
Exploring Culture and 
Respectful Community 

Engagement 



What is the first 
thing that comes to 

mind when you 
think of culture?

Virtual Poll:
Scan QR code or
www.menti.com 
Code: 8690 7244

http://www.menti.com


Definition of Culture
 “Culture refers to values, beliefs, attitudes, 

preferences, customs, learning styles, 
communication styles, history/historical 
interpretations, achievements/accomplishments, 
technology, the arts, literature, etc., --the sum 
total of what a particular group of people has 
created together, share, and transmit.” 

R. Michael Paige , Professor of International and Intercultural Communication, Center for 
Applied Research on Language Acquisition. University of Minnesota



The Cultural Iceberg 

Observable vs.  
“Underwater” 
Elements of 

Culture



Culture Shock



Symptoms of Culture Shock
● Easily angered
● Irritable
● Frustration with the 

unfamiliar
● Unexplainable stress or 

sadness
● Depression
● Stomach ache or headache
● Excessive sleepiness
● Boredom

● Unwarranted criticisms of 
host culture

● Feeling isolated or alone
● Lack of motivation
● Overeating or loss of 

appetite
● Social withdrawal
● Extreme homesickness

Symptoms not going away or worsening? 
Reach out to your support networks! 



Overcoming Culture Shock
● Realize that what you’re going through is normal and 

temporary and it is okay to ask for help

● Gain a deeper understanding of the host culture by reading, 

observing, and engaging

● Keep an open mind, be flexible, and focus on what you can 

control

● Write it down – record your thoughts and frustrations in a 

journal or blog

● Take care of yourself – eat well, exercise, and get enough 

sleep!



What would you do?

❖ What stage of culture shock might you be experiencing?

❖ What support systems can you access to help you through this time?

❖ What actions can you take to help change your situation?

You have been abroad in France for 2 weeks. You will be staying 
for the whole summer and are starting to feel a bit lonely and 
homesick. You aren’t getting along with your local roommate, are 
struggling to navigate the city transportation system, and have 
been having trouble with the Wi-Fi in your dorm. 



Building Resilience

https://resilient-traveling.umich.edu/


Social Identity and Your International 
Experience

• Defining “social identities”

◂ Link to worksheet

• Your social identities are a big factor in the 
way you experience the world, interpret 
different cultures, and interact with other 
people.

• How might the salience of your social 
identities shift when you travel abroad this 
summer?

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1nzX9aKV9oVNL2KfRpRctKV7Nwv2XeupCO1N4VfbGcGA/edit?usp=sharing


Social identities: Resources 
• Identities Abroad (Global Michigan website)
• The Spectrum Center has resources for students 

on being LGBTQ abroad, including websites such 
as Equaldex, that have information about local 
norms and laws.

• Diversity Abroad is a great resource for students 
who come from underrepresented backgrounds. 

• The International Center is always here to talk 
through specific questions or concerns you might 
have about traveling to a specific region. 

https://global.umich.edu/travel-resources/identities-abroad/
https://spectrumcenter.umich.edu/
https://www.equaldex.com/
https://www.diversityabroad.com/


Perceptions of Nationality Abroad
• You might be faced with lots of questions while you’re abroad regarding your country’s 

current political situation and/or foreign policy with your host nation.
• Always emphasize that your opinions are just that…yours!  Do not try to convince people 

to see things differently or strongly insert your opinion unless you have built a 
relationship with that person/group. 

• Be aware that sometimes things might get a little heated. If you feel uncomfortable, end 
the conversation as nicely as possible and leave the area - remember that your safety is 
the most important thing! 



U.S. Politics Abroad

● If you’re not someone who closely follows politics, take time 
before you go to catch-up and continue to keep track of 
current events while you’re abroad. Also, review U.S. foreign 
policy and history as it pertains to your host country/countries.

● Rather not talk about politics? Pivot the conversation - you 
have the right to say you don’t want to talk about something.

● Remember challenging yourself can be very positive and 
engaging in political discussions while abroad could be very 
enlightening and educational!



Community Engagement Basics 

◂ Know Before You Go
◂ Learn about politics, history, religion, communication, etc.

◂ Practice Cultural Humility 
◂ “Cultural humility is a humble and respectful attitude toward 

individuals of other cultures that pushes one to challenge their own 
cultural biases, realize they cannot possibly know everything about 
other cultures, and approach learning about other cultures as a 
lifelong goal and process.” - Karin Gonzalez (2018)

◂ The White Savior Complex

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c_wOnJJEfxE


What is the “White Savior Complex?”

“White saviorism can be thought 
of as the belief that white people 
are here to save, help, teach, and 
protect their non-white 
counterparts.”

- Barbie Savior Instagram Account

Definition from 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/janicegassam/2022/09/30/what-is-whit
e-saviorism-and-how-does-it-show-up-in-your-workplace/?sh=34508
c27126d

https://www.instagram.com/barbiesavior/


Avoiding the 
“White Savior Complex”

1. What are your motives? Avoid traveling abroad because you think you can 
“save” people from something.

2. Always commit to learning and understanding you don’t know everything.
3. If you are going to work abroad or pursue an international career, do not center 

yourself. Collaborate and amplify the voices and people who have been doing 
the work long before you arrived.

4. Take some time to understand the history of the place you are going to visit.
5. Ask yourself if you are really hurting or helping the destination. And if you 

think you are helping, how do you know? What is the source?

Tips from: 
https://sojournies.com/how-to-avoid-white-savior-complex/



Tips for Relationship 
Building in Your Host 

Community
1. Spend time getting to know your local classmates or project counterparts - outside of 

the classroom or workplace! 

2. Attend local community events to learn more about the host culture

3. If you will be staying with a host family or local students, make it a point to regularly 
spend time with them.

4. Don’t let your language skills (or lack thereof!) stop you from striking up a conversation 



Ethical Photography & Social Media 

https://www.radiaid.com/social-media-guide/#checklist

Ethical photography is a conscientious way of taking pictures that: 

● DOES NOT exploit or misrepresent people, places, or 
cultures

● DOES NOT violate privacy or human rights of subjects

● DOES NOT degrade, dishonor, or rob people of their dignity

● DOES exhibit respect and sensitivity for people and 
“otherness”

● DOES obtain the consent and input from those being 
photographed

● DOES seek to tell the true stories of real people, places, and 
culture

https://communityengagedlearning.msu.edu/upload/toolki
ts/Service-Learning-Toolkit.pdf (Page 116)

https://www.radiaid.com/social-media-guide/#checklist
https://communityengagedlearning.msu.edu/upload/toolkits/Service-Learning-Toolkit.pdf
https://communityengagedlearning.msu.edu/upload/toolkits/Service-Learning-Toolkit.pdf


                     Additional Ethical Photography

● Think before taking a selfie - an interesting 
Instagram photo is not worth putting yourself in 
a dangerous situation!

● Are you putting other people in danger by 
including them in photos at certain events (for 
example: political events)?  

● Be mindful of your use of location-tagging - is it 
safe?

● Be mindful that your social media footprint will 
linger well beyond your trip.

● Limit time spent on your phone - experience 
rather than document!

http://fortune.com/2015/09/30/selfies-ba
nned-tourists/

& Social Media Considerations

http://fortune.com/2015/09/30/selfies-banned-tourists/
http://fortune.com/2015/09/30/selfies-banned-tourists/


Community 
Engagement Online 

Course
- FREE to U-M students 

through Michigan Online

https://online.umich.edu/courses/community-engagement-collaborating-for-change/?


Other Resources

◂ Ginsberg Center - Entering & Exiting 
Communities Respectfully

◂ Intercultural Leadership Seminar through 
the International Center

◂ Slides from “Survival Language & Culture” 
presentation

https://ginsberg.umich.edu/
https://internationalcenter.umich.edu/events/ils
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VsHPTbNbrQr5HQ6sVu-iMgGk_ba0uDgO/view?usp=share_link


Thank you!
Questions? 

ic-abroad@umich.edu 

mailto:ic-abroad@umich.edu

