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Elephant Nature Foundation – Chiang Mai, Thailand

For me, my initial impressions of the Elephant Nature Foundation came from a communication standpoint.  The Thai culture is extremely different from the Western, and this has a huge impact on how they interact in a professional sense. The first day it was extremely apparent to me that people were extremely reliant upon Lek to get the go-ahead on just about any project, which is very different from the Western ideals. In the United States people will start their own outside of what is required to show that they are a “go-getter” and impress their boss with their tenacity, here that is not the case. Things need to be deemed as necessary and beneficial to the group before any work gets started on them. That being said, when the boss does finally dole out tasks, I found that the instructions are vague and it is the listener’s responsibility to decode the meaning and what it being asked of them.  This listener-oriented society is difficult for Westerners because we are so used to being told in detail what to do in order to get the final product to be exactly what the boss wants. Finally, the last thing I noticed that the organization of the ENF is much more informal and any other office I have worked in. This was particularly interesting when I realized that this foundation is on the world stage, Lek is receiving awards from multiple sources in honor of her work and the guests from the park come from every corner of the globe.
The work that I did the first few weeks was not exactly what I expected, but not too surprising. I mainly worked in the office helping deal with customers in person, on the phone and via email. I was assigned a couple of tasks in which someone has been in contact with the foundation for a while trying to get some information or a product CD and it was my job to ensure that their problem got dealt with or their questions answered. This aspect was frustrating for me because the people I was dealing with were a bit annoyed that it has taken so long for their request to be carried out, and it took longer still because I had to wait for pricing from the gift shop or something else that I cannot do by myself, but again this goes to the informal nature of the office; few things actually have a rush order on them. I was also given the task of creating a press kit for upcoming conferences, which was more along the lines of what I expected to do. To be fair, I was actively participating in a successfully run organization that is on the international stage, which is precisely what I wanted to be doing; although my position was a bit mundane and office-based, I still learned more about how an organization works than I ever expected to, and the work got better too.
I was prepared for the language barrier and I was ready for knowing literally nothing about my surroundings, what I didn’t think about was walking around the town and not being able to read the signs. This seemingly irrelevant thing, reading a store sign or direction arrow, made me feel more lost than anything else. Not being able to fully operate on my own was one of the biggest struggles and the thing that I thought about more than anything else since I arrived.
Before I left for Thailand I was worried about living by myself and not having any friends or a support network, I have very close connections with people at home and this was the first time I was totally removed from that. Looking back however, I feel like this is the best decision I could have made. Obviously I missed my friends and family, I don’t know that that’s something you ever really “get over”, but I now know that I can deal with things on my own and succeed. On another level, it was nice to come home to only my things and not having other people to deal with because at the office I’m talking with people all day, dealing with their problems or questions so it’s nice to have a little bit of quiet when I get the chance. I even made some friends there, creating a new group that I can tell about my day or go to dinner with, things that I would do with any of my friends at home. There are always people around who are willing to talk and hang out, I think no matter where you go, you just have to be open to it.
I started feeling a lot more comfortable at work around the fourth week, which I think is a fairly normal timeframe for something like this. I finally started getting to know my coworkers and was able to get more done because of it I think.  I got a feel for whom I should go to for specific questions or requests and I could ask them for things without feeling like an outsider trying to push her way in. I came back to the office after mainly working with the volunteers for the last two weeks, which was not something that really factored into my original professional goals but I have really enjoyed nonetheless, and my newfound understanding of the project and its goals really helped me integrate and be a truly helpful part of the team. The people that the park attracts are extremely varied in background and interests, but they are also extremely amazing individuals with stories to blow anything I have done out of the water. Having the opportunity to help them to make the most of their experience with the park was absolutely astounding, and really motivated me in my office duties as well. Playing a role in a memory that someone will not only have for the rest of their lives but also share and influence others with was very interesting and rewarding for me. I was able to see the interactions between volunteers and staff, which allows for me to put my communication background to use and analyze what worked really well and what could be improved on a bit. At this time I was also in contact with a couple media outlets that were planning on visiting the park, which allowed me to practice a more formal and professional interaction that I don’t get nearly as much from working with the volunteers. 
The professional goals that I had for myself were, admittedly, vague, as I didn’t really know what to expect coming in. I did hope to gain as much experience in as many aspects of an international organization as possible, which I think I definitely did; I had my hand in the gift shop, with the visitors, with the media and with coordination between the business and the services provided. In the second half of my internship, I had a goal of continuing along with the projects that I have been working on and potentially gain a couple more. I wanted to get more time at the park to interact with the volunteers but also get a more in-depth understanding into how such a huge project is actually run. There are so many aspects of communication that go into coordinating the operation and success of the park and the foundation as a whole that I realized I could stay there for a year and still not fully understand or even see all the intricate details that it takes.
Coming into this internship, what I wanted most personally was to prove to myself that I could do it; I needed to know that I could survive on my own. As easy as that might sound, it seemed like the biggest goal that I could set before myself as I was preparing to come over here. Now it seems silly, hoping that I could actually enjoy myself so far away from my family and friends, in fact I can’t imagine what I have been doing if I wasn’t there. I discovered that I am a much more independent person than I ever thought I could be. It’s impressive to me that looking back my personal goals – testing myself and finding out who I was outside of my friends and family and school – are really what swayed me to pursue this internship. I feel really good about where I am, however I now think that it’s time I start working on taking more initiative and risks both in and out of work; just because I left Thailand doesn’t mean I have to let go of it. Often times I think I’m a little too cautious when facing opportunities, so I now have an ongoing goal to try and take full advantage of everything that comes my way, even if it’s unexpected. 
I feel like my cross-cultural goals were met beyond my expectations. I made some very good Thai friends and became somewhat comfortable in a culture that I knew absolutely nothing about before I arrived. I’m started to learn my way around and I figured out where all the good food stalls were for pad thai or mango sticky rice or banana spring rolls. I’ve got a chance to observe cross-cultural interaction as well, between people on the street as well as visitors to the park and the day guides or volunteer coordinators. There were often mix ups and frustrations (mostly on the Westerner’s part) due to the language gap, cultural strains because of differences in expectations or what is considered normal and discrepancies on what is appropriate behavior between people in differing positions. Having watched these interactions, and being a part of them for a while, I think that I became more culturally sensitive, or aware, but I realized that I have a long way to go before I really understand the mentality and perspective of people from any other country. Despite all these differences however, what has stood out to me is the similarities between all cultures; a good potty joke generally kills audiences, no matter what their background, a playful push is still a show of affection and nicknames are reserved for friends and people who are part of the group. 
Every day I woke up at 6:30 to get ready and headed to work around 7:30 to start the day. On Mondays I helped to check in the weekly volunteers, while every other day I would answer various emails from people I was coordinating with for numerous events and projects. I spent the rest of the day working on projects in the office (like a press kit for media outlets or updates to keep the volunteers and park guests informed), answering questions from potential park visitors and whatever else had to be done to keep the office going. After the workday was over I would head back to my apartment, always picking up a little pad thai or some other delicious treat on the way. My nights and weekends were usually spent walking around the local market with some friends, exploring the city, visiting a park or temple or relaxing with a book. It’s nice because there’s something here no matter what kind of mood you’re in, if you want to do something high adventure or just amble around the city finding your next meal it’s all readily at your fingertips.
 I lived in an apartment in a single room with a bed, a desk and a closet. I had a bathroom to myself, but it is very different from the “western standard”. The building is in a good location in the old city and the people who own and run it are extremely nice, not to mention that there’s a delicious food market about three minutes away and the office is about a five-minute walk. There are definitely other places that I could have stayed, but this one was fine for my purposes. I generally didn’t spend all that much time in my room anyway; I usually found myself wandering around the city or exploring the markets and restaurants with my friends. I think it also helped that I had realistic expectations coming into the situation. I didn’t think that I was going to be staying in a hotel suite or a mansion of any kind, I knew that the accommodation was going to be limited and at a different standard.
My budget worked out fairly well. I thought I was going to have to pay for my rent coming into the situation, so that was a pleasant surprise when I got here to find that the ENF was going to take care of that. When I first arrived I was shocked at how little money I was spending; I walked pretty much everywhere, so that was not an expense, and the office took care of my lunch on days that I worked, so I was spending a couple dollars on food each day. The farther I got into my internship, however, I noticed that I has started to spend significantly more money and I couldn’t figure out why. Then I realized: I had friends. I wasn’t just picking up street food to feed myself anymore; I would go to restaurants on occasion or out for drinks, I went to a national park with an entrance fee and up to Doi Suthep temple. So although my spending increased and my budget started getting more on track with what I expected, I didn’t regret anything. It was worth an extra $10 a week to have the experiences I had and create those relationships and memories. Money, I feel, shouldn’t stop you from doing what you want to do; sometimes you have to plan accordingly, but 9 times out of 10 it’s worth it. 
Like I said before: I walked everywhere. I was never really in a hurry to arrive at a location, if I had one at all. I was very pleased with this choice as I got to see the city and really get to know my way around; also it saved me quite a bit of money. Other ways of traveling that I would recommend are by red car or tuk tuk. The red cars are nice if you are going somewhere within the old city and have a little extra time to take detours but cannot be bothered to walk, they only cost 20 baht and will take you almost anywhere you want to go. Tuk tuks are a bit more expensive and I only took them once or twice because of that. They’re extremely convenient if you have a time and destination that are fixed, sometimes you might get driven around for 15 minutes when your destination is only 5 minutes away, and they are generally fairly reasonably priced. Transportation in Thailand is much better than Corvallis and many of the places that I have stayed in the states. People are incredibly nice about getting around too, a couple of times I’ve asked for directions and been offered a motorbike ride to wherever I wanted to go. Transportation is not the issue while spending time in Chiang Mai, it’s more deciding where you want to go explore. 
I spent the majority of my time here becoming familiar with my immediate surroundings; I walked every inch of the old city and checked out the temples and local areas. This is definitely worth doing for any and all future interns. Also paying a visit to one of the national parks around Chiang Mai is a good time if you enjoy hiking or just taking in some fantastic scenery. Honestly though, I think no matter where you end up going you’ll find something to see and explore simply based on being in Thailand. It’s astounding how different everything is, and yet how quickly you find yourself becoming familiar and comfortable with so much of it.
My coursework, to my great surprise, prepared me for my internship extremely well. The main area that it was relevant was in terms of intercultural communication, which helped me adjust to and accept situations throughout my time, especially at the beginning. I had a base understanding of communicating with someone from another culture and how the Thai culture worked (it’s core beliefs, practices and perspectives on time, relationships, gender, etc.) which enabled me to take a situation for what it was rather than worry about all the ways that it was different from what I was used to. That isn’t to say that there weren’t times that I found myself trying to control what was happening around me and plan and organize according to what I thought was the right way, but I think these moments were few and far between due to my understanding of intercultural communication. I feel like you can learn almost any job on the fly, but it’s the communicating to get there that’s the difficult part.
A piece of advice that I would offer to future interns: when I first arrived I was consciously making an effort to be friendly to everyone. I said hello when I passed people and tried to use their names whenever I could remember them. I was, in my opinion, the epitome of outgoing and amiable. I slowly started to notice that I wasn’t running into as many people at the park, that they would stop and look at something when we were about to cross paths. At first I assumed that it was just a coincidence that I was being over sensitive. Then one day I was talking to Sai, a new volunteer coordinator. I was asking him how to say things in Thai and other questions that I had about Thai culture when, somehow, it came out that Thai people don’t say greet each other throughout the day, they simply say it once and that is it. “They’ll even start trying to avoid you because it makes them feel really uncomfortable,” Sai told me. Suddenly it all made sense, I was being friendly and polite based on Western standards but in Thailand I was just annoying and overbearing. From the time I found that out I tried to do everything that I could to stop my innate urges and let people walk by without making sure that I know that I was excited that they were there. It definitely proved to be more difficult said than done. I don’t know that there is anything I could have done beforehand, I feel like this is one of those things that you just have to learn as you go along.
While in Thailand, the most important thing that I learned about myself is that I actually can survive and be successful on my own. I found out that I’m much stronger than I previously thought and while safety nets are nice to have and make everything more comfortable, sometimes it’s better to take a break from it all and venture out alone. I was able to gain a new perspective on where I want my life to go and have made some (admittedly minor) decisions about the looming “life after college,” and they’ve all been made easier because I know that even if I find myself out on my own things are going to be okay. I mean, I figure if I can live in a foreign country where I can hardly understand when people are greeting me, I think I can probably move to another state and survive.
Before I went to Thailand I was not particularly committed to anything, I didn’t know what I wanted to do and this was simply an opportunity for me to get out of Corvallis and explore a field that I knew little to nothing about. Coming out of it however has changed my view greatly. I now know that I would absolutely love to work in a media or human relations position with a company. I enjoy the coordinating and planning aspect of it, the organizing groups of people and being able to see the fruits of my labors actually put into action. If anything this internship gave me a push in a direction that I didn’t even know what available to me.
I didn’t have any idea what Thailand was going to be like, the only thing I knew about it was that they made many of the knick-knacks that littered my room. Upon arrival, however, I was shown so much more than that. Thai culture is so rich with history and intricacies that I highly doubt I would understand no matter how long I lived there. The core principles are just so different from those here in the United States, but so eye opening and I appreciated them very much. Their emphasis on relationships over tasks was a tough thing to get used to at first, but I quickly saw that if you maintain strong relationships the tasks that are ahead of you tend to fall into place. Understandably this is only so true, there comes a point when you have to get to work and stop caring about other’s feelings, but just knowing that there is another way of approaching the situation has changed the way I think about them.
My greatest challenge was getting over my own feelings of nervousness and horror but also learning to let go and just see where the road would take me. This challenge actually turned out to become my greatest reward. I have gained a new perspective on things, realizing that what is important at this moment really doesn’t matter in the long run and I should stress myself out about it. That’s not to say that I don’t worry about things anymore, I am one of the most anxious people that I know, but I am now able to take a step back and pick my battles a bit better. This is something that I don’t think I will ever master, but at least I’ve gotten the chance to start off on the right foot.
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