates assimilate 

into their new jobs in Singapore. The Singapore work environment—including the 

people, practices and processes that the organisational expatriates used to know—

might have changed over the years of their absence. According to Krumboltz 

(2009), life is a series of learning and unlearning steps. Onboarding support from 
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the organisation would be helpful for them re-familiarise with their work 

environment, colleagues and processes in Singapore (Gregersen & Black, 1996). 

  

Before their repatriation, the expatriate roles would accord them with the freedom 

and authority to function in the host country (Hackman & Oldham, 1976). 

Repatriates may become demotivated if they perceive that they have lost the 

autonomy and authority that they used to enjoy in their new jobs in Singapore 

(Suutari & Brewster, 2000; Gregersen & Black, 1996). Organisation repatriates had 

to adjust and get used to operating in the local corporate system, which was usually 

described by repatriates as bureaucratic, inflexible, unforgiving, and hierarchical. 

Another common work-related stress point cited by the repatriates was the lower 

quality of work-life in Singapore as the local work culture demanded that 

employees put in more time at work and less time for personal needs. 

 

So, in summary, although organisation repatriates enjoy support and continuity of 

employment from their employers, the trade-off is subjection to authority.  Such 

subjection could suppress the personality of individuals and result in negative 
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response and a sense of dissatisfaction for unmet expectations. Although most 

organisations, and especially the larger ones, did have written human resource 

policies for expatriate assignments, but the application of such policies without 

human touch and personal relations was treated as just a routine exercise.  Human 

resource policies for expatriates should be treated as guidelines and applied in 

consultation with the expatriates. Nonetheless, human interactions are inevitable in 

a work environment. Thus, building good relations with people and especially with 

own superiors is beneficial for successful repatriation.  Building good relations 

requires the balancing of effort from both parties to make it work. Organisation 

expatriates were generally acculturated to commit their time and effort to the 

performance of their organisations.  As a result, other than their own families, 

organisation expatriates did not emphasise their social relations beyond the work 

environment. In my opinion, employees of organisations should mentally free 

themselves from their organisation demarcations to expand their perspectives, 

networks and connections. This liberation can contribute to employees’ career 

growth within and without their organisations. 
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c. Self-initiated expatriates 

The privilege of having a repatriation plan was uncommon among self-initiated 

expatriates. Self-initiated expatriates are expatriates who pursue boundaryless 

career paths by working overseas without any support from an employer in their 

home country (Cerdin & Selmer, 2014). However, unlike organisational expatriates, 

self-initiated expatriates have the freedom to decide whether they want to accept 

an overseas job. I have differentiated self-initiated expatriates from organisational 

expatriates mainly by the lack of employer support from their home country. In my 

study, self-initiated expatriates included both those who actively sought overseas 

jobs and those who were offered overseas jobs. 

 

For organisational expatriates, the motivation to work overseas was to comply with 

their employer’s business needs. For self-initiated expatriates, the motivation was 

more personal. According to Makkonen (2016), self-initiated expatriates choose to 

accept overseas employment for personal reasons (Doherty et al., 2011), such as 

• the opportunity to work on a challenging project. 

• the opportunity for adventure and exploration. 
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• the opportunity to achieve a social status not possible in their home 

country. 

• the opportunity for career growth. 

• the opportunity to make more income. 

 

Instead of relying on what their employers can offer them, self-initiated expatriates 

usually take a more proactive career self-management approach to plan for their 

future. Hence, it would not be surprising to learn that the career progression of 

self-initiated expatriates is usually less predictable, that they change employers 

more frequently and that they do not like to be supervised by managers in their 

overseas jobs (Peltokorpi & Froese, 2014). Because of their personal reasons to 

accept overseas employment, they tend to stay longer in their overseas jobs or for 

as long as they can (Doherty et al., 2011).   

 

Up to this point, I would like to qualify that many of the research participants 

shared that they did not plan to work overseas. However, the opportunity to work 

overseas arose by chance or by a third party such as their ex-superiors. I can infer 
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from this that individuals do not have much influence to create the opportunity to 

work overseas. Such an opportunity happened in most cases by market demand. 

 

Self-initiated expatriates are likely to experience more repatriation adjustment 

stress than organisation expatriates. It is because they are usually motivated by a 

personal desire to work overseas.  They tend to stay longer away from Singapore, 

and they may become more proficient in the host country’s culture and way of 

living (Froese & Peltokorpi, 2013; Al Ariss, et al., 2012; Cao, Hirschi & Deller, 2014). 

Many self-initiated expatriates research participants were competitively 

remunerated with accommodation support but not much else.  Only a few of the 

lucky ones enjoyed regular paid air passage to visit their families in the home 

country. 

 

The main motivation to work overseas for this group of research participants was 

on alternative lifestyle integration. As such, many of them experienced difficulties 

adjusting to the lifestyles in Singapore.  Some of the common complaints included 

the high cost of living, lack of places to explore, tropical heat, small spaces, lack of 
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human touch in fast-paced customer service (Bhaskaran, 2014; Marr & Neely, 2004) 

and the punishing education system.  

 

c.1. Self-initiated expatriates repatriated with jobs 

Self-initiated expatriates who repatriated with jobs had successfully practised career 

self-management to drive for desired career outcomes. They had all repatriated 

with jobs that offered better financial terms and career opportunities than their 

previous expatriate jobs.  According to Adler (1981), the repatriation process can 

be a happy event if they expect a positive outcome.  

 

However, the practice of career self-management can only be successfully driven 

by people who are inherently self-motivated and competitively qualified in the job 

market (Doherty et al., 2011). All the self-initiated expatriates who repatriated with 

jobs had at least professional degrees. They were generally offered career 

opportunities in Singapore, not because of their expatriate experience; instead, their 

value was limited to their professional skills and possibly industry experience. 
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How the new jobs worked out for these self-initiated expatriates were critical 

because the new jobs in Singapore were their main reason to repatriate. However, 

by accepting new jobs from a distance, these repatriates took the risks of not 

having adequate information about their new organisation, new job scope and 

work environment. Most self-initiated expatriates who repatriated with new jobs 

ended up not fitting into the generally conservative work styles of Singapore 

companies.  The personalities of self-initiated expatriates tend to be more 

expressive, more assertive, and they want personal freedom (Howe-Walsh & 

Schyns, 2010).  A conservative work environment can stifle their aspirations and 

performance (Arthur & Rousseau, 2001). Three out of the five repatriates in this 

category eventually realised that they could not fit into their new work environment 

and subsequently left the job that came back for. 

 

This group of research participants were generally more confident and more driven 

than the other two groups.  When it comes to coping with repatriation stress, the 

dimensions of their coping behaviours presented were skewed towards adopting 

problem-focused strategies. In problem-focused coping, emotional upheaval 
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related to stress is avoided because once the source of the stress is identified, it 

will be removed (McLeod, 2011). For example, Daniel wanted to develop his skills 

and he was able to garner support from his new employer in Singapore to fund 

his further studies in the United States of America. Sophie wanted to live a carefree 

life and had decided she would be happier to ditch the entrepreneur opportunity 

and worked as a freelancer.  

 

The self-initiated expatriates who repatriated to new jobs all had positive overseas 

experiences, so it was expected that they would encounter a higher degree of 

difficulty adjusting to the Singaporean work environment. Filled with confidence, 

these repatriates might also come across as rather hypercritical for things that were 

deemed as restrictive.  They frowned at the general work culture in Singapore, 

which placed more importance on business results than the welfare of employees. 

They perceived the work culture in Singapore as regimented, result-oriented, 

unforgiving and unfriendly.  They also did not like high-cost, fast-pace, small space, 

and impersonal living conditions in Singapore.  They tended to reminiscent their 
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special elite expatriate social class that they used enjoyed when they were 

expatriates.  Back in Singapore, they became just one of us. 

 

There are not many opportunities to work overseas because of the high expatriation 

cost, international companies keep such practices to the minimum (Kühlmann & 

Hutchings, 2010). The opportunity to work overseas is attractive to those who desire 

to experience life in another country (Thorn, 2009).  This group of research 

participants were all below fifty years of age, well-educated with highly competent 

or with niche skills. They were privileged to choose where you wanted to work and 

live. Being privileged meant that they could romanticise and aim for the lifestyles 

beyond the reach of most people. Moving back to Singapore made them feel that 

they are coming back to a living space that did not make them feel special. Every 

bad experience of their new lives in Singapore would be indicted towards their 

decision to repatriate. Nonetheless, unless migrated, all expatriates must come back 

to their home countries eventually (Kühlmann & Hutchings, 2010). 
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c.2. Self-initiated expatriates repatriated without jobs 

Self-initiated expatriates could be forced to be repatriated because their expatriate 

jobs were terminated.  Involuntary repatriation raised by the host country 

employers will often severely damaged their relationships with the out-going 

expatriates.  Perhaps driven by guilt or fear, employers who severed the 

employment relationships had given little help and short notice for repatriation. 

Some repatriates reported being unfairly treated by their employers (such as unpaid 

contractual bonuses and salaries) on their exit and often made them feel like they 

were not welcome anymore. 

The motivation of this group of expatriates to work overseas was usually for the 

money or for the career opportunities they could not attain in Singapore.  The 

highest educational qualification for five out of the nine candidates was a 

polytechnic diploma from Singapore. The opportunity to work overseas allowed 

those who were educationally less competitive to make more income than they 

would have made in Singapore. Another significance in this category of repatriates 

was their age. There was a congregation of elderly repatriates (45%) of fifty years 

old and above in this category. 
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Although they would prefer to keep their overseas job, however, when faced with 

rejections, coming home helped them regained some sense of acceptance. Unlike 

the self-initiated expatriates who repatriated with jobs, this group of repatriates 

were not cynical towards their home country.  Understandably, the worst part of 

their repatriation was not about coming back to Singapore but to come back 

without paying jobs.  In fact, financial insecurity can be so deep seated that some 

of the repatriates became mentally distress. Those who accumulated personal 

savings with their expatriate income were grateful as it helped to make ends meet 

while looking for new employment in Singapore. 

 

The feelings of being rejected and repatriated without a paying job would be 

petrifying for some.  Many repatriates reflected feelings of helplessness and being 

challenged.  Some displayed passive emotions and feelings of guilt.  As the 

projected life’s impact was drastic, they needed more time to think through their 

re-entry adjustment process to reduce uncertainties and to be mentally prepared 

for change (Black, 1994). They needed more time to develop their re-adjustment 



431 

 

431 

 

strategies, and to make sense of their new life roles in Singapore. This group of 

research participants suggested a minimum of three months’ notification to 

mentally prepare for this type of repatriation. Unfortunately, most employers 

preferred that they be repatriated as soon as possible.  

 

Although most of the self-initiated expatriates repatriated without jobs managed 

to be re-employed within one to 12 months, the void formed by a fear of possible 

prolonged or permanent unemployment was unnerving. Their anxiety about getting 

re-employment fast was partly due to the high cost of living in Singapore and 

partly due to the frequent rejections from employers in Singapore.  

 

Unless they had niche skills, most of the repatriates were shocked to learn that 

their overseas experiences had hindered instead of helping them to attain new 

employment in Singapore. It was mostly so for those who were above fifty years 

old, female and lowly educated.  The repatriates shared that they had believed that 

their overseas experiences would boost their career capital. However, instead, local 

employers snubbed them for their lack of exposure to the Singapore context. 
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Potential employers were also concerned that the repatriates might not intend to 

stay for long in Singapore due to the lower pay and social status compared to 

what they used to enjoy. 

 

Some repatriates from this category sought self-improvement opportunities while 

waiting for re-employment (Smith et al., 1996), taking up temporary jobs while 

actively working with employment agencies and personal social networks to find 

new employment.  Two remained unemployed over an extended period, so one of 

the repatriates decided to start his own venture.  Some of these repatriates found 

jobs through their local connections and networks of friends in Singapore. Five out 

of nine of them in this category depended on their Singaporean social networks 

and associations with churches to find re-employment. Those who had problems 

finding employment might lack good social networks in Singapore. It might be the 

result of a prolonged period of working overseas which caused them to neglect 

building their social networks in Singapore (Spurk et al., 2015). Those who were 

finally re-employed all accepted lower pay jobs than their last expatriate jobs. As a 

result, a few of the repatriates voiced their willingness to work as expatriates again. 
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Career self-management is an important life skill, especially for self-initiated 

expatriates.  They need to actively drive their careers growth to support their 

changing self-concepts and life roles (De Vos & Soens, 2008, Roche et al., 2017). 

Of those who found the most difficulties to cope with adjustment were passive 

individuals who still believed that they could depend on their employers for their 

career and welfare (Briscoe et al., 2006). These self-initiated expatriates had low-

level self-concept clarity.  They came across as having low self-esteem and a 

preoccupation with themselves (Campbell, 1990). In other words, they preferred 

employers to determine who they should be and what they should get. As a result, 

they often ended up confused but needed to cover up their weaknesses with a 

facade of self-confidence. I encountered interesting behaviours that sprung up from 

such insecurity such as narcissism, depression, verbosity and possible fabrication of 

stories to save face. I believe the exhibition of these behaviours were ways these 

passive careerists tried to make sense and cope with their circumstances such as 

their loss of employment, deprivation of familial support and self-doubt. 
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Many Singaporeans took advantage of the country’s early success to work as 

expatriates in the neighbouring developing countries. Repatriates from this group 

confessed that they would not have enjoyed a similar career and financial 

opportunity had they not ventured out of Singapore.  However, expatriate 

employment is transient (Yeoh, 2017), and they must plan for their exit eventually.  

Sadly, some expatriates became distracted by their career and lifestyles and did 

not take the initiative to improve their competitive positions.  Without bargaining 

power, when forced to vacate their jobs, these expatriates became conceding and 

ended up suffering disgraced on their way out.  For the time had come when being 

nice was impotent - without bargaining power, some of the research participants 

were subjected to manipulation and deceits from irresponsible employers.    These 

expatriates should, throughout their career, do something to keep themselves 

relevant and competitive.  Continuous self-improvement is important to prevent 

skill obsolescence. Other interventions, like keeping healthy, building personal 

savings, and making financial investments can protect them from the curse of 

ageism.  
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Contributions and recommendations of the study 

Repatriation is not only about physically moving from a host country back to a 

home country after a work assignment in a foreign country; the repatriation process 

also involves psychological adjustments (Sussman, 2001). The process can be 

stressful, it can take longer or shorter than anticipated, and it may have several 

possible outcomes (Hopson & Adam, 1976). 

 

This study contrasts the traditional repatriation experiences of organisational 

expatriates with those of self-initiated expatriates. It also provides insights into the 

repatriation experiences of a growing trend of the much-neglected self-initiated 

expatriates (Lee, 2005; Howe-Walsh & Schyns, 2010). I explained through the 

analysis of their personal lived experiences using my own repatriation experiences 

and understanding, offering insights in specific contexts that cannot be generalised 

to others. The research findings presented in this thesis do not represent a global 

perspective on repatriation experiences. These findings reflect the unique lived 

experiences of the 20 research participants who met the sampling requirements for 
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the study. Therefore, these findings might not be applicable to a different set of 

research participants. It was my intention to capture the subjective repatriation 

experiences of a specific group of research participants, with a special interest in 

how they coped with their repatriation process. Although my own repatriation 

experience helped me to understand their personal experiences, but I was 

constantly aware not to form preconceptions of their experiences from mine. I 

believe that the findings of this research have not only added knowledge in the 

subject of international employment repatriation but have also raised interest in 

the subject. 

 

Contributions to the literature 

The focal contribution of this research is to extend understanding of issues relating 

to employment repatriation from a mostly Western context to the Singaporean 

context.  Most of the existing studies on repatriation represented the perspectives 

of the employers in the home country, but my research allowed the voices of 

individual repatriates to be heard. These were critical perspectives, as self-initiated 
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expatriates take up more and more international jobs without the backing of an 

organisation in their home countries. The findings of this thesis are very relevant 

to self-initiated expatriates since previous studies on employment repatriation 

typically neglected this growing group of expatriates. As the concept of a global, 

boundaryless career evolves, we will continue to see an increasing trend for self-

initiated expatriates (Altman & Baruch, 2012). My research provides a platform for 

organisations and individuals on international assignments (whether organisational 

expatriates or self-initiated expatriates) to learn from each other. 

 

Most of the existing research attributed successes in repatriation to repatriates’ 

intention to stay with and motivation to perform in their home country organisation 

(Martin & Anthony, 2006; Hyder & Lövblad, 2007). However, for the individuals in my 

study, repatriation successes were considered in terms of outcomes in the following 

areas that come out better than before repatriation. These areas were: 

 

1) Continuous employment with a steady flow of income 

2) A job that allows the application of international competencies 
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3) Minimal adjustments due to reverse culture shock, especially regarding the 

cost of living 

4) Strong familial/social support and cordial relationships 

5) Having considered everything, the overall gains or losses  

 

Based on the various transition-related adjustment theories, I viewed the 

repatriation experiences of the research participants as a process. Many existing 

studies approached the issue of repatriation by using a quantitative approach and 

relying on the theoretical framework for repatriation adjustment proposed by Black, 

Gregersen, & Mendenhall (1992).  However, unless we make an effort to extrapolate 

evidences from the lived experiences of repatriates, factors use by the quantitative 

approach to explain repatriation stress may not be supported by empirical 

explanations. 

 

Approaching the research topic using the qualitative research method and through 

in-depth analysis of the 20 repatriates' narratives, I can present the research topic 

from a different perspective. The study not only contributes to understanding the 
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meanings of repatriates' unique subjective experiences, but it also links the various 

repatriation transition theories into one cohesive framework (Figure 21).  This 

framework reveals each theoretical phenomenon gradually as they become relevant 

to the research participants along their repatriation transition journey. 

 

Figure 21. Framework of phenomena related to repatriation arranged according 

to relevance during the repatriation transition. 

 

 

This cohesive repatriation framework (Figure 21Figure 21) helps me not only to 

understand the psychological adjustments that affect a repatriate’s choice of coping 
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strategies but also to identify the important adjustment issues related to the 

process of repatriation that should be investigated in future research. 

 

I have assigned numbers to the elements that affect coping strategies during 

repatriation (Figure 21). The issues related to items 3, 5, 6, 8 and 9 (Figure 21) show 

elements found in the existing literature on employee repatriation that were also 

shared by my research participants. Further contributions by my research to the 

body of literature on employee repatriation which I believe are significant in the 

context of Singapore are represented by the elements in 1, 2, 4, 7, and 10 (Figure 

21). 

 

The elements 1, 2, 4, 7, and 10 (Figure 21Figure 21) are seldom linked to the issue 

of repatriation or are not discussed in the existing literature on repatriation. All my 

research participants were of Asian descent and in many ways influenced by Asian 

values, which may emphasize high levels of collectivism, respect for authority, low 

acceptance of uncertainty, male dominance and embrace long-term relationships 

(Hofstede & Bond, 1988). According to Markus and Kitayama (1991), Asians tend 
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to have lower levels of self-concept clarity than their Western counterparts. Asian 

husbands also tend to be the decision-makers and expect compliance from other 

members of the family (Kang & Rowley, 2005).  

 

A repatriate’s attitude is the overarching determinant of the adjustment strategies 

used in the repatriation process. One’s attitude is constructed from the evaluation 

of things or events in our social world, in the form of degrees of favour or disfavour, 

that is contextually influenced according to personal perceptions (Eagly & Chaiken, 

1993; Fazio, 1990; Schwarz & Bohner, 2001). 

 

To understand the research participants’ repatriation experiences, I needed to start 

by exploring the issue of a self-concept. The self-concept can be influenced by the 

demography of individuals—such as gender, age and education. In my findings, 

female repatriates who were less educated or above the age of 50 had higher 

degree of repatriation stress. A good understanding of oneself helps to prioritise 

one’s life roles at certain life stages. For example, a newly married employee may 

decline to be expatriated if he does not get spousal support, or a career-minded 
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employee might expect spousal support regardless of whether he works in 

Singapore or anywhere else in the world. 

 

The concept of what is important to an individual affects his or her cultural identity 

and motivation to repatriate. If the individual embraces the Confucian values of 

respect and collectiveness, he is likely to retain his culture while complying with 

the orders from his superior to accept an expatriate posting (Hofstede & Bond, 

1988). Meanwhile, another individual may accept an overseas job without 

organisational support in the home country because he/she wishes to experience 

the culture of another country (Makkonen, 2016). An expatriate’s degree of 

acculturation is affected by the individual’s commitment to several elements.  These 

include the choice of cultural identity, personal motivation to expatriate, the 

receptiveness of the host country’s culture, experiences of success, social 

recognition and length of time living in the host country (Dow, 2011). 

 

The motivation to repatriate is a critical consideration in my research because it 

affects a repatriate’s attitudes towards repatriation. For example, those who were 
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motivated to work overseas for better income opportunities but were repatriated 

without jobs suffered much stress due to perceived financial losses. Also peculiar 

to my research was the identification of exploitation of weak expatriates by host 

employers. Expatriates who worked overseas under substandard employment terms 

and in countries without legal protections were subjected to fear, ill-treatment, lies 

and exploitation. My research also highlighted the attitude of repatriates towards 

evaluating pertinent information related to their re-entry in terms of gains or losses. 

In general, all the repatriates mentally evaluated their situations in terms of career, 

finances, family relationships, social support and quality of life. The purpose of this 

mental evaluation was to hopefully identify a surplus of gains in all elements. By 

mentally evaluating the issues that were considered important to them, the 

repatriates detected areas of potential stress and decided how to handle them. 

 

When the need to repatriate is triggered, the individual immediately appraises 

issues related to 6, 7 and 8 (Figure 21) to determine the overall gains or losses. 

The status of career, lifestyles and social standing are the key concerns when 

psychologically evaluating the overall gains or losses.  It is usual for people to 
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desire to move through life in a progressively improved manner (Super 1980). 

Repatriates will experience adjustment stress if the status of these key concerns is 

adversely affected (or perceived to be adversely affected) after repatriation 

(Gregersen & Black, 1996).  Employees also need time to prepare for their 

repatriation process.  Repatriation becomes stressful if the time given to plan for it 

is short.  

 

Among the research participants in this study, the concerns related to career 

included loss of autonomy and authority, how the company value their expatriate 

experiences and their new income status.  The concerns related to lifestyle changes 

were the cost of living, the quality of consumer services and access to exciting 

places to explore.  The concerns related to social status included the acceptance 

from friends, colleagues and family members in Singapore.  

 

Employees can experience higher stress if they do not get adequate repatriation 

support from their employers.  Such problems can occur when the employment 

contracts of expatriate do not cover for repatriation support like shipping and 
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compensation for loss of employment. Provisions in international employment 

contracts may contradict legal protection for foreigners, resulting in significant risks 

exposure and enforcement issues (Okuh, 2011).  Expatriates may find out that their 

host or home country employment laws do not adequately protect international 

employment contracts. 

 

Finally, my research also inferred a lack of proactive participation from human 

resource function in managing the repatriation of international employees. Most 

career planning discussions and negotiations were conducted between employees 

and their direct superiors. I suspect human resource practices in Singapore are 

probably administrative, lacking the vision and drive to manage talent resources in 

their organisations (Khathri, 2000; Templar et al., 2013). 

 

Recommendations for companies: 

Although organisations need to be productive, they need to realise that if they 

need humans to produce, then they must empathise with their repatriates’ needs 

and help them settle in successfully. Organisations need to know that other 
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employees do study how their employers treat repatriate colleagues and that this 

can affect their commitment to the organisations. International businesses need to 

take on the moral responsibility of treating repatriating employees with respect, 

care, and dignity. There are many things companies can do to improve employees’ 

repatriation experiences. This list only includes what I inferred from my research 

sample: 

 

1. Employers of international employees should put in place clear policies to 

address the terms of relocation and repatriation. Policies should be applied 

with considerations to meet mutual requirements between expatriates and 

the organisations. 

2. Employers should guard against overcompensating expatriates on their 

assignments.  The greater the compensation for relocation, the harder it will 

be for organisation to cover the difference when repatriated.  Loss of 

additional income for repatriated employees can cause adjustment stress. 

3. Besides planning for expatriate repatriation, companies should plan for 

expatriates to prepare worthy host country nationals to take over traditional 
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expatriate jobs.  Expatriates who enjoy premium salaries can also stir 

resentments from host country employees.  The local employees may 

become demotivated, uncooperative if they are not given opportunities for 

career growth. 

4. Employers should recognise that the influence of spousal support can affect 

the quality of repatriates’ adjustment. Employers can consider doing 

something to help repatriated trailing spouses’ adjustment - for example, 

programs to find re-employment or for skills upgrading. 

5. Employers can reduce employee's stress associated with repatriation 

adjustment by providing expatriates with frequent opportunities to travel 

back to Singapore for visits during their overseas assignments. The frequent 

home passage will help the expatriates keep updated of the changes in the 

home country, thus reducing stress associated with unexpected changes.  

6. Companies should show their repatriates' overseas experiences, and 

contributions are valued. There are many ways companies can show 

appreciation for their repatriates' international experiences. For example, 

companies can allow their repatriates to share with others their host country 
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experiences; companies can also incorporate repatriates' international 

knowledge into their new job scope.  

7. Employers of organisational expatriates can improve repatriate retention by 

assigning mentors to their expatriates. Expatriates can tap on mentors' 

wisdom and connections to negotiate and plan for their repatriated career 

plans while still on overseas assignments. 

8. Expatriates should be notified as early as possible regarding their repatriation 

dates. Companies should avoid making sudden changes to repatriation plans 

without consulting employees. 

9. Onboarding programs provides a good start to help repatriates become 

familiar with their surroundings and to help them feel valued. After a period 

of being absent, the repatriate needs to be updated on changes at the home 

country’s work environment. 

10. Employers should allow flexible posting leave, so that repatriates can 

familiarise themselves with their home environment and settle their personal 

needs before starting their new jobs in Singapore. The extra time is especially 

important for mothers, who will need time to organise their children’s care 
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and education needs. If possible, companies should arrange for pre-

repatriation trips, during which they may register for schools for their 

children and find suitable accommodation, to allow employees to prepare 

for their actual repatriation. 

11. Employers should pay attention to the purpose of human resource 

departments by ensuring that they play a more pivotal role in managing 

talented expatriate and repatriate resources. They should keep an updated 

mobility plan, install a strong onboarding program, and take responsibility 

for ensuring fair employment practices. 

12. When employees are repatriated without continuation of employment, 

employers should continue to render full support and not treat them like 

discarded goods. Employers should: 

a. Take time to explain the situation to the affected employees and allow 

them to freely express their ideas and concerns. 

b. Provide adequate notification time. This is critical, especially for 

employees who must repatriate without jobs because they need time 

to heal wounded emotions and process their reintegration strategies.  
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c. Companies could also provide counselling services to help them make 

sense of the loss and help them see the positive side of repatriation. 

d. Companies can provide outplacement service to help increase career 

options thereby reducing the perception of loss. 

e. Pay employees fairly and help them with timely shipment of their 

personal belongings back to Singapore. Employers should ensure they 

do not owe repatriates pay or bonuses due to them. 

f. When short notice is necessary, employers should consider providing 

additional monetary compensation to help reduce the repatriates’ 

perception of loss. 

 

Recommendations for individuals: 

Although many self-initiated expatriates desire to experience life beyond Singapore, 

there is the possibility of repatriating eventually due to personal needs or external 

circumstances. Self-initiated expatriates do not have the luxury of organisational 

support. Self-initiated expatriates must be prepared to take it upon themselves to 

plan and manage their career journeys. A protean approach to career self-
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management is necessary for self-initiated expatriates, and it can benefit 

organisational expatriates as well. There are many things individuals can do to 

improve their repatriation experiences. This list only includes what I inferred from 

my research sample: 

1. Before taking up an international assignment, individuals should participate 

actively in negotiating for a set of comprehensive employment terms. These 

should include terms that protect in the case of loss of employment and a 

repatriation plan. The product of all employment terms must be in written 

form and not verbal. 

2. Individuals also need to adequately research the host location’s culture and 

living conditions to prevent repatriation due to failure to adapt to the 

conditions overseas.  

3. Individuals must not neglect building relationships with their own families, 

because they will need the support of their families when they are 

repatriated. Family members are an essential source of support, especially 

for ageing repatriates. 
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4. Maintaining strong social networks in the home country can become useful 

for future job search or social support. 

5. It is good to establish a high degree of self-concept clarity by understanding 

personal strengths and weaknesses, discovering salient life roles and 

embracing continuous self-improvement. 

6. Individuals should practise good financial planning and save up to cover 

unforeseen expenses during the repatriation transition. 

7. According to Krumboltz (2009), life is a series of learning and unlearning 

steps. Repatriates need to embrace the attitude of continuous learning, be 

adaptable and practise active problem-solving. 

8. A passive approach to managing a career is not likely to be a successful one 

(Feldman & Thomas, 1992). Active engagement in career management is 

critical to reduce re-adjustment stress (Feldman & Thomas, 1992). 

9. Direct superiors of expatriates can influence expatriates’ future career and 

eventual repatriation support. Expatriates should try to build strong working 

relationships with their immediate superiors. A strong work relationship 
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cannot be achieved instantly, but it requires constant interactions and 

continuous sharing of ideas. 

10. Ageing repatriates can build positive mental outlook by maintaining active 

lifestyles and robust physical health.  They can seek self-improvement by 

acquiring new skills.  They should continue to enlarge their social circle, 

which can open more opportunities for interactions and possibly chance for 

employment.  Ageing repatriates must adjust their mindset to acknowledge 

that their circumstances have changed.  It is essential to move away from 

the former success to cope with their new challenges. 

11. Unlike organisational expatriates, self-initiated expatriates repatriated with 

new jobs risk not having full information on the new job scope, work culture 

and work environment. Before giving up their expatriate jobs, self-initiated 

expatriates should make thorough inquiries to ensure a good fit. 

12. Repatriates who need to find new employment must be open to taking on 

temporary roles while waiting to be re-employed. They should be prepared 

to accept lower pay or position compared to what they had when they were 

expatriates. They should consider self-employment as an alternative option. 
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13. Individuals need to understand that most expatriate employment is transient. 

The life span of expatriate jobs is usually shorter than most careers because 

the reasons companies pay a premium price for expatriates are to prepare 

local employees from the host country to take over or to harvest the skills 

or knowledge temporarily unavailable from local or cheaper resources. 

 

Conclusions 

The ultimate destination of the repatriates interviewed in this research was 

Singapore. Their reasons for repatriation included new career opportunity, end of 

expatriate jobs, the need to be with their ageing parents, to seek support from 

their trusted family members and to be with their families—especially for older 

repatriates. Besides families and jobs, it made sense for many of them to come 

back to Singapore eventually because of the good infrastructure, security, amenities 

and quality of life. 
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Many Singaporean expatriates, especially self-initiated expatriates, repatriate in the 

face of increasingly growing competition in their host work locations—whether 

from local or international talent drawn to the lucrative (but limited) expatriate job 

market. 

 

Repatriation may be planned or unplanned. Regardless, it is vitally important that 

expatriates expect and plan to manage their reintegration into the city-state of 

Singapore. A clear reintegration plan is important for returning international 

employees, who are in the process of rebuilding their lives and careers in Singapore. 

 

The repatriates in this study were asked what improvements they wanted to see in 

the management of future repatriations. Besides the importance of frequent home 

trips, better separation pay, longer notice periods and more flexibility in time to 

manage pre-repatriation and repatriation, I found the most profound advice was 

for companies to take responsibility and plan well before sending anyone overseas. 

Failed business ventures or inadequate employment terms may have a detrimental 

effect on the careers of overseas employees. 
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Employers in the home country may miss out on a source of well-trained and 

resilient talent if they remain narrow-minded in their recruitment strategy. Instead 

of looking for specific work experiences to match job vacancies, employers should 

consider more innate qualities, such as wisdom, perspectives, interpersonal skill and 

personal values, in the recruitment process. 

 

The consultancy firm Robert Walters (Singapore Rank Second, 2016) reported that 

for companies to attract overseas expatriates to come back to Singapore, 

employers should be ready to pay 20% above the price of local recruits. Beside 

willingness to pay a premium rate, this group of talent resource also expect the 

Singapore employers to have a clear career progression plan for them, as well as 

flexible working arrangements. As more and more Singaporeans go overseas to 

work, local employers need to step up to compete globally in terms of career 

opportunities, welfare, pay and employment benefits. 
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Cost is an important business concern, but the opportunity cost of losing a talent 

resource and creating a bad impression is lasting and cannot be measured. To 

attract and maintain high quality talent with international experience, local 

employers can offer to pay for their shipping costs, help them to find 

accommodation and provide adequate or flexible leave to allow them time to settle 

in. 

 

Aspiring expatriates must take time to learn about the cultures of their host 

countries and to understand how to negotiate good mobility terms and conditions. 

It is especially important for self-initiated expatriates to understand that the local 

employment laws of some countries may not cover foreigners. All agreements must 

be recorded in writing and care should be taken to note which country’s laws the 

agreement will be governed by. 

 

Modern employees need to embrace the concept of a boundaryless career, to take 

up the responsibility to manage own career. Even organisational expatriates can 

benefit from working with their organisations to plan for their careers to fit their 
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aspirations. This research saw many organisational expatriates and self-initiated 

expatriates partaking strongly to drive the course of their careers—such as in 

designing their relocation terms and conditions, coordinating the period of time 

granted before repatriation and designing their new jobs in Singapore.  

 

Those who were passive in career self-management tended to suffer. Some of the 

research participants seemed to receive better treatment from their employers than 

others. However, in general, expatriates whose skills became irrelevant and obsolete 

tend to be treated by their employers with less kindness. Although such unkind 

behaviours were lousy management, they were not illegal in most countries (Vega 

& Comer, 2005). To protect themselves, self-initiated expatriates must maintain 

some level of control in case of employment separation. They could do this by 

insisting on better-written employment terms that protect them in the event of job 

loss.  They could improve their employability through continuous learning.  They 

could learn to be more assertive to speak up for their rights and wellbeing. 
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Repatriates who cannot find re-employment in Singapore should consider self-

employment as alternative source of income.  Singapore is a good place to do 

business, given that the country is geographically well-positioned, has a low 

corporate tax structure, an abundance of government funding support, anti-

corruption practices, and strong financial network (Ng, 2015). However, most 

Singaporeans prefer employment with a stable monthly income rather than 

entrepreneurship because they are afraid to fail (Chan et al., 2012; Cheok, 2018).  

 

Besides financial losses when businesses fail, there is a fear of loss of face in the 

Asian culture (Hwang & Arbaugh, 2009). Fear of losing face is a severe concern for 

the Chinese culture (Begley & Tan, 2001). A person loses face when others 

negatively judge him or her for failure to meet the requirements of his or her social 

position (Ho, 1976). Asian cultural norms also tend towards the avoidance of 

uncertainty and rejection of ambiguity (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). Risk aversive 

people prefer wage-employment and avoid self-employment (Cramer et al., 2002). 

Although people prefer the security of an assured pay check at the end of every 
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month, however, when re-employment opportunities are low, Singaporean 

repatriates should consider self-employment as alternative career options. 

 

Future studies 

My study has reflected the discourse of power in many instances related to 

repatriation of expatriate employees. Future in-depth studies may be warranted to 

explore how power plays are negotiated considering the varying circumstances of 

organisational expatriates, self-initiated expatriates repatriated with jobs and self-

initiated expatriates repatriated without jobs. 14 of the 20 research participants 

were self-Initiated expatriates, of which five were women and four were over the 

age of 50. Suggested topics for future research to address repatriation issues for 

self-initiated expatriates include: 

 

1) Repatriation with an emphasis on female repatriates. 

2) The issue of ageism. 

3) Duration of repatriates’ stay in their first job upon re-entry. 
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More extensive research should be carried out to test the significance and relevance 

of the aspects specific to my research participants. For example,  referring to 

elements affecting repatriation transitions 1, 2, 4, 7, and 10 (Figure 21Figure 21), 

further research can focus on how repatriation experiences are affected by the 

motivation to expatriate; and how repatriation experiences are affected by the 

psychological contracts with their employers.  

 

Hopefully, this empirical research will be a platform for more comprehensive 

research into repatriation issues affecting international employees from Singapore. 

 

Limitations 

Some of the limitations of this study include the small sample size, the lack of 

representation from minority races and the weakness of research participants in 

their use of English to express their feelings. I realised that some of the repatriates 

I interviewed had just been back for a few months and were still in a state of 

reverse culture shock. Future research should consider selecting repatriates who 

have been repatriated for at least a year or even longer. It is not easy to get a 
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good representation of repatriates from all racial backgrounds but, if this could be 

done, future studies should include more participation from minority races. I believe 

it would yield different results and give a broader perspective on this issue. 

 

My study only focused on individual repatriates’ narratives and I did not include 

employers’ perspectives. I believe that contributions from company representatives 

could enrich my research outcomes. However, in the context of Singapore’s work 

environment, it would be challenging to find busy corporate executives willing to 

discuss their company practices unless the company initiates the study. 

 

Although this research has its limitations, it provides several insights into the lived 

experiences of my research participants. I believe it is the first study of its kind in 

the Singaporean context which shows the perspectives of repatriates instead of 

organisations. My research shows that the issues Singaporean repatriates must 

cope with may be more complicated than what the existing literature has covered 

until now. Additional considerations that seem essential to Singaporean repatriates, 

such as the motivation to expatriate, demographic influences and the concept of 
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appraisal (losses and gains), are not adequately emphasised in the current literature 

on employee repatriation. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A–interview guide 

 

Interview guidelines and interview questions 

Interview arrangement 

• Location of interview in should be mutually agreeable public place. 

• Ensure interviewees have submitted consent form and pre-interview form prior 

to interview schedule. 

• Offer to pay for the drink. 

Greet the interviewee: 

• Thank him/her for agreeing to participate in the survey. 

• Thank him/her for submitting the consent form and pre-interview form. 

• Brief summary of the research, interview and follow-up focus group. 

• Verify any data collected that is unclear. 

• Ask if interviewee has any questions before the session begins 

• Remind the interviewee that the conversation will be recorded by taking notes 

and by audio recorder. 
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Interview Questions: 

Answer any questions regarding the interview process, the purpose of the research, 

and issues relating to confidentiality of information shared. 

1. Expatriates assignment information 

a. What was the purpose of overseas assignment?  

b. Explain the expatriate assignment terms (esp. duration, benefits, 

career arrangement). 

c. Why did the interview agreed to take on the overseas assignment? 

d. How would this assignment meet any personal, professional and/or 

social expectations? 

e. What were the sacrifices for taking the overseas job? How did this 

affect his/her roles in relation to personal, professional and social 

expectations? 

2. Repatriation information 

a. What was the reason for the repatriation? What was your reaction? 

(both thoughts and feelings) 
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b. How much time were you given to prepare for the repatriation? 

c. What were your expectations of returning to Singapore? Personally? 

Professionally? 

d. How did your expectations match the reality of returning to 

Singapore? 

e. Compare and contrast your preparation for relocating overseas to 

your preparation for returning to Singapore. 

f. How would you describe your overseas experience on a scale from 

very negative to very positive? Extreme of both ends.  

g. How did you manage the transition back to Singapore?  Which part 

of the transition was most difficult? Which part of the transition was 

most helpful? 

h. Do you feel less Singaporean after a period overseas? Was the host 

country culture or work environment hard to let go? 

i. Are there still any outstanding issues still pending? How are these 

being handled now? 

3. Improvement opportunity 
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a. How has the repatriation experience changed you as a person? Your 

beliefs? 

b. How has the repatriation experience affected your opinion of your 

company?  Do you have intention to leave? 

c. Tell me about the opportunities, learning outcomes, and positive 

experiences which have occurred as a result of your repatriation 

adjustment. 

d. What advice do you have for employees and their families who are 

repatriating? 

e. What advice do you have for companies who are repatriating 

employees back to Singapore? 

f. Were frequent home trips helpful for your repatriation? 

 

Wrapping up 

• The researcher may email or call the interviewee to clarify the information 

collected and validate the themes extracted from the initial interview. 
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• Thank the interviewee for the time and remind the interviewee that he/she 

will get the transcript of the conversation to be reviewed and approved 

before being used for the study. 
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Appendix B–letter of undertaking 
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Appendix C–invitation to participate 

 

Invitation to participate on LinkedIn 

 

Dear XXXXXX 

Opportunity to Participate in a Doctoral Research Project 

Thank you for accepting my invitation to link up.   

I am currently doing a doctoral program with University of Canberra.  My research 

topic is to write on the repatriation experiences of expatriate employees returning 

to Singapore. 

The advantage of this study is to increase the awareness of local international 

companies in handling employee mobility.  As you know, employees on 

international assignment are often expected to make untimely transitions either 

going or coming back.  Such movement often causes distress to the incumbents 

and his or her families. 

My research will require me to interview employees who were expatriated for at 

least 12 months and repatriated back to Singapore not more than 3 years ago.  

There is no limit on nationality, gender or age type. After initial face-to-face 

interview, I will invite the participants to participate in a private blog focus group 

discussion. 

All participants and their company information and identities will be kept 

anonymous in the process and in my final report.  The participating company and 

respective participants will also get a complimentary copy of the final report. 

Badly managed repatriation of employees often leads to unhappy employees, 

affecting their motivation and commitment at work.  Participants of this research 

will get to voice out their opinions and share their experiences in a safe 

environment. 

If you or if you have someone in your company/social circle that fits my research 

profile, pleased do consider participating in this study.  Do let me know so I can 

follow up with the study and ethics assurance details. I thank you in advance for 

taking time to read my mail.   
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Hoping to hear from you soon. 

Regards 

Aileena Wong 

(aileena_wong@yahoo.com.sg) 

 

Invitation to participate on Facebook 

 

Figure A 1, sample Facebook post to invite participants for my research 
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Appendix D–consent forms in English, Mandarin and Malay languages 
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研究信息和知情同意书 

大学:  堪培拉大学，澳大利亚 

标题的研究: 国际雇员遣返回新加坡的居住的遣返经历 

研究员: Aileena Wong，研究学位学生在堪培拉大学的 David Carter 先生和女

士 Margaret Patrickson 的监督下。 

你被邀请参加一个定性调查研究。这项研究的目的是审查遣返的过程中外籍员工的调

整经验，新加坡和他们的家庭组织。由于近期归国者，我们重视您的意见并想推荐你

参与研究，讨论您的经验。从这项研究中获得的信息，可以提高公司的知名度在新加

坡关于但从员工的角度遣返管理。该研究也成为一个突破性的研究在新加坡与问候管

理员工遣返，设定未来的研究要点为国际管理员工的潜力。 

 
信

息 

如果你同意参与这项研究，你将在此同意书上签字，完成所附的面试前调查表

。请扫描到在“联系人”部分我的电子邮件地址。 

 

预访谈调查表,其中应考虑15分钟就可完成,将涵盖相关的一般信息,您的背景和

离国/遣返有关的经验。 

 

在接收到已填好的调查表和签署的这种形式,我将与您联系,安排一个方便的时

间的面对面访谈。  

 

我们可以同意在适当的公共场所根据双方商定的时间和日期见面。采访中，这

应在1小时之间持续1个半小时，将通过记笔记，并通过录音为求准确记录。所

有记录的面试将被转录为以后的分析。 

 

采访结束后，你将被邀请加入一个网上焦点小组在研究博客。重点组允许您和

其他回返者, 以一个匿名的方式,分享共同的经历。  

 

贡

献 

参加这项研究将有助于一个缺乏实质性的研究领域。 

 

 
保

密 

与会者将会面临低保密风险, 作为主要研究者,我唯一会知道的参与者的身份。 

这些已经同意参的名称加将永远不会出现在任何书面材料（包括改编和完成论

文）。只有数字代码将出现在所有的调查问卷和录音。此外，采访录音将圆满

完成了改编之后被销毁，直到那个时候，我会不断锁定这些数据记录。 
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我会小心，以确保任何报告将不会确定任何个人或他们的情况。参与者和参与

计划的雇主将收到一份发表的研究报告。雇主将无法获得原始资料。.  在个别反

应的情况下，这些可能会出现小插曲，但没有名字将被揭示。只有假名结合你

自己的口语将被用来作为叙事分析研和究报告。 

 

所有的电子数据（包括博客记录）将被存储在研究人员的计算机，其受密码保

护。所有的物理和电子数据将被破坏或删除两年的成功完成论文之后（即，在

论文中捍卫和批准研究者的委员会）。 

 

 

联

系

人 

如果你有关于研究问题，您可以通过下面的电子邮件地址和电话号码联系研究

员, Aileena Wong: aileena_wong@gmail.com, 0065-97278930 

 

这一研究项目已通过大学人类研究伦理委员会 (HREC-XXXX) 

 

如果你觉得你没有得到的根据这张表说明的待遇，或你以为作为研究参与者的

权利在此项目的进行过程中没有被遵守, 你可以通过与联系办公室人体研究伦理

委员会 (HREC) 联系研究伦理合规官-先生 Hendryk Flaegel 

电话号码 0061-2-6201-5220 或电邮至humanethicscommittee@canberra.edu.au. 

有关您的参与更多的指 导 ， 请 参 阅 参 与 者 的 指 南 ， 位 于

http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-

in-research.pdf 

 
参

与 

你参与这项研究是纯粹自愿的;您可以拒绝参加而不受处罚。您可能决定不回答

问题，或你可能退出研究随时而不受处罚。如果你在研究信息收集完成之前退

出,您的信息将被返回给您或被摧毁。 

 

参与这项研究只涉及风险就像 在日常生活中通常经历过，并没有涉及到参与者

的当前或未来的就业。 

 

谢谢您的参与！ 

通过在下面签名，表示您已经阅读上述研究说明，了解什么是参与参与方面（包括您

作为研究对象的权利），并同意参加。 

 

mailto:aileena_wong@gmail.com
mailto:humanethicscommittee@canberra.edu.au
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf
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同意签名 

 

  

名字  日期 

 

  



479 

 

479 

 

Borang persetujuan dan maklumat penyelidikan 

Universiti:   Universiti Canberra, Australia 

Tajuk Penyelidikan: Pengalaman penghantaran balik tinggal pekerja 

antarabangsa dihantar pulang ke Singapura 

Penyelidik: Aileena Wong, pelajar ijazah penyelidikan di 

Universiti Canberra, di bawah penyeliaan Encik 

David Carter dan Cik Margaret Patrickson. 

Anda dijemput untuk mengambil bahagian dalam kajian penyelidikan kualitatif. 

Tujuan kajian ini adalah untuk mengkaji pengalaman pelarasan pekerja asing 

mengenai proses penghantaran pulang ke Singapura dan kepada organisasi rumah 

mereka. Sebagai balik baru-baru ini, kami menghargai pendapat anda dan ingin 

mengesyorkan penyertaan anda dalam kajian ini untuk membincangkan pengalaman 

anda. Maklumat yang diperolehi daripada kajian ini boleh meningkatkan 

kesedaran syarikat di Singapura mengenai pengurusan penghantaran balik dari 

segi pekerja pandangan. Kajian ini juga mempunyai potensi untuk menjadi 

penyelidikan pecah tanah di Singapura dari segi menguruskan penghantaran 

pulang pekerja, menetapkan penyelidikan titik penting masa depan untuk 

menguruskan pekerja antarabangsa. 

MAKLUMAT Jika anda bersetuju untuk menyertai kajian ini, anda akan 

menandatangani borang persetujuan ini dan melengkapkan 

dilampirkan sebelum temu soal selidik. Sila diimbas 

dilengkapkan dan ditandatangani bentuk dengan sewajarnya 

untuk alamat e-mel saya dalam seksyen hubung di bawah. 

 

Soal selidik pra-temu, yang perlu mengambil 15-30 minit 

untuk selesai, akan meliputi maklumat umum yang berkaitan 

dengan latar belakang anda dan pengalaman / berkaitan 

penghantaran pulang ekspatriat. 

 

Selepas menerima soal selidik yang lengkap dan salinan 

yang ditandatangani borang ini, saya akan menghubungi 

anda untuk menyusun masa yang sesuai untuk temuduga muka-

ke-muka. 

 

Kita boleh bersetuju untuk bertemu di tempat awam yang 

sesuai di Singapura mengikut masa dan tarikh yang 

dipersetujui bersama. Temuduga, yang sepatutnya 

berlangsung antara 1 jam hingga 1 ½ jam, akan direkodkan 
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dengan mengambil nota dan dengan menggunakan rakaman 

audio demi ketepatan. Semua temubual dirakam akan disalin 

untuk analisis kemudian. 

 

Selepas temu bual itu, anda akan dijemput untuk menyertai 

kumpulan fokus dalam talian di blog penyelidikan. 

Kumpulan fokus akan menjadi arena untuk anda dan 

repatriates lain untuk berkongsi pengalaman bersama 

secara tanpa nama.  

 

SUMBANGAN Peserta dalam kajian ini akan menyumbang kepada bidang 

pengajian yang kekurangan dalam penyelidikan. 

 

KERAHSIAAN Para peserta adalah terdedah kepada risiko kerahsiaan 

rendah dalam kajian ini, sebagai penyiasat Utama, saya 

satu-satunya yang tahu identiti peserta. Nama-nama mereka 

yang telah bersetuju untuk mengambil bahagian tidak akan 

didedahkan dalam mana-mana bahan bertulis (termasuk 

transkripsi dan disertasi yang lengkap). Hanya kod nombor 

akan muncul di semua soal selidik dan rakaman. Tambahan 

pula, rakaman wawancara akan dimusnahkan berikutan dengan 

sempurnanya program daripada transkripsi dan, sehingga 

masa itu, saya akan menyimpan rekod-rekod data di bawah 

kunci. 

 

Adakah saya akan berhati-hati untuk memastikan bahawa 

apa-apa laporan tidak akan mengenal pasti mana-mana 

individu atau hal keadaan mereka. Peserta dan majikan 

yang mengambil bahagian akan menerima satu salinan kajian 

yang diterbitkan. Majikan tidak akan mempunyai akses 

kepada maklumat mentah. Dalam kes-kes tindak balas 

individu, ini mungkin kelihatan seperti vignettes tetapi 

tiada nama akan didedahkan. Hanya nama pena akan digunakan 

sebagai sebahagian daripada analisis naratif di mana 

kata-kata yang anda pilih boleh digunakan dan 

diterbitkan. 

 

Semua data elektronik (termasuk rakaman blog) akan 

disimpan dalam komputer penyelidik yang dilindungi kata 

laluan. Semua data fizikal dan elektronik akan 
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dimusnahkan atau dipadamkan dua tahun selepas berjaya 

menyelesaikan disertasi (iaitu, selepas disertasi 

dipertahankan dan diluluskan oleh jawatankuasa 

penyelidik). 

 

PENYERTAAN Jika anda mempunyai soalan tentang kajian ini, anda boleh 

menghubungi penyelidik, Aileena Wong, pada e-mel alamat 

dan telefon nombor berikut: aileena_wong@gmail.com, 0065-

97278930 

 

Projek penyelidikan ini telah diluluskan oleh 

Jawatankuasa Etika Penyelidikan Manusia Universiti (HREC-

XXXX) 

 

Jika anda rasa anda telah tidak dilayan sesuai dengan 

keterangan dalam borang ini, atau hak-hak anda sebagai 

peserta dalam penyelidikan telah tidak ditunaikan semasa 

projek ini, anda boleh menghubungi pejabat untuk 

Jawatankuasa Etika Manusia penyelidikan (HREC) oleh 

menghubungi Pegawai Pematuhan Etika Penyelidikan - Encik 

Hendryk Flaegel di 0061-2-6201-5220 atau e-mel ke 

humanethicscommittee@canberra.edu.au. 

Untuk lebih banyak panduan mengenai penyertaan anda, sila 

rujuk kepada Panduan Peserta terletak di 

http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-

m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf 

PENYERTAAN Penyertaan anda dalam kajian ini adalah semata-mata 

sukarela; anda boleh menolak untuk mengambil bahagian 

tanpa penalti. Anda boleh memutuskan untuk tidak menjawab 

soalan, atau anda boleh mengeluarkan daripada kajian pada 

bila-bila masa tanpa denda. Jika anda mengeluarkan 

membentuk kajian sebelum pengumpulan maklumat selesai, 

maklumat anda akan dikembalikan kepada anda atau 

dimusnahkan. 

 

Penyertaan dalam kajian ini hanya melibatkan risiko 

seperti lazimnya dialami dalam kehidupan seharian, dan 

tidak berkaitan dengan pekerjaan semasa atau masa depan 

peserta. 

Terima kasih terlebih dahulu untuk penyertaan anda! 

 

mailto:aileena_wong@gmail.com
mailto:humanethicscommittee@canberra.edu.au
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-in-research.pdf
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Dengan menandatangani di bawah, anda menandakan bahawa anda telah membaca 

penerangan kajian di atas, memahami apa yang terlibat dari segi penyertaan 

(termasuk hak-hak anda sebagai subjek penyelidikan) dan bersetuju untuk 

mengambil bahagian. 

 

    

Tandatangan Persetujuan 

 

  

Nama  Tarikh 
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Appendix E–pre-interview questionnaire 

 

 

Repatriation Research Pre-Interview Questionnaire 

 

Thank you for choosing to participate in this study.  In an effort to shorten the 

time we will be spending on face-to-face interview; I am sending you a list of 

general questions for you to answer prior to the interview.  These questions are 

related to demographic and expatriation/repatriation related issues.  Please 

complete the questionnaire by filling in the blanks (when applicable) and marking 

the appropriate boxes.  When the questionnaire is completed, I request that you 

email back to me. 

 

Remember, the information you provide will only be seen by me (Aileena Wong, 

as the principal investigator).  All completed questionnaires will be held under lock 

and key, to be destroyed following completion of the dissertation.  If you gave any 

concerns, you can contact me by phone at 65-94507327.  Thank you so much for 

your participation! 

 

General participant information 

 

1. Participant code  2. Age 00  3. Gender   Male  Female                                                    

Participant code to be provided by the principal investigator 

4. Ethnicity / Race 

 Chinese 

 Malay   

 Indian 

 Caucasian 

 Others         

 

5. Nationality 

 Singaporean 

 Singapore PR 

 Others         
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6. Country of Birth 

 

7. Marital Status 

 Single                

 Married no children              

 Married with children             

 Others       

 

Work related information – Current employment 

 

8. Company Code  

 

Company code to be provided by the principal investigator 

9. Industry Type  

10. Type of company 

 Head Quarter           Subsidiary        Host           Others   

 

11. What is your employment level at current? 

 Senior 

 Middle 

 Junior 

 Non-Management  

 Others  

 

12. Which functional area below best describes your current employment? 

 General Management 

 Technical 

 Production / Operations 

 Projects 

 Engineering 

 Marketing / Sales 

 Administrative 

Finance/Accounting/Taxation 

 Human Resources 

 Information System 

 Legal 

 Research 

 Others      

  

      

13. What is your current estimated take home pay after taxation per month? 

 Below USD 5,000   

 Between USD 5,000 to below USD 10,000 

 Between USD 10,000 to below USD 15,000 
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 Between USD 15,000 to below USD 20,000 

 USD 20,000 and above  

 

 

 

Overseas work assignment/s 

14. Number of expatriate assignments (that lasts at least 12 months or more) have you been on in 

your entire career life?   

 

15. Length of time spent as expatriate in the latest expatriate assignment  

 

16. Length of time back in Singapore since repatriation of the latest expatriate assignment 

 

17. Length of time employed by the employer prior to sending you on the latest expatriate 

assignment       

 

18. What types of industry was the latest expatriate assignment in?  

 

19. What is the country and city of the latest expatriate assignment?    

 

20. Are you still employed by the company that sent you on the last expatriate assignment? 

 Yes |  No 

 

21. If married during the latest expatriate assignment, did your family (spouse/partner and/or 

children) relocate with you? 

 Yes |  No |  N/A 

 

22. If not all your children relocated with you, please specify the reason:        

 

23. Your management level during the latest expatriate assignment is 

 Senior 

 Middle 

 Junior 

 Non-Management  

 Others        

 

24. Which functional area below best describe your latest expatriate assignment 

 General Management 

 Technical 

 Production / Operations 

 Projects 

 Engineering 

 Marketing / Sales 

 Administrative 
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 Finance/Accounting/Taxation 

 Human Resources 

 Information System 

 Legal 

 Research 

 Others 

        

25. What was your estimated take home pay after taxation per month during the latest expatriate 

assignment? 

 Below USD 5,000   

 Between USD 5,000 to below USD 10,000 

 Between USD 10,000 to below USD 15,000 

 Between USD 15,000 to below USD 20,000 

 USD 20,000 and above 

  

36. To what extent were your international experience and skills utilized in your job after 

repatriation? 

 Often utilized  

 Sometimes utilized 

 Seldom utilized 

 Never utilized 

 Others  

       

27. Did you complete your assignment before being repatriated? 

 Yes |  No |  N/A       

 

28. Were you provided with expatriation training prior to this latest assignment? 

 Yes |  No |  N/A       

 

29. Were you provided with repatriation training prior to this latest repatriation? 

 Yes |  No |  N/A       

 

30. What was the reason for the repatriation? 

 Completion of assignment 

 Expiry of expatriate contract 

 Succession by host country talent 

 Cost saving 

 Promoted 

 Employment separation 

 Retirement 

 Personal request 

 Others       

 

Social information 
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31. Fluent spoken language skill 

 English  

 Others       

 Others       

 Others       

 

32. Do you belong to a specific community group/s in the host country? 

 No 

 Yes       
 

33. Do you belong to a specific community group/s in Singapore (home country)? 

 No  

 Yes       
 

34. What do you like to do during your free time?  

 

Additional Feedback 

35. Briefly describe what were your expectations related to your repatriation and what was the 

reality you experienced during your repatriation (affecting your personal, professional, social cultural 

life roles). Please include those that were pleasant and unpleasant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

36. Briefly describe how you managed to cope and resolve these issues (if any), and what 

improvement can be incorporated to make repatriation experience better? 
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Note: in your description, please do not use names, but refer to others by their organisational or 

social position (e.g. my superior, my children). 
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Appendix F – participants’ stories retold 

 

Participant 1—Carol (female, 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned with job) 

Carol went to Hong Kong after her graduation and built a career there. After a few 

years of working in Hong Kong, she started a company of her own. Carol got 

married and built a small family. When her business was affected by a drastic 

economic downturn, she took up employment in Hong Kong.  

  

After living 1/3 of her life in Hong Kong, Carol decided to return to Singapore with 

her family. She had agreed to move back to Singapore due to a change in her 

husband's employment in Hong Kong. Carol was able to convince her Hong Kong 

employer to allow her to relocate her to their Singapore office. The planned move 

was intended to render minimum disruption to the business operation. Hence her 

reporting line and job role remained unchanged. Since Carol's employer was an 

international company, they were well experienced and highly organized in 

handling her repatriation process.  
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Besides bringing her family back to Singapore, Carol also brought her local 

domestic helper-who had worked for her for many years. Although Carol's 

repatriation process was well managed, however, getting used to living in 

Singapore was challenging. Carol's biggest concern was to help her two daughters 

to cope with the different education system in Singapore. Schools in Hong Kong 

school used Mandarin, whereas in schools in Singapore used English to teach. The 

approaches to solving mathematical problems were also different. Carol disliked 

Singapore's education system because she thought that Singapore's education 

system put too much emphasis on conformity instead of developing individualism. 

She preferred an education system that allowed children to exercise their initiatives 

instead of being told what to do. Eventually, Carol decided to enrol her children 

with an international school in Singapore. This decision was a big sacrifice for Carol 

because the school fees at international schools in Singapore were costly. 

  

Carol was very sensitive with issues relating to money. Carol suffered in purchasing 

power due to different standards of living between Hong Kong and Singapore. She 

could not get used to the high cost of living in Singapore. Carol called the 
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Singaporean Government system, which often required payments, senseless. Carol 

raised her expectations for an acceptable level of customer service in Singapore 

since she had to pay more for local products and services. Probably the only thing 

she liked about Singapore was the favourable tax system towards working women.  

  

Carol advised Singaporeans repatriating with children to consider the possible 

hardship of having their children adjusting to Singapore's education system. She 

also suggested returning Singaporeans to expect to have to cover the cost for 

accommodation and transportation needs in Singapore which could be costly 

compared with many other cities. She said companies should consider adjusting 

the pay of employees returning to Singapore to help them absorb shocks due to 

the high cost of living in Singapore. 

  

Not long after relocating to Singapore, Carol took up her employer's retrenchment 

offer for a sum of compensation. After her retrenchment, she got a teaching job at 

a local university. Although her teaching job did not pay as well as her corporate 

career, Carol enjoyed sharing her experiences with her students. 
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Having spent a large part of her adult life in Hong Kong, Carol looked at everything 

in Singapore in a very critical way. As she had lived a long time in Hong Kong, 

naturally, she would need more time to get used to and accept her new life in 

Singapore. In her struggle with the lifestyle change, she psychologically amplified 

the benefits she lost for leaving Hong Kong but deliberately disregarded the 

benefits of living in Singapore. The constant thoughts about the negative changes 

or losses only made her more disappointed. In my opinion, the quicker she 

shrugged off her disappointment, the faster she would adjust to living in Singapore. 

 

Participant 2—Daniel (male, 30s, self-initiated expatriate returned with job) 

Daniel was a gentle and accommodating person. Being a specialist and a 

professional in his job, he had no problem finding what he wanted and performing 

well in his career. Daniel did not experience many complications in his repatriation 

process. 

  



493 

 

493 

 

Daniel accepted an overseas job to teach in China. The school that he taught in 

was a joint venture between a Singaporean company and a Chinese investor. 

Daniel’s marital status was single when he relocated to China. 

  

Daniel was happy with his expatriate terms. His employment terms included food 

allowance, an apartment (of own choice), one-time annual home travel and local 

transportation support. 

  

Daniel struggled with the Chinese students due to the language barrier and the 

lack of interaction because it was a taboo for children to be outspoken. Some of 

his colleagues could not cope with the local culture and left very soon after their 

arrivals.  

  

During his free time, Daniel would have a church gathering at home or go to 

nearby cities—entertainment facilities were underdeveloped where he worked. 

Security was generally good in China, and people were generally friendly. However, 

there were political risks in China. A local (non-foreigners) group gathering for 
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Christian fellowship was found out and incarcerated. Chinese authorities advised 

foreigners against conducting church practices. So, instead of going to church for 

services, Daniel went online to participate in church services through live streaming. 

Foreign movies at cinemas were also regulated. Daniel got into trouble with the 

local authority when he introduced a subject that was controversial to Chinese 

politics. He eventually learnt to be sensitive when sharing Western ideology to 

avoid anything to do with the government. He also had to change the way he 

dressed by wearing a tie to work every day with tailored pants. 

  

Despite the political risks, Daniel was comfortable working in China. Since the cost 

of living was lower in China, he managed to save some money. Some of his 

Singaporean colleagues did not want to return to Singapore because of the 

financial benefits (such as double income, savings and other supporting provisions 

like education for dependent children) for working in China. Due to Singapore’s 

reputation for quality education, Daniel and his friends were regularly offered 

employment opportunities by competitors in China. 
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Daniel’s contract was for three years, but he worked for only two years because he 

accepted a new employment opportunity back in Singapore. Upon resignation, 

Daniel only took one month to prepare for his repatriation. Although his departure 

saddened his employer, their relationship remained cordial. Daniel described his 

boss as a compassionate person. His shipment only consisted of two boxes, and 

his China employer paid the cost. 

  

A former professor offered Daniel his new job in Singapore. He took the offer to 

work in Singapore because he was obliged to serve a three-year government bond 

in Singapore. In any case, Daniel wanted to do the new job as it offered better pay. 

  

One of the difficulties that Daniel encountered upon reparation was finding suitable 

accommodation. Before the repatriation, he took the initiative to make online 

inquiries and took the opportunity when he visited Singapore to arrange 

appointments to view several potential properties. Upon his return, Daniel was 

given a temporary, two-week hotel stay while he looked for local accommodation. 

However, because of early preparations, Daniel was able to move in immediately 
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upon returning. Although Singapore was pricier to live in, Daniel liked residing in 

Singapore as there were more social activities compared with his previous work 

location in China. 

  

The new job in Singapore was everything Daniel had expected. Daniel was pleased 

that his new school was very organised, and students were more interactive with 

the teacher. Daniel also planned to continue his further study soon and was already 

in the process of discussing funding with his new employer. 

  

Daniel was a qualified specialist in his field. He left the Chinese job because he was 

poached by a competitor in Singapore who offered a progressive career 

opportunity and a generous pay package. The key to his trouble-free transition 

back to Singapore was his attitude towards people and situations. He was proactive 

in handling adjustments, such as to look for local accommodation before his actual 

repatriation. He also exhibited a generous attitude towards other people. During 

the interview, Daniel was not critical or cynical towards anyone or any situation. His 
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approach towards life had positively affected how he managed conditions and how 

other people treated him. 

 

Participant 3—Derrick (male, late 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned without 

job) 

Derrick’s job cost him his marriage because he and his wife had to live apart.  After 

his divorce, Derrick decided to return to Singapore.  He needed to find solace from 

his mother and siblings but realised he could not since he had never built 

relationships with them. 

  

Derrick was living with his wife in Australia when his friend recommended him for 

a job in Qatar. Derrick was excited with the new job opportunity since it was a 

prestigious executive position with a huge international company. The job came 

with a big non-taxable salary, an apartment and unlimited home trips.  
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Besides the enormous pay package, Derrick believed the high-profile job could 

enhance the professional status of his resume. Derrick also wanted to learn from 

one of the best companies. Before taking on the role, Derrick discussed it with his 

wife, and they decided to maintain a long-distance marital relationship while they 

lived and worked thousands of miles apart. 

  

When Derrick first arrived, he was shocked at the harsh working and living 

conditions in Qatar.  Derrick found out that it was common for big corporations in 

Qatar to hire foreigners to run their operations. Where he worked, foreigners 

comprised of 95% of the workforce. The weather was dry and hot. There was a lack 

of good drinkable water. There was no leisure life in Qatar, and the necessary 

infrastructures were lacking.  

  

Derrick suffered both physical and emotional sacrifices when he worked in Qatar. 

He missed his wife.  His boss treated him like a slave and lived in fear daily.  He 

was also afraid that his employer might restrict his travel out of the country.  Derrick 
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explained that many employees went missing or were sent to jail if they did not 

fully comply with the local rules. 

  

After working in Doha for two years, his relationship with his wife became strained. 

Derrick did not have the freedom to see his wife when she needed his support and 

comfort. Derrick decided to resign to try to save his marriage, but it was too late. 

In his despair, Derrick decided to return to Singapore to look for his siblings for 

comfort.  

 

As part of the requirements of his employment contract, he had to give three 

months’ notice to prepare for his repatriation. The company was to pay for the 

shipment of his personal belongings. On his departure, he was given a six months 

bonus as recognition for his contributions over the past two years. Derrick recalled 

that getting out of the country was tougher compared with when he first came in. 

Derrick had to make sure that he gave a proper job handover or risked not being 

able to leave the country.  
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From his own repatriation experiences, Derrick suggested that human resources 

management should play a more significant part in handling employee mobility.    

He believed the additional compensation during the time of repatriation could help 

reduce the pain of loss. Derrick also called for employers to provide adequate 

shipping allowance for personal belongings and to provide professional counselling 

for employees leaving. He believed that the exit counselling would be helpful for 

employees returning to their home countries. Derrick advised future expatriates to 

take a few trips to the host country before accepting an overseas job. International 

employees were usually not well protected in a foreign country, and they should 

negotiate terms to protect themselves from safety and health problems.  

  

Derrick came from a wealthy family and had spent most of his life away from his 

family in Singapore. He had never built relationships with his siblings. Nonetheless, 

his siblings were too busy with their personal affairs to care about him. 

  

Despite the many privileges in life, Derrick was very critical about all the countries 

and cultures that he knew, except for the United States of America.  Derrick claimed 
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that Americans were the only people who knew what they wanted in life.  Derrick 

believed that people in Singapore were aimless.  He blamed the Singapore 

government for the education system, for encouraging people to eat cheap food 

and to work hard. 

  

Derrick came to a low point in his life when he lost his wife, his job and his family.  

Nevertheless, when Derrick found new employment in Singapore, he began to feel 

confident about his life again. The new job was a form of acceptance that Derrick 

was looking for to move forward in his life.  

 

Derrick was a very ambitious person (money and power seemed to define him), 

and relationships in his life had always taken second place. It was no wonder that 

he risked his marriage and could not find help from his siblings. Derrick also 

appeared to have a narcissistic personality. His opinions of people and situations 

showed he could not tolerate other people easily. Derrick used very demeaning 

language to describe people from Qatar, Australia and Singapore. Derrick wanted 
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to be accepted by others, but instead of building good relationships with people, 

he used a defensive approach, which made him very critical of others.   

 

Participant 4—Faelyn (female, 30s, self-initiated expatriate returned without 

job) 

The fast-growing economy in China had attracted many Singapore investors; 

however, some of these investments were not well thought through.  Expatriates 

who worked for new businesses must be aware of possible failures and premature 

repatriation.  

  

Faelyn was headhunted to join a Singaporean investment in China. They wanted 

Faelyn to help them develop and grow the business in China. Before this job, Faelyn 

had no professional experience working in China. 
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Her employment term was for three years. There was no indication of repatriation 

terms in her contract. Her husband quit his job to relocate with her but did not 

receive compensation for the loss of income.  

  

Working overseas meant that Faelyn was cut off from her social and professional 

networks in Singapore. She also felt she had missed out on the rapid advancement 

of information and technology in the Singaporean context. However, in exchange 

for her sacrifices, she received more money, and she had the opportunity to 

challenge herself in a new business environment. Most importantly, Faelyn 

genuinely believed that the overseas work experience would enhance her career 

opportunities in Singapore. 

  

However, about two years into the job in China, the business failed due to 

inadequate market response. Faelyn realised that her employer lacked 

understanding of the Chinese market when they decided to invest in the Chinese 

market. With the business that she was steering being shut down, Faelyn’s employer 

offered to move her to another city. However, her employer was not willing to 
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adjust her housing allowance even though it would cost more to rent a place in 

the new location. She negotiated but was unsuccessful in convincing her employer 

to raise her housing allowance, so she decided to quit and return to Singapore. 

  

She was only given one month to prepare for the relocation back to Singapore. 

Her employer paid for her shipment despite not having any contractual obligation. 

Faelyn bought many things because many products were very cheap in China. She 

ended up having to ship nine boxes of personal belongs back to Singapore. 

  

Faelyn advised would-be expatriates always to expect for eventual repatriation. To 

avoid premature job loss and disappointments, she urged would-be expatriates to 

adequately research the stability and the viability of the business before accepting 

the job.  

  

Back in Singapore, Faelyn thought her rich overseas experience would enhance her 

employability. However, many employers in Singapore based their recruitment 
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decisions on the past working experiences of candidates. So, the periods working 

overseas were deterrents to Singapore employers.   

 

Due to the high cost of living in Singapore, life could get very stressful without 

employment, even for a few months. Although it took only three months for Faelyn 

to get a new job in Singapore, that was long enough to stress her out.  She ended 

up with a new job that paid less than her expectations.  Faelyn’s husband took 

even longer—about one year of active job searching—to finally get a job in 

Singapore. Faelyn was grateful that she had managed to save some money from 

her expatriate job in China. These extra savings helped to cover her living expenses 

during the job search period. 

  

Faelyn said that the work pace in Singapore was faster than in China. Faelyn 

observed that the slow pace of living in China had helped to foster better customer 

service attitude.  Whereas in Singapore, the fast work pace was stressful, 

contributing to impatient customer service attitude. 
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Faelyn jumped at an expatriate employment opportunity to live and work in China. 

However, she eventually learnt that the attraction of higher pay and an exciting 

career opportunity was not going to last for her if the business in China was not 

profitable. Back in Singapore, returnees needed to adjust to the fast working pace, 

high cost of living and rejections from employers as overseas experiences were 

usually not valued. 

 

Participant 5—Jacky (male, 33 years old, organisation expatriate) 

Before repatriating to Singapore, Jacky had lived in New York for six years. He 

experienced conflicts when reintegrating into the Singapore culture. In his 

struggles, he became pessimistic about his future in Singapore. 

  

Jacky received a scholarship to do research work in New York. Research work was 

something that he had wanted to do since young since he believed that discoveries 

could help people.  

 

Jacky liked to live in New York. He did not experience any form of racial 

discrimination against him in New York. He felt New York was a safe place to live. 

 

Jacky’s wife also worked in New York as a research scientist.  Jacky extended his 

work in New York for another two years to coincide with his wife’s repatriation 

schedule. 
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Jacky and his wife decided to travel around the United States before returning to 

Singapore.  As they accumulated much personal stuff, they had to give some things 

away and sold others at garage sales. The most challenging part was arranging to 

bring their cat back to Singapore. Jacky found out that it was costly to send pets 

back to Singapore.  

 

After having returned to Singapore for a year, Jacky was still struggling to cope 

with Singapore’s living environment. Jacky missed the four seasons climate in New 

York.  He considered the weather in Singapore too humid. Most places in Singapore 

were not pet-friendly.  The shopping scene in Singapore was boring compared to 

shops in New York. 

  

At work, Jacky did not like the office bureaucracy, especially in the area of 

procurement. He felt the organisation had too many controls in place to manage 

supply. As a result, the procurement process became very long and tedious. 

  

Jacky was not happy with the high cost of living in Singapore. Although he was 

making more money in Singapore than New York, Jacky believed that the high cost 

of living in Singapore had eroded his spending power. 

  

Jacky believed that people did not want to have children in Singapore because 

living in Singapore was expensive, competition and stressful. He blamed the 

government for not making life easier. Jacky believed root cause for such 

government was their roots in Eastern culture.  He considered life in New York 

more spontaneous, slower-paced and less demanding. He said that, if he had 

another chance to work in New York, he would consider going back there. 

  

Jacky felt that it was unfair for children of Singaporean politicians to have more 

opportunities to succeed in life because they had access to better education 

opportunities. Jacky thought that in Singapore, once a person failed in school, it 

would be very hard for him or her to climb back up again. He further explained 

that poor people were being left out and lacked opportunities for growth in 
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Singapore. Jacky saw Western culture as less judgmental and young people were 

given more opportunities to succeed. Jacky explained this by doodling (Picture 7). 

 

Jacky believed the Singapore government had too much control over the lives of 

individuals. He thought that the government had been instrumental in blocking 

truths from its citizens. Jacky used the example of Singapore’s subway system to 

describe this concern. He believed the government sold propaganda about a 

superior subway system in Singapore, not revealing that the subway systems in 

Western countries were more superior. 

  

Jacky advised expatriates always to keep an open mind and learn about the whole 

new world outside of Singapore. He said that companies that sent employees 

overseas should consider the host country cost structure carefully and provide 

support in this area. 

  

The six years of overseas experience in New York city had broadened Jacky’s 

perspectives on life beyond Singapore. Jacky felt the overseas opportunity had also 

boosted his confidence at work. The openness of the Western culture had opened 

doors for him to address eminent authorities in his field of study. According to 

Jacky, the research culture in America was less hierarchical, and his bosses treated 

him like colleagues. 

  

Jacky came from a humble background. To succeed in life, he worked hard to earn 

the opportunity to receive government funding for a PhD qualification. Through 

this program, Jacky also received the opportunity to experience a new lifestyle in 

New York. The Western culture had opened Jacky to valuing himself as an individual 

and questioning how the society owed him his entitlement to live a life of his own 

choice. 

 

Picture 7 Drawing of social equality versus inequality  



509 

 

509 

 

 

Source: Artwork by Angus Maguire. interactioninstitute.org madewithangus.com 

 

Participant 6– Jane (female, 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned with job) 

Jane experienced cultural conflict when she moved to Vienna from Canada. After 

leaving Europe and returning to Singapore, she missed the way of life and the 

generous social welfare system she experienced in Vienna. Professionally, Jane was 

very confident that she was highly qualified and could do well anywhere. 

  

http://interactioninstitute.org/
http://madewithangus.com/
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Jane was a researcher in Canada and later moved to Vienna for two years—

following her husband when he moved there. She continued her work in Canada 

from Vienna. 

  

Vienna was a developed country and a costly place to live. Jane marveled at the 

social support system in Vienna, which was very conducive to families. She gave 

birth to her child in Vienna without having to pay the delivery charges. The pace 

of living in Vienna was much slower than in Singapore. Family needs came before 

work. It was common for people in Vienna to leave work early (without blame) 

because they had to pick their children from school. Being an Asian living in Vienna, 

Jane experienced a certain level of hostility from the local people. However, over 

time, Jane managed to understand the local culture. She learnt to speak up  when 

dealing with the locals. 
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While living in Vienna, Jane stopped working after her baby was born. For Jane to 

continue working, she needed the support of her family in Singapore. Hence, Jane 

and her husband made the plan to move back to Singapore. 

  

As part of her preparation to resettle in Singapore, Jane decided to get a job first. 

She took the initiative to approach five employers, and almost all responded to her 

job application. Both Jane and her husband found new employment in Singapore 

while they were still in Vienna. According to Jane, it was easy for scientists to find 

jobs in Singapore. On repatriation, her new employer paid for her and her son’s air 

tickets. The company also paid for other relocation costs like shipping.  

  

Jane would have appreciated if her employer in Singapore had extended more 

support to help her manage the shipping—such as with locating a suitable shipping 

company. Jane felt that her new employer in Singapore was not sensitive to her 

needs, especially when they knew she was a mother with an infant. Once she arrived 
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in Singapore, her employer wanted her to start work immediately. However, Jane 

felt that they should have considered allowing her at least two weeks to settle 

down before beginning employment. 

  

Back in Singapore, Jane learnt how expensive Singapore had become. She believed 

the influx of immigrants had caused the high cost of living in Singapore. She also 

did not like the weather, preferring the temperate climate in the Northern 

Hemisphere. Jane complained that the social infrastructure in Singapore was not 

mother-friendly, the work environment was more stressful, and the living situation 

was noisier. Jane missed the spaciousness of Vienna. In Singapore, living spaces 

were rather cramped. 

  

Both Jane and her husband received better pay packages in Singapore than in 

Vienna. At work, Jane claimed that all her international research experiences were 

useful in the Singaporean context. There were too many red tapes and hierarchy 
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at workplaces in Singapore. In Europe, the flat organisational structure made 

employees feel respected. Employers in Singapore expected employees to put in 

long hours at work, sometimes even over the weekends. Jane’s superior was not 

happy when she left the job on time. 

  

Jane and her husband were professionally privileged because they were research 

scientists whose skills and knowledge were much sought after. Therefore, life to 

them was only about choices and planning. The social culture and way of living in 

Vienna were vastly different from that in Singapore, so it will take time for Jane to 

reintegrate into the Singaporean way of living. Jane was able to develop her career 

as long as she had her family in Singapore to help her with her baby. 
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Participant 7—Jeremy (male, late 50s, self-initiated expatriate returned without 

job) 

Jeremy had depended on his well-paid expatriate jobs in Indonesia to support his 

big family in Singapore. However, his life took a turn when he lost his employment 

suddenly.  Jeremy turned back to Indonesia and started his own business when he 

could not find a new job in Singapore. 

  

Jeremy was already commuting between Singapore and Jakarta, Indonesia, when 

an Indonesian company headhunted him. The purpose of the expatriate job was to 

set up a new trading office as part of the employer’s endeavour to venture into 

the lucrative commodity business. It was a single-man operation that required 

coordination with several internal and external parties. Jeremy took the job because 

he saw an opportunity to advance his career and he wanted to be ‘in the game’ 

by living and working in the country where the commodity originated. 
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His employment terms included basic pay, an apartment, housing expenses, taxis 

for transportation needs and home trips every six months. However, Jeremy 

frequently attended business meetings in Singapore, so he also visited Singapore 

between his home trips.  

 

Living in Indonesia was generally hard due to the higher crime rate, traffic 

congestion, slow internet, pollution and lagging newsfeed. The general lack of 

hygiene also caused him to suffer from occasional diarrhoea. Despite the 

infrastructural and environmental downsides, the real sacrifice was living separated 

from his family. 

  

Unfortunately, about two years into his new job, Jeremy’s employer retrenched him. 

His superior told him that the company would not continue the operation of the 

commodity office due to the economic downturn. His employer did not 

compensate him for loss of employment. The Indonesian employment law did not 

protect Jeremy as he was not a citizen of Indonesia.  His employment contract was 

silent on matters relating to retrenchment. 
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Jeremy recounted his sadness about losing his job because, being the sole 

breadwinner, he had enormous responsibilities for his family and extended family. 

He expected to face financial difficulties after his repatriation. Jeremy was 

traumatised by a financial burden that had happened to him some years before. 

That incident had caused his wife to suffer from depression. The fear of facing 

financial hardship again made his repatriation very difficult. He remembered that 

the most challenging part of leaving Indonesia was going through the motions of 

packing and saying goodbyes to his host country friends. 

  

Jeremy felt helpless and wished that his employer had given him more time to 

manage his repatriation process. Jeremy thought the company could have 

consulted him before making such a drastic decision to close the operation. Jeremy 

believed that he could have offered his employer some alternative solutions to 

avoid closure of the commodity office.  
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Jeremy was grieved by disappointment on hearing of his retrenchment. He believed 

that it was probably useless to negotiate with his employer at the time.  However, 

on looking back, he wished he dared to speak up for himself. 

  

Back home, things continued to be in disarray. As expected, the adverse economic 

pressure was not contained to Indonesia but had spread to Singapore as well. 

Jeremy said that at that time, nobody from the commodity industry in Singapore 

was hiring.  Due to the many years of working overseas, Jeremy did not have a 

social network in Singapore to support him.   Academically, Jeremy only had a 

diploma which was not a competitive qualification in the Singapore job market. 

  

 Jeremy decided to return to Indonesia, where he had established his social 

network. There he began to start his own trading business. 
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Participant 8—Kenny (male, 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned without job) 

Kenny's expatriate career took a blow when he was retrenched and repatriated 

without a new job. He took time off to recollect himself, returned to Singapore and 

took a lower-paid new job. Unphased by the recent loss of his career, Kenny 

remained enthusiastic about retaking a new expatriate job. 

  

Kenny's expatriate job was to represent the investor as a manager at a subsidiary 

located in a remote village in Indonesia. Before this job, Kenny did not have any 

international working experience. 

  

Kenny received a monthly overseas allowance on top of his basic pay.  He was 

given fully paid and furnished housing and a chauffeured car.  He was also given 

regular monthly home trips to see his family in Singapore. 

  

Working in a remote location in Indonesia meant having to adapt to inadequate 

infrastructure or conveniences. At work, Kenny often encountered threats from the 

local villagers due to economic and social disputes. Making new friends in the host 
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country had helped Kenny to cope with the challenges and adapted quickly. Kenny 

had regarded learning to overcome difficulties and unique challenges had helped 

him honed his management skills. 

 

Almost three years into his job, Kenny received a notice of employment 

retrenchment. A group-wide organisational restructuring had led to the elimination 

of Kenny's position. The headquarter related the news of Kenny's retrenchment 

directly to him without going through Kenny's direct superior.  Kenny was only 

given one month to prepare for his repatriation.  

 

Kenny could not believe that he was terminated since he had helped the business 

to prosper by overcoming many challenges.   Kenny took the initiative to mitigate 

the situation by asking the organisation to pay his outstanding performance bonus 

and to consider an alternative position for him within the organisation.  The bonus 

payment could help cushion the sudden loss of a job. However, both of his pleas 

were ignored. He was quite disappointed at the way the company treated him 

despite his contributions to the business.  
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Kenny enjoyed working as an expatriate; as a result, it was difficult for him to be 

repatriated, especially without a job. Deeply hurt, Kenny took a short break to travel 

with his family. He needed time to think things through and to come to terms with 

the sudden loss. His sudden loss of job had also caused great insecurity and anxiety 

to his family.  

  

Back in Singapore, Kenny knew the home job market had changed tremendously 

over the three years of his absence. He saw that it was important that he quickly 

adjusted to the home labour market expectations. Although Kenny genuinely 

believed that the expatriate job could enhance his employability.  He realised in his 

search for new employment that his expatriate experience was not relevant unless 

the company was specifically looking to fill an expatriate position. 

 

Kenny found a new job (at lower pay than before) within two months of his 

repatriation. His church friend had recommended him the job. Kenny believed the 

lack of compassionate treatment from his ex-employer had made him a stronger 
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person and a better leader.   To Kenny, companies should understand that 

employment retrenchment was not just a decision; it concerned the employee and 

his family.  

  

Kenny urged companies to consider allowing a longer (three to six months) 

notification for repatriation transitions.  This would allow more time for practical 

preparations and lifestyle adjustment. He cautioned that companies that did not 

care about the welfare of employees could suffer an adverse impact on their 

reputations. Companies should compensate with money if they could not give more 

time for employees to prepare for their repatriation.  Kenny strongly believed that 

expatriates needed to keep their home country networks (social and professional) 

as they would need social support when repatriated. 

 

Unfazed by his repatriation experiences, he said that if given another chance, he 

would gladly consider another opportunity to work overseas again. 
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Participant 9—Laurie (female, 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned without 

job) 

Laurie changed employers as many as seven times in the eight years she worked 

in China. As a foreigner, Laurie's primary role with her local employers was to solve 

problems for her employers' international accounts. On her repatriation, Laurie 

learnt the hard way that overseas working experiences were not valued in the 

Singaporean employment market. 

  

Laurie was the only child living with her aged mother when she was offered a job 

in China. She had tertiary education, was bilingual and single. Before this expatriate 

assignment, Laurie had no previous business experience in China. Since her career 

had stagnated in Singapore, the overseas stint gave her the opportunity she 

needed to rejuvenate her career. It allowed her to handle more significant projects 

and wider job scopes, and to gain more in-depth expertise in her area of 

knowledge. She believed an overseas role could improve her professional portfolio. 
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However, working as an expatriate in China was not easy for Laurie. It was especially 

difficult for her at the beginning of her career in China. Before the expatriate job, 

Laurie worked for one employer for many years. After coming to China, she had 

changed seven employers in eight years. 

 

Laurie knew that working in China meant having to work out of her comfort zone.  

She had to adapt to an entirely new environment. It was common for Chinese 

employers to reject her ideas and professional practices because they preferred to 

impose their opinions on her.  As a result, Laurie changed several employers in 

China. She was retrenched from one of her employment in China. Laurie also learnt 

that the local labour legal system did not protect expatriates.  

  

At the later stage of her working period in China, Laurie had to contend with the 

increasing employment competition from the local Chinese workforce. The local 

Chinese workforce had developed and grown to become competitive over the 

years.  They were young, multilingual and educated.  Laurie felt threatened by the 

growing competitiveness of local Chinese taking over her job.  Laurie's biggest 
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weakness was that her Mandarin language skill was in nowhere comparable to the 

Mandarin language skill of the local Chinese.  

 

Laurie finally decided to quit her last job in China because she did not like her 

superior.  Laurie took two months to prepare for her repatriation. There was no 

contractual agreement for her employer to pay for her return to Singapore. Laurie 

had to pay for her passage back to Singapore.  She also relied on friend coming 

back to Singapore to help her carry some of her belongings for her.  

  

Laurie came back to Singapore without a new job. Although she missed the cheap 

conveniences of China, her absence from Singapore made her appreciate her 

country and its systems more than before she left. 

  

Back in Singapore, Laurie learnt that overseas skills were not appreciated in the 

Singapore job market. She had acquired a distinct Chinese accent when she spoke.  

The new Chinese accent became a deterrent to local employers.   
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Laurie only managed to find a new permanent job one year after her repatriation. 

Her new job did not pay as well as her employment in China. During the year-long 

search for employment in Singapore, Laurie attended many interviews. It was very 

frustrating for Laurie to face rejections after rejections.  She had to spend hours to 

prepare for each job interviews. During the period of her job search, to cover for 

living expenses, Laurie took menial jobs and lived on her savings. 

 

Laurie took a risk to work in China, but it did not work out well for her.  She ended 

up changing many employers and losing her expatriate status in China.  Laurie's 

return to Singapore was equally painful as she had to endure multiple rejections in 

her search for a job.  Laurie learnt that it was essential to be patient and be 

prepared for a period of joblessness and to expect slow responses from potential 

employers. 

 



526 

 

526 

 

Participant 10—Mario (male, 40s, organisation expatriates) 

Mario’s employer sent him on assignment to China. His expatriate assignment was 

well executed. Mario did not experience any problems coming back to Singapore 

because everything happened as planned. 

  

Mario was recruited by his current employer to manage a new joint-venture 

business in China. He was the most senior of the expatriates that represented his 

company in China. He oversaw the entire operation, including 20 direct reports and 

the profitability of the business. 

  

Mario was confident to take on the role because he had more than ten years of 

expatriate experiences in China. Mario had four other expatriate assignments before 

this one. Mario liked challenges and did not mind being pushed to the limit and 

having his ability tested. He felt satisfied when he could successfully overcome 

obstacles. Mario was very confident that he could thrive wherever he worked 

because he could adapt well to all kinds of work circumstances. Mario believed 
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that overseas assignments made him more confident and added positive work 

experiences to his resume. 

  

Mario’s expatriate terms included base pay, overseas allowance, housing and 

transportation (car and driver), two return trips a year and tax equalisation 

treatment. His employment conditions were in line with the company’s well-

developed employment mobility policy. Mario’s additional overseas compensation 

translated into extra savings for him since he chose to live a frugal and simple 

lifestyle in China. Mario also made other income by renting out his vacant 

apartment in Singapore.  

 

Mario was a divorcee. Mario explained that conflicts between demands from his 

job and personal life had affected his marriage. However, he did not believe that 

work demands were the only reason that his relationship with his ex-spouse ended 

in divorce. 
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Being of Chinese descent himself, Mario was able to adapt to the host country’s 

Chinese culture quickly. However, according to Mario, the key to working 

successfully in China was to build local networks, to know the right people and to 

understand the local customary practices. Mario had to learn the dos and the don’ts 

of doing business in China because China’s business culture could be very complex 

and subtle. 

  

Mario was prepared to return to Singapore since he knew his expatriate term would 

last for only two years. His repatriation date was confirmed by his superior one 

year before the actual move back. Although the standard expatriation assignment 

was for two years, Mario stayed for an additional six months to develop a successor 

to take over his job. Mario’s repatriation was quick and straightforward; he only 

had one piece of luggage.  

  

Back in Singapore, his employer removed all the perks related to his expatriate 

posting. However, his employer compensated him with a more significant job role 
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that came with equivalent pay adjustment. Hence, Mario continued to enjoy a 

similar level of income in Singapore. 

  

Mario was pleased with himself for having performed well in the assignment in 

China. He managed to turn around an ailing business. As such, he expected to 

receive recognition from his organisation for his contributions. His employer 

honoured his excellent performance in the form of a job promotion. 

 

Mario found his overseas skills beneficial in his new job as he continued to manage 

two Chinese projects from Singapore. Mario was appreciative of his current 

employer because they honoured their promises to recognise his contributions. 

Mario had terrible experiences with past employers who did not acknowledge his 

contributions.  

  

Mario’s story was an excellent example of a well-planned expatriate assignment 

because it came with a repatriation plan. His story also reminds employers to 

recognise employees’ performance tangibly. 
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Being an engineer, Mario was not the type to be concerned with the ‘little things’ 

and preferred to keep to the big picture in his life. Although he was not difficult 

to please, the positive gesture from his employer solidified Mario’s confidence in 

his employer. 

 

Participant 11—Peter (male, 42 years old, organisation expatriate) 

Peter saw the need of his company to grow overseas and opted to take the 

opportunity to help his company set up an overseas alliance in Indonesia. His 

assignment lasted five years. Peter described his placement in Indonesia as very 

haphazard because his employer did not have prior overseas placement experience. 

Peter did not receive any additional overseas allowances, but his employer picked 

up his overseas expenses. Peter’s expatriate journey was akin to a very long 

overseas business trip. 
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As Peter was a pioneer who was instrumental in setting up this new alliance with 

the Indonesian counterpart, there was inadequate administrative support for his 

employment in Indonesia. Peter had to accept the risk of living and working in 

Indonesia without a proper employment visa. 

  

During the five years he spent living and working in Indonesia, Peter learnt to 

appreciate and understand the host country local culture. In his opinion, the people 

were very warm and friendly, so it was easy for him to adapt to living in the host 

country. This exposure to the local culture also helped him to see the flaws of 

Singapore as a society in comparison with Indonesia. In his opinion, Singaporean 

society was less warm, more expensive, and the service standard was not as good 

as in Indonesia. On the other hand, Indonesia had poor food hygiene, polluted 

drinking water and highly congested roads. 

  

As his overseas assignment dragged on, Peter found himself making more regular 

home trips—in fact, every weekend. The frequent home trips were made possible 
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with the emergence of budget airlines. He described his jet setting lifestyle as living 

out of a suitcase. 

  

The frequency of his home trips was a signal that Peter could not ignore. Peter 

realised that it was time for him to return to Singapore. Peter’s career had not 

advanced over five years in Indonesia. His organisation in Singapore had grown to 

three times the size it was when he left for Indonesia.  Most of his old colleagues 

in Singapore had enjoyed career progression. As a foreigner in Indonesia, Peter 

could not be in a position that made decisions. He concluded that his presence in 

Indonesia had become redundant since he could not drive the progress of the 

business any further. He knew that the future of his career was in Singapore. 

  

Peter finally decided to inform his superior of his plan to return to Singapore. Since 

his company had not prepared for his return, there was no position ready for him. 

After some considerations, the company decided to create a post for Peter that 

could make use of his expatriate skills and knowledge. Peter would not suffer any 

loss of income with his new position in Singapore. The company involved Peter in 
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designing his new job in Singapore. Once his return was approved, it took him only 

two months to prepare and fly back to Singapore. He had only one suitcase. 

  

Back in Singapore, working in a bigger organisation, Peter had to cope with slow 

work processes and a less friendly environment. Peter said that his company had 

not improved on managing overseas employment. However, Peter remained a loyal 

employee to his organisation and did not intend to move to another company. 

  

Peter realised that his career could have taken a back seat if he had remained 

overseas. Similarly, his company also took his absence for grated, having no plan 

to receive him back to the Singaporean operations. However, being a pioneer in 

his company, Peter was well respected and had good relations with his superiors. 

He had enough influence on the management team to discuss and collaborate 

with his superior for a win-win solution. 
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Participant 12—Randy (male, mid 60s, self-initiated expatriate returned without 

job) 

Randy thought that working for a friend as an expatriate in Indonesia would bring 

special privileges and support. He eventually realised he had been placed in a very 

precarious work environment that almost cost him his life. 

  

Randy had never actively looked for employment. He did not have much education.  

So, Randy always depended on his friends to refer him for work.  Similarly, Randy 

accepted a job offer to work in Jakarta from a friend during a time when he was 

jobless. 

  

Randy explained that his friend needed his help to'run the show' for him in 

Indonesia. Randy understood that he was to become a trusted executor for his 

friend. There was no written employment contract, only verbal promises. The 

promises of the job opportunity in Indonesia included a personal car, driver and a 

private apartment.  
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When Randy moved to Jakarta, the promises of the private apartment, car and 

driver never materialised. He was given home trips three times a year. Although 

Randy had thought about relocating his family with him to Indonesia, he never 

brought this up with his direct superior because she was parsimonious. Without his 

family with him, Randy spent his weekends going to church mass or conducting 

home fellowship with Christian faith friends. 

  

Randy said that, since he was the head of the family, his family respected and 

supported his decision to work overseas. His wife at that time did not express any 

concerns about him taking this overseas assignment. Randy described himself as a 

person who was adaptable even in adverse environments. 

  

According to Randy, the local work environment in Jakarta was run by a very 

domineering woman. She created many problems for employees but was especially 

unkind towards expatriates like Randy. She was the one preventing expatriates from 

having access to their full expatriate benefits. Under her hard management style, 
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Randy was forced to move several times from apartments to apartments looking 

for the cheapest options to save costs.  

 

Because of this restrictive work environment, Randy became apprehensive about 

his future in Indonesia. Randy worked without expectation of receiving any favour. 

His work motto became 'expect to be disappointed'. He described this coping 

behaviour as having an 'open mind'. Despite spending many years in Indonesia, 

Randy did not pick up the Indonesian language. 

  

An opportunity came up that required Randy to relocate to a remote site in 

Indonesia. Randy was tasked by his boss to investigate a potential corruption 

activity at the site. This investigation opened a new career prospect for Randy to 

oversee the project.  

  

After a few years at the remote project, Randy's boss transferred him back to 

Jakarta to investigate another corruption case. However, this assignment required 

Randy to investigate the woman who ran the Jakarta office.  Because she had 
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enormous power in her hands, Randy's boss retreated from the investigation and 

left Randy to face the consequences. Randy claimed he became a 'single fighter' 

for the cause. The plot thickened when Randy suspected she had arranged a hitman 

to take his life. 

  

Fearing for his safety, Randy decided to quit. He received a one-way ticket back to 

Singapore. His personal belongings arrived on his doorstep after a delay two 

months. Randy's employer made many unclear deductions on his final pay.  

  

Randy felt a sense of relief to finally walk away from six years of mistreatment by 

his employer in Indonesia. Back in Singapore, Randy quickly reconnected with his 

old Singapore contacts again.  

  

On looking back, Randy believed that a proper human resource system could have 

protected him.  Without such rules put in place, employees may be abused. Would-

be expatriates should insist on receiving written employment offers. Randy also 

advised that home passage should be least once every two months. If families did 
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not relocate, companies should provide more home trips for expatriate employees. 

His final advice was for expatriates who found themselves in precarious situations 

not to panic and to keep calm so they could cope with the situations constructively. 

  

Having lived through hardships and mistreatments, Randy felt he had grown to 

become a stronger person. He was still disappointed with his friend and had written 

him off from his list of friends. Randy saw himself as a sacrificial protagonist who, 

despite being ill-treated by a local senior executive, had stayed his course.  

 

Although coming back to Singapore was a relief for Randy, he also had to face the 

possibility of a period of unemployment. Despite this foreseeable setback, Randy 

believed he would find new employment opportunities if he remained optimistic 

about it. 
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Participant 13—Rhianna (female, 20s, organisation expatriate) 

Rhianna belonged to the millennial generation. This generation had confounded 

many employers. Approaches to engaging employees from this generation are 

quite different from what we used to know. To retain Rhianna in employment, her 

employer went the extra mile by sending her across continents so that she would 

feel challenged and appreciated. 

  

Rhianna was a graduate with several diplomas to her name. She was fluent in both 

English and Mandarin. When Rhianna was offered a new job opportunity with 

another company to relocate to Shanghai, China, her employer counter-offered her 

with an exchange program. The program came with a job promotion while allowing 

Rhianna the opportunity to live and work in Shanghai. Rhianna accepted the new 

career proposition since it was a very attractive counter-offer by her employer. To 

further retain her service, her employer extended her exchange program to include 

another year in the United Kingdom after Shanghai. If not for the extension of the 

exchange program to the United Kingdom, Rhianna admitted that she would have 



540 

 

540 

 

left the company to work for another employer in China after the first year in 

Shanghai. 

 

Since it was the first time the company had arranged an overseas exchange 

program, Rhianna had to participate actively in coming up with the program terms 

and conditions. Despite the effort, Rhianna felt that many issues were not 

adequately addressed. 

  

The opportunity to work overseas allowed Rhianna to experience unique lifestyles 

and the opportunity to work on more strategic roles. The only drawback for 

Rhianna on overseas assignment was missing out on significant family events. As 

the pace of working overseas was slower, it allowed her more time to deal with her 

low self-esteem. Rhianna grew up in a single-parent family and had no siblings. 

Since it was uncommon for an Asian family to be without a mother, Rihanna needed 

to deal with the missing pieces in her life. Besides learning to deal with herself, 

Rhianna also picked up people skill—such as using small talk with customers to 

build a relationship before diving into serious business talk. 
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After completing her overseas programs in both China and the United Kingdom, 

Rhianna was ready to be repatriated back to Singapore. She was given a budget 

to cover the shipping of her personal belongings. However, Rhianna lamented 

having to start work immediately upon returning to Singapore. She would have 

appreciated it if the company had considered giving her posting leave for settling 

in before beginning work. She needed the extra time to search for suitable 

accommodation in Singapore.  

  

Rhianna had got used to the slow work pace in China and the United Kingdom, so 

it was a challenge for her to adapt to the fast work pace in Singapore. Rhianna 

found herself having to work extended hours, often dragging past midnight. As a 

result, Rhianna missed the balanced work-life she used to enjoy as an expatriate.  

  

Other than the long working hours, Rhianna did not find much difficulty 

reintegrating into Singapore’s work life. She attributed this rather smooth transition 

to consistent communication with her direct superior throughout her overseas 
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assignments. Her superior was able to plan a suitable role for her to perform in 

Singapore. 

  

From her experiences, Rhianna believed it was essential for companies to have 

professionally written policies for overseas assignments. Employees should discuss 

career prospects in Singapore before leaving for overseas jobs. Companies should 

help returning employees to settle back into Singapore, such as by ensuring proper 

accommodation is available. 

  

The expatriate experience gave Rhianna a breath of life to grow personally as well 

as professionally. She came back with a more positive person, received a more 

challenging job role and was allowed to share her experiences with other 

employees in her company. 

  

It was a challenge to keep up with millennial employees like Rhianna. In Rhianna’s 

story, her employer was willing to make extended accommodations to keep her 
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interested and challenged. Rihanna had a successful repatriation experience owing 

to the open and consistent communication between herself and her superior. 

 

Participant 14—Romeo (male, 30s, orgnisation expatriate) 

Romeo was a young executive with an international company in Singapore. His 

employer offered him an expatriate assignment in the United Kingdom as part of 

his career development. His family relocated with him because they wanted to 

experience a different lifestyle together. Romeo and his family returned to 

Singapore after three years. They did not experience any difficulties adjusting back 

to Singapore. 

  

Romeo was assigned to relocate to the United Kingdom for two years as part of 

his career development plan. His mission was to set up and run a new trading 

business unit for the company in the United Kingdom. 
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Before the actual relocation, Romeo and his wife had to visit the country to ensure 

they that were comfortable with the move. As the overseas assignment was for two 

years, his wife must also be willing to take a break from her career to follow her 

husband. There was no compensation for loss of income for trialling spouses. 

  

Since the assignment was temporary, Romeo was not concerned about missing his 

friends in Singapore; instead, he was ready to make new friends in the United 

Kingdom. He also knew he could rely on new technology such as WhatsApp and 

emails to keep up with home country friends. However, Romeo was concerned 

about his ailing father. Before leaving for the United Kingdom, Romeo arranged 

with his siblings to ensure someone kept watch over his father. 

  

The company had established comprehensive terms and conditions to cover 

overseas assignments. Romeo was given an allowance to cover for the expected 

higher cost of living in the United Kingdom. The management of his relocation was 

well planned.  The human resources team began engaging Romeo as early as six 

months before the scheduled departure date.   
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Romeo saw the offer to relocate and to take on a more significant portfolio as an 

opportunity to develop his career. It was a new assignment, and there was no 

precedent or road map for him to follow. Romeo was excited as he was challenged 

to do well in unfamiliar surroundings. 

  

Besides career advancement, relocating and living for a limited time in a developed 

Western country was a lifestyle opportunity for Romeo and his family. He called it 

a fresh way of living for a limited time and an opportunity for family bonding. The 

opportunity allowed him to savour fresh living perspectives—he saw new things, 

met new people and developed new insights.  

  

Since Romeo's assignment was to set up and manage a new project, he had to 

multi-task because he did not have a big team of workforce. He had to learn many 

things from scratch and often worked by trial and error. He had to adapt to the 

local culture and learn how to communicate with his team members. Looking back, 
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Romeo was satisfied that he had done well and had accomplished what his 

employer sent him there to do. 

  

Romeo shared that the most challenging part of living in the United Kingdom was 

to prepare for his son to adjust back to the Singapore education system. Unlike 

schools in Singapore, the British education system did not emphasize on learning 

mathematics.  Instead, they preferred to develop self-confidence and problem-

solving skills in their children. To avoid future issues when reintegrating back to 

Singapore, his wife took up the responsibility to tutor his son on Mandarin and 

Mathematics. 

  

Romeo took the initiative to plan the timing of his repatriation to coincide with his 

son's new school year in Singapore. To adjust to his son's school year, Romeo 

delayed his return by one year after his two-year assignment expired. Romeo 

explained that his company had acceded to his request for the delay because he 

took the initiative to communicate regularly, sharing his concerns with his direct 

superior. 
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When nearing the end of his assignment in the United Kingdom, Romeo 

deliberately arranged to have frequent business trips back to Singapore. He would 

use these trips to organize and prepare for his son's new school year. Since Romeo 

knew the assignment in the United Kingdom was temporary, he had deliberately 

avoided accumulating too personal things—which had made relocation easier. 

 

Romeo was aware that the riskiest part of an expatriate's post not having a job to 

go back to after completing the assignment.  So, Romeo religiously kept 

communication with people in authority to deliberately made them aware of what 

he expected and how he could add value to the organization. This approach played 

out in his favour.  

  

The company promoted Romeo after he rejoined the Singapore team at the 

headquarter. His promotion came with a pay rise that compensated for the loss of 

the additional expatriate living allowance he enjoyed while working in the United 
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Kingdom. At the homefront, Romeo's son was able to cope successfully at school.  

His wife found a new job within two months. 

 

Romeo kept his Singaporean culture since the assignment was relatively short, and 

the frequent business trips home kept him grounded. Overall, the experience in 

the United Kingdom made him appreciated Singapore more. One of the most 

profound insights was to realize that Singapore was comparatively very small and 

very dependent on the rest of the world.   

 

Back in Singapore, Romeo missed the seasonal climate in the United Kingdom, his 

British friends and the local delicacies.  At work, Romeo's job scope was narrower 

and lacked the autonomy he used to enjoy in the United Kingdom. Nonetheless, 

Romeo was thankful for the opportunity to develop his career and gained new 

perspectives in life. What he learnt in the United Kingdom had helped his job 

performance. He became more independent at work, and his ability to relate to 

people had improved.  
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Likewise, Romeo and his wife had successfully managed and helped his son to 

experience a smooth transition back into the Singapore education system. All this 

was possible because he had the support of his wife, who sacrificed her career for 

the family. The time spent in the United Kingdom was, on the one hand, a 

springboard for Romeo's career and on the other a lengthened dream holiday for 

his entire family. 

 

Participant 15—Shawn (male, early 60s, self-initiated expatriate returned 

without job) 

Shawn was already in his 60s when he lost his expatriate job. He was unprepared 

for this and struggled to accept the changes to his life. 

  

He had been a career expatriate for more than 20 years. Throughout his expatriate 

career, he had eight separate expatriate job assignments with different companies 

in the Middle East and Indonesia. Shawn’s last expatriate job was a consultant with 

an Indonesian company.  
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For this expatriate job, Shawn was paid a base pay without any additional expatriate 

perks except for the provision of a serviced apartment. His employer bore his 

income tax as it was a common practice in Indonesia due to high tax rates. He 

received four home trips per year. As a consultant on a temporary contract, there 

was no discussion about career opportunities within the company. 

  

Shawn had three grown-up children and a wife in Singapore. None of the family 

members was on good terms with him since Shawn had spent most of his life away 

from home.  Shawn did not have much education, so he could make more income 

if he took expatriate jobs. He attributed working overseas as a source of financial 

gain for him—and he called the financial gain “real”.  

  

Living most of his time away from home, Shawn spent his leisure time playing golf 

or watching movies. Shawn was careful not to complicate his personal life by 

getting involved romantically with local girls. He did not believe that women from 

a different cultural background would share similar values with him.  Shawn did 
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not make many friends outside his workplace.  He was critical of friends he knew 

for not being genuine and for having selfish agenda. 

  

When Shawn’s employment contract expired, his employer did not extend it. Shawn 

was given two months to prepare for his repatriation. Shawn did not like when his 

superior lied to their clients that his departure was voluntary.  The news of his 

discontinuation of employment was devastating.  Shawn was concerned that it 

would be challenging for him to get another job as the economic climate was 

unfavourable. He insecure because he was not sure if he had enough savings to 

last for the rest of his life or in case of emergency. He believed that the way to 

attain financial security was to be gainfully employed again. 

  

Reluctant to lose his income status too soon, Shawn strategised to extend his 

employment by negotiating for an extension of another three months at a 40% 

pay cut. Shawn offered to train a successor to take over his job during the extended 

period. Shawn’s successor was another expatriate, except that he was younger and 

cheaper. 
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When preparing to leave Indonesia for Singapore, Shawn’ employer became 

unfriendly towards him.  They did not want to pay for the shipment of his personal 

belongings.  They monitored him closely to ensure that he did not steal any 

confidential information.  The unfriendly treatment that Shawn experienced in his 

departure was the extreme opposite to the warm welcome his employer had shown 

him when he was first joint them. Shawn called his employer “cheap” because he 

was disgusted at his employer’s lack of sincerity and compassion. 

  

Shawn was sad because he was afraid and continuously worried that retirement 

meant not having anything to do. He wanted to have a job so he could have a 

daily routine to accomplish in life. Unemployment made Shawn felt very insecure. 

Shawn felt entrapped by a situation that hindered his re-employability and that he 

could not do anything about it—his mature age. Shawn felt discriminated by a 

group of young people who assessed him during a job interviewed him in 

Singapore.  They did not appreciate his wisdom and many years of work experience. 
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Shawn did not feel like a Singaporean after spending most of his career life 

overseas.  He did not have friends in Singapore.  Shawn preferred to keep to 

himself.  He became depressed as he continued to worry about not having enough 

money. At night, he could not sleep as he kept thinking about his problems. 

  

Shawn warned expatriates not to forsake their families in Singapore.  Throughout 

his long career as an expatriate, Shawn had witnessed many sad stories of broken 

families because their expatriate husbands decided to marry women from the host 

countries. He learnt from his own mistake for not giving more time for his own 

family, sacrificing his relationship with his wife and children. Perhaps the only 

positive outcome from coming back to Singapore was to have the opportunity to 

rebuild their relationships again.  

  

Shawn believed that having a job would solve all his problems.  He suspected that 

his family did not like him because he had become jobless.  It was not easy for 

Shawn to accept the change in his life; as a result, he became very depressed. 
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Participant 16—Sidney (male, early 50s, self-initiated expatriate returned 

without job) 

Sydney decided to develop his career in China when he saw the vast career 

prospects for Singaporean expatriates in China. However, as the Chinese economy 

matured, working in China became more challenging, very competitive and morally 

threatening. 

  

Sydney worked in China for ten years with several employers. Some of his 

assignments included developing hotels and an entertainment centre in China's 

growing economy. When Sydney started, China's economy just started booming, 

and there were high demands for services from Singaporean expatriates. Sydney 

was regularly headhunted by other Chinese companies while working in China. 

Consequently, he changed several employers during those ten years in China. 

  

Regardless of changes in employers, Sydney had the opportunity to enjoy a tax-

free income, paid accommodations, paid meals and transportation as well as 



555 

 

555 

 

quarterly home trips. However, Sydney's career in China kept him away from his 

family. As a result, his relationship with his children became distant, and his wife 

suspected that he might be unfaithful to her and had threatened to divorce him. 

  

Despite the risk of deterioration in his family relationships, Sydney continued to 

work in China because he saw the career opportunities in China were too good to 

let go. Singapore's hospitality industry was already at its peak and had become 

very competitive. A growing economy like China offered good compensation and 

career prospects that he would not find in Singapore. 

  

In the latter years of career in China, an abundant supply of newly educated and 

ambitious young Chinese began to emerge in the labour market.  There was also 

a growing workforce from the Western countries who were drawn by employment 

opportunities in China. These international talents from the West began to flood 

to China amid failing economies in their own countries. Facing unprecedented 

career challenges, Sydney cautioned employers against trusting essential jobs to 

the hands' young people because they were not experienced enough to handle a 
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crisis. He predicted these inexperienced hospitality employees would have 

problems managing strategic renewal cycle peculiar to the hospitality business. 

Another downside to hiring the younger generation of workers was their 

expectations for quick promotion and high pay.  Such demands could threaten 

business viability in the cost-sensitive hospitality industry. 

 

Notwithstanding this, Sydney observed a trend in Chinese companies preferring to 

hire their nationality. Consequently, Sydney also found himself having to directly 

manage many local young, ambitious, highly assertive and sometimes corrupt 

workers. Sydney had learnt to stay disciplined and not get involved with drugs or 

women—as these can be local entrapments to rob expatriates of their jobs. Such 

vices also degraded the moral credibility of expatriates working in China. Sydney 

always ensured that he kept an open office with video facilities installed. When 

dealing with female employees, he would make sure to have a witness present. 

Sydney cautioned that career entrapment was real and could be subtly played by 

subordinates coaxing bosses away from work to reduce their grip on business 

activities. 
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Sydney's job in China became even harder to handle as the hospitality business 

became increasingly competitive in China. Investors expected Sydney to show fast 

results but were unwilling to accept Sydney's Western management approach to 

train and upgrade employees. These investors wanted employees to hit the ground 

running and not have to pay for training. Besides the challenges of managing 

changing business expectations, growing access to illicit drugs and opportunities 

for sexual favours also affected the welfare of the expatriate community in China. 

  

Some property investments in China had already begun to see losses for varied 

reasons. Sydney eventually resigned from his job in China due to discontinuation 

of the hospitality project he was heading. He planned to leverage on his Chinese 

experiences to continue building his career in Singapore. Although Sydney knew 

that looking for a similar career opportunity in Singapore would be tough because 

he had tried to find a job in Singapore three years before—without success. 
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Back in Singapore, Sydney had to make extra effort to repair his relationships with 

his wife and children. Sydney felt like a foreigner trying to make a living in 

Singapore. He did not have personal and professional networks in Singapore to 

support him. His credentials in China were not recognised in the Singapore market 

as employers here preferred candidates with local experiences. He regretted that 

his decision to grow his career in China had cost him his career opportunity in 

Singapore.  

 

One year after his repatriation, Sydney reluctantly accepted a job at a social club. 

The job was referred to him by a friend who sympathised with his difficult 

employment situation. Sydney only lasted eight months in the post, and he had 

remained unemployed since. 

  

Sydney found it was easier to achieve career advancement in the newly developing 

Chinese market. Singaporean expatriates were the preferred resource to leverage 

the Chinese economy with the economies in the West.  However, the rapid growth 

of the Chinese economy also rapidly brought in aggressive contenders for well-
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paid jobs from within China as well as from the Western countries. Outcompeted, 

Sydney returned to Singapore to find that the Singapore market did not appreciate 

his Chinese experiences.  Sydney continued to search for similar successes he 

experienced in China and had remained jobless after a short and unsuccessful 

employment in Singapore. 

 

Participant 17—Sophie (female, 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned with job) 

Sophie was repatriated five years ago from China when she accepted a partnership 

opportunity in Singapore. At that time, Sophie was leading a very successful 

professional career in China. However, running a business and working as a 

professional with a company required two entirely different sets of skills. 

 

Sophie worked as an expatriate with a multinational company in China. Besides her 

qualifications and industry experiences, her bilingual ability was useful to bridge 

the Chinese market to Western culture in China. 
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Sophie's expatriate job came with an attractive remuneration package with her 

employer covering her tax obligations, housing needs and two home trips per year. 

Sophie had participated actively to negotiate the terms and conditions to work in 

China. 

  

Working in China meant having to relocate and leaving her aged mother behind 

alone in Singapore. Sophie continued to keep connected with her friends in 

Singapore through social media. However, virtual friends were not helpful if they 

could not be physically present. Sophie experienced loneliness when she first 

arrived in China, suddenly without friends and family around her to help in times 

of need. However, unfazed by the feeling of isolation, the opportunity to live in a 

big cosmopolitan city in China was different and exciting for Sophie. 

  

Sophie was very successful in her job; she was promoted and became one of the 

top talents in her firm. The local work culture allowed her to work autonomously.  

As time passed, despite being of Chinese descent, Sophie began to feel she 

differentiated from the homegrown Chinese community in China. The local Chinese 
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were hungry to learn from her, but they were not willing to share with her. She 

sensed their subtle, but growing rejections of foreigners in China. 

  

When a new career opportunity came up for Sophie to run as a partner for a newly 

incorporated company in Singapore, Sophie jumped on the chance. The unique 

career opportunity came with a better remuneration package. The job offer came 

in timely as Sophie also began to miss her mother.  

 

Her decision to leave the job in China came as a surprise to her colleagues. 

Reluctantly, her employer allowed her to take her time to prepare for her 

repatriation. It took her about three months of arrangement for her return to 

Singapore. Her organisation did everything they could to help with the shipping.  

They paid her shipping costs, which included the repatriation of her pet dog.  

 

Sophie also received a big bonus as a parting gift to reward her for her 

contributions to the organisation. Their kindness towards her deeply touched her. 

Sophie felt loved and valued on her repatriation. 



562 

 

562 

 

  

Back in Singapore, Sophie set aside one week to allow herself time to settle down. 

Besides using the time to sort her personal belongings, she also took the time to 

visit her dog in quarantine and drove around to familiarise herself with Singapore 

again. 

  

Sophie remained single when she came back to Singapore.  Many of her old friends 

in Singapore had married and became committed to the activities of their own 

families. At home, Sophie found herself in arguments with her mother very often. 

Sophie had lived a free and unhindered lifestyle in China, but in Singapore, her 

mother wanted to control her activities. 

  

Repatriation had disrupted the lifestyle she loved in China.  Sophie missed the free-

spirited living in China, the four seasons, the pampered upper-class expatriate 

lifestyle in Shanghai, China.  She also missed the cheap and speedy personal 

services like food delivery that she used to enjoy. Back in China, Sophie had friends, 

time, resources and opportunities to explore the cities and the vast countyside in 
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China. However, in Singapore, she had family responsibility and places that she 

knew too well. To satisfy her appetite for exploration, Sophie made frequent short 

trips to neighbouring countries whenever she could. 

 

Sophie was shocked by the demands of her new job as a business owner. It was a 

small company with a tiny pool of supporting staff.  Doing business in Singapore 

was very competitive.  She had to compete for small accounts for the survival of 

the company.   She had to set aside her creative talent to consider her decisions 

in terms of costs and cash flow. Although she received better pay than her job in 

China, but as an entrepreneur, she had to work to pay for her won salary.  After a 

year, Sophie decided to quit and became a freelancer. As a freelancer, Sophie need 

not feel tied down and had more freedom to manage her personal needs. 

 

Sophie advised those who intended to work overseas to keep an open mind to try 

out everything. She urged future expatriates to take the initiative to negotiate their 

terms of employment, not forgetting to cover for repatriation needs.  Sophie 

advised expatriates to avoid reverse cultural shock by not growing too dependent 
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on the host country's social system and learn to appreciate each country's system 

for the reason of their existence. 

 

Participant 18—Terry (male, late 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned without 

job) 

Terry accepted an assignment in the Middle East where the host culture was vastly 

different from his own. He learnt from this enclosed culture that personal rights 

were privileges. 

  

Terry was a freelance consultant and accepted an expatriate assignment in Qatar. 

As an engineer, Terry loved challenges. Terry's client in Singapore hired him to help 

claim for payments due for jobs delivered in Qatar. 

  

For the expatriate assignment, Terry was paid his freelancing fee as a retainer plus 

an end-of-project success bonus. His employer provided him with local 

accommodation and home trips once every three months.  
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Working in Qatar was both boring and risky.  There were very few entertainment 

facilities in Qatar. Expatriates working there needed exit permits to leave the 

country. It was typical for local businesses not to honour terms written in legally 

binding contracts. There was no room for personal freedom and foreigners were 

required to adhere to the local cultures. 

  

After 18 months of lawsuits, there was very little progress in receiving payment 

from the clients.  Terry's employer decided to end the project prematurely because 

they were concerned that any extended claims for payments could hurt the 

relationship with their client. His employer terminated the assignment and Terry 

was repatriated. Terry only had one suitcase with him when he left the country. 

  

Terry was very confident of finding new employment as he knew his knowledge in 

engineering was highly sought after in Singapore.  Terry found a new job barely a 

month of arriving in Singapore.  A few months later, he took up another better 

paying job that came with a better career opportunity. 
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Terry could afford to take risks in his career since his skills and expertise were 

highly demanded in the market.  His assignment in Qatar did not affect his 

credential to work in Singapore since it was short and focused on solving problems. 

Terry did not experience difficulty to adapt back to Singapore since he did not like 

the enclosed culture in Qatar. 

 

Participant 19—Yusuf (male, late 40s, organisation expatriate) 

Yusuf had many years of expatriate work experience in the Asian region. The 

extensive travelling and work demands had cost him his first marriage. With the 

support of the current wife, Yusuf was able to focus on his work in China.  

 

The company hired Yusuf to help run a venture business in China. Yusuf believed 

he was hired for the China job because he had expatriate work experience.  Yusuf’s 

expatriate terms included base pay, overseas allowance, housing, and 
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transportation support, and two return trips a year. His overseas assignment was 

for two years.  

 

The sacrifice of a career expatriate is time with family. His first marriage ended in 

divorce. Although he attributed his divorce to fate, he agreed that spousal 

separation was not ideal unless there was a mutual agreement. Although his 

employer allowed him to move his family with him to China, he did not take up 

the offer. His wife could not relocate with him since she was already in her middle 

age.  It would be challenging for her to resume her career in Singapore had she 

stopped working and relocated with her husband to China. 

 

In preparation for his relocation back to the Singapore office, Yusuf organised to 

travel to Singapore regularly to familiarise himself with the new job.  

 

Yusuf was just two months from completing his two-year assignment in China when 

he was suddenly instructed to repatriate. Since Yusuf was a perfectionist and 

needed everything to run as planned, the plan's sudden change did not sit well for 
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him. As a result, he asked to extend his stay in China to fulfil the two-month gap. 

However, his appeal was not successful because he was urgently needed in 

Singapore to replace someone who had resigned.  

 

Yusuf only had three pieces of luggage when he flew home.  Once he arrived in 

Singapore, he went straight to work. He did not use the seven days of posting 

leave allocated for his disposal. There was no warm welcome or induction to help 

Yusuf reintegrate into his new job.  Yusuf started work without even knowing who 

he was his boss.  Yusuf was undeterred by the lack of enthusiasm on his return to 

the Singapore office. He enjoyed the hardship of finding his way around because 

it challenged him.  

 

Yusuf became in charge of operations in Singapore. The company promoted him 

to senior management. His pay package was adjusted to be in the same bracket 

as when he worked in China. Yusuf was not consulted by his superior regarding 

the new job posting in Singapore. Yusuf did not get to choose his new job role or 
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consider other options. If he had the chance to discuss his next career, he would 

have chosen to work on projects rather than oversee operations.  

 

Compared to his job in China, his new post had narrower job scope, slow-moving, 

and minimal autonomy. Yusuf enjoyed the broader job scope in China.  

He could make decisions more independently, and things could move very fast.  

He liked to work with the Chinese because they were very hardworking like him. 

However, Yusuf did not like the entertainment and drinking culture in China.  

 

Although Yusuf no longer watched over any Chinese projects, he found that his 

international skills were useful in his new assignment in Singapore.  He believed 

that sending employees on overseas jobs should be gradual, starting with regular 

visits to the location.  

 

Yusuf was a man who delivered results and got things done. He did not mind 

hardships and problems because they challenged him, but he did not like sudden 

changes to plans.  Yusuf expected his organisation to keep to their promises. His 
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repatriation to Singapore could have been better managed had his organisation 

paid more attention to what he wanted instead of only what they wanted. 

 

Participant 20—Zen (male, 40s, self-initiated expatriate returned with job) 

Zen was a graduate in his field and had good professional experience working with 

large accounts in Singapore. Zen came to a stage in his career when he felt 

constricted by the lack of career advancement opportunities in Singapore. Once 

reaching his 30s, Zen became concerned that he would face limited career growth, 

having to compete against more experienced professionals and foreign talents in 

Singapore. 

  

Zen accepted a job offer to relocated to China. The Chinese company hired Zen 

because they needed someone who could help gain access to international 

accounts. 

  

As an Asian trained with Western management skills, Zen was like a bridge for his 

Chinese employer to link the East and the West's culture. Zen's job was also to 

bring in fresh ideas from the West to help them solve problems. Since China 

opened its door to international trade, it was important for the Chinese to connect 

to the Western world. Zen's Chinese employer was very eager and ready to absorb 

Western values into their business. Zen felt very much regarded at his new job in 

China. 

  

As an expatriate in China, besides the high pay packages, he lived in a prestigious 

address. His employment contract included two home passages a year and a two-

month notice period for termination. He received a budget of US$2,000 to relocate 

to China. His agreement was written in two languages to avoid any 

misunderstanding.  



571 

 

571 

 

  

Despite having a more significant pay package, Zen enjoyed lower living costs and 

an excellent work-life balance in China. Zen also experienced a higher social 

recognition level, and he rubbed shoulders with prominent personalities in the 

cosmopolitan city.  

  

Zen liked the elevation in his social and professional status that the Chinese job 

gave him. He enjoyed the admiration and curious gazes of local Chinese, who 

treated him as an affluent foreigner. If he had stayed in Singapore, he would not 

have had the opportunity to experience such social prestige. 

  

Zen did well at work and began to develop his career foundation in China. His 

employer recognised his contributions and promoted him. Zen came to learn that, 

in China, relationship or 'guanxi" is above written agreement. Zen regarded his 

employment contract as just a formality; the key to succeeding in China was to 

build a close relationship with people in authority. 

  

Zen had already worked in China for many years when he became concerned with 

his career growth again. There was a growing inclination in China towards 

expatriates who were Caucasians and not Asians with an understanding of Western 

culture. Zen felt such a cultural shift in China could threaten his career. 

  

Zen decided to return to Singapore to build a career that would last him till 

retirement. Zen resigned and took three months to arrange for his repatriation. On 

parting, as part of the Chinese culture, his Chinese employer gave him a handsome 

bonus for his contributions. 

  

Zen's Chinese employer did not pay for his shipping cost because they were not 

obligated to contractually. When Zen turned to his new employer in Singapore to 

pay for his shipping cost, they declined as they had regarded Zen a Singapore 

hired employee. This lack of empathy from his new Singaporean employer did not 

sit well with Zen. 
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Zen's new employer received him on his first day at work with a cold reception. 

While China's work culture was on building relationships, Zen realised that the 

Singapore work culture was meritocratic, conservative, and inflexible. Zen did not 

like to work with timid people who were unwilling to speak up and make changes. 

Zen realised that the working culture in China had allowed him to perform as an 

individual. This culture of respect for individualism was the reason he stayed in 

China for many years. Zen had picked up good business sense and human 

relationship skills while working in China. Nevertheless, he felt stifled in Singapore 

because the management was unwilling to try new concepts at work.   

  

Besides the issue with Singapore's work culture, Zen also disliked Singapore's hot 

weather and the high cost of living. Being single, Zen felt left out in Singapore as 

his old friends had married and became busy with their own families. 

  

Zen soon decided that Singapore was too small and limited for him. Having seen 

how a big country operated, he had developed more significant perspectives about 

life. He believed that people who had worked overseas were savvier compared to 

Singaporeans who had never worked abroad. Due to Singapore's smallness as a 

country on the world stage, Zen learned that Singaporeans did not have the mass 

to change and influence the world. Zen believed that repatriates like him would 

regard Singaporeans as living in their bubbles.  

  

Zen was not happy to live and work in Singapore. He thought the work culture in 

Singapore was shortsighted, inflexible, and unforgiving. After almost two years of 

trying to fit into the Singapore culture, Zen decided to return to China. He went 

back to his old company and later moved to another Chinese multinational 

company. He continued to work as an expatriate in China and married a local 

woman. 

  

Zen advised married expatriates to relocate with their families to prevent marital 

discord. He said it was not suitable for a family man to move to China alone. Zen 

believed that the best time to negotiate for employment terms was during the job-

offer period. He said that would-be expatriates should make use of this opportunity 
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to negotiate better contractual terms, including conditions such as exit budget, 

golden handshake, and garden leave. 

  

When China opened its doors to trade with the world, the economic boom was 

sudden and massive (Morrison, 2015). This economic boom created many job 

opportunities for Singaporeans, who were proxy to Western ways but competent 

with the Eastern culture. As time passed, this competitive edge was quickly eroded 

by Westerners learning the Chinese culture and vice versa. It was interesting to 

learn that within the communist regime, individualism thrived at the workplace in 

China. It is hard to restrict anyone who has experienced the freedom to express 

themselves. As in Zen's case, he chose individualism within communism in China. 

There was just too much control in Singapore for Zen to appreciate it. 
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