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WELCOME

Dear ASiiA participant, 

We are very happy to welcome you to the Alberta-Saxony Intercultural Internship 
Alliance (ASiiA) program! You are probably thrilled to embark on this exciting 
journey and at the same time curious as to what awaits you on the other side of 
the Atlantic. 

This handbook has been put together to inform you of the different components of 
the ASiiA program as well as to give you insights into the Canadian and German 
cultures and the processes involved in going abroad. 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank all the participants from the 3-year 
pilot-project phase who have helped pave the way for the next generation of 
trainees. The experiences and conclusions drawn up during this time are presented 
in this guide to ease your preparation for an internship abroad and help you cope 
with the challenges of working and living in another country. 

You will find information about the origin of the partnership between Alberta 
and Saxony, the goals and the structure of the program, the experience of living 
abroad, the cultural differences that exist between the Canadian and the German 
culture, the positive outcomes and challenges of the interns’ work experiences 
and finally guidelines to ease the reentry process. For educational purposes, we 
have included throughout this guide quotes from the ASiiA alumni and tips to 
help you with different aspects of this international exchange program.  

We hope you will find this ASiiA handbook useful and will refer to it in preparation 
to your internship abroad, during your stay in the host region as well as after 
your return home. We wish you an enriching international experience that will 
contribute to your personal and professional growth. 

Sincerely,

Your ASiiA Team

LEONARDO-BÜRO SACHSEN    Education Abroad Program  
Technische Universität Dresden   University of Alberta International
01062 Dresden      Edmonton T5J 4P6



GLOSSARY

ASiiA: Alberta-Saxony Intercultural Internship Alliance.

ASiiA coordinating offices:  LEONARDO-BÜRO SACHSEN, TU Dresden (Saxony) and 
Education Abroad Program, University of Alberta (Alberta).

ASiiA local coordinating office:  ASiiA coordinating office located in your home 
country.

ASiiA coordinating office abroad:  ASiiA coordinating office located in your host 
country.

ASiiA community:  Includes all the students and graduates participating in the 
ASiiA program, as well as the alumni.

ASiiA placement agreement: The internship contract, which is an agreement be-
tween all the parties involved.

Consortium: All the higher education institutions in Alberta and Saxony who are  
involved in the ASiiA program. 

Intern/trainee/participant/student: The terms are interchangeable and used to 
describe the students and graduates who take part in the ASiiA program.

GER / CAN: In some cases the information regards only German participants (GER) 
or only Canadian participants (CAN).



The regions of Alberta and the Free 
State of Saxony, represented by the 
Honourable Premier Ralph Klein and the 
Honourable Kurt Biedenkopf, signed a 
first Memorandum of Understanding on 
the 18th of February 2002. The three year 
agreement was extended for another 
5 years in February 2005. In February 
2010, a delegation led by the Minister-
President of Saxony, the Honourable 
Stanislaw Tillich, visited Alberta to 
renew the twinning agreement with the 
Government of Alberta, represented by 
the Honourable Premier Ed Stelmach, for 
another five years in order to further 
strengthen the cooperation between 
the two regions until 2015.

The interregional cooperation 
between Alberta and Saxony focuses 
on partnerships in the key sectors 
of business development, science 
and technology as well as culture 
and education. In 2004, the cities of 
Edmonton and Leipzig signed a «Trade 
cities» agreement to promote economic 
ties and investment between the two 
urban centres and in 2005 the City and 
County of Leduc has been twinned with 
the town of Grimma.
 
It is within the context of the overall 
existing interregional partnership that 
the Alberta-Saxony Intercultural 

Internship Alliance (ASiiA) pilot-project 
was born. It was the next logical step 
to establish a cooperation between 
higher education institutions and the 
industry in order to foster a transfer of 
knowledge and skills between the two 
regions. 

After an intensive coordination phase 
between the universities, the higher 
education institutions and the Ministries 
(Sächsisches Staatsministerium für 
Wissenschaft und Kunst and Alberta 
Ministry of Advanced Education and 
Technology), the LEONARDO-BÜRO 
SACHSEN developed an internship 
exchange program called the Alberta-
Saxony Intercultural Internship Alliance 
(ASiiA). The greater part of the ASiiA 
funding during the pilot-project phase 
was provided by the European Recovery 
Program (ERP) of the Bundesministeriums 
für Wirtschaft und Technologie (BMWi). 
The regional Ministries previously 
mentioned contributed with additional 
financial support.
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The ASiiA program supports Alberta-
Saxony interests by enabling young 
leaders involved in research, technology 
and business to carry out a practical 
training. Internship opportunities can 
be found in the fields of health, energy, 
environment, economic development, 
culture, social sciences and with a focus 
on engineering.  The program began in 
January  2010 as a three-year pilot project 
to develop and manage undergraduate 
and graduate internship placements. A 
total of 108 students have carried out 
an ASiiA internship during the pilot-
project phase, with 48 placements in 
Alberta and 60 placements in Saxony. 
 
As the program continues, we aim to 
exchange annually up to 25 participants 
from each region with the following 
general objectives for the upcoming 
years:

 -Increase international exchange 
activities by promoting the program. 

 -Foster encounters between the 
trainees in both partner regions.

 -Introduce the trainees to the 
reality and the heritage of both 
regions.

THE TARGET GROUPS

THE PROGRAM OBJECTIVES FOR 
EACH TARGET GROUP

Specific objectives for participating 
students and graduates:

 -Offer professionally valuable 
internships abroad in the target 
region to help students and graduates 
acquire key qualifications and improve 
professional, intercultural and language 
skills.
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 -Help students gain access to 
cutting-edge technologies, innovative 
projects and new work methods. 

 -Ensure the recognition of the 
acquired qualifications for the interns’ 
continuing studies or entrance into the 
job market.

Specific objectives for the host 
companies and research institutes:

 -Find new business opportunities 
abroad through the network of the 
trainee and the project partners.

 -Make use of the knowledge and 
skills of the trainee in order to carry out 
projects or research-related tasks.
 
 -Further developing intercultural 
skills by working with a trainee 
and  network partners from another 
country.

Specific objectives for the consortium 
of higher education institutions:

 -Support the internationalization 
of education.

 -Encourage the international 
mobility of students and graduates.

 -Promote cooperative relations 
with Saxon and Albertan research 
institutes and companies through the 
placement of trainees.

Specific objectives for the joint steering 
committee:

 -Use the experience gained during 
the pilot-project phase to identify 
winning conditions for the program.

 -Offer equal opportunities to all 
universities and colleges involved in 
the consortium.

 -Develop a network of companies 
in both regions in order to provide 
students with a pool of valuable 
internships.

 -Find new funding opportunities 
to support the continuation of the ASiiA 
program in the years to come.

THE ASiiA COORDINATING OF-
FICES

The ASiiA local coordinating office 
in Saxony is the LEONARDO-BÜRO 
SACHSEN, located at the Technische 
Universität Dresden. In Alberta, it is 
the Education Abroad Program of 
University of Alberta International. Both 
offices support incoming and outgoing 
interns by assisting them with the 
placement process and pre-departure 
preparation as well as by encouraging 
the growth and the active role of the 
ASiiA community.
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Your ASiiA coordinating office abroad 
will support your efforts in finding a 
local organization in the host region 
that offers 3-6 months-long internships. 
Placements that suit your field of studies 
and your professional interests can be 
found in companies, non-profit agencies, 
cultural or social organizations, research 
institutions or university faculties. If an 
organization is interested in hiring you 
as an intern, you will receive an email 
giving you details about the internship, 
the company, the contact information 
and the city.  If you are interested 
in the internship proposal, you must 
then reach the individual responsible 
for hiring to discuss the details of 
your employment. In some cases, a 
telephone or Skype interview with the 
potential employer might be required.

You have the right to turn down an 
offer but  please keep in mind that 
a second offer is not guaranteed. 
The number of offers one receives 
is highly dependant on the field of 
study, the level of language proficiency 
and the time frame of the student.

As  the network of host organizations 
grows in each region, more and 
more job offers from companies and 
research institutions will be advertised. 
Therefore, from January 2013 on, the 

ASiiA local coordinating offices will 
select a limited number of participants 
into the program. The remaining places 
will be filled by students and graduates 
who are specifically interested in the 
available job offers that are published. 
In this case, the employers overseas have 
the final word on the hiring process.

Please keep in mind that finding an 
internship is a negotiating process 
that takes time and your kind patience 
is appreciated. As soon as your ASiiA 
coordinating office abroad receives 
a positive answer from a potential 
employer, you will be informed. If no 
placement was found for your first-
choice desired period, you will have to 
consider postponing your internship 
to the next term. Please inform your 
ASiiA coordinating office abroad if you 
are flexible with time and available 
to start an internship (minimum of 
12-week-long) after the beginning of 
a term. The search for last-minute 
opportunity will then continue.
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1) Be proactive and start your search for an internship early on.

2) Reflect to clarify your professional goals. The clearer you are about 
what you are looking for, the more chances you have of finding it!

3) Search the internet to find companies in your field of study and 
send your ASiiA coordinating office abroad a list of 5 companies with 
the contact information. Make sure that the company is located in 
Alberta or Saxony! 

4) Work in cooperation with your ASiiA coordinating office abroad 
by doing research on the companies that you are interested in and 
writing personalized cover letters, addressed to the responsible person 
for hiring when possible. Send your ASiiA coordinating office abroad 
this application material OR send it directly to the company by email. 
If you choose the latter, please don’t forget to email in “Cc” the ASiiA 
office abroad to keep the staff in the loop.

5) Get in contact with the ASiiA community to exchange information 
about placement opportunities.

6) Inform yourself about cultural differences in application material 
(content and format) or join a workshop on how to improve your 
application material.

7) Use the Europass template for your resume (CV).

8) Promptly answer all emails from both ASiiA coordinating offices 
requesting information or updates.

9) Have your application material proof read to make sure there are 
no mistakes.

10)Discuss mutual expectations and ask about working conditions with 
your potential employer.
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THE PLACEMENT AGREEMENT

The Placement Agreement is your ASiiA 
internship contract. It is an agreement 
between all parties involved: the 
trainee, the host company and the ASiiA 
coordinating office in Saxony. In the 
case of German students, a signature 
from the sending university is needed 
as well. The placement agreement 
clarifies important elements such as: 
information about the company, the 
type of supervision provided, the main 
tasks you will be asked to fulfill, the 
skills you are required to have, the 
benefits and financial conditions you 
can expect from your host organization, 
and general quality criteria. The rights 
and responsibilities of each party are 
clearly stated.

The Placement Agreement will be sent 
to you once the ASiiA coordinating 
office in Saxony has received the job 
description from the employer. Please 
read it carefully, print it as many times 
as there are signing parties on the 
agreement and have each copy signed 
by all the parties. 
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Working and living abroad do not in 
themselves foster the development of 
intercultural skills. In fact, in some case 
they might even strengthen prejudices. 
The success of an internship abroad 
is greatly influenced by the ability to 
take a step back, to empathize with 
members of the host culture and to 
try to understand reality from their 
standpoint. Technical skills and academic 
knowledge are simply not sufficient to 
promote success abroad. In order for 
the experience to be valuable both 
personally and professionally, adequate 
preparation and analytical reflection 
of the experience are required. In this 
regard, intercultural preparation is 
useful to raise awareness about cultural 
differences and the process of adjusting 
to a new culture and help participants 
develop effective coping strategies and 
find creative solutions to challenges 
that might surface along the way. 
Furthermore, many participants are 
not proficient with the local language. 
This increases the probability that 
conflicts will arise and limits the use of 
conflict resolution strategies. A better 
understanding of the local culture is 
therefore especially important in this 
context.

THE WORKSHOPS

One of the important goals of the ASiiA 
program is to promote intercultural 
understanding. Thus, during  the  pilot-
project phase, the LEONARDO-BÜRO 
SACHSEN brought students from Alberta 
and Saxony together by offering them 
an intercultural training session made 
up of a series of workshops.

The workshops focused on developing 
intercultural awareness by deepening 
self-knowledge and exploring dimensions 
of cultural differences and recognizing 
differences in communication styles and 
possible areas of conflict. Participants 
also got to discuss cultural adaptation 
issues and adequate coping strategies 
and were provided with arrival or pre-
departure information and support 
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THE TEAM PROJECTS

In order to promote active learning 
and intercultural interaction, students 
were asked to share their own ideas by 
carrying out group projects. By working 
in intercultural teams, participants 
found creative ways to learn about the 
Canadian and the German cultures. 
Over the 3-year pilot-project period, we 
have had great presentations about the 
similarities and differences between the 
two cultures on a variety of subjects, 
such as architecture, food, sports, 
educational systems and laws, to name 
just a few. We invite you to take a look 
at some examples on the website of the 
ASiiA coordinating office in Saxony.

IMPORTANT NOTE:  The ASiiA coordinating 
office in Saxony can no longer offer 
the intercultural training. Should new 
sources of funding come through at a 
later time, allowing the continuation 
of this part of the program, you will be 
informed through the ASiiA website.

with the paperwork. When possible, 
culture specific differences were further 
explored through the preparation and 
presentation of student intercultural 
team projects. The intercultural training 
session was a great way to meet other 
ASiiA participants and has often been 
the starting point of long-lasting 
friendships.
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The ASiiA community is a network 
of Canadian and German students 
and graduates. All ASiiA program par-
ticipants are encouraged to join it. 

THE SOCIAL MEDIA NETWORK

Meeting and exchanging with other 
ASiiA participants - previous, current 
and future- is an important key to a 
successful internship abroad. The 
Alberta-Saxony Internship Facebook 
Group has been set up by former 
participants and has many active 
members who share information and 
help each other out. Don’t wait another 
minute and join in!  http://www.
facebook.com/groups/197412770303407/

THE CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

The ASiiA community is encouraged 
to organize cultural activities to meet 
Canadian and German participants of 
the project. These activities  can help 
you discover the host region: its culture, 
nature or industry. The idea is to create 
various opportunities for participants 
to meet each other and experience 
the region on a more personal level. 

During the pilot-project phase, the 
LEONARDO-BÜRO SACHSEN   offered a 
cultural  program  to  the  ASiiA participants.  
The   following pictures give an idea 
of the activities that were   organized.

A guided tour of the VW 
Gläserne Manufakture, 

Dresden, winter 2011.

A hike in the Sächsiche 
Schweiz, fall 2011.

A visit  at the zoo, 
Leipzig, summer 2011.
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THE INTERNSHIP CAFÉS

Internship cafés are social 
gatherings that give 
leaving and returning 
trainees the chance to 
meet and share their 
internship experience.   
These events take place 
in Saxony a few times 
a year.   Consult the 
website of the ASiiA 

coordinating office in Saxony for  
information about the  next  event.

OTHERS WAYS TO MEET THE 
“LOCALS”

To have a truly worthwhile experience 
abroad, avoid hanging out solely with 
peers from your home country and 
international expatriates. Instead join a 

sport team, a club 
that offers your 
favourite hobby, 
an association or 
volunteer for a 
local organization. 
These are all great 
ways to meet 
people from the 

host country with whom you can share 
interests and develop relationships.                                        

Since the community is about shar-
ing information and helping each oth-
er out, here are a few tips that the 
ASiiA alumni would like to give you.

CANADIAN ALUMNI
 -”Come here with an 
open mind and you’ll grow and 
change for the better.” CAN 2012 

 -”Be active in your intern-
ship. If you take an active role in 
your placement and internship then 
you will be happier with the over-
all experience in the end.” CAN 2011

 -”Be outgoing and try to 
mix with the local population 
as much as you can.” CAN 2011

A guided tour of the mines,
Freiberg, Fall 2011.

A guided tour of the Radeberger brewery, 
Radeberg, winter 2012.
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 -”Learn from every situation you 
are in, especially the challenging and 
difficult ones.” CAN 2011

 -”Do not be intimidated by the 
strong German structures, rather learn 
where your place is in them.” CAN 2011

 -”Enjoy the time you have away 
from what you are used to and think 
of the positive outcomes of situations 
even though they may seem negative 
at the time.” CAN 2010

 -”Try everything and take advan-
tage of every opportunity. Don’t be shy. 
No regrets.” CAN 2010

 -”Travel on the weekends and see 
as much as possible!.” CAN 2012

 -”Save space in your luggage to 
bring home things.” CAN 2012

 -”Choose your internship wisely 
(and patiently).” CAN 2012

 -”Research possible job opportuni-
ties for yourself in the other country to 
assist in finding the best internship for 
yourself.” CAN 2010

 -”Inquire specifically about tasks 
and responsibilities when applying for 
placements.” CAN 2011

 -”Save, save, save!” CAN 2012
 
 -”Visas are stressful so plan ahead.” 
CAN 2012

 -”Consider extra insurance.” CAN 
2011
 
 -”Look for a place to live as early 
as possible, but have contact (further 

than email) with the individuals you will 
stay with (e.g., Skype). Try to find an ac-
commodation with other students.”  
CAN 2010 

 -”Find a temporary place for when 
you get to Germany, then look around. 
It will be easier to find a place you like 
when you can view it first.” CAN 2012

 -”I have received no mail, because 
I was unaware that it is my responsi-
bility to go and write my name on our 
flat´s mailbox, because just writing the 
house number when you are expect-
ing mail will only get it in the buildings 
door, not our flat’s mailbox.” CAN 2012

GERMAN ALUMNI
 -”Don’t be afraid to go abroad!” 
GER 2011

 -”Start as early as possible to apply 
for an internship abroad. Don’t apply in 
a rush, you have to be aware that this 
process needs time and stamina.” 
GER 2012

 -”Take care of everything as early 
as possible!” GER 2011

 -”Organize monthly meetings with 
the community of Facebook.” GER 2011

 -”Don’t be afraid to ask! People in 
Canada are more than happy to help 
you with your issues!” GER 2011

 -”Leave Germany with a filled up 
savings account!” GER 2011

 -”The university and downtown 
area are good to reach by bike. You can 
borrow a bike for free for one month 
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at the university (security deposit: $40): 
http://www.su.ualberta.ca/services/
ecos/bikelibrary/ Or you can buy a really 
cheap one at the police auction that 
is taking place once a month: http://
fenskeauctions.web.officelive.com/
default.aspx.” GER 2011

 -”Because my phone was not 
working in Canada I haven’t used 
a phone at all. But there are some 
reasonable deals existing where you can 
quit your monthly contract. For phoning 
home, I used Skype and for phoning to 
another North American phone I used 
GoogleMail. Both are free.” GER 2011

 -”If you get a ‘NO’ from a company/ 
potential employer ask for the ‘why’ to 
improve your application or personal 
skills.” GER 2012

 -”Do not search for accommodation 
before leaving your home country. 
Renting a room before seeing it could 
be a really gross experience.” GER 2011

 -”Don’t commit yourself to a long 
term rental agreement without having 
seen the place. The area around the 
university [MacEwan University] is first 
choice in terms of good apartment 
locations, if you don’t have a monthly 
pass for the public transport.” GER 2011
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The present handbook gathers a lot of important information but it 
your responsibility to also read carefully all the sections of the regularly 
updated ASiiA website.  You will find information regarding the work 
permit (GER) and visa (CAN) application, insurances, accommodation, 
travel planning, the placement agreement and the mandatory final reports.

Using the following checklist will guide you through the important steps 
to follow at different stages of your participation in the ASiiA program.

Once you have been accepted into the program

□ Verify the validity of your passport and apply for a new one if needed. 

□  Reflect on your expectations and clarify your personal and professional goals regarding            

your internship abroad. You can use the reflection questions in this guide.

□  Read carefully every section of the ASiiA website.

□  Learn about the host country.

□  Plan your budget.

□  Evaluate your language proficiency and take a language course if needed.
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□  Apply for a Youth Mobility Visa (CAN) or a work permit (GER).□  Obtain appropriate insurance.
□  Search for accommodation. 
□  Inform yourself about the city where you’ll live and its public transport system.
□  Book your flight and organize your arrival after receiving confirmation that you are al-

lowed to work abroad (visa/work permit).□  Inform the ASiiA coordinating office abroad of your arrival date and enquire about the 

Placement Agreement.

Once you have received an internship offer

□  Obtain some foreign currency to ease your arrival. Don’t solely rely on banking machines.

□  Notify your bank and credit card company that you will be accessing you account from 

abroad, enquire about additional banking cards and international transfer fees.

□  Make a photocopy of your passport and other important documents and give them to a 

trusted person. These copies could be useful If ever you lost the originals while abroad. 

□  Write down important contact information (National Embassy or Consulate, ASiiA coordi-

nating office abroad,  employer, landlord or roommate, etc.)

□  Have preventive medical and dental checkups and think about the medicine and pre-

scriptions you might need to bring along.

A few weeks before flying out
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□ Arrange temporary accommodation for the first days (e.g., hostel, hotel, couchsurf) if you 
haven’t found a place to live yet.

□  Pack your luggage!

□ Meet an immigration officer at the airport to obtain your actual work permit (GER). Send 

a copy to the ASiiA coordinating office in Saxony.

□ Meet a representative of the ASiiA coordinating office abroad for orientation and 

paperwork purposes.

□ Register at the local registration office (CAN). 

□ Go to the local immigration office to obtain your Youth Mobility Visa (CAN) if you don’t 

have it already. Send a copy to the ASiiA coordinating office in Saxony.

□  Open a local bank account if needed.

Upon arrival

DURING YOUR STAY ABROAD

□ Unregister at the local registration office (CAN).

□ Notify your foreign bank of your departure and agree on a closing date for your account.

□ Work on your final reports (ASiiA questionnaire and ASiiA report) and send them by email 

AND signed hard copies at the ASiiA local coordinating office in Saxony at the latest 2 weeks 

before the end of your internship. You can download the documents from their website.

□ Reflect on your expectations regarding your return home. You can use the reflection 

questions in this guide.

□ Build your RAFT (see 10 tips to ease the re-entry stage at the end of this handbook).

Towards the end of your internship
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□  Send a copy of the letter of reference from your employer to the ASiiA coordinating of-
fice in Saxony.

□  Keep in touch with the ASiiA community and offer support to new interns in your area.

□  Join an Internship Café to share your experience. 

Finally...

AFTER RETURNING HOME

REFLECT ON YOUR EXPECTATIONS

Expectations about what life and work abroad will be like have an impact on the 
adjustment process to a new cultural environment and the level of satisfaction. 
In preparing to go abroad, take the time to self-reflect on what you expect from 
your international experience and clarify your personal and professional goals.

Try to answer the following questions as honestly as possible based on how 
you are feeling at the present time and store the answers in order to be able 
to retrieve them once you are abroad and after returning home. Comparing 
your answers at different stages of your experience will help you gain insights 
on the changes in perception you might have regarding your experience.

What are the 3 things (people, places, things) that you are most look-
ing forward to about doing an internship abroad?

1)

2)

3)
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What are the 3 things that currently worry you most about 
going overseas?

1)

2)

3)

What are the 3 things (people, places, activities, etc.) you 
believe you will miss most from home when you are in 
your host region?

1)

2)

3)

What are the 3 things (people, places, activities, etc.) 
you believe you will miss least from home when you are 
in your host region?
1)

2)

3)
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Your greatest challenge abroad will be…

Questions originated and adapted from the What’s Up With Culture online train-
ing material: www2.pacific.edu/sis/culture
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E
ENJOYING THE EXPERIENCES IN THE HOST CULTURE

APPRECIATING THE OVERALL EXPERIENCE

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«As the date of my flight to Germany approached, friends and family continuously 
used established clichés to predict the outcome of my adventure. Going abroad 
would often be described to me as a “once-in-a-lifetime” experience that’s “life-
changing”. I was told how much I would learn about myself and “grow”, how much 
I would see, experience, and enjoy, and how everyone spoke English as a second 
language. After living in Germany for an extended period of time – where, contrary 
to popular belief, everyone does not speak English – I am able to give credit to 
everyone for the accuracy of their statements regarding what turned out to be a 
truly amazing experience.» CAN 2012

«My time in Germany was truly exciting and full of many experiences, both fun 
and stressful. No matter the situation I always got something valuable out of 
it. It was interesting seeing for myself the differences that arose between my 
own Canadian culture and the German culture. Many of them I could never have 
realized were part of my culture until I experienced it from the point of view of 
another.» CAN 2011
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«Working in Germany and experiencing this internship exchange program was a 
great gift for me. It taught me more about myself than I could have imagined.» 
CAN 2011

«Living in Germany – I enjoyed it. I received help from my boss in getting started, 
as well as in contacting sport clubs so I could be active and busy with something 
to do. I enjoyed the German language, food, and culture.» CAN 2011

«Apart from career direction, I like Germany and the German culture even more. I 
hope that I will be able to work in Germany again and possibly become fluent in 
the German language. Overall, it was a very positive experience.» CAN 2011

«I enjoy the culture, people, beer, and especially the food here in Germany!  I have 
loved the chance to travel all over Europe as well!» CAN 2012

«Leaving home, eating new foods, being removed from objects, places and things 
that I find comfort in, it is all part of the travel experience and I am loving every 
moment.» CAN 2012  

The German trainees’ perspective

«There are actually just three words that sum up my assessment: I love Canada. I 
love working in Canada; the way they interact with each other, the way they work, 
the way they respect and include people, etc. I love Canadians: Diverse, open-
minded, funny, generous, kind, helpful, outdoorsy, etc. I love Canada’s countryside; 
the ubiquitous mountains, valleys, pines, lakes and creeks and the sea are just 
breathtaking.» GER 2012

«The memories of this summer nobody can take away from me for the rest of my 
life. And I think this is exactly what abroad experiences are about – personal and 
professional memories.» GER 2012

«All in all, living and working in Canada was a great experience which I will never 
forget.» GER 2012

«For me, it was the best decision ever to come to Canada. I had a few expectations 
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«The overall experience in Germany was positive. I found the German people to 
be much more friendly and welcoming than expected (…) My co-workers and 
supervisors were very welcoming and they invited me to lots of activities and 
events around Dresden.» CAN 2012

«I like the way that in social gatherings, in sports, and at church, people go out of 
their way to greet everyone and then later to say goodbye. In Canada, people are 
a little more withdrawn.» CAN 2011

«One pleasant surprise is how friendly Germans have been, and not that I would 
not expect it, but how friendly they can be is truly wonderful. I though Canadians 
might be the friendliest people, but I would put German people on par with 
Canadians. However, Germans in general appear much better educated and 
capable of discussing such wide range of topics, many of which I would not even 
want to bother attempting to discuss in Canada. The level of education, and the 
worldliness of German people is by far the best highlight of my stay in Germany.»  
CAN 2011

«One of the ways I was able to get a better feel for life in Germany was by living 
with a host family. I found that to be a great way to experience German culture. 

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

ENJOYING THE CONTACT WITH THE LOCALS

like friendly people, a big country and Tim Horton’s stores everywhere. Afterwards: 
my experience was way better than I ever thought. I met very friendly and open 
minded people, had a great time during my internship and felt very comfortable 
the whole time. And yes, I really like Timmie’s.» GER 2012

«During my internship I had a really great time in Canada, mostly because of the 
people I met and the fascinating landscape.» GER 2012

«Because of all my new experiences during that time, I am striving for more 
experiences abroad – maybe again in Canada. I enjoyed all the impressions I 
got there. Mostly all the happenings with people from this culture. It was really 
enriching for me to see the differences and the marked similarities with Germany. 
The fact I really enjoyed was to realize my home country abroad with other eyes. 
Some things at home that are self-evident for me have not the same status in 
other countries. So my mind grew a lot.» GER 2010
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When you live in a place instead of just visiting you get a different feel for the 
place. When you are travelling and are able to stay with friends or family, you 
always get the “local” experience which is much better than staying in a hotel.» 
CAN 2011

«The best thing about the institution was the people. Everyone was very friendly 
and open and curious about me and my home.» CAN 2010

The German trainees’ perspective

«I did not have a clue that Canadians turned out to be the most attentive, caring 
and helping folks ever. My roommates have been incredibly supportive in my very 
first weeks in Canada. They helped me with finding my way around, getting a bike, 
and experiencing the Canadian way of life.» GER 2012

«One of the most striking characteristics of Canadian culture is open-mindedness 
which I’m encountering each and every day at work and during my free time. 
Compared to that German rudeness, it is really nice to experience Canadian 
friendliness. There are a few things that make life here enjoyable. Just to name a 
few examples: people are opening the door for you, thanking the bus driver when 
stopping at the bus stop, starting small talk although you don’t know them, and 
so on. However, I would not like to live here for the rest of my life as my home is 
Germany.» GER 2012

«Edmonton is such a multicultural place which made my stay so interesting. I met 
people from all over the world. A lot of them waited for their Canadian citizenships 
or became Canadians a couple years ago. They are Canadians as well but so 
different. I was a little surprised about this nice experience I had with people from 
east parts of the world like Pakistan, Tadzhikistan, India, Turkey, Israel and some 
more. The history of Germany is not the best and still nobody had something bad 
about Germans in their mind. It was more like the opposite I heard a lot of good 
things about Germany.» GER 2012

«In my experience, people in Canada are more laid back, relaxed and flexible than 
Germans. While the German way of thinking always includes a paranoid view to 
the surrounding people and their thoughts about everyone’s dress or haircut, the 
Canadians don’t even care if their shoes are absolutely clean. I think this way of 
living is more pure and natural and it was easy for me to get that.(…) Saying “Hi” 
to a Canadian bus driver when entering the bus is something I was missing back 
in Germany but yelling “Thank you” before you leave in Edmonton is really unique. 
I never experienced things like that in Germany and I really like the appreciation 
that people show with habits like that.» GER 2011

«Here I went in the Mountains to do some exercise with different people almost 
every weekend. People didn’t seem reserved at all and I enjoyed socializing. Also 
at work my co-workers seemed very willing to talk about personal life.» GER 2012
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«I like the way different nations are in Canada. In my office I deal everyday with 
people from nearly everywhere. My supervisor in from Ireland, the other ones 
are from Florida, Maine and Minnesota and throughout America. I love to know 
different accents and nations.» GER 2011

TRAVELLING AND DISCOVERING

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«The first day I arrived in Dresden I was picked up at the airport by my roommates. 
As they drove me back to our apartment they pointed out many buildings and 
explained a lot of history, but the only thing I really remember is crossing the 
bridge looking into the Altstadt. The Opera House and the Hofkirche were stunning 
with the river Elbe running before them. Since then, the same scene has greeted 
me time and time again after spending a weekend away and each time it makes 
ma feel at home.» CAN 2011

«During my stay in Germany, I was able to increase my cultural experiences and 
knowledge by travelling on the weekends (…) Some of the cities I went to were 
Regensburg, München, Berlin, Burghausen, Chemnitz, Freiberg, Stuttgart and 
Bielefeld. Since I was living in Germany I wanted to get a better feel for the 
country.» CAN 2011

«I have enjoyed everything about Germany and could see myself living here in 
the future after I have studied the German language more. Europe itself has also 
proved to be very beautiful with astounding culture and history. If I was offered 
this opportunity again, I would do it without any further consideration.» CAN 2011

«Bike paths along the river and throughout the countryside have been a great way 
to get to know the area. (…) Aside from exploring the city I live in, I have had the 
opportunity to discover other regions of Saxony through the organized excursions. 
During the intercultural week in Dresden, we traveled to the Elbsandsteingebirge, 
a scenic area with tall cliff faces along the river Elbe. There we hiked the local 
trails, talked to other German tourists on vacation in the area, and enjoyed some 
German cuisine.» CAN 2010
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The German trainees’ perspective

«One of my best experiences in Canada was skiing at Lake Louise. A very beautiful 
area in the Rocky Mountains which is still a World Cup downhill slope every year. I 
went there with 3 friends of mine and we had a ton of fun. Actually it was my first 
downhill skiing experience ever and after that I could really imagine why downhill 
is such a catching hobby.» GER 2012

«On the weekends I had the chance to travel, I visited for example the oil sands in 
Fort McMurray and went with friends on the Thanksgiving weekend to Jasper and 
Banff. It was an unbelievable time, which I didn’t want to miss.» GER 2012

«When you think of Canada, the Rocky Mountains probably come to mind, which 
is exactly why we decided to take a trip to the mountains. We visited Banff and 
Canmore, hiked around Tunnel Mountain, and took a detour through Lake Louise. 
The mountains provide for a breathtaking landscape and panoramic views, but only 
if you can climb up high enough to see it. Lake Louise itself was very impressive. 
Naturally, though, a weekend isn’t nearly long enough of course to explore the 
Rockies in their entirety.» GER 2010
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Maria-Joanna, GER 2012, at 
Capilano Suspension Bridge 
Park.

Karin, Steffi and Sina, GER 2010, in front of the 

Legislative Assembly of Alberta.

Katharina, GER 2012, with friends at Jasper 
National Park

Michelle, Ryan, Sarah, Vincent and Eric, CAN 2012, at 
Schoss Neuschwanstein.

Shaun, CAN 2012, at Sächsische 
Schweiz National Park.
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EXPERIENCING THE LOCAL TRADITIONS

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«This aspect of my stay was especially interesting during Christmas time, because 
Germany’s Christmas traditions are vastly different from the traditions we have 
here in Canada. It was hard to understand the origins of some of the traditions at 
first, but my coworkers were eager to explain to me their way of celebrating the 
holiday season.» CAN 2011

«I became familiar with the tradition of bringing cake. At first cake seemed to 
simply appear. But, after asking a few questions I learned that the cake was to 
celebrate a birthday or an “Einstand” or “Abschied”. But then the cake came for 
other reasons. Birth of a child = cake. Karnival = cake. Someone got their child 
into a good kindergarten = cake. The weather was nice = cake. Some weeks would 
pass where we had cake every day of the week. Although I cannot pinpoint the 
cultural influence over this tradition I think it may be a result of the Germans’ love 
for baked goods as well as perhaps a [company name] tradition.» CAN 2011

«It was fun watching people try to sell things for wedding money on the streets. I 
hope to bring this trend back to Canada.» CAN 2012 

The German trainees’ perspective

«The main difference I could see between Germany and Canada, which impressed 
me the most, is the coexistence of so many nationalities. I enjoyed getting to 
know so many different habits, values and traditions, which I would never have 
experienced without this internship in Edmonton.» GER 2012

«Another cultural experience I enjoyed being part of was going to see an Oilers 
game. Lots of Canadians really plan their life around hockey and I always see 
houses that even put up the Oilers flag on their house. Winter sports are extremely 
popular in Alberta in general but I think hockey really is THE number One. I’d never 
watched a hockey game before in my life, neither on TV or live and I had no clue 
about the rules but I liked being part of the big crowd in Rexhall cheering for the 
Oilers who unfortunately lost that evening playing against Tennessee.» GER 2012

«My colleague invited me to her house for Christmas Eve. There were about 40 
people coming to celebrate on that evening and we had a big potluck party 
(I made potato salad and sausages to contribute with something German and 
everybody enjoyed it a lot). It was a totally different experience for me because 
I always spend Christmas Eve very quietly with my parents and inviting so many 
people over to our house is just not something we would think about doing on 
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that day. But I absolutely enjoyed getting a new Christmas experience and it was 
good being around so many people and children because it definitely prevented 
me from getting homesick.» GER 2012

ENJOYING THE LOCAL DELICACIES

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«The cuisine differences were definitely a pleasant surprise (…) After taking the 
recommendations of co-workers to try some authentic German food, I was really 
impressed! The difference a well cooked meal makes is amazing. My favourite dishes 
included cheese dumplings, potatoes with quark, meat patties, and sauerkraut.» 
CAN 2011

«The number of different sausages available is truly astonishing, and fun to discover. 
Many of them I had  never seen or tasted, and they will be missed!» CAN 2011

«It was also great to see what Germans might eat normally in their own home and 
a good opportunity to try new items (Leberwurst for example, which I had never 
tasted and what my friend like to call Grandma food).» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«But what I experienced are restaurants with food from all over the world. I, for 
example, tasted Vietnamese food for the first time in Canada. There are Indian 
restaurants, African restaurants, burger places, lots of diners, Mexican restaurants, 
Japanese restaurants, Polish supermarkets, Arabian food stands, a German 
supermarket.» GER 2011

«What I liked most is that Canadians love to barbeque their meat. You’ll find BBQ’s 
in almost every yard and on many decks and balconies. Canadians barbeque their 
food even when there is snow or the ground is covered and the temperature is as 
low as -30C (we did it and it was pretty nice)! (…) I’m going to miss sweet potatoes, 
donairs, roast beef, bagels and especially the timbits from Canada.» GER 2011

«I know that many Germans will disagree with me here, but I believe that North 
Americans brew better beer than Germans. The variety is so much bigger, due to 
all the small breweries. And since they are not bound by the purity law, which is 
still preventing German breweries from experimenting with new and interesting 
types of beer, they can brew whatever beer they like. My personal favourite are 
the so called Indian Pale Ales, a often strong and dark beer with a strong hoppy 
note. If you are in Canada, and you like beer you should not walk past this type!» 
GER 2012
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ENJOYING THE WORK CULTURE

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«One thing that I very much liked was the coffee and breakfast that we had 
together every morning in the office at 9:00 in the morning. Perhaps this is not the 
case in a larger company in Germany but I really liked the idea. It is different than 
a team building event, which is a common practice in North America. Instead, 
in my opinion, it serves a dual purpose of team bonding as well as a platform 
to discuss any work-related issues/items. During this time, employees would talk 
about current events or perhaps raise any questions about work. As well, this 
basically replaced any formal meetings within the company that would be typical 
in Canada.» CAN 2011

«While I initially expected a very strict and impersonal business environment due 
to my stereotypes of German companies based on large firms (...) I was very 
pleased to find a small, casual, and personal working environment.» CAN 2011

«The [company] is a very nice place to work.  The staff are very hospitable to each 
other and they are always drinking coffee and having cake together.  The building 
is quite new and the equipment/labs there are very high-tech.  I actually feel so 
fortunate about the level of technology that I’ve been working with at my level of 
experience.» CAN 2011  

«My host institution was a very forward thinking establishment, and was very 
liberal in its political leaning. This was a far-cry from my usual work at my county 
in Alberta, and so this was probably the best part of my job.» CAN 2011

«After working my first week in the lab, I learned about a biking fieldtrip that 
was organized by the lab. The secretary helped me find a bike, and I was able to 
join everyone in the fieldtrip. It was a very pleasant experience and a surprise 
that I was accepted and acquainted at such an early stage of the internship. 
Afterwards, I had numerous meeting and invites from the lab members, and I was 
able to maintain contact with some of them. This was certainly helpful in having 
a good experience in the lab and to experience German culture.» CAN 2011

«The work environment was close-knit, like a family, which is kind of like the 
image they want to portrait themselves as. It was a very open and friendly work 
environment. Everyone was always willing to help me out when needed. I felt 
comfortable and I even made friends out of the experience.» CAN 2010
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The German trainees’ perspective

33

 «Every Monday morning the staff members of the different departments came 
together for praying. Although I’m not as concerned about Christian faith, I enjoyed 
that part a lot because all people came together for a couple of minutes which 
created a sense of community. Coming together for celebrating birthdays, greetings, 
farewells, etc. made me feel as part of the team. I really had the impression that 
people cared about each other.» GER 2012

«Another intercultural difference, to my mind, is the work mentality. In Canada, 
the whole work – life – balance is more relaxed, more time can be taken to solve 
tasks, employees are relaxed, very friendly and always very helpful although they 
only have a few days off work for vacation, which is very different too.» GER 2011

«It is great working in Canada and I enjoy being a bilingual teacher very much – a 
dream came true. There is actually a great need for German teachers in bilingual 
schools in Edmonton and it makes me even think about going back to school to 
get my teaching degree.» GER 2011

«I felt, that the slogan of the university exactly represents the work: “freedom to 
create, spirit to achieve!!!” I really loved to experience this! Critical thinking was 
easily possible. I felt that we were free in our mind to work with passion! » GER 
2011

«Whoever I was working with was incredibly friendly and supportive. They not only 
almost always had time to help, they also took some time to answer my numerous 
questions and even helped with personal matters. And that is true for both the 
members of my research group and also for the general staff.» GER 2012



COPING WITH THE STRESS OF CULTURE SHOCK AND THE CHALLENGES OF LIVING ABROAD

G
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The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«For the most part, I found this placement to be challenging. Not understanding 
the way a workplace functions in another country leaves you completely in the 
dark and unaware of whether you are following the norms or not.» CAN 2010

«The first two weeks of the internship were probably the hardest because of the 
intercultural differences. The language barrier specifically made it difficult to 
function. As I became more comfortable with living in Saxony, and as my German 
improved, I began to really enjoy it.» CAN 2012

«I have certainly had some challenging situations while being here. It isn’t easy 
becoming adjusted to a new culture, not knowing whether certain experiences 
are due to cultural differences or personality differences.» CAN 2011

«Part of adapting to the culture involved adapting to the appliances and aspects 
of everyday living, which took some time getting used to. As discussed in my 
previous example, I had problems adapting to the washing machine and found 
myself frequently surprised about how long it took to run in comparison to 
machines in Canada. I also had problems working the gas stove, and found myself 
over cooking food for a while until I learned to adjust. I lived with four other 
roommates and also found it difficult to adjust to buying smaller amounts of food 
more frequently to fit into our comparably smaller fridge. (…) It was often small 
aspects of daily life that required adjustments in planning and had the natural 
outcome of changing aspects of lifestyle.» CAN 2012

«The first couple of weeks require some adjustment. I would advise trainees to 
take some time for getting themselves acquainted before starting work. A couple 
of days can go a long way in helping the trainee get settled and ready for the 
internship. I jumped into my internship rather quickly, which left me struggling to 
catch up on sleep and get a bearing on my surroundings.» CAN 2012

«There were also adjustments that had to be made to the basic daily tasks, such 
as grocery shopping or ordering food in a bakery. The ‘little things’ that are 
overlooked at home became a daily challenge because everything was at least 
slightly different from home (and it was difficult to learn because of the language 
barrier). I had to quickly become comfortable embarrassing myself in front of 
people, or I would not have been able to interact with anyone throughout my work 
term. However, I felt that of all of the countries I could have been working in, I 
felt very ‘at home’ in Germany, despite the moderate amount of daily stress and 
uncertainty. I know that these things would go away in time and with a better 
understanding of the German language. (…) Overall the challenges of adjusting 
to a different culture have been greatly outweighed by all of the benefits and 
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positive experiences that I have had in my work term.» CAN 201

«Living in a different country definitely takes some adjustment but I really enjoyed 
learning about the differences from how I am used to living in Canada. Things like 
grocery shopping, transportation, and cultural norms at work all presented some 
learning opportunities. Some challenges at the grocery store included learning 
about the common German foods and products without being able to read the 
labels on anything, finding food products that I’m used to having at home, and 
paying at the til with no bags for groceries or time to bag my groceries.» 
CAN 2010

«The first couple of weeks require some adjustment. I would advise trainees to 
take some time for getting themselves acquainted before starting work. A couple 
of days can go a long way in helping the trainee get settled and ready for the 
internship. I jumped into my internship rather quickly, which left me struggling to 
catch up on sleep and get a bearing on my surroundings.» CAN 2012

«Working in another country is always challenging, and no matter how well you 
know the language and how familiar you are with the culture, being so far from 
home can be overwhelming. Communication and access to advice and expertise are 
very important in making everything go smoothly. (…) Relying on past experience, 
or being able to talk to someone who is going through a similar situation is very 
helpful, and travelling on the weekends, and going out and doing new things are 
great ways to distract yourself from the difficulties of living abroad.» CAN 2010

«This was my third or forth time living in Europe for a long duration. From my 
experiences, I learned that prior to visiting a country one must, at least, get a vague 
familiarity/idea about that country’s culture, norm, weather, and expectations. 
Thus, prior to my travels I would search on internet and read books about the 
countries I will/planning to travel to. This helped my significantly to reduce culture 
shock and travel stresses. As for working, I would make adjustments in how the 
company functions and learn their ways as it differs from companies to companies, 
regardless of the country you are in, even though the tasks that you are working 
with can be the same/similar.» CAN 2010

«As an individual who has previously lived (and studied) before in Germany and 
also traveled to many countries around the world, I was not really expecting to 
have any major “culture shock” moments before my arrival in Germany this year.  
However, although perhaps not that “shocking”, I definitely encountered multiple 
situations that brought some surprise to me during the course of my internship 
in Leipzig.» CAN 2012

«To be quite honest, I haven’t met any challenges that would be even remotely 
difficult (…) I had an easy time integrating into the new culture and have enjoyed 
the positive differences, without encountering many bad ones.» CAN 2012
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«I loved getting to experience the German culture. There was no time that I felt 
extremely home sick or had trouble adjusting. I am used to talking to my family via 
Skype and I love travelling. So I know that I will always get to go home no matter 
how long my trip is. There was no point during my time in Germany that I felt like 
I needed to be back in Canada because I was overwhelmed with experiencing a 
new culture.» CAN 2011

«Because my father is German, I already had a pre-established understanding of 
what I may expect in terms of cultural challenges. As well, my past experience 
living abroad prepared me for several of the challenges that may arise when living 
in a culture not fully your own. I found that because of my prior experiences, 
experiences and understandings I was better able to take this in stride.» CAN 
2012

«Because I am half German and have spent a fair amount of time in Germany and 
Europe, the living and working in another country was not challenging for me. 
I was already well accustomed to German culture and way of life that I had no 
troubles fitting in and did not really face any big challenges.» CAN 2010

The German trainees’ perspective

«Sure at the beginning of the internship it took some time to adjust to the new 
environment as it is like every time moving to another city. But now I had to find 
out as well which shops and discounters were the best and there was bureaucratic 
stuff to do. But I got a lot of help from my landlady and my co-workers.» GER 2011

«For me it was the first time in a foreign country. From afar it seems the same as  
Germany. But if you have a closer look you can see some differences. At first you 
ask yourself why are they doing that and later you get behind it, get used to their 
habits and realize how the things are going.» GER 2011
 
«Life and work abroad are always challenging and require a high capability of 
adaptation but it wasn’t my first experience and I was already prepared for this 
adventure. Since Canada is a very multicultural and international country it is 
quite easy to get in touch with people and to establish a social network pretty 
soon.», GER 2011

«That’s for sure, this internship in terms of gaining lots of new experiences, meeting 
new people and learning how to adjust in another culture just felt overwhelming. 
Almost everyday something new happened that enriched my life.» GER 2012

«From a cultural point of view I did not experience something completely 
unexpected or challenging. I think that the intercultural course everyone had to 
take was helpful because it prepares you to be more relaxed and see problems 
from different points of view.» GER 2011

37



«Due to my previous internship in Australia and mainly due to the intercultural 
preparation week in Dresden, I was well prepared to the things to come in Canada. 
Hence, there wasn’t really any major situation where I felt challenged by the 
cultural differences. There are of course some smaller details that you don’t think 
of before you go abroad and that still strike you as a surprise.» GER 2012

«I found it very challenging to move to another country where many things were 
new to me and sometimes I was not able to apply my knowledge of how to do 
things the way it works in Germany. The Germans and the international students 
are very well connected in Edmonton. They are all more or less facing the same 
challenges so it was very useful to have this community over there to cope with 
things like opening a bank account, getting a cell contract or getting around.»  
GER 2012

38



1) Be patient. Adjustment is a step-by-step process that takes time. 
It might take a while before you truly feel comfortable in your new 
environment.

2) Stay aware of yourself; what you are feeling and how you are reacting. 
Many people don’t identify for themselves that they are facing culture 
shock. They do not connect what they are going through with a normal 
adjustment process.

3) Stretch your tolerance to ambiguity. Coping with limited information 
and uncertainty is an important skill when living and working in a new 
culture.  Expect and accept that you won’t be given all the answers. 

4) Learn to let go! Identify what is under your control and let go of things 
you can’t change. It will save you a lot of time and energy!

5) Take a step back and laugh about it! You are bound to make mistakes 
along the way and encounter frustrating situations, keeping your sense 
of humour will make your experience more positive.

6) Take care of yourself (body and mind) and find activities that help you 
evacuate some of the stress of adaptation (e.g., get some rest, do some 
sports or hobbies, join social outings, do outdoor activities…).

7) Surround yourself with familiar things (e.g., your favourite pillow, music, 
pictures)

8) Keep a journal or create a blog to share your experiences and express 
your feelings.

9) Establish a daily routine to get a sense of familiarity

10) Don’t isolate yourself and get support from friends, other ASiiA interns, 
roommates or even colleagues.

39



I
OBSERVED DIFFERENCES
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» 

ATTITUDE TOWARDS DIVERSITY

Many German participants were impressed to discover how multicultural Canada is. 
Canada is a country of immigration and the Canadian society is usually recognized 
as being tolerant and open to cultural diversity. However, as one German intern 
pointed out, prejudice and discrimination are also present in Canada. Here’s what 
some of the trainees had to say about diversity, tolerance, discrimination and the 
definition of citizenship.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«The negative cultural experiences that I have had since moving to Germany have 
all had their roots in the attitude of a small minority of Germans to foreigners.  
When I speak German, it is of course immediately obvious that I am not a native 
speaker.  However, many Germans have told me that it is not always obvious what 
my native language is.  In my first week in Dresden, it happened to me twice 
that I tried to order something in a café and the person working there thought I 
was from Czech Republic.  I received terrible service and was not at all treated 
in a welcoming way until they found out I was from Canada, at which point they 
completely changed their tune in both cases.  This sudden change of attitude was 
almost the worst part of the entire experience.» CAN 2012

«Coming from a country that promotes multiculturalism, it became apparent that 
our way of looking at integration may be strongly influenced by the idea that 
maintaining cultural identity as part of the “Canadian mosaic” is a strength. The 
conversations we had were interesting because they seemed to highlight how 
living in a multicultural society and being a product of the Canadian education 
system has greatly influenced my way of thinking.» CAN 2012

The German trainees’ perspective

«So what I found out was a significant difference between our definition of 
citizenship, which is primarily a question of whether you are born in our country 
or not, and the Canadian way of thinking, which appears to be determined by the 
specific value of defining citizenship by behaving and thinking in a particularly 
multicultural way. (…) Furthermore, German people as a whole are inclined to be 
sceptical or even scared of contacts to foreigners and perceive foreignness as 
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a condition one has to be worried about. Not so, the Canadians.(…) For them, 
integration or multiculturalism does not mean behaving in an exact similar way, 
like speaking the same language. It’s more about cultural, social and religious 
tolerance, acceptance and the knowledge of a natural diversity of people.» 
GER 2010

«Today over 60 languages are spoken in Canada. This figure shows how multinational 
and multicultural Canada is. Most of the current inhabitants are former immigrants 
as well, or there ancestors were immigrants. If you compare this with Germany, the 
German history is very old and most of the Germans have their roots in Germany 
hundreds of years ago. We are sometimes a little bit suspicious, when we see 
some strangers in our country.» GER 2010

«Like in other multicultural countries, the employer hasn’t the right to ask too 
many personal details to protect the rights of the applicant (e.g., how old a person 
is). I always found that much less discriminating than the German or EU CV style. 
In Canada I experienced the first time that giving less personal information about 
the applicant work history or personality can have negative points as well. For 
example, like me, a lot of Asian people look much younger than they actually are. 
Treating a manager as a student might cause an uncomfortable situation when 
the positions get clarified. It gets even more problematical at work when the tasks 
of the position don’t fit the situation and experience of the employee.» GER 2010

«I had a nightmarish night at the hostel where I first stayed because I was bothered 
and verbally attacked by ma alcohol dependant roommate the whole night. I felt, 
that the fact she was aboriginal, lead to a different treatment and assessment of 
the situation. “They always have to drink too much and are not doing anything”. 
The relationship between “Canadians” and “aboriginals” is one of the problematic 
topics. On the one hand they try to keep the Indian heritage and the other hand 
the Indians are often described in a negative way.» GER 2010

BUREAUCRATIC PROCEDURES AND PAPERWORK

Being confronted to a greater amount of paperwork and administrative 
procedures then what they were used to was incomprehensible and frustrating 
for some interns. On the other hand, fewer required written documents could be 
worrisome too! One thing is for sure, dealing with many administrative procedures 
is part of living and working abroad.
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The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«We were warned several times during the workshop in the first week in Dresden 
that German bureaucracy involves a lot of paperwork. This was not a lie. The 
number of forms I have filled out for this is astounding.  Forms in Lethbridge, 
forms for the University of Alberta, forms in Dresden and forms in Zwickau.  When 
I first arrived in Zwickau I needed to fill out paperwork to get internet in my room.  
Getting my internet up and running was a two day process that involved visiting 
three offices, and filling out four forms.  This would be difficult and tedious in any 
situation, but the language barrier really took it to the next level.» CAN 2011

«A third and final difference I noted was the German penchants for bureaucracy 
and order. Especially at the start of my internship, I encountered situations where 
the administrative burden of a seemingly simple task was excessive. For example, 
simply activating my bank account required signing multiple sheets of paper and 
several days. I also had to sign a document when I bought my German SIM card for 
my cell phone. The German affinity for paperwork appeared multiple times during 
my internship.» CAN 2012

«I found it odd how many pieces of paper were printed and stored, just for the 
sake of having a ‘hard-copy’ of an electronic file.» CAN 2012

«One of the challenges was getting used to the bureaucratic working style in 
Germany. It was hard at first, although after awhile you realize it is a good thing 
to be detailed, because the outcome is always clear and mistakes are not often 
made.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«One of the worst experience took place at the beginning. This was the time 
[bureaucratic procedures] took to put me in their system and to give me my 
OneCard and access to my room, assign me a desk…» GER 2011

«At the beginning there were definitely some challenges: I had to get my social 
insurance number and it took me a while to get access to every building, our lab 
and obtain my university card.» GER 2011

«As a German, I was used to the principle to have a contract whenever it comes to 
bigger amounts of money. So I was a little surprised that my roommate, who rented 
me one of the rooms in his apartment, never wanted me to sign anything. Asking 
for a receipt, I received a grinning “Very German…”. But what really astonished me 
was that even my employer, at University, didn’t consider it necessary for me to 
have a work contract. All I got were the keys, a login for my computer and that’s 
it. I appreciated the lack of forms to fill and the value of a spoken agreement, 
but only the receipt of my first pay check was able to assure me that I really was 
employed.», GER 2011
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BUSINESS OPENING HOURS

The reduced shop opening times in Germany compared to Canada and the strict 
adherence to closing time in Canada was a source of discomfort and irritation for 
a few interns.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«One difference I quickly discovered on my own was a stronger adherence to 
the notion that Sunday is a day of rest. The majority of shops, restaurants, and 
grocery stores are closed all day on Sundays, which I was not prepared for my first 
weekend here. The hotel I was staying in provided breakfast, and when lunch time 
came I figured I would explore a bit and find out where I could purchase groceries 
close by. I quickly found out everything was closed, and being only my second day 
here this might be the closest I came to what is termed “culture shock” – I was 
hungry, no place was open, it was raining outside, and anyone on the streets was 
unable to speak English.» CAN 2012

«Additionally the lack of open stores on Sundays was difficult to get used to 
and I’m very happy to have the convenience of Sunday shopping available to me 
again. A friend pointed out to me that this is influenced from Germany’s history 
with Christianity, so it was interesting to see how a religion might manifest itself 
differently in another country.» CAN 2011

«Upon arriving in Germany I had already been informed that stores were all closed 
on Sundays, and so I knew I had to go on Saturday instead.  I left my place 
Saturday afternoon and walked a half hour (…) to the post office only to find that 
it was closed, and all the local shops were also closed.  I did not know that they 
were only open in the morning and closed by noon time.  In Dresden I believe this 
would not have been a problem but I live in a suburb and so the shops are less 
busy and close earlier.» CAN 2012

«This was often complicated by the fact that my local grocery store closed at 8 
pm, not long after I would come home from work. I also found it a bit difficult to 
adjust to stores not being open on Sundays.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«My observations revealed a very ambivalent dealing with time. First: if you for 
example want to enter a shop and there are only five minutes left until closing 
time, you better shift your plan. You can be sure that they will demand you to 
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COST OF LIVING

This is a subject that only the German trainees wrote about specifically. The cost 
of rent and food are higher in Alberta, especially in big cities such as Edmonton 

The German trainees’ perspective

«Basically anyone in this whole wide world warned me that Canada would be one 
of the most expensive countries to live in. I packed my suitcase, left my super 
cheap apartment in Leipzig and went there anyway. The warnings came true and 
I now was doomed to spend most of my precious income on living expenses such 
as groceries and housing. Oh my god, this is a hell of an expensive country.» 
GER 2012

«I lived in the basement with three other people with a small kitchen, a very small 
bathroom, no living room and no (!) keys. The door was wide open for everyone but 
at least I have never had any problems with that circumstance. At first I thought 
that this situation as normal in Canada but it isn’t. I searched for another house 
and I found a cheaper one ($350/ months without deposit) in a co-op. The room 
was bigger, nicer, overground and I had everything I needed.» GER 2011

«Those rooms in the basement are itself pretty awful. They are dark with very tiny 
windows that would allow for a minimum of light. During the winter, the basement 
rooms are the coldest rooms in the house. I was living in one of those. If it got 
really cold outside I would read a book with my gloves on inside.» GER 2011

«Cheap apartments are rare and much more important – you get what you pay 
for! Because of the fast growing of Edmonton during the last 10 years, humble 
apartments are considerably more expensive than common apartments in 
Dresden.» GER 2010

«The first intercultural difference I noticed was the enormously high price of 

leave the shop after exactly five minutes. The same happened to me when I 
wanted to open my account. It was 15 minutes to 6 pm when I arrived. I entered 
the bank, communicated my purpose - and was sent away with the words that 
the opening of an account would take her 20 to 25 minutes, but there were only 15 
minutes left. I should come another day again! ... OK, that’s what I did!  Another 
example: I was sitting in a Tim Hortons store when it was 15 minutes to closing 
time. Even at that moment an employee was wiping around all the guests, raising 
chairs – not the cosiest environment. And at 6 pm prompt she asked us to leave 
the store! So it seems that Canadians are very sensitive to time if it comes to their 
own interests. » GER 2010
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groceries. I was shocked when I went to a supermarket for the first time. But in 
the end, I was getting used to the prices and think now that everything here in 
Germany is pretty cheap and I learned that Canadians can afford this high price 
standard (not only groceries, also prices for apartments, gas, entrance fees).» 
GER 2011

«Finally, let’s talk about food. I like to eat a lot, but try to do healthy and varied. 
That’s possible, but seems more expensive than the many fast food opportunities. 
Last time I paid for one red pepper $2.20 (+5% GST).» GER 2012

DISTANCES

Just one glimpse at a world map is needed to see the great difference in area 
between Canada and Germany, but experiencing the distance for yourself can 
still be surprising.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«The last difference does not have so much to do with “shock” factor, but rather 
it is more interesting as an example of indeed how different two cultures can be 
(even though they are from within the same “culture” – ie. western culture).  This 
difference was the differing points of view on what is considered ‘far’ for walking 
distance.  As I quickly found out from new German friends/colleagues, they seem 
to consider any walk under 30-40 minutes to be short, whereas from my (more 
North American point of view) I think anything over 15 minutes is no longer ‘short’.»  
CAN 2012

The German trainees’ perspective

«Before my stay in Edmonton I had travelled through Alberta and British Columbia 
and I realized the large distances compared to Germany. On the other hand, for 
many Canadians it was unbelievable that there are more people in Saxony than 
in Alberta when Saxony has only 3% of the size of Alberta.» GER 2012

DRINKING

The social mores and laws related to alcohol in Germany differ from those in 
Canada and this topic was stunning for several participants.
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The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«I felt such liberation when drinking my first beer on the streets, without having 
a police officer confiscate it. It was also refreshing to order an inexpensive beer 
in bars, where people are served in the order that they arrive (it seems like ei-
ther the loudest or prettiest person is served first in Edmonton bars – which I am 
neither).» CAN 2012

«I though it was funny when I was on the train going to a wine festival and the 
Germans I was travelling with came prepared with wine bottles and cups in their 
backpack. It was interesting to drink wine on a train because we are not per-
mitted to do so in Canada. Also seeing alcohol sold in the Mensa and grocery 
stores was interesting since we are only allowed to purchase alcohol in desig-
nated liquor stores in Canada.» CAN 2010

«This event also brings to mind another cultural difference to mind: drinking. 
Canadians love to drink too but I don’t think I have had ever seen taking shots 
before a hike – this was new to me. Perhaps it’s because of my Asian heritage and 
so I can’t drink so much, but I don’t think I can ever get used to so much drinking, 
even if the beer and alcohol is better and cheaper in Germany.» CAN 2011

«I went to the party and I felt obligated to bring a case of beer as well. I was told 
this by my German friend Robert who was in Edmonton before, but the tradition 
regarding birthdays is that the person who is having a birthday must buy drinks 
for all of their guests and not the other way around. I was told to bring something 
for this party though and with following my understanding of birthdays I brought 
a case of beer. Apparently, what was expected was nothing more than a small 
salad or two bags of potato chips or something as my friends were amazed that 
I brought a case of beer.» CAN 2011 1

The German trainees’ perspective

«(…) The attitude to alcoholic products. It is fine, that there is a huge tax and 
everything is very expensive. But isn’t it weird that it isn’t sold in any grocery store 
or petrol station? You have to go to a separate store for liquor to buy a beer and 
you are not allowed to drink it in the public.» GER 2012

«When it’s 2 o’clock in the morning, you have to find your way back home in 
Canada, as all clubs and pubs are forced to close, because serving liquor after 2 
o’clock is prohibited. In addition, you can only purchase liquor with a maximum of 
40%. Drinking in public places is prohibited, too. (…) You can consider now which 
would be better, but I for my part find it very pleasant not to be bothered by 
drunken people in trains with another can of beer in his hand» GER 2010
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EATING HABITS

Many interns commented on food and eating habits. The type and variety 
of food that can be found as well as the price and the rituals and etiquette 
surrounding meals triggered a few reactions.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«I have really enjoyed the fact that food is much cheaper than in Canada. However, 
Canada is much more multicultural and a greater variety of food can be found.» 
CAN 2011

«Unfortunately, I found the eating times difficult to get used to, especially during 
my first week of work. I usually eat multiple times a day and not at any set 
time. So with meals at certain times of the day I was either starving or not very 
hungry. Also, even the grocery stores and some restaurants close early and on 
Sundays so I would always have to plan ahead and make sure that I have food for 
Sundays/holidays. Not to mention, the shopping always takes longer when trying 
to decipher a package’s label.» CAN 2012

«One of the most glaring differences that I noticed immediately was the difference 
in foodstuffs and diet. The typical ‘German’ diet is heavily meat and gluten- based. 
Gluten namely being potato. Another difference I noticed was the general sense of 
ceremony around eating lunch. This might be something specific to my workplace, 
since it’s where I had virtually all of my lunches. At each lunch hour, my work team 
would go to the cafeteria together and dine as a group. My team would then wait 
for every last person to finish before getting up from the table. This might be 
rooted in the fact that, generally, Germans are very group- oriented. Germans also 
say ‘Mahlzeit’ to one another at lunch; a tradition that I enjoyed, since there is no 
English equivalent.» CAN 2012

«Meal time was a challenge at first because I was not used to eating as properly 
as the Germans. I quickly adjusted to the fork in one hand, knife in the other and 
both hands on the table. Eating meals in Germany seemed formal to me where as 
it was the norm. My flat mates had set times for eating meals together, where as 
I was used to eating whenever I felt the need. I found that to be an adjustment I 
had to make in order to eat with them and not offend.» CAN 2012

«At lunch time, everyone ate with a fork in their right hands and a knife in their 
left hands. I would always switch from left to right after cutting with my knife. As 
well, arms are always above/on the table rather than on people’s laps. For 2 weeks, I 
wondered what ‘Mahlzeit’ meant, since there is not really a similar word in English. 
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I ate my lunch very slowly on my first day and it was quite uncomfortable trying to 
shove food down as quickly as possible for 5 minutes while everyone else waited 
for me. I said that it was okay for everyone to leave, but everyone always left the 
table together (I ate my lunch must faster every day after that).» CAN 2012 

«I also found in Germany that when I offered to pay for someone’s meal they were 
shocked.  This could be a student thing, but I found they were quite resistant to 
the idea.  I met someone on a weekly basis to practice German and to help him 
with English, and I offered to pay for his coffee as a thank-you. He let me, but not 
without some hesitation.  When I was visiting a friend in another city I offered to 
pay for her meal as thanks for letting me stay with her for the weekend, and again 
they were really surprised.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«A quite disappointing truth is the food culture in Edmonton. I’m used to some 
fast food restaurants in Germany but in Edmonton they were everywhere and 
dominating (…). I prefer eating at home together with friends or sometimes going 
to a good restaurant. Unfortunately most of my roommates ate alone and at the 
beginning it was quite hard for me to get used to start a meal without saying 
“Guten Appetit” (Enjoy your meal!”).» GER 2011

«The edible cheese mostly is imported and as far as Canadian cheese goes: a 
yellow block out of something. And the bread? Oh well, as a German I am used to 
bread you are not able to squish. It is fresh and hard and has a crust. If you want 
to live in Canada: get used to toast and a block of yellow something. Unless you 
have the time and the money to find the imported food.» GER 2011

«They introduced me to the almost national dish- Poutine. I reckon everyone should 
have eaten it once while he stays here. Poutine is a mixture of French fries with 
cheese crumbs and gravy. I ate it once and never again but it is worth trying, 
because every Canadian will tell you that he loves it.» GER 2012 

«When I was showed around on the campus on my first day, I was shocked to find 
out that there is no equivalent to a German “Mensa”. Instead, four different fast 
food chains were offering burgers, pizza, sandwiches, and treats directly in the 
University building, accompanied by a pub.(…) On the same evening I tried to buy 
some groceries, just to find out that cooking a German-style meal can be a costly 
venture. It took me some weeks to figure out what recipes are good and cheap 
(a creedal meat eater in Germany, I ended up having meat only once or twice a 
week) and which stores have the best offerings.» GER 2011  

«One big difference between Canada and Germany I saw in the last months is the 
food and the eating habits. In general, food is healthier and fresher in Germany. 
In Canada, more artificial flavours are used, much food don’t taste natural. 
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Also, much food which is actually salty, taste sweet, for example bread. […] Even if 
fast food is more and more common in Germany, in Canada it is very hard to find 
no fast food. For me, it seemed that people don’t take time to cook and to eat in 
Canada. This was a challenging situation for me. I eat very healthy in Germany 
with a lot of fresh fruit and vegetables. My body was not ready for the Canadian 
food in the beginning and I felt a little bit sick.» GER 2012

«I did know that the Canadians like the Americans eat a lot of fast food but I was 
surprised by the amount of it. Compared to Germany there is really a lot more 
fast food available in Canada. There is not only the higher varsity of fast food 
chains but also the higher density of fast food shops per area. In Toronto when I 
discovered the subway, I found out that there was a food court under every sky 
scraper where nearly all fast food chains offered their meals. As well in most of 
the malls there are food courts where the hungry customers eat and drink.» 
GER 2012

«Before you are starting to eat you are hearing sometimes the French sentence 
“bon appetit”. But usually nobody is starting the meal with words. You are not 
waiting until everybody is sitting and you can stand up before everybody finished 
the meal. That is totally against my nature but I had to get used to it.» GER 2011

«Another difference in Canada is the attitude to money. In bars and restaurants 
you generally pay a common tip of 12 to 15%. It is the way for remunerating a good 
and friendly service. That’s why the waiter or the waitress more frequently asks 
you about any wishes or requests to perform a good service.» GER 2010

EDUCATION SYSTEM

A notable difference between Canada and Germany relates to their education 
system. You can find more information about this subject on the ASiiA website. An 
intercultural team of students created a powerpoint presentation on this theme 
during a workshop. Apart from the structure, the relatively high cost of university 
tuitions in Canada make some students particularly envious of the situation in 
Germany.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«Students in Germany are so well taken care of. I realize that this is an issue in 
some contention, but nevertheless students have it better in Germany than they 
do in Canada. This goes from cheaper and therefore more universal education, to 
amazing Mensa system with generously subsidized food for students, to student 
discounts available everywhere.» CAN 2011
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS

In regards to the level of environmental consciousness, the comments of both 
Canadian and German participants focused on the perceived greater concern of 
Germans for the protection of the environment.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«German people are more environmentally conscious and sort out the garbage 
and use far less plastic / Ziploc bags and more Tupperware containers which also 
contributes to the environmental consciousness.» CAN 2010

«One major difference that I noticed is the awareness that Germany and its 
people have for the environment. They are much more conscientious about how 
much energy they use and they are very dedicated to recycling! This can make 
foreigners seem rude when they come into the country and are not as aware or 
vigilant about these things.» CAN 2010

«(...) because resources – gas, water, heating – are expensive, they make a conscious 
effort to save costs in those areas, which you don’t really see here in North America. 
I must admit, those are things I took for granted too, but I am now making more 
of an effort to cut back – so I’m glad to have taken some of the German way of 
thinking back to Canada with me.» CAN 2010

«Some of the aspects that I enjoyed were the huge emphasis placed on bicycle 
travel and the environmental consciousness of the population.» CAN 2012

«Student life seemed more relaxed in Germany than in Canada. It is not common 
that you find students working part time jobs while in school. In Canada, many 
students take on part time jobs to pay tuition costs on their own. The Germans 
benefit from a good school system where most of the costs are paid by the 
government and the rest is mostly paid for by their parents. When comparing 
the tuition between Canada and Germany, there was a huge difference, which 
explains why it is rare to find German students working to pay for tuition. Because 
of the high price of rent and tuition, many students in Canada have no option but 
to live at home.» CAN 2010
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The German trainees’ perspective

«Some of the Canadians already told me, that there is a large amount of pickup 
trucks on the road. They also told me, that Alberta is a pretty rich province, due 
to all the oil that is extracted from the oil sands. But I was not expecting THAT 
many pickup trucks. They are everywhere. And they are HUGE! Twice the height of 
a standard German car and almost as wide, they probably consume as much fuel 
as a school bus and they are at least as loud as one. And as if this is not enough, 
they idle, all the time and everywhere. While I might understand that you want to 
keep your car running with -30 degrees Celsius outside, there is no reason for that 
on a mild day in fall.» GER 2012

«But what I didn’t expect was that this business [oil industry] has a completely 
different image in the public eye than in Germany. If I use myself as an example, 
producing oil was associated with a dirty, environmentally destructing procedure, 
a somewhat indispensable malady that our current economy and transportation 
relies on. In Alberta, the oil companies spend a lot of work in image campaigns 
to make oil more “friendly”. On the streets you come across people wearing shirts 
from “The Oilers” or “The Oil Kings”, Edmonton’s most famous ice hockey teams. 
On the airport there are big posters showing an oil well in a romantic sunset, and 
even the University of Alberta’s Devonian Botanic Garden proudly features a shut 
down oil well of the Esso corporation.» GER 2011

«Nobody cares about energy saving for example switching lights off or heater 
during warm days. This has one question as result during my life here: Why do 
Canadians in the city need trucks and cars with fuel consumption over 201/100 km? 
I understand the farmers and people who live outside of the town and need to 
drive over difficult roads, but not in the city. I think on the one side it is a status 
symbol but it shows also the difference in thinking. Because the fuel is cheaper 
in comparison to Germany or Europe nobody cares about such circumstances. On 
the other side these cars are necessary for going out of the city and escape into 
the wild.» GER 2011

«I also noticed that the majority of the Canadians don’t live so environmentally 
conscious like most of the Germans. For example they like to keep their engine 
running even though they are parking for ten minutes. Another example is that in 
grocery stores they like to pack the groceries in millions of plastic bags.» 
GER 2012
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FRIENDSHIP

What is friendship? How long does it take to befriend someone? What can 
be expected of a friend? The definition of friendship isn’t universal! Generally 
speaking, in Germany friendship is defined as an emotionally based relationship 
where deep feelings are shared and mutual commitment is expected. It therefore 
takes a long time to develop and is reserved to a few carefully selected people. 

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«There is one similarity between Saxons and Albertans which I found to be the best 
experience in the program. The fact that every person, German and Canadian, 
have joined the program to meet new people from different cultures and build 
friendships (…)This was a great experience for me, and is a great opportunity for 
anyone in the exchange program, as they will meet lifelong friends whom open 
their eyes to different interests, backgrounds, religions, and perspectives.» 
CAN 2011 

«Besides workplace differences, I have also found that there are significant 
differences in how different nationalities interact in their leisure time.  There are 
two other twenty-something, non-German women besides me who work in labs 
on the same floor. (…) We got to talking one day about Germans and how it is 
to live in Germany and came to a very interesting conclusion.  Neither of us has 
any German girlfriends.  Not one.  (…) However, it does illustrate how Germans 
tend to be a bit harder to get to know in the beginning compared with other 
nationalities.»  CAN 2012

The German trainees’ perspective

«I had about 50 “friends” at my farewell party but only international students 
were good and close friends of mine. So I think the coconut and peach model is 
applicable in my case. It’s really hard to have close Canadian friends although you 
may know many people who spent lots of time with you.» GER 2011

«We changed our email addresses to stay in touch and to do something together. 
But after that it is very common that you will never again hear anything of 
them, you can write emails, they don’t reply. This happened to almost all German 
students and all Germans that were in Canada for a longer time told me, that it 
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is extremely difficult to stay in touch with Canadians and that you have to offer 
them something to raise your chances to meeting again, because Canadians 
generally don’t really like to leave their houses. (…) I dismissed my earlier thought 
of a possible emigration to Canada, because I have the feeling, that it is very likely 
to become very lonesome in Canada. The people are very nice at first sight, but 
it’s just a superficial politeness, nobody really cares about other people and it’s 
extremely hard to establish real friendship.» GER 2010

«Furthermore it is easy to meet Canadians but it is hard to make real friends, 
but I think I was lucky, because I made two real Canadian friends. Canadians are 
always friendly, even though they don’t like you. This can be challenging, because 
you sometimes don’t know what people are thinking about you.» GER 2012

GETTING AROUND

Whether to go on foot or using public transportation, it’s not always simple to 
get from one place to another in a foreign land!

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«Furthermore, I had still been trying to acquire a confident understanding of the 
public transport. VVO, DVB, and DB – what was the difference among them? The 
region is divided by separate tariff zones and trains can detach at a station 
and have two cars travel in different directions. As a result, it took me a month 
to figure out the most cost-efficient method to get to and from work.(…) The 
increase in system complication makes sense; Dresden accommodates a much 
more advanced public transportation network than that present in Edmonton so I 
will give them the benefit of the doubt in doing this as efficiently and logically as 
possible. However, first exposure to it can certainly be intimidating, especially for 
a detail-oriented individual who does not speak the language.» CAN 2012

«Some challenges with transportation were just figuring out how the trams worked 
and how much it cost for different zones. Fortunately I was lucky and had really 
helpful roommates who showed me how it all worked and gave me a tram map.» 
CAN 2010

«For instance, once when I was coming home late at night, I missed my stop while 
I was on the tram because I could not figure out how to open the door! Nor did 
I know I had to request a stop. Not that it was difficult, but I hadn’t had to think 
of this before because up until that point I had only been on the tram during the 
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day when many others were also there to request stops and open the doors. Also, 
the first time I took a regional train, I sat in first class by accident. I had no idea!»   
CAN 2011

«Mitfahrgeleganheit.de is an organization that I have used many times to try to 
save some money while travelling. Although this system is well known in Germany 
and widely used, the concept is generally foreign in Canada. Recently a friend of 
mine came to visit and we used Mitfahrgelegenheit to travel between Potsdam 
and Dresden. When I told her that we were going to catch a ride she asked me “Do 
you know the guy?” When I said that I indeed did not know him personally she said 
“and you’re sure this is safe?” After catching a ride with people I had met over the 
internet so often, I had forgotten the fear I first faced when getting into the back 
of a stranger’s car. In Canada it is considered a little odd to trust your safety and 
travel with that of an informally registered stranger you met online.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«At an area of 684.37 km2, Edmonton is a fairly spread out city with a relatively low 
population density. The local transportation system includes the LRT, which is a 
type of train, and which runs from the North to the South of the city, and which is 
supplemented by various bus routes. Although the LRT is quite reliable, it doesn’t 
seem to be an appropriate solution for a city of this dimension – at any rate, not 
according to German standards. Also, even though Edmonton’s network of buses 
cover the city quite well, long waiting times between buses and having to transfer 
buses often make it rather difficult to get to the outskirts of the city using public 
transportation. Aside from that, it wasn’t uncommon for the bus to either be late 
or not show up at all, in which case I had to wait for the next one.» GER 2010

«Driving a car is much cheaper there than in Germany and it is a part of the way 
of life. So, the public transport system is not as developed as in cities in Germany. 
Edmonton with approximately 800 thousand inhabitants as one of the biggest 
cities in North America and a double area of Dresden has only city railway route 
with 15 stations. Moreover you have a very tricky and unclear bus-line-system with 
a schedule as trustworthy as decreasing taxes.» GER 2010

«As in many American cities, Calgary is also built for car owners. Four lane roads 
in the city center and unclear and unsafe sidewalks speak a clear language. 
Luckily, there is transport, but again one should not hope for punctuality. It took 
me quite some time to study the “concept” of Calgary transit.(…)Particularly 
incomprehensible too, is why the city set the transport to around midnight. Your 
only alternative during the night is going by taxi.» GER 2010

«Edmonton, in my opinion, has a lack of infrastructure, such as a connection from 
the international airport to any area in Edmonton. The given choices are either 
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Sky-Shuttle or a taxi. However, a taxi is rather expensive and a shuttle ticket just 
takes you to distinct locations around Edmonton, which means you have to be 
certain where to go.» GER 2010

«The city is not prepared for walkers too. Just yesterday I had a incisive experience. 
Coming home from a theatre show from downtown turned out to be a challenging 
experience. Walking through really deep snow at a steep hillside, climbing over 
barriers, walking on the car lanes because of missing sidewalks.» GER 2011

«I have to say that I definitely experienced a culture shock. In Germany, I was able 
and used to go by bike wherever I wanted and walked to supermarkets without 
using a car or public transportation. This is not really possible in Edmonton and I 
felt a need to do extra exercise to keep my balance.» GER 2011

NATIONAL IDENTITY AND PRIDE

Trying to define the Canadian national identity is a complex task as a few 
trainees realized. If some of the German participants were struck with the diverse 
and complex cultural identity of Canadians, it seems clear to them that the 
national pride is alive and well. 

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«I have noticed that many people I have met from around the world assume that 
Canadian culture is basically the same as America. Being a Canadian, I find that of 
course not true. Indeed there are similarities but there still remain many differences 
in our identity beyond “hockey”, “snow”, and “maple syrup”. More recently, I have 
noticed the younger generation of Germans that I have encountered seem to 
recognize that there is a difference between Canadians and Americans. I was 
pleased to find out that Canadians are known to have a separate identity but I 
asked people to describe that difference and people don’t have an answer. This 
made me think hard on what defines us as Canadians since there are so many 
different cultures. And that was it!  -I think one of the biggest differences that 
set us aside is how Canada from the rest of the world is for multiculturalism. It 
is particularly noticeable for me when visiting other countries and I realize that I 
am much more a visible minority. In Canada, there are so many different cultures 
and ethnicities and I hardly realize it.» CAN 2011
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The German trainees’ perspective

«The only thing I really realised as the first intercultural difference was the national 
pride of Canadians. I arrived at the airport and I was late to get on my bus to 
Banff. So I ran to the Airport desk down the hall. The bus already left, just two 
minutes ago. But as I started to explain to the employee from the company why 
it is important for me to get the last bus to Banff on this day he told me “(…) 
when this is your first time in Canada you should start with a better experience 
to discover this fabulous country (…)” and he called the shuttle to turn around 
and pick me up. This was really a good start in Canada. As I arrived in Banff it was 
very dark because it was late at night. My manager from Parks Canada picked me 
up in front of a hotel at 1 am with her private car. The first impression I got from 
Banff were the Canadian flags at the parapet from the Hotel. My manager told 
me during the short drive to my accommodation that she is sure that I will have 
a great time in Banff because this town and the whole Park are just awesome; 
today I know she was right.» GER 2012

«Canadians are very proud of their country. Everybody wears clothes with the flag 
of Canada on it. Don’t try to say something against the things they are proud 
of, of course ice hockey is the coolest sport in the world, and if you think out 
loud, that curling is a very boring sport, you will earn devastating looks and long 
explanations about the sense and excitement of the game (you will still find it 
boring though).» GER 2010

«In general the national anthem is played very often at almost all public events, 
every official event, every football game, hockey game, rodeo... but not (yet?)   
symphonic concerts. One teacher told me that in the primary schools the national 
anthem is sung each Monday morning. At many places the national flag is hanging... 
So the people learn everywhere to be proud of their country.» GER 2012

«In general I have to say that there is no clear Canadian culture because almost 
every “Canadian” I met had his or her roots in the Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, 
... and they were “Canadians” just in the second or third generation. So even 
their parents did not grow up in Canada. This fact became crystal clear when 
we were talking about Christmas customs. I was asking my Canadian colleagues 
how CANADIANS celebrate Christmas? What do they eat? When do they get their 
presents? ... and I received the MOST different answers.» GER 2010

«When I first came to Canada I did not know much about the country and its 
people. Due to the fact that a couple of years ago I lived in the U.S. for a period 
of twelve months made me believe that Canada is somehow the same. After 4.5 
months in Canada I got taught that it is definitely not the same. I learned a lot 
about the history of the country and about the diversity of its people. »  GER 2012
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«Whereas the USA has been dubbed the “melting pot” where all cultures run into 
one, Canadians themselves call Canada a “salad bowl” or mosaic, i.e. where many 
small pieces come together to make one picture, but each piece still retains its 
colour. In this sense, no one is forced to give up their culture, but can continue 
to live it out. For this reason, many people continue to live with those from their  
own ethnical group who have also left their home country, which is the main 
reason why there seem to be no true Canadians. For example, I once asked my 
boss to name a typical Canadian dish and he couldn’t think of one.» GER 2010

One German student mentioned the German cultural background that 
is maintained even when living in a foreign country:

«I live with my colleague’s parents who are both German. They’ve both been living 
in Edmonton for over 30 years but it fascinates me every day to see how closely 
they are connected to their roots nevertheless. They still love to speak German, 
they read the Spiegel every week and try to catch up with all the news taking 
place in Germany. […]Christmas Day was quite a new and fun experience, too. I 
invited some German friends over to my place and we all cooked together, made 
Glühwein, and we sang Christmas songs (American and German songs☺). It was 
really nice and interesting to see how well we were able to stick to our German 
traditions while living in a different country.» GER 2012

ORDER

Planning and organizing aim at reducing ambiguity and confusion and eliminating 
problems and risks. The Germans are famous for developing structures, procedures 
and processes to increase predictability and efficiency. Planning time, planning 
work structures and even planning free time seems to be a major preoccupation. 
Canadians also care about order and organization, but are perhaps a bit less 
concerned with the level of detailing.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«After spending more time in the German company I began to notice some subtle 
differences in office. For one thing, everything is very organized. Everything is 
documented and maintained very orderly. When I asked for a document or such, 
my co-workers knew exactly where it was. “Germans are organized and efficient” 
very stereotypical but quite true in my opinion!» CAN 2011
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«At the flat where I am living we have a weekly cleaning schedule which I found a 
little amusing because I have never seen something like that except for at work. 
Obviously my flat-mates are just three Germans and don’t represent the whole 
population but I think in general it is a way that Germans are different from 
Canadians. Germans, for the most part, love order and knowing what is expected 
of them whereas Canadians are a lot less orderly.»  CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«Midway through the hike we made a little stop for taking pictures and relax a 
little bit. I did not notice it until the Canadians pointed out that every German 
suddenly pulled out either a little piece of vegetable or piece of fruit. We all 
thought how simple, practical and German that was. One of the Canadians said 
that he was going to buy some donuts from Tim Horton but forgot to stop by. We 
all laughed because we were all kind of portraying stereotypes of Germans and 
Canadians.» GER 2011

PUBLIC NUDITY

Public nudity, even in mixed environments, is socially accepted in Germany 
and even expected at certain beaches, pools, parks and saunas. Not something 
the average Canadian is used to!

«Saunas in Germany are usually mixed and people are not allowed to wear anything. 
That is indeed strictly forbidden (…) If somebody would have been naked there 
[Canadian sauna], that would have caused a huge cultural shock for the Canadians 
(…) It seems that Canadians still have not overcome being prude. In this case I 
missed the German saunas, with the hot finish sauna rooms, the sauna fragrances 
and yes, the ability to sweat without the need of wearing clothes.» GER 2011

RULES AND REGULATIONS

Does Germany have more rules then Canada? Well that’s hard to prove. What we 
do know is that both cultures value universalism which means that rules are seen 
as universal guidelines that apply to everyone in the same way. We also know that 
rules are internalized in the German culture. Following them is synonymous with 
being responsible and reliable. People can count on each other to do the correct 
thing. However, if a rule is broken or someone makes a mistake it will be pointed 
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out for the sake of ensuring the system functions properly (Schroll-Machl, 2011). The 
following two interns commented on rules.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«As a foreigner coming into Germany, it is hard to be aware of all the rules, which is 
why you have to be a little more careful than you would be at home, and just keep 
your eyes open and watch what others are doing. A good example of this would 
be bicycle etiquette in Dresden.(…) Despite the plethora of bike paths running 
through the city, there are still some areas where you have to decide between 
riding on the road or the sidewalk. When I was faced with that decision, it always 
made me nervous because I was never really sure whether I was even allowed to 
ride my bike on the sidewalk, even though I saw others doing it all the time. (...) All 
in all, the lesson I learned from riding my bike in Dresden was that Germans know 
and respect their rules, and if I know and respect them, too, then we are both on 
the same page and can understand one another easier.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«Rules determine the normal life and some penalty fees prevent people from 
misuse (…) For example, it was wonderful and weird at the same time that I was 
able to rent things at University and nobody wanted me to sign a piece of paper…
But I was surprised as I noticed that the punishment for misuse is pretty hard and 
make people respect the rules: A fine of $575 plus four demerit points if you fail to 
yield to a pedestrian in a crosswalk, $287 and three demerits if you fail to stop at 
a stop sign. $150 (only 1st time) / $250 if you forget to pay for an LRT or bus ticket 
in Calgary!» GER 2010

SMOKING

Just like for drinking, Canada and Germany have different laws about smoking. 
Only Canadians commented this topic, pointing out that smoking is more tolerated 
and socially accepted in Germany then it is in Canada.

«From my own observation, I think that more people smoke here than in Canada, 
especially Edmonton. In Edmonton, the law bans smoking in public places such 
as restaurants and bars.  In Germany, there is no such law. I have gone to places 
and had to cut my way through the smoke to find a table, only to be “smoked” 
out a few minutes later. This is one of the differences that I had difficulty with my 
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entire placement. I think that having universal no smoking is something that I will 
appreciate more when I return to Edmonton. I think that smoking in Germany is 
viewed differently than in Canada. In Canada, I feel that the view is that people 
who smoke do so because they have a “problem” or “addiction”, and are viewed 
negatively by society. In Germany, I feel that this negative view and negative 
connotations are less associated with smoking.» CAN 2011

«I observed that smoking was more prevalent than in Canada and that cigarette 
advertisements were also permissible. My tutor is a smoker and sometimes smoked 
in the car. We often ate lunch at a nearby pub where people smoked, although 
we sat somewhat on the side. I was a little uncomfortable in atmospheres where 
people were smoking (…).» CAN 2011

«Many more Germans smoke than Canadians. The difference is actually astronomical. 
Vast majority of people I meet smoke. In Canada it is the opposite.» CAN 2011

SPACE AND PERSONAL SPACE

The use of space is a dimension of cultural difference. The German culture 
attaches importance to separating private and public spaces. Protection of a 
person’s privacy means that space is structured so that people are further apart 
and there are clear boundaries such as closed doors and a preference for private 
offices instead of shared open work spaces. Space also has to do with the comfort 
zone that a person tolerates around him or her: the personal space distance.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«Germans usually keep their doors closed in their house which is something 
Canadians in general don’t do unless there is a reason for it. It is a little bit of 
an adjustment and can lead to awkward situations involving the bathroom door 
and finding out if it is occupied or not, especially if the Canadian closes the 
door without locking it because he or she is used to a closed door meaning it is 
occupied.» CAN 2011

«One of the most difficult things to get used to is the German custom of keeping 
doors closed.  In Canada, there is a widespread ‘open door’ policy, where office 
doors are kept open as long as an employee is present.  If a door is closed, it likely 
means that the person is either not there, holding a meeting, or in the middle of 
an important phone call.  As such, it was difficult and sometimes uncomfortable 
trying to judge if colleagues were available or if I was interrupting something.»  
CAN 2012
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The German trainees’ perspective

«It was really new for me to find open plan offices in Canada. Everybody is sitting 
in just one really nice designed office, as well the managers of the company – they 
were mixed with the staff.» GER 2011

«In the LRT (Light Rail Transit) there is a sign that points out that you should 
put your bag on your lap to create more free space for the other passengers. 
In comparison to the Canadians, the Germans have a bigger personal space. 
That means that in the case of the public transit system the people in Germany 
usually do not want to bother the other passengers by not sitting next to them. 
The Canadians do not have such a big space and that’s why I think this has a 
cultural background. At the beginning it was a little bit funny to see that almost 
everybody puts his bag on his lap.» GER 2011

«In Edmonton I was living with young people in a big house we all shared (…) Be-
tween upstairs and downstairs on the first floor, there was a big common area for 
everyone to be: kitchen, dinning room, television room. That is where life mostly 
took place (…) When I came back to Germany I started to miss that concept of 
living where you would run into your roommates constantly, where you never felt 
alone, where you had so much space, where you always did things together.» 
GER 2011

TIME PLANNING

Many students, although not all, observed a difference between Canadians 
and Germans in their definition of time planning. Structuring time, keeping with 
plans and appointments and using time effectively to make the most of it in the 
interest of everyone are valued in both cultures, but perhaps to a greater extent 
in Germany. Punctuality and sticking to arranged appointments are seen as signs 
of respect. In this context, given way to improvisation and being flexible with 
time without notice - even for just a few minutes - can be negatively perceived. 
Knowing about this aspect can prevent some cultural faux pas.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«Along the lines of timing and organization, for the company annual hike that 
my co-worker had planned out - it was planned to the minute! It was very well 
planned out but I was surprised to see the level of detail that had been completed 
for such an activity.» CAN 2011
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«Germans seem to also be people who like to have a plan for everything. Whether 
it is in a job task or gathering to meet for fun they make sure to set up everything 
according to a plan.» CAN 2011

«I definitely noticed a difference in “timing” comparing to back where I am from. 
The first instance I can recall was in Dresden when I was taking the intercultural 
course. One evening after our class, the group, consisting of both Germans and 
Canadians, decided to meet up for a beer later that evening. Because I was 
staying with German participants in the group, we decided to go together and 
meet up with everyone at the agreed time, 20:00. We had arrived at the meeting 
spot 2 minutes early. When it became 20:02, my German friend became anxious 
wondering where everyone was. I told her to “hold on a few minutes”. The others 
arrived about 15 minutes later. For a Canadian, anywhere between 5 minutes and 
an hour later for going out in the evening is typical. Perhaps we’re just bad at 
judging time and how long things will take, but we usually arrive later than we 
say.» CAN 2011

«(…) All of the trains and trams run exactly on time and Germans arrive exactly 
when they know the train or tram will be arriving because it is never late. When 
I was taking a train back to Germany from Poland the train was late as it was 
coming from another city in Poland and our trip was delayed. There were many 
Germans I heard speaking on the platform that were up in arms about how late 
the train was and don’t they know how to run on schedule. The train was 10 
minutes late!» CAN 2011

«I found many Germans to be impatient when it comes to being on time. This is 
not just regarding being late, but in regards to being early as well. They seem to 
be very punctual and arrive right on time or a couple of minutes early. I like to 
leave enough time to account for complications that might make me late. Either 
this is the case or I am a bit late, but rarely right on time. I first noticed this when 
I was the only one present when I came early for the first meeting that I had with 
my company.» CAN 2011

«Germans are more punctual then Canadians. I can still remember the time when a 
Canadian friend and I were on the way to meet with a few German acquaintances. 
The Germans notified us by text message that they would be 15 minutes late. We 
were ourselves 15 minutes late and hadn’t given a though about informing the 
others. Canadians attribute less value to punctuality as the Germans, especially 
among friends (translation).» CAN 2010

«This example could have been used to demonstrate the out-dated stereotype of 
German punctuality, however there were too many occasions where I received 
last-minute messages of “Ich schaffe 19.00 leider nicht, lass uns 15 Minuten später 
treffen” for me to buy into this perception.» CAN 2011
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«The third cultural difference concerns punctuality and reliability, which is not as 
pronounced in Canada as in Germany. For example, Canadians don’t take things 
seriously, they are willing to wait, they react spontaneously and they change 
their mind easily. For example, at work not everyone is punctual at meetings. In 
the private sphere, gatherings are often spontaneously cancelled or people don’t 
show up and don’t give notice. At my arrival, for example, my roommate didn’t 
open the door for me at night because he had mixed up the day and was already 
in bed. One has to get used to this kind of situation, but once accustomed, life 
feels lighter with less self pressure and stress and we are able to let things just 
flow.» GER 2012

«Since I had no own car I was carpooling my colleagues from work to my house 
which is close to the university. When they told me that we can leave in 15 minutes 
I was always prepared for leaving in 15 minutes. Because of my German background 
I would have felt bad if I made them waiting for me especially when they already 
invest extra time to give me a ride home or drop me off at a public transit station. 
So I was waiting. Usually we left about 10 to 30 minutes after the time I have been 
told that we leave. But after a while I got used to it because it is quite simple to 
add a few minutes. It turned out that it is maybe not so simple. As Canada is such 
a diverse country some of my colleagues were more Canadian while others were 
more German.» GER 2012 

«What is the maximum time you want to wait in a fast food? This question seems 
to be easily answered for Germans: as short as possible! Like the name “fast food” 
I want my food fast. Here in Canada everything is a little bit different. I experience 
this not only in the restaurant also in stores. In general I had to wait more than 
5 min in such places. For me it was no problem, but when I think back to some 
people in Germany I can imagine how fast someone gets angry or disappointed 
with the service.» GER 2011

«I was wondering if people like it to stay in lines. Lines are everywhere in front of 
pubs, at the checkout in grocery stores, even to get a coffee can take 20 minutes 
and nobody complains or look annoyed. In lines in the cafeteria at the University 
back home people stay close together and push. Patience is the biggest difference 
between Canadians and Germans I recognized.» GER 2012

One German trainee noted a difference in the historical perception of 
time:
 
«Also, Canadians and Germans have different views of time. For Germans, or 
Europeans in general, a building is old when it is built a very long time ago, 
maybe even in the Middle Ages. Buildings like these don’t exist in Canada, so for 
Canadians a building, which is maybe only 100 years old, is old.[…].» GER 2012 

The German trainees’ perspective
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TRAFFIC LAWS AND CUSTOMS

What do the road signs mean? Do pedestrians have the right of way? Who 
should drive first at an intersection where there is more than one car? Differences 
in written and unwritten rules about traffic regulations can lead to intriguing but 
also sometimes dangerous situations.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«Although I have been told that the drivers here really watch for cyclists and 
pedestrians on the road, I have almost gotten hit twice by a car.  (…) Personally I 
have found that the drivers here are much more aggressive, and most of the time 
they do not slow down even when they see a pedestrian crossing.» CAN 2012

«When I first arrived in the city I was almost run over several times, and also getting 
dirty looks from the drivers. Clearly pedestrians come second on the street, which 
is a total reversal from Canada, which I had issues with but it came as a surprise 
nonetheless.» CAN 2011

«The first time I was on the «Autobahn» here I travelled at around 190 km/hr on 
average. When the vehicle slowed down to 120 km/hr, it felt like I was hardly moving, 
which is ridiculous given that we were still travelling faster than the speed limit 
on highways around Edmonton. This certainly verified to me how relative speed 
can be, but it also made me curious as to why Germany was the only developed 
country in the world that has highways without speed limits. After performing 
some research online, I found various opinions on the topic of why the Autobahn 
works here; the majority of them having roots in German culture.» CAN 2012

The German trainees’ perspective

Other country other traffic rules. As a German the hardest I think I had to get used 
to was the “who comes first, drives first” at a crossing with a stop sign. I was used 
to always yielding to the car on my right! So I stand there waiting before the stop 
sign for a few minutes and think “Well, when is it my turn?» GER 2011

«Have you ever stood on an empty street in the middle of the night and the only 
car passing by stops for you so that you can pass the street? Yes? Than you were 
probably in Canada, at least that is what happened to me.» GER 2010

«In Edmonton it always seemed to me that drivers were really eager to stop for 
pedestrians and let them cross the road. Once I was waiting for a traffic light to 
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turn green so I could cross and suddenly cars stopped to let me pass. It was really 
intimidating because all the traffic stopped to let me pass even when it was not 
my turn.» GER 2011

«In Germany it is quite rare that cars stop for pedestrians while Canadians are told 
pedestrians are first. This results in some confusing situations when some cars 
and some cyclists meet at a four-way-stop. In this case two rules collide. On the 
one hand, first comes first goes, and on the other hand, yielding to pedestrians 
and cyclists. Since Canadians are so patient and considerate, there is always a 
solution even without having a specific rule.» GER 2012

«The first and very obvious thing I noticed was the affixing of number plates on 
Canadian cars. In most cases there is only a car number plate at the back of the 
car but none in the front. This shouldn’t be any problem – for sure! But in the 
beginning this always caused a scary and weird feeling inside me when a car 
was crossing my way. I felt like being the main character in a bad thriller – a big, 
dark truck heading my way, completely anonymous without any number plate(...) 
But after a while I realized that I was not the only German person having this 
“problem” ;) and I can assure you: you get used to it!.» GER 2010

WEATHER

It doesn’t come to a real surprise that only German interns commented on the 
weather. The great Canadian winter is something even Canadians have some-
times trouble adjusting to!

The German trainees’ perspective

«One thing that surely holds its promise is the Canadian nature and the Canadian 
winter with more than -32 degrees, although November and December were usually 
warm. I’d never experienced such temperatures before and I always was very 
happy to get inside again. But with a warm coat and several layers underneath it 
is definitely bearable.» GER 2011

«I left Germany on the so far warmest day of the upcoming spring and arrived in 
a country where winter still didn’t want to disappear. I told people that I hadn’t 
brought winter boots and that I was freezing. They were laughing at me while 
wearing T-shirts and shorts and told me about the real Canadian winter. I was 
impressed.» GER 2011
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«My biggest fear before going to Canada was the cold weather that everybody is 
automatically thinking about when hearing the word Canada. And I did not take it 
well when it started to snow in September, but was surprised by the warm October 
– so was everyone else – but as soon as that was over in November it got down to 
-30☺C and was steadily going down. But what can I say is: nothing happened. Sure 
there are things that can happen if you are not dressed appropriately and it was 
not fun for a friend of mine when the heating system was not working in -50☺C 
weather, but in general it is fun to see everything frozen solid.» GER 2010

«(…) spring had not arrived in Alberta yet. After several weeks of some pleasant 
and warm weather in Germany, I now stepped into winter again and it took me 
some time to adjust to the new climate and all the new exciting surroundings. » 
GER 2012
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1) Avoid making quick judgments about the other culture and separate 
observations from interpretations.

2) Learn about common areas of miscommunication and conflicts between 
Canadian and German culture and how to overcome them.

3) Identify which cultural values might be involved in critical incidents 
and conflicts and imagine how the opposite view makes sense and how 
it serves those who hold it instead of focusing on its strangeness or 
wrongness. 

4) Distinguish between individual, cultural and universal behaviour. To 
avoid assuming that every member of a culture is the same you can ask 
different people from different backgrounds (e.g., age, professional field, 
department, living in urban or rural areas…) what they think and how 
they do things.

5) Refer to dimensions of culture instead of stereotypes when describing 
the other culture or when people from your host country comment on 
your culture. 

6) Help others better understand you by explaining your behaviours and 
your values in terms of your personality, your current situation and your 
culture.

7) Stay informed of the political and social issues your host country is 
facing by reading local newspapers and watching newscasts.

8) Learn how local organizations such as academic departments or offices, 
government agencies and local businesses operate. Getting through 
the appropriate units, approaching effectively the responsible people or 
identifying the decision making instances can be confusing and irritating 
at times. Be prepared to spend some time dealing with bureaucratic 
requirements and be patient!

9) Get to know the culture from the inside by spending time with the 
locals and sharing with them the many worthwhile experiences the host 
country has to offer.

10) Keep in mind that you represent your country and your culture while 
you are abroad and that you should adopt a diplomatic attitude when 
dealing with others.
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INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION

T

FORMALITY

The degree of formality in social exchanges and especially at the work place is a 
difference between the Canadian and German cultures. A higher level of formality 
is observed in Germany and is usually associated with a greater power distance, a 
consciousness of hierarchy and rank and a stronger sense of history and tradition 
then in Canada. The respect for rules and etiquette usually take on an important 
role, although this is not the case in every company’s organizational culture.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«In Canada you could easily get away with addressing a professor by their first 
name, and in my experience most are okay with this.  Not only is it common place 
to use more formal language (such as Frau and Herr), I also learned that titles 
can be used in succession.  That means that if you have two doctorates and have 
also achieved professor status, your title would be Prof. Dr. Dr. .  Although my 
work environment and my supervisors were relaxed about these things, I can see 
how the attitudes and structure contribute to a well enforced hierarchy in the 
professional world.» CAN 2011  

«Since there is a formal case, it is what is often used in interactions between 
strangers. It was strange to me because the workplaces that I have been in the 
past were mostly quite casual, and I always called my immediate supervisor by 
their first name. Here, I was friendly with my direct supervisor, but it was always 
in the “Sie” form for the duration of the whole internship.» CAN 2012

«I kept mixing up formal and informal German in the wrong situations which got 
me some interesting looks. Whereas personal and formal can be interchanged 
readily in Canada, it is always best to start in a formal sense in Germany and work 
your way to personal language.» CAN 2011
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The German trainees’ perspective

«Calling my supervisor by his first name was a new experience for me and it felt 
weird at the beginning, but that makes the working together much nicer and less 
anonymous.» GER 2012

«At the beginning of my internship I hesitated to use “you” to refer to my supervisor. 
As many of you know, we are using “Sie” to represent a sense of superiority to 
refer to a person we respect in Germany. But after some months, I even started 
to make jokes with phrases like “oh boy” and “shit happens” to my supervisor. I felt 
the challenge to find the balance between talking jokingly to a very nice person 
and keeping a professional distance at work. It’s because they would never give 
you a socially subordinated feeling.» GER 2012

«But the most surprising thing was that everyone in this bank called me with my first 
name, which usually doesn’t happen in Germany. It was the same at the Canada 
Service Office. They call up someone by their first name. On the one hand I felt 
really welcome, but on the other hand it felt weird to hear total strangers calling 
me by my name. This was the point when I realized that the way I like things is 
just because of the place where I was born. In Germany, no one in a governmental 
facility would call me with by first name. Though I do see the convenience of using 
the last name -keeping the distance and respecting another person- I feel fine the 
way Canadians do it.» GER 2012

«I had one very hard situation in Canada at the bank, where I open my bank 
account. This lady was too friendly. I never had such a conversation before. I think 
she used words in every sentence to make the situation nicer. This was definitely 
too much for me and I was happy to get my bank account. In general it is true 
that all the people are friendly and nice but I had only this one situation where it 
was too much.» GER 2011

«The contact with the employees was really in another way than in Germany. The 
managers were team-oriented, with that being said that they were a real part of 
the team. (…) We still have in Germany a hierarchy system where the managers 
have a higher status than the other staff members.» GER 2011

« It was the first time in my life -and I did a lot of internships before- that I had 
from the first day the feeling that I was a team member and that my work was 
very important to my manager/ company. The hierarchy in my work environment 
was very flat from my understanding. This results out of the fact that there is 
no formal difference for salutations in Canada. In the English language, it is just 
“you” the oration word for formal and also informal responses to people. That’s 
why it is easier for an European to get the feeling that all people you work with 
are on one level.» GER 2012  
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GREETING CEREMONIES

The trainees had a lot to say about the local greeting rituals. The «hand-shake» 
and the «Hi, how are you?», particularly, have been mentioned several times. These 
social interactions also reflect the degree of the importance of formality.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«In certain situations people in Germany seem to say hello and goodbye where 
as two Canadians in that exact situation, probably wouldn’t talk to each other at 
all. For example (just to name a few); I had to go to the doctor once while I was 
here, and I walked into the waiting room and (knowing the upcoming ritual) said 
hello. Every single one of the five people in the room responded and said Hi back. 
Furthermore when each one left or a new person came into the room they said hi 
or goodbye and everyone present responded. Otherwise, there was not a single 
word of conversation spoken.  I witnessed the same ritual in the locker room 
at the gym I go to as well. In these situations, I think most Canadians probably 
wouldn’t say anything to each other.» CAN 2011

«Although handshaking isn’t something odd or unheard of in Canada, I think that 
the capacity that it serves is very different. In Canada as in Germany it’s normal 
to shake someone’s hand to introduce yourself. However, from my experience in 
Germany, it is polite to greet the people everyday with a handshake whereas in 
Canada it is not overly if at all common to shake a person’s hand everyday. This 
different view of handshaking completely took me off guard, particularly on the 
second day of my placement. Initially I found it uncomfortable but eventually got 
used to it and now I don’t mind it at all.» CAN 2011

«The first day I was meeting everyone for the first time anyway so I would normally 
greet them with a handshake. The second day however, I was unaware that it was 
customary  to do this and wound up in a couple of awkward encounters when 
people were trying to greet me for that day. Even after I realized the custom, 
I still rarely initiated a handshake to a person. This may have made me seem 
unapproachable to some people but I would always feel uncomfortable if I initiated 
it.» CAN 2011

«However, one thing I did notice was the formality of greeting people. I know in 
Canada people don’t always shake hands when they meet or greet people, which 
is much different in Germany – or at least where I worked. At my placement, when 
you came in the morning, you would go and greet everyone individually and shake 
hands with them, which I think is a great way to just increase communication and 
promote a healthy working environment. It would be considered rude, I think, in 
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Germany to not shake hands with people when you meet or greet them, whereas 
in Canada people don’t really care.» CAN 2010

« Virtually every German shakes hands or hugs when meeting and when saying 
goodbye.  I am not at all used to this, as I would only hug my family and my very 
best friends and even then, not on a daily basis.  My two German roommates have 
taken to telling everyone who comes to visit us not to be insulted when I do not 
hug them when I say hello.  Both find it endlessly amusing and nearly all Germans 
find it curious that it is the norm in North America not to greet friends in this 
way.  I personally find it interesting that such small differences can make such a 
big difference in how people interact with one another.» CAN 2012

«Saying “How’s it going” or “what’s up” or any other related permutation is a phrase 
that I’ve caught myself saying in Germany which goes completely unrecognized. 
For the most part, I think people in Germany recognized it as a casual greeting, but 
many people told me that they must still “get used to it”. I think that this phrase 
is something that we in Canada say without recognizing that significance of the 
phrase as a serious question. I’m not expecting an explanation of the person’s day 
and only expecting a “good…you?” in return. It took me a while to censor this out 
of my everyday vocabulary. I constantly found myself stopping a “what’s up” on 
the tip of my tongue.» CAN 2011

« I regularly asked the question – “Wie geht es dir?” I would ask it when I saw 
them in the morning, when I came back from doing experiments and after lunch. 
Eventually one of my co-workers told me – “you have to stop asking this question. 
It’s rude to ask people how they are more than once a day.” At first I was taken 
aback by the blunt nature of his comment and then I was confused because it felt 
natural for me to always ask how someone was doing. However, looking back I see 
that this experience may have intercultural roots related to the different phrases 
that Germans and Canadians use to greet each other throughout the day.» 
CAN 2011

«I had a funny experience with my roommates. It was explained to us during the 
intercultural training that Germans greet each other by shaking hands as well 
as when departing. For this reason, I always shook my roommates’ hand when I 
moved in at first. After a few days, my roommates invited some friends so that I 
could meet them. As I shook their hand as well, my roommates asked me why I so 
frequently shook hands and if this was customary in Canada. I then explained to 
them that we had learned that Germans always shake hands. They then looked at 
me bewildered and explained to me that it isn’t the case in every situation. That’s 
how we started a long discussion about this cultural difference.» CAN 2010

«Canadians are much more open to communicating with those whom they do not 
know.  When jogging through the Edmonton river valley, for example, one can 
expect to exchange a quick word, usually “Hello, ‘Morning, or Hey!” with complete 
strangers as they pass.  If no words are exchanged, then a friendly smile is often 
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in order. (…) Germans, on the other hand, tend to walk around with ‘horse blinders’ 
on.  They have a destination and you have a destination.  You’ll both get to your 
destination quicker if you don’t stop to acknowledge each other’s existence.» 
CAN 2012

«In a general sense the people seem more wary of strangers trying to engage 
them which made socializing much more difficult than in Canada. What would be 
a normal Canadian greeting is deemed much too personal in German eyes and 
makes some individuals feel uncomfortable. At first I wondered how anyone talked 
to each other with seeming stringent social conventions but I came to realize that 
as you talk to Germans they gradually open up and you can get to know them 
better and ask more “personal” questions.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«Another interesting observation was how Canadians like to avoid eye contact 
with people they don’t know. It’s weird to experience that for the first time running 
across somebody in the office hallway. The German way would be smiling or saying 
“Guten Tag” and it’s actually really impolite just to pass by somebody without 
looking at him.» GER 2011

«The only thing that always bothered me was the greeting “ceremony” which 
consisted of Supervisor: “How are you?” Me: “Good, yourself?” Supervisor: “Excellent.” 
I know this is a normal form of greeting each other like saying hello rather then 
actually asking how you are feeling today (…) but it still feels awkward because the 
German part of me wants to honestly answer this question by precisely explaining 
how I am feeling to day.» GER 2011

«When you meet a Canadian the first thing out of their mouth is usually “Hi, 
how are you?”. Believe it or not this is considered a slightly strange question in 
Germany. Germans don’t ask unless they REALLY want to know (…) The simple 
question always brought a smile to the Canadian face during my first weeks 
when I actually told them about my crazy roommate, how I ran out of cereals or 
had some trouble at work. They were only expecting a one word answer, nothing 
more.» GER 2011 

«Another example of Canadian friendliness is that whether at work, with friends 
or in a supermarket, over the telephone or in a restaurant, we are always asked 
how we are doing […]At the beginning I felt comfortable with that, but after a 
while one realizes that when it’s asked by everyone, even people seen once or 
twice (for example people at meetings or at the grocery store), people are not 
actually interested to know how one person is doing and it is a set phrase said 
out of habit. It then becomes apparent that if we don’t answer one time, then we 
are not asked again.» GER 2012 
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SMALL TALK

Small talk which is common in North-America aims to reduce the interpersonal 
distance. It is a form of greeting and an honest and complete answer is not 
expected. Whereas in Germany is it customary to clearly mark a separation between 
total strangers, acquaintances and close friends and relatives by avoiding social 
contacts to strangers, in Canada these frontiers are less tangible. The German 
way of interacting follows a series of steps from formal and distant to progressive 
emotional openness and deepening of the relationship depending on the willingness 
of the people involved. Small-talk can therefore seem strange to Germans at 
first. Especially at the workplace, there is usually a clear demarcation between 
the personal and the professional spheres emphasised by formal communication. 
Note that this is not the case in every workplace in Germany. The best way to 
find out is to observe your colleagues and play it safe at first by using a formal 
approach. For the German trainees working in Canada, try to make an effort to 
interact on a more personal level and remember the importance of politeness and 
friendliness.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«I think about this, and it really makes sense that I come from the land of peaches. 
Our friendly and always “smiling personas” link back to the idea of consumerism 
and customer service. We must always look presentable, happy, and content, even 
if it is fake half the time. The coconuts on the other hand, are a culture who has 
serious roots in history, and who have been reprimanded and punished for events 
in their past. It must have been hard for this population to reflect on their past 
and their elders past, but it has resulted in many wonderful deep level thinkers. 
When you meet a German, you sense the coconut shell; no bullshit, and no fake 
smile. You get true feelings, and you understand that their level of understanding 
goes much deeper that wearing lipstick.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«To be completely honest, chitchatting is still causing me some trouble but I am 
constantly getting better at it: My “Hi, how are you?” is nearly coming naturally 
and normally a couple of sentences may even follow. However, I may be still a bit 
weird when doing small talk.» GER 2012

«Canadians love small talk and they always had time to talk to you for at least five 
minutes. This was a little bit challenging for me because Germans never do small 
talk and I was not used to this kind of conversation. I remember the first week 
when people started talking to me in the elevator or at cash in a grocery store. I 
was completely confused and I didn’t really know what to tell them.» GER 2012
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«One could say they are brilliant ith small talk but they seem to have problems when 
it comes to more serious topics like discussing the advantages and disadvantages 
of the political systems in Canada and Europe for example. One day we took a 
Canadian to a bar, we were four German students, and we discussed about the 
pros and the cons about the compulsory military service. We discussed it like we 
normally do it in Germany, and people had different opinions. For us it was no 
big deal, but the Canadian guy started to feel uncomfortable because they never 
would go to a bar to start difficult conversations.»  GER 2010

«The Canadians love to talk about weather. There is always a reason to complain 
(so much snow, so slippery, so cold, so much wind chill, no snow removal…). This 
is the perfect topic to get into a conversation with someone else. You will also 
notice that the conversation mostly won’t get deeper, and you need a lot of 
patience to get into profound talks.» GER 2010

POLITENESS

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

What does it mean to be polite? Different cultures define politeness in differ-
ent ways.

«Living in Germany has made me very aware of the polite Canadian bubble we live 
under in Canada. I think we Canadians fail to realise how polite we actually are, 
and in my opinion it really explains the stereotype that has been bestowed upon 
us. I find the people in Germany to be very polite, kind and generous don’t get me 
wrong, but I seem to notice certain small gestures that separate the Canadians 
from the rest.  For example; if you bump into someone, 99.9 % of Canadians would 
apologise, and 98.9 % would apologise even if the other person bumped into them.  
Canadians say sorry A LOT. Most Germans would apologise as well, but not with 
the consistency and predictability of Canadians.» CAN 2011

The German trainees’ perspective

«In some situations, it was challenging for me to see if people are just polite or 
mean it seriously. Also, Canadians try to help other people very often. In some 
situations I felt even a little bit uncomfortable when so much help was offered to 
me.» GER 2012

77



CONTEXT

The difference in the importance of the context in a communication can be 
a source of misunderstandings and conflicts. The German culture’s preferred 
communication style is very low context; it tends to be more direct and explicit. 
The emphasis is on a clear and unambiguous content which means that the 
signification of a message can be found in words. Opinions are expressed honestly 
and clearly. It’s the tell-it-like-it-is way of speaking. The Canadian culture is not 
as low context. Communication tends to be more indirect and the meaning can 
sometimes be found around the words, in the tone of voice or the use of non-
verbal cues for example. The message in certain situations is more implicit and 
not always correctly interpreted by people who are not used to this type of 
communication. The assertive, straightforward and genuine German approach 
and the polite “read-between-the-lines” Canadian style can sometimes clash. It’s 
important to keep in mind that the direct approach can be perceived as rude and 
the indirect approach can be perceived as superficial and unauthentic and that 
there are pros and cons to both styles.

The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«A co-worker asked me, “would you like some coffee?”, and, seeing that it was a 
fairly small pot, I said “yes please, if there’s enough”. I said this out of politeness, 
but if that had been in Canada, 9 times out of 10 I would have gotten some coffee. 
The person would realize that I was just being polite and they would just make 
sure there was enough coffee. Of course, this is not Canada, so I did not get any 
coffee. I’m sure the co-worker poured out the cups of coffee, and thought “oh well, 
there’s not enough”, which is understandable because that is exactly what I said. 
It makes you realize that Canadian conversation is made up largely of indirect 
speech and a set of assumptions on the part of the listener. Germans say exactly 
what they mean, there is no inferences you need to draw from what they say.» 
CAN 2011
 
«On the day of my presentation one of my coworkers passed me on the way to 
the kitchen. She turned and asked me to do her a favour. She wanted me to be 
sure that I spoke clearly and slowly during the presentation so that everyone 
could understand. She told me that even she (who speaks great English) would 
have some trouble understanding me. I appreciated her comment, and told her 
that I would be careful in my speech. I was a little surprised, but only at her open, 
straight-forward nature, which I am coming to define as particularly German.» 
CAN 2010

«This is perhaps one of the top stereotypes associated with Germans; that they 
are much more straightforward. In many respects, I think this stereotype holds 
true, and once you get used to it, this can actually be very helpful in getting to 
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the point of the matter. (…) I am fairly certain that many Canadians would find a 
more polite, less direct way of expressing their displeasure with the taste or not 
say anything at all, which is not necessarily the most productive way of dealing 
with the situation.» CAN 2012

«At first I thought some Germans were rude but then I realized that this is just the 
way they work.  I think this whole thing stems from the societal context that we 
learned about in the intercultural training.  Germans are just very direct about 
things, and this is very efficient when both people are on the same page about 
this, but Canadians will naturally see this as rude.  This is fine though; I got used 
to it.  The problems come when I want something but I naturally feel that it is rude 
to directly ask for it.  As Canadians, we like to hint at our ideas instead of being 
directly explicit about them.  The problem is that Germans won’t always pick up 
on these hints.  I thought it was really funny when they did and they would ask if 
I’m just being “Canadian polite.» CAN 2011

«I can appreciate this straightforward style of communicating (also called “low 
context”, as we learned in the intercultural course) because what the person is 
telling me and what they want to say are the same thing, versus when someone 
says one thing in the hopes of having their listener understand something else 
(which would be a “high context” message).» CAN 2011

«Firstly, German culture is definitely more direct than Canadian culture. When 
I first began to e-mail with German people, I was worried that I had somehow 
offended them. There e-mails were always so direct, without flowery language that 
Canadians are so found of using. However, once I arrived in Germany, I realized 
that it really had nothing to do with me, but rather just the way of communication 
which Germans are used to. Also, Germans were much more willing to correct my 
German grammar than Canadians would be (since we are always worried about 
hurting people’s feelings). This was very helpful, since my goal was to speak more 
correctly.» CAN 2010

« (…) people are not afraid to tell you exactly what they think. It is not seen as 
rude, as it might be in Canada, but fair and honest. It is often seen as rude if you 
are not decisive or assertive with your opinions and needs. Sometimes I wouldn’t 
express my needs because I was scared of being too assertive. However, my 
mentors just assumed nothing was wrong unless I directly asked for something 
to be changed. Once I discovered this, it made working in Dresden a lot easier. » 
CAN 2010
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The German trainees’ perspective

«Furthermore the language is more indirect and listening with a German 
understanding would let you overhear a lot of instructions. “You may want to work 
at that task” is a clear instruction.» GER 2010

«There is especially an ability to avoid ‘no’- Instead they say ‘maybe’. That’s not 
necessarily bad- you just have to know how to deal with any indirect communication.» 
GER 2012

«However, the friendly manner of Canadians has its drawbacks: they rarely express 
criticism, which means that you sometimes have to read between the lines (…).» 
GER 2010 

«I noticed that Canadians don’t like to be direct and especially at work it is 
sometimes important to get an honest feedback of your work. They don’t like to 
tell you in a direct way the wrong things you have done. This can be challenging 
if you are expecting a clear evaluation of your work.» GER 2012

«I have been told that the Canadians are more indirect before I left for Edmonton. 
So I was looking for some indirect people. However at my work I mostly dealt with 
male engineers and it seems like they are not the biggest indirectness lovers 
among Canadians. While in some cases it was very obvious that they were using 
more indirect approaches to describe a problem (not always a challenge) in some 
other cases they were not hesitating to state their opinion quite clearly.» GER 201

DEALING WITH CONFLICT

Although not reflected in all the comments from Canadian trainees, conflicts in 
a low context style of communication environment tend to be openly dealt with. 
Criticism is expressed, mistakes are identified and solutions are shared. Of course, 
in conflict resolution just like in communication at large, personal differences 
play an important part as well. Different people within a culture have different 
conflict resolution styles.
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The Canadian trainees’ perspective

«Another major intercultural difference is the way in which we deal with conflict 
or problems in general. I am accustomed to the evasive way in which we deal 
with problems here in Canada, in which we are extra careful to avoid offending 
anyone. In Germany, however, I found that they are very straightforward when 
they have something to communicate with you. At first I was offended, but once 
I understood the intercultural difference, it changed my perspective on it and I 
simply tried not to take anything personally anymore.» CAN 2010

«After initially arriving it took a while to get into the swing of things at our flat as 
I did not know how exactly they maintained/cleaned the place. Instead of directly 
coming to me and telling me what I was doing wrong (say putting paper in the bio 
garbage can), they would write notes and notices all around the house. I would 
find that even if we had dinner together they would never mention anything but 
immediately afterwards I would find a note somewhere indicating that something 
needed to be done, etc. This was one of the ways I began to realize how adverse 
the German people are to direct conflict.» CAN 2012

«She [the roommate] had no qualms about telling me that what I was doing was 
wrong, whereas I was used to the Canadian approach of gently phrasing criticism 
and offering to help do things the right way.(...) Our first disagreement was the 
evening after I arrived. It arose because I was not washing the dishes properly. She 
then was angry another day because I sorted a Kleenex into the plastic recycling 
by accident. Then once I left the shower curtain open after I got out of the shower 
instead of closing it to air out. I also closed the door too loudly, did not say hi 
often enough, didn’t clean up after her dogs, and forgot to water the plants. 
Needless to say, we had many disagreements.» CAN 2010

The German trainees’ perspective

«Also the handling of a conflict is different in Canada than in Germany. If we have 
problems in Germany we speak directly about the problem to find solutions. We 
separate relations to other staff members apart from problems in the company. 
Canada is really indirect in this way. They really avoid having conflicts with other 
staff members. In this matter I had to change as well my habits.» GER 2010
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USE OF DIFFERENT LETTERS AND NUMBERS

One last element regarding potential communication challenges has to do with 
the use of different letters and hand-written numbers:

«There are a few different letters on the German keyboard (ä, ö, ü, ☺) that can 
cause some problems. I have the umlaut “ö” in my name and had some issues 
at the immigration office. It took them a while to figure out how to type in my 
name on their keyboard. The same could happen a little bit more often when you 
want to tell someone your address with the “☺” in “Strasse”. A worse problem that 
happened to me a lot was the handwriting of the numbers. The “1” is written with 
just one vertical line. If you are writing it the “European way” with one diagonal 
and one vertical line, almost everybody reads it as a “7”.That is causing confusions 
when you are writing down your address, your bank account number, dimensions, 
the date and so on.» GER 2011
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1) Slow down your speech and pay attention to pronunciation.

2) Avoid long explanations that can confuse the listener. Keep 
interventions short and verify what was understood by the listener. 

3) Avoid asking double questions or negative questions. 

4) Avoid using slang (words or expressions that might be socially 
accepted in a group but that are not considered standard in a 
language), idioms and jargon.

5) Be careful using abbreviations and acronyms, if you use them 
describe their meaning in parentheses.

6) Verify your understanding through active listening techniques 
(listen, then rephrase); do not assume that you understood what was 
meant.

7) Pay attention to non-verbal communication and keep in mind that 
gestures can convey different meanings across cultures.

8) Use visual cues and provide written information. Follow-up phone 
calls with E-mails that summarize the important information.

9) Avoid handwritten notes that can reduce readability and the 
comprehension of a foreign calligraphy.

10)Learn about the local etiquette and follow it.
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The Canadian trainees’ perspective

Many Canadian interns struggled with the language barrier and some 
of them had the following advice for you: 

«Advance training in language is key. In hindsight I should have done an additional 
2-4 German intensive course before beginning my placement. The more foundational 
your knowledge is right off the bat, the faster you can learn and become competent 
in the language.» CAN 2012

«I would suggest to other interns to learn as much German in advance as possible 
and make sure to have a positive attitude about the whole experience. If you want 
to have a good experience then you will have a good experience. It is important 
to remember that you control your perception of your situation so try and stay 
positive and make the most of your opportunity!» CAN 2012

«I would advise that you live with German students if you are hoping to improve 
your German language skills and get a real view of what German culture is like.» 
CAN 2010

LEARNING AND USING THE LOCAL LANGUAGE

Speaking the local language is an undeniable key to social and professional 
integration. It will allow you to be more independent in your everyday life (e.g., 
doing the groceries, making phone calls, taking care of banking or administrative 
tasks) and more comfortable at work. Not only will it give you access to richer 
experiences and a better understanding of the culture, but it will also help you 
adjust by reducing the stimuli overload that many are confronted with upon 
arriving in a foreign country and the stress associated with it. 

Even if your schedule at university is overwhelming, make a commitment to learn 
a few new words everyday. Regular practice facilitates the assimilation of a new 
language. Moreover, keep in mind that even with a good language basis, one has 
to get accustomed to the local form and accent of a language. British English 
differs from Canadian English and Sächsisch, the regional dialect spoken in Saxony, 
varies from standard German.
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«Befriend the locals. Don’t hang around with people from your home country, or if 
you do, ALWAYS speak the host countrie’s language as much as possible, even 
though it may be challenging. If you speak your native language the entire time; 
A- you’re not really submersing yourslef in the culture but rather living beside it. 
and B- you’re not going to improve your language skills nearly as much as if you 
were to speak the host language all the time.» CAN 2012

Here are some of the challenges they faced:

«I quickly learned how to be patient and how to communicate using a very limited 
vocabulary and to learn new vocabulary based on context. The majority of my 
learning was done by paying attention to when someone said a word and with 
what tone of voice they said it.» CAN 2011

«A big challenge was remembering that some German-English words (false friends) 
were not the equivalent meaning in English. Social gatherings were a challenge 
sometimes because I was limited in how much I could communicate with German 
speakers.» CAN 2012

«Having learnt a decent amount of German, I feel obligated to try and use it 
whenever I am in a public setting. This typically leads to embarrassment. I am able 
to order food, ask a question or ask a direction, but often times the answer will 
come too fast or complex for me to continue the conversation.» CAN 2012

«(...) the lab technician with whom I had to work with to complete my research 
project did not speak a word of English, and I not a word of German. The first 
day with him was the most difficult, as we had to rely on my meagre German 
vocabulary and hand gestures to communicate. There were days when I would 
spend the entire afternoon working side by side with him, yet not understanding 
90% of what he would say. I credit him for most of the German I learned while I 
was away, because I was learning first hand, and there was no other option but 
to just go with it.» CAN 2010

«The most challenging part of living and working in Germany was the language 
barrier. With enough persistence and encouragement, however, I was able 
to overcome most of my misunderstandings. The local people were also very 
understanding of my situation and were willing to take the time to help me if I 
was respectable enough of their culture to attempt to speak to them in German.» 
CAN 2011

«One of the biggest challenges about working and living in Germany was obviously 
the language. Even though I do speak German to some extent, I am by no means 
fluent and that could feel isolating at times. I definitely did not feel as comfortable 
going out into the city and interacting with others as I would have had language 
not been an issue.» CAN 2011
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Even interns who have a high level of foreign language proficiency 
might have some fine tuning to do:

«Perhaps the final frontier in mastering the German language is the appropriate 
usage of the formal, “Sie” and the informal, “du”. I fully understand the meaning 
behind the two ways of addressing others and the grammatical implications 
thereof. The problem lies with knowing exactly with whom one should use which.  
Generally, one should use “Sie” to address their elders and “du” to address those 
who are younger. This is simple with senior citizens and small children, but there 
are invisible boundaries where it suddenly becomes inappropriate to use one 
form. What do I do, for example, when I need to ask a question to a salesperson 
who appears to be about my age?  Well, one should err on the side of caution and 
use “Sie.” But why, then, do salespeople in certain clothing stores have the right 
to immediately “duz” me, even if I’m older than them? Many times I’ve avoided 
talking to someone because I was unsure if we were “per du” or “per Sie” or I 
simply formulated my question or statement in such a way that no address was 
necessary. Then there’s the question of when a person should begin to say “du” to 
someone they’ve gotten to know. And who should make the offer to transition?  
The older of the two? The person with the more senior title? Germans who are used 
to the “du/Sie” system don’t find it all that complicated, but for a foreigner it can 
be quite difficult to grasp the subtleties of its usage.» CAN 2012                       

The German trainees’ perspective

The German interns reported fewer problems associated with the local language. 
However, becoming self-confident with the English language can take some time.

«The biggest value I gained is to lose the shyness to speak English and maybe the 
shyness against strangers and other cultures.» GER 2011

«Usually, I am good at repartee but it is different in the first few months especially 
with difficult conversations when friends have arguments. You are not tempted to 
give quick answers because the first thing you do is to receive and build a sense 
of what people try to communicate. Actually, it’s something I should consider 
more often in order not to regret words or sentences that easily slip out of my 
mouth.» GER 2010

«Sure it is difficult to get around in another language if you are not used to it, but 
after some time it was OK. I still remember that during my first group meetings 
I was barely able to form a sentence because all the words came in French or in 
German into my mind.» GER 2011
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«I like challenges and my first one was to overcome the language problems when 
I arrived here. It took nearly two weeks to cope with the language. At first I felt 
pretty dumb for having had English for so many years in school and then not being 
able to understand it. It got better after hearing and speaking it daily.» GER 2011

«(…) I think that my language skills were not professional enough to reach all the 
requirements that were demanded.» GER 2011

«The field of composite materials provided a lot of new vocabulary. The team I 
worked in was a mix of people from all over the world. So many different accents 
made it even harder to communicate at first.» GER 2011

«The most challenging for me was the language. My English skills before going 
to Canada weren’t as good. But with time my English got much better and 
communication was a lot easier.» GER 2012

«An obvious challenge is the language, but after a while you definitely get used 
to it.» GER 2012

«For me, going abroad was a challenge because of the language. I have to say 
afterwards it was a gift. I really had a chance to improve my language skills and 
I feel very comfortable now to live and stay in an English language country.» GER 
2012

Even if your schedule at university is overwhelming, make a commitment to learn 
a few new words everyday. Regular practice facilitates the assimilation of a new 
language. Moreover, keep in mind that even with a good language basis, one has 
to get accustomed to the local form and accent of a language. British English 
differs from Canadian English and Sächsisch, the regional dialect spoken in Saxony, 
varies from standard German.
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1) Find a language tandem partner in your area (reach out to the 
ASiiA community).

2) Join a locally organized «Stammtisch».

3) Do free online exercises from the Deutsche Welle (CAN) or the 
BBC (GER).

4) Watch TV shows or movies in the target language (if you have 
access to them, subtitles are very useful).

5) Listen to music in the target language and try to understand the 
meaning.

6) Read magazines or newspaper in the target language.

7) Do some cooking using recipes in the target language.

8) Learn the professional jargon of your field of study.

9) Use post-its to identify different objects or rooms in your home.

10) Write emails in the target language to develop your writing 
skills.
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Doing an internship, no matter where 
in the world, involves having good days, 
better days and days one could really 
do without. It’s just part of normal 
everyday working life. Through it all, 
lessons can be learned and personal and 
professional development encouraged. 
We have summarized what the interns 
from the 3-year pilot-project wrote 
about the positive outcomes of their 
internships and the hardest challenges 
they faced during this time.

THE POSITIVE OUTCOMES

The participants mentioned many 
positive outcomes of their internships. 
We have chosen to categorize them 
under acquired experience, skills, 
knowledge, insights into the industry, 
clarification about career development, 
better job prospects, personal growth 
and networking opportunities.

-Gaining the experience of working in 
another culture;

-Experiencing a multicultural team;

-Acquiring valuable practical 
experience;

-Getting hard-to-get practical 
opportunities that weren’t possible in 
the home country;

-Using new equipment and techniques; 

-Getting access to technology not 
available in the home country;

-Getting the opportunity to use 
methodology, theory and experience 
gained during the studies;

-Working alongside experienced staff;

-Providing practical experience 
otherwise not offered as part of the 
studies;

-Applying classroom content to real-life 
situations;

-Executing highly qualified tasks;  

-Doing varied and interesting tasks;

-Having important responsibilities;

ACQUIRED EXPERIENCE

-Building professional experience;

-Gaining international experience by 
working abroad;
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-Working on challenging projects; 

-Contributing with own ideas.

-Increasing awareness about different 
learning styles;

-Getting the possibility to refresh and 
deepen knowledge of the field;

-Learning about leadership, delegation 
of duties, work sharing and team work 
in general;

-Becoming aware of the importance of 
good relationships in the workplace;

-Learning about other cultures and 
working in a multicultural team

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

-Developing organizational and critical 
thinking; 

-Developing adaptation skills;

-Improving language skills: gaining 
greater command and understanding 
of the language;

-Improving communication skills;

-Improving skills in developing relation-
ships with the community, companies, 
and organizations;

-Learning crucial social skills;

-Learning to communicate easily with 
strangers;

-Improving soft skills like team work. 

BROADEN KNOWLEDGE AND
AWARENESS 

-Developing awareness about inter 
cultural workplace differences;

-Gaining knowledge;

-Gaining insights about working in 
another culture;

-Learning the local dialect;

-Expanding knowledge of the host 
culture;

INSIGHTS INTO THE INDUSTRY

-Being exposed to new facets of the 
field of study;

-Acquiring a deeper and different 
perspective of own field of study;

-Raising international awareness of 
problems and solutions related to the 
field of study;

-Learning about the business practices 
in the host country;

-Learning about career opportunities in 
the target field;

-Working in a country highly acclaimed 
in own field.

PROFESSIONAL ORIENTATION 
CLARIFICATION

-Helping define the career orientation;

-Helping determine the subject for 
higher education specialization;

-Getting insights on the type of desired 
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working environment;

-Inspiring to work abroad again;

-Discovering own professional 
strengths;

-Discovering that skills gained in one 
area can be applied in another.

IMPROVEMENT OF JOB PROSPECT

-Adding value to the CV;

-Gaining a head-start access to the 
branch;

-Increasing the chances of getting 
accepted into a higher education 
program;

-Increasing job opportunities in an 
international branch.

PERSONAL GROWTH

-Expanding perspective on work and 
personal philosophy;

-Boosting self-confidence: personal and 
professional;

-Broadening the world view and opening 
up the mind;

-Increasing tolerance for different 
people;

-Becoming more comfortable to do 
autonomous work;

-Becoming more tolerant to ambiguity;

-Developing assertiveness;

-Developing coping behaviours and 
flexibility;

-Learning to be more secure in a friendly 
working atmosphere;

-Becoming more comfortable dealing 
with experienced co-workers.

NETWORKING OPPORTUNITIES

-Meeting interesting people;

-Developing significant relationships;

-Opening up the possibility for further 
professional collaboration;

-Developing connections to people who 
can support future job search.

 A word from our Alumni 

 
Michèl Herschack 
German intern in Edmonton 

 
 

I arrived at the University of Alberta as a student 
a few years ago. It was not my first internship, 
but it was one of these valuable tipping points 
everybody talks about. Statistically, a large 
number of small business owners in Canada are 
“serial entrepreneurs”, with one-in-three 
entrepreneurs (33%) having owned, or currently 
owning, more than one business. Hence, it 
reveals that entrepreneurship in Canada is alive. I 
don’t know how it happened, but it did, and I 
met successful business people along the way 
and now I am blogging and podcasting about it 
on www.beaverventure.com. I had a very strong 
desire to build something up from scratch and I 
did it in a fertile land full of people willing to 
help! 
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THE CHALLENGES

Among what they found to be the most challenging about their internship, prior 
trainees have mentioned: the tasks or the work-load; the support offered by the 
host organization; cultural differences; the organizational structure or culture; 
the working conditions and communication issues. A few tips are suggested to  
overcome these challenges. 

Issues concerning the assigned tasks
Initially perceiving the goals as being broad and difficult to achieve or being 
confronted to a loosely defined position: 
-Clarify what is expected of you with your supervisor;
-Break down general goals into smaller objectives and a series of steps;
-Be patient, you might be surprised by what you can achieve in a short time even 
if it doesn’t seem possible at first.

Not being provided with significant or stimulating tasks: 
-Communicate your work experience and your strengths to your tutor and suggest 
ways in which you can contribute.

Feeling overwhelmed by the complexity and the variety of tasks or the amount of 
responsibility assigned and unsure to be able to deliver results: 
-Clarify what is expected of you in terms of qualifications and experience 
beforehand;
-Be patient with yourself and remind yourself that an internship is a learning 
opportunity and learning takes time;
-Give yourself time to familiarize with your work environment and the 
procedures;
-Share your concerns with your colleagues and ask for support. 

Not being provided with opportunities to apply much academic knowledge:
-Make proposals if you have insights on how to use what you have learned during 
your studies for the benefit of your host company;
-Focus on what you can learn from real-life situations.

Being disappointed because the time-line is different than originally agreed on 
which results in a change of assigned tasks: 
-Keep in mind that many factors can influence the course of things and real-life 
situations don’t always go as planned. The timing might affect you especially if 
the duration of your internship is short;
-Discuss with your tutor how this affects the goals of your internship goals.

Finding upsetting that the tasks do not match the area of interest: 
-Do your research about the company and discuss mutual expectations with your 
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potential employer before accepting an internship;
-Give your ASiiA coordinating office abroad a detailed description of what you are 
looking for.

Issues concerning work-load
Being sometimes given an insufficient work load: 
-Don’t be afraid to be assertive and communicate your needs; 
-Be proactive in suggesting tasks you could perform to help the organization.

Being given large amount of work deliverables: 
Discuss what is expected in terms of working hours and clarify with your employer 
the maximum number of hours you are willing to work beforehand. According to 
your placement agreement, you are expected to work 35 to 40 hours a week. 

Issues concerning support from the host organization
Not being provided with regular following-up of tasks: 
-Don’t hesitate to approach your employer and ask for feedback. 

Having a difficult introduction into the organization because the arrival of the 
intern isn’t insufficiently prepared: 
-Remind your employer of your arrival a week before departure;
-Prepare yourself for this possibility and bring a list of questions about the company 
that you could ask your colleagues;
-Be patient with your host organization;
-Ask for material to read;
-Write down your goals and ideas on how you can contribute to the 
organization;
-Offer coworkers help with simple tasks until you are trained to do more complex 
tasks.

Not being allotted much time with the supervisor and the insufficient guidance 
results in a loss of efficiency or feelings of insecurity:
-Keep in mind that autonomy and learning-by-doing are expected in many work 
environments;
-Don’t hesitate to communicate your concerns and ask if another person can offer 
you guidance.

Having expected to be better prepared and trained for the task assigned:  
-Clarify from the beginning what is expected of you and who is the person assigned 
to assist you in case of problems or questions;
-Make a list of questions that need to be answered and meet with your tutor;
-Be creative in finding your own solutions and share your ideas.
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Not being provided with expected equipment or internet access: 
-Discuss this aspect with your employer beforehand to have realistic 
expectations; 
-Keep in mind that small businesses might not be able to provide the equipment, 
space or services that you might wish for.

Issues concerning cultural differences
Feeling uncomfortable with the language barrier and the cultural differences 
involved in the way of doing things at work: 
-Remind yourself that it’s part of the adventure you signed up for; 
-Learn as much as possible about the host culture to prepare yourself adequately 
and adjust more easily abroad.

Making mistakes because the common procedures one is used to can be different 
in another country: 
-Don’t make assumptions, ask if you are hesitant.

Being irritated by the fact that private talks are tolerated during working time or 
feeling uncomfortable with “Quatsching” when being used to a more get-down-
to-business approach: 
-Identify the pros and cons of separating the private sphere from the professional 
sphere at work. There are advantages and inconveniences to both approaches: 
separating or integrating the two spheres;
-Focus on the learning value of working with people that are more task or more 
relationship oriented than you. 

Finding it challenging to get to know the coworkers and feeling isolated because 
of limited language proficiency and an overly task-oriented approach to work: 
-Bring typical food from your home country or pictures during lunch-time to help 
you create a more personal contact with your coworkers and facilitate your 
integration in the team, this is a time when colleagues get together and discuss 
non-work related topics;
-Get to know people outside of the work environment, like other ASiiA participants 
or people you meet through associations, clubs, shared interests or hobbies. 

Being concerned about the little amount of praise given: 
-This could be a cultural difference, be aware that personal praise is less common 
in Germany. It could also be attributed to the style of management or personal 
characteristics of your supervisor;
-Be aware that not receiving any praise doesn’t mean your work isn’t satisfying. 
Your tutor might appreciate you and how you contribute to the host organization, 
but not necessarily express it in a way that you are used to. Just keep in mind 
that important issues will usually be communicated. 
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Being uncomfortable by an indirect approach to criticism: 
-Don’t be afraid to ask for honest feed-back when needed about your work;
-Keep in mind that the Canadian communication style is less direct than in 
Germany. Again, personal characteristics can also be involved.

Issues concerning organizational culture or structure
Being confronted with bureaucratic procedures: 
-Expect to be confronted with this issue abroad, if not at work then in other 
situations;
-Be open-minded about new and different structures;
-Comply with the requirements in a timely matter not to cause delays that will 
add to your frustrations. 

Finding it difficult not to have opportunities to socialize with employees outside 
of work: 
-Be proactive and invite your coworkers for activities; 
-If there is no interest than try to meet people outside of your work 
environment.

Being confronted with internal conflicts between colleagues: 
-Remind yourself that you are there for a limited time and stay out of office 
politics.

Issues concerning working conditions
Experiencing a drop in motivation due to lack of team work: 
-Ask about the work environment before accepting a position; 
-Adopt a more positive mind-set if you are facing working conditions that are 
challenging.

Being disappointed to work in a small team: 
-Focus on the advantages of being part of a small team.

Being confronted with a restricted working space to share with a lot of people and 
a lack of equipment: 
-Discuss these aspects during your interview to have realistic expectations about 
your work environment.

-Being less productive or not being able to progress because of defective equipment, 
incorrect supplies, insufficient staff, long waiting periods, insufficient information 
or training, slower pace of work:
-Identify which elements are under your control and which are not and work on 
your patience and tolerance when things cannot be changed;
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Having trouble with last-minute requests and lack of planning or organization 
challenging:
-Share your ideas to improve the situation; 
-Focus on developing your flexibility; it’s a key quality in a fast pace and highly 
competitive market with often limited human resources.

Being confronted with an abrupt change of management, changing operating 
methods or overall direction of the organization:
-Accept that some changes are inevitable and focus on the positive side of 
changes.

Issues concerning communication and language 
proficiency 
Having a boss or colleagues with whom communication and interaction is very 
challenging: -Try to identify what is the source of the problem (e.g., cultural 
differences in relationship-building and communication style; a special situation 
such as stressful dead-lines, limited communication or social skills of the people 
involved; a combination of all these things?);
-Use conflict resolution strategies such as I messages, where you share your 
observations and perceptions in an objective way, talk about how the situation 
makes you feel and offer possible solutions; 
-Ask trusted colleagues to help you improve how you communicate.

Feeling insecure and stressed at the beginning because the expectations are 
unclear: 
-Take control of the situation and ask for clarifications.

Feeling a certain level of initial incompetence and frustration in regards to limited 
language skills: 
-Don’t be too hard on yourself; 
-Use this frustration as a motivation lever to learn the language.

Being disappointed by the simplicity of the tasks assigned due to the language 
barrier: 
-Be prepared to be given tasks abroad for which you would be overqualified in your 
home country if you have basic language skills, especially in fields where good 
communication skills are required for the job (e.g., customer service, consultation, 
marketing, teaching.)

Having difficulty communicating with co-workers because of limited skills in the 
target language and being unsure of doing tasks correctly:
-Learn the language as much as possible before starting your internship and 
continue learning while abroad.

100



-Don’t hesitate to ask that instructions be repeated or explained in different 
words or with visual cues;
-Patience and a good sense of humour are also helpful to avoid feelings of 
frustration.

Not being confident about communicating by email and by telephone because of 
the level of proficiency in the target language: 
-Don’t hesitate to ask your colleagues for some tips when you are unsure about 
culturally appropriate ways to express yourself. 

Witnessing communication problems between colleagues of different hierarchical 
levels resulting in the transmission of contradictory information: 
-Meet with your immediate tutor and discuss this issue to resolve the situation.

Leah working on groundwater 
research.
Dresdner Grundwasserforschungs-
zentrum, Dresden

Justin working at HS Mitweida - Bioinformatik
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Immanuel using modelling to study regional 
geology.
Department of Earth and Athmospheric Sciences, 
University of Alberta, Edmonton.

 

Kyle doing experimental research work. 
Westsächsische Hochschule Zwickau/ Institut für
Produktionstechnik

Grit working on study abroad related 
topics.
MacEwan University International, 
Department, Edmonton.

Neil taking care of an Ural owl at the bird 
rehabilitation centre. Umweltzentrum, 
Dresden.

Merle doing conservation work at Museums 
and Collections Services, University of Alberta, 
Edmonton.

Eric working on an experimental house siding 
pit with his colleagues from the Landesamt für 
Archäologie Sachsen.

Carmen Li, Preventive Conservation Manager
Museums and Collections Services
UOA.
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1) Find out about the international aspects of your field of work before 
going abroad. Do some research about the organizations that work 
internationally in your field and learn about how your profession is 
practiced in the host country by reading and getting in contact with 
peers and professional associations.

2) Arrive prior to the start of your internship. This will allow you to 
recuperate from jet lag, settle into your new home and take care 
of administrative issues before starting to work. You will feel more 
rested, relaxed and fit to tackle your first day at work.

3) Bring your colleagues a little something from home (e.g., a local 
delicacy, a few pictures, a map, a book about your region) to thank 
them for offering you the opportunity to do an internship in their 
organization and facilitate the first contact. 

4) Set realistic objectives and expectations. Not only will you need 
to learn about the organization, the team, the tasks or the project 
you will be working on, but you will also be learning about the local 
culture and language barriers might slow things down. Take time to 
learn and build trust at the beginning. 

5) Observe carefully how your colleagues behave, dress and interact and 
ask about the internal rules, politics and the organizational structure. 
This will give you clues on how to act in a culturally sensitive way. 
Keep in mind that all your know-how and previous means of achieving 
success may not apply in your new workplace. 

6) Be proactive and share your ideas. Once you have assessed 
the cultural norms and have a better understanding of your work 
environment, do not hesitate to let your tutor and colleagues know 
about your skills and past experiences and how they could profit your 
host organization.

7) Be tolerant and flexible in regards to uncertainty. Although German 
and Canadian cultures typically score low on the tolerance to 
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ambiguity scale, be aware that you won’t be given all the answers 
from the beginning. Some situations, tasks or working conditions can 
seem ambiguous or unclear at first. Be patient with yourself and your 
colleagues. They too have to adjust to you. Keep in mind that you 
might also be the first foreign intern to work for this organization.

8) Avoid jumping to conclusions and labelling people as incompetent, 
disorganized, unfriendly or insensitive when their behaviours or 
attitudes seem strange or incomprehensible to you. Don’t forget that 
situations can be interpreted in different ways and you don’t have 
all the information, so give your colleagues the benefit of the doubt 
and assume that they are well meaning. 

9) Ask about the history of the organization and take situations 
into consideration to refrain from overestimating the impact of 
individual or cultural factors. How things are done in your company 
can be a consequence of situations such as recent downsizing, 
mergers, increased demands or tight deadlines. Such variables affect 
organizational structures and working conditions for a period. 

10) Prepare something special to say a proper farewell and thank your 
tutor and colleagues for their support during your internship. Keep in 
touch after returning home to maintain and strengthen networking 
relationships. 
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You might feel ecstatic at the thought of coming home and at the same time fear 
missing the people, places and activities that you enjoyed in your host country. 
You are about to enter a new stage of the living abroad experience. Just like 
pre-departure preparation has an impact on the adaptation process to another 
culture, preparing to return  home and not taking for granted that it will be easy 
and natural to fit back into your old life is determining for the transition period 
to come. “Going home” might require some social and psychological adjustments 
and being aware of this normal adaptation phase will help you during this time.

Returning home can trigger what is called a reentry culture shock. One of the 
main reasons for this phenomenon is that it is unexpected. Experiencing mixed 
feelings of joy, excitement, boredom, irritability or loss are normal reactions for 
people returning home. The reentry stage can be challenging on many levels. 
Some students feel that life back home is less stimulating after having spent 
a few months working in your field and travelling and discovering new things, 
others observe that the reality differs from what they had imagined or idealized 
while away, others have trouble conveying the essence of their experiences to 
family and friends and finally some struggle with the changes in themselves or the 
changes in their prior relationships.
 
Several factors can influence the intensity of the required adjustment. According 
to the intercultural relations’ specialist R. Michael Paige, the duration of the time 
abroad can of course have an impact. A longer internship is more likely to trigger 
intense reactions then a shorter one, so is a higher degree of cultural immersion 
during this time.  The more involved and immersed a person is in the host culture 
and the more significant the relationships were abroad, the harder the return 
can be.  Not having prior intercultural and reentry experiences, having unmet 
expectations, as well as having to go back home prematurely and involuntarily 
(e.g., for health, academic or administrative reasons) can all increase the intensity 
of the psychological adaptation. Another aspect that can influence the reentry 
process is the difference in status a person has abroad compared to home. While 
away, you might have had a new or special status because of your cultural identity 
(e.g., “the Canadian” in the place) and you miss this particular attention. All of 
these factors can affect the experience of homecoming. 
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BEFORE RETURNING HOME...

1) Be aware of the adjustment process and anticipate it.

2) Take the time to analyze your experience before returning home 
using the reflection questions in this guide.

3) Say goodbye by building a RAFT! This acronym stands for Reconciliation 
(resolve remaining issues and conflicts to avoid dragging the “baggage” 
of frustration and guilt home), Affirmation (acknowledge the people who 
meant a lot to you by letting them know you appreciate them), Farewell 
(say goodbye well to the people, places and things that were special 
to you) and Think destination (prepare yourself for the transition). The 
RAFT concept is from Dave Pollock, the author of Third Culture Kids. 

4) Expect changes in yourself and your perceptions of home.

5) Prepare yourself for the question “So, how was it?” and to face with 
calm and sensitivity what you might consider superficial reactions from 
your friends and relatives to your experience.

AFTER RETURNING HOME...

6) Give yourself time to process the transition you are going through.

7) Avoid the temptation to compare life abroad and life back home and 
be too highly critical of the latter.

8) Be sensitive to your friends and relatives and curious about what 
happened to them during your absence. 

9) Maintain the ties with the ASiiA community. Returning and leaving 
interns can often support and understand each other in ways that other 
people can’t, make use of this support system. It’s also a good way to 
keep practicing the target language and keep learning about the other 
culture.

10) Take the opportunity to share your experience by giving a presentation 
at your university in collaboration with your local ASiiA coordinating 
office or by guiding new interns with your knowledge of the program 
and the host culture.
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REFLECTION 
Now that you are about to finish your internship and prepare to return home, 
take some time to reflect about the last months spent in your host country and 
how you feel about leaving it. Doing this exercise will help you to put things 
into perspective and prepare you for the reentry transition. Answer the following 
questions as honestly as possible based on how you are currently feeling.

1)

2)

3)

1)

2)

3)

What are the 3 things that you have enjoyed the most about your 
internship abroad?

What are the 3 things that you believe you will miss the most about 
your host country when you return home
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What are the  3 things that have been the most difficult or irritating 
during your internship abroad?

What are the 3 things that you believe you will miss the least about 
your host country when you return home?

What are the 3 things that you have missed the most about home 
while you have been abroad? 
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What are the 3 things that you have missed the least about 
home since you have been away?

What are the 3 things that you worry about most when 
thinking about going home?

Taking a look at your pre-experience and post-experience abroad, 
how do your answers compare? Is there an important gap between 
what you had initially expected and how things turned out?

Now retrieve your answers from your pre-departure reflection. 
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What have been the major disappointments? The unexpected joys? 

Looking back, how would you describe your pre-departure expecta-
tions? Realistic? Naïve? Idealized?

Questions originated and adapted from the What’s Up With Culture online inter-
cultural training material: www2.pacific.edu/sis/culture
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An internship abroad is an extraordinary learning 
experience, even life-changing in some cases. We 
hope that your ASiiA experience has ignited your 
spirit of enquiry and helped you to become more 
aware of yourself, your culture and your values and 
more open to new ways of thinking and doing. 

The professional, social, intercultural and linguistic 
skills that you have gained or broaden during your 
time away will allow you to be more versatile and 
to work effectively with a wider range of people and 
situations; an important key to stay competitive in 
today’s global labour market. 

We hope that this handbook has been useful 
throughout the different stages of your participation 
into the ASiiA program. For comments and 
suggestions on this guide, please do not hesitate 
to contact your ASiiA coordinating office in Saxony. 
Your ideas can help future interns make the most out 
of their internship abroad in Alberta and Saxony.

With kind regards,

Your ASiiA Team
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A SPECIAL THANK YOU

We would like to express our gratitude to the 
numerous enterprises in Alberta and Saxony who 
have supported the ASiiA project during its 3 year 
pilot-project period. We truly appreciate the time, 
the effort and the warm welcome that you have 
offered our interns and we hope that the exchange 
of knowledge, experience and expertise between 
our regions has been flourishing.

We are looking forward to a successful continuing 
cooperation in the future.
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Department of Chemistry/ University of Alberta
Department of Computing Science/ University of Alberta
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Department of Mechanical Engineering/ University of Alberta
Department of Music/ University of Alberta
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Global Education Program/ University of Alberta
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Dresden International School
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Solarion AG
Solaris Förderzentrum für Jugend und Umwelt gGmbH
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden 
Stadt Leipzig
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