
Expat Spouse Adjustment over Time in the 

Cognitive, Affective, and Behavioral Dimension.

A Case Study

Research Questions

• RQ1: How do expat spouses describe their experience of cognitive 

adjustment and how it unfolds over the duration of a two to five-

year assignment?

• RQ2: How do expat spouses describe their experience of affective 

adjustment and how it unfolds over the duration of a two to five-

year assignment?

• RQ3: How do expat spouses describe their experience of behavioral 

adjustment and how it unfolds over the duration of a two to five-

year assignment?

Population and Sample

The target population for this study consisted of female expat-spouses 

worldwide who blogged on a regular basis during their two to five-year 

organization-initiated assignment. The highlighted section below shows 

the amount of data collected from each data source for triangulation. 

Data analysis

Content analysis was applied to allow the categorization of the emerged 

themes into the cognitive, affective, and behavioral adjustment. Although 

there was overlap between the stages and dimensions, the results indicated 

defined themes for each stage.

Results

The results suggested adjustment develops in five stages. Each stage 

identified typical themes for each adjustment dimension. The results of this 

study supported that adjustment develops over time and suggested that 

adjustment develops on an individual path in the cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral dimensions.

Ann Bea Carla Doria Emma Frida Gina Hera Ira Jenny Kelsey

Assignment duration 
in months 24 40 40 32 25 26 38 50 47 47 31

Previous expatriations 6 0 5 1 6 0 2 0 2 0 2

Perceived org support
fair good good good good poor good fair poor

Finan-
cial good

Employment before 
assignment no yes yes yes no no no no no yes no

Employment during 
assignment no yes no no no no no no no 1 year no

Home country UK CA UK UK CA AU US US US UK US

Host country SA FR MY US IN US MX NL AE SA SA

Perceived local

language skills fluent fair fluent fluent fluent fluent poor none fluent fluent fluent

Number of children 
living in household 2 0 0 2 1 2 2 2 1 2 3

Number of pages in 
blog 15 15 21 18 28 12 13 13 4 9 15

Interview in minutes 36 37 39 41 62 47 70 75 44 written 38

Interview number of 

pages transcribed 13 12 15 13 18 14 18 18 18 8 13
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Background

• Expatriates are an important factor in globalization efforts5. 

However, the costs of expatriates are significant which makes the success 

of the expatriation assignment a critical factor for organizational success5.

• Traditionally, the expat-manager is in the focus of research5

although expat-spouse adjustment is an important factor in expatriation 

success7.

• Expat-manager adjustment differs from expat-spouse experience

as the spouse faces challenges in day to day life while the expat-manager 

finds a familiar work environment7. 

Theoretical Foundation

• The 3-D  Model of Adjustment 4 (Dimensions, Domains, Dynamics)

• Model is based on 

• Comprehensive Model of International Adjustment 1

• Theory of Work Adjustment 2 

• Kim’s Integrative Communication Theory of Cross-Cultural Adaption 6

• This study is the first empirical research based on the 3-D Model and 

extends it to expat-spouses

Research Method and Design

• A descriptive qualitative case study was used to explore the complex 

situation of expat spouses. The bounded system, for the suggested study 

was the expat spouse who coped with her specific situation of living abroad 

by describing her experiences in online blogs 8. 

• Qualitative case study research explicitly focuses on the rich data in the 

situational context. The strength of the argument is not in the number of 

participants but in the number of explored variables constituting the 

situation over a period of time 3.
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Data point

1 Arrival 2 Orientation 3 Feeling at 
Home

4 In-Limbo 5 Departure

Cognitive 
Adjustment

Initial confusion, 

reconstructing a 
life

Understanding 

foreign social and 
cultural cues

Learning the 
local language

Expanding 

knowledge to 

culture and 
history

Preparing for 
the next move

Affective 
Adjustment

Initial insecurity, 

extending the 

frame of 
reference

Loneliness and 

lack of purpose, 

questioning the 
expat experience

Social 

interaction and 

developing 

friendships / 

Feeling at 

home, finding a 
passion

Unsure about 

the future, 

emotional 
withdrawal

Appreciating 

the experience, 

mourning the 
losses

Behavioral 
Adjustment

Dependency 

and loss of 
authority

Expanding the 

boundaries of 
activity

Traditions and 

values, what to 

keep and what 
to adapt

Operational 

hectic, 

organizing the 
next move


