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Abstract
This thesis aims to investigate the influential causes of culture shocks experienced by Chinese business
expatriates, and meanwhile to reveal their difficulties in the cross-cultural adaptation in international business
contexts. The research was conducted on the base of a semi-structured interview and an on-line survey among 80
Chinese business expatriates who came from a wide range of corporations and organizations. Through a
quantitative-and-qualitative analysis, eight major influential causes of culture shock were identified, namely,
business communication, language, individualism, collectivism, power distance, time orientation, religion, and
tradition. The study also found that all Chinese expatriates encountered some cultural shocks in international
business context and were greatly affected by communication, language, religious and traditional issues. The
study further revealed three major difficulties in the cross-cultural adaptation: poor adaptability of business
communication, language barriers and heavy pressure from work duties. Finally, based on the findings, several
effective measures for a better cross-cultural adaptation were proposed.
Keywords: culture shock, cross-cultural adaptation, business contexts, Chinese expatriates
1. Introduction
In the current age of economic globalization, more and more business expatriates have been sent for
cross-national investment and overseas operation. However, the expatriates’ adaption is not always successful in
a culturally different environment, since they are supposed to adjust to both of the local working environment
and the life environment, which are unusually very different and challenging. It is reported that the expatriation
failure rate is estimated at 15–50%, and the average estimated monetary cost of an expatriation failure is placed
from $200,000 to $1.2 million (Selmer, 1998; Black & Gregersen, 1999; Graf, 2004). Among the various reasons
that could lead to expatriation failure, the cross-cultural factors may have contributed a large proportion.
Generally, business expatriates are confronted with a new world of cultural pattern, and their main challenges
compose of having to understand these different assumptions and values in the new cultural environments and to
find ways to get reliable information and expertise (Black & Gregersen, 1991b; Janssens, 1995). Due to the high
frequency of expatriation failure and the associated costs, most studies on culture shock and expatriates’
cross-cultural adaptation (Ward & Kennedy, 1996; Aryee & Stone, 1996; Shaffer & Gilley, 1999; Selmer, 2002)
are necessary, especially for the international business.
This research presents an empirical study on Chinese expatriates, and aims to answer the following questions:
- What are the influential causes of culture shocks experienced by Chinese expatriates in the international
business contexts?
- What is the current condition of Chinese expatriates’ cross-cultural adaptation in the international business
contexts, and what are the major difficulties for them on the cross-cultural adaptation?
The paper begins with a focused literature review on the key concept “culture shock”, presents the models of
cross-cultural adaptation, and then explains the causes of culture shock in the cross-cultural adaptation process.
Next, an empirical study based on a semi-structured interview on culture shocks and an on-line survey on
Chinese expatriates’ cross-cultural adaptation are conducted to find out key factors that will cause the culture
shocks. Both quantitative and qualitative analyses are carried out on the data collected, followed by a tentative
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discussion of research findings. Finally, suggestions of the effective approaches are made for a better
cross-cultural adaptation.
2. Literature and Study Review
Cultural shocks have been studied in various intercultural communication researches by many scholars. A better
understanding of what is culture shock, how to adapt to an alien culture and what cause difficulties in the process
of cross-cultural adaptation will serve as the guided tool for the present research.
2.1 Culture Shock
The term culture shock, first introduced by the anthropologist Kalervo Oberg, is defined as “the anxiety that
results from losing all the familiar signs and symbols of social intercourses which include words, gestures, facial
expressions, customs, or norms acquired unconsciously in the course of growing up” (Oberg, 1960). From a
theoretical perspective, culture shock is described as “the stress induced by all the behavioral expectation
differences and the accompanying uncertainty with which the individual must cope” (Black & Gregersen, 1991).
Furthermore, Solomon (1994) refers to culture shock as “an emotional and psychological reaction to the
confusion, ambiguity, value conflicts, and hidden clashes that occur as a result of fundamentally different ways
of perceiving the world and interacting socially between cultures”. Therefore, culture shock means depression,
serious physical reactions, anger, aggression toward the new culture, and even total withdrawal, and all these
reactions would obviously hamper intercultural communication (Samover, Parter, & Stefani, 2000).
On the whole, culture shock can be described as the anxiety or stress an expatriate feels immediately due to the
unfamiliarity of social practice in the host country. A big challenge faced by expatriates is that those who are
inadequately informed of the host country’s culture or unaware of cultural difference are most likely to fail in the
international business. Culture shock may occur at various levels such as an explosion of anger, frustration,
depression, and homesickness (Black & Gregersen, 1999; Harison, 1994).
2.2 Cross-Cultural Adaptation
Cross-cultural adaptation is a process of acclimatizing to the demand of a new cultural environment, which
means both changing perspectives and reconciling beliefs to the host culture. It is more about sensitivity,
understanding, reaction and anticipation. In general, there are four broad streams on the cross-cultural adaptation
process. The most dominant over the last 30 years has been the U-curve theory of cultural adaptation (Lysgaard,
1955) that regards the starting point for an expatriate as being on a honeymoon high, followed by a bottoming
out resulting from cultural maladjustment and finally a climb up and out to cultural acceptance and adaptation. In
contrast to the U-curve model, cross-cultural adaptation is essentially conceptualized as a learning process with a
classic arithmetical learning curve, which means that expatriates are initially very ignorant of the new behavioral
and cultural norms and must acquire the socio-cultural skills both by learning new culture and participating
(Taylor, 1994). The third approach describes the cross-cultural process as the culture adaptation of learning and
recovery from ethnocentrism to ethno-relativism, which means that an expatriate experiences a step-by-step
psychological journey from the periphery of a culture to the centre, from a state of ignorance and resentment to a
position of understanding and empathy. The fourth approach considers the cross-cultural adaptation as a dynamic
and cyclical process of tension reduction, which is also defined as a homeostatic mechanism model (Chapdelaine
& Alexitch, 2004).
With the recognition of the complex process of cross-cultural adaptation, such important elements as individual
adaptation strategies, cognitive factors and the facts that people thrive on stress are further studied. Redmond and
Bunyi (1993) offer a communication model which focuses on intercultural communication competence. Gabel
(2005) investigates the importance of Emotional Intelligence in shaping the expatriate’s cross-cultural adaptation
competence. Davis (2001) suggests six stages of cross-cultural adaptation process, namely, excitement,
confusion, frustration, effectiveness, appreciation, increased cross-cultural competence. Mitchell and Myles
(2010) modify the stages of cross-cultural adaptation and point out that cross-cultural adaptation should be a
time-bound process to the expatriates. Though cross-cultural adaptation may be a challenging and stressful
process, it is undoubtedly critical for all expatriates to succeed in the international business contexts.
2.3 Causes of Culture Shock in the Cross-Cultural Adaptation Process
In review of empirical researches on culture shock, Miller (1986) concluded ten causes of culture shock: climate,
dressing code, language, education, eating habit, infrastructure, religious belief, entertainment, family life and
courtship. Windham International (1999) identified three influential causes for “assignment failure”, namely,
partner dissatisfaction, family concerns, and the inability to adapt. The research also indicates that the major
challenge for expatriates is to cross cultures successfully, in other words, the inability to adapt is one of the
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biggest barriers for expatriates. Most symptoms concerning the culture shock have been examined that those
threats to the sensitive areas of confidence, ego, and self-esteem can cause extreme reactions related with the
cross-cultural adaptation (Sappinen, 1993; Kohls, 2001). Feichtinger and Fink Adler (2003) found that the
cross-culture adaptation process would prolong for a long period of time if it could not properly be dealt with the
causes of culture shock. Moreover, Xia (2009) claimed the necessity for understanding cultural diversity and
cross-cultural communication as a global issue in a cross-cultural adaptation process. In the recent decades, the
issue of culture shock has become dominant in cross-cultural adaptation studies and has been incorporated into
many pre-departure training programs for expatriates (Murdon & Kaciak, 2011).
Besides all the studies on cross-cultural adaptation which take one or several specific factors as their subject,
Ward and Kennedy (1992) made a more systematic study in which two key types of cross-cultural adaptation
were presented: psychological adjustment and socio-cultural adjustment. In her study, she found that
psychological adjustment was broadly affected by personality, life changes, and social support, while
socio-cultural adaptation was broadly influenced by factors such as social interaction with host nationals, length
of stay in a new culture, cultural identity and cultural distance (Ward & Kennedy, 1992). Later, Ward (2001)
developed a self-contained system about cross-cultural adaptation. The questionnaire developed by her,
Socio-cultural Adjustment Scale (SCAS), covering both macro and micro factors in cross-cultural adaptation, has
very practical meaning for cross-cultural adaptation.
However, in most researches on culture shock, the body of literature review seems anecdotal or descriptive in
nature. The concept of culture shock is often mentioned tangentially, as part of the broader topic of expatriates’
cross-cultural adaptation (Munford, 1998). Furthermore, many studies on cross-cultural adaptation stress the
importance of the communication ability in a culturally appropriate way. Taking the implications of culture
shock and cross-cultural adaptation into consideration, it is somewhat surprising that there are few empirical
studies on the expatriates’ experience of culture shock or the difficulties expatriates encountered in the
cross-cultural adaptation process.
3. Methodology
The main objective of this study is to identify influential causes of culture shocks experienced by Chinese
business expatriates, and further to reveal their difficulties in cross-cultural adaptation in the international
business contexts. Figure 1 shows the research structure which consists of two major parts, the semi-structured
interview and the on-line questionnaire. As is presented, the research structure is designed with the theoretical
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Figure 1. Research structure
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basis of studies on causes of culture shock (Miller, 1986; Windham International, 1999) and Ward’s study on
psychological adjustment and socio-cultural adaptation (Ward & Kennedy, 1992; Ward, 2001). Because there are
numerous causes which can exert influences on cross-cultural adaptation, this thesis focuses on several
influential ones in the discussion. Accordingly, the semi-structured interview was conducted as a pilot
investigation with the purpose of finding out major influential causes of culture shocks. Based on the interview,
an on-line survey with the questionnaire was further carried out to investigate the current condition and
difficulties met by Chinese expatriates’ in their cross-cultural adaptation.
The respondents were chosen from a wide range of corporations and organizations to reflect the true
international business contexts. All the respondents in the survey were Chinese business people who were once
expatriates or who were experiencing a cross-cultural assignment at the time when the survey was conducted.
Also, an attempt was made to have a broad distribution across the demographic categories of gender, age, and
education. In the pilot interview section, 15 respondents participated in the research, and with their consent, they
were asked whether they had met with culture shock in the international business, and were also allowed to
reflect upon the incidents of culture shock in the host country. In the on-line questionnaire section, totally 80
respondents participated in the research, and finally 63 eligible questionnaires were obtained, which accounted
for 78.75% response rate.
Considering that all respondents were Chinese, both of the interview and the online questionnaire were made in
Chinese version to help them with a better understanding of each item in the survey. The questionnaire was
focused on the cross-cultural adaptation process and designed on the base of the findings in the interview part
and the studies on the psychological and socio-cultural adjustment (Ward & Kennedy, 1992; Ward, 2001). It
included two major sections. The first section of personal data concerned about demographic information such as
gender, job position, age, expatriation experience, length of stay and etc. And the second section of cross-cultural
adaptation process covered several key internal and external cultural factors and personal factors, including:
business communication, language barriers, religion & traditions, and personal issues. All questions were rated
by the five-point Lickert-type scale with five standing for well adjustment (see Appendix II).
4. Findings and Discussion
4.1 Major Causes of Culture Shocks: Interview
Respondents in this research were all personally influenced by culture shocks in different host countries. Based
on the interview, we built eight major causes of culture shocks listed as follows: business communication,
language, individualism, collectivism, power distance, time orientation, religion and traditions. By comparison,
we found four causes, communication, language, religious and traditional issues, affected the respondents greatly
in expatriation, while causes such as power distance, individualism and collectivism didn’t affect them much
(See Figure 2, and Appendix I).
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Figure 2. Culture shock
According to Figure 2, the study highlighted the problems on communication and language in cross culture. In
the pilot interview, a majority of respondents talked about their culture shock experience in communication,
language, tradition and religion, among which business communication ranked first (N=13), language ranked
second (N=11), tradition ranked third (N=10), and religion ranked fourth (N=7). Specifically, the issues of
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misunderstanding, words confusion, grammatical mistakes, thinking modes, personal spaces, eye contact, and
straightforwardness in communication were frequently mentioned by the respondents. Moreover, it also
confirmed that cross-cultural communication in the high context differed from that in the low context. For
example, in those low-context countries such as Germany and U.S., verbal language and explanations appeared
to dominate in the business communication, whereas in those high-context countries such as Japan and
Singapore, body language and facial expression were paid more attention to in the business context.
It was also found from each cause that religion and traditions represented two key issues to affect the expatriates’
cross-culture adaptation, as two causes were highly related. In the interview, many respondents mentioned about
their overseas experience concerning with different religions, most of which were positive to their cross-cultural
adaptation. It was perceived that behavioral gap from different religion and tradition might explain the current
difficulties in cross-cultural adaptation. Though many culture shocks were resulted from the differences between
Chinese Confucianism and the western culture, it was found from the interview that Chinese expatriates were
interested in dealing with those culture shocks and regarded them as their amazing experiences.
Regarding time orientation (N=6), some respondents mentioned that they felt a bit frustrated with working
efficiency in certain host countries, for instance, Russia, Brazil and Arab countries. In contrast, in those
western-cultural countries as UK, Germany and U.S., emphasis on the efficient use of the time to accomplish
tasks brought the working pressure to expatriates, but on the other hand, it positively encouraged a better
cross-cultural adaptation for them in the business contexts.
4.2 Findings on Difficulties in Cross-Cultural Adaptation: Questionnaire

Based on the findings of both the culture shock interview and the studies on the psychological and
socio-cultural adjustment (Ward & Kennedy, 1992; Ward, 2001), the on-line questionnaire (see Appendix 2)
on the cross-cultural adaptation was finally made to cover four major aspects including 14 items, with the
purpose to further investigate the current condition and difficulties of Chinese expatriates’ cross-cultural
adaptation. Both the collected data and results from the quantitative analysis are listed as follows (see
Figure 3 and Table 1).
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Business
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Religion &Tradition
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Figure 3. Cross-cultural adaptation

Table 1. Cross-cultural adaptation level of Chinese expatriates
Categories

Business Communication

Language Barriers

Religion &Tradition

Personal Issues

Items

Mean

SD

Business presentation/reports

3.71

0.847

Difference in communication style

2.46

0.866

Difference in business management

2.29

0.885

Understanding of faculty staff

3.00

0.921

Understanding social language

3.45

0.952

Speaking in business conference

2.20

0.899

Reading business documents

3.25

0.879

Writing business reports

3.00

0.902

Tradition

3.89

0.543

Religious concerns

3.72

0.687

Racism

2.50

0.816

Time orientation

2.85

1.034

Loneliness/ isolation

3.50

0.895

Pressure from work duties

2.75

1.237
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Both Table 1 and Figure 3 showed the cross-cultural adaptation level of Chinese expatriates in the international
business context. According to the statistics, business communication and language barriers were two major
difficulties in cross-cultural adaptation for Chinese expatriates, since the adaptation level of business
communication was 2.86 (M<3, this meant “relatively difficult” in rating scale) and the adaptation level of
language barriers was 2.97(M<3). The findings were consistent with the results from the pilot interview on
culture shocks.
3
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Figure 4. Business communication
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Precisely, in the aspect of business communication, Figure 4 showed that most expatriates felt inadequate in
dealing with different communication style (M=2.36<2.5, this meant “very difficult” in rating scale) and also
considered themselves to be weak in adapting to different business management (M=2.79<3).
Furthermore, in the aspect of language barriers, Figure 5 showed that speaking in business conference was the
most difficult (M=2.21<2.5), while the means of the other three items, understanding social language, reading
business documents and writing business reports were all above 3, indicating Chinese expatriates had the general
language competence and they were likely to have taken certain language training courses before going abroad.
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In the aspect of religion and tradition, Figure 6 clearly showed that most respondents had been influenced by
racism and time orientation at work and had a sense of being deeply uncomfortable, as both means of the two
items were below 3. As was discussed above in the pilot interview section, though culturally different, most
expatriates had a fairly good adaptability to local religion and tradition. According to statistics, the mean of
religious concerns was 3.72, and the mean of tradition was 3.89.
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Regarding to the personal issues, the study found that many expatriates suffered from a heavy pressure from
their work duties (M=2.75<3), though the reasons were very complicated. In all, based on the statistic analysis,
major factors accounted for the Chinese expatriates’ difficulties in cross-cultural adaptation: poor adaptability of
business communication, language barriers and heavy pressure from work duties.
4.3 Business and Managerial Implications
As the cross-cultural adaptability surely influences the expatriate’s job performance, the international corporation
should offer and the expatriates themselves should take an active participation in cross-cultural adaptation
training which may highlight the target culture in the host country. The researching findings indicated that
corporations are suggested to take some preventative steps to help expatriates overcome their difficulties in the
cross-cultural adaptation, which will, in return, effectively avoid the possible business expatriation failure.
First of all, both of the pre-departure training and the post-departure training should be provided. Since poor
adaptability of business communication is one of the major difficulties of cross-cultural adaptation, a range of
culture courses in terms of business communication and management should be provided to help expatriates
equip with cross-cultural communication skills. At a minimum the following aspects are highly recommended in
the pre-departure training program (Bennett, Astom, & Colquhoun, 2000):
1) General and country-specific cultural awareness,
2) Frameworks for understanding and valuing cultural differences,
3) Planning for a successful international assignment,
4) Cross-cultural business skills for working effectively in the international business context,
5) Understanding cultural variations for those with regional responsibilities,
6) Business and social customs in the host country,
7) International transition and stress management,
8) Practical approaches to culture shock management and life-style adjustment.
The research findings told us that language barriers matter much in the process of cross culture adaptation. Thus,
the language training should also be a priority. Such training must aim at enhancing the expatriates’ language
competence, both speaking and writing skills. Then, professional cross-cultural adaptation training should be
continuously given even after the expatriate’s arrival at the host country, because the pre-departure training can
provide expatriates with the knowledge only to survive rather than to excel cross-culturally. Pause in training
were the possible reasons why most expatriates still felt incompetent in dealing with the different time
orientation and racism even though they accepted the pre-departure training on cross-culture. As matter of fact,
during the international business contexts, expatriates encounter specific situation to which no clear answer is
given in the pre-departure training (Mendenhal & Stahl, 2000). This is what makes the post-departure training
essential and appropriate. Accordingly, the post-departure training should at least contain in-depth language
training besides the basic knowledge learned in the pre-departure training phases, and should also focus on the
improvement of the cross-cultural adaptability. It is the responsibility of the international corporation to offer the
research programs on cultural adaptation and provide potential expatriates with helpful consultant services to
ensure that they will not feel isolated in a foreign culture. To help with specific cross-cultural problems in the
international business context, the real-time training is highly suggested as an effective approach to facilitate
cross-cultural adjustment. The real-time training deals with high individualization, task-orientation,
confidentiality, and the easy transfer of newly acquired skills to the new situation (Bennett, Astom, & Colquhoun,
2000).
Secondly, the results from the interview and on-line questionnaire indicate that corporations should give
assessment on cross-cultural adaptability to test whether expatriates have the qualified competence. Such
assessment will also provide feedback for further training sessions.
Thirdly, it is perceived from the present research, that the emotional intelligence is another significant factor
which deeply influences the expatriate’s adaptability to the host culture. As is reported, expatriates with high
emotional intelligence usually have better relations with their foreign colleagues, and are more capable of taking
the appropriate measures to better tackle the challenging situations.
As for the business expatriates, it is essential for them to raise their cross-cultural adaptability, which means they
should learn form their experiences and use new experiences to improve the inter-personal relationships.
Business expatriates need to be more open to various customs, values and social practice of the host culture, and
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take the initiative to interact with host nationals. Only in that way, can they reduce conflicts and
misunderstandings in the new cultural environment and finally adapt to it. In order to keep a harmonious
working atmosphere, establishing a good relationship with foreign colleagues is more than necessary.
Additionally, improving target language competence and learning some knowledge on social etiquettes also
contribute a lot to a better job performance and cross-cultural adaptation.
5. Conclusion
This paper identified major influential causes of culture shocks experienced by Chinese business expatriates, and
further revealed their difficulties in cross-cultural adaptation in international business contexts. The study
emphasized the importance to understand cultural shocks and the necessity to improve the cross-cultural
adaptability for the effective performance on the international business. In the host culture, Chinese expatriates
should always be ready to face the challenges from communication gap, language barrier, different tradition and
religious practices. As a result, the sufficient cross-cultural adaption training provided by international
corporations becomes very essential.
The generalizations of the finding from this study were limited to sample groups. Although a great deal of effort
was expended to insure the reliability of this research, there are a few limitations to this study.
First, since the on-line questionnaire is self-reported, the data collection was only limited to the expatriates
themselves, whereas the evaluation either from their family members or colleagues was not included. Second,
this study was unable to provide a longitudinal account of expatriates’ cross-cultural adaptation due to the
cross-sectional design, only measures of a certain point in time were used in this study. Yet, expatriate
adjustment and the cross-cultural adaptation are considered to be a time-related process (Black & Mendenhall,
1991; Ward et al., 1998). A longitudinal design is important because the certain predictors may vary in time and
some causes can be more important at the onset of the expatriation than later during the expatiation. Therefore, a
longitudinal approach may produce a more rich data source where influential causes of culture shock and
difficulties in cross-cultural adaptation could have been identified thoroughly. Finally, this study only focused on
several influential factors in the cross-cultural adaptation process, while expatriate’s adjustment and their
cross-cultural adaption process could be influenced by many additional factors (Wards, 2001; Bhaskar-Shrinivas
et al., 2005). Future research should be conducted to concern more influential factors.
Despite the limitations discussed above, the present study sheds some interesting light onto the complexity of
culture shock and expatriates’ cross-cultural adaptation, and underscores the need for more empirical researches
in this area.
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Appendix I. Interview on culture shock
Categories

Business communication

Language

Power distance

Time orientation
Individualism
/Collectivism

Host country

Summary of main event experienced in the host country

Russia, UK, U.S.

Language misunderstandings in business context

Japan

The importance of wide personal space

Oman

Direct eye contact when speaking and greeting

U.S

Straightforwardness

Germany

People rarely speaking English even if they know it

USA, UK

Words confusion

Russia

Grammatical mistake

UK

Manager visits his employees to assign them a task and even waits to talk to them if they
are busy on the phone

Russia

Business appointment should be made in advance with secretary

Arab countries

Arriving half an hour late for a meeting but people beginning without her

Japan, German

All things are arranged accurately on time.

Canada

No one greeting a new comer

Russia

Indifferent to new comer

Russia, Arab

Uncomfortable racism

Religions

Russia,
Arab

Believe “ Evil with evil”

Tradition

Oman

The weekend being Thursday and Friday

Germany

Strict work style

USA

Hugging to show the friendliness

Russia

Slow pace of life

Germany,
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Appendix II: On-line Questionnaire
Questionnaire on Chinese Expatriates’ Cross-cultural Adaptation in International Business Context
Demographic information
Gender:

□Male

□Female

Age:

□20-30

□31-40

□41-50

Countries of Expatriation: __________

□above 50

Length of Stay: _____________

__________

_____________

Cross-cultural Adaptation in International Business Context
Please evaluate your cross-cultural adaptation level based on expatriation experience.
1-very difficult and not adjusted at all;

2-a bit difficult and not well adjust;

3-neutral;

5 –very easy and well adjusted

4-a bit easy and adjusted;

Categories

Cross-cultural
Level

Items

Adaptation

Business presentation/reports
Business Communication

Difference in communication style
Difference in business management
Understanding of faculty staff
Understanding social language

Language Barriers

Speaking in business conference
Reading business documents
Writing business reports
Tradition

Religion &Tradition

Religious concerns
Racism
Time orientation

Personal Issues

Loneliness/ isolation
Pressure from working duties
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