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Fact Sheet 16 – Culture shock, trauma and marginalisation 

Culture shock is a feeling of stress, anxiety, loneliness, homesickness, and 

disorientation that some people experience when they are immersed in a culture that’s 

very different to their own.  

It occurs when they are surrounded by an unfamiliar and uncertain environment and 

they are unsure of the cultural norms, values and expectations. They feel isolated, 

disempowered, and vulnerable.  

Culture shock can range from mild anxiety and homesickness to panic attacks and 

depression. Unlike trauma, culture shock isn’t thought of as a serious psychological 

issue that needs the expert support of a medical professional. 

Children who immigrate to Australia may suffer from a combination of culture shock 

and trauma (e.g., they may have grown up in a refugee camp). It’s important to note 

that TAs regularly support children who are suffering trauma but are rarely told of the 

child’s condition.  

This happens either to protect the child’s privacy or because the school is never 

informed in the first place. As trauma can result in unusual behavioural issues such as 

outbursts and truanting, it’s important to consider trauma (and culture shock) when 

seeking to understand the root cause of a child’s behaviour.  

Marginalisation occurs when a group or person is excluded and treated as insignificant 

by the larger community. People who are marginalised can feel depressed, lonely and 

disempowered as they have less or no ‘voice’ and fewer opportunities than others. An 

example of marginalisation is the exclusion of people with disabilities from the 

workforce. 

Some of the impacts of culture shock, trauma and marginalisation are described 

below: 

Impact Explanation 

Physical health The body can over-respond or under-respond to stress. 

Stress is a physical reaction caused by hormones and it 

can cause or exacerbate mental or physical issues (such 

as depression, appetite regulation and concentration). 
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Emotional health A person may have difficulty identifying, expressing and 

managing their emotions. Trauma can cause a range of 

mental health issues such as depression, anxiety and 

PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). 

Disassociation A person may become detached from reality in some way 

(such as by losing parts of their memory). This is a coping 

or survival mechanism used by the body to reduce stress. 

Behaviour and 

communication 

Seemingly small triggers can cause disproportionate 

emotional reactions (such as uncontrollable outbursts to 

seemingly small insults or jokes). A person may become 

hyper-aware, unpredictable, oppositional and explosive. 

Cognitive abilities A person may experience delays in language development 

and have difficulty with learning and problem solving. 

Learning is more difficult when a person is stressed. 

Self-concept and 

future orientation 

A person may suffer from low self-esteem, poor self-image, 

shame and/or guilt. Chronic stress can mean a person lives 

in survival mode, making future planning difficult or non-

existent. 

Risky behaviour 

(decision making) 

Trauma may cause a person to undertake high-risk 

activities such as drinking to excess or taking drugs. Some 

behaviours are communicative (a call for help), while 

others are a way of suppressing stress and anxiety. 

 

 


