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Abstract
Our study examines culture shock as an interdisciplinary problem in educational contexts. Its 
premise is that culture shock is not merely a psychological adjustment difficulty but a liminal 
experience of understanding, identity, and normative coexistence that affects the fundamental 
structures of human existence. Departing from Kalervo Oberg’s classical concept, the paper 
reinterprets culture shock through phenomenology (Husserl, Schutz), hermeneutics (Gadam-
er), narrative identity theory (Ricoeur) and ethical philosophy (Levinas). It critically examines 
sociological and cultural studies models – Hofstede’s dimensional theory, Bhabha’s concept of 
hybridity and Habermas’s theory of communicative action – highlighting their limitations. The 
central thesis holds that education does not merely address culture shock but constitutes one of 
its primary arenas, where crises of understanding, narrative coherence and ethical relation to the 
Other manifest in institutional form.
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Introduction
Over the past two decades, the operational environment of higher education has undergone 
a fundamental transformation. The expansion of European mobility programmes, the grow-
ing number of international students, and the globalisation of the labour market have created 
learning situations in which actors from diverse cultural backgrounds daily confront tensions 
between their interpretive frameworks. The literature typically describes these tensions through 
the concept of culture shock, a category whose explanatory power and theoretical depth are, 
however, far from self-evident.

Pedagogical discourse generally treats culture shock as a psychological adjustment problem, 
a transitional difficulty that can be remedied through mentoring programmes, intercultural train-
ing or language courses. This approach has yielded important practical results, yet it obscures 
the essential question: what is the deeper structure of the experience of culture shock, and why 
can it not be reduced to an adjustment deficit?

The central argument of this study is that culture shock in education constitutes a liminal 
situation of understanding, identity and the normative relation to the Other, one that can only 
be adequately grasped within an interdisciplinary (philosophical, sociological and pedagogical) 
framework. Our central question is how culture shock can be interpreted in a way that simul-
taneously appears as a failure of understanding, a disruption of being-in-the-world, a crisis of 
narrative identity and a manifestation of ethical experience; and what consequences this carries 
for educational practice?

Theoretical Genealogy of the Concept of Culture Shock
The concept of culture shock was introduced by Kalervo Oberg in 1960, in a practical, anthropo-
logical context. Oberg used the concept to summarise those symptoms (anxiety, disorientation, 
frustration, distress over the loss of familiar cultural cues) experienced by persons living abroad. 
His model distinguished four stages: the “honeymoon” phase, the period of hostility, gradual 
adjustment and the state of adaptation (Oberg 1960).

Oberg’s conception became influential, yet its linear, stage-based structure suggested that 
cultural adaptation follows a predictable, universal trajectory. Young Yun Kim’s intercultural 
adaptation theory (Kim 2001) moved beyond this assumption, describing cultural transition as 
a dynamic, spiral process in which stress and growth alternate cyclically. Kim’s model went 
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beyond the descriptive approach by also accounting for the communicative and identity-consti-
tuting dimensions of cultural transition. Reviews of the international literature also indicate that 
intercultural adaptation among international students is a complex, multidimensional process in 
which psychological, social, communicative, and identity-related factors all play a role (Smith 
– Khawaja 2011; Wang 2020).

Nevertheless, in most sociological and psychological literature, culture shock is presented 
primarily as a temporary obstacle to adaptation, that is, as a problem to be solved. Little atten-
tion is paid to the question of what the experience of culture shock reveals about the structure 
of human understanding, the constructed nature of social reality and the way in which human 
beings orient themselves in the world.

The Philosophical Interpretation of Culture Shock
Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology offers a suitable starting point for understanding culture 
shock. The concept of the natural attitude (natürliche Einstellung) denotes the pre-reflective atti-
tude with which the individual lives everyday life, experiencing the things of the world as given 
and saturated with meaning, without reflecting on the conditions of this experience. The life-
world (Lebenswelt) is the horizon within which things are meaningful and navigable (Husserl 
1936/1972). Culture shock is a disruption of this natural attitude. The previously self-evident 
meaning structures (forms of greeting, relations to time, rituals of acknowledging authority) 
lose their character as evidence. One is suddenly confronted with the fact that what had seemed 
natural was in reality culturally constructed.

Alfred Schutz’s phenomenological sociology (Schutz 1944; 1964) applied this framework 
to the analysis of social reality. Schutz examined the problem of the “stranger” as a sociological 
type. The stranger does not share the interpretive patterns of a given group and is therefore com-
pelled to interpret unfamiliar social reality continually. Schutz’s conceptual pair – homeliness 
(Heimwelt) and strangeness (Fremdwelt) – captures precisely the tension experienced by the 
person undergoing culture shock. The stranger does not simply lack knowledge: the very mean-
ing of things becomes questionable. This observation is directly relevant in education, where the 
student experiencing culture shock does not encounter a deficit of information but rather calls 
into question the entire meaning structure of institutional reality.

Heidegger’s existential analytic (Heidegger 1927/1989) reveals a deeper layer: the human 
being (Dasein) is always already a being-in-the-world (In-der-Welt-sein), whose existence un-
folds within a network of tools, customs and relations. Culture shock is a disruption of this 
world-relatedness, in which the individual loses the context in which their existence feels at 
home. Heidegger’s concept of anxiety (Angst) (the attunement that discloses the uncanniness 
of the world as a whole) is structurally akin to culture shock. However, anxiety in Heidegger 
is an ontological basic phenomenon, whereas culture shock is tied to a concrete situation. The 
parallel is nonetheless instructive. In both experiences, the world loses its self-evidence, and 
the human being is compelled to bring their existence into a new relation with a world that no 
longer carries them.

Gadamer’s hermeneutical philosophy (Gadamer 1960/2003) opens a further layer of in-
terpretation. Understanding always proceeds from a given interpretive horizon (Horizont), 
which is the totality of the individual’s linguistic, cultural and historical presuppositions. The 
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advancement of understanding, according to Gadamer, arises from the fusion of horizons (Hori-
zontverschmelzung). Culture shock is that critical moment in which one’s own horizon encoun-
ters a radically different horizon, and this encounter does not automatically lead to fusion. First 
comes the experience of failure to understand.

In the educational context, this dynamic manifests with particular acuity. The international 
student may find that the teacher–student relationship, the norms of knowledge transmission, 
the valuation of critical thinking, or even the role of silence in communication rest on funda-
mentally different presuppositions. Gadamer’s concept of the horizon illuminates that this is not 
a deficit of information but rather stems from differences in the preconditions of understand-
ing. Overcoming culture shock is not the abandonment of one’s own horizon but its conscious 
expansion; education, in the ideal case, is precisely the terrain of this process. This, however, 
presupposes reflexivity and openness, which institutions may consciously foster or inadvertent-
ly impede.

Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity (Ricoeur 1990) holds that selfhood is not a substan-
tive given but a narrated construction: one possesses identity by organising the events of one’s 
life into a coherent story. Culture shock, in this light, is a crisis of narrative identity: the state 
in which the individual’s prior life story is unable to integrate new cultural experiences, and 
narrative coherence (the feeling that “I am who I was”) breaks down. The international student 
who was an excellent student at home is compelled, in the new environment, to redefine their 
competencies, social position, and identity. Recovery from culture shock is not the restoration 
of the original identity but the construction of a new, broader narrative capable of integrating 
both prior and new experiences.

Levinas’s philosophy (Levinas 1971/1999) places the ethical dimension at the centre. In 
the encounter with the Other (Autrui), the Other’s face (visage) is a summons that precedes all 
thematisation and categorisation. In culture shock, the confrontation with the radical alterity of 
the person from another culture renders precisely this ethical experience visible, for the Other 
cannot be reduced to the categories of the self but addresses one precisely in their otherness, 
and this address engenders responsibility. In intercultural educational contexts, the Levinasian 
perspective alerts us that cultural difference is also an ethical summons: the acceptance of the 
incomprehensible remainder of the Other.

Critique of Sociological and Cultural Studies Models
In the sociological literature on culture shock, Geert Hofstede’s theory of cultural dimensions 
(Hofstede 1980; 2001) has served as the most influential paradigm of comparative cultural 
research. Hofstede distinguished national cultures along six dimensions – power distance, indi-
vidualism–collectivism, masculinity–femininity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation, 
indulgence – and assigned specific index values to individual countries. His dimensions are 
useful heuristic tools, yet they possess significant limitations from a philosophical standpoint. 
They treat cultures as static, measurable entities, leaving no room for the insight that cultural 
meanings are to be interpreted, not measured, and that cultures possess internal plurality and 
historical dynamism.

Bhabha’s postcolonial cultural theory (Bhabha 1994) represents an important corrective 
to static conceptions of culture. The concept of the third space denotes the interstitial position 
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that arises when cultures meet. It is neither one culture nor the other, but a new, hybrid cultural 
position in which meanings can be renegotiated. Culture shock, in this framework, is not the 
collision of two homogeneous cultures but the opening of an ambivalent space in which identity 
is reconstructed.

Habermas’s theory of communicative action (Habermas 1981) thematises the normative 
conditions of mutual understanding. In the ideal speech situation, the parties are equal, and the 
unforced force of the better argument prevails. This normative framework is a valuable starting 
point for analysing educational communication, yet its limitations are also apparent. Cultural 
differences are often not communicative disturbances that better argumentation can resolve, but 
arise from differing interpretations of the world. When a student remains silent in a seminar 
not because they have nothing to say but because their cultural background holds that one does 
not contradict the teacher, Habermas’s concept of communicative rationality is insufficient to 
describe the situation.

Culture Shock and Education: Pedagogical Implications 
of the Theory
Educational institutions (especially higher education) are privileged and structural arenas of 
culture shock: spaces in which questions of understanding, identity and normative relations ap-
pear in institutionalised form, whether in the curriculum, examination requirements, assessment 
criteria, communication norms or the teacher–student hierarchy.

In light of the phenomenological analysis, the educational institution can be grasped as a 
distinctive lifeworld (Lebenswelt) possessing its own structure of evidence. The norms of sem-
inar discussions, the expectations for written work, the interpretation of the concept of plagia-
rism, and the management of personal and professional boundaries – all are elements that are 
self-evident within the given institutional culture but are not so for the student experiencing 
culture shock. The student, therefore, does not merely acquire knowledge but simultaneously 
attempts to orient themselves in an unfamiliar lifeworld. This picture is confirmed by empirical 
research: reviews summarising the adaptation experiences of international students indicate that 
difficulties of academic integration typically do not arise merely from linguistic or administra-
tive obstacles but from the combined divergence of academic norms, social expectations and 
cultural meaning structures.

Consider concrete examples. For a student of East Asian background, accustomed at home 
to the passive reception of the teacher’s lecture, the seminar culture of the Western European 
university – where students are expected to participate actively, offer critical commentary and 
initiate debate – is not merely unfamiliar but rewrites the meaning of the educational situation 
as a whole. Likewise, the interpretation of plagiarism diverges: in certain academic cultures, the 
verbatim citation of authority is an expression of knowledge and respect; in others, it constitutes 
academic misconduct. This illustrates well that the same act carries radically different meanings 
in different lifeworlds.

Gadamer’s concept of horizon illuminates the dynamics of the educational encounter. The 
interaction between the international student and the instructor is, ideally, a terrain for the fusion 
of horizons, yet this requires both parties to reflect on their own presuppositions. If the instructor 



150 Studies 2026. 1.

regards their own pedagogical norms as universal and fails to recognise their cultural embed-
dedness, the logic of one-sided assimilation prevails rather than the fusion of horizons. In this 
case, the student is compelled to abandon their own horizon.

A characteristic example of this is the cultural bias of assessment systems. If the educational 
institution places particular value on oral presentation, independent expression of opinion and 
debating skill, it rewards those students whose cultural background is in harmony with these 
norms. Students whose cultural socialisation favours a more reserved, more mediated commu-
nication style do not necessarily fall behind in knowledge; they fail to fit the cultural logic of the 
assessment criteria. In such cases, the institution measures not knowledge but cultural compat-
ibility – without realising it.

Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity provides a framework for understanding the student’s 
identity crisis. The international student who possessed a coherent narrative of the self at home 
may, in the new environment, face the disintegration of this narrative. Linguistic difficulties, 
divergent assessment norms and novel social expectations are all factors in the disruption of 
narrative coherence. The literature analysing the acculturation experiences of international stu-
dents consistently indicates that adaptation to a new educational environment is not merely a 
process of skills development but also entails the compulsion to reorganise self-interpretation, 
social position and personal continuity.

In the context of Erasmus mobility, this is particularly illustrative. The student often finds 
themselves in the paradoxical situation of having been attracted by the mobility precisely 
through the promise of personal development, yet in the new environment, their previously 
stable self-image falters, the forms of assessment follow a logic that feels alien, and everyday 
life (from grocery shopping to the doctor’s office) demands continuous interpretive effort. The 
decline in academic performance, which institutions often interpret as a lack of academic pre-
paredness on the student’s part, may in reality be a symptom of the temporary disintegration of 
narrative coherence. The task of education in this framework is not the transmission of infor-
mation but the support for the process by which the student constructs a new, broader narrative. 
According to the European Commission’s Erasmus Impact Study, students who participated in 
mobility showed higher values in personality traits important for international work compared 
to non-mobile students even before their stay, and after their experience abroad this advantage 
further increased; in the survey, more than 90% of students reported improvement in their inter-
cultural, communicative and adaptive skills (European Commission 2014).

The Levinasian ethical perspective touches upon the deepest layer of the pedagogical re-
lation. The instructor encounters a student from another culture, and this encounter cannot be 
reduced to either a pedagogical technique or cultural competence. The Other’s face creates 
responsibility: the responsibility not to subordinate the Other to one’s own categories. It is this 
ethical dimension that distinguishes intercultural pedagogy from mere cultural management.

Institutions’ responses to this challenge typically fall into two models. The first (1) is the 
logic of assimilation, where the student must adapt to the norms of the host institution, which 
the institution regards as culturally neutral. The second (2) is instrumental multiculturalism, 
where the institution offers support programmes (buddy systems, orientation weeks, intercultur-
al training) that are useful but frequently treat cultural difference as a technical problem to which 
a technical solution can be given.
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Bhabha’s concept of the third space marks out a third way. The seminar space, col-
laborative project work and mentoring relationships can all serve as interstitial spaces in 
which cultural meanings can be renegotiated, where the student neither abandons their own 
culture nor imitates the host culture but occupies a third position. If the institution does not 
offer such spaces, or offers them only formally, along the logic of assimilation, the deepen-
ing, rather than the resolution, of culture shock ensues.

The question, therefore, is not merely what support programmes the institution operates 
but the extent to which its pedagogical culture, communication norms and assessment sys-
tem as a whole are capable of functioning according to the logic of the third space. This pre-
supposes that the institution recognises itself as a culturally determined environment, which 
is one of the most difficult patterns of unreflected institutional ethnocentrism to break.

The situation of instructors in this context also deserves attention, for the intercultural 
encounter is not unidirectional. The instructor who faces unfamiliar student reactions (si-
lence, authority-oriented compliance, a different argumentative framework, etc.) themselves 
encounter the limits of their own horizon. The development of intercultural competence is 
therefore a task not only for students but also for institutional actors: the strengthening of 
instructors’ hermeneutical reflexivity, which may take shape not in training sessions but in 
the continuous self-examination of pedagogical practice.

Conclusions
The experience of culture shock in education cannot be reduced to the psychological diffi-
culties of intercultural adaptation. The analysis has shown that culture shock is a disruption 
of the evidence structure of the lifeworld (Husserl, Schutz), a collision of the horizons of 
understanding (Gadamer), a crisis of narrative identity (Ricoeur), and, simultaneously, an 
ethical summons (Levinas).

These insights carry direct institutional consequences. Education does not merely ad-
dress culture shock; it is one of its primary arenas. The way in which the institution organ-
ises the transmission of knowledge, communication, assessment and the teacher–student 
relation is itself the product of a given cultural horizon. The institution does not merely re-
spond to culture shock but (through its unreflected norms) itself creates the conditions for it.

The sociological and cultural studies models (e.g. Hofstede’s dimensions, Bhabha’s the-
ory of hybridity, Habermas’s communicative rationality) offer important but, in themselves, 
insufficient frameworks. Understanding culture shock requires philosophical depth: the in-
sight that the cultural encounter is a liminal situation of understanding, identity and ethical 
relation. What is further needed is institutional reflexivity: the development of the capacity 
for the educational institution to recognise itself as a culturally determined, hermeneuti-
cally open and ethically responsible environment. For the educational institutions of the 
globalised world, culture shock is not an eliminable anomaly but a structural experience of 
everyday functioning. Taking this experience seriously can make education a genuine space 
for intercultural encounter.
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