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Moving abroad: a guide to adaptation

Introduction

Moving abroad involves more than packing bags and navigating visas. It is a
journey into unfamiliar territories, both external and internal, where cultural, social, and
emotional adjustments play a pivotal role in shaping the overall experience. While moving
to another country can present new opportunities and adventures, adapting to a different
culture can be challenging. This guide points out some key considerations and strategies
for preparing for and thriving abroad. It mentions some key authors that have written about

cross-cultural adaptation.

What is culture

Many definitions of culture exist. The influential cross-cultural psychologist Harry
Triandis defines culture as consisting of material products made by humans (such as
books, clothes, etc.) plus the intangible aspects of culture (such as ideas, beliefs,

assumptions, and attitudes).
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Before the move

Motivation for moving abroad

Understanding one’s motivations is critical for a successful transition. Whether the
move is driven by career advancement, education, adventure, or personal growth, clarity
about goals can guide decision-making and set realistic expectations. A strong sense of
purpose not only sustains motivation during challenges but also fosters a sense of

fulfilment and direction.

Researching the country and culture

Thoroughly researching the destination country’s culture, history, traditions, and
social norms can set realistic expectations and ease the adjustment process. Learning
about local customs, festivals, and etiquette fosters cultural sensitivity and minimizes

unintentional faux pas.

Language learning

Speaking the language is a gateway to deeper cultural integration. Beyond practical
communication, understanding the local language enhances relationships, emotional
reciprocation and provides opportunities for connecting with people from another culture.
Whether you learn a language with the same or distinctly different scripts, such as
Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, Korean or Arabic, dedicating time to practice the language
can be rewarding. Language learning apps or community classes are excellent ways to
build competence. Even better, talking to and learning directly from local native speakers
enables you to get accustomed to the local dialect, and presents a great way to engage

with and learn how locals interact, reciprocate and communicate through body language.
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Cultural distance

Cultural distance refers to the extent of difference between one’s heritage culture
and a new culture. Cultural distance is the extent to which cultural norms, values, and
perceptions differ between countries or groups of people. Larger cultural distances can
intensify adaptation challenges, making patience and perseverance essential. Conversely,
smaller cultural distances may lead to faster adaptation, but this should not diminish the

importance of cultural learning.

After the move

Psychological adaptation to a new culture

Psychological adaptation refers to the process of achieving emotional and
psychological well-being in a new cultural environment. Factors such as resilience,
emotional intelligence, and openness to new experiences play significant roles. Research
by Ting-Toomey highlights that maintaining realistic expectations can reduce the stress of
adaptation. Over time, individuals who approach cross-cultural challenges with curiosity,

flexibility and compassion are likely to positively adjust.

Cultural differences and similarities

Understanding the nuances of cultural differences and similarities can mitigate
potential misunderstandings. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory outlines key contrasts,
such as individualism versus collectivism, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance.
Awareness of these dimensions helps individuals navigate social dynamics effectively,

fostering mutual respect and understanding.
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Understanding culture shock

Culture shock is a natural emotional reaction to the disorientation experienced in a
new cultural environment. Colleen Ward and Stephen Bochner’s research highlights how
the unfamiliarity of customs, language, and social norms can lead to feelings of frustration,
anxiety, and homesickness. This phenomenon often unfolds in stages, from initial
excitement to frustration, adjustment, and eventual acceptance. Recognizing these stages
can help individuals normalize their emotions and develop coping strategies. Rather than
viewing culture shock as a setback, it can be reframed as an opportunity to grow and gain

deeper cultural insights.

Being open to and accepting different cultures

Openness to cultural differences is crucial for meaningful connections and personal
growth. Embracing unfamiliar customs, cuisines, and worldviews fosters empathy and
broadens horizons. Milton Bennett's Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity
(DMIS) emphasizes the progression from ethnocentric to ethnorelative perspectives,

encouraging individuals to appreciate cultural diversity as a source of learning.

Acculturation strategies

John Berry’s acculturation framework outlines four strategies for migrants who have
moved abroad: integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. Integration,
which involves maintaining one’s cultural identity while embracing aspects of the new
culture, is linked to the most positive psychological outcomes. By engaging in both, cultural
preservation and exploration, individuals can build a balanced and enriched identity. Berry
claims that proactively choosing integration over other strategies can enhance

psychological well-being and social connectedness.
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Moving for work

Relocating for work offers unique opportunities for professional development and
cultural immersion. Engaging successfully with colleagues from diverse backgrounds
enhances intercultural competence and broadens perspectives. Craig Storti’s wrote short
dialogues that present intercultural challenges in the workplace and he suggests ways that
mimimise misunderstanding. Understanding cultural norms and appropriate
communication styles helps foster successful professional communication and

relationships.

Cultural self-awareness

Cultural self-awareness refers to the ability to articulate how one’s own culture has
shaped one’s identity and world view. (Adapted from Darla Deardorff, Identification and

Assessment of Intercultural Competence, 2006)

Developing intercultural skills over time

Intercultural competence is not an innate trait but a skill developed through
experience and reflection. Skills such as active listening, cultural empathy, and adaptability
grow as individuals navigate diverse social situations. Darla Deardorff's model of
intercultural competence highlights the importance of attitudes, knowledge, and skills in

fostering effective intercultural interactions.
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Staying connected with family and friends

Maintaining relationships with friends and loved ones back home provides
emotional support and can counters feelings of isolation. Regular communication through
video calls, social media, emails or letters helps bridge the geographical gap. Sharing

experiences with friends and family strengthen bonds and provides a sense of continuity.

Building a support network

Establishing a social support network in your new environment is crucial for
emotional well-being and practical assistance. This includes forming friendships with locals
and expatriates, joining community groups, and engaging in social activities. Such
networks provide not only companionship but also access to information, resources, and
advice on navigating local systems. Knowing where to seek help—whether it is healthcare,
legal assistance, or community services—can alleviate stress and build confidence in
facing challenges. Over time, a robust support network fosters a sense of belonging and

makes the transition smoother and more fulfilling.

Embracing a growth mindset

A growth mindset, as conceptualized by the American psychologist Carol Dweck, is
essential for adapting to the challenges of life abroad. Viewing obstacles as opportunities
to learn rather than as threats fosters resilience and psychological flexibility. This mindset
enables individuals to remain open to feedback, navigate setbacks, and continually grow

on their intercultural journey.
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Adjustment and personal change in migration

Living abroad can lead to the development of a hybrid cultural identity, where
migrants integrate elements of their heritage and the new maijority culture. Bennett-
Martinez's work on bicultural identity integration emphasizes the psychological benefits of
embracing a multifaceted self. This integration allows for greater adaptability and a richer

sense of self, enabling individuals to navigate different cultural contexts.

Moving back to a country of origin

Reverse culture shock

Returning to one's country of origin after an extended stay abroad can evoke a
reverse culture shock, where familiar surroundings feel unexpectedly foreign. This
readjustment phase can bring challenges such as identity confusion or feelings of
disconnection. Reflecting on the personal growth achieved abroad and maintaining
friendships with family and friends from your home country can ease a return. Reverse
culture shock, like its initial counterpart, is a natural part of the re-entry process and an

opportunity for self-reflection.

In conclusion

Moving abroad can turn into a profound journey of self-discovery, cultural exchange,
and personal growth. By preparing for the move abroad as well as by making the effort to
understand cultural differences, migrants can learn to manage the complexities of cross-

cultural transitioning.
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