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5secrets of
successful 
relocation

by aisha ashraf

“Certainty of death. Small chance of success. What are we waiting for?”
Gimli, in Lord of the Rings, would have made a great expat – adventurous, well-informed and 

enthusiastic. While certainty of death definitely wasn’t a feature of expat life when I signed up for 
it, the odds of a successful relocation have long been an issue for expats and employers alike.
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expatriate life has a reputation for 
glamour and glitz; exotic locations, 
subsidized living and foreign customs 

combine to inspire awe and envy in those 
enjoying a more settled existence. 
    But there’s a darker side. Around 35 
percent of overseas postings fail, and that 
figure increases in politically unstable 
countries or those where violence is 
prevalent. Almost 70 percent of expats are 
married and take their families with them, 
but what can be a source of support and 
comfort can also sound the death knell for an 
international assignment – spouse and family 
issues account for 90 percent of employees 
leaving a foreign post early. 
    While one partner is furthering his or 
her career, the other may be prohibited 
from legally working, or forced to accept 
an inferior post. Getting to grips with 
a new assignment can mean long hours 
for expatriate managers, leaving the 
accompanying partner to unpack and 
construct a whole new life single-handedly, 
all while dealing with unfamiliar stresses 
like grindingly slow bureaucracy, wayward 
domestic staff, or even institutionalized 
bribery.
    Think about it for a minute; it’s a move 
away from all existing support networks 
to somewhere completely unknown, for 
the career development of a single family 
member, with little or no guarantee of a 
position available for them when the posting 
is over. 
    Expat life is a gamble; there are no 
certainties. In return for international 
experience, better income and a broader 
cultural understanding, it exacts huge 
sacrifice and commitment from all involved 
and demands a determination to roll with the 
punches. It turns your life upside down and 

teaches you things about yourself that you 
never knew existed.
    So what increases the chances of a 
successful relocation? 
    When you’re up against such intimidating 
odds, you need every advantage you can 
leverage. Here are five ways you can increase 
your chances of success. All of them can be 
implemented before you even leave for the 
airport:
    ReseaRch – Familiarize yourself with 
as much as possible before you go – not only 
about your destination but about the wider 
issues expats commonly face, like how to stay 
in touch with family and friends, negotiating 
your employment package (what to ask for 
and what to expect, workplace culture, the 
ins and outs of pensions, tax and insurance), 
and the attitude towards foreigners in the 
host country.
    communication – Don’t bottle 
things up under the illusion of staying strong 
for one another; it only leads to resentment 
and loneliness. Discuss everything. Sharing 
experiences and feelings will make you 
stronger as a unit and bring you closer 
together. Conversely, don’t view expatriation 
as a panacea for a dying relationship or 
emotional problems; the stresses will only 
make existing issues worse. 

    choice – Never expatriate to make 
someone else happy. Deliberate your 
decision carefully and deliver a solid 
commitment. Whenever times were tough, 
reminding myself it was my decision made 
me feel less impotent and more determined 
to make it work. Taking responsibility for 
your circumstances is empowering. It’s 
also worth knowing that many postings 
extend beyond the original timeframe, so 
telling yourself, “It’s only for three years,” 
is hollow reassurance if you feel your life is 
on hold.
    PeRsonality – Expats must be 
able to adapt to stressful situations. Both 
biological and social factors contribute 
to personality development so, to some 
extent, being naturally resilient is out of 
our control but, research has demonstrated 
that emotional resilience can be learned 
or improved upon no matter what level 
we’re born with. Self-awareness, optimism, 
perseverance, perspective, a sense of humor 
and the ability to handle difficult emotions 
are all key elements of emotional resilience.
    suPPoRt  – Recognize the value of 
support. Speak to other expats and repats; 
chances are they’ll welcome an opportunity 
to give you the benefit of their experience 
(and reminisce). The same applies once 
you relocate. People are usually happy 
to help a newcomer. Overcome pride or 
shyness and reach out. Look for groups 
to join, throw yourself into interests and 
pursuits, and be proactive in forging new 
friendships among nationals as well as 
fellow expats. Whether or not they become 
friends for life, you’ll gain insight into 
common expat concerns and boost your 
confidence and self-awareness. Despite 
reading about culture shock, I still blamed 
myself for perceived shortcomings in the 

first six months of 
relocation. It wasn’t 
until I began reading 
blogs by other expats 
that I realized the issues 
I was experiencing were 
universal.
    You don’t have to 
have Olympic-style 
emotions to expatriate 
successfully. In my 
own life, I manage 
Borderline Personality 
Disorder, but it hasn’t 
stopped me from 
embracing the challenge 
of relocation. If nothing 
else I’ve said here gives 
you encouragement … 
that should!

[being an expat] 
turns your life 

upside down and 
teaches you things 

about yourself 
that you never 
knew existed.
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