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ABSTRACT 

 
The aim of this study was to examine how Chinese exchange students, studying in 

different European countries, described their experiences of integration into European 

society. The research questions in this thesis focused on “What cultural and 

psychological changes have been brought to the Chinese students studying in 

Europe?” and “How do Chinese students describe their experiences adapting to the 

different cultures in Europe?” The Theoretical frame was acculturation theory which 

seeks to explain people's psychological and behavior changes in another culture, and 

the theory of Social Constructionism which seeks to explain peoples’ social behavior. 

The authors have chosen qualitative interviews as research method. Seven interviews 

were conducted with seven Chinese overseas students. The results of the interviews 

demonstrated that all of the subjects encountered obstacles that influenced their social 

integration, such as, language and culture. Some of the subjects met some 

discrimination and felt it difficult to fully integrate into their host country, while this is 

a negative factor listed, a majority of the subjects demonstrated positive changes. 

Key words:  

International students, Culture, Integration, Acculturation, Cross-culture, Social 

Constructionism. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

There are a large and increasing number of international migrants in the world. 

Worldwide, there are about 191 million migrants within the past five decades, sixty 

percent of migrants have spread in developed countries; forty percent of them have 

spread into developing countries (Shah, 2008). The number of international migrants 

is growing quickly. In developed countries, from 1980 to 2000, the number of 

migrants increased by about 62 million (Koser, 2007 p.5). According to the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) 2003, the number of migrants has 

had rapid growth, especially in Europe. From 1985 to 2000, the number of migrants 

increased from twenty-three million to more than fifty-six million.  

These migrants come to Europe from many different countries. “Expatriates working 

for multinational companies and international organizations, skilled workers from all 

over the world, nurses and doctors from the Philippines, refugees and asylum seekers 

from Africa, from Eastern and Asian countries, from the Balkan and former Soviet 

Union, students from China, and undocumented workers from other countries listed 

amongst these” (Rinus, Dimitrina & Nicholas, 2008, p3). 

Migrants are a group that is greatly influenced by integrational problems. With their 

original background, language and religion, migrants enter another country and often 

have to adapt to another culture. They may lose their social role and they must rebuild 

their social network (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005 ). To adapt to the new 

environment of another country, migrants have to live within the local culture, which 

may be very different from their original culture. These cultural differences can reflect 

in many areas, including “public ‘recognition’, education, social service, public 

materials (state-sponsored information), religious accommodation, food, broadcasting 

and media” (Vertovec & Wessendorf，2009, p. 14).  
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These differences can also bring migrants a lot of pressure, and in the worst case 

scenario even cause mental disturbance (Bhugra, 2004). Migrants’ process of 

integration is also often surrounded by racial and ethnic problems which are a part of 

the social workers' concern (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005 p. 8). Migrants also 

experience other challenges from such things as, conquering potential loneliness and 

financial worries (Shah, 2008). In order to overcome the process of integration, some 

people choose more positive methods; they transform pressure to motivation, in which 

case they can find success (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005). There are also people 

that choose negative methods. In this case, social problems can be caused, i.e., 

recreational drugs and alcohol-related problems (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005 p. 

156). When working with these social problems and migrants, it is of fundamental 

importance for social workers to understand the integrational barriers.  

In a cultural integration aspect, foreign students are a similar group to migrants. 

Foreign students may experience similar integrational problems to migrants. The 

number of international students is also increasing sharply as well. In 1975, the 

number of international students throughout the world was less than one million, but 

the number increased to 3.43 million by 2009, and most of these international students 

come from China (Coughlan, 2011). By the end of 2011, over 1.4 million exchange 

students are and have ventured out from China (China daily online, 2012). Most 

international students are financially well off and do not need to worry about their 

economic situations, but this does not curtail the need to deal with new cultures, a 

new social environment and new social system. Since Chinese students are the biggest 

group of international students, it is important to explore cultural and psychological 

changes that Chinese students experience during their studies in Europe.  
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Aim: 

The aim of this study was to examine how seven Chinese exchange students, studying 

in different European countries, describe their experiences of integration into 

European society.  

Research questions:   

What cultural and psychological changes have been brought to the Chinese students 

studying in Europe?  

How do the Chinese students describe their experiences adapting to the different 

cultures in Europe?
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CHAPTER 2 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON INTEGRATION 

This chapter consists of four parts. The first part explains the meaning of integration, 

the second part considers the important of integration, the third part enumerates some 

factors that have an impact on integration and the achievement of integration and the 

last part describes various studies of international students' integration. To diversify 

previous research, the authors not only focused on modern research, but also took 

older and more traditional research into account. 

2.1．WHAT IS INTEGRATION? 

According to Oxford Advanced Learner´s English-Chinese Dictionary (2009), the 

concept of "integration" is the intermixing of people or groups previously segregated. 

Integration is a term that can be used in many areas. From a cultural perspective, 

"integration involves the selective adoption of new behaviors from the larger society, 

and retention of valued features of one's heritage culture..." (Berry, 2005 p. 2). 

According to Berry, (1997), integration has been described as a measure to guide how 

people adapt to cultural differences. The strategy to keep normal interaction within 

different culture groups is integration. Bosswick and Heckmann (2006) mentioned that 

within a social system, integration can be viewed as a process of enhancing the 

internal relationship and a process of bringing in new actors and groups. "In the 

broadest sense, integration means the process by which people who are relatively new 

to a country...become part of society" (Rudiger & Spencer, 2003 p. 4). 
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2.2. WHY IS INTEGRATION IMPORTANT? 

Researchers have found that changes of environment can easily influence people’s 

behavior and psychological situation (Berry, 1997; Oberg, 1960). If the process of 

integration is successful, individuals can form new relationships and friendships as 

well as learn new things (Oberg, 1960). However, if integration is not successful 

psychological problems and social problems can appear during the process of 

integration (Berry, 1997; Oberg, 1960; Zapf, 1991). Since integration is connected to 

an individuals’ psychological situation and social problems, integration is essential for 

both individuals and society. Generally speaking to integrate into another society 

means that these individuals may encounter many challenges due to the language 

barrier, culture and customs. They will run the risk of experiencing “culture shock” 

and other problems that are caused by cultural differences (Berry, 1997; 

Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005; Oberg, 1960; Zapf, 1991). 

According to Kevin, Pamela and Gerardo (2005 p. 156) due to the pressure of 

overcoming cultural differences, drug use and alcoholism can also be caused as a 

result of integration. Berry (1997) analyzed the cross cultural adaptation in a 

four-stage model which includes assimilation, separation, integration and 

marginalization. Assimilation can be characterized as a process in which 

"…integration is perceived as a one-way process, placing the onus for change solely 

on migrants; they are expected to undergo a unilateral process of change, particularly 

in the public sphere, so that they can fit into a given order" (Rudiger & Spencer, 2003 

p. 4). Separation takes place "...when individuals place a value on holding on to their 

original culture, and at the same time wish to avoid interaction with others..." (Berry, 

2005 p. 705). Integration can be seen as "...the stability of relations among parts 

within a system-like 'whole', with defined borders to its environment" (European 

Forum for Migration Studies, 2006 p. 8). According to United Nations Research 

Institute for Social Development (1994) Marginalization is "...the juxtaposition of 

people who often share neither a common language nor a common religion, and who 
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have very different customs, makes unusual demands on human tolerance and 

understanding". 

Berry (1997, p. 5) mentioned that poor integration situations can make it difficult 

for the individual to join into other cultural groups, social problems such as social 

exclusion, discrimination, and marginalization can occur. Zapf (1991) researched 

cross cultural adaptation from a psychological perspective. He theorized that cultural 

differences can wear on the individual's mental health and welfare. In that "vastly 

different patterns of experience over time will result in vastly different world views or 

background assumptions...conflicts related to the differences in rules, meanings, and 

values between the two cultures will be inevitable" (Zapf, 1991 p. 106). Oberg’s 

(1960)’s classic study shows that integrational problems can cause mental disturbance 

because individuals cannot come to terms with their new environment and lack of 

familiarity. In his study, this is referred to as ‘culture shock’. "…culture shock is 

precipitated by the anxiety that results from losing all our familiar signs and symbols 

of social intercourse" (p. 142). He found that joining activities and making new 

friends can help in the recovery from culture shock. "…at times it is helpful to be a 

participant observer by joining...activities of the people, to try to share in their 

responses" (p. 142). Zepke and Leach (2005) examined the relation between students' 

integration and students' academic achievement by analyzing 146 different cases in 

the institutional records and databases, the results of the study demonstrated that poor 

social and academic integration can influence the students' academic achievement in a 

negative manner. Zhu and Huang (2007) discussed the connection between 

cross-border mergers and cultural integration, they came to the conclusion that 

cultural integration can aid in dealing with conflicts that are brought on by different 

values, psychological states and behavior. Integration has not only brought about 

complications but, According to Arrey (2009), under the background of globalization, 

cultural integration has had a positive influence on the development of the economy, 

for the reason that the mixing of culture can bring about more opportunities and 
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cooperation between countries. 

 

2.3. HOW CAN INTEGRATION BE ACHIEVED AND WHAT FACTORS 

INFLUENCE THIS PROCESS？ 

When two cultures are able to work together without conflict, it means that 

individuals are able to become involved in another culture; they become bicultural, 

assimilated or marginal. In short this means that integration has been achieved (Kevin, 

Pamela & Gerardo. 2005, p. 141). Integration can be achieved, but it takes time and 

this process may be impacted by many factors (Baltali, 2007; Berry, 1997; Kevin, 

Pamela & Gerardo 2005). 

Berry (1997) mentioned that an individuals' attitude and social inclusion are two 

factors that influence the integrational process (p. 11). Similarly, Baubock (1995) 

stressed that integration is influenced by political, social, and cultural reactions. 

According to Baltali (2007), several factors impact the achievement of cross cultural 

adaptation. He states that in achieving cross cultural adaptation, one must consider 

some points such as, cultural difference and constructional ideas; as such, society’s 

analytical boundaries of culture will be at a divergence. Joppke (2012) has discussed 

integration from a cultural perspective, she pointed out that the political and language 

factors are the most important components that impact cultural integration. Another 

factor, according to Arrey (2009), is globalization, it influences cultural and economic 

integration; globalization allows for close relationships between countries, thereby 

raising the exchanges and integration of cultures from all over the world. 

2.4. PREVIOUS STUDIES OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS’ INTEGRATION 

International students are another group concerned with integrational problems. As 

previously mentioned, growing numbers of students are choosing to study abroad; 

most of these exchange students are from China (BBC, 2011). One of the most 
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important reasons that Chinese students choose to study abroad is that the western 

educational systems operate differently. They pay attention to not only the knowledge 

acquired from textbooks, but also other abilities, such as, leadership, independence 

and resolution (People’s daily online, 2011). The Chinese educational system focuses 

mainly on the textbook often ignoring the students’ interests (Ding, 2011).  

There is a large amount of previous research on culture change, exchange students 

and their cultural adaptation. Many perspectives were taken into account by the 

researchers, i.e., culture, languages, relationships and study methods (Chen, & Chen, 

2009; Lewthwaite 1997; Meza and Gazzoli, 2010; Pang 2002). These studies have 

found that participants have strong emotions regarding their cultural changes; 

however they are well adjusted (Chen, & Chen, 2009; Lewthwaite 1997; Meza and 

Gazzoli, 2010; Pang 2002). The studies also illustrated some problems in integrating 

properly, for instance, some participants experienced stomach aches and skin 

irritations because of a change in eating habits and weather (Meza & Gazzoli, 2010). 

Many Chinese exchange students are under an extreme amount of pressure in their 

studies due to the difference in teaching methods and the language barrier (Pang, 

2002). The main problem with social adjustment is cultural barriers (Chen, & Chen, 

2009). Some students felt it difficult to integrate into a local group with the exception 

of school (Lewthwaite, 1997 p 175). Pang (2002) Also showed that some participants  

found it particularly difficult to communicate properly with other cultural groups 

(Pang, 2002). 

Lewthwaite’s (1997) research has found that the most important factors influencing 

students' integration is language and societal difference. Homesickness, teaching and 

learning styles, relationships, economy and eating habits also featured as important 

integrational barriers. Pang (2002) discussed the importance of Chinese exchange 

students' communication problems; for example, Chinese exchange students seem to 

perceive language as the biggest obstacle in their communication with Americans. She 

also noted that some Chinese students did not want to speak with Americans, due to 



 

 
 

- 9 - 

their lack of confidence in their spoken English; however, the Americans perceived 

that the Chinese students did not want to integrate into their culture. Chen and Chen, 

(2009) deduced that the students preferred to stay within their own culture groups, 

instead of, getting involved with other groups; the lack of communication with the 

external world effects the students views on government and other social institutional 

support systems. Even though integration can cause a lot of problems for international 

studies, integrations' positive effects cannot be denied; Zapf (1991) discovered that 

integration can cause a great deal of stress but it can also be a motivator in study or 

work. 

Berry's (1997) research discovered that value and lifestyle changes usually happen to 

individuals during the adaptation process. In view of the acculturation theory 

"influences of social and environmental changes on an individual's values, beliefs, 

behaviors, and affect are important" (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005, p.5). All of the 

subjects in this study pointed out the environmental changes and change of lifestyle, 

like the literature utilized in this study mentioned: "Alongside these were the 

difficulties that face all young adults, whether at home or abroad, in becoming 

emotionally independent, self supporting, productive and a responsible member of 

society" (Lewthwaite, 1997 p. 171). Berry (1997) stated that acculturation could cause 

stress to an individuals' life, "...in some cases these experiences represent challenges 

that can enhance one's life opportunities. In other cases, they may seriously 

undermine one’s life chances…" (p. 18).  

On the issue of education, Ding (2011)'s report states that Chinese education attaches 

importance to consolidate students' basic knowledge in vast contrast to the innovative 

cultivation that is emphasized in the West. Western education lay stress on applying 

knowledge flexibly and emphasizes the need to gain an extensively wide knowledge. 

The Chinese education system focuses on exams, not in class work. "The high anxiety 

rating given for examinations fitted in with a sense of being away from family 

supports, having to cope in fluent and accurate academic English, and the high 
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expectations" (Lewthwaite, 1997, p. 179). 

According to Lewthwaite's (1997)’s interview with a subject:"the shame I would have 

if I failed... My education ministry expects me to pass well and return as head of the 

research unit." However, the form of education in the West is such that work is spread 

evenly, not solely dependent on a final exam to dictate passing or failing, "higher 

education is predictive of lower stress" (Berry, 1997 p. 5). This Coupled with the 

mentality instilled while studying in China, "the problem of acculturative stress was 

that it may lead to students not fitting to their educational and social environment" 

(Meza and Gazzoli, 2010 p. 7). One of the more important issues was communication; 

Chen and Chen (2009) mention that in some students' social lives, the students' are 

not confident in their language usage, this issue, sadly, comes across to the local 

society as unwillingness to communicate with them. Pang (2002)'s research showed: 

"sometimes in class, even though I have a better idea than others, I often simply keep 

silent, because I am so weak at speaking English, I cannot express myself clearly in 

English." 

Positive changes were "generally speaking, overseas schools provide a more flexible 

learning environment and pay more attention to students' soft skills such as 

decision-making, initiative, leadership, teamwork and sociability, which are often 

lacking in a Chinese school's curriculum" (People’s daily online, 2011). As there are a 

fair amount of differences between the Chinese and western educational systems, 

Chinese studying abroad most focus more on their study as independent study is 

required (People's Daily Online, 2011). Adaption changes and respect in relation to 

other cultures is necessary to the individual's cultural adaption (Zhu and Huang, 

2007). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1. INTRODUCTION  

In the following chapter the methods used in the present study to examine seven 

Chinese students’ integration into European society are described. The primary goals 

of the chapter are to enable the reader to follow the different phases of the research 

process and to comprehend the decisions made in relation to the method of 

investigation and the selection strategies of the sample, including interviews and 

literature review. 

 

3.2. CHOICE OF METHOD 

In examining the aim formulated for this study, e-mail interview was selected as the 

main method of investigation. The researchers chose to utilize e-mail interview as it 

was a suitable method to research the subjects' experiences. Email interviews can save 

much time and can be a more flexible method to research people from different places 

or countries; the email interview queries are, in most cases, efficient. The reporter can 

provide a complete introduction and a list of questions and, if the source is willing, 

compile a digital file with information, quotes, and other story materials, making it 

easy to cut-and-paste quotes into an article or post the complete transcripts online. 

The results of an e-mail interview can be very carefully considered because the 

subjects are not exposed to spontaneous questions or required to give an immediate 

answer to the questions. They have more time to consider and think carefully to 

formulate a fitting answer (Dube, 2003). 
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3.2.1. ADVANTAGES OF E-MAIL INTERVIEWING 

Cost and Efficiency 

E-mail interviews are less expensive to conduct than telephone or face-to-face 

interviews. Researchers can invite participation of large or geographically dispersed 

samples of people by sending them e-mail messages individually or through message 

boards or discussion groups as opposed to long-distance calls or traveling to the 

location of the subjects. The use of email interview also reduces the cost of 

transcribing. Data from email interviews are generated in electronic format and 

require little, if any, editing or formatting before they are processed for analysis. 

Email also eliminates the need for synchronous interview times and allows 

researchers to interview more than one subject at a time (Meho, 2006).  

Democratization and Internationalization of Research 

Even though email interviewing limits the research to those people with access to the 

Internet, the method, on the other hand, democratizes and internationalizes research. 

Email interviewing enables researchers to study individuals or groups with specific 

characteristics. Moreover email enables the interviewing of shy people or people who 

do not or cannot express themselves as well as in speaking as they do in writing. In 

short, email allows the researcher to interview groups or communities that would not 

and could not have been studied otherwise (Meho, 2006). 

Informed Consent and Confidentiality 

As in conventional studies, researchers who employ qualitative email interviewing 

develop informed consent, providing subjects detailed information about the research 

in which they are asked to participate and ensuring that they understand fully what 

participation would entail, including any possible risks. Participants in email 

interview research are asked to take part in a study only after they provide their 

consent, which can be given to the researcher in a number of ways including: 
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returning via fax or snail mail a signed form that was sent as an email attachment 

(Meho, 2006). 

3.2.2. DISADVANTAGES OF E-MAIL INTERVIEWING 

Authenticity 

Some online research raises problems of authenticity. Are the participants who they 

claim to be? Fake names and accounts of experience are easy to create and through 

email communication, participants are more likely to disclose unlawful or less 

socially-acceptable behavior, even though the method would allow them to edit this 

behavior out of their accounts before they send it (Gibson, 2010). Many people 

perceive online communication as anonymous because there is no in-person contact 

and thus, little accountability. The anonymity may explain why some people are more 

willing to participate in email interview studies, whereas others are more willing to 

stop participating, not respond in a timely fashion, embellish more or be less friendly 

towards the interviewer (Hodgson, 2004; Mann & Stewart, 2000). Some authors 

prefer face-to-face interview because at least fifty percent of communication is 

non-verbal—you need those unspoken cues to know whether or not you are being told 

the truth (Bunting, 2012). 

Medium Effects 

Face-to-face interviews are expected to provide richer data than email interviews 

(Schneider et al., 2002). This is true because in email interviews, for example, the 

interviewer will not be able to read facial expressions and body language; make eye 

contact, or hear voice tones of the participants. As a result, it is possible that some 

important visual or nonverbal cues are missed online that would be observed during 

face-to-face data collection. Another Medium-related problem in email interviewing is 

that it is always possible that some participants may not be as effective writers as they 

are speakers (Meho, 2006). The researchers found, as mentioned above, these 

limitations slightly hindering and they had to take care of the wording of the research 

questions as well any leading questions there might be considering they could not 
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meet the subjects in person, as such they lost the ability to gage the feelings of the 

subjects. 

Data Quality 

Even though according to Denscombe (2003, p. 51), the quality of responses gained 

through online research is much the same as responses gathered during more 

traditional methods, data quality is dependent on who is being interviewed, who the 

interviewers are, and how skillful they are in online interviewing; for example, some 

participants may give a response that can be just as in depth and detailed as a 

face-to-face interview, while others may give very short and very precise answers to 

the questions posed, devoid of emotional feeling (Curasi, 2001). 

3.3. SAMPLE AND SAMPLING PROCESS 

The sample consisted of seven Chinese exchange students, (see Appendix 2) who at 

the time of the study were located in Sweden, France, Spain, England, the Ukraine 

and Germany. The researchers emailed six students and interviewed one in Sweden. 

There were four female students and three male students. As students from different 

grades and majors, each subject may have experienced integration and acculturation 

differently. The ages of the subjects ranged from 23 to 30 years of age. Their majors 

were Travel and Tourism, Business Management and Public Administration, Industrial 

Management, Accounting and Finance, Russian Language and Literature and 

Computer Science and Communication. The time spent studying abroad ranged from 

six years to one year. The average time spent was approximately three years abroad. 

Most of them had a very positive attitude about going abroad to study; this included a 

feeling of happiness and a valuable change in lifestyle.  

The researchers contacted the subjects via the internet; it proved a challenge to 

contact all of the subjects. The researchers left messages on some public Chinese 

exchange students' forums on the internet, and fifteen students replied, showing 

interest. However, some of the students were limited on time and could not join 
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immediately. So the researchers simply selected the seven most readily available 

subjects. The interviews were conducted in Chinese; the researchers maintained 

reliable communication with them. The limitations included in the sample were that 

not all of the Chinese students perceived and experienced their host country in the 

same way, so it was not always possible to compare their experiences; the educational 

difference, i.e., the difference in teaching method was not always easy for the subjects 

to adjust to. 

3.4. CONDUCT OF THE STUDY 

3.4.1. LITERATURE SEARCH AND PREPARATION 

At the beginning of study, the researchers only had a vague idea of this subject, but 

then broached the idea of whether or not this idea was worthy of investigation. The 

body of literature on foreign students' integration is rather limited. Most of the 

literature reviewed focused on integration of migrants and refugees in western 

developed regions of the world; this did not necessarily aid the researchers, since the 

aim of the study's focus was on foreign students.  

The researchers found many relevant materials in such areas as the university library, 

online library, LIBRIS, Google Scholar and other online sources. Researchers used 

key-words like "migration", "culture shock", Chinese students' acculturation", 

"migration acculturation", "integration", "Chinese students' adaptation" and "Chinese 

students' abroad" to search for and collect sources. 

3.4.2. INTERVIEW GUIDE 

The authors of this study formulated and prepared four research questions for the 

interviews to achieve their research goal (see Appendix). The researchers formulated 

these questions based on Acculturation and the theory of Social Constructionism. 

Acculturation theory states that unfamiliar language, customs, and rules are 

challenges for individuals who enter into another culture, so the researchers observed 

these factors through use of the interview questions (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo, 2005). 
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Social Constructionism describes the experience in different cultures as different 

realities, because each distinct culture has its own social constructs, accepted 

behaviors based on their inherent cultural and intellectual beliefs (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2008). Through these questions researchers can obtain an adequate amount 

of information for the aim formulated; such as their background, opinion about the 

cultural change and their overall experiences in Europe.  

3.4.3. INTERVIEW SITUATION 

Since the authors were in Sweden and subjects were located all over the Europe, the 

interview could only be done by way of telephone or e-mail. After talking to the 

subjects and querying them as to which method they would prefer, the researchers 

decided to use e-mail interview as the main research method. Firstly, if the subject felt 

the questions were appropriate and easy to comprehend, then the researchers could 

start conducting formal interviews. The researchers conducted the one face to face 

interview and six interviews by e-mail as previous mentioned. The researchers 

contacted the subjects over a period of two months, working with the subjects in the 

constructs of their personal schedules. All interviews were conducted in the Chinese 

language. 

3.4.4. PROCESSING OF DATA  

The researchers spent copious amounts of time to sort out the data that was collected 

via the interviews. Researchers asked the questions according to a prompt. As the 

researchers began accumulated a lot of information to complete the study, about 

fifteen pages from each of the seven participants were obtained. After translating the 

data into English, researchers used meaning condensation to analyze the data. 

According to Kvale &Brinkman (2009), p. 205: "…meaning condensation entails an 

abridgment of the meanings expressed by the interviewees into shorter 

formulations…" As such the researchers were able to pick out some key points and 

elaborated on those without changing the subjects' original meaning; then the 

researchers were able to compare these points and conclude any differences or 
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similarities. 

3.4.5. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

In this study, ethics were an essential part that concerned the researchers from start to 

finish (cf. Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009 p. 62). A foreknowledge of ethical problems is 

necessary, so the researchers must consider it from the beginning (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009 p. 64). Due to the fact that the researchers wanted to gather 

information pertaining to the subjects' thoughts and daily life, which of course is a 

personal matter, the researchers had to consider what ethical problems they might 

encounter. They were required to take into consideration that the subjects might not 

answer the questions, so they had to decide whether or not the interview questions 

were sound. The researchers got into contact with some students and inquired if they 

would be willing to take part; according to confidentiality, the researchers disclosed 

the aim of their study, how the subjects' words would be used in the paper and they 

had the choice as whether or not they wanted to answer. The researchers also told 

them that they would be given a copy of the final report (cf. Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009 p. 70). All of the students were made aware of their rights, and in so doing in 

this paper the researchers followed the rules of confidentiality in this paper, omitting 

any personal information that was not expressly given with consent to be in this paper. 

The researchers took into account their own role in the study, “the integrity of the 

researcher—his or her knowledge, experience, honesty, and fairness—are the decisive 

factor” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009 p. 74). The researchers’ knowledge, experience, 

honesty and fairness are factors that could and might influence the interviews. 

Because the researchers prepared extensively before conducting interviews, they did 

not encounter very many ethical problems during the interviewing; also, due to the 

fact that the researchers were also Chinese, there was no cultural barriers to contend 

with during the interviewing. Some of the issues included the inability to gage the 

subjects' feelings and thoughts during the interviews in a timely manner; there was no 

surety as to whether the answers referred to private thoughts. In addition, the answers 
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given by subjects differ from each other’s and should one of the answers differ 

drastically from the others subjects answers on the same subject, the researchers 

should view the answer as objectively as possibly, though it might be difficult. 

3.5. RELIABILITY, VALIDITY AND GENERALIZABILITY 

3.5.1. RELIABILITY: 

The authors tried to determine if the subject’s reliability in their answers was 

consistent or not, if a conflict was discovered, the subject would be asked more 

questions to determine the correct answer. Different methods can be utilized to obtain 

reliable answers. In the simplest terms, reliability is synonymous with consistency. It 

is the degree to which an interview can retrieve the same answers when applied under 

similar conditions (Weller & Romney, 1988 p. 70). The authors had to utilize different 

methods to ensure the quality and high reliability of the answers given and the data 

collected from the interviews, such as focusing on the interview questions themselves, 

asking in a way as to draw out the most accurate and reliable statement, there was also 

the issue of translating the interview materials from Chinese to English in the best 

way possible so as not to lose much information in the translation process.  

 

3.5.2. RELIABILITY-BASED OBSTACLES 

Interview Questions 

A factor that may affect the reliability of the interview can very well be the questions: 

"...interviewer reliability was particularly discussed in relation to leading questions" 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009 p. 245). The researchers tried to explain the questions in a 

very understandable way during the interview at times the subject misunderstood the 

questions and the interviewers had to devise different questions to acquire the answer. 

Even when questions were pretested, because of lack of face-to-face or direct 

interaction in email interviews, there was always room for miscommunication and 

misinterpretation (Meho, 2006). "A strong emphasis on reliability may counteract 

creative innovations and variability..." (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009 p. 245). 
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Interview Process 

As the researchers searched for willing participants, using online message boards as a 

starting point, they laid out some of their proposed research questions on these 

message boards as a sample to gage the response, willing participants who would later 

become the subjects of this study would respond in turn and then were given the rest 

of the research questions to answer. The questions would be elaborated upon or made 

simpler if the subject did not understand or could not formulate an answer in the 

beginning. 

 

Translation 

As the students in this study were all Chinese, the initial interviews were conducted in 

Chinese exclusively. In the process of translation, some of the original interview 

material may have been misunderstood or lost entirely; some terms in Chinese may 

not convert smoothly into English and hence may be cut from the English translation 

of the interview material. 

 

Utilization in this study 

According to Kvale & Brinkmann ( p. 74), “…the researcher’s integrity, is critical to 

the quality of the scientific knowledge and the soundness of ethical decisions in 

qualitative inquiry… [It] is magnified because the interviewer…is the main 

instrument for obtaining knowledge.” So one can expect that the reliability of the 

answers was dependant on the sincerity of the researchers and how the subjects 

perceived them. The researchers had to take into account their own ethical codes, as 

some of the information they were given was very personal information, even 

information that the subject may have regretted sharing after the fact. (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p. 73.) Thus the researchers needed to gage the reliability of their 

subjects based on how they treated them and how they presented the research 

questions. 
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3.5.3. VALIDITY: 

The criteria for reliability is primarily based on internal consistency in the data, the 

criteria for validity include comparisons to information external to the original data 

(Weller & Romney, 1988 p 79). While reliability is necessary, it alone is not sufficient. 

For a test or interview to be reliable, it also needs to be valid (Phelan & Wren, 2006). 

Replication of a study or interview under different circumstances is closely related to 

the concept of validity. To the extent that studies replicate, evidence accumulates, 

providing confidence in the validity of the results (Weller & Romney, 1988 p 79). "A 

valid argument is sound, well-grounded, justifiable, strong, and convincing..." (Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009 p 246). As such "validity is an end-state, the point at which 

knowledge is accepted..." (Payne & Askeland, 2008 p. 66). If different approaches are 

used to test the same concept and each method produces similar results, then 

confidence in the validity of the measures increases (Weller & Romney, 1988 p. 79). 

"Validity has two related but different senses. It implies that something is approved 

formerly...[it] also implies worth and usefulness, for example saying that a question is 

valid, means accepting that it is reasonable to ask it." (Payne & Askeland, 2008 p. 67). 

There are various types of validity, however, in this study, only content validity could 

be used. Content validity or face validity ascertains that the measure appears to be 

assessing the intended construct under study (Phelan & Wren, 2006). It is included by 

the researcher when there is a prior agreement that the content reflects the desired 

objectives of the measurement instrument or interview (Weller & Romney, 1988 p. 

79).  

 

3.5.4. VALIDITY UTILIZATION IN THIS STUDY 

According to Kvale & Brinkmann (p. 249), “Validation rests on the quality of the 

researcher’s craftsmanship throughout an investigation, on continually checking, 

questioning and theoretically interpreting the findings.” The researchers in this study 

did this to their best ability, interpreting the information based on the research 
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questions and the answers given in turn. The researchers would each review the 

answers given and produce their own results, then work together to compare and 

contrast their results. As such, validation was used throughout the entire process, with 

continual checks on the credibility and trustworthiness of their findings (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p. 250.) In the interviews the authors assessed the knowledge, 

abilities, personalities and motivation of the students and how it affected their 

personal experiences and feelings during the interview process. The authors also 

recognized that with each subject they could “…anticipate new instances… [and] 

form expectations of what will happen in other similar situations or with similar 

persons” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 261.) The wording of the questions to the 

subjects were very important here due to the nature of the study and the inability to 

meet face to face, it was necessary to emphasize the questions to garner correct and 

accurate responses from the subjects. Regarding the actual answers of the subjects, as 

the authors cannot always prove as to whether or not they are being told the truth, it is 

interesting to note, that while the subject may not tell the truth about the actual state 

of affairs, the authors can still garner from the subjects’ the statements their actual 

feelings on the subject and are still able to validate their answer (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009, p. 251-252.) 

 

3.5.5. GENERALIZABILITY: 

In qualitative studies, generalizability is concerned that the result of the studies could 

transfer to another study or another situation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009 p. 261). 

"…generalizability analyses are useful for not only understanding the relative 

importance of various sources of error but also for designing efficient measurement 

procedures" (Brennan, 2001, p. 4). The purpose of this study was to examine the 

situation of Chinese exchange students' integration into European society.  

The subject of this study was the integrational based difficulties of cross-cultural 

people; these people have different cultures and a different background, but they share 

the same difficulties of adapting to foreign cultures and integrating into another 
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society. There is no doubt that the cost of integrating into another culture is steep. 

"...reliability becomes an issue of the degree to which we can generalize from one 

observation to a universe of observations..." (Brown, 2005 p. 1). Generalizations have 

also been taken into account throughout previous research. The researchers have read 

other’s studies and compared them with their own research, many similarities were 

found in the aims, research questions and results. The researchers note that while their 

results are not indicative of all students, future and current, it is still possible to use 

their answers and experiences to help the planning of future studies.  

 

3.6. METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

Kvale and Brinkmann's (2009) method is a more suitable guide for face-to-face 

interviews, however, there are some similarities between the face-to-face interview 

and e-mail interview; for example, the importance of leading questions, ethical 

consideration, analysis of the result and subjective interpretations are some of the 

main factors that are part of both forms of interview (Kvale and Brinkmann’s, 2009 p. 

15). According to Kvale and Brinkmann's (2009, p. 20), there are seven stages of the 

research interview, such as: “thematizing an interview project, designing, interviewing, 

transcribing, analyzing, verifying and reporting.” Excluding the “interviewing” stage, 

the other stages are not only a guide to face to face interview, but are usable in e-mail 

interview. That is why the researchers used Kvale and Brinkmanns' (2009) model in 

this study. The authors limitation was that only one subject was chosen from each 

country and each student had different personal situations, their host countries greatly 

differed from each other and their institutions of study were different; therefore, the 

possibility that this study was not deep or comprehensive enough. 

The researchers would have liked to have found more subjects within their particular 

location to meet face to face; however, though there are many Chinese exchange 

students throughout Europe, there were not many who were willing to be participants 

in their particular location, in addition, as noted above, the limitation of one student 

per country, limits the researchers ability to observe if more students felt the same or 

differently in one country. 
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3.7 METHODOLOGICAL DISCUSSION 

There are advantages and disadvantages to the type of interview methods utilized in 

this study. For instance, in e-mail interviews, the answers are thought out and succinct. 

The participant is able to think about what they want to say and how they feel about 

the subject; also the information is more convenient to access as it is already typed out 

(Weller & Romney, 1988). 

The disadvantages of course lay in that the interviewer is unable to take note of the 

subject’s facial expressions or emotions first hand; as well as to discern the feelings 

from the subject themselves, possibly helping to theorize why the subject felt that way 

at that time. Conducting an e-mail interview is impersonal and straight to the point; 

some things can be lost easily because emotion cannot be viewed first hand (Ryen, 

2009.) The researchers had to take observation from the subjects writing style as 

opposed to tone of voice or personal mannerisms, analyzing material in this way was 

more impersonal and the researchers could not always feel empathy and interpret 

nuances among the subjects as they would were it face to face.  

 

3.8 METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

In order to help the reader understand the method of analysis, the steps are laid 

described here to help navigate the process. The interpretations of the data were as 

such, the students’ living conditions, health concerns, social concerns, and meaningful 

experiences were all taken into account. The method used to analyze the results 

follows: 

1. Organizing the Data: collecting all of the interviews in a cohesive and orderly 

manner to properly document the information and conditions of the students 

who were interviewed. 

2. Finding and Organizing Ideas and Concepts: using this method to separate and 

organize into sections enabling the reader to see the similarities and 
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dissimilarities between the interviewed students. 

3. Building Over-Arching Themes in the Data: checking each interview for 

themes that follow each other, i.e., the adaptation of the student to say 

something like food or the ability or inability to make friends outside of their 

own cultural group. 

4. Ensuring Reliability and Validity in the Data Analysis and in the findings: 

checking and double checking the accuracy and verity in the interviews, how 

reliable the subjects are, i.e., asking the subjects leading questions and asking 

them to elaborate should they be unclear when first answering. 

5. Finding Possible and Plausible Explanations of the Findings: observing and 

taking into account how the subjects feel while giving the interview and if 

their particular sentiments are the same as other students in the same situation. 

This was done by observing their language and observing how passionately 

they wrote about their situations. 

 

3.8.1. QUALITATIVE DATA AND ANALYSIS 

Qualitative analysis means making sense of relevant data gathered from sources such 

as interviews, often the journey from raw data to what the data reveals is quite 

challenging (Wholey, et. al, 2004). The mass of words generated by interviews or 

observational data needs to be described and summarized. The questions may require 

the researchers to seek relationships between various themes that have been identified, 

or to relate behavior or ideas to biographical characteristics of respondents such as 

age or gender (Lacey, et. al, 2001).  

What is Qualitative Data? 

Qualitative data deals with meanings; meanings are mediated mainly through 

language and action. Language is not a matter of subjective option, but instead, 

concepts are constructed in terms of an inter-subjective language which allows people 
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to communicate intelligibly and interact effectively (Dey, 1993). Qualitative research 

is particularly good at answering the 'why', 'what' or 'how' questions (Lacey, et. al, 

2001).  

What is Qualitative Data Analysis? 

The aim is to not only describe the data, but to describe the objects or events to which 

the data refers. Such description forms the bedrock of any science, and often, it is 

preferred to want to do more than to describe, but to interpret, explain, understand or 

even predict. The wish is to know how, and why, as well as what. As such, these 

questions are used to analyze the data. Through analysis, a fresh view of the data can 

be obtained. It can be progressed from initial description, through the process of 

breaking data down into bits, and seeing how these bits interconnect, to a new account 

based on the reconceptualization of the data. (Dey, 1993). 
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CHAPTER 4 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

4.1. INTRODUCTION 

For the purpose of this study, the theories of Acculturation and Social 

Constructionism were chosen to be part of the main theoretical framework. 

Acculturation is a theory that is focused on groups or individuals relocating to another 

country with a completely different culture than their own, how they adapt to the new 

culture and what problems they face (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005). Social 

Constructionism is a theory that originated as an attempt to come to terms with the 

nature of reality. In attempting to make sense of the social world, social 

constructionists view knowledge as constructed as opposed to created, i.e., knowledge 

is not created from nothing, instead, bits and parts of knowledge that has already been 

acquired is put together like building blocks, to construct new knowledge and terms 

(Andrews, 2012). 

This study focuses on the integration of Chinese students. What cultural and 

psychological changes have been brought to the Chinese students studying in Europe? 

How do Chinese students describe their own experiences adapting to the different 

cultures in Europe? Both Acculturation Theory and Social Constructionism in this 

study are linked with cultural difference and adjustment. Acculturation consists of 

“language usage, value orientation, social behavior and customs, social interaction 

network" (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005, p. 9). "Constructionists view knowledge 

and truth as created not discovered by the mind...One can believe that concepts are 

constructed rather than discovered yet maintain that they correspond to something real 

in the world" (Andrews, 2012). “When individuals have contact with a new host 

society, they face many challenges, such as adjusting to a new language, different 

customs and norms for social interactions, unfamiliar rules and laws, and in some 

cases extreme lifestyles change” (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005, p. 139).   
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4.2 ACCULTURATION THEORY 

Acculturation is the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place 

as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual 

members (Berry, 2005). It is also a process in which members of one cultural group 

adopt the beliefs and behaviors of another group. "For example, an unacculturated 

Chinese person may function and be relatively well adjusted in San Francisco [USA]'s 

Chinatown, but experience adjustment problems in Iowa City [USA]" (Chun, 

Organista & Marin, 2003). Change is an undeniable and enduring fact of human life, 

if not of all living forms. The acculturation process affects a range of behaviors, 

values, and beliefs and social life. By the way of understanding individuals’ original 

culture, personal identity, individuals’ acculturation level into the new culture and 

how the dominant culture influences the individuals’ choices, acculturation explains 

people’s behavior and psychological changes when they need to adjust to an 

unfamiliar culture (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005, p. 9). 

The concept and definition of Acculturation 

According to Cabassa (2003 p. 2): “Acculturation entails the social and psychological 

exchanges that take place when there is continuous contact and interaction between 

individuals from different cultures”. 

There are many competing views about the meaning of acculturation, but the one 

quoted and used in this study is: 

Culture change that is initiated by the conjunction of two or more autonomous 

cultural systems. Acculturative change may be the consequence of direct 

cultural transmission; it may be derived from non-cultural causes, such as 

ecological or demographic modification induced by an impinging culture; it 

may be delayed, as with internal adjustments following upon the acceptance of 

alien traits or patterns; or it may be a reactive adaptation of traditional modes 

of life (Social Science Research Council, 1954, p. 974). 
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In this definition, a few extra features are added, as compared to other theories of 

acculturation, including change that is indirect (not cultural but ‘‘ecological’’) and 

delayed (internal adjustments, presumably of both a cultural and psychological 

character take time). Importantly, acculturation can be ‘‘reactive’’; that is, by rejecting 

the cultural influence from the dominant group and changing back towards a more 

‘‘traditional’’ way of life, rather than inevitably towards greater similarity with the 

dominant culture (Berry, 2005). 

Types of Acculturation 

The acculturation process affects a range of behaviors, values, and beliefs and social 

life. All of the scales used to measure acculturation include items on second-language 

proficiency, because being able to communicate in the language of the host culture is 

a prerequisite to learning about it. Acculturation scales have been developed for 

different ethnic groups. There are five stages of acculturation, which are: traditional, 

transitional, marginal, assimilated and bicultural (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005, p. 

141). 

Acculturation Scales 

 Traditional Stage: acculturation can be ‘‘reactive’’; that is, by rejecting the 

cultural influence from the dominant group and changing back towards a more 

‘‘traditional’’ way of life, rather than inevitably towards greater similarity with 

the dominant culture (Berry, 2005). For example, even though an individual 

may move to a different cultural environment, they may or may not learn the 

language of the native inhabitants, but they will display a limited influence 

from that culture (Perozzi, 2009). 

 Transitional Stage: families or group of people of a similar ethnic and cultural 

heritage tend to maintain the cultural traits of their own group and the 

dominant group but do not fully identify with either group are considered 

transitional (Chun, Organista & Marin, 2003). For example, the individual or 

group will learn the language of the land, and will also learn the customs and 
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values, but will not understand all of them (Perozzi, 2009). 

 Marginal Stage: Marginalization is often associated with major heritage 

culture loss and the appearance of a number of dysfunctional and deviant 

behaviors. In the ability for the person or groups to adapt to their new 

surroundings, those who are marginalized are least well adapted (Berry, 2005). 

The individual or groups are more closely connected to their host culture, but 

because of their ethnicity, they have problems with both their culture and the 

host culture (Perozzi, 2009). 

 Assimilated Stage: Assimilation is the ability to almost completely integrate 

into the host culture and the ability to accept the host culture's values and 

customs (Perozzi, 2009). As such, when individuals prefer to shed their 

heritage culture, and become absorbed into the dominant society, the 

assimilation strategy is defined. Even though some degree of conflict may 

arise, it is usually resolved by the acculturating of a person yielding to the 

behavioral norms of the dominant group (Berry, 2005). 

 Bicultural Stage: Bicultural identity is the stage in acculturation in which 

individuals are not only aware of the traditions of the host country but are able 

to adapt to the cultures and values in a flexible way (Perozzi, 2009 p. 8). 

Bicultural adaption is also more prevalent across generations; exposure to 

mainstream culture was positively correlated with cultural shift. A bicultural 

identity is not simply a midpoint between an ethnic and foreign identity; it is 

rather the result of identification with two cultures (Chun, Organista & Marin, 

2003). 

Contribution to the study conducted 

The terms mentioned above were utilized by the researchers when conducting their 

research and analysis of the material they collected. For example, the acculturational 

steps described above were terms that the researchers used to separate the subjects 

based on their answers and personal experiences. The psychological factor also 
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described was also used to separate the subjects, though it would be better utilized in 

face-to-face interview, the researchers, despite their limitations were able to use the 

theories to bring together the results they collected. 

4.3. SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM 

Social Constructionism is a sociological theory of knowledge that considers how 

social phenomena or objects of consciousness develop in social contexts. Social 

Constructionism has been instrumental in remodeling grounded theory. In attempting 

to make sense of the social world, social constructionists view knowledge as 

constructed as opposed to inherently created by one person. Society is viewed as 

existing both as a subjective and an objective reality. Social Constructionism accepts 

that there is an objective reality. It is concerned with how knowledge is constructed 

and understood (Andrews, 2012.) The idea of social constructs stems from human 

belief that something cannot exist unless humans had created it first, however each 

society is different, requiring different values, beliefs and needs (Boghossian, 2001). 

Why is Social Constructionism important? 

 Theorists believe that without social constructs, core ideas such as: money, 

citizenship, newspapers and literature would not exist, or at least not exist in the way 

they do now. To simplify, according to Dr. Paul A. Boghossian (2001), different 

societies have different needs, each society is shaped and formed in the way that best 

suits it, however he also states: “the…contrast is with a naturally existing object, 

something that exists independently of us and which we did not have a hand in 

shaping” (p. 1). Humans are not only able to connect social constructionism to 

worldly items, i.e., things, kinds, facts, but humans’ beliefs about them (Hacking, 

1999). Other issues that are considered inherent to social constructionism are the 

constructs of race, gender and class distinction. According to Laura Flores (2012), 

these terms only have meaning “because society gives them a meaning.” Also 

illustrated is that society utilizes different constructs of race, gender and class 

depending on each society; had the society been a different one, the constructs would 
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have been created differently (Boghossian, 2001). 

How Social Constructionism is utilized. 

Social Constructs are the by-products of countless human choices, rather than 

laws resulting from human judgment. Thus this is the ability to view the experience 

based on what the interviewee’s chose to do while studying abroad. By lining up and 

analyzing the choices of each subject, we can see how they each viewed their 

experience and life during their time abroad. For example, the interaction with the 

social world in this case the respective study abroad location with this social world in 

turn influencing people resulting in routinisation and habitualization. That is, any 

frequently repeated action becomes cast into a pattern, which can be reproduced 

without much effort. In time the meaning of the habitualization becomes embedded as 

routines, forming a general store of knowledge. This is institutionalized by any given 

society, to the extent that possible future students experience this knowledge as 

objective (Andrews, 2012). As such, human beings rationalize their experience by 

creating a model of the social world and how it functions that is acceptable to them 

(Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009).  

Using this theory in the study 

 This secondary theory was used after collecting all the data and comparing it as a 

whole. The researchers were able to observe different habits the students had acquired 

while living in a new place and a cultural group. For instance, when the subjects 

would talk about the kinds of foods they could not abide, like cheese or olives, these 

foods being so different from Chinese cuisine; or the language barrier, if the subject 

was not confident enough in their spoken English, they would start to abstain from 

communication with the country’s inhabitants and become more introverted in turn as 

a habit, this issue brings about an important issue to light, theorists believe that 

language is the most essential system through which humans construct reality 

(Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009). 
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CHAPTER 5  

DATA AND INTERPRETATIONS 

5.1. INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter the questions and the data obtained from the interviewing process will 

be presented; to reiterate, this study examined how seven Chinese exchange students, 

studying in different European countries, describe their experiences of integrating into 

European society. The research questions focused on what cultural and psychological 

changes the students experienced and how the students adapted. Because the 

researchers wanted to compare and contrast each subject’s experience abroad, they 

felt they should examine each subject’s overall circumstances; thus this chapter is 

broken into themes, i.e., lifestyle, education, communication, diet and discrimination, 

each student experienced the new culture differently and the researchers felt it was 

helpful to use themes to separate the experiences in a concrete fashion. 

Why were these themes chosen? Because the researchers wished to view each 

subject's ability to integrate; normal integrational factors usually include, how the 

subject is living compared to their home country's environment, i.e., the different food 

that is made available to them; the educational differences, in this case because the 

subject's are students; the communicational barriers due to language difference; how 

the subjects are treated as compared to their home environment, i.e., discrimination. 

Why was this helpful? These themes were observed in an effort to gauge how well 

each subject acclimated to their new surroundings. The students that were able to 

integrate well were able to comfortably move into each of these themes, for instance, 

becoming acclimated to the new food or educational environment or finding friends 

despite their first language being different from that of their new friends or 

acquaintances. The students least able to acclimate were not comfortable enough to 

acclimate into any of these themes, for instance, being unable to get used to the new 

diet or communicate comfortably due to the language barrier.    
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5.2. WHAT CULTURAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL CHANGES HAVE BEEN 

BROUGHT TO THE CHINESE STUDENTS STUDYING IN EUROPE? 

General Observations of the students’ ideas 

The changes in culture seem to have had a large impact on the Chinese exchange 

students. (see Appendix 2) The students demonstrated three different attitudes as to 

how they came to terms with a different culture. Subject No. 1 (studying in Sweden) 

stated: 

The cultural difference had an impact on and changed my world outlook, 

view of life and values. After accepting such cultural differences, my 

ideology, behavior, habits and living style has been changing gradually. 

This student had a very positive attitude in his outlook concerning the changes and 

challenges, he found the culture acceptable and it helped to change his view in a 

positive manner. 

However, subject No.2 (studying in Sweden) stated: 

It was very difficult to integrate into the local society. I had some 

emotional resistance to the changes of lifestyle while living abroad alone 

because of the large cultural differences between our two countries. 

The subject felt hard-pressed to be part of the host culture; she felt it was due to her 

own nerves, uptightness and disappointment. 

 

Subject No.5 (studying in England) said that: 

I did not have any ambition before, but in England, I have learned to try 

hard to succeed as often as possible. My personality also draws closer to 

Europeans. I think that this was a good beginning for my life abroad. 

From this interview, the authors identified a third way of thought, that people can take 

constructively look at both sides of one situation, i.e., whether or not the experience 

was positive or negative. The integrational factors that were taken note of in each 

interview include: life style, education, communication and diet. Themes were chosen 

to better analyze and observe the students’ experiences, this allowed an easily 

transition for the researchers to compare and contrast the data; some of the themes 

originated from the research questions and some of it was acquired from the data that 
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was gathered in order to better organize it for analysis.  

Life style 

On the subject of life, the subjects gave answers according to their location and 

personal feelings. The subjects noted the greatest difference between China and 

Europe when it came to life style. Subject No.1 spoke on the subject: 

The cultural difference between China and Sweden can be seen daily: the 

stores close very early in Sweden, and run for only a short time during the 

weekend, which is in vast contrast with China. I am still not accustomed 

to this. 

Subject No. 4 (studying in Spain) also mentioned the same thing: 

The pace of life is very slow in Spain, and the working hours are very 

short as well. I am puzzled that a lot of supermarkets and stores are closed 

on the weekends, so a lot of food must be purchased prior to the weekend. 

Subject No. 3 (studying in France) mentioned: 

The French start and end work at a fixed time, and they never take their 

work home. But in China there can be extra work that is taken home. 

There are no stores open here on Sundays because people believe that it is 

the time when they should have a rest at home, even for small retailers. 

While in China, it is a good opportunity for them to make money. I 

always feel a sense of boredom here, because I have nowhere to go during 

the holidays and weekends. 

The differences between China and Europe the subjects mentioned affected them by 

making their lives less exciting. In China, entertainment venues, shopping malls and 

supermarkets are open very late on weekends, unlike Europe. Subject No. 3 informed 

the researchers that France is a country where there are frequent work strikes, 

especially traffic strikes, which caused her some inconvenience.  

Subject No. 5 stated: 

Foreigners prefer to go to the pubs at night and have parties, but it is not 

that acceptable for Chinese students to go to pubs and night clubs 

frequently. My neighbors always have parties every Wednesday and 

Friday; I think it is noisy. I always lose sleep when they have their parties.  

However, in a much more positive view, subject No.2 (studied in Sweden) stated: 
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The cultural differences have made me understand how to learn and think 

independently. I start to try to find answers by myself; this is a very good 

start. 

Subject No. 4 also said: 

Life studying abroad has changed me a lot, for instance, I am getting used 

to the lifestyle of the Spanish gradually, adjusting my bedtime schedule and 

such; however, the most important is that I have enriched my experience 

and opened my visual field. Some traditional thought and concepts can also 

be changed and I became more confident living in such an open country. 

All of the interviewees point out that when they get into a new environment they 

immediately have a new life style; it is an example of being integrated into local 

society.  

Education 

Almost all of the interviewees’ viewpoints were different due to the Education for 

almost all of the subjects were different due to the difference of education systems 

and European countries. Traditional exam-oriented education was adopted in China, 

while European countries commonly implement an open education system. As subject 

No.2 stated: 

I found that the education system in Sweden was very different from China. 

In China, most of the learning is repeated based on textbooks, and a lot of 

students memorize the books mechanically. However, overseas learning is 

very flexible, and we have a lot of reading by ourselves, or experience 

through doing. 

In this study the authors also observed problems for the exchange students because of 

their education. Like the subject from the Ukraine, student No.6 said: 

I had a classmate who had not finished school, because they were not able 

to adapt to the change of learning and teaching style. 

According to the subjects’ answers, the authors reached that conclusion that the 

students studying abroad experience many kinds of pressures which has given great 

efforts in their study. The views concerning the educational barriers were similar as all 

students in China are subjected to same type of study, however, this does not dictate 

how they experience the educational systems abroad. 
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Communication 

Language barrier is a large obstacle for the exchange student's ability to integrate into 

local society. Each student had their own personal obstacles to overcoming this 

language barrier. Subject No. 3 states: 

The obstacle in language and communication has a very significant 

influence on integration into local society; as a result of this, a lot of 

foreigners keep a distance from them.  

As subject No. 4 said: 

I have a language barrier and I am unwilling to communicate with 

foreigners. After all, the culture between China and the West is very 

different; foreigners are too open for Chinese to understand. The cultural 

difference and language barriers have caused a lot of misunderstandings 

during communication. 

The student from Germany, subject No. 7 said: 

I am always trying hard to learn German, I would like to converse with 

Germans, but I hardly have the opportunity, because we do not have any 

common topics. For this reason, it is hard for me to make local friends. 

Chinese can be bashful; it can cause misunderstandings with foreigners. Language can 

handicap the students and sap their enthusiasm and confidence in making friends with 

the locals. 

Diet 

Most subjects pointed out the difference in diet and how it could hinder them. The 

differences in the cuisine and general food stuffs from China were always an issue for 

the students. Subject No.3 said: 

The French like cheese and snails; this is hard for some Chinese to accept, 

so I try to not take meals in restaurants. 

It was also mentioned in the previous research reviewed:" students experienced 

stomach aches and skin irritations because of the different eating habits and weather" 

(Meza & Gazzoli, 2010).  
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Subject No.4 told us: 

As for the diet, there is a lot of olive oil, salad dressing, red wine and bread 

in the supermarket; this is some of their favorite, every day foods. The 

Spanish like drinking, and they can be seen sitting in Beer Houses, drinking 

and chatting for a long time. But, it is not like the wine culture in China nor 

is it excessive drinking. They just chat and experience life in their spare 

time tasting wine. I think the taste is a little bit heavy, most of the dishes 

before meals, such as the olives, are very sour. I do not like it. I lost 5 

kilograms in the first year.  

Like Oberg (1960) said:" strange food sometimes upsets people." Most of the subjects 

told researchers that they felt uncomfortable with these strange foods; it took time to 

adjust to them. 

Discrimination 

Discrimination was found to hinder and give negative connotations to the students, as 

it were, giving some students a negative view of their host country. 

One subject had mentioned racial discrimination; subject No.3 says: 

This was really an individual discrimination problem. For instance, in a 

group project last year, [she] met a group of students who did their own 

things, and never told her when to do the work or participate in activities. 

Her name was not even listed on the final report. In light of this, she went to 

the teachers and solved this problem. In addition, she had a Chinese 

classmate. The teacher announced to the public that her classmate was just a 

“problem”. 

Subject No.5 also observed some of the discrimination: 

Most of the English students discriminate against Chinese students because 

they think that their blood lineage is superior, and look down upon Chinese, 

Indians and Jews, etc. 

Because of such racial discrimination, many Chinese exchange students are deprived 

of many job opportunities. Chinese students are considered to be inferior and 

incompetent even though many Chinese students are no less talented than Native 

students. 

Subject No.2 says: 

The tuition for the students is very low, and they do not have much high 

study stress; unlike in China, the parents stress the importance to their 
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children to study well and do not allow them to fall in love at an early age, 

etc. For example, my landlord was an old overseas Chinese who has been 

living in Spain for more than twenty years, whose living style and thinking 

process had been westernized. She has a Spanish half-blooded daughter. 

She said that it was enough for her daughter to pass the exams, and she 

seldom urges her daughter to study. 

Chinese exchange students need more practical opportunities and experience more 

varieties of jobs in order to adapt to Western - style educations and catch up with the 

Native people. But in fact, international social work is quite difficult to ascertain for 

the exchange students.  

Other problems 

Some subjects perceived their own personality as a disadvantage, as subject No.3 told 

the researchers, she says: 

I am an introvert and I do not talk very much. I do not know if it is my 

character that makes me feel that it is difficult to integrate into this society. 

Subject No.3 told researchers that she was depressed and uncomfortable for a long 

time when she first arrived in France. The symptoms that she described were similar 

to the concept of “culture shock” mentioned by Oberg (1960). 

Subject No.2 mentioned: 

Once I went to the hospital and was given some medicine. The doctor told 

me that I would receive the bill later, but, I did not receive any bill for a 

long time, so I went to the hospital again and asked the staff there about my 

bill, they said I should keep waiting. Several months later I received a letter, 

it said because I did not pay the bill in time I should pay the penalty which 

was much more expensive than the original bill. I do not think it was my 

mistake, but I cannot prove that I did not receive the bill, so, I have to pay 

the penalty. The hospital cannot help me. I think it would be better if some 

organizations could help me to deal with this kind of problem, because I 

know some Chinese exchange students who have similar problems. 

As Chen and Chen (2009, p. 7) ‘’s subject mentioned, more services should be 

developed, such as: “Services dealing with food, sense of community, housing, and 

religious holiday observance”. Similarly, subject No.2 also mentioned the same thing. 
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5.3. INTERPRETATION 

According to the result of these interviews, all the subjects demonstrated their ways of 

overcoming difficulties; they were willing to face the problems and solve them. They 

were willing to change themselves to adapt to a new cultural environment. For 

example, the subjects’ changed their concepts, behavioral habits, and became more 

open and studious. Subject No.1 says: 

When I accepted the cultural differences, my ideology, behaviors, habits 

and living style have changed gradually. And some new changes have 

developed in building and intensifying confidence and emotional 

expression.  

Subject No. 4 points out: 

I think going around knowing about the local environment and customs was 

needed to conquer all these difficulties, and that there would be more topics 

made available to communicate with foreigners. Making friends with local 

people or finding a job is another way to integrate into the local culture. In 

these ways, there will be more opportunities to have contact with foreigners 

and practice speaking their language. 

 Subject No.6 mentioned: 

The biggest problem which I encountered in the days of studying abroad 

was language. I found that I was not able to communicate with the local 

people, so I learned desperately and never cut any classes or let 

opportunities evade me to communicate with the local people. I tried to be 

concentrated in class and learned grammar and accumulated vocabulary.  

According to Meza and Gazzoli's (2010, p. 7): "students referred to one or two of the 

following items: attention to punctuality, development of a sense of responsibility and 

increasing personal independence." In this study, the researchers felt this was a good 

beginning for the exchange students.  

Interviewee No.5 told the authors:  

I am willing to change myself to integrate into the society; things like table 

manners and food etiquette that are acceptable in their culture. Also, taking 

part in sports and participating in school activities regularly are good ways 

for me to adapt to a new culture.  
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According to the subjects' description, the researchers found that the factors 

influencing their adaptation can be attributed to both internal and external factors. The 

internal factors were, like some of the subjects' mentioned, in order to integrate into 

the country, initiative is important. Initiative for adapting into a new culture and the 

courage to make new friends is necessary. Reading books about Europeans countries' 

politics and history is also a helpful way for foreign students to better understand the 

condition of the country they choose to study in; the external factors include help 

from organizations, student unions, classmates and friends. However currently lacking 

is an organization that assists exchange students with their life and psyche. 

Although exchange students have various problems while studying abroad, the 

researchers found that the information given suggested that the students had adapted 

and acclimated to their host country; subject No. 1, for example, mentioned that the 

Swedish educational system is easier for him to understand and he acquires 

knowledge rapidly; he was also more able to accept the new culture. Subject No. 2 

mentioned that the cultural difference helped her to think more independently, and has 

given her motivation to seek out answers on her own. Subject No. 3's personality 

changed gradually in the process of studying abroad and she has become more 

empowered to face her problems independently. 

Subject No. 4 told the researchers that her personality has changed and she is now 

more studious; she stated that she now has the desire to explore the local culture, and 

is open to go traveling more often to fulfill a growing wanderlust and better integrate 

into local society. Subject No.5 mentioned that the long-term cultural differences 

cannot be absolved in the short-term; but, these cultural differences make her more 

determined and willing to compete actively, and that these changes have allowed her 

to come out of her shell. Subject No. 6 stated that he wanted to make more friends to 

better integrate into the local cultural environment, and that he is more diligent and 

eager to acquire knowledge; in this study, he was best able to integrate. Subject No.7 

described trying to understand and learn the teaching modus operandi as well as 

master the German language. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

6.1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter consists of the analysis of the research data and the conclusions. First 

described is the method of analysis, second is observing the students experiences from 

the point of view of published sources, third the analysis of the data and lastly the 

conclusions reached by the researchers after the completion of their research.  

6.2. ANALYSIS 

Social Constructionism and Acculturation 

Social Constructionism has a social rather than an individual focus and is concerned 

with how knowledge is constructed and understood from a social perspective 

(Andrews, 2012). As previously mentioned in Chapter 4, this theory is concerned with 

how social phenomena develops in social contexts, in other words, how society can 

changed and form an individual. Jing (2010) defined culture as a common 

psychological procedure that is owned by the people in the same environment. Thus, 

culture is not an individual characteristic, but a psychological procedure that is shared 

by many people who have the same social experience and have accepted the same 

education. Different cultures have different modes of thinking, so when a foreigner 

ventures into another culture the psychological procedure is different than their host 

countries. According to Lewthwaite’s (1997) study, the researchers found that some of 

the subjects' had strong feelings concerning integrational problems and some of the 

subjects' found that their relationships were difficult. 

“Acculturation ...at the group level...involves changes in social structures and 

institutions and in cultural practices; at the individual level, it involves changes in a 

person's behavioral repertoire" (Berry, 2005 pp. 698-699). There are five stages in the 

acculturation theory; they are traditional, transitional, marginal, assimilated and 
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bicultural (Kevin, Pamela & Gerardo 2005). Using these stages as a base, the 

researchers concluded that the students each fit one of the criteria; subject No. 3 was 

based in the transitional stage, while subject No. 6 was in the assimilated stage with 

the remaining students based in marginal stage. 

Stages 

Of the seven subjects chosen, only two subjects, 3 and 6, were apart of different 

stages from the majority of the subjects. Subjects No.1, 2, 4, 5 and 7 had joined the 

marginal stage of the acculturation process. This occurs when there are difficulties 

compromising their culture and their host culture's customs and values (Perozzi, 

2009). In their interviews, their reactions to the differences in their host cultures 

spanned both sides of the spectrum, with some very positive and very negative 

experiences and feelings. According to the theory of Social Constructionism, their 

host societies began to shape their feelings and experiences, not the other way around. 

Their host countries became their world, even if only for a short time. 

Subject No. 3 was found to be part of the transitional stage, this stage occurs when the 

subject learns the language and customs of their host culture, but are unable to fully 

understand them (Perozzi, 2009). She discussed her initial culture shock upon arriving 

in her host country, France, and not being able to fully cope with it for a long period 

of time; she also mentioned inability to accept all of the French cuisine or customs 

during holidays and weekends. She was also subject to some classroom discrimination 

furthering the difficulty for her to integrate fully. Due to this she can also be 

categorized in the stage of separation, because of her inability to acclimate, she 

segregated herself from the French people and customs, choosing to continue using 

Chinese customs. Another category she may be placed in is the traditional stage, 

which is keeping to her original Chinese culture and not fully learning French or 

becoming accustomed to a French diet. 

Subject No. 6 was found to be part of the assimilated stage, as mentioned previously, 

this occurs when the subject has been able to completely integrate into the host 
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society and accept the culture and values (Perozzi, 2009). He worked very hard to 

integrate in the host society, he mentioned his greatest obstacle was language, but he 

persevered and learned the host country's native tongue; he also worked hard to 

acquire friends and was of all the subjects in the study, best able to integrate into the 

new culture. The researchers feel that at some stage this subject will reach the 

bicultural stage, being able to adapt to his host country’s customs and language as 

fully as he is accustomed to Chinese culture and language.  

Result 

This study showed that in attempting to acclimate, integrate and even become part of 

a new culture, it was necessary to practice acceptance of new things; i.e.; food, culture, 

customs, etiquette and language(s). In the process of adapting to a new culture, 

changes will inevitably occur, i.e., world views and values. Even with the broadening 

of knowledge and social circles, the students were still in no better a position to tap 

sources and apply for assistance from international programs to help them prolong 

their stay abroad. No matter the country, the commonality was found in how the new 

cultural environment influenced and changed the student and the differences due to 

the different living conditions and culture. These changed can be viewed two main 

theories, Acculturation and Social Constructionism. 

What cultural and psychological changes have been brought to the Chinese students 

studying in Europe? 

The behavior and lifestyle changes were apparent based on the subjects' answers. For 

example, they adapted themselves to the native diet, learned to speak a foreign 

language in order to form relations with their native classmates or friends and took 

part in many kinds of social interaction; they also learned to examine the foreign 

lifestyle and customs by communicating with the people around them, not all of the 

students shared the same feelings, some were able to gain something positive from 

their time spent abroad, while others were unable to do the same. According to the 

psychological acculturation process, while all of the students experienced facets of the 
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acculturation process, each student reacted and experienced it differently; while a 

theme such as communication is a physical feature of acculturation, it also impacts the 

psychological process. When the students are unable or unwilling, i.e., subject’s No. 3, 

No. 4 and No. 7 to communicate with people in their host society, this can isolate 

them, hinder them from forming new friendships or acquaintances and affect their 

mentality concerning their host culture. Another issue that should be noted is that the 

researchers found some of the students to be shy and introverted, i.e., subject No. 3, or 

emotionally resistant to accepting these changes, i.e., subject No. 2, this also 

contributes to the psychological experience they receive while abroad, their ability to 

connect emotionally and mentally with their host culture.  

How do the Chinese students describe their experiences adapting to the different 

cultures in Europe? 

According to the results, all of the subjects changed their habits and customs to adapt 

to the new culture; i.e., eating habits, study methods and lifestyle. Most of the changes 

were positives ones with many of them stating that the experience of cultural 

integration had made them more independent and psychologically stronger than 

before. These changes can be viewed through the theory of Social Constructionism, 

each subject, as mentioned earlier, experienced their host culture differently and 

reacted in turn, the way they reacted to their host cultures was their choice, some of 

the subjects, No. 2, No. 5 and No. 6, chose to integrate and adapt and were willing to 

work to gain acceptance or learn the language or more about the host culture, subject 

No. 4 chose to be unreceptive to their host culture, as they mentioned in their answer 

that they were unwilling to communicate with people in their host country. In regards 

to Social Constructionism (see 4.3), the subjects that were open and chose to integrate 

into the host society were able to do so by following a routine, for example, subject 

No. 6 stated he was desperate to learn the language and chose to attend every class 

and activity to achieve his goal. The different choices the subjects made in regard to 

their new surroundings, schools and friends was dependant on their personal choices. 
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6.3. CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this study was to examine how some Chinese exchange students, studying 

in different European countries, described their experiences of integration into 

European society. The result of the study demonstrates that each subject encountered 

problems and resistance to integration; i.e., language barrier and culture, as well as 

some racial discrimination. Unfortunately due to lack of native friends and the 

difficulties faced in integrating, some lost out on job opportunities and experienced 

lack of support and assistance. The researchers, as previously stated, only conducted 

seven interviews, two students located in Sweden with the rest in different European 

countries. As such, it was hard to determine from this sample that the experiences of 

other students in the same countries would be the same. All of the subjects also stated 

that as they first arrived in their host countries they had a feeling of being out of place; 

they were shy and unable to communicate comfortably. However, after a period of 

time, many of the subjects were able to take part actively in their host society, though 

from this sample, none of them had fully integrated into their host culture. 

All of the communication for this study was conducted in Chinese, so as to avoid 

misunderstanding during the interviewing process, though some error may be 

apparent during the translation process. Social work was applied to solving peoples' 

problems and helping them to improve their quality of life, by using human behavior 

and social system theories, i.e., Social Constructionism and Acculturation. While 

there are two schools of thought utilized in this study, Acculturation was the main one 

as it focused so completely on the integration of foreign peoples. It helped to make the 

students' behavior and psychological thought processes easier to understand as 

exchange students are of the same mentality as migrants or refugees. However, the 

researchers found that there almost no sources on the connection between exchange 

students and acculturation, so liberties were taken, as this subject needs further study 

in social work. 
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In summation, through the theory of Acculturation, the students, as mentioned in the 

results, could be found to have entered different stages according to the theory of 

Acculturation. While all the subjects changed things to suit their new lifestyles in their 

host countries, not all of them could attain the same stage; No.3 was found to be at the 

second stage according to the Acculturational scales (See 4.2). No. 6 was found to be 

at the fourth stage according to the scales. The other five subjects were found to be at 

the third stage. Thus, placing No. 6 at the top of the scale as the most comfortable in 

his new surroundings; and No.3 at the bottom with her struggles to acclimate to her 

host country.  

Using the theory of Social Constructionism to place the subjects is much simpler, as 

this theory centers around how the society impacts the individual, No. 6 would be the 

subject most positively impacted by his host society, while No. 3 would be least 

effected with limited impact on her lifestyle in her host society in a positive way. The 

other five students could be seen to be positively and negatively impacted by their 

new host societies. 

However, due to this sample being so limited, the researchers could only draw limited 

use from this study. A larger, more varied sample would be required to draw a stable 

conclusion based on the integration of foreign exchange students in Europe, this study, 

however, was not without merit, as it allowed the researchers to contemplate themes 

for further study and research. 

6.4. IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

In this study, Chinese exchange students helped the researchers find a deeper 

understanding of the integration and acculturation process. Acculturation and 

integration can be used to study any group or any ethnicity that is trying to integrate 

into another culture. More studies could be developed around integration and 

acculturation in the future; the subjects of those studies could be migration, refugees 

and foreign exchange students. Those studies could also discuss the relation between 

mental health and cultural change or discuss the integrational problems and what 
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social services could be promoted for the use of foreign peoples. 

Integration, Acculturation and Social Constructionism are all linked with the aspect of 

social work because they all concern the interaction between individuals and the 

environment. Both integration and acculturation are related to many social problems 

as well as emotional and psychological problems, while Social Constructionism 

focuses on the social interaction of people. This should be taken into account. The 

field of study in cultural integration should be expanded as well as the field of 

acculturation and international students, though there has been some focus on them as 

far as psychology and anthropology, the integrational field is found lacking in their 

study of international students.   

Social work has also been applied to solving people’s problems and helping people 

improve their quality of life. By using human behavior and social system theories, 

social work gets involved in people’s interaction with the environment (International 

Federation of Social Workers, 2012). According to the settings of the international 

social work mentioned above, researchers found one of its most important roles in 

international society was to help the foreign peoples adapt to the life in their host 

culture quickly and facilitate their life by providing a variety of assistances; such as, 

researching international issues and developing social policies and programs. 

6.4.1 POSSIBLE THEMES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

In this study, many things, such as the diet, social life, and method of study were 

discussed. However, for further research, new themes can be taken into account.  

Integrational factors on migration and refugees 

Acculturational studies on different ethnic groups 

Focus on the integrational obstacles of foreign exchange students 

Psychological and Anthropological studies on foreign exchange students 
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APPENDIX 1 

INTERVIEW GUIDE  

The interview questions:  

1. What differences are there between the Chinese and foreign culture? 

2. What changes do the cultural differences cause you?  

3. What difficulties have you encountered adapting to a new culture? And how do you 

handle them?  

4. What kind of help do you need in the process of adapting to a new culture? 
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APPENDIX 2 

INFORMATION OF INTERVIEWS 

 

Country Gender Major 

No.1 Sweden male Business Management and Public 

Administration 

No.2 Sweden female Business Management and Public 

Administration 

No.3 France female Accounting and Finance 

No.4 Spain female Travel and Tourism 

No.5 England female Industrial Management 

No.6 Ukraine male Russian Language and Literature  

No.7 Germany male Computer Science and Communication 
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