
As is all too familiar for many of us, moving overseas 
to further your partner’s career involves sacrifice. 
A wonderful adventure it can be, but leaving one’s 

friends and family, while packing up your working life, is 
certainly daunting. If, like many of us, you have worked hard 
to progress your working life, or even if you want to make a 
career change, there are plenty of ways to go about it while 
you are abroad.

“Women as accompanying partner are in a difficult position,” 
says Katharina Meyer, the owner of GLC Office Expatriate 
Services (www.glcoffice.com) and IPWIN (International 
Professional Women of Istanbul) Coordinator. “However, 
women are key to the move’s success as being the “family 
manager” and working hard to learn the new language, 
supporting the kids and trying to find their own position on 
the post while not getting lost and lonely, leaving friends and 
family behind in the home country.”

One of the major challenges facing the trailing spouse 
concerns their own lack of fulfilment. While some people may 
feel excited at the prospect of swapping busy, successful 

careers for a relaxing life in the sun, many of us will also find 
that the reality is somewhat different, and they can begin to 
feel bored and withdrawn which could also be described as 
identity crisis.

Landing in a new country can be more than challenging by 
itself, when it comes to coping with new surroundings, a new 
culture, making new connections and friends and very often 
a language barrier. “First of all it is important to give yourself 
time. Only when the family is settled in properly, there will be 
enough room and time to find the best possible way to fulfil 
your time, or an occupation,” says Katharina.

The term trailing spouse is sometimes misunderstood 
and attaches a label to a person that ties their worth as a 
person to their spouse’s. Not only is this grossly unfair, it’s 
also largely untrue. Trailing spouses run households and 
raise children far from the support of their families, they run 
businesses and non-profit groups. They study for academic 
and professional qualifications, set up playgroups, volunteer 
in orphanages and refugee camps and work part-time in 
schools. They are involved in charities and organise massive, 
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Filling your time and keeping your head above water 
when it comes to your career are major issues faced by 
women accompanying partners on overseas postings. 
Halima Hodzic reports on the things you can do to 
ease the pain
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hugely complex events or they maintain their careers 
remotely. There is nothing “trailing” about these individuals. 
They are seasoned travellers, strong supportive mechanism 
for their partner and dynamic individuals that have overcome 
many obstacles in the pursuit of personal fulfilment.

For many a move abroad offers an opportunity to start 
again and pursue a career or activity that previously had 
not been available. Some, for example, opt to return to 
college or university to study. Many overseas universities 
offer programmes and degrees in a wide range of subjects. 
For example, it could also be possible for you to study for a 
Masters in a subject that you are truly interested in. If you are 
not looking for anything so demanding, there will be courses 
available in a range of subjects that last any length of time 
from one day to a few months. With internet availability, the 
opportunities to further education are literally endless. “While 
on post in Istanbul with my partner at the time, I completed 
my Master Studies in Organisational Psychology with thesis 
including the evaluation on “how important it is to support 
the expat partner for a successful expatriation” topic,” says 
Katharina. “Now I own and run a successful business that 
helps expatriate families settle into Istanbul, and supports 
their business-related and personal issues and needs 
relevant to the relocation.” 

There are also many options to explore if your focus is on 
minimising the gaps on your CV while on an assignment with 
your partner. “It’s very possible that when you move back to 
your home country and look for work that potential employers 
may not understand the gap on your CV, or even may not 
accept the fact that your main job was to settle the family 
into the new environment as justification,” says Katharina. 
“It’s actually the hardest part of an expatriation, but hardly 
seen by potential employers when you apply for a job with a 
gap of several years. It’s mostly seen as an extended holiday 
overseas. Therefore it would be very good to cover the 
gap in the best possible way and could be by volunteering, 
assisting, supporting, etc.”

WHERE TO START?

In many countries the trailing spouse is permitted a 
dependent visa that does not allow you to work, but it 
doesn’t always mean it’s impossible to do so. You should 
find out what your visa will permit you to do and how you can 
attempt to gain a visa that is suitable for your own situation 
and aspirations with local job searches. In many cases 
the language barrier will be an issue, depending on your 
short and long-term plans, it may be beneficial to study the 
language first to help expand your opportunities. “Learning 
the language of the host country is always a positive that 

CASE STUDY: ANNA ILHAN
A petroleum engineer by profession, Anna Ilhan, 45 and from the US, 
has made a complete career change to enable her to continue working in 
Turkey. She moved to Turkey from the US five years ago with her Turkish 
husband, initially settling in Ankara and starting up an energy consulting 
company offering connections to energy groups from North America, 
Australia and Western Europe wanting to do business in Turkey. However, 
as interest in investing in emerging economies began to wane, Anna 
found she would have to completely reinvent herself. 

“It was at that time a friend of mine, Marnie, who had recently moved to 
The Netherlands with her partner approached me with a business idea,” 
Anna says. “She was finding it difficult to meet like-minded women in 
her new city. Of course, I understood the challenges of meeting other 
women when you have relocated to a new city (or country in our cases). 
It was through this struggle that Marnie identified a need for an online 
platform to does just that – connect women. That is how The Dame 
Drum was formed. Since then Marnie, now my business partner, and I 
have been developing and maintaining the website (as well as doing 
targeted events for our users) for the Dame Drum. It has been an amazing 
experience as I knew nothing of social media, web development or the IT 
industry previous. So my learning curve was more of a vertical line up.”

This journey has allowed Anna to tap back into her creative side after a 
very technical career in energy. She says: “Before I went to university for 
engineering, I obtained a BA in Art History. My father always said that he 
was suspicious of my choice of study at that time when I started taking 
calculus as an elective. Our move to Turkey has really allowed me to 
combined both my passion for creativity and my technical nature. I even 
invested in graphic artist software which has truly paid off.”

LALE CAREERS

“VOLUNTEERING IS 
ONE VERY SATISFYING 
WAY TO SPEND TIME 
AND MEET PEOPLE”
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CASE STUDY: KAREN YARNOLD
As the wife of a pilot, Karen Yarnold, 51 and from the UK, had to make a 
choice between staying in her career in IT project management and ever 
being able to spend quality time with her husband. She chose the latter, 
but has not stood in the way of her developing her skills and discovering 
new ways to be professionally fulfilled. Before coming to Istanbul last 
year, she lived for four years in Singapore where she volunteered with an 
organisation, Tabitha, that supports Cambodian families and learned a 
whole new set of professional skills.

“As soon as I got to Singapore I joined a coffee morning for Tabitha,” she 
says. “It’s not easy to motivate yourself to go to a coffee morning as, being 
someone who had worked full time for the best part of 23 years, I used to 
scorn the “ladies who lunch”. At that first meeting I found a new position 
had been created - silk sales lead. This meant arranging and managing 
the sales of Cambodian silk across several retail outlets in Singapore. 
As a project manager this was right up my street.” The next four years 
were spent in other roles, such as event lead, secretary, process lead and 
volunteer lead, often in parallel, ideal for Karen as these roles made use 
of her existing professional skills while enabling her to learn new ones.

She adds: “I don’t believe my personal career has been affected as, when 
I re-wrote my CV before leaving Singapore I was hugely pleased with all 
the new skills and experiences I was able to put on it. I even managed to 
get a consulting role in an IT company in Singapore for the two months 
before I left – a project involved in building the National Stadium.”

Karen is now volunteering for the IWI (one of our members found her 
on a dolmuş and dragged her off to the IWI Opening Meeting last 
September), acting as process optimisation lead. “My first task was as 
part of the Christmas Bazaar Events Team (as volunteer lead). Truthfully, 
it was the biggest event I had ever been part of and was, I believe, very 
successful. I am now looking at improving the processes across IWI.”

Karen’s advice to expat women looking for ways to stay on top of their 
professional skills is to network as much as you can. “Find people 
and causes you can affiliate with, look at the skills you have from 
your previous working life, and see how you can utilise those skills. It 
doesn’t need to be paid employment, voluntary work can give immense 
satisfaction too. I can guarantee that the CV changes will surprise and 
delight when you eventually get around to making them.”

opens doors for a possible career in your new country or even 
after you go back to your home country,” says Katharina.

However, there are other options to keep busy as well, for 
example; internet-based work such as freelance writing, 
online personal assistant (PA) work or computer programming 
and website development jobs. Some other possibilities 
include setting up an internet-based export business or 
even teaching English (or another language) as a foreign 
language, for a few hours per week or as a full-time job, 
depending on what you are looking for. The key is to focus 
positively on the opportunities that are available in the new 
country as opposed to mourning those that you left behind. 
“It’s important to continuously take smaller steps towards 
your goal – big steps may be overwhelming and end up 
disappointing and discouraging,” says Katharina. 
 
Volunteering is one very satisfying way to spend time and 
meet people. Regardless of the location, there are always 
a number of projects that need people. Work ranges from 
administrative tasks to fundraising as well as possibilities to 
get more hands on. You will not find it hard to locate different 
NGOs and charities that are active in your city. Look for 
platforms which can promote your professional skills, such as 
LESA, which operates in many countries (although not Turkey 
at the moment) and acts as a job finding scheme for spouses 
of workers in NGOs, the UN, embassies, consulates and 
some charities. In Turkey, Carma (https://4carma.com/en) is 
one online platform which aims to match professionally skilled 
volunteers with charities and NGOs.

Very often there are local expat organisations, or online 
groups from which you can greatly benefit when it comes to 
networking, making new friends and awareness of various 
events taking place around you.

‘’It’s important not to stand alone and to wait for new friends 
to find you”, says Katharina. “You need to be proactive, go 
out and network. There will always be someone that is or was 
in your shoes, and life is much easier, especially abroad, if 
you have a friend to share your experiences with”.
It can also be very informative and helpful when it comes 
to finding and selecting an organisation or a cause you 
would like to volunteer your time and skills to. You can also 
use internet and search for local volunteer opportunities, 
depending on your interests and goals. “In every 
destination there are clubs and organisations that support 
foreign women, such as IWI in Istanbul,” says Katharina. 
“If you are not in a big city, check for groups and forums 
available online.” 

“ONE OF THE MAJOR 
CHALLENGES FACING 
THE TRAILING SPOUSE 

CONCERNS THEIR 
OWN LACK OF 
FULFILMENT”

LALE CAREERS
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CASE STUDY: KATJA TONGUCER
Katja Tongucer, 44 and from Germany, moved to Istanbul for her 
husband’s work. She now runs her own online coaching business (http://
erfolgskomplizin.de). “Like most of us, it was my husband’s work that 
brought us to leave Germany,” she says. “But we had always wanted that 
experience for us and our children so it was an easy decision. Seven years 
ago we moved to Moscow and it’s our third year in Istanbul now. As my 
husband is Turkish and his family lives in Istanbul, the transition was 
easier than when we moved to Moscow.”

Katja has refused to allow her expat status to stand in the way of a 
fulfilling professional life. A translator by profession, she is now focusing 
exclusively on her business. “I always wanted to work,” she says. “For me 
it has always been important to not consider myself as housewife and 
full-time mother. But with every change of location (we had moved within 
Germany before moving abroad), I had to start over again. Finding a 
part-time job that would at least help me developing my skills has never 
been easy.”

In Moscow, Katja worked as a volunteer translator for TED.com, translating 
talks, something which she says made her feel useful. “This volunteer 
work provided me with a lot of insights, new ideas and a wonderful 
international community that I could take with me everywhere I went. 
Doing something useful and learning something new every day is great. 
If you can make a living out of it, it’s even better.”

The move to Istanbul inspired more change. “I had the feeling that I 
needed to do something completely different,” she says. “I started my 
own blog and I slowly realised the incredible opportunity that the internet 
provides for expat partners and what it means for women. You can set 
up your own business and take it everywhere. There is this new group 
of professionals, Digital Nomads, who make their living with all kinds 
of online businesses while travelling the world. It dawned on me that 
it’s also great for parents who want and have to be flexible for example 
due to school holidays or when their child gets ill. You can work from 
home whenever you want to. No need to work nine to five at the office 
anymore.”

Now, she provides support to this community of workers, coaching those 
who need help to finish something or need to make a change. She 
explains: “I am offering one-to-one-support as an accountability partner 
and I am organising group challenges together with experts, for example 
to help participants get into the habit of writing every day or changing 
their eating. As I do it in German, it also allows me to stay connected with 
my native language and my home country.”

STARTING ANEW

Establishing your own business is not the easiest thing to do 
in a foreign country, as the language barrier and intercultural 
issues pose additional obstacles, but it’s doable, and for 
those of you with an entrepreneurial spirit it just might be a 
perfect opportunity you have been waiting for. Often it’s an 
opportunity to do something you have been very passionate 
about, but quite often a simple hobby can turn into a 
business over time. You can also do some research online 
on what the local needs are, what would work and what 
wouldn’t, brainstorm with friends and through local network 
circles. Your idea may even sound silly to everyone else, but 
you will never know if it could have worked, so go for it! 

Katharina adds: “More important than learning a local 
language is to have a proper business card, in order to do 
more effective networking, especially when looking for a job 
or career alternatives, even if you put your info together on 
that small piece of paper (name, email, GSM no). As an add-
on, prepare a simple website showing your CV or presenting 
your business idea. Make it easy for people to find you”.

Regardless of what the term “trailing spouse” might or might 
not mean, a positive attitude and willingness to explore 
something new might not only give you a sense of fulfilment, 
or fulfil your time and the gap on your CV, but it just might 
give you the opportunity to find, learn and excel in something 
you’ve always wanted to try but never had the opportunity, 
or time or courage to try. It may even lead to a new skill set 
discovery and create a whole new career path for you. Where 
there’s a will, there’s a way! 

Katharina Meyer 
of GLC Office 

Expatriate Services
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