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1.0 Introduction 

The focus in families that relocate has long been on the expatriate, however, a shift can be seen 

towards more focus on the spouse and on the family, as these are main components to the success of 

the expatriate and the international assignment (IA). Also many studies have shown that the spousal 

adjustment is more difficult then the assignees’ as the spouse is more in contact with the local 

society and she/he is more alone in the adjustment phase.(Harvey and Wiese, 1998) Therefore, it is 

essential to the success of the assignment that the spouse is adjusted. 

This has been apparent in the last 20 years or so, but there is still a lack of empirical studies done on 

spouse and family adjustment. Most of the studies done have been theoretical grounded and only a 

couple of studies (e.g. Black and Stewart, Shaffer and Harrison) have formulated a theory 

concerning the aspects that influence the spouse’s adjustment. This paper sets out to conduct an 

empirical study of spousal adjustment in Denmark while testing Shaffer and Harrison’s theory on 

spouse adjustment.  

The reason for this is the intake of international companies in Denmark, as many big international 

companies are choosing to locate their Nordic headquarters in Denmark, such as Mars (former 

Masterfoods) and IBM. With these companies’ move, an increase in expatriates and their families 

relocating to Denmark is natural, and the adjustment of these families become important for the 

Danish business environment and the society in general. 

This might pose a special challenge in Denmark, as the country has gotten a reputation, in the last 

ten years, as a difficult country for foreigners to live in, and the Danes are portrayed as less 

welcoming than many other European populations. These characteristics are built on the 

experiences of other population groups than the expatriate, and hence I find it intriguing to find out 

how the expatriate families see Denmark. Furthermore, as I feel that the spousal adjustment process 

has been neglected, I chose to focus on their adjustment instead of the expatriate’s adjustment 

process.       

The aim with this paper is to find out whether the spouses are adjusting in Denmark and to figure 

out how the Danish culture has influenced their adjustment process. In order to do this, the 

expatriate spouses will be interviewed about their adjustment to the Danish society. This analysis 

will be compared with a description of the Danish culture to see whether there is a connection. The 

goal is to be able to give the companies, who are bringing expatriates to Denmark, some advice on 

some areas to especially focus on during the training, so that the expatriate families and especially 

the spouses are better prepared before coming face-to-face with Denmark.   
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2.0 Research question   

In this section, I present my research question. Besides that, the meaning behind the central words 

in the research question will be explained and the thoughts behind it will be elaborated on.  

 

 

2.1 Research Question 

 

 

2.2 Definitions  

In this paper, the Danish culture will be used to describe certain central characteristics that are 

viewed to be special for Denmark and Danes. What these characteristics are will be elaborated on in 

the culture chapter, and the limitations and shortcomings of this approach will be discussed in the 

methodology section. There are many different opinions about what spouse adjustment is. In this 

paper Shaffer and Harrison’s definition will be used. They see adjustment as the formation of new 

attachments and the reestablishment of the spouse’s identity, as they refer to how the spouse view 

themselves and the social groups to which they belong. They call this the process of reformation, 

e.g. the change or disruption of the identity.(Shaffer and Harrison, 2001) Hence the paper will look 

at how the spouse has accepted this change or disruption and how it has affected them.   

  

2.3 Problem area 

In order to answer the research question, I will describe the Danish culture by gathering what 

different recognized authors find characteristic about Denmark and the Danish culture. Parallel to 

this, I will conduct a survey with several expatriate spouses in Denmark, which will clarify how 

well they have adjusted to Denmark. The questions in the survey will be based on the theory of 

Shaffer and Harrison concerning spousal adjustment. In addition to this, the spouses will be asked 

about their perceptions about Denmark and the Danish culture; which areas have caused them 

problems etc. Furthermore, the spouses will be asked to mention the services they have been offered 

Are expatriate spouses adjusting in Denmark and do some of  the key elements of the 

Danish culture have an impact on the adjustment process? 
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in order to better adjust and if these were sufficient. This last aspect will be used to give 

recommendation to companies concerning future expatriate spousal adjustment processes.      

 

3.0 Limitations  

In this chapter I will discuss the choices made in connection to the research question and the way it 

is being examined.  

The focus of the paper is the spousal adjustment process, therefore expatriates have not been 

interviewed. One could have chosen also to include the expatriates in the survey to find out how 

their adjustment have been, as spouse and expatriate adjustment are closely linked. However, this 

would have required a different theory and model. This was judged to be too comprehensive for this 

paper, as it would be necessary to reduce the number of spouses participating in the survey to make 

enough recourses available to also investigate the expatriates. It was deemed more important to do a 

more in-depth study of the spouses’ adjustment and instead rely on the spouses to be able to give a 

correct characteristic of their partner’s adjustment. There is of course a certain risk of relying on 

second-hand knowledge, but in this case where the hypothesis is that the adjustment of the 

expatriate will influence the spouse, there is a high likelihood that the spouse will be correctly 

informed. 

The choice to contact spouses through one source, namely Copenhagen Business School (CIS), is 

also a limitation. There are many other sources that I could have contacted in order to get spouses 

for the survey, for example American Women’s Club or LINK. Contacting these associations could 

have diversified the respondent group, however, both of these organisations are for females only, 

and contacting them would not make up for the fact that the respondents are female spouses. What 

could help this downfall, would be an association for male spouses, however, I have not been able 

to find such an association in Denmark. Moreover it has to be recognized that using CIS as a 

vehicle to find spouses will influence the respondent group, which will be elaborated more on in the 

chapter of data critique.        

The use of Shaffer and Harrison’s theory has lead to some natural limitations. By choosing to use 

their theory, I also chose to use the parameters they have concluded influence spouses’ adjustment. 

This means that for example previous international experience will not be directly tested to see 

whether it has an influence on spouse adjustment in Denmark. Another example is governmental 

regulation. Shaffer and Harrison has not taken this component into consideration and hence it is not 

directly tested in the study. They have chosen to focus on certain parameters and thereby limiting 
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themselves from studying these things.  However, in my use of the model I have chosen to look into 

the influence of employment. This is something that Shaffer and Harrison concluded was not 

important in their study. This was one of the biggest limitations in the model and therefore the 

choice to use it will result in a test of Shaffer and Harrison’s conclusions.  

In the description of the Danish culture, certain aspects will be singled-out and discussed. These 

aspects will be chosen from what previous authors have concluded are central elements in the 

Danish culture. This entails limitations for the paper, as many aspects of the Danish culture will be 

excluded from the paper. However, this is necessary as it is impossible to take the entire Danish 

culture into account. Also the choices made in relation to this were based on thorough investigation 

into what has been judged to be the central elements in the Danish culture and hence there is very 

little risk that these choices will interfere and lead to other conclusions, than there might have been.  

Also the scope of this paper focuses on spouses’ adjustment in Denmark. This is a very broad scope 

as it will neither differentiate between nationality nor age. It would have been possible to narrow 

down the criteria for the spouses’ selection and focus on a smaller and more defined group of 

spouses, which would have allowed more in depth conclusions. However, this paper is limited from 

this, as the focus is on covering different groups of spouse with more general conclusions and 

advice.   

This study is a case study but it is important to stress that it is not representative of the entire 

expatriate community in Denmark. This of course poses many limitations for the study and the 

conclusions reached. However, this study is not meant to provide the reader with a satisfactory 

picture of spouse adjustment in Denmark. Instead, it is a trial to see whether there are aspects to be 

looked into and researched further and to draw conclusions that can guide companies and HR 

professionals in their interaction with expatriate spouses in Denmark.    

 

4.0 Methodology  

In this section, the structure and the thoughts behind the paper will be disclosed and discussed. The 

advantages and disadvantages of the decisions made will also be discussed and their influences on 

the paper will be clarified.  
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4.1 Structure   
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This chapter will clarify the structure of the paper as seen above. What you have already read was 

the introduction, after that was the research question chapter, where the research question was 

presented, the problem area was discussed and the main words were defined. Thereafter, the 

limitations of the paper were put forward and the implications of these were discussed.  

Afterwards is the methodology, where the structure is elucidated, the methods used in the analysis 

are discussed. Moreover, the data sources used for the study is presented and debated. The chapter 

also covers the design, structure and respondents of the questionnaire, and lastly it also deals with 

the critique of the data and the questionnaire.  

The next chapter is the description of the Danish culture. This chapter entails a discussion of 

different main aspects that are judged to be some of the central ones to the culture, this description 

is necessary as the results will be compared with the responses of the spouses to see if the main 

aspects of the Danish culture has influenced their adjustment in any way.   

The structure of this paper is a bit different than what one normally sees as the theory used in the 

paper is not discussed in the methodology but has a separate chapter at this point in the paper closer 

to the analysis chapter where it is being employed. The reason is that I believe that the theory will 

be more clear in the mind of the reader if it has its own chapter. Furthermore, this chapter also 

contains the literature review of the research done within the cross-cultural adjustment theory and 

hence the content is substantial enough to stand alone. 

The seventh chapter is the main chapter of the paper, it consists of four sub-chapters. The first sub-

chapter contains the results of the questionnaire, each question is gone over and the spouses’ 

responses are reported. The next chapter is the big analysis, in which each questionnaire is analysed 

on the basis of the theory, and it determined whether or not the spouse has adjusted. After that there 

is a discussion of the analysis where different discrepancies are discussed and some commonalities 

are found. Lastly, there is a comparison of  the spouses’ statements with the main components of 

the Danish culture, this is done to judge whether the culture has influenced the adjustment.  

Thereafter follows the conclusion, which gathers the different conclusions and outcomes that were 

reached during the study. Lastly, the recommendation chapter is found wherein recommendations 

are given to companies concerning their practices for spouse adjustment and to academics about 

areas that need further research.              



Adjusting in Denmark – An empirical study of cross-cultural spouse adjustment in Denmark 

 9

4.2 Method 

In this paper, there are two main chapters which are the building blocks for the rest of the paper. 

One is the culture description and the other is the adjustment analysis. The two chapters are very 

different both in method and approach. The purpose of having different approaches is to cover as 

much ground as possible while still considering every aspect of the research area.  

In the description of the Danish culture, there will be taken a positivistic approach to culture. 

Gertsen, Søderberg and Torp describes this approach in their paper on mergers and acquisitions, and 

for them “The classic anthropological concept of culture sees culture as an empirical

category, a system of assumptions, values, and norms which can be objectively described, 

something that members of a group, an organization, or a nation have or bear collectively. The 

reasoning is that, by analysis, it is possible to discover the core (the basis values and assumptions) 

of any culture by surveying and systematizing the behavior and stated attitudes of individual 

members. In this way it is possible to present cultures as objectively identifiable and well defined 

entities which can be compared.” (Cultural Dimensions of International Mergers and Acquisitions, 

1998p. 21) Hence culture is something that can be put into boxes and analyzed because it is viewed 

as being static over time. Also it is possible for the observer to study the culture without interfering 

too much with the culture so that the picture that is given is true and uncompromising. This is a 

very useful way of thinking about culture, however, it often lacks the width to take into 

consideration the broad and complex aspects which affects and comprises a culture.

The positivistic approach is often not used by anthropologists or other academics working within 

cultural science. They will more likely use the hermeneutic approach which states that culture is 

ever changing and therefore can not be put into boxes or otherwise measured static over time, this 

gives a more complex picture of the culture. Hence culture is seen as something that emerges in the 

interaction between people and it is therefore very difficult for the observer to purely observe and 

not influence the culture at the same time. (Cultural Dimensions of International Mergers and 

Acquisitions, 1998)  

The reasoning for using the positivistic approach in this paper is that the main purpose of the paper 

is not to analyze the Danish culture but the adjustment process of expatriate spouses. The 

hermeneutic approach demands a lot of resources and if that approach was to be used, the culture 

analysis should be the sole purpose and research area of this paper. Also the positivistic approach 

gives a more simplistic and less detailed picture of the Danish culture, however, this is useful for 

many reasons. Firstly, the spouses interviewed will likely have a very positivistic view of the 
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Danish culture with stereotypes dominating their viewpoint. And the research question is centered 

around finding out if certain central characteristics are influencing these spouses. Therefore, the use 

of the positivistic approach is not seen as limiting the rest of the analysis. Secondly, the use of the 

positivistic approach is very dominating in this field of studies. Other scholars have also used this 

approach to culture in their researches with good results.(Black and Stephens, 1989) Thirdly, Bird 

et al. discussed the influence of stereotypes in cross-cultural adjustment theory and came to the 

conclusion that a certain degree of stereotyping is okay, if you use the stereotypes as a reference 

point and develop your own opinion building upon and beyond the stereotypes. Furthermore, it is 

important that the scholar is aware that stereotypes do not show the whole picture and that they are 

very general. (Bird et al., 1999)  It is believed that this section shows that the author of this paper is 

aware of these limitation and that they will be taking into consideration in the discussion and 

conclusion of the analysis.       

The description of the Danish culture will be based on comparing and subtracting what different 

articles and books are stressing as typically Danish. It will be inductive as it will take its point of 

reference in the data found and from that draw overall conclusions about the Danish culture.   

The analysis concerning the spousal adjustment is more deductive. Here the questionnaire will be 

based upon the aspects mentioned in Shaffer and Harrison’s theory of spouse adjustment. The 

theory will be leading the data gathering and be a determining factor in the remainder of the 

analysis.  

When the two analysis are brought together in the discussion, the different methods and data used  

will ensure that the research question has been examined from many different angles. This method 

triangulation will give the paper and its conclusions validity and help overcome the limitations of 

the individual analysis. (Andersen, 2002)   

 

 

4.3 Data 

The data used is very different in the two analyses. For the cultural description, the sources are 

secondary data in form of interviews in articles and books.  Amongst the interviews is an article 

series from Berlingske Tidende from the summer of 2008 with 5 different ambassadors in Denmark 

about their view on Denmark and the Danes. Besides that is a book with interviews with different 

prominent and unknown second generation immigrants in Denmark, which depicts their view of 

Denmark and Danishness. Results from Hofstede’s and Tromenaars’ research into national cultures 
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are also being employed. Hence the data used in the description is a mix of academics, prominent 

and respected people and ordinary people. The data is solely secondary and mostly qualitative.  

For the adjustment analysis, the data will come solely from the survey. Therefore, it will be a mix of 

qualitative and quantitative primary data. The interviewees are connected to CIS in Hellerup, hence 

most of them will be parents to children that attend the school. It was intended to be a mix of male 

and female spouse, however, none of the male spouses that was contacted wished to participate and 

hence the analysis will be based on  female spouse’s experiences solely.    

When looking at the overall use of data in the paper, there is a very broad and diversified data 

gathering with primary, secondary, qualitative and quantitative data. This should support the 

statement given earlier in this section about method triangulation.    

 

4.4 Questionnaire 

To gather data for the spouse adjustment analysis, I have created a online survey. The purpose with 

this survey is to gather all the data used in the adjustment analysis. The reason that the survey is the 

only data source is that it has not been possible to find other data to be used. Spousal adjustment in 

Denmark with the specific focus of culture’s influence has not been analyzed before and therefore 

using other data would create uncertainty concerning the conclusions.   

I chose to use a questionnaire due to the fact that it would enable me to reach a wide number of 

respondents without using too many resources. The respondents have not been chosen individually, 

but as a cluster. I approached my contact at CIS and asked her to put me in contact with non-Dane 

spouses that were on IA in Denmark. She sent me a list of 39 persons, which I contacted. 16 out of  

39 persons completed the survey and their responses were used for the analysis.  

 

4.4.1 Construction of the questionnaire  

The respondents were introduced to the survey and the project in the email I sent them. The email 

also covered the reason and purpose with the survey.  

The questionnaire consists of a mixture of open and closed questions, which is done to insure that 

the topics are well covered. In many instances it is easier to analyze closed questions, as they are 

more measurable. However, one of the problems with closed questions is that it is imperative that 

all the possible answers are listed, otherwise the answers are invalid.(Andersen, 2002) However, 

this problem is countered for by boxes for comments at the closed questions, where this could be an 

issue. There are also a lot of follow–up questions. These are characterized by the fact that they 
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come after a closed question and enables the respondent to elaborate on the subject. These follow-

up questions are therefore only relevant to a certain group of the respondents.      

In this paper, where the topic investigated is very personal and complex, it is important that the 

respondents are able to form their answers in their own words. This will allow for more diverse and 

complex points of view, and therefore it is important to have the open questions. Another reason for 

using open questions is that in parts of the survey, they are asked about Denmark and the Danish 

culture. Here it was important not to unknowingly guide or lead  the respondents with my point of 

view. This could easily happen if I chose the options for the closed questions concerning culture, 

because this is a topic that people view very differently and it would be impossible for me to 

exhaust the subject of answer possibilities.       

The questionnaire is divided in 6 topics: demography; language and work; social networks and 

friends; relocation; and Denmark. It consists of all in all 66 questions, however, not all questions are 

relevant to everybody as some are follow-up questions. The entire questionnaire is displayed in 

appendix 1.   

  

4.5 Critique of data  

It is always difficult to get enough data to cover a topic like culture. Culture is diverse and ever-

changing. However, through the positivistic approach that this paper has taken, culture becomes a 

more static and measurable variable. Still, it is important to have diverse data sources to cover the 

topic thoroughly. It might be argued that there is a lack of scientific articles in the data sources for 

the culture analysis, however, this is being compensated for in the use of scientific books.  

Some of the data is a bit older, for example Geert Hofstede’s “Culture’s Consequences”. The book 

itself is from 2001, but some of the data used in the book dates back to his first study conducted in 

1970s. Nevertheless, this is not crucial as this data is compared with very recent data from 2008. 

The mix of old and new data from many different sources including Danish and non-Danish should 

compensate for the other short-comings in the data for the culture analysis. 

It is important to take into consideration that the information that we get from the newspaper article 

series with the ambassadors will be biased in a way. The ambassadors interviewed are diplomats 

representing their country and as they are being interviewed they can not speak freely about how 

they feel about Denmark and the Danes. They are doing their job and it is important for them to be 

political correct in their statements so that these do not reflect badly on their country. 
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For the description of the Danish culture is has been problematic to find enough scientific data to 

substantiate the analysis, and therefore Gundelach’s different articles and books has been used 

widely. This is of course dangerous, as the description could become the viewpoint of one 

individual. However, I do not feel that this is the case as there are many other sources, non-

scientific, that are used to support the findings. The issue is that most scientific papers written on 

Denmark focuses on the Scandinavian leadership style and these are not relevant to this study where 

the focus is on national culture. Moreover, if it had been a study of expatriate adjustment it would 

have been sensible to focus on the Scandinavian leadership style as well, as the expatriates will 

come into contact with this in their workplace. However, as most of the spouses are unemployed, it 

does not make sense in this case.  

The only data source for the adjustment analysis is the respondents of the survey. There is a risk 

that the respondents are too homogeneous in some areas, for example parenthood. Due to the fact 

that the respondents came from the same source, namely CIS, the likelihood of all the respondents 

being parents is big. However, the emails were not sent out to parents solely, but also to spouses 

connected to the school in other ways like teachers and board members. Also as the main focus of 

the analysis is not parenthood but the Danish culture’s influence on the adjustment process, the fact 

that most of the respondents are parents do not have a mayor impact on the overall conclusions. 

Considering this, it  is important to take into consideration the fact that the respondents are all part 

of the same environment surround CIS and that this might have a influence on their adjustment. The 

fact that the respondents all have this connection will create a rather homogenous group of 

respondents as CIS attract a certain group of expatriate. The school is one of the more expensive 

international schools in Copenhagen, and this might cause some companies to opt out of using the 

school. Furthermore, the school is run more after the American school system regulations than for 

example Rygaard, which is a catholic based international school in Hellerup. This will also impact 

the companies that chose CIS for their expatriate families and the individual expatriate family in 

their decision making process.  However, this will be taken into consideration in the analysis.            

Also the fact that all the spouses that replied and completed the questionnaire are female has to be 

criticized. Initially, the analysis was meant to cover both female and male spousal adjustment, 

however, since none of the males chose to reply, the analysis will be based solely on the female 

perspective. This is a limitation, that changes the scope of the paper, and is therefore important to 

mention.   
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5.0 Description of the Danish culture  

This chapter will be a description of the Danish culture. As stated earlier in the paper this 

description will have a positivistic approach to culture. Hence it will be static and focusing on a few 

central elements in the culture instead of giving an broad and completely covering analysis of the 

Danish culture. The elements that have been chosen are interdependent and represent what other 

authors have deemed as central to the Danish culture.  

Many authors have discussed the openness of the Danes and there is wide disagreement to whether 

Danes are open or closed. Lewin talk about two different types of people; U-types and G-types in 

connection to how open they are and how easy you get to know them. Trompenaars and Hampden-

Turner have concluded that Danes are G-types, which means that it is hard to enter a Danes life, and 

one will need permission. However, when one gets past the first layer of protection, he will be seen 

as a friend in all parts of life.(Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 2001) This is also the 

interpretation that David Walzer, Israeli ambassador in Denmark, has of the Danes. He sees them 

reserved in the beginning, but when you get to know them, they are one of the most open people he 

has come into contact with. (Jensen, 2008) The Russian ambassador, Teymuraz Otarovich 

Ramishvili, has the same impression of Denmark and believes that Denmark is a very open nation, 

however, he still feels that there is a certain distance-keeping towards foreigners.(Jepsen, 2008b) 

This openness with restrictions seems to be a very common belief amongst the ambassadors in 

Denmark. The Belgium ambassador, however, says that the Danes seem reserved but they are not, 

he likes to call it modest instead. He also states that when you get to know them better, they are 

very accommodating and considerate. (Skarum, 2008)      

In his book, Bashy Quraishy interviewed foreigners living in Denmark and they stated that Danes 

are a very open people towards homosexuality, alcohol and sex but more closed when it comes to 

people with other nationalities. There is a very defined feeling of group associations. There is very 

much a feeling of us vs. them. Gundelach also talks about this. He states that Denmark is a very 

closed community that focuses on consensus and equality. However, membership of this 

community is closely linked to kinship and roots in Denmark, hence it is difficult for foreigners to 

become part of the group. He also stresses that the people outside the group are often ignored and 

not deemed important.(Gundelach, 2002b)  Another reason why Danes are perceived to be a closed 

people is that they do not talk to people on the streets, in the supermarkets or other public 

spaces.(Quraishy, 2003) Bosrock also describes the Danes to be inexpressive and low key in public. 

This is concordant with the fact the Danes are G-types that are difficult to get in contact with. In 
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addition to that, Hofstede stresses that in individual societies like Denmark, the focus is often on the 

specific friendship and not so much on social networks.(Hofstede, 2001) It is often easier to feel 

welcome in societies where you are taken in if you are a part of a certain social networks. Riis has a 

very good quote to sum up the Danish culture on openness towards others, he says that a motto 

could be “Love your neighbour, but keep your fence up”. (JL-Fondet, 1999) 

Another characteristic of the Danes, that might make them seem even more closed, is their 

forwardness. For some foreigners this might not be a problem like David Walzer, as he likes that 

fact that Danes are very forward, that they say what they mean, and mean what they say. For him 

that reminds him of home and it is a relief that Danes truly mean what they say.(Jensen, 2008) 

However, for another foreigners the forwardness might be intimidating, it all depends on their home 

culture. For example the Mexican ambassador Martha Barcena Coqui says that the Danes are very 

forward and to the point, in such a way that Mexicans might feel that the Danes are rude and 

aggressive. The problem with that is that the Danes are not aware of the fact that they are being 

perceived this way.(Jepsen, 2008a)  

Hofstede describes the Danes as having a culture with low power distance. Power distance tells us 

something about the feelings concerning equality and inequality in the society. In a culture with low 

power distance inequality is seen as a necessary evil and the hierarchy is there because it is 

convenient. Hence in a culture like the Danish with low power distance there is a belief that people 

are equal and the fear of insulting someone higher up in the hierarchy will not be prevalent, hence 

people will be more willing to discuss and to be argumentative.(Hofstede, 2001) Ferraro has used 

Bernstein and Hall’s measurement of high and low context countries to explain the forwardness of 

the Danes. He argues that the Scandinavian countries are low context countries, which indicates that 

they have explicit and straightforward communication patterns.(Ferraro, 2001) This can translate 

into the Danes seeming very forward in the way they communicate. Both Bosrock and Lewis also 

stress that frankness is a personal characteristic that is valued among the Danes.           

The Danish humor is also a part of the culture that is very special and that one has to get used to.  

The humor is very sarcastic and has a tendency to have a focus on laughing at someone instead of 

laughing with someone.(JL-Fondet, 1999) This can be difficult for a foreigner to understand and get 

used to. In an interview, Henriette Berthelsen from Greenland has stated that even though she wants 

to be a part of the group; joking and laughing together with Danes, she simply cannot because she 

cannot see the humor in the Danish jokes.(Quraishy, 2003) Humor is one of the basic steps in the 

social bonding ritual, where one becomes a part of the new society. Understanding the humor also 
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allows of the individual to understand the entire culture better. In connection to this, Lewis has 

stated that in Denmark humor and sarcasm is key to understanding the culture and to being adopted 

by the Danish society. 

The language is also an important part of the culture. Gundelach states that Danish plays a very 

important role in Denmark and is viewed as the central national symbol for Danskhed, the Danish 

word for Danishness, which stands for the essence of the Danish culture. The Danes are proud of 

their language, the fact that it is a very difficult language to learn and that it is spoken by very few 

people in the world. The Danes are very aware of the fact that it is a difficult language to learn, if 

you are not raised in Denmark, but they still expect foreigners to learn the language if they want to 

live in Denmark. Even if they learn the language they are not completely accepted until they speak 

Danish without mistakes and without accent.(Gundelach, 2002b)  

The best example of this would be Queen Margrethe’s husband Prince Henrik, he has never been 

able to lose his French accent and he is often critiqued for this in the media and by the Danes in 

general. However, the paradox is that  Danes are really good at speaking English and about 85 

percent of the Danes speak it. (Bosrock, 2006) Furthermore, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner has 

concluded that it is difficult for foreigners and especially English speakers to learn the native 

language, when they are in a country where the population is good at English, due to the fact that 

the native people are likely to switch to English when they hear a foreign accent. They do this in 

order to help, however, the foreigner will not be able to practice e.g. their Danish because the Danes 

often address them in English. (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 2001)   

Hofstede has measured Denmark to have a low uncertainty avoidance and part of the characteristics 

of low uncertainty avoidance is that the people are very proud of their nation and that they have a 

tendency to view their culture as superior. Others have noticed the strong feelings that Danes have 

for the their country. The Belgium ambassador has noticed that the Danes are proud of their country 

and of what is Danish for example the companies Mærsk and Lego.(Skarum, 2008) Bosrock is of 

the same opinion and warns foreigners from critiquing Danish culture and the Danish companies, 

while being in Denmark as this will not be looked lightly upon.   

Another symbol of how proud the Danes are of their country and culture is their use of Dannebrog, 

the Danish flag. Dannebrog is used for a lot of things that you do not see in many other countries, 

such as decorations on birthday cakes, celebration of special days and decoration of the Christmas 

tree.(Gundelach, 2002b)   
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Ethnocentrism is found in every country and it is very normal that the people feel proud of their 

country. This is a positive aspect of a country’s culture. However, it is also important that the 

people are aware of this ethnocentrism because if they do not acknowledge it, it can lead to difficult 

in the culture to accept other cultures.(Ferraro, 2001) Some non-Danes living in Denmark believes 

that this has become the case in Denmark. Osama Al-Habahbeh says that Danes often believe that 

they live in the best country and that they have the best culture, and they can have difficulties in 

seeing or acknowledging the faults in society.(Quraishy, 2003) Martha Barcena Coqui, the Mexican 

ambassador, says that the Danes are proud of their country, but sometimes there is a tendency to 

believe that Denmark is the best country in the world and that the other countries are worth less. 

(Jepsen, 2008a) 

Not only do the Danes value their country and culture highly, but it is also difficult to become a part 

of it. A clear connection to the Danish soil is important in order to be accepted in Denmark. 

(Eriksen and Sørheim, 2001) And a form of kinship is also central to the values of Danishness. 

(Gundelach, 2002b) The ability to show some family connections to Denmark makes it easier for 

foreigners to be integrated into the Danish society. This is in line with Gundelach’s conclusions that 

family is the most important aspect of life for the Danes. (Gundelach, 2002a) This even though 

Hofstede rates Danes to be mostly a individual society, where focus is more on the individual then 

the group.  

Denmark seems to have a culture that is very difficult to integrate into. According to Eriksen and 

Sørheim, the national Danish culture became more important when Denmark started losing land to 

it’s neighbours in the 19th century. Denmark was becoming smaller and the idea of protecting and 

valuing what was pure Danish became a fundamental thought in everyday-life in Denmark. In 

Quraishy’s book several of the non-Danes interviewed state that Denmark is very reserved when 

meeting new people. They go further and stress that the concept of “hygge”, which is another 

central part of Danish culture, is very much about staying home, closing doors and windows, 

lighting candles and spending time with friends and family. Hence it is not a concept that involves 

socializing or meeting new people. (Quraishy, 2003) But still Rosbock points out that hygge is 

central to communicating and getting to know Danes.     

Many Danes are aware of their problems with accepting foreigners. In 1998 almost 45 percent of 

the Danish population stated that concerns about foreigners’ and immigrants’ impact on Denmark 

occupied them a lot. Some because they did not want too many foreigners in Denmark, and they 

were afraid that the foreigners would make the Danish culture disappear. Other Danes worried 
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about foreigners because a part of society was less welcoming and this caused conflict inside 

Denmark but also gave the country a bad reputation around the world. (Thulstrup, 1998) 

Equality and community are central in the Danish culture and Denmark has been cultural 

homogeneous for a long time in concern for religion and ethnicity. This makes a lot of Danes react 

to people that are different in these areas and there is a tendency to view these people as abnormal. 

There has also been found evidence that non-Danes in the Danish society tend to form groups solely 

on the basis that they are non-Danes in Denmark. The people who are in these groups often do not 

have anything in common besides the fact that they are non-Danes and the likelihood that they 

would have anything to do with each other outside Denmark is very small. (Eriksen and Sørheim, 

2001) Some non-Danes do not wish to become Danish (Quraishy, 2003) and for them these groups 

constitute their social network in Denmark. A reason why foreigners do not wish to become Danes 

could be that the Danish society requires a lot of foreigners before they are accepted as a full 

member of society. In fact so much that it is almost impossible, as they have to give up their own 

culture and completely adopt the Danish way of thinking. (Eriksen and Sørheim, 2001) 

Last but not least is the Jantelov, which is a sort of ten commandments that tells you something 

about how to behave and act around others, for example you shall not think that you are someone 

special and you shall not think that you know more than the Danes do.(Lewis, 2006) The ten 

commandments says more about how the older generations were raised but one can still find 

attitudes that dates back to Janteloven. Studies have been done to see how much the Jantelov 

influences Danish society and culture today, and it was concluded that the Jantelov is still a big part 

of the Danish culture and it works as kind of a self-censorship to make sure that the egos do not get 

too big. It also reinforces and enhances the feeling of equality in the Danish society. (Lenler and 

Faber, 2008) The Jantelov has also had the effect that Danes do not try to stand out too much, rather 

they aim for mediocrity. (Gundelach, 2002b) This is of course difficult for non-Danes in Denmark 

to get used to. There are not many other cultures outside Scandinavia that have this self-censorship 

and this can often cause problems as foreigners might be perceived to believe that they better than 

the Danes and as stated above this is something that Danes find very hard to accept.     

The above mentioned characteristics are what is deemed central to the Danish culture. The aim is to 

see if any of these characteristics are apparent to the spouses and if they feel that any of them are 

hindering them in their adjustment to Denmark.   
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6.0 Cross-cultural adjustment theory  

This chapter will recapture the literature that has provided the breeding ground for the Shaffer and 

Harrison’s theory on expatriate spousal adjustment, which is the main theory used in this paper. It 

will also give an overview of the factors stated to influence spouse adjustment. Furthermore, it will 

review  and discuss Shaffer and Harrison’s theory. 

There has been many things written about cross-cultural adjustment, however, most of the papers, 

books and articles have had the expatriate as their pivotal point. The last couple of years, there has 

been a shift in focus to also include expatriate spouse adjustment. The basic cross-cultural 

adjustment process is seen as “the reduction of uncertainty by learning which behaviors are 

appropriate in the new culture and which ones are not.” (Black and Gregersen, 1991)    

There is no doubt that cross-cultural adjustment theory is becoming more important as the cost 

related to expatriate failure is becoming more apparent. The expatriate failure rate has been 

estimated to range from 16% to 40% and with the cost of $50.000 to $200.000 per failure the cost 

for the companies is substantial. (Black and Gregersen, 1991) In addition to this, Adam and 

Kobayashi, Copeland and Griggs, and Seward have shown that of the expatriates that choose to stay 

on the IA approximately half of them are viewed as ineffective by their companies.(in Black and 

Gregersen, 1991) The numbers above are only showing the direct cost of expatriate failure such as 

corporate expenses for returning the expatriate family and sending off a new family. Indirect costs 

such as corporate image loss, potential disgruntled customers and lost market opportunities are not 

considered even though it is likely that these cost are as high as the direct costs.(Kupka and Cathro, 

2007) There is also the personal cost for the failed manager to take into consideration. A public 

failure like a failed IA can potentially lead to a loss of self-esteem and self-confidence in ones 

ability to do the job, but it could also lead to a loss of prestige from co-workers and hence 

respect.(Mendenhall and Oddou, 1985) These aspects can lead to the manager being ineffective in 

his “old” job as well.    

Many researchers have examined the relationship between spouse adjustment and the success of the 

IA. It has been proven that poor spouse adjustment in the host country is the key reason for early 

return from IA (Bauer and Taylor, 2001), and that there is a critical relationship between the 

spouse’s ability to adjust to the new culture and the success of the IA. (Fish and Wood, 1997) 

Furthermore according to Black and Stephens, American companies claim that the number one 

factor of failed IA is the failure of the spouse to adjust to the host country, the same has been 

proven in other studies with female spouses only.(de Cieri, Dowling and Taylor, 1991) However, it 
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is not only the spouse, who is a decisive factor in influencing the expatriate experience. It has also 

been stated that the entire family’s adjustment and the family internal relationship influences the 

expatriate and their IA.(Forster, 1997) This interrelationship is natural, as one person in a unit is 

influenced by how the other members are doing.  

It is important to note that spouses do not only influence expatriates’ early returns but also their 

performance in the job. According to Ali, Van der Zee and Sanders, spouse adjustment is also a key 

factor to how well the expatriate functions and performs on the workplace (Ali, van der Zee and 

Sanders, 2003), this in even higher degree than in the normal surroundings and environment. The 

spouse is the biggest influence on the amount of stress and pressure that the expatriate feels at home 

and if the home environment is extremely pressured and stressful, it will affect the expatriate 

negatively at work and can hinder the success of the IA.(Harvey, 1998) However, there is no doubt 

that the spouses are the ones who are most stressed during the IA. In general, one in six spouses 

experiences higher stress levels than average during the IA.(Forster, 1997)   

The family as a unit also has a big influence on whether or not the expatriate chooses to accept an 

IA. 15% of managers interviewed in Punnett’s study said no to an IA, because it could damage the 

spouse’s career (Punnett, 1997). This is a relatively new problem that the companies are facing due 

to the growth of dual-career couples, where both spouses work because they want to and not 

because they have to.  

In Harvey and Wiese’s study, family adjustment problems are the main cause of IA failure. The 

spouse especially has problems with adjusting to the host environment and getting a job. Another 

reason, that the spouse has problems adjusting, is that she/he is the one, who has the most contact 

with the host environment. She/he is responsible for handling the everyday-needs of the family, 

which entails close contact with the host environment and the host nationals.(Harvey and Wiese, 

1998) The fact that the family members are the ones under most pressure and that they have a 

difficult time during an IA, is also something that the expatriate is starting to stress in studies done 

on their adjustment.(e.g. Suutari and Brewster, 1998)  

According to Briody and Chrisman, couples being interviewed in their study on cross-cultural 

adjustment stated that the transformation was more difficult for the wives. Because they did not 

have their job to get involved in, they were left with a lot of spare time, which was difficult to 

occupy and left them with more time to think and worry.(in Copeland and Norell, 2002) This shift 

in roles from career women to housewife is seen as a mayor component in the difficulties the 

spouses are experiencing (Mohr and Klein, 2004), not only do they have to adjust to a new 
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environment, furthermore, they have to adjust to new roles within their family. This change in the 

spouse’s life is not to be taken lightly, as Shaffer and Harrison show in their study. They have found 

evidence that loss of employment feels like a loss of status and loss of self identity. Kupka and 

Cathro show the clear relation between this feeling of loss for the spouse and expatriate’s work 

commitment: “The disruption of social networks in the home culture and the interference with the 

professional career, which are consequences of an IA expatriated spouse’s experience, have the 

potential  to be an unsettling force in IA because the unhappy, unfulfilled and uncooperative 

housewife will obstruct the expatriate’s focus on the corporate task on the mission.” . (Kupka and 

Cathro, 2007)  Fish and Wood sees this disruption as a loss of structure and continuity in the life of 

the spouse.  

Whether or not the spouse is employed on the IA seems to have an important impact on the 

adjustment process of the spouse, as studies show that spouses who were employed during the IA 

were happier than the unemployed.(Selvarajah and Stanley, 2003) However, employment status is 

not the only aspect that influences the spouses adjustment  process. Some of the more frequently 

mentioned aspects are government rules, cultural novelty, social networks, previous international 

experience, language skills and company assistance.  

The government’s role is especially important in connection to employment. Many countries such 

as The United States, Australia and Denmark have work permit or visa restrictions that make it very 

difficult if not almost impossible for the spouse to have a job.(Harvey and Wiese, 1998) As seen in 

the discussion above this aspect is central to the well-being of the spouse.  

Mendenhall and Oddou established that the country of origins is important in the adjustment phase, 

but whether or not actual cultural novelty has an effect on the spouse’s adjustment is still widely 

discussed. It has been argued that the more novel the cultural is, the less the spouse will know about 

the culture and that will make it more difficult to adjust.(Black and Stephens, 1989) de Cieri, 

Dowling and Taylor also expected cultural novelty to have a big impact on spousal adjustment in 

their study, however, the results show that the impact was not as big as expected. Other researchers 

have shown that it might be more about the perceived cultural novelty than the actual one. For 

example, one study showed that the higher expectations the spouse had to the host country, the 

bigger culture shock they experienced.(Chwo-ming Yu et al., 2005)  

Mohr and Klein found that the perceived cultural distance had a negative influence on the 

adjustment because the spouse felt more insecure about their behavior. However, the study also 

showed that the adjustment problems were not in the areas, where you would expect them. Hence, 
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cultural novelty was important in connection with food, shopping etc. but not with interaction with 

host country nationals (HCNs) or in the process of the spouse getting used to his/hers new 

role.(Mohr and Klein, 2004) It has also been proven that spouses have difficulties adjusting in 

countries that are very similar to their home country.(Suutari and Brewster, 1998) These countries 

might be neighboring countries where the cultural novelty is judged to be very small and no 

problems are expected. But it might be this expectation that causes the problem. The spouse is not 

prepared for there to be differences and is negatively surprised by them.  

Social support during the IA is also crucial to the spouse’s adjustment process and it has been 

proven that the most beneficial ties are with HCNs.(Copeland and Norell, 2002) The relationship 

between spouse and HCNs is similar to the mentoring program that one finds in companies, where a 

new employee gets an more experienced employee as a mentor to help them understand how the 

company works.(Mendenhall and Oddou, 1985) The HCNs can help the spouse in ways that are 

difficult for other expatriates. The HCNs understand the culture in depth and can help provide 

information and explanations if there is something that the spouse does not understand. The HCNs 

can also help by clarifying the appropriate behavior for the spouse. These guidelines are extremely 

useful in the spousal adjustment process, because they help reduce the uncertainty that can be very 

hindering for the spouse. (Selvarajah and Stanley, 2003)        

Even though the relationships to HCNs are the best for the spouses, they are also the most difficult 

ones.(Suutari and Brewster, 1998) The spouse do not have the confidence to interact with HCNs 

and therefore they most often find their support in the expatriate community.(Kupka and Cathro, 

2007) This causes a bad spiral as the spouses do not have the confidence to interact with HCNs, and 

the HCNs are the ones who can help the spouses overcome their insecurities and gain the 

confidence needed. According to Chwo-ming Yu et al., this problem goes even deeper as this 

insecurity makes the spouses stay within their comfort zone and interact solely with expatriates 

from their home country. If they cannot find someone from their home country, there is a big risk 

that they will withdraw and isolate themselves at home.(Chwo-ming Yu et al., 2005) Ali, Van der 

Zee and Sanders have also come across this problem in their study, but for them the problem is 

biggest within the high-income expatriate groups, who chose to live isolated from the local culture 

and only operate within their own small group.  

There is disagreement among the researchers as to whether previous experience has an influence on 

the spousal adjustment process. It has long been believed and concluded in studies that past 

experience is an important facilitator for good adjustment, for example Nicholson, Torbiorn, and 
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Ruben and Kealey.(in Selvarajah and Stanley, 2003) Black has conducted two studies, one in 1989 

and another one in 1991, which both hypothesized that previous international experience would 

have a positive influence on the spouse’s adjustment, however, in both studies the hypotheses were 

rebutted and it was concluded that previous international experience and positive adjustment was 

not significantly related.(Black and Stephens, 1989; Black and Gregersen, 1991)  

Language is a part of every pre-departure training, but many studies have not tested the influence of 

language skills on the adjustment of spouses. This although the researchers who have tested it, all 

agree that language plays a role.(e.g. Mohr and Klein, 2004)  Shaffer and Harrison state that 

language skills was the factor in their study that influenced spouse adjustment the most. This is due 

to the fact that language skills help the spouse find himself/herself and rebuild his/her sense of self. 

Mendenhall and Oddou stress that language skills’ importance depend on how the skills are used. 

They differentiate between using the language to basic survival or if it is used to gain interpersonal 

relationships with HCNs and to understand the culture, and show that the last two usages are the 

ones that are helpful in the adjustment process. Black and Stephens support this statement as they 

conclude that verbal and non-verbal communication is the most important influences on spousal 

adjustment.     

There is a lot to be said about companies’ willingness and effort to help the spouse adjust, but 

almost everything said is negative, hence there is no doubt that companies need to reconsider their 

involvement in the spousal adjustment process. According to Simeon and Fujiu, inadequate 

selection, training and support from the company increase the risk of failure, and pre-departure 

training has been linked together with positive adjustment. Other researchers have reached the same 

conclusions (de Cieri, Dowling and Taylor, 1991; Ali, van der Zee and Sanders, 2003), and some go 

even further and conclude that the companies are hampering their own IA through lack of support, 

training and compensation for the spouses.(Harvey, 1998)  He also stated that most companies’ 

relocation manuals are from the 1970s and therefore very old and outdated. It has been established 

that over 90 percent of companies do not offer pre-departure training and support for 

spouses.(Black and Gregersen, 1991; de Cieri, Dowling and Taylor, 1991; Chwo-ming Yu et al., 

2005)  

The spouses, who do get support from the company, are not satisfied with what they are getting.(de 

Cieri, Dowling and Taylor, 1991; Ali, van der Zee and Sanders, 2003) The critic has been that the 

training focuses on the factual information about relocation, and furthermore the spouses do not get 

the psychological and emotional preparation, that they need to be prepared for the hardest part of 
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their adjustment. (Forster, 1997) It is stressed that in the preparation process, the spouse’s own 

preparation and the company’s preparation offers should be coordinated to obtain the maximum 

outcome.(Simeon and Fujiu, 2000) Dowling has investigated why there are so many difficulties 

with adjusting the companies’ offers to the spouses’ wishes. In his study, he found that the 

companies often feel that the offers and service provided are on a very personal level and they feel 

like they are intruding in the expatriate and spouse’s private life. It is a very fine line that the 

companies are balancing on, however, the study showed that the companies were getting better at 

offering the right things.(in Fish and Wood, 1997)    

 

6.1 Theory  

In this chapter the theory used in this paper will discussed.  

6.1.1 Shaffer and Harrison’s Model of Spouse Adjustment to International Assignments 

Shaffer and Harrison build their model on the basis of two self-conducted coherent studies and 

other well-renowned studies done in the field of expatriate adjustment (Black and Gregersen, 1991). 

Their reasoning for creating the model is that the constructs that influence spousal adjustment are 

different then expatriate adjustment. This has been established before, however, no one has taken it 

upon themselves to investigate spousal adjustment in such depth before this study. 

In the first part of their study, Shaffer and Harrison conducted 10 interview with all female spouses, 

half of them had a positive experience on their IA and the other had a negative experience. Shaffer 

and Harrison undertook these in-depth interviews in order to find out which constructs led to these 

respectively negative and positive experiences. These constructs were changed into 14 different 

hypotheses that were tested in study number two and which constitute the bearing of their model. In 

the second study, they tested the 14 different hypotheses by having 252 spouse and 452 expatriate 

fill out a questionnaire. The results were analyzed and proved that most of the hypotheses were 

right, however, they changed the model accordingly in the cases where the hypothesis was refuted. 

It is the altered model that will be used in this paper.     

6.1.2 The Model:  

The model builds on the perception that spouse adjustment consists of three types of adjustment; 

Personal, interaction and cultural. Personal adjustment is adjustment to the country so the spouses 

get a sense of feeling at home, feel they belong and feel that they are becoming a part of the foreign 

environment. Interaction adjustment is the adjustment that occurs when the spouses begin to interact 
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and build relationships to the HCNs. Cultural adjustment is adjusting to the new environmental and 

situational conditions. These are part of the overall adjustment and all have to be present for the 

spouse to get adjusted.  

Shaffer and Harrison concluded from their first study that there are three different areas that 

influence spouse adjustment, namely individual factors, interpersonal relationships and environment 

(see figure below). In these areas, there are different constructs that influences the adjustment 

differently.  

As subgroups to the individual factors there are language fluency, change in employment status and 

social self-efficacy. Language fluency covers the spouse’s knowledge of the local language. It has 

been established that the more advanced your language skills are, the easier it is to adjust. Change 

in employment status refers to the situation, where spouses have to give up or put their career or 

education on hold while abroad. In the first study, Shaffer and Harrison found indications that this 

change had a negative effect on the spouses due to the change of identity, however, in the second 

study the proof      
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of this was less clear. Shaffer and Harrison concluded that this might be because the questions 

concerning change in employment status were not specific enough. They suggested that there 

should be further testing and investigation into this field. In this paper, change in employment will 

be a part of the analysis. This is partly due to preliminary conversations with the interviewees but 

also due to the fact that many other researchers stress that this factor is one of the more difficult 

changes to overcome during an IA (Ali, van der Zee and Sanders, 2003; Kupka and Cathro, 2007). 

Social self-efficacy is a performance attainment that reflects a (or lack of) ability to or confidence in 

creating new interpersonal relationships in the foreign environment. If the spouse has the ability or 

confidence to do it, the adjustment will be easier and the spouse will be better adjusted.   

Interpersonal relationships is build up of two subgroups, namely family and social networks, which 

are further divided into several factors. Under family, the factors are extended family support, 

expatriate adjustment and parental demands. Social networks covers the factors of network size, 

breadth of support and depth of support from HCNs.  

Shaffer and Harrison believed after the first study that extended family support had a positive 

influence on the spouse’s adjustment, however, the second study showed the opposite. The results 

of the questionnaire indicated that if the spouse has a strong extended family support it will be more 

difficult for him/her to adjust. An important factor for spouse adjustment is the expatriate’s 

adjustment. In the new environment, the spouse and the expatriate will be each others closest and 

most used friend. So their respective experiences will influence the others perception of the 

situation. Hence if the expatriate’s adjustment is going well and the experience has been positive, 

the spouse’s adjustment will be easier. Having children has also shown to have a positive effect on 

the adjustment process, especially pre-school aged children. The children enable networking at the 

school and hence help facilitate the spouse’s adjustment. 

The study also showed that the bigger the network size the easier adjustment. The breadth of 

support from the network is also important. The spouse will have an easier time adjusting when 

she/he gets support in several areas instead of just a few. The quality of the new relationships are 

also important, this is measured in the factor depth of support from HCNs. Shaffer and Harrison 

also measure the importance of depth of support from non-HCNs, but the study showed that support 

from this group does not facilitate adjustment among spouses and hence this support group is not a 

part of the model.  

The last subgroup is the environment, here the factors are cultural novelty and favorable living 

conditions. Cultural novelty describes how big a difference there is between the home culture and 
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the culture in the new country. The more the two cultures have in common, the easier it is for the 

spouse to adjust. Favorable living conditions covers the differences between the living conditions at 

home and in the foreign environment. If the living conditions in the new country are better than at 

home, the adjustment process will be easier, whereas if they are worse they affect the adjustment 

negatively.  

6.1.3 Critique of the adjustment model    

There are four main critic points in concern to this model and the development of it. The first one is 

that the in-depth interviews in the first study are build on memories. The spouses interviewed had 

all finished their IA and were providing Shaffer and Harrison with retrospective statements about 

the experience. The problem with this is that after returning home, the feelings about the stay is 

often very black or white, either they loved it or they hated it. This served Shaffer and Harrison’s 

purpose as they wanted distinct experiences so that they could easily categorize and develop the 

hypotheses. Shaffer and Harrison were aware of this problem and counterbalanced it by distributing 

the questionnaires in the second study to spouses, who were still on assignment around the world. 

However, this is still a point to critic as it is the first study that constitute the foundation on which 

the model is built.  

Another critic point is that this model is fairly new and has not been tested by colleagues so far. 

These potential tests would have let to a validation of the model and the thoughts behind it. 

Although there has not been any further tests, some authors have cited and used the results gathered 

from the model.(Bauer and Taylor, 2001) This is another way of validating the conclusions that 

Shaffer and Harrison drew from their study.     

A limitation of this study is that there is a very uneven dispersion of country of origins of the 

interviewees. Between 84.2 percent and 85.9 percent of the interviewees are English native-

speakers (Shaffer and Harrison, 2001). English native-speakers might have an advantage as English 

is one of the most widely spoken languages in the world and they will have the advantage if being 

able to use their mother tongue on the IA. This will influence the adjustment process, and may have 

let to a changed outcome of the study. This is only speculation, however, it could be interesting to 

study whether a native English speaker has an advantage or disadvantage in the adjustment process 

in comparison to non-native English speakers.  

The last point of critic is that the spouses interviewed for the first study were all female. There is no 

doubt that the majority of accompanying spouses are female, however, the few male spouses are 

neglected in many studies, and they face other challenges in their adjustment phase. The resources 
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in place to help the spouses adjust have mainly been developed with female spouses in mind, and 

there is now being conducted separated studies in male spouse adjustment. However, since the 

participants in this study are all female spouse, it will not effect the outcome of the study.        

 

7.0 The Questionnaire 
This chapter contains all aspects of the questionnaire; firstly a summary of the overall results, 

secondly the analysis of the individual questionnaires, thirdly a discussion of the analysis, and lastly 

a comparison of the description of the Danish culture with the survey completed by the spouses 

concerning the Danish culture.  

 

7.1 The results of the questionnaire  

The survey conducted in connection to this paper was a online questionnaire. The questionnaire was 

sent out to 39 spouse in Denmark and 16 chose to reply, which lead to the survey having a 41 

percent response rate. Of the 39 spouses contacted, two of them were male spouses corresponding 

to 5 percent of the spouse contacted. This is in line with the percentage of male spouses in 

Denmark. Unfortunately, none of the two male spouses chose to participate in the survey, and hence 

it will be impossible for me to draw any conclusions concerning male spouses in Denmark.  

7.1.1 Demographics  

In the survey, 7 different nationalities are represented; American, Dutch, Italian, German, Swiss, 

British and French. The Americans are by far the biggest group represented as they constitute 63 

percent of the responders, where the rest of the groups all account for 6.3 percent. The spread in 

nationality of the initial 39 spouses is not known, however spouses from all continents were 

represented. The reason why the response is entirely American and European is not known. 

However, one could speculate that these nationalities are more open about their situation and more 

willing to participate in questionnaires. With that many Americans, English native-speakers is the 

biggest language group among the respondents, namely 69 percent. The second biggest language 

group is German native-speakers with 12.6 percent.   

The questionnaire deals with very personal issues as it addresses whether or not the spouses are 

happy or unhappy and their personal feelings towards this expatriation and Denmark. This might be 

the reason why none of the male spouses has responded, but also why spouses from more private 

cultures such as Asian has chosen not to participate.  
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The spouses were asked which country they consider their home country. Two people mentioned 

two countries as their home countries and a third spouse answered that the country she lives in at 

time, is her home country. This points towards a very international view on their life. For 56.3 

percent this expatriation is their first assignment abroad while others have been abroad before some 

up to 5 times. This shows a diversity in the group, however, since Shaffer and Harrison’s study 

showed that the amount of IAs did not have a influence on the adjustment process, this will not be 

discussed in the analysis.  

All the respondents are between 30 and 56 years old. The majority with 50 percent is between 40 

and 49 years old, furthermore there is a nice spread amongst the spouses as the response are not 

concentrated in one certain age group. Hence the survey does represent spouses in different age 

groups. It is also very different how long the spouses have been in Denmark. It ranges from one 

year up to nine years with an average of 2.75 years. The majority of the spouses, with 44 percent, 

have been in Denmark two years. 

 

7.1.2 Language and Work  

The spouses were asked about their Danish abilities and if they used their Danish. 37.5 percent of 

the spouses answered that they do not have any Danish abilities and 50 percent think that they are at 

beginners level in Danish. This shows a clear tendency, where 87.3 percent of the spouses do not 

have sufficient language abilities to rely solely on when living in Denmark. Moreover, the majority 

of the spouses state that they do not use their Danish at all, while the 46.7 percent who do use it, 

mostly use it when they are doing grocery shopping etc.  

The survey also showed that while 12 of the spouses were employed before coming to Denmark, 

only 3 are working in Denmark, and one of them work part-time and another has a online job for a 

company in the UK. Thus only one out of 16 spouses has a full-time job in Denmark. However, it is 

important to note that of the 13 that were not employed in Denmark, the majority did not wish to 

have a job. Only 4 of the spouses not working in Denmark would like to have a job. 

7.1.3 Family  

In this section of the questionnaire, the spouses were asked about their family’s response to this 

assignment abroad.  

The spouses reported that in 62.5 percent of the cases their extended family responded well or very 

well to the fact that the spouse was relocating to Denmark. The rest, 37.5 percent, said that their 
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family was okay with the move. So all in all, there was a positive attitude towards to spouses 

moving to Denmark.  

The respondents all believe that their spouse, the expatriate, has adjusted well or very well to 

working in Denmark, and the spread was even with 50 percent answering well and the other 50 

percent answering very well. The result is a bit more diverse when the spouses were asked if the 

expatriate has adjusted to living in Denmark because here 6.3 percent have adjusted okay to living 

in Denmark, 56.3 percent has adjusted well and the rest 37.5 percent has adjusted very well. When 

asked about the expatriate’s general impression of Denmark, the answers become even more diverse 

with 6.3 percent with a negative impression, 12.5 percent are indifferent, 43.8 percent are positive 

and 37.5. percent are very positive. There is a majority of positive impression and adjustments, 

however, the elaborating questions shows that the expatriates are more fond of the Danish 

workplace than Danes and the Danish culture, which will be elaborated on in the analysis of the 

questionnaires.   

All of the spouses that completed the survey have between 1 and 4 children and all of them have at 

least one child that still attends school.  

 

7.1.4 Social Networks and Friends 

In this section, the spouses were asked to compare their social network in Denmark to the one they 

had before they moved there. It was also important to find out who they considered part of their 

social network and where they found it. They were also questioned on their relationship with Danes; 

if they have Danes in their social network and how they view their relationship with Danes.  

The spouses were asked how they interact with people in Denmark and 43.8 percent said that it is 

the same as elsewhere, 37.6 said that it was more difficult and 18.8 percent felt that they interacted 

better with people in Denmark. When they were asked to elaborate on their answers, they stressed 

that it is easier to interact with others in the international environment in Denmark as most of the 

people in that environment do not have a big support system in Denmark and they are open to 

making friends. But they also stressed that they find it difficult to interact with the Danes, some 

because the Danes are very closed but others also point to the normal hesitations that you have 

when you are in another country.   

This statement is substantiated by the fact that 75 percent of the spouses find it difficult or very 

difficult to get Danish people into their social network, 18.8 percent have not thought about it and 

only 6.3 percent found it easy to connect with Danes. The spouses were asked to list different places 
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where they have meet their network. 6.3 percent felt that they did not have a network in Denmark 

and thus skipped the question. The places that were mentioned the most were their children’s 

school, their spouse’s work place, sports and expatriate organisations.  

In the question concerning what kind of people their social network consists of, it was very telling 

that nobody mentioned their neighbours as part of their social network. The most mentioned group 

is parents at my children’s school with 81.3 percent and after that was friends with 75 percent. It is  

thus obvious that the school has en enormous influence on the spouses’ social network. 50 percent 

of the spouses feel that their social network is smaller now than it was before coming to Denmark, 

25 percent feel that it is the same while the last 25 percent say that their social network has gotten 

bigger.  

The majority of the spouse judged that 1-5 percent of their social network is are Danes. 6.3 percent 

did not have any Danes in their social network. 18.8 percent of the spouses said that Danes 

constitute 5-10 percent of their social network. These are very low percentages when considering 

that the spouses live in Denmark, but it clearly shows us that the international environment is 

crucial for the spouses.   

The spouses were also asked to judge the value of their social network in Denmark. This was done 

by asking them how much they use their social network and for what. When asked if they could get 

the practical advice they needed, 37.5 percent said mostly and 18.8 percent answered completely. 

Nobody said not at all, but 12.5 felt that they could get a bit help. Furthermore, there is a diverse 

response to the question if they could get help to understand Denmark as 6.3 percent said not at all 

or a bit respectively, while 50 percent felt that they get some help. 18.8 percent answered mostly 

and completely. A diverse response is also seen when asked about help in understanding Danes 

where the majority, 43.8 percent, replied that they get some help. In connection with understanding 

the way the Danes act, the answers were more centralized with nobody saying not at all or 

completely, and the majority with 40 percent felt that they get a bit help. 

The depth of emotional support that the spouses are getting was covered and 40 percent felt that 

they mostly got their emotional needs meet by their network in Denmark, where 20 percent felt that 

the Danish network covered their emotional needs completely. The spouses were also asked if they 

use their network in Denmark or their network at home the most. The majority with 46.7 percent 

answered that they mostly use their Danish network. 26.7 percent use both their Danish and their 

network from home to the same degree. The rest, 26.6 percent, favourite their social network at 

home. It is also important how the spouses see their friendship with Danes and here 60 percent of 
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the spouses felt that the closeness and quality of their Danish friendship were medium. Concerning 

the issue of closeness, 20 percent felt that it was low or very low, where only 6.7 percent judged the 

quality of their friendship to be very low.     

7.1.5 Relocation  

This part of the questionnaire dealt with the relocation process itself, and hence which resources 

they used and what they got offered from their company.  

When asked about where they got most of their support from, 81.3 percent of the spouses answered 

their children’s school. Second most used resource was the relocation agency and thereafter came 

family and their relocating company. It is surprising that the company does not range higher in this 

survey. This trend is verified in the next question where the spouses were asked if they could only 

chose one resources which one would that be, and again the children’s school was mentioned most 

often.  

There was a clear tendency regarding the offers that the families got in their relocation phase. Focus 

has been more on the practical things, and the service offered the most was help with paper works 

in form of taxes and visa, as 85.7 percent was offer this. Other services offered a lot was help to 

find housing, school for the children and language courses. What was offered less was in-country 

training, pre-departure training and at the bottom was help with finding jobs and school for the 

spouse. 6.7 percent did not get anything offered and managed the relocation on their own. It is of 

course important to find out whether the spouses used the help they were offered. 60 percent said 

that they used all the different aids that they were offered, whereas 40 percent stated that they only 

used some. It has been discussed in the literature that the expatriate and the spouse do not get 

offered the same aids, however, this was not the case for any of the spouses in this study. 

The spouses were asked if they had wanted something else or more than they got. The majority with 

56.3 percent said that they would have wanted more, and they especially asked for more cultural 

courses, better pre-departure training and in-country training. The rest were satisfied with the aids 

they got offered.  

7.1.6 Denmark  

This last section of the questionnaire looked at the spouses’ situations in Denmark in detail. The 

spouses were also asked about their feelings toward Denmark and how they viewed the culture. 

Concerning shopping, 75 percent of the spouses feel that their shopping opportunities are worse in 

Denmark, 18.8 percent said that they are a lot worse and only 6.3 percent state that they are the 



Adjusting in Denmark – An empirical study of cross-cultural spouse adjustment in Denmark 

 33

same. 60 percent said that their housing in Denmark is worse, 20 percent felt that it is the same 

whereas 40 percent believe that their housing is better or a lot better. The spouses were  questioned 

on the amount of household chores that they have to do in Denmark and 56.3 percent said that they 

have the same amount of work, while 43.8 percent of the spouses have more chores in Denmark. 

The spouses were very critical of the Danish health care system, 31.3 percent said that it is a lot 

worse and 62.5 percent said that it is worse than what they are used to. Only 6.3 percent feel that it 

is better than the health care system that they had before.       

The spouses were also asked to judge how their purchasing power is. The feedback was very 

diverse but evenly dispersed. The majority said that their purchasing power is a lot worse, worse or 

the same with 31.3 percent respectively. The rest felt that their purchasing power is better in 

Denmark. The spouses were also asked if the daily life is more or less expensive. 6.3 percent 

answered that Denmark is a lot less expensive, whereas 6.3 percent said that it is the same, 43.3 

percent said that it is more expensive and 43.3 felt that it is a lot more expensive. In spite of these 

negative numbers, 75 percent of the spouses still felt that their life quality is better in Denmark than 

it was before. Only 6.3 percent feel that their life quality is worse than before. Another positive 

aspect about Denmark, according to the spouses, is safety. 80.2 percent of the spouses said that they 

feel more secure in the Denmark in comparison to where they lived before. The rest of the spouses, 

the 18.8 percent, feel that it is the same as before.  

The spouses were also asked about their knowledge and contact to Denmark before they came to the 

country. The majority answered that they only knew the basics about Denmark before moving there, 

the rest were equally dispersed among nothing, some and a bit, none of the spouses knew a lot about 

Denmark before choosing to live there. In relation to that, 62.5 percent of the spouses did not know 

anyone how had lived there or had a connection to Denmark. 

The spouse were asked what they feel the difference is between their own culture and the Danish 

culture, and the majority, 68.8 percent, feel that there is a big difference between the two cultures. 

The rest of the spouses feel that there is a small difference between the cultures. When questioned 

about their job expectations, the majority said that they had not had any expectations, but amongst 

the ones that had expectations, it has proven more difficult than expected, as one has to be really 

good at Danish to come into consideration for a job. 43.8 percent of the spouses did not really have 

expectation of Danish food, whereas 37.8 percent had low expectations. It was mentioned that the 

quality of food in Denmark is good, but that the selection is really bad.  
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The majority of the spouses had high expectation for the Danish living standard, as 56.3 percent 

answered high and 6.3 percent answered very high, while 12.5 had low expectations. The living 

standard lived up to their expectations, this might be due to that fact the respondents value different 

things under the heading living standard. Some looks at quality of house, others at leisure activities 

and working hours.  

When the spouses were asked about their expectation for the Danish language, the response was 

dispersed, but the majority did not have any expectations. The feedback on how they had 

experienced the language was, however, very alike. They find the language to be very difficult not 

just to learn but also to understand. In addition to that, the spouses feel that it is very difficult for 

them, both to find initiative to learn the language but also to get a chance to practice it due to the 

Danes’ good English skills.    

There was a very clear expectation among the spouses concerning the weather, 73.7 percent had 

low or very low expectations and if one looks at the elaborating comments, this was also what they 

experienced. Especially the dark and raining winter is what many of them stresses, some even go 

further and state that dark days has had a big effect on the overall stay in Denmark.  

When asked about the Danish culture, the spouses either had high expectations or none at all. The 

majority with 60 percent had high whereas 40 percent did have any expectation before going to 

Denmark. The experiences that the spouses have had will be discussed further later in the paper in 

the discussion section. The same accounts for the elaborations on what expectations the spouses had 

for the Danes, where 46.6 percent did not have any expectation and another 46.6 percent had high 

expectations.  

The answers concerning how the spouses feel their adjustment in Denmark have been is one of the 

most dispersed responses in the survey, where 6.3 percent found it very difficult, 25 percent said 

that it was difficult, 18.8 percent did not feel that it was anything, 37.5 percent found it easy and  for 

the last 12.5 percent it was very easy to adjust to Denmark. This easiness with adjustment can also 

be reflected in the answers given to the question if the spouses feel that they have adjusted, where a 

big majority with 93.3 percent said yes.  

When asked about the most difficult thing to adjust to in Denmark, the spouses answered (in the 

order the first was mentioned most times): Shopping opportunities, the Danes, cost of living, health 

care system, missing home, the weather and the language. Listed as top three second most difficult 

things were the weather, the health care system and the language[CLS1]. The most dominating aspects 

mentioned here could very much be related to the spouses’ role in the family. Even though this is a 
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very gender biased point of view, the daily routines in the family are the spouse’s main 

responsibility and these are largely dependent on shopping opportunities, the weather and the health 

care system and it is therefore natural that some of these aspects are causing the spouses the most 

problems.  

When asked about their impression of the Danes in general, the spouses’ replays were very 

different, but what was mentioned  most often was that they are closed, family-focused and friendly. 

Besides that, the Danes are also seen as positive, impolite, proud of their country, forward, helpful, 

unfriendly and relaxed.  

The spouses were asked what their impression of Denmark would be if they were to leave the 

country now. Most answered a positive, safe country with great and high quality of life. Other 

responses were easy to live in, has a bad attitude towards foreigners, lovely, depressing in the 

winter, expensive and slightly negative.      

As the last question, the spouses were asked, if they would want to stay in Denmark after this 

assignment was over, and the majority with 75 percent said no, while 25 percent said yes. Some 

gave a reasoning of their decision and most often mentioned that Denmark was too expensive to 

live in and especially if they did not get the benefit package from the company.  

This survey shows a very diverse and different picture of the adjustment process for spouses in 

Denmark. In the next section, the individual questionnaires will be analysed to see how many of the 

spouses have adjusted to Denmark according to Shaffer and Harrison’s theory on spousal 

adjustment.   

 

7.2 Analysis of the questionnaires  

In this chapter the questionnaires are analysed on the basis of the cross-cultural spouse adjustment 

theory by Shaffer and Harrison. The questionnaires will be reviewed to see if the spouses have 

adjusted according to the theory. This will be judged by looking at the positive and negative effects 

that Shaffer and Harrison assigned the individual constructs in their paper, thus the spouses’ answers 

are compared to the theory. In the end the results are compared and a surplus of constructs that 

influences the adjustment negatively equals that the spouse has not adjusted, and reversed a surplus 

of aspects that influence the spouse positively equals an adjusted spouse. This is then compared with 

the spouses’ own statements concerning how the adjustment process has been and if they feel that 

they have adjusted to the Danish society. Any eventual inconsistencies will be discussed in the next 

chapter after all the questionnaires have been analysed.   
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7.2.1 Respondent 1   

The first respondent is negatively influenced by the individual factors. She does not speak Danish 

and according to the theory that will have a very negative affect on the adjustment. The spouse had a 

full-time job before coming to Denmark, now she does not have a job although she really would like 

to have one, hence this change in employment has a negative effect on the adjustment. Social self-

efficacy has a positive influence on adjustment, however, this spouse does not feel secure with the 

daily interactions. She stresses that this has nothing to do with Danes and Danish society but is a 

general response for being abroad. Even though this is not linked to Denmark, the insecurity still 

means that she has a lack of social self-efficacy, which has negative consequences for the 

adjustment.  

The interpersonal relationships are divided into two sections, namely family and social networks. 

Firstly, the family relations will be analysed. The extended family reacted well to this IA, which 

influences the process negatively. The husband has adjusted well to both living and working in 

Denmark. He has a positive impression of Denmark because there is a good quality of life, a good  

school for the children and he has nice colleagues. The fact that the expatriate has adjusted to 

Denmark has a positive effect on the spouse. The last family construct investigated in this 

questionnaire, namely parental demands also has a positive influence on the spouse, as the family 

has two children ages 6 and 8.  

In the social network section when asked about her social network in Denmark, the spouse answers 

that she met her social network at the children’s school and at her husband’s company. Her network 

consists of friends and other parents at school, furthermore, she recons that she has a small social 

network in Denmark in comparison to the one she had before. The small size of the network has a 

negative influence on her adjustment as one might conclude that the size of the network she had 

before coming to Denmark was one that suited her. Now the size of her network  is more determined 

by the circumstances than by her wishes. When questioned about the breadth of support that she is 

getting from her network, the spouse feels that she is mostly able to get the practical advice she 

needs concerning living in Denmark from her network. The spouse was also questioned about which 

network she uses the most, the one she has at home or the one she has in Denmark and her reply, that 

she mostly uses the one in Denmark, shows that her network has a good breadth since she mostly 

relies on it. This is positive for her adjustment process, because it shows that she has the support she 

needs in  Denmark.  
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The spouse is also asked about the depth of support from HCNs. She states that 5-10 percent of her 

social network are Danes, furthermore she finds it very difficult to become friends with Danes, 

mainly because they seem very settled at home and do not go out and socialize much. Hence she 

does not feel that she has the opportunity to interact with them often. She also states that the Danes 

that she has in her network are normally international Danes. The spouse is also asked to judge the 

closeness and the quality in her friendship with Danes, and she feels that both are medium. The 

friendships with HCNs can be very helpful for the spouse to feel at home in Denmark, however, in 

this case the factor is a sign of a more difficult adjustment.  

The factor of cultural novelty is negative for this spouse’s adjustment. However, in addition to 

asking about the difference between the home culture and the Danish culture, the spouse was also 

asked about aspects of living in Denmark, her expectation and how she finds it there. The spouse 

feels that there is a big difference between the cultures which is negative for her adjustment process. 

The spouse had low expectations for the Danish food, and she is confirmed in her expectations as 

she finds the options limited and the opening hours of the stores very restricted. The rest of her 

expectations are also met, namely that the living standard is high, the language is difficult, the 

weather is dark and grey and that the Danes are nice.   

When asked  to compare different aspect in Denmark with how they were at home, the outcome is 

not positive. She feels that the shopping opportunities are worse, housing is worse, she does more 

household chores, the health care system is worse, her purchasing power is lower and daily life is 

more expensive. However, her life quality in Denmark is better and she feels safer. All in all the 

spouse’s living conditions are worse in Denmark than they were at home, and this has a negative 

effect on her adjustment.  

Comparing all this, shows that this spouse has eight constructs from the theory that influenced her 

negatively and only three constructs that are positive, hence it can be concluded that this spouse has 

not adjusted or has had a bad adjustment to Danish society. This is in contrast to the spouses own 

feelings about her adjustment as she states that she had an easy adjustment and that she feels that she 

has adjusted to Danish society.         

7.2.2 Respondent 2  

This spouse is at beginner level with her Danish, however, she does not use it at all, and hence the 

lack of Danish abilities has a negative influence on her adjustment. She has not had a change in 

employment status, she was a stay-at-home mom before she came to Denmark and she is the same 

there, furthermore she is happy to be at home and does not want to work. This has a positive 
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influence on her as she did not have to deal with a change in employment as well as a change in 

country at the same time. Concerning her social self-efficacy, the spouse does not feel a difference in 

her interaction with people, hence she is not limited by living in  another country and this also has a 

positive effect on her adjustment process.  

Her extended family was very positive about her relocation to Denmark, which has been shown to 

generally have a negative influence on spousal adjustment and hence also on hers. Her husband, the 

expatriate, has adjusted well to both living and working in Denmark. He likes the country a lot and 

has a very positive impression of Denmark, mainly because it is a great place to have a family. The 

expatriate’s adjustment will influence the spouse’s adjustment process positively. Furthermore, the 

family has four children at the age of 5, 8 11 and 15. In addition, this will affect the spouse 

positively as she will have the possibility to interact with other people through her children.       

This spouse met her network at her children’s school and for her the social network consists of 

friends. She says that her social network in Denmark is bigger than the one she had before. This is 

positive for her adjustment as a big social network is a sign that she is feeling at home in Denmark. 

As stated above the breadth of the support that she gets from the network is also important. The 

spouse can get most of her practical advice from her network in Denmark. This social network also 

covers most of the emotional support that she needs. Moreover, the spouse states that she generally 

uses her social network in Denmark the most. These answers show  that she has a nice breadth in her 

network, which is positive for her adjustment process.  

When asked about her relationship to the Danes, she answers that 1-5 percent of her network are 

Danes, furthermore she does not find it difficult to become friends with Danes. She feels that the 

quality and closeness of her friendships with the Danes are medium. It is judged that the factor has a 

positive influence on her adjustment, as she finds it easy to interact with Danes, and hence it is by 

choice that she does not have more Danes in her network, and thus it should not have a widely 

negative effect on the adjustment.  

This spouse feels that there is a big difference between the Danish culture and her home culture. This 

is also reflected in her expectations for Denmark, as she did not know what to expect concerning job 

opportunities, Danes, Danish and the food. On the other hand she had a low expectation for the 

weather and high expectations concerning the culture. However, overall the cultural novelty has a 

negative influence on her adjustment phase, as it is assumed in the theory that it is more difficult to 

adjust to cultures that are very different from what one is used to.  
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When the spouse was asked to describe her living conditions, she said that shopping is worse, 

housing is a lot better, she does the same amounts of household chores, the health care system is 

worse, her purchasing power is the same, daily life is more expensive, life quality is better and it is  

safer in Denmark. So all in all her living conditions in Denmark are not more favourable, and these 

things will not have a positive influence on her adjustment process in Denmark.  

If you compare to Shaffer and Harrison’s theory the positive constructs outweigh the negative with 

seven to four. Therefore it can be concluded that this spouse has adjusted to Danish society, this 

corresponds with her own perception of her situation as she states that she had an easy adjustment 

and that she feels adjusted.  

7.2.3 Respondent 3  

The third spouse has beginner skills in Danish, which she uses daily in the supermarket and in day-

care. However, her skills are far from fluent and therefore this factor will not have a positive effect 

on her adjustment. She has not experienced at change in her employment status, as she is not 

employed in Denmark and before moving there she was a stay-at-home mom. The spouse, however, 

would like to be employed but this has not been possible. Despite her wish for a job, she has not 

experienced a change and that will influence the adjustment process positively. When asked about 

her social self-efficacy she states that she actually interacts better with people in Denmark than she 

does at home, thus this will also have positive effect on her adjustment.  

When asked about the extended family’s response to the relocation, the spouse responded that the 

family has been very positive and helpful. This has a negative effect on her adjustment process, as it 

is often more difficult to leave supportive family members behind. The husband has adjusted very 

well to living and working in Denmark, he likes the country because of the quiet and relaxed people 

that live there. The family has three children age 13 months, 3 years and 6 years. These children will 

also influence the spouse’s adjustment in a positive way.  

The spouse has met her social network at the children’s school, at shopping and at sports. She 

considers friends and other parents at school to be her social network. The network is the same size 

as the network she had before moving there. It is concluded that this size fits her well and hence that 

her adjustment is not negatively influenced by the size of her social network. However, this is not 

the case with the breadth of the support she gets from the social network, as she states that she uses 

her social network from home the most for support and guidance. This has a negative effect on her 

adjustment in Denmark. The depth of the support that she gets from Danes is good. She feels that it 

is easy to interact with Danes to the point that she does not think about it. In addition to this, 25-50 
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percent of her social network are Danes, which is the highest percentage in the survey. Furthermore, 

she thinks that the quality and the closeness of the friendships are high. This will impact her 

adjustment process positively.  

The spouse holds that there is a big difference between her home culture and the Danish culture. 

This might also be the reason why the spouse did not have many expectations for Denmark before 

going there. She had no expectations for job opportunities, Danish, the weather and the Danes. 

However, she had very high expectations for the living standard and culture, and very low 

expectations for the food. Whether or not these expectations are met is not elaborated on. This does 

not change the fact that she feels that there is a big difference between the culture and that the 

feeling will influence her adjustment negatively.  

The spouse feels; that the shopping is worse, housing is the same, she does more chores, the health 

care system and her purchasing power are a lot worse, the daily life is more expensive, life quality is 

the same but also that she feels a lot safer in Denmark. When comparing these factors there are more 

negative changes than positive and thus it is concluded that she does not have favourable living 

conditions in Denmark and that this will have a negative influence on her adjustment process.  

When looking at all the constructs there are six that positively influences her adjustment and five 

that influences it negatively. Therefore it can be concluded that she is adjusted in Denmark. This 

confirms to her own understanding, as she feels that she has had an easy adjustment and that she 

feels adjusted.  

7.2.4 Respondent 4  

The Danish ability of this spouse is at beginner level, she uses it sporadically in restaurants and in 

stores. However, since she is not fluent, this factor will influence her adjustment negatively. Before 

coming to Denmark the spouse was working part-time now she is not employed. She does not wish 

to be employed, but the shift is a change in employment status, which has a negative effect on her 

adjustment. The spouse does not feel that she is restricted in any of her interactions with others in 

Denmark, which will have a positive influence on her adjustment.  

The spouse’s extended family has been okay about the relocation to Denmark, which has a negative 

effect on the spouse’s adjustment as it is harder to leave them. Her husband has adjusted well to 

living and working in Denmark. He has a positive impression of the country and feels that 

Copenhagen is a wonderful city with high quality of living, a safe environment and lots of things to 

do. This factor will influence the spouse’s adjustment positively. The family also consists of two 
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children at the age of 9 and 11. The fact that the family has children is a positive influence on the 

spouse’s adjustment as can be seen in the next factor.       

 The spouse considers friends, other parents from the children’s school and people from the 

husband’s workplace her social network. Still she states that she has a small network, in comparison 

to the social network she had before. This can have a negative implication for the adjustment of the 

spouse. When asked about the breadth of support from the network the spouse replies that she gets 

some information about Denmark in general and the Danes from the network, furthermore she does 

get some practical advice and some emotional support from it. However, most times she generally  

uses her social network from home. This has negative ramifications for her adjustment process. The 

spouse feels that it is difficult to attain contact with Danes, and the quality and closeness of her 

friendships are medium. In addition, the fact that only 1-5 percent of her social network are Danes 

tells us, that the depth of support from HCNs influences the spouse negatively.  

The spouse feels that there is a small difference between her home culture and  Danish culture, this 

is also confirmed by the fact that her expectations are reinforced by her experiences. She had low 

expectations for Danish, the food and the weather in Denmark, high expectation for the living 

standard, culture and the Danes. She comments that the culture is great and that the Danes are fine. 

This construct has a positive influence on the spouse, as it should be easier to adjust with a small 

cultural difference.  

While living in Denmark the spouse has felt that the shopping opportunities are worse as is the 

housing and the health care system, in addition she does the same amount of chores, plus her 

purchasing power is a lot worse and the daily life is a lot more expensive, however, her life quality is 

better and she feels more safe. Looking at these items together, there are more negative than positive 

aspects which tells that she does not have favourable living conditions, which has a negative effect 

on her adjustment process.  

Overall the analysis shows that the spouse is not adjusted or has a general negative experience in 

Denmark, as there are seven negative constructs while only four are positive. This does not 

correspond with the spouse’s understanding of her situation, while she admits that it has been a 

difficult adjustment, she still feels that she has adjusted. 

7.2.5 Respondent 5  

The fifth respondent has no Danish abilities and thus the language fluency factor will have a 

negative influence on the adjustment process. The spouse is working part-time as a teacher, but 

before coming to Denmark she was a stay-at-home mom, which means that she has had a change in 
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her employment status. This will impact her adjustment process negatively. The spouse feels 

insecure in her interaction with people in Denmark, however, she stresses that she feels that there is 

a difference between the Danish community, where she is very insecure and the international 

community in Denmark, where it is very easy. However, as the theory is about the adjustment to the 

Danish society, this means that the factor has a negative impact on the adjustment process of the 

spouse.  

Concerning the reaction of the extended family, the spouse states that the family reacted well to the 

relocation. Hence this will have a negative influence on the adjustment process. The husband has 

adjusted well to living and working in Denmark, and he is very positive towards Denmark, however, 

sometimes he feels that it is difficult to get work done as Danes have a lot of holidays and days off. 

His adjustment will influence the spouse’s adjustment positively. The family also has four children 

ages 2, 5, 8 and 10, which  affects the spouse positively in her adjustment process.  

When asked about her social network, the spouse says that the children’s school is her network as 

this is also the school, where she teaches. Her social network in Denmark is bigger than the one she 

had before, something that will affect her positively in her adjustment in Denmark. She has a good 

breadth of support as she feels that help with practical advice is covered completely by her network 

in Denmark, and that the network also completely covers her emotional needs. This is positive for 

her adjustment as she can get what she needs from her network in Denmark. As stated above the 

spouse finds it difficult to interact with Danes, which influences the depth of the support that she 

gets from HCNs, and thus explains why she feels that the quality and closeness of her friendships 

with Danes are medium. However, even though she thinks that it is difficult to get to know Danes, 

her social network still consists of 10-25 percent Danes. The depth of these relationships are, 

however, not that good, which impacts the spouse’s adjustment negatively.  

When asked about the cultural difference between her home culture and the Danish culture, the 

spouse answers that she feels that the difference is small. This spouse had low expectations for job 

opportunities, nevertheless this was refuted by the fact that she was able to get a job. Furthermore, 

her expectations for the Danish food, the living standard, Danish, and the culture were high, while 

they were low for the weather. Her expectations for the Danes were also high, but she did not 

experience that and she now feels that their should have been lower. Whilst the Danes disappointed 

her, the spouse still has a cultural novelty that influences her adjustment in Denmark positively.  

This spouse’s living conditions in Denmark are not favourable and hence influences the adjustment 

process negatively, which is based on the fact that the spouse feels that her shopping opportunities 
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are worse, housing is the same and she does more chores. Moreover, she believes that the health care 

system and her purchasing power are a lot worse, daily life is a lot more expensive, while the 

positive things about her living condition is that the life quality is better and she feels a lot safer in 

Denmark.  

Looking at the constructs together, the spouse has almost the same amounts of constructs that 

influence her positively and negatively, nonetheless there are more negative than positive. This tells 

us that the spouse has had a difficult adjustment or has not really adjusted to the Danish society. That 

contrasts how the spouse sees her situation as she feels that she has had an easy adjustment and 

furthermore she feels that she has adjusted to Denmark.  

7.2.6 Respondent 6  

This spouse knows Danish at beginner level and she uses it as little as possible but sometimes in 

shops. This will not influence her adjustment positive as she is limiting herself by not speaking the 

local language. The spouse has not had a change in employment status as she worked part-time 

before moving to Denmark and now she is employed at a UK company and works online. This will 

positively influence her adjustment as she does not have to get used to a new role while at the same 

time getting used to living in a new country. When asked about her confidence to interact with 

different people in Denmark, she states, that it is difficult in the Danish community but that it is 

different within the international community in Denmark. In the international community everybody 

has to make friends fast, which influences the way they interact with each other and they are 

generally more welcoming, than they would be in their home country. This construct affects her 

adjustment negatively as it is important not only to be able to interact in the international community 

but also in the local Danish community.  

Her extended family was supportive of the relocation to Denmark which influences her adjustment 

process negatively. Her husband has adjusted well to working and living in Denmark and has an 

overall positive impression of the country and he will influence her positively in her adjustment 

process as his positive outlook will affect her. They have two children that are 11 and 16 years old. 

These children will enable the spouse to be part of the community surrounding their international 

school, which furthers her adjustment.  

The spouse has gotten her network from church and the children’s school. When asked who she 

considers her social network, she answers other parents from the children’s school. Her network size 

is the same as before moving to Denmark. This is seen as a positive aspect as one would think that it 

is a size that suits her. The breadth of her support in Denmark is good, concerning her emotional 



Adjusting in Denmark – An empirical study of cross-cultural spouse adjustment in Denmark 

 44

support, information about Denmark in general and practical advice the spouse feels that she gets 

most of the help she needs. Furthermore, she gets a bit help with understanding the Danes and some 

help with understanding the way the act. In general she feels that she uses her social network in 

Denmark the most, which is positive for her. As stated above, the spouse feels that it is difficult to 

get into contact with the Danes, and only 1-5 percent of her social network are Danes. However, in 

her friendships with Danes, she feels that the quality and closeness is high. Still it is negative for her 

adjustment that it is so difficult for her to make Danish friends.  

She feels that there is a small difference between the Danish culture and her home culture. And her 

expectations for Denmark were very mixed. She had very low expectations for job opportunities in 

Denmark, and she feel that she was proven right, as she learned that it is very difficult to get a job in 

Denmark if one does not speak and read Danish perfectly. This is the reason why she is employed at 

a UK company and works online. Her expectation for Danish food was low, and she finds that the 

food is good, but that the choice is very limited. The spouse had high expectations for the living 

standard in Denmark, but she has found out that it is lower than what she is used to. She had low 

expectations for Danish and she found out that it is very difficult to learn. Moreover, her 

expectations for the weather were also low and she generally finds the weather really dull. 

Concerning both culture and the Danes she had high expectations, but she found that the culture is 

worse and that the Danes more difficult to get along with. Even though her expectations are not met, 

she still feels that the cultural novelty is small, which is the most important factor, hence this 

construct will impact the adjustment process  positively .  

Favourable living conditions are not something she experiences. Moreover, she feels that the 

shopping opportunities are worse, the housing is worse, she does the same amount of chores, the 

health care system is worse, her purchasing power is also worse and daily life is more expensive. 

The positive aspects of the living conditions are that her life quality is better and that she feels safer.     

This spouse feels that she has adjusted to Denmark but that the adjustment process was difficult. 

This corresponds very well with the outcome of the analysis that shows that five constructs were 

negative and six were positive, so it is very likely that the process has felt difficult.  

7.2.7 Respondent 7           

The seventh respondent does not speak Danish and hence the construct of language fluency will 

influence the spouse’s adjustment process negatively. The spouse was self-employed before the 

family moved to Denmark, now she is a stay-at-home mom, she does not want a job in Denmark, but 

nevertheless the change in employment still has a negative influence on her adjustment. The only 
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positive construct in the individual factors is social self-efficacy as the spouse does not feel that she 

is hindered in interaction with other people. 

She had the support of her extended family concerning the relocation to Denmark, which impacts her 

adjustment negatively. The expatriate in the family has adjusted well to his work as well as living in 

Denmark. He is very positive towards Denmark and likes living there. His adjustment to Denmark  

influences her adjustment in a positive way. They have two children ages 5 and 8, both of which go 

to CIS. This helps the spouse in her adjustment, as she will have the possibility to enhance her social 

network at the school.  

This is what she has done, as she found her network at the children’s school and at her husband’s 

work. For her, the social network consists of family, other parents from school, friends and people 

from her husband’s work environment. Her social network in Denmark is bigger than the one she 

had before she moved there. And the network is very supportive, hence the practical advice and her 

emotional needs are mostly covered by the network and she generally uses her social network in 

Denmark the most. The spouse has a small share of Danes in her network about 5-10 percent, and 

she does not find it difficult to interact with Danes. The friendships that she has with the Danes are 

of medium quality and closeness. Nonetheless the fact that she freely interacts with HCNs is positive 

for her adjustment.  

The spouse feels that there is a small difference between the Danish culture and her home culture, 

this can be seen in the fact that most of her expectations for Denmark are met, which shows that she 

had a good idea about what she was going into. She had low expectations for the food which is also 

how she sees it now. She expected that the living standard would be high and feels that it is, 

furthermore, she had low expectation for the language and her experiences are even lower. Lastly, 

she had high expectation for the weather, the culture and the Danes and all are met. The cultural 

difference was not a problem for her, and thus will not influence her adjustment negatively.   

The spouse feels that her shopping opportunities, housing and purchasing power are worse in 

Denmark. She also does more chores than she did before and she thinks that the health care system is 

a lot worse. On the positive side; daily life is a lot less expensive, her life quality is better and she 

feels a lot safer in Denmark. However, concerning the different living conditions the spouse has a 

majority of negative indicators, and hence it can be concluded that she does not have favourable 

living conditions in Denmark, and this will have a negative impact on her adjustment.  

Overall the spouse has four negative constructs and seven positive influencing her adjustment, thus it 

can be concluded that she has adjusted to Denmark. This conforms with the spouse’s own perception 
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of her situation in Denmark, as she states that she has had a very easy adjustment and that she feels 

adjusted to Denmark.  

7.2.8 Respondent 8 

The spouse has a beginner level of Danish and she uses it a bit in her daily life, doing groceries and 

getting around in Copenhagen. However, this level is not sufficient for the spouse to be able to use 

her Danish to get a better understanding of Denmark and hence this construct will not influence her 

adjustment positively. The spouse was a stay-at-home mom before she moved to Denmark, and she 

is the same now. Furthermore, she likes to be at home and does not wish to be employed while living 

in Denmark. The fact that she did not experience a change in her employment status will impact her 

adjustment process positively. The spouse does not feel that she is inhibited in her interaction with 

people in Denmark. This will also help her adjustment, as she is able to communicate with and 

contact the people, she needs to form her social network. 

Her extended family supported the relocation, which makes her adjustment in Denmark more 

difficult. Her husband has adjusted fairly good to working and living in Denmark, however, he is not 

impressed by Denmark. When the spouse is asked about her husband’s general impression of 

Denmark, she states, that he is indifferent which is due to the fact that the Danes are unfriendly and 

that the bureaucracy causes him a lot of problems. They have a child at the age of 17. He will be able 

to help his mother’s adjustment, as she has contact to the international community at his school. 

However, Shaffer and Harrison’s study showed that, it is more beneficial with children that are 

younger and more dependent on their parents. The parents are not at school everyday picking up and 

dropping off with a teenager, and at international schools this activity is very important for the 

spouses as this enables contact with other likeminded people daily. 

That this is missing can also been seen, when the spouse is asked about her social network, as she 

answers that she does not really have a network in Denmark. Her social network mostly consists of 

her family. This is, of course, negative for adjustment, as it is difficult being in a foreign country 

without friends. The impact can be seen in the answers concerning the breadth of support that she 

gets from her network, as she uses her social network at home the most. This influences her 

adjustment in Denmark negatively, as she is very dependent on people her home country. When 

asked about her contact and friendships with Danes, the spouse says that it is very difficult to interact 

with them, and that she only has 1-5 percent of Danes in her network. Furthermore, the friendships 

with them are characterized as being very low in both quality and closeness. As the relationships do 

not seem to be that close, it is not likely that this factor will help the spouse in her adjustment. She 
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does not have a good and helpful social network in Denmark, which contradicts her statement that 

that her social self-efficacy is the same. But there could be many explanations for this, for example 

that the spouse is generally shy and it takes her a long time to connect with people.    

This spouse feels that there is a big difference between her home culture and the Danish culture. 

When asked about her expectations for Denmark, she answers that she did not have any expectations 

before coming to Denmark, but that she is really unimpressed by what she has experienced there. 

This will have a negative influence on her adjustment, as it can be more difficult to adjust to cultures 

that are very different from what one is used to.  

Her living conditions are not positive for the adjustment process either. She feels that the shopping 

opportunities, housing, the health care system and her life quality are worse in Denmark than they 

were before. Moreover, she does the same amounts of chores, her purchasing power and daily life 

costs are also the same and lastly she does not feel a difference in her safety level.  

It can be concluded that according to Shaffer and Harrison’s theory this spouse has not adjusted to 

Denmark, as eight of the constructs are negative while only three are positive. This is also how the 

spouse feels, as she says that the adjustment process is very difficult and that she does not feel that 

she has adjusted.  

7.2.9 Respondent 9  

The spouse has just begun learning Danish so her skills are not that good. She uses it in stores and 

practises by watching Danish television. However, her skills are not good enough to adjust in 

Denmark. Before coming to Denmark she was a stay-at-home mom, but now she is working at an 

international pre-school. This change will influence her adjustment negatively, as she has not only 

had to adjust to living in another country but at the same time, she has had to get use to a new role as 

a working mother and wife. The spouse states that her social self-efficacy is good, that she is the 

same, a very smiling and open person, no matter where she lives. This affects her adjustment in a 

positive way as interacting with people is an important step in the adjustment process.  

The spouse feels that the extended family supported her well in her relocation. This has a negative 

effect on her adjustment, as it is more difficult to be away from family that you are close to. Her 

husband has enjoyed the relocation and has adjusted well to living and working in Denmark. He is 

very happy about being in Denmark and being back in Europe after several years abroad. His 

positive attitude will impact the spouse positively in her adjustment process. The family has three 

children age 1, 10 and 11. These will also help the spouse in her adjustment.  
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The spouse has met her social network at church, the children’s school and her work, and it consists 

of friends, other parents from the children’s school and her co-workers. This social network is about 

the same size as the one she had before coming to Denmark. This has a positive influence on 

adjustment, as she seems to be happy with the size of network that she has. When she needs practical 

advise she feels that she mostly get the answers from her Danish network. And if she needs 

emotional support, she also mostly gets it from the Danish network. However, all in all she feels that 

she uses her social network and the one she had before equally. This factor is impacting the spouse 

positively as she seems to get the support that she needs from her Danish network. It is different with 

interactions with Danes, and she does not have any Danes in her network. She states that the Danes 

are very different from people in Latin countries, and that the Danes are very reserved but helpful 

when one approaches them. This will influence her adjustment negatively, as she does not have any 

close contact with HCNs only short superficial encounters.  

She feels that there is a big difference between her home culture and the Danish culture, however, 

most of her expectations are met, positive as well as negative. She had low expectations about her 

job opportunities and she believes that the only reason she is working is because it is in an English-

speaking environment, her experience has been that one has to be perfect at Danish to get a job. She 

had high expectations for the Danish food, and she finds that especially the dairy products are good. 

She also had high expectations for the living standard in Denmark, and she finds that the living 

standard is high and comfortable. On the other hand, she had low expectations of the language and 

she finds it very hard to learn. Furthermore, she had thought that the weather would be very bad, and 

she finds it to be very dark and grey. She did not have any expectations for the culture, but it struck 

her, how proud the Danes are of their country, and how they believe in their superiority in many 

areas even though the country is small. Her expectations for the Danes were high, however, as she 

has not been able to make any Danish friends, her perception has changed a bit. Overall the cultural 

novelty is big, and this impacts her negatively in her adjustment process.  

The spouse’s living conditions in Denmark are more favourable than they were before, even though 

there are some critique points, like that fact that the shopping opportunities are worse, she has to do 

more household chores and that the daily life is more expensive. On the positive side housing is 

better, the health care system and life quality are better, and she feels safer. The only thing that is the 

same as before is her purchasing power. But the overall favourable living conditions affects her 

adjustment in a positive way.  
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Looking overall, the spouse has had a very mixed adjustment with five constructs influencing her 

negatively and six of the constructs being positive. Thus she has a mixed experience but has 

adjusted. This is not how the spouse sees it, rather she feels that she has had a very easy adjustment, 

and that she has adjusted to living in Denmark.  

7.2.10 Respondent 10     

This spouse has no abilities in Danish, which influences her adjustment in a negative way as she will 

not be able to communicate with the locals. The spouse was a stay-at-home mom before moving to 

Denmark, and she is the same in Denmark. This is by choice as she does not wish to be employed. 

This will impact the adjustment process positively, as she did not have a change in employment nor 

did she want one. She says that she feels insecure in her interaction with people in Denmark and is 

restricting herself more than she has done before. The insecurity has a negative effect on the 

spouse’s adjustment process, as it might inhibit her when making friends and expanding her social 

network.  

Her extended family has been very supportive concerning the relocation to Denmark, which is 

something that might influence her negatively in her adjustment process, as it makes it more difficult 

to leave them behind. Her husband has adjusted very well to living and working in Denmark, and he 

has a very positive impression of Denmark. The fact, that he is happy in Denmark, influences her 

positively in her adjustment process. The same will the fact that the family has two children that are 

15 and 17 years old.  

The spouse has found her social network at expatriate organisations, the children’s school, and her 

husband’s company. Her network consists of other parents from the children’s school and friends, 

and her Danish network is the same size as the one she had before she moved to Denmark. This is 

positive for her adjustment, as she has the people she needs around her. The breadth of support that 

she gets from her network depends on which area she needs their help and overall she feels that she 

uses her Danish social network and her old network equally much. This factor influences the spouse 

positively in her adjustment in Denmark. When asked about her relationship with the HCNs, the 

spouse differentiates between Danes and international Danes. She finds it difficult to interact with 

Danes, but it is a lot easier to interact with Danes that have international experience. She finds it easy 

to get them into her social network, but it is more difficult for her to become part of their network. 

About 5-10 percent of her social network in Denmark are Danes, the friendships she has with them 

are high in quality and medium in closeness. These friendships will help her understand Denmark 

and hence it will enhance her adjustment process.  
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There is a big difference between the spouse’s home culture and the Danish culture, this is also 

noticeable in her expectations for Denmark. Firstly, she did not have any expectations for job 

opportunities and Danish and she feels that none of them are relevant for her now. Secondly, she 

thought that the food standard would be low, and she finds that it is and very expensive. 

Furthermore, her expectations for the Danish living standard was low, here she finds that it is high. 

Her expectations for the weather were also low, and she finds that it is acceptable but dark. She 

believes and experiences that the culture is great. Lastly, her expectations for the Danes were low, 

however, she finds that they are nice and friendly. Altogether this factor will have a negative effect 

on her adjustment. 

The spouse found that the shopping opportunities in Denmark are a lot worse, while housing, the 

health care system and her purchasing power are just a bit worse and the daily life a lot more 

expensive than what she is used to. However, her life quality is better and she feels safe. Still her 

living conditions are not more favourable than they were before, and hence they will not impact her 

adjustment positively.  

All things considered, the spouse has had a mixed adjustment with five negative constructs and six 

positive constructs influencing the process. At the end the positive outweigh the negative and it is 

concluded that the spouse has adjusted in Denmark. This does not completely correspond with the 

spouse’s view of the situation as she feels that she has had an easy adjustment and that she is now 

adjusted to Denmark.            

7.2.11 Respondent 11 

This spouse does not have any Danish abilities and thus they will not help her in her adjustment 

process. She is stay-at-home mom in Denmark, but before going there she was a graduate student 

and working part-time, therefore she has had a change in employment status, that will impact her 

adjustment negatively. The spouse feels that she is very secure in interaction with others, she even 

feels that she is better at it than she was before she came to Denmark. This will influence her 

positive in her adjustment process.  

Her extended family has supported the relocation to Denmark, which will make her adjustment more 

difficult, as it will be difficult for the spouse to be away from them. Her husband has adjusted well to 

both working and living in Denmark. He has an overall positive impression of Denmark and likes it 

there. This will further the spouse in her adjustment process as the positive attitude will influence her 

to be positive as well. They have two children that are 8 and 10 years old. They will also help the 
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spouse’s adjustment, as they provide a link to the international environment surrounding their 

school.  

Her social network in Denmark is mostly people that she has met on the street, where she lives. 

Furthermore, she considers friends and colleagues from her husband’s work to be her network. But 

the spouse states that she has a small social network in Denmark in comparison to what she normally 

has. This will influence her adjustment negatively, as the size of the network is important for the 

well-being of the spouse. Also the spouse is getting most of the support that she needs from her 

social network in Denmark, which  impacts her adjustment process positively, as it enables her to 

feel more at home in Denmark. The spouse feel that it is difficult to come into contact with the 

Danes, however, she has still succeeded as 25-50 percent of her social network are Danes. Moreover, 

she feels that the friendships that she has with the Danes are of high quality and medium closeness. 

The fact that she feels that the contact with the Danes is good, and that she has so many Danes in her 

network is positive for her adjustment       

The spouse feels that there is a big difference between her home culture and the Danish culture, 

which could  be the reason why the spouse did not have any expectations for Denmark. Even though 

she did not have any expectations she still answers how she has experienced Denmark. Firstly she is 

positively surprised by the living standard in Denmark, she finds it amazing and loves the fact that 

there is extra time for the family because the working hours are less. Furthermore, she really likes 

the Danes, even though they are difficult to get contact with due to their reserved nature. Lastly, she 

is having a difficult time getting used to the weather, which she characterizes as soul-crushing and 

horrible. The cultural factor will have a negative influence on her adjustment, since she feels that 

there is a big different between the cultures.  

When looking at her living conditions in Denmark, they have not really been enhanced. Her 

shopping opportunities are worse, she has to do more household chores, the health care system is 

worse, her purchasing power is worse and the daily life is generally more expensive. The positive 

aspects are that she feels a lot safer in Denmark and that her life quality has improved. However, all 

things considered, one cannot state that this spouse has gotten more favourable living conditions by 

moving to Denmark and hence this construct will not influence the spouse positively.  

The spouse feels that she has had a difficult adjustment, but that she has now adjusted to living in 

Denmark. Looking at the theory the spouse has not adjusted as six of the constructs are negative 

while five are positive.  
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7.2.12 Respondent 12 

This spouse describes her Danish abilities as decent, however, she does not use them at all. This has 

a negative effect on her adjustment, as it limits her activities in Denmark. The spouse worked part-

time before coming to Denmark. Now she is at home and does not want a job in Denmark. This will 

also influence her negatively, as she has had to deal with a shift in roles, while at the same time 

getting used to being in Denmark. The spouse’s social self-efficacy is not good either, as she states 

that she feels very insecure interacting with others in Denmark. She feels like she is always doing 

something wrong or not fast enough. This has a negative effect on her adjustment as that will make 

her feel uncomfortable when she is out in public.  

Her extended family has been supportive of her and her family’s relocation to Denmark, which can 

also impact her negatively. Her husband has difficulties in Denmark, as he has adjusted well to 

working there and okay to living there. Moreover, he has a negative impression of Denmark even 

though he likes working there, he finds it very difficult to function socially and build a network. This 

has a negative influence on the spouse as she cannot help but be affected by his perception. The 

family has two children age 8 and 10. They will positively influence her adjustment as she has 

access to the international school environment through them.  

The spouse has found her social network via expatriate organisations, the children’s school and from 

her husband’s workplace. She mostly considers other parents from the children’s school to be her 

network in Denmark. Furthermore, she feels that her Danish social network is small in comparison 

to the network, she had before she moved to Denmark. This will influence her negatively, as she has 

fewer people to support her in her adjustment process and generally in life. She uses her network to 

help with practical advice and general information concerning Denmark, she also feels that they can 

give her most of the information, she needs about Danes. Otherwise she does not really use her 

social network in Denmark, which is negative for her adjustment because she will have a difficult 

time feeling at home, if she cannot get her needs covered by her network. Moreover, she feels that it 

is very difficult to come into contact with Danes and have them as part of her network. Her 

experience is that Danes that have lived abroad are more approachable, but otherwise Danes seem 

unwelcoming. In her social network 1-5 percent are Danes and she does not feel that she is close 

enough with them to judge the closeness or the quality of the friendship. This influences her 

adjustment negatively, as Danes are important resources in getting to know Denmark and 

understanding the country.  
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There is a big difference between her home culture and the Danish culture. Her expectations for 

Denmark were mixed and so are her experiences. Her expectations for the Danish living standard 

was low and she experiences that it is true and that it is generally very expensive in Denmark. She 

thought that the Danish weather would be bad with cold days and snow, but she finds that it is 

actually just very grey, which is worse than snow for her. She had very high expectations for the 

culture, as she had a picture of Scandinavians being very open and friendly, however, her experience 

is that Danes are only open when it comes to fireworks, sex and alcohol. Her expectations for the 

Danes were also high, but she finds them cold and reserved. It is important for her to stress that that 

it is not a critique of the Danes, but more a cultural treat. 

The spouse feels that her shopping opportunities and housing are worse, she does the same amount 

of household chores, the health care system and her purchasing power are a lot worse and that the 

daily life is a lot more expensive. However, her life quality has gotten better and she feels safer in 

Denmark. Overall, the living conditions are not better than what she had before she came to 

Denmark, and that does not influence her positively.  

Looking at the theory, this spouse has ten negative constructs and one positive, and thus it can be 

concluded that she has not adjusted to living in Denmark. This contradicts her perception of her 

situation, she does feel that she has had a difficult adjustment, but now she feels like she has adjusted 

to Denmark.  

7.2.13 Respondent 13 

The Danish abilities of this spouse will not help her adjust, as she has none and is not trying to learn 

the language. She worked part-time before coming to Denmark, now she is not employed and she 

would not like to be. Even if she does not want to be employed, the theory states that if there is a 

shift in roles, it will interfere with the adjustment process as the spouse would have to get used to 

two big changes at the same time, namely moving to a new country and changing roles within the 

family. When asked about her social self-efficacy, the spouse differentiates between the international 

community in Denmark and Denmark in general. The spouse feels that she is more secure than she 

was before when she interacts with people from the international environment, whereas in 

interactions with Danes she is more insecure than she normally is. However, interaction in the 

international community might not be enough to adjust to Denmark.  

The extended family has been very helpful and supportive of the relocation to Denmark, which will 

not influence the spouse’s adjustment process positively. Her husband has adjusted very well to 

working in Denmark and okay to living in there. However, he is mixed in his feelings towards 
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Denmark as he finds it very expensive, the winter is too long and it is difficult to interact with Danes  

in their neighbourhood. On the other hand he is happy because Denmark is close to home and the 

culture is similar to his home culture. How he impacts the spouse is difficult to say, as he is mixed 

about this stay in Denmark, but if he feels adjusted that will help the spouse to adjust as well. The 

family also has two children that will enhance both parents’ adjustment.  

The spouse considers her social network in Denmark to consist of other parents from the children’s 

school and friends. Her network in Denmark is smaller than what she has been use to, which impacts 

her adjustment process in a negative way.  However, even though her social network is small it is 

still the network that she uses the most. This is positive for the spouse, as she is able to get the help 

and support she needs in her adjustment process. When asked about her relationship with HCNs, the 

spouse answers that she only have 1-5 percent of Danes in her social network and that it is very 

difficult to come into contact with Danes. However, she feels that it is her own fault as she has not 

learned Danish, and she nor the rest of the family have joined any Danish clubs, as it is much easier 

to participate in activities linked to the children’s international school.     

The cultural novelty is very small as the spouse feels that her home culture is very similar to the 

Danish culture. She really did not have many expectations for Denmark, but finds that the food is 

similar to what they know and that it is healthy. Furthermore, they had expected better housing with 

a high living standard. She had no expectations of Danish as she was told beforehand that one could 

manage with English, which is true and hence she never tried to learn the language. She did have 

high expectations of the Danes, but finds that they sometimes seem impolite and self-centred. 

The spouse has the same shopping opportunities, purchasing power and amount of chores in 

Denmark as she had before. Housing is worse, as is the health care system, and the daily life for the 

family is a lot more expensive, whereas life quality is better and she feels safer. All in all it cannot be 

concluded that the spouse has gotten more favourable living conditions in Denmark than the ones 

she had before.  

According to Shaffer and Harrison’s theory on adjustment, this spouse has not adjusted to Denmark, 

however, this contradicts the spouse’s statements concerning her adjustment, as she feels that the 

adjustment was easy and that she has adjusted to Denmark.  

7.2.14 Respondent 14 

The spouse is practised in Danish and she uses it on a daily basis in stores, restaurants and with 

elderly people. This influences her adjustment positively as language will not pose a restriction for 

her activities in Denmark. Before moving to Denmark she was self-employed and now she is at 
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home, but would really like a job in Denmark. This influences her adjustment negatively for two 

reasons, firstly she is not happy with staying at home and that will impact her state-of-mind, 

secondly, she has had to adjust to a change in roles against her will. Her social self-efficacy is better 

in Denmark than it was before, which is positive for her adjustment as that means that she does not 

have problem in contacting and interacting with  new people in Denmark.  

The response from the extended family concerning the relocation to Denmark has been good. This 

influences her negatively as that may make her want to go home or just be closer to the family. Her 

husband has adjusted well to working and living in Denmark, and he has an overall positive 

impression of Denmark and likes that it is a healthy and safe environment. His adjustment and 

positive attitude influence the spouse in a positive way. The family also has one child age 13, which 

impacts the spouse positively as the international school has shown to be an important part of many 

spouses’ adjustment.  

The spouse has gotten her Danish social network from clubs, expatriate organisations, the child’s 

school, and from sports. She considers friends and other parents from the child’s school to be her 

network, which is bigger than the one she had before coming to Denmark. This is positive as she will 

have more people to lean on in a bigger social network. The spouse also uses her Danish social 

network the most. Overall she has a good breadth of support in her network and that will help her 

adjust. It is more difficult with the Danes, and thus the spouse only has 1-5 percent of Danes in her 

network. The quality and closeness of the friendships that she has with the Danes are medium. The 

depth of support from HCNs is not that good, which influences her adjustment process negatively.  

For this spouse, there is a cultural novelty problem as she feels that there is a big difference between 

her home culture and the Danish culture. The spouse did not have any expectations for the Danish 

culture, job, Danes or the food, however, with the food she finds that some items are good and others 

not. She thought that the living standard would be high, and she finds that it generally is good but 

lower than she had expected. Danish is a lot more difficult than she had thought and the weather 

better than the warnings that she had gotten. The cultural difference will affect the spouse’s 

adjustment negatively.  

The living conditions of the spouse are mostly different from what she had before. The housing is 

better, the same is her purchasing power, her life quality is better and she feels safer in Denmark, 

whereas the shopping opportunities are worse, daily life is more expensive and the Danish health 

care system is a lot worse than what she is used to. All things considered, the spouse’s living 
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conditions have changed to the positive, and thus this construct has a positive impact on her 

adjustment in Denmark.  

The spouse feels that she has had a very easy adjustment and feels that she has completely adjusted 

to living in Denmark. Looking at the analysis, she has four negative and 7 positive constructs 

affecting her adjustment, and thus it can be concluded that she has adjusted to Denmark according to 

the theory.  

 

7.2.15 Respondent 15  

The fifteenth respondent has beginner level Danish abilities and she uses her Danish, when she is 

doing her groceries. However, the Danish is not at a level where it would be able to help her adjust 

to Denmark. Before coming to Denmark the spouse had a part-time job, but while being in Denmark, 

she is at home and does not wish to be employed. As stated before, it is the shift in roles that is 

central to the adjustment process and hence in this case the employment will influence the spouse’s 

adjustment negatively. The spouse feels that she is interacting with people in the same way, she was 

before. However, she has underlined that it is in the international community in Denmark, she has 

not specified how she interacts with the local Danish society. Hence one can speculate that she might 

have a more difficult time there, and thus the social self-efficacy is not influencing her adjustment 

positively.  

The extended family has supported the relocation to Denmark, which influences the spouse in a 

negative way. Her husband has adjusted very well to working in Denmark and well to living there. 

He has a positive attitude toward the country and thinks that there is a nice environment and he 

really likes the work/family balance. His adjustment affects the spouse positively in her process. The 

family has a set of twins age 7, which impacts the adjustment process positively, as they enable 

contact to other international parents in Denmark. 

The spouse has met her social network in Denmark at the children’s school, her husband’s 

workplace and at sports. She considers her network to consist of family, friends and other parents 

from school. When asked about the size of her network she finds, that it is small in comparison to 

the one she had before moving to Denmark. This impacts her negatively as it could be concluded 

that she might feel better with a bigger network in the size that she is use to. This conclusion is 

substantiated by the fact that the spouse relies more on her old network than she does on her social 

network in Denmark. Furthermore, she finds it very difficult to interact with Danes and only 1-5 

percent of her Danish social network are Danes. When asked about the quality and closeness of her 
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friendship with Danes, she answers that quality is medium but that closeness is low. This will again 

impact her adjustment negatively, as HCNs are important resources that can help the adjustment 

process due to their insider knowledge on culture and society. 

According to the spouse, there is a big difference between her home culture and the Danish culture. 

The big difference could be the reason why there are discrepancies between the spouse’s 

expectations and her experiences. Firstly, she had high expectations for job opportunities, however, 

she finds that it is very difficult to find a job, partly because she wants a part-time job. Secondly, she 

did not have any thoughts on the food before she came to Denmark, but she has found out that she 

does not like it. Thirdly, she was looking forward to learning Danish, but the language is a lot harder 

to learn than what she had expected. Fourthly, she did not have any expectations for the culture and 

has found out that she does not understand it at all. Lastly, her expectations for the Danes were high 

but she experiences that the Danes are rude and she is not impressed by their attitude. Overall it can 

be concluded that the cultural novelty construct will not influence the spouse positively.               

The spouse’s living conditions have not improved with her move to Denmark. Some aspects like the 

amount of chores, her purchasing power, her life quality and her feeling of safety are the same as 

they were before. Others have gotten worse, this includes her shopping opportunities, housing, 

health care system and the cost of her daily life. Due to this her living conditions will not impact her 

adjustment in Denmark positively. 

All things considered this spouse is not adjusted to Denmark as nine of her constructs have a 

negative effect on the process while only two have a positive effect. This spouse has chosen not to 

answer whether or not she feels that she has adjusted to Denmark, but as she feels that the process 

has been very easy. Due to the easy adjustment, it can be concluded that she does feel adjusted, and 

thereby contrasting the results of the analysis.    

7.2.16 Respondent 16  

The spouse has beginner level Danish abilities, however, she does not use them or practice at all, 

thus language fluency will not impact the spouse’s adjustment process positively. Concerning her 

employment status the spouse has not answered if she was employed before coming to Denmark, but 

she states that she is not employed now, but that she would like to be. Therefore, it is difficult to 

judge if there has been a shift in employment status, however, it is obvious that she is not happy with 

her situation as she want to work but is not, and this unhappiness is influencing the spouse 

negatively in connection to her adjustment in Denmark. The spouse thinks, that it difficult to interact 

with people in Denmark and she feels very insecure when socializing with others. She finds that 
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people in Denmark are not very friendly with people they do not know. This has a negative impact 

on her adjustment as she is limited in her movement around Denmark due to her insecurity.  

Her extended family has supported the transition and move to Denmark. This influences her 

negatively as she will miss them more due to their support. Her husband has a positive impression of 

Denmark, he thinks that it is an easy country to live in and he likes that things are done very 

efficiently. He has adjusted well to both living and working in Denmark, which affects the spouse 

positively. The family has three children that are 15, 18 and 20 years old. The two oldest are too old 

to influence the spouse’s adjustment but the 15 year old is still living at home and attends school in 

Denmark and thus has a positive influence on the mother’s adjustment in Denmark.      

The spouse has gotten her social network in Denmark from expatriate organisations, the youngest 

child’s international school and sports, and she considers her network to be family, friends, 

colleagues, other parents from school, people from her husband’s work environment and teachers at 

CIS. Even though she has many different people in her network, she still considers it to be small in 

comparison to the one she had before moving to Denmark, hence this impacts her adjustment 

negatively. The spouse feels that her network in Denmark can help her with some advice concerning 

practical information about Denmark, the Danes and their way of acting. When she needs emotional 

support she can only use them a bit, this might explain why she uses her old network and her social 

network in Denmark equally much. Thus her Danish network does not play a sufficient role to 

impact her adjustment positively. This is also true for the depth of the support that she is getting 

from HCNs. She finds it very difficult to interact with the Danes and that can be seen by the fact that 

1-5 percent of her network are Danes and that the friendships with them are characterized as medium 

in quality and low in closeness. 

The cultural novelty is a problem for the spouse as she states that there is a big difference between 

her home culture and the Danish culture. The spouse did not have any expectations for Denmark 

before going there, but she finds that the food is enjoyable, that the Danes speak English very well, 

which makes it difficult to practice Danish. The cultural difference is a negative influence for the 

spouse in her adjustment process as she has had more to get use to since the Danish culture does not 

look like her home culture. The spouse’s living conditions have changed with her relocation to 

Denmark. She finds that her shopping opportunities and the health care system are worse, her 

purchasing power is a lot worse, daily life has gotten more expensive, life quality is better, she 

generally feels safer and housing and the amount of household chores are the same. All in all there 
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are more changes to the worse and thus it can be concluded that the spouse does not have favourable 

living conditions in Denmark, which impacts her adjustment negatively.  

When looking at all the constructs there are nine with negative influence and two with a positive 

influence, and therefore it is concluded that the spouse has not adjusted to Denmark. The spouse’s 

statement in the questionnaire shows that she see it differently, as she feels that she had an easy 

adjustment and that she has adjusted to Denmark. 

 

7.3 Discussion of the analysis  

If we look at the discrepancies between if the spouses feel that they have adjusted and the 

conclusions made on the basis of Shaffer and Harrison’s theory, there are eight cases where the two 

do not match. These are all instances where the spouse feels that she has adjusted and the theory says 

that she has not. I have found four reasons that might explain these discrepancies, and these will be 

discussed below.  

Firstly, I chose to include the construct of change in employment because my initial investigations 

showed that it had a great impact on the spouses and the fact that other scholars have pointed to the 

importance of this factor figured in as well. Furthermore, Shaffer and Harrison themselves 

concluded that it would be worth looking into this factor some more as their analysis was 

perfunctory. However, I found a major distinction that has not been looked at before, namely the 

wish to be employed. Shaffer and Harrison are focusing on change in employment in connection to 

the shift in roles that the spouse is experiencing when either leaving a job or starting one. This 

change is thought to affect the spouse negatively as figuring out one’s new role in the family has a 

big impact on one’s self-image and self-confidence. However, if the spouse went from being 

employed to being at home because she wanted the change, the impact on her should not be as big as 

if it was an involuntary act, and thus I believe that this is the issue to be investigated instead. My 

contention is that the difficulties of finding a job in Denmark, such as immigration laws, language 

requirements and the lack of part-time jobs, will influence a spouse negatively in her adjustment, if 

she wants a job. However, if she wishes to stay at home, the impact will be minimal and whether or 

not she was employed before coming to Denmark will not be the deciding factor. This has 

influenced my analysis because some spouses where judged to be negatively influenced by their 

change in employment, even though they stated that they wanted the change. This is a very 

important distinction as academics have focused on the change in employment instead of the wish 

for employment for a while and looking at this study it could be speculated that there is a need for a 

small shift in how one deals with the employment situation of the spouse in the cross-cultural 
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adjustment theory. However, as this study is too small to draw extensive conclusions, and I can, 

therefore, only urge other academics to conduct more and bigger studies in the area.  

Secondly, the construct of extended family support. Shaffer and Harrison found this construct to 

different than what they originally expected. They concluded that extended family support had a 

negative influence on adjustment, because it would be more difficult for the spouse to leave a family 

that was supportive. Furthermore, they argued that strong ties to the family might also inhibit the 

spouse in forming new friendships and big social networks in their country as the spouse would 

rather lean on the family at home. The problem is that Shaffer and Harrison conducted their study 

among spouses from American MNC that were sent abroad. Therefore, their results are not able to 

take into account that for some of the families, this new relocation might bring the spouses and their 

family closer to their home country than they were before, which might influence the adjustment 

positively instead of negatively. In the analysis conducted in this paper, it can be concluded that in at 

least two of the cases the families are, with the relocation to Denmark, coming back home to Europe 

after being stationed outside Europe for a while and hence further away from home. There is no 

saying how this influences the adjustment but it could be something to look into in future studies.  

Thirdly, the distinction between adjusting to the international environment in Denmark and adjusting 

to the overall Denmark. For the spouses questioned in this survey, there seem to be an important 

distinction. Their social self-efficacy is good if not better in the international environment in 

Denmark but oftentimes worse with the locals in Denmark, also when it comes to question whether 

they feel that they have adjusted, do they then feel that they have adjusted to the international 

environment in Denmark or to Denmark in general? I think this is a big issue in this survey as all the 

respondents are from the bigger Copenhagen area, where there is a bigger international environment 

than in the rest of Denmark, and therefore it is possible to have a minimal of interaction with Danes. 

This would be very different if the respondents had been found outside Copenhagen. The reasons 

that I suspect that the spouses have adjusted to the international society in Denmark instead of the 

overall Denmark, is firstly their language abilities. None of the spouses are fluent in Danish and 

most of them are at beginner level. This tells us that they are not in situations where they need to use 

Danish; handling their shopping and restaurants visit can be handled in English due to the Danes’ 

good English abilities.  

Furthermore, it is obvious how important a role that CIS plays in the spouses adjustment, as fifteen 

out of sixteen spouses say that they met their social network at their children’s school and thirteen of 

the spouses consider other parents as part of their network. It is natural that the school has a central 
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role in the survey as it served as source for finding the spouses, however, the influence is so crucial 

in the spouses’ adjustment that further study into this area is recommended. Moreover, the network 

that they find at CIS is pure international, even though the biggest population group at the school is 

Danes, it is still international Danes. The connection to the international environment is also 

supported by the general low percentage of Danes in the spouses’ network. The reason that this is 

important for the overall survey is, that in this case the language fluency construct might not be as 

important as it would be in other countries or in other parts of Denmark, and thus with fifteen 

spouses having a negative influence from that construct, it is central of the overall result.  

The last reason could be the definition of adjustment. This is a critique point of the questionnaire as 

the spouses were not given a clear definition of what adjustment is, before answering the question if 

they feel that they have adjusted in Denmark. So when fourteen of the spouses answer that they have 

adjusted, we do not know if they feel that they have re-established their identity, the way Shaffer and 

Harrison see adjustment, or if they just feel that they have gotten use to being in Denmark. This is, of 

course, also very important as we do not know if the spouses would still have felt that they had 

adjusted to Denmark, had they been informed about this paper’s definition of adjustment first. Also 

there are various degrees of adjustment and while the spouses, according to themselves, do feel 

adjusted in Denmark, they might have adjusted to the degree that their basic needs are met and not to 

the degree that they feel completely at home in the country. There is an entire theoretical discussion 

to be looked into concerning the degree of adjustment and how much a spouse needs to be adjusted 

to feel happy and at home in her new country and whether or not that is the aim of the adjustment 

process. However, this discussion will not be taken up in this paper, as it is outside the scope of the 

paper, and also it is far to comprehensive for the frames of the study.    

Some of the four reasons above could show discrepancies in the theory and others in this study, 

however, all of them exemplifies the difficulties there are with trying to do a group analyse on 

something so individual like the change or re-establishment of one’s identity. It also clearly shows 

the difficulties that lies behind creating a theory that embodies that.   

I have tried to look at the questionnaires to see if I could find some connections that Shaffer and 

Harrison might have overlooked. Firstly, I looked at the international experience of the spouses to 

see of there are commonalities to be found. Seven of the sixteen respondents has been on IA before 

this stay in Denmark but besides the fact that all of them have children, the only thing that these 

spouses have in common is the fact that all of them feel that they have adjusted in Denmark. 

However, looking at the adjustment on the basis of the theory, there are no commonalities as four 
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out of the seven spouses did not adjust according to Shaffer and Harrison, which supports the results 

of Shaffer and Harrison’s second study. That study concluded that previous international experience 

does not help adjustment in the new country. Furthermore, I looked into previous international 

experience’s influence on the individual construct in the theory and found no connection between 

international experience and any of the constructs. It has long been thought that international 

experience would affect the adjustment process positively, maybe through strong social self-efficacy 

or a milder culture shock, however this study seem to refute these speculations. 

I also looked into the importance of nationality. The biggest national group represented in the study 

are the Americans, as they account for ten out of sixteen respondents. The aim is to see if their 

nationality influences the spouses’ adjustment process in a way that could be seen from their 

questionnaires. This group has one thing in common with the group of spouses that has been on IA 

before, namely that they all feel that they have adjusted to living in Denmark. But like the case 

above, this is not supported by the analyses done on the basis of the theory. According to Shaffer and 

Harrison’s theory only four of the ten spouses have adjusted to Denmark. However, there is one 

commonality among the American spouses, when one looks at their living conditions, where they all 

feel that they have less favourable living conditions in Denmark than they had before. This could 

have many different reasons, however, I believe that what this construct might be expressing is the 

difference between one of the biggest countries in the world and a small country. There is no doubt 

that the selection in Denmark is smaller both in goods and in services, which could cause irritation in 

connection with grocery shopping, housing selection and health care services. There is another 

important difference between the health care system in Denmark and the one the spouse are using at 

home in the US. These spouses are from high-income families and hence the likelihood that they 

have private health insurance is big. The services and products offered in the private health care 

system in the US vary greatly from the services and products in the Danish public system. This is 

supported by the questionnaires as all the American spouses state that the Danish health care system 

is worse, if not a lot worse, than what they are use to.  

The fact that the American spouses are have so much trouble with the limited selection in Denmark 

can also be lead back to their culture. The individual and the individual’s choice are cornerstones in 

the American culture, and hence it can seem very severe for the spouses to be limited in that area, 

which explains why some of the spouse have written that the limited shopping opportunities is one 

of the hardest things to adjust to in Denmark.  
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Earlier in the paper, I criticized Shaffer and Harrison’s study because there was a vide majority of 

English native-speakers represented in their survey. Now, however, I have to conclude that the same 

is true for this survey, as eleven out of sixteen spouse are English native-speakers. There could be 

many different reasons for this, but I think that it is important to stress two aspects in this study. 

Firstly, CIS is a American influenced international school, and hence many American companies 

choose to use it, which explains for the majority of Americans participating in the survey. 

Furthermore, the study was conducted in English and not translated into other languages, and it 

would be natural for English native-speakers to be more willing to participate in the survey as it was 

conducted in their mother tongue. In the critique of Shaffer and Harrison, I speculate whether or not 

the English native-speakers might have an advantage or a disadvantage due to the fact that their 

mother tongue is widely spoken in most countries. I tried to apply that to this survey to see if I could 

find a connection. What I did find was that the English native speakers were lacking in their Danish 

abilities, as half of them do not have any abilities and the other half are at beginner level, but do not 

use their Danish. Looking at the studies done so far in cross-cultural adjustment, language fluency is 

one of the most important construct in the spousal adjustment process to insure a good adjustment. 

Mainly due to the fact, that speaking the local language will enable the spouses to feel more at home 

and be more free in their interactions in the country, as the language does not create a barrier. This 

might be the case in this study for the English native-speakers as only two out of eleven do not think 

that it is difficult to interact with HCNs, however, they do not feel that it is easy, they only state that 

it is not something that they think about. Thus it could be deducted from this study that being a 

native English speaker can create difficulties for the spouses in their adjustment process, it is of 

course necessary that bigger and more comprehensive studies are done in this area, before anything 

can be concluded.      

 

7.4 The influence of the Danish culture on the spouses’ adjustment  

If we look at the questionnaires, we will find that some of spouses are pointing to aspects that they 

have noticed and some that have complicated their adjustment. Some of these aspects are, what we 

earlier in the paper called, characteristics of the Danish culture. When the spouses were asked 

directly what they thought of the Danish culture, there were many and very diverse answers for 

example; I do not understand the culture, I am interested in it, reserved and not as open as was 

expected and very proud. In this chapter the characteristics that the spouses mentioned are going to 

be looked at.  
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Firstly, one statement from one of the spouses, namely that Danes are very proud and while they do 

not brag, they still feel strongly about their superiority in many areas. This spouse refers to two 

aspects of the Danish culture, one of them a very central one namely the jantelov. She states that the 

Danes are proud but they do not brag about it, which is typically Danish as bragging is not 

something positive as it goes against the main message of the jantelov, that one should not think that 

they are better than someone else. Still the Danes have developed a way to show that they are proud 

without having to say it out load. The spouse goes on to say that the Danes feel superior in many 

areas and with this superiority and pride Denmark acts more like one of the big countries. The 

feeling of being proud of the nation and the feeling of superiority are mentioned as characteristics of 

the Danish culture in connection with it’s uncertainty avoidance. This is not something that has 

hindered the spouse’s adjustment, but she still captures important parts of the Danish culture in her 

observation.   

The confusion about whether the Danes are open or closed, is also something that the spouses have 

experienced. One spouse states that she expected the Danes to be very open as she saw that as a 

characteristic of the Scandinavian culture, however, what she experiences is that the Danes are open 

towards sex, alcohol and fireworks but other then that the Danes are, in her opinion, closed. Most of 

the spouses had that impression of the Danes, that they are very difficult to come into contact with. 

One spouse states that it took three years before a Dane that she sees everyday talked to her, even 

though she is a person that smiles and says hallo to everybody. There is a consensus that Danes are 

very reserved in public and that it takes a while to get close to them.  

A problem that the spouses meet is that they feel that the Danes are unfriendly, unwelcoming, 

impolite and rude. This could be connected with the forwardness that personify the Danes. In the 

chapter about the Danish culture the Mexican ambassador is cited for saying that the Danes’ 

forwardness could be misunderstood as rudeness, and this might be what has happened to some of 

the spouses. However, this does cause a problem for the spouses’ adjustment as it would be natural 

for them to withdraw from interaction with the Danes, if they have negative experiences the times 

that they try to contact the Danes.  

The paradox mentioned in the culture chapter concerning the Danish language, is also reflected in 

the spouses’ statements. Many of them try to learn Danish, however, they find it very difficult and 

they feel that it is difficult to practice as the Danes switch to English when they hear their foreign 

accents. Others feel that there is not a big need to learn Danish as Danes are very good at English 

and the spouses can get around and do their daily chores without needing to speak Danish, which of 
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course removes some of the incentive to learn Danish. Looking at the questionnaires it does not 

seem to be apparent to the spouses how much Danes value that foreigners try to learn the language 

and how important it is to know Danish to be accepted in the Danish society. The language is 

hindering the spouses’ adjustment in Denmark, as they will have difficulties becoming a part of the 

Danish society, because they do speak the language. 

The spouses were asked to list the most difficult things to get use to in Denmark to see if there were 

aspects of the culture mentioned. In the category for the most difficult things to adjust to, the Danes 

are at number two spot and the language is on the seventh place. These two things are the only ones 

mentioned that are related to the Danish culture, however, it is sticking that the Danes are actually 

one of the aspects that makes adjustment in Denmark difficult.  

Other aspects mentioned can not be attributed to the Danish culture but more to the fact that 

Denmark is a small country. Especially the shopping opportunities and the Danish health care 

system are cited as reasons why it is difficult to adjust to Denmark, however, it is normal that there 

might not be the same selection of goods and services in a small country like Denmark in 

comparison to a big country like the US, and there is nothing that can be done against it. This is also 

true for the last aspect about Denmark that is widely criticized by the spouses, namely the weather. 

The greyness of the Danish winter and the shortness of the summer are things, that is also an issue 

for Danes, and hence it is normal that foreigners are having problem with it.  

All in all it can be concluded that there are aspects of the Danish culture that are hindering the 

spouses’ adjustment in Denmark, and those are the closed or reserved nature of the Danes, their 

forwardness and the language. There is not much that can be done about these things, accept that 

these items should perhaps be more prominent in the culture classes that the spouses are given before 

coming to Denmark. It might help them prepare and understand the reasons, why Danes are like that 

and prevent misunderstandings. Also if the importance of learning Danish is emphasised, it might 

influence the spouses to put more focus on learning the language.       
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8.0 Conclusion  
On the basis of this study, it can be concluded that a vast majority of the spouses feel that they have 

adjusted to Denmark. Fourteen out of sixteen spouses stated that they feel they have adjusted, one 

did not answer the question and one said no. This, however, does not correspond with the results of 

the analysis based on Shaffer and Harrison’s adjustment theory. According to the theory only six of 

the spouses have adjusted in Denmark, which gives us a difference of eight. That is a big 

inconsistency and the analysis showed several reasons for this.  

First of all, the study showed imperfections in the constructs of change of employment status and 

extended family support. What became apparent in connection with the construct of change in 

employment status is that a shift in focus might be necessary from looking at the actual change in 

employment to looking at the wish for change in employment. The majority of the spouses in the 

survey that experienced a change in employment wanted the change, and hence that should not 

affect the spouse’s adjustment as much as remaining at status quo if the wish is change. 

Secondly, one of the underlining assumptions of the construct of extended family support is that the 

expatriate family with their relocation is moving further away from the extended family. In at least 

two of the cases in the study, this scenario did not reflect reality, as these European families, in their 

transfer to Denmark, returned to Europe after being relocated outside Europe for a couple of years, 

hence they moved closer to their extended families.  

The last inconsistency deals with the society that the spouses are adjusting to. It quickly became 

apparent when going over the replies from the questionnaires that the spouses distinguish between 

Denmark and the international environment in Denmark in a way that neither this study nor Shaffer 

and Harrison’s theory had considered. For the spouses, the international environment in Denmark 

represents Denmark, they travel in international circles originating from CIS and different 

expatriate organizations, these people are their network and what they associate with Denmark. This 

is part of the explanation why many of the spouses feel that they have adjusted in Denmark, even 

though their Danish skills are low, they have a very low percentage of Danes in their network and 

their interactions with Danes are of low quality. This distinction also explains why some of the 

spouses feel that their social self-efficacy is good, while at the same time finding it very difficult to 

interact with Danes. Moreover, the degree of adjustment was perfunctory looked at as a possibility 

of the discrepancies between the spouses’ own statements concerning adjustment and the results of 

the analyses.  

Furthermore, the study went outside the theory and tried to find correlations between previous 

international experience, country of origins and native tongue and the spouses’ adjustment. When 
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looking at previous international experience and country of origins, there were no mayor 

commonalities found that pointed towards the fact that having been stationed abroad before or being 

American influenced the spouses adjustment in any way, neither positive nor negative. However, 

when looking at the English native speakers, there were clear signs that these spouses were all 

either not learning or having difficulties learning Danish, which has a big negative influence on 

their adjustment.  

In regards to the last part of the research question, if the Danish culture is influencing the spouses’ 

adjustment process, the study showed that to be the case. However, the most often critiqued things 

about Denmark was the health care system and the limited shopping opportunities, and these are not 

functions of the Danish culture but more of the size of Denmark. Despite this, the spouses still 

mentioned central and important aspects of the Danish culture that were causing them problems, 

namely the Danish language, the reserved or closed nature of Danes and the Danes’ forwardness. 

These are all things that are difficult to avoid in everyday life in Denmark and it is easy to 

understand if these aspects annoy the spouses, they could rapidly become a hindrance for the 

spouses’ adjustment to Denmark.           

All in all the study shows the diverse nature of adjustment and points to several points of interest 

that should be studied further. 
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9.0 Recommendations 
This chapter will be composed of two kinds of recommendations, firstly, recommendations for the 

companies that relocate families to Denmark, and secondly recommendations for further research in 

this field.  

The recommendations to the companies are suggestions to what the companies could do to make 

the adjustment in Denmark easier for the spouses. The spouses were asked directly in the 

questionnaire about what services they got offered and if they used them,  and all of the spouses that 

were offered help had taken it. However, over half of the spouses were not satisfied with the 

services. The main complaint was that the services were more focused on the practical aspects of 

the relocation and adjustment process, such as housing, school for the children and help with 

paperwork. These services were of high standard, but what the spouses missed were more help in 

the softer areas, such as culture and language training. They specifically asked for more culture 

awareness classes, in-country training and general better pre-departure training. These services 

could also help prepare the spouses for the aspects of the Danish culture that this study has shown 

was the most difficult to adjust to, namely the Danish language, the reserved nature and the 

forwardness of the Danes. The study also shows a general need for more focus on the spouses as ten 

out of sixteen spouses had not adjusted in Denmark.  

The second type of recommendations, for further research, is necessary as this case-study is done on 

a small sample size and bigger and more comprehensive studies are necessary to support or refute 

the findings of the study. There are several areas that need further research and focus as their 

influence on spousal adjustment is questioned after this study. First, a shift in focus concerning the 

spouses’ employment status is needed, as the study showed signs that the wish for change in 

employment might have a greater influence on spouse adjustment than actual change in 

employment. Secondly, Shaffer and Harrison’s construct concerning extended family support might 

also have to be reviewed as the study showed that the underlining assumption stating that when 

families relocate they move further away from their family is not always true. Thirdly, CIS played a 

very important role in the adjustment process of the spouses in this study, however, the true value of 

this is compromised by the fact that CIS worked as my data source, hence further study into the 

effects of the international schools should be conducted.   

Fourthly, it has be acknowledged that there are many different degrees of adjustment and it could 

seem as though the degree with which the spouses feel adjusted is not the degree of adjustment 

wanted by the Shaffer and Harrison, therefore, it would be interesting to further study the degree of 

adjustment necessary to have a good relocation, and if there is any such one or if it is specific for 
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the individual spouse. Moreover, Shaffer and Harrison’s study pointed towards the fact that 

previous international experience did not influence the adjustment, this was also tested in the study 

and the result supported Shaffer and Harrison’s outcome. However, the assumption that previous 

international experience is widely used in the cross-cultural adjustment theory and further studies 

are needed before this former basic principle is rejected. Lastly, the question of whether or not 

English native-speakers have a more difficult time adjusting due to their opportunity to use their 

mother tongue in most countries that they relocate to. This seems to be the case for the English 

speaking spouses in this survey, however, as the study is small and the fact that Denmark is known 

for its generally good basic English skills, this correlation has to be tested in bigger studies 

involving more countries.        

All in all, this survey has yielded several recommendations to companies and researchers in their 

search to help ease spouse adjustment.  
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Appendix 1 -Questionnaire  
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Appendix 2 – Executive summary  
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This paper deals with spousal adjustment in Denmark and the Danish culture’s influence on the 

process. A study was conducted amongst spouses connected to Copenhagen International School in 

Hellerup. These spouses were asked to participate in an online survey, which dealt with their 

relocation process, their adjustment in Denmark and their opinion concerning Denmark, Danes and 

the Danish culture.  

The paper makes a description of the main characteristics of the Danish culture with the aim of 

comparing these elements with the statements of the spouses concerning the aspects that they have 

found difficult to get use to in Denmark. The aspects of the Danish culture that was highlighted in 

the description was the Danes’ forwardness, their closed nature, the humour, janteloven, the 

language, the flag and their feeling of superiority.  

The questionnaire was sent out to 39 spouses and 16 replied and completed the survey. The 

questions concerning the spouses’ adjustment were build on Shaffer and Harrison’s theory on cross-

cultural spouse adjustment. While finding out if the spouses were adjusted in Denmark, the 

questionnaire also served as a test of the theory. The result of the analysis was that 14 out of 16 

spouses felt that they were adjusted, where only 6 spouses had adjusted according to the theory. 

Several reasons for this discrepancy were found and discussed. These were firstly, the construct of 

change in employment, where the study concludes that a shift in the theory might be necessary from 

looking at the actual change to the wish for employment. Secondly, the study questioned one of the 

underlining assumptions concerning the construct of extended family support. Shaffer and Harrison 

assume that when the spouse is relocating, she is moving further away from the extended family, 

however, at least two cases in the study showed that the relocation to Denmark was a move that 

brought the spouse closer to her extended family.   

Lastly is the distinction that the spouses are making between the international environment in 

Denmark and Denmark in general. Neither the theory nor this study had considered the difference, 

and what it means for the adjustment of the spouses. The theory looks at the adjustment in 

Denmark, however, the spouses are mostly adjusting to the international community in Denmark.  

The study also tested other correlations in the questionnaire to see if they influenced the adjustment. 

Previous international experience, being American and being an English native-speaker were the 

groups that were big enough to be tested to see if these groups of spouses had anything in common. 

Previous international experience and being American did not show any commonalities, but native 

English speakers all seemed to be negatively influenced by the Danish language abilities.  
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When the spouses’ answers were compared to the central components of the Danish culture, the 

study showed that the Danes’ forwardness, their closed nature and the Danish language was 

coursing the spouses problems in their adjustment, and hence it was concluded that these aspects 

influenced the spouses’ adjustment negatively.  

The paper finishes by making recommendations for companies and academics based on the study. 

The companies are recommended to focus more on the softer issues of relocation such as language 

training, pre-departure training and in-country training. this is based on the fact that these are 

services that the spouses are asking for and the fact that the trouble that the spouses are having with 

the Danish culture could be prevented in form of these services.  

The recommendation giving to academics are suggestions to areas that need further research. This is 

done due to the fact that the sample size in this study is rather small, and there is a need for further 

and more comprehensive research to verify or refute the conclusions reaches in the study. These 

areas are the actual change in employment vs. the wish for change, the underlining assumptions in 

the construct of extended family support, the importance of the international schools in the spouse’s 

adjustment, the degree of adjustment necessary for the spouse to feel at home in the country, 

previous international experience’s influence on the adjustment and if English native-speakers have 

a disadvantage in their adjustment compared to non-English speakers.    


