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An accompanying partner is also often referred to as a ‘trailing spouse’,  giving the impression 
of someone who follows another wherever they choose to travel. ACS International Schools 
recognise the inaccuracy of this wording and the fact that it does not reflect the dynamic 
people who support their families through considerable change such as relocation to another 
country. Often, a partner has also made great sacrifices to relocate their family abroad, such  
as giving up a job of their own. 

Previous research suggests that the happiness of the accompanying spouse or partner and their 
family is crucial to the business employee’s successful transition to a new country and his or 
her ability to perform well at work. Equally, it is a well-proven fact that children learn most 
efficiently when they feel safe and secure at school as well as at home. These findings indicate 
that the role of the accompanying partner is essential for the smooth running and success of  
a family’s relocation.

Since 1967, ACS International Schools has welcomed families from all across the world. At any 
one time ACS accommodates children from 70+ different countries across our four schools.  
We calculate that since 1967, at least 25,000 children and 20,000 parents have benefitted 
from our transition expertise and services and have been able to settle in and thrive in their 
new school and surroundings as a result.  

We pride ourselves on our current and regularly-reviewed support resources that are available 
to new children and parents. In a rapidly evolving world, it is essential for any family to not 
only cope, but also deal, with change in an efficient manner.

The following report reflects our proactive approach to the regulation of our support systems 
and practices. This research was commissioned with the aim of gaining a closer insight into the 
process of a family’s relocation and exploring the topic from a fresh perspective: the 
accompanying spouse or partner. It is hoped that the advice and findings contained in the 
report will provide families – and the professionals who support them – with reassurance and  
a deeper understanding of the wider relocation issues. 

Foreword



This section compares participants’ responses of their expectations with the reality of their 
daily lives. The most notable detail in the following charts is the size of the light brown areas 
that indicate something was a ‘nasty surprise’; the darkest areas in each chart indicate the 
accompanying partner was pleasantly surprised by this feature when they arrived in the UK.  

General perceptions of the UK can also be found in this section as can the perceptions of 
what life is really like here. We have drawn a few conclusions in the table below these charts, 
including the fact that the majority of respondents thought weather in the UK isn’t quite as 
bad as they had predicted.  

The weather Cost of living

 

How friendly people are How easy it is to travel about
the weather

100%

how friendly people are

100%

cost of living

100%

how easy it is to travel about

100%
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Results  |  1. Great expectations

l Pleasant surprise

l  Nasty surprise

l  As expected
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How safe I feel going out  The variety of cultural and social 
activities available 

The quality of residential The choice of TV
environment I now live in
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We pride ourselves 
on our current and 
regularly-reviewed 
support resources 
that are available 
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and parents. In  
a rapidly evolving 
world, it is 
essential for any 
family to not only 
cope, but also deal, 
with change in an 
efficient manner.
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Variety and quality of food The social and cultural diversity

How quickly my children settled in  How quickly it took me to  
feel at home
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The percentage of respondents who said ‘this aspect of living in the UK turned out to be a 
pleasant surprise’ and ‘this turned out to be a nasty surprise’ is summarised below. 

Most parents will agree that their children’s happiness is most important; one parent 
described this in an interesting way when he said ‘a parent is only ever as happy as their 
unhappiest child’. With this in mind, it is very encouraging to see that the most positive 
aspect of moving to live in the UK for accompanying partners is how quickly their children 
settled in.

In fact, all the positive findings focus on ‘peace of mind’ issues, such as the sense of personal 
safety, how friendly people are and the quality of the neighbourhood. Perhaps the diversity 
and welcome offered to newcomers in the UK can be celebrated with more confidence.

Expectation ‘Pleasant surprise’
percentages

How quickly my children settled in 59

The quality of residential environment I now live in 54

How safe I feel going out 53

The variety of cultural and social activities available 47

How friendly people are 45

Variety and quality of food 40

How easy it is to travel about 39

The social and cultural diversity 36

How quickly it took me to feel at home 32

The weather 29

The choice of TV 24

The cost of living 2

Most parents  
will agree that 
their children’s 
happiness is most 
important; one 
parent described 
this when he  
said ‘a parent is 
only ever as  
happy as their 
unhappiest child’.
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It is important to address the negatives too – the cost of living was a nasty surprise to nearly 
half (48%) of those who took part in the survey and 21% found it a nasty shock when it 
came to travelling about with ease.

One in four of accompanying partners were disappointed to find it took them a while to 
settle in. It is important to acknowledge, for anyone feeling homesick or alone, that it is 
often harder for the accompanying spouse to settle in quickly. Unlike their child who has  
the framework of school, or their partner who has the structure of the office, the spouse 
does not usually have an external activity or place to create patterns and familiarity and 
must build it for themselves and for others. 

Equally, sometimes children will miss the place they just left or not settle in as quickly as 
hoped, but thankfully this shows as a relatively small proportion: 12% of our sample.

In recognition of these factors, ACS International Schools have services and activities in place 
– including student counsellors, welcome guides and engaging parent welcome committees 
– which are intended to help everyone, children and parents alike, to feel reassured and 
quickly settled.

Expectation ‘Nasty surprise’ 
percentages

The cost of living 48

How quickly it took me to feel at home 25

The choice of TV 24

How easy it is to travel about 21

Variety and quality of food 14

How quickly my children settled in 12

How friendly people are 9

The quality of residential environment I now live in 8

The weather 8

The social and cultural diversity 2

The variety of cultural and social activities available 2

How safe I feel going out 2
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Parent experience of relocation services and the help they have received is described in the 
next section of this report.

The survey asked: “An international relocation can affect people in many ways, and support 
from a wide range of people can often be helpful. Please say, for each of the following 
aspects of life, how good you found the support before and after you arrived in this country, 
rating it on a scale of 1-5 (1 = very poor to 5 = very good).

Eight different services were rated below. The larger the lighter sections of the bar chart, the 
lower its rating, while the darker brown areas indicate a more positive rating.

Difference in food/groceries

Language/cultural issues

Finding my way around

Finding a school for my children

Buying a car

Connecting to utilities

Telephone/internet connection

Finding a home

% of Respondents

Support in finding a home and school were the two best rated services, with language/
cultural services ranked the third most useful resources available. 

The results show the least useful information and support offered in a category was for 
telephone/internet connection help. This is understandable given the importance of the 
internet in facilitating contact with friends and family back home, as well as its increasingly 
prominent role in day-to-day life, whether for email, shopping or social media. Whether it’s 
Skype calls or Facebook with friends, the role of the internet in underpinning a smooth 
relocation should not be underestimated. 

2. Relocation services

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

24 32 9 9 719

19 20 9 16 288

27 39 125 413

15 18 381 22 6

24 21 6 8 1328

27 21 9 14 920

19 28 4 11 434

28 21 6 8 433
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l

l

l

l

l

Very good

Good

Average

 Poor

Very poor

Not applicable
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Often in the early days of relocation, seemingly small issues can become difficult challenges, 
such as finding a parking space by the local shops or finding the right change with which to 
pay for it. 

As a result, this survey asked participants about the types of support families may need 
when relocating: practical for day-to-day, professional for business, social for the whole 
family and personal for just the accompanying partner. 

a. Practical support

As the table below shows, practical support for day-to-day living activities were provided  
by a wide range of groups; relocation agents provided help for the largest proportion of our 
sample at 19%, and a similar proportion, 16%, were helped by their partner’s employer or 
HR department. Friends, expat groups and school also provided support.

Source of support % of respondents 
who received 
support

Relocation agent 19

Employer/HR 16

Friends 14

Expat groups 14

School 13

Destination service provider 10

Colleagues 6

Family 5

Other 2

3. Support

Support in finding 
a home and school 
were the two best 
rated services, with 
language/cultural 
services ranked the 
third most useful 
resources available.
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b. Professional support

The results for professional support, in this instance referring to specific information relating 
to work, showed it was largely provided by the partner’s employer or HR department, as is to 
be expected.  Interestingly, colleagues were the second highest source of professional advice, 
followed by relocation agents and friends. 

Source of support % of respondents 
who received 
support

Employer/HR 40

Colleagues 16

Relocation agent 14

Friends 14

Expat groups 7

Destination service provider 3

School 3

Family 1

Other 1

Employment support and 
guidance for my partner

Work permit advice

Career advice / guidance for me

% of Respondents

School is the big 
anchor for the 
children and to 
some extent the 
employer is for  
the working 
partner, but no 
similar ‘built in’ 
structure is 
available to the 
accompanying 
partner.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

12 12 5 22 3514

9 316 4 49

11 5 2 19 5013
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l
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Good

Average

 Poor

Very poor

Not applicable
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c. Social support

The third type of support examined was social support, for example, being able to meet 
families in similar situations, finding out what’s going on in the local area or the best places 
to play favourite sports. 

In this category, the families’ school provided support to most people, followed by friends 
and expat groups. Work colleagues are perhaps surprisingly low down the list. 

Source of support % of respondents 
who received 
support

School 31

Friends 24

Expat groups 20

Colleagues 7

Destination service provider 4

Other 4

Relocation agent 4

Family 3

Employer/HR 3

The chart below shows support for social activities, mainly focused around school, and on 
the whole is rated highly.

Finding sports and activities for 
me or my family

Helping my children to make 
friends and settle

Finding things to do in my  
local area

Meeting other families like mine

% of Respondents

l

l

l

l

l

l

Very good

Good

Average

 Poor

Very poor

Not applicable

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

22 28 9 20 516

18 24 2522 7 4

22 26 11 19 418

30 1216 12219
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d. Personal support

The final type of support explored was personal support for the accompanying partner, as an 
individual rather than a family leader or home-maker. This sub-topic included questions on 
support for feelings of homesickness, or relationship changes as a consequence of relocating.

The results showed friends and family provide the greatest level of support, and expat  
groups also feature highly. School plays a part too, with 14% citing this as a source of 
personal support.

Source of support % of respondents 
who received 
support

Friends 33

Family 23

Expat groups 21

School 14

Employer/HR 3

Relocation agent 2

Colleagues 2

Other 2

Destination service provider 1

The largest gaps of support provided are observed within the personal support section,  
with over a third of respondents rating every type of support in this area as being poor.  
The figures would suggest that the accompanying partner is last in line for support; school  
is the big anchor for the children and to some extent the employer is for the working 
partner, but no similar ‘built in’ structure is available to the accompanying partner.

Coping with feelings of 
homesickness

Changes in my social / career 
status resulting from the move

Pursuing new interests

Help with feeling of isolation  
or loneliness

Preparation for changes in my 
relationship with my partner as a 

result of relocation

% of Respondents

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

16 16 13 33 166

11 20 16 34 154

11 18 409 13 9

11 14 362 16 21

20 22 12 32 59
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In this section of the survey, respondents were asked to take a moment and think of their 
‘top three’ in a variety of different relocation-related areas, without any prompting or 
guidance, in order to see what the most commonly given answers would be. The collated 
results were as follows: 

Top three best things about relocation to the UK
1. Nature, the greenery and outdoors
2. Friendly or kind people
3. Diverse history or culture.

Top three helpful things ACS did 
1. Provided a ‘Buddy’ family
2. Made us feel welcome
3. School parent-group activities.

Top three things missed
1. Family
2. Friends
3. The weather back home.

... and some funny extras:
Bagels
Big washing machines
Quick restaurants
Cheese.

Top three things pleased to leave behind
1. Family and family dramas
2. Old routines
3. Politics and security issues.

....and some funny extras:
In-laws
Rude people
Mess
Snow.

4. Top three
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It should be noted that of the respondents who took part in this survey, 43% gave up a job 
to come here and 14% had never been to the UK before they relocated to live here.

In this context it is easy to see why accompanying partners need support before and after 
they relocate, because they too have made a big leap of faith. Our aim in conducting this 
research is to help identify where additional support should be given. The findings have 
shown it should be especially focused on giving personal support, whilst also maintaining 
those support services that make a difference, such as school, relocation agents, HR 
departments and expat groups.

Described below is the profile of the 85 people who so kindly took part in this survey.  
We would like to take this opportunity to thank each and every one of them for their time 
and help.

What brought you to the UK? % of respondents

My partner’s job 80

My work 10

Other reason 10

Both our jobs 1

Had you visited the UK before you moved here? % of respondents

Yes, I have lived here before 13

Yes, on vacation 48

Yes, I have visited as part of the preparation for the move 26

No, I had never been to the UK before 15

How many countries have you lived in outside your
mother country?

% of respondents

1 38

2 24

3 23

4 4

5 or more 11

5. Who took part?
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In which divisions do you have children? % of respondents

Early Childhood 9

Lower School 32

Middle School 37

High School 22

Did you give up a job to come to this country? % of respondents

Yes 43

No 57
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About ACS International Schools

ACS International Schools were founded in 1967 to serve international and local 
communities. The schools are non-sectarian and co-educational (day and boarding),  
enrolling 3,700 students aged 2 to 18 years at three campuses in the UK and one in  
Doha, Qatar. Our world renowned curriculum includes all International Baccalaureate (IB) 
Programmes, and an American curriculum including Advanced Placement (AP) courses, 
enabling ACS graduates to attend many of the world’s finest universities. All our schools  
have state-of-the-art facilities and an on-going programme of building investment. The 
strong academic programme and extensive arts, sports and cultural activities support the 
schools’ student-centred philosophy.

ACS Cobham ACS Egham

ACS Hillingdon ACS Doha
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