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Delivering Effective Cultural Orientation (CO)Delivering Effective Cultural Orientation (CO)

DAY 1

Welcome and an interactive exercise

New refugee groups

The big picture of refugee resettlement and CO

-
 

The US Refugee Admissions Program 

-
 

CO overseas

-
 

CO in the United States: current models

Orientation principles and practices
−

 
Cross-cultural considerations in serving new 
refugee groups
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Delivering Effective Cultural Orientation (CO)Delivering Effective Cultural Orientation (CO)

DAY 2

Orientation principles and practices, continued

-
 

Basic principles of adult learning

-
 

Needs assessment

-
 

Methodologies and program delivery

CO Provision and materials from IOM Southeast Asia

Strategies for improving CO and next steps

Feedback for overseas CO Programs

Evaluation and Closing
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Workshop goal

To increase participants’
 

capacity to conduct 
refugee cultural/community orientation by 

developing strategies and identifying 
practical tools for design and delivery of 

CO.
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Funded by the State Department’s Bureau of 
Population, Refugees and Migration to:

Research, develop and disseminate resources about 
refugee training and resettlement;

Provide technical assistance to refugee service 
providers regarding refugees’ native cultures, 
languages and orientation needs; and 

Develop a globally linked network to exchange 
refugee orientation information, concerns, and best 
practices.

Cultural Orientation Resource Center at CALCultural Orientation Resource Center at CAL
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Works closely with:

State Department’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, 
and Migration (PRM), 

The Cultural Orientation (CO) Working Group, made 
up of representatives from the nine national 
voluntary agencies resettling refugees and other 
relevant entities (including ORR and IOM),

U.S. CO Programs Overseas, 

Other Technical Assistance providers, and 

Local U.S. Resettlement Agencies, to:

Maintain an ongoing information exchange about 
refugee orientation and adjustment issues.

The COR Center at CALThe COR Center at CAL
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Partner Exercise: StakeholdersPartner Exercise: Stakeholders

Share with your partner, your

Name

Title

Agency/Organization

Ask yourself (but do NOT share your answer with your 
partner):

“Why am I a stakeholder in successful refugee 
resettlement?”

Guess your partner’s answer.

Share your own information and answer with the group.
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U.S. REFUGEE ADMISSIONS FY 2009 Program 
Source: DOS/PRM 
U.S. REFUGEE ADMISSIONS FY 2009 Program 
Source: DOS/PRM

Region FY08
Ceiling

FY08
Arrivals

Proposed
FY09 
Ceiling

Primary Populations or those of particular
interest (new groups in purple)

Africa 16,000 8,935 12,000 Somalis, Eritreans in Shimelba (P-2),
Congolese, Sudanese Darfurians in Iraq (P-2)
[FY08 populations no longer considered 
primary: ’72 Burundians, Ethiopian and
Liberian P-3]

East Asia 20,000 19,489 19,000 Burmese in Thailand (Karen, Karenni,
Burmese Muslims) and Malaysia (Chin, 
Rohingya),Vietnamese

Europe & 
Central Asia

3,000 2,343 2,500 Religious minorities from the former
Soviet Union

Latin America 5,000 4,277 4,500 Cubans and Colombians (few)

N. East/S. Asia 28,000 25,148 37,000 Iraqis, Iranian religious minorities, 
Bhutanese in Nepal

Unallocated 8,000 0 5,000 Available for use as needed for any region

Total 80,000 60,192 80,000
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Overseas Processing Entities (OPEs)Overseas Processing Entities (OPEs)

Cuba (Havana), East Africa (Nairobi), West Africa (Accra), Near East and 
South Asia (Cairo, Istanbul, Damak

 

[Nepal]), South East Asia (Bangkok, Ho 
Chi Minh City), Europe (Moscow, Vienna)
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The Karen in Thailand
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The Karen in ThailandThe Karen in Thailand

The Karen are the major caseload coming out of Thailand and 
the trend is expected to continue in FY09.

There are approximately 150,000 Karen refugees in the 
Thailand-Burma border camps.

Resettlement is ongoing from 
Mae La, Umpiem, and Nupo camps.

Photo courtesy of IOM Bangkok

The offer of resettlement has 
been expanded to include five 
more camps, including Baan 
Mai Nai Soi, where the 
majority of the camp 
population is Karenni.
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Considerations in resettling Karen refugeesConsiderations in resettling Karen refugees

30%+ have no education, although 60% have some 
primary/secondary education

Little or no knowledge of English

Avoid conflict ~ often say “yes” when mean “no”

Unused to American direct 
stylePhysical punishment 
common, and lack of 
child supervision 
common 
White rice is staple 
of their diet
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Burmese MuslimsBurmese Muslims
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Burmese MuslimsBurmese Muslims

Burmese Muslims make up around 10-15% of the 
populations of Mae La, Umpiem, and Nupo camps. 

They will likely make up more than their proportional share 
of the group resettled, as they seem very eager to resettle.

The group is originally from India.

Most are traders and 
many own shops in 
camps.
In religion, they appear 
to be moderate. 
Questions about getting 
time off on Fridays for 
prayer have come up.
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The Karenni in ThailandThe Karenni in Thailand

Karenni (also known as Kayah-lii, or Red Kayah) come
from Kayah, the smallest State in Burma (260,000)
One third of the Karenni population has been displaced since 
1996
Around 20,000 refugees live in two camps in Thailand
Karenni are traditionally animist, many have converted to 
Christianity
Karenni refugees speak Karenni language, distinct from the 
Karen
Literacy rates among the Karenni refugees are low
Most literate Karenni use the Burmese language and script
Communities highly value traditions and independence
Cultural practices are similar to those of the Karen.
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The Chin in MalaysiaThe Chin in Malaysia

There are an estimated 20,000 to 25,000 Chin refugees 
in Malaysia.

Chin refugees are considered illegal immigrants in 
Malaysia and receive little or no institutional assistance 
or legal protection.

Refugees live together in 
extremely crowded 
conditions.
Most men work as day 
laborers; women work as 
waitresses.
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Bhutanese Refugees in NepalBhutanese Refugees in Nepal

Some 108,000 refugees of Nepali ethnicity, language, 
culture, and religion (primarily Hindus and Buddhists) but of 
Bhutanese origin, living in seven camps in Eastern Nepal

The group fled Bhutan in 1991, when the Bhutanese 
government began to discriminate against them

The camps are well-maintained and structured.

The U.S. is to consider 60,000 
for resettlement.
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Bhutanese Refugees in NepalBhutanese Refugees in Nepal

Occupations: farmers (13%), students (40%), teachers, 
social workers, tailors, weavers, and housewives or 
housekeepers. The population has not had many 
opportunities to acquire skills in the camps. 
Like Nepalese society, the refugee community is stratified 
along caste, age and gender lines, and there are issues of 
social and gender exclusion and discrimination. 
Implications of the caste system:
-

 
Housing: Concern about grouping members of different castes in 
housing

-

 

Visits: Prayer rooms and kitchen are generally off-limits. Visitors 
should seek permission prior to a visit.

-

 

Meals: Agencies should provide vegetarian food to be cooked by 
refugees.

-

 

Social gatherings: Use caution when gathering diverse groups of 
Bhutanese. Source:UNHCR
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Resettlement/employment considerations 
Source: CO team in Nepal 
Resettlement/employment considerations 
Source: CO team in Nepal

Caste system:  A total of 64 castes, groups and parties are 
represented in the camps. The Hindus (60%) have four castes, and
the Kirats (10%) are divided into castes as well.

Dietary needs & comfort with social mingling
may differ depending on caste, age, level 
of traditionalism, etc. 

Attitude towards self-sufficiency 

Lack of exposure to technology

Transportation: few (if any) drivers

Culturally-appropriate employment

Hygiene/etiquette issues, such as 
spitting in public places

Access to temples
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The Iraqis: Refugee populationThe Iraqis: Refugee population

About four million Iraqis have been displaced.  Two million 
are in Syria, Jordan, Egypt, Iran, Lebanon, and Turkey.

As of late July 2008, almost 300,000 refugees had 
registered with UNHCR for services.                           

---

UNHCR registrations (for services) and referrals (for 
resettlement) as compared to ethnic mix in Iraq:

Group % of population % of registrants % of referrals

Sunni Muslims 30 67 40

Shia

 

Muslims 65 16 20

Christians 3 10 32
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The Iraqis: Challenges in AsylumThe Iraqis: Challenges in Asylum

Services: refugees live in local neighborhoods, making it 
difficult for them to learn of or access services.
Housing: refugees are responsible for their own, 
depleting savings
Employment: not allowed (children often working in 
informal sector of economy to support family)
Education: difficult to access (or children must work)
Health services: very limited access
Mental health services: great need but very limited 
access (and stigma)
Isolation; fear of deportation or threat from persecutors
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The Iraqis: Particular resettlement concernsThe Iraqis: Particular resettlement concerns

Standard of living in the U.S.

Transfer of professional degrees or re-certification

Employment in their field

Quality of housing

Quality of education for their children

Health issues

Outmigration (weighing options and comparing 
resettlement sites)

Diversity and/or discrimination in the U.S.
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The Iraqis: Issues in ResettlementThe Iraqis: Issues in Resettlement

High expectations for employment, housing and furnishings, and 
resettlement agency services, based upon:
−

 
Information from Iraqi communities in U.S.

−
 

Comparisons with other countries of resettlement (e.g. Sweden)
−

 
Special considerations or services because of the war

Health, Mental health (stigma; depression = “reasonable”)

English language training

Hard to understand unemployment (kept jobs for security)

No savings plans, no preparation for aging or retirement

Need to start with trust-building (not paperwork)

“They will listen as a group better than they do as individuals.”
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Group discussionGroup discussion

What strengths and challenges have emerged 
when working with this group of refugees?

What strategies seem to be effective when dealing 
with these strengths and challenges?

•
 

Discuss in your groups for 15 minutes.

•
 

Choose a group member to report back to the 
large group.

•
 

All groups report back with two strengths and two 
challenges, as well as any effective strategies.
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Orientation Context: The U.S. Refugee ProgramOrientation Context: The U.S. Refugee Program

FOUNDATION

Refugee Act of 1980

Section 101(a)42 Definition: Well-founded Fear of 
Persecution based on Race, Religion, Nationality, 
Social Group, Political Opinion

ANNUAL GUIDELINES

Presidential Determination

Fiscal Year Admissions Ceiling

Worldwide Processing Priorities

Designated Nationalities
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Orientation Context: The U.S. Refugee ProgramOrientation Context: The U.S. Refugee Program

PRIORITY ONE (P1)
HCR or US Embassy Referral

Ref Coord Authorization

PRIORITY TWO (P2)
DOS/PRM and UNHCR-Designated Groups Of Humanitarian Concern

PRIORITY THREE (P3)
Family Reunification

Designated Nationalities

Parents, Spouses, Unmarried Children under the age of 21

VISA 92/93 (V92/93)
Derivative Beneficiary Following to Join Principal Applicant (RE1)

Based upon Principal Applicant’s date of admission to US
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Group Exercise: Pre-arrival basicsGroup Exercise: Pre-arrival basics

Arrange the slips of paper in their proper sequence 
(using your Glossary as a reference, if needed)

Raise your hands when your group has completed 
the exercise
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The Department of State, Bureau for Population, 
Refugees, and Migration funds and oversees CO for 
US-bound refugees;
Formal CO has been conducted since 1980, when 6-
month pre-departure CO/ESL classes were offered 
for Southeast Asian refugees in refugee camps 
(Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines);
At present CO overseas is provided in over 40 
countries by a variety of organizations, some 
international (IOM, ICMC), some US-based (HIAS, 
CWS), as well as the US government (Cuba). 

Orientation Context: CO OverseasOrientation Context: CO Overseas
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Current overseas CO programsCurrent overseas CO programs

Headquarters: Cuba (Havana), East Africa (Nairobi), West Africa (Accra), Near 
East and South Asia (Cairo, Istanbul, Damak

 

[Nepal]), South East Asia 
(Thailand), Europe (Moscow, Vienna)
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Overseas CO programs base their CO on the contents of 
Welcome to the United States: A Guidebook for Refugees.
The Welcome guide is: 

* published by CAL, 
* translated into thirteen languages, and 
* given to each refugee family before departure.

As listed in the Welcome guide, eleven essential topics are 
addressed by overseas CO programs:

*Pre-departure processing      *The Role of the Resettlement Agency 
*Community Services    *Housing     *Transportation
*Employment     *Education    *Health     *Managing Your Money
*Rights and Responsibilities of Refugees    *Cultural Adjustment

CO Overseas: Common Topics & Key MessagesCO Overseas: Common Topics & Key Messages
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CO Overseas: VariationCO Overseas: Variation

Length: Ranges from 3 to 25 hours 

Methodology: Based on lectures, activities, or both 

Language of instruction: Refugees’ native language, 
refugees’ 2nd (or 3rd,…) language other than English, or 
English (with or without an interpreter)

Staff: U.S. and/or international staff

Materials used: Welcome book and video and curricula 
developed by individual agencies.
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CO in Thailand for refugees from BurmaCO in Thailand for refugees from Burma

Ongoing classes in Mae La, Umpiem and Nupo camps

Refugees receive between 15 and 25 hours of CO.

The attendance rate is very high.

IOM conducts ongoing information campaigns in all of the camps. 
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CO in Thailand for refugees from BurmaCO in Thailand for refugees from Burma

The program offers additional features, e.g. CO for 
children and youth, reading groups using the CO 
student handbook, educational childcare services, 
parenting classes, and theater performances.
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CO in Malaysia for refugees from BurmaCO in Malaysia for refugees from Burma

Attending in Malaysia is difficult; refugees may lose their jobs if 
they miss work.

Refugees are also trying to avoid the notice of the Malaysian 
government and populace, which makes attending CO 
challenging.

Refugees receive 15 hours of CO, over a period of three days.

Effectiveness of CO in Malaysia is dependent on the quality of 
interpreters. 
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CO in NepalCO in Nepal

14 hours of CO: 3 days for 4 hours per day (classrooms near 
camps) + 2 hour pre-departure refresher at transit center in 
Kathmandu

Standard IOM curriculum being revised: strong emphasis on 
knowledge, skills and attitudes

Special emphasis given to self-sufficiency and early 
employment: Refugees are informed that they must work first, 
and attend ESL around their work schedule.

CO Staff: one Coordinator, eight trainers 

CO trainers also conduct daily Public Information sessions 
with UNHCR

Three staff (2 CO, one Processing) participated in the CO 
Exchange Program in May, and two U.S. resettlement staff 
traveled to Nepal in June.
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CO for IraqisCO for Iraqis

CO provided in Turkey (ICMC) and Egypt, Syria & Jordan (IOM)
Turkey: 3-day, 21-hour CO course; children and youth CO 
provided; Chaldeans and Assyrians are the majority of refugees
Main emphasis on realistic expectations and self-sufficiency

---

Jordan, Syria and Egypt: 3-day, 15-hour course; a mix of 
Christians and Muslims
Main emphasis on early employment as a means to self-

 sufficiency and community integration
---

Two resettlement staff visited Amman in March on the CO 
Exchange program. 
One CO trainer from Istanbul and four OPE Cairo staff (2 CO 
trainers and 2 Processing staff, one of each from Amman and 
Damascus) visited the U.S. in May.
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Unlike the overseas programs, domestic orientation 
is not funded as a stand-alone program. 

Since 1980, the DOS/PRM has funded orientation as 
part of its larger Reception and Placement (R&P) 
program agreements with resettlement agencies. 

Although efforts were made by the Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) in the 1980s and 1990s to provide 
technical assistance, training, and materials to domestic 
orientation programs, funding is no longer available.

Orientation in the U.S.Orientation in the U.S.
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Orientation Context: U.S. Refugee ResettlementOrientation Context: U.S. Refugee Resettlement

Allocations, based on
−

 

Refugee relationships
or

−

 

Community characteristics, 
−

 

Capacity of resettlement agency, and
−

 

Considerations of national voluntary agency

Funding
−

 

$425 for direct assistance
−

 

A public/private partnership

Responsibilities of Resettlement Agency
−

 

Arrival and initial (core) resettlement services
−

 

Referral to additional services
−

 

Documentation



43

Orientation Context: R&P ServicesOrientation Context: R&P Services
 
 
 
 

R&P CORE SERVICES 
funded by the Department of State (PRM) 

1. Airport reception 
2. Safe, sanitary and affordable housing 
3. Basic necessities (food, clothing, furniture, 
supplies)   
4. Resettlement planning  
5. Community and other types of orientation  
6. Initial “pocket cash” for adults 
7. Transportation assistance 
8. Referral to employment services 
9. Referral to health programs and screening  
10. Referral to Refugee Medical Assistance 
11. Referral for Refugee Cash Assistance 
12. Assistance with children’s school registration 
13. Referral to ESL for adults 
14. Legal/Immigration information 
15. Legal guardianship information, if required 
16. Assistance in applying for Social Security cards 
17. Providing or ensuring provision of appropriate 
language interpretation, as necessary 
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R&P: Community and other orientationR&P: Community and other orientation

Role of resettlement agency

Public services and facilities

Personal and public safety

Employment orientation

Personal and household budgeting and finance

Public transportation

Healthcare system in resettlement area

Standards of personal and public hygiene

Availability of other publicly supported refugee 
services



46

As with overseas CO, US CO is designed to ease 
refugees’ transition to life in the United States by providing 
the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to become 
self-sufficient as quickly as possible. 

Agencies use orientation to foster successful resettlement 
and smoother integration of refugees by:
−

 
communicating with refugees about the realities of 
resettlement, and

−
 

providing an important forum for discussion and 
reassurance.

Resettlement agencies and MAAs tailor CO according to 
locally-specific realities, as well as to individual and/or 
family needs.

The Purpose of US COThe Purpose of US CO
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U.S. CO Models: The R&P ModelU.S. CO Models: The R&P Model

CO conducted by the case manager

Initial session part of intake (45 min.-2 hrs.) 

Initial session followed by other contacts and home visits 

“Welcome Guide”

 

or VOLAG material used as primary source material

The refugee-case manager relationship considered key to CO success

---
Sample program:

Home and personal safety orientation provided upon arrival in new home.  

Other elements of orientation (the role of the resettlement agency, rights and 
responsibilities, the IOM travel loan, basics of the healthcare system, etc.) 
provided to each case separately, often during intake.  

Additional topics, such as employment and transportation, covered in more depth 
with the family group in following days, in conjunction with relevant activities.
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The R&P+ ModelThe R&P+ Model

CO conducted by case manager and additional staff

Intake + regularly scheduled and longer orientation sessions

Often develop their own curricula

Methods/Manner of CO delivery seen as key to CO success

---
Sample Program:

Includes R&P approach but features additional enhancements, such

 

as:

 Initial group session to build support. Groups are organized by ethnicity.

Ten essential topics, with varying emphasis depending on need/interests of group.

Initial session of 4-6 hours, followed by 3 scheduled follow-up sessions, and 
ongoing contact as needed.
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The Workshop ModelThe Workshop Model

Multiple staff and/or designated CO trainers
Classroom-based model, program integrated across services 
Develop their own curricula
Methods and content seen as key to success

---
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Cross-Cultural Considerations in COCross-Cultural Considerations in CO

How might culture affect communication?

“Language focus:” emphasis on the exchange of 
information vs. on development of relationships
Style of nonverbal communication
The way time is perceived
“Power distance:” how a culture views inequality/hierarchy  
Politeness and rudeness
Kinship and the concept of self: how people view their 
relationships with others
Others?
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Group Exercise: Culture in CommunicationGroup Exercise: Culture in Communication

In small groups, discuss the cross-cultural 
consideration you have been assigned:

−
 

How has this affected your work, or how might it?

−
 

How can we try to address the issue or 
accommodate it, to avoid difficulties in cross-

 cultural understanding or in service provision?
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Group exercise: Factors That Affect LearningGroup exercise: Factors That Affect Learning

Work in small groups to list some of the factors 
that affect learning.

Once we re-group, we’ll 
−

 
go over the lists, 

−
 

discuss examples of those factors, and 
−

 
discuss briefly whether any factors might be of 
particular consideration for the populations your 
program is receiving.
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Some Factors That Affect LearningSome Factors That Affect Learning

Age

Language background

Level of prior education

Degree of first language literacy

Cultural factors

Emotional and psychological issues

Disabilities

Motivation

Personal situation
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Principles of Adult LearningPrinciples of Adult Learning

Adults:
Have previous experience as a resource
Need to demonstrate knowledge and abilities
Need adult-appropriate content 
Are practical and problem-solving
Need to be able to apply learning immediately to 
real life situations
Are self-directed 
Need to know why something is being learned
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Strategies for Adult LearnersStrategies for Adult Learners

Activate background knowledge

Use authentic (or authentic-looking) materials

Use active learning

Encourage student participation

Incorporate variety 

Touch upon various learning styles 

Change pace

Use an interpreter

Review, review, review
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Needs AssessmentNeeds Assessment

Seeks to identify what learners know and what 
they want to learn

Can be verbal or written

Why conduct a needs assessment?

To identify relevant content

To identify ways of building on clients’ abilities

To identify knowledge and needs

To identify barriers 
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Needs AssessmentNeeds Assessment

How can one conduct a needs assessment?

Verbal:

Place a dot on the image of a CO topic/circle a 
topic; brainstorm the most pressing questions; 
interview another client.

Written:

List top three questions; fill out a survey; complete 
the sentence.
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Methodologies and Program DeliveryMethodologies and Program Delivery

Teaching techniques mentioned or used in the 
workshop, as well as those used by participants:
Brainstorming

Role play

Games

Lecture

Case studies

Simulation

Discussion

Visual presentation

Demonstration
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Evaluations for CO LessonsEvaluations for CO Lessons

Should be informal, quick, easy, and stress-free

Allow trainer to check for comprehension and 
retention of new information

Can be oral, written or pictorial – learners can:
−

 
Answer open-ended questions posed by trainer

−
 

Relay information in their own words
−

 
Explain what they’ve learned to another person

−
 

Tell or write a story, draw a picture, or create a 
role play demonstrating new knowledge

−
 

Answer questions they raised during pre-activity 
needs assessments
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Stakeholders: Who Provides These Services?Stakeholders: Who Provides These Services?

 
 
              

 

 

        

Public Benefits 
(inc. Food Stamps, 

Refugee Med. 
Assistance) 

 
Elderly 

Services  

Microenterprise 
 

Individual 
Development 

Accounts 

 
Health Services 
 
AIDS/HIV Clinic 

Immigration 
Services 

 
Legal Services 

Support Groups 
(Women, 

Adolescents, 
etc.) 

Children’s 
Services 

 
Day Care 

Volunteer 
Programs 

 
Mentoring 

 
Mental Health 

Services 
 

 
Vocational 
Training 

 

 
Services for the 

Disabled 

 
Tutoring 

 
Employment 

Programs 
 

Schooling;  
Newcomer or 

School Liaison 
Programs 

 
English 

language 
instruction 

R&P Core 
Services

(Resettlement 
Agencies)
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What information can stakeholders offer each other?What information can stakeholders offer each other?

Resettlement staff:
−

 

Population-specific information
−

 

Resettlement trends
−

 

Services available 
−

 

Information about cultural/community orientation received
Healthcare providers
−

 

Healthcare concerns common to specific populations
−

 

Healthcare concerns in the community
English language teachers:
−

 

Principles of adult learning
−

 

Teaching methodologies
Other stakeholders
−

 

Information about population or about services

Everyone
−

 

Referrals for specific client issues
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Nurturing CollaborationNurturing Collaboration

Devise strategies to bridge identified gaps in information-
 sharing and collaboration. 

Suggested questions to consider:

What are ways to improve channels of communication between 
stakeholders?

What are obstacles to getting stakeholders together in your community?

How can these obstacles be overcome?

What has been successful in getting stakeholders together?

What are actions that you can take in your community?

What are some critical adjustment topics to address with newly-arrived 
refugees?
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Feedback for Overseas CO ProgramsFeedback for Overseas CO Programs

What are the main messages that overseas 
CO can deliver to make the resettlement of 
refugees in Indiana easier?

What are the three key topics that refugees 
you serve should know more about?

Are there aspects of resettlement that 
refugees you serve are well prepared for?
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The Cultural Orientation Resource CenterThe Cultural Orientation Resource Center

COR Center Web site: www.culturalorientation.net
for curricula/lesson plans, information on overseas CO programs,

 

a 
brief overview of the refugee admissions process…

Refugee Discussion group: write COR@CAL.org to join

COR Center Publications:
Welcome to the United States (book and video)
Refugee Backgrounders 
Refugee Culture Profiles
(Available for download or purchase on the COR Center Web site)

Annual CO Trainers’ Exchange Program
Apply to participate through your national Voluntary Agency, or read 
participant reports and watch slideshows on the COR Center Web site.

Contact us for assistance: 292-362-0700

http://www.culturalorientation.net/
mailto:COR@CAL.org
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