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Impl�cat�ons of Early Soc�ocultural Adaptat�on 
for Study Abroad Students
Victor Savicki
Western Oregon University

Student adjustment to the�r study-abroad, host culture forms an �mportant 
part of both the potent�al for develop�ng �ntercultural competence and founda-
t�on for transformat�onal exam�nat�on of values and �dent�ty (Bennett, 2008) . 
Accord�ng to Ward, and colleagues (Ward, 2001; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 
2001; Ward & Kennedy, 1999), student adaptat�on to a d�fferent culture can be 
seen as both psycholog�cal (cop�ng w�th acculturat�ve stress), and soc�ocultural 
(learn�ng what �t takes to “fit �n” to the new culture) . Ostens�bly, these two types 
of adaptat�on support one another, w�th certa�n caveats (Berry, 2005) . Wh�le psy-
cholog�cal adjustment focuses on affect�ve react�ons to �ntercultural adjustment, 
soc�ocultural adaptat�on �s based on learn�ng the sk�lls and knowledge necessary 
to reduce d�fficult�es w�th the “fore�gnness” of a d�fferent culture (Ward, 2001) . 
A person can be sa�d to have adapted soc�oculturally when he or she knows how 
to behave accord�ng to the norms of the fore�gn culture �n wh�ch they are l�v�ng . 
The current long�tud�nal study exam�nes the relat�onsh�p between soc�ocultural 
and psycholog�cal adaptat�on . Spec�fically, �t focuses on the �mpact of the ease 
of “fitt�ng �n” to a new culture w�th psycholog�cal outcomes of sat�sfact�on and 
react�ons to stress . One m�ght pred�ct that lower �n�t�al adaptat�on to l�v�ng �n a 
fore�gn culture m�ght result �n lower psycholog�cal adjustment . The study find-
�ngs, however, are more compl�cated reveal�ng l�nkages to the qual�ty of the study 
abroad exper�ence more than to �ts outcomes . 

W�th the �ncrease �n global�zat�on, fields such as �nternat�onal educat�on as 
well as those of bus�ness and pol�t�cal sc�ence w�ll be fac�ng an �ncrease �n numbers 
of students and workers adapt�ng to fore�gn cultures . In �nternat�onal educat�on, 
study abroad placements are on an upward trend (Ch�n, & Bhandar�, 2006) and 
are pred�cted to accelerate over the next decade (Comm�ss�on on the Abraham 
L�ncoln Study Abroad Fellowsh�p Program, 2005) . Help�ng students and others 
fac�ng the task of adapt�ng to a fore�gn culture �s becom�ng ever more press�ng . 
The current study delves �nto soc�ocultural adaptat�on �n order to clar�fy that 
process and prov�de �nformat�on useful for educators, tra�ners, coaches, and oth-
ers gu�d�ng those fac�ng a sojourn �n a fore�gn culture . A br�ef l�terature rev�ew 
w�ll set the stage for the study .
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A c c u l t u r a t i v e  S t r e s s

When students are dropped �nto a fore�gn culture to study and l�ve for an 
extended per�od of t�me, they face a boom�ng, buzz�ng, confus�on of cultural 
clashes, as well as the exc�tement and challenge of engag�ng w�th a fore�gn world 
(Matsumoto, et al, 2001, 2004) . From the class�c stress and cop�ng po�nt of v�ew 
(Lazarus, 1999), students’ cop�ng resources are taxed �n deal�ng w�th such da�ly 
stressors as r�d�ng publ�c transportat�on, stand�ng �n l�ne, mak�ng purchases �n 
local stores . The expectat�ons the students carry from the�r home cultures do not 
necessar�ly apply �n the�r host culture . From the soc�ocultural perspect�ve (Ward, 
2001) they are faced w�th the task of learn�ng a new set of sk�lls and, somet�mes 
more d�fficult, alter�ng well pract�ced sk�lls at fitt�ng �n to a culture based on the�r 
prev�ous exper�ence . Depend�ng on the�r personal�ty and the�r cop�ng sk�lls, stu-
dents may exper�ence the new learn�ng s�tuat�ons as exh�larat�ng and challeng-
�ng, or threaten�ng and even harmful . These percept�ons can have consequences 
�n terms of psycholog�cal adjustment (Sche�er & Carver, 1985; Ferguson, Mat-
thews, & Cox, 1999) . 

S o c i o c u l t u r a l  S t r e s s o r s

Not all stressful s�tuat�ons �n a fore�gn culture are created equal . Sav�ck� and col-
leagues (2008) found that some stressors were �mportant to study abroad students 
throughout the�r sojourn (e .g . comply�ng w�th the rules of soc�al �nteract�on); wh�le 
others, on average, hardly reg�stered to students as stressful at anyt�me dur�ng the�r 
stay (e .g . find�ng food to enjoy) . In add�t�on, the �mportance of var�ous soc�ocultural 
stressors d�ffered over the course of the sojourn . Early on, concerns about mak�ng 
one’s self understood dom�nated; wh�le later, �ssues emerged w�th regard to us�ng 
the host culture language, and compar�ng the U .S . and host culture to other cultures 
encountered dur�ng travels . A total of 2� stress categor�es were �dent�fied .

On average, the d�fficulty �n respond�ng to soc�ocultural stressors tapers 
off over t�me . Ward and Kennedy (1999) found that the average d�fficulty that 
sojourners exper�enced �n adapt�ng to a l�st of 29 stressors dropped, reach�ng a 
somewhat steady level �n about s�x to twelve months of �nteract�on w�th the host 
culture . However, th�s course of change based on average scores may mask d�ffer-
ent trajector�es of change for the var�ous stressors found by Sav�ck�, et al . (2008) . 
The current study follows both average soc�ocultural adaptat�on and separate 
stressors over three t�me per�ods dur�ng a three month study abroad sojourn �n 
order to exam�ne th�s phenomenon more closely . The focus �s not only on the 
relat�onsh�ps of soc�ocultural and psycholog�cal adaptat�on, but also on the pre-
cursors and mechan�sms by wh�ch soc�ocultural adaptat�on m�ght occur .
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C o n t r i b u t o r s  t o  S o c i o c u l t u r a l  A d a p t a t i o n

Ward and Kennedy (1999) as well as Barry (2005) �nd�cate that soc�ocul-
tural adaptat�on may be the result of many �nterm�ngled factors . On the level of 
personal�ty character�st�cs, for example, adjustment to a fore�gn culture for study 
abroad students has been related to personal�ty character�st�cs of extravers�on, 
agreeableness, consc�ent�ousness, opt�m�sm, and hope (Mastumoto, et al ., 2004; 
Sav�ck�, et al ., 2004) . Matsumoto and colleagues (2001, 200�, 2004) correlated 
�ntercultural adjustment to character�st�cs such as emot�onal regulat�on, open-
ness, flex�b�l�ty, and cr�t�cal th�nk�ng . 

Prev�ous exper�ence such as language fluency, travel exper�ence, and fr�ends 
from other cultures may ease study abroad students’ d�fficult�es �n adapt�ng to a d�f-
ferent culture through the break�ng down of ethnocentr�sm (Bennett, 199�) . Also, 
the �ntens�ty of the demands of the study abroad exper�ence may pose barr�ers to 
�ntercultural adjustment . Var�ables such as cultural d�stance, cultural �solat�on, level 
of �mmers�on, and exper�enced control over events may tax student efforts at fitt�ng 
�n w�th the host culture (Pa�ge, 199�; Sav�ck�, Cooley & Donnelly, 2008) .

In add�t�on, strateg�es used to appra�se and cope w�th stress were related to 
soc�ocultural and psycholog�cal adjustment (Ward & Kennedy, 2001; Sav�ck�, 
et al ., 2008) . The processes �nvolved �n soc�ocultural adaptat�on are many and 
complex . In the current study we look spec�fically at the �mpact of affect�v�ty and 
stress appra�sal strateg�es .

V a r i a b i l i t y  o f  A d a p t a t i o n

Not all study abroad sojourners ach�eve a comfortable, or even a tolerable 
level of adaptat�on w�th the�r host culture . The l�terature �s r�fe w�th reports of 
fa�led placements (Adler, 1997; Matsumoto, et al ., 2001) . The most common 
presumpt�on �s that soc�ocultural adaptat�on �s normally d�str�buted w�th most 
sojourners ach�ev�ng a modest level of adaptat�on; some ma�nta�n�ng a separa-
t�on from the host culture; some ass�m�lat�ng completely (Ward, Bochner & 
Furnham, 2001) . In a related d�scuss�on of acculturat�on, Berry (1997, 2004) 
descr�bes strateg�es that sojourners may employ to adjust to the�r host culture . 
These strateg�es comb�ne the �nd�v�dual’s �dent�ficat�on w�th the�r home culture 
w�th the�r �dent�ficat�on w�th the host culture . The most benefic�al strategy, from 
Barry’s po�nt of v�ew, �s the Integrat�on strategy �n wh�ch the sojourner �dent�fies 
pos�t�vely w�th both the home and host cultures at the same t�me .

A quest�on to be exam�ned �s how to fac�l�tate study abroad student soc�ocul-
tural adaptat�on so that they can reap the benefits assoc�ated w�th the Integrat�on 
strategy . Fundamental to answer�ng that quest�on �s the need to d�scover what proc-
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esses m�ght be �nvolved w�th successful versus unsuccessful soc�ocultural adaptat�on . 
The current study attempts to explore th�s matter by follow�ng students who report 
easy versus d�fficult soc�ocultural adaptat�on early �n the�r sojourn .

H y p o t h e s e s

Follow�ng from the above d�scuss�on, we w�ll explore several hypotheses 
related to soc�ocultural adjustment �n study abroad students .

Hypothes�s 1: Low and h�gh �n�t�al soc�ocultural adaptat�on w�ll be related 
to prev�ous culturally related exper�ence, personal�ty character�st�cs, and meas-
ured potent�al for �ntercultural adjustment .

Hypothes�s 2: Lower �n�t�al soc�ocultural adaptat�on w�ll lead to lower soc�-
ocultural adaptat�on at the end of the sojourn .

Hypothes�s �: Sal�ence of �ssues of soc�ocultural adaptat�on w�ll vary overall, 
and d�fferent �ssues w�ll be sal�ent for low and h�gh �n�t�al adapters .

Hypothes�s 4: Lower �n�t�al soc�ocultural adaptat�on w�ll lead to poorer psy-
cholog�cal adjustment at the end of the sojourn .

Hypothes�s 5: Lower �n�t�al soc�ocultural adaptat�on w�ll lead to more d�f-
ficult�es �n the process of adjust�ng to the host culture .

M e t h o d s

Participants
Part�c�pants were 59 U .S . un�vers�ty students study�ng abroad �n four d�f-

ferent countr�es (Austr�a = 16, Greece = 9, Italy = 11, Spa�n = 2�) . Average age 
was 21 .5 years; 65% were women; 42% were sen�ors, 52% were jun�ors, 6% were 
sophomores . They sojourned �n the�r respect�ve countr�es for approx�mately 
three months dur�ng the Autumn .

Measures
Socio-cultural adaptation scale (SCAS). Ward and Kennedy (1999) have 

�dent�fied a l�st of encounters, and �ssues that may be relevant to soc�ocultural 
adjustment . Respondents rate the�r d�fficulty �n adjust�ng to cultural s�tuat�ons 
us�ng a five po�nt L�kert scale w�th 1 = No d�fficulty to 5 = Extreme d�fficulty . A 
br�ef sample of the�r 29 �tem scale �ncludes “Mak�ng fr�ends,” “Us�ng the transport 
system,” “Go�ng shopp�ng,” “Deal�ng w�th unsat�sfactory serv�ce,” “Gett�ng used 
to the local food/find�ng food you enjoy,” “Deal�ng w�th people �n author�ty,” 
“Understand�ng the locals’ world v�ew” (Ward & Kennedy, 1999 p . 66�) . Rel�-
ab�l�ty based on Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was  .858 . In add�t�on, 
Ward and Kennedy (1999) factor analyzed the�r scale and found two factors: 
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Cultural Empathy and Relatedness (1� �tems), and Impersonal Endeavors and 
Per�ls (7 �tems) . These factor scales are used �n subsequent analyses .

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). The SWLS �s a five �tem quest�on-
na�re us�ng a seven po�nt L�kert scale to rate overall sat�sfact�on w�th l�fe us�ng 
quest�ons such as “In most ways my l�fe �s close to my �deal” (D�ener, Emmons, 
Larsen, & Gr�ffin, 1985) . The SWLS can be v�ewed as a measure of psycholog�-
cal adjustment s�nce the scale demonstrated moderately strong cr�ter�on val�d�ty 
w�th several measures of psycholog�cal well-be�ng (D�ener, Emmons, Larsen, & 
Gr�ffin, 1985 pp . 72–7�) . Alpha for the current sample was  .85� .

Psychological symptoms . Psycholog�cal stra�n was measured based on four sub-
scales from the Br�ef Symptom Inventory (BSI) (Derogat�s & Mel�saratos, 198�) . 
The five to s�x �tem symptom cluster scales �ncluded were Somat�zat�on: d�stress 
ar�s�ng from percept�ons of bod�ly dysfunct�on; Depress�on: dysphor�a and lack of 
mot�vat�on and energy; Anx�ety: nervousness, pan�c attacks, apprehens�on, dread; 
and Host�l�ty: thoughts, feel�ngs or act�ons of anger . Coeffic�ent alphas for the sub-
scales were Somat�zat�on  .780, Depress�on  .827, Anx�ety  .746, Host�l�ty  .744 . 

Appraisal of stress . The Appra�sal of L�fe Events (ALE) scale (Ferguson, Matthews, 
& Cox, 1999) assesses cogn�t�ve appra�sal of stressful s�tuat�ons v�a three d�mens�ons: 
Challenge (6 �tems), the degree to wh�ch the env�ronment �s perce�ved as one that 
allows for personal growth and development through potent�al mastery of stressors; 
Threat (6 �tems), the degree to wh�ch the env�ronment �s perce�ved as host�le, apt to 
generate anx�ety, and may be potent�ally harmful; and Loss (4 �tems), the potent�al 
for suffer�ng and sadness . Part�c�pants were asked to appra�se “my study abroad expe-
r�ence” on 16 adject�ves (e .g . st�mulat�ng, exc�t�ng, fearful, host�le, depress�ng, pa�n-
ful) us�ng a five po�nt L�kert scale rang�ng from 1 = Not at all, to 5 = Very much so . 
Alphas for the current sample were Challenge,  .846; Threat,  .884, and Loss,  .796 .

Affect. Pos�t�ve and negat�ve mood were assessed w�th the Pos�t�ve and Nega-
t�ve Affect�v�ty Schedule (PANAS); (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) . The Pos-
�t�ve Act�vat�on subscale l�sts 10 adject�ves related to pos�t�ve mood (e .g . act�ve, 
alert, attent�ve) . The Negat�ve Act�vat�on subscale l�sts 10 adject�ves related to 
negat�ve mood (e .g . afra�d, ashamed, d�stressed) . Part�c�pants were asked to rate 
the extent to wh�ch they had felt each of these emot�ons over the past few weeks 
of the�r sojourn . Rat�ngs were made on a five po�nt L�kert scale, rang�ng from 1 
= Very sl�ghtly or not at all to 5 = Extremely . Alphas for the current sample were 
Pos�t�ve Act�vat�on,  .8�2; Negat�ve Act�vat�on,  .858 .

Intercultural Potential Scale (ICAPS) . The ICAPS cons�sts of 55 �tems w�th 
responses g�ven on a scale rang�ng from 1 = Strongly D�sagree to 7 = Strongly 
Agree . A total score (ICAPS Total) was computed by summ�ng all �tems (24 
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reverse coded) w�th h�gher scores �nd�cat�ng greater adjustment potent�al (Mat-
sumoto, et al ., 2001) . Th�s scale has demonstrated pred�ct�ve val�d�ty for adjust-
ment to a new culture based on peer and expert �nterv�ewer rat�ngs, as well as self 
and subject�ve rat�ngs (Matsumoto, et al ., 2001 p 492) . Four factor scores were also 
der�ved—Emot�on Regulat�on (ER): the ab�l�ty to modulate one’s emot�onal reac-
t�ons to avo�d employ�ng psycholog�cal defenses, Openness (OP): the ab�l�ty to 
engage �n learn�ng about the new culture, Flex�b�l�ty (FL): be�ng free of over-attach-
ment to prev�ous ways of th�nk�ng and w�ll�ngness to tolerate amb�gu�ty, and Cr�t�-
cal Th�nk�ng (CT): the ab�l�ty to generate creat�ve, new hypotheses about �nc�dents 
�n the new culture that go beyond one’s home cultural framework . All five ICAPS 
scores were transformed to T-scores w�th a mean of 50 and standard dev�at�on of 10 
based on a normat�ve sample . The authors of the scale reported alphas of  .78� for 
the ICAPS Total,  .6�8 for Emot�onal Regulat�on,  .601 for Openness,  .568 for Flex-
�b�l�ty,  .4�� for Cr�t�cal Th�nk�ng (Matsumoto, et al ., 2001) .

Personality . Personal�ty was measured us�ng a short vers�on of the B�g F�ve 
personal�ty factor approach (Fossum, Weyant & Etter, Feldman-Barrett, 1996) . 
For th�s �5 �tem scale, each sub-scale had 7 �tems . The scales and key defin-
�ng tra�ts for each �nclude: 1) Neurot�c�sm: anx�ous, host�le, self-consc�ous; 2) 
Extravers�on: outgo�ng, soc�able, upbeat, assert�ve; �) Openness to exper�ence: 
cur�os�ty, flex�b�l�ty, unconvent�onal att�tudes; 4) Agreeableness: sympathet�c, 
trust�ng, cooperat�ve, stra�ghtforward; 5) Consc�ent�ousness: d�l�gent, d�sc�-
pl�ned, well-organ�zed, dependable . Alphas for the sub-scales �n th�s sample are 
Neurot�c�sm  .768, Extravers�on  .77�, Openness  . 7�1, Agreeableness  .611, Con-
sc�ent�ousness  . 707 .

Procedures
Students responded to measures voluntar�ly w�th assurance of confident�al�ty . 

Demograph�c �nformat�on, the B�g 5 personal�ty scale and the ICAPS were com-
pleted pr�or to departure for the study abroad placement . The SWLS, BSI, ALE, and 
PANAS measures were all taken at the end of the student study abroad sojourn .

Soc�ocultural adaptat�on was assessed w�th regard to three po�nts �n t�me: 
first week of the sojourn, m�ddle week of the sojourn, and end of the sojourn . 
Because �t would have been d�fficult for students to understand the mean�ng of 
the SCAS quest�ons dur�ng the�r first week �n a fore�gn culture, both first week 
and m�ddle of the sojourn measures were taken at the same t�me . Students were 
asked to recall the�r first week react�ons to the SCAS �tems retrospect�vely, and 
respond to the�r m�ddle of sojourn react�ons concurrently . End of the sojourn 
react�ons were assessed at the end of the sojourn . In add�t�on, at the end of the 
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term, students were asked to est�mate the frequency w�th wh�ch they encountered 
the soc�ocultural �ssues l�sted �n the SCAS . Frequency was measured v�a a five 
po�nt L�ckert scale w�th 1 = Never, and 5 = Very Frequently .

In order to test hypotheses concern�ng the �mpact of early soc�ocultural 
adjustment on study abroad outcomes, the whole sample was d�v�ded v�a a 
med�an spl�t on the�r SCAS scale scores for the first week of the�r sojourn �nto 
Low In�t�al Adapter (n = 26) and H�gh In�t�al Adapter (n = 27) groups . In th�s 
case, as �n all others unless otherw�se noted, h�gher scores �nd�cate better soc�o-
cultural adjustment . There were no d�fferences between the groups �n age, gen-
der, or class stand�ng, nor were there any d�fferences between the study abroad 
s�tes at wh�ch students were enrolled .

R e s u l t s  a n d  D i s c u s s i o n

Prediction of low versus high initial adapters
In general the Low In�t�al Adapters were not d�fferent from the H�gh In�t�al 

Adapters �n e�ther demograph�c or personal�ty character�st�cs . No d�fferences 
appeared �n years of language stud�ed �n h�gh school or college, number of weeks 
of prev�ous fore�gn travel, number of fr�ends from a fore�gn culture, or emphas�s 
on ethn�c �dent�ty �n the fam�ly . Only a marg�nal d�fference appeared for prev�-
ous fore�gn exchange (p<  .09) . L�kew�se, no d�fferences appeared �n personal�ty 
character�st�cs of extravers�on, openness, consc�ent�ousness, or agreeableness; 
w�th only a marg�nal d�fference for neurot�c�sm (p<  .07) . Add�t�onally, no d�f-
ferences appeared between the groups on any of the �ntercultural adjustment 
potent�al scales . Hypothes�s 1 �s rejected . Pred�ct�ng wh�ch students would 
fall �nto the Low or H�gh In�t�al Adapter groups was not based on personal-
�ty, potent�al for �ntercultural adjustment, or prev�ous exper�ence that m�ght be 
related to soc�ocultural adaptat�on .

Course of sociocultural adaptation
A repeated measures analys�s of var�ance �nd�cated that the H�gh and Low 

In�t�al Adapter groups showed s�gn�ficant d�fferences �n soc�ocultural adjustment 
over the three t�me per�ods �n wh�ch they were assessed (F = 114 .48, p <  .001) . 
Table 1 �nd�cates means and standard dev�at�ons and s�gn�ficance levels for the 
overall SCAS score and for the two factor scores for the groups . Add�t�onally, 
there was a s�gn�ficant �nteract�on between groups and t�me (F = 14� .58, p < 
 .001) . F�gure 1 shows the course of change �n the SCAS Factor scores for the two 
groups over the three t�me per�ods . The H�gh In�t�al Adapters held the�r h�gher 
relat�ve pos�t�on throughout the three t�me per�ods . However, the Low In�t�al 
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Adapters showed a steeper �ncrease between the F�rst Week and the M�ddle Week 
than d�d the H�gh In�t�al Adapters . At the End of the Term the �n�t�al d�fference 
was all but erased w�th Low In�t�al Adapters ma�nta�n�ng the�r s�gn�ficantly lower 
level of soc�ocultural adaptat�on only for the Impersonal Endeavors and Per�ls 
factor (p <  .05) . Support for hypothes�s 2 �s m�xed . Lower �n�t�al soc�ocultural 
adaptat�on was pred�ct�ve of lower adaptat�on at the end of the sojourn only mar-
g�nally for the total score, and s�gn�ficantly only for one of the two factor scores . 
The steepness of change between first week and m�ddle week scores �llustrates a 
robust reduct�on of d�fficulty �n fitt�ng �n for the Low In�t�al Adapters .

Several aspects of th�s course of soc�ocultural adaptat�on call for d�scuss�on . 
F�rst, the data are not cons�stent w�th a smooth learn�ng curve as suggested by 
Ward and colleagues (Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Ward, 2001; Ward, Bochner & 
Furnham, 2001) . A m�ddle week peak was followed by an end of term fall off . 
It may be that early resolut�ons of soc�ocultural �ssues are rev�s�ted later �n one’s 
sojourn . Second, Low In�t�al Adapters seem to catch up w�th H�gh In�t�al Adapt-
ers by the end of the sojourn espec�ally w�th regard to Cultural Empathy and 
Relatedness . Th�s type of adaptat�on may have been a�ded by a requ�red �ntercul-
tural commun�cat�on class that all students took regardless of the study abroad 



214

V i c t o r  S a v i c k i

culture �n wh�ch they were placed (cf . Arrúe, 2008; B�nder, 2008; M�nucc�, 2008) . 
Although the Low In�t�al Adapters �mproved s�gn�ficantly, the more mundane, 
day-to-day Impersonal Endeavors and Per�ls rema�ned challeng�ng . At the end of 
the�r sojourn they were st�ll hav�ng s�gn�ficantly more d�fficulty than the�r H�gh 
In�t�al Adapter comparators w�th “People star�ng,” “Unsat�sfactory serv�ce,” and 
“Local food/find�ng food you enjoy .” L�kew�se, H�gh In�t�al Adapter’s Imper-
sonal Endeavors and Per�ls scores d�d not �mprove s�gn�ficantly . Such seem�ngly 
rout�ne �ssues may cont�nue to be of concern because they are based on unavo�d-
able, spec�fic, everyday encounters . Understand�ng a culture �n the abstract may 
be eas�er than respond�ng to �t concretely .

Changes in specific sociocultural topics
The overall SCAS score as well as the two factor scores are based on aver-

ag�ng rat�ngs over several soc�ocultural �ssues . An exam�nat�on of those �ssues 
separately �llustrates that students perce�ve that the �ssues occur w�th vary�ng 
frequency . Table 2 shows that frequency of the events of the SCAS var�ed 
substant�ally . On the low end were “Worsh�pp�ng �n your usual way” at 2 .06 
and “Deal�ng w�th bureaucracy” at 2 .11 or Seldom on the rat�ng scale . On the 
h�gh end were “Mak�ng yourself understood” at 4 .15 and “F�nd�ng your way 
around” at 4 .14, between Regularly and Qu�te Frequently on the rat�ng scale . 
In general, those �ssues occurr�ng more frequently showed s�gn�ficant d�ffer-
ences between F�rst Week and End of Term . These were the �ssues that students 
faced on an ongo�ng bas�s .

F�gures 2 and � show a we�ghted average of SCAS �ssues for the beg�nn�ng 
and end�ng t�me per�ods sorted by factors . The level of d�fficulty exper�enced 
on each �ssue was mult�pl�ed by the frequency of occurrence to g�ve a we�ghted 
�ndex of �ts �mpact on study abroad students . Some �tems were we�ghted as rela-
t�vely easy to deal w�th across all t�me per�ods; e .g . “Deal�ng w�th the bureauc-
racy,” and “Deal�ng w�th people �n author�ty;” probably because �n the�r role 
as temporary sojourners the students d�d not have to face these challenges 
often . On the other hand, some �tems were we�ghted as relat�vely d�fficult to 
deal w�th across the sojourn; e .g . “Mak�ng yourself understood,” “Understand-
�ng jokes and humor .” Such �ssues m�ght be expected to l�nger unt�l a sojourner 
had entered deeply �nto the culture . Of more �nterest to study abroad educa-
tors and others who would fac�l�tate students’ understand�ng and comfort w�th 
a new culture were those �ssues that showed a h�gh level of d�fficulty �n the 
early days of the sojourn; e, g, “F�nd�ng your way around,” “Us�ng the transport 
 system,” “Understand�ng cultural d�fferences .” All three of these �ssues emerged 
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early as �mportant, and had been successfully dealt w�th by the end of the term . 
 Hypothes�s � ga�ns support . Some soc�ocultural �ssues are more �mportant 
than others . Some become more easy to deal w�th from beg�nn�ng to end of 
the sojourn; wh�le others do not . Even at the end of the sojourn, some �tems 
rema�ned more d�fficult for Low In�t�al Adapters . Low and H�gh In�t�al Adapt-
ers for the most part d�d not report encounter�ng soc�ocultural �ssues at d�fferent 
rates . On only three �ssues were there not�ceable d�fferences between the groups, 
and then only on “Understand�ng the local value system” d�d that d�fference 
reach stat�st�cal s�gn�ficance (p <  .05) . Soc�ocultural adaptat�on �s a complex 
phenomenon wh�ch can be better understood by d�saggregat�ng average scores .

Sociocultural adaptation and psychological 
 adjustment and process

Total sample results. Across all students (comb�ned H�gh and Low In�t�al 
Adapters) soc�ocultural adaptat�on was s�gn�ficantly �nversely related to reported 
Anx�ety (r = – .�99, p<  .01), Somat�c�sm (r = – .�8�, p<  .01), Host�l�ty (r = – .4�6, 
p<  .01), and Depress�on (r = – .455, p<  .01) . However, soc�ocultural adaptat�on 
was not s�gn�ficantly related to Sat�sfact�on w�th L�fe even though the SWLS 
was s�gn�ficantly �nversely related to the above symptom scales . It may be that 
although sat�sfact�on and lowered psycholog�cal symptoms related to each other, 
the effort �nvolved �n learn�ng sk�lls to “fit �n” w�th a fore�gn culture does not add 
to student percept�ons that the�r l�fe �s better �n some ways .

In terms of the process of psycholog�cal adjustment, soc�ocultural adapta-
t�on across all students was s�gn�ficantly �nversely related to both Negat�ve Affect 
(r = – .�26, p<  .01), and the stress appra�sal strategy of Loss (r = – .455, p<  .01) . 
That �s, students w�th lower soc�ocultural adaptat�on were more l�kely to report 
negat�ve feel�ngs concern�ng the�r sojourn, and they were more l�kely to perce�ve 
events as harmful or �nd�cat�ve of los�ng someth�ng . The appra�sal strategy of loss 
typ�cally occurs when an �nd�v�dual actually senses that a stressful s�tuat�on has 
overpowered them and dra�ned or thwarted �mportant personal resources .

Low vs High Adapter group results. Looked at from the perspect�ve of d�f-
ferences between Low and H�gh In�t�al Adapters, there were no d�fferences 
between the groups on any of the psycholog�cal symptom measures, but there 
were d�fferences on Negat�ve Affect, Threat, and Loss (see table �) . Desp�te 
beg�nn�ng the�r sojourn w�th lower soc�ocultural adaptat�on, the Low In�t�al 
Adapter group d�d not show a s�gn�ficant d�fference �n psycholog�cal adjust-
ment from the H�gh In�t�al Adapter group at the end of the sojourn . Hypoth-
es�s 4 �s rejected . However, the process of adapt�ng for the Low In�t�al Adapter 
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group was fraught w�th d�scomfort . They not only reported s�gn�ficantly more 
negat�ve feel�ngs (e .g . d�stressed, upset, afra�d), they also were respond�ng to 
soc�ocultural �ssues as �f they were threats to the�r ab�l�t�es to cope, or as actual 
harm or loss . These affect�ve and cogn�t�ve react�ons suggest that the Low In�t�al 
Adapters’ study abroad was a qual�tat�vely d�fferent exper�ence than that of the 
H�gh In�t�al Adapters’ . Hypothes�s 5 ga�ns support . Although the outcome of 
soc�ocultural adaptat�on �n relat�on to psycholog�cal adjustment was not d�f-
ferent for the two groups, the affect�ve and cogn�t�ve react�ons related to that 
adaptat�on descr�be an exper�ence t�nged w�th d�stress and d�fficulty for the 
Low In�t�al Adapter group

 .

Figure 2. Weighted means of Intercultural Empathy items for beginning and 
end of sojourn for all students

Figure 2. Weighted means of Impersonal Endeavors and Perils items for 
beginning and end of sojourn for all students
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C o n c l u s i o n s

F�tt�ng �n w�th a fore�gn culture can be qu�te tax�ng . Respond�ng to accul-
turat�ve stress can place heavy demands on study abroad students . Some students 
enter the�r sojourn able to adapt more qu�ckly than others . Th�s �n�t�al adaptat�on 
ab�l�ty has �mpl�cat�ons for the course of the�r soc�ocultural adaptat�on and 
the qual�ty of the�r study abroad exper�ence, though surpr�s�ngly not for the�r 
 ult�mate ab�l�ty to adjust e�ther psycholog�cally or, for the most part, soc�ocultur-
ally . In some ways Low In�t�al Adapters can be seen as hero�c �n the�r pers�stence 
�n the face of s�tuat�ons that feel threaten�ng and negat�ve . It behooves us to find 
ways to support and encourage these students .

The problem �n prov�d�ng support, however, �s that �t �s not easy to determ�ne 
who the lower �n�t�al adapters w�ll be based on common sense demograph�cs, per-
sonal�ty character�st�cs, or measured potent�al for �ntercultural adjustment . There-
fore, we need to look not at the students, but rather at the process of soc�ocultural 
adjustment �tself for keys �n help�ng students respond pos�t�vely to the cultural �ssues 
that ar�se . It �s clear that close attent�on to these �ssues dur�ng the first weeks of the 
students’ sojourn �s �mportant . Most of the change �n th�s study occurred w�th�n the 
first s�x weeks; though some �ssues l�ngered and reemerged later as well . Soc�ocul-
tural adaptat�on �s not a once and forever result . Cont�nued attent�on �s necessary .

Another key mode of support�ng and encourag�ng students �s to recogn�ze 
and respond to those soc�ocultural �ssues that are l�kely to occur more frequently, 
and w�th wh�ch the students are l�kely to have more d�fficulty . There w�ll be some 
var�at�on �n the sal�ence of these �ssues based on the spec�fic culture �n wh�ch 

Table 3. Affect and appraisal comparisons for High and Lo� Initial 
Sociocultural Adaptation groups
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the student �s study�ng, and the structure of the l�v�ng and classroom s�tuat�ons . 
However there do seem to be pred�ctable cross-cultural �ssues that can be empha-
s�zed (Sav�ck�, et al ., 2008) . G�ven the struggle of low �n�t�al adapters to deal w�th 
some soc�ocultural �ssues, the “s�nk or sw�m” method of unsupported adaptat�on 
does not seem to be �n the best �nterests of the students or of the programs �n 
wh�ch they study (Selby, 2008) .

Although the current study focuses on soc�ocultural adjustment, such 
changes do not occur �ndependently of psycholog�cal adjustment (Berry, 2005; 
Ward, 2001) . Students change on mult�ple levels dur�ng the�r study abroad . One 
type of change �s l�kely to support the other . Attent�on to and remed�at�on of 
psycholog�cal factors such as negat�ve affect and feel�ngs of threat and loss are 
l�kely to help students �n the�r struggles to fit �n w�th a fore�gn culture . Psycho-
log�cal adjustment �s part and parcel of the study abroad exper�ence .

F�nally, several l�m�tat�ons w�th the current study should be ment�oned �n 
the serv�ce of �mprov�ng future research on these �ssues . F�rst, the sample of study 
abroad students was comparat�vely small . Attr�t�on �n the long�tud�nal des�gn 
reduced the final sample s�ze . A larger sample cover�ng a w�der number of cul-
tures would be helpful . Second, the retrospect�ve assessment of �n�t�al soc�ocul-
tural adaptat�on could have �ntroduced error . It �s d�fficult to find a completely 
sat�sfactory way to assess an adaptat�on basel�ne when part�c�pants may have 
no �dea of the mean�ng of the �ssues pr�or to hav�ng encountered them . Future 
research m�ght assess students weekly to establ�sh a better understand�ng of the 
course of soc�ocultural adjustment . 

When students return from the�r stud�es abroad, the stor�es they tell about 
gett�ng along �n the�r host culture reflect the�r soc�ocultural adaptat�on . It �s 
what they, and we, th�nk of when we d�scuss the challenges and benefits of study 
abroad . Th�s process needs to be exam�ned �n much greater deta�l .
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