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Emotional Acculturation

Globalization, migration and constant contact among cultures have generated growing
interest in the cognitive, emotional and linguistic processes that accompany individuals’
adaptation to new cultures' (Panicacci, 2022; Singleton et al., 2013). In this context, the term
emotional acculturation was introduced by Jozefien De Leersnyder, Batja Mesquita and
Heejung Kim (2011) to describe the changes in patterns of emotional experience and expression
that occur when migrants integrate into a new culture and gradually internalize the emotional
norms of the host context through social interaction. Thus, unlike the general concept of
acculturation, which encompasses aspects of identity, values or behaviors, emotional
acculturation focuses specifically on the affective dimension of cultural adaptation

(De Leersnyder, 2017; Schumann, 1986).

This concept is grounded in the cultural psychology of emotions, a field that posits
emotions as dynamic sociocultural constructions (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; De Leersnyder et
al., 2015). Their model, while acknowledging that emotions are in some way biologically
constrained, conceives them as “socially constructed interactive processes” (Boiger &
Mesquita, 2012, p. 221), that is, as “dynamic systems that emerge from the interactions and
relationships in which they take place” (Mesquita & Boiger, 2014, p. 298). Its starting point is
the idea that emotions are neither universal nor purely biological, but they are deeply shaped
by the social context and the cultural norms that regulate what one should feel, when and how

to express it (Alba-Juez, 2023; Alba-Juez & Mackenzie, 2016).

Indeed, emotions are not understood and expressed in the same way across all cultures
and languages (for a brief explanation of the conceptualization of emotion in language, see
Pérez-Garcia, 2024). Each cultural community, with its own linguistic and discursive system,

categorizes and encodes emotional experience differently (Pavlenko, 2014; Wierzbicka, 1999).

! Cultures understood as “schemas of interpretation of actions and events that people have acquired through
primary socialization and which change over time as people migrate or enter into contact with people who have
been socialized differently” (Kramsch, 2015, p. 638).
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For example, in many non-Western cultures, emotions are conceived more as relational
phenomena than as individual internal states. Furthermore, some languages lack direct
equivalents for certain emotional terms in another language or, conversely, some have more
than one partial equivalent (e.g., Russian has no single-word equivalents for common English
emotion nouns such as fun or frustration; while shame and embarrassment in English are both

translated as vergiienza in Spanish; Alba-Juez, 2023).

Consequently, these cultural and linguistic differences in the way emotions are felt and
expressed profoundly influence the emotional acculturation process of migrants. When faced
with a new cultural context, migrants must learn not only a new language but also a new
emotional system, with categories and nuances that may not have exact equivalents in their
native language or culture (Pavlenko, 2014). This lack of equivalence may lead to
communication misunderstandings, feelings of mismatch or even loss of emotional authenticity
as they attempt to adapt their ways of experiencing and communicating emotions to the host
country’s cultural framework. Over time, however, this process may also lead to emotional
restructuring that expands their affective repertoire, allowing them to integrate emotional
patterns from both cultures and develop more complex and flexible emotional competence and
intercultural sensitivity (Dewaele, 2015; Hammer & Dewaele, 2015; Mesquita et al., 2015;
Panicacci, 2022).

Empirical studies on emotional acculturation have shown that migrants’ emotions can
gradually adjust to the cultural context of the host country, and that factors such as age of
migration, level of exposure to the host group and degree of cultural identification influence the
speed and depth of emotional change (De Leersnyder et al., 2013; Hammer & Dewaele, 2015).
In De Leersnyder et al.’s (2011) foundational study, the authors investigated this process
through two comparative studies: one with Korean immigrants in the United States and another
with Turkish immigrants in Belgium. Their design compared immigrants’ emotional patterns
with those of native members of the host country. To measure this adaptation, the authors
employed the Emotional Patterns Questionnaire and calculated the degree of similarity
(emotional concordance score) between the immigrant’s emotional profile and the cultural
average of the host group. The results showed that immigrants displayed an intermediate level
of concordance between the emotional pattern of their country of origin and that of the host

country, thus evidencing a process of emotional acculturation. Moreover, those who maintained
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more frequent and close contact with members of the host culture demonstrated higher

emotional convergence.

Ultimately, emotional acculturation—understood as the dynamic process by which a
person in contact with a new culture adjusts their emotional experiences to the prevailing
affective norms of that culture—highlights that feeling like others is also part of belonging, and
that emotions, far from being universal, constitute a cultural language that individuals learn,

negotiate and transform as they move between worlds and cultural contexts.
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