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Of course, we all talk about settling-in difficulties: as often as not these conversations turn into competitive complaining. Everyone has a worse relocation story than the next person’s and is anxious to relate it, perhaps in an attempt to boost her own self esteem. “Hey, we lived in a tent for six weeks, our shipment sank, the children all got stomach flu and we had to entertain my husband’s boss with only one tin plate and a bent fork”. What a trooper I am!  Entertaining and astonishing as these tales are, they don’t really help the newcomer feel better, as she sinks further into the mire of self blame asking herself,  “How can I complain in the face of these horror stories?”








Big plastic smile





There are other reasons why we might not feel comfortable showing what we might consider to be our “whiney” faces:





When you’re new and meeting potential friends for the first time, you want to give your best impression. After all, who wants to be buddies with a moaner?  So, here I am with my big plastic smile – be my friend!
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Marilyn Duncan-Webb has experienced the newcomer blues on three continents. She is a communications specialist, writer and editor.








Something to talk about? Expat Living


By Marilyn Duncan-Webb





Marilyn Duncan-Webb encourages newcomers to talk about their feelings (and long-time expats to listen).





If you lose your job, or your children finally leave home, or someone dear to you dies, your close friends usually say, “If you want to talk about it, I’m here for you. Just call me”.  The logistics of an international move, the excitement of new experiences, the sheer hassle of finding housing, schools and the everyday necessities involve full-time commitment.  Everything is so hectic, there’s hardly time to think, never mind give in to melancholy emotions. Yet, there times when, unaccountably it seems, you feel hopelessly “down”.  You are overwhelmed with the effort of functioning smoothly in a different culture.  Homesickness hits you in a wave and you develop the urge to behave like a toddler and grizzle miserably, bad-temperedly stamp your feet or weep face down on the bed.





Grizzling, stamping, weeping: how can we indulge in this when we live such lives of comparative luxury and daily, we stare out at the face of poverty from our air conditioned vehicles?  We have lovely houses (even if the electrics-phone-internet-plumbing only work sporadically). Our maids, yayas and drivers ease the domestic burden and our hosts welcome us generously.  








Sense of bereavement


Consider, however, what we leave behind: adult or almost adult children, aging or ailing parents, homes and possessions we’ve built up over the years, careers, friends, familiar shops, clubs and interest groups.  Then compare these losses with the list at the top of the article.  Do you see some similarities?  Maybe you’ll recognize that when we move country, we experience a sense of bereavement, of mourning.  So why shouldn’t you be eligible for the friendly offer of a sympathetic ear?
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Something to talk about? Cont...





The people you are meeting are strangers, even though we’re thrown together by circumstances and have a genuine interest in supporting each other. But, can you trust them with your feelings?  Will those confessions of misery come back to bite you later?





The first people you encounter may be connected with your spouse’s employment and you don’t want your attitude to have an impact on his reputation (certainly he doesn’t!).





You can’t imagine that these articulate, well-organized, capable new friends ever felt like you do now.





You’ve dealt with far worse situations in your life and you feel it’s pathetic that you can’t deal with what’s going on.





Nevertheless, it’s important to take the risk. Talking with others can help reduce your feelings of loneliness and isolation. Don’t burst into the next gathering red faced and shrieking, “I’m getting on the next plane, the water’s off again and I’ve been to five supermarkets trying to buy fresh oregano.” That’s not going to win you new pals (though certainly most of us will be sympathetic). 





Expressing emotions


No, showing a little vulnerability, expressing emotions rather than relating frustrating events, can elicit a sympathetic rather than competitive response and break down the natural barriers of new encounters. It is this vulnerability and the ability to talk about it that will sow the seeds of friendly support circles that will grow into close friendships. What’s more, expatriates are well recognized for building new relationships fast; after all, we need to get to know you quickly in case you leave and we missed you!





Surveys reveal that living overseas can put additional strain on a marriage. It can also help you develop a surprising sense of closeness as you and the family are, in a sense, thrown in upon yourselves without the distractions of multiple ranks of family and friends.  





Feeling guilty


Talking with your spouse can only be healthy – but do it judiciously. Don’t spew it all out at him the minute he gets back from wrangling the office politics and navigating the rapids (sorry, traffic) from Quezon City.  He is likely feeling the losses as much as you are. Perhaps he’s also feeling guilty for bringing you here in the first place and distracted by establishing himself in a new professional situation!  Without being accusatory, try to discuss your feelings in light of his and engender a “we’re in this together” context. He’ll likely open up too.





Communication and interaction are the foundation for establishing your personal network of friends who understand you.  And they can only understand you if you share your thoughts and feelings with them. Allow yourself to take a little risk and seek out a sympathetic ear.  





�Different perspective


Typically people from many different countries and countries populate expatriate communities. This means that as well as opening yourself up to new friendships, you may also find yourself exploring something that has been troubling you from a quite different perspective.  Very soon you’ll find your feelings are not unique and that the people who listen to you best will be the friends you’ll come to trust and treasure.
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