Familiarity in the Unfamiliar, Friendship as the key to Cultural Adaptation
    
Living abroad for a time has come to be an accepted, if not expected, part of the life of the modern enlightened person.   The reasons for such a journey are as varied as the people themselves. Although the difficulties they inevitably face, and the underlying reasons for them, show remarkable similarity.
The difficulties associated with living abroad partially to do with a change in the physical environment, but most of the problems that sojourners face are related to a change in society and culture (Brein & David 1971). These problems are often described as culture shock.
"Hall (1959) Defined culture shock as "a removal or distortion of many of the familiar cues one encounters at home and the substitution for them of other cues which are strange"
(Brein & David 1971)

This paper discusses the experiences of two students who lived abroad for a time. One went to Germany for 9 months to learn the language the other was in Finland for 6 months leading conversation classes, but with no intention of improving his grasp on the language.

It also covers the experiences of a missionary couple who spent over 20 years (five lots of four years) in the Philippines, though for comparative reasons I will only cover the first four year stay.

Hypothesis

Many factors effect the adaptation process: differences in culture, quality of life, language proficiency, technical competence, pre-emptive training, 

support abroad, daily activities, and personality (Mendenhall and Oddou 1985, Brein & David 1971)

These factors play a role in cultural adaptation and well-being. Much of this argument concentrates on the role of friends, as it seems to be the pivotal factor around which all others fade in comparison. 

All of the informants had extremely varied experiences, though the defining factor which seemed to aid or impede adaptation, was the presence or absence of good friends and a healthy social life.

This aspect is proved (Black 1988), and generally recognised to be as a defining factor in the degree of adjustment in the sojourner (Brein & David 1971, Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991), though this paper will go into the reasons why this is true with specific evidence and opinions from informants.

This paper postulates that an healthy social life strongly influences all other areas of life abroad which are attributed to the well adjusted individual. Therefore friendship is the main key to becoming a well adjusted sojourner.

Good communication skills are a perquisite for forming meaningful relationships (Brein & David 1971, Mendenhall and Oddou 1985)). This does not refer solely competence in the necessary language, but involves non-verbal communication and cultural differences (Church 1982, Mendenhall and Oddou 1985).

"�   the interpersonal functioning of the sojourner, that is his adjustment, is dependent
on the development of understanding between himself and his host�.     

�Thus the sojourner's adjustment is seen to be a function of effective intercultural communication between sojourner and host."
(Brein & David 1971)

Poor understanding of cultural values and conversational cues can be just as much of an obstacle to forming friendships as poor linguistic fluency (Brein & David 1971). In this way pre-departure cultural and linguistic training is very helpful, both to alleviate culture shock and to improve the rate of adaptation (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991).

By relating the work of other academics (on the subject of cultural adaptation) to the experiences of the informants, this paper intends to prove that with an improvement in social relationships leads to all other aspects of adjustment being beneficially influenced.
By examining the main points made by referred authors an attempt will be made to produce a �standard' model for the ways cultural adjustment factors influence each other. Figure 1 shows the main factors generally attributed to the success of the international adaptation process (Brein & David 1971, Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991). In figure 2 the author has used the opinions of the informants as well as previous articles on the subject to illustrate how these factors can influence each other.

This model will be adapted to the personal experience of the informants. This will show the relationships between the factors which contribute to how successfully the informant   adapted (Figures 3, 4 and 5).

It becomes noticeable

that because Sam made a lot of good friends, both Finnish and international, he adapted to a much greater extent than John. John's highly variable   relationships often lead to isolation, lack of interest and depression as much as it rewarded him with companionship.

It will be shown that good friends and an active social life does not directly lead to successful cultural adaptation. It is the way meaningful relationships effect all other areas of life abroad, both directly and indirectly, which makes it so important.

When the models and experiences of the informants are compared in the conclusion, the central role played by social networking in all cases will become clear. This paper also postulates that forming meaningful relationships should be the primary objective of a sojourner upon arrival in a foreign culture. For once this has been achieved, all other factors which promote cultural adjustment are favourably influenced, often with little conscious effort on behalf of the sojourner.

The Experiences of the Sojourners

The students had contrasting emotions about their time abroad. Sam and John# shared similar feelings in the weeks before departure but during their time abroad Joseph came to love Finnish culture and the people he knew, while John's elementary cultural misunderstandings lead to extended periods of bitterness and maladjustment.

The main reasons for this vast difference in experience seem to lie in the host family, the social environment and cultural

differences/similarities. 

Frank and Mary had intensive and appropriate professional training before and after departure. This set them on a firm foundation for cultural adaptation. They integrated rapidly into Filipino culture and made many friends which greatly alleviated the stresses of culture shock and accelerated the adjustment process.

Sam in Finland

Sam is half Finnish and has a grandmother, two aunts and several cousins who live in Helsinki. Though he spent much of his time in the school in Turku, he saw his extended family often, and they were always glad to see him.   

He lead English conversation classes at the boarding school on a daily basis. This earned him enough cash to go out drinking and dancing weekly as well as occasionally travelling during the weekends and school holidays. The school also provided him with free accommodation and use of the schools recreational facilities.

Initially the informal aspects of Finnish social culture caused a few problems. The average Fin will often skip the 'small talk' that most English people are accustomed too and talk directly about whatever they wish. In fact there is no word for 'please' in the Finnish language. Initially he was offended by the directness of many Fins, and was often uncomfortable with the questions that some of them asked. Sam said that no subject is taboo for day to day conversation, and he often felt uncomfortable while talking about aspects of his life which he considered private, like his sex 

life and other �intimate' subjects. Many students saw him as secretive and withdrawn. 

As his time in Finland passed he grew more comfortable in discussing all areas of his life openly, and he began to make friends. He often steered the conversation classes towards Finnish culture and how it differed from British culture. Many of his student friends eventually took on the roles of cultural guides to him.

The students were actively encouraged by the other teachers to initiate conversation with him outside of class, to improve their fluency. Sam is a friendly and talkative guy and so he found that he did not have to try to make friends, but they came to him. There was ample opportunity for this, as he often participated in extra-curricular sports and other social activities.

Finnish culture is extremely open about what many English people consider to be intimate sexual matters.   Simple nakedness is not seen as something to be ashamed of, or sexual in any way. Understanding this was essential to understanding the Finnish in general, or so his friends told him often.

This was the aspect of Finnish culture that was most shocking to him. His Finnish mother had told him to expect this �sauna culture�, but he felt totally unprepared to the extent of the truth.   Nakedness in the sauna was expected from all, and swim wear was not allowed in the indoor swimming pool during winter months.

When he first went to sauna wearing shorts everyone present thought it hilarious.   Later he found

out that some gossiped that he had a deformity or rash that he was covering up! He found that even with his shorts on he was uncomfortable around many other naked students and extremely nervous some might notice his occasional sexual arousal.

Finnish people swim regularly and sauna even more so, often 3 or 4 times per week. It is seen as an enjoyable, hygienic, and very social event. It is such an integral part of Finnish culture that a lot of national politics happens in a sauna.

One famous example of this is during the cold war, Finland and Russia had much to discuss.   The president of Finland at the time, Urho Kekkonen, was attempting to convince the Russian president, Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, to return Finnish territories taken in WW2. Most of these discussions were held privately between the two presidents while in the sauna after a day spent skiing. AT these meetings they would both sit and chat completely naked.

Fortunately for Sam, visiting the sauna regularly is not compulsory, though it is an essential part of Finnish life and culture.

With heavy persuasion by some of his male Finnish friends, and a "heroic quantity of alcohol" he eventually took the leap and went to the sauna naked.   On the condition that no women were present.   After a few more similar events he eventually became comfortable naked around other naked men. He moved onto mixed sex naked swimming. Through a gradual process, by the end of the year he was completely comfortable at being naked in a

mixed sex sauna.

Though he made many Finnish friends, he was befriended by a group of international travellers with whom he spent much time with. The met these people through his teaching partner, who was an Australian and in a very similar situation. He spent a lot of time with this group of friends, often when he wanted to escape from Finnish people and culture for a while.

Even though Sam arrived in Finland equipped with only a rudimentary knowledge of Finnish culture and a positive attitude, he adjusted to a new cultural environment relatively swiftly and enjoyed his stay very much.

He attributes his success to two main factors: 1) The ability to communicate well. This was due to the fact that all the people he came into regular contact with could speak English to a practical level. Not only could they speak English, but they wanted to do so as well. 2) The extensive social network, both Finnish and international, that formed around him through very little effort on his behalf. This lead to close, gratifying friendships, which positively influenced all other aspects of his life.

Initially, he did experience discomfort at many aspects of Finnish culture which differed from his own, which is inevitable (Mendenhall and Oddou 1985, Brein & David 1971).   The time scale associated with the adaptation process (and therefore the overall amount of stress involved) was greatly reduced by the influence of friends from the host country who gave constructive advice and encouragement

to participate. 

His international friends provided the occasional respite from Finnish culture, allowing Sam to break up the cultural adaptation process into manageable steps. Finding such �stability zones' to which one can retreat, when the process of adaptation becomes too much, is a proven method of stress reduction (Mendenhall and Oddou 1985 ref. Raitu 1983).

Sam's international friends shared much experience about the problems they themselves had faced and how they adjusted to them. In this way he could learn from mistakes without making them himself.

Another reason why Sam experienced a relatively small amount of culture shock was his participation in sports, the local night life and the social environment. He had enjoyed all of these activities in England. In this way he found familiar activities in an unfamiliar environment.   This is referred to as �reinforcement substitution' and is a practice recommended for reduction of culture shock (Mendenhall and Oddou 1985).

Sam insists that he did not engage in any of these activities because he knew they would reduce culture shock, but because it was what he wanted to do, and because his friends were doing it.

From Sam's testimony it seems that once he had made friends, all the others factors involved in successful cultural adjustment followed on naturally.

John in Germany

John was looking forward to his time in Germany a lot, but he would not retain his optimism for more than a few days into his stay. Though he had

briefly met his host family before, it did not prepare him for what he would experience while living with them on a day to day basis. 

His exchange partner, Manuel, was �a spoilt know-it-all computer geek' in his opinion, though he has described him in much more profane language. The rest of the family wasn't much to his liking either.   He avoided his host as much as politely possible, attempting to make other friends at every possible opportunity.
The purpose of his stay in Germany was to improve his fluency in German in order to prepare him for his degree in the subject. His grasp on the language was not as good as he had first thought and often experienced difficulties in communicating verbally. He stubbornly refused to use English in all but the most desperate situations, which made socialising a burden.   

His German improved slowly at first, but with regular attempts at conversations and advice from his tutors, his fluency improved at an increasing rate. Though often his conversations were direct and to the point, this suited his German contacts just fine. In this respect an advanced knowledge of the language was not essential.

Conversation around the house of his host family was either forced or used to communicate necessities, such as asking permission to use the telephone. He found his hosts cruel, especially when they all laughed at some mistake or misfortune that had happened to him. 

He began to distance himself from them by taking long walks and spending a lot

of time alone in his room. He felt lonely, isolated and totally alien to everything that happened around him.   

When John was fed up with his hosts, especially Manuel, he often had no where to go and no one to talk to. In order to find support or comfort he had to make long distance phone calls. Without a refuge to hide from an apparently totally alien environment, his bad moods became worse, and he often found himself depressed and seeking excuses to return home prematurely.

For over a month he thought that his hosts didn't like him at all, until one of the friends he made later in his stay explained German humour to him. Once German humour, called �Schadensfreude', was explained to him, he lost much of his bitterness towards his hosts. �Schadensfreude' translates to �joy for another's misfortune', which explained away much of his previous misgivings.

John became much more enthusiastic about making meaningful conversation after meeting a group of people which he liked and eventually became friends with. He met the group of friends he would come to spend most of his free time with at a local rock festival. 

They laughed at him when he explained his situation with his hosts, then explained �Schadensfreude' to him, which dissolved much of his confusion. They also introduced him to the German night clubbing scene, which he enjoyed, but Manuel despised. On one occasion, Manuel was convinced by his parents to go out drinking with John. His attempts at dancing and friendly banter

amused his friends so much that they attempted to convince him to come out more often.   He declined this offer, to John's great relief.

These friends eventually taught him to cope with Manuel by perceiving him as a source of entertainment, rather than an irritation. They became cultural guides and a viable excuse by which to avoid the company of his exchange partner.

In John's opinion, being accepted into this group of friends was the turning point of the whole trip. Every memory before that was tainted with bitterness, but the presence of enjoyable company and good friends made the rest of his stay much more enjoyable.

"It was as if an burden I did not know existed was lifted from my shoulders. I saw everything in a new light and even began to enjoy myself"

Towards the end of his stay, he even became friendly with Manuel's parents, who helped him with his German and even gave him advice about handling Manuel. He was even more surprised when they described Manuel as spoilt and anti-social, and admitted that part of the reason they asked him to stay (for free) in the first place was in the hopes that Manuel would develop better social skills.

With the new friendship formed with Manuel's parents, he renewed his efforts with Manuel. Unfortunately, they never became friends and time spent in his company was as much as a chore as ever. It was only when Manuel came to stay with John's family in England, that any progress was made between the two, though that is beyond the scope

of this paper.

Undoubtedly, the greatest setback that John experienced was caused by his lack of German cultural knowledge. This cultural ignorance meant that he perceived German humour as cruelty directed towards him. This is an extreme case of cultural misunderstanding which lead to feelings of social paranoia. 

Better cultural knowledge is the only solution for such a problem (Brein & David 1971). Though lacking in pre-departure cultural training, John eventually received this much needed lesson from a more socially and culturally aware group of people than his host family (i.e. his rock festival friends).

When spending time with these friends, John perceived
improving his communication skills as something he enjoyed doing, rather than a chore.   His awareness of cultural and social cues improved because of this. He found he was engaged in activities which he actually enjoyed more often, like partying and playing football.

His friends often found his linguistic and cultural mistakes hilarious, but he knew there was no spite in their laughter. In this way he quickly learned not to repeat previous errors and the rate of his cultural adjustment improved dramatically.

The acceptance of a group of like-minded friends lead to a vast improvement in self-esteem, cultural awareness, communication skills, and the pleasure gained from his remaining time.   He also found a simple and easy escape from isolation and depression.

Though the �Schadensfreude' misunderstanding could

have been solved with better cultural knowledge prior to arrival in Germany, this would not have completely solved the animosity he felt for Manuel or the complete lack of a pleasurable way to practice his German. In this way, forming friendships with people similar to himself solved numerous problems and encouraged, cultural adaptation and the improvement of linguistic fluency.

Frank and Mary in the Philippines

The Missionary couple, Frank and Mary, underwent extensive training before and during their stay. This training covered mostly language and culture, with emphasis on the social aspects of each. The training they received before leaving consisted mostly of theology, language and cultural training (including a lot of anthropology).

They were also told about the emotional and adaptational problems which they would experience, and were prepared mentally in order to alleviate the stresses of culture shock. These methods were included in on sight training, which included learning about Filipino culture in depth, gradual cultural immersion, and lessons in perception#.

Much of the training they received came in the form of language/cultural lessons in the morning, followed by practice in the afternoon e.g. being taught how to talk to merchants and barter, then getting sent to the market to do just that.

With this training they were able to avoid many social faux pas that visitors to the Philippines often make. Most notably the importance of �S.I.R.': Smooth Interpersonal

Relationships and the high value given to the family unit, especially elders. 

The average Filipino does not affirm or discuss disagreements in order to avoid arguments, disruption, and loss of face. The Filipino word for this is �hiya' meaning �embarrassment' and was to be avoided at all costs.

Much of the work of missionaries is evangelising, which involves emphasising that all people are, by nature, sinful, and that one must repent and then ask for God's forgiveness.   Part of their jobs was revealing to people the error of their ways, which involves the active discussion of differences. Fortunately, there is no �hiya' involved around religious disagreements. Religion is not seen as a personal matter or one which could cause offence.

They took a while to become competent in the Filipino mode of conversation but with time they became proficient. During conversations like these it is not uncommon for the whole family to become involved. They found this quite disturbing for the first several months. Different members of the family would contribute to conversations that where not initially involved in.

Filipino culture placed different social values on various aspects of   life.   The main example Frank emphasised to me was the value of companionship. 

"It doesn't matter how late you are to a meeting, as long as you bring a friend"

This concept is reflected in the Philippine bible: "Adam was lonely because he had no companion" - note how the word companion is used instead

of wife.

Companionship is so important, that when engaged in door to door evangelism, Frank and Mary would always go as a couple. If a stranger were to appear at the door of a house alone, it would cause much �hiya' to all involved.

Another aspect of Filipino culture was the respect given to people with white skin.   No matter where a white person came form he was always referred to as �Americano' or G.I.Joe. A family achieved social status and face just by befriending a �Americanos'.

Another cultural difference is the perception of age as a premium. The elder members of the family hold a lot of authority in Filipino households, and their opinions carry much weight.   Learning to please the older generation is vitally important to being invited for a return visit. 

This was all covered in training. Adaptation to this family orientation came rapidly to them, being family orientated people themselves.

Frank and Mary had children in the Philippines which not only served to earn the acceptance of the Filipinos, but also meant that they had all the companionship they wanted within their own home.   Their children never adopted Filipino ethics, but were brought up as most English children are, but with heavy American influence. 

Their social relationships were not just limited to the family and locals. There is a large number of American missionaries in the Philippines who form an extensive subculture , their families and the organisations which support them.

Though integration

within the local society is part of the job, much of the social life of Frank and Mary was with other missionary families.   Though they had many more Filipino friends and contacts, these were all associated with the work they were involved in. By the end of their stay they felt highly adjusted to Filipino culture, while the American Fundamentalist way of thinking became a mode of thought which they had to adopt when working as a team with other missionaries.

The missionary subculture had its difficulties in as much abundance as that of its local counterpart. The similarities are greater between American and English culture, though these differences created a feeling of social distance greater than that which they felt with Filipinos. 

They knew much about Philippine culture from their training, but their differences with the Americans was unprepared for.   Not only did they have to adapt to different social attitude, they had to learn to cope with differences in dogma, which has greater value with American fundamentalist than it does with the English Evangelicalism. Deviations from fundamentalist beliefs was seen as approaching heresy.

Frank and Mary laughed while discussing this topic, Mary said: 

"�even the smallest deviation was highly shocking to them. As if God would condemn a person to hell for enjoying a horror film or telling a dirty joke. At Faith Academy (the missionary school) they would weep and shout over catching someone smoking, when many of these people where

overweight. But eating fatty food wasn't considered a sin!"

They find it humorous in retrospect, but this caused much irritation while they were there.   Adaptation in this respect took the form of biting their tongues, abiding by the strict rules, and instructing their children to do so as well. 

All this taken into account Frank and Mary found that the presence of a society which shares the same language and purpose helped greatly, and the whole process of adaptation seemed to go smoothly. Though they experienced periods of emotional stress caused by culture shock, the support offered by their missionary organisation, their friends and especially each other, served as �stability zones' from which they could draw much needed comfort in times of distress.

The cultural differences encountered in the daily routines of church planting were surmounted through intimate knowledge of cultural values, provided by the missionary training program. 

This training program also warned Frank and Mary in detail about the problems and stresses associated with culture shock. This anticipation of future difficulties is essential when it these problems are encountered (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991).

Another factor which contributes highly towards successful adjustment is the perception of one's own culture as separate to, but equally valuable as other cultures. (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991). This anthropological aspect of Pre-departure training took a theological twist in missionary

training. Figure 3 illustrates the views of   cultural differences with respect to the bible.

Figure 3 illustrates that it is important to realise that the cultural views on the bible   from ones own culture are different to that of another culture. And ultimately that both of these cultural view can be separated from ultimate biblical truth.

We see that due to the quality of their missionary training, Frank and Mary were as prepared for their time abroad as they could be. The process of cultural adaptation for them was not so much a matter of learning, but enculturation.   They did not really need to learn knowledge but rather to become comfortable with a new way of life.

Discussion and comparisons

When comparing the experiences of Sam and John, the value of relationships is apparent. This is illustrated when looking at Figures 3 and 4. The strength and quantity of relationships effects all related factors, which then often interact with each other.
Both students found that with increased social interaction comes a greater level of adaptation. 

It is important note at this point that several factors also contribute to the level of social interaction, most notably an individuals communication skills. Without a means to communicate, forming friendships is impossible (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991,Brein & David 1971).

Cultural knowledge is vital to communication skills and social relationships (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991,Brein & David 1971 to quote but a few).

  This can be acquired through the more empirical way   (training), or from trial and error/guidance (friendships).

Frank and Mary had extensive training, which certainly helped them to communicate well, handle stress, form relationships, perform well in their jobs, as well as improving their perceptions on life and giving them cultural knowledge in advance (Figure 5).

Training helped them immensely abroad but it did not help them adjust to a new culture directly.   The formation of friendships was not only part of their job but also the most productive way of improving all other aspects of adaptation (Figure 7).

Figure 7 shows exactly which cultural adjustment factors effected by relationships.   Though forming friendships will not prevent making social and cultural mistakes (Black, Mendenhall and Oddou 1991), this paper postulates that it is the most effective way of   becoming enculturated into societies which show medium/high levels of extroversion.

Relationships are multi-faceted and involve participation in a number of different adaptation methods. The author suggests that through consciously attempting to excel at making friends while abroad, a sojourner will be able to vastly improve his chances of a successful and rapid adaptation with minimum culture shock.

By concentrating on one factor associated with cultural adaptation, one will be simultaneously influencing all other aspects of his/her sojourn beneficially, reducing culture shock and enjoying himself.

This

paper will conclude with the words of   Frank on cross-cultural friendships:

"The differences between two cultures are like a wall that separate two people. They can communicate ineffectively by knocking on the wall but can understand little about each other or what the rooms look like. Friendships are the hole in the wall that can be formed by constant knocking or just knowing which brick to remove"
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