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Introduction

“Living in a foreign culture is like playing a game you’ve never played before and for which the rules have not been explained very well. The challenge is to enjoy the game without missing too many plays, learning the rules and developing skills as you go along.

You’ll learn a great deal, though much of it will be intangible and difficult to define. In negotiating the unfamiliar and uncharted territory of another culture, change and growth occur at deep levels, leaving you more competent, more self-assured, and more knowledgeable about yourself and how the world works.”

—L. Robert Kohls (2001, p. 131)

Change

Change is the antecedent of transition!

When circumstances in our life change, we must accommodate the change in some way. Change may occur intentionally, because of something we choose, or as the result of something beyond our control. Change may be viewed as either positive or negative, depending on the external effect it has on our life and/or a more subtle internal influence. Change frequently results in a symbolic ending of “what was.” When something ends, there is groundwork for new possibilities, new realities, and even a new way of being and/or a new way of living.

Transition

Transition is the process of letting go of the past and moving into the new circumstances resulting from change. Transition offers the opportunity for personal growth, self-renewal, and enhanced creativity. The transition process requires time. When the transition process involves an international move, the individual has an opportunity to expand his or her worldview while exploring the cultural paradigms that influence perceptions and assumptions, learning how to survive and succeed in a “foreign” culture.

Self-Awareness

Each culture has both explicit and implicit values, beliefs, and assumptions that define the culture’s frame of reference and form the foundation for that culture’s socialization process. Members of the culture learn to depend on these norms for consistency in “how things are done” in the world. When individuals travel to another culture, they encounter new frames of reference, and for many people this encounter challenges the assumptions, values, and beliefs that have been framing the foundation of their own identity.

Janet Bennett (1998) suggests that “culture shock” is actually a subcategory of the transition experience. The challenge of cross-cultural adaptation has the potential for being a positive as well as a negative experience. Cultural transition, as a life-changing experience, offers the opportunity for personal growth and increased self-awareness. As an individual seeks to establish effective communication and build meaningful relationships under new cultural rules, introspection becomes a necessity.

International Transition

As pre-departure trainers consider international transition, they need to recognize that the participants’ fundamental needs for survival must be met before their other needs can be addressed. Pre-departure programs too often attempt to deal with cultural differences and language skills at a time when the primary needs and anxieties for those departing are focused on questions of day-to-day living.

Logistic concerns include the passport, visa, and work permit requirements for the receiving country. Other questions that require answers include: When will we travel? How will we travel? What is the weather like? What type of clothing is needed? Are there restrictions to the type of dress for women/men? What are the housing accommodations? Should furniture be shipped or stored? Will there be public transportation? Should a vehicle be shipped, stored, sold? How about large and small appliances? Is there electricity? 110 or 220? What access will there be to technology, banking, health care? Are there safety concerns to be considered at the new location?

Families in transition have additional concerns for meeting the appropriate educational needs for the children. Partners may also be anxious about employment opportunities for the accompanying spouse, who may be displaced from a lucrative and rewarding career.

PRE-DEPARTURE TRAINING

The main components of pre-departure training are (1) logistical information and (2) cultural information. Efficient, well-organized training design is essential, as time is of the essence. When participants are offered logistical insights first, they will be able to more fully participate in the cultural learning components.

The specifics of cultural information included in the pre-departure training will depend on the experience of the participants. Culture-general information should be introduced if the participants are embarking on their first international transition. Culture-specific information should be included for both new and experienced travelers. Pre-departure training should be designed in an effort to reduce initial culture shock and also to raise the participants’ awareness of the subtle expectations for appropriate behavior in the new country.

If participants were not screened for cultural sensitivity/adaptability during the selection process, pre-departure is a good time to do a formal assessment using an instrument such as the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), the Cross-Cultural Adaptability Inventory (CCAI), the Intercultural Sensitivity Inventory (ISI), or other cultural orientation self assessments. A formal assessment creates an initial benchmark of intercultural competency and provides specific information for the in-country training design. When the same instrument is administered at the time of reentry, data from the two assessments can be compared as a measure of training effectiveness and personal growth.

Employees and students who have lived abroad are often willing to lend a helping hand to those beginning their journey. Trainers may wish to invite expatriates to participate in a section of the pre-departure training. If possible, also encourage the establishment of an in-country contact or “mentor” for the employee or student prior to departure. Cultural mentors can provide sojourners with accurate and insightful culture-related information, as well as offer moral support during times of frustration and loneliness.

In his introduction to the pre-departure exercises included later in this book, Steven T. Duke, Ph.D., Executive Director of Global Student/Faculty Development, Research, and Risk Management at Wake Forest University, outlines the importance of preparation for departure and describes five key elements that instructors should consider for such training.

IN-COUNTRY SUPPORT

Prime time to provide additional intercultural training occurs three to six months after participants have started working or studying in the international environment. By this point, individuals have had an opportunity to apply the cross-cultural information they learned during pre-departure training, and the “honeymoon period” is likely over. At this stage, they are learning that “how we do things here” may be very different from their expectations and prior experience. The challenges of the first few months serve as the framework for applying theory to actual life events. The relevance of day-to-day experiences can enrich the training and enhance the learning.

As Kelly (1963) argues, “A person can be a witness to a tremendous parade of episodes and yet, if he fails to keep making something out of them or if he waits until they have occurred before he attempts to reconstruct them, he gains little in the way of experience from having been around when they happened” (30). The cognitive dissonance created from living internationally, combined with an individual’s willingness and ability to learn, offers opportunity for significant personal growth and development. Training should be designed to enhance understanding of what is “really” happening and the cultural underpinnings of why.

Much of how we behave and how we expect others to behave is based on implicitly learned cultural values. Until we encounter another way of being or doing or thinking or perceiving, we have no need to question what is “true.” The difference in cultural value preferences becomes more evident after a few months of living, working, or studying in the new environment. Exploring the realm of cultural values along orientation continuums of time, relationship, and activity preference will be more meaningful for those experiencing the differences in real-time.

Many misunderstandings can be avoided if there is an opportunity to provide support from a cultural mentor for the sojourner. The cultural mentor should be a native from the host culture who has knowledge of all the subtle nuances of verbal and nonverbal communication. To be effective, the cultural mentor needs not only a clear understanding of the host culture’s implicit and explicit expectations, but also a deep understanding of the employee’s or student’s culture of origin. With a deep understanding of both cultures, the mentor can assist in the navigation of unforeseen social and relational expectations.

IN-COUNTRY TEAM BUILDING

Living and working internationally allows individuals to explore the breadth and depth of cultural diversity. In the international setting we have the perfect incubator for the development of effective multicultural teams. Multicultural team building is most effective in a transitional space away from the work site, where a less formal environment can be established. This change of location encourages authentic participation, free from position and role bias.

Culturally appropriate experiential activities for values exploration and cross-cultural communication take on new meaning in this setting. These activities can be very effective for developing trust and building relationships. The debriefing of experiential exercises provides insight into behavioral motivation and differing cultural perspectives.

Intercultural communication skills are essential for prevention of misunderstanding and are necessary for the development of cohesive working conditions. Intercultural negotiation skills, conflict resolution skills, and culturally appropriate employee evaluation procedures are important components that can be effectively addressed during in-country training.

Joyce Osland, Executive Director, Global Leadership Advancement Center, School of Global Innovation and Leadership, College of Business, San Jose State University, offers an overarching framework for in-country training design and methods in her introduction to the in-country exercise section that appears later in this book.

REENTRY PREPARATION

Reentry support, provided to returnees, demonstrates a commitment on the part of the organization to the individual and helps to promote a sense of employee loyalty toward the organization. Reentry support for students is crucial to programs designed to promote cross-cultural learning through an international experience.

A “shock” when returning home is rarely anticipated. Individuals who have lived, studied, and worked internationally have grown and changed in ways they may be unaware of. Too often, after a brief “honeymoon period,” those returning “home” realize things are not exactly as they remember. Not only has the international experience shaped the way they see the world, but also, during their absence, “home” has been shifting and changing.

Reentry preparation should begin approximately three months prior to departure from the host location. Cultural components for saying “good-bye” and transition information preparing individuals for the possibility of “reverse” culture shock should be included. Logistic support for the move “home” needs to include many of the details provided during pre-departure.

During the reentry, it is important to facilitate individual and group conversations and reflections on the international experience. Reentry support has proven to be a fertile resource for the organization as well as for the individual. The insights garnered from creating a space for reflection, in this world of “thirty-second sound bites,” allows the organization to maximize on its investment of both time and money.

A reentry “refresher” should be offered three to six months after return. If an assessment such as the IDI, CCAI, or ISI was given pre-departure, a post-assessment, using the same instrument, can provide important insight into personal growth and additional data relevant to organizational knowledge and training/teaching design.

Organizations hoping to retain expatriates need a strategic plan for their placement on return. Employees and students who have survived and thrived in international settings have learned to face complex problems and meet day-to-day challenges effectively. Placing these individuals in a position that maximizes “lessons learned” while offering new challenges and a degree of autonomy will enhance the possibility of retaining the expatriates’ intercultural insight and talent.

In his introduction to the reentry section of this book, Bruce LaBrack, Professor Emeritus and Former Director of the University of The Pacific Institute for Cross-Cultural Training, outlines the challenges of reentry, as well as strategies for managing the potential culture shock experienced when returning home.

Why This Manual?

This book is unique in its singular focus on transition exercises. Trainers and educators supporting the international transition experience will find this collection of exercises valuable. We offer consideration of an integrated program designed to enhance the richness of the international experience.

We have collected and adapted existing transition activities from many sources as well as developing many of our own. We have included activities appropriate for the various stages of transition, including pre-departure, in-country, and reentry experiences. No matter what your situation, we hope you will find an appropriate exercise to meet your objectives.

How to Use This Manual

The introductions to each of the three sections in this book can be used to prepare employees and/or students for international assignments. Individuals who are responsible for designing pre-departure, in-country, and reentry programs will find these exercises useful; they have all been “field tested” with individuals who have experienced international learning, working, and living.

We have divided this book into three sections: pre-departure, in-country, and reentry. While some exercises may be used in more than one type of training, we have placed each exercise in one of the three sections so that trainers or educators can go directly to the section most relevant to their audience or training content. The Classification of Activities chart is a primary resource: it helps to identify the setting in which each exercise might be most useful and also identifies the level of potential risk for participants. Risk is defined as how psychologically challenging an activity might be for the participant. High-risk activities could create distress for some participants and should not be attempted too early in a training program or by trainers who do not have the ability to manage strong emotional reactions.

A Note About Adult Learning Styles

David A. Kolb’s (1983) approach to learning styles serves as a framework and guide for our development of these activities. Kolb discusses four types of learning preferences:

a. Concrete Experience

b. Reflective Observation

c. Abstract Conceptualization

d. Active Experimentation

We have attempted to include as many types of learning preferences in each activity and its debriefing as fit the activity conceptually. Following is a brief description and example of each type of learning preference:

Concrete Experience requires learning by relating to other people and identifying feelings. Small-group discussions regarding personal experiences and feelings about an issue or experience make use of this preference.

Reflective Observation requires people to observe what goes on around them, think about what they have seen, and explore their observations from a range of perspectives. Even though this preference is the most difficult to address in training because of the length of time it can take, it can be included through a journal-writing activity or through debriefing questions. There is a wealth of journaling opportunities in the activities included in this book, and international transitions lend themselves to this learning style.

Abstract Conceptualization involves systematic planning, logical analysis, and intellectual understanding of a situation or theory. This is addressed through lectures or problem-solving activities such as case studies.

Active Experimentation is the “doing” preference. It includes completing self-assessment instruments and participating in role-plays, simulations, and other activities. Nothing involves more active learning than international experiences!

While many will ask, or demand, that your training design be primarily experiential in preparing for international transitions, we caution you to balance all four styles. Too much “doing” can result in little or no understanding of the underlying reason that a behavior or action may or may not be effective cross-culturally. Preparing for effectiveness in all three arenas (pre-departure, in-country, and reentry), as well as making sense out of lessons learned for a lifetime of application, requires that all four learning styles be utilized.
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