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Abstract 

The past decades have seen China’s rapid economic growth and its increased 
international influence, which has changed many foreigners’ stereotypes about China An 
increasing number of international students choose to study in China. However, when 
international students experience a different culture, they are prone to have feelings like 
confusion, anxiety, and frustration. This phenomenon is called culture shock. Therefore, 
targeted at international students studying in China, this essay is going to talk about 
some basic knowledge about culture shock, explore the reasons behind this 
phenomenon, and finally give several useful suggestions to cope with culture shock. 
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1. Introduction 

Culture shock is put forward by an American anthropologist called Kalvero Oberg. This term 
mainly refers to a feeling of uncertainty, confusion, hesitation, and even deep anxiety about 
surrounding things when people come into a relatively unfamiliar society that is different from 
their own. One of the most common causes of culture shock involves individuals in a foreign 
environment. As the whole world is undergoing profound changes nowadays, the influence of 
culture shock becomes more and more obvious, especially in the field of overseas education 
and international trade. 

Scholars from various countries believe that culture shock roughly follows two curve patterns. 
One is the U curve pattern and the other is the W curve pattern. Now let‘s take international 
students studying in China as an example to briefly illustrate these two curves. 

The U curve model is mainly manifested that international students feel excited at the beginning, 
and then their freshness about the new environment disappears. They become depressed and 
anxious. After a period of time, they will get over these negative feelings and finally adapt to the 
new environment. Specifically, when international students just arrived in China for the first 
time, a strong sense of curiosity about everything controls them, so they will feel excited. But 
when they gradually get familiar with Chinese culture, they find that there are many differences 
between their own culture and Chinese culture. Bewildered by this, international students 
begin to have those negative feelings. However, by adjustment and adaptation, they will finally 
get used to the new environment and have a relatively peaceful mindset. 

While the U curve describes many of the early models of culture shock, the W curve model 
expands on earlier models and recognizes that the return to their original environment can also 
be marked by feelings of frustration and mental isolation. When international students in China 
finish their studies and return to their own countries, they have to experience the adaptation 
process again. And this phenomenon is also called “Reverse Culture Shock”. Some studies have 
found that the W-curve is more common among international students. 

In cross-cultural communication, cultural shock can damage people‘s mental as well as physical 
health. International students, for example, may encounter loneliness, homesickness, and 
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frustration with themselves or their hosts as well as headaches, stomachaches, dizziness, and 
so on. In a sense, culture shock is almost inevitable. Therefore, instead of isolating themselves 
and being confined at the bottom of the U curve, international students in China should be given 
help to adapt to the new environment quickly and reduce their reaction time to culture shock.  
And this is the meaning of our study. 

2. Four stages of culture shock 

The phenomenon of culture shock is a series of discomfort generated by people who do not 
study or live in their own cultural environment and thus have difficulties in adapting to an 
unfamiliar environment in cross-cultural communication. According to Oberg, culture shock 
roughly goes through four stages, that is, Honeymoon, Anxiety, Adjustment, and Adaptation. 
People in different stages have different reactions. Besides, the manifestations of culture shock 
do not necessarily appear in a straight line, but probably in a spiral or multi-stage way. This is 
because the process of culture shock will be affected by various factors such as individual 
experience and psychological status in intercultural communication. This study is going to 
analyze the four stages of culture shock based on the behaviors of those international students 
in China. 

2.1. Honeymoon 

The honeymoon stage refers to the state of high excitement when people come into a new 
country and are exposed to a culture different from their own due to the feeling of freshness. 
This phase begins when people enter a different cultural environment, and it may last for a few 
weeks or even several months. International students who come to China for the first time may 
be attracted by the profoundness and excellence of Chinese culture, so they tend to get excited 
in the process of contacting. They see and hear things with a feeling of freshness, which is just 
like being on a happy "honeymoon". Although international students in China at this stage 
might encounter some problems when learning about a foreign culture, they will treat it with 
curiosity. 

The "honeymoon" stage, however, is short-lived. When international students stay in a foreign 
cultural environment for a long time, cultural differences such as food, language, lifestyle and 
so on will gradually appear and begin to affect their living habits, thus resulting in feelings like 
confusion and discomfort. And then they will enter the next stage: Anxiety.  

2.2. Anxiety 

In this stage, influenced by a variety of cultural differences, international students in China who 
are usually away from home may perceive things around them with a negative attitude. They 
start to become anxious, depressed, or resist to the new environment. This stage, which 
normally lasts for weeks, months, or even longer, is a critical turning point in the whole process 
of culture shock. If international students in China do not take positive measures to deal with 
the depression period, they may be stuck in this stage for a long time, and even generate more 
serious and negative emotions. Instead, if students can deal with this period in a positive 
manner and constantly make adjustments, they will step into the stage of Adjustment. 

2.3. Adjustment 

After experiencing a period of confusion and frustration, international students studying in 
China gradually become accustomed to the new life, and this stage is called Adjustment. They 
start to develop problem-solving skills for dealing with Chinese culture and begin to accept the 
culture's ways with a positive attitude. Chinses culture begins to make sense to them, and 
negative reactions and responses to the culture are reduced. Having become familiar with the 
local food, habits, and language, international students studying in China are able to go through 
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this period by socializing and other useful ways. Although some language barriers or even 
cultural conflicts may get in the way, these will also help them better understand Chinese 
culture, so as to enhance their cultural adaptability.  

2.4. Adaptation 

In this stage, international students in China can better integrate into the new environment and 
are able to participate fully and comfortably in Chinese culture. They can identify the 
differences between different cultures and constantly explore effective ways to adapt to foreign 
cultures to improve their cross-cultural competence. The adaptation stage does not mean that 
people completely change themselves. Most international students in China will find a balance 
point between these two cultures. While retaining their original culture, they continue to learn 
and assimilate the new culture. 

Culture shock is both a challenge and an opportunity for international students studying in 
China. When international students come to China, they not only need to learn professional 
knowledge but also need to adapt to the new environment. Thus, culture shock is undoubtedly 
a challenge for them. However, after a period of adjustment and active adaptation, international 
students use their wisdom to solve problems, improve their cross-cultural competence, and 
broaden their horizons, which means culture shock is also a great opportunity for them. These 
experiences in the four phases can enhance students’ cognitive ability, give them more 
development space, and lay a foundation for their future development. 

3. Reasons behind culture shock 

There are a number of reasons for culture shock,  both external and internal factors. Generally 
speaking, the reasons behind culture shock can be mainly divided into the followings:   

3.1. Geographies 

Geographical environments exert much influence on people, which is manifested in two aspects 
-- direct influence and indirect influence. Direct impacts: It is widely agreed that climate, terrain, 
soil, biological resources and so on vary from region to region. If the change in climate 
environment is too drastic and fast, it will cause physical discomfort. For example, when 
students from cold climate countries come to China’s Hong Kong which has a hot climate, they 
will feel uncomfortable owing to the different temperatures. In such cases, students are prone 
to get sick, especially weak people. Besides, geographies can also lead to intestinal diseases, 
respiratory diseases, and even serious heart problems. So physical discomfort and these 
diseases caused by different geographical environments can be seen as manifestations of 
culture shock. The indirect effects of geographies include: Different geographical environments 
give birth to different cultures, which contain ways of communication, living habits, values, etc. 
Therefore, when international students from their own cultural system come into contact with 
Chinese culture, culture shock will then occur. The change in living environment will also make 
them lose their original roles in their own culture, thus resulting in emotional fluctuations.  

3.2. Ways of communication 

One of the means of communication among people is language, and there are more than 5,000 
languages in the world. That is to say, language is also one of the barriers in cross-cultural 
communication. Many undergraduate high school students made up their minds to study in 
overseas countries. But when they first come to a new country with a new culture, their 
limitation of speaking a foreign language makes them cannot communicate with local people, 
so many problems will occur, and they may feel frustrated. Even though they are quite fluent in 
a foreign language, they still cannot understand people when they use slangs. Therefore, culture 
shock among international students studying in China is partly because foreign students are 
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unfamiliar with Chinese and some local dialects. In addition to verbal communication, non-
verbal communication such as body languages, facial expressions, and eye contacts also play an 
important role in cross-cultural communication. For instance, American people frequently hug 
and kiss because they consider it as a way to express their affection and friendship, whereas in 
Asian countries, people often stay a distance by nodding or shaking hands for greeting. And 
these differences may make some international students feel confused and uncomfortable. And 
sometimes the same gestures may have totally different meanings in different cultures. In China, 
nodding your head means approval, and shaking your head means disagreement, but the 
opposite is true in Bulgaria(a country in southeastern Europe). Another example is that the 
Chinese dragon is viewed as a symbol of auspiciousness and dignity in China, just like the so-
called "dragon and phoenix are auspicious". But in western society, dragons represent evil, just 
looking at some ugly and vicious dragons in their films. All these examples show that the 
diversified forms of verbal or non-verbal communication in various countries can also lead to 
culture shock among international students in China.  

3.3. Habits and Customs  

People in different countries have different living habits. For instance, there are many kinds of 
food for breakfast in China. People can eat steamed buns, spicy soups, fried bread sticks, and 
soybean milk, and Chinese eat with chopsticks. British people like to drink tea. They will get up 
early to drink a cup of strong tea mixed with cold milk and drink another cup of tea at around 
4 PM. While meat is a staple food in Germany, the Japanese prefer to eat raw fish. These 
differences are not only included in the diet but also in people’s life, work, and other aspects. 
Customs are also diversified among different ethnic groups. There are 56 ethnic groups in China, 
and customs are various among these groups, not to mention other customs all over the world. 
The influence of customs on a person is huge. Once a person has experienced a corresponding 
lifestyle in one cultural system, it is difficult to adapt to the living habits of other cultures. What’s 
more, customs are usually formed for a long time, and various customs often have their own 
unique historical allusions, which are difficult for outsiders to understand, thus resulting in 
misunderstandings among different groups.  

3.4. Values 

Values and beliefs are various in each country, each culture. And it somehow leads to culture 
shock. People's values are formed in their own cultures over a long period of time and they are 
not always the same as the values of other cultures, or even completely opposite. Values and 
beliefs are various in each country, each culture. And it somehow leads to culture shock. As we 
can see dog is a pet, and dogs are considered as close friends of humans in Western countries. 
When western students come to some parts of China, they are really shocked when they see 
some Chinese people have dog meat in their meals. While certain Chinese believe dogs are just 
animal that is not so important, westerners are nearly freezing and scared to see dogs being 
roasted in ovens. Let’s talk about another example. Most Thai people believe in Buddhism, 
which is also a way for the country to unify people’s thoughts. In contrast, China has been 
influenced by Confucianism for thousands of years. People in China believe that man can 
achieve goals by themselves instead of by God. Besides, " Harmony " is one of the basic pursuits 
of Chinese people, which means people tend to do things in a less radical way. Meanwhile, Japan 
and Korea have also been deeply influenced by Confucianism in their history. They emphasize 
interpersonal relationships and the boundaries between bosses and subordinates. But 
Americans, whose core value is freedom, are likely to do things in a bolder and more innovative 
manner. 

In conclusion, a person can experience uneasiness, anxiety, and depression when they enter 
into a different culture with different values from their own. The degree of culture shock 
depends heavily on how distinctive the new culture is from the familiar one. 
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4. Solutions 

In order to help international students studying in China to better cope with culture shock and 
adapt to the new environment quickly, the author gives some suggestions as follows: 

4.1. Keep a positive mindset 

4.1.1. Be positive and open to other cultures 

Different regions and countries have different geographies, customs, and religions, which thus 
result in a variety of cultures. Owing to economic globalization and the advancement of 
technologies, all countries and nations are now closely related to each other. However, cultural 
differences still exist, ranging from the visible aspects like clothes, diets, and buildings to the 
invisible aspects, such as customs, preferences, and values. In order to conduct cross-cultural 
communication successfully, we must fully realize the existence of such differences, keep an 
open mind, pay heed to cultural differences and diversity, and try to adopt an inclusive mind to 
accept other cultures. For international students studying in China, they should keep in mind 
that culture shock is almost inevitable. Don’t deny it, realistically lower expectations and face it 
bravely. 

4.1.2. Avoid ethnocentrism and prejudices 

Ethnocentrism is the tendency to judge other cultures from the perspective of one’s own culture. 
Part of ethnocentrism is the belief that one’s own race, ethnic or cultural group is the most 
important or that some or all aspects of its culture are superior to those of other groups. In 
cross-culture communication, this perception often leads to an incorrect assumption about 
others’ behavior based on your own norms, values, and beliefs, which may cause conflicts 
between people. Prejudice is an unfair and unreasonable idea formed in one’s mind about some 
particular people or things. Affected by prejudice, people may not view things or other people 
as what they really are, leading to misunderstandings among different cultures.  

Therefore, international students studying in China should try to be non-judgmental, suspend 
ethnocentrism and prejudices, and view Chinese culture in an objective and correct manner. By 
learning more about the differences between Chinese culture and their own cultures, they can 
alleviate the negative influence of culture shock. 

4.2. Take specific actions to improve cross-cultural communication 
competence 

4.2.1. Participate in some training courses 

In order to adapt to a new environment quickly and live a normal life like locals, a useful method 
is to take some training courses about cross-culture communication. This training can be 
language clubs, classes on cross-culture communication skills, or some lectures related to 
traditional Chinese culture and values. It can also take on various forms. For example, online 
classes, interactive training, or role-plays with a partner and the like. International students in 
China can choose appropriate courses based on their own situations. Through these training 
courses, international students can enhance their abilities of cross-cultural communication so 
as to better cope with potential problems caused by culture shock. 

4.2.2. Take the initiative to learn about other cultures 

When people arrive in a new place, it is important to get familiar with local customs and rituals. 
Just like the Western saying goes, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” Thus, international 
students in China also need to increase their motivation to learn, seeking to see, to hear and to 
understand what they didn’t know before. Rituals, customs, beliefs, values, and preferences, all 
of these are invisible aspects of a specific culture, but they are also prominent parts that 
students ought to know when they study in a foreign country. Always taking the initiative to 
learn and explore new cultures is helpful in dealing with culture shock. 
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4.3. Maintained emotional ties 

4.3.1. Stay connected with family members and old friends 

Students may become lonely, confused, anxious, and even desperate when culture shock occurs. 
It is quite normal to meet manifold difficulties in a new and unfamiliar environment. For 
international students in China, they can then turn to their family members and friends for help. 
With the use of social media, distance is no longer a barrier for international students to carry 
out convenient communications. By talking to others, international students are likely to feel 
relieved and realize that they are not alone. Parents and friends can also provide some useful 
suggestions for them. Knowing that they have the support of their beloved ones, international 
students will gain strength and confidence in their life. 

4.3.2. Meet new people and make new friends 

Making new friends is another way to adapt to a new and unfamiliar environment. There are 
many merits of it. On the one hand, meeting new people and communicating with them can help 
international students in China to learn and practice their Chinses. On the other hand, 
developing a new friendship can also overcome the loneliness caused by culture shock. 
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