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Abstract 

China has become more open in recruiting foreign talents in the 
last decade. One way it has done so is by recruiting international 
students to study in universities in different cities across China. 
The current study focused on explaining challenges faced by 
International students in China. The study incorporated a 
qualitative research method through grounded theory to explain 
how international students manage interpersonal interactions and 
relations across cultures in the context of African students 
studying for a University Degree in China. The findings 
contribute to the understanding of different contextual issues and 
challenges that affect African Students in Chinese Higher 
education. The study also gives future directions for research and 
managerial implications for university management in China to 
improve preparations when attracting and receiving international 
students. 
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1. Introduction 

The study of International students has been the focus of 
many research studies in relation to cross cultural 
contexts [1].So many countries are competing for 
dominance within the force of globalization with China 
paving the way for internationalization and globalization of 
Chinese local companies. One industry that has seen 
numerous attention in terms of internationalization is the 
education industry. Gone are the days where students 
would only focus on American and European universities 
as a higher education study destination. Whilst 
internationalization and globalization of higher educational 
institutions continues to make progress[2].China has made 
its universities attractive and has been favored by many 
international students as a study destination. China boasts 
of affordable tuition fees, lower cost of living as well as 
the numerous amount of scholarships from the China  
Scholarship Council which has funded a lot of incoming 
international students [3]. 

 
This paper discusses the challenges experienced by newly 
arrived International students in China. Past research has 
revealed that international students usually go through 
different problems and face different difficulties such as 
adopting to the local language, adjusting to the weather 
conditions, availability of different delicacies of food and 
other financial barriers [4, 5]. 
 
English language proficiency can be seen as a common 
barrier in adjusting to a new environment, which can limit 
the ability of international students to immerse themselves 
within the local community. Past studies focus on English 
language as a language barrier but little is known about 
Chinese language as a barrier. Being able to understand a 
local language can help international students to make new 
friends as well as help in their social interaction with other 
university peers and academic staff. Some known cognitive 
symptoms faced by international students are feeling all 
alone, being unable to communicate, feeling inferior as 
well as a lot of anger and a feeling of being 
misunderstood [4, 6]. 
 
1.2Research Questions 
This paper seeks to address what factors influence the 
transition and adjusting process of newly arrived 
international African students in China. The following 
research questions guide this study. First there is need to 
know: How do international students view their experience 
and challenges they faced in China? 
 How do African students relate with the High context 
culture in China? and what is their experience of culture 
shock and adjusting to China. In the next section, literature 
is reviewed on challenges faced by international students 
as well as past studies in this area. The data collection and 
the analysis is highlighted after. The findings and results 
are then discussed. Lastly the paper ends with a conclusion 
and directions for future research. 
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2. Literature Review 
The concept of “culture shock” was developed by [7] and 
he identified 4 stages namely; “honeymoon” (which 
include interest of new environment); crisis” (being angry 
and feeling defenselessness); recovery (culture knowledge); 
finally, adjustment to the new environment [7]. This study 
focuses more on the on the honeymoon stage of newly 
arrived African international students. 
 
According to the Chinese Ministry of Education the 
number of international students in China has increased 
from 55 000 in 2006 to almost 440 000 by the end of 2016.  
More universities have been attracting international 
students by offering scholarships. The most favored cities 
by university students are top tier cities such as Shanghai, 
Guangzhou and Beijing. According to the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics, the US and UK host around 40,000 
African students a year. China has managed to outrun the 
US and UK by being the most favourable destination of 
study after France which only hosts about 95 000 students. 
In the last decade the African student body has increased 
tremendously from just approximately 2000 students in 
2003 to about 50 000 in 2015. 
 
China’s Ministry of Education(MOE) started a project 
called “Study in China” with the main aim of being the 
biggest host of international students in the Asian Pacific 
Region as well as increasing the number of student to 500 
000 by the year 2020 [3]. The Chinese Government has 
supported cultural diversity and internalization. However 
the question remains what can the government do in terms 
of helping international students study and settle in China. 
 
Previous studies have focused on undergraduate student’s 
culture shock in a western context e.g.[8-10]. According to 
the Institute of International Education,  China sends the 
largest number of international students abroad for study 
but recently there has been and increased amount of 
incoming students to Asia [11, 12]but past research neglects 
the growing body of international students in China. 
[9]sites adaptation as fundamental in dealing with culture 
shock while [13] focus on challenges faced by Asian 
students in relation to cultural differences. 
 
 
3. Research Methodology  
To address the research questions an exploratory, 
constructionist research approach was adopted [14, 15] which 
posits that meaning is abstract and can be obtained through 
communication with others. Qualitative research is useful 
when there is need to understand some phenomena or 
issues of society that arise from specific cultural 

contexts [16-18]. In this case not much is known in terms of 
scholarly research about the challenges faced by African 
international students in China. Qualitative research is 
sometimes taken into account where quantitative data are 
not collected or generated [19].Results of this study are 
based on individual experiences after arriving in China and 
this study stresses on interpretation of these experiences to 
discover patterns [20] so a qualitative approach best fits this 
study. 
 
3.1 Data collection 
Data were collected in the form of focus groups interviews 
on 9 African International Students studying in different 
cities. Focus group method was selected because of the 
limit of resources and time. With a focus group you can 
emphasize on a specific themes and be able to explore it in 
depth [21]. The aim of the study was to get information from 
African students as a group and to construct meaning 
around it. 
 
3.2Sampling Frame 
A purposive sampling method was adopted [22]. Most 
Expatriates live in Beijing, Guangzhou and Shanghai. So 
this study focused on cities in China with less foreigners to 
address the research questions. Due different participants 
living in different cities, the interview took place via Skype. 
Recruitment of participants took place, by sending an 
invitation link on this researcher’s social media account 
inviting international students who would be interested in 
taking part in this study. Afterwards a snowball sampling 
method was adopted asking already recruited participants 
to ask their friends to join. This method is very efficient 
and when further participants are needed in a limited time 
frame [23]. 
 
The Data Collection took place in 3 stages. First stage 
comprised of Masters Students. For stage 2 and 3 Bachelor 
students were further split into two groups. Group 2a) and 
Group 2b) 

Table 1: Participants Demographics 
Name Location Gender Degree 

being 
Pursued 

Nationality 

Res 1 Zhejiang Female Bachelor Zimbabwe 
Res 2 Jiangsu Male Bachelor Botswana 
Res 3 Liaoning Male Master Ghana 
Res 4 Fujian Male Bachelor Togo 
Res 5 Jiangsu Female Master Eritrea 
Res 6 Jiangsu Female Bachelor Tanzania 
Res 7 Zhejiang Female Bachelor Zambia 
Res 8 Zhenjiang Male Bachelor Namibia 
Res 9 Liaoning Male Master South Africa 
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3.4Participants and Contexts 
All participants were international students currently 
studying at a Chinese University and who had arrived in 
the China from September 2017. A high level of diversity 
was reflected as all the participants came from 9 different 
African countries. English was the main instructional 
language used in the study. 2 of the master students had 
previous study abroad experiences. All participants filled a 
consent form and to protect the privacy of the 
participants  [24] participant’s names have been changed. 
 
Focus group Interview Guide. Prior to the initial data 
collection the study adopted semi- structured approach as 
suggested by [25] and a nine step question method was 
followed. 

1) The interview questions included: 
2) How did you picture China before coming? 
3) What word can you use to describe your initial 

feelings after your arrival? 
4) How did you feel about the cultural differences? 
5) Challenges and problems faced in China? 

 
4. Analysis 
Since Data collection was done in 3 phases, analysis 
started after the first focus group session ended.  A trained 
PhD student in coding helped to analyze the data to check 
for consistency. Data collection, analysis and presentation 
of results and findings were based on the grounded 
research theory [26]. The study had 3 groups and data was 
analyzed through the use of a constant comparison method 
to search for emerging themes between group 1; group 2a) 
and group 2b) [27]. 
 
5. Results and Findings 
Three themes were most talked about it in all the different 
groups mainly: culture, food and communication. 
 
5.1 Food 
In this study food was defined as what one chooses to eat 
at a given specific time. To help understand this theme 
differences between eating patterns and eating habits 
between China and Africa were highlighted 
 

Table 2: Food Eating Patterns and Habits 
Africa China 
Mixture of  western 

and traditional food 
Mainly Chinese Food 

Simple and Basic Too many cuisines  
Prefer Home cooked 

meals 
Buy food 

Unstructured Eating time Fixed  

Lots of meat Lots of Vegetables 
Option for Deserts No Deserts 
Eat at home Eat in Restaurants 
Serve Bigger portions Give smaller portions 
Less variety More Variety 

 
Participants indicated that the main food consumed when 
they were in their countries were a mixture of traditional 
food and western food. In Africa animal domestication is 
very popular and usually each family has some farm 
animals such as goats and chickens. This food is usually 
fresh such as fruits and vegetables [28] However the 
concern about home cooked food was mainly raised by 
female participants whereas male participants seemed to 
adapt to the culture of buying food in China. 
  
Participant 1 “We prefer to cook food at home and only 
go to restaurants or order out during special occasions or 
during holidays” Participant 2 “Cooking in china is 
regarded as time consuming. It’s normal for a family to 
always eat at restaurants. There are too many restaurants’ 
you can find a restaurant anywhere in China” 
 Participant 3 “The food in Chinese restaurants is 
different from the Chinese restaurants we have back at 
home. There are too may cuisines from different parts of 
China and its very confusing” 
 
5.2 Expectations vs Reality 
Participant’s described different expectations and a picture 
they had about China before coming. Some other students 
had prior study abroad experiences and these two students 
completed their bachelor degrees outside Africa. One 
completed their degree in India whilst another completed 
their degree In Ukraine. To fully understand the cultural 
differences faced since arriving in China, culture was put 
into different categories and then compared with the initial 
expectations before coming to China and after arriving in 
China. 
 

Table 3: Comparison of expectations 
Aspect Initial Expectation Outcome 

Dressing Traditional 
Chinese dressing 

More of western 
type 

Economy Developed cities a lot of 
skyscrapers 

Only top Tier 
Cities like Beijing, 

Shanghai, 
Guangzhou and 

Shenzhen. 
Traffic 

and 
Transportation 

Subway and High Speed 
Train, Less Traffic 

Older buses and 
Old Trains, There 
is a lot of Traffic 

Language That some of the 
population speaks English 

Less English in 
smaller cities 
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Pollution Clean Air and Cleaner 
Roads 

High Level Air 
Pollution 

Religion To find some Churches No form of 
religion 

education Higher standard 
Teachers like 
reading PPTs 

instead of teaches 

Racism Knowledge about 
different race Skin colour 

 
Participants were asked about their expectations and this 
included excitement and some anxiety. Most of them 
responded that their main decision to study in China was 
linked with their personal life, financial state and other 
prospects of future employment in China whilst some of 
them believed that China is one of the fastest growing 
economies in the world and having a degree from China 
can later help them gain an advantage when looking for 
jobs back in their home country. Studying can be life 
changing and career choices can be affected by such 
experiences [29].Another decision of particular interest 
was the need to learn Chinese. Chinese is considered one 
of the most difficult languages in the world. 
 
5.3 Challenges Faced by African Students in China 
Past studies reveal different problems and challenges faced 
by international students studying abroad such as language 
barriers, creating friendships with the locals and as well as 
financial problems [30]. From the emerged themes of food, 
culture and communication. Challenges faced by 
international students were then grouped into 3 categories  
 
Participant 5 “Life outside the university is hard as no 
one speaks English”  
Participant 7 “People spit everywhere and high rate of 
smoking. High Air pollution in Beijing” 
 Participant 8 “Walking in the street people look and 
point me because of my skin colour”  
Participant 9 “Religion gatherings are banned in my 
university”  
 
5.3.1 Language & Communication 
English language to be very fundamental in adjustment 
process for international students in the USA. [31] proposes 
that total of  Chinese characters are gradually increasing. 
Chinese is a very hard language to learn and hence 
international students studying face language difficulties. 
 
Participant 4 “My courses are taught in English but even 
Professors English proficiency is very poor” 
Participant 7 “I got a government scholarship and it 
requires me to do my course in Chinese. So I have to do 
everything in Chinese which is very hard” 

Participant 8 “I did a few Chinese preparatory courses 
before coming but Chinese people speak different dialects 
which is quite difficult to understand especially the elderly. 
I have been learning more about the differences between 
Mandarin (Putong hua) and other dialects” 
 
5.3.2 Cultural Behaviors  
Different cultural behaviors can be exhibited by different 
people from different races to the influence of national or 
local culture [32]. When asked about what differences they 
noticed about the culture behaviours participants described 
that time, friendships and gatherings were a bit different. 
Participant 1 “Personal and Privacy is problematic. I 
went to visit a doctor in a public hospital and, the doctors 
do not close the doors, a patient behind started asking the 
doctor about my medical condition and they all started 
talking about it in front of me” 
Participant 3 “Being a foreigner makes you some kind of 
celebrity in smaller towns, as Chinese would like to always 
take a photo of me. At first I thought it was ok until I 
realised that one student took a photo of me and posted on 
their wechat describing how black I was” 
Participant 4 “It’s disrespectful to ask a teacher questions. 
In class communication is one way and there is no room 
for feedback. Arguing or raising questions for debate can 
be seen as rude and showing lack of respect” 
 
Racism has been more documented in the USA but cases 
of racism are still unknown in an Asian setting China, 
Korea and Japan among other countries have histories of 
racial superiority and xenophobia [33, 34] All participants 
were black and indicated that sometimes Chinese people 
seem to like and favour light skinned foreigners.  
 
5.3. 3 Socialization 
Forming social networks with the locals can be very hard 
and challenging for international and some students start to 
feel lonely and homesick in such a scenario [35]. Some 
participants revealed that due the language barrier 
sometimes it’s hard to form friends with other Chinese 
university students. Fitting into the environment can be 
hard in terms of the way education is delivered. Being 
unable to adjust to the local environment as well as failure 
to collaborate with the locals can cause culture shock [36] 

 
Participant 2 “Learning at a Chinese University and 
studying in Chinese is hard. In the classroom a lot of 
students copy each other and I have noticed high level of 
plagiarism, which was a very serious offense in Ukraine” 
Participant 6 “Learning at a Sino-Foreign University, all 
courses are in English and sometimes it’s hard to socialize 
with Chinese students as most of them have a lot of 
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pressure to review the classes after lectures. Most of my 
classmates complain of not having time” 
Participant 7 “In my country studying is studying and 
people manage to have a social life to go out in clubs or 
travelling. However most of my classmates seem to busy 
and there are always in the Library” 
Participant 8 “Because of my skin colour most of 
classmates think that I can play basketball. Which is a bit 
of serotyping and can be uncomfortable” 
Participant 9 “People in China seem to classify black 
people as a homogenous group. When asked where I come 
from and I tell them, they all think Africa is one big 
country. Which can be frustrating” 
 
6. Discussion  
The objectives of this study were to identify the challenges 
faced by African students in China and how they adjusted 
to the differences between their expectations and reality. 
The study revealed some sort of dissatisfaction in the level 
of education they are receiving from Chinese Universities 
especially in the deliverance of lectures by Chinese 
Lecturers. Although this was not case with all students, one 
student learning in a Sino-Foreign university was very 
happy with the level of education at his university. Since 
participants came from smaller tier cities some complained 
that the cities were too small and had lack of activities 
compared to top tier cities such as Shanghai and Beijing. 
An interesting finding was that participants feel safer in 
China and do not need to worry about things such as broad 
daylight mugging and violence which is highly prevalent in 
African countries. 
 
Female participants favoured home cooked meals than 
buying. Participants who lived near Guangzhou 
highlighted that they could easily buy African traditional 
food there but however they complained about the costs 
which is usually high. Availability and access of African 
food and some international food supplements is very 
limited in China and largely depends on which city you 
live in. All of the students cited that since coming to China 
they have faced some dietary changes. Male participants 
highlighted they prefer to buy food in order to save time, 
but the number of meals instead of 3 are reduced to 2 
meals per day. These changes in dietary consumption 
findings are consistent with intake changes that usually 
takes place after post migration to a new place [37]. 
 
Researchers across disciplines have well documented 
English Language proficiency as being challenging to 
international students, but this study focused on Chinese 
language proficiency. Findings reveal that when you 
cannot speak Chinese it can affect academic performance 

and it’s hard to form social friendships. These findings are 
consistent with [35] that building new social networks and 
peer group relationships can be more difficult due to 
language barriers. The lack of a sense belonging to any 
social group can cause depression and loneliness. The 
study revealed that participants often felt lonely and 
homesick. “Social media websites such as Facebook and 
twitter are blocked here it’s harder to communicate with 
my friends back home” However some participants were 
hopefull that after staying longer homesickness and 
loneliness would decrease. Studies show that foreign 
students who are able to make friends with other 
international students can be less lonely and happier [38]. 

 
One another challenge shared by the population was 
Technology Adoption. China has more developed 
ecommerce websites and mobile payment compared to a 
developing region such as Africa. Africa is still developing 
and lacks most if not all these services depending on the 
country.  
Participant 1 “I am used to carrying my wallet”  
Participant 2 “I can’t trust online websites with my 
private information”  
Most of the services in China have been automated, instead 
of paying for buses and subway using cash, most people 
use transport cards, when paying for food and doing 
grocery shopping people pay with applications such as 
Wechat and Alipay. Chinese favour buy products online as 
compared to traditional physical shops. 
 
 
Conclusion & Recommendation 
African students face communication, socio cultural and 
technology challenges when in China. The study reveals 
that homesickness and loneliness were a major challenge. 
Universities should make an effort to have counseling 
centers on campus and create buddy programs where old 
international students can be partnered with newly arrived 
students to help them adjust. Participants highlighted that 
there is need for better pre-departure outlines to help 
reduce some of the cited challenges. 
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