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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instead of 9; chapters 5 and 6 have been combined, and the last chapter, on repatriation, has been dropped, having been superseded by this author’s own The Art of Coming Home (also being issued in a revised edition) and because it did not seem to fit with this edition’s more singular focus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.
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