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Abstract 

 This qualitative study provides insight into the cultural values and work-life 

experiences of the Oromo in Minnesota which has also been called Little Oromia. While 

there is a growing interest among scholars in studies of immigrants, little is known about 

work-life patterns and socio-cultural trends of the Oromo in Minnesota who are one of 

the growing African ethnic minorities and the largest Oromo Diaspora in the U.S.  

A conceptual framework of cultural capital established for this study builds on the 

understanding of cultural wealth of ethnic minorities.  The early theories of cultural 

capital inform my use of cultural capital as a prism to examine the experience of the 

Oromo in terms of their work-life adjustment. How do the Oromo ethnic immigrants 

introduce and deploy their cultural capital rooted in their shared values, social norms, and 

traditional belief systems? 

A focused ethnographic approach consistent with focus group, pair, and one-on-

one interviews used to deal with the specific topic of the study. Analysis of the data was a 

continuous process from the outset of data collection.  A thematic analysis resulted in a 

wide range of themes, which were reduced to six main categories: immigration and 

settlement experience, ethnic-identity and acculturation, occupational choice and 

advancement, employment experience, compatibility of cultural capital and work values, 

and work-family-community.  

The study explored the values and cultural wealth of the community. Despite the 

challenges and barriers, the Oromo appear to be placing more emphasis on building on 

their cultural assets. The trajectories of their immigration and shared experience are 
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similar with the experience of African-born immigrants in many ways. Yet a close look at 

their unique experience before and after immigration indicates the extent to which they 

vary from other ethnic groups. 

Conclusions and implications of the study were drawn for emerging areas that 

need to be further researched in the fields of organizational and human resource 

development. This study claims to be the first of its kind in illuminating the un-

researched impact of cultural capital of Oromo immigrants on their work-life. Finding 

from this study seek to inform cross-cultural services, career counseling, community 

integration and work force development, organization and human resource development.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Cultural capital matters. How do we conceptualize cultural capital in the context 

of this study and how do the Oromo, an ethnic minority in Minnesota, perceive its impact 

on their work-life adjustment in a new society? The Oromo immigrants have settled in 

Minnesota since 1970 but came in large number after 1993. They constitute one of the 

growing recent ethnic communities in Minnesota. Minnesota has been a center and serves 

as a magnet for people of Oromo who left their homeland because of continued 

repression and human rights violations in Ethiopian empire.  Today, many Oromo love to 

call Minnesota “Little Oromia” referring to the name of the Oromo land in East Africa. 

Minnesota is widely perceived by the Oromo in the state as a home away from home. The 

Oromo claim to have a shared work-life experience embedded in their unique culture, 

history and immigration. This study investigates the cultural capital of the Oromo 

community and how that shapes their work-life adjustment.  

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. The first chapter defines the 

research problem and key concepts and explains the significance of the study. The second 

chapter explores theories of cultural capital related to determining factors of diasporic life 

of immigrants with the primary focus on African communities and their work-life 

adjustment. To understand the concept of cultural capital from the perspective of this 

study, I established a conceptual model unique to the Oromo population. The third 

section deals with methodology of the study which employs one-on-one interviews, focus 

group interviews and participant observation to gather and analyze qualitative data. A 
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qualitative approach for data collection and analysis will be useful in providing an in-

depth description and investigating this understudied population. The fourth chapter 

describes the findings of the study and data analysis. The last chapter asserts concluding 

remarks including the implications and recommendations of the study for practitioners 

and a future research.   

Research Problem 

While there is a growing interest among scholars on studies of immigrants, little is 

known about work patterns and socio-cultural trends of Oromo Diaspora in Minnesota.  

The Oromo, like some African-born ethnic minorities, are not well known to the host 

society. “The particular situations of recently arrived African immigrants and refugees 

living on the margins in the United States remains under researched and under theorized 

in much research on immigration, education, language learning, and national identity 

formation” (Wariner, 2007, p.343). Due to lack of ethnic-based census data, there is no 

single source which shows the number of Oromo in the U.S. or Minnesota (Beyene, 

1992; Fennelly, 2005; Getahun, 2007; Human Rights Group, 2009) although there is an 

assumption that their number is significantly increasing over the past two decades. 

Overall, there is a lack of information on the whereabouts of refugees in the U.S. by 

nationality or ethnicity (Spring, Westermeyer, Halcon, Savik, Robertson, Johnson, 

Butcher, and Jaranson, 2003). 

There is also lack of a theoretical framework for cultural capital of ethnic 

minorities. Consequently, I have attempted to establish a conceptual model of cultural 

capital as it relates to ethnic minorities. There is a widely held assumption that cultural 
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capital is the culture of the dominant groups or societies. In this study, cultural capital is 

redefined as resource possessed by the ethnic minorities, in particular the Oromo in 

Minnesota.  It is assumed that the Oromo Diaspora are endowed with a shared 

constructive, encouraging, and inspiring cultural values, indigenous knowledge and 

attitudes, which help them to cope with new situations. This assumption is not intended to 

undermine or overlook the common challenges encountered by all new immigrants in 

their host societies. Cultural shock, for instance, is a global phenomenon experienced by 

new immigrants in their day-to-day life, including the Oromo. 

Research Statement 

How do we conceptualize cultural capital in the context of the ethnic minorities? 

What are the shared cultural values, social norms, worldviews, rituals and beliefs of 

Oromo that support their work-life adjustment in Minnesota? The impact of shared 

cultural values of the Oromo Diaspora on their work-life and occupational adjustment in 

the U.S. seems to have escaped the attention of researchers. As a member of the Oromo 

who have migrated to Minnesota, I am interested to study this un-researched dimension 

of the community’s life. Few studies explain the diasporic life of African-born 

immigrants as compared to other immigrants (Lobo, 2001). “The role of cultural values 

in occupational choice, occupational satisfaction and occupational success is essentially 

unexplored at this juncture” (Brown, 2002, p.53). Brown suggested the need to make 

exploratory research to understand further the role of values in occupational choice and 

how cultural values interact with work values in influencing both occupational choice and 
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outcomes. Researching this aspect of the Oromo in Minnesota would benefit the Oromo, 

other African immigrants, and others members of Minnesota society. 

Purpose of the Research 

The primary purpose of this study is to shed light on the role of cultural resources 

of Oromo Diaspora in shaping their work-life adjustment to the new culture with aim to 

increase understanding of practitioners, scholars and the host society in areas of, but not 

limited to, workforce development and community integration. This study seeks to 

examine how ethnic minority immigrants in the U.S., specifically the Oromo community 

that began settling in Minnesota from early 1970’s, introduce and deploy their own 

cultural capital rooted in their shared values, social norms, worldview and traditional 

belief systems.  

There is an important need to illuminate this under-researched dimension of the 

community’s life. This has the potential to provide new frameworks and insights into the 

examination of the cultural capital that other immigrant and ethnic minority groups bring 

to the United States. In this study, work-life is used as a broader construct, encompassing 

other related themes such as work-family balance and occupational adjustment. 

Significance of the Study 

In the following section, five major points are identified and reflected from 

different perspectives. These five parts will lay the foundation for the significance of the 

study. 
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Understudied and Literature Gap 

 Issues affecting the lives and acculturation of immigrants in the U.S. have 

attracted significant attention from the media. The search on issues related to immigrants 

shows that the media in Minnesota have published close to one thousand stories in one 

year (Fennelly, 2005). These news clips and reports ranged from individual incidences to 

national issues. This interest is not limited to the media and there is also a growing 

interest in immigration among scholars, though most studies have focused on Hispanic 

immigrants, who account for a large share of U.S. population growth, compared to 

African-born immigrants (Lobo, 2001).  

The case of Oromo Diaspora in the U.S. is a good example of an understudied 

African-born community. Studies of work-family balance, career development and 

occupational adjustment of immigrants are among the emerging fields of study; however 

the experience of Oromo Diaspora in the U.S. remains under researched. Despite the fact 

that the Oromo are one of the major African ethnic groups, they are neglected in 

immigration studies. No studies have examined the experience, cultural practices and 

acculturation of Oromo Diaspora in the U.S.. Gow (2004) describes the Oromo: “In the 

Ethiopian context, I consider the Oromo an anti-colonial stateless group. In Diaspora 

contexts, they are perhaps the most recent, least known and most disadvantaged 

immigrant group” (p.302). This lack of attention is unwarranted since the richness of 

their culture, uniqueness of their identity and experience may attract scholars for further 

research from fields of work and human development, management, sociology and public 

affairs.  
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Previous reviews of research prove there is limited literature on the impact of 

cultural values on work adjustment and career development of ethnic groups and 

immigrants. While immigrants are a growing segment of the U.S. population and have 

had considerable impact on its economy, relatively little is known about their career 

development in their adopted country (Bhagat and London, 1999). The theorists of career 

development have neglected to provide theoretical guidelines for research or practice 

(Betz & Fitzgerald, 1995); and the existing influential theories and models of career 

choice do not deal with ethnic groups and racial minorities (Brown, 1995; Leong, 1995).  

Community Integration 

Better understanding of cultural values of ethnic minorities enhances cultural 

competence and raises cultural awareness of host societies. “Being culturally competent 

first requires clarification of one’s own history, beliefs, values, prejudices, and life 

experiences (from privilege to personal oppression) that form personal identity, and to 

know how this impacts our interactions with others” (Blevins, 2007, p.13). In the United 

States of America, no policies or federal laws relating to immigrants explicitly support 

promotion of social, economic and civic integration despite the fact that the country was 

shaped by immigration (Gozdiak and Martin, 2005). The immigration policies in place 

welcome and support providing basic services to refugees and other immigrants but 

policies vary and depending on the individual states (Phinney, Horencz, Liebkind and 

Vedder, 2001). 
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 Interdisciplinary Significance 

The study of cultural capital and work-life adjustment of immigrants is 

interdisciplinary in nature and seems to attract the attention of many scholars in different 

contemporary fields of studies. The study of cultural influence on vocation also includes 

studies on human resource development, international organizational development, 

management, multi-cultural services, and vocational psychology, occupational and 

organizational psychology. For instance, focusing on the broadening theory, research, 

practice of culturally diverse groups in relation to their career experience is a recent trend 

in the field of vocational psychology (Flores, 2008). 

  A study conducted on the impact of new immigrant participation in community 

development underlies the importance of knowledge of cultural competence. The best 

practice of community development organizations in embracing new immigrants has 

contributed for commitment and cultural competence of their staff and board members 

(Fernandez, 2003).  The need to create a shared understanding among practitioners and 

professionals has become compelling especially in areas of counseling services. More 

empirical and conceptual studies that address diversity issues in career development are 

needed in order to provide culturally competent and effective career counseling services 

to the diverse students and working adults (Flores, 2008).  

Significance for Policy Making 

Studies on cultural values of communities seem to have an influence on cultural 

policy formation. The impact of culture on policy is gaining attention in many countries 

where the role of culture is on the national and international agenda (UNESCO, 1998). A 
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paper published by UNESCO states there is a need to further define the concept of 

cultural capital for more clarity and use which in turn helps sharpening the policy 

articulation process. Weinser (2000) asserted that people around the world need to work 

for better innovation using their cultural practices instead of focusing on changing 

cultural values and careers. 

Base for Further Research 

To my knowledge, there is no study that examines the work-life adjustment of 

ethnic minorities, particularly using the contextualized model of cultural capital. There is 

more effort needed to refine the concept of cultural value and to develop its theoretical 

work (Throsby, 1999). The measurement of cultural capital has a great deal of potential 

for further research though some of the developed cultural indicators can be used to 

measure cultural values (UNESCO, 1998).  

The study of work-life and cultural capital of immigrants from perspective of 

human resource development is assumed to add value to the existing empirical and 

theoretical understanding and has direct implications for advancement of work and 

human resource education. This study may also lay a foundation for new emerging areas 

that have implications for advancement of HRD research and practice. 

This dissertation sheds light on the cultural capital of Oromo Diaspora, with the 

goal of illuminating their status and needs assisting social service agencies, scholars and 

the host society pursuant, as it relates to, workforce development and community 

integration, career counseling, and cross-cultural services. This study lays a foundation to 

formulate and design further research in areas of human capital development, workplace 
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team building, recruitment and retention of employees as components of organization 

development and human resource development.  Ataou, Brogger and Hildrum (2010) 

suggest the need to initiate a collaborative action that enables scholars, practitioners and 

policy makers to work together to enhance the participation of the immigrant population 

in work life.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Cultural Capital  

This key concept is central to this study; and its definition is addressed from 

theoretical perspective in the next literature review chapter. Furthermore, a conceptual 

framework of cultural capital is established from the perspective of the researcher. See 

Figure 2 in same section. 

Diaspora  

Historically, the term ‘Diaspora’ used to refer to the dispersion of Jewish people 

(Akyeampong, 2000). More often, it is interchangeably used with scattered people or 

immigrants.  Safran (1991) describes Diaspora as immigrants of different categories 

including today’s refugees, political asylees, ethnic and racial minorities. Safran further 

indentified six criteria to describe Diaspora: they are dispersed; retained a shared vision 

and myth about their country of origin; feel partly alienated and not sure if they are fully 

accepted by their host society; may return to their real homeland if conditions permit, and 

committed to take part in the restoration of the homeland. King and Melvin (1999) define 

the term ‘Diasporas’ as “ethnic communities divided by state frontiers” p. 5. In some 

studies, it is related to maintaining cultural identity of a minority group. Hall (1990) 
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designates identities of Diaspora as “those which are constantly producing and 

reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference” p. 235. The Oromo 

are among many immigrant communities who prefer to describe themselves as Diaspora 

or call other fellow immigrants as Diaspora in everyday discourse because of their unique 

historical experience. 

Diversity Visa Lottery 

 The diversity visa lottery, neither a family-nor employment-based policy, was 

originated during the changed U.S. Immigration Act of 1965 (Law, 2002). Law describes 

a visa lottery as a method of drawing based on a random and affirmative selection 

process where applications received and a computer-assigned number is drawn from the 

total applications. According to Law, the beneficiaries of the lottery have been largely the 

nationals of European and African nations since the diversity visa provision became part 

of the immigration law. Many Oromo have been winners of this program as nationals of 

Ethiopia. For instance, “in the fiscal year 1996 nationals from Nigeria, Ghana, 

Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Poland were the most successful in the lottery” (Law, 2002, 

p.23).  

 Ethnicity 

 In some literatures, the terms ‘ethnicity’ and ‘race’ are interchangeably used. In 

this study, however, the definition offered by Markus (2008) is used. According to 

Markus,  

 Ethnicity is a dynamic set of historically derived and institutionalized ideas and 

practices that (1) allows people to identify or to be identified with groupings of 
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people on the basis of presumed (and usually claimed) commonalities including 

language, history, nation or region of origin, customs, ways of being, religion, 

names, physical appearance, and/or genealogy or ancestry; (2) can be a source of 

meaning, action, and identity; and (3) confers a sense of belonging, pride, and 

motivation . (p. 654) 

Ethnic identity was measured using some variables that describe sense of 

belonging in different regions or countries (Phinney, Horencz, Liebkind and Vedder, 

2001). Phinney et. al. state that the scores of the ethnic identity in the United States and 

the Netherlands were significantly higher than in Israel and Finland.   

Immigrants 

The Office of Immigration Statistics defines the term immigrant as “an alien 

lawfully admitted to the United States for permanent residence; such people also may be 

referred to as lawful permanent residents” (CBO, 2006, p. 2). In this study, the term 

immigrant refers to all lawful and naturalized foreign-born immigrants in the U.S. The 

three major goals of U.S. immigration policy are: to reunite families by admitting 

immigrants who already have family members living in the United States; to admit 

workers with specific skills and to fill positions in occupations deemed to be 

experiencing labor shortages; and to provide a refuge for people who face the risk of 

political, racial, or religious persecution in their country of origin (CBO, 2006).  

Oromo and Oromia 

Who are the Oromo? The Oromo are one of the major African ethnic groups. 

They are a Cushitic people who live in Eastern Africa (Kelbessa, 2001). Scholars agree 
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that the Oromo are the majority not only in Ethiopia but also in East Africa (Hussein, 

2004; Baxter, 1978). The 2007 result of population and housing census of Ethiopia shows 

that the Oromo comes first followed by the Amhara, Somali, Tigrie, Sidama, Guragie, 

Hadiya, Afar and Gamo in terms of their population (UNDP, 2008). The Oromo land is 

known as Oromia (or Oromiyaa), an area of 600,000 square kilometers, located mainly 

within the central, south, east and west of Ethiopia (Gow, 2004). According to the current 

Ethiopian government, Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Oromia is recognized 

as a regional state as shown in the Google map below. The Oromo political movements 

and organizations claim for a bigger and wider map in all directions. 

    

Figure 1. Map of Oromia in Ethiopia (Source: http://maps.google.com) 

Oromia is said to be home of world class runners. Famous athletes (many times 

men’s and women’s 5000m, 10,000m & marathon winners) like Abebe Bikila, Derartu 

Tulu, Fatuma Roba, Kenenisa Bekele, Tirunesh Dibaba, Tiki Gelana, and many more are 

from this unknown land. Historically, Oromia is the birth place of coffee (Oromo-coffee-

company, 2012). The Oromo speak Afaan Oromo, one of the most widely spoken 

languages in Africa (Hordofa, 2001; Muudee, 1995). Outside Ethiopia, the Oromo 

Oromia 
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language is spoken by thousands of other Oromo tribes in Kenya (Aguilar, 1995). “The 

Oromo were a very ancient race, the indigenous stock, perhaps, on which most other 

peoples in this part of Eastern Africa had been grafted” (Bates, 1979, p. 7).  

Before the expansion of Islam and Christianity in Oromia, the Oromo had their 

own traditional African religion called waaqeffannaa, the belief in waaqa (the supreme 

god), the belief is based on the faith that there is one waaqa (god), who is before 

everything else, who is uumaa (a creator of everything in the world), who is hunda 

beekaa (omniscient), who is hundaa tolaa (omni benevlolent ), who is hunda danda’aa 

(omnipotent), who is the source of dhugaa (truth) and he is qulqulluu (pure) (Kelbessa, 

2001). At present, Christianity and Islam are the dominant religions for Oromo. Majority 

of Diaspora Oromo Christians are followers of Evangelical Christianity where as few of 

them are Orthodox Christians.  

Oromo is one of the African ethnic groups that is rich in cultural wealth. The 

uniqueness of the moral and ethical code of Oromo had the most complex and well-

developed social organization called Gada, which governs the religious, political, 

economic and social life of the people in the history of African societies. 

The methodology of this research is described in the third chapter of this paper. 

For this introductory section, it is worthwhile to briefly summarize the approach and tools 

employed. A qualitative approach was chosen in order to gain a broader understanding of 

the complex cultural situations and shared perception of the Oromo community on their 

work-life and occupational adjustment in light of their immigration experience in 

Minnesota. The qualitative methodological approach allowed me to explore the 
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experiences, perceptions and behaviors of the research subjects. The use of qualitative 

research tools in this research work seemed salient to generate the rich qualitative data of 

the Oromo community in Minnesota. The methods account for the subjective nature and 

complexity of the topic.  

I collected data using one-on-one interviews, paired interviews, focus group 

interviews and participant observation as tools of data collection. Guide questions were 

developed for the unstructured interviews as related to the shared perception of the 

community on occupational success, shared cultural values (social norms, beliefs, 

worldviews, and rituals) supporting their work-life, shared cultural values that are 

compatible with work values, shared cultural values perceived as challenging/ barriers for 

their occupational choice, decision making, and mobility.  A total of 38 subjects 

participated in different research tools employed. Twenty four participated in three focus 

groups, each group consisting of eight participants. The remaining 14 were interviewed 

through the one-on-one interviews and paired interviews.  

Analysis of the qualitative data was simultaneously begun along with data 

collection activities and continued to shape the data organization, coding, transcription, 

translation and meaning of the findings. I was doing data analysis in the process of 

refining and asking questions, listening to the responses and compiling the collected data. 

This approach of data analysis was applied for all types of data collection tools employed 

for this research. More analysis was done when key patterns, themes and categories were 

derived from the translated and transcribed data. From day one, when I embarked on the 

research path, I found myself immersed in the tasks of looking for meanings and contrast 
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and was not limited to a certain stage of the research process. I wanted to reflect on my 

perspective and research background up front, as it is recommended in the approach of 

qualitative studies, since the thinking and experience of the researcher can influence the 

study. 

Researcher’s Emic Perspective 

In ethnography, the emic perspective is the insider’s view whereas the etic 

perspective is the outsider’s view (Boyle, 1994). The insider-outsider dilemma has 

become an emerging issue in qualitative research. A phenomenon is described from the 

perspectives of participants in qualitative studies (Orb, Eisenhauer, & Wynaden, 2001). 

Hence, it is worth reflecting on my perception and perspective as it may influence the 

quality of the data to be collected, analyzed and interpreted. I have a strong belief that 

there would be shared perceptions which I and the respondents have in common because 

of our shared culture, same country of origin and similar life adjustment experience in the 

host country. In the course of this study, I feel as an insider because of my identity as an 

immigrant Oromo; and as a researcher by not imposing my ideas on the study 

participants. By doing so, I will document their experience and examine their 

interpretations in the data analysis.  

I immigrated from Oromia in Ethiopia to the United States with my wife and two 

children as winners of the diversity visa lottery. We had mixed feelings when we left our 

homeland as parents of young children. On one hand we were excited to come to the 

dream land of opportunities especially for our children and felt a sense of freedom. 

Because it is the worst time for Oromo people from all walks of life as they face 
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systematic oppression, human rights violations, persecution, mass arrest and killing in 

Ethiopia. On the other hand, it was a tough decision to leave our parents, relatives, 

friends, our socio-cultural way of life and warm weather.   

My wife and I were working parents in Ethiopia and had some skills and 

experience before we came to Minnesota. In Minnesota, we were lucky to stay with our 

friends until we were able to find a place after two months. Our friends and other Oromo 

community members were great resources for us. We counted on their advice and 

guidance before making important decisions in the process of our life adjustment. Yet, it 

was a struggle to adjust to the way of life and the intensive job search in a new 

environment. At that time employment was slow and it was the peak winter season. 

Indeed, we experienced some difficulty until we both got stable jobs. Our daughter and 

son, eight and five, felt uncomfortable in the beginning and kept asking us why we came 

to the U.S. and when we would return to Africa. We tried to convince them by telling the 

opportunities available in the U.S. that do not exist in Africa. The challenges were kind of 

post-migration stressors. As time passed, we began to understand that something was 

missing in our holistic life.  Our socio-cultural needs were something equally essential to 

our material and economic needs.  

The impetus for choosing this area of study is in pursuit of addressing two 

mutually supporting needs: my inner passion for the topic and the need to contribute in 

the effort of bridging the literature gap. I chose this challenging research topic as an 

essential decision in my educational career. My previous experience in the field of 

international development, as a practitioner of community development, community 
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development research and humanitarian aid, lays a foundation for formulation of this 

research question and design.  

One of the great learning experiences was participatory community planning with 

rural and urban communities in Southern Ethiopia. The life experience and indigenous 

knowledge of the disadvantaged communities were explored through use of different 

planning tools. I had opportunities to practice and learn how the inputs of the indigenous 

or local communities make a difference in the planning, implementation and evaluation 

of development projects.  As a result, I have a conviction that knowing people is a key 

prerequisite in planning and policy making. My central thrust lies on putting knowing a 

community first before acting. The topic of my interest relates, to some extent, to this key 

assumption in the context of an immigrant community. Like other immigrants, the Oromo 

experience life-adjusting challenges and difficulties. And yet, there are cultural resources 

that help to cope with difficult times. Hence, the cultural capital of Oromo immigrants, 

especially in adjusting to work life, is a neglected dimension of their life and needs to be 

explored.  

More significantly, the following inspiring reasons have contributed for my topic 

selection: a) it is about the experience of my community, b) it is an opportunity to reflect 

on the insiders’ perspective, c) easy accessibility to the community members through 

social interaction, d) the study is likely to pave a way to further research, e) the 

originality of the topic (cultural capital as a resource of the immigrants/ ethnic minorities 

and exploring the case of Oromo), f) the topic is not only understudied but also helps 

expand existing theories.  
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Qualifications of the Researcher 

Over the past years, my academic research, course work and individual research 

projects in the areas of community development, in addition to my fluency in two African 

languages as well as English, have prepared me to undertake my dissertation research. 

The undergraduate major courses at Addis Ababa University like sociology, 

anthropology, and ethnography have expanded my conceptual and theoretical knowledge 

base in the area of cultural and ethnic studies. My thesis for a B.A. in Sociology, “Factors 

Influencing Quality of Housing Conditions: The case of Nifas Silk District in Addis 

Ababa, Ethiopia,” provided me with an opportunity to gain solid basic skills in research 

methods, data collection, and statistical analysis. Specifically, I analyzed housing 

conditions of three types of houses by selecting samples of the respective residents 

(private house renters, public house residents and owners) as participants of the survey.  

I undertook several research projects related to cultural practices of different 

ethnic groups in Southern Ethiopia as part of my graduate work in Development Studies 

in Africa. The first study titled “Meskel Bank: An informal and indigenous banking 

institution of Wolita ethnic of Southern Ethiopia,” which explores the purpose of this 

informal institution that is to encourage saving of money and asset building so that the 

members can build their capacity for the celebration of an annual cultural holiday. A 

second project, “Traditional Wealth Ranking of Hadiya Ethnic in Southern Ethiopia,” 

was required for a course entitled “Theories and Strategies of Development.” In this 

qualitative research, I explored traditional socio-economic stratification of Hadiya 
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community members. Five strata with their local ranking criteria, from the poorest of the 

poor to the richest, were identified.  

These and other M.A. research projects informed my M.A. thesis, “Chief Rituals 

and Belief among the Gamo in Southern Ethiopia: Implications for Rural Development.” 

I found this study more rewarding because of its originality. In this paper, I detailed the 

institutional functions of Halakaship (chiefdom), membership criteria, prevalence, and 

succession ritual, and drew the implications of this cultural practice for social and 

economic services of the area. I used mixed, qualitative and quantitative research 

methods. This study enabled me to experience the challenge of field work and the unique 

learning opportunities it offers. For instance, I had to walk 8 hours to get to the study site 

where a marginalized indigenous people live, a rural village inaccessible by any type of 

vehicle.   

As a graduate student of Work and Human Resource Education at the University 

of Minnesota, I extended my M.A. research with a study on the establishment of strategic 

frameworks toward improving organizational quality, with particular attention to not-for-

profit organizations in Africa. This paper exposed me to more research writing styles and 

literature review in the context of American academic institutions. Moreover, all these 

studies provide a significant framework within which to ground my dissertation research. 

As a transition towards my dissertation work, I took quantitative and qualitative advanced 

research courses.  

 An advanced Foundation Inquiry course enabled me to examine and understand 

the practice of professional inquiry in social science and, in particular, education, in terms 
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of: i) philosophical origins and influences; ii) characteristics of positivistic and 

interpretive research; and iii) critical science research perspectives. The course helped me 

to distinguish among alternative inquiry perspectives in terms of epistemological bases, 

goals, basic assumptions, methods, qualities, standards, and criteria.  Several individual 

and group papers done I did helped me to develop personal philosophy of inquiry for 

education research. The quantitative and qualitative research in Work and Human 

Resource Education course gave me the opportunity to examine set of parameters to 

measure qualities of both qualitative and quantitative studies in areas of work and human 

resource education. The in-depth knowledge gained in this course enabled me to review 

both qualitative and qualitative articles. In one of the articles, the author sought to 

examine the kinds of changes within human resource management (HRM) due to 

emerging cultural and ethnic-based workforce diversity and clarified the role of HRM in 

a diversity change using data gathered by a longitudinal qualitative multiple case study 

method on two organisations in Finland.  

The Qualitative Research Methods course I took provides an insight into 

overview and comparative analysis of selected qualitative research methods and 

analytical strategies by focusing on developing rigorous qualitative designs that 

contribute to the knowledge for diverse populations. The course helped me to exercise 

interview and observation as data collection methods, evaluate qualitative articles, 

analyze the relationship of qualitative approaches in other research paradigms, compare 

and contrast phenomenological, grounded theory and ethno methodological designs. The 

Facilitation and Meeting Skills course refreshed my experience and provided me an 
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insight into methods of planning and facilitating effective meetings and group process 

interventions including facilitation and management of focus groups discussions. This 

course made the planning and moderating of focus groups interview for my study less 

challenging. The last research course, Research Seminar, I attended enabled me to get 

prepared for my research work by revisiting my research methodologies, evaluating my 

own work and other’s research, and presenting my research proposal. It also increased 

my understanding on how to become part of community of scholars and on how to 

become competent producers and consumers of research. 

I did several individual and group papers that helped me to develop personal 

philosophy of inquiry for education research. I also received a research ethics training 

called Collaborative Institutional Review Board Training Initiative (CITI) and passed the 

assessment required by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of 

Minnesota. This course made me more cautious in areas of research ethics issues, 

particularly regarding the protection of human subjects, selection of participants, seeking 

informed consent and keeping confidentiality. 

In my previous career as area development program manager, during my 

employment with World Vision International, I had enormous opportunities to participate 

in conducting surveys, community development research and program reviews, all of 

which informs my design and execution of my dissertation research. In particular, I 

repeatedly facilitated community development approaches like Participatory Rural 

Appraisal (PRA), Logical Framework Analysis (LFA), Appreciative Inquiry (AI) and 

Participatory Ministry Review (PMR). In these development approaches, I used 
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qualitative research methods to enhance the participation of community members and 

also to analyze findings. The tools I chose for my dissertation, such as interviews, focus 

groups interviews and participant observations, were commonly applied across these 

approaches. The combined experiences from all previous works inform my research in 

many ways ranging from recruitment of subjects to research writing.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITRATURE 

This chapter is devoted to conceptual and theoretical understanding of cultural 

capital, work-life, occupational choice, cultural values, acculturation, immigration of 

African communities as they relate to Oromo immigrants and other ethnic minorities. 

Theoretical Perspectives of Cultural Capital 

The term cultural capital was first coined by Bourdieu in 1974 and later 

developed in collaboration with Passeron in 1977 (Lamont and Laurau, 1988). Cultural 

capital was used to represent different phenomena including system of social 

stratification, equity in education, impact of family background on educational 

attainment, political attitudes and mate choice (Lamont and Lareau, 1988). Cultural 

capital was originally defined in the political, social, cultural and institutional context of 

France (Bourdieu, 1974; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Bourdieu identified such variables 

as the level of formal education of one's parents and grandparents, the size of one's place 

of origin and residence which influence their access to cultural events and the frequency 

of their participation in cultural activities to measure cultural capital. These early 

theorists argue that cultural capital is a trait of the dominant culture based on the case of 

the cultural values of upper class groups as related to the educational success of their 

children in the context of stratified society of France in 1970’s. 

Lamont and Lareau conceptualize cultural capital, based on Bourdieu and 

Passeron’s theory, “as institutionalized, i.e., widely shared, high status cultural signals 

(attitudes, preferences, formal knowledge, behaviors, goods and credentials) used for 
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social and cultural exclusion” p. 156. Some recent scholars continued to dwell on the 

thoughts that reinforce the bond between cultural capital and classes.  Dumais (2002) 

underlined linguistic and cultural competence as salient constructs that make up the 

cultural capital of upper classes but rarely found among the lower classes. 

Lareau & Weininger (2003) reviewed selected definitions of cultural capital 

against the dominant interpretations in educational research. Most of the definitions of 

cultural capital by different scholars claim high status cultural signal, dominant cultural 

codes and power resource acquired in society as the common attributes. As a result, 

Bourdieu and his followers view cultural capital as trait of the dominant culture.  

It is worthwhile noting that the research setting and socio-economic stratification 

in France, where Bourdieu conducted his original study on cultural capital, do not 

resemble other diverse countries like America. In the U.S. society, culture is not highly 

class-differentiated due to the high social and geographical mobility, strong cultural 

regionalism, ethnic and racial diversity, political decentralization (Lamont & Lareau, 

1988).  

Among recent theorists of cultural capital, some critiqued the early theorists like 

Bourdieu. Yosso (2005) critiqued “Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital has been used to 

assert that some communities are culturally wealthy while others are culturally poor” (p. 

77). Challenging Bourdieu’s theory, Yosso introduced community cultural wealth as an 

alternative concept to cultural capital.   According to Critical Race Theory (CRT), 

students of Color can be nurtured and empowered by their cultures (Delgado-Gaitan, 

2001; Bernal, 2002). Foley (1997) notes that “the virtues and solidarity in African 
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American community and family traditions as well as the deeply spiritual values passed 

from generation to generation in most African American communities” (p. 123). The 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) identified six forms of capital such as aspirational, 

navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant capital that form cultural wealth of 

communities of color (Bernal, 1997, 2001; Auerbach, 2001; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; 

Solórzano & Bernal, 2001; Orellana, 2003).These various forms of capital are dynamic 

processes that build on one another as part of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). 

The perspectives of social scientists on cultural capital are illustrated in the figure below.  

The use of the concept cultural capital has attracted the attention of not only 

economists but also other social science research scholars (Lareau & Weininger, 2003). 

And the concept has recently become emerging in health science (Abel, 2008). The 

traditional economists classify the forms of capital into four categories as social, physical, 

Figure 2. Early theorists' conceptualization of cultural capital and traditional 

economists classification of forms of capital 



   26 

 

natural and human. Bourdieu added cultural capital as the fifth form that he further 

classified into three sub forms.   

The high status or dominant culture paradigm is still dominant view of many 

scholars. As far as the role of cultural values in influencing occupational and career 

choice, there is a view that relates the culture of the upper class with the occupational 

aspirations of the students (Barone, 2006). Barone asserted that the educational success of 

the upper class parents may attribute to higher occupational aspirations of upper-class 

students and their learning outcome and ultimately to their work.  

Cultural Capital from the Researcher’s Perspective 

 In this study, I would define cultural capital as a valuable form of capital that can 

be utilized by ethnic minorities. Cultural capital represents the cultural values, indigenous 

knowledge and attitudes that are collectively perceived as constructive, encouraging, and 

inspiring. I assume that the Oromo diaspora seem to have cultural resources that help 

adjusting to the situations of new culture. In the same token, cultural capital of Oromo is 

assumed as a communal wealth possessed and used by the community. And yet the 

mainstream culture can be assumed as cultural capital of the host society. Depending on 

the contextual factors and the owners or users, the definition of the concept may vary.  

I would assume that conceptualization of cultural capital of ethnic minorities 

entails understanding of their cultural values.  Based on this preconception, an ideal 

conceptual framework of cultural capital for ethnic minorities is established. In the figure 

below, an ethnic group is assumed as a source of worldview, social norms, beliefs and 

rituals of its members. All these make up a broader construct called ‘cultural values’ 
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which in turn represents the core concept ‘cultural capital’. The cultural resources are 

embedded in all elements of the cultural values which govern the daily life of ethnic 

members. 

 

 

 

 

 

On the basis of this framework a contextual definition of cultural capital is made for this 

study.  

 

 

Figure 3: Conceptual framework of cuInnltural capital of Oromo 

 

 

In the above figure, socio-cultural aspects of an ethnic group are represented by 

cultural value, as a broader concept and core element of cultural capital. As shown in the 

model, cultural capital is framed as a set of values emanated from social norms, 

worldview and religious belief of members of an ethnic group.  

      

                                                                                

                                                                         

                                                                           

                                                         

           

           

           

           

           

           

           

  

 

 

               

                                               

Cultural 

Capital 

Work-life 

Adjustment 

Work      

values 

Cultural values 

Religious 

Beliefs 

Social 

Norms Worldview 

 

Ethnic Group 

Customs 

/Rituals 

E

N

V

I

R

O

N

M

E

N

T 

ENVIRONMENTAL AND INSTITUTIONAL  FACTORS 

Work-

family 

balance 

Non-work 

commitment

s 

Occupational/ 

career 

ENVIRONMENTAL AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS 

I

N

S

T

I

T

U

T

I

O

N 

Figure 3. Conceptual framework of cultural capital in the context of ethnic minorities in 

Diaspora/ immigrants 



   28 

 

  The assumption is that the notion of cultural capital is directly related to work-life 

adjustment because its role becomes salient in this process of life adjustment of 

communities who share similar experience. In this context, knowledge of shared values 

seems to be more appealing than individual or personal values. Inglehart (1990), one of 

the theorists of cultural values, categorized values at group level and individual level. 

Schwartz (1999) further explains shared cultural values as: 

Shared cultural values in a society help to shape the contingencies to which 

people must adapt in the institutions in which they spend their time. As a result, 

the members of each cultural group share many value-relevant experiences and 

they are socialized to accept shared social values. Of course, within cultural 

groups there is individual variation in value priorities due to the unique 

experiences and personalities of different individuals. However, the average 

priorities attributed to different values by societal members reflect the central 

thrust of their shared enculturation. (p. 26) 

Cultural values are held by certain cultural groups (Carter, 1991). 

Correspondingly, work value influences work-life. Brown (2002) asserts “Work values 

are that individuals believe should be satisfied as a result of their participation in the 

work role” (p. 49).  

In the case of the Oromo immigrants, their cultural capital is assumed to 

positively influence their work-life adjustment. Indeed, as indicated in the above figure, 

the aspirations of the immigrants can be also influenced, to a certain extent, through 

acquisition of cultural capital of the dominant groups. Based on this notion, cultural 
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capital and other forms of capital social and human capitals of the community members 

tend to impact their occupational aspirations and adjustment to work values. For instance, 

human, social, and cultural capitals are required in the volunteer labor force as these 

factors are encouraging voluntary participation (Wilson & Musick, 1997). 

Work-Life Adjustment from HRD Perspectives 

Work-life of immigrants is a broad term that could encompass many domains 

including work-family balance, work values, occupational trajectories and community 

integration. The definitional overlapping of work, family and community can be because 

of their shared attributes (Morris and Madsen, 2007). Scholars across different disciplines 

have addressed the work-life adjustment of immigrant communities from multiple 

dimensions. Research work has been undertaken for the last three decades on work-life 

arena related to management, psychology and family sciences (Morris and Madsen, 

2007).  More specifically, studies which examine the role of HRD in work-life are 

classified as emerging and new areas. Morris and Madsen note, in favor of this 

assumption, “literature reporting human resource development’s (HRD) role in work-life 

integration and the exploration and investigation of the relationship between HRD and 

the work-life domain is relatively new” p. 440. As a result of the increasingly changing 

needs of employees and employers, balancing work-life is attracting the attention of 

organizational leaders and consultants. Work-life balance is not only a human resource 

management issue but also has become an organizational effectiveness issue which seeks 

the intervention of human resource development professionals (Polach, 2003).  Polach 

notes that many U.S. companies have integrated work-life balance by providing flexible 



   30 

 

work arrangements, competitive compensation and advancement for men, women and 

minorities, long-term saving and profit-sharing programs and resource services to help 

with such things as day care, elder care and adoptions, which are used as evaluation 

criteria. 

In the U.S., the definition of HRD has become broader and embraces a wide range 

of aspects. Peterson (1997) stated, “the U.S.-based HRD field commonly includes the 

components of training and development, organizational development, and career 

development” p.63.  Correspondingly, international HRD practitioners tend to consider 

the culture and context of their respective environment that impact the views of 

employees, the way things get done and organizational effectiveness (Hansen and 

Brooks, 1994). From the perspectives of immigrants, culture plays a tremendous role in 

their work-life. Cultural values influence work-life patterns and adjustment of ethnic 

minorities in the dynamics of changing workforce and organizational support systems. 

Work-life can be impacted by both the culture of the workers and the organization. 

Immigrants carry work culture and values from their country of origin until they get 

assimilated or integrated into the host society. 

Multi-ethnic Work Force Development 

Due to the changing demography, the future workforce tends to be more diverse 

than today. The work of Shoobridge (2006) revealed some studies which have targeted 

ethnic minorities from the workforce perspective. While existing studies of ethnic 

minorities in the workforce provide insight into sociological issues related to 

employment, human resource practices, business characteristics, career progression, 
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training, networks, and entrepreneurship, few research focus on the diversity of the 

workforce and business performance (Shoobridge, 2006).  

Torraco (2007) states that “workforce development prepares people for 

employment and career advancement by providing them with knowledge, skill, and 

experience to contribute productively as members of the workforce” p.347. Torraco 

views the role of HRD practitioners in that they provide services related to work force 

development.  

In the context of ethnic minorities in a new culture, a closer look into their socio-

cultural practices and shared perceptions appears to be essential for work-force 

development planners and implementers as directly influence individual interest and 

decision. Because individual decision making is determined by family background, 

informal support from the ethnic minority communities, and assistance from friends 

(Shoobridge, 2006). 

Theories of Occupational/Career Choice 

Occupational or career choice of immigrants is one of the emerging studies in 

different fields of studies. However, the occupational-related issues of ethnic minorities 

are little explained by theories of career choice; and the theories have less applicability to 

all groups. Theories of career choice have been criticized for lack of relevance to the 

career choice of immigrants in general and African Americans in particular (Brown, 

1995; Brooks, 1990). According to Brown (1995), previous studies conducted to develop 

career theories are limited to represent all racial, ethnic, socio-economic groups and both 

gender since most of the subjects were white, middle class and males.  
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Some of the studies related to career development have identified either impeding 

or supporting factors of career choice. Hill, Ramirez, & Dumka (2003) classified some 

perceived contextual and social factors (socioeconomic status, ethnicity, community, and 

family) that may serve as barriers or may enhance the development of career aspirations. 

Cultural practice seems to be among the influencing factors. Recent studies have revealed 

the influence of cultural experiences on career development and choices unlike the 

traditional career theories that failed to see the association between cultural process and 

career behavior (Byras-Winston & Fouad, 2006). For instance, career goals of 

immigrants can be influenced by their cultural values based on the study conducted on 

Mexican immigrants in the United States (Hill, Ramirez, & Dumka, 2003).   

Adjustment of Cultural Values 

Culture matters (Weisner, 2000; McIntyre, Ardler, Morely-Warner, Solomon, 

Spindler, 1996). Culture is a broad and cross-cutting concept. The term has received the 

attention of scholars from diverse disciplines including sociology, psychology, 

anthropology, economics and education. Its definition is dynamic and evolving but seems 

complex. Hofstede & Hofstede (1991, p. 4) recently defined, for instance, culture as “the 

collective level of mental programming or the software of the mind.” This definition 

echoed the use of computer science or information technology in this digital age. The 

study of culture is a complex undertaking (Merriam & Mohamad, 2000). “Cultural values 

are emotion-laden, internalized assumptions, beliefs, or standards that shape how we 

interpret our life experiences” (Merriam & Mohamad, 2000, p. 46).  
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The concepts of cultural continuity and/or discontinuity do mean different things 

in different fields of studies (Obiakor & Afoláyan, 2007). For anthropologists and 

sociologists, these concepts are about the maintenance or a lack thereof of human cultures 

from older generations to newer ones. For educators like Dewey (1929),  

These concepts are defined as the presence of or mismatch between the culture of 

the school and the culture of the home, a phenomenon that almost always results 

in either a harmonious communication or stark cultural misunderstanding between 

teachers and students or between the school and home. From our perspective, 

cultural continuity explains the ability of African families to foster their cultural 

stories from generation to generation. As a result, these families refer to their 

African past and use it as mode of motivation. Cultural discontinuity, then, occurs 

when these families imbibe cultures of their new home and forget cultural 

beauties of their past. (p. 266)  

In some studies, the cultural-related factors are examined in light of cultural 

adjustment difficulties. For instance, exploring occupational and career choice barriers is 

given due attention as compared to the supporting and constructive cultural values of the 

immigrants that help cope with their new lifestyle. Reynolds & Constantine (2007) 

examined cultural adjustment difficulties from acculturative distress and intercultural 

competence concerns as predictive of career outcomes based on studies of international 

college students. The other paradigm of examining cultural values and practices of ethnic 

minorities as sources of constructive values in the host culture seem overlooked by both 

researchers and practitioners.  
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Change of Occupation 

Oromo immigrants came from both urban and rural areas of Oromia in Ethiopia 

and with varying levels of formal education in different age groups. As compared to the 

rural residents, many urban Oromo are better educated and worked in different 

professional fields (teaching, health care, agricultural experts, humanitarian aid, 

engineers, lawyers and community development workers) prior to their arrival in the U.S. 

Their current occupation and workplace environment may not match their previous job 

experience which might have an effect on their psychological status. The Star Tribune 

newspaper states:  

Some describe their career downgrade as humiliating, going from doctor to garage 

attendant, from engineer to grocer, from accountant to translator. Just as 

important, say the social workers and activists who serve the resettled community, 

when a refugee with an elite, professional pedigree takes an unskilled job, the loss 

is not theirs alone. (Freed, 2003, p. 1A). 

  As a result, some might have experienced downward mobility. A similar study 

conducted on Ethiopian immigrants to Israel found that status incongruence between the 

current occupation of the immigrants in the host country and previous occupation in the 

country of origin generated cognitive dissonance (Krau, 1981). 

Shift of Roles   

The culture of Oromo and other ethnics in Ethiopia is characterized by gender 

roles. Getahun (2007) asserts that domestic chores are gendered in Ethiopia. For instance, 

domestic/ housework and caring for children are the responsibility of women. It is 
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culturally accepted for men to associate housework with women’s work in many societies 

(Arrighi & Maume, 2000). As a result, single Ethiopian men in America had no skill and 

cultural background to prepare their own food (Getahun, 2007). Shift of roles is likely, 

especially from gender roles to multiple roles. 

Acculturation  

The term acculturation may have different definitions in different contexts. 

Redfield, Linton, & Herskovits (1936) define as “acculturation comprehends those 

phenomena which result when groups of individuals having different cultures come into 

continuous first-hand contact with subsequent changes in the original culture patterns of 

either or both groups” (p. 149). The experience of an individual may not represent the 

shared experience of a group. Berry (1997) pointed out the importance of differentiating 

between the group and individual level of acculturation. Berry’s notion of acculturation 

was based on the previous work of Graves (1967) who distinguished collective 

acculturation from psychological acculturation. Indeed, acculturation is more related to 

the situations of immigrant groups (Bhagat & London, 1999).  

Occupational adjustment of immigrants, as one of their work-life dimensions, is 

determined by their previous work status and new jobs in host countries. Stein (1979) 

studied the situations of Vietnamese refugees and underlines “the ability of a refugee to 

transfer his occupational status and skills from his country of origin to the country in 

which he settles is of crucial importance to the degree of assimilation and satisfaction a 

refugee achieves in his resettlement” (p.25).  Stein (1979) states the case of the refugees 
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in the United States who were not satisfied with their first employment because it was 

temporary, not based on the skill, too demanding, and less chance for upward mobility.  

Proficiency of Second Language  

Problem of language is one of the determinant factors of acculturation (Bhagat & 

London, 1999). Limited proficiency in English appears to be the major problem of ethnic 

groups in Ethiopia as they were not colonized by Europeans as opposed to other many 

African countries. Gow (2001) affirms that the Oromo were never completely colonized 

by European powers. Local languages are the working languages in Ethiopia. For 

instance, Amharic is the Ethiopian national language whereas Afan-Oromo has recently 

been used as the working language in Oromia regional state. The use of English is limited 

to higher educational institutions, international organizations and nongovernmental 

organizations. And very few Oromo Christians who had access to missionary schools in 

Oromia are relatively able to communicate in English. Though availability of language 

interpretation and translation services would help communication in areas of heath care 

and legal services, the problem remains the main barrier, especially for the first-

generation immigrants who seek employment opportunities. 

Social Events and Rituals 

Rituals and social events are practiced among the Oromo immigrants in 

Minnesota and can be assumed as centers for acculturation through collective learning. 

The rituals and events include birth ritual, wedding ceremony, ritual of condolence, 

cultural dances and spiritual conferences and songs. Participation of community members 

is involved in rituals and celebration of events.  Here, cultural practices of the immigrant 
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community are posited as centers of acculturation through social leaning and experience 

sharing. The theory of social learning views learning as participation in social processes 

(Elkjaer, 2003). 

The establishment and strength of community organizations and religious 

institutions can be seen as efforts of immigrants to sustain some of their cultural practices 

and ethnicity in the new American cultural milieu through. The practice of cultural 

activities and events (music festivals, public meetings, dances, sports, other cultural 

events), and the regular spiritual conferences by the community churches may implicate 

for the future trends. These ritual places and events create opportunities for the 

community members to exchange experiences and; can be utilized as informal resource 

centers to navigate available opportunities and network in their job search and personal 

development endeavors. Wenger (2000) noted that jobs and competences can be 

determined collectively in a social environment.  

Community Integration 

It is evident that Minnesota has recently become home to many immigrants from 

different parts of the world. The blend of these diverse cultures can be utilized for 

community revitalization and integration. In a brochure entitled “Immigration in 

Minnesota: Discovering common ground” prepared by The Minneapolis Foundation, 

Carson (2004), the President and CEO, states in his remark,  

 There is a false belief, held by some, that immigration is a problem that needs to 

be “fixed” or “solved.” On the contrary, our country’s history shows that 

immigration is an ongoing process that revitalizes and reinvigorates a community. 
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As new residents blend with the old, the mixing of culture, language, and beliefs 

forms the basis of a new community—that both respects the past and embraces 

the future. (p.15) 

The acculturation of Oromo immigrants in the U.S. can be influenced by their 

integration into the host communities. The immigrants strive to integrate with the host 

community as well as preserve their culture. Community-based activities and events may 

help them to integrate with the host communities. Oromo Youth Association of 

Minnesota, one of the organized community groups, organizes community events, 

arranges Oromo language class and cultural dance classes to preserve their culture 

(Blevins, 2007). The Oromo have preserved their core values that include personal 

responsibility, voluntary community service and leadership, consensus during decision 

making and conflict resolution.  The participation of the Oromo community, like other 

immigrant communities, in local or neighborhood development is limited (Blevins, 2007) 

despite of these collective strengths. According to Blevins, limited English language 

proficiency, little interaction with other communities and low awareness about the 

benefits account for the low participation in neighborhood community development. 

  Apart from the community organizations, there are also independent community 

religious institutions (churches and mosques). Most of Oromo immigrants in the U.S. 

follow three religions (Christianity, Islam, and Waaqefanna – traditional religion). The 

Christians attend churches of different denominations (e.g. Evangelical, Adventist). 

Historically, the Lutheran churches in the U.S. have long affiliation with Oromo 

evangelical Christians in Ethiopia since in the late 19
th

 century (Getahun, 2007). Oromo 
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Evangelical Churches are growing fast in the U.S. with increasing number of Oromo 

immigrants. The Lutheran Oromo Church serves Oromo immigrants and is one of the 

fastest-growing congregations in the Twin Cities (Miller, 2006). The Muslim Oromo 

have a separate place of worship, though they could be sometimes mistaken for Somalis 

in Minnesota, which may attribute to the geographical proximity in Africa (Leslie, 2002). 

Most of the Muslim Oromo are from Eastern administrative zones of Oromia (Hararghe, 

Bale & Arsi) in Ethiopia.  

Moral Values and World-view of Oromo 

The cultural value of Oromo is within the broader context of African cultural 

values which include a sense of community life, good human relations, hospitality, and a 

sense of respect for authority and the older persons. The world-view of Oromo is the 

source of their moral values and shared perceptions which in turn influence their 

acculturation. The Oromo theory of knowledge and consciousness (Kassam, 1999) and 

the Oromo worldview (Megersa, 1993) are the basis for their cultural values and 

perceptions. The Oromo believe that this created universe is dynamically held together 

through the laws of safuu. Safuu can be conceptualized as the Oromo world-view. 

Megerssa (1993) explains, “safuu provides the moral and ethical code according to which 

events, whether at a personal, social or cosmic level take place" (p. 261). Sense of 

hospitality, sense of caring for the sick, caring for others and benevolence, for instance, 

are moral values of Oromo, which may affect their work-life adjustment. The Oromo are 

known as respectful and people who give more value to decency and morality. Jaenen 
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(1956) describes them as “courageous, good-tempered, intelligent, and reputed to keep 

their pledged word” (p. 172).  

Oromo Young Adults 

The experience of first generation Oromo young adults in Minnesota is 

considered as they have exposure to the cultural practices before and after their 

immigration. A study on trauma and coping of Oromo youth (18-25 years) in the Twin 

Cities addressed key questions related to their employment situation and coping strategies 

(Halco´ N, Robertson, Savik, Johnson, Spring, Butcher, Westermeyer, & Jaranson, 2004). 

For instance, in response to the reason for leaving the country of their origin, 59.8% 

(male) and 84.8% (female) indicated they were worried for their safety; 60.7% (male) 

and 37.9% (female) were employed; 71.8% (male) and 84.0% (female) are satisfied with 

their employment; 13.4% (male) and 1.52% (female) had special training in home 

country which helped them to get job in the U.S. and after their arrival  91.9% (male) and 

96.5% (female) of them consider working in the U.S. as a good opportunity. As their 

responsibility in caring for children goes, 17.2% (male) and 34.8% (female) are currently 

responsible. Regarding their perceptions in the United States, 88.8% (male) and 96.9% 

(female) receive much or more respect in the U.S.;  90.7% (male) and 97% (female) think 

they made the right choice in coming to the U.S.; and 80.3% (male) and 87.9% (female) 

plan to return to home country to live (Halco´ N, Robertson, Savik, Johnson, Spring, 

Butcher, Westermeyer, & Jaranson, 2004). 
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Immigration Types of the Oromo 

The process and pace of acculturation of immigrants differ according to the types 

and status of their immigration. Bhagat & London (1999) asserted the effectiveness of 

acculturation and the degree of acculturation stress experienced by immigrants depend on 

the differences in level of economic development and opportunities for employment, 

ethnic conflicts, civil war, and demographic factors.  In the case of Oromo, immigrations 

types refer to refugees, asylees/ asylum seekers and Diversity Visa (DV) lottery winners 

and their dependents.  

Africa-born Immigrants in USA 

The situation of African immigrants in the U.S. has a lot in common with the 

general aspects of foreign-born ones. The foreign-born labor force grew from 10.0 

percent in 1994 to 14.5 percent in 2004 and to 15.5 percent in 2009 (CBO, 2010, p. 8). 

The nature of African immigration is now reversed as opposed to the ancient days. 

Unlike the enslaved Africans who were forced to come, the current ones have immigrated 

on a voluntarily basis. “African slaves desperately refused to come then, now many 

Africans desperately seek to come to the west” (Kumsa, 2005, p. 177). Roberts (2005) 

wrote in the New York Times that more Africans voluntarily arrived in the U.S. 

especially since 1990 than those arrived before the banned slave trafficking in 1807. 

According to Robert (2005): 

The flow from Africa began in the 1970's, mostly with refugees from Ethiopia 

and Somalia, and escalated in the 1990's, when the number of black residents of 

the United States born in sub-Saharan Africa nearly tripled. Combined with the 
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much larger flow of Caribbean blacks, the recent arrivals from Africa accounted 

for about 25% of the black population growth in the United States overall during 

the decade. (p. 2) 

Many African-born immigrants in the last two decades have become more 

interested in settling in the United States unlike their counterparts in the 1960s and 1970s 

whose aspiration was to return to their countries of origin with an American education 

and the skills necessary for the task of nation-building (Takougang, 2005).  

The flow of Africans into the U.S. has increased since the 1990s by introduction 

of diversity visas and an increase in employment visas (Lobo, 2001). As indicated in the 

population bulletin, 40% of African-born blacks arrived between 2000 and 2005, and 

nearly one-third of 2.8 million foreign-born blacks in the U.S. were born in Africa (Kent, 

2005). 

The percentage increase in foreign-born Africans in Minnesota from 1990 - 2000 

is much higher (620.7%) as compared to immigrants from other regions (Asia, Latin 

America, Europe, Oceania and North America) (Fennelly, 2005).  

New immigrants have a much wider variety of social, educational, and 

occupational backgrounds as compared to the previous immigrants (Darobe, 2003), and 

East African immigrants in the U.S. are among them. Bahagat (1999) categorized the 

occupation and educational status of immigrants as highly skilled and well educated and 

less skilled and educated. Bahagat acknowledged the contribution of all groups to the 

U.S. economy as engineers, scientists, entrepreneurs, workers, consumers, business 

owners, and tax payers.  
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African immigrants were among the highest percentage of college graduates of 

any U.S. ethnic group and have higher educational levels in 2005 (Kent, 2007). 

Regarding to the educational requirements, Kent noted high school graduation is 

prerequisite for African diversity immigrants whereas no educational requirement for the 

refugees who make up at least one-third of recent immigrants. As compared to the 

previous immigrants, these new immigrants have more kinds of social, educational, and 

occupational backgrounds (Darboe, 2003). For instance, in terms of education 

background, Ethiopians in the U.S. included highly educated professionals, high school 

students and illiterate laborers (Ndulu, 2004; Getahun, 2007). In terms of their 

occupational background, 44% of African immigrants to the United States declared to 

have occupations in professional, managerial, and technical (PMT) qualifications in 

which case their departure in turn could undermine the economic and social conditions of 

the continent (Lobo, 2001). 

Immigration of East Africans 

East African countries are more often include Ethiopia, Kenya, Sudan, Eritrea, 

Somalia, Djibouti, Tanzania and Uganda. As compared to other immigrants, there are few 

studies on African-born immigrants in general and on East Africans in particular. More 

attention was placed on studies of Hispanic immigrants, who account for a large share of 

U.S. population growth, than African born immigrants who have recently become one of 

the subjects of emerging topics of immigration studies in the U.S. (Lobo, 2001). Getahun 

(2007) pointed out that few studies were done on African immigrants’ post 1960s, which 

can be attributed to oversight or recent nature of their migration. The existence of African 
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immigrants as Africans was indicated in the 1980s U.S. census, which was not the case in 

1970 U.S. census (Getahun, 2007). In 2000, for instance, sub-Saharan Africans account 

for less than 1% of Minnesota's population, although the state ranks seventh at the 

national level (Leslie & Peterson, 2002).  

An estimated 3000 Ethiopians were in the U.S. before 1974 of 95% were students 

and expected to return to Ethiopia after completing their studies (Beyene, 1992). The 

remaining 5% were either diplomats or employees of various international organizations. 

The number of foreign-born Ethiopians rose from less than 8,000 in 1980 to nearly 

35,000 in 1990, and 105,000 in 2005 (Kent, 2007). 

The immigration of East Africans is associated with migration of Africans from 

their countries of origin. Civil war and the consequent current turmoil in Africa are the 

major pushing factors for recent migration of Africans. Political, economic and 

demographic pressures are behind the African migration (Ndulu, 2004).  

More interesting, East African countries are not only sources of refugees and 

asylum seekers but also host thousands of refugees from neighboring countries every 

year. The result of 2009 World Refugee survey shows, as of December 31, 2008, 262,900 

Somalis, 39,500 Ethiopians, 29,400 Sudanese, 4,000 Ugandans, 3,500 Eritreans, and 

2900 Burundians arrived in Kenya; 64,300 Somalis, 41,700 Eritreans, and 25,900 

Sudanese in Ethiopia; 14,500 Ethiopians in Somalia; 27,000 Somalis, and 11,000 

Ethiopians in South Africa; and 5,000 Somalis in Eritrea.  Among East African countries, 

Ethiopia happened to be one of the top three contributors of refugees in the world (Yusuf, 

2009). The dynamics of migration in East Africa is shown in the table below.  
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Table 1  

Migration Dynamics in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Source: Extracted from World Refugees Survey, 2009 

The refugees from Burundi, Sudan, and Somalia to the United States are among 

those who fled war-torn Third World countries since the 1990s (U.S. Committee for 

Refugees and Immigrants [USCRI], 2004). Ethiopian immigrants and refugees in the 

U.S. approached half a million in the early 1990s (Yusuf, 2009). According to the 

Refugee Act of March 17, 1980, U.S. visas were provided annually to refugees from 

communist countries including the horn of Africa (especially Somalia, Ethiopia, and 

Eritrea) to conform to UN protocol on refugees, where civil and international conflicts 

were displacing thousands of people (Kent, 2007). Kent indicated that the 1986 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) made it possible for undocumented 35,000 

sub-Saharan Africans whereas the 1990 Immigration Act opened door for skilled 

immigrants through the diversity visa lottery.  Lobo (2001) indicates that 44% of the 

African immigrants had professional, managerial and technical (PMT) occupations. Sub-

       H              O            S                T  

  KENYA ETHIOPIA ERITREA SOMALIA SOUTH 

AFRICA 

 S SUDAN 29400 25900 - -       - 

 E   UGANDA 4000 - - -       - 

 N   ERITREA 3500 41700 - -       - 

 D KENYA - - - -       - 

 I BURUNDI 2900 - - -       - 

 N SOMALIA 262900 64000 5000 -    27000 

 G ETHIOPIA 39500 - - 14500    11000 
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Saharan Africans share 27% of the diversity visas awarded by the United States between 

1998 and 2006 (Law, 2002). According to 2000 U.S. census data, many of those 

emigrated from East African countries were settled in California than in Minnesota 

(Freed, 2003). The recent 2010 U.S. census shows that there is a significant increase 

since 2000. The table below shows a compiled data by selected regions and East African 

countries.   

Table 2 

Persons obtaining Legal Permanent Resident Status by Region and East African 

Countries, Minnesota, 1990-2010, and US, 2010 

Year %  Total 2010 -1990 2010 (%) 2010 2000 1990 

Regions 100.00 1,042,625 100.00 12,408 8671 6627 

Africa 9.70 101355 40.90 5076 1900 518 

Asia  40.50 422063 37.90 4697 3050 4119 

Europe 8.50 88743 7.40 919 1900 796 

North America  32.30 336602 9.60 1196 1356 784 

Oceania  0.50 5345 0.40 54 49 24 

South America  8.40 87187 3.70 459 391 386 

East Africans 

      Djibouti 0.00 37 0.10 8 1 - 

Egypt 0.90 8,978 1.10 131 72 48 

Eritrea 0.20 1,656 0.40 45 15 - 

Ethiopia 1.40 14,266 8.30 1,026 262 126 

Kenya 0.70 7,421 6.40 792 200 21 

Somalia 0.40 4,558 9.60 1,188 604 3 

Sudan 0.20 2,397 0.60 78 70 10 

Uganda 0.10 1,085 0.20 24 19 16 

Source: Sorted from Annual Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security and Immigration and Naturalization Service, Supplemental Table 1 
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The Oromo Diaspora 

Thousands of Oromo were forced to flee due to the continuous persecution in 

Ethiopia. The number of Oromo scattered around the world is estimated to be 200,000, 

and half of them are resettled in North America, Europe and Australia and the remaining 

half migrated to Kenya, Djibouti, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Somalia (Bulcha, 

2002). “In diaspora contexts, they are perhaps the most recent and least known immigrant 

group” (Gow, 2004:302). United States of America is one of the host countries with the 

largest number of Oromo immigrants with three types of immigration status: refugees, 

asylees which represent the forced migrants, and the diversity visa winners who are 

relatively referred to as voluntary migrants.   

Due to a lack of statistics based on ethnicity, it is difficult to estimate the exact 

number of Oromo migrants. However, the worldwide majority of Ethiopian refugees and 

asylum seekers are of Oromo ethnicity (UNHCR, 2008). 

Minnesota is said to be a home for the majority of the Oromo diaspora. Hughes 

(2006) indicates Minnesota as a state with the largest Oromo community in the United 

States despite the fact that there is no exact official state figure. The number of 

Ethiopians living in Minnesota were estimated to be 7,500 in 2003 according to 

Minnesota State (Aamot, 2006) but the actual number of Oromo remains unknown 

(Jaranson, Butcher, Halcon, David, Robertson, Savik, Spring, Westermeyer, 2004). 

Other Immigrants in Minnesota 

One of the many experiences shared in common among immigrants in the United 

States is sense of ethnic attachment or ethnicity. Ethnic attachment or ethnicity is the 
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extent to which members of an ethnic/immigrant group maintain their native cultural 

tradition and social interactions with co-ethnic members (Hurh and Kim, 1984). Hurh and 

Kim (1984), for instance, relate the affiliation of a large proportion of Korean immigrants 

with Korean immigrant churches to Koreans’ ethnic attachment.  

Immigrant population. The demographic dynamics in Minnesota reflects the 

prevalence of ethnicity. The population of foreign-born immigrants in Minnesota is 

rapidly increasing. Though the percent of the immigrants is low as compared to other 

states (5%), the rate increased by 130% in the past decade which is much higher than the 

national rate (57%) (Fennely, 2005). The rate of increase for Africans and Latinos is 

621% and 577%, respectively (Ronningen, 2002).  

Among East Africans in Minnesota, Somalis were the largest group in the mid-

1990s after the U.S. intervention (Darboe, 2003). Ronningen (2002) indicates that 

Minnesota has become the first state in receiving the largest Somali immigrants and the 

second largest Hmong immigrants. Darboe (2003) identified the locations where the 

Somalis are concentrated, which include Minneapolis, Saint Paul, Rochester, Owatonna, 

Eden Prairie, St. Cloud, Marshall, and Mankato.  

Though studies on East African immigration seem to be less, assimilation and 

immigration of Somalis has received attention. This study conducted on immigration and 

assimilation of Somali in Minnesota accounts for heightened national concerns about 

immigration to the United States (Darobe, 2003). 
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Mexicans account for the largest foreign-born immigrants in Minnesota (Fennely, 

2005). According to Fennely, the strong economy and better job situations of the state 

have contributed to the rapid increase of the number of immigrants.  

Cultural values adjustment. The integration of foreign-born residents is essential 

for the economic and social success of the state (Fennely, 2005). More often these 

immigrants are known as hard working, a desired quality for the economic growth and 

social integration (Gozdiak and Martin, 2005). The immigrants are also perceived as 

decent and obedient. The study conducted on working immigrants in Minnesota revealed 

that immigrants do not complain about their low job and low wage status because of their 

cultural values (Fennely, 2005).  

On top of the work places, worship centers like churches, synagogues, temples, 

and mosques give opportunity for both newcomers and members of the host community 

to share experiences, and negotiate differences between inter-groups and intra-groups 

(Gozdiak and Melia, 2005). Gozdiak and Melia consider the social and religious practices 

of the immigrants as their social capital that sustains them and facilitates social 

integration. The kind of cultural values that contribute more for social integration and 

assimilation depends on the unique characteristics and behaviors of each immigrant or 

ethnic group. Some studies associate a certain cultural practice as an indicator of 

assimilation. For instance, intermarriage is assumed as the ultimate proof of assimilation 

(Gordon, 1964). 

In most cases, cultural shock is an inevitable event at the initial stage which 

results in adjustment stress. As Pedersen (1995) defines cultural shock, it is the process of 
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initial adjustment that has emotional, psychological, behavioral, cognitive and 

physiological impact on individuals in state of uncertainty. However, one’s cultural 

values help in the process of adjustment and acculturation. For instance, the Hmong 

arrived in Minnesota as refugees through ethnic sponsorship, which certainly reduces 

stress and anxiety for the new refugees and helps adjustment (Grigoleit, 2006). The 

majority of Hmong immigrants practice traditional belief (94%) whereas 5% follow 

Christianity. The cultural values of Hmong include respect for older persons and 

obedience (Grigoleit, 2006). 

The cultural values of immigrants have an impact on their work ethics and values. 

This was confirmed in the recent study conducted in the state. It was witnessed by host 

communities in a focus group discussion conducted on the issues of new immigrants of 

Minnesota that the immigrants are the hardest working men and people of good work 

ethics and family values (Fennely and Orfield, 2007). 

Recent studies in the field of economic development indicate that different 

preferences for redistribution is linked to difference in religious affiliations and ethnic 

background, citing the case of state-level fiscal policy in the United States (Guiso, 

Sapienza, & Zingales, 2006). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODLOGY 

Research Approach and Methods 

The intent of this study is to understand the work-life adjustment experience, 

context, and the social world of the Oromo from the point of the study participants. 

Qualitative methods were employed to identify the cultural meanings and beliefs the 

Oromo attach to their lifestyle, activities, events, behaviors, knowledge and rituals. This 

approach is useful in providing an in-depth description and investigating understudied 

populations (Gomez, J., Cooke, K., Fassinger, E., Prosser, J., Mejia, B., & Luna, J., 2001; 

Hackett, 1997). The qualitative methods included; in-depth interviews, focus group 

interviews (FGIs), observation and secondary data including online resources. The 

research methodology of this study is consistent with the philosophy of focused 

ethnography. Focused ethnography is particularly relevant when gathering data on a 

group of people who share similar cultural characteristics. It is often utilized when there 

is an absence of data. Morse (1991a) suggested that focused ethnography is used to 

describe topic oriented and small group ethnographies.  

Qualitative Research Questions 

The key qualitative questions include: What is the shared perception of Oromo 

community on work-life adjustment after their immigration? Which shared cultural 

values (social norms, beliefs, worldviews, and rituals) support work-life adjustment in 

general and occupational success of Oromo immigrants in particular? Which shared 

cultural values explain their work values after their immigration? Which shared cultural 
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values are perceived as challenging/ barriers for their work-life adjustment in general and 

occupational choice, decision making, and occupational mobility in particular? 

Selection of Participants/ Target Population 

The subjects of this study are Oromo immigrants in Minnesota. Participants 

inclusion in the study is based on the following criteria: 1) Persons obtained permanent 

resident status, Oromo Americans (citizens), or legal immigrants who lived in the U.S. 

for a minimum of five years; 2) adults and young adults who are more knowledgeable 

about the Oromo culture; 3) skilled/ educated – persons, minimum of high school 

graduates, who can relate their experience in the context of the host culture/ mains stream 

culture; 4) first generation and 5) willingness to participate in the study. These same 

criteria were used to select participants for in-depth interviews and focus group 

interviews. The selection method is purposive in nature. 

In addition, to the previously cited criteria, certain demographic characteristics of 

the participants were also considered. Because of the heterogeneous nature of Oromo 

people, religion and geographical origin of the participants are important and thus taken 

into account. Participants representing the three dominant religious groups (Christianity, 

Muslim and Waaqefanna) and regions of origin in Oromia were included in order to 

capture different views and experiences.  The participants were selected based on the 

above parameters regardless of their employment status and other demographic 

characteristics.  

Social networking was used as a means of connecting with the community 

members. The main sources being Oromo community churches, self-help associations 
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and Oromo community centers in Minnesota. These community institutions were 

purposefully selected because they allow for representation of people from all religious 

groups and clans. Key informants and community leaders provided lists of the 

participants. Meeting locations and times were arranged to facilitate maximum 

participation in the study. 

Pilot interviews. To pilot the guide questionnaire and procedures, two subjects 

were interviewed. This pilot insured that the study questions were relevant and well 

understood. The interviews were conducted in the Afaan Oromo language. Again effort 

was made to make sure the guide questions were clear and coherent and facilitated the 

intended guided conversation type of interview.   

Data Collection Procedures 

The in-depth interviews and focus group interviews were conducted from January 

7, 2012 to March 27, 2012. The focus group interviews lasted between 1 and a half and 2 

hours whereas the in-depth interviews lasted between 1 and 2 hours depending on the 

degree of participation of each group.  Similar to the pilot interviews, I moderated the 

focus group interview and one- on- one interview in Afaan Oromo language. 

Understanding the culture and the language of the immigrants is vital to achieving the 

success of these interviews. Fassinger (2001) recommended the researcher be familiar 

with the important aspects of the population under study. 

Before getting started with the focus group interviews and one-on-one interviews, 

I welcomed and thanked the participants in Oromo cultural manner for their time, consent 

and participation.  Next, I introduced myself as University of Minnesota graduate student 
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and explained the research topic, the oral consent form, the purpose of the study and 

inclusion criteria used to select the participants of the study. Any additional questions 

were answered. The guide questions were sequentially prepared from general to specific 

ones. Key words like cultural values, work, and work-life in the context of the research 

were explained. In this study, the term culture or cultural value takes, for instance, 

encompasses norms, folks, rituals, beliefs, languages, material culture, symbolic culture, 

dressing and others.  In broader sense, it represents all ways of life embedded in culture. I 

also emphasized that the need to be focused and relate to the unique cultural values of 

Oromo.  

The rule of one person talking at a time was easily applied as it is strongly 

adhered in Oromo cultural manner of conversation and discussion. I insisted on 

encouraging them to feel free to share their shared views, stories, perceptions and 

experience. Instead of note taking, I sought their consent to use a voice recording device 

during the discussions and interviews. The recorded data will be erased after completion 

of transcription and writing. I gave them a chance for any questions or comments before I 

proceeded on my interview or group discussion so that they feel free to interact and share 

their thoughts. 

Focus Group Interview 

Focus group interviews have recently gained popularity amongst scholars of 

qualitative research studies (Rabiee, 2004). Focus group interview was held to explore 

perceptions of the participants on their shared understanding of their cultural values and 

impact on their work-life adjustment. Focus group discussion is a method of collecting 
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qualitative data (McLafferty, 2004). According to Krueger and Casey (2009), focus group 

discussion is used to contrast range of opinions from different groups. Three different 

focus groups (men, women and mixed group), each consisting of 6-8 Oromo ethnic 

members who understand or speak Afaan Oromo, were purposefully selected from 

different religions for the intended group discussions and share common cultural values.  

I was the moderator of all focus group interviews and used open ended questions. 

My role was to facilitate interactions, pose questions, and encourage the participants 

share their views respecting their cultural values. For instance, older persons are given 

chance to speak first and are expected to give their opinion in orderly manner without 

getting interrupted by others according to Oromo culture. Some group participants were 

volunteered to serve as time keepers. 

Day one (FGI). I met with 8 young adults, 24 -30 years old, at Our Redeemer 

Oromo Church in Minneapolis for the first focus group interview. The participants chose 

to meet at the church for its convenience. Although the snow of the morning made 

commute difficult, they all were punctual except one of the expected participants was 

unable to show up because of the very nature of his on-call job. The absentee was 

replaced from the reserves by my assistant, a volunteer, who was there to coordinate the 

program. This is the only focus group with mix of both genders.  

The mixed group participants joined in a conference room. The seats were 

arranged in a circle so that all face each other. Following the introduction, I asked them 

the first open and general question. In the beginning, few participants responded to the 

first question stated, “What is it like for Oromo Diaspora to live and work in USA?” 
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Then, I clarified the question more and reminded them that there is no a right or a wrong 

answer to any of the questions and anyone’s idea is welcome. The intent of my remark 

was to increase their participation in case others were wondering if they have the right 

answer or not. I restated the question as “what is your perception about the unique 

experience of Oromo living in USA/ Minnesota?” After the clarification and re-wording 

of the question, all participants in the group reflected on their shared experiences. They 

continued to participate actively for the remaining questions. 

Day two (FGI). This group discussion was held with the men group consisted of 8 

participants at Our Redeemer Oromo Evangelical Church in Minneapolis. The 

participants chose this place for their convenience.  Since the reserved room was 

occupied prior to our meeting, we were a little late to start and unable to push beyond the 

set time.  

Day three (FGI).The third group was women group consisted of six married and 

working moms. Because of its proximity and access to the facility, they chose to meet at 

Brian Coyle Community Center in Minneapolis. Though I asked them the same questions 

used for other interviews, their response and discussion sound gendered. They felt free to 

speak what matter most to them as Oromo women including the role of husband in 

household. In this focus group, every participant sought to say something in response to 

my question and look motivated.  
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Impressions of the FGI  

It is worth sharing some field research experiences and observations, which 

seemed to have significantly contributed to the effectiveness of the qualitative approach 

and made possible collection of large data.  

The sense of trust among the participants created a favorable environment for 

facilitation and mutual understanding. Introducing the participants to one another was not 

needed. All the participants know one another even though they were recruited by 

different key informants and community leaders. While referring to previous responses, 

for instance, they more often mentioned the name of the respondent saying “as Obbo 

(Mr.) X, Aadde (Mrs. / Miss) Y said”, or “I agree with the point raised by Obbo/ Aadde 

X, Y, Z”. The Oromo go by their first name and no sharing of last name among family 

members. All participants of the three groups felt comfortable talking to each other and 

responding to all the questions. Krueger and Casey (2009) assert that focus group 

participants feel comfortable and respected in exchanging their views.  

The turnout, punctuality, commitment and active participation of the participants 

in all the three focus groups were amazing.  Despite family-life balance related 

challenges, some parents made the maximum efforts to attend the group interviews. For 

instance, a couple in the young adult focus group was there with two little kids. In the 

women group, a lady showed up with her newborn baby. Half of the adult group 

participants stayed after church program with their young children to attend the group 

interview. A separate room was arranged for the children until the end of the interview. I 

sought the help of my family to watch the kids.  
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I realized also how the type and art of asking powerful question matter. The 

interviewees were inspired to respond fast when asked questions that positively related to 

their life experience and touch their feelings. I believe that such questions motivated 

some participants, who were not active in the group. More quick responses were received 

for questions related to areas of celebration, positive achievements and challenges than 

other questions. There were times when I had to insist on making their answers short or 

to limit the number of responses to cover all important questions. And yet I was a little 

flexible in order to capture important information coming from the participants. Going 

back and forth, I considered incorporating missing and important ideas any time they 

referred back to previous questions. By doing so, all questions were addressed within the 

given time. This experience reminds me of the application of Appreciative Inquiry, a 

strength-based planning and problem solving approach, which is mainly used to inquire 

strengths, past achievements and best practices rather than weakness.  

During the series of interviews, the participants were sometimes seen feeling 

emotional when they recalled their heart breaking lived experience as Oromo refugees 

and what they call the “never heard of injustice” in the homeland. No matter where they 

lived, there is an emotional attachment among the Oromo who share similar experiences.  

The deep-rooted social, cultural, political and economic crisis in Ethiopia contributes 

towards the uniqueness of the situations of Oromo people.  I have a fresh memory of 

outsiders feeling the same way who knows about the hidden history and continued human 

rights violations in Oromia, Ethiopia. As a moderator, I struggled to control my emotions 
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and tried to hold the tears brought into my eyes wondering when such injustice will come 

to an end especially in East Africa.   

At end of every interview, I asked them if they had questions or comments. Some 

commented that this research is the first of its kind in Minnesota and expressed the hope 

that it opens doors for other scholarly works. They encouraged me saying that, they are 

there to assist me whenever I seek their assistance because they feel more conviction 

about the purpose of the research work. Although it was so encouraging to hear back 

from the participants, I made it clear that the intent of this study is not to devise 

intervention strategies towards addressing the problems that exist. In some cases, the 

focus groups seemed interested having similar forums to discuss issues that matter most 

to their community. The mixed group participants were particularly convinced that focus 

group discussion is one of the tools they want to use in the future to plan community 

development projects.  

The total number of participants in the three focus groups is summarized in the 

table below.  

Table 3 

 Number of Study Participants by Focus groups 

Focus 

Groups 

            Gender Age Group Length of 

Stay in the 

U.S. 
M F        Total 

Mixed group 6 2              8      23-30 5-15 yrs 

Women - 6 6     31- 65 5-20 yrs 

Adult Men 8 - 8      31-65 5-25 yrs 

Total 14 8 22   
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The prior and current occupations of the participants in the three groups are 

diverse.  All participants comprised of adult men and women focus groups had previous 

occupations prior to their immigration to the U.S. Most participants in the adult men and 

women groups had professional jobs (teachers, lawyers, engineers, managers and 

journalists) whereas five (62.5%) of the mixed group were never employed before their 

immigration to the U.S. Most of the participants in the three groups were working during 

the period of data collection. 

In-depth Interviews 

 Interviews were conducted with key informants using a semi-structured 

questionnaire.  My previous field-based interviewing experience, using open ended 

questions, with similar participants especially the Oromo and other peoples of Ethiopia 

was helpful in informing this process. Open ended questions were used as it was the case 

in undertaking focus group interviews. The semi-structured questionnaire was based on 

the pre-prepared check list. The interviews lasted between one and two hours.  

The participants were recruited by community leaders and key informants. 

Appointment was made based on their consent. Those who declined to participate or 

dropped out were replaced from the reserve list. The interviews were recorded and 

documented. Two types of in-depth interviews were employed: one-on-one interview and 

paired interview. 

One-on-one interview. This is an in-depth interview held with interviewees.  The 

number of interviewees for the one-on-one interview was 12 (10 male and 2 female). All 
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interviews were conducted at a time and place of the interviewees choosing to allow them 

to be at ease. Oromo community church, Oromo community center and homes in metro 

area were selected by many of them whereas others were at coffee shops and homes. 

More often, weekends and afternoon were preferred by the interviewees. The one-on-one 

interviews were conducted after the focus group interviews were completed. The 

experience gained from the first method was useful in undertaking the later. 

Paired interview. Paired interview was not part of the methods planned in my 

initial proposal. It has become important to consider when some of the participants 

suggested the need to be interviewed together as an option to one-on-one interview. This 

option was embraced based on the preference and convenience of the interviewees.  Since 

my research involves examining the experience and understandings of the participants, I 

chose this method to diversify the data collection methods and create more conducive 

research environment according to the needs of the respondents. In using paired 

interview, the participants feel more relaxed and free to share their thoughts 

(Liamputtong, 2007). In my experience, I observed that paired interview participants 

support, remind, and correct each other. Sometimes they employ humor to comment on 

each other ideas. I was tempted to burst into laughter while I was in the middle of 

listening to their humorous accounts. A sense of humor is part of the Oromo way of 

conversation. Four of the interviewees listed for one-on-one interview chose the paired 

method of interview forming two pairs (3 male and one Female). No more pairs were 

utilized since there were a few friends among those selected for interview.  
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Observation 

 I used both participant and non-participant observation methods. I participated in 

social, spiritual and cultural events whenever I am invited by community members or 

when these events were publicly announced. I paid attention to the events that are 

relevant to my area of study. There were times when I chose to observe without active 

participation. My family and I have beliefs and commitments to attend regular events and 

church programs (weekly church programs, community meetings, bible studies, spiritual 

conferences organized by churches, annual Oromo day celebrated on July 4, many 

weddings, birth day celebrations, Ayyaana Gototaa (Oromo veterans memorial day), 

mourning, funerals and baptism. The data collection process went smoothly in all places 

and lasted for a shorter time than was anticipated.  

Digital Media 

In this digital age, the current social media is of paramount importance to 

qualitative studies in order to have insight into the knowledge sharing and transfer of 

culture that occurs along with construction of identity. Virtual networking, interaction 

and communication have increasingly attracted the attention of Oromo around the globe 

to post and view cultural music, shows and activities on youtube.com, face book, twitter 

and other websites. The impact is so enormous on the construction of identity of the 

participants and the socio-cultural transformation of the community. This is especially 

true among all computer literate parts of the community. The Oromo people have been 

denied the right to use their language and to practice their culture for more than a century 

now in the homeland. In the past, little is known about the Oromo. The Oromo 
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immigrants view ethnicity as a source of their pride and identity. The online use plays a 

pivotal role in sharing their knowledge and skills related to their cultural development 

and identity. On top of the offline observation, the online method provided me an insight 

into the cultural transformation of Oromo around the world. Selected digital cultural 

shows and songs were viewed by hundreds of thousands viewers.  At the time of this 

study, the search for common words: Oromo, Oromoo, Oromia, Oromiya, and Oromiyaa 

in google.com and in youtube.com yielded as shown in the table below. The difference in 

the spellings could be because of the language type or misspelling by the users. 

 

Table 4 

Internet search results of key words: Oromo and Oromia 

Key words Language used Google.com Youtube.com 

Oromo  English & Afaan Oromo 24,100,000 11,900 

Oromoo  Afaan Oromo 6,080,000 1,470 

Oromia  English & Afaan Oromo 184,000 5,270 

Oromiya  English & Afaan Oromo 460,000 732 

Oromiyaa Afaan Oromo 267,000 987 
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Translation and Transcriptions 

All the interviews and group discussions were conducted in Afaan Oromo and 

audio recorded. Some participants used mixed languages, Afaan Oromo and English. 

Some mixed group were more comfortable using the mixed language style. Few 

participants of the other two groups and interviewees used English to express some key 

words to express the views when deemed necessary. I translated each record before I 

converted the transcript in to English. Because the translation and transcription tasks are 

labor intensive and time consuming, I found easier doing both tasks at the time.  

Gaining access. I experienced little difficulty in o getting initial access to the 

settings listed above since I am a member of the community. Key informants and leaders 

(Church and community) played decisive roles in the process of communicating and 

facilitating interviews and focus groups. Previous studies in Minnesota have shown the 

difficulty in accessing refugees and immigrants. Establishing rapport and trust between 

researcher and participants is the key element in ethnographic research that involves 

collecting personal data of immigrants, refugees and ethnic minorities (Spring, 

Westermeyer, Halcon, Savik, Robertson, Johnson, Butcher, and Jaranson, 2003). Spring 

et al indicate that the study conducted among Oromo and Somalis in Minnesota showed 

cultural appropriateness and trust building as the determining factors.  

Preparing for the interview. The concerns of the participants were considered in 

setting the schedule and other pre interview arrangements. Appropriate preparation were 

made and cautious considered in order to build trust with the participants.  
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Data Analysis 

Analysis of the qualitative data begun at the very early data collection stage and 

continued in all processes of the research. Refining questions and incorporating new and 

emerging important and relevant ideas were simultaneously done using an open 

approach. Pope and Ziebland (2000) assert that analytical process in many qualitative 

studies begins during data collection as the collected data shapes the ongoing data 

collection. The data were recorded in both Afaan Oromo and English languages. I 

listened to the recorded voice data and read my notes over and over. The former was 

transcribed in to English. I handled the transcription to better understand the situation 

thereby ensuring the validity of the data. I identified themes and created key patterns and 

categories from the transcribed data which was followed by coding into different labels. 

Irrelevant information was cut in the process of organizing and transcription. Reviewing 

the data was my routine work until all possible and emergent concepts were included. In 

the meantime, contrasting, analyzing and looking for meanings was done before and 

during the write-up of the narration. Making meaning out of the life experiences of the 

participants has deepened my understanding of how these experiences shape lives. 

Criteria used for rigor in the study 

 Based on the criteria set to establish trustworthiness in qualitative research, the 

credibility, transferability and dependability of the research were considered as major 

parameters (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba established the need for 

credibility and authenticity.  Credibility in this case refers to the faithfulness to the 
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description of the phenomena. It is also a conscious effort to establish confidence in an 

accurate interpretation of the meaning of the data.  

Authenticity of data. Authenticity involves the portrayal of research that reflects 

the meanings and experiences. Rigor of the qualitative research is ensured by the validity 

and reliability of the qualitative data. One way of ensuring the validity was checking the 

consistency of the responses of the participants over time. Cross checking and 

triangulation of responses from different data collection sources (in-depth interview, 

focus group interview and observation) were used to verify the consistency and 

reliability. The participants’ checking was planned to appraise the analyzed data. Because 

of inconvenience and time constraint, I was not successful in having focus groups. 

Instead I invited participants in one-on-one interviews: 80% of them appraised the 

collected data.  

Criteria for adequacy. Some criteria were selected to assess adequacy of this 

study. Bruyn (1966) cited six criteria of subjective adequacy for making interpretations in 

community studies. These criteria include: 1) the time the researcher spends, 2) actual 

observation of subjects in their everyday lives, 3) social circumstances, 4) language, 5) 

intimacy and 6) confirmation in the context. After living with this community for more 

than eight years, I feel that I had good exposure to the life styles of the immigrants and 

was able to build trust with different groups within the community. As a result, I could 

get to know key informants who are more connected to knowledgeable persons. The 

criteria listed above are more relevant to this study and ensure richness of data and 

validity. 
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Research Ethics 

In order to ensure the research ethics of this study, I received the required training 

on human subjects and got approved the research proposal by the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) of University of Minnesota. Per the requirements, I took a research ethics 

training called Collaborative Institutional Review Board Training Initiative (CITI) and 

the assessment. The CITI course provides instruction in human subject’s protection. This 

web based course made me more cautious in areas of research ethics issues particularly in 

protection of human subjects, selection of participants, seeking informed consent and 

keeping confidentiality. 

Oral consent of the participants was obtained during recruitment and interview. 

Before each interview, I explained the purpose of the study to the study participants and 

the procedures adhered in keeping the privacy, anonymity of the subjects and 

confidentiality of their responses. With aim of having a secured research setting, I 

carefully chose all the meeting places. No personal information of the participants was 

collected. The audio records were also kept in a safe place during data collection, 

translation, transcription and analysis of the data until all recorded data will be erased 

later. I was so cautious about documenting the responses of the participants. I used codes 

instead of names of the participants for some direct quotes stated in the paper.   

Limitations of the Study  

It is worth identifying some possible limitations. The literature on social and 

cultural situations of East African and other immigrant communities in Minnesota is so 

limited in general and there is no study on cultural capital of Oromo residents in 
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particular. More importantly, the ethnic based demographic information was not obtained 

due to the limitations of existing census data. The U.S. categories of race/ethnicity do not 

identify immigrants by their place of birth and ethnicity (Fennelly, 2005).   

There is an enduring debate whether the new immigrants are more assimilated 

compared to the older ones. This notion calls for both theoretical and empirical 

explanations in this 21
st
 century of immigration in United States (Waters and Jiménez, 

2005). The underlying assumption of this study is that cultural capital of Oromo 

immigrants is used by the first generation. Investigating the intergenerational 

reproduction of cultural capital seems to be out of the scope of this study; and may need 

further in-depth research among ethnic minorities. 

This study is limited to the experience of Oromo in Minnesota and cannot be 

generalized to other states in the U.S. The qualitative nature of the research approach 

doesn’t allow making deduction as well.  

Due to the nature of the qualitative methods used, there could be potential bias of 

the researcher in the course of the research process. As a member of Oromo community, I 

am familiar with the cultural values and went through some of the work-life adjustment 

experiences of the participants. Despite the efforts made to avoid bias, there is a chance 

that the findings sound biased to some readers. 

Gaining access to a target community is not an easy and likely to be a challenge 

for some researchers. Sometimes being member of a community is not a guarantee by 

itself and will be determined by the response of the study participants at recruitment and 
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data collection stages. Though the possible challenge was not underestimated, it was not 

the case in this study.  

The study is limited to the adjustment of work-life of the Oromo community and 

their shared experience of the ethnic community members at a group level rather than 

individual success stories and experience. Difference in attitudes, perceptions and 

experiences at individual level is likely to exist in all societies.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In this chapter of the paper, interview with various focus groups, in-depth 

interviews and observation methods were used to capture the qualitative data on cultural 

values and complexities of the diasporic work-life of Oromo in Minnesota.  The data was 

transcribed, carefully translated and analyzed in the thematic framework of analysis. 

While a wide range of themes can be drawn resulting from the broad nature of the key 

words, selected themes were narrowed down to six main and interwoven categories.  The 

main categories: immigration and settlement experience, ethnic-identity and 

acculturation, occupational/career choice and advancement, employment, compatibility 

of cultural capital and work values, and work-family-community. The finding provides a 

general picture of the community. Indeed, cultural value remains the core theme for the 

complex work-life of the study group. Dickie (2004) places culture in the core part of 

daily life. According to Dickie, culture becomes more meaningful when we get out of our 

small world and exposed to others’ way of life. The experience of Oromo in Minnesota 

proofs how culture significantly matters. 

Immigration and Settlement Experience 

It is evident that various push and pull factors influencing migration of people in 

the world. The causes of migration are multifold and can be classified as individual, 

household and macro-structural factors (Datta, Mcllwaine, Evans, Herbert, May & Wills, 

2006). The contemporary African immigration to different parts of the world in general 

and to the west in particular, resulted from civil war, political persecution and poverty in 
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countries of origin. These push factors seem to have caused the dislocation of many 

African immigrants arrived in the U.S. Darboe (2003) notes,  

In the last three decades, Africans have made up a more significant part of the immigrant 

flow. In Minnesota, a high proportion of immigrants come as refugees. The African 

refugees began coming to Minnesota in the mid-1990s and after the U.S. intervention, 

Somalia sent the most immigrants. Other immigrants come from Eastern Europe, 

Vietnam, China, India, Mexico and Ethiopia. (p.460) 

The study participants have fresh memories about the thousands of Oromo, from 

all walks of life, who have been kidnapped, jailed, tortured and killed in a year by 

successive Ethiopian regimes.  In Ethiopia, the Oromo are systematically treated as 

second citizens; and were not free even to speak their native language and practice their 

culture. Being an Oromo is sufficient to be targeted in the Ethiopian empire. The Oromo 

and other non-Abyssinian (non-Habesha) ethnics have never been in power and were 

denied the right to decide their future. Others were forced to leave their homes. The 

majority of Oromo in Minnesota have endured the immediate and prolonged effect of the 

push factors. The participants of this study have agreed that many Oromo are dispersed 

throughout the U.S., Europe, Australia, Africa and others countries as refugees or asylum 

seekers to escape the systematic repression and human rights violation in Ethiopia.  Gow 

(2004) confirms the powerlessness of the Oromo in his study on Oromo immigrants in 

Australia. According to Gow, “while demographically the largest ethnic group in 

Ethiopia, they [the Oromo] have limited access to economic, political and social status 

within the nation-state” (p.4). 
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Regardless of their immigration status, most of Oromo Diaspora left their country 

as refugees, students and visitors who became political asylees fleeing political 

persecution. Diversity visa (DV) winners are not exception though they legally 

immigrated. Drawing upon the experience of DV winners in Ethiopia, many including 

those targeted by the regime dream and do their best to find any means of leaving their 

country in pursuit of safe and better life. As a consequence, DV has become a career goal 

for many Africans and citizens of other eligible countries of the world. Law (2002) 

recalls the objective of DV and how it works,   

American immigration policy had always operated on the understanding that this 

nation [the U.S.] purposefully and deliberately selects immigrants based on their 

family ties to those already in the country and based on the jobs skills they will 

contribute. But the [diversity visa] lottery approach to immigration admissions 

dispenses with the affirmative selection of immigrants by introducing a random 

selection process. (p.19) 

With regard to the occupational and employment background of many Oromo in 

Minnesota, they have a lot in common with other ethnic groups in Africa. All ethnic 

groups in Ethiopia have a great deal of exposure to rural areas and depend mainly on 

agriculture. More than 83% of Ethiopia’s total population lives in rural areas (CSA, 

2008). As a result, there is higher chance that the less educated and uneducated 

immigrants from Ethiopia could be either traditional farmers and or business men. The 

majority of high school graduates seem to represent the unemployed category of the 

society. Oromo diaspora constitutes both the educated and uneducated. Some of the 
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educated are foreign-trained and earned degrees in Africa and or other countries before 

their immigration. Among those educated Oromo immigrants, many were denied 

employment or demoted or forced to quit their jobs in Ethiopia because of their ethnic 

identity. Due to absence of data on ethnic minorities, it was not possible to estimate the 

number of the immigrants by their educational level. However, the study participants 

consist of high school graduates, two years college graduates (diploma holders), BA/ Bsc, 

MA/Msc, MD, and Ph.D. holders specialized in different academic fields. And yet some 

of them had prior occupations (teachers, accountants, lawyers, medical doctors, 

agricultural experts, and managers). One of the mixed focus group participants described 

the background of some Oromo immigrants and their immigration experience: 

A lot of people I know came here because of the repression in Ethiopia …and 

they were targeted just because of being Oromo… the older ones who used to 

work back home [Oromia-Ethiopia] compare their life over there [back home] and 

their new life experience here [in the U.S.] … some of these people…. had 

professional jobs, used to own business and properties. They aspire to return [to 

back home] if conditions allow them. Other African-born immigrants can at least 

visit their families and invest in their homelands. But the Oromo are 

systematically denied of these basic rights. This makes our immigration 

experience unique. (MFG6-mixed group, personal communication, December 17, 

2011)   

There is no estimate of Oromo immigrant population in Minnesota. Although 

effort was made to collect data from Minnesota Population center, no relevant data was 
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found except student enrollment data of Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) 

extracted from the Minnesota Automated Reporting Student System (MARSS). The 

2011-2012 MARSS fall enrollments by home primary language and district data shows a 

total of only 1,100 Oromo students statewide registered against the language code 074, 

which is recorded as Oromo or Afan Oromo or Oromiffa.  This data seems incomplete. 

The reasons could be multidimensional and may trigger further examination.  It is not 

indicated in the data if the information was collected on students who speak Afan Oromo 

or languages spoken at home. Either way, the data remains far from reality. It is also an 

interesting to see few students from Minneapolis and St. Paul, cities where many Oromo 

made their homes.  

The study participants were asked if they have any clue about the estimate of 

Oromo population in Minnesota.  All respondents agree that the Oromo account for a 

significant share of East African immigrant population in Minnesota and their number is 

quite high as compared to other states in the U.S. The Oromo community center of 

Minnesota roughly estimates over 20,000 but there is no supporting evidence. 

Apparently, the welcoming environment, strong support structure and job opportunities in 

Minnesota attracted many Oromo to come and stay in the state despite the challenging 

weather condition, which tends to contribute to the increase of the population of the 

ethnic group. 

Experience of the First Settlers 

No record shows the historical and contemporary immigration of Oromo in 

Minnesota. The first Oromo settlers came to Minnesota in 1970’s. Most of them were 
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students. They were unable to return to their homeland because of the continued unrest 

and persecution in Ethiopia. In the beginning, some of the students came to Minnesota to 

study at theological schools, who later became more affiliated with Lutheran churches 

and American missionaries in Africa.  

According to the study participants, a friendship of two early Oromo settlers laid a 

foundation for the present Oromo community of Minnesota. Two of the settlers met for 

the first time through an American missioner who lived in Ethiopia. After both of them 

had been met for a longer time, they could get to know other three Oromo in the state 

with whom they formed a small group of five and were able to attend the first group 

picnic in 1975. This group was proactive not only to practice Oromo cultural activities 

but also to advocate for the voiceless Oromo refugees in other countries, particularly in 

African nations. This group of volunteers continued establishing more networks with 

friends in other states and was able to attract non-Oromo volunteers who later became 

best Oromo friends. The members of this joint group were highly devoted to raise the 

awareness of the mainstream about the Oromo in Africa. The late arrivals pursued the 

footsteps of the first settlers.  

In 1986, a group of 8 Oromo refugees arrived from Djibouti. Hundreds of Oromo 

came to Minnesota in 1990’s, following the withdrawal of the Oromo Libration Front 

(OLF) from the transitional government of Ethiopia in 1992, after they spent years in 

refugee camps established by UNHCR in Kenya where thousands of Oromo and other 

refugees were settled.  The recent wave continued until 2005.  As a recent and growing 
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immigrant community, the Oromo are advancing well in many aspects. The figure below 

gives an insight into the chronology and growth of Oromo community in Minnesota. 

 
Figure 4. Birth and growth of Oromo community in Minnesota 

Experience of the New Arrivals 

The study participants shared on their first years experience ranging from the first 

day of arrival until the first few years. Obviously, new immigrants go through different 

stages of adjustment and life experience.  While the pace of adjustment may depend on 

the level of exposure and response of a person, there could be also shared experiences at 

group level. Among other factors, cultural and weather shocks make life more difficult 

for the new arrivals. The Oromo immigrants experience a wide range of challenges and 

frustration related to conflict of culture in the midst of job search, settling, sending 

children to school, and navigating resources to meet their basic needs. Adjustment is a 
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multifaceted phenomenon and categorized into three types: general, interaction and work 

adjustment (Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou, 1991). General adjustment is assumed to 

deal with general living conditions like climate, food, and housing; interaction adjustment 

regards to socializing and interaction with the mainstream; and work adjustment relates to 

job responsibilities and performance standards. Some areas of cultural conflict are 

selectively mentioned below in light of work-life adjustment.  

Cultural Shocks 

Culture is used in this study in its broader sense that involves all way of life. The 

Oromo experience describes cultural shock in language, relationships, values 

(individualism versus collectivism), parenting, household role, worshiping styles, verbal 

and non-verbal communication styles, dining, shopping, beliefs and worldview of new 

immigrants. A participant of the mixed focus group shares the experience of many new 

arrivals: 

When you first come, you go through tough situations like many other new 

immigrants. You’ve got cultural shock…you compare life here [America] and 

back home. Pretty much …you don’t feel good in the beginning. There is a 

language barrier. It is hard to really adjust right away…but it is after you get job 

that you start having your plan. And once settled, you start learning from others. 

(MFG1-mixed group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Some of the cultural conflicts most frequently mentioned by the participants are selected 

and contrasted below.  
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Language. As with the non-Anglo phone Africans, English is the second language 

for the Oromo. Not understanding or speaking English has been a barrier to 

communication. Lack or limited proficiency of English is not only a barrier to 

employment but remains the major problem in a wide range of work-life including 

shopping, finding a job and communication at the work place. Language proficiency is, 

more than any skill, needed for immigrants. Even simple jobs like cleaning require 

understanding the instructions well, chemicals used and names of the equipment. Even 

those who have some education before their immigration face difficulty in understanding 

the American accent and idioms. One of the foreign-trained study participants expressed 

his frustration, 

Before I came here [the U.S.], I used to meet Americans and Europeans many 

times in Ethiopia. I assume… I could speak English and don’t remember any of 

them [the foreigners] having difficulty to understand me. But here I come across 

many Americans who have trouble understanding what I say ...it could be because 

of my accent…I don’t know.  This has huge impact on getting jobs and 

sometimes we are considered as illiterate just because of our hard accent. 

(AMG7-men focus group, personal communication, January 1, 2012) 

In order to mitigate this common problem, different interpreting and translation 

services are in place for members of ethnic minorities including the Oromo who have 

difficulty understanding and speaking English. Relatives or friends coming to the state 

can be assisted by hired translators of different businesses especially at health care and 

court institutions.  
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Eye contact. Eye contact is sensitive to both the immigrants and the mainstream 

communities especially to the employers. Looking in the eyes is not encouraged in 

Oromo culture. Rather, looking down is more considered as a quality of decency. In 

particular, women and younger ones shy to have direct eye contact with the older persons 

or people in authority during conversation whereas eye contact is expected during job 

interviews and workplace communication in the U.S.  A one-on-one interviewee 

mentioned that, “eye contact is not encouraged in our culture but it shows lack of 

confidence and transparency in the U.S.” 

Gendered roles. Both the men and women focus groups shared the view that the 

gendered household roles in Africa influence the work-life adjustment of immigrants. 

The shift in roles of the married takes place after immigration.  Oromo women bear 

multiple responsibilities inherited from their culture until the men adjust to the lifestyles. 

In Africa, men are seen as the primary bread winners. It is not expected of husbands to 

get engaged in domestic tasks like caring for children and cooking in the kitchen. More 

often, the household chores of cooking and babysitting are more often shared among the 

extended families in back home. Due to this deep rooted cultural norm, it is hard for 

wives to instruct their husbands to do domestic activities; and instead they choose to 

shoulder additional responsibilities.  Even though the men are willing to assist them, they 

need longer time to get used to feed their children, change diapers of babies, cook for 

themselves and their families. Of all these chores, cooking recipes is not an easy task to 

learn for new Oromo and other Ethiopian immigrants.  
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Going out to eat. Making friendship and building relationship is highly valued 

among many African-born immigrants. The Oromo enjoy sharing, eating and drinking 

together. When they plan to go out to eat or drink in a group, the person who pays the 

expenses is usually the one who invites first.  Paying for someone is considered as a 

privilege and a way of expressing love. In some occasions, any of them may be the first 

to pay. That is why they are seen “fighting” or making healthy argument as to who is first 

to pay a bill. This may sound strange and hard to understand for cashiers or waiters in the 

U.S.  The motive behind this is to share concern and love for one another. It is simply 

about taking a burden for another person and showing that he or she is selfless. In most 

cases, the person who invites others is expected to pay.  If someone says let’s go out to 

eat, for instance, it literally means I will pay for you no matter how high the bill. This 

tradition is also more practiced among the rural Oromo residents where any guest or 

anyone who passes by their house is invited to have a cup of coffee. If a stranger wants to 

spend a night, he or she is welcome by the Oromo to eat and share their place.   

Here in the U.S., the tradition of ‘let us go out to eat’ takes a different cultural 

perspective. A lady in the mixed focus group relates her experience to a story she heard: 

My dad told me about what it is like living abroad before I came here [the U.S.]. 

He said to me… if someone says to you, “let us go out to eat” you should first 

make sure you have enough money to pay for yourself … which is not necessarily 

required in our case. If someone says so [let us go out to eat], in my culture I 

would expect the person to pay the bill. Here in America, it so funny for others to 

see us “fighting” in restaurants … it is a privilege to invite someone. Sometimes 
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waiters get confused when we say, “here is mine or receive mine not his or hers”. 

(MG4-mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Respect for older persons. The Oromo claim that older persons and seniors 

deserve respect in day-to-day social interactions and in different public settings. They are 

given the chance to speak first during meetings, formal and information conversations. 

Different cases come in to play in terms of how respect is given to elders in the U.S. due 

to cultural conflict. The participants cited two examples in relation to this norm. The first 

is the case of opening and holding a door for anyone who walks in to or leaves.  A lady 

reflected on her observation and conflict of culture: 

The age related culture is something I always struggle with. If you walk in to a 

hallway door, as an older person, do you go in first or let a lady first? In our 

culture, I let the older person first whereas ‘ladies first’ in America. The other guy 

added, “this is what I observed many times, too. When somebody opens a door 

for me, I also open the next door for the person.  Why do you open a door and 

hold until someone gets in? We [the Oromo] do open door for people not because 

they open for us but just to show our unconditional respect…. no matter if the 

person opens for me next or not. This is what we value.  (MFG5- mixed focus 

group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

The second one is leaving seat for the older persons and women especially when 

they use public transport like buses. It is a respectful manner and compelling cultural 

norm for the Oromo to leave their seats for seniors and persons with disabilities in buses 

and trains. However, some mainstream communities may not understand and accept the 
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favor of leaving a seat for others except the designated seats for seniors and persons with 

disabilities. Some new immigrants get confused due to this cultural conflict. A lady in the 

focus group participants expressed her feeling,  

We assist them [the older, women and person with disabilities] out of our moral 

value and respect, not for sympathy. For instance, we feel comfortable to leave 

seats for any older person, pregnant women or persons with disabilities persons 

when we ride public buses but it is not acknowledged here. It seems so sensitive 

and we need to be cautious. (WFG3-women focus group, personal 

communication, December 22, 2011) 

Serving such people comes out of kindness, and humility. However, the Oromo 

need to think twice to make sure that the person really needs assistance before he/ she 

jumps to make a favor, which is likely to be misinterpreted. 

Greetings. Greetings seem silly but it is an important manner that seeks the 

attention of new immigrants to learn and be cautious about it. Warm greeting is a unique 

norm for the Oromo. Tight hand shaking and hug are very common including for guests 

who meet them for the first time. Kissing on cheeks is more often among family 

members, relatives and even close friends to express their mutual deep affection. 

However, the trend of this practice is getting limited because of the privacy policy of the 

mainstream communities in place in the U.S. Having internalized the culture of making 

physical distance, some Oromo immigrants who have stayed long prefer to limit to 

handshaking or getting used to wave their hands even within their ethnic group.  

Weather shock 
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 Regardless of their immigration types (family reunion, DV, refugees, visitors and 

asylees), all Oromo face weather challenge like other African-born immigrants. Many 

African-born immigrants, who have never been in temperate countries before, are new to 

the winter weather and storms in the summer. More often, they get frustrated because of 

the discomfort of the snowy season. In Oromia-Ethiopia, many do not worry about the 

type of cloth or shoes they wear except for the need to have umbrella during rainy 

seasons. Boots are worn when there is a flood. One of the early Oromo settlers in 

Minnesota recalls his first time snow observation. 

While I was sitting in a coffee shop and looking out through a window, I saw a 

white powder kind of stuff dispersing in the air. I wondered if it was flower 

falling from trees….it looks a kind of flower …because as you know there is a 

type of tree in our country [homeland-Oromia]. …I forgot its name….the tree 

with white flower.  Its flower sometimes gets dispersed by wind in the air. As I 

continued gazing at this event, a faranjii guy [a white guy] next to me asked me if 

I have ever seen snow. I said “no” and then I asked him back, “is this snow? He 

said, “Yes”. I told him ….I heard about it but never thought it looks like this … I 

thought a kind of ice I knew… for us ice and snow are interchangeably used in 

Africa. I went out and touched it. (OOOI7-one-on-one interview, personal 

communication, March 7, 2012) 

The focus groups participants and interviewees acknowledged that the weather 

challenge is not unique to the Oromo. It has enormous impact on adjustment of Africans. 

Snow shoveling, walking and driving in the snow are new experiences.  
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Driving. Owning and driving a car is a luxury in Africa. Public transports are the 

common means of commuting to work. Driving skill is an asset in the U.S. As new 

immigrants, the Oromo struggle until they afford to buy a car and get driver’s license. 

With a low paying entry job, it takes long to save enough money to buy a vehicle. 

Obviously, this problem is common among other ethnic minorities in new culture or 

society. More often, the coping strategies used by the Oromo are carpooling, seeking a 

ride with friends and relatives especially when they find jobs in suburban cities, which 

are not accessible to public transportations. 

Notwithstanding the claim of cultural barriers, the first generation residents do 

their best to embrace challenges and strive to attain the American dream. The good work 

and ethics of Oromo community support them to navigate available opportunities. Their 

working support structure and encouraging interaction, sense of communal, being 

together and familial love are engraved in their life. Those who work low paying job are 

able to cope with a financially demanding lifestyle and are able to send money back 

home to help their extended families. Just like the experience of other immigrants, the 

majority of Oromo in Minnesota start with low paying jobs. A one-on-one interviewee 

challenged other fellow members of his community by stating that: 

I lived in many states. Minnesota is a simple place to assimilate. I have the 

experience because I walked through that….in Minnesota or America in general. 

Americans expect you to behave the way they do. What I mean by that is you go 

into workplace, you find the way they set it up. They want you to assimilate their 

culture because we are immigrants. We are here to live in their culture. You are 
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making an attempt to assimilate their culture. From my perspective, the resources 

and the information are available for me. The infrastructure and the communities 

are available for me. As an employee, I have to concentrate on the fact that what 

would be my responsibility. What is my responsibility for the greater community 

in general and for the Oromo community in particular?  Can I accomplish that 

responsibility? So, it is about juggling and finding balance between the two. 

(OOOI11-one-on-one interview, personal communication, July 12, 2012) 

The most painful experience for the Oromo Diaspora is not only the disconnect 

from their culture, place of origin, warm weather and relatives but the concern for the 

decent people back home facing political persecution and becoming victims of the 

horrific human rights violations and  ethnic cleansing actions of  the Ethiopian regime. 

Some of these inhuman acts are watched by the world where as others are out of their 

sight. 

Home Away From Home 

The term Diaspora is widely used among the Oromo immigrants in general and 

intellectuals, activists, Oromo nationalists and civic organizations in different parts of the 

world in particular. Brubaker (2005) notes the increasing interest in studies of Disapora; 

and he used dispersion and homeland orientation as criteria in the conceptual 

understanding of Diaspora. Recent studies on Oromo immigrants prove the category of 

Diaspora as a fit to the Oromo. According to Gow (2004),  

The Oromo outside of Ethiopia are an incipient transnational social formation 

which may be called a ‘Diaspora’.  The displaced populations are a multifarious 
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collective. At the most basic levels, the Oromo Diaspora are a series of relatively 

autonomous extended family and hometown/village networks crisis crossing over 

multiple locations. (p.5) 

The conceptual understanding of the term Diaspora by the Oromo immigrants is 

consistent with Gow’s definition. The Oromo claim to be among those immigrants who 

are making the modern Diaspora. 

Little Oromia 

Minnesota is viewed among the Oromo as one of the welcoming states in the U.S. 

The number of Oromo immigrants coming to Minnesota is increasing, and became one of 

the largest African-born communities in the state. At the time of this study, Minnesota is 

stated by many Oromo as “little Oromia” not only because of the increasing population in 

the state but also, it has become the center for Oromo activities in North America and 

contributing towards the making of modern Diaspora. A participant of the mixed focus 

group narrated why she was attracted to Minnesota and what is like being an Oromo in 

the state: 

I lived in Pennsylvania before I came here [Minnesota].  After I moved to 

Minnesota, it feels like home away from home.  Because when you go out to 

street, you meet other [Oromo] people, you see people speaking your language, 

you see familiar faces…. not just people you know but …physically your people. 

When you go somewhere, you buy budeena [or injera- flat bread made of teff 

grain served with various stews], you see siinii [coffee cup], jabanaa [coffee pot]. 

When you go to weddings, it is not only hundred people but up to five hundred or 
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more people attending. In a way, it is home away from home. You eat the food 

you know. You eat ittoo [stews, sauce] you know before. At the same time, it is a 

kind of paradox. Because when you live at home, you live a home away from 

home life.  If you live with the faranjii [the whites], it is a complete opposite. You 

have to speak, think, talk, and work like them. (MFG4-mixed focus group, 

personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Because of some social and cultural practices of the ethnic group and growing 

tendency of Oromo ethnic affiliation, the participants described their life experience in 

Minnesota as home away from home. The existence of community institutions has 

attracted more Oromo from other states as well. 

Ethnic Foods 

For many Oromo residents in Minnesota, their ethnic foods come on top of the 

list. Buddeenaa (flat bread made of teff grain) and Ittoo (served with various stews) are 

examples. Typical Oromo foods, including cacabsaa (baked in the form of tortilla and 

mixed with butter) and marqaa, are served on weekends and holidays. Sharing the same 

dish is Oromo’s dinning tradition but it has become rarely used now days by the Diaspora 

families. The cooking style is the same as back home but depends on the type of food 

they prepare. These food items are available in local groceries owned by Oromo and non-

Oromo residents. 

Areas of Residence 

The Oromo community is not localized in a certain city or county of the state. 

Rather, they settled in all metro areas. According to the observation of the participants, 
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many of them reside in Minneapolis and St. Paul cities because of the need for 

accessibility to some services like public transport and faith institutions. Following the 

footsteps of the previous settlers, most of them strive to get out of the government funded 

houses or rented apartments. Buying houses in suburban cities is culturally considered a 

success. Before they buy houses, they choose a school district where they think offers a 

better chance for their children to succeed in school and where there are job opportunities 

as well. These pulling factors are evident for urban residents including new immigrants. 

According Fennelly & Orfield (2007), immigrants are attracted like other residents by 

safety, schools, and affordable housing in suburban communities. For the Oromo families 

it is meaningful gain because having property is a big investment even though the 

housing market is not promising. Owning houses is believed among the immigrants to 

have laid a foundation for the future generation. If they work hard now it is makes easier 

for their children who come after them. 

Communal Wealth 

The study participants claimed that the establishment of Oromo civic institutions 

laid the foundation for robust community in the state. These civic institutions include 

community centers, youth associations, Addoyyee, and faith institutions.  Aside from 

these community initiatives, the cultural practices helped with construction of their 

identity. There are community-based and faith-based religious institutions: community 

churches for Christians and mosques for Muslims. At the time of this study, a number of 

Oromo Churches in Minnesota, which use Afaan Oromoo language, are listed by the 

study participants.  These are: Ebenezer Oromo Evangelical Church of Minnesota, Our 
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Redeemer Oromo Evangelical Church in Minnesota, Minnesota Bethel Oromo 

Evangelical Church, Oromo Seventh-day Adventist Church, and Lamb & Lion Oromo 

Fellowship. Their worship, dressing styles and movement of their body reflect their 

culture.  

Civic Organizations 

In response to questions related to their communal resources, the participants 

identified the civic institutions supporting their community. One of the most known 

Oromo civic organizations is the Oromo community center where all members of the 

ethnic group come together for different communal and social purposes. The community 

leaders were able to purchase a building in the city of St. Paul, which now serves as 

community center. Women, youth, and Addoyyee (a social institution of Oromo ladies) 

are organized in the form of associations and interest groups. 

Youth 

The Oromo youth in Minnesota are organized through youth club and 

international Oromo youth associations. The latter have show-cased in different cross-

cultural events and during the festival of nations. Minnesota becomes a breathing space, 

arena of political freedom for the Oromo youth to practice their culture. Their vibrant 

culture contributes to the socio-cultural dynamics of the state. One of the annual events is 

African Nights. During this event, the Oromo youth perform dance, music and show 

clothes of their culture. Drawing upon the Oromo oral narration, one of the youth groups 

has recently started performing drama and presenting plays at the Cedar Culture Center in 
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Minneapolis. The group is organized by the West Bank Community Coalition and 

Bedlam Theater as shown on the flyer below.  

 

Figure 5. Part of a flyer posted on Gadaa.com by the West Bank Community Coalition 

and Bedlam Theater's C.R.A.Z.Y for Night of Oromo Greatness show at Cedar Cultural 

Center in Minneapolis 

Social Capital 

Results seem to indicate that a strong relationship exists among the community 

members regardless of their religion and other social differences. The study participants 

viewed the social life of the community members as warm and supporting. The very 

nature of the Diaspora life of the immigrants necessitates the need to practice their culture 

and to strengthen their support structure. During social events, for example, everyone 

feels free to stay as long as they wish, share what they have, eat and drink together.  Nee 

and Sanders (2001) underlines the significance of social capital for new immigrants, 
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Newly arrived immigrants rely on social capital to reduce the costs involved in 

settling in a new country. They often turn to their extended family and ethnic 

group to get general information about hiring practices and labor-market 

conditions. (p.6) 

For many new arrivals, housing remains their common problem they face until 

they secure a place to stay. The best practice of Oromo in Minnesota is that they do their 

best to accommodate a person or a family in need of housing. Because of their mutual 

support, very few of them are rarely compelled to seek for shelter service due to special 

reasons. A lady shared her experience,  

I can’t move out of Minnesota just because of the social life and increasing 

number of Oromo. We are together in times of difficulties and joy. For me the 

social life of the community is the biggest thing that bond all together. (MFG5-

mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

More than ever, Oromo of all tribes, regions and religions come together to 

participate in social, sports and communal events. Existing little difference has been 

bridged as more focus is given to things they all have in common as a community.  

Based on their cultural capital and social organizations, the Oromo established a 

support structure founded on their mutual interest. For instance, young ladies in 

Minnesota are organized being initiated by a sense of Addoyyummaa which is derived 

from Addoyyee, a unique social institution to the Oromo. Addoyyee is a peer group of 

girls formed through growing intimate friendship, and becomes culturally 

institutionalized by teens of the same age group. Sometimes it starts at early childhood 
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and likely to last to adulthood. The members are those who love, trust each other, and 

form a sisterhood bond based on unconditional love and mutual support. Addoyyee 

members are very close to each other or intimate like sisters. However, the sense of 

Addoyyee takes different shape in Diaspora because of the social dynamics and nature of 

immigration. Addoyummaa is manifested during times of difficulties and joy. The young 

ladies or girls support one another on things that matter most to their lifestyle, work and 

personal life. For instance, the Addoyyee group members assist during the preparation for 

wedding. Even after their marriage, they continue to meet and attend cultural rites like 

birth celebrations, which are traditionally more valued than birthdays.  As immigrants, 

they exchange experiences in education, shopping, lifestyle, marriage life, childcare and 

household management. Addoyyee is not a temporal or conditional relationship. In 

Minnesota, members of an Addoyyee group are actively involving in various communal 

activities beyond meeting their group needs. 

More often, Addoyyee members share the same place of birth but in Diaspora 

difference in their place of birth matters least. Addoyyee group members are very intimate 

and share friendship experiences.  A lady said, “for instance, my Addoyyee is now in 

Finfinne [Oromo name for Addis Ababa - the capital city of Ethiopia]. When I face 

difficult circumstance, I would rather choose to call her and seek her advice than sharing 

with my family members”. This form of support structure helps them to share 

information and experience about job opportunities, workplace issues and family issues. 
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Other Institutions 

 Iqqubee (Iqqub in Amharic) and Afooshaa are among the widely practiced and 

dynamic institutions in Ethiopia. Both are practiced by many Oromo and especially the 

later by Eastern Oromo. The structure and characteristics of iqqubee is changing over 

time due to the dynamic nature of the institution. According to Aredo (1993), “Iqqub is a 

saving association where each member agrees to pay periodically a small sum into a 

common pool so that each, in rotation, can receive one large sum.” (p.9) 

Iqqubee is a saving and credit informal financial institution widely practiced 

among the Oromo and other Ethiopians over a century. It has both social and financial 

purposes. Close friends or community members who trust one another save some amount 

of money periodically and support one another.  Once the saving starts it goes until all 

members get the chance to have their share without interest.  

The Oromo have a rich culture of putting money aside to cope with uncertainties. 

The Iqqubee is literally a kind of uncertainty fund in which people put aside some money 

to meet their financial need. It is an interesting to explore the transnational benefit of this 

institution as some Oromo Diaspora practice to cope with financial constraints at times of 

difficulties. A woman who took part in forming an Iqqubee group in Minnesota, as her 

first experience in Diaspora, expressed the drive behind the initiative:  

Once a friend of us was unable to go back home and visit her sick mom because 

of financial constraint. We [all her friends] quickly came up with the idea of 

asking close friends if they have interest to join Iqqubee. Since everyone knows 

what it is, the procedure and rule, we discussed only the amount to be contributed 
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and started right away. We all had to contribute equal amount of dollars every 

month and gave it to a person whose turn is due … the lady [the one who had 

family emergency] being the first receiver by default for her immediate need. The 

rest of the members draw lottery to identify who is next to have his or her share… 

this goes on until all members get back the sum of their monthly contribution. 

(WFG6-women focus group, personal communication, December 22, 2011) 

Some community members use Iqqubee for purchase of vehicles, furniture and for 

covering wedding expenses. This social capital of the community is managed by their 

indigenous knowledge, which helps the practice to sustain itself. There is no need to sign 

contact agreement or do paper work. Afooshaa is similar to Iqqubee and mainly common 

among Eastern Oromo. Its main purpose is to provide financial support to members at 

times of difficulty, mourning, and sometimes for startup of new business. 

Familial Love 

Familial love comes first in the work-life of Oromo. In this context, familial love 

is so broad and goes beyond the relationship among extended family and kinship. Nee 

and Sanders (2001) view family from the point of immigrants’ life experience: 

A key social institution providing the basis for trust and collective action. Our 

general argument is that the mode of incorporation is largely a function of the 

social, financial, and human-cultural capital of immigrant families and how these 

resources are used by individuals within and apart from the existing structure of 

ethnic networks and institutions. (p.4) 
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Immigrants bring social and human-cultural capital to the host communities. The 

mix of these forms of capital affects the involvement with ethnic communities in the 

various institutions and can produce the greatest perceived advantage (Nee and Sanders, 

2001). The Oromo share a strong belief that the family is the foundation of their society. 

Sharing food from the same plate by sitting around a table, warm hand shaking, hugging, 

kissing on the cheeks and unique parenting experience are perceived as symbols of their 

cultural and familial identity. The social and familial responsibility to care for seniors, 

especially by parents and close relatives, is partly central to their familial value. Every 

Oromo is culturally responsible to take care for their parents in the senior age and the 

tradition of using nursing home never exits. Because of this deep-rooted familial 

responsibility, many immigrants choose to shoulder the responsibility to care for their 

seniors even in Diaspora.  The cultural capital of the ethnic group protects and keeps 

maintaining stable and peaceful family.   

Non-work Commitments 

The Oromo in Minnesota claim to have a contribution towards cultural diversity 

of the state as they practice and preserve their culture. In pursuit of maintaining their 

identity and connection to their homeland, the Oromo keep practicing religious and 

cultural ceremonies and rituals. These ceremonies have become transnational and global. 

In this study, cultural and social events characterize non-work commitments. These 

events are intertwined with a rich culture and take a good deal of time from the 

community members when they are off work. Major cultural events and practices of the 

Oromo community in Minnesota are briefly described below.  
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Wedding 

  A wedding is the most warmly celebrated cultural event.  The number of this 

event is increasing and reached a point where every weekly schedule of the summer 

season is booked for wedding celebrations. In 2011 summer season, for example, over 18 

wedding events were celebrated at one of Oromo churches in Minneapolis, Minnesota. 

Planning and coordination of the cultural wedding needs a lot of resources from 

both sides of the couple. Blessing is made by parents and close relatives of both parents. 

The blessing is a holistic prayer and brings hope for the couple as they seek blessing in 

their health, success in their education and work. The tradition of inviting hundreds of 

people has been customary for the community. The attendants enjoy ethnic food buffet 

and American dishes. The manner of the dancing and singing attracts the attendants to 

join the dancers in different forms. Forming a circle, holding one another’s shoulder and 

rotating around the bridegroom is one of the common styles. Depending on the number of 

participants, more than one circle can be formed. Every attendant is expected to present 

some gifts to the couple. Material gifts are welcomed but nowadays have become very 

rare due to the preference of the brides. The amount of monetary gift depends on the 

intimacy of a person to the couple. The gift is believed to relieve the couple from 

financial stress and enable them to establish a debt free marriage.   

An American or western type of wedding veil and suit is common. Traditional 

clothes are worn after the wedding day (deebii/ mana seennaa) which is more often 

intended to bring close friends and relatives together and perform a ritual wedding rite 
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including naming of the wife by parents in-law. Yet there are some differences between 

Muslims and Christians as to arranging religious wedding ceremonies. 

Child Birth and Birthday’s Celebration 

  Birth is one of the rites given most attention by the Oromo as compared to 

birthdays. During birth of a child to a family, relatives and close friends visit the parents 

and welcome newborn babies with gifts and cooked food for the mother. It is the social 

responsibility especially for women to support one another during this event until the 

nursing mother is able to do some domestic tasks. Birthday celebration is a kind of recent 

and becoming a social event among the Oromo Diaspora and in Ethiopia. More often, 

hundreds of community members are invited and come with some presents for the child. 

The steps and ceremonies of the rite vary depending on sex of the newborn child. 

Mourning 

It is another important non-work social commitment that draws the attention of 

community members. In Oromo culture, the ceremony depends on whether it is a funeral 

and mourning. If the location of a deceased person is in Diaspora or Minnesota, it 

involves more support and participation of the community in many forms including 

cooking, raising fund to cover funeral expenses, home visit to provide emotional and 

psychological support to the families of the deceased person for days or a week. 

Mourning practices are given due attention among the Oromo. Gendered role is 

clearly observed on such event. Women are expected to prepare food and serve the 

attendants (breakfast, lunch and dinner) and dinner for the families of the deceased 

person and attendants of the ceremony. In most cases, additional expenses are incurred by 
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the family of the deceased person. Contribution of money is a social responsibility during 

such events. Close friends and community members contribute money for the mourners. 

The amount varies depending on their intimacy.  Mourning days is becoming shorter is 

Diaspora as compared to back home. 

Open House and Moving 

Oromo in Minnesota share mutual support rooted into their tradition where and 

when necessary. As home ownership is a growing trend among the community members, 

moving and having open house are becoming social events. Like for the wedding and 

mourning, they support one another during moving to a new house and celebration of 

open house. The notion of seeking labor assistance during moving and purchasing new 

house is much related to the tradition of daboo in Oromo culture. Daboo is a traditional 

Oromo social organization formed by close friends and neighbors to achieve a goal that 

demands mutual support especially when mobilizing physical labor deems necessary. 

New Year Celebration 

New-year is celebrated at churches and community centers. This special event is 

held annually at the Oromo church in Minneapolis in the New Year’s Eve until the clock 

counts down to 12 AM and the New Year is welcomed in prayer and blessings. Spiritual 

songs and round dance by young children, teens and adults follow. Hundred of Oromo in 

the Twin cities attend this event every year. New Year’s Eve becomes one of the warmly 

celebrated events. 
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Graduation 

  Graduation has become one of the social events for high school and college 

graduates. In Africa, it is used to be mainly for college graduates. Hundreds of Oromo 

community members attend each event organized by families of the graduates. Like the 

wedding, attendants of the events are expected to give presents to the graduates. Every 

graduate is more likely expected to have a graduation ceremony. As a result, weekends 

are packed with invitations to attend the ceremonies. Some families are compelled to 

attend more than one event a day. The Oromo community center of Minnesota organizes 

a ceremony for all graduates every year to acknowledge their academic achievements. 

The pictures below show a graduation event of a group in 2009 at OCM center in St. 

Paul. 

 
Source: Oromo Community of Minnesota 

Figure 6. A group of 2009 Oromo College and High School graduates celebrating at 

Oromo Community Center in St. Paul, Minnesota 

Reception for New Arrivals 

  Friends, family members, or relatives of the residents come to the state through 

different types of visa. Regardless of the duration a person stays in the state, close friends 
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or relatives of the new comer organize a welcome event which has become one of the 

events that demand the presence of friends, relatives and other community members. The 

welcome event sometimes includes welcoming the guest at airport and accompanying 

them home. Such occasion helps the new comer to feel at home and creates an 

opportunity to get to know others and stay connected. 

Oromo Day and Oromo Week 

 July 4 is known to be an independent day for the Americans. For Oromo 

Americans in Minnesota, it has become a holiday with dual reasons. They celebrate as an 

independence day for Americans and a community day for the Oromo as thousands come 

together and have fun at Riverside Park in Minnesota. It is a day when many Oromo are 

off work and come together to play different sport activities (soccer, basketball, rope 

pulling, etc). This holiday is a day for many Oromo to get to know one another and 

connected. On this occasion, young children, youth, and adults have fun all day; and 

seniors chat about the past and refresh their memories. Many volunteers cook barbecue 

and serve thousands of community members. Tables are lined up by Oromo civic groups 

promoting their programs. It is a great marketing opportunity for Oromo business owners 

to advertise their products. This event is organized every year by Oromo Community 

Center of Minnesota. The picture in Figure 7 below shows Oromo soccer teams ready to 

play on one of the Oromo days. 
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Figure 7. Oromo soccer teams at Mathew Park in Minneapolis, Minnesota on July 4, 

2009 (Source: Oromo Community of Minnesota - OCM) 

In the summer season, more often, there is a week dedicated to the Oromo day in 

Minnesota in the month of July. This week is officially recognized as “Oromo Week” by 

cities of St. Paul and Minneapolis. During this week, many Oromo come from different 

states in America to Minnesota to attend different events (spiritual conference, soccer, 

OSA, annual meetings of different organizations).  

 
Figure 8. Oromo community attending annual picnic at Mathew Park in Minneapolis on 

July 4, 2009 (Source: Oromo Community of Minnesota) 

Irreecha. It is an annual cultural festival celebrated in September in Oromia-Ethiopia and 

elsewhere in the World. This event has recently been a global event and celebrated all 
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over the world where Oromo reside in Europe, Australia, Canada and America. In 

Minnesota, ritual activities and songs are performed by lakeside. The number of 

participants is increasing every year.  Irreecha is known as “thanks giving day” among 

many and has recently become attractive to outsiders as a unique cultural event. It is 

celebrated during the Meskel/Ayyaaana masaqalaa celebrations. In figure 9, a flyer 

posted by the organizers of the festival to make announcement about the event scheduled 

in Minnesota in 2012. 

 

Figure 9. Festival posters and flyers posted on Gadaa website to invite all Africans and 

others to attend the 2012 Irreechaa Festival in Minnesota 

Remitting Back Home 

Supporting families and relatives back home is part of the life style of Oromo in 

Diaspora. After their arrival, they often start wondering how to assist those in back home. 
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One of the study participants expressed how they feel the burden of their extended 

families in Oromia-Ethiopia,    

Sometimes we are physically here but mentally there [back home]. We continue 

to feel the burden even after we get adjusted or settled. We start from scratch and 

trying to catch up with a lot of things. In order to support our families and 

relatives back home, more often we have to do two or more jobs and have limited 

time for ourselves and families here. (AMG7-men focus group, personal 

communication, January 1, 2012) 

The series of difficult situations they go through make them resilient in the 

process of adjustment. Though some of the community members are not well educated 

and lack life experience in urban areas, they are able to work to support themselves and 

their families in Oromia. Non-profit organizations are also emerging with the aim of 

helping the needy in Africa.  

Beliefs 

 Many participants of the study underline the role of faith in their work-life. They 

perceived belief as an essential support structure for needy community members. Because 

faith builds their capacity for resilience, helps them to maintain their hopes and dreams in 

the face of complicated work-life challenges. The followers of the three major religions 

(Christianity, Islam and Waaqefannaa) share the view that religious beliefs keep them 

grounded and provide their support system.  

 Oromo Christians in Minnesota attend different Churches of their ethnic group 

and use their language, Afaan Oromoo. And Oromo Muslims attend at their mosque in St. 
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Paul. Those who follow belief in Waaqefanna have no separate worship place. Oromo 

singers leading worship at Global Worship Event shown in Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10. A team of Ebenezer Oromo Evangelical Church worship leaders performing at 

Global event held on April 27, 2012 in Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Cultural Transformation 

During this digital era, current technology has significant contribution for 

transformation and preservation of cultural capital. Cultural events and works of artists 

can be watched and attended by Oromo people in every corner of the world. The same 

music, spiritual songs, rituals and cultural dances are watched anywhere online. The 

Oromo Diaspora is benefiting from this virtual communication media though many in 
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Africa have no access or limited access to internet. For instance, celebration of cultural 

festival among Diaspora is becoming universal and having similar patterns. Despite some 

limitation, the new generation is getting exposed to the cultural practice.  The current 

information technology is being perceived among many Oromo as an opportunity of their 

time to enhance preservation of their cultural practices. And it has implications for global 

Oromo.  

Run for Oromia  

The Run For Oromia is 5K and 10K race established by the Oliqaa Foundation 

which allows every eligible person to take part in the race every year at lake Harriet in 

Minneapolis. The first run was organized in 2007. The primary objective of the race was 

intended to represent and promote the Oromo culture, value friendship, education, create 

opportunities for the future and honor the greatest Oromo athletes of all time. Oromia is 

said to be home of world class and famous runners. The flyer for the fourth round in 

indicated in the figure 11 below.  

 

Figure 11. Flyer posted on Gadda.com for ‘Run For Oromia' 5k & 10K Races scheduled 

for July 17, 2010 at Lake Harriet, Minneapolis 
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Source: June 12, 2010, Gadaa.com  

Resilience Helping Adjustment 

Lack of freedom before immigration to the U.S. is the worst and unique 

experience for the Oromo Diaspora.  In the U.S., they speak their language without being 

ashamed and harassed for the first time in their life. And they can get organized as 

community and value their ethnic identity and the opportunities provided to them. 

Because of their unique experience, the Oromo make use of the freedom as an 

opportunity to adjust themselves to the system fast. An individual interviewee reflected, 

We [the Oromo] have been under oppression for more than a century but never 

lost our heritage, identity and culture….we maintained that. In earlier days, the 

Oromo were so cohesive because of their socio-political structure, Gada, which 

enabled them to have solid foundation in terms of their culture and they carried 

that forward. That is why they were able to survive and keep their identity. 

(OOOI12-one-on-one interview, personal communication, June 29, 2012) 

Ethnic Identity and Acculturation 

Theorizing the ethnic identity debate is not the subject of this study. However, it 

was repeatedly brought up by the participants during discussion on cultural capital and 

community integration. The perception of immigrants and host societies of ethnic identity 

and ethnicity is debatable issue and open to different interpretations. Ethnic identity is an 

aspect of acculturation and characterized as sense of belonging to a group (Phinney, 

1990). The study participants agreed that there is a growing sense of self-consciousness 

and identity among Oromo communities more than ever. Sense of Oromummaa (being 
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Oromo) is getting strong among the first generation in Diaspora but the trend seems not 

promising among the second generation. At the time of this study, there was a political 

discourse among the Oromo and non-Oromo from Ethiopia clouding on the identity of 

Oromo. The respondents wanted to shed light on this confusion and possible dilemma by 

stating that the Oromo are neither Habesha nor Abyssinia. Tekelmariam (2005) 

interchangeably used and defined both terms Habesha and Abysisnnia as people of 

Ethiopia and Eritrea in his study of socio-cultural background of Abyssinian immigrants 

in the U.S.  

The use of the term ethnic identity in this study is consistent with Phinney’s 

conceptualization of the term. Ethnic identity of immigrants depends on commitment to 

retain their identities where as acculturation is a broader construct that encompass 

attitudes and values (Phinney, Horencz, Liebkind, and Vedder, 2001). 

Berry (2001) posed two key questions to identify acculturation strategies of 

immigrants. Berry sought yes or no answers by asking whether maintaining one’s cultural 

heritage or developing relationship with the larger society is more valued by the 

immigrants. His questions were stated as: “Is it considered to be of value to maintain 

one’s cultural heritage? Is it considered to be of value to develop relationships with the 

larger society?” (Phinney, Horencz, Liebkind, and Vedder, 2001, p.495). Based on 

Berry’s these two key questions, four acculturation strategies of immigrants were 

established (Berry, 1997; Phinney, Horencz, Liebkind, and Vedder, 2001).  
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Berry’s Questions/ 

Acculturation Strategies 

Integration Marginalization Separation   Assimilation 

Is it considered to be of 

value to maintain one’s 

cultural heritage? 

Yes No Yes No 

Is it considered to be of 

value to develop 

relationships with the 

larger society?       

Yes No No Yes 

 

The Oromo Diaspora in Minnesota aspire to maintain their cultural heritage as 

well as to develop their relationships with the host society. This seems consistent with the 

category of pro-integration groups. 

The identities of Oromo immigrants are influenced by two competing 

experiences: seeking to assimilate the host culture and retain their cultural identity. 

Maintaining the spirit and symbol of Oromummaa [being Oromo] through their cultural 

practice comes first for the first generation. As Oromo Americans, they continue to 

negotiate on building their cultural practices that are compatible with the host society as 

the social order in the new society favors cultural diversity. 

Recognition and Negotiating Identity 

The Oromo have been compelled to experience a sense of identity negotiation 

even before their immigration to the United States. Based on the findings of this study, 

the figure below is used to illustrate the highly emphasized experience of the participants 

and frequently mentioned views during the in-depth and focused group interviews. For 

the Oromo, maintaining their identity is a lived experience and takes life long struggle. 
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For many it feels like reclaiming an identity, which was almost lost. They believe that 

their untold history is unique as compared to other African-born immigrants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In view of the above model in figure 12, being recognized as Oromo is more than 

everything for the community because they were denied the right to identify themselves 

as Oromo. They give due attention to the survived cultural identity. Thousands of Oromo 

are scattered all over the world and have become or becoming citizens of their respective 

host nations although many wish to have a chance to return to their home country. 

Indeed, their diasporic life experience has impact on their identity construction and of 

their children. 

The participants of this study shared the similar views on the political discourse 

on the so-called ‘Ethiopian culture.’ They view Ethiopia as a diverse country with 

numerous nations and nationalities each having a distinct culture. As one of the largest 

ethnic groups in Ethiopia, the Oromo have their unique culture and language that differs 

from other ethnics.  

In Minnesota, the Oromo culture and language were mistaken by Ethiopian 

culture and language as some Oromo introduce themselves as Ethiopians. Today the 

Before Immigration 

Continued struggle to 

preserve identity under state 

of systematic imposition & 

oppression over a century in 

Ethiopia 

 

After Immigration 

Freedom to practice in a 

new culture towards 

making a modern 

Diaspora 

 

Oromo 

Identity 

Perspectives 

Figure 12. Perspectives of Oromo Identity before and after immigration 
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number of Oromo is increasing and they became more recognized as a community. They 

use Oromo language at home and communal places. They worship and sing in Afaan 

Oromoo. One of the men focus group participants appreciates and feels proud of: 

In Minnesota, we are recognized as Oromo in this era of new Diaspora. Our 

language and flag are recognized in Minnesota. We see instructions, 

advertisements and announcements published in our language [Afan Oromo] at 

schools, courtrooms, and healthcare institutions. We see our cultural symbols in 

many places that show our identity. (AMG3-men focus group, personal 

communication, January 1, 2012) 

Historically, the Oromo had no freedom to get organized in Africa. This new 

environment offered them opportunities to come together and socialize. A lady in a 

mixed focus group placed an emphasis on the need to be self-conscious and related to a 

parable: 

Self-worth… I mean knowing your identity and being yourself. As it was said 

earlier, upbringing matters. You take that and … that becomes self-worth… need 

to maintain your identity. A friend of my dad told me a story of an eagle before I 

came here [the U.S.]. Once, an eagle wanted to be a peacock. The eagle practiced 

a lot for long time to be a peacock. Even though the eagle continued to practice 

many times to behave like the way peacock behaves, it was not easy to perfectly 

behave the same way [like the peacock]. Then it [the eagle] has come to learn that 

it can’t be a perfect peacock after all. Instead the eagle wanted to move back to its 

original behavior by dropping the new learned behavior. In the end, it achieved 
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neither its original perfect behavior nor the learned qualities of the peacock. Then 

he [my dad’s friend] said to me, one day, if you get a chance to go to America, 

don’t try to be like others but try to be yourself.  I learned from this parable that 

the importance of maintaining self- identity… self-esteem. That is what some of 

us lack. Be yourself and don’t try to be someone else. Having such value is more 

important to me. I keep asking myself, who I am as a person? At my workplace, 

more often, my supervisors say to me, you guys [the Oromo] really work hard and 

have big respect for others. I know it is a result of our cultural values. (MFG4-

mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Even though the state of mind depends on the personalities and psychological 

experience of a person, the upbringing and cultural values matter in the way the Oromo 

perceive themselves. By contrast, it is sometimes commented on in political discourse 

that the perception of Oromo is affected because of the oppression. The study participants 

noted that this view is emerged from lack of in-depth knowledge about Oromo history or 

bias resulting from the wrong history written by the Habesha scholars and their biased 

views.  

Online Resources  

In this digital age, countless websites and social medias have increasingly become 

not only sources of information but also instrumental to accelerate the pace of virtual 

interaction and communication. The world politics of our time proves that social media 

can serve as weapon for freedom. Today’s information technology had played significant 
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role in constructing and reconstructing a sense of Oromummaa, as part of their continued 

struggle for freedom across countries of the world.  

The advent of global socio-cultural practices of Oromo reveals the growing sprit 

of trans-nationalism.  The commitment of the Oromo is not only intended to preserve 

their culture and identity in the new environment but as part of their continued resistance 

to the Ethiopian regimes. Fast sharing of information is creating an environment for 

dispersed people like Oromo all over the world to be updated on things they have in 

common and to move forward for a common goal. Oromo Diaspora are continually get 

updated daily on the current issues and things matter most to their people at large. Of the 

most visited and popular websites, Gadaa.com and Ayyantuu.com are recommended 

resources by the participants.  

Continuing Community Conferences 

Series of seminars, panels and educational conferences are conducted in Diaspora 

to raise the awareness of the community members on their sense of Oromummaa. The 

contemporary narratives in literature and media seem to play a significant part in 

constructing a sense of ethnic identity and preservation of Oromo heritage and culture. 

The increasing number and messages of new Oromo music and songs provides historical 

evidence.  

Rethinking of Assimilation 

 Assimilation is a broad and an evolving concept.  As new immigrants tend to 

follow the footsteps of their fellow ethnic members, assimilation through ethnic 

affiliation seems relevant for this study. Before reflecting on the current trend, it is worth 
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examining the retrospective of assimilation theories. The early theories of assimilation 

addressed the key questions revolving around how to gauge assimilation of immigrants. 

To some, generation is a temporal gauge of assimilation. In the case of the American 

society, the early three-generation models of assimilation theories gauge generation using 

the structural and cultural integration of immigrants into a host society (Gordon, 1964).  

According to the early theorists, immigrants may not be assimilating to a host society 

until the third generation. The experience of Oromo and other new ethnic minorities may 

help to examine the existing theories and assumptions from new perspectives. Owing to 

their recent settlement, it would be a quite early to see the trend of assimilation among 

the Oromo in Minnesota from perspective of its impact on generation. 

Unlike the theorists of Anglo-conformity and the melting pot, the recent scholars 

of historical studies have become “interested in the process of social and cultural change 

whereby immigrants cease to be foreigners and yet did not become one hundred percent 

Americans” (Conzen, Gerber, Morawska, Pozzetta, and Vecoli, 1992, p.3). Darrobe 

(2003) notes that the thinking of Americans has evolved and reached the stage where they 

recognize the importance of acknowledging the cultural roots and values of diverse ethnic 

groups for nation building. Krossa (1996) added that the melting pot view seems to be 

replaced by a new perspective called Salad Bowl. Krossa described Salad Bowl as a view 

that immigrants want to maintain their cultural values.  Conzen, et. al (1992) see 

assimilation of ethnic groups from different perspectives. 

The invention of ethnicity furthermore suggests an active participation by the 

immigrants in defining their group identities and solidarities…. In inventing its 
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ethnicity, the group sought to determine the terms, modes, and outcomes of its 

accommodation to "others." We conceive of this as a process of negotiation not 

only between immigrant group and dominant culture, but among various 

immigrant groups as well. (p.5) 

Waters and Jim (2005) have come up with four variables that serve as 

benchmarks of assimilation. These are: socioeconomic status, spatial concentration, 

language assimilation, and intermarriage. Waters and Jim selected education, occupation 

and pay to determine the socio-economic status; residential distribution of immigrants to 

determine the spatial concentration; English language ability and loss of mother language 

to determine language assimilation; and marriage between races and ethnic groups to 

determine intermarriage. On the basis of these parameters, the experience of the Oromo 

in the making of new Diaspora reveals a growing tendency towards assimilation though it 

is hard to say they are fully assimilated. The above factors are further explained below as 

they relate to the experience of the Oromo. 

Socioeconomic Status 

Like other ethnic minorities in Minnesota, the Oromo are struggling to improve 

their educational attainment, advance their career and get better pay. Their shared 

perception proves that they are far behind in terms of socio-economic assimilation. A 

one-on-one interviewee was not in favor of how the latest arrivals adapt to this new way 

of life in America. He identified himself as one of the critics, 

I believe…. we lack a lot more than we are capable of doing. From immigrants’ 

perspective, especially those folks who come to this country after 2000 [the 
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Oromo]… the way they adjust to this new culture has been through their relatives 

who might have been assimilated through Americans. There is a huge gap… I 

assume these new folks are getting secondary information about American 

culture. They [the new arrivals] come from a different world and your [their] 

interaction and behaviors tend to focus on things you [they] know back home 

versus trying to advance yourself [themselves] with aim of knowing what this 

country about. (OOOI7-one-on-one interview, personal communication, March 7, 

2012) 

This perceived gap attributed to different internal and environmental factors. Most 

of the Ethiopian immigrants are less educated and came from rural areas which tend to 

make their period of assimilation longer. 

Spatial Assimilation 

There are no separate places or cities of choice for the Oromo to settle in 

Minnesota. They are dispersed all over metro areas. At the time of this study, a 

concentration of Oromo and other East Africans is observed in Minneapolis and St. Paul 

areas. According to the observation of the study participants, the distribution of Oromo 

residents seems denser in Hennepin, Ramsey and Anoka counties. With regard to cities, 

the residents mentioned Minneapolis, St. Paul Blain, Brooklyn Park, Colombia Heights, 

and Eagan suburban areas. The ethnic language based data found on school enrollment is 

consistent with the assumption of the respondents. The data is shown in the table and 

graph below.   
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Table 5 

2011-2012 Fall Enrollments by Oromo Language code & County 

County Number of 

Students 

            %                                 County Number of      

Students 

         %          

Anoka 231 21 Nobles 4 0 

Blue Earth 5 0 Olmsted 9 1 

Carver 9 1 Ramsey 417 38 

Chisago 2 0 Scott 2 0 

Dakota 43 4 Sherburne 3 0 

Hennepin 316 29 St. Louis 1 0 

Kandiyohi 2 0 Stearns 20 2 

Lyon 1 0 Washington 31 3 

Nicollet 1 0 Wright 3 0 

 

 

  Total   1100  

 

 

As a result, as they buy new homes in suburban areas there is a tendency of 

experiencing residential assimilation. In view of community integration and assimilation, 

homes in some suburban neighborhoods provide them the opportunities to interact with 

the neighbors. For instance, they have the chance to take part in events like annual 

neighborhood parties that may help bridge the gap between peoples of different cultures. 

In some areas, events bring residents together and help them share cultural experience.  

Some of the study participants suggested the need to take initiatives, from their 

end, to break the silence, take extra step to introduce themselves to their neighbors. Other 

respondents expressed their fear that some Oromo immigrants may expect neighbors to 

come and socialize with them instead of going out to others. While the integration of 

immigrants in to the main stream is more likely, the experience of Oromo shows slow 
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pace of the process. The Oromo view themselves as good neighbors and respectful.  A 

participant in one-on-one interview has a strong belief to take the initiative and play 

proactive role of peace maker to interact with others in his community. He has an 

interesting experience as a resident in suburban area: 

This farnajii [white] neighbor lives in a townhouse next to mine [my house] in 

Woodbury [one of the less diversified eastern sub-urban cities in Minnesota]. 

Every single time I meet him, I say hi to him but he never respond. What is so 

interesting is I didn’t give up… I keep saying hi… sometimes … [I say] ‘how are 

you?’ He never said a word all these times. Once a used furnace filter was blown 

away off my garbage can by wind, and this guy [my neighbor] picked it up and 

brought over to my house and talked to me for the first time. He asked me where I 

bought the filter. I told him where I bought and asked him if he needs one. He 

said yes. I gave him two pieces [furnace filters] …then he asked me how much he 

should pay. I said to him, you don’t have to pay me. You are my neighbor. In my 

culture a neighbor gives to neighbor. He was so amazed and became my best 

friend and good neighbor until he finally moved to other city. (OOOI4-one-on-

one interview, personal communication, January 17, 2012) 

 In Oromo culture, inviting your neighbor for coffee, lunch or dinner is part of 

their lifestyle. Transfer of such indigenous gifts help integration of new residents in their 

communities. The Oromo value their neighbors. If parents are away, they feel responsible 

to care for their children until the parents are back. They believe that children are gifts 
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from God and adults are held accountable for them. A neighbor is perceived in a similar 

way as a close family member. 

Language Assimilation 

The Oromo immigrants are not well integrated with and assimilated to the host 

society. Because of limited language proficiency and less exposure to and interaction 

with non-Oromo communities, the chance of getting connected is so limited. Despite the 

fact that thousands of Oromo live in Minnesota, they are not well known to others. The 

second generation has more chance to get easily assimilated to the new culture because of 

language proficiency where as the first generation depends on the educational back 

ground and exposure of an individual person. 

Intermarriage 

The current marriage practices show that very few Oromo get married to non-

Oromo especially among mixed group. The increasing number of Oromo Diaspora 

created conducive environment for marriage within the Oromo ethnic group. Even the 

trend of intermarriage with other Ethiopian ethnics is decreasing with growing sense of 

Oromummaa. 

 Cultural Hybrid 

In the proceeding sections, it was clearly indicated that assimilation and 

integration of immigrants to the main stream is not easy due the various underling 

barriers. In the process of cultural adjustment, immigrants tend to follow multiculturalism 

and cultural hybridism in pluralist societies like the U.S. The experience of Oromo 

women in Minnesota, for instance, reveals a practice of cultural hybrid, a mix of cultural 
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practices of the mainstream and their own. Some of these practices and lifestyle include 

wedding shower and baby shower. Both types of “shower” were not known among the 

Oromo before immigration. Nowadays, wedding and baby showers have becoming part 

of the cultural practices of the ethnic group with some modifications in the context of the 

lifestyle of the community. Both events are organized as a surprise by close friends and 

family members of the lady or an expectant mother. Presents and a potluck type of treat 

are expected. These events take place weeks before the wedding date or expected day of 

birth.  

Potluck type of food serving is well adapted by the Oromo in Minnesota because 

of the common values may exist in both cultures. In Oromo cultural food preparation and 

serving, neighbors, friends and relatives cooperate with one another especially when a 

feast or an event is planned to serve many attendees. Building on this mutual assistance, a 

potluck is liked by the Oromo Diaspora as it requires putting efforts together towards 

attaining a common purpose. Women bring some cooked food and set a kind of buffet for 

self-service. This is mostly done during communal events and graduation.  

Integration with Other Communities 

Assimilation and integration are closely linked in the life of new immigrants. The 

more immigrants assimilate the cultural values of the new society, the greater chance the 

integration phase follows. There could be cases where assimilation can be expected 

through integration. Fennelly and Orfield (2007) examined the attitudes of native-born 

residents towards immigrants in Minnesota. According to their findings, there are 

residents who perceive immigrants as hardworking, making valuable contribution and 
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contributing to the cultural diversity. Yet many of them share the negative assumptions 

about the immigrants: immigrants are hurting; they are a drain on public schools and get 

too many government handouts. 

The focus group interview participants mentioned at least three other ethnic 

minorities in Minnesota whom they think are advancing in ethnic institutions. These are: 

Mexicans, Hmong and Somalis. The first two have been in the state longer than the East 

African groups where as the later is one of the recent immigrants like the Oromo. There 

could be some experiences they can share as to how to integrate with the host societies 

and cope up in the new cultural environment. 

The other way of integrating with the mainstream communities is through 

institutional partnership. An initiative was taken to enhance partnership between the 

Oromo ethnic institution and health service institution in Minnesota. The collaboration of 

Oromo Church and Fairview Hospital is a good example where both parties work 

together in areas of flu vaccination. A group of volunteers come to the Church to give 

vaccination to all age groups of the community every year. This created an opportunity to 

strengthen partnership between local health care agencies and ethnic institutions. 

Occupational/ Career choice and Advancement 

The views of the study participants on occupational choice of Oromo immigrants 

illustrate that their decision making can be influenced by the social values (individualism 

or collective) of others they know and people around them. The immigrants are more 

driven to choose a career or an occupation based on the shared experience of their 

community members. Those who had professional work experience prior to their 



   121 

 

immigration are more likely to settle on their prior type of occupation. A new career is 

considered depending on the existing employment opportunities and information 

obtained from close community members.  

The experience of the study participants shows that there is less chance to switch 

to new careers in the new environment. However, certain types of their prior occupations 

are not preferred through the lens of by many African-born immigrants. For instance, any 

occupations related to agriculture are perceived as traditional and physical labor intensive 

agricultural works. A lady in the women focus group said, “We tend to follow what other 

people from our community members do. Most of the time, we just look for a job to 

support ourselves and family members because of the limited choices.” A new immigrant 

in a new society focuses on getting hired and job security.  The experience of Oromo 

Diaspora shows a trend of staying on the first job and lack of courage to change. Yet they 

have strong belief that further education coupled with work experience in America may 

bring about change of career. One of the study participants who worked as employment 

counselor assisting refugees commented that finding a job is not easy for immigrants in 

areas of their interest. 

Some participants identified driving factors to choose a certain type of 

occupation. They are not driven just to make money and see if an occupation matches 

their moral and cultural values. Certain types of jobs are not culturally or morally 

acceptable by the community. An adult participant in mixed focus group identified the 

type of job he wants, 
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I would rather die hungry or go back home instead of having a job that doesn’t 

match my [the Oromo] moral values. Of course, I want to maximize my earnings 

by having a better job. But I don’t just pick any job to make money. I ask myself, 

“What do I value most when I choose a career?” (MFG1-mixed focus group, 

personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

One of the men focus group participants shared his view on choosing an occupation, 

Because we value relationships and family, we are not driven to jobs which are 

lone person operated. In this country…they get up, they travel alone, they sell 

their products by themselves, and they drive trucks…. sometimes they are away 

for 6 or 8 months. Our people want to come back home after work; they want to 

be with their family and friends so that they can involve in a lot of social matters. 

Instead of having a job that costs our family and social time, we tend to prefer 

working two or more jobs or prefer where we can meet our people. (MFG6- 

mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

In one-on-one interview, a guy who came to the U.S. at age fifteen suggested how 

to further advance the career counseling service.  

We need to set a common goal as community. If one person is succeeding in the 

field of medicine, where is the encouragement level for that individual person to 

pull his sister or brother aside in the same field? This can be IT [Information 

Technology], or nursing, etc.  I don’t think we grasp that concept [setting a shared 

goal].  So we are further behind in setting a shared goal and advancing on that. I 

remember ...back home….there are three common dream jobs or career wishes 
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…that is to be a doctor, an engineer or a pilot. This perception has narrowed the 

choices and expectations of many immigrants. When immigrants come here they 

fail to visualize the whole perspectives [the vast opportunities]. They entirely rely 

on the limited information they get from their friends or relatives which in turn 

limit their opportunities. It is more likely that the new person gets the job his/her 

friend or relative is working. For example, if I am working at parking lot, there is 

high chance that my friend and relative also gets job there. (OOOI11-one-on-one 

interview, personal communication, July 12, 2012) 

Lack of making effort and staying in the comfort zone are also stated as barriers. 

The person who commented on career counseling above suggested the need to change 

some of our practices. He recalled what he observed in the life of some Ethiopians he 

knows, 

In our culture, we tend to follow a tried trend and we lead others on our way. We 

don’t have to buy it… we need to come out of our comfort zone. We don’t have to 

decorate our houses the way others decorate. I want the type of house my friend 

or somebody I know bought. They don’t want to try new things and are scared not 

to fail. We choose the same location. But if we had a strong community system, 

that would make a big shift. (AMG2-men focus group, personal communication, 

January 1, 2012) 

Self employment is stated as one of the occupations chosen by the Oromo and 

other ethnic minorities. These occupations allow the workers to have flexible schedule 

and have enough time with their families. This choice of lifestyle has brought a growing 
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sense of entrepreneurship areas: home care, groceries, restaurants, taxi, cleaning, and 

other petty business. These self-employed jobs are selected for two major reasons: 

flexibility for work-family and fewer requirements for high proficiency of English 

language. Some skilled and educated persons do not want to leave their low paying jobs 

because of the flexible hours that allow them help their family. It is hard for such persons 

to leave their comfort zone. 

Career Advancement 

America is believed to be land of opportunities by the mainstream and 

immigrants. Despite the perceived factors that limit their occupational choice and 

decision making, some Oromo are well aware of the ample opportunities and prospects 

for advancement in the U.S. The Oromo PMTs (Professional, Managerial and Technical) 

strive to make use of these opportunities to the fullest potential. The study participants 

describe the effort and commitment of Oromo immigrants of different age groups in 

Minnesota. 

Many Oromo community members are productive in different dimensions. Adults 

are working and going to school. Both the Oromia and Minnesota born children are in 

schools and colleges. The youth do not get involved in crimes. Some Oromo 

professionals became successful in achieving their career advancement though it takes 

longer time. For instance, medical doctors, lawyers, IT professionals and social workers 

can be cited. A participant from men group reflects on shared experience of the 

community, 



   125 

 

There are a lot of opportunities [life paths] that the U.S. provides. These paths can 

either take you to hell or to better life. It is up to us to embark on the right path 

and use the opportunities to the fullest….and blending with our culture is never 

been easy. As a community, we are on the right track. For instance, people who 

have never used computer before now work as computer specialists. Oromo 

intellectuals are working in public and government institutions. Some of us have 

managed working, going to school and caring for our families. The Oromo do not 

want to be dependent on tax-payers money. Even our seniors want to work until 

they are unable to move. (MFG1-mixed focus group, personal communication, 

December 17, 2011) 

The three tables below present the study of participants’ job category, educational 

level, fields of study and their career advancement needs based on the three questions.  

Table 6 

Occupation Category of the Study Participants 

 Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 Focus Group 3 One-on-one & 

 Pair-Interviews 

Occupational 

category 

Foreign/ 

Prior 

USA/  

Current 

Foreign/ 

Prior 

USA/  

Current 

Foreign/  

Prior 

USA/ 

Current 

Foreign/ 

Prior  

USA/ 

Current 

Business 1 1 - 1 1 1 1 - 

IT - - - - - - - - 

Social services - - 1 - - - 2 7 

Health care - - - - - - - 1 

Engineering - - 3 - - - 1 - 

Education 1 - 5 2 - 1 2 1 

Office clerical - - - - 3 1 - - 

Self employed - 1 - - 1 - 1 2 

Media  1 - - - - - 1 - 

Management 1 - 1 2 - 1 - - 

Services - 1  - - - - 2 

Law practice 1 - 1 - - - - - 

No job 4 - - - 2 - 5 - 
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Table 7 

Highest Educational Level of the Study Participants 

Education/ 

Participants 

FG 1 FG 2 FG 3 One-on-one & 

 Pair-

Interviews 

 Foreign

/ Prior 

USA/  

Current 

Foreign

/ Prior 

USA/  

Current 

Foreign

/ Prior 

USA/  

Current 

Foreign

/ Prior 

USA

/Cur. 

High 

School 

5 - - - 2 - 2 - 

College 

Diploma 

2 1 1 - 2 - - - 

BA/BSc 2 4 5 - 2 - 3 2 

MA/MSc - 3 3 2 - - 1 4 

MD/PhD - - - - - - - 1 

 

FG = Focus Group 

Table 8 

Number of Study Participants by the Need for Career Advancement 

Need for career 

advancement 

Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 

 

Focus 

Group 3 

One-on-one &  

Paired Interviews 

Current career 6 6 6 9 

Prior career - 4 - 2 

Change to new 

career 

3 - - 2 

 

Employment Experience 

The employment trajectories of the first Oromo settlers in 1970’s and the present 

day immigrants differ in many ways as employment opportunities and occupational types 

are evolving over time. For instance, it is clear for a fact that English language 

proficiency was a key challenge now and then. However, the early immigrants, Oromo 

students in the Twin Cities, used to easily get low paying jobs. Even those who don’t 

understand English had the chance to get employed since the number of African 
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immigrants was fewer than the present; and there were also plenty of low paying jobs. 

One of the first Oromo settlers in Twin cities shared his experience and observation. 

In 1983 a lady [Oromo lady] got a cleaning job at Augsburg College. She didn’t 

understand English. I had to translate work instruction over phone using the three 

lines phone….. every instruction her supervisor tells me and names of the 

materials she uses for cleaning. I assisted her over phone for two weeks and she 

managed to handle her duties later. (AMG1-men focus group, personal 

communication, January 1, 2012) 

But today even those who can speak English cannot easily find low paying jobs. 

Most of these easy jobs are related to health care, environmental services, cleaning in 

large buildings and including working factories. Lack of language proficiency and lack of 

work experience in the U.S. are the major challenges. Because of these challenges, those 

who lack the language skill and work experience could stay for more than a year without 

job after their arrival.   

Human Capital 

Coming from all societal strata and different educational background, the Oromo 

Diaspora are characterized by people with various skills gained through formal and 

informal education. The foreign-trained ones, including PMTs (Professional, Managerial 

and Technical), likely encounter series of challenges until they gain relevant work 

experience in America and receive additional training though they came to the U.S. with 

transferable skills. Some of the Oromo PMTs (Professional, Managerial and Technical) 

mentioned during the interviews include experienced physicians, accountants, lawyers, 
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teachers, scientists and bankers. Skilled carpenters, electricians, photographers, and 

media professionals can quickly adjust themselves, with little training while others like 

journalists, business men and political appointees more often decide to change their 

career. They need motivation and counseling to catch up and further increased effort 

towards their career goal. Nee and Sanders (2001) note that “the human-cultural capital 

that immigrants bring with them, and continue to accumulate in their new country, can be 

important resources that open up employment opportunities in the social mainstream and 

in the ethnic community (p. 8). In contrary, the participants shared a view that prior 

education and work experience are not always valued or not needed in the U.S.  

The participants stated the importance of how they look for job. The Oromo more 

often use networking within their ethnic group. They rely on second hand information 

they receive from friends, relatives and temporary employment agencies. Few of them 

use internet /online job search. 

Self-learning and Training Needs 

The motivation to increase knowledge and skills is an encouraging dimension of 

work-life among the Oromo immigrants. The tradition of self-directed learning and good 

listening skills even among the less educated enabled them to develop their learning 

skills. The Oromo are culturally taught how to be a good listener. They are also rich in 

oral literature which increases their memorizing competency.  

Cultural capital has an impact on training from both the perspective of the trainer 

and the trainee. Most of the jobs in the U.S. require training depending on the 

complexities of the work. Aside from the challenges of English language literacy, 
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immigrants without basic education and training in certain types of jobs face difficult 

situations. Finding a job without training and experience is becoming tougher during the 

current slow employment.  

The study participants noted the Oromo as open minded and polite learners. 

Adults have the desire for going back to school, but some of them get discouraged 

because of the limited employment of new immigrants resulted from “perceived 

discrimination.” One of the focus group participants shared his feelings why he was 

discouraged and didn’t go to school. “I have to support my extended families back home 

working more than one job. It is also so discouraging and worrying for adults like me to 

see the foreign-born who invested a lot in their education and earned their degrees but 

remained unemployed”.  

The less educated are more vulnerable groups and need assistance to have a 

driver’s license and to complete job applications. Yet those who have informal 

transferable skills go through different challenges until they acquire experience in 

America. The participants pointed out that many immigrants, regardless of their years of 

stay, have training needs to a varying degree. Even those who stayed long in the country 

need to know more about the available resources and how to navigate them. Thus, career 

counseling is a real need including for those who claim to know more about the life 

styles.  

In response to a question asked to identify the major areas of community-based 

training needs other than the formal education, the participants listed some important 

areas of professional development. The most suggested areas of community trainings are: 
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cross-cultural, new technology use, civic education and continuing conferences on 

selected topics invited lecturers in both languages, English and Afaan Oromo.  

Self-reliance 

The Oromo are driven by their cultural value to be self-reliant. It is unethical for 

the Oromo to sit and wait for assistance. An Oromo saying goes harka-namaa hin ilaalu 

[literally it means I don’t have to see someone’s helping hand]. The experience of Oromo 

in Minnesota indicates that they never want to be dependent on tax payers’ money. For 

the Oromo work means life. This notion is originated from their belief and worldview 

called safuu. Because of the ethical moral value attached to safuu, they never want to be 

dependent on others. In contrast to the view of some mainstream who think immigrants 

are a burden to the public, the experience of Oromo proves that it is a shame for those 

who are capable of working to depend on welfare assistance. Historically, Oromo farmers 

and pastoralists were hardworking and self-reliant. Born to such dedicated society, the 

highly qualified professionals are determined to do any low level jobs until they find a 

job that matches their skills and experience.  

Self-marketing 

Despite the perceived bias of some supervisors, the Oromo Diaspora acknowledge 

self-marketing as their growth area. The perception of bias is claimed by many 

immigrants regardless of the factors can be taken into account. For instance, employees 

of African descent complained about the unfair job performance evaluation by their 

supervisors and not considered for promotion opportunities (Shoobridge, 2006).  
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The Oromo feel ashamed to speak up for themselves and tell others about their 

knowledge and skill owing to the safuu (moral ethics) and socialization.  It is considered 

as boasting which is not socially acceptable. This social norm has become the major 

barrier to get employed and promoted at work place. Many respondents commented that 

the Oromo like to say, “I will try” every time they are asked if they can do a certain job 

even when they can do better.” If they are asked to rate themselves, they are inclined to 

rate at lower level. The in-depth interview with one of the foreign-trained interviewees 

said, 

Once I was looking for a job and got a chance to meet with a lady who was 

interested in my past work experience. She invited me to a group interview. The 

interviewers asked me some questions related to my skills. I did not tell them 

much enough about my skills because of my lack of interview experience [in the 

U.S. labor market] and conviction that I do not have to talk much about myself. 

After the interview, the lady told me that she was not happy with my responses. 

She said, you had to tell us your strong skills set as shown on your resume. I said 

to her …all I can say was this much. (AMG8-men focus group, personal 

communication, January 1, 2012) 

Another participant shared the feedback of his supervisor at work place, 

Self-marketing is our biggest problem. For instance, my supervisor said, you do 

great work but you do not sell yourself. In our culture, speaking about your self is 

considered as of-tuulummaa (boasting). I continue to struggle with these 

conflicting values at my workplace. If you do not sell yourself, you don’t get 
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anywhere… you can’t pass interview. You got to say what you did and can do. 

But we don’t. Every year this issue comes up on my performance evaluation. We 

lack the “I can do” …. We expect others to witness about our competency rather 

than we talk about it. For example, when I write my resume I put my English 

fluency as good not fluent. We expect others to speak up for us. We are fact and 

truth oriented society. We are not self-centered. We don’t talk about ourselves. 

We do not like boasting. Our cultural values are good … we are humble but we 

tend to say ani badaa miti (I’m not good enough at…). In our culture, it is like 

shame to say I did great, I am the best…I am the one who did this and that…. We 

would rather choose to be recognized as a group. This has enormous impact on 

our performance. That is why we can’t compete enough with others. (MFG3-

mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Shoobridge (2006) indicates that employees of African descent complained about 

the unfair job performance evaluation by their supervisors and not considered for 

promotion opportunities. 

Resume Building and Job Interview 

A resume is expected to be attractive enough to readers and present the key 

competencies of a person required for job interview opportunity. The self-marketing 

capacity of a person, in turn, determines employment in western job market. For African-

born immigrants both are so challenging. The case of Oromo is more impacted by their 

selflessness culture. Their resumes read their culture. In the absence of counseling, even 
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the educated ones are reserved to write in their resumes and cover letters or tell others 

their actual skills and knowledge about a certain job on a job interview.  

Another point repeatedly stated by the participants is when and how to shake 

hands during job interview. In Oromo culture, it is common to ‘put heads down’ which is 

likely to have another interpretation with many U.S. employers. ‘Putting head down’ or 

‘bowing’ is a symbol of showing respect where as others may view as a sign of lack of 

confidence. Some individuals who have no in-depth knowledge about the Africans’ sense 

of respect may view as reflection of the oppressed mind resulted from colonization. Eye 

contact goes along the hand shaking. Many Oromo especially the women get scared to 

make eye contact. Systematic discrimination is perceived as a factor that operates against 

job seekers and discourages them not to pay attention to such details.  

Emerging Business and Self Employment 

Some Oromo compare themselves with other ethnic and assume that they had less 

exposure to business. There is a wide perception among many African-born immigrants 

that self-employment is not considered as a job. For some, a job is when someone gets 

hired by an employer. The Oromo are less involved in self-employment activities like 

owning and running a business. Initiation and interest of doing business depends on the 

prior experience and exposure to such activities. Despite these challenges, however, there 

are few emerging businesses in Twin Cities in areas of groceries, restaurants, 

maintenance, home care (nursing care), flowers shop, construction, Real Estates, 

transportation, money wire, translation and interpretation services. 
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In order to overcome the underlying barriers, it was suggested the need to have 

strong commitment and basic knowledge of the market situation. Those who start 

business should be able to push to the end. Failing once doesn’t mean failing forever. 

Learning risk taking and exploring available resources seem to be areas that need 

improvement.  

Information Sharing and Resource Navigation 

More often, new Oromo immigrants get information about the host society from 

their relatives, friends or sponsors. As a result, social and familial networks remain 

salient in their decision making process. Perhaps, the quality of the information attributes 

to the limited experience of the person they meet. Apparently, those who have no access 

to the needed information would get lost in the system. 

Sharing of information among community members and capacity to navigate 

available resources has profound significance in the jobs search and employment 

opportunities. Online and offline resources are available to meet diverse needs of 

immigrants. New arrivals need orientation on how and what type of resources should be 

navigated. Arriving in the U.S. cities with limited knowledge of modern education and 

technology may result in stress. Oromo immigrants constitute both those who had prior 

employment (under employed, fully employed) and those who start for the first time. All 

these groups need up to date information. That is why information sharing to the fullest is 

so crucial. For example, the early settlers know what did and didn’t work out for them.   
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One of the participants shared his first experience and suggested what works best 

for the new arrivals. His recommendation is consistent with and strongly supported by 

other participants as well.  

I came here when I was 15. I met an international group which helps adapt to this 

country [the U.S.]. The objective of the group was to nurture international 

students and show them the correct path. Based on my experience, I believe we 

[the Oromo] as a community have failed our people….  I want the Oromo 

community [center] to be the first place for new immigrants to check in not to the 

homes of their relatives, families, and friends. It is should be the first place for 

them to see the vision of America. It should be a place of orientation. When a new 

person comes, I would love to take that person there….that way new comers can 

have a clear picture about the country and get understanding about the most basic 

things they need to know in the beginning like, nutrition, wellness, health 

insurance, weather, IT, fitness, educational and job opportunities. Need to have 

transition period that allows immigrants, educated or uneducated. They need time 

to learn instead of jumping on looking for job. (OOOI11-one-on-one interview, 

personal communication, July 12, 2012) 

Bad times and difficulties of the past are learning opportunities for the new 

comers. Arranging time and place for experience sharing with those resided longer in the 

state will make the duration of adjustment of the new arrivals shorter. Need for 

information sharing and networking is strongly recommended by many participants of the 

study.  
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Networking 

The networking experience of Oromo Diaspora is limited within the ethnic group 

and has less with the non-Oromo. They often network with friends, close relatives or 

anyone whom they think is important to know as a resource.  

Compatibility of Work Values and Cultural Capital 

Compatibility of values matters in the life of immigrants in a new culture. The 

study on second generation Korean students reveals that compatibility of cultural values 

make easier adjustment of minority students. Kim (1993)  

The cultural explanation attributes the success or failure of minorities' academic 

performance to cultural compatibility or cultural discontinuity. When minority 

cultural values and communication styles are compatible with those of the 

mainstream, there is less cultural friction and the minority student is 

proportionately less disadvantaged. (p.225) 

The Oromo bring skills and indigenous knowledge grounded on their work ethics 

and life style. Those who were farmers and business men before their immigration were 

strong hard working people gaining work-life experience in the midst of hardships and 

challenges. In Africa, for instance, farmers do labor intensive physical jobs all day long 

where as the business men walk round trips to and from distant villages. These qualities 

have prepared them take more than one job here in the U.S.  
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They show a similar work ethic and commitment at work place. The feedback 

they receive from their employers and co-workers indicate that they are sincere, friendly, 

honest, and hardworking, trustworthy, have integrity, teamwork abilities and have respect 

for others. Selected values are listed in the figure below which can be shared between 

work domain and cultural values of Oromo. Based on their responses, the figure below 

represents the core values that represent cultural capital. 

 

Figure 13. Perceived compatibility of cultural capital of Oromo and work values 

Hardworking 

The findings show that hardworking is viewed as the best quality describing the 

Oromo. Their perception is based on the consistent feedback of their supervisors and 

coworkers. They work hard because of their work ethics and integrity. A one-on-one 

interview participant shared what she observed at her workplace,  
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The few Oromo [Oromo] in my workplace are recognized as hard working. We 

are there to work. We always work with others and with deep concern for others. 

More often, we don’t seek promotion by trying to show off and telling our bosses 

we are better off than other fellow coworkers. Rather we view our coworkers as 

friends or team working for the company. We don’t feel comfortable to get 

promoted at the expense of others. (OOOI3-one-on-one interview, personal 

communication, December 31, 2012) 

Being hardworking is one of the qualities most Oromo are known for by their 

supervisors and coworkers. Yet some are finding hard to balance between their health and 

work. Participants of a paired interview are concerned about the possible health risk of 

employees who are selflessly much devoted. 

The Oromo are known for their hard work … they put their head down and work 

their job but don’t know how to work smart.  As you strive to accomplish your 

goal, one of your eyes should be up and look for opportunities to get better. Some 

time you are too respectful... that tendency may let others to walk all over you. 

For the majority of time, being respectful helps. And yet need to know how to get 

passed that threshold. Don’t mistake kindness for weakness. Oromo are very kind, 

caring, and humble but are not weak. For instance, a woman broke her hand while 

she was carrying piled chairs. She never complained and continued to do the same 

work instead of asking for change of job or benefits. (PI2- paired interview, 

personal communication, January 7, 2012)  



   139 

 

The Oromo saying goes jiruu fi amaatii hintuffatanii  [it is unethical to dislike 

either your job or your mother in-law]. This saying emphasizes the value of any job.  The 

work values demand commitment and discourages and views to be slacker as unethical.  

 “We” and “I” 

This concept implies the tendency towards using ‘we’ instead of talking ‘I’. 

Working together for a common goal is valued among the Oromo. The ‘we’ attitude 

affect their self expression during interview and increases chances to fail. The view of a 

study participant supported this attitude.  

When I get job interview, I usually don’t feel comfortable I did this but instead I 

say we did even when I led a team. Once interviewers interrupted me and said, 

you are the one here for the interview not your team. Just tell us about yourself 

not about the team. (OOOI2-one-on-one interview, personal communication, 

December 25, 2011) 

Commitment 

In this study, commitment refers to the devotion of employees to their work. 

Based on the feedback they receive from their supervisors, the participants stated two 

qualities, which demonstrate more their commitment to work: the state of being driven to 

perform beyond a set standard and the punctuality demonstrated by an employee. Both 

qualities are selected because of their relevance to the cultural capital of Oromo. In favor 

of this shared perception, the responses of two interviewees are sequentially indicated 

below. 
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Though it is hard sometimes for some individuals to differentiate between the 

Oromo and other Ethiopians, there was a time when a recruiter was looking 

specifically for Oromo stating their quality of commitment to work or work 

values. (OOOI3-one-on-one interview, personal communication, December 31, 

2011) 

My supervisor changed my job and schedule from filing books to customer 

service after evaluating my performance. He promoted me to a job I never 

dreamed about it. It is a front desk job. My first job was to work as a library clerk 

– shelving books. My English was not good… I mean I understand little English 

and can’t speak fluently. When I start this job, they showed me once how to 

shelve. In shorter time, I managed to shelve books full of three carts between 1 ½ 

to 2 hours which is expected to be done in 4 to 5 hours. My supervisor was not 

sure if I did right until he checked every book I shelved after I left for the day. On 

next day, he told me how my performance exceeds the set standard. I was 

promoted to a new job even when I don’t speak and understand English well. My 

supervisor had to sit close to me to assist when I have communication problem 

with the customers. (PI1- paired interview, personal communication, January 7, 

2012)  

Trust 

Trust means a lot in context of organizational effectiveness, stewardship and 

accountability. Mutual trust has special place in Oromo culture. More often, they take the 

first initiative to trust others. The politeness and sincere of Oromo in work places brought 
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trust, appreciation and reward. The experience of a study participant stated below 

exemplifies this quality: 

I worked for many supervisors. I am always there to help others and the first to 

volunteer. I never say my time is over as long as clients are out there seeking 

assistance. We don’t often say I will do tomorrow. I know we always overwork 

our selves. This may have positive or negative impact on our life. But I value 

most the trust we gain from our employers. (MFG5-mixed focus group, personal 

communication, December 17, 2011) 

Respect 

The Oromo place high value on the socially accepted and expected personalities. 

Of these are being selfless and respectful. They show their respect and concern for others 

any where including at work places. The drives for their hardworking revolve around the 

belief and cultural values even though not always acknowledged and recognized in the 

host work environment. They study participants identified parenting and socialization as 

key factors influencing the way they behave. The responses of three participants are 

consistent with this view.  

The way we were taught to behave [socialization] has impact on our success. Our 

culture strongly encourages respect for others, discipline, and our decency. The 

expectation of our community to be disciplined or the high value attached to 

discipline. We were brought up with this mentality. Had it not been our culture, 

there was high chance that especially the youth can follow the wrong ways. 

(WFG2-women focus group, personal communication, December 22, 2011) 
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You are expected to be self-reliant, independent. In Oromo traditional thinking, 

once you got to the twenties, you are expected to get married and lead your own 

family. For instance, if you are a farmer or a child of a farmer, you are expected to 

construct your own house, till the land and support your family. If your dad is a 

business man, you follow him – [you] aspire to be a merchant. Self-reliance is the 

core value of Oromo culture. (MFG1- mixed focus group, personal 

communication, December 17, 2011) 

We respect the older persons because of our safuu world view. We don’t tell to 

our supervisors why we put our head down and choose to be loyal. I can’t tell 

enough how our cultural values benefit our employers. (WFG5-women focus 

group, personal communication, December 22, 2011) 

Their politeness is sometime manifested in a way that others may not understand 

due to cultural differences. A good example mentioned by a participant in the mixed 

focus group reflects, 

Sometimes, in the office, we fall short of seats when we have all staff meeting 

and no seat for late comers. As the youngest person, I usually got into dilemma as 

to leave my seat for the older person who stands by a door. (MFG6 - mixed focus 

group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Integrity 

In Oromo tradition, positive attitude and living in peace are societal norms. Peace 

is there where Oromo lives. Oromo workers are well known to behave according to the 

set rules and required standard. The Oromo believe in rule of law. An interviewee 
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expressed his conviction, “rule of law is perceived as if it is naturally given. Oromo seem 

not taught but naturally talented to it everywhere [in Oromia and elsewhere]. Even those 

who have never been to school share the same qualities.” (OOOI4-one-on-one interview, 

personal communication, January 17, 2012). In particular, adhering to rule of law is 

central to the socio-cultural and safuu world view of the people. 

Team work 

The Oromo have tradition of working together and supporting one another. The 

traditional institutions like daboo, addooyyee, afooshaa and iqqubee, which were 

addressed in the previous sections, are established on the basis of these values. Mutual 

support and cooperation remain the key membership requirements of these informal 

institutions in order to achieve their shared objectives. Members have internalized the 

collective rules and are committed to work in team. The Oromo do well in jobs that 

require teamwork as they match with their values. These social institutions are believed 

to be the learning center for the community members, which lay foundation for their love 

and concern for others. One of the focus group participants expressed,  

We believe in what we do without claiming for credit no matter whatever it takes. 

We feel more comfortable talking about is what we did as a group or team rather 

them individual contribution. I wish our supervisors should able to see that even 

though that is not our intention or motive. (PI4- paired interview, personal 

communication, January 15, 2012)  
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Work-Family-Community 

Work-life conflict is common among working parents. The findings show that the 

Oromo are committed to maintaining the balance between work, family and community. 

Studies show that 90% of working mothers and 95% of working fathers experience work-

life conflict (Williams & Boushey, 2010). In order to successfully integrate work, family 

and personal life, it would be challenging for employees to manage by themselves 

without seeking the support from their employers. The Oromo strive to achieve a 

balanced work-family life. The responses of the participants revealed their struggle to 

survive where as the work domain seem to govern their life style at the expense of their 

familial love. Consequently, skilled parents chose to settle for low paying jobs with 

flexibility of work schedules to avoid the risks of changing career or seeking for better 

paying jobs. The traditional theories of work-family view both domains as separate and 

favors work (Kanter, 1977). The figure below is used to show how the three domains 

overlap and the share of each dimension takes from the life of the employees. 

 

Figure 14. The interdependence of work, family and community domains 
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Figure 14 is used just to show the intersection of the three domains and where 

they overlap. The size of the circled is determined to the perceived proportion of their 

time devoted each domain but no empirical evidence that proves the share. The one thing 

can be clearly seen is the reciprocal nature of the work-family conflict, the 

interdependence of work and family and community. The third part, community 

represents mainly the non-work commitments explored in the study. 

 By viewing from different angles, work and family are central to the life of 

many Oromo.  The cultural values and beliefs of Oromo strongly support them to have 

family-oriented work-life. As individualism is valued by Americans, familial and social 

value is valued by the Oromo. In relation to familial value, they share two areas of 

celebration: divorce is rare among Oromo immigrant families and healthy family 

communication.  

Occupational Success 

The definition of success is contextual and depends on the shared view of groups 

and personal goals of an individual. Immigrants who have sense of community believe in 

strong social relation and share views that influence their understanding of this concept. 

A question was posed during the interviews in relation to the occupation of Oromo 

immigrants: how do you define occupational success? This question was not easy for 

many respondents. Most of the respondents try to see in the context of their situation 

before trying to define the concept. The responses reflect mix of multi-dimensional 

factors related to both occupation and career. The views of married and parents are 

related to work-family where as the singles ones inclined to personal achievements. 
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In response to the question asked on how they perceive occupational success, the 

study participants have come up with wide contextual definitions. Selected responses or 

definitions are categorized into three perspectives.  

Table 9 

Perceived Occupational Success of the Study Participants 

Category 1: Meeting basic needs 

Occupational success is about having a job that enables one to meet basic needs. (MFG4-

mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Make enough money and spend wisely. (AMG5-men focus group, personal 

communication, January 1, 2012) 

Category 2: Job satisfaction  

To me, having better pay by itself is not success. It must be a job that I love. (MFG6-

mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

It is not the pay rate but the satisfaction an employee gains through healthy relationship 

with his or her supervisors and coworkers. Conducive work place environment pays all. 

(PI2- paired interview, personal communication, January 7, 2012)  

Having a job relevant to one’s field of study and less stressful job can be seen as success. 

(AMG27-men focus group, personal communication, January 1, 2012) 

To have a job that helps you actually live through. It doesn’t have to be you rich about it 

but you are there for your family and the job allows you to use flexible work 

hours…flexible job that you can take a day off when your child is sick with our worrying 

about it. I love my job because I can take time off when I need and yet it is not counted 
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against you. Having a flexible job and being comfortable in that area [workplace]. 

(MFG5-mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

Category 3: Family oriented 

As a working parent in an extended family, having a source of income to support my 

family and feeling responsible to care for children. (AMG6-men focus group, personal 

communication, January 1, 2012) 

It is about going beyond personal needs and having a means to provide your family. As 

immigrant living in a new culture and competitive labor market, being self-reliant is more 

than everything to me. (WFG2-women focus group, personal communication, December 

22, 2011) 

For me to be able to live beyond oneself … if one can live beyond his or herself, that is, 

having a kind of job that allows you to be there for your family. (MFG5- mixed focus 

group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 

 Occupational success goes beyond getting a pay check. After getting an entry job, one is 

expected get promoted and make better income. Other values like family values, 

economic and academic values are taken into account. One should able to put aside 

enough money to assist his or her families. Those who are unable to meet the perceived 

standard can be considered as not successful. (OOOI3-one-on-one interview, personal 

communication, December 31, 2011) 

 Being aware of self identity, get educated, have a family and be able to raise children. 

(MFG2- mixed focus group, personal communication, December 17, 2011) 
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In the table 9, the participants’ perspectives are sorted into three categories: (a) In 

the first category, occupational success is viewed mainly from meeting basic needs, (b) In 

the second category, the respondents place value on job satisfaction, the type of their job, 

and (c) In the third category, emphasis placed on family-oriented values. Based on these 

different views and perceptions, occupational success determines successful adjustment. 

The perspectives of the three groups reflect that work-family define their occupational 

success. In general, job security and having time to take care of family and meeting non-

work demands are widely perceived among the participants.   

In some quantitative studies, the constructs are categorized into subjective and 

objective factors. Objective examination of career or occupational success examines the 

perception of respondents around selected items. Aryee and Luk (1996) identified some 

items like spouse support, career autonomy, satisfaction with child-care arrangement, 

work-family conflict, family identity and supervisor support, organizational based self-

esteem, work identity, and interesting work. The subjective factors refer to perceived 

quality of life and satisfaction.  

Second Generation 

The second generation of Oromo is not the subject of this study. The case of 

Oromo children, however, arose repeatedly in all focus group and one-on-one interview 

as areas of success and concern. The success of Oromo youth, in academic achievements 

and school attendance, was stated as an area of celebration. The work of Obiakor and 

Afoláyan (2007) on the surviving socio-cultural of African immigrant families in the 

United States supports this view. Obiakor and Afoláyan state that “many of these 
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immigrant children tend to outperform their American-born counterparts in academic 

achievements” p.266. The Oromo community and churches in Minnesota recognize 

successful Oromo students and graduates every year.  

The second area of celebration is the rare behavioral deviance among Oromo 

adolescents as compared to youth delinquents in the cities. It was noted by the study 

participants that immigrants youth and children are often perceived to be deviants in 

some cities of the country. More specifically, as stated across all focus groups and one-

on-one interviews, the present Oromo generation is in school and no gangs in the Oromo 

community. They presume the prevalence of gangs in some communities which is not the 

case in the Oromo community. According to the participants, this success is attributed 

mainly to cultural capital and social parenting of the community. Many parents are role 

models for their children in valuing education including the uneducated parents and for 

being free from harmful habits or addictions. Some parents decided to go back to school 

making use of the opportunities of the land. 

A participant in young adult group witnesses how social parenting of the Oromo 

community impacts the success of the youth. 

We [the Oromo] are one of the communities where community leader is 

everybody. Oromo children are raised not only by their parents but also by the 

whole community.  This has a huge impact on the way they act everywhere. 

Especially in Minnesota… there is so higher chance that someone can see the 

children with their parents. As a result, many Oromo know one another. If 

someone sees a child doing something which is not acceptable by the community, 



   150 

 

the person doesn’t hold back and just tell his or her parents. They [other Oromo 

parents] are not scared to make follow up. More likely… that you are bound by 

this conscious that is not just me or my family... it is just about keeping your 

name and your family’s name. They don’t say it is none of my business. 

Everything is not open like in other communities.  Reputation of the parents and 

the entire community is valued a lot. I know people are watching for the better. 

Oromo kids behave well. I heard once that the Oromo have the least crime rate as 

compared to other immigrants in Minnesota. (MFG6-mixed focus group, personal 

communication, December 17, 2011) 

Identity Construction and Cultural Maintenance 

Sense of oromummaa [being Oromo] is getting strong across all generations 

despite the second generation have become more influenced and inclined to the 

mainstream. For instance, Oromo children are losing their native language and in favor of 

English. Because of the social environment the youth tend to practice the mainstream 

culture.  On the other hand, some youth clubs are doing their best to encourage their 

fellow Oromo friends and attract them. During this digital age, children born or grew up 

in America have access to the modern technology that allows them exchange information 

and experience with other fellow Oromo kids in the world. Social media appears to be a 

resource for those who are inspired to know more about their culture, identity and people.  

The impact of modern technology on the ethnic identity and culture of life of 

immigrant children is a debatable issue that calls for further study. The view of the study 

participants reflected that the technology has repercussion for those who want to know 
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more about their identity and others who want to get exposed more to the dominant 

culture. Though it depends on the intuition and interest of every child, as they grow up 

there could be easy access to enough resources and ample opportunities.  

There should be a strategy in place and need to work on how the young 

generation can pick the cultural practices in order to ensure the sustenance of their 

cultural practices. As discussed earlier, the first generation is committed to sustain their 

cultural practice and to pass on to second generation.  

The second generation, unlike the first generation, seems to have better ambitions 

and hopeful about the future career advancement as they can exploit the existing 

potentials to the fullest. The career development of ethnic minority youth is influenced by 

relational support, support from teachers and counselors (Medvide and Blustein, 2010). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCULSTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In summary, this paper is divided into five chapters. The first chapter seeks to 

define the under-researched work-life of Oromo Diaspora, justify how understanding the 

cultural capital of Oromo was salient in their adjustment process and raises cultural 

awareness of host societies. The claims of the study for interdisciplinary significance and 

originality in bridging the literature gap are dealt with in this section. In an attempt to 

define some key words, this chapter also gives a glimpse of historical context of Oromo 

and their forced migration. The researcher’s emic perspective attempts to address how the 

concept cultural capital is conceptualized in the context of this study.  

The second chapter provides insights into a wide range of literature related to the 

work-life of ethnic minorities adjusting to a new culture. The conceptual and theoretical 

framework of cultural capital, work-life adjustment and multi-work force theories 

provide a broader perspectives and understanding of the concepts. A conceptual model of 

cultural capital established in the cultural context of the Oromo community which might 

provide new frameworks and insights into the examination of the cases of other 

immigrant minority groups.  Some studies have enlightened a paradigm that fits this 

study and other literatures related to occupational adjustment and acculturation of African 

immigrants, in general, and Oromo Diaspora, in particular, are assumed to inform this 

research in many ways. The works of some scholars who investigated the experience of 

East African immigrants in exile were documented.  
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The third chapter has dealt with the research approach and methodology.  This 

chapter justifies the appropriateness and significance of the qualitative research methods: 

focus groups, in-depth interview and observation which are selected to capture the views 

of the immigrants. Despite the limitations of qualitative methods, the tools employed 

were effectively used in generating data needed for the study.  

 The fourth chapter, which is the central part of the paper, is devoted to describing 

and discussing the immigration experience, the passion and commitment of the 

community in maintaining their identity and cultural practices, and the cultural wealth. 

The immigration and settlement section deals with the experience of the stateless Oromo 

Diaspora in Minnesota and chronology of their immigration events. This chapter sheds 

light on the ambiguity clouding the ethnic identity of Oromo and their views on 

acculturation, assimilation and integration.  A significant weight was given to the 

perceived cultural capital impacting the occupational choice and advancement, 

employment, work-family balance in this chapter. The importance of understanding the 

compatibility of cultural capital and work values as related to the work-life of the Oromo 

appeared to be important. The cultural conflicts and challenges embraced in the 

adjustment process were addressed in many parts of the findings. 

The fifth and last chapter briefly summarizes the preceding chapters and touches 

on concluding remarks and implications of the research.  The conclusion and implications 

of this study are indicated in the following sections.  

The primary intent of this study was to examine the shared experience of the 

Oromo ethnic in Minnesota as related to their cultural capital and work-life. Accordingly, 
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the results shed light on social norms, ethics, and world view which represent perceived 

cultural capital and how do the Oromo perceive its impact on their work-life adjustment 

in the American society.  

Having explored these strengths and constructive values, there were plenty of 

challenges raised by the study participants other than the common cultural shocks. Both 

the educated and uneducated of the community face work-life challenges to a certain 

varying degree. Despite the challenges and barriers, they appear to be placing more 

emphasis on building on their cultural assets. The trajectories of their immigration and 

shared experience are similar with the experience of African-born immigrants in many 

ways. Yet a close look at their unique experience before and after immigration indicates 

the extent to which they vary from other ethnic groups. It is crystal clear that unique 

immigration of the ethnic group determines the path to life adjustment. The uniqueness of 

their experience lies on their sense of identity and resilience to adjust to this new life. 

The conceptualization framework of cultural capital presented in the first chapter 

of this paper used as a lens to see if the cultural values of the Oromo fit to the model and 

affects their work-life adjustment. There are many instances that are consistent with my 

preconception about their work-life experience. In contrary, there are also cultural 

barriers which tend to impede the occupational success and career advance of the 

immigrants. However, these cultural barriers are not negatively perceived by all study 

participants. The study explored the values and cultural wealth of the community. The 

compatibility of cultural and work values section portrays the fit factors. Notwithstanding 

the conflict of views, I have seen a lot of views and experiences that can be claimed in 
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common by the community members. This is especially the case in view of the strengths 

and values of the community as repeatedly stated with various groups and one-on-one 

interviews.  

This paper offers the opportunity to examine the perceived significance of cultural 

values of ethnic groups in the course of their adjustment. Above all, having a closer look 

at the values and worldviews of the ethnic minorities would broaden the knowledge base 

of counselors, employers and policy makers. 

Implications 

The implications of this study can be viewed from different perspectives. The 

experience of ethnic minorities is increasingly evolving. The dynamic nature of the 

phenomenon is much driven by globalization which makes it difficult to draw 

implications for assimilation.  

1. For vibrant communities like Oromo, assimilation will never be easy and takes a 

longer time. Assimilation of today’s ethnic minorities cannot be easily realized as they 

find hard to blend two cultural experiences and the imbalance continues to exist as so 

long as there is a flow of immigrants (Darboe, 2003). 

2. The experience of Oromo Diaspora revealed cultural barriers hindering their 

employment opportunities and occupational/ career decision making while their support 

structure and sense of resilience empowers them to adjust to the new culture. The 

underlying challenges call for context sensitive counseling that necessitates taking 

cultural context of clients and counselors into account in certain areas of counseling 

needs. Three areas are suggested. 
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2.1 First, the counseling should address the need of adult learners and enable them to 

go back to school. Many come from countries where access to computer is so limited. In 

the U.S. most of the jobs are done using computer. In this digital age, even those who can 

browse internets may still need to take classes that improve their critical thinking and 

logical understanding. Better education is crucial more than ever to acquire skills and 

knowledge needed for today’s jobs. Making use of the existing educational opportunities 

through self-learning and continuing community education with special focus on English 

language, computer use and communication skills will broaden their knowledge base 

from different perspectives.  

2.2 Second, sense of self-marketing of the community needs to be supported by 

counseling. The needy community members need counseling to know more about the 

purpose of resume and interview in the context of the U.S. labor market. The ability to 

identify their skills and competences and the courage to speak up for themselves seems 

imperative especially during job interviews. 

2.3 Third, the need to identify occupational or career that match their passion and 

qualities. Findings revealed respect, humility, politeness, trustworthiness, and 

peacemaking as the core values of the ethnic group. For instance, among many other 

occupations, these cultural values are compatible with the qualities of leadership and 

customer service. Knowing such qualities of individuals from this group would help 

employment and career counselors to come up with cultural sensitive plans.  

3. There is a quite need to expand and strengthen community services.  The 

current initiative of Oromo community center is mainly limited to the needs of refugees. 
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With the increasing number of the immigrants coming to the state under different visa 

types, there is a growing need to have a program beyond refugees focused and reach out 

all needy ones on continuing basis.   Having a regular forum at community level may 

offer opportunities beyond learning something new initiatives and help the participants to 

walk away with new project ideas come out of holding discussions.  

4. The impact of culture on employees and work performance at workplace is evident 

based on the result of this study. The practitioners of Human Resource Development and 

Organization Development need to understand the dynamics and life complexities of the 

work force in light of helping organizations to have a sound program that supports 

organizational work-life balance. Maintaining this balance ensures organizational health. 

Adler, Doktor, and Redding (1986) note “organizations are becoming more similar in 

terms of structure and technology, whereas people’s behavior within those organizations 

continues to manifest culturally based dissimilarities” (p. 302). The culturally based 

similarities and dissimilarities can be reconciled by identifying areas of compatibility like 

the case indicated between cultural and work values. Culture of work is influenced by a 

combination of such variables as organizational, occupational, and national cultures 

(Peterson, 1997). 

5. Empowerment and knowledge sessions can be organized as part of the continuing 

community education. The practicality of such program can be realized through creating 

volunteering opportunities. By doing so, community members who have the passion and 

skills can go out and volunteer to help their fellow members of their ethnic move upward 
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and gain new experience. The Oromo community center should able to provide these 

services. The new arrivals should do beyond what their friends and relatives are doing.   

6. Equally important is information sharing based on lived experience. Success stories 

of some community members intertwined with life adjustment challenges over come 

through empowered resilience. The experience sharing forums can be organized in the 

form of panel discussion in a wide range of areas including employment, work-place, and 

how to become successful business men. 

7. The recognition of Oromo community in Minnesota is manifested in different 

forms. In view of promotion of multiculturalism, like other languages of other ethnic 

minorities, the Oromo language is recognized and used where needed. Translation of 

English publications (E.g. announcements and advertisements) into Afaan Oromoo, and 

community TV shows are helpful for those who do not understand English very well. 

Because of the increasing population of the community, there is still a lot should be done 

in terms of supporting and strengthening the community. Strategies should be in place to 

support community-based research and raise the awareness of the community on how to 

bring important issues of the community to the attention of policy makers. As American 

citizens, these ethnic minorities can be impacted in many ways. This can be realized 

through special civic education designed for empowerment of needy communities.  

8. As America is known to be a home for diverse immigrant communities, knowing 

the cultural values of different communities is becoming more important. The presence of 

diverse cultures is driving change in many companies. Similar strategies should be in 
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place to network and share with other communities. Employers can have a forum which 

aimed at encouraging employees to come together and share experiences.  

9. What does the experience of the present community imply for the coming 

generation? Further studies should be done to identify which cultural values help 

advancement and hinder their progress or slow their adjustment so that the next 

generation will be able to capitalize on the best practices. 

10. Taking a closer look at the cultural capital of ethnic minorities would help policy 

makers to take some cultural values into account. If the Oromo get more organized and 

make their voice heard, they can advocate for the victims of human rights violation and 

political persecution in Ethiopia.  

Based on the subjective and shared view of study participants, cultural assets and 

strengths of the ethnic group were explored in this paper. A qualitative or mixed study 

would be appropriate to further investigate qualitative data by conducting strength 

assessment. This outcome seems to implicate for the need to conduct strengths 

assessment within the ethnic group and with other ethnic minorities to estimate the 

percentage of ethnic members sharing the same strengths or values.  
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Appendices 

Appendix I. Chronology of Major Socio-cultural and Communal Activities of Oromo in 

Minnesota 

 

 

….contd. 

 

Year Chronology of settlers  Categories 

of the 

immigrants  

Major socio-cultural events and  

communal activities 

1970-

1985 

Two Oromo immigrants, 

a Bethel college student 

and a spouse of an 

American missionary 

met through an 

American missionary in 

1970. Three more 

immigrants arrived in 

1973 that added up their 

number to five in 1975. 

College 

students        

Married 

The two meet once a month for a 

dinner; started to advocate for 

Oromo refugees; initiated Oromo 

cultural club for the first time; 

International Oromo Youth 

Association established; Oromo 

Community Center of Minnesota 

established in 1985 (as a not-profit 

organization)                       

1986-

1995 

Eight refugees arrived in 

Minnesota through the 

support of Lutheran 

services 

 

Refugees                

Political 

asylees 

 

 

 

 

In 1986, Oromo Christian families 

formed a weekly prayer and bible 

study program-holding Sunday 

services at Augsburg College; More 

refugees came after 1990’s; More 

Oromo became citizens; Oromo 

Students Association Annual Oromo 

Festivals; Oromo Lutheran Church 

formally registered in 1995; The 1
st
 

Oromo Church established 
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Appendix I. Chronology of Major Socio-cultural and Communal Activities of Oromo in 

Minnesota 

 

 

Year Chronology of 

settlers  

Categories of the 

immigrants  

Major socio-cultural events and  

communal activities 

1996-

2005 

Starting 2000, waves 

of Oromo refugees, 

asylees, Diversity 

Visa winners arrived 

in Minnesota 

Refugees,             

Diversity Visa 

winners and 

Political asylees  

The 1
st
 Oromo day on July 4, 

2000.  

The 1
st
 Irreecha celebrated at 

Lake Nekodimos on September 

25, 2004. 

Increased number of Oromo 

Americans. 

2006-

2012 

Few refugees, DV 

winners,  families & 

relatives of Oromo 

residents continued to 

come to Minnesota 

 

Refugees, DV 

winners, asylees               

 

 

 

Oromo week is recognized by 

cities of St. Paul and 

Minneapolis in 2011; Irreecha 

is warmly celebrated and 

gained increased participation; 

Run for Oromiya; kick off in 

Minnesota; Wedding with 

attendants up to 500 and more; 

A new Church - Ebenezer 

Oromo Church established in 

Minnesota  

Source: Focused group and one-on-one interviews, 2012 
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Appendix II. Guide Interview Questions for 

Focus Group and One-on-one Interview 

Note: The questions are listed in two language versions (English and Afaan Oromo) 

I. General Questions 

1.1 To start with, what is it like for Oromo immigrants to live and work in the U.S. / 

Minnesota? Or what is your perception about the unique experience of Oromo living 

in USA/ Minnesota? 

Ittiin jalqabuuf jecha,  jiru fi jireenyi saba Oromoo biyaa ambaa (kan biyya 

Amerikaa/Mineesota) maal fakkaata? Yookin, akka hubannoo keessanitti, jireenya 

saba Oromoo adda kan taasisu   maali? 

1.2 What is the shared historical experience of today’s Oromo immigrants in the U.S./ 

Minnesota?  

Seenan akkaataa itti sabni Oromoo Minnesota keessa qubachuu danda’e maal 

fakkaata? 

1.3 Which are your shared achievements/ accomplishments pertaining to work-life 

adjustment? Could you identify areas to celebrate and build on? 

Biyya kana keessa jiraachaa fi hojechaa turuun irraan kan ka’e, akka walootti/ 

gurmuutti/ akka sabaatti waan itti milkoofne jettan maalfaati ykn waan gaggarii 

akamiitu raawatame/ ijaarame? Waan itti jabeesinee hojechuu/ guddifacchuu qabnu 

maalfaati?  

1.4 How did you support each other in work-life adjustment?  
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Jiru fi jireenya biyya kanatti madaquu ilaalchise akkamitti wal-tumsaa turtan/jrtan?  

1.5 What do you think is most important to make more difference in the future in as far 

your work-life adjustment?  

Haala jiru fi jreenya ilaalchise, gara fuuldurattti akkamitti kana caalaa waltumsuun 

danda’ama? 

1.6 What challenges do the Oromo in Minnesota encounter in common in the process of 

their work-life adjustment as immigrants/ Disapora, if any? 

Muxxannoo keessan irraa, rakkoleen  jireenya biyya kanatti akka itti hin madaqaneef 

danqaa ta’an  maalfati? 

1.7 What are the opportunities/ encouraging environment from your perspective for 

Oromo immigrants to live and adjust? 

Akka ilaalcha keessanitti haalli akka daftanii itti madaqnuuf nu gargaaru maalfati? 

1.8 Which cultural values, beliefs are so important in the work-life adjustment? 

Aadaa Oromoo keessaa kan haala jiruu fi jireenya biyya kanaatti akka madaqtan kan 

isin gargaaru  jira? Maal isaan? 

1.9 What cultural events/ activities are mainly practiced by the Oromo in Minnesota? 

Aadaa Oromoo keessaa haalaa biyyaa kanatti kan aaddefamaa jiru maalfatii? 

1.10 Which Oromo cultural activities are likely to sustain in the context of the host 

country? Aadaa is kamfaatu waan itti fufu isnitti fakaata? 

1.11 What are the indigenous skills and knowledge you brought to this host country as 

well as work place? 
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Beekumsa aadaa irraa madde (hundeefatte) kan haala biyya kana keessatti isin 

gargaaruu malu isa kam/ maalfati?  

1.12 Which unique cultural practices support and enhance non-work commitments?  

Sababa aadaa irraan kan ka’e yeroo hojii alatti waan garaa garaa maalfa 

raawattu?  

II. Specific Questions 

2.1 Shared cultural values that support occupational adjustment/ success 

2.1.1 What are the key values the Oromo seek to meet e.g work values 

Oromooon waan akkamiitiif caalatti gatii keenna? Jireenya keessan keessatti 

iddoo guddaa maaliif laattua? 

2.1.2 Which cultural values of Oromo are more important in work-life 

adjustment? Jiru fi jreenya keessan keessatti waan iddoo guuddaa laattaniif 

keessaa kan aadaa keessan waliin hidahte iddoo qabu maalfatti? 

2.1.3 Which cultural values support occupational adjustment?  

Haala hojiitti madaquu aadaa Oromoo keessa isa kamtu tumsa?  

2.2 Shared cultural values as barriers to occupational adjustment/ success 

2.2.1Which cultural values that matter most in our life but become barriers in the 

course of work-life adjustment? 

Hojii filachuu, murteefachuu, barbaadachuu, argachuu, hojechuu keessatti 

akkataa itti guddisa fi aadaa  keessan keessa isa kamtu isin danqa?  

2.3 Cultural values of Oromo Vs work values (Service industry, Manufacturing…) 
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2.3.1 What did you observe and experience on compatibility of your (Oromo) 

cultural values and work values in USA?  Muxxannoo keessan irraa, aadaan 

Oromoo  fi haalli hojii biyya kanaa maal maal irratti walsimata?  

2.3.2 Which cultural values of Oromo are compatible with work values in USA? 

Aadaa Oromoo keessaa isa kamtu aadaa hojii biyya kanaa waliin walsimata?  

2.3.3 Are there occupational/ type of works that are more compatible to cultural 

values? Gosa hojii keesssa caalatti kan aadaa keessan waliin kan deemu jira? 

2.3.4 Which cultural values/ aspects of culture influence work life? Any 

experience where your employers or managers tried to be flexible in 

accommodating your cultural need? Balancing work and employees’ life…. 

Haala akkataa jireenya fi aadaa keessan irraa kan ka’e bakka hojiitti yeroon isini 

gargaare jira? 

2.4 Shared perception on occupational success 

2.4.1 What do you understand by occupational/ work-life success in the context of 

this life? 

Haala jiru fi jireenya biyya kanaatti fiixaan bay’insaa hojii akkamitti ibsitu? 

2.4.2 Which factors impact occupational choice, decision making, occupational 

success, entry and adaptation to work in light of Oromo experience? 

Fiixaan bayinsaa jiru fi jireenya kannaf haalli murteessan maalfati? 

2.4.3 Which factors are generally perceived as the most influential/ impacting? 

Haala kana keessa kannen kamtu caalatti murteessaa dha? 
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2.5 What does the Oromo experience in Minnesota inform policy making, 

organizational development, work and human resource education and work force 

development related to Ethnic immigrants in general particularly the African 

communities? 

Muuxanaa saba Oromoo biyya kana keessa jiru imaammata fi tajaajila ummata 

kana fakkaataniif maal hubachiisa/ barsiisa/ ergaa maalii qaba? 

2.6 What is the implication of Oromo experience for customer service, cross-cultural 

service, career advancement, leadership and management? 

Muuxanaa saba Oromoo biyya kana keessa jiru tajaajila garaa garaa, hojii 

barbaadan argachuu, hoganna fo bulchiinsa kkf maal akeekata/ irraatti 

dhiibbaa akkamii  qaba? 
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Appendix III. Oral Consent Form 

 

You are invited to be in a research study of cultural capital and work-life 

adjustment of Oromo immigrants in Minnesota. You were selected as a possible 

participant because you qualify the inclusion criteria set for this study. I ask that you read 

this form or listen when I read and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be 

in the study. 

This study is being conducted by:  

Tinsae Gemechu 

Major: Work and Human Resource Education 

Department of Organization Leadership, Policy and Development  

University of Minnesota 

Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to shed light on the role of cultural resources of Oromo 

immigrants in shaping their work-life adjustment to the new culture with aim to increase 

understanding of practitioners, scholars and the host society in areas of, not limited to, 

workforce development and community integration. The intent of this study entails the 

need to establish a conceptual framework of cultural capital of ethnic minorities from the 

researcher’s perspective. This study may also lay a ground for emerging areas that need 

to be further researched and may have implications for further research and practice of 

human resource development and organizational development. 
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Procedures 

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: You will 

either participate in a focus group interview or one to one interview or both depending on 

your interest. You will share me your experience in response to the guide or semi-

structured interview questions asked by the moderator of the group discussion or 

interviewer.  

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

There is no risk from participating or no benefit to be gained for participating in this 

study. 

Compensation 

You will receive no payment.  

Confidentiality 

The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I will 

not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research 

records will be stored securely and only researchers will have access to the records. Study 

data will be encrypted according to current University policy for protection of 

confidentiality. If will keep the tape recordings until I finish the writing of the 

dissertation and will erase afterwards.  

Voluntary Nature of the Study 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 

not affect your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you decide 
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to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without 

affecting those relationships.  

Contacts and Questions 

The researcher conducting this study is: Tinsae Gemechu. You may ask any questions 

you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to call me at 612 226 

7913, or email me at gemec003@umn.edu or my advisor: Rosemarie Park, Ed.D. at 612 

625 6267or parkx002@umn.edu.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 

someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ 

Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

55455; (612) 625-1650. 

Statement of Consent 

The researcher explained the above information to me; I have asked questions and have 

received answers. I consent to participate in the study. 

mailto:gemec003@umn.edu
mailto:parkx002@umn.edu

