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Personal Relationships While Abroad 
Making & maintaining connections during your travels 

Your top priority while abroad should be cross-
cultural learning and career preparation, but it’s 
only natural that you’ll want to make connections —
and possibly even find romance! — as you explore 
the world.  
Personal relationships make your travels special, and many people find lifelong friends 
while abroad. Below, we explore some specific student concerns  
on the topic of relationships while abroad: 

The Many Aspects of Managing Personal Relationships While Abroad 

Making Friends  
Abroad 

Bond with fellow travelers  
and befriend locals. 

Moving Abroad   
as a Couple 

Stay connected! Don’t  
get bogged down  
in practicalities. 

Loneliness  
Abroad 

Stay busy and step  
outside your comfort zone. 

LGBTQIA+ Issues  
Abroad 

Research before you travel  
and find a support network. Maintaining Existing 

Family & Friend 
Relationships 

Avoid 24/7 connectivity.  
Stay focused on your  

life abroad! 

Intercultural  
Romance & Marriage 

Enjoy the process of  
cultural compromise  

and exploration! 

Dating  
Abroad 

Enjoy the process while  
keeping perspective. 

Long-distance 
Relationships  
While Abroad 

Allow both partners room  
to grow and change. 

Cross-cultural 
Relationships  
Are Different 

Prepare to adapt, adjust  
and accommodate. 
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Cross-cultural Relationships Are Different 
Accept the fact that your new  
international friends will be different! 
In North America, you likely hang out with people your own age, who share the 
same values, educational background and socio-economic class. While abroad, be 
more open with your friendships. You might hang out with someone who has much 
less wealth or education; you might be friends with someone much older or 
younger than you. A friend may be very religious, or hold contrasting values. In all 
cases, they will be coming from a different cultural framework. 

Be open to new friendships and enjoy your companionship with the local vegetable 
vendor, the older couple who lives across the street, the group of young kids 
playing soccer or the government official who lives next door. 

 

Making Friends Abroad 
Many students and young professionals worry 
about how they will find a social group abroad. 
But it’s usually easier than it seems! 

Bond with fellow travelers 
and make friends with locals: 

This is particularly true in less affluent countries. An interesting 
truth of travel is that, in general, the poorer the country, the easier 
it is to connect with locals.  

Determine what type  
of socializer you are: 

Do you like having lots of friends and a vibrant social circle, or do 
you prefer having one or two close friends? It might be difficult to 
create a big, cohesive group of buddies during your short time 
abroad, but by pushing yourself to be outgoing, making “the first 
move” in friendship and engaging in extra-curricular activities, 
you’ll be in a great position to make friends. 

Focus your efforts on locals 
or international students: 

Although it might feel easy to stick with fellow North Americans, 
the rewards will be so much greater if you make the effort to build 
friendships with students or colleagues from elsewhere.  

Participate! One thing is certain: You won’t make friends in your room. So, get 
involved with hobbies, volunteering, extra jobs and more. Make the 
most of your time.  

Give it time: Cross-cultural friendships have a learning curve. It’s normal to 
make missteps or feel confused. Persist through any bumpy 
communication and you’ll soon find common ground. 
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Dating Abroad 
Dating abroad can be exhilarating  
and challenging all at once.  

Here are a few top tips:  

Different goals,  
different timelines: 

Be aware that, while abroad, potential partners will be looking for 
varying levels of commitment in a romantic relationship. Open and 
clear communication is your best bet, especially in cross-cultural 
relationships.  

Be cautious with dating apps: Meeting people in person via hobbies, events and groups is your 
best bet. It’s easy to be scammed or misled in the online world, and 
we recommend using dating apps with care. 

Relish the cross-cultural 
connection: 

Many young people say that intercultural romantic relationships 
have made them even more excited to learn about their host 
culture, since there’s a strong motivation to build language 
proficiency quickly and immerse in local activities. Enjoy! 

Spread your social focus: Even if you find a perfect partner abroad, make sure you keep up 
other activities, friendships and exploration. Don’t put all your eggs 
in your new romantic basket!  

Don’t rely on  
their English skills: 

Many foreigners have impressive English skills. If your new 
boyfriend or girlfriend has great English skills, it can be tempting to 
fall into the trap of only speaking your native language. Remember 
to push yourself! Make mistakes, stumble through sentences.  
Your skills will improve immensely and you won’t regret it.  

Keep context in mind: The go-abroad and culture shock experiences are very intense. It 
can be easy to see your new friend and relationship through rose-
colored glasses. This is normal! Enjoy yourself, but recognize that 
the relationship may not translate to another context.  

Safety first: 
 

Have fun, meet people and, above all, stay safe. Avoid situations 
that might be dangerous, even if they seem fun. If you’re meeting 
someone new, make sure it’s in a public place and that at least one 
other person knows where you are. And if you partner up, always 
use protection.  

Fly solo: Your short time abroad will be jam-packed with stuff to do 
and learn! Young professionals often choose to skip dating altogether 
in order to make more room for discovery. Consider stepping back 
from dating to place your efforts elsewhere. 
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Long-distance Relationships  
When Going Abroad  
Leaving your partner behind can be tough. You want 
to share everything, but it’s important to step out 
and allow yourself to grow.  
Here are some tips: 

Evolution is normal: You’ve gone abroad to learn, explore and grow. Your partner will also be having 
new experiences while you’re away. It’s important to allow for this personal 
growth. Many relationships are strengthened by these types of independent 
experiences. Don’t put pressure on yourself or your partner to stay exactly the 
same, and don’t expect the relationship to be exactly the same when you get 
home. 

Stay busy: It’s natural to miss your partner, but constant contact isn’t the answer. It can feel 
comforting, but it’s actually removing you from enriching experiences abroad. 
Prepare your partner for the fact that you’ll be very busy while abroad and won’t 
be available constantly. Then, live up to this promise by diving in and engaging 
with life abroad independently.     

 
Maintaining Existing Family  
& Friend Relationships 
Your friends and family at home will naturally 
be intrigued (and maybe even a little jealous!) 
when you head abroad. 
Here are some tips for managing these relationships: 

Avoid the  
social media trap: 

Just because it’s possible to stay connected 24/7, doesn’t mean it’s a good 
idea. There is much greater fun and potential in fully living your experience 
abroad and sharing your stories with friends and family after you arrive home.  

Test your 
independence: 

Again, just because your family is a phone call away, doesn’t mean they 
should always be your first port of call. You’ve come abroad to build skills and 
challenge yourself. Try to be an independent problem-solver and reach out to 
local contacts before phoning home.  

Reassure  
your family: 

If you have an anxious family member, try to reassure them that you’ll be safe. 
Say that you’ll be busy and might not be available at the drop of a hat. Be clear 
that you’re taking your safety seriously, but you also want to explore your new 
country as an independent traveler.  
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LGBTQIA+ Issues Abroad 
This issue is at the forefront of  
many young people’s minds. 
Although not all countries are equal when it comes to respecting 
and recognizing the LGBTQIA+ community, in most you can find a 
thriving culture and independent social support network.   

Do your research: Take your safety, comfort and wellness into account when 
selecting your destination. Not all countries share progressive 
views on LGBTQIA+ issues. If your destination country has a 
strong anti-LGBTQIA+ sentiment, ask yourself whether you’d 
be comfortable being “closeted” for the majority of your visit. 
Also note that in some countries, the law is not on your side. 

 

The Internet can help: Particularly in countries where queerness isn’t part of 
mainstream culture, it may be tough to find bars, community 
centers, support groups or associations. Internet chatrooms 
and YouTube advice videos are your best bet for finding 
hidden gems and off-the-beaten-track gay-friendly spaces. 
Always use your best judgment and prioritize safety when 
meeting strangers abroad.  

Talk before you travel: Prepare yourself for the prevalent social attitudes wherever 
you're going. Before departure, talk to returnees from your 
host country, dig through international gay guides, make 
contact with international LGBTQIA+ organizations. Many 
NGOs actively support lesbian, gay and bisexual rights, as 
well as human rights in general. 
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Loneliness Abroad 
Being alone abroad can feel  
particularly isolating, especially  
if you’re a naturally quiet person.  
Here are some tips if you have too much time on your hands: 

Shape up:  Develop an exercise routine, alone or with a group. 

Set learning goals: Pursue your interests online, through a local college or with a tutor. The 
US Information Service and the British Council provide good English 
library resources for many foreign cities. Determine a subject or skill that 
you want to become proficient in. 

Volunteer:  Your diplomatic office, local NGOs or other expats may provide ideas for 
volunteer work in your area. 

Travel:  Take initiative and tour your host country (and neighboring ones) to learn 
about their history, culture and language. There's nothing like the thrill of 
discovering new terrain. Joining a guided tour is a great way to meet 
people. 

Keep perspective: People have varying levels of resilience when forced to be totally 
independent abroad. Some thrive while others struggle. Either way, keep 
in mind that you’re building a powerful personal and professional skill 
set. Every day spent abroad is a success! 

Feeling judged: In traditional societies, the fact of being solo can be cause for judgment. 
For example, a single woman with no children might be shown pity or 
sympathy, regardless of whether she’s a happy independent woman. 

Take personal 
belongings and photos: 

Physical photos and sentimental belongings can keep you feeling 
connected to your family and friends while abroad, often more than 
social media can. Make a small space in your suitcase for a few items. 
These are also great ways to give new friends abroad insight into you 
and your home.   

Introverts: Firstly, we recommend avoiding this label for yourself. We’ve known 
many shy travelers to completely come out of their shells abroad. 
Anything is possible! But if you’re a tried-and-tested introvert, be sure to 
bring along reading and writing material, sports equipment or a musical 
instrument to help you pass the time and remind you of home. 

Your social life will be what you make of it. As a single person you'll 
be free to mix and travel but socializing still takes effort. 
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Intercultural Romance & Marriage  
If you meet a long-term partner from another 
culture, you’ll be faced with unique thrills and 
challenges in managing your relationship. 
Here are some tips: 

Celebrate difference: Falling in love with someone from another culture opens your eyes to 
their way of life. Enjoy the ongoing process of exploration! Engage in one 
another’s rituals, learn each other’s languages and immerse in each 
other’s cultural world with the values of love and respect at the forefront 
of your relationship.  

Take it slow: Cross-cultural relationship challenges can be hard to spot, since cultural 
difference runs deep (see The Culture Tree). The best way to deal with this 
is to avoid rushing into major decisions about your relationship (i.e. traveling 
long-term, moving in together or getting engaged shortly after meeting). Meet 
one another’s extended families and celebrate all major holidays together so 
that you get to know your new partner in multiple circumstances.  

Compromise is key: Love conquers all — almost! Cross-cultural relationships can take years to 
reveal their specific challenges. This is because it takes a long time to 
uncover deeper, value-based cultural differences between two people. 
Prepare to discover contrasting beliefs over time. Plan to work together and 
keep the lines of communication open.  

Humor: As with every part of cross-cultural immersion, always keep your sense of 
humor! Missteps and misunderstandings are totally normal. Try to find 
what’s funny about intercultural relationship challenges and you’ll be on the 
road to success.   

 
Moving Abroad as a Couple 
Most students won’t be dealing with this issue; 
however, when a couple moves abroad, they tend to 
pay more attention to living arrangements and 
practicalities than they do to their own relationship.  
This is a common mistake, but a serious one, since a fair number of "international relationships" 
simply don't survive long-term relocations. Moving abroad for one person's career, for example, 
can make the accompanying partner feel powerless and unimportant, especially if they’ve given 
up their own professional career to move abroad and are now left to do the mundane work of 
unpacking and dealing with basic necessities.  

Best-selling author Robin Pascoe's article Moving Your Marriage takes an in-depth look at 
some of the common pitfalls of relocating abroad, and how teamwork and good communication 
skills can help you avoid them. We recommend checking it out if you’re in this situation. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree.pdf
https://myworldabroad.com/node/10236
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A Last Word 
The benefits and joys of cross-cultural 
relationships far outweigh the challenges. 
Be outgoing, open-minded and curious as you make new connections and 
deepen existing ones. Whether you’re an independent solo traveler or a 
super-social globetrotter, we wish you the best.  

Additional Resources 
 
We’ve collected some additional 
external articles, which are all quick 
reads, to help you dive further into 
some of the issues outlined above. 
Enjoy! 

 

Being in a Relationship While Abroad (IES Abroad)   

The Do’s and Don’ts of Dating While Studying Abroad (College & Candy)  

10 Things Not to Do When Dating Locals Abroad (Go Overseas) 

Dating While Studying Abroad—Maximize Fun, Minimize Heartbreak 
(GoAbroad.com) 

Travel Safety Report: 20 Worst Places for Gay Travelers (Forbes) 

8 Ways to Overcome Loneliness When Living Abroad (Monkeys & 
Mountains) 

LGBTQI+ Travelers (US Government) 
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https://www.iesabroad.org/news/alumni-advice-being-relationship-while-studying-abroad#sthash.SnAFuMsh.dpbs
https://collegecandy.com/2018/08/21/dating-studying-abroad-how-to-tips/
https://www.gooverseas.com/blog/things-not-to-do-when-dating-locals-abroad
https://www.goabroad.com/articles/study-abroad/dating-while-studying-abroad
https://www.goabroad.com/articles/study-abroad/dating-while-studying-abroad
https://www.forbes.com/sites/laurabegleybloom/2021/03/23/crime-report-20-riskiest-places-for-gay-travelers-and-the-5-safest/?sh=4b05c7536d1b
https://monkeysandmountains.com/loneliness-when-living-abroad/
https://monkeysandmountains.com/loneliness-when-living-abroad/
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/international-travel/before-you-go/travelers-with-special-considerations/lgbti.html
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2254-6
https://myworldabroad.com/login

