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Expect and How to Prepare
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A transition that is both personal and professional

Taking on a leadership role in a new country combines two significant transitions at once: adapting
to a new leadership context, and adapting personally to a new culture, often without the usual
social and family support structures close at hand. Leaders who anticipate only the professional
dimension are often caught off guard by how much the personal adjustment affects their
professional effectiveness.

A commonly observed pattern

Many expatriate leaders describe an early period of high energy and optimism, followed by a more
difficult phase, often around three to six months in, where the genuine differences and frustrations
of the new context surface more fully, sometimes described as culture shock. This is typically
followed, with time and deliberate adjustment, by a more settled, effective phase, though the
timeline varies considerably by individual and context. Leaders who understand this pattern in
advance tend to interpret the difficult middle phase as a normal, temporary part of the adjustment,
rather than as a sign that something has gone wrong.

What helps navigate the transition well

Invest early in understanding local business norms, not just the language. Communication style,
hierarchy, meeting conventions and decision-making pace often differ significantly, even between
countries that seem culturally similar on the surface. Assuming your previous market's norms will
transfer is one of the most common early mistakes.

Build a local support network deliberately, not incidentally. Both professionally, local mentors or
peers who can explain unwritten norms, and personally, since the absence of a familiar social
network is one of the most underestimated stresses of relocation.

Resist judging local practices against your previous context. Frustration with a new environment is
a normal part of adjustment, but leaders who visibly signal that their previous market did things "the
right way" tend to damage trust quickly with local teams.

Give the adjustment real time before evaluating your own effectiveness. Many expatriate leaders
judge themselves too harshly during the difficult middle phase of adjustment, when in fact the
discomfort is a normal, temporary part of the process rather than evidence of failure.

The support that makes the biggest difference

A coach or mentor who understands cross-cultural transitions specifically, rather than general
leadership development alone, can meaningfully shorten the difficult middle phase, by helping a
leader distinguish between what genuinely needs to change in their approach and what is simply
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an unfamiliar, adjustable discomfort.
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