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Preface to the Second Edition


Authors are never completely finished with their books. They may turn in their manuscripts on the agreed-upon day, but deep down they know if they only had more time, they could say it better. Revised editions call an author’s bluff; if you really could have said it better, here’s your chance.


Readers will have to judge whether the first or this second edition of The Art of Crossing Cultures says it better, but this new edition does say some things differently—and some new things altogether. The conceptual framework of the original is still here, as is the model of cultural adjustment, now called “cultural effectiveness,” though the model itself has been modified in important respects. There are now 7 chapters instead of 9; chapters 5 and 6 have been combined, and the last chapter, on repatriation, has been dropped, having been superseded by this author’s own The Art of Coming Home (also being issued in a revised edition) and because it did not seem to fit with this edition’s more singular focus on the overseas experience.


Other changes include a considerably expanded first chapter on country shock, the use of more illustrations from the world of business, and the addition of a new appendix (“Eloquent Witness”) of quotations on the overseas experience. Finally, the chapter titles have become decidedly more prosaic. While “The Howling of Tigers, The Hissing of Serpents” (old title) is certainly more evocative than “Country Shock” (new title), it is not nearly as descriptive, as chapter titles have some obligation to be. Make no mistake; tigers still howl and serpents still hiss in these pages, but no longer in chapter titles.


—Craig Storti
Westminster, Maryland
June 2001










Foreword to the First Edition


Once every decade in every discipline of study, a book comes along which does more than inform and entertain. It enlightens. I have a hunch that The Art of Crossing Cultures will be such a book for the intercultural field.


The interesting thing about The Art of Crossing Cultures is that it will be as enlightening to the university student in a formal intercultural communication course as it will be to the practical-minded businessperson bound for a first overseas assignment and as it will be for the seasoned intercultural specialist who is forever looking for theoretical material to explain the process we have all experienced but have such difficulty putting into words.


The selected quotations from literary sources are themselves worth the price of the book. They are truly delightful, making their points with clarity and charm, and adding their own additional insights to those of Craig Storti.


It is a pleasure to discover such a literate new writer contributing to our field and to share, even for a moment, this paper podium with him.


—L. Robert Kohls
San Francisco, February 1989
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Introduction


Now it is not good for the Christian’s health to hustle the Aryan brown
For the Christian riles and the Aryan smiles and he weareth the Christian down.


And the end of the fight is a tombstone white with the name of the late deceased,
And the epitaph drear: “A fool lies here who tried to hustle the East.”


—Rudyard Kipling


If there’s one thing nearly everyone who lives and works abroad has to get right, it is this: they must be able to get along with the local people. In whatever capacity they go overseas—whether for business, diplomacy, the military, as an exchange or study abroad student, as a development worker or civil servant—and whatever their goals and responsibilities, it is difficult to imagine how they can succeed if they can’t interact effectively with people from the local culture. And yet a great many expatriates cannot. This book will explain why and what to do about it.


In the era of globalization, an increasing number of companies and organizations are sending expatriates into the field, including numerous smaller companies that never previously saw the need. In a 1999 survey of 264 U.S.-based multinational corporations, more than half of the respondents (52 percent) indicated they had increased their number of expatriate employees in the preceding year, and two-thirds said they expected their numbers to increase again by the year 2000 (Windham 1999, 8). With an ever-increasing number of companies earning more revenue from overseas than from domestic operations, first-hand knowledge and experience of foreign markets and conditions has become essential for today’s managers and executives. For that same reason, the career path to senior management positions in most global companies now includes at least one overseas assignment. These assignments used to be for the adventurous and the nonconformists; now they’re de rigueur for almost anyone who aspires to a leadership role in a company with foreign operations.


The Windham International survey cited above also identified the three leading causes of “assignment failure”: partner dissatisfaction, family concerns, and the inability to adapt. All three causes, and especially the inability to adapt, suggest that successfully crossing cultures is a major challenge for most expatriates. “If left to luck,” Robert Kohls has observed, “your chances of having a really satisfying experience living abroad would be about one in seven” (2001, 1).


The costs of cross-cultural failure, for individuals and their organizations, have been well documented. There are personal costs and family costs; financial, professional, and emotional costs; and costs to one’s career prospects, to one’s self-esteem, and to one’s marriage and family. (Sixty-nine percent of the expats in the Windham study were married, and 61 percent were accompanied overseas by their children.) The organization may pay a steep price as well—in recruitment and selection costs, in training costs, moving costs, compromised careers, and all the costs associated with lost opportunities, damaged relationships, low morale, reduced productivity, and perhaps even damage to the company or organization’s reputation in the country or region.


Nor are the costs of a failed assignment borne entirely by the individual expat and his or her parent company or organization. Most expats occupy high profile, senior positions, where the decisions they make directly or indirectly affect the lives of large numbers of people. They may start projects, initiate reforms, begin overhauls of various procedures or systems—and then bail out and leave the local people dangling. Local people often make job or career changes, which affect their whole family, based on initiatives or changes begun by the new head of this or chief of that—who then departs abruptly for home. The comings and goings of expats touch many local lives, in ways often not appreciated by those who are not around when the dust settles.


There are two typical endgames for expatriates who fail to effectively cross cultures: either they go home early from their overseas assignment, or, more commonly, they stay on, with greatly diminished effectiveness, often doing themselves, their families, and their organizations irreparable harm. Either way, it’s an outcome no one desires.


This book explains why crossing cultures can be so difficult and how to minimize that difficulty and all the unfortunate consequences it leads to. After an opening chapter on country shock, the rest of the book takes the reader step by step through the process of encountering and learning to deal effectively with another culture, showing where most expats go wrong and how to keep that from happening.


This book is written primarily for expats themselves, who need to understand the experience they’re going through, but it will also be useful to people from the local culture who work with expatriates. Anyone working alongside, supervising, or working under an expat is bound to benefit from understanding what it’s like for that person to live and work in that country. The people back home who support and manage expats can also do their jobs better if they understand what an expat goes through overseas.


But enough prologue. Your plane has landed and even now is taxiing to the gate. In a few minutes, you’ll be clearing customs and stepping out into a whole new world.


Take a deep breath. You’re about to become a foreigner.










1
Country Shock


I have already mentioned the prickly heat, ringworm, dry gripes, putrid fevers, biles, consaca, and bloody flux, to which human nature is exposed in this Climate; also the mosquitoes, Patat and Scrapat lice, chigoes, cockroaches, ants, horseflies, wild bees and bats, besides the thorns and briars, and the alligators and peree in the rivers; to which if we add the howling of tigers, the hissing of serpents, and the growling of Four—geoud, the dry, sandy savannahs, unfordable marshes, burning hot days, cold and damp nights, heavy rains, and short allowance, the reader may be astonished how any person was able to survive the trial. Notwithstanding this black catalogue, I solemnly declare I have omitted many other calamities that we suffered, as I wish to avoid [exaggeration].


—Captain John Stedman
Journey through Surinam


All in all, [this] is a really nice place to live and work. The people are friendly, the beaches are great, and the fried ants are delicious.


—Foreign aid worker,
East Africa





Before you can learn how to get along with the locals, you first have to survive the move abroad. While our focus in this book is on how to interact effectively with people from other cultures, this is not the only or even the first adjustment you have to make when you go overseas. You also have to get used to the new country—the new physical environment—to the new community, and to a new job (or, in the case of many expat spouses, to not having a job). Strictly speaking, these are not cultural adjustments (coming to terms with the behavior of the host country people), but they are very much part of the overall context in which cultural adjustment takes place. Occurring at the same time as cultural adjustment and competing for your attention and energy (neither of which is unlimited), these other adjustments inevitably affect the pace, and in many cases the outcome, of your struggle to adjust to the local culture. The impact of these other challenges is so direct and immediate that if you don’t acknowledge and address the problems they pose early on, the resulting stress and anxiety can overwhelm and defeat you before you ever really encounter the culture. In short, while dealing effectively with what we might call these lesser adjustments may not constitute cultural adjustment, it could determine whether you ever get a chance to adjust to the people.


Some good news about these adjustments is that, unlike cultural adjustment, most of us have gone through them before. The typical expatriate has moved, for example, and has some idea of what’s involved in adjusting to a new physical environment and to a new community, and most people have also changed jobs before and are familiar with the adjustments that involves. You might never before have done all of these at once—you can change jobs, for example, without moving—and you have probably not done them in an alien land, but at least you have some idea of what to expect and some of the skills you will need to cope.





A New Country


Climate


The first adjustments you make are to the new country, starting, unavoidably, with the climate. Whether you come from a dry climate and are set down in a humid one or from a cold climate and are set down in a warm one, you’re going to notice the weather. We tend to think of climate or weather more as part of the scenery of an overseas experience, as a characteristic of the setting in which adjustment takes place, than as something else we have to adjust to. But climate can in fact wreak havoc on the unsuspecting expat: on your body, your health, your lifestyle, your pocketbook, and (sooner or later) your mind.


If you’re not used to it, the heat and humidity of the tropics can be debilitating, even demoralizing. “I’ve been in Ceylon a month,” D. H. Lawrence wrote on a visit to that country, “and nearly sweated myself into a shadow” (1984, 25). For the first few weeks, even months, you may feel a marked loss of energy, a need for more sleep, and any number of symptoms commonly associated with dehydration, such as headaches and low-grade fevers. You may have to rely on round-the-clock air-conditioning, though you consider it unhealthy; you may have to scrap plans to walk or bicycle to work (thus leaving your spouse at home without a car); you may have to give up tennis or jogging on your lunch hour, then gain weight because you don’t get enough exercise; or you may have to buy new clothes, an unexpected expense; or your skin may break out, causing you to become depressed about your appearance. “The humidity could be blamed for many things,” Anthony Burgess writes in The Long Day Wanes, “the need for a siesta, corpulence, the use of the car for a hundred-yard journey, the mildew on the shoes, the sweatrot in the armpits of dresses, the lost bridge-rubber or tennis-set, the dislike felt for the whole country” (1964, 36).





Nor is too cold much of an improvement on too hot. Older flats and homes in many countries don’t come with central heating, for example, or they may have inadequate insulation. You can heat a room or two, perhaps (when the power is on), but you can’t heat the entire house. You may bathe less frequently because it’s too cold, and you may catch cold more easily.


Then, there’s too wet—in the form of the monsoon that occurs each year throughout much of Asia and the Pacific: two to three months of relentless rain, flooded, impassable streets and roads, mold sprouting on your shoes and clothes and creeping down the walls. At least in the hot weather you can still go outside and move about, but in the monsoon you have no desire to do so (though you don’t want to be inside either). Like excessive heat and cold, the monsoon not only makes you uncomfortable; it can make you unhappy.


Doing Without


Wherever you live overseas, the list of things “they don’t have here” sometimes seems to have been designed with you personally in mind. Bad enough in itself, this list normally calls into being a second list—of the things you can’t do here—and taken together these lists can make you very unhappy and frustrated. The lists are different in different places and for different expats; it may be a favorite food, a spice you can’t cook without, replacement parts, a certain type of service, books in your native language, an appliance you can’t live without, or a favorite sport or pastime. Learning to get by without these requires you to make scores of tiny adjustments every day, and while most people manage to cope well enough—finding substitutes or getting cherished items from loved ones back home—the annoyance and inconvenience of doing without take their toll. Any veteran expat will tell you that it’s not just the big things that get to you overseas, like not speaking the language or understanding the locals, but also the countless petty irritations that slowly wear you down. One famous story in the lore of expatriate failure tells of the man who came home early from his assignment in the South Pacific because, as he put it, “The salt wouldn’t come out of the shaker.”


The Loss of Routines


In a way, doing without is part of another, more all-encompassing issue, which we might call the loss of routines. Some observers claim that this is really the essence of adjusting to a new country, but whether it’s the essence or not, it certainly looms large. But what are routines, and why is losing them such a problem? As this writer has noted elsewhere:


[A] routine is something you do while your mind is on something else, an action you have done so many times you no longer need to think about it in order to perform it. Most routines involve simple, uncomplicated behaviors that are easily mastered and that are always executed in a predictable, unchanging manner. For most people, brushing their teeth is a routine, or, more accurately, many aspects of brushing one’s teeth are routine. You don’t have to be consciously aware of picking up your toothbrush, of opening the tube of toothpaste, of squeezing the tube, of raising your brush to your mouth, etc. You may give parts of this procedure fleeting attention, but you are probably giving conscious attention to something else for most of the time it takes to brush your teeth. And the same can be said for numerous other actions and parts of actions you perform day in and day out.


Many routines, though not all, involve basic coping and survival behaviors, such as bathing, dressing, eating, going to the bathroom, driving. More complicated behaviors can also become routines over time; for some people, cooking certain meals can be a routine. And even some of the most complicated behaviors can have routine elements. Routines by their very nature use up very little of your mental and physical energy, which is therefore available for higher order, more complicated—or brand new behaviors, which do require your mental and physical energy (at least until such time as they too are reduced, or reduced in part, to routines).


The lifeblood of routines is the known and the familiar. Needless to say, when you move to a new country, where nothing is known and familiar, your routines get mightily disrupted. Suddenly, nothing…is a routine. The loss of routines means the time and energy that were available for higher order, more sophisticated tasks now goes to basic coping and survival functions. With the minutiae of everyday life now demanding much of your conscious attention, [these higher order functions] either get put aside or take much longer to accomplish…. Many routines can be easily reestablished—the second time you brush your teeth overseas, the action is fast becoming automatic—but others can take longer to reconstruct.


The loss of routines hits you at your core. You expect to have to learn how to do new things overseas and even new ways of doing familiar things, but you may be surprised to discover that you have to learn to do things you normally do without thinking. (Storti 1997, 12–13)


Here’s an expat describing the excitement of reestablishing a common routine, driving, his first day in England:


My very first day in England I went into work just to get the [company] car. It was a stick shift. I drove a stick shift about fifteen years ago for about a month…. The manager who was leaving drove me to a petrol station, filled it up for me and said, “Okay, here is your driving lesson.” So I jerked back to the office about a mile or two away and he proceeded to show me where all of the little gizmos were on the car. He said, “Okay, you are on your own.” And there I was with the car and no map and two hundred miles to drive that day with a stick shift, sitting on the wrong side of the front seat. It was a little terrifying…. (Osland 1995, 38–39)


The problem with routines is that until you’ve reestablished them, you can have a very low opinion of yourself. If something this simple can be so difficult, then what am I going to do about something that’s genuinely difficult?


Unfamiliar Faces


Another reality of being in a new country is not knowing anyone. For the first few weeks after your arrival, you will be interacting day in and day out, hour by hour, with people you don’t know or don’t know very well. There’s nothing bad about this, of course—part of the adventure of being an expatriate is meeting new people—but it takes much more energy and effort than interacting with people you already know and who know you. When you are with people like this, you can relax and be yourself. Because you know they know you, you don’t have to be especially careful of what you do and say to make sure they form a positive impression. With new people, however, who don’t yet have an impression of you, you tend to be very careful of what you say and do until you see how they respond. Being careful like this, paying close, conscious attention to everything you say and do, takes considerable emotional and physical effort. A few hours of interacting with relative strangers, whether from your own or the host country, will leave you as tired as a whole day of dealing with people you already know.


A related problem is being so far away from family and friends. There’s the homesickness dimension, genuinely missing close friends and loved ones, and there’s also the matter of not having the support and encouragement such people offer us during difficult times. As you face the difficulties of those early months abroad, you need the kind of unconditional acceptance and support only close friends and family members can provide; you need people who will listen to your tirades about the country and the natives without judging, people with whom you can fall apart without being embarrassed or worrying about what they might think. Your spouse may be available for this purpose, of course, but he or she may be looking to you for the same support. Whenever possible, you should plan to fall apart on different days from your spouse.


Additional Issues in Developing Countries


Expatriates working in developing nations often face an extra set of “country” issues, those that their counterparts in more modern countries don’t normally experience. The communications infrastructure, for example, is delicate in many developing countries, posing all manner of special problems in a world increasingly dependent on technology. The issue is not so much having the technology as it is having a reliable source of electricity. Electricity supply has always been a problem in the third-world, but it mattered less in a less-wired world. When the power goes out these days, as it does increasingly in many developing countries, the impact is much greater. Work stops, in a word, and out come the teacups.
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