
 

Culture Shock  

As refugees experience the reality of American life, they will go through a period of culture shock. 
As tourists, we never really enter culture shock: it is when we realize that the new environment 
is going to be our life that the shock comes. Uncertainly, identity conflict, and depression set in. 
Culture shock has five distinctive stages:  
 

1. Exhilaration upon encountering a new environment or culture 
2. Bewilderment, confusion and an idealization of one’s own country and culture 
3. Withdrawal from the alien or new culture, including feelings of discouragement and 

sometimes depression  
4. Gradual growing understanding and appreciation of the new culture along with emotional 

recovery  
5. Return to normal feelings  

 
Emotional needs of refugees are as significant as physical and material needs, but are much 
harder to identify and measure. The most difficult emotional adjustments usually come after 
basic self-sufficiency is achieved. The flow of making basic adjustments begins to subside. 
Refugees have time to think, and they are confronted with the permanence of their expatriation. 
For freedom they have traded family, friends, language, country, and familiarity. The choice is 
permanent and they are not going to go home.  
 
Because culture shock is a form of loss, it can be compared to the way in which people cope with 
bereavement. Phases of denial, anger, depression and finally acceptance can be distinguished. 
Individuals do not, however, move from one phase to another in a sequence but may go back 
and forth between the different phases. This is a normal, necessary and temporary part of the 
adjustment process. In order to invest emotionally in a new country, the loss of the original 
country must be resolved and the grieving process must take place.  
 
Culture shock can be subtle or obvious, showing itself in many ways: 
 
In patients with jobs, changes in eating and sleeping patterns, irritability, lack of motivation, 
inability to concentrate, declining interest in learning the new language, wanting to stay at home 
alone, overall depression, physical ailments such as digestive difficulties and headaches, lack of 
trust.  
 

Responses to diversity 
 
When you work as a mentor, you will come in contact with aspects of another person’s culture 
that you may not understand or approve of. For example, the role of women is not universally 



defined around the globe. Compared to many other countries in the world, women in the US 
have many rights and liberties. When working with women from different or diverse 
backgrounds, it can be natural to disagree with the manner in which such women may dress, act 
and live.  
 
It is important to be aware of your feelings on this matter. Only when you are aware of these 
feelings and beliefs can you actively work to avoiding allowing having a negative impact on the 
work that you do.  
 
It is not a bad thing to disagree with another person’s cultural norms and behaviors. In fact it is 
normal to dislike things about other people. However, it is more important that you are aware of 
your feelings and that you make sure that these feelings do not come in the way of your work. 
And remember to have fun and learn! This can be an amazing learning experience if you allow it 
to be. Also remember that you can always contact the case management department at 
RefugeeOne to discuss this and other topics!  
 

Cross-Cultural Comparisons 
 
One way to examine differences between cultures is to look at closure and non-closure cultures. 
American culture is an example of closure culture, while the culture of many refugees is examples 
of non-closure cultures.  
 
Closure culture: A culture in which people are most comfortable when things are finished or 
settled. People in closure cultures are quick to draw conclusions about people, issues, or ideas. 
They do not like ambiguity. They value setting goals and tasks and working to achieve them.  
 
Non-Closure culture: A culture in which people are very comfortable when things are open-
ended. People do not draw conclusions quickly. They have a high tolerance for ambiguity. Above 
all, people value relationships- deep, warm, harmonious relationships with others,  
 

o It is important to remember that specific groups living within a larger culture may 
not conform to all the general values of that culture. For example, minority 
communities in the US often have their own cultural characteristics.  
 

Potential Cultural Class Scenarios 
 
Scenario 1:  
 
 
 
 
 
 

American Culture: 
Competition 

Focus is on accomplishing goals. 
Relationships are something that can help 
accomplish goals. Success is an objective 
standard that people strive to achieve.  

Refugee Culture:  
Cooperation 

Focus is on relationships and interactions with 
others. Relationships are an end in 
themselves. Success is a subjective standard 
and is therefore not as important.   



 
 
Aaron is very excited about the opportunity to meet with his refugee partner, Hassan. Hassan 
knows very little English and Aaron feels he can really be of help to Hassan if he can teach him to 
speak better English. At the end of their first three months together, however, Hassan’s English 
skills are still at the same basic level. Aaron wonders whether he should continue. He does not 
feel his time with Hassan was very productive or successful because he did not accomplish his 
goal of helping Hassan learn English. However, Hassan thinks Aaron is a very nice man, and is glad 
he and Aaron could spend time together. Hassan is looking forward to continuing to meet with 
Aaron.  
 
Scenario 2:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sarah has a very tight schedule. She is trying to squeeze in a meeting with her refugee student, 
Rukiya, between work and getter to her daughters softball game. She has exactly two hours 
available. Sarah is therefore very frustrated when she arrives at Rukiyas apartment and Rukiya is 
not home. After waiting about 20 minutes and worrying about everything she has to do that 
evening, Sarah is ready to leave. Just then, Rukiya walks up. Rukiya had been visiting with her 
neighbors. She was expecting Sarah that evening, but she wasn’t worried about the exact hour. 
She knew it was sometime after dinner. Unlike Sarah, Rukiya had as no fixed agenda for their 
visit. She is simply expecting a relaxed, unhurried conversation.  
 
Scenario 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Katie is trying to help her refugee partner, Fatima. Fatima has been struggling financially. Katie 
realizes that Fatima’s current job does not pay enough to support her family, so Katie makes 
contacts with an employer she knows in the suburbs. The new position pays more, is very stable 
and will solve Fatima’s financial problems. Fatima even locates an available apartment within 
walking distance of the new employer. Katie is surprised and hurt when Fatima does not take the 
job. Fatima however, talks to several friends and relatives before making her decision. They all 
express concern about Fatima moving farther away from them. Fatima’s extended family is very 

American Culture: 
Time oriented 

Time is a resource, used to accomplish 
goals. It is important to have control of 
time. The focus is on quantity of time.   

Refugee Culture:  
Event Oriented 

Time is used to establish a warm, harmonious 
atmosphere. It is important to have close 
human interaction. The focus is on the quality 
of the time, not the quantity.    

American Culture: 
Linear Logic 

Values thinking, reasoning, presenting 
and arguing. Emphasis is on problem 
solving and achieving goals. Low 
tolerance for ambiguity. Likes things for 
clear and settled. 

Refugee Culture:  
Contextual Logic 

Values gaming input from all viewpoints and 
reaching consensus. Emphasis on maintaining 
relationships, not accomplishing goals.     



important to her. She decides not to take the new job so she can stay close to her relatives. She 
is worried about finances, but something will turn up. She doesn’t know yet what she will do, but 
somehow it will work out.  
 
Scenario 4:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pete calls his refugee student, Abraham, from work to finalize plans for their next visit. Because 
he needs to keep his personal calls to a minimum and because he knows he will have more time 
to talk with Abraham when they get together, Pete gets straight to the point. Hey says “Hello”, 
confirms the place and time when they are going to meet and says goodbye. Abraham is confused 
by Pete’s attitude on the phone. Pete does not ask about Abraham’s health. He does not ask 
about Abraham’s family members. He does not use any of the traditional greeting Abraham is 
familiar with. Instead, Pete goes directly to business. Abraham wonders if Pete really wants to 
visit him or if Pete is indirectly telling him by his curt manner on the phone that he does not want 
to get together.   
 

Six Key Attitudes for Working Inter-Culturally  
 
Willingness to Suspend Judgment 
Be willing to set aside your ideas about how things ought to be done. When your mentee does 
or says something that seems strange, difficult, or confusing look for the logical reason behind it. 
Don’t immediately jump to conclusions or make judgments. Keep an open mind and seek to learn. 
Remember every culture makes sense to the people living in it. Try to discover how different 
pieces of the culture fit together.  
 
Willingness to Learn 
Ask questions. Find out as much as you can about the history, customs, values, or attitudes of 
your mentee and the country he or she left behind. Listen carefully to the answers – don’t simply 
use the answer as a spring board to talk about how it is different in the US.  
 
Sense of Humor 
Be willing to laugh off embarrassing moments, confusion or annoyance you encounter as you and 
your mentee work to understand each other. 
 

American Culture: 
Directness/Openess/Honesty 

Values straight, clear, and direct 
communication. Approaches conflict 
directly and with an active voice. Guilt 
culture- the worst thing people can is to 
fail follow the rules or live up to 
expectations.  

Refugee Culture:  
Indirectness/Ritual/“Face” 

Directness is considered crude, harsh, and 
disrespectful. Approaches conflict indirectly 
and with a passive voice. Shame culture- 
worst thing people can do is to cause another 
person to be shames, loose face, or be 
dishonored.      



Low Goal/Task Orientation 
Americans often focus on accomplishing things. Try not to set unrealistic goals for your time 
volunteering. During your time don’t always focus on the tasks you will accomplish together. 
Instead, concentrate on simply spending time with one another.  
 
Ability to Take a Risk 
If you are afraid to fail, you will not take the risk of reaching outside your own culture. Be willing 
to venture out into unknown territory. Don’t be afraid to try new things, say new works, or reach 
out in new ways.  
 
Willingness to Share Yourself 
Don’t be afraid to be yourself. Remember that you have special gifts to offer. Be honest and open 
in your relationship. If you are uncomfortable in a situation, take time to identify your emotions 
and understand what is causing you to feel that way.  

 
 

Five Tips for Communicating Inter-Culturally 

o Listen, listen, really listen. Hear what they are really saying; not what you expect them 

to say. 

o Never assume anything. Don’t assume you understood correctly. Summarize your 

understanding of what they said. Don’t assume they understood you correctly. 

Summarize important points using different words – or better yet, try to get them to 

summarize their understanding of the important point. 

o Slow down. This is one of the easiest but most effective ways to help non-native 

speakers understand you. Don’t forget they need time to translate into another 

language. 

o Skip the Jokes. Standard jokes don't communicate well across cultures. What is funny in 

one culture often makes no sense in another. You could easily inadvertently offend 

someone, make them perplexed, or convey an undesired image of yourself. Moreover, it 

might make the interaction more confused rather than more relax. 

o Drop the idioms. Don’t run the risk of confusion by having your idiomatic expressions 

taken literally. Even among countries that use English as their native language, they 

don’t necessary share the same expressions. In fact, an idiom in one country can have 

quite a different 

o Simplify your Language 

Check for Understanding 

A concept check is a statement or question that makes listeners SHOW that they understand 
o Tell me how you’re going to get to work tomorrow 



o Show me where you wait for the bus 
o Tell me what you’re going to say to your son’s teacher 

Ask OPEN questions (avoid yes and no questions) 
o What clothes are you going to wear when it’s cold? 
o How are you going to buy stamps?  
o What did you tell the doctor? 
o Where is your medical insurance card? 

Use visual aids 
o Show me what clothes you are going to wear when it’s cold 
o Show me where you put your garbage 
o Show me how much medicine you’re going to take 

Give a Definition 
o Bus fare is the money you pay to take the bus 

 

Confronting Your Comfort Zone as a Volunteer 
 
Although you will not experience the intense emotions of your mentee, don’t be surprised if you 
also suffer some culture shock.  This is because you will be traveling outside your comfort zone.   
 

Your comfort zone is the protective space of familiar activities, environments, and people that 

surround you.  You feel confident and comfortable in that zone because you know and 

understand how to function in that setting.  In fact, you are so comfortable in your comfort zone 

that you are probably not even aware of it until something pushes you outside of it.   

As a new volunteer you will experience some awkward moments.  You may travel to areas of the 

city where you have never been, try new foods that look and smell different, or wait 

uncomfortably through long pauses in the conversation.  On a deeper level, you may feel that 

your personal space is infringed upon, be uncertain how to interpret comments or criticisms from 

your mentee, or feel out of place in your mentee’s home.   

These experiences outside your comfort zone can be frustrating.  They may create feelings of 
anxiety, nervousness, or ambiguity.  The best way to manage these experiences is to develop the 
key attitudes listed on the next page.  With time, as you and your mentee get to know one 
another better and become more familiar with each other’s cultural perspectives, the feelings of 
discomfort and frustration will lessen.   
 
Saying “No” 
 

There may be a time when your mentee approaches you with an unfair request or demand, or 
simply one that you cannot accommodate.  If this happens, it is OK to say “No.”  Here are some 
helpful hints for assertive behavior.   



o First of all be sure to know where you stand, i.e. whether you want to say yes or no.  If 
not sure, say you need time to think it over and let the person know when you will have 
an answer.   

o Ask for clarification if you don’t fully understand what is requested of you.   
o Be as brief as possible, i.e. give a legitimate reason for your refusal, but avoid long 

elaborate explanations and justifications.  The other person may use such excuses to 
argue you out of your “no. 

o Actually use the word “no” when declining.  “No” has more power and is less ambiguous 
than “Well, I just don’t think so…” 

o Make sure your nonverbal gestures mirror your verbal messages.  Shake your head 
when saying “no.”  People often unknowingly nod their heads and smile when they are 
attempting to decline.   

o You may have to decline several times before the person “hears” you.  It is not 
necessary to come up with a new explanation each time, just repeat your “no” and your 
original reason for declining.   

o If the person persists even after you have repeated your “no” several times, use silence 
(easier on the phone), or change the topic of conversation.  You also have the right to 
end the conversation.   

o You may want to acknowledge any feelings another has about your refusal, “I know this 
will be a disappointment to you, but I won’t be able to…” However, you do not need to 
say, “I’m sorry” in most situations to apologize for your refusal.  Saying “I’m sorry” tends 
to compromise your basic right to say “no.”   

o Avoid feeling guilty – it is not up to you to solve other’s problems or to make them 
happy.   

o If you do not want to agree to the person’s original request, but still desire to help 
her/him out, offer a compromise: “I will not be able to babysit the whole afternoon, but 
I can sit for two hours.”    

 


