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ABSTRACT 

In this study, we contribute to the literature on adjustment of trailing spouses to new cultural 

environments by using an innovative research design where we employ sentiment analysis to 

examine trailing spouses’ blog entries over time as our source of data. Based on our analysis of 

blogs maintained by 12 trailing spouses relocated from Western countries to China, we identify 

four distinct trajectories of emotions, interpreted as a proxy for psychological adjustment, during 

the expatriation process. We also illustrate the contingency of the adjustment on the spouses’ 

individual and contextual factors and discuss differences and similarities between the four 

configurations of adjustment. We propose four profiles of trailing spouses: the observers, the 

optimists, the carers, and the mourners. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The number of expatriates continues to grow globally (e.g., Brown, 2008; Kraimer et al., 

2016) and the topic of expatriation with its various challenges continues to draw a lot of attention 

from scholars and practitioners alike (e.g. Brookfield GRS, 2016; Mahajan & Toh, 2014; Bader, 

Berg, & Holtbrugge, 2015; Lorenz, Ramsey, & Richey, 2017). A large bulk of this research 

explores the challenges and the process of cross-cultural adjustment, perceived as one of the key 

challenges for expatriates (e.g. Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al., 2005; Farh et al., 2010; Lazarova et al., 

2010). It is defined as the degree of psychological comfort with various aspects of a host country 

(e.g. Black & Gregersen, 1991).  

However, behind the focus on the expatriate and his/her adjustment, it often remains 

forgotten or unnoticed that most of the expatriates (about 75%-80%, Cartus 2007; GMAC 2008; 

Brookfield GRS 2011) are, in fact, accompanied by a spouse or partner (e.g., Ballesteros-Leiva et 

al., 2017; Cole, 2011; Davies et al., 2015; Kempen et al., 2015; Shaffer et al., 2001). These partners 

are often called “trailing spouses” and defined as the committed partners who follow the expatriates 

in their international move (see Harvey, 1998). Traditionally, research often accepted a 

dichotomous perspective on the expatriate – spouse phenomenon: the expatriate is usually a male 

sent by his corporation abroad to fulfill a particular task whereas the spouse is a female who follow 

and support the expatriate in his expatriation adventure. Despite of several noticeable attempts to 

examine more diverse groups of spouses (e.g. Davoine et al., 2013; McPhail et al., 2016), it seems 

that the “traditional” take on the spouse tends to persist in the literature still today.  

What is of interest to us in this paper is the relative lack of research on spouses and their 

adjustment, especially if compared with what has been done in relation to the expatriate’s 

adjustment. Research on spouses as the core subject of investigation remains marginal with a few 

exceptions (see Shaffer & Harrison, 2001; Bikos et al., 2007a, 2007b; Lauring & Selmer, 2010; 

Collins & Bretone, 2017). What these rare research tell us is that the adjustment of spouses is likely 

to be of a different kind and the challenges are likely to be different from those of the expatriate. 

At the same time, research on expatriates themselves shows that the spouse adjustment is an 

important factor in influencing and predicting expatriates’ adjustment and ultimately expatriation 

success (e.g. Black & Stephens, 1989; Black & Gregersen, 1991; Brett and Stroh, 1995; Bader et 

al., 2015). However, understanding the process of the spouse adjustment is important not only for 

the expatriate’s sake but also from the point of view of the spouse him/herself.  

When examining the spouse adjustment, one needs to consider the fact that the nature of 

the spouse adjustment is likely to differ from that of the expatriate. Whereas the expatriate is sent 

by his/her corporation abroad from one corporate unit to another with very similar or even identical 

corporate culture and is often trained and supported by this corporation, the spouse receives no 

support and has to deal with the new environment all by him/herself straight on. Thus, it may not 

be appropriate and relevant to apply the existing theoretical models of adjustment, which have 

been originally developed for the case of expatriates (e.g. Black & Stephens, 1989; Hippler et al., 

2015). More explorative and innovative approaches are needed to capture the process of the spouse 

adjustment and to incorporate its idiosyncratic nature.  

Such an approach would need to fulfill two criteria. First, it would need to take into 

consideration the fact that the process of adjustment develops over time (Hippler et al., 2015). Yet, 

it is often difficult to implement in academic research (e.g., Church, 1982; Hippler et al., 2015). 

As a result, the plethora of studies on expatriates’ adjustment is mostly cross-sectional measuring 
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expatriates’ adjustment (Firth et al. 2014; Harrison et al., 2004) and its different aspects at specific 

and isolated points in time. Consequently, as of now, our general understanding of adjustment as 

a process and its time dynamics remains limited. Second, it is well established in the expatriation 

literature that expatriates do not form a homogenous group and differ in terms of their personal, 

professional, and family-related attributes (e.g., Hechanova et al., 2003; Shaffer et al., 1999). 

Different groups of expatriates are likely to experience adjustment differently, that is, their 

adjustment is likely to develop differently over time, in terms of time that it takes, phases through 

which it is likely to develop, and the steepness and the direction of the adjustment trajectory. The 

same is also to be true for the population of spouses – it is likely to be diverse and different spouses 

are to experience adjustment differently. Therefore, it is crucial to recognize the contingency of 

the adjustment’s development over time on spouses’ attributes and characteristics.   

Against this background, in this paper, we aim at shedding light on the adjustment of 

spouses by analyzing the blogs of 12 trailing spouses relocated from their home countries to China. 

We use the so-called sentiment analysis to trace the trajectory of their emotions over time to answer 

the following research questions: (1) How do the spouses’ emotions develop over time during the 

expatriation process? and (2) How contingent are the trajectories of the spouses’ emotions on 

their individual and contextual attributes?  

We focus on emotions because the psychological nature of adjustment presupposes a strong 

emotional component. The positivity / negativity of one’s emotions is an indication of the degree 

of one’s psychological comfort in a particular context or situation (see Ward et al., 1991). Thus, 

we believe that by examining the spouses’ emotions during the expatriation processes, as they are 

reflected and expressed in their blogs, can be used as a relevant proxy for capturing their general 

degree of psychological comfort in the host country, i.e. their cross-cultural adjustment.  

By doing so, we accomplish two things. First, we capture empirically and illustrate the 

previously little explored nature of the spouses’ emotions and consequently psychological 

adjustment and its development over time. More specifically, we identify and discuss four 

trajectories of adjustment in our sample. Second, we investigate whether the identified trajectories 

of adjustment are different for trailing spouses with different profiles. By doing so, we aim at 

verifying whether adjustment and its development over time are not standard and invariable but 

indeed contingent on spouses’ characteristics and attributes, such as age, the presence of children, 

previous relocation experience. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The process of expatriation over time 

The process of adjustment to a new cultural environment has attracted a lot of attention 

from researchers over time (e.g. Tung, 1998; Caligiuri, 2000; Bhaskar-Srinivas et al., 2005). It 

represents one of the most challenging aspects of the overall expatriation process and often results 

in cultural shock, that is, the feeling of psychological discomfort upon entering a new culture or 

country (Dubois, 1951). Traditionally, the process has been conceptualized as developing in stages 

over time following a U-curve (e.g., Lysgaard, 1955; Black and Mendenhall, 1991), starting with 

a honeymoon phase followed by a crisis and a subsequent adjustment to the new culture. Only a 

handful of researchers have hitherto tested the adjustment process empirically over time (e.g., Firth 

et al., 2014; Nash, 1991; Ward et al., 1998; Ward & Searle, 1991) and even fewer have focused on 
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the trajectory of adjustment among a specific population of expatriates (e.g., Bikos et al., 2007a; 

De Cieri et al., 1991; Nicholson & Imaizumi, 1993; Selmer, 1999). 

Measuring the process of adjustment is not an easy task and often involves methodological 

issues. Longitudinal designs advocated by Church (1982) received very limited attention from 

researchers (Firth et al., 2014; Bikos et al., 2007; De Cieri et al., 1991; Nash, 1991; Ward et al., 

1998; Zheng & Berry, 1991) and somehow discouraged researchers from examining how the 

process of adjustment develops over time (see Hippler et al., 2015). For instance, Black and 

Mendenhall (1991) is an illustrative example of the general reluctance among researchers to 

engage with the temporal dimension of the expatriation process. The authors offered a theoretical 

piece dealing with the adjustment process over time and the U-curve hypothesis, yet the model 

received very little attention from other researchers after its publication. The U-curve hypothesis 

suggests that adjustment is a process, in which expatriates initially experience the “honeymoon” 

period of fascination with the host country, followed by the cultural shock, in which they struggle 

with the day-to-day realities and challenges of being in a new place, and culminating in the 

recovery and adjustment phase (e.g. Adler, 1975; Garza-Guerrero, 1974; Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 

1963; Lysgaard, 1955; Oberg, 1960). Despite its intuitive appeal, the theoretical grounding of the 

U-curve hypothesis has rarely been critically questioned and seldom empirically tested. Although 

some proponents have developed theoretical frameworks (e.g., Black and Mendenhall, 1991) and 

others have documented some evidence of the time-varying levels of adjustment (e.g., Bhaskar-

Shrinivas et al., 2005), scholars are still skeptical about its usefulness and theoretical strength (e.g., 

Ward et al., 2001), and the empirical evidence remains thin and largely anecdotal. 

Otherwise, the studies dealing with adjustment as a process over time are rare (e.g., Bikos 

et al., 2007a). The most noticeable ones are Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005), Firth et al. (2014) and, 

more recently, Hippler et al. (2015). In the first one, the authors found support for the U-curve 

hypothesis by meta-analyzing 23 existing studies, only three of which employed longitudinal 

research designs. Timewise, the identified U-curve of adjustment consisted of the honeymoon 

period of around 12 months, the cultural disorientation period ending after around three years, and 

finally, the adjustment period stabilizing at around four years since relocation. Unfortunately, 

Bhaskar-Shrinivas et al. (2005) did not test for any moderating effects thus not exploring the 

trajectory’s contingency on personal and/or professional attributes and characteristics.  

In the second contribution, Firth et al. (2014) focused on expatriates’ adaptation during the 

first four months abroad and suggested a generally negative trend for work adjustment during that 

period, starting from high initial levels boosted by expatriates’ initial cross-cultural motivation but 

then decreasing over time. Although providing interesting findings, the study does not shed light 

on the shape of the adjustment trajectory in a longer perspective beyond the four months period, 

nor discusses other dimensions of adjustment than the work-related one. In addition, both Bhaskar-

Shrinivas et al. (2005) and Firth et al. (2014) study exclusively assigned expatriates thus leaving 

the adjustment of other expatriates’ groups, e.g. self-initiated expatriates or trailing spouses, 

unexplored.   

The most recent contribution by Hippler et al. (2015) conceptually draws our attention to 

the importance of temporal dynamics in the investigation of adjustment. The authors argue that 

because the starting levels of adjustment are likely to vary among different expatriates and because 

different antecedents are likely to affect the adjustment processes of different expatriates 

differently, the adjustment trajectories are likely to develop differently over time. They also point 
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out that expatriates are likely to adjust differently in different domains. Thus, Hippler et al. (2015) 

conceptually underscore for researchers the importance of taking into account and investigating 

the presumed temporality and contingency of adjustment as a process over time.      

In addition, in the last two-three decades, there were several attempts to verify the U-curve 

hypothesis empirically (e.g., De Cieri et al., 1991; Selmer, 1999; Ward & Searle, 1991; Ward et 

al., 1998). Among these publications, the findings are scattered and largely incomparable. Indeed, 

the research uses different samples—corporate expatriates (e.g., Nicholson & Imaizumi, 1993), 

spouses (e.g., Bikos et al., 2007a, 2007b), or students (e.g., Nash, 1991)—and different 

measurements—psychological impact (De Cieri et al., 1991), sociocultural adjustment (e.g., 

Selmer, 1999), well-being (Nash, 1991), or feelings over time (Nicholson & Imaizumi, 1993). 

These studies are also difficult to compare in terms of their research design (longitudinal vs. cross-

sectional), the age or gender of the expatriate population studied, the home/host countries, and 

cultural distance. 

Considering our review, it is clear that despite of its valuable contributions and theoretical 

advancements, the existing research has not been able to explain convincingly and exhaustively 

the development of the expatriation process over time. Moreover, with its predominant focus on 

the adjustment of corporate expatriates, it largely left out of its scope the adjustment of other large 

and important populations of individuals in one way or another involved in various expatriation 

activities, such as trailing spouses, for instance.  

Trailing spouses 

Compared to the burgeoning literature devoted to expatriates and the various aspects 

related to their expatriation experiences, the attention toward spouses has been rather modest up 

to now. In fact, we can even say that the literature has paid little attention to the challenges and the 

unique expatriation experiences of spouses. Besides cross-cultural adjustment, the literature has 

largely focused on the spouse’s willingness to move abroad (e.g., Black & Stephens, 1989; Brett 

& Stroh, 1995; Harvey, 1995, 1997, 1998; Tharenou 2003) and the importance of the spouse 

training (Eschbach et al., 2001; Mendenhall and Stahl 2000; Okpara 2011; Shaffer et al. 2001) as 

a facilitator of the expatriate success or failure. More recently, research has started to examine how 

the spouse’s identity may change during the expatriation process (e.g., Caligiuri et al., 2016; De 

Cieri et al., 1991; Shaffer & Harrison, 2001; Takeuchi et al., 2002; Takeuchi et al., 2005). 

Overall, the expatriation literature has mostly examined the spouse in a very limited sense, 

as either a resource or a barrier for the expatriate (e.g., Fishlmayr & Kollinger, 2010). Moreover, 

very rarely the spouse has been the core of the research. A few notable exceptions are Bikos and 

colleagues (2007a, 2007b; 2013), Mohr and Klein (2004), Shaffer and Harrison (2001), Davoine 

et al. (2013), and Collins and Bertone (2017). Yet, even these studies primarily focused on the 

spouse adjustment as an antecedent of the expatriate adjustment or a contributing factor to the 

expatriate success (Bikos et al., 2013).  

When the spouse is discussed, which is done very often in comparison to the expatriate 

himself, it is usually acknowledged that the expatriation process and experience is oftentimes more 

difficult for the spouse than for the expatriate. The literature suggests a number for reasons for 

that.  
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High perceived responsibility for significant others. The spouse is the one who carries the 

weight of her entire family adjustment to and wellbeing in the host country on her shoulders 

(Porter, 1999). She also typically takes on all household responsibilities and childcare concerns, 

dealing with which usually requires navigating and facing the new host environment with its new 

rules of conduct head on and often very early on, right after the relocation (see Ali, 2003; Collins 

& Bretone, 2017). Moreover, the spouse is also expected to provide psychological support to the 

actual expatriate to ensure that everything is in order back home and he can focus on his primary 

work-related tasks and responsibilities (Shaffer & Harrison, 2001). Obviously, all these factors put 

the spouse under a lot of pressure and stress.  

Identity loss / crisis. Spouses may have to interrupt their own careers when relocating 

abroad and in this way experience a strong disruption in their personal lives (Ali, 2003; Cole, 

2011). Oftentimes, they need to rethink their own roles that they are to take and reconstruct their 

identities away from the ones focusing on their own careers towards the ones centered on their 

partner’s careers and their families (Bikos et al., 2007). In some cases, such a reconstruction of 

oneself from being financially independent and focused on one’s own career into a dependent 

fulltime homemaker may cause the spouse to experience a loss of identity (Mohr & Klein, 2004; 

Van Erp et al., 2014).   

Psychological anxiety of becoming a burden. Another pressure that spouses might face is 

the anxiety of causing the expatriate to fail the assignment or perform his duties not in the best 

way possible. For instance, Bikos et al. (2007a) pointed out that some of the interviewed spouses 

were concerned whether part of their expatriate husbands’ job performance may be evaluated 

based on their behavior during the assignment. Oftentimes, the spouse knows that when selecting 

expatriates MNCs evaluate not only the suitability of the candidates themselves but also of their 

partners (Tungli and Peiperl, 2009). This knowledge puts extra pressure on the spouses who know 

that their adjustment is also being monitored and evaluated in relation to the expatriate’s success.        

Lack of support. Despite of all these pressures and in contrast to the expatriate, the spouse 

does not usually receive any organizational and psychological support when preparing to relocate 

or relocating abroad (e.g. Porter, 1999; Ali, 2003). On the contrary, there is an expectation that it 

is the responsibility of the spouses themselves to be proactive and self-motivating in ensuring that 

they are mentally prepared and self-trained to face and deal successfully with the new environment 

(e.g. Black & Gregersen, 1991).  

Thus, the spouse-related challenges are there yet not much research has taken them up as 

core research themes. More importantly, we know nothing concerning how these challenges 

translate into positive / negative emotions that spouses experience over time during their 

expatriation, thus ultimately determining the degree of their psychological comfort in the host 

country and culture. In what follows, we use an innovative research design to explore in depth 12 

blogs written by trailing spouses, where they share their experiences and feelings related to their 

move to the new culture of China. This empirical material allows us to make a sentiment analysis 

of the spouses’ emotions and ultimately gain an insight into the process of adjustment experienced 

by this specific and so far understudied expatriate population. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research setting 

Given the difficulty to collect data with a longitudinal design, we opted for a creative 

approach and turned to the examination of online diaries (or blogs) written by trailing spouses 

during their experience of expatriation. Blogs, as a sort of personal diaries (see Hookway, 2008), 

represent a rich source of daily life data (Corti, 1993; Toms & Duff, 2002), studying which allows 

researchers to capture the subjects’ experiences and emotions as they happen or in a future not too 

distant from the experiences and emotions themselves (Toms & Duff, 2002).  

More importantly for our research purposes, it allows researchers to capture the subjects’ 

lives experiences longitudinally over time and at relatively regular time intervals. Thus, the method 

provides a way to examine the phenomenon under study without the risk of distortion due to 

impaired memory or retrospective reconstruction, which are likely to occur with other methods, 

such as interviews or life histories. Thus, blogs represent naturalistic data in textual and visual 

form, which reflects and provides access to spontaneous and unsolicited personal experiences and 

emotions and offers an excellent opportunity to analyze processes over time and on regular basis 

(Hookway, 2008).  

Data collection 

To investigate trailing spouses’ experience of expatriation over time, we collected data 

from blog entries of trailing spouses available from the popular expat forums such as 

www.expatblogs.com and www.blogexpat.com.  

First, we identified blogs of trailing spouses, defined as persons who follow their life 

partners to another country because of a work assignment (Harvey, 1998). Thus, we did not restrict 

our selection to female spouses, we also considered male spouses. The choice was determined by 

the availability of blogs (most of the blogs were set up and updated by spouses), their content 

(oftentimes the spouses’ blogs reflected the joint experiences and emotions of the relocating 

couple), and the fact that trailing spouses have been largely marginalized in expatriation research 

up to now (see McNulty, 2012).      

We collected blog entries applying a certain number of restrictions. First, the blogs had to 

have a sufficient longevity that we defined as a minimum of six months. Second, the selected blogs 

had to be updated relatively regularly, at least once every month. Third, we restricted our data 

collection to blogs written in English. Fourth, we focused on the blogs of spouses relocated with 

their partners to China from anywhere in the world. The criterion of a common host country allows 

a relative comparability among the blogs (see e.g., Church, 1982). The choice of China as a host 

country is somehow arbitrary yet, because expatriates are historically more often from Western 

countries, China is assumed to be different enough to be a good example of potentially challenging 

process of adjustment. The final sample was composed of 12 blogs. Table 1 below provides an 

overview of the selected blogs.  

*** Table 1 about here *** 

Data analysis 

Table 1 shows that among the 12 blogs, two were hosted by male and the rest by female 

trailing spouses. All but two spouses were originally from the US, one from the UK, and one from 

http://www.expatblogs.com/
http://www.blogexpat.com/
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France. All were based in China (Shanghai and Chengdu). The estimated age of the spouses ranged 

between around 30 and 50. For most, it was the first relocation experience. Two spouses relocated 

for the second time and one for the fourth. Five spouses relocated with children, the rest had no 

children.   

Sentiment analysis is a technique to measure “the polarity or tonality of texts by identifying 

and assessing expressions people use to evaluate or appraise persons, entities or events” 

(Haselmayer and Jenny, 2017, see also Mohammad, 2016). The sentiment analysis of textual data 

found numerous applications in the social sciences (Haselmayer and Jenny, 20217). Such analysis 

can be either manual or computed-based depending on the level of difficulty or specificity of the 

text. After a few tests to evaluate the quality of the computed-based analysis, we concluded that 

our data were too specific to get valid results with automatic dictionaries. For instance, the 

description of differences and similarities between two countries, some elements related to the 

Chinese culture, or simply the writing style of blogs lead to unexpected coding so that we decided 

not to continue in this direction.  

Instead, following the advice of Grimmer and Stewart (2013), we created a customized 

dictionary that fitted well our topic. To do so, we scanned the exhaustive list of terms grouped by 

stems (e.g., the word ‘friendship’ contains the stem ‘friend’). Among those, we identified a list of 

103 positive terms (e.g., “grateful”, “perfect”, “gorgeous”, “improve”) and 98 negative terms 

(“fail”, “annoying”, “careless”, “deprive”). We verified in context some of those terms, which 

could have had double meanings. Then, for each post, we identified and weighted each of these 

terms (i.e., it was calculated as the frequency of occurrence per post). As a robustness check, we 

calculated the coding coverage, in other words, how many sentiments were found as compared to 

the total number of words in each post. The coverage ranged from 0.5% to 18% with an average 

of 4%. After verification, those with low coverage (i.e., neutral) were mostly factual descriptions 

(e.g., history of China). 

The sentiment scores were calculated as the relative difference between the sum of the 

positive and negative weights on a 100-base, so ranging from -100 (very negative) to 100 (very 

positive). The sentiment scores were averaged per week per blog. To ease the graphic 

representations (i.e., to smooth the trend), the moving average approach was used.  

 

FINDINGS 

Table 1 displays description of sample and analysis related information. The sentiment 

scores were plotted over time (see Figures 1 to 4) and four distinct configurations were identified. 

*** Figures 1 to 4 about here *** 

First, Configuration (A), associated with one spouse (B6), seems to represent the 

traditional U-curve of adjustment (e.g., Lysgaard, 1955; Black and Mendenhall, 1991). The 

expatriation in this case starts with many positive emotions reflecting the euphoria, excitement, 

and positive expectations of the spouse from the relocation to China. The individual seems to be 

living through period of a sort of honeymoon when the new country looks exciting and everything 

new seems intriguing and attractive. The spouse perceives observed differences as exciting, 

fascinating, and exotic, and observed similarities as a validation of the home culture (e.g., Adler, 
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1975). The spouse functions in the so-called tourist or contact phase, which lasts for about 3-4 

weeks. However, then the euphoria ceases and a two-step crisis kicks in.  

During this phase, the differences become more and more noticeable until they start 

creating confusion, disorientation, and frustration because the acquired understanding of culture 

(based on the home environment) is no longer valid and/or appropriate. This is the step of 

disintegration (Adler, 1975), observed in this case between the weeks 5 and 26. During this phase, 

isolation and alienation are common. During the second step of the crisis, also known as 

reintegration (Adler, 1975), the crisis worsens (weeks 26 to 33). The observed differences and 

similarities are rejected, the confusion turns into hostility. However, as explained by Adler (1975), 

the experience of such negative feelings is an indication of the individual’s identity reconstruction. 

At last, the individual starts a two-step phase of recovery with autonomy (weeks 33 to 39) and 

independence phases (week 39 and onward). The spouse first starts to feel more and more 

comfortable and positive about his/her status of insider-outsider and then slowly become more and 

more bicultural. 

In this particular case, the spouse has been a female in her 30s with no children. Having no 

prior expatriation experience, she has gone through the U-curve of adjustment within roughly 40 

weeks or 10 months. A closer look at the spouse’s blog reveals that she preserved a strong 

identification and connections with her home country. The blog contains plentiful references and 

allusions to different events occurring in the US during the expatriation period and related to the 

US in general, e.g. thanksgiving, Christmas, baseball, elections, whereas the references to the host 

country can be mainly classified as a travelogue, e.g. tourist sight, food, different stereotypes. 

Therefore, we call this type of spouses “the observers”.  

Second, Configuration (B), associated with the blogs of spouses B2, B4, and B13, also 

represents a compressed U-curve of adjustment, which is squeezed into the first five months after 

arrival. However, unexpectedly, a major drop into negativity follows the presumed integration 

stage with subsequent fluctuations of a relatively large scale and a rapid pace (around 4 weeks). It 

can be argued that the drop indicates that it is unlikely that the spouses managed to go through the 

adjustment transitional experience (Adler, 1975) as described above for Configuration A, in less 

than half a year. Besides, when the individual presumably reaches the independence stage, s/he 

should not experience a major crisis right after.  

A possible speculation to explain the trend toward negative emotions after the first five 

months would be a possibility that the spouse realizes that his/her psychological adjustment and 

the positive emotions related to it were slightly superficial because the process of adjustment has 

been rushed and compressed in the first five months or so. Then, an emotional hangover kicks in 

driven by the realization that the genuine adjustment takes time to develop, especially in such 

culturally distant country as China. Moreover, because we examined the spouses’ emotions, this 

configuration may indicate that the spouses become much more neutral in their emotions about the 

host country after the initial stage when the new experiences generate more often positive 

emotions.  

A closer look at these spouses’ blogs reveals that all three are female and two of them have 

previous relocation experiences and children. One can speculate that having been abroad before 

and thus having experienced the process of adjustment, and on top of that being motivated by the 

need to take care of their children; these spouses may be too overoptimistic about their ability to 

adjust successfully to the new environment. Hence, the drop after the first five months when the 
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spouses come to realize that there are genuine differences between their previous relocation 

locations, the current one, and their home country. We call these spouses “the optimists”. 

Third, Configuration (C), associated with blogs of spouses B3, B5, B9, and B12, has 

similarity with Configuration (B). Yet, the beginning of the trend is less positive meaning that the 

individual may not experience a honeymoon. Similar to Configuration (B), there is an emotional 

pick and a drop (slightly later) around 5-6 months. Then, the fluctuations are smaller, take longer 

time and their level tends to be higher on average (more often above the neutral line) showing a 

better process of adjustment than in the case of Configuration (B) spouses. 

Interestingly, all but one of the spouses are from the same state in the US, Michigan. One 

of the spouses is male, who has relocated to China with his expatriate wife and two children. The 

rest are females. A closer look at the blogs show that all spouses in this group expressed concerns 

prior to their relocation as for all but one it was the first experience of that kind. Hence, they were 

quite cautious from the start and reserved their emotions. Two of the spouses has two children 

each, which also took some time for the spouses to ensure that their children are comfortable and 

set in the new country. It can explain why for these spouses the first five months or so are 

emotionally neutral and pick up only after they have been roughly six months in the country. In 

general, from the start, all the spouses in this group took on identities, which focused more saliently 

on their families, i.e. supporting their expatriating wife / husband and children.  

The subsequent drop is more or less the same as in the case of the spouses in the previous 

group – the inevitable cultural shock kicks in once the spouses realize the need to cope and live 

with the differences that they experience as compared to their home country. However, as already 

pointed out, the general tendency of adjustment appears to be more positive. Because these spouses 

seem to be more focused on their families, they find psychological comfort in their wives/husbands 

and kids. We call these spouses “the family carers”.    

Fourth, Configuration (D), associated with blogs of spouses B1, B10, B14, and B15, has 

the most negative trend of the four configurations. It starts from a low point with no honeymoon 

and keeps fluctuating around the neutral zone or with a slightly positive trajectory. These spouses 

are the younger ones on average and most of them relocated to China from large American cities 

such as Los Angeles, New York City or San Francisco with their particular lifestyles. Particularly, 

the spouse B10 relocating from New York City have had many negative emotions from the very 

beginning of her relocation. Although slightly better, others were also below the neutral line from 

the start.  

Besides that, what really distinguishes these spouses from the rest is that their emotions 

continue to oscillate between being quite strongly negative and in some cases strongly positive for 

the entire expatriation period that we have examined. This indicates no real adjustment takes place 

among these spouses even after one year of being in China. A closer look at these blogs shows that 

in addition to their strong identification with their home cities, these spouses have also had quite 

strong professional identities prior to their relocation. The fact that they had to interrupt their 

professional careers appears to be mentioned here and there in their blogs. This may explain why 

in spite of their best attempts at adjustment they still cannot avoid negative emotions about their 

expatriation experiences in China. Thus, we call these spouses “the mourners”.   
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DISCUSSION 

Contributions 

In this paper, we aimed at shedding light on the nature of the adjustment process over time 

among trailing spouses who have relocated with their expatriate partners to China. More 

specifically, we wanted to tackle the following questions: (1) How do the spouses’ emotions 

develop over time during the expatriation process? and (2) How contingent are the trajectories of 

the spouses’ emotions on their individual and contextual attributes? To address these questions, 

we used an innovative research design and applied sentiment analysis to examine the blogs of 12 

trailing spouses. In this way, we identified four configurations of the spouses’ emotions over time, 

which, we argue, represent four types of trailing spouses in terms of their psychological comfort 

and adjustment to the new environment over time. We call these groups of spouses as “the 

observers”, “the optimists”, “the carers”, and “the mourners”.   

Our results indicate that the population of spouses is diverse and expatriation experiences 

differ quite substantially for different spouses. Whereas we find that only one spouse in our sample, 

“the observer”, followed the U-curve of adjustment as manifested by the nature of her emotions 

during the expatriation period, the other adjustment processes in our sample were different. Some 

– the spouses with previous expatriation experiences and children, “the optimists” - tried to rush 

and compress their adjustment to the Chinese context in the fist five months, just to realize later 

that any subsequent relocation experience is unique and has to be dealt with over time. Others, the 

spouses with a stronger identification with their families, “the carers”, have been too busy making 

sure that their family members are well adjusted to the new context thus delaying their own cultural 

shock and experiencing a sudden emotional drop only after six months in the new country. Finally, 

“the mourners” have not been able to truly adjust to the new context due to their constant regrest 

about the lifestyles and careers that they have left behind and sacrificed to be in China with their 

expatriate partners. Our analysis illustrates the contingency of psychological adjustment of spouses 

on a range of individual, e.g. career orientation, age, expatriation experience, and contextual, e.g. 

children, factors.  

By doing so, our analysis contributes in two ways to the currently quite marginal research 

on spouses in general and on their adjustment in particular (see Shaffer & Harrison, 2001; Bikos 

et al., 2007a; Lauring & Selmer, 2010; Collins & Bretone, 2017). First, our study is among the 

first one to explore longitudinally the development of spouses’ emotions and subsequently 

adjustment over time. Moreover, it is the first to identify the four groups of spouses based on the 

trajectories of their emotions during expatriation. It confirms that the adjustment of spouses is of 

a different kind and the challenges are different from those of the expatriates. For instance, such 

factors as mourning one’s interrupted career or lifestyle as well as ensuring the adjustment of one’s 

children to the new environment are likely to figure less prominently in the adjustment process of 

corporate expatriates. Yet, for many spouses, these may be central issues affecting their emotional 

state and psychological adjustment to the host environment. Second, our analysis illustrates the 

contingency of the spouse’s adjustment and emotions. It finds that the trajectories of adjustment 

are different for trailing spouses with different profiles. By doing so, it shows that adjustment and 

its development over time are not standard and invariable but indeed contingent on spouses’ 

characteristics and attributes, such as age, the presence of children, previous relocation experience. 
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TABLE 1 

Description of sample and sentiment analysis descriptive statistics 

Blog Gender Age 
Home 

country 

Previous 

experience 

No. 

of 

kids 

# of 

posts 

Start 

writing 

(day) 

End 

collection 

(day) 

Longevity 

(year) 

Coded 

sentiments 

coverage 

(%) 

Mean 

sentiments 

[-100,100] 

Range 

sentiments 

[-100,100] 

B1 Male ~30 USA – LA First relocation 0 24 9 218 0.60 0.039 15.68 83.52 

B2 Female ~35 USA – SF First relocation 0 157 0 360 1.03 0.043 -0.47 200.00 

B3 Female ~30 
USA - East 

coast 
First relocation 0 114 0 683 1.95 0.049 22.56 166.67 

B4 Female ~50 UK Second relocation  1 69 22 793 2.20 0.036 9.80 126.64 

B5 Female ~30 
USA - 

Michigan 
Second relocation  0 18 24 453 1.23 0.048 8.08 92.86 

B6 Female ~30 
USA – 

Boston 
First relocation 0 87 0 312 0.89 0.041 -7.08 200.00 

B9 Male ~50 
USA – 

Detroit 
First relocation 2 35 32 796 2.18 0.037 6.04 83.41 

B10 Female ~40 
USA – 

NYC 
First relocation 2 149 1 363 1.03 0.041 -8.65 200.00 

B12 Female ~50 
USA - 

Michigan 
First relocation 2 199 110 720 1.74 0.049 19.14 200.00 

B13 Female ~45 France Fourth relocation 1 68 0 717 2.05 0.041 4.96 115.18 

B14 Female ~30 
USA - 

North East 
First relocation 0 64 2 699 1.99 0.037 -7.64 161.90 

B15 Female  ~40 
USA - 

Idaho 
Second relocation 0 154 0 722 2.06 0.038 -2.48 175.00 

 

  



 

18 

 

FIGURE 1 

Configuration (A) – The observers 

 

FIGURE 2 

Configuration (B) – The optimists 
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FIGURE 3 

Configuration (C) – The carers 

 

 

FIGURE 4 

Configuration (D) – The mourners 

 


