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A Brief Description of Culture Shock Among Latin
American Nationals in South Korea

Andrés Aguilera® - Mauricio Guerrero**

Abstract_This document aims to identify the main causes of culture shock experi-
enced by Latin American nationals who visited South Korea. A brief literature review
on the subject of culture shock and cultural adaptation is included. The revised
Socio-Cultural Adjustment Scale (SCAS-R) developed by Wilson (2013) was turned
into an online survey and used as data gathering instrument.

(N=64) Sixty-four respondents answered the 21-question survey sent through a spe-
cific group in a major social networking site. Four major categories were surveyed;
social interactions, language barriers, religion and traditions and personal issues.
According to the data gathered in the sample, and some findings discussed in the
theory reviewed, the main causes of culture shock among Latin American nationals
who visited South Korea were related to self-reported host country language abili-
ties: understanding and speaking Korean language (M=2.36); reading and writing
Korean language (M=2.28); varying the rate of speaking in a culturally appropriate
manner (M=2.31).

Keywords_Culture Shock, Socio-Cultural Adjustment Scale, Latin American, South
Korea

1. Introduction

Cultural, diplomatic and economic influence of South Korea in Latin America

has grown over the years. In 2005, South Korea became the second Asian non-
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borrowing member of the Inter-American Development Bank. Additionally, South
Korea has forged Free Trade Agreements with Chile and Peru and it is pursuing
FTAs with Colombia and Mexico.

According to TradeMap, trade flows have increased gradually, in 2001 Korean
exports to Latin American countries amounted to $9 Billion USD reaching $28
Billion USD in 2015, imports from the region to South Korea were $3 Billion USD
in 2001 and reached $15 Billion in 2015. (Trade Map, 2016) Additionally, Korean
brands enjoy wide recognition and market share in Latin American countries, par-
ticularly in consumer electronics and automobiles. (Interbrand, 2016)

On the cultural front the Korean Wave (Hallyu - $157) has also made a signifi-
cant impact in Latin American audiences from wide demographics through cinema
and K-Pop. Despite the geographical and cultural distance, the Internet, particu-
larly social media has been the vehicle for diffusion; (Vargas & Park, 2015; Madrid-
Morales & Lovric, 2015) have discussed the phenomenon using an innovative
online approach.

The study of culture shock, the term first introduced by Oberg(1954), has
spanned for several decades but remains a “ fractionated area of research”, among
the several approaches found in the literature there were those focused on cultural
awareness, quality of relations, personal development, identity conflict, job perfor-
mance, life satisfaction, communication effectiveness among others. (Ward & Ken-
nedy, 1999)

An increasing number of visitors from the Latin American region is seen in
the data available from the Korea Immigration Service Reports. Table 1, summa-

rizes the total of visitors vis-a-vis visitors from the region focus of our study. Even

Table 1. Overview of Latin American Visitors to South Korea

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013

Total foreign visitors 8.666.503 10.121.950 10.678.334 14.264.508

Total Latin American

. 34.703 39.280 39.779 58.375
visitors

Source: 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014 &%) 5F - |=H914 3 EA|A R
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though, the proportion seems negligible (0.3% to 0.4% of total visitors) we consider

this sample as an initial diagnostic on the most prevalent causes of culture shock

and as a tool to improve cultural understanding.

2. Literature Review

This document focuses the attention on two major topics, on one hand, the

concept of culture shock, on the other, cultural adaptation. Both topics have been

widely discussed by researchers from all over the world. The academic literature

regarding culture shock and cultural adaptation is abundant. A summary of the

about the first is found in Zhou et al. (2008) and helped to categorize between the

Table 2. Traditional theoretical approaches to culture shock

Epistemological Conceptual
Theory ! L d Originator p.u
origin formulation
Grief and Psychoanalytic Migration seen as an
ychoanaly Bowlby (1969) orat
bereavement tradition experience of loss
Applied social . . . .
Locus of control Rotter (1966) Control beliefs predict migration
psychology
Selective Socio-biolo Individual fitness predicts
vect 9y Wells (1907) iduatfiiness predi
migration (Neo-Darwinism) adaptation
Applied social Expectancy-values relate to
Expectations PP Feather (1982) .p y
psychology adjustment
Migration involves life changes,
Negative Clinical Holmes & Rahe 9 ) . 9
life-events sycholo (1967) adaptation to change is
psy oy stressful
Clinical Brown, Social skill offers a buffering
Social support sveholo Bhrolchain & effect between life-events and
psy 24 Harris (1975) depression
Value differences lead to poor
Value difference | Social psychology | Merton (1938) I_ P
adaptation
Social skills and . Argyle & Kendon | Lacking social skills may cause
. Social psychology
culture learning (1967) cross-cultural problems

Source: Zhou et al. (2008)
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traditional and contemporary approaches to the subject as follows:

In the influential book by Ward, Bochner and Furnham (2001) the authors
discuss the ABC model of culture shock. ABC stands for Affect, Behavior and
Cogpnition in intercultural encounters. The model draws from a wide source of
theoretical approaches and experimental research with all kinds of sojourners: tour-
ists, students, business travelers, immigrants and refugees. Table 3 summarizes the
ABC model of culture shock and cultural adaptation. The psychological approach

is influenced by personality, life changes, coping mechanisms and others. On the

Table 3. ABC Model - Contemporary theories of intercultural contact

Theor Conceptual Theoretical Factors affecting Intervention
y Framework premise adjustment guidelines
Cross-cultural Adjustment factors
travelers . involvin Training people
Life changes g gpeap
Stress and need to develop are both personal (e.g. to
Coping coping inherentl life change, develop stress
(Affect) strategies to stress fuly personality) and management
deal with situational skills
stress (e.g. social support)
Cross-cultural . Preparation,
Culture-specific . )
travelers . . orientation and
Social variables such
needtolearn . . culture
interaction as: knowledge about .
Culture culturally . learning,
. . is a mutually anew .
Learning relevant social ) especially
) ) organized and | culture, language or )
(Behavior) skills to ) L behavioral-
. skilled communication
survive and based
o ) performance competence, ) )
thrive in their . social skill
) cultural distance .
new settings training
Cognitive variables )
9 Enhancing self-
Cross-cultural such as:
- esteem,
transition L knowledge of the .
) Identity is a overcoming
. may involve host culture, .
Social ) fundamental ) barriers to
L changesin . mutual attitude .
Identification . . issue for the inter-group
» cultural identity between hosts
(Cognition) cross-cultural . harmony,
and and sojourners, o
) travelers emphasizing
inter-group cultural .
) . intergroup
relations similarity, cultural R
) . similarities
identity

Source: Zhou et al. (2008) lightly edited by document authors.
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other hand, the sociocultural approach is based on behavioral competence, culture

learning, social skills, language fluency and others. (Ward & Kennedy, 1999)

3. Survey Application

Surveys are a prevalent technique for data gathering in studies on culture shock
and cultural adaptation. The literature review showed that some instruments have
been widely used for comparative and longitudinal studies. (Ward & Kennedy,
1999) The Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) developed by Searle and Ward
(1990) is the base for the adapted version used in this document.

SCAS-R is a 21-question survey developed by Wilson (2013) based on the work
by Searle and Ward called was lightly adapted to the target audience and host
country. To see the survey, please refer to Appedix 1. The online survey was pub-
lished in a major social networking site group of Latin American nationals in South
Korea and was opened for answering during two weeks in April, 2016.

One of the limitations of this approach is the lack of a control group and the self-
report nature of the answers given. This could be addressed by increasing the num-
ber of respondents and doing a follow-up interview that could be introduced in a

next experimental design.

4. Sample Analysis

The online survey included some demographical questions that are discussed be-
low. Out of the sample collected (N=64), 63% of the respondents were female and
37% male. Three major nationalities made 80% of the respondent’s population.
36% reported to be Colombian nationals, 25% Guatemalan and 19% Mexican,
the remaining 20% are respondents from other Latin American countries. Among

the respondents, there was a mean stay of 29.18 months in a range going from 4
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Table 4. Sample Basic Information (N=64)

SAMPLE N MEAN STAY (months) RANGE (months)

Latin American nation-

64 291 4-85
als in South Korea 9.18 8

Source: Authors, with data from survey.

months to 85 months.

The average age of the population in the sample is 29 years; the following graph
shows the age distribution of the respondents. Even though, this was not asked in
the survey sent, an assumption is that the large majority of the population pursued
graduate degrees (Master’s & PhD) in South Korean Universities.

Cultural distance is a concept that was found in the literature as a possible cause
of cultural shock (Hofstede, 1980; Mumford, 1998). The Power Distance Index
originally covered five cultural dimensions (Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoid-
ance, Individualism v. Collectivism, Masculinity v. Femininity and Long Term v.
Short Term Orientation). The additional sixth dimension Indulgence v. Restraint
was included in a most recent work. (Hofstede et al. 2010).

'The following graph depicts a comparison of the Power Distance Index compar-
ing the six dimensions of the index among South Korea, Colombia, Guatemala and

Mexico. The first dimension, Power Distance which measures the acceptance of
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Graph 1. Age Distribution of Respondents

Source: Authors, with data from survey.
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inequality in society, it can be seen than despite the Confucian tradition in South
Korea, it has a more equitable society than Colombia, Mexico and Guatemala.
There is a 58% (95 v. 60) difference between Guatemala and South Korea when
analyzing the power distance dimension. According to the Hofstede Center data,
Guatemalan nationals accept inequality as a common characteristic of their society.

On the second dimension, Individualism v. Collectivism, the data shows that all
four countries have low levels of individualism but probably from different reasons.
In the case of South Korea, the Confucian tradition might cause these results, in
the case of the Latin American countries, the central role of family.

Masculinity v. Femininity is the third dimension compared; Colombia and Mex-
ico have higher score in this dimension than South Korea and Guatemala. Societies
with high levels of masculinity tend to be more assertive and competitive and there
is a marked difference in the gender role. According to Hofstede (2011), in mascu-
line societies there is admiration for the strong rather than sympathy for the weak,
there are few women in elected political positions among other descriptions.

The next dimension is Uncertainty Avoidance, the four countries show a high
score in this dimension. This dimension is related to the society tolerance for am-
biguity, Hofstede (2011) mentioned that countries with Strong Uncertainty Avoid-
ance tend to have high stress, emotionality, anxiety and neuroticism. Additionally,
Strong Uncertainty Avoidance is related to low tolerance for deviant persons or
ideas, what is different is perceived as dangerous, people stay in jobs even if dis-
liked.

Long Term Orientation v. Short Term Orientation and Indulgence v. Restraint
are complementary dimensions. Hofstede (2011) asserts that in fact these two are
negatively correlated. As seen in the graph below, it can be seen that South Korean
society has a Long Term Orientation, people in this society tend to believe that “the
best is yet to come” and there’s a proclivity for savings and investment. Colombia,
Mexico and Guatemala score low on this dimension, in Short Term oriented coun-
tries, the past or present are the best moments lived; success is attributed to good

fortune instead of hard work.
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The most recent dimension added to this model of analysis is Indulgence v. Re-
straint, as mentioned before it correlated negatively with Long Term Orientation.
As seen in the data, South Korea scores low on indulgence while Colombia and
Mexico score higher on this dimension. Apparently there is no available data for
this dimension for Guatemala. Indulgence is associated with immediate gratifica-
tion, “play now, work later” stance at life.

Cultural distance is a key aspect to keep in mind when analyzing culture shock
for Latin American nationals in South Korea. There are dimensions in the Hofstede
model that are quite different between host country and sample countries, espe-
cially Long Term Orientation and Indulgence. Other dimensions seem to be a little
bit more homogenous but significant difference remains.

According to the self-reported answers of respondents, there were five main
causes that contribute to culture shock among Latin American nationals in South
Korea, according: Obtaining community services (M=3.33); Understanding and
Speaking Korean Language (M=2.36); Reading and Writing Korean Language
(M=2.36); Varying the speaking rate in a culturally appropriate manner (M=2.31);
and Attending or participating in community activities (M=3.36).

Self-reported language abilities (lack thereof) were found to be the main three

causes of culture shock among Latin American nationals. To sum up, language
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Table 5. SCAS-R Survey to Latin American nationals in South Korea

MEAN
Categories ltems MEAN STANDARD IN
i
DEVIATION
© TOTAL
ial M i ic/work
Social . anaglrrg.r.n.y academic/wor 3.95 0.84 3.54
Interaction responsibilities.
Worki . .
orking effectively with other students/ 3.42 105
work colleagues.
Gaining feedback from other students/
work colleagues to help improve my 3.36 0.96
performance.
Expressing my ideas to other students/
work colleagues in a culturally appropriate 3.44 0.97
manner.
Language Interacting at social events. 3.75 0.94 3.2
Barriers Accurately interpreting and responding
to other people’s gestures and facial 3.42 1.24
expressions.
Obtaining community services | require. 3.33 1.04
Understanding and speaking [host 236 125
language].
Finding my way around. 4.08 1.07
Dealing with the bureaucracy. 3.19 115
Reading and writing [host language]. 2.28 1.24
Religi Varying th f king i
e |g|9n & arying the rate o. my speakingina 231 128 335
Tradition culturally appropriate manner.
Accurately interpreting and responding to 3.47 0.99
other people’s emotions. '
Att i icipating i i
(-an-qmg or participating in community 3.56 1.06
activities.
Int ti ith b f th it
nteracting with members of the opposite 342 147
Sex.
Adapting to the pace of life. 4.00 0.84
Changing my behaviour to suit social norms, 353 0.87
rules, attitudes, beliefs, and customs. '
Personal Building and maintaining relationships. 3.64 0.93 3.92
Issues Maintaining my hobbies and interests. 378 0.93
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Personal Adapting to the noise level in my 4.3 0.71
Issues neighborhood. ’
Adapting to the population density. 4.02 0.88

Source: Authors, with data from survey.

barriers undermine the rich experience of Korean life for Latin Americans resid-
ing or visiting the peninsula. According to the ABC Model of cultural adaptation
discussed above, Culture Learning (Behavior) in which language ability is included
could be improved by appropriate preparation in culture learning and social skills
training.

On the other hand, Latin American nationals reported high level of adaptation
in the following aspects: Managing my academic/work responsibilities (M=3.95);
Finding my way around (M=4.08); Adapting to the pace of life (M=4.00); Adapt-
ing to the noise level in my neighborhood (M=4.23); Adapting to the population
density (M=4.02).

There are positive aspects found in the survey, most respondents found easy to
adapt to the noise level of the neighborhoods they lived in, also adapting to the
population density of major Korean cities. Using transportation and “finding my
way around” is a positive aspect to highlight given the fact that most street signs are
Romanized and transportation systems are basically “foreigner-proof” meaning so
easy and convenient that no foreigner could be lost for too long. In the same note,

adapting to the pace of life seems to be easy for Latin Americans in South Korea

where therg] w-z] pace of living.

5. Conclusions

South Korea and Latin American countries are getting closer in terms of interna-

tional trade and cooperation, it is important to understand the implications of these

interactions in the cultural level. As seen in the data from the Korean Immigration
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Service, there was an increase in Latin American visitors to South Korea in recent
years and there is a considerable probability these numbers will keep increasing.
Even though the proportion of Latin American visitors is negligible (ranging 0.3%
to 0.4%) of total foreign visitors, achieving a better cultural understanding between
South Korea and Latin America is pivotal to further and deepen relations.

Cultural distance among South Korea and Latin countries should be further
analyzed and more research is recommended to mitigate the negative effects of
culture shock. According to the findings from the survey, the top three causes for
culture shock among Latin Americans in South Korea are language related, as seen
in the research literature on the subject matter.

In order to gather more data, replicate methods and achieve robust results, more
research is suggested among Latin American nationals in South Korea and among

the South Korean diaspora in Latin American countries.
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[Appendix 1] Online Questionnaire SCAS-R based on Wilson (2013)

Demographic Questions:
Gender (M/F)

Nationality:

Age:

Length of Stay in South Korea (time in months):

SCAS-R Survey
Please rate your competence at each of the following behaviors (1=Not at all com-

petent; 5=Extremely competent).

QUESTIONNAIRE

1. Building and maintaining relationships. 1 2 3 4 5
2. Managing my academic/work responsibilities. 1 2 3 4 5
3. Interacting at social events. 1 2 3 4 5
4. Maintaining my hobbies and interests. 1 2 3 4 5
5. Adapting to the noise level in my neighborhood. 1 2 3 4 5
6. Accurately interpreting and responding to other people’s 1 5 3 4 5
gestures and facial expressions.
7. Working effectively with other students/work colleagues. 1 2 3 4 5
8. Obtaining community services | require. 1 2 3 4 5
9. Adapting to the population density. 1 2 3 4 5
10. Understanding and speaking Korean language. 1 2 3 4 5

11. Varying the rate of my speaking in a culturally appropriate
manner. (Proper use of HH & ZCH)

12. Gaining feedback from other students/work colleagues to
help improve my performance.

13. Accurately interpreting and responding to other people’s

emotions.
14. Attending or participating in community activities. 1 2 3 4 5
15. Finding my way around. 1 2 3 4 5

16. Interacting with members of the opposite sex. 1 2 3 4 5
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17. Expressing my ideas to other students/work colleagues in
a culturally appropriate manner.

18. Dealing with the bureaucracy. 1 2 3 4 5
19. Adapting to the pace of life. 1 2 3 4 5
20. Reading and writing Korean language. 1 2 3 4 5

21. Changing my behavior to suit social norms, rules, atti-
tudes, beliefs, and customs. (=X[)

Open Question:
Would you like to elaborate on your answers with any culture shock personal expe-

rience lived in South Korea during your stay?
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[Appendix 2] Selected answers to the open question “Would you like to
elaborate on your answers with any culture shock personal experience lived

in South Korea during your stay?

Spanish Answer

Translation by Authors

“La apropiacion del lenguaje es fundamen-
tal, si no se maneja puede generar exclusion
de grupos y circulos sociales de manera
indirecta, inclusive.” (sic)

“Language appropriation is fundamental, if
(language) is used it could create exclusion
from groups and social circles.”

“Me era dificil mantener la relaciéon con los
coreanos.” (sic)

“It was difficult for me to have a relationship
with Koreans.”

“No fue muy complicado para mi el choque
cultural porque desde el principio escogi
estar alla, aprender y aceptar la cultura
coreana para empezar a quererla. En cuanto
a vivir como un extranjero en Corea puede
ser una experiencia maravillosa siempre

y cuando lleves una mente abierta y estés
dispuesto a adaptarte. Entrar en una familia
coreana, como mujer de hogar ya es un
poco mas dificil de lograr con éxito.”

“It was not complicated for me the culture
shock because from the beginning | chose

to be there, learn and accept the Korean cul-
ture to start to love it. Living as a foreigner in
Korea could be an amazing experience if you
have an open mind and are able to adapt. To
enter into a Korean family as a housewife itis
a bit more difficult to achieve successfully.”

“Es un choque cultural que tus capacidades
y oportunidades de crecimiento dentro de
una organizacion estén limitadas a la edad.
Que por tener cierta edad “tus compaferos
de trabajo o tu jefe” esperen “especifica”
cantidad o calidad de trabajo.

Los coreanos y sus clasificaciones de 2ILH,
AHR, th2l, & hacen que el ambiente laboral
se convierta en un conjunto de tareas y
acciones que todo el mundo espera segin
su posicion y el estereotipo que esta tenga.
Qué un thz2| te diga: “la préxima vez que
hagas un reporte no es necesario que te
esfuerces tanto, porque en tu nivel de AF# no
es comun dar tan buenos resultados. Que
nadie espera nada del At& laboralmente
porque por nuestra edad no podemos hacer
nada bien.” Entonces si haces algo muy bien
esta mal visto para tu superior.

Ejemplos como ese son choques culturales
dificiles de sobrellevar en el ambiente lab-
oral.

“Itis a culture shock that your abilities and
opportunities for growth inside an organi-
zation are limited to your age. If you are of
certain age “your colleagues or boss” expect
“certain” quantity or quality of work. Koreans
and their classification of S{LH, AF2, thz|, 0

& make that the work environment turns out
into a collection of tasks and actions in which
everyone have expectations according to
one’s position or stereotype. For example,

a th2l could tell you: “Next time you write a
report itis not necessary that you make such
an effort, because of your level as AH it is
not expected to achieve such good results.
No one expects anything fromAI# because
of the age we could not do anything well.” So
if you do anything well done it is not well seen
from your superior. These kinds of situations
are culture shocks in a working environment.
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“Una experiencia interesante, pero adap-
tarse a la cultura requiere mas tiempoy
preparacion previa antes del viaje.”

An interesting experience, but to adapt to the
culture it requires more time and previous
preparation before the trip.

“El mayor choque en mi caso fue la desconfi-
anza en el ambito laboral frente a mi desem-
pefio, asi como la comunicacién en Koreano
en ambientes laborales.” (sic)

The biggest shock for me was the lack of
trust on my performance in working environ-
ments, also the communication in Korean in
working environments.

“La alimentacion.”

Food

“Laforma en que se mueven en el metro no
me gusta, no son cuidadosos y bruscos. El
mejor ejemplo las mujeres mayores (ajum-
mas).” (sic)

“I do not like the way they move in the metro,
they are not careful but rude. The best ex-
amples are older women (ajummas).

“Me parece que el conflicto cultural es al
inicio y puede ser superado con mucho
esfuerzo, pacienciay sobre todo evitando
comparar con las costumbres y con el
esquema mental que uno lleva de su pais de
origen.” (sic)

I think that cultural conflict is in the beginning
and could be overcome with a great effort,
patience and above all, avoiding compari-
sons with customs and the mental scheme
from the country of origin.

“Me parece interesante que beben demasi-
ado alcohol, incluso para nuestros es-
tandares latinoamericanos, es un exceso.”

I think it is interesting that they drink too
much alcohol, even for our Latin American
standards, it is excessive.

“Este pais me hizo cambiar la perspectiva
del compartir.... en mi pais se suele ser un
poco egoista.... aqui aprendi que el dar a los
demas trae mucha satisfaccion. (sic)

This country made me change my perspec-
tive on sharing... in my country we could be
a bit selfish... here | learned that giving to
others bring a lot of satisfaction.

“Nunca he sentido discriminacién por ser
muijer, pero en Corea si notaba un trato dife-
rente.”

I have never felt discrimination for being a
woman, but in Korea | felt a differential treat-
ment.

“Hay mayor choque cultural para un extran-
jero a nivel laboral que al ser estudiante de
intercambio. La cultura laboral continda
siendo muy cerrada para un extranjeroy
mas dificil aun para una mujer.”

There is a bigger culture shock for a foreign-
er in a working environment than being an
exchange student. Work culture is still very
closed for a foreigner and even more difficult
forawoman.”

“Es chocante tener que ser “obediente” y/
0 actuar como sumiso para que la gente
mayor piense que eres respetuoso. El no
poder cuestionar a los profesores en clase,
argumentar (mucho menos debatir) es algo
que no permite el enriquecimiento durante
los seminarios.” (sic)

Itis shocking having to be “obedient” and
acting submissive so older people think you
are respectful. Not being able to question
your professors in class, argue (even less, to
debate) is something that does not allow to
be enriched during the seminars.




