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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines verbal and non-verbal intercultural communication challenges faced by Australian
students studying abroad in China. Using intercultural communication theories, the author analyses
potential cultural shock and intercultural differences to help Australian students be aware of academic
and social survival skills in their destination country. While there are many publications about inter-
national students’ intercultural communication issues and intercultural adaptation difficulties within
English-speaking countries, there are comparatively few works on Australian students’ intercultural
communication competence needed for living in China. This chapter looks at pedagogical implications
of intercultural communication training for Australian students prior to their overseas studies and out-
bound mobility experience.

INTRODUCTION

Inspired by Australia in the Asian Century (2012) issued by the then Australian Labor Government and
the New Colombo Plan (2013) issued by the Australian Coalition Government, an increasing number
of Australian students are undertaking undergraduate university courses overseas to learn a Language
Other than English (LOTE) in Asian countries. They can study an equivalent course with credits at an
overseas partner institution through ‘home’ university global mobility programs and experience cultural
immersion as exchange students. Their major destination countries include key Asian economies like
China, Japan, and Korea. These countries are more characteristic of ‘collectivism’ whereas Australia
is more typical of ‘individualism’ (Hofstede, 1980, 2001). Individualism values personal expression,
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autonomy, independence, and self-reliance (Callero, 2009) whereas collectivism prioritises group con-
formity, harmony, interdependence, and team cohesion. This important cultural dimension summarises
a number of attributes that make these Asian countries different from Australia. As will be discussed
throughout this chapter, these attributes are reflected in many examples that can be observed and expe-
rienced in everyday interactions.

It is beneficial for Australian students who intend to join study abroad programs and outbound mo-
bility to Asian cultural destinations to inform themselves of cultural differences. The key reason is that
the cultural differences are hidden so that they remain challenging to international students studying in
their destination country. Consider Chinese students studying in English-speaking universities, for ex-
ample, even though investing heavily in learning English (English is a compulsory unit at some Chinese
primary schools, at all high schools and universities) in China (Arkoudis & Davison, 2008). Chinese
international students studying in British universities work hard to overcome personal, pedagogical and
psychological factors, and sociolinguistic shock in their intercultural adaptation (Gu & Maley, 2008;
Marr, 2005; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2006).

Although they have made much progress and entered English-speaking universities with IELTS (In-
ternational English Language Testing System) entry-level scores, Chinese international students studying
in Australian and New Zealand universities find that they still need to improve their language proficiency
and intercultural communication skills, and manage intercultural differences (Briguglio & Smith, 2012;
Holmes, 2004, 2006; Malczewska-Webb, 2014). But foreign language learning is not compulsory at
Australian high schools or universities. It has long been recognised that language is interlocking with
culture (Helm, 2009; Sharifian, 2015). To survive their stay in their destination country, Australian
students need to know something about other languages and understand their cultures, particularly the
variances. When Australian students are well-informed about the ‘hidden luggage’ or intercultural dif-
ferences by completing intercultural communication training and associated learning activities prior
to their departure, they will find it less difficult to overcome personal, pedagogical and psychological
factors in their intercultural adaptation. Instead, while living in their designation they are likely to find
themselves able to manage cultural shock and intercultural differences successfully about why people
say and do things in certain ways.

The main objective of this chapter is to shed light on the hidden dimensions of intercultural verbal/
non-verbal communication by analysing major perceived differences between Chinese and Australian
cultures and keep outbound Australian students aware of and reflective on them so that they are verbally
and non-verbally prepared prior to undertaking a study tour or a research project in China.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

A literature review of particular theoretical frameworks related to intercultural communication and in-
tercultural non-verbal communication is herein elucidated. Intercultural communication includes both
spoken and written communication. Indeed, individuals from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds
partake in unique practices and behaviours.
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