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Abstract

International student mobility (ISM) is an important educational means to promote the international (job market)

potential of university students. Beyond that, it constitutes a context of personality development in young adulthood.

With the present research, we tried to integrate the perspectives of applied and personality research in addressing the

following questions. First, we scrutinized the robustness of ISM effects on personality development as we controlled for

effects of sociodemographic characteristics and implemented a waiting group design (N¼ 3070). Second, we explored

ISM anticipation effects as well as the moderation of ISM effects by previous international mobility experiences. Finally, in

view of the public discourse on the benefits of “Erasmus crowds”, we assessed the roles of international and host

relationships with regard to the personality development of sojourners. The results largely corroborated the robustness

of ISM effects on personality development. No ISM anticipation effects occurred, and effects of current ISM engagement

were largely unaffected by previous international mobility experiences. Finally, international contact experiences were

associated with personality development above and beyond effects of host country contacts. Implications for the

understanding of personality development and potential inferences for the organization and improvement of ISM

programs are discussed.
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Over the past decades, statistics documented a vital

involvement of university students in international

student mobility (ISM). In Germany, almost 30%

of the students in later semesters have moved

abroad during their studies for a limited period of

time, e.g. to complete some of their degree courses

at a foreign university or to do an internship abroad

(DAAD & DZHW, 2019). On that account, the con-

ditions and consequences of ISM participation have

been addressed in educational and applied research

that was initiated by higher education institutions,

ISM funding organizations, and governmental insti-

tutions that predominately pursued the aim to pro-

mote ISM participation and to optimize funding

schemes (European Commission, 2014). At the same

time, psychological research on person–environment

transactions established ISM as an important life

event in young adulthood that has substantial effects

on the development of the Big Five traits (Niehoff

et al., 2017; Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013) and more
specific personality characteristics (Petersdotter et al.,
2017; Zimmermann et al., 2020). Unfortunately,
despite their common interest in this contemporary
subject, the distinct research perspectives on ISM
effects have mostly developed separately which
seems a lost opportunity for several reasons.

First, ISM provides an interesting context to
address some open questions regarding the theoretical
understanding of personality development.
For example, previous research on personality
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dynamics in the context of life events emphasized the
need to more thoroughly explore how the anticipation
as well as the interplay of (repeated) life events affects
personality development (Asselmann & Specht, 2020;
Bleidorn et al., 2018; Denissen et al., 2019). ISM rep-
resents a life event that is planned in advance, and
previous research showed that many young people
repeatedly engage in (different forms of) international
mobility experiences over the course of their educa-
tional career (e.g. L€orz et al., 2016; Netz & Jaksztat,
2014). Hence, ISM qualifies as a unique setting to
address these voids in personality research. In partic-
ular, the present research design allowed to assess
potential anticipation effects of future ISM as well
as the moderation of ISM effects by previous inter-
national mobility experiences. It will thus help to shed
light onto the developmental implications of antici-
pated and repeated life experiences for the develop-
ment of the Big Five.

Second, some findings on ISM from (applied)
research in related disciplines have pointed toward
issues that have not yet been considered in previous
psychological studies on ISM and personality devel-
opment. For example, it was shown that ISM engage-
ment is selective with respect to sociodemographic
factors such as gender, educational, and cultural
backgrounds (e.g. Netz et al., 2020; Salisbury et al.,
2011). Therefore, it should be clarified to what extent
these (and further) differences between mobile and
nonmobile students might affect ISM effects on per-
sonality development.

Finally, research on ISM effects might bring about
results that are interesting to both personality
researchers as well as experts in the field who promote
and implement educational mobility programs. A
question that has vividly been debated in the public
discourse on ISM refers to the pros and cons of
sojourners’ contact experiences in groups of interna-
tional students. In particular, it was questioned if the
“Erasmus crowds” imply any (developmental) bene-
fits as compared to the contact with host country
members. From an applied perspective, the main
interest in this question is sourced in concerns about
the optimal arrangement of ISM program structures
and contact opportunities amongst sojourners, their
fellow international students, and host country mem-
bers. From a theoretical perspective, the investigation
might, on one hand, help to validate the assumptions
of the functional network model (Bochner et al.,
1977), which suggested differential functions of con-
tacts to host country members versus contacts to
other internationals (i.e. people who are neither
from sojourners’ home countries nor from the host
country). However, their distinct roles as mechanisms
of personality development still await further clarifi-
cation. On the other hand, at a more general level, the
investigation of the distinct effects of host country
and international contacts may also be informative
with regard to the generic discourse on the specific

role of different relationship types in personality

development (Reitz et al., 2014).
To conclude, with the present research, we set out

to address the outlined issues in order to help advance

the current understanding of personality development

in the context of life events in general and ISM in

particular. Furthermore, we hope to provide some

impulses with regard to current debates on the orga-

nization and improvement of ISM programs.

Personality development and life events

Over the past decades, research on personality devel-

opment provided broad evidence for substantial rank-

order (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000) and mean-level

changes (Roberts et al., 2006) in the Big Five traits

over the life span and described young adulthood as a

particularly dynamic period (Robins et al., 2001).

Previous research also showed that a maturation pat-

tern—i.e. increases in conscientiousness and agree-

ableness as well as a decline in neuroticism—could

be observed in many countries around the world

(Bleidorn et al., 2013). By contrast, findings for open-

ness and extraversion were less consistent, and these

traits yielded rather modest age differences (Soto

et al., 2011).
Personality dynamics can be traced back to both

genetically determined biological influences as well as

environmental effects (Kandler et al., 2012, 2019). An

example of environmental effects is changes that

result from the experience of life events. Life events

can be viewed as specific transitions that evoke new

behavioral, cognitive, or emotional states (Luhmann

et al., 2012, 2014) that are often related to changes in

social roles and relationships (Neyer & Lehnart,

2007). According to the sociogenomic model of per-

sonality, these state changes accumulate over time

and, thus, facilitate personality change in a bottom-

up fashion (Roberts et al., 2017; Roberts & Jackson,

2008). Previous research showed that personality

development occurred in response to various age-

graded life transitions such as educational transitions

(Lüdtke et al., 2011), work-related transitions

(Denissen et al., 2014), changes in living arrangements

(Jonkmann et al., 2014), romantic relationships

(Lehnart et al., 2010), and parenthood (van

Scheppingen et al., 2016) and as a consequence of

further life events such as unemployment (Boyce

et al., 2015) and different forms of international

mobility experiences (Greischel et al., 2016; Niehoff

et al., 2017; Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013). However,

recent studies also pointed to some research needs as,

for example, the role of anticipation effects, i.e. per-

sonality changes that occur in advance of a life event,

and the interplay between (repeated) life events have

not yet been thoroughly researched (Asselmann &

Specht, 2020; Bleidorn et al., 2018; Denissen et al.,

2019).
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Anticipation effects might manifest as a result of
psychological investments or behavioral changes that
occur before the event itself takes place (Roberts
et al., 2004) and are thus most likely with regard to
life events that can be planned in advance. Their
investigation has important implications for under-
standing the effects of the events themselves. If, for
example, personality changes in response to a certain
life event were preceded by anticipatory changes in
the opposite direction, the impact of the event itself
would be misinterpreted. However, even different life
events that were planned in advance may differ with
regard to their potential to promote anticipatory state
changes. Anticipatory state changes in thoughts, feel-
ings, and behaviors are only possible if people are
aware of the (behavioral) demands and experiences
that the upcoming event will bring about. For exam-
ple, young adults who are in their final year at school
might adjust their working behavior and increase in
conscientiousness, as they know that this is essential
to successfully master the transition into workforce.
However, for other life events, e.g. the engagement in
ISM, the (behavioral) demands might be less clear,
and the students might not be able to anticipate
how ISM will change their lives. Therefore, the
potential of such less scripted life events to evoke
anticipatory personality change might be limited
(Neyer et al., 2014).

Another open question refers to the effects of
repeated life events. To the best of our knowledge,
there are no studies that specifically addressed the
effects of repeated life events on the development of
the Big Five traits. On the one hand, life events are
assumed to exert their effects on personality develop-
ment as people engage in new patterns of thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors. Hence, the repeated experi-
ence of an event might be associated with less trait
change as cognitive, affective, and behavioral adjust-
ments have already taken place in response to the first
experience (and have eventually become part of the
personality structure). This notion would also be in
line with the core tenets of the maturity-stability prin-
ciple (Donnellan et al., 2007; Roberts et al., 2001)
which posits that individuals with more mature per-
sonalities change less over the course of young adult-
hood as they experience less normative demands for
further changes. In line with this assumption, a recent
study showed that ISM effects on the development of
multicultural effectiveness were attenuated by previ-
ous international mobility experiences (Zimmermann
et al., 2020). On the other hand, previous research
also pointed to the importance of the idiosyncratic
experience of life events (Hutteman et al., 2014;
Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007). Against this back-
ground, effects of repeated life events might be inde-
pendent from each other if the events differ in their
subjective experiential qualities. Previous studies on
the effects of repeated life events on life satisfaction
corroborated that repeated events may have

increasing, decreasing, or comparable effects depend-
ing on the nature of the event (Luhmann & Eid,
2009). Likewise, the effects of a specific repeated
event may differ across investigated characteristics.
For example, the first pregnancy was shown to have
a stronger impact on the development of mothers’
relationship satisfaction than later ones, whereas
effects on self-esteem were comparable across repeat-
ed pregnancies (van Scheppingen et al., 2018).
However, the distinct effects of repeated life events
in general and reiterated ISM participation in partic-
ular on the Big Five traits still await empirical
clarification.

ISM as a life event in young adulthood

Over the past decades, ISM was established as an
important event in the lives of many university stu-
dents all over Europe and beyond (European
Commission, 2014). There is accumulating evidence
that educational mobility experiences in adolescence
(Greischel et al., 2016) and young adulthood (Niehoff
et al., 2017; Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013) constitute a
life event that is relevant with regard to personality
development. In particular, previous studies with
young adults yielded consistent effects with regard
to increases in agreeableness and decreases in neurot-
icism that match the maturation pattern. Whereas
Zimmermann and Neyer (2013) identified positive
effects on openness change, Niehoff et al. (2017)
reported accentuated increases in extraversion. None
of the studies reported any sojourn effects on consci-
entiousness change.

However, several open questions refer to the
robustness of these findings. First, previous studies
showed that ISM is selective not only in terms of
personality characteristics (Niehoff et al., 2017;
Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013) but also with respect
to sociodemographic factors such as age, gender, edu-
cational, or cultural background (e.g. Netz et al.,
2020; Salisbury et al., 2011). Related to that, the
social causation hypothesis suggests that sociodemo-
graphic characteristics are associated with variation
in physical, social, emotional, and cognitive function-
ing and might thus also be reflected in personality
differences (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). Yet, a
meta-analysis yielded negligible effect sizes for all
traits but openness which was positively related to
indicators of parental education and a compound
measure of socioeconomic status by a small effect
(Ayoub et al., 2018). Nevertheless, as sizes of ISM
development effects in previous studies were also
small, it could be deemed questionable if incremental
ISM effects are sustained once sociodemographic dif-
ferences are taken into account.

Beyond that, despite extensive research on (socio-
demographic) variables that determine the self-
selection into ISM (for a review on sociodemographic
characteristics, see Netz et al., 2020), there might still
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be some further potential confounds that have not yet
been considered. Hence, a research design that allows
for further robustness checks will help to scrutinize
the trustworthiness of ISM development effects. To
that end, we extended previous control group designs
(Greischel et al., 2016; Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013),
which mostly used two study groups (i.e. control stu-
dents and present sojourners), by a third study group
of future sojourners (i.e. a waiting group) who will
engage in ISM in the semester sequencing the study
period. As present and future sojourners can be
assumed to be more similar to each other than
mobile and nonmobile students, comparing the devel-
opmental trajectories of both mobile student groups
provides an opportunity to safeguard findings on
ISM development effects against potential unob-
served confounding effects.

Contact experiences in ISM

Life events are inherently entwined to transitions in
social relationships (Neyer & Lehnart, 2007; Neyer
et al., 2014). Accordingly, studies also provided first
evidence that effects of ISM on personality can be
traced back to the fluctuation in sojourners’ (interna-
tional) relationships (Greischel et al., 2016;
Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013). Whilst the relationship
fluctuation, i.e. numbers of contact gains and losses in
the respective relationship categories, represents a
quantitative contact indicator, the theory of inter-
group contact (Allport, 1954) emphasizes that the
quality of contact experiences is essential. In particu-
lar, contacts to members of other (cultural) groups
that are perceived as being equal, cooperative, pleas-
ant, intimate, and voluntary are assumed to work
against negative intergroup attitudes and prejudice
(Crawford & Brandt, 2019; Islam & Hewstone,
1993). Theoretical approaches to prejudice such as
the dual process model considered personality traits
as distal determinants of prejudice (Sibley & Duckitt,
2010). Accordingly, previous meta-analyses corrobo-
rated negative associations between prejudice and the
Big Five traits agreeableness and—to a lesser extent—
openness. Findings on extraversion were inconsistent
and revealed either small negative or no associations.
Consistently, there were no significant meta-analytic
effects for conscientiousness or neuroticism
(Crawford & Brandt, 2019; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008).
Against the background of the theory of intergroup
contact and the dual process model, we explored if the
quality of sojourners’ relationships was relevant with
regard to their trait development as a distal outcome.

In previous studies, the term “international
relationships” was used to refer to relationships
with people from any country but the sojourners’
home country (i.e. Germany) (Greischel et al., 2016;
Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013). However, in their func-
tional network model, Bochner et al. (1977) suggested
that at least three different networks of sojourning

students had to be differentiated as they fulfilled dis-
tinct functions. They distinguished between cona-
tional contacts to people from the sojourners’
country of origin, the host network, and the interna-
tional network that endorses relationships to other
people who are not from sojourners’ home countries
and not from the host country. Whereas host contacts
were supposed to be essential for support in academic
matters, international relationships were assumed to
be predominately important with regard to leisure
time activities. In the meantime, there is empirical
evidence for the distinct functions of host and inter-
national relationships, with regard to the realization
of sojourn goals (Zimmermann et al., 2017). Whereas
educational sojourn goals (e.g. “I want to spend part
of my study time abroad to get to know other teach-
ing and learning methods”) were related to the culti-
vation of host national relationships, a focus on
animation (e.g. “I want to spend part of my study
time abroad to get to know new people”) and person-
al growth (e.g. “I want to spend part of my study time
abroad to show myself that I can handle difficult sit-
uations”) goals facilitated international relationships.
However, in the public discourse on ISM benefits,
international contact experiences have often been crit-
ically evaluated, and the benefits of so-called
“Erasmus crowds” were questioned. A differentiated
analysis of the effects of the relation between the
quality of host and international contacts and trait
development may thus not only be of theoretical
value but also bear important implications for the
implementation of funding schemes and the facilita-
tion of international contacts in ISM.

The present study

To address the outlined research questions, we imple-
mented a longitudinal study (N¼ 3070) that was car-
ried out as a collaborative research project between
the FernUniversit€at in Hagen and the German
Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). We imple-
mented an extended control group design with three
study groups (i.e. control students without mobility
plans, present sojourners who engaged in ISM
during the study period, and a waiting group of
future sojourners who went abroad in the semester
sequencing the study period) who were queried at
two time points over the course of the winter term
2017/2018.

First, we assessed ISM effects on personality devel-
opment and scrutinized their robustness. To that end,
we not only compared change trajectories of present
sojourners and controls but carried out additional
comparisons between present sojourners (treatment
group) and future sojourners (waiting group).
Furthermore, effects of sociodemographic character-
istics (age, gender, educational background, and cul-
tural background) on the intercepts and the change
parameters of all personality traits were included in

584 European Journal of Personality 35(4)



the analysis to further explore selection effects. In line
with previous research (Niehoff et al., 2017;
Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013), we expected to find
substantial positive effects of ISM participation on
the development of openness, extraversion, and
agreeableness as well as a negative effect on neuroti-
cism. In addition, we assessed ISM effects on the
development of conscientiousness for explorative
reasons.

Within the same analysis, we also investigated the
occurrence of anticipation effects. As we assumed
that ISM represents a rather low-scripted life event
(Neyer et al., 2014), it might be difficult for sojourners
to anticipate concrete investments or (behavioral)
changes. This situation might, however, be different
for sojourners who have already gained previous
international mobility experiences and thus know
what to expect abroad. Hence, we investigated both
the effects of future sojourns on personality develop-
ment as well as their moderation by previous interna-
tional mobility experiences. Likewise, to uncover the
interplay between previous and current life events, we
investigated if effects of present sojourns were mod-
erated by previous international mobility experiences.
As outlined above, current theories on personality
development as well as earlier findings on the devel-
opment of life satisfaction (Luhmann & Eid, 2009)
corroborate opposed conclusions with regard to the
pattern of such interactions. Hence, we did not for-
mulate any specific hypotheses concerning the direc-
tion of effects.

Finally, we aimed to add to previous findings on
the crucial role of social relationships with regard to
the development of student sojourners by providing a
more differentiated perspective on the effects of host
and international relationships. In particular, as both
host country and international relationships represent
incidents of intergroup contact, we expected positive
associations between relationship quality and adap-
tive development in both cases. In view of previous
research on the association between contact experien-
ces, prejudice, and the Big Five, we expected that
associations between relationship quality and trait
development were most likely with regard to open-
ness, extraversion, and agreeableness. The hypotheses
were not preregistered.

Methods

Participants and procedure

As part of the longitudinal control group design,
N¼ 3070 students from German higher education
institutions were followed over the course of one
semester. The participants represented three different
groups, i.e. control students who had no mobility
plans, present sojourners who engaged in ISM
during the semester that defined the period of data
collection (i.e. the winter term 2017/2018), and future

sojourners who had arranged for an ISM experience
for the semester sequencing the period of data collec-
tion (i.e. the summer term 2018). The participants
were contacted via different means such as interna-
tional offices and student initiatives at more than 350
institutions that represent the vast majority of higher
education institutions in Germany (for further details
on the recruitment strategy, see Zimmermann et al.,
2020).

As a first step, participants had to register for
study participation via an online registration ques-
tionnaire, where they provided some basic demo-
graphic background information as well as
information on their current country of residence,
the status of their university enrolment, and potential
ISM plans for the upcoming academic year 2017/
2018. Only participants who both lived in Germany
at the time and confirmed being enrolled at a German
university were admitted to the study sample.
Information on ISM plans was used for a preliminary
assignment of the registered participants to one of the
three study groups, i.e. control students (no ISM
plans), present sojourners (ISM plans for the winter
term 2017/2018, i.e. the study period), and future
sojourners (ISM plans for the summer term 2018,
i.e. the semester sequencing the study period).

Invitations to the first measurement (t1; from 5
July 2017 until 19 November 2017) were timed
depending on the preliminary group assignment, i.e.
24 hours after registration for control group mem-
bers, two weeks before the date of departure for pre-
sent sojourners, and during the first weeks of the
winter term 2017/2018 for future sojourners. All
e-mails contained a personalized link that allowed
participants to interrupt and continue the completion
of the t1 questionnaire at their convenience.

All participants who responded to the first invita-
tion by at least starting the t1 questionnaire were
invited to the second measurement (t2; from
8 January 2018 until 23 April 2018). This time, mem-
bers of the control group were invited at 22 weeks
after the date of their t1 invitation, present sojourners
at 20 weeks after their individual (past) date of depar-
ture (i.e. 22 weeks after the t1 invitation), and future
sojourners at 2 weeks before the (future) date of
departure that was reported in the t1 questionnaire.
At both measurement occasions, nonresponders were
reminded of the pending questionnaire seven days
after the first invitation by an automatized e-mail
reminder. The mean time intervals between t1 and
t2 were M¼ 162.00 days (SD¼ 28.70) for controls,
M¼ 156.03 days (SD¼ 11.50) for present sojourners,
and M¼ 124.57 (SD¼ 33.97) for future sojourners.
An overview of the study design is presented in
Figure 1.

From N¼ 7662 participants who successfully reg-
istered for the study, N¼ 4806 completed the t1 and
N¼ 3576 the t2 questionnaire. Overall, N¼ 3455 par-
ticipants had completed both questionnaires (i.e. t1
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and t2). In a next step, participants were assigned to
the three study groups if they complied with the
respective criteria. In particular, participants who
indicated at t2 that they lived in Germany, had
not engaged in ISM during the winter term 2017/
2018, and did not intend to go abroad during the
summer term 2018 were assigned to the control
group (N¼ 1323). Participants who stated at t2
that they currently lived in Germany but had been
abroad for a period of more than 30 days (defined
minimum limit to distinguish between ISM and
vacations) but less than 292 days (the longest dura-
tion that was technically possible given the time lag
between the t1 and t2 measures) during the winter
term 2017/2018 or who indicated to currently live
abroad, to have arrived at their foreign residence
more than 30 days ago, and to intend to stay
abroad for a maximum duration of 792 days
(defined maximum limit to distinguish between
ISM and permanent migration) were classified as
present sojourners (N¼ 1264). Finally, participants
who stated at t2 that they currently lived in
Germany and had not been abroad during the
winter term 2017/2018 but confirmed to plan to
move abroad for more than 30 but less than 792
days during the summer term 2018 were assigned
to the group of future sojourners (N¼ 483). This
resulted in a full panel sample of N¼ 3070 partici-
pants who fulfilled the study criteria and were used
in all further analyses. The mean age was M¼ 22.88
(SD¼ 3.23), 27.1% of these participants were male,
and 5.9% had a migration background as at least
one of their parents was born outside of Germany
(Willige et al., 2017). Further information on the
sociodemographic characteristics of the three study
groups is summarized in Table A1 of the online
appendix available at https://osf.io/5wdxq/.

Comparisons between participants who only com-

pleted t1 (N¼ 1736) and the panel sample (N¼ 3070)

revealed only negligible differences for the Big Five

personality traits (ds between .03 and .13) as well as

all covariates (age (d¼ .05), professional qualification

of the mother (d¼ –.05), professional qualification of

the father (d¼ –.00), sex (u¼ .04), migration back-

ground (u¼ –.07), and previous international mobil-

ity experiences (u¼ –.00)).
The vast majority of sojourners spent their time

abroad in European host countries (i.e. 85%),

almost 50% of them in one of the top five favorite

host countries (i.e. Spain, France, UK, Italy, and

Sweden). An inspection of intraclass correlation coef-

ficients (ICCs) did not reveal substantial between-

country variance in all five traits at either of

the two measurement occasions (ICCs between

.00 and .03).
Importantly, all subjects were adults; they were

informed about the research purposes and procedure

and that participation in this research was voluntary

and anonymous. Furthermore, they were informed

about the data protection standards and the possibil-

ity to withdraw from participation whenever they

wanted without any negative consequences.

Informed consent of the participants was implied

through survey participation which was a standard

practice at the time of data collection. Data protec-

tion standards were guaranteed by the data protec-

tion officer of the German Academic Exchange

Service (DAAD).

Measures

Sojourn status. The sojourn status of participants was

transformed into two dummy-coded variables with

control students as the reference group.

Figure 1. The study design. This figure illustrates the timing of measurement occasions for the three study groups.
CG: control group; PS: present sojourners; FS: future sojourners; R: registration; t1: first measurement occasion; t2: second mea-
surement occasion.
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Demographic background information. Participants were
asked to indicate their age and gender (0¼male,
1¼ female) as well as their parents’ highest profes-
sional qualification (1¼ no professional qualification,
2¼ vocational education, 3¼ university degree) as an
indicator of the family’s educational background.
Furthermore, participants’ migration background
was inferred from information on the places of birth
of both parents. Participants with at least one parent
born outside Germany were categorized as having a
migration background (Willige et al., 2017). The item
was dummy-coded (0¼ no migration background,
1¼migration background).

Previous international mobility experiences. At t0, partici-
pants were asked if they had ever lived abroad for a
period of at least one month before the study onset.
The variable was dummy-coded (0¼ no previous inter-
national mobility experiences, 1¼ previous internation-
al experiences). The most frequent forms of previous
stays abroad were longer journeys or other private
stays abroad (22.1%), participation in school
exchange programs (17.6%), and previous ISM expe-
riences (17.1%).

Big Five personality traits. At both measurement occa-
sions (t1, t2), participants were presented with a
German short version of the Big Five Inventory
(BFI-S; Gerlitz & Schupp, 2005). The BFI-S contains
15 items that participants answered on a scale ranging
from 1 (does not apply at all) to 7 (applies perfectly).
Cronbach’s alphas were .68 (t1) and .61 (t2) for open-
ness, .60 and .68 for conscientiousness, .84 and .84 for
extraversion, .52 and .52 for agreeableness, and .73
and .73 for neuroticism and are thus comparable to
the values obtained in an earlier study that used a
representative sample to assess personality develop-
ment across the life course (Specht et al., 2011).

Quality of contacts to host country members and other

internationals. To measure the quality of present
sojourners’ contacts at t2 to (a) members of the host
country and (b) other internationals (i.e. people who
are not from Germany and not from the host coun-
try), we implemented an adapted German version of
the General Intergroup Contact Quantity and Contact
Quality Scale (Islam & Hewstone, 1993). Participants
were asked to rate on a scale from 1 (does not apply at
all) to 7 (totally applies) to what extent they perceived
their (previous) contacts as being “equal,”
“cooperative,” “pleasant,” “superficial” (reverse
coded), and “voluntary.” We computed two mean
scores that reflected the quality of host country con-
tacts and contacts to other internationals, respective-
ly. Confirmatory factor analyses confirmed an
adequate fit of the theoretically implied one-factor
model with v2(5)¼ 58.50, p< .001, comparative fit
index (CFI)¼ .958, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA)¼ .092, standardized root

mean square residual (SRMR)¼ .027 for the host
contact scale and v2(5)¼ 38.17, p< .001, CFI¼ .968,
RMSEA¼ .072, SRMR¼ .022 for the international
contact scale. Cronbach’s alphas were .78 (host con-
tact) and .76 (international contact), respectively.

Analytical strategy

To address the research questions regarding ISM
effects, we used moderated latent change models
(McArdle & Nesselroade, 1994; Steyer et al., 1997).
In these models, latent change variables are used to
represent the change between two measurement occa-
sions, whereas the latent intercept represents the ini-
tial level of the variable under study. As a feature of
the latent modeling approach, both the intercept and
change estimates are uncontaminated by random
measurement error. The variances of the latent inter-
cept and the latent change variable reflect interindi-
vidual differences in the initial level and the
development of a construct. For a reliable interpreta-
tion of all latent parameters, it is crucial to ensure
that changes are not due to modifications in the rela-
tion between the manifest indicators and latent fac-
tors (Bollen & Curran, 2006; Vandenberg & Lance,
2000). On that account, we implied strong measure-
ment invariance, i.e. equal factor structure, factor
loadings, and intercepts over time in all models and
evaluated the appropriateness of this assumption
based on nested model tests and model fit indices
for the restricted model (Meredith, 1993). According
to Hu and Bentler (1999), RMSEA � .06, CFI � .95,
and SRMR � .08 provide criteria for a good model
fit. We allowed for correlations between residuals of
the same indicators across time to account for resid-
ual effects that cannot be ascribed to the latent factors
under study (Brown, 2006; Marsh & Hau, 1996).

We specified a multivariate latent change model
that included latent intercepts and change variables
for all five traits (for an exemplary conceptual model,
see Figure 2). We allowed for correlations between all
intercept and change variables. Both the latent inter-
cept and latent change variables were regressed on all
covariates and the two dummy-coded sojourn status
variables. Effects of the exogenous variables on the
latent intercepts can be interpreted as differences in
the initial levels of the dependent variable between
participants that are attributed to the respective exog-
enous variable. We included these effects for descrip-
tive reasons. Effects of the exogenous variables on the
latent change factors indicate that differences in the
development can be attributed to the respective exog-
enous variable. Effects of the sojourn status variables
on the latent change variables inform on differences
in the development between control students and pre-
sent sojourners or between control students and
future sojourners, respectively. Hence, these effects
reflect the focus of our research questions. In order
to assess differences between the two sojourning
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groups, we repeated the analyses with the subsample

of all sojourners and assessed if present and future
sojourners differed in their initial levels or their devel-

opment of the Big Five over the course of the study.

In order to assess if previous international mobility

experiences moderated effects of present (ISM devel-
opment effects) or future (ISM anticipation effects)

sojourns on personality development, we additionally

included interaction terms between previous interna-

tional mobility experiences and the sojourn status
variables into the regressions. For the analysis of con-

tact effects, the sample was restricted to the present

sojourners as they are the only ones who can report

on their (previous) experiences with host and interna-
tional contacts. In this model, the latent change var-

iables were regressed on the established covariates

and on two indices that reflected the quality of host
cultural contacts and international contacts,

respectively.
All analyses of change were also controlled for

the potential effects of interindividual differences in
the measurement interval t1–t2 (i.e. the number of

days between t1 and t2). To account for nonnormal-

ity of item distributions, we estimated all latent

change models using the Satorra–Bentler method
for model estimations. The analyses were carried

out using SPSS 25 (IBM Corp. Released, 2017)

and Mplus version 7 (Muth�en & Muth�en, 2015).

Due to the implementation of completeness checks

in the online questionnaires, only few cases of miss-

ing values (mostly on the covariates) occurred. We

dealt with missing information using the full infor-

mation maximum likelihood (FIML) procedure as

implemented in Mplus. Effect sizes were calculated

using Psychometrica’s online tool (Lenhard &

Lenhard, 2016). All input files for the main analyses

can be accessed via the open science framework at

https://osf.io/5wdxq/.

Results

Table 1 provides some descriptive insights into the

personality dynamics in the three study groups

amongst participants with and without previous inter-

national mobility experiences.1 At the descriptive

level, the largest (positive) changes for openness

were observed amongst present sojourners with and

without previous international mobility experiences.

By contrast, patterns for inexperienced and experi-

enced present sojourners differed with regard to

changes in extraversion and neuroticism. In both

cases, inexperienced sojourners changed more than

their fellows with previous international mobility

experiences. Similarly, inexperienced present sojourn-

ers revealed the largest positive changes in agreeable-

ness. However, future sojourners without previous

Figure 2. Conceptual model to assess ISM selection and ISM development effects for the Big Five traits. For reasons of parsimony, an
exemplary univariate latent change model is shown. The original model was a multivariate latent change model, which allowed us to
simultaneously include trait levels at t1 as well as change of all Big Five traits in one model.
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international mobility experiences showed changes of
comparable size, yet in the opposite direction.
Surprisingly, the largest change in conscientiousness
was observed amongst future sojourners without
previous international mobility experiences who
decreased in this trait over the course of the
study period.

Tests of measurement invariance across time
revealed that equality constraints on the factor load-
ings (i.e. weak factorial invariance) did not affect the
model fit (see Table A6 in the online appendix). By
contrast, additional equality constraints on the factor
intercepts (i.e. strong factorial invariance) resulted in
a significant chi-square difference test (Dv2(10)¼
77.56, p< .001). However, as chi-square tests are sen-
sitive to sample sizes, it is recommended to (addition-
ally) base decisions on the fit of nested models on
comparisons of the descriptive fit indices (Cheung &
Rensvold, 2002). In the present case, the descriptive
fit indices yielded only minimal differences between
the weak invariance model (v2(541)¼ 3541.29,
CFI¼ .930, RMSEA¼ .043, SRMR¼ .047) and the
strong invariance model (v2(551)¼ 3618.00,
CFI¼ .928, RMSEA¼ .043, SRMR¼ .047), still
implying a good fit for the latter.2 Against that back-
ground we concluded that the establishment of strong
invariance was justified and used this model for fur-
ther analyses (see Table 2). In addition, tests of mea-
surement invariance across groups were carried out
for explorative reasons. Yet, the inspection of
(descriptive) fit indices suggested comparable scale
properties in all groups (for more information, see
Table A7 in the online appendix).

Analyses of the intercept effects (upper section of
Table 2) yielded a positive effect of age on openness at
the study onset. Furthermore, significant gender

effects on conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeable-
ness, and neuroticism reflected higher levels of
females in all of these traits. With regard to the edu-
cational background, only the professional qualifica-
tion of the mother had a positive effect on the initial
level of openness. Participants with a migration back-
ground showed higher levels of openness and extra-
version, and those who reported previous
international mobility experiences obtained higher
values in openness and extraversion but lower
scores in neuroticism. Finally, with regard to the
engagement in ISM, positive self-selection effects
were observed for conscientiousness (present sojourn-
ers), extraversion (present and future sojourners), and
agreeableness (present and future sojourners) as well
as a negative self-selection effect for neuroticism (pre-
sent sojourners).

Most relevant with regard to our first research
questions are the observed effects on change (lower
section of Table 2). None of the sociodemographic
covariates showed an effect on change in any of the
trait domains. Previous international mobility experi-
ences revealed a positive effect on change in consci-
entiousness and a negative effect on change in
extraversion. In line with expectations, present ISM
participation yielded positive effects on change in
openness, extraversion, and agreeableness and a neg-
ative effect on change in neuroticism. In addition, a
positive effect on conscientiousness development was
sustained. As expected, no anticipation effects
of future ISM participation were observed. In addi-
tion, results from the multivariate latent change
model (v2(531)¼ 2339.25, p< .001, CFI¼ .924,
RMSEA¼ .044, SRMR¼ .050) that compared the
two sojourner groups largely corroborated the pat-
tern of ISM development effects (see Table 3).

Table 1. Descriptive information on the Big Five traits for participants with and without international mobility experiences in the
three study groups.

Traits

Controls Present sojourners Future sojourners

M SD M SD M SD

t1 t2 t1 t2 d12 r12 t1 t2 t1 t2 d12 r12 t1 t2 t1 t2 d12 r12

Without IM experiences

Openness 4.90 4.92 1.14 1.11 .03 .81 4.77 4.92 1.14 1.11 .20 .78 4.92 4.94 1.16 1.20 .03 .82

Conscientiousness 5.36 5.29 0.91 0.91 –.11 .75 5.50 5.52 0.96 0.95 .03 .77 5.49 5.36 0.93 0.95 –.22 .79

Extraversion 4.18 4.24 1.33 1.32 .08 .84 4.56 4.73 1.30 1.29 .22 .82 4.63 4.66 1.21 1.24 .04 .81

Agreeableness 5.48 5.47 0.88 0.93 –.02 .72 5.52 5.61 0.93 0.86 .14 .75 5.62 5.52 0.86 0.89 –.16 .75

Neuroticism 4.29 4.35 1.21 1.21 .08 .78 4.21 4.09 1.28 1.27 –.14 .78 4.35 4.28 1.17 1.18 –.08 .73

With IM experiences

Openness 5.04 5.11 1.16 1.13 .10 .81 4.99 5.15 1.18 1.16 .22 .81 5.08 5.08 1.18 1.11 .00 .82

Conscientiousness 5.37 5.36 0.90 0.90 –.02 .76 5.52 5.58 0.92 0.92 .09 .74 5.51 5.50 0.89 0.90 –.02 .80

Extraversion 4.79 4.84 1.28 1.25 .07 .84 5.05 5.10 1.18 1.13 .07 .81 5.08 5.07 1.09 1.09 –.02 .84

Agreeableness 5.48 5.48 0.92 0.90 .00 .70 5.57 5.63 0.87 0.85 .00 .69 5.62 5.62 0.86 0.83 .00 .72

Neuroticism 4.08 4.10 1.25 1.26 .02 .78 3.95 3.95 1.30 1.29 .00 .81 3.92 3.91 1.18 1.16 –.01 .78

IM experiences: international mobility experiences. Controls without IM experiences: n¼ 582; controls with IM experiences: n¼ 741; present

sojourners without IM experiences: n¼ 506; present sojourners with IM experiences: n¼ 758; future sojourners without IM experiences: n¼ 177;

future sojourners with IM experiences: n¼ 306. d: Cohen’s d for repeated measures.
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In this analysis, positive effects of present ISM par-

ticipation on change in openness, conscientiousness,

extraversion, and agreeableness were confirmed.

Unexpectedly, the negative effect on change in neu-

roticism was not significant.

To answer the question if previous international

mobility experiences moderated the effects of present

or future sojourns, we implemented a multivariate

latent change model (v2(591)¼ 3670.12, p< .001,

CFI¼ .928, RMSEA¼ .041, SRMR¼ .045) with the

Table 2. ISM development and anticipation effects (multivariate latent change model with three study groups: present and future
sojourners versus controls).

Openness Conscientiousness Extraversion Agreeableness Neuroticism

b p b p b p b p b p

Effects on intercept

Age .012 .034 .007 .119 .003 .609 –.002 .761 –.014 .069

Gender .080 .068 .197 < .001 .175 < .001 .196 < .001 .644 < .001

PQ father .005 .886 .002 .932 .013 .752 .048 .149 –.048 .285

PQ mother .085 .021 .009 .769 .022 .597 –.045 .190 –.024 .615

Migration background .217 < .001 –.042 .315 .144 .011 –.029 .554 .044 .484

IM experiences .089 .021 –.042 .183 .493 < .001 .024 .516 –.317 < .001

Present ISM –.065 .104 .106 .001 .305 < .001 .093 .017 –.117 .024

Future ISM .032 .547 .053 .224 .333 < .001 .175 < .001 –.090 .177

Effects on change

Measurement interval .000 .520 .000 .413 –.001 .090 .000 .368 .001 .094

Age .001 .699 –.003 .432 .006 .113 .002 .593 –.001 .853

Gender .016 .542 –.046 .064 –.009 .759 .004 .913 –.026 .474

PQ father .028 .197 –.012 .568 –.003 .914 –.025 .364 .000 .996

PQ mother –.012 .606 .003 .901 –.019 .434 –.002 .950 .010 .750

Migration background –.029 .352 –.011 .734 .003 .932 .064 .125 –.010 .827

IM experiences .018 .456 .063 .005 –.061 .019 .004 .888 .041 .220

Present ISM .097 < .001 .088 .001 .073 .010 .089 .004 –.092 .010

Future ISM –.040 .264 –.031 .363 –.066 .091 –.024 .578 –.039 .452

Significant coefficients (p< .05) in boldface. PQ father/mother: professional qualification father/mother; IM experiences: previous international mobility

experience; present ISM: participation in ISM during the study period (present sojourners); future ISM: participation in ISM in the semester after the

study period (future sojourners); measurement interval: number of days between the first and the second measurement.

Table 3. Robustness check of ISM development effects (multivariate latent change model with two study groups: present versus
future sojourners).

Openness Conscientiousness Extraversion Agreeableness Neuroticism

b p b p b p b p b p

Effects on intercept

Age .023 .020 .008 .373 .019 .080 –.003 .840 –.009 .496

Gender .168 .003 .209 < .001 .157 .015 .188 .001 .703 < .001

PQ father –.008 .860 –.008 .835 .022 .677 .053 .236 –.065 .273

PQ mother .099 .033 .039 .348 –.024 .637 –.102 .028 .016 .793

Migration background .249 < .001 –.092 .110 .166 .027 –.110 .093 .042 .611

IM experiences .090 .065 –.052 .259 .441 < .001 .066 .180 –.382 < .001

Present ISM –.086 .098 .057 .212 –.022 .711 –.086 .081 –.026 .698

Effects on change

Measurement interval .000 .617 –.001 .223 –.001 .123 .000 .790 .000 .824

Age –.002 .736 .001 .922 .006 .414 –.002 .806 –.003 .827

Gender .021 .537 –.040 .242 .040 .312 .028 .528 –.062 .197

PQ father .018 .510 –.015 .606 –.014 .656 –.037 .309 .036 .380

PQ mother –.005 .851 –.006 .833 –.036 .264 .016 .638 .010 .819

Migration background –.040 .292 –.002 .964 .021 .631 .092 .090 .007 .907

IM experiences .005 .857 .075 .016 –.092 .010 –.012 .758 .108 .020

Present ISM .130 .001 .137 < .001 .156 < .001 .106 .023 –.015 .789

Significant coefficients (p< .05) in boldface. PQ father/mother: professional qualification father/mother; IM experiences: previous international mobility

experience; present ISM: participation in ISM during the study period (present sojourners); future ISM: participation in ISM in the semester after the study

period (future sojourners); measurement interval: number of days between the first and the second measurement.
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same set of covariates but additionally included inter-

action terms between previous international mobility

experiences and the two sojourn status dummies.

None of the interaction effects on the intercepts

obtained statistical significance. With regard to the

change variables, a single interaction effect between

previous international mobility experiences and pre-

sent ISM participation was substantiated for neurot-

icism (b¼ .167, p¼ .017). However, this effect could

not be sustained in the analysis that compared present

to future sojourners (b¼ .066, p¼ .503) (for further

information, see Tables A3 and A4 in the online

appendix).
Finally, we assessed the effects of contact to host

country member and other internationals on person-

ality development with the help of a multivariate

latent change model (v2(565)¼ 2029.67, p< .001,

CFI¼ .916, RMSEA¼ .046, SRMR¼ .052). The

results are summarized in Table 4. The analysis con-

firmed substantial positive effects of international

contacts on the development of openness and extra-

version as well as a negative effect on neuroticism.

That is, a higher quality of international contacts

was associated with stronger increases in openness

and extraversion as well as a steeper decline in

neuroticism.

Discussion

The present study pursued several research questions.

First, we investigated ISM development effects in

order to replicate earlier findings and to assess their

robustness. To that end, we incorporated

sociodemographic characteristics that were shown to

be associated with the self-selection into ISM into the

change models and implemented a waiting group

design that allowed for additional comparisons

between present and future sojourners. Second, we

explored the role of anticipation effects as well as

the interplay between previous international mobility

experiences and current ISM engagement. Finally, we

analyzed the distinct effects of the relationship quality

in host and international contacts on sojourners’

development.

ISM development effects

In line with expectations, the analyses confirmed ISM

effects on personality development that were in agree-

ment with the maturation pattern: sojourners showed

stronger increases in agreeableness and a steeper

decline in neuroticism than control students.

Moreover, as hypothesized, ISM had positive effects

on the development of extraversion and openness.

Unexpectedly, also a positive effect of ISM on the

development of conscientiousness was identified.

Importantly, these effects were sustained above and

beyond the effects of sociodemographic characteris-

tics and previous international mobility experiences

(see Table 2). With the exception of neuroticism, the

pattern of results was maintained when the two

sojourner groups were compared: Present sojourners

showed stronger increases in openness, conscientious-

ness, extraversion, and agreeableness than future

sojourners. Change trajectories for neuroticism did

not differ between these two groups (see Table 3).

Table 4. Differential associations between contact experiences and trait change (multivariate latent change model with present
sojourners).

Openness Conscientiousness Extraversion Agreeableness Neuroticism

b p b p b p b p b p

Effects on intercept

Age .005 .663 .006 .576 .026 .075 .013 .273 .005 .775

Gender .177 .004 .200 < .001 .171 .023 .190 .003 .787 < .001

PQ father –.014 .784 –.019 .696 –.003 .957 .039 .390 –.108 .130

PQ mother .136 .010 .027 .593 –.044 .466 –.086 .071 .076 .317

Migration background .284 < .001 –.080 .252 .143 .113 –.109 .112 .131 .194

IM experiences .107 .055 –.063 .260 .457 < .001 .054 .289 –.374 < .001

Effects on change

Measurement interval .000 .972 –.002 .105 .000 .769 .000 .769 –.001 .639

Age .007 .365 .001 .892 .009 .317 –.014 .162 –.004 .715

Gender .023 .583 –.054 .219 .025 .595 .036 .448 –.083 .147

PQ father .004 .892 –.018 .602 –.012 .748 –.030 .420 .026 .596

PQ mother –.004 .896 –.019 .600 –.032 .385 .028 .431 .021 .677

Migration background –.024 .593 –.007 .905 .052 .335 .109 .058 –.036 .616

IM experiences .005 .883 .079 .046 –.101 .016 –.022 .590 .134 .014

Host contacts .010 .611 .004 .860 .024 .280 .028 .201 –.013 .649

International contacts .047 .027 .005 .827 .117 < .001 .017 .507 –.072 .022

Significant coefficients (p< .05) in boldface. PQ father/mother: professional qualification father/mother; IM experiences: previous international mobility

experience; measurement interval: number of days between the first and the second measurement.
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Overall, the results on ISM development effects

approved our hypotheses and corroborated the con-
sideration of ISM as an important life event that pro-

motes personality maturation. Yet, some findings
require some further consideration. For example, we
did not expect to find an effect on change in consci-

entiousness. This effect might reflect some changes in
the structure and status of ISM over the past years.

Because of the ongoing standardization of university
education across Europe and beyond, engagement in

ISM does no longer impede the study progress as
course credits can be transferred between most

European universities. Hence, studying abroad is
not an extended vacation (anymore) but might
imply even more rigorous learning schedules as in

most cases a foreign study language has to be mas-
tered. Hence, increases in achievement behavior

might occur that were shown to be related to
increases in conscientiousness (Bleidorn, 2012;

G€ollner et al., 2017).
Notably, our analyses showed that the observed

ISM development effects were largely unaffected by
potential confounds. The investigated sociodemo-

graphic characteristics did not yield any effects on
personality change. Likewise, additional comparisons

between the change trajectories of present and future
sojourners did not alter the pattern of results with the
exception of neuroticism. In this case, the effect of

present ISM experiences could not be maintained
(see Table 3). However, interestingly, the analysis

yielded a substantial positive effect of previous inter-
national mobility experiences on neuroticism change

as well as a negative effect on the neuroticism inter-
cept. That is, sojourners who had already spent some

time abroad showed lower levels of neuroticism at the
study onset and decreased less over the course of the
study period than those without any previous inter-

national mobility experiences. An inspection of the
descriptive effect sizes (Table 1) yielded coherent

results as it showed that pre-post change in neuroti-
cism amongst participants with previous international

mobility experiences was close to zero in all three
study groups. By contrast, present sojourners without

previous international mobility experiences showed
the expected pattern of decreases in neuroticism
whereas negligible increases (controls) and decreases

(future sojourners) were observed for the other two
groups. This pattern was also reflected in the analyses

on the interplay between previous and current inter-
national mobility experiences as the interaction

between previous experiences and present ISM
engagement was the only incident of a significant

moderation (for further information, see Table A3
in the online appendix). However, similar to the
ISM main effect, the interaction effect was not sus-

tained in the model that compared present and future
sojourners (for further information, see Table A4 in

the online appendix).

To conclude, the results suggest that effects of the
present ISM engagement on neuroticism change are
complex in view of the more rigorous methodological
approach. However, substantial effects of previous
international mobility experiences on the intercept,
i.e. the level of neuroticism at the study onset, corrob-
orated the general importance of international mobil-
ity experiences with regard to the development of
neuroticism. A tentative explanation for the observed
intercept effect could be that (only) first experiences
abroad have substantial impact on neuroticism
decline, whereas later international mobility experien-
ces are less influential. However, the present analyses
are limited as we do not have information on the
number, the duration, the purpose, and the exact
timing of previous international mobility experiences.
To that end, future studies that provide more exten-
sive information on the timing and sequence of inter-
national mobility experiences are needed to fully
understand this pattern. For all other traits, effects
of present ISM engagement can be deemed to be inde-
pendent from previous international mobility experi-
ences. This finding might be of particular interest to
institutions that are involved in the organization and
funding of ISM programs as it suggests that the
(repeated) investment in ISM is worth it—at
least with regard to the adaptive development in
most traits.

Previous, current, and future international mobility
experiences

With regard to effects of future sojourns, the present
analyses yielded no significant results in terms of
anticipation effects or the interplay between future
sojourns and previous international mobility experi-
ences. This finding has implications both for the
understanding of personality development in the con-
text of ISM as well as the conceptualization of this
particular life event. On the one hand, the fact that
there are no (reverse) anticipation effects suggests that
the identified ISM development effects can indeed be
interpreted as fundamental changes in response to the
experience abroad and are not obscured by preceding
(inverse) changes in view of the upcoming life event
(Asselmann & Specht, 2020; Luhmann et al., 2014).
On the other hand, our suggestion that effects of
future ISM engagement might depend upon previous
international mobility experiences as experienced
sojourners might be better prepared to anticipate psy-
chological investments was not corroborated. This
might have several reasons. For example, repeated
experiences of ISM might still differ with regard to
their subjective experiential qualities. Another reason
might be that the previous international mobility
experiences of our participants differed with regard
to the concrete circumstances and reasons for the
stay abroad. As described above, the most frequent
forms of previous international mobility experiences
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were longer journeys or other forms of private stays

(see Table A2 in the online appendix). As these pro-
vide different experiential contexts (e.g. with regard to

living arrangements, opportunities to make contacts,
duration of the stay in one place), their potential to

prepare participants for later ISM engagement might
have been limited.

Contact experiences and personality development

Finally, the analysis of contact effects revealed that a

higher quality of international contacts was associat-
ed with stronger increases in openness and extraver-

sion as well as an accentuated decline in neuroticism.
Unexpectedly, host country contact quality was unre-

lated to personality change. A potential explanation
might be that international and host relationships

may refer to different types of role relationships.
For example, contact experiences with host country

member were previously shown to be important with

regard to academic matters (Zimmermann et al.,
2017). This particular network might also include

hierarchical contacts to teachers and instructors,
whereas international contacts most likely refer to

peers, i.e. other students. These potential differences
might attenuate the relationship between host country

contacts and personality change (Reitz et al., 2014).
Unfortunately, the present data set does not include

information that allows for an empirical exploration
of this hypothesis. Future research might address the

composition of sojourners’ host and international

networks with regard to different role types in order
to gain insight into these matters. With regard to

practical implications, a potential impulse for institu-
tions and practitioners who are concerned with the

optimization of ISM program structures might be
not to prevent the formation of “Erasmus crowds”

but to create or extend contact opportunities that
increase the quality of these contact experiences

such as tandem-learning programs or other forms of
collaborative activities.

Limitations and future research

This research has some limitations that need to be

considered. First, a limitation with regard to the
assessment of contact effects is that contact experien-

ces were retrospectively assessed and reflected only
the perceptions of the sojourners themselves. Hence,

the causal relationship between change in personality
traits and the quality of relationship experiences

cannot be established, that is, in the present study,
it remains unclear whether the relationship effects

reflect socialisation by relationship experiences or

self-selection into social environments. Furthermore,
in order to be able to differentiate between effects of

individual dispositions and relationship dispositions
(Back et al., 2011), more fine-grained measurements

of the social behaviors and perceptions of both

interaction partners—ideally in the form of ambula-
tory assessment data that allow tracking concrete
interaction experiences—constitute a worthy endeav-
our for future research.

Beyond that, some concerns with respect to the
sample need to be addressed. We aimed at adequately
representing the heterogeneity in both sojourning and
nonmobile students by recruiting nationwide and
across different fields of studies. However, it was
not possible to obtain detailed information on how
many institutions circulated our information and
which student groups they addressed. In order to
accommodate concerns of data protection, no infor-
mation on the higher education institutions (except
for the type of the sending institution) was collected
from the participants. Consequently, we cannot pro-
vide conclusive information on the distribution of
participants across institutions.

With regard to the host countries, a majority of
participants spend their time abroad in European
countries. A more heterogeneous sample including
host countries that represent a greater cultural dis-
tance to Germany might be aspired in future research,
e.g. to investigate the moderating role of cultural dis-
tance with regard to ISM effects on personality devel-
opment. Likewise, it is an open question to what
extent the presented results apply to samples with dif-
ferent (cultural) backgrounds who engage in distinct
forms of international mobility (e.g. permanent
migration).

In addition, as it is always the case in research that
is based on voluntary participation effects of self-
selection by psychological or sociodemographic char-
acteristics might have occured. We tried to accommo-
date these concerns by keeping the participant-
directed information on the study purposes and con-
tent as general as possible and by including variables
that are well known to account for selective partici-
pation (e.g. gender) as covariates in all analyses.

Finally, the present research does not allow con-
cluding on the persistence of the observed trait
changes and their effects on life paths and future
life events. Even though a previous study provided
first insights into the long-term developmental impli-
cations of ISM by a five-year follow-up study
(Richter et al., in press), further studies that track
participants over the full course of their educational
career and beyond are a worthy endeavour to better
understand the dynamic interplay of personality,
ISM, and further life events in (young) adulthood
and beyond.

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, the present study provided
further insights with regard to the role of ISM in per-
sonality development. In particular, the robustness of
previous findings on ISM development effects was
scrutinized and largely supported. The results also
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suggested that the consideration of previous experi-

ences might be important for the understanding of the

developmental effects of (later) life events. With

regard to the mechanisms of personality development

in the context of ISM, the present results speak in

favor of developmental benefits that are associated

with high-quality international relationships. To con-

clude, we hope that the present research may contrib-

ute to the theoretical understanding of personality

development and provide some impulses with regard

to current debates on the organization and improve-

ment of ISM programs.
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Notes

1. Further information on the participants’ previous inter-

national mobility experiences is summarized in Table A2

of the online appendix. Correlations between all study

variables are reported in Table A5 of the online
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2. Please note that the residual correlation between two

items without significant residual variance was fixed to

zero which provided an additional degree of freedom.
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