12 Step Program for Dealing with Cross-cultural Tensions, Annoyances, and Misunderstandings While Traveling or Living Abroad
(Or how to process behaviors and beliefs that annoy or distress you in your host country – without lapsing into stereotypes or mischaracterizations.)

1. Keep an open perspective.  Don’t immediately condemn the action. Start from the premise that diversity is interesting, we grow when we learn about other ways of life, and most behaviors and beliefs make sense when examined in context.  Open up to learning about things that take you into new cultural worlds.

2. Develop a contextual (relativistic) understanding.  Attempt to see the behavior/belief within its context by learning about the political and economic frameworks (both local and global) that have shaped it, the meaning and impact it has for the people who do it or believe in it, and whether or not things might be changing.
3. Engage in self-reflection.  Consider how your own position, national background, and beliefs are shaping the way you view the situation.  Of equal importance, consider how your own actions or those of your nation have played into the situation you are trying to understand.

4. Assess the degree of harm.  Ask yourself whether this belief/behavior really harms anyone; in other words whether it distresses you simply because it is different from what you know or because it is actually harmful on a serious level. 

5. Avoid assumptions of cultural superiority.  Ask yourself if there are any behaviors/beliefs from your own country that might similarly shock or annoy people from another country.
6. Avoid overgeneralization. Do not generalize from the actions of one or two people to an entire society.  Be careful to distinguish groups, social classes, and individuals within a society, recognizing that not everyone does the same thing.  Do not let one or two negative traits lead you to condemn a society as a whole. Do not let the acts of a single individual stand for the whole community.
7. Learn from your hosts.  Interact with the people of the country on a personal level, come to see life through their eyes, and hear their explanations.  Ask questions and listen carefully to the answers. Learn the language, participate in local events, and let the bonds of friendship lead you to a deeper understanding.  Recognize that wisdom comes in many shapes and from many sources.
8. Try it, maybe you’ll like it.  If you no longer view the behavior or belief as harmful, consider trying it yourself.  Not only will you understand it better, you might actually enjoy it.

9.  Give things time.  Understanding another way of life is a multi-stage process.  What is distressing at first may become second-nature to you later.  Let the passage of time do its work.

10. Recognize when you are stressed.  Consider how your own homesickness, loneliness, or travel fatigue may be aggravating the situation.  Take a break from stress by pulling back for a while, listening to your favorite music, taking a walk, etc.  Come back to the situation refreshed and ready to view it in a new light.

11. Decide what action to take if the behavior/belief is truly negative.  If, after all of the above, you decide the behavior/belief is truly harmful or beyond what you can accept, rationally decide what you will do.  Consider the options of avoidance, reporting, confronting, and negotiating.  In serious situations, work with members of the host community who have responsibility for dealing with such situations or who are working to change the behavior/belief.

12. Focus on the positive.  When all is said and done, even if there are some behaviors/beliefs you do not like, identify those you admire or enjoy and move these to the forefront of your experience.  Make sure you give yourself every opportunity to enjoy where you are, to appreciate the strengths and assets of the host community, to form lasting relationships, and to grow from diversity.

