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In the midst the complexities and contradictions of US culture as it exists today, Jef C. Davis has undertaken the latest revision of Living in the U.S.A., the late Alison Lanier’s classic handbook of how to arrive, survive and thrive in the States. Craig Storti, in a totally new volume, Americans at Work, gives us perhaps the best look yet at how key US values affect the everyday attitudes and interactions that expatriates and immigrants from elsewhere can expect to encounter in the US workplace or working with US people. 
Both authors provide information and advice in the context of the key values that have emerged from the experience of populating the North American wilderness. Sections on “American Intangibles” (Davis) and “The Big Picture” (Storti) make US values and behaviors understandable, if not always comfortable or acceptable to those who must live and work with them. 
Who should read these books?

These two books are highly accurate and complementary, making both a good investment for the newcomer to the US. Their target readership—professional English-speaking individuals or families, be they already in the workforce or students on their way to the US as a next step in a developing career. Each book could also serve well to update US folk who, having spent considerable time abroad, are now repatriating. Finally, these books also make interesting reading for US folk who would overcome their resistance to seeing their own culture as a real and important challenge to successful work in the global economy.
Language level

Both books are written in language that makes them accessible for the ESL reader while the style of both writers makes a pleasant read for Anglophones as well. Storti, focusing on US values and behaviors at work, deliberately engages the reader with typical workplace expressions, nostrums and slang words. Where the context is not self explanatory for the non-US reader he provides brief but adequate “translations.”

Here are some of the highlights that each book contributes to the picture of the contemporary USA.

Living in the U.S.A. 
Jef Davis’ new release builds on the solid base of information and experience found in the book’s previous editions so that a newcomer to the USA can immediately digest and apply its data and advice. As Davis notes in his introduction, this book “is intended as a practical guide, to point you toward resources and to help you ask the right questions, with a better understanding of the results you might find.” It certainly does what it says. The book leads us from the first part addressing “The American Intangibles” to how these values are embodied in “American Institutions” of society, civic involvement, religion, family, and business. 
In the third part the approach shifts to “Getting Here and Getting Settled,” what new arrivals will experience and what they need to know to pass the hurdles of immigration and moving house to using basic financial, medical and public services. “For Those Who Stay Longer,” a fourth part of the book addresses household creation and management, childcare, education and creating a social life. The level of detail gets all the way to money saving tips for shopping as well as whom to tip and whom not.
Chapter 3 on “Cocultures” is a critical read, because it overturns the melting pot mythology that some like to believe in and others like to blame for its effect on non-dominant cultures in the USA. The title also signals that Davis among others is starting to take a fresh and objective look at US diversity while generally avoiding the tired vocabulary commonly used to talk about it.
Information about social behavior, and creating a social life in the new country is more abundant and useful here than in many such publications. Besides the solid advice for families and children, the author is particularly conscious of the social needs and challenges of the increasing numbers of single women and men, both gay and straight, living in the USA. Basic elements of US social life are described in Chapter 4, but the real juice comes in Chapter 21 on “Finding Friends and Having Fun” which is quintessentially how most US folk would look what having a social life means. Adults without children should not skip the chapter on “Raising Teenagers” because it is a key to understanding the US adults around them as well.

The jolt to US values provided by 9/11 forces us to ask what has changed and is changing in the USA as it makes its way into the uncertainties of the new millennium. Davis’ final chapter on “Twenty-first Century Issues” provides half a dozen pages that attempt to headline the influence of the cultural upheavals that have occurred in the wake of our new “Day of Infamy.” Perhaps it is too early to integrate these shifts into the description of everyday US life, but at least the reader is warned. A few consequences find their way into other parts of the book, e.g., that immigration and visas have been complicated by security concerns. Living in the U.S.A provides a special conclusion about the influence of these changes on US attitudes towards outsiders, security, and world involvement.

A book of this sort is only as good as the tools it provides for accessing its information when we need it. Fortunately the book is well organized and the table of contents makes categories of information easily to find. Several appendices address practical reference to holidays and metric conversions, while a more detailed index provides the capability to search for specific pieces of information.
Americans at Work
Craig Storti’s new book is equally but differently useful for those working with US colleagues in the USA or face-to-face elsewhere.  It is invaluable for those working virtually from abroad, since it is likely that today such interactions far outnumber the collocated ones. The book should be strongly marketed in non-US locations where telephone and email work is outsourced to an Anglophone workforce with a non-US culture, e.g., India. 
Explanations of how “The Can-Do People” behave are easy to understand and examples are abundant. Despite his fine exposition of the US obsession with time, Storti’s volume might best be described as a somewhat leisurely but thorough newcomer’s walk-through of the US workplace in the company of an experienced colleague who has personally participated in what he shares with the new arrival. A conversational style permeates the well organized exposition of the US values structure. Some themes and behaviors appear over and again in different contexts. Far from being repetitive, this allows them sink into the mind of the reader so as to form an apperceptive mass for the daily interactions to come.

Though the author divides the book into “The Big Picture” and “The Details,” these elements inevitably intermingle. The first nine chapters anchor the reader into the historical circumstances and the social and philosophical framework that influences the formation and expression of US behavior. But this is not academic history. The stories and the forces shaping them are simply part of the conversation about daily work life. The last forty pages of “details,” on the other hand, zero in on culturally appropriate behaviors for specific activities, including such things as email etiquette, presentations, taboo topics and guests in the home.
Storti “tells it as it is,” dealing with the inevitable contradictions of US culture as they show themselves, “on one hand…, then on the other…” He regularly stops the descriptive monologue to acknowledge “where the newcomer is coming from,” via short sections toward the end of the chapters, entitled “How Americans See Others.”  Here the outsider gets a clear picture of the potential price of being and acting differently from US cultural norms in order to do his or her own cost-benefit analysis before choosing to act. A highlighted set of “Quick Tips: Advice for Working with Americans” completes each chapter. These summarize the key do’s and don’ts emerging from the previous pages.
As Storti points out, there are real contradictions as well as the seeming ones in US culture. For example, different situations call for direct and confrontational speaking up, while in other situations the need to stay positive and avoid conflict may dominate. One should consider this as part of the necessary complexity of a culture which keeps it healthy, rather than being interpreted as inconsistency or hypocrisy. How a culture behaves is relative to other cultures, relative to subgroups in the culture and relative to individual backgrounds and activities, and yet there are distinct cultural threads at work that one can identify and learn to respond to effectively. Storti’s effort is to get the outsider on board, knowing there will be the inevitable stages of culture shock and frustration with “not quite getting it right” when working with US colleagues. 

Without a doubt Americans at Work describes the dominant culture created by Anglo-Saxon values filtered through US history and experience. Most in the US, whatever their gender or ethnic background have had to at least some degree assimilate to this culture in order to survive and succeed in the US workplace—as must the newcomer who picks up this book. 

Particularly in the business world, it is important to know that the literature of success often cited by Storti, as well as generations of training programs have reinforced certain key US values in managers and workers. Communication, assertiveness and negotiation courses instill and drill these values and behaviors. Strategic and project planning courses, time management, life and career planning insist on the acquisition of these values in selective ways in becoming “American,” even if you already are one. Marketing and advertising select, express and reinforce these values as have the recent politics of patriotism. In the course of my lifetime I have watched US culture become ever lower context, individualist, and exceedingly monomaniac about the bottom line. I learned to feel bad about and suppress human and familial impulses that ran counter to these values that my immigrant family had brought from elsewhere. 
There is a gap between where the US would like to see itself and where it fears it actually is. US people steadfastly refuse to be typed or take their identity from elsewhere. As Clifford Longley points out in Chosen People, this leaves most of us to constitute ourselves as US citizens by an act of faith that needs constant renewal. Not surprisingly we strive very hard to cover this void with words and deeds. Inevitably, Americans at Work serves as a catechism of this faith.
Reassuring Newcomers (and US residents)

Despite important caveats and descriptions of the shifts in the US mood, there is a tone of reassurance throughout both books that the US is both safe, navigable and can quickly become one’s home and one’s “land of opportunity” if one is open to new information and willing to apply some simple perceptions for getting on. This reassurance is perhaps the first and most critical US value that the newcomer will meet and have to digest in the assimilation process. It is an assurance undergirded by the US belief that everything is and will be okay and one should always have a positive attitude. It echoes the time-honored belief that the hardy arrival, if willing, motivated and persistent will succeed there like previous generations of newcomers. These are the values that, as Storti points out, are essential to Statesiders in their expectations of both themselves and others. Negativity has no place in the thinking and feeling of “The Can-Do people.”

At this moment in history, bringing in newcomers involves listening to their worries and fears about the loss of credible world leadership on the part of the US and its twin tendencies to political unilateralism and civic lawlessness. As a native of the US myself, I was recently shocked to be in discussion with two Israelis who gave as their reason for canceling a proposed holiday to the US that it was “too dangerous there.” Davis, given his objectives, spends more time with the current issues of security and safety, while Storti’s focus is on creating psychological safety in knowing one can fathom and respond to US thinking and behavior on a day to day basis in the workplace.
Both authors in their introductory remarks apologize ineffectively for their use of the term “Americans” for the denizens of the USA. Though not particularly a stickler for political correctness à la Etats-unisienne, given the number of reactions from non-US people in my training programs the choice not to address the issue of “Americans” annoyed me and underscored the arrogance that both authors prepare outsiders to expect.
What’s missing?
With thanks to the authors for what they have done well—and these books are excellent—inevitably one is stimulated by them to go further. Perhaps it is too much to expect more depth and perspective on political and social issues given the scope of each of these books, but I suspect that newcomers will have questions that, given what they learn from Davis and Storti, they will be better able to articulate. The USA is unlike the many developed nations whose expatriates will land on its shores in that it accepts levels of poverty, and criminality that are often unknown at home. Life is great in the USA for those who can afford it and can be miserable for those who cannot. “US imperialism” was once only the bitter accusation of the left while “empire” is now urged openly as the responsibility and destiny of “America” by the neo-con right. All of these issues affect how US folk create their identity.
While both authors discuss such things as directness in communication, more needs to be said, perhaps elsewhere, about the evangelistic role of advertising and selling in the US mentality. Images and sound bytes have either replaced reasoned argument or have become its necessary vehicles. Persuasion seems to overshadow inquiry and the search for truth. The US has yet to cope with its media culture. When I say such things, I wonder whether I am right or just getting old. A friend reassured me by saying “probably both.” 

As Storti notes in his introduction, …”there is always a disconnect between the ideal and the real, between the values people espouse to and how they actually behave—in short between what people say and what they do.” The newcomer should know that the USA described in the pages of these two books is both “The American Dream” and the “American Denial.” Living in the U.S.A. and Americans at Work offer insight and tools to succeed in the creative and explosive myth of “America.” 
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