Going abroad: should you expect a culture shock?

Using Facebook, Instagram and other social medias on a daily basis is something nearly all of us do. We listen to the same music and watch the same shows on TV.  Whether we are in Denmark, France or China we go shopping for coffee, fast food and clothes in the same chain stores. By the use of a computer we are able to do research on any place in the world within just a few minutes.  It is a globalized world!  
We are global citizens and many of us are longing to go abroad. Going abroad during your studies is an exciting opportunity to experience other cultures. Even though we in many ways live in a globalized world, you are most likely meet cultural obstacles when actually living abroad. This applies whether you are traveling to a neighbouring or far more distant destination. 
Living in a new country means that a lot of things are different from your home country, e.g.: 

· The culture – behaviour, customs and  ”dos and don’ts”

· The language 

· The food
· Your accommodation
· New friends
· Other ways of studying or working
· The climate and time zone 

Living in a new country
When first arriving to the new country you are excited, and you want to get to know all about your new surroundings; the language, the people and the university/workplace.  Everything is great and you feel euphoric. 
After a while some of the differences that you initially found exciting turn out to be really challenging. Perhaps you are struggling to make yourself understood by locals. You may feel frustrated, in despair and home sick. 
You are experiencing a culture shock.
Contributory causes to why you experience a culture shock: 

· You misinterpret the cultural values, standards and behaviour.
· You are trying to understand the new culture within the frame of your own culture.
· It is difficult to understand what actions generate appreciation and respect or on the other hand disapproval or punishment. 
· The way of studying is very different and it is hard to manage academically.  

· People of different cultures living under the same roof may cause disagreements regarding e.g. cleaning, noise level etc. 

· Differences regarding religious beliefs. 

· The contact to the public administration offices is very different, and therefore, it might be difficult to know, what is expected of you. 

What does it feel like going through a culture shock?

When going through a culture shock you might experience both physical and psychological symptoms. 
Physical symptoms:
· Exhaustion

· Insomnia 
· Loss of appetite 
· Allergy symptoms
· Flu-like symptoms
Psychological symptoms:

· Mood swings
· Reduced performance (academically and in general)

· Feeling of helplessness and isolation
· Depression/anxiety
How to cope and get on?

For most people time works wonders and the frustrations will be replaced by adaption. You adjust and adapt – ending up feeling better integrated in your new country. The graph below shows, what phases you might go through when living abroad for some time.
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After reaching the low point you will slowly adapt to the new surroundings. However, the question is how to get beyond the point of frustration and despair and start adapting.
Here are some tips and ideas:
· Prepare for the stay abroad by reading books and search on the Internet. This helps you to have more realistic expectations.  

· Know that it is normal to feel the way you do.  Consider that the frustration might just be an expression of you reaching the low point.
· Accept the different rules, customs and habits as exotic and part of the whole experience – and know that this is temporary.
· Be open-minded and curious. Keep trying to understand the new culture and accept when tings cannot be explained in your terminology. 
· When everything gets too confusing, then ask yourself what it is, that you find especially difficult: is it the way of studying, the language or some other issue… Write it down and talk to somebody about it.
· Be polite and respectful. 

· Engage as much as possible in campus life and extra-curricula activities.
· Talk to somebody at your new location (other students, new friends, colleagues etc.). Talking to your friends and family at home about these issues might just increase the home sickness.

Contact:

The counsellors at the International Office (opening hours: 12 noon-15 pm)
Phone: +45 9940 9650 / +45 9940 7501

Email: outgoing-student@adm.aau.dk
Links: 

· www.internationaloffice.aau.dk  
· www.gribverden.dk   (Only in Danish) Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/#!/gribverdendk?fref=ts 
· www.culture-shock.me  Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/#!/cultureshockme?fref=pb&hc_location=profile_browser
· http://www.topuniversities.com/student-info/health-and-support/coping-culture-shock
