
 
 
 

 
COPING WITH CULTURE SHOCK 

 
What is Culture Shock? 
 
Culture shock describes the normal, natural reaction many travelers experience 
when they find themselves in a culture so different from what they are used to 
that they feel “shocked.”  Typically, culture shock sets in after a few weeks 
because it is cumulative, so it’s not always associated with trips of shorter 
durations.  But for those of you who will travel for an extended period of time, it’s 
something you should expect, whether it’s mild and subtle or pronounced and 
obvious.  What sparks culture shock is the fact that the way you lived before is 
not considered “normal” in the new country.  Everything you’ve taken for granted 
is different—the language, the food, the climate, the ways people interact, etc.  In 
short, when you're in a new country, the rules change. 
 
To help you appreciate the lessons of culture shock, try remembering that culture 
shock occurs when you are stretched and changed.  Culture shock indicates 
that you are being transformed by travel.  For many hostellers, that is one of 
the main reasons we travel to begin with—to have our horizons expanded, our 
understanding and appreciation of the world and its people deepened.  So when 
you experience the symptoms of culture shock, recognize them for what they are:  
a message that your frame of reference is shifting.  You are becoming a citizen of 
the world. 
 
 
Symptoms of Culture Shock: 
 
Even though you may welcome being transformed by travel, change isn’t always 
easy or comfortable.  Symptoms of culture shock typically include both physical 
and emotional discomfort.  Signs of culture shock may include: 

 Melancholy, loneliness 

 Sleep disruption 

 Irritability, anger  

 Isolation 

 Trying too hard to absorb everything new 

 Feeling lost or overwhelmed 

 Idealizing the new culture or country 

 Disorientation 

 Difficulty making decisions 

 Frustration, short temper 
 
 



Stages of Culture Shock: 
 
Just as symptoms of culture shock are normal, natural and identifiable, its stages 
are recognizable.   

 Often, the early stages include euphoria—a “honeymoon” with the new 
culture.   

 Typically, the next stage is more difficult, and communication challenges 
may leave travelers feeling frustrated, impatient and isolated.   

 Adjusting from your home culture to the ways of the country you’re visiting 
takes time.  The next stage is likely to be more complicated—most travelers 
begin to feel familiar with the new culture, can find their way around, and feel 
more connected.  But at the same time, travelers will experience a love-hate 
relationship with the new culture—swinging back and forth from idealizing 
the new culture to despising it.  

 Deep appreciation of the new culture sets in during the following stage, 
which is when travelers begin to truly integrate into their new surroundings.  

 Finally, many travelers experience a final stage when they return home.  
This is often called reverse culture shock or re-entry shock.  If you’ve 
traveled for an extended period of time, for school, pleasure or business, you 
may find yourself experiencing re-entry shock because the things you’ve 
adapted to will no longer be relevant or present. The things you used to see 
as “normal” may now seem strange—simply because you’ve shifted your 
frame of reference. 

 
 
Tips for Coping with Culture Shock: 
 
Each person reacts to culture shock differently and experiences it to varying 
degrees; so different things will work for each of us.  Since so many travelers, 
students, and employees have traveled extensively or lived abroad, we’re 
fortunate to have advice from these seasoned travelers.  Here are some of their 
tips for coping with culture shock: 

 Remember, culture shock is inevitable: there’s nothing wrong with you! 

 Structure your time—maintain a daily schedule—keep busy! 

 Stay in touch with friends and family. 

 Go out and experience the new culture. 

 Make friends—but not just with other Americans or foreigners like you. 

 Get plenty of exercise, eat right and try to get enough sleep. 

 Be patient with yourself.   

 Practice stress management—try to relax, whether it’s by taking a walk, 
meditating, listening to music, reading, etc. 

 Keep a healthy sense of humor—some of your experiences will seem 
absurd—go ahead and laugh! 

 Keep a journal—reflect on your experiences.  You’ll be able to see the 
changes you’re experiencing.  Don’t forget that culture shock is a sign that 
your travels are transforming you—and that’s what it’s all about, after all.  


