
The Citizen Diplomat: A Briefing

Congratulations

On the other side of the world, someone is waiting for you with open arms.  This person 
and family will wonder what you are like. They will tell all of their friends you are 
coming. And they will make all sorts of plans for your visit.

What will you be like?

As a Friendship Force ambassador, you have a great responsibility. Your hosts’ opinion of 
your country may be formed on the basis of their relationship with you. You may be the 
first person from your country they come to know on a personal basis.

The successful ambassador is above all a good guest. Internationally speaking, this takes 
preparation. Friendship Force diplomacy begins at home with cross-cultural workshops 
scheduled by your Exchange Director. The workshops, which take place several weeks 
before departure, will not only educate you about the customs, history and world view of 
your assigned host country; they will also prepare you for crossing cultural barriers 
without the baggage of prejudice, condescension and fear.  (Or in the case of global 
exchanges where workshops aren’t possible, info is sent to you via e-mail!)

Before the workshop, do your homework! You are a student of another culture 
now. Your primary responsibility is to develop friendships.

It is possible that your new friends will share your occupation or interests, which will give 
you a common ground. But they may not speak your language. This is not a barrier to 
communication unless you allow it to become one. A smile is a universal expression of 
friendship.

It is worth learning at least a few words in your host’s language. Purchase a bilingual 
pocket dictionary and a phrase book; procure language tapes and practice. Attaining 
proficiency may be impossible, but any effort you make will be appreciated.

Always remember that although your new friends tell you they do not speak your 
language, they may understand some of your remarks, or interpret your expressions, 
motions, and nuances. Do not say anything you would not wish them to hear.

Remember that even if you and your hosts do not share a common language, you will be 
able to communicate quite well all the truly important things. You may want to take 
along nonverbal communications aids. An album of family, home and pet photographs 
and a picture book about your community will be useful in describing your life for your 
hosts without too many words. Refresh your knowledge of your own country's history, 
demographics and geography, too. It is surprising how many people do not know the 
answers when they are asked the population of their hometown or how officials are 
elected.



Ambassador Hints

Have a positive, open mind; leave negative thoughts at home. Remember that you are a 
guest in a foreign country and have no right to criticize the people, customs, or 
government. Do not expect to find your country in another country.

Learn to be independent. Do some research (food, language, customs) on the country 
you are visiting so that you can use your free time to its best advantage. Enjoy the 
activities your hosts have planned for you, but be able to amuse yourself part of the 
time. Explore the neighborhood, write postcards, read, play with the children, or go on 
sightseeing and shopping trips alone when the family is busy.

Punctuality is a must for all activities. When moving in a large group, one person's 
tardiness can make the whole group late. Be patient if lines are long and service is 
slow. Expect plans to be delayed and changed sometimes.  

Be prepared to participate in all group activities during hosting, unless you are ill.

Don’t forget your FF name badge and any personal FF business cards you may 
have.

Take with you photographs of your home, family, and city to share with your hosts so 
they have a better understanding of you. Postcards or a map from your own community/
state can show others what your town or city looks like.  Hopefully your host has been 
assigned in advance and e-mail communication has begun.

Be considerate of limited resources. For example, your host’s hot water supply may not 
equal what you are accustomed to at home, so use it sparingly.

Be reasonable about your purchases of things to take home. Don't let shopping seem 
more important than making friends and learning about a different culture.

Don’t be afraid to speak the language, even if your hosts speak better English.  Your 
mistakes will make them feel better about their limitations in English.  If neither you nor 
your hosts speak each other’s language well, you might try yet another language or 
gestures/drawings.  Use your phrase book!

Activities you can share w/o much language include:  looking at pictures books, perhaps 
of your state/province/region.  Some games, such as card games, involve little 
language.

If your host has children take along games, toys or puzzles.  A picture dictionary or 
humorous children’s picture books will be enjoyed by the parents as well as children.

Be open to new foods, a new daily schedule and unfamiliar habits.  Look forward to 
such differences.

Be prepared to accept whatever level of cleanliness exists in your host’s home and/or 



culture as it may differ from your own.

For some hosts, this will be their first Friendship Force experience. You are not only 
going as a citizen ambassador, but as a representative for The Friendship Force. It 
would be sad if your host never chose to be involved again because of your actions or 
lack of appreciation.

Lastly, being a good ambassador starts at home. The kind and thoughtful manner in 
which you treat your fellow exchange delegates will leave a lasting impression upon your 
hosts. Travel like Gandhi - with simple clothes, open eyes, and uncluttered mind.

Panic Sheet for Ambassadors

In a hosting situation that poses a real problem, before panicking, remember that 
Friendship Force ambassadors are expected to possess and exercise a great deal of 
TACT and DIPLOMACY in solving problems that may arise between ambassador and host.

Try to communicate with your host about problems which may be resolved by minor 
changes, and respect your host's situation. When all else fails, phone your Exchange 
Director for help quietly and in a manner respectful of your host. Do not cause them to 
be embarrassed or to "lose face."

Illness of a minor nature - Communicate your problem with your hosts who may be 
able to help you ease your discomfort if it is related to food, jet lag or simple exhaustion, 
etc.
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Major medical emergency - Again, your host is probably the best immediate 
source of help and will know of the nearest hospital or doctor to phone. If the 
situation is an emergency, you or your host should notify your Exchange Director 
before leaving for the hospital or doctor. Otherwise, do it as soon as possible.

Carry your personal medical insurance information with you. Some medical insurance 
companies will require you to pay all the bills and then submit copies of them for 
reimbursement after you return home. Some may also require you to notify them before 
any medical treatment is started. 

Miscellaneous problems - Remember that many problems will resolve themselves 
with time and tact. Many "problem" situations are only a result of jet lag or culture 
shock, and are often the basis for amusing travel stories when you arrive home and feel 
more rested and relaxed. What seems like today's crisis may be tomorrow's anecdote!

Your hosts have agreed to welcome you into their home without reimbursement. Keep 
in mind the duties of a good guest and do not take advantage of their hospitality. Be 
sensitive to people whose economic resources may be more limited than your own. It 
may or may not be appropriate to help with the extra expense your visit occasions. 



Remember that your hosts are proud people; feel your way with your heart in this 
matter.

Indeed, understanding is one thing an ambassador must have.  Although this exchange 
is an experience for the intellect as well, there will be times when things do not make 
sense to you or are ambiguous in meaning. Let it be! Be willing to do without definitive 
answers. Be willing to feel foolish at times. Be quick to overlook and slow to lose your 
sense of humor!

Above all, keep an open mind. The fewer expectations and preconceptions 
you have, the more successful your experience will be. After all, the joy of 
discovery is in surprise.

Allow your hosts to be hospitable according to their culture. Be open to their 
attentiveness and the ways they express it. Let your host family take charge of 
your life for a week. You will not be disappointed; more likely you will be happily 
overwhelmed.  Share their lifestyle, join in and help with household activities; feel free to 
ask questions, but at the same time, be sensitive to areas where your hosts seem to prefer 
privacy.

To show your appreciation for your home hosting experience, you will want to select an 
appropriate gift for your hosts. This gift, in addition to the note of thanks you will want 
to compose and leave behind in the guest room (mail service is unreliable), is your 
personal way of showing your gratitude for your host’s attentiveness.

Do not become obsessed over the selection of just the right gift, however. The act of 
giving is more important than the gift. In fact, a costly gift or a shower of gifts may 
embarrass your host, who may feel compelled to try to match it.

Concentrate on the coming experience of sharing a week in the lives of your hosts. 
Accept this time as a gift from the cultural bounty of this tiny planet we call home. You 
may never come this way again, so make the most of it. Your new friends are waiting.

The secret of a warm and worthwhile Friendship Force experience is to be FLEXIBLE. 
Changes will have to be made and communicated to you by your Exchange Director. 

During the flight there may be airline delays. On arrival, the lifestyle and 
accommodations may be completely different from those to which you are accustomed. 

Be open to changes. Feel free to ask questions when you are confused. Be patient if 
things are not the way you expect them to be. Treat your new friends with as much 
courtesy and cooperation as you would like guests in your home to show you. Expect 
the unexpected and look forward to the challenge it offers. 

The Friendship Force does not offer a deluxe tour with "Five Star" style 
accommodations and meals. You are offered an exciting travel adventure and 
opportunity to make new friends of a different culture.

It is normal for anyone visiting a foreign country to be affected by CULTURE SHOCK. 



Recognize it for what it is. Understand how to deal with it. It can manifest itself with 
physical symptoms such as excessive sleeping, head- or stomachaches, etc. Other 
symptoms of culture shock include: excessive concern over cleanliness, disease and 
personal health; irritation with delays and other minor frustrations out of proportion with 
their causes; resistance to trying to communicate when there is a language difference; 
excessive fear of being cheated, robbed or injured, and a desire to be with your own 
fellow citizens.

The most important things in understanding other cultures are COMMON SENSE, 
FLEXIBILITY and CARE FOR THE FEELINGS OF OTHERS. Remember, things are not 
always RIGHT or WRONG, only DIFFERENT. Ask questions, ask for help, don't jump to 
conclusions, don't assume. You are on a good-will exchange where you will make friends 
by sharing some of their experience - it will be a new experience for them too! When we 
live with other people and share a meal in their home a lot of good things can - and will - 
happen. YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE!

A Traveler's Code of Ethics

Travel in a spirit of humility and with a genuine desire to learn more about the people of your host 
country.

Be sensitively aware of the feelings of other people, thus preventing what might be offensive behavior 
on your part. This applies very much to photography.

Cultivate the habit of listening and observing, rather than merely hearing and seeing.

Realize that often the people in the country you visit have time concepts and thought patterns different 
from your own; this does not make them inferior, only different.

Instead of looking for that "far-away paradise," discover the enrichment of seeing a different way of life, 
through other eyes. 
Acquaint yourself with local customs — people will be happy to help you.

Instead of the practice of "knowing all the answers," cultivate the habit of asking questions.

Remember that you are only one of the thousands of people visiting this country and do not expect 
special privileges.

If you really want your experience to be a "home away from home," it is foolish to waste money 
on traveling.

When you are shopping, remember that "bargain" you obtained was only possible because of the 
low wages paid to the maker.

Do not make promises to people in your host country unless you are certain you can carry through.

Spend time reflecting on your daily experiences in an attempt to deepen your understanding. It 
has been said, "What enriches you may rob and violate others."



Tips for the World Traveler

Don't take anything with you that will create a financial or emotional hardship if it is lost or 
stolen. Beware of thieves and pickpockets anywhere you travel. Leave extra credit cards, 
keys and expensive jewelry at home. Carry with you your cash, traveler's checks, airline 
tickets, passport and any other personal identification and any other valuables - do not 
put them in your checked luggage. Keep baggage claim stubs until luggage is claimed.  
When staying in a hotel, it is recommended that you use the hotel safe to store your 
valuables. Keep in mind you need your passport when cashing traveler's checks.

Make sure to contact your bank and credit card companies if you will be using ATM’s and 
credit cards.  Inform them of your travel dates and destinations.  Get their non-800 phone 
number to call collect in case you lose your card and carry those numbers separately from 
your credit cards.  Carry your currency conversion chart so you know what the price is in 
your local currency for comparison purposes.  Remember many credit card companies 
charge an international conversion fee (Capital One does not).

You will want to use an ATM at the airport to get some local currency for tipping taxi driver 
or quick purchase at the airport shop for smaller change.

Purchase a phone card at a local newsstand or shop to phone home; do not plan to use 
your host’s phone for international calling.

To get a fast refund of lost or stolen traveler's checks, you will need to show the receipt, 
a list of checks showing which ones were used and you will be asked to certify that the 
missing checks were not countersigned. For these reasons, keep your receipt and list of 
checks showing which you have used in a place separate from the checks themselves. 
Never countersign a check until the moment you use it.  

A supply of hand sanitizer or cleansing tissues in pocket packs is a very good idea to clean 
your hands before meals. Also one or two washcloths or net sponge balls as hotels may 
not supply them in other countries. 

A supply of small zip-lock bags is useful to keep dirty clothes or small items separate from 
your clean clothing.

Respect the local clothing codes. Shorts are not generally worn in the cities. Some 
churches and museums require moderate clothing and head covering for women. In 
general, dress restrictions are directed to bare shoulders and legs. Some holy or religious 
sites ban slacks for women.

Comfortable walking shoes are a must! Avoid shoes that do not provide sufficient support 
when walking on uneven ground.

Take a hat and/or sun block lotion along with insect repellant. 

Carry a change of clothing and sleep wear in your carry-on bag in the event of a flight 
delay.   Bring clothes that you can mix/max and can be dressed up or down.  Use 



accessories to change the look of an outfit and don’t bring anything that you will wear 
only one time.  You can usually plan to do one or two loads of laundry at the host’s home.

Make sure you have a money belt or neck pouch for passport, cash, credit cards and 
important documents.

Your host may have a smaller car than what you do, so don’t bring a huge suitcase. 
Remember – bring ONLY the luggage that you can handle yourself – do not depend on 
others to carry your luggage.  You may want to tie a ribbon around your handle or do 
something to make it stand out from the other 500 black suitcases on the carousel.

Carry your medications in your carry-on luggage as well.

Take extra camera memory cards, batteries and your battery charger. They may be 
expensive or unavailable in some locations. 

It is important that everyone be on time for all occasions. Everyone wants to make the 
most of his/her time and see as much as possible; it is unfair to keep other people 
waiting when one person is late.

Unless you require special seating on a bus for health reasons, please rotate the seating 
to allow everyone an opportunity to sit in the front of the bus.

It is a good idea to take a supply of small bills of currency to use for tipping airport and 
hotel porters.

Keep a copy of your itinerary with you along with a business card from your hotel.  Should 
you get lost you can always show the card to the taxi driver.

Take the appropriate electrical adapters and converters for your electrical appliances, 
such as razors or hairdryers.

Take reading material or playing cards for quiet moments or when we are waiting at 
airports, bus stations and boat docks. 

Consider taking magazines to read and then leave with your hosts.

Pack medication for traveler's diarrhea and motion sickness; hopefully you won't need it, 
but you if you do, you will have the medicine.  Do your research to see if tap water at your 
destination is safe to drink.

Recommendations to reduce jet lag:
- Stay well rested prior to the exchange; wear loose clothing on flight
- Stay well hydrated during travel; drink a lot of water.  Use eyeshades & earplugs
- When traveling east, go to sleep later than usual in the days prior to the trip
- When traveling west, go to sleep earlier than usual in the days prior to the trip
- On arrival, try to get sunlight and exercise during the first part of the day
- Work into the new time zone as quickly as possible (avoid daytime naps)
- Eat protein meals at breakfast and lunch to stimulate the body's active cycle



- Eat carbohydrate meals in the evening to stimulate sleep

It is a FF tradition to “treat” your host out for their main meal, whether it is lunch or dinner.  
Free day activities are generally “Dutch treat” where each pays his/her own admission, 
meals, etc.

If your host is using their car for activities, offer to fill up a tank of gas/petrol for them.

PREPARE TO ENJOY YOUR TRIP

Read background material about the places you will be visiting; study their histories, learn 
about their customs, special foods, everything that will bear upon your visit.

Learn at least a few phrases of the foreign languages you will encounter.  Remember you 
are a visitor in their country; do not expect people to speak your language.  There are few 
actions that you can take which will add more to your enjoyment or encourage more 
friendly response from those you will meet.  Be sure to bring a phrase book/dictionary.

Travel with the right attitude!  You are going to see places that are different, observe 
people whose customs are unlike yours, sample unfamiliar foods and quite probably enjoy 
(or endure) weather conditions that are better (or worse) than your own.  Start out with the 
firm attitude that you are going to enjoy the things you encounter for what they are, and 
not complain about what they ought to be!

Recognize in advance that as well as finding much to appreciate and remember with 
pleasure, you are likely to come across a few aspects you find displeasing.  No matter 
how well-planned and executed your travel arrangements may be, it is likely that 
something will not be quite the way you expected.  If you have conditioned yourself to 
accept the bad with the good, to accommodate the disappointments and to adjust to the 
unexpected, those things that may be a touch out-of-sync will worry you little.  You will not 
spoil the whole wonderful travel experience by continuing to agitate yourself over 
something that cannot be changed in any event.

Go for the Gusto!  In the long run, as with most things, you can get no more out of the 
travel experience than what you put in.  Be more than a passive observer.  Involve 
yourself in all there is to see and do.  Set aside your inhibitions.  Take a chance or two.  
Don’t be afraid of being taken for a “tourist.”  Everyone will know you are one anyway, no 
matter how hard you try.  So plunge ahead, and add to your experience as the opportunity 
occurs.  Try out those few foreign phrases that you learned.  Sample that dish on the 
menu that sounds so intriguing, even though you aren’t quite sure what it is.  Be a 
participant, not just an observer!

Above all, enjoy!   Savor the moment, relish the experience, delight in the fact that you are 
able to discover what lies over the hill, to broaden your personal view of the world by 
seeing for yourself how others live, the treasures that are the legacy of the past and the 
bountiful wonders of nature.

The pleasure experienced now as you travel is only the first dividend you receive.  Later, 
as you look back – and you will many times over as the years go by – you will enjoy not 



only the recollection of those pleasures but also the satisfaction of knowing that you 
traveled well, that you took full advantage of your opportunity.

Consider getting lost an adventure instead of a tragedy.  You may see more incredible 
sites, discover exciting nooks and crannies and meet wonderfully interesting people, all 
because you boarded the right bus going in the wrong direction.  If you are so organized 
that you can’t possibly get lost, make a point of going exploring on purpose and set off just 
to see what you can see.  There is always someone to steer you back on course.  

Traveling with others who are compatible, who share your interests, who are journeying 
with a similar purpose in mind can add materially to your enjoyment.  While they have 
much in common with you, their perspectives will be different and will often reveal a fresh 
and interesting viewpoint on what is encountered, adding further to your travel experience.  
Sharing the moment with others will make the good times even better and help make the 
less fortunate occurrences more bearable.

The Ten Commandments for Ambassadors

1. Thou shalt not expect to find things as thou hast them at home – for thou left home to find 
them different.

2. Thou shalt not take anything too seriously – for a carefree mind is the beginning of a joyful 
experience.

3. Thou shalt not let the other ambassadors get on thy nerves – for thou art paying our good 
money to have a good time.

4. Remember thy passport so that thou knowest where it is at all times; for a person without a 
passport is a person without a country.

5. Blessed is the person who can make change in any language – for lo, he shall not be 
cheated.

6. Blessed is she who can say “thank you” in any language, and it shall be worth more to her 
than tips.

7. Thou shalt not worry.  He that worrieth hath no pleasure, and few things are ever fatal.
8. Thou shalt when in Rome do somewhat as the Romans do:  if in difficulty thou shalt use thy 

common sense and friendliness.
9. Thou shalt not judge the people of a country by one person with whom thou hast had 

trouble.
10. Remember thou art a guest in every land – yea, she that treateth her host with respect shall 

be treated as an honored guest.


