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S

o you decided to come live in the Netherlands. You may have
been tantalized by the idea of exploring old-world Europe with its
architecture and museums. Or maybe it was the possibility of
viewing kilometers of flower beds and sand dunes from the seat
of a bicycle which attracted you to this country. Perhaps the
adventure of undertaking something new, something different is
what tipped the balance for you. Whatever it was that made you
say yes to a move to the Netherlands, here you are and the country is just outside your door, waiting to be discovered.

the differences between the way members of the host culture
react, and our own expectations of how one ‘should’ act. We came
expecting certain patterns of behavior from our hosts: the stereotypes typify the Dutch as being tolerant, frugal and hardworking.
From the stories of the red light district you may expect a very
liberal society, and knowing the reputation the country has as a
leader in graphic design and architecture you may expect an
innovative attitude to life and work. And yet you will also find
conservative attitudes and behaviors.

But now, instead of having time to visit, like a tourist on an
extended trip, you are faced with the task of undertaking all of
life’s daily chores in an entirely new environment. Whereas at
home you did most of these things without thinking, you must
now spend time and energy discovering where to buy milk and
how to pay the phone bill. The climate is different, you need to get
used to the types of products that you can and cannot find at your
local grocers, and orient yourself using street signs and product
labels you do not understand. You suddenly discover that English
is used far less than you had expected, and Dutch is harder to
learn than you had hoped.

Dutch society is a highly complex, multi-cultural mix of historic
and modern influences, whose daily practice and social behavior
may not live up to the values and etiquette that you are accustomed to. Your daily chores bring you into a series of intercultural
encounters with the Dutch which sometimes leave you wondering ‘what just happened?’ It is this process of accumulated
‘incidents’ which we call ‘culture shock’ and which is blamed for
much of the strife associated with expatriate living.

This is the process of adaptation, of creating a new home in this
foreign country. Eventually you will be settled in a new house,
and will have established routines which make life seem more
normal; you will have identified a favorite grocery store or market,
know where to purchase your home-language newspaper, and
may even have discovered a favorite café for your usual Sunday
morning breakfasts. This book will help you with this process of
adapting to this country you have adopted, however briefly, as a
home.
But this book also has a different focus; to describe the culture of
the people who live here, as well as the practicalities of life in the
Netherlands. The word ‘culture’ as it is used here is not about the
artistic and historic expressions of culture you find in museums.
It is about everyday behavior, the glue which binds communities,
the norms and values which regulate social life. The Dutch culture is expressed through language, through social structures and
habits, through the way people communicate with each other.
This culture is subtle and you will discover it slowly over time, as
you increasingly deal with the ‘locals’. It is something you will
piece together as you interact with your neighbors, as you watch
your colleagues at work, in the way you are treated in the shops or
at the post office.
The Dutch, of course, are not explicitly aware of their culture, just
as we are not aware of our own. It is only because we are here as
foreigners, observing another culture, that we become aware of

It is popularly understood that culture shock is a process, containing a set of phases which will all pass, eventually leading
you to return to your normal, happy state as a well-adjusted
individual. What is not often explained is that culture shock is
experienced differently by every individual depending on their
own culture, attitudes, expectations, and previous international
experience. Furthermore, moments of frustration and anger may
occur at any time during a stay in a foreign country and are a
normal part of adjustment. However, culture shock is also a
process which can be controlled and minimized.
The advice given by most intercultural or adaptation specialists is
to get to know your host culture. Understanding the underlying
reasons for the behavior of the Dutch helps to see them as individuals and not as a global ‘them’. The Holland Handbook has been
written by both Dutch individuals and expatriates with years of
experience in living with and explaining the Dutch to foreigners.
They describe the historic and cultural aspects which influence
the behavior you observe, making it more comprehensible and
logical. You don’t have to like everything about the Dutch culture
or change to adapt to every aspect of it either. But with a bit of
understanding and good will you will most probably come to find
at least a few friends in this society, people who will make the
experience of having lived in the Netherlands a memorable one.

