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Intercultural adjustment

in the context of studying abroad

Prof. Stephan Van den Broucke

Session d’Acclimatation Culturelle

pour des étudiants Erasmus sélectionnés 2026-2027

Goals of the session

• Provide an orientation to living and studying in another 
country

• Encourage reflection about your own expectations

• Provide a general orientation to the nature of culture  
and adjustment to cultural differences

• Give information about 

– difficulties you may encounter when adjusting to another culture

– ways to identify difficulties at an early stage

– ways to cope with adjustment problems

• Give suggestions on how to prepare your stay abroad
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Your expectations

Why look at your expectations?

• How you experience your stay abroad 
depends on what you expect from the 
experience  

• Reflecting about yourself, your values and 
your expectations gives you insight into 
the personal changes studying abroad 
can bring about

Self-reflective exercise

A. What are the three things that you are most looking 

forward to about studying abroad? 

B. What are the three things that currently worry you 

most about going overseas? 

C. What are the three things (people, places, activities, 

etc.) you believe you will miss most when you are 

abroad? 

D. What will be your greatest challenge when studying 

abroad?
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The hidden dimension of “culture”

• When you study abroad you enter another culture 

• What is « culture »? 

The meaning of culture

• Not only art and history!  

• The shared sets of values, attitudes, beliefs, and 

behaviours that are widely held by members of a 

group, community or country

– is comprised of all those things we learn as part of growing up

– includes language, religion, beliefs about social relations, 

political organization and legitimacy, …

– also the thousands of “do’s and don'ts” one needs to know to 

become a functioning member of that group

• You can’t always “see” culture

but if you don’t understand how it works, it can seriously affect 

how you adjust to and enjoy your time abroad
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Iceberg model of culture

Ways of doing
• behaviour

• expressions 

• way of dressing

• food preferences

•…

Ways of thinking
• attitudes

• assumptions

• expectations

Ways of being
• values

• beliefs

• world view

What do we see?

What does it mean?

Why does it have this meaning?

Examples of different cultural meaning
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Dimensions of cultural values (Hofstede)

• individual centered – group centered

• task centered – relationship centered

• direct (speak one’s mind) – indirect 

• egalitarian – hierarchy oriented

• formal – informal

• low context (info is given) – high context (info is understood)

• Traditional (past oriented) – change (future oriented)  

Understanding cultural differences: 
linking behaviour to values 

Behaviour

Calling people by their first name 

Not helping the person next to 
you at an exam 

Disagreeing openly with someone 
at a meeting 

Agreeing with a suggestion you 
think is wrong 

Asking the professor's opinion    
of something you already know 

Value

informality

self-reliance 

directness

saving face

respect for

authority

Countries

US, Australia

Switzerland

Germany

Germany, 
Netherlands

Asia

India, Brazil 
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Contrasting cultural values

• What are “typical” Belgian values? 
– What are common conceptions of Belgians held by people from other 

countries? 

– Do all Belgians really share them? 

• How does the country where you will be an Erasmus 
student compare to the Belgian culture on these
dimensions?

Universal, cultural or personal?
• Culture is only one category or dimension of human 

behavior
– Universal refers to ways in which all people in all groups are the 

same 

– Cultural refers to what a particular group of people have in 
common with each other and how they are different from other 
groups

– Personal describes the ways in which each one of us is 
different from everyone else, including those in our group

• Continuum

Universal Cultural Personal

desire to eat  

when hungry attitudes towards

types of food

craving 

sushi



7

Implications

• Because of universal behavior, not everything about 

people in a new culture is going to be different

some of what you already know about human behavior is going 

to apply in your host country 

• Because of personal behavior, not everything you 

learn about your host culture is going to apply in equal 

measure, or at all, to every individual in that culture 

Reactions to cultural differences

Denial Reversal

Defense

Minimisation Acceptance Adaptation Integration

ethnocentrism ethnorelativism
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Reactions to living in a different culture

• Culture surprise

awareness of superficial, novel differences early 
in the stay in the new culture

• Culture stress
- mild response to "stimulus overload“, often seen in travelers 

abroad

- one becomes tired and withdrawn, daily reality becomes 
more difficult

• Culture irritation
getting annoyed about certain items or behaviors 
that are common in the culture and to which an 
individual reacts particularly strongly 

e.g., spitting, hygiene, verbal harassment  

Reactions to living in a different culture
• Culture fatigue

– feeling stressed by having to deal with                                        
a lot of new cultural information all at once      

– sources of stress  
• unfamiliar social and academic settings 

• no clear understanding of how to succeed
or avoid failure

“Trying harder" without understanding the "rules" of the culture or modifying your 
normal behavior tends to compound the problem and rather than resolve it 

• unrealistic expectations and preconceptions

• making efforts to learn the language or culture and failing to make 
the progress you expected

“language fatigue" : physically and psychologically drained by speaking, 
listening, and finding meaning in another language

• finding out that making friends does not work the same way

• Can result in culture shock
– more intense and persisting reaction to trying to maintain 

accustomed patterns of behavior in the new cultural environment 

– happens frequent enough to be considered as very “normal ”            
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Symptoms of culture shock

• Extreme homesickness

• Feelings of 

helplessness/dependency

• Disorientation and isolation

• Depression and sadness

• Hyper-irritability up to 

inappropriate anger and hostility

• Sleep and eating disturbances

• Loss of focus and ability to 

complete tasks

• Excessive critical reactions to 

host culture/stereotyping

• Feeling sick much of the time

• Excessive drinking

• Recreational drug dependency

• Extreme concerns over 

sanitation, safety, and being 

taking advantage of

Shock or fatigue?

• Most people experience only mild annoyances and 
temporary dissatisfaction in the process of adjusting to 
life in a different country/culture 

probably better characterized as “irritation” (a cultural practice 
or attitude that “drives you nuts” when you encounter it) or 
“culture fatigue” (a temporary frustration)

• For a few, culture shock can be a profoundly disorienting 
experience and take much longer to recover from, 
particularly if 

– in the midst of the experience you are unaware of the sources   
of the problem 

– if you have no idea of how to counteract it
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Cross-cultural adjustment cycle

• “Honeymoon”

• Increasing stress, irritation, 

fatigue, (shock)

• Recovery

• Adaptation

Coping with culture fatigue and shock
1. Understand the culture

• Gather information to make cultural differences more under-
standable, if not natural. Look below the surface

• Look for the logical reasons behind host culture patterns 

• Don't give in to the temptation to disparage what you do not like 
or understand 

• Relax your grip on your normal culture and try to adapt to new 
rules and roles

• Try to fit into the rhythm of life in your host culture. Adjust to their 
time schedule for meals and work 

2. Understand your reaction
• Know the symptoms and recognize signs of "culture fatigue" and 

“culture shock”

• Realize that some degree of discomfort and stress is natural in a 
cross-cultural experience

• Recognize that your reactions are often emotional and not always 
(or easily) subject to rational control
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Coping with culture fatigue and shock (2)

3. Communicate
• Find out where people meet and socialize, and make an effort    

to go to those places and observe

• Identify a support network among host nationals, teachers,      
and fellow students 

• Work on the language of the country 

• Do not worry if you make mistakes when speaking the language!

4. Ease the stress 
• Understand that any "cultural clash" will likely be temporary

• Take care of yourself by exercising, getting enough sleep, eating 
properly and doing things you enjoy. 

• Give yourself "quiet time," some private space

• Don't be too hard on yourself when things are not going perfectly

• Draw on your own personal resources and styles for handling 
stress. You have done it many times before and you can do it 
again! 

Loneliness

Signs

• You’re alone and you don’t feel you 

have a choice not to be

• You feel that you’re lacking attachments 

you had in the past

• You are facing changes in your life

• You feel there’s no one with whom you 

can share your feelings and experiences

• Your self perceptions are that you’re 

unacceptable, unlovable, not worthwhile 

even if others don’t share those 

perceptions
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Coping with loneliness

• Develop friendships

– Loneliness will not last forever

– Put yourself in new situations

– Look for ways to get involved

• Develop yourself

– Follow habits of good nutrition, regular exercise, 

adequate sleep

– Use your time alone to enjoy yourself rather than 

just existing until you will be with others

– Keep things in your environment that you can use 

to enjoy alone time (reading, … )

10 suggestions for a successful exchange

Before you go

1. Know your destination

2. Prepare to be understood and to understand 

3. Learn the language

4. Understand how cultures work

When you arrive

5. Get the logistical and practical arrangements settled

6. Find a mentor 

7. Stay curious 

8. Watch for culture fatigue and culture shock  

9. Keep a journal or notebook 

10. Chill out
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Preparing to come back

Re-entry Shock

The adjustment problems people experience when 

returning home after an extended stay abroad



14

Common re-entry expectations

• Everything will be the same

• Everything will be great

• People will be interested in my stories

• I will fit back into life with no problems

• I can pick up my relationships where we left off

• People will be open minded

• People around me will recognize and applaud my 
personal growth

• I will have the same needs and goals as before

Stages of re-entry adjustment
• Departure 

mixed feelings of sadness to end your adventure abroad and 
excitement to see family and friends again

• Honeymoon
– lasts one hour up to a couple of weeks
– excited to see family and friends again, tell everyone your 

stories, get your pictures developed, eat your favorite home 
meal, have your longed-for favorite drink, … 

• Reverse culture shock
– ranges from several weeks to over a year 
– the length of this stage depends on factors such 

• duration of stay

• depth of involvement with host culture

• differences between cultures

• personal disposition

• Readjustment
– you have found your balance again
– you have created a new sense of home and re-established routines in 

your work, school and social life
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Remedies against re-entry shock
• Be aware

– Realize that the transition may be difficult  

– Give your self time to reflect on your experiences and re-adjust 

– Keep a journal and make a scrapbook while the memories are fresh.  
Avoid making major life decisions until you feel more grounded  

• Create a support system
– Talk to who might understand what you are going through

(family, friends, …) 

– Stay connected with other Erasmus students 

• Stay connected with your host culture
Keep in contact with the friends you made while on your exchange via 
letters, e-mail, or skype

• Continue to be a multi-cultural person
watch the BBC or Euronews on television, go out to a foreign restaurant 

• Be a volunteer
Let others benefit from your unique perspective on how things are done 
differenty elsewhere 


