Contending With Cultural Adjustment

The Fulbright Specialists Program (FSP)    

The short-term nature of the program and the variety of activities requested by institutions require participants who can readily adapt to the demands of unique situations and expectations.  In addition, the program requires its grantees to acknowledge that even in a short-term assignment there is much room for the give and take of ideas and perspectives.  In cross-cultural settings, however, our ability to exhibit flexibility and understanding can be impaired by culture shock.

Whether you are a seasoned traveler or are venturing on your first exchange experience, and even if your stay is as brief as two weeks, you will probably experience the phenomenon of culture shock during your stay in your host country.  Before you begin your Fulbright Specialists Program grant, CIES strongly recommends that you take some time to understand the culture(s) of the country that you will be visiting.  

I. What is Culture Shock?

Culture shock is a result of experiencing “a different way of doing, organizing, perceiving or valuing things which are different from yours and which threaten your basic, unconscious belief that your … customs, assumptions, values and behaviors are ‘right.’”
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The iceberg metaphor illustrated below indicates how you, the ship, can clearly see and prepare yourself for the visible culture of your new temporary home, the iceberg, while the more subtle aspects of the culture of your host country remain invisible beneath the surface.  Being aware of these different values and assumptions through research and inquiries prior to your departure can help to make your Fulbright experience as positive and productive as possible.  
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II. The Symptoms

Changing cultural surroundings is bound to cause unsettled feelings, but it is how they are dealt with that will ultimately determine their effects.  Some common symptoms of culture shock are: 

· Sense of uprootedness
· Feeling of disorientation
· Unwarranted criticism of the local culture and people

· Constant complaints about the climate

· Utopian ideas concerning one's own culture

· Continuous concern about the purity of water and food

· Fear of touching local people

· Refusal to learn the language

· Preoccupation about being robbed or cheated

· Pressing desire to talk with people who "really make sense"

· Preoccupation with returning home

· Sense of being overwhelmed, frustrated, and/or angry
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While abroad, one must also be prepared for expressions of anti-American sentiment.  Especially in present times, you might hear criticism of American culture or political/military involvement.    These expressions can contribute to your feelings of culture shock.

III. Coping Strategies

Knowing that these feelings of culture shock are normal and expected will help in overcoming them.  To contend with culture shock, consider these constructive responses: 

· Focus on what you can control: People undergoing culture shock can sometimes experience a sense of lack of control.   So do not fret about the things you cannot change.   Things are bound to be done differently, and rather than fight it, enjoy the experience of trying something new!

· Avoid investing major energy in minor problems: People make "mountains out of molehills" even more quickly in cross-cultural situations than they do in their own culture.

· Tackle major stressors head on: As you will be trying to pack a lot of activity into a small amount of time, the stresses of your grant can add to the stress of your culture shock.  Don't avoid things, but at the same time, take some time to relax and enjoy your experience.

· Ask for help: Create a wide support network as quickly as you can in your target culture.  Your host institution and the Fulbright Commission/U.S. Embassy are there to help you!

· Write it down: Record your thoughts and frustrations in a journal. This practice will give you a healthy outlet for expressing your feelings (and will also help you remember your wonderful trip).

· Be physically active: Walk, swim, run, play tennis or do some other physical activity you enjoy.  Physical activity will make you feel good and provide an opportunity to meet new people.
· Maintain your sense of humor:  Try, no matter how hard it is, to see something of value in every new challenge and experience that you may come across. Laugh now, not just later!
· Acknowledge language barriers:  Lack of knowledge of your host country’s language can be a source of stress.  If you do not know the local language, try to learn some pleasantries in advance of your trip.  Once you arrive, be patient with your hosts as they communicate with you in English, which is probably not their first language. 
Culture shock can cause a roller coaster of emotions, but it is best to roll with it, and understand that upon leaving home, your feelings of adjustment to your new culture will go through many different phases.

IV. Reverse Culture Shock

Upon returning home, you might feel pangs of reverse culture shock as well.  Reverse culture shock may affect you upon your return to the United States and arouse such feelings as: 

· Restlessness

· Wanting to be alone

· Change in goals and priorities

· Negativity towards the United States

· Reverse homesickness

· Depression

· Uncertainty

· Confusion

The key is to confront these feelings head-on and to be prepared for them.  By overcoming both culture shock and reverse culture shock you can better understand and appreciate the values of all the cultures you encounter during your Fulbright experience. 
V. Where to Find Information on your Host Country

· Post/Commission Web site: http://fulbright.state.gov/fulbright/about/whyis/binational-partnerships/fulbright-commissions 

· Host Institution Web site

· CIES Country Web pages: http://www.cies.org/country
· U.S. Department of State Country Background Notes: http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/ 
· U.S. Embassies and Consulates: http://www.usembassy.gov/ 

During your visit as a Fulbright Specialist, we encourage you to take photos to document your exchange. 

CIES periodically adds scholar stories to the Fulbright Specialists Web pages. Please consult guidelines (http://www.cies.org/G_specialists/Specialist_Story.doc)  for  instructions on submitting your scholar story to CIES, it may be posted on the CIES Web site or used for other publications. Due to space limitations and staffing constraints we cannot promise that every story submitted will be posted.

Best wishes for a successful exchange experience!
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