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Abstract:  

When students learning English as a second language travel from one 

country to another, they may be affected psychologically, emotionally, and 

socially because of cultural differences between their own culture and that of 

the host country. Culture shock is a phenomenon that impedes students' 

academic ability and elicits feelings of being rejected, a sense of loss, 

helplessness, and anxiety. This phenomenon has been investigated in various 

studies on international students ; however, the perception and experiences of 

Iraqi students studying English as a second language in Malaysian 

universities have not been fully reported. This study aims to investigate the 

perception of Iraqi students of the impact of cultural shock on learning 

English as a second language, with the aim of exploring the relationship 

between culture shock, sociodemographic variables, and interpersonal stress. 

Sixty-five (65) Iraqi students pursuing different programs in Malaysian 

universities participated in the study. The data were collected through an 

adopted culture shock questionnaire developed by Mumford (1998). 

Multilinear regression analysis was conducted to see the relationship between 

the variables. The findings indicated that the participants' perception of 

culture shock is moderate, interpersonal stress, and mode of residence in 

Malaysia were found to be significant predictors of culture shock. Suggestion 

for overcoming culture shock among Iraqi students in Malaysian universities 

is provided.  

Keywords: Perception, Iraqi Students, Cultural Shock, English ESL, 

Malaysian Universities. 
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 ملخص 

بسبب الاختلافات بين ثقافتهم و ثقافة    عد الصدمة الثقافية ظاهرةً تعُيق قدرة الطلاب على الدراسة ت       
الصدمة الثقافية على تعلم    العراقيين لتأثيرالطلاب    إدراكتهدف هذه الدراسة إلى استقصاء    البلد المضيف.

.  و متغير التوتر الاجتماعي  السكانية - الاجتماعية  اللغة الإنجليزية، وتحديد العلاقة بين هذه الظاهرة والمتغيرات  
تم جمع البيانات    حيث  الجامعات الماليزيةطالباً عراقياً يدرسون تخصصات مختلفة في    65شارك في الدراسة  

(. تم إجراء تحليل الانحدار  1998مومفورد )  صممت من قبلباستخدام استبانة خاصة بالصدمة الثقافية  
النتائج أن مستوى الصدمة الثقافية لدى المشاركين كان    أظهرتو    المتغيراتالمتعدد للكشف عن العلاقة بين  

                                                                             متوسطاً، وأن التوتر الاجتماعي ونوع الإقامة في ماليزيا كانا من أهم العوامل المؤثرة في هذه الظاهرة. 

 . الجامعات الماليزية ، اللغة الانكليزية كلغة ثانية ، الصدمة الثقافية ، الادراك: الكلمات المفتاحية
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The research 

Introduction 

New encounters or experiences that people undergo in a new cultural 

environment are known as cultural shock. This concept has been widely 

discussed in literacy discourse for decades (Winkelman, 1994 ; Fumham, 

2019 ; Fumham, 2012). The phenomenon has also been seen as stages or 

processes that settlers experience in their process of acculturation into a new 

cultural environment (Xia, 2009).  People expressed negative emotions as a 

result of unexpected cultural exigencies due to unfamiliar cultural 

experiences through fear, desperation, agitation, and unrest. Depending on 

individual strength and capabilities in handling issues, the effect of culture 

shock could be constructive or destructive (Cupsa, 2018). Scholarly pieces of 

evidence from previously published literature have isolated the language 

barrier to be one of the leading factors to culture shock. Because culture is 

closely related to language, linguistic differences could enhance cultural 

shock (Pedersen 1995 ; Bochner, 2003 ; Cushman, 2007 ; Mulyadi, 

Permatasari, Soares, Syarifudin, da Silva Pinto, & Sarmento, 2024). 

The possibilities of problems and difficulties to be confronted by foreign 

students are largely huge while living in a foreign culture. These problems 

include but are not limited to language problems, loneliness, accommodation 

problems, and misunderstanding since the societal social conventions are not 

fully understood, which may result in culture shock (Pelling, 2000). Culture 

shock is perceived by many as an encounter with strange events, 

unexpectedly, and its nature is highly unpredictable. Therefore, this is seen as 

a psychological upset, a time of stress, a new phenomenon that demands 

readjustment, perhaps for the first time in their lives, either positively or 

negatively (Xiaoqiong, 2008). Alternation from a known culture to the 

unknown not only presents an unfamiliar set of variables, but it also has a 

potential tendency to inflict significant psychological pressure, anxiety, 

helplessness, and depression. Recommendations from scholarly evidence 
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have suggested that before one’s physical acculturation process to a particular 

culture, several aspects of the new culture need to be thoroughly studied, as 

this preparation will equip one to be fully ready (De Verthelyi, 1995; 

Koenigstein, 2012; Mustafa, 2021). Ferraro (2006) opined that the 

psychological pressures of a new culture cannot be dealt with completely. he 

advised teachers to be very careful when dealing with students at the new 

arrival stage, as any misunderstood, vague, or indistinct command will 

jeopardize their stay in the new culture.  Knowledge of these issues could help 

new arrivals deal with pressures and resolve negative emotions about a new 

culture. 

Additionally, boldness and reversing negative attitudes towards new cultures 

into positive ones may help students to be healthy psychologically and 

minimize cultural shock (Almukdad & Karadag, 2024). On the other hand, 

the accumulation of anxiety, depression, and feelings of helplessness 

accelerates psychological disorientation, resulting in difficulties in 

concentration during learning activities. Failure to address symptoms of 

cultural shock positively may lead to hostility toward host nationals and 

prevent students from establishing a good rapport with the host nation, which 

will hinder their ability to overcome culture shock (Saylag, 2014). Previous 

findings indicated that preparation and willingness could help students adjust 

to the new environment and help them become more confident. Any student's 

attempt to develop familiarity with the accents of the host community is 

another sort of strategy that could help to reduce the impact of culture shock 

and establish intercultural communication and intelligibility (Bello & 

Abdullahi, 2022). 

I Research Objectives  

 This research is intended to investigate Iraqi students' perception of the 

impact of cultural shock on learning English as a second language in 

Malaysian universities. The aims of the research are set to be achieved 

through the following research objectives :  
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1.To explore the perception of Iraqi students of impact of culture shock on 

learning English as a second language in Malaysian universities. 

2.To examine the relationship between age, interpersonal stress, gender, 

mode of residence, qualification in view, university of study and the length 

of the period of stay in Malaysia and culture shock scores.  

3.To recommend how Iraqi students learning English as a second language in 

Malaysian universities can be supported to overcome cultural shock.  

 

 

II. Reviews of Related Literature 

The international students currently living in Malaysia, learning to be 

proficient in English as a second language, are in huge numbers. These 

students are from different linguistic backgrounds and home countries. In 

recent years, Malaysia has witnessed an influx of such students from Arab 

countries seeking to learn English as a second language (Zeeshan, Sabbar, 

Bashir, & Hussain, 2013). These students, coming from different cultures, are 

expected naturally to be affected emotionally and socially by the new cultures 

they come across, which is different from their experiences back home 

(Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017).  

Students of all ages are expected to be affected by this phenomenon in 

classroom settings and other educational settings outside their home 

countries. The term shock “is understood as the stimulus for the acquisition 

of culture-specific skills that are required to engage in new social interactions 

(Zhou et al., 2008, p. 65). It is believed that shock could potentially affect 

students’ ability to learn and master any academic content. It could also affect 

the emotional and social well-being of students learning English as a second 

language in many contexts (Raja, Zhang, Li, Almutairi, & Almutairi, 2023).  
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Several factors could minimize the effects of culture shock among students, 

some of such factors include social support.  Social support is seen by Lin 

(2006); Pantelidou and Craig (2006) as an accessible support through social 

relationships, which could be groups, individuals, or a larger community. This 

support is essential in equipping individuals to be strong enough to be able to 

face their studies with seriousness. Resilience, which is perceived to be a 

positive adaptation, is another factor that could minimize culture shock 

among students (Hormozi, Miller & Banford, 2018). In addition, cultural 

awareness is seen as an important component in minimizing culture shock in 

a foreign land. Cultural awareness encompasses developing a mindset and 

adaptability that will help students appreciate and navigate the richness of 

human diversity. Other findings reported open-mindedness as one of the 

possible factors that could minimize the effects of culture shock among 

students studying English as a second language in a foreign land (Putra, 

Sujadi, Bustami, & Indra, 2022).  Open-mindedness involves approaching the 

new customs and culture with a curious mind rather than being judgmental. 

Students with an open mind tend to reframe the feelings of being naïve and 

absorb every bit of new encounter as an opportunity to learn. These types of 

students adapt more easily and appreciate the cultural differences they come 

across in a foreign land. 

Other research findings indicated the division of culture shock into different 

stages ; these stages include the honeymoon stage (Schartner & Young, 2015 

; Jansen, 2015 ; Herdi & Handayani, 2020), a stage perceived to be the initial 

point where learners have their first experience with the new cultures. 

Therefore, it represents the beginning of an encounter with a new culture 

where students come with a high level of expectations, visions, and a sense 

of thrill which they might have had through stories or media outlets right from 

their home countries (Aryani, Komar, Abdulhak, Hatimah, & Nuraini, 2021). 

They may be enchanted by the sights, sounds, tastes, and people of the new 

culture. Students in this stage may overlook cultural differences observed or 

inconveniences that may arise as a result of these cultural differences ; their 

focus is centered on the novelty and adventure of learning. This stage is a 
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powerful motivating factor for moving forward, as it enhances acceptance and 

early connection with the cultures and locals temporarily (Pedersen, 1994). 

 However, as the novelty of the immersion into a new environment fades 

away, new challenges will appear, leading to frustration or negotiation.  The 

follow-up stage is considered to be the next stage of culture shock after the 

honeymoon stage. The follow-up stage is mostly defined as a negotiation or 

frustration stage. The stage is characterized by students' ability to recognize 

the cultural differences between their home and foreign lands (Anjalin, 

Mazumdar, & Whiteside, 2017). The stage is perceived as a departure from 

initial excitements, moving into the feeling of the deeper cultural differences. 

Students will start to notice how things are done differently from their home 

cultures. This will establish a clash of cultures, leading to confusion, 

irritation, and resentment. Students will start to wonder why things are going 

the way they are here, and they will start to feel isolated and homesick 

(Adeyoyin & Adeyemo, 2019).  

The next stage is called the ‘disintegration stage’. This is a phase where 

students develop an inner feeling that definitely he/she will face lots of 

difficulties in coping or adapting to the customs and culture of the host 

community (Orłowska, 2019). This stage is crucial because it is the stage 

where students will start to evaluate the worthiness or otherwise of their stay 

in the host community, either to continue or to withdraw, leading to the next 

stage which is reintegration, in this stage, learners are working hard to adjust 

to the new environment by modifying their habits toward the host community 

and accepting what seems to be odd to them initially. They opened their heart 

and minds to the new customs and traditions and appreciated the social 

protocols of the society (Pritchard, 2011). Changes are manifested in their 

daily habits, such as communication style, eating, to conform with the local 

customs and traditions. They developed confidence more freely, experiencing 

less frustration and growing a sense of belonging. They do not abandon their 

cultures but integrate them with both the aspects of the new cultures and those 

of their homeland (Martin & Harrell, 2004).   
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As early as 1986, Taft conceptualized interpersonal stress as a concept of 

culture shock, which has six different manifestations. According to him, 

culture shoch is manifested from (i) huge tension in attempting to adjust to a 

new cultural phenomenon; (ii) feeling of isolation and nostalgia as a result of 

losing frequent encounters with the loved ones, family and friends; (iii) 

assuming to have been rejected by the members of the new culture;(iv)  fear 

and confusion in trying to figure out what to do and at what time; (v) feeling 

of revulsion, anxiety and anger when cultural differences between home and 

foreign land are apparent; (vi) helplessness and discomfort from not being 

able to cope with the new environment. Berry (2005) opined that a good 

attitude towards the host community and culture are prerequisite for 

immersion and acceptability to a new culture. Feelings of rejection, not being 

accepted or understood by the host communities and cultures, produce 

emotional stress (Sakurai, McCall-Wolf, & Kashima, 2010 ; Zhang & 

Brunton, 2007). 

Despite the availability of numerous empirical studies conducted to evaluate 

the impact of culture shock on foreign students in their attempt to equip 

themselves educationally, little is known on Iraqi students learning English 

as a second language in Malaysian universities. The current research intends 

to investigate the perception of Iraqi students on the impact of cultural shock 

in learning English as a second language in Malaysian universities.  

 

III Methodology  

1. Research Instrument  

The adopted questionnaire developed by Mumford (1998) is used in this 

research. the questionnaire is used to measure quantitatively the emotional 

and psychological perception of the students on the impact of culture shock 

as they found themselves in a foreign land for the first time. The questionnaire 

consists of 12 items exploring culture shock and interpersonal stress on 
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students’ feelings of isolation, prompting challenges in both communicating 

and understanding locals, prostrations or anxiety in social interactions, 

homesickness, and longing for familiar routines, among others. A higher level 

of culture shock is indicated by high scores.  Previous findings (Yoo, 

Matsumoto, & Le Roux, 2006) on this questionnaire indicated its suitability 

for measuring students’ culture shock.  Three options are attached to each 

question, using the criteria set by Mumford (1998), each attempted answerer 

is scored either 1, 2, or 0 based on the decreasing severity of the shock. A 

score of 11-14 is regarded as high culture shock, 6-16 scores were grouped 

under moderate culture shock, while scores of 0-5 were regarded as low 

culture shock. As for the interpersonal stress, the scores ranging from 0 and 

10 were regarded as minimum or maximum, respectively. 

 

2. Participants  

Sixty-five students (65) from different parts of Iraq (Baghdad, Nineveh, 

Anbar, Najaf, Kirkuk, al-Qadisiya, etc.) participated in this study ; these 

students were studying the English language at different Malaysian 

universities. They all had experiences of either teaching or learning English 

as a second language. They had been in Malaysia from 2 months to 4 years. 

A more detailed description of the participants is presented below : 

Table 1. Demographic description of the participants 

Variables   n (%) 

Age  20-30 (20) 30.7 

31-40 (35) 53.8 

 ≥41 (10)15.5 
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Gender  Male (45) 69.2 

Female (20) 30.8 

   

Mode of residence in Malaysia Hostels (30) 46.3 

Cohabitation with spouse   (10) 15.4 

Cohousing with friends  (20) 30.7 

Co-residence with family  (5) 7.6 

   

Qualifications in view Certificate (10) 15.4 

Bachelor  (32) 49.4 

Masters  (20) 30.7 

PhD (3) 4.5 

   

 

 

University of study Universiti Putra Malaysia 

(UPM) 

(12) 18. 5 

University of Malaya 

(UM) 

(10) 15. 4 

University Kebangsaan 

(UKM) 

(8) 12.3 



Wisdom Journal For Studies And Research volume 05 Issue 05 /30-09-2025 

ISSN print/ 2769-1926    ISSN online/ 2769-1934 

124 

 

University Malaysia 

Sarawak (UNIMAS) 

(9) 13.8 

Others (26) 40.0 

   

Length of period of stay in 

Malaysia in (Months) 

2-6 (4) 6.2 

6-12 (10) 15.4 

13-24 (25) 38.5 

24-36 (20) 30.7 

 ≥37 (6) 9.2 

 

Table 1 above indicates that the majority of the participants’ age group ranged 

from (n =35, 53.8%), and more than half of them were male (n = 45, 69.2%); 

the females were only (n = 20, 30.8%). In terms of educational qualification 

in view, most of the participants are undergoing bachelor degrees (n = 32, 

49.4%), followed by students of master’s degree (n = 20, 30.7%), then those 

pursuing certificates in English as a second language (n = 10, 15.4%). 

Additionally, the majority of the participants reside in students’ hostels (n = 

30, 36.3%).  Then those that stay with their friends (n = 20, 30.7%). Those 

who stay with their spouse constitute (n = 10, 15.4%) of the participants.  

Those living with their family are only (n = 5, 7.6%).  

A significant number of the students are undergoing their studies in the 

universities categorized as others (n = 26, 40.0%), followed by the students 

of Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) with (n = 12, 18.5%),  the students from 

university Malaya are (n = 10, 15.4%), while the students of University 

Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) are (n = 9, 13.8%), the students of University 

Kebangsaan (UKM) are only (n = 8, 12.3%). In terms of length of period of 
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stay in Malaysia in (Months), most of the participants (n = 25, 38.5%) stayed 

in Malaysia between 13-24 months. Followed by those who stayed in the 

county for 24-36 months (n = 20, 30.7%). Those who stayed in the country 

for the period of 6-12 months are (n = 10, 15.4%). Only (n = 6, 9.2%) of the 

participants stayed in the country with the range of ≥37 months. A very 

insignificant number of the students (n = 4, 6.2%) stayed in Malaysia within 

the range of 2-6 months.  

 

IV. Results and Discussion  

Based on the research objectives stated above, the results of the study are 

presented below followed by the discussions of the findings of the research.   

 

Figure 1. Students’ perception of culture shock 

 

As indicated above in Figure 1, regarding the perception of Iraqi students of 

the impact of culture shock on learning English as a second language in 

Malaysian universities, a moderate level of culture shock was found among 

more than half of the participants, 61.5% (n = 40). However, 23.1% (n = 15) 
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were found to have demonstrated a lower level of culture shock, followed by 

a minority of students whose perception of culture shock was found to be at 

a higher level, 15.4% (n = 10).  

 In order to determine the second objective, the connection, relation, or 

association between the variables, both the dependent and the independent 

variables, a multiple linear regression model was used.  The dependent 

variable is culture shock scores, while the independent variables include age, 

interpersonal stress, gender, mode of residence, qualification in view, 

university of study, and the length of the period of stay in Malaysia.  The 

result of the analysis is presented below. It was discovered that out of the 

listed variables, interpersonal stress, and mode of residence in Malaysia were 

the only variables found to be significant predictors of culture shock, so they 

were retained, while those variables found to be insignificant were removed, 

and the model was rerun.  The outcome of the analysis is presented below.   

Table 2. Predictors of culture shock using a model of multilinear 

regression analysis 

Coefficients: 

 Estimate Std. Error t- Value Pr (>ltl) 

(Intercept)  -1.47603 1.17178 1-323 0.1750 

Mode of 

residence 

0.11865 0.03612 3.116 0.0016 

Stress 0.72872 0.07896 9.215 1.24e-14 

Multiple R-squared: 0.5043. Adjusted R. squared: 0.5045; F- F-statistic: 

58.52 on 2 and 111 DF; p- p-value: < 2.1e-15. 

The outcomes of the model indicated that there is strong evidence to suggest 

that culture shock is predicted by stress and mode of residence in Malaysia. 

Choosing a less familiar environment as a residence in Malaysia increases 
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culture shock and interpersonal stress level by 0.118.  In the same way, the 

interpersonal stress scores determine the increase of culture shock by 0.728, 

while 0.504 is the adjusted value of R-squared. This result means that 50.4 of 

% variability in culture shock scores can be explained by interpersonal stress 

scores and mode of residence in Malaysia. 

Multiple linear regression analysis was also conducted on the interpersonal 

stress questions to determine which of the questions predicted culture shock 

most. The result shows that question Q12 appeared to have the most 

predictive of culture shock (p < 0.002) as presented in Table 3.  Below. 

Table 3. The most predictive interpersonal stress question using multiple 

linear regression analysis 

Coefficients : 

 Estimate Std. Error t- value Pr (>ltl) 

(Intercept)  -5.5216 1.5223 -3.362 0.000654  

Q8 0.7253 0.3132 2.445 0.011011 

Q9 0.4702 03444 1.344 0.1678206 

Q10 1.1020 0.3473 2.705 0.00485 

Q11 0.8096 0.3468 2.442 0.011308 

Q12 1.0181 0.1248 3.448 3.22e-04 

Mode of 

residence 

0.1258 0.0276 3.127 0.012075 

Multiple R-squared: 0.5156. Adjusted R- R-squared: 0.4942; F- F-statistic: 

18.64 on 6 and 117 DF; p- p-value: < 2.185e-15. 
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Based on the outcome of the analysis, 0.494 is the adjusted value of R- 

squared, which signifies that responses to the interpersonal stress question 

Q12 informed the variability of culture shock scores by 49.4%.  

The findings of the current study are in conformity with several empirical 

research findings reported on cultural shock among new students learning the 

English language in different countries. The finding indicated that the 

perception of the participants on culture shock was moderate, which may have 

resulted from the fact that Iraqi students learning English as a second 

language socially intermingled with the locals and do not hesitate to ask for 

clarification in case of an encounter with an unfamiliar event. The findings of 

Presbitero (2016) uncover the effect of cultural shock among international 

students in Australia. his study revealed that cultural shock is prevalent 

among students who emerge into a new culture. In yet another study, 

Sulaiman and Saputri (2019) demonstrated that cultural shock is a 

phenomenon experienced by students pursuing academic training in a foreign 

land. Their findings indicated that Thai students studying at a university in 

Palembang undergo culture shock in their studies. Some of the culture shock 

experienced by their participants includes academic shock, such as classroom 

organization, teachers’ and students’ attitude toward new students, shock 

related to social lives such as men-women relationships, and their participants 

were found to minimize this shock through mental and psychological 

preparation.  

The mode of residence is also found to have a significant effect on culture 

shock in the current study. The possible interpretation of this finding is that 

those who stayed only with the locals will feel the effect of culture shock 

more than those staying close to their family and friends. The findings of 

Akon, Sharmin, Farsim, and Hossain (2025) indicated that support groups 

from family and friends substantially enhance students' ability to adjust to a 

new environment. Similar findings are reported in Rujiprak (2016), where 

social support and self-efficacy were found to help participants in adjusting 

to culture shock and improving cultural adjustment. The results of Tung 
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(2000) show that socio-cultural factors do play roles in affecting the well-

being of the participants. Chan, Yaakob, and Pinjaman, (2021) reported that 

even support from lecturers could be influential in supporting and averting 

culture shock among international students. Their findings called for 

interventions from educational organizations to provide measures that will 

encourage lecturers to support students in adjusting to various cultural aspects 

during their studies.   

Interpersonal stress was also found in this study to inform culture shock 

among Iraqi students learning English as a second language in Malaysian 

universities. Similarly, a study conducted by Ansari, Fallah, and Salehi (2022) 

revealed that culture shock is significantly related to interpersonal stress 

among students. Their findings concluded that sadness, cultural distance, 

confusion, isolation, and feelings of rejection are all components of 

interpersonal stress, and they have a significant connection with culture 

shock.  

 

V. Conclusion 

Empirical research on students' perception of culture shock in different ESL 

settings has recently gathered momentum, geared towards understanding the 

psychological and emotional challenges ESL learners encounter in their quest 

to fulfill their educational goals. New arrivals to a foreign land usually 

experience culture shock; Iraqi students in Malaysian universities are no 

exception. The current research was conducted to investigate the perception 

of Iraqi students on the impact of cultural shock in learning English as a 

second language in Malaysian universities.  The outcome of the study 

indicated that the majority of the participants have moderate perceptions on 

culture shock, mode of residence, and interpersonal stress contributed to 

culture shock among the students. This will pose challenges to learning 

English as a second language in a foreign land. It is believed that an adequate 
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understanding of students’ perceptions of culture shock in ESL learning 

settings is crucial for supporting them.  

Based on the outcome of the study, the following recommendations were 

made for both the Iraqi students undergoing foreign training in English as a 

second language in Malaysian universities and those who are planning to 

embark on such an experience, and to policymakers for a successful program. 

1.Policy makers are advised to organize a cultural briefing, which will include 

graphics, representation, video display, or testimonies from past students on 

social norms, common customs, and daily routines of the host community, 

for their students before departing to a foreign land.  

2.Let there be a safe space that promotes open communication in Malaysian 

universities for foreign students to express their discomfort and confusion, be 

it personnel or teacher-student related. This will help to identify early signs 

of culture shock and pave the way to overcome it.    

3.Iraqi student organizations in Malaysian universities should consider 

organizing routine orientation exercises for newly admitted students from 

Iraq for peer mentorship that can offer emotional support for students and 

practical tips for necessary adjustment.  

4.Educational policy makers should consider integrating cultural learning into 

ESL classroom situations. This will enrich new students with cultural 

differences and help in building awareness and empathy.  

5.New students are advised to imbibe modernization by using technology to 

establish connectivity with their loved ones while away. Modern applications 

such as Duolingo, Google Translate, or WhatsApp could help students cope 

with culture shock by staying in touch with their families while in a foreign 

land.  
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