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Available data from post-communist countries supports the hypothesis that these countries undergo a collective culture shock. The syndromes are similar to those experienced by an individual suffering from a culture shock: lack of orientation, feeling of helplessness and lack of activity. The authors describe the various phases of the collective culture shock and outline implications for post-communist management and management training.





1. INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE CULTURE SHOCK





The problems of intercultural communication in East-West management have several roots: impacts of historic national cultures; of the communist legacy; and in recent times, also the consequences of the political and economic process of transformation. The analysis of research results� on cultural standards� of post-communist countries showed that the societies in these countries exhibit characteristics like an irritation about authority, diffusion (mix-up) of private and business spheres), a lack of confidence and orientation, a blockade to take action, rising xenophobia and fluctuating levels of self-esteem. (Rieger 1991, Millar/Wolchik 1994, Melich 1996, Schroll-Machl 1997)





These macro characteristics correspond to experiences of individuals suffering from a culture shock. At the individual level, a culture shock is felt as a lack of orientation and helplessness. When confronted with a foreign culture, the individual experiences values and behaviour which do not correspond to his/her own values and behavior which are the result of the socialisation and acculturation in the home culture (Furnham/Bochner 1996, Torbiörn 1982). The misfit between the foreign culture and the individual´s cognitive schemes generates fear and ambiguity with respect to behaviour and self-esteem.





Since individuals usually expect new challenges or a push in their career, they experience a certain euphoria before they go abroad. This euphoria is soon replaced by the sobering experience that the required level of orientation and adjusted behaviour cannot be reached in the foreign culture. The individual first questions the others and thinks that they are „not normal“ and then starts to question him or herself as maybe not being normal anymore. By then, the individual experiences the most painful phase of the culture shock.





After the initial euphoria about the collapse of communist power in the post-communist countries, culture shock syndromes are obviously experienced at the collective level. Not in the sense that the people enter physically into a new country and culture, but by the distress of people caused by the fast change of their society. The fast cultural change does not offer sufficient orientation to adjust the cognitive schemes of the world that they have built up in the past. The collective culture shock syndromes in post-communist societies are similar to those of the individual culture shock. Patterns of behaviour are derived from obsolete values. However, new values are not yet internalised and, therefore, have not yet generated a new kind of behavioural pattern.





2. THE PHASES OF THE COLLECTIVE CULTURE SHOCK





From the so far available analyses, we can derive the hypothesis that economies of transition undergo a collective culture shock, which shows great similarities to the individual culture shock, but as a social process, it takes a much longer time than the individual culture shock (7:1). Although more research is required to develop a theory of the collective culture shock, we can formulate a hypothesis based on the available analyses (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Theory of collective culture shock





Phase A: „Now we construct capitalism“ - Collapse of communism





The collapse of communism is characterised by a phase of overwhelming euphoria. People know precisely what they want: freedom, democracy, and a market economy. The level of orientation is very high. However, almost nobody recognizes that the patterns of behaviour acquired and internalised during the communist era have collapsed and are obsolete (duration: 1-2 years).





Phase B: „The experiment could fail. We are sceptical about the future.“





While on the macro level, more or less efforts are made to build the new society according to Western European models; at the micro level, disorientation is felt with pain. Neither of the available behavioural patterns is suitable. What is valid today does not fit in tomorrow. As a consequence, a large number of people are discouraged. People become resigned or refuse to take action which is supposed to be without success anyway. A strong desire for safety and shelter is emerging (duration: 1-2 years).





Phase C: First signs of success. „We shall manage.“





The major institutions of the new system have been established and are known by now. First results are achieved and newly acquired patterns of behaviour more often lead to success: an economic miracle is emerging (duration: 5-7 years).





Phase D: „We got it.“





The problems of transition have been overcome. There is the widespread opinion that this was the right way to do it. New problems start to emerge, but still the behaviour generated in the transition period is prevailing. At the end of this phase, the founders of the present system will be deprived of power, the values of transition (reconstruction) will be cleared away (duration: 10-15 years).





Phase E: „Everything normal“.





The final phase of normalisation and adjustment. Only historians remember the roots of differences which still exist and have a certain influence on actual behavioural patterns. Although outsiders feel this difference, insiders have a strong feeling of shared values with the rest of Europe (duration: 25-35 years).





3. IMPLICATIONS FOR POST-COMMUNIST MANAGEMENT





We find disorientation and emotional problems already identified with Max Weber (1920/1972). Weber has analysed these syndromes as a consequence of the rationalisation process and alignment with the criteria of objectivity and efficiency in the changeover to capitalism. A theory of collective culture shock could explain the lack of orientation and the emotional crisis due to a very fast system change. Despite a prevailing general tendency to maintain traditional values (Piaget 1981), the cultural change in the post-communist societies is accelerated and emphasized by strong economic interests (Fink 1995). 





Transition to a market economy and the perspective of European integration offer a new shelter in an enlarged European Union. In the transition from planned economy and communist culture to market economy and democratic culture, the necessary shelter and trust should be provided also in management focusing on the development of sympathy and confidence, the satisfaction of the desire for harmony and shelter and the improvement of teamwork and teambuilding activities (Kowar 1997). Thus, a major emphasis in management training should be shifted from teaching technical know-how, control and performance to the creation of trustful relations, leadership, motivation and teamwork. Training should help the middle management and future East european managers to find orientation on their own, to be able to help themselves in critical situations and to overcome the collective culture shock.
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