
R E S E A R C H Open Access

© The Author(s) 2024. Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, 
sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and 
the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included 
in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/. The 
Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available 
in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

Almukdad and Karadag BMC Psychology          (2024) 12:154 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-024-01641-9

BMC Psychology

*Correspondence:
Engin Karadag
engin.karadag@hotmail.com; enginkaradag@akdeniz.edu.tr
1Akdeniz University, 07070 Antalya, Turkey
2Belvedere International School, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

Abstract
In this study, we investigated whether the interaction effects of self-efficacy, life satisfaction, and sociocultural 
adjustment have significant negative effects on culture shock. The data were collected from 323 international 
students in Turkey, and the sample comprised 197 undergraduates (61%) and 126 graduates (39%). We 
administered the “Culture Shock Questionnaire,” “General Self-Efficacy Scale”, “The Satisfaction with Life Scale”, and 
“Sociocultural Adaptation Scale” through an online survey. Of the participants, 86 were female (26.6%), and 237 
were male (73.4%). The ages of the participants ranged from 18 to 32 (M = 22.11; SD = 4.23). In this study, we 
identified three structural models to test the relationships between culture shock, self-efficacy, life satisfaction, and 
sociocultural adjustment. The results supported our hypothesis (H1) that there would be a significant negative 
relationship between self-efficacy and culture shock. One-way MANOVA revealed that students with lower self-
efficacy scores experienced greater culture shock. Conversely, students with higher self-efficacy scores experienced 
lower culture shock and interpersonal stress. Additionally, a multigroup analysis was conducted to test the assumed 
relationships in structural models for Muslim (such as Turkey, where the research was conducted, which is 90% 
Muslim) and Christian students. The results indicated that self-efficacy has a significantly greater negative impact 
on culture shock for Christian students than for Muslim students. Our study confirmed the hypothesis (H4) that life 
satisfaction and sociocultural adjustment serve as mediating variables between self-efficacy and culture shock. Both 
life satisfaction and sociocultural adjustment were found to have significant direct impacts on culture shock, and 
a meaningful mediating effect on the relationship between self-efficacy and culture shock was identified. Based 
on these findings, we concluded that self-efficacy may be particularly beneficial for coping with culture shock for 
people who do not embrace dominant religious beliefs in a local culture.
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Introduction
The world is becoming increasingly more dimensional, 
both culturally and linguistically. People move across 
borders from one country to another. Higher education 
is one of the areas where such mobility is most intense. 
Studying abroad has become increasingly popular world-
wide in recent years [1]. Today, more than 1 million inter-
national students on average enroll in higher education 
institutions each year outside their native countries. The 
data for 2019 indicate that the United States ranks first 
in this respect, with more than 1.2 million international 
students [3]. It is followed by the United Kingdom, with 
more than half a million international students, and by 
China, with more than 450 thousand students [4]. In 
recent years, international students have preferred alter-
native countries, including the USA and the UK, due to 
the demand above student capacity, high tuition fees, 
and high immigration barriers at popular destinations for 
higher education. For instance, students are increasingly 
beginning to move to countries such as New Zealand, 
South Korea, China, Turkey, and the Netherlands to pur-
sue higher education.

Turkey is a European country with a large higher edu-
cation capacity, with 203 universities, approximately 
eight million undergraduate students and approxi-
mately 200 thousand faculty members [5]. There were 
48 thousand international students in Turkey in 2014. 
This number has increased to 180 thousand in recent 
years, mainly due to the target-oriented internationaliza-
tion policy implemented by Turkey’s Higher Education 
Council (YOK) and the “Turkey Scholarships” launched 
in 2012 for international students, as well as due to Tur-
key’s geopolitical position, multicultural society, and high 
development levels [6]. The majority of the international 
students attending universities in Turkey are from Asian 
countries. In addition, there are also large portions of 
students from the Middle East and Arab majority coun-
tries. There are more international students in China and 
African countries. According to data on international 
students in 2019 [5], international students were mostly 
from the following five countries: Syria, Azerbaijan, 
Turkmenistan, Iran, and Afghanistan.

International students in Turkey are from 180 different 
countries. These students create a complex and cultur-
ally diversified society due to their differential cultural 
values, mental perspectives, and social norms. These 
students came from various countries with distinct cul-
tural, social, and educational structures. There is a lack of 
studies dealing with how these materials can be success-
fully integrated into Turkey. To fill this gap in the related 
literature, this study aimed to examine the culture shock 
experienced by international students at a state university 
in Antalya and the factors affecting the severity of this 
cultural shock.

Theoretical background and hypotheses
International students face great challenges as they leave 
their familiar world behind and try to adjust to a new 
physical, cultural, and linguistic location [7]. Due to dif-
ficulties in communication, lack of necessary social sup-
port and disturbed culture, international students most 
often experience deep isolation [8] and intense depres-
sion [9]. Furthermore, most international students expe-
rience a great deal of culture shock [1]. The term culture 
shock is generally attributed to Kalervo Oberg, who made 
it popular in his 1954 publication “Culture Shock”. Oberg 
[10] defines culture as an emotional condition “precipi-
tated by the anxiety that results from losing all our famil-
iar signs and symbols of social intercourse.” Based on 
Oberg’s assumption, Adler [11] considered culture shock 
“primarily a set of emotional reactions to the loss of per-
ceptual reinforcements from one’s own culture, to new 
cultural stimuli which have little or no meaning, and to 
the misunderstanding of new and diverse experiences”. 
Recent studies provide the following definition for culture 
shock: “anxiety and a sense of confusion and uncertainty 
affecting a person when s/he is exposed to a new culture 
or environment without adequate preparation.” Culture 
shock is a phenomenological experience that is encoun-
tered since individuals themselves cannot use known and 
familiar cultural references in such an encounter [12]. 
Research suggests that culture shock has negative effects 
on international students’ psychological and sociocul-
tural adaptation to their host environment [13, 14]. Given 
that culture shock has such adverse effects, it seems use-
ful to reveal those factors that may reduce or eliminate 
culture shock among international students.

Contact with an unfamiliar culture can reportedly 
lead to anxiety, stress, mental illness, and physical illness 
among individuals [10]. Oberg [10] proposed six major 
dimensions of culture shock in his study: tensions due to 
intense adaptation attempts; feelings of loss and depriva-
tion related to friends, status, profession, and property; 
feelings that the new culture is rejected by the host cul-
ture members or that the new culture rejects them; rolls, 
feelings of confusion in regard to values and self-identity; 
feelings of anxiety and even anger; and feelings of hope-
lessness about unfamiliar practices. As a result of these 
negative feelings, individuals cannot manage to deal 
with the new environment. However, not all individuals 
experience culture shock. However, experiencing culture 
shock depends on many factors, including the severity 
of individuals’ reaction to a new culture, the degree of 
control over this reaction, and certain interpersonal, bio-
logical, interpersonal, spatial-temporal, and geopolitical 
factors [15]. The following factors are reported to have 
effects on culture shock: lack of accommodation and 
transportation, higher living expenses, language barriers, 
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religious differences, and separation from family mem-
bers [13, 16].

International students who visit a different coun-
try for higher education may experience a greater level 
of culture shock as they age. As Lord and Dawson [17] 
suggested, international students can begin to experi-
ence tension upon their arrival at the airport and on 
their travel to the city where the university is located. 
They become particularly anxious and stressed about the 
road from the airport to the university. Being excited, 
depressed, self-doubt and lacking self-esteem are the 
typical emotions experienced in the first few weeks as 
individuals struggle to understand themselves in a new 
environment [18]. In general, most international students 
experience culture shock at certain levels. Culture shocks 
can begin on campuses even before trips and can be 
intensified during the first few weeks or months follow-
ing their arrival [13]. They also exhibit several symptoms 
of culture shock, which are classified as psychological or 
physical cues. Some examples of these symptoms include 
despair, boredom, lack of concentration, aggressiveness, 
health-care problems, feelings of insecurity, anger, hope-
lessness, sleeping too much or getting tired easily, delays 
in daily routines and other minor disappointments such 
as irritation, suffering from body aches and pains, and 
longing to return home [12, 15, 19].

International students may encounter several difficul-
ties during their studies in a foreign environment, even 
though they also face many opportunities or positive 
things. It is not surprising that there are many complex 
challenges faced by international students, especially if 
the host country’s culture is strikingly different from their 
own [20]. It has been reported that international students 
experience certain difficulties in the USA, such as aca-
demic difficulties, social isolation and cultural adaptation 
[21]. Similarly, Le, LaCost and Wismer [22] reported two 
major difficulties for international students: language-
related problems and culture shock. Mclachlan and Jus-
tice [23] argue that international students are subject to 
mental health problem risks due to the lack of support 
systems and culturalization stress. Cultural shocks expe-
rienced by international students can be associated with 
variables related to individual differences [24]. There is a 
limited body of literature in higher education addressing 
the potential predictors of culture shock among inter-
national students, with existing studies predominantly 
focusing on variables such as mental health [83], social 
identity [84], coping strategies [85], and self-esteem [86]. 
Therefore, this study focused on determining the poten-
tial predictors of international students’ experiences of 
cultural shocks, and self-efficacy, life satisfaction, socio-
cultural adjustment and religious belief were selected as 
relevant individual difference variables.

Self-efficacy
Bandura [25, 26] defined self-efficacy as ‘the beliefs of 
individuals in regard to their skills and abilities in achiev-
ing certain tasks using their present.” Bandura [25] 
described two major dimensions of self-efficacy: outcome 
expectations and competence expectations. He further 
argues that outcome expectations are based on individu-
als’ expectations about the outcome of an action while 
carrying out this action. The competence expectation is 
related to the consistency between an individual’s effort 
to act and his or her beliefs about his or her own individ-
ual competencies. Individuals evaluate the competence 
of their actions throughout their life and compare their 
actions with the actions of other people. An individual 
who believes that s/he has an ability in regard to any sub-
ject can develop a positive sense of self-efficacy even if s/
he is not talented at all. The opposite situation is also pos-
sible. In other words, even if individuals have necessary 
levels of any ability, they may develop a negative sense 
of self-efficacy and tend to exhibit ineffective behaviors 
in this regard. Bandura [25] states that individuals with 
higher levels of perceived self-efficacy are more success-
ful at controlling their environment and overcoming the 
difficulties they encounter. Another type of competence 
developed by Bandura [26] is outcome effectiveness. This 
type of competence refers to the ability of individuals to 
achieve a result by controlling environmental factors to 
achieve their goals.

Self-efficacy has a very significant role in education. 
There are studies dealing with the effects of interna-
tional students’ self-efficacy in their adaptation to college 
or university environments [27, 28]. In the past twenty 
years, self-efficacy has been considered to be a significant 
predictor of students’ motivation and learning. It is sug-
gested that for students with higher levels of self-efficacy 
beliefs, their beliefs function as a mediator of their aca-
demic success [29]. More specifically, international stu-
dents with higher levels of self-efficacy are determined to 
be good at learning and imitating appropriate behaviors 
in the host country [30]. A robust sense of self-efficacy 
has been observed to be associated with better health, 
greater achievement, and increased social integration 
[87, 88, 89]. This implies that individuals with high self-
efficacy are likely to experience less culture shock. Addi-
tionally, many studies have indicated that self-efficacy is 
closely connected with successful intercultural adapta-
tion [31–33] and learning about the host culture [23]. 
Therefore, self-efficacy is assumed to play a role in shap-
ing the culture shock experienced by international stu-
dents, which produced the following hypothesis: [H1] 
There is a significant negative relationship between self-
efficacy and culture shock. While there are numerous 
types of self-efficacy in the literature (such as academic 
self-efficacy), the majority of these thoughts are rooted 
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in Bandura’s [25] theory of self-efficacy. Therefore, in our 
study, we found that it is accurate to utilize general self-
efficacy, which forms the foundation of Bandura’s self-
efficacy theory.

Life satisfaction
Life satisfaction is an indicator of psychological adjust-
ment and includes individuals’ satisfaction with their 
current, past, and future life [34]. Life satisfaction allows 
individuals to have healthy, successful, rich, and good 
social relationships. These are desired points by everyone 
but may differ from one person to another. Life satisfac-
tion is an area of positive psychology that analyses indi-
viduals’ cognitive and affective evaluations of their lives 
[35]. Appleton and Song [36] suggested that life satisfac-
tion has six different components. These variables are as 
follows: [1] income, [2] occupational and social status, 
[3] potential and social mobility, [4] wealth-related con-
ditions, [5] current state policies and [6] environmental, 
familial, and social relations. It is argued that life satis-
faction is a dynamic pattern that can change based on 
individuals’ current living conditions and personal stan-
dards [37]. Research on life satisfaction indicates that fac-
tors such as the number of friends, financial satisfaction, 
perceived discrimination, and the information received 
before arrival significantly affect the life satisfaction of 
international students. Language proficiency (based on 
the host’s native language and English language) and hav-
ing a roommate have a significant positive effect on life 
satisfaction [38]. The results of a study on a sample of 
international students in the USA indicate that their psy-
chological problems decrease as the duration of stay in 
the host country increases [39]. Therefore, it is assumed 
that individuals’ life satisfaction shapes their culture 
shock experiences. Based on this assumption, the second 
hypothesis of the study, [H2], is stated as follows: There 
is a significant negative relationship between life satisfac-
tion and culture shock.

Sociocultural adaptation
In an attempt to integrate concepts into a fractionated 
area of research, Ward and his colleagues proposed that 
cross-cultural adaptation may be meaningfully divided 
into two domains: psychological (emotional/affective) 
and sociocultural (behavioral). The former refers to psy-
chological wellbeing or satisfaction; the latter is related 
to the ability to “fit in,” to acquire culturally appropri-
ate skills and to negotiate interactive aspects of the host 
environment [40]. Accordingly, Ward [41] has argued 
that psychological adjustment can best be understood in 
terms of the stress and coping framework, while socio-
cultural adaptation is best explained by social skills or a 
culture learning paradigm.

Sociocultural adaptation is defined in terms of behav-
ioral competency. It is strongly influenced by factors 
that form the basis of cultural learning and social skills 
acquisition. These factors include the duration of stay in 
the new culture, cultural knowledge, the amount of inter-
action and identification with the citizens of the host 
country, cultural distance, language fluency and accul-
turation strategies [40, 42, 43, 44]. In brief, sociocultural 
adaptation is understandable within the social learning 
paradigm and refers to how well an individual who is 
acculturated can manage daily life in his or her new cul-
tural context [45].

In addition, sociocultural adaptation includes the adap-
tation of younger students who need to adapt to school 
and be successful at their schools, as well as the adapta-
tion of adults who must fulfill the requirements of their 
profession and work. Therefore, it is assumed that socio-
cultural adaptation has a shaping effect on culture shock. 
Based on this assumption, the third hypothesis of the 
study, [H3], is stated as follows: There is a negative rela-
tionship between sociocultural adaptation and culture 
shock.

Finally, it should be added that it is very difficult to 
adapt to a new cultural environment. Addressing cul-
ture shock requires a positive attitude toward the values 
and acts of a different cultural setting. When the cultural 
adaptation process is analyzed in terms of the values of 
students, fewer conflicts allow them to easily adapt to 
social and academic environments [16]. Strong self-effi-
cacy feelings are closely related to much better health 
conditions, greater achievement and greater social inte-
gration [46, 47, 48]. Therefore, the last hypothesis of the 
study, namely, [H4], is stated as follows: Given that self-
efficacy, life satisfaction, sociocultural adaptation and 
culture shock are interrelated, life satisfaction and socio-
cultural adaptation are mediator variables between self-
efficacy and culture shock.

Method
Sample
Due to the ambiguity in the literature and in Turkey 
regarding the definitions of international and foreign 
students, we initially established a definition for inter-
national students in our study: “students who venture 
beyond national or regional boundaries for the purpose 
of education and are located outside their country of citi-
zenship” [90]. We subsequently determined the scope of 
our study. The population of our study comprises 2,549 
international students enrolled in public universities in 
Turkey [5]. In our study, we did not employ any sampling 
method or communicate with all students in the popula-
tion (for details, refer to the “Procedures” section). A total 
of 323 undergraduate and graduate international stu-
dents attending a public university in Turkey participated 
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in the study. The data of the study were collected through 
an online survey questionnaire. Of the 323 participants, 
86 were female (26.6%), and 237 were male (73.4%). It 
clearly shows that the international students in Turkey 
are mostly male, as indicated in the related data previ-
ously [5]. The age of the participants varied between 18 
and 32 years (M = 22.11; SD = 4.23). Table 1 presents the 
demographic backgrounds of the teachers constituting 
the research sample.

The study was carried out in Antalya, which is situated 
on the Mediterranean coast and is Turkey’s fifth largest 
city as well as Turkey’s largest tourism center; this city 
is one of the world’s leading tourism centers. There are 
more than 100 thousand foreigners residing in cities in 
more than 100 different countries [49].

Instruments
The culture shock questionnaire (CSQ)
The CSQ comprises two subscales and twelve items 
(namely, ‘Core’ Culture Shock and Interpersonal 
Stress) [50]. The subscales are Core Culture Shock (“Do 
you feel strain from the effort to adapt to a new cul-
ture?”, an exemplary statement from this subscale) and 

Interpersonal Stress (“Do you feel anxious or awkward 
when meeting local people?”, an exemplary statement 
from this subscale?”. A higher score on the CSQ indicates 
a greater level of culture shock. The answers to the items 
are given on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (always). The internal consistency coeffi-
cients varied between 0.71 and 0.81 (Table 2).

General self-efficacy scale (GSE)
The GSE comprises ten items and one dimension. The 
GSE aims to measure individuals’ belief in their ability to 
cope with stressful and difficult life events [52] and their 
general confidence in regard to new situations that are 
difficult to cope with or unfamiliar to individuals [53]. A 
higher score indicates a higher level of self-efficacy. The 
answers to the items are given on a 4-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (exactly true). 
The two sample items from the GSE are “I can always 
manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough” 
and “If someone opposes me, I can find the means and 
ways to get what I want”. In the present study, the internal 
consistency coefficient of the GSE was found to be 0.84 
(Table 2).

Table 1  Distributions of the sample with respect to demographic background
Variable
Gender Male Female

n 237 86
% 73.4 26.6

Degrees BA MA PhD
n 197 68 58
% 60.9 21.1 18.0

Engineering and 
Architecture

Management and 
Business

Social and 
Humanities

Medical Sciences Science

n 139,0 75,0 46,0 39,0 18,0
% 43,85 23,66 14,51 12,30 5,68

Religious 
Beliefs

Muslims Christians Other
n 261 44 14
% 81.8 13.8 4.4

Countries Middle East Sub-Saharan 
African

European Turkic Republics (of the 
former Soviet Union)

North Africa Southern 
Asia

Far 
East

n 101 66 47 34 33 19 15
% 32.1 20.9 14.9 10.8 10.5 6.0 4.8

Table 2  Descriptive statistics, correlation coefficients and study variable reliability
α M SD 1 1a 1b 2 3 4

1-CSQ 0.80 [0.78,0.84] 2.22 [2.16,2.46] 0.61 [0.59,0.71] -
  1a-
CCS

0.76 [0.74,0.80] 2.26 [2.20,2.53] 0.61 [0.67,0.74] 0.95 [0.95,0.94] -

  1b-IS 0.82 [0.81,0.85] 2.12 [2.07,2.31] 0.71 [0.67,0.86] 0.73 [0.70,0.80 ] 0.48[0.44,0.58] -
2-GSE 0.84 [0.83,0.88] 3.02 [3.03,2.97] 0.52 [0.51,0.53] -41. [-0.36,-0.56] − 0.37[-0.33,-0.51] − 0.34[-0.28,-0.51] -
3-SCAS 0.92 [0.91,0.90] 2.98 [3.03,2.68] 0.55 [0.54,0.55] − 0.64 [-0.63,-0.59] − 0.62[-0.60,-0.58] − 0.44[-0.43,-0.45] 0.22[0.26,0.27] -
4-SWLS 0.73 [0.70,0.84] 2.93 [2.95,2.89] 0.72 [0.69,0.78] − 0.36 [-0.33,-0.46 ] − 0.33[-0.30,-0.42] − 0.30[-0.27,-0.39] 0.36[0.43,0.14] 0.24[0.19,41] -
Note: CSQ: The Culture Shock Questionnaire; CCS: Core Culture Shock; IS: Interpersonal Stress; GSE: General Self-Efficacy Scale; SCAS, Sociocultural Adaptation Scale; 
SWLS: The Satisfaction with Life Scale, total [Muslim students, Christian students]
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Sociocultural adaptation scale (SCAS)
The SCAS aims to measure the challenges faced by new-
comers in meeting their daily needs, establishing mean-
ingful relationships with the host society, and measuring 
their understanding of the values of the host culture [90]. 
High scores on the SCAS indicate low difficulty in social 
fields and higher levels of sociocultural adaptation. The 
answers to the items are given on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from 1 (extremely difficult) to 5 (not dif-
ficult). The items “Making friends”, “Finding food you 
enjoy”, “Communicating with people of a different ethnic 
group” and “Understanding the local political system” are 
four sample items from the SCAS. In the present study, 
the internal consistency coefficient of the SCAS was 0.88 
(Table 2).

The satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)
The SWLS addresses a cognitive/judgmental process and 
aims to measure the quality of life of individuals based on 
the criteria they choose. For the SWLS, high scores indi-
cate higher levels of life satisfaction [91]. The answers to 
the items are given on a 5-point Likert-type scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). “My 
life is close to ideal in many ways”, “my life conditions are 
perfect” and “I’m satisfied with my life” are three sample 
items from the SWLS. In the present study, the internal 
consistency coefficient of the SWLS was 0.83 (Table 2).

Procedure
At the beginning of the study, the Human Subjects Eth-
ics Committee approved the study protocol. An online 
research package encompassing demographic questions 
and items from the CSQ, GSE, SCAS, and SWLS was 
created, and communication was initiated with inter-
national students. Subsequently, emails were sent to all 
international students (n = 2549) at public universities 
inviting them to participate in the study. The invitations 
included information on the purpose of the study, brief 
details about the data collection instruments, ethical pro-
cedures, the voluntary nature of participation, and the 
absence of any rewards or compensation. Those who vol-
untarily expressed their willingness to participate in the 

study (response rate 13%) were first briefed on the study’s 
objectives, signed informed consent forms were col-
lected, and participants were provided with information 
regarding the confidentiality, voluntariness, and anonym-
ity of their participation. When they confirmed their par-
ticipation, a link was sent to them, and they were asked to 
join the study.

Multigroup structural equation modeling (SEM) on 
LISREL (ver. 8.51) was employed to test the direct effects 
of self-efficacy and the indirect effects of life satisfaction 
and sociocultural adaptation on culture shock for Mus-
lim and Christian students (in Turkey, the percentage of 
Muslims was 98% in 2012) [54] and 89% in 2019) [55]. 
In brief, structural models were designed to analyze the 
connections between religious beliefs and other variables. 
To test the mediation of Model 3 shown in Fig. 1, an anal-
ysis was performed using the PROCESS macro via SPSS 
[56]. According to the model, sociocultural adaptation 
and life satisfaction are the mediators of the relationship 
between self-efficacy and culture shock. Culture shock 

Table 3  The multi-group path analysis results
Model Path Estimate standard-

izing η
t-value p-

value
Model 
1

GSE → CSQ − 0.37 
(-0.83)

− 0.32 (-0.62) -5.24 
(-5.07)

< 0.01 
(< 0.01)

Model 
2

GSE → CCS − 0.39 
(-0.86)

− 0.30 (-0.62) -5.01 
(-5.10)

< 0.01 
(< 0.01)

GSE → IS − 0.34 
(-0.76)

− 0.26 (-0.47) -4.22 
(-3.47)

< 0.01 
(< 0.01)

Model 
3

GSE → 
SWLS

0.26 (0.46) 0.25 (0.44) 4.12 (3.21) < 0.01 
(< 0.01)

GSE → 
SWLS

0.56 (0.48) 0.41 (0.33) 7.14 (2.28) < 0.01 
(< 0.01)

GSE → CSQ − 0.12 
(-0.50)

− 0.11 (-0.38) -1.99 
(-3.23)

< 0.01 
(< 0.01)

SWLS → 
CSQ

− 0.58 
(-0.46)

− 0.54 (-0.36) − 0.10.85 
(-3.20)

< 0.01 
(< 0.01)

SWLS 
→CSQ

− 0.16 
(-0.24)

− 0.19 (-0.26) -3.55 
(-2.44)

< 0.01 
(< 0.01)

Note: CSQ: The Culture Shock Questionnaire, CCS: Core Culture Shock, IS: 
Interpersonal Stress, GSE: General Self-Efficacy Scale, SCAS, Sociocultural 
Adaptation Scale, SWLS: The Satisfaction with Life Scale, Muslim students 
[Christian students]

Fig. 1  Competing structural models

 



Page 7 of 12Almukdad and Karadag BMC Psychology          (2024) 12:154 

was the dependent variable (Fig. 1). The analysis revealed 
the following: [1] the effects of self-efficacy on culture 
shock (both indirect and direct effects through socio-
cultural adaptation and life satisfaction), [2] the effects 
of sociocultural adaptation on culture shock and [3] the 
effects of life satisfaction on culture shock (Model 4 by 
Hayes). The statistical significance of the direct and indi-
rect effects was evaluated by means of 5,000 bootstrap 
samples to create bias-corrected confidence intervals 
(CIs; 95%) with heteroscedasticity consistency. Accord-
ing to the data analyses carried out in the present study, 
the significance criterion was set at p < .05. As a final step, 
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed to 
test whether the models were proposed and whether the 
measurement models fit the data.

Results
Instrument validity and reliability
Before the analyses, a confirmatory factor analysis was 
performed to evaluate the construct validity of the scales. 
Before the analysis of the results obtained, it was deter-
mined whether the values predicted exceeded the theo-
retical limits. The values did not exceed the limits. The 
chi-square (χ2) value and the statistical significance level 
related to the confirmatory factor analysis were identi-
fied. Depending on the degree of freedom, the low chi-
square (1.3) value suggested that the proposed model 
was suitable for analyzing the collected data. In addi-
tion, other goodness-of-fit indices of the models showed 
that the model proposed for the measurement models 
was suitable (see. Table  4). These results confirm that 
the modeled factor structures are confirmed when the 
values obtained for the measurement models within the 
scope of the standard fit indices are examined. The stan-
dardized coefficients obtained through the confirmatory 
factor analysis, which indicate the correlations between 
factors and items, were found to vary between 0.37 and 
0.77. The results suggest that the measurement tools used 
in the study are adequate and therefore provide evidence 
for construct validity. The Cronbach’s α coefficients var-
ied between 0.70 and 0.90 (Table  2), indicating that the 
internal consistency was between good and very good.

Common method bias
To test for common method bias, Harman’s one factor 
test was employed [57]. All the dependent and indepen-
dent variables were examined through confirmatory fac-
tor analysis, and the factors accounted for 68.01% of the 
total variance. However, the first factor accounts for only 
22.70% of the total variance. These findings indicate that 
there is no common method bias in the dataset [58].

Descriptive findings
The culture shock levels, self-efficacy, sociocultural adap-
tation and life satisfaction of the international students 
who participated in the study are described in Table  2. 
The level of culture shock among international students 
was at the medium-low level (M = 2.22, SD = 0.61). The 
scores for both core culture shock (M = 2.26, SD = 0.61) 
and interpersonal stress (M = 2.12, SD = 0.71) were found 
to be at the medium-low level. The participants’ scores 
for life satisfaction (M = 2.93, SD = 0.72) and sociocul-
tural adaptation (M = 2.98, SD = 0.55) were at the medium 
levels, and their self-efficacy scores (M = 3.02, SD = 0.52) 
were found to be at the medium-high level. Before testing 
the theoretical models developed in the present study, the 
correlation coefficients for the correlations among cul-
ture shock scores, self-efficacy scores, sociocultural adap-
tation scores and life satisfaction scores were examined 
(Table  2). The results indicate that there is a significant 
negative correlation between the total score and both the 
subscale scores of culture shock and the scores of self-
efficacy, sociocultural adaptation and life satisfaction. 
In addition, positive significant correlations were found 
between self-efficacy and life satisfaction and between 
self-efficacy and adaptation to sociocultural processes.

Structural model
Multigroup SEM analysis was used via maximum likeli-
hood to explore hypothesized relationships in the theo-
retical models for Muslim and Christian students, as 
shown in Fig.  1. Model 1 suggests that self-efficacy has 
a negative and significant impact on culture shock (r=-
.37, t=-7.18, R2 = 0.14, p <.001). Model 2 also suggested 
that self-efficacy has a negative and significant impact on 
the following dimensions of culture shock: ‘core culture 

Table 4  Multiple mediation analysis
Effect Coeff SE t p LLCI ULCI
General self-efficacy on satisfaction with life 0.29 0.05 5.08 0.001 0.17 0.40
General self-efficacy on sociocultural adaptation 0.50 0.07 7.03 0.001 0.36 0.64
Satisfaction with life on culture shock − 0.13 0.03 -3.59 0.001 − 0.20 − 0.06
Sociocultural adaptation on culture shock − 0.58 0.04 -12.82 0.001 − 0.67 − 0.49
General self-efficacy on culture shock − 0.24 0.05 -4.69 0.001 − 0.34 − 0.13
Direct effect − 0.24 0.05 -4.69 0.001 − 0.34 − 0.13
Indirect effect (via the satisfaction with life) − 0.06 0.02 - - − 0.15 − 0.11
Indirect effect (via the sociocultural adaptation) − 0.17 0.03 - - − 0.24 − 0.10
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shock’ (r=-.34, t=-6.49, R2 = 0.12, p <.01) and ‘interper-
sonal stress’ (r=-.31, t=-6.49, R2 =.10, p <.01). Model 
3 indicates that self-efficacy has positive and signifi-
cant effects on sociocultural adaptation (r =.26, t = 4.85, 
R2 =.07, p <.001) and life satisfaction (r =.33, t = 6.35, 
R2 =.11, p <.001). Additionally, both sociocultural adap-
tation (r=-.54, t=-12.47, R2 =.29, p <.001) and life satis-
faction (r=-.17, t=-.39, R2 =.03, p <.001) had negative and 
significant effects on culture shocks. These results indi-
cate that self-efficacy, sociocultural adaptation, and sat-
isfaction with life in the prediction of culture shock are 
significantly different from zero at the.001 level. There-
fore, H1, H3 and H4 were supported. The results of the 
multigroup analysis performed for Models 1, 2 and 3 are 
shown in Table 3.

Mediation analysis
Given that, in Model 3, the mediating effects of life satis-
faction and adaptation to sociocultural processes did not 
include zero within the 95% CI range, the multiple medi-
ation index was significant (EffectSatisfaction with life=-0.06, 
95% CI [.-15, − 0.11]; Effectsociocultural adaptation=-0.17, 95% 
CI [.-24, − 0.10]) (Hayes, 2013). This evidence indicates 
that the conceptual model is robust. Specifically, self-
efficacy led to greater satisfaction with life (Effect = 0.29, 
t = 5.08, p <.001; 95% CI [0.17, 0.40]) and sociocultural 
adaptation (Effect = 0.50, t = 7.03, p <.001; 95% CI [0.36, 
0.64]), providing support for Hypotheses 3 and 4. In line 
with Hypotheses 3 and 4, feelings of sociocultural adap-
tation (Effect=-0.58, t=-12.82, p <.001, 95% CI [-0.67, 
− 0.49]) and satisfaction with life (Effect=-0.13, t=-3.59, 
p =.001, 95% CI [-0.20, − 0.06]) were negatively related 
to students’ culture shock. In addition, a significant 
direct effect was found for self-efficacy in relation to cul-
ture shock (Effect=-0.24, t=-4.59, p =.001, 95% CI [-0.34, 
− 0.13]). The Sobel test indicated that the direct medi-
ating effects of self-efficacy on culture shock (in other 
words, both life satisfaction and adaptation to sociocul-
tural processes) were statistically significant (p <.01). 
These results support the mediating effects of self-effi-
cacy and show that self-efficacy has significant effects 
on culture shock through life satisfaction and adaptation 
to sociocultural processes (the results of the PROCESS 

macro are summarized in Table  4). Therefore, H6 was 
supported.

Model estimation
Table  5 summarizes the results of the fit indices. In 
Model 1, a hidden factor was found, which was reflected 
in two variables related to culture shock: [1] ‘core cul-
ture shock’ and [2] ‘interpersonal stresses’. In Model 2, 
the direct effects of self-efficacy on general culture shock 
were examined. In Model 3, the indirect effect of self-
efficacy on general culture shock through adaptation to 
sociocultural processes and life satisfaction was tested. 
Comparative and residual-based fit indices collectively 
show that the models proposed are suitable for both 
religious beliefs and for both Muslim and non-Muslim 
groups. These findings suggest that all three models have 
higher prediction levels and can be employed to deter-
mine the predictive value of self-efficacy for GS. On the 
other hand, the difference in the chi-square test nested-
ness between models was found to be statistically signifi-
cant (p <.001).

Randomization tests
The analyses in the study were carried out using the 
data obtained from a nonrandom sample. Randomiza-
tion tests were performed to support the generalizability 
of the findings beyond the research sample. In addition, 
5000 bootstrap replicates were used to test the effects of 
self-efficacy on culture shock through sociocultural adap-
tation and life satisfaction. The analysis of the averages, 
standard errors, 95% CIs, significance levels and aspects 
of relationships indicates that the bootstrapped samples 
are close to each other.

Summary of the results
Hypotheses 1–4 were confirmed and accepted by the 
findings. In this study, the self-efficacy, sociocultural 
adaptation, and life satisfaction of international students 
in Turkey were analyzed. It was found that higher levels 
of all these variables help reduce the cultural shock that 
international students experience. However, self-efficacy 
was found to have a particularly significant impact on 

Table 5  Fit indices of the measurement and theoretical models
Model CQS GSE SCAS SWLS Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Acceptable Values
p value 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.37 0.001[0.001,0.001] 0.001[0.001,0.001] 0.003[0.16,0.03] > 0.05
X2/df 1.9 2.1 2.5 1.0 1.3[1.9,1.7] 1.1 [1.8,1.6] 1.6[1.8,1.7] < 3 (Kline, 2005)
RMSEA 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.02 0.05[0.07,0.07] 0.04[0.06,0.07] 0.05[0.06,0.05] < 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999)
GFI 0.91 0.90 0.90 0.98 0.92[0.91,0.91] 0.94[0.93,0.92] 0.99[0.98,0.98] ≥ 0.90 (Kline, 2005)
AGFI 0.89 0.85 0.89 0.95 0.91[0.90,0.91] 0.92[0.91,0.90] 0.91[0.93,0.92] ≥ 0.85 (Cole, 1987)
NFI 0.90 0.90 0.91 0.97 0.93[0.92,0.93] 0.92[0.94,0.91] 0.97[0.99,0.98] ≥ 0.90 (Hu & Bentler, 1999)
CFI 0.95 0.94 0.92 0.99 0.95[0.94,0.93] 0.96[0.97,0.95] 0.87[0.90,0.91] ≥ 0.90 (Hu & Bentler, 1999)
Note: CSQ: Culture Shock Questionnaire; CSCAS: Sociocultural Adaptation Scale; SWLS: Satisfaction with Life Scale; total [Muslim students, Christian students]
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culture shock both directly and indirectly through life 
satisfaction and sociocultural adaptation.

Discussion and conclusion
In this study, we aimed to analyze the cultural shock of 
international students, which has been mostly neglected 
in studies on higher education [59, 60]. Moreover, to fill 
this gap, this study evaluated the effects of individuals’ 
self-efficacy, life satisfaction, and sociocultural adaptation 
on culture shocks on the basis of individuals’ religious 
beliefs. The models developed in the study are unique in 
regard to the use of theoretical structures, which is new 
to the samples of international students even though 
these models were developed before.

First, culture shock is inherently caused by stressful life 
changes. Therefore, people who engage in intercultural 
interactions need to be resilient, adapt, and develop cop-
ing strategies and tactics to address such new settings 
[61, 62, 63]. It can be argued that individuals with low 
self-efficacy experience greater culture shock. Therefore, 
these individuals are expected to be more prone to both 
lower success and the intention to leave. Therefore, a sig-
nificant relationship was expected between self-efficacy 
and culture shock. The results revealed that there was a 
significant and negative relationship between self-efficacy 
and culture shock. As self-efficacy scores increase, indi-
viduals are found to have less of a tendency toward cul-
ture shock. In addition, participants with low self-efficacy 
scores were found to experience much greater interper-
sonal stress. On the other hand, participants with higher 
self-efficacy scores were found to experience less culture 
shock and interpersonal stress. These individuals are 
less willing to change their mental and behavioral struc-
tures and consequently to adapt successfully to their new 
environment [27, 63]. These findings suggest that self-
efficacy is important for international students in dealing 
with culture shock. Ulusoy [64] argues that both cultural 
intelligence and self-efficacy are two major elements in 
understanding individuals from different cultures, having 
proper perceptions about them and managing cultural 
differences during cultural exchanges. These findings are 
consistent with the current findings on self-efficacy and 
culture shock [27, 31, 60, 65, 66, 67].

In this study, the role of religious beliefs was also exam-
ined concerning the correlation between self-efficacy and 
culture shock. The findings indicate that Muslim stu-
dents and Christian students vary in terms of the culture 
shock they experience. Specifically, for students whose 
religious beliefs are different from those of the local com-
munity (Christian students), the correlations between 
self-efficacy and culture shock are much stronger than 
those for those whose religious beliefs are the same as 
those of the local community. In addition, Christian stu-
dents experience much greater culture shocks. Therefore, 

it is reasonable to predict that having the same religious 
beliefs as locals produces lower levels of culture shock. 
In brief, the results suggest that self-efficacy and reli-
gious beliefs are key to culture shock, and students with 
different religious beliefs who are self-efficacious and 
have cultural backgrounds incompatible with the local 
culture experience stronger culture shock. This finding 
is compatible with previous findings [39, 60, 68, 69, 70]. 
Similarly, many studies [20, 71, 72] report that students 
coming from countries that are culturally close or similar 
to the host country experience less stress and difficulty 
adapting than students coming from culturally distant 
countries. Therefore, cultural shock prevention efforts 
should be considered throughout cultural orientations.

Previous studies have shown that there are correla-
tions between self-efficacy, life satisfaction, sociocultural 
adaptation and culture shock [14, 28, 31, 60, 73]. How-
ever, the results of the present study provide the details 
of these relationships. Both life satisfaction and socio-
cultural adaptation have important mediating effects on 
the relationship between self-efficacy and culture shock. 
These results support the assumption that life satisfaction 
and sociocultural adaptation play important mediating 
roles in the relationship between self-efficacy and culture 
shock. It was also found that higher levels of self-efficacy 
produce greater life satisfaction and sociocultural adapta-
tion, which further reduce culture shock. This is because 
higher levels of self-efficacy help students be more open 
to new experiences [74] and serve as an important pre-
ventive tool against stress and negativity that occur due 
to the unfamiliar foreign context [75]. This reduces lone-
liness, anxiety, and other maladaptive consequences [76]. 
The findings of the study support the findings reported 
by Edwards-Joseph and Baker [77] and Presbitero [14]. 
For this reason, knowing individuals’ religious beliefs, 
levels of life satisfaction and sociocultural adaptation can 
help individuals eliminate or at least reduce their culture 
shock.

Managerial implications
The international student market in higher education 
has become a multibillion-dollar market in recent years. 
The related data for the period between 2008 and 2014 
indicate that the countries with the highest income from 
international students include the United States, Austra-
lia, England, Canada, France, New Zealand and Germany 
[78]. This market has a particular position and ability to 
attract thousands of international students and is sup-
ported by many countries and higher education institu-
tions. Decades of research and dozens of academics agree 
that one of the most important key variables in inter-
national students’ higher education experience is cul-
ture shock [28, 30, 79]. The findings of this study show 
that self-efficacy over culture shock is the key to culture 
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shock, and higher levels of self-efficacy help individuals 
experience a very low level of culture shock, especially 
for students who do not have the same religious beliefs as 
those of the local community. In this context, consistent 
with the findings of many previous studies, it has been 
shown that students’ higher levels of self-efficacy while 
studying abroad are associated with greater life satisfac-
tion and lower levels of culture shock [79, 80, 81].

Moreover, the findings show that when students 
develop higher levels of self-efficacy, these feelings also 
have a positive effect on their life satisfaction and adapta-
tion to sociocultural processes, resulting in less cultural 
shock. This is a positive message for both students and 
administrators: Making students feel more competent 
has important consequences not only for students but 
also for education. Hence, higher education administra-
tors should consider enhancing the self-efficacy of inter-
national students. This can be achieved, for example, by 
providing special guidance services for international 
students. In addition, the findings obtained from this 
study suggest that the greater the life satisfaction and 
sociocultural adjustment are, the stronger the correla-
tion between self-efficacy and culture shock. Thus, the 
relationship between self-efficacy, life satisfaction, socio-
cultural adaptation and culture shock seems to be a more 
general concept for international students. Therefore, 
managers should constantly monitor the culture shock 
experiences of international students. In addition, Hsieh 
[82] suggested cultural education as a way to improve 
intercultural relations.

Finally, practitioners should be aware that high self-
efficacy in itself is not enough to address culture shocks: 
sharing the same religious belief with the local commu-
nity results in fewer negative experiences. Therefore, tar-
geting only one group of students is not a necessary but 
rather a sufficient condition for a lower culture shock.

Limitations and future research
Using a nonrandom sampling method in the selection 
of participants is one of the methodological limitations 
of the study. In addition, the cross-sectional nature of 
the research design prevented a deeper understanding 
of the relationships among self-efficacy, sociocultural 
adaptation, life satisfaction and culture shock. Therefore, 
it might be useful to conduct a longitudinal study using 
mixed methods approaches or experimental designs to 
investigate the subject in a more detailed way.

Another limitation of the current study is that concern-
ing religious beliefs, the sects and living in accordance 
with religious beliefs are mostly ignored in the analyses. 
For some students, religious belief is a way of life, but 
for others, religious belief is a ritual or anything that has 
no significance. Therefore, scholars should be careful in 
generalizing these findings because the experiences may 

differ. Another limitation of the study is the city where 
the study was carried out: Antalya. Antalya is one of the 
leading tourism regions not only in Turkey but also in 
the world. This shows that the local community is accus-
tomed to living with people of different races, from dif-
ferent countries and from different cultures. Therefore, 
the findings should be interpreted taking these points 
into consideration.

Although the study indicated the major effects of self-
efficacy on culture shock, it did not address the reasons 
for culture shock concerning self-efficacy. Therefore, 
future studies may be designed as experimental studies to 
determine whether such effects are causal. On the other 
hand, even though there are a number of limitations in 
the present study, these findings are new contributions 
and new insights to the literature concerning this topic.
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