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The purpose of this document is to make helpful suggestions when returning home. There are two other documents “Getting Ready,” which has suggestions for before you leave for service and “Being There” which has helpful information for while you are in your country of service. There are links to them on your AVS Home Page.

Returning home is usually not easy, particularly for volunteers who have served in a long-term assignment. Whether your international experience was mostly good, mostly bad, or somewhere in between, readapting to being home again is a major transition. Everything that follows is designed to help you with this transition.

[bookmark: _Toc286242216][bookmark: _Toc444610092]Reverse Culture Shock
You’ve returned home to find that things are somewhat different. You are different. And believe it or not, whether you loved or hated the place you’ve been, you keep thinking of what you left behind, and you miss it, and no one “back home” understands. You may be experiencing “Reverse Culture Shock.” If so, the article below may be helpful to you.

The following article “You Made It Home. But It’s Not the Same!” may help minimize the adverse impact a returning volunteer experiences.

By Patricia Gustin, Director (Written when she was the director.)
Institute of World Mission, Andrews University

You Made it Home. But It’s Not the Same!
Well, you made it! (Or you almost made it!) Congratulations!

My guess is that there were moments (days, weeks) during the last year or so, while you served in the “mission field,” when you wondered if you would make it, right? And, undoubtedly, you sometimes wondered if the day would ever come when you’d be going home! But here you are.

Returning home was something you looked forward to with great anticipation while serving overseas. On those dismal days when you felt like a failure... on those days when you felt totally misunderstood... on those days when you wanted to scream because the surrounding culture was so strange...on those days when you were so homesick you could die, on those days when.... Well, I think you get the point. On those days, the thought of going home kept you going. I know a number of volunteers who began the calendar countdown during one of those times–“just 127 days ‘til I can go home!”

Now you are home, but I can almost guarantee that whether your time overseas was mostly good or mostly bad, or somewhere in between, when it comes right down to it, returning home hasn’t been as easy as you thought it would be. Returning home is a major transition, and no one enjoys transitions. Things at home are somewhat different, and that worries you a bit. You intuitively know that you are somewhat different, and that likely worries you a lot. You intuitively know that no matter how much you’ve loved or hated the place you’ve been, there are things you’ll miss–things no one “back home” seems to understand. The whole situation is a bit bizarre and inexplicable, even to yourself.

So here you are, at your re-entry, not sure just how to cope.

Interestingly, most organizations which send large numbers of people into cross-cultural situations have learned that for most of their people, returning home (“repatriation culture shock” it’s called) is usually more challenging than the initial “culture shock” people experience when they go out. This phenomenon is not limited to any one country or ethnic group. The following percentages indicate the number of people returning to their home countries who experienced major cultural adaptation upon their return: Japan--80%, Finland--71%, Netherlands--64%, and U.S.A.--60%. The length of time this process takes and the intensity with which you experience it, will probably be directly proportional to how deeply involved you were with the local culture–the more involved, the harder the transition. But the adaptation process is inevitable.

For whatever its worth, the good news is that if you experience some bumps in the road as you return home, you’re in good company, and since misery loves company....

1Black, So You’re Coming Home, 1999. San Diego, CA. p. 1
2Storti, The Art of Coming Home, 1996. Yarmouth, Maine. p. 152

But Why Would I Have Culture Shock When I’m Going Home?
The big question that puzzles us is usually--why? Why, when you’ve returned home after being absent only a year or two, should you have any adjustment at all? After all, you’re home! Let’s start by looking at some of the reasons this happens.

1. Probably the major single factor is that reverse culture shock is so unexpected. Virtually everyone anticipates some adjustment problems when they leave their home and go to a new culture. But no one really expects any major adjustments on their return. So what they don’t anticipate, they don’t recognize and prepare for. The obvious starting point for you then, in dealing with reverse culture shock, is simply to expect it.

2. The second major factor arises from our concept of home. What is home? Dumb question? Not really.
Most of us have never analyzed home. It just is. But if you analyzed it, you’d probably realize that home is where people and things are familiar...comfortable... predictable... safe.... It’s where you belong. But when you go home after an extended absence, you discover several things:
· Some parts of the once familiar may now actually feel a bit strange.
· Elements that previously comforted you may now seem somewhat uncomfortable.
· Neither the environment of home, nor even you yourself, feel quite so predictable...or safe.
· You may even discover that while you still belong, at the same time a part of you belongs somewhere else, too.

Life has moved on. People and places change, even in a short time, and if your stay overseas was even partially positive, you found new people and things that are familiar...comfortable...predictable... and safe. You even found a certain sense of belonging in a new place. And so, when you returned home, you found that home feels a little less like home now. You may even find yourself getting “homesick” for that faraway place where you lived for only a year or two. It’s all quite confusing!

The result is that in a very real way, home may feel a bit like a “foreign country” at times, and you may feel a bit “homeless” upon your return, and that’s not a very nice feeling! It’s no wonder that many, many returning volunteers very quickly begin making plans to go back as soon as possible...back to that new “home.”

3. Another factor contributing to reverse culture shock is that returning home is so sudden, so complete, and feels so permanent. You got on that plane and instantly you left behind everything of the new life you were living. There is no gradual adjustment. You recognize that the chances of you returning half-way around the world are unlikely.

4. One additional factor in the adaptation process is that you often experience this alone. No one seems to understand you and if they try, they have a hard time understanding why you’re having a hard time. After all, this is home! And we all know “there’s no place like home!” You should be ecstatic! So what’s wrong with you?

What are the Stages and Symptoms of the Transition Process?
The stages of transition back home are almost identical to those of out-going culture shock, with a few different twists. Let’s look at them and some of the symptoms of each:

Stage 1: The Honeymoon Stage–It’s great to be home!
· Everybody wants to see you–you have a certain “celebrity status”
· You get to eat the foods you’ve missed while you’ve been gone
· You revel in the things you missed–taking hot showers, drinking water out of the tap, going to Taco Bell, driving on good roads where the traffic is orderly and pretty predictable
· Everybody speaks your language and looks more or less like you. You can blend into a crowd without being noticeably different.

Stage 2: Reverse Culture Shock Stage–It’s terrible to be home!
(I have divided this stage into three sections, although the symptoms do not happen in any predictable order.)

You notice some negative things you never noticed before. You may even begin to feel somewhat critical of “home.”
· Everyone seems to be in too much of a hurry. There’s no time just to “be.”
· You seem surrounded by excessive materialism, abundance, and waste. This is painful if you’ve lived where there is a real need and people live with few “frills” in their lives.
· People seem very direct, almost rude
· People seem very individualistic with little sense of community or family
· Everyone seems competitive, loud, and self-absorbed 
· People seem ignorant of other places, peoples, and cultures

You seriously miss things from your place of service, such as:
· People–your students, friends, fellow workers
· Foods–good mangoes and bananas, soba, kimchee, and other foods you thought you’d never adjust to
· Places–the beach, the markets, exotic places you got to visit
· Your status as a teacher, pastor, ADRA worker, whatever
· Your independence
· The climate (especially when really cold weather hits back home!)
· Amusements, sports
· The closeness of the community you were a part of
· The challenges that caused you to grow stronger

You feel “out of it,” a bit depressed, and wonder if you’ll ever readjust.
· Many of your friends have moved on and you may wonder if you’ll ever really belong again
· You are now interested in things others do not seem interested in at all
· You may feel “homesick” for your field of service
· Nobody seems even remotely interested in your experiences. In fact, their eyes kind of glaze over when you begin to share with them, and you realize they’re not really listening
· You wonder if you’ll ever get to go back, and you may even begin to make plans to return as soon as possible
· You have newly acquired skills (language, teaching, leading, preaching, etc.) that no one seems to recognize, want or need
· You now have a cultural sensitivity that makes you very aware of the narrowness and provincial attitudes of many people at home
· You may experience all kinds of negative emotions. You may feel depressed, irritable, sad, and/or critical. The reality of this stage is that you may be pretty self-centered. Chances are, you probably aren’t too much fun to be around!

Stage 3: Entering–On some days it’s okay to be home.
· You still feel somewhat marginal at times, but you’re beginning to see a light at the end of the tunnel – it feels like you will fit back in again
· You’ve found a few people who understand the new you and can appreciate who you are now
· You’re learning to integrate the past and the present

Stage 4: Re-adjustment Stage. Home once again feels like home.
· You enjoy life again and on a regular basis you’re really glad to be home
· You realize that you have some new attitudes and a somewhat altered focus for your life, but you begin to see ways to integrate that with parts of your “old life” and let it guide your future

The reality, of course, is that things at home probably didn’t change all that much while you were away. The big difference is that you are now looking at them through different lenses. Your experience of the last year or two has changed your field of comparison and you therefore see things differently.

Some of the differences you may now find challenging. You may even catch yourself determining that you certainly don’t want to be like “these people.” The problem, of course, is that “these people” are your people–this is your home. And a critical spirit really won’t fly, so you may feel trapped. In the end, some of the differences may turn out to be neutral, and you can adjust back to some of your former ways of doing things, thinking, reacting, etc. without too much difficulty. But some of the changes in you–how you see, think, and feel--may be significant and a permanent part of the new you.

Ultimately, the challenge is how to channel your new insights, new “lenses,” new focus, and new attitudes into something positive rather than simply feeling critical and frustrated.

Help! What Can I Do?
How can you facilitate your return so it will be as painless as possible? Let’s consider several things that will help.

A good transition to a new place or position is dependent upon a good closure of your previous experiences. Bringing good closure to your overseas experience should begin before returning home. See the suggestions that follow. (But if you are already home, you can still seek closure by phone, letters, emails, etc.)
· Make any needed reconciliations with people who, for whatever reason, you’ve had difficulty with, so these issues won’t haunt you after you return.
· Express appreciation. Thank the people who made your experience a positive one. They may have helped you out in big or small ways, but don’t leave without saying thanks.
· Say proper farewells–to people, places, even things. Saying good-bye is especially important when you are moving half-way around the world. Bringing closure to these relationships is important. Some of us do not like farewells. They make us feel uncomfortable. We’d rather just “slip away in the dark.” However, a farewell is for the other people as well as for us. We need to face the sad parts of leaving and that helps bring closure–for us as well as others. But in addition to the people you’ll be leaving, remember to “say good-bye” to special places you’ve come to appreciate (or dislike, even!) You may want to make one last visit to these places and take pictures to put away in a memory album. Say proper good-byes.
· Begin to make realistic plans as you return home–to a job or to school. This will include re-examining your expectations, assumptions, and anticipations, knowing that changes have occurred and that a certain amount of “pain” is a normal part of the transition process.

Then when you get home, the saga continues:
· Remember that the symptoms you are experiencing are normal. It’s “the nature of the beast.” Be patient with yourself!
· Be patient with your compatriots and don’t jump to conclusions about them even though they may seem superficial, provincial, and materialistic. They haven’t experienced what you have so they can’t be expected to see things or respond to them as you do. 
· Begin evaluating your time of service–realistically. In some ways it probably did not meet your expectations. In other ways it may have exceeded them. Certainly it’s a mixture of positive and not-so-positive experiences–“the best of times, the worst of times.” You may need someone to help you look at it realistically, but you need to look at it and accept it as it was. 
· Analyze what you learned through this experience, how you grew and how you changed. (The people back home aren’t the only ones who’ve changed!) Some honest journaling may be very helpful as you review your time away from home. 
· Find someone to “debrief” you–to listen as you sort out your experiences. One good way to do this is at a re-entry seminar which some colleges and universities hold each year for returning missionaries.
· Expect some ambivalence–one day you’re glad to be home, the next day you may hate it!
· Reach out to others, remembering that the things they’ve done while you’ve been gone are as important to them as your adventures are to you. Affirm them and be a better listener.
· Above all, remember to derive your primary identity from the fact that you are and always will be a child of God (Luke 10:17-20) rather than basing most of your identity on the “fabulous experiences” you had as a missionary.
· Give yourself time to adjust. Be slow to jump to conclusions about life, people, the future, etc. It takes time for your body, mind and emotions to adjust. For some people the adjustment time may be brief–a few weeks or months. But for many people the process may take a year or more. However, just as initial culture shock passes, so does reverse culture shock. You survived culture shock before and you will survive this too!
· Remember that not only has “home” changed, but you’ve also changed, too. Probably a lot. You’ve had experiences that others probably cannot identify with. You are no longer mono-cultural. You will forever see the world through different eyes. You have a broader view of the world. You’ve changed in ways your friends, and even your family probably cannot fully understand. Deal with it and don’t put undue pressure on them (and yourself) to be what they (and you) can’t be and to do what they (and you) can’t do.
· If you experienced serious trauma during your time of service (major political upheaval, evacuation, or a life-threatening situation of any kind), seek help from a qualified professional who understands trauma management and counseling. The pain and grief from such incidents can haunt us for years if we don’t take care of them properly. As Shakespeare said, “The grief that does not speak knots up the overwrought heart, and bids it break.” Being the strong, stoic sufferer is neither wise nor Christian.

Some Special Questions
How can I keep in touch with the mission field?
· It’s important to keep in touch via letters, e-mails, etc. with the people in your field of service that you came to know and love. 
· Get to know people from “your” country who live at your college or hometown. This will help you feel connected. 
· Connect your church, Sabbath School class or youth group with a needy project in your field.
· Find a “new mission field” close to home (inner city, migrant workers, immigrant populations, youth, etc.) This will help you channel your newly developed interests and talents.

How can I utilize the new skills I’ve acquired overseas?
· If you learned a language, find people with whom you can use it (i.e., immigrants, international students, etc.)
· Without being pushy, volunteer to do things that utilize your new skills (i.e., teach in children’s Sabbath school, speak in weeks of prayer or evangelistic series, accept offices that require your type of leadership skills.)
· Because of your newly acquired cross-cultural skills, you will be able to reach out to other volunteers who are returning home, or to international students, missionary kids, immigrants, exchange students, etc.
· Look for receptive venues to share your story. Some churches are eager for “real mission stories.” Seek them out. If you’re comfortable talking to kids, let local schools know you’d be glad to share with their students first-hand cultural experiences that are of special interest. Many service clubs (i.e., Kiwanis, Rotary) have international service projects and are happy for first-hand reports. Some churches and other organizations have projects to help immigrant populations (i.e., ESL programs, “Welcome to X City” programs, etc.) There are many ways to get involved and combine your new focus with your life back home. Go for it!

Epilogues
The following thoughts are borrowed and adapted from a wonderful book on the re-entry process called The Art of Coming Home by Craig Storti

Symptoms That You’re Well on the Way to Adjustment:3
· You’ve stopped carrying toilet paper with you wherever you go!
· Some of your clothes are not out of date.
· You have a few friends who have never had any kind of international experience.
· You don’t have to think twice about drinking the water out of a faucet.
· You can approach a stranger to ask directions without first thinking you need to ask, “Do you speak English?”
· You don’t cry (or feel too sad) whenever someone mentions your country.
· You’re not tempted so often to say, “But in Country Q we did it this way....”

3Storti, The Art of Coming Home, Yarmouth, Maine, p.159-160

[bookmark: _Toc286242217][bookmark: _Toc444610093]Reflections
Study the following questions as you evaluate your overseas service. You may want to do this with a friend who has shared your experience.
1.  What did you like best about your mission service?
1. What was the worst thing that happened to you?
1. What is the most significant lesson God taught you?
1. In which areas of your life have you seen the greatest changes?
1. What one experience sums up what God did through you during your volunteer service?
1. What is the biggest challenge you face in returning home?
1. For what thing can you thank God the most?

Reflecting on these questions honestly will help you evaluate your volunteer service. You may talk about the answers with a friend or write them down in a journal. Either way, this time spent reflecting will help you feel more prepared for another assignment, should you choose to volunteer again.

[bookmark: _Toc286242218][bookmark: _Toc444610094]Position Assessment
Now that you’ve taken the time to reflect on your volunteer assignment, we’d like you to tell us how it went. Ask your coordinator for the Position Assessment form. You may return this form to your Sending Division Volunteer Coordinator. Please be candid when you fill out this form. Your answers to the questions posed on the form help to assess different receiving organizations throughout our system. We appreciate your help and input in this area!

[bookmark: _Toc286242219][bookmark: _Toc444610095]Story Telling Tips
Be a missionary at home. Tell your story to others. Who knows!?! After hearing your story, others may just want to volunteer as well! Use the following tips to share your story with others:
1. Record stories—To help you remember, keep a journal. Otherwise, you will likely forget the sounds, smells, sights, and conversations that you experienced abroad.

1. Prepare a one-minute summary. People, not remembering where you went, will politely ask, “How was your trip?” Use that chance to share your experience in brief.

Take the initiative. Arrange for settings where you can share your experience—Sabbath school, youth meetings, prayer meetings. You can also invite people to your home.

Speak up. Speak as clearly as possible. A story told well in a clearly audible voice will convey your excitement. Practice diction.

Start strong. In your opening, aim at arousing interest with curiosity. Never start with an apology. Try to create anticipation.

Paint verbal pictures. Help your audience visualize the scene (the squeaky chair, the smell of incense, children splashing in a puddle, your own feelings at the time). Select important things. Remember the basic five: who, what, where, when and why. Avoid jargon your audience will not be aware of.

Illustrate your story. Dramatize. Act out a conversation with facial expressions, verbal inflections. Use your photos, but only the best and keep them moving quickly and in the sequence of your story. Don’t just flash slides on a screen with a running commentary. Using objects may be appropriate when making a point.

Focus on people. Stories that touch the hearts of listeners are stories of people. Programs, plans and policies are important, but they are to serve people. In your stories and pictures, focus on people, their faces, thoughts, and emotions.

Convey important lessons. Stories can hold the attention of an audience. But you are not there merely to entertain. Every experience can serve to illustrate a Biblical principle. “You can’t out give God!” or a quotation from scripture, “And the greatest of these is love!” is helpful. But don’t belabor the point.
Accentuate the positive. Relate the challenges you have faced in a hopeful spirit. Don’t bemoan your trials—use a little humor. Your isolated conditions were not the end of the world, but you could see it from there! Rather than condemning your listeners for their materialism, challenge them to see the tremendous opportunities to invest in the Lord’s work around the world.

Encourage interaction. Give opportunity for questions and listen. Answer specifically, even if your answer is “I don’t know.” Supportive comments, such as “That’s a good question,” or “Did you catch the significance of Jack’s comment?” set a good tone.

Stop on time. You may be asked to give a “short report.” Don’t despair. Just give a condensed version. Don’t go beyond the time limit.

(Based on “Tell the Story: How to Communicate with Others When you Return,” in Stepping Out: A Guide to Short Term Missions. Seattle, WA: YWAM Publishing, 1992.)

You may also tell your story with others by writing it down and sharing it with us! We’d love to hear it, and we’re always looking for volunteer stories for Mission 360 magazine and From the Frontlines newsletter. You may email stories/articles and photos to nielsenc@gc.adventist.org.

[bookmark: _Toc286242220][bookmark: _Toc444610096]Ways to Stay Involved
When you return home from your volunteer assignment, you will likely want to stay involved in the mission field in some way or other. Here are some of our tips for staying involved:
· Share your experience with others. You don’t need to give long detailed reports. But be prepared to go beyond the stereotype “I had a great time!”
· Give reports in your church. The weekly mission report is a way to stay involved. Consider sharing your experiences in segment form. Keep missions alive in your local church.
· Get involved in a Conference on Missions. Conferences or Seminars on Missions bring together Adventist mission agencies and hundreds of adults, to feature reports, workshops and exciting sessions focusing on the challenges and opportunities of mission.
· Support other volunteers preparing to go. Your experience can be a valuable resource to other volunteers.
· Increase your mission offerings. The general mission offering often provides funds to keep those projects running that got started by special one-time offerings.
· Learn foreign languages. Work on a language now in case you get to go again.
· Continue to study “your” people and their culture. Many universities provide studies in international issues. With your “active understanding,” you’ll be able to study more empathetically and respond to important issues more appropriately.
· Get involved in local community services. Your eyes should be more open to mercy ministries now. Christ’s mission included the healing of the whole person. Even in urban scenes worldwide, many opportunities for Christian social service may be found.
· Consider longer term volunteer service. Successful short-term volunteers usually make excellent long-term missionaries. Many agencies consider short-term experience as a doorway to more permanent involvement.







[bookmark: _Toc286242221][bookmark: _Toc444610097]Re-Entry Resources
The following resources may be helpful to you:
Books
Austin, Clyde N.	Cross-cultural Re-entry—A Book of Readings; Abilene, TX: Abilene Christian University
Jorden, Peter (1992)	Re-entry: Making the Transition from Missions to Life at Home, Seattle, WA: YWAM Publishing
Pasco, Robin	Homeward Bound, Vancouver, Expatriate Press, 2000
Sanford, Timothy L., (1998) 	I Have to be Perfect, Colorado Springs, CO: Llama Press
Smith, Carolyn D., (Ed.) (1996)	The Absentee American: Repatriates’ Perspectives on America, Bayside, NY: Alethia Publications
Storti, Craig (1997)	The Art of Coming Home, Yarmouth, ME: Inter-cultural Press

Books Especially Helpful for Families with Children
Gray, Charlene (1995)	Children of the Call: Issues Missionaries’ Kids Face, Birmingham, AL: New Hope
Pollock & Van Reken (1999)	The Third Culture Kid Experience, Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press
Smith, Carolyn D., (Ed) (1997)	Strangers at Home, Bayside, NY: Alethia Publications

Organizations and Websites:
Barnabas International	www.barnabas.org
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