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 Abstract 

Between 1998 and 2015, 7,389 refugees from Burma of various ethnicities arrived in Minnesota 

from overseas (Minnesota Department of Human Services Resettlement Programs Office, 2010, 

2016).  This research is a continuation of two studies (Stone, 2010, 2011) that examined 1) the 

well-being and satisfaction of Karen refugees placed in employment in Worthington, Minnesota, 

by Lifetrack, a nonprofit social services organization, and 2) factors in the community that 

influenced their degree of satisfaction.  Utilizing comparable methodology, the current study is 

focused on 1) the satisfaction of Karen and Karenni refugees placed by Lifetrack in Austin, 

Minnesota, for employment and 2) factors in the community that contributed to that satisfaction.  

Between February 18 and September 17, 2011 Lifetrack assisted 63 Karen, 20 Karenni, and 7 

Chin refugees from Burma to find employment and social service support in Austin, Minnesota.  

Results of in-depth, ethnographically inspired interviews with Karen and Karenni refugees 

assisted by Lifetrack as well as interviews with the receiving Austin community leaders are 

analyzed to present critical factors contributing to resettlement adaptation and satisfaction.   

Keywords: Karen, Karenni, Burma, Myanmar, refugees, mutual adaptation, the ―new‖ Minnesota 
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Abstract in Karenni 

(Translator wishes to remain anonymous) 
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Abstract in Karen 

(Translator wishes to remain anonymous) 
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Intercultural Adaptation of Refugees and Rural Communities:  From Burma to Minnesota 

…many years ago it was that we were made aware they were going to have this group 

[Karen and Karenni refugees] coming to us. I feel like we were almost vetted, because we 

had a group of their leadership come to health and human services and we hand-picked 

leaders among our agency … who should come and listen and I felt like they were asking 

us questions like: ―How could you serve us?‖ 

―What do you have available?‖ 

--Austin Community Leader, 2016 

We‘re very driven by person centered planning and so rather than try to make it work for 

how our boxes [were already configured] and we‘re pretty regimented, we are trying to 

get outside that box when we can.  I think big things that we appreciate [are] their culture, 

their diversity, education of the staff to know that that‘s what we need to do.  Because it 

looks a lot different when we go into their homes than any other homes.  The other thing 

is having interpreters, the language—that‘s huge. 

--Austin Community Leader, 2016 

The number of people displaced by conflict is at the highest level ever recorded, the UN 

refugee agency says.  It estimates that 65.3m people were either refugees, asylum seekers 

or internally displaced at the end of 2015, an increase of 5m in a year.  This represents 

one in every 113 people on the planet, the UN agency says (BBC News, 2016). 

Chapter 1:  Introduction 

Minnesota has been home to large numbers of incoming refugee groups. Waves of 

migration have made the state home to the largest U.S. populations of Karen (Karen 

Organization of Minnesota, 2011), Somali, Liberian, and the second largest population of 

Hmong (MN State Demographer Office, 2013, 2014).  How do newly arriving refugees 

successfully become part of their new community?  What factors contribute to resettlement 

satisfaction from the point of view of both the refugees themselves and the receiving or 

established community? 
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This case study examines the satisfaction of refugees who relocated from the St. Paul-

Minneapolis metropolitan area to Austin, Minnesota, to obtain employment and who were 

assisted by the St. Paul nonprofit Lifetrack in 2011.  This research also attempts to determine 

what essential services Lifetrack provided and what the community of Austin did to welcome the 

refugees into the community.  This is a companion study to earlier research conducted in 2010 

and 2011 to determine the factors contributing to the satisfaction of Karen refugees who 

Lifetrack assisted with relocation to Worthington, Minnesota, to obtain employment. 

 Because most of the agencies that assist newly arriving refugees are located in the Twin 

Cities metro area, there is intense competition for steady, full-time employment with benefits for 

people with limited or no English and without a job history in the US.  Lifetrack, a Twin Cities 

based nonprofit, began assisting refugees seeking work to find employment in smaller cities 

during a time of nationally high unemployment.  They created an innovative procedure, the 

Lifetrack Model for Successful Refugee Employment Relocation (Lifetrack Model) to ensure the 

satisfaction of refugees with their placement, which attached them to social services, housing, 

and health care, and assisted in community building so that they would not feel stranded and 

could begin to build a community in a new location.  Lifetrack hired Karen
1
 and Karenni

2
 staff, 

chose an initial group of refugees most likely to succeed and provided them with intensive 

support.  This research will explore which of Lifetrack‘s services were helpful to the Karen and 

Karenni as they relocated to Austin. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

This study is examining how well newly arriving Karen and Karenni refugees adapted to 

Austin and how well the community of Austin adapted to the Karen and Karenni incoming 

1 Karen people are from Karen State of Burma and surrounding areas. 
2 Karenni people are from Karenni State of Burma and surrounding areas. 
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communities.  The macro perspective of community to community intercultural adaptation is 

compiled from group and individual interviews.  As with the previous studies (Stone, 2010, 

2011) theoretical frameworks of mutual adaptation (Berry, 1997, 2015), social contact theory  

(Allport, 1954; Fry, 2016; Pettigrew, 1998, 2008, 2008, Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2008, 2008; 

Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, & Christ, 2011; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005), and cross-cultural 

adaptation theory (Kim, 2001) are relevant. 

Mutual adaptation.  Berry‘s (1997, 2015) mutual adaptation describes a situation in 

which a receiving community and an arriving community come together.  Neither the cultural 

beliefs, traditions, or customs of the receiving community are lost nor is the culture of the 

arriving community.  Both cultures can remain true to their own beliefs but can also learn about 

and respect the intercultural differences between themselves and their neighbors.   

Social contact theory.   According to Allport‘s (1956) research, social contact can foster 

learning to appreciate the worldview of others under the conditions of:  1) equal status, 2) 

common goals, 3) cooperation, and 4) having authorized permission for contact.  Pettigrew 

(individually) and Pettigrew and Tropp (and others) conducted further research on social contact 

(Pettigrew, 1998, 2008, 2008, Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2008, 2008; Pettigrew et al., 2011; 

Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005).  Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) in a meta-analysis of 515 studies, found 

that additional conditions for appreciation of intercultural differences are the nature and number 

of participants (important so that ethnicities of the participant groups are balanced), as well as the 

type of activities, and the amount of support participants have from their communities.   As did 

Allport, Pettigrew and Tropp found that under specific conditions, contact reduces intergroup 

prejudice, but Pettigrew and Tropp extend the theory beyond race and ethnicity. 
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Cross-cultural adaptation theory. Kim‘s (2001) cross-cultural adaptation theory 

examines how adaptation proceeds through a cycle of stress-adaptation-growth over time and 

that adaptation takes longer for some people due to individual differences in ethnicity, 

personality, degree of preparedness for change, and communication skills, as well as 

characteristics of the individuals in the receiving community, including receptivity, pressure, 

strength and communication skills.  Kim also discusses the importance of the micro and macro-

level factors of adaptation: 

In investigating the cross-cultural adaptation of individuals, researchers have paid little 

attention to macro-level factors such as the cultural and institutional patterns of the host 

environment and the ethnic community within it, or to micro-level factors such as the 

backgrounds and psychological characteristics of individuals. Both macro- and micro-

level factors need to be taken into account if we are to gain a fuller understanding of the 

cross-cultural adaptation process (Kim, 2001, p. 30). 

Research Questions 

The guiding research questions in this study are: 1) What factors, if any, made the 

Lifetrack-assisted move to Austin a good move in the opinion of the Karen and Karenni people 

who relocated there, and 2) To what extent was the move successful and in what ways for both 

the arriving communities (the Karen and Karenni) and the receiving community of Austin, 

Minnesota?  

Context of the study 

The participants selected for this study are Karen and Karenni refugees who were assisted 

in finding employment in Austin, Minnesota, by Lifetrack and relocated there between February 

18, 2011 and May 24, 2011 from the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area.   That year, 2011, 

had the highest number (1,026) (Minnesota Department of Human Services Resettlement 

Programs Office, 2010, 2016) of refugees arriving in Minnesota from Burma, mostly Karen and 
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Karenni.  This number includes Karen and Karenni people in Minnesota who were born in Thai 

refugee camps, and may or may not have ever been in Burma.   

Competition for employment available to people who do not speak English made it 

nearly impossible to find steady, full-time employment with benefits in the Minneapolis/St. Paul 

metropolitan area.  Lifetrack assisted relocation to attain more desirable work and to help 

establish an interculturally sensitive community.   
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Chapter 2: Background 

Refugee Resettlement in the United States 

 There are nearly 20 million refugees in the world.  Since 2006, 622,169 refugees have 

been resettled to the United States with 69,933 resettled in fiscal year 2015 alone (United States 

Department of State, 2016).  Refugees from various world regions are resettled in the US in 

nearly every state. 

Table 1 Refugee Arrivals by Processing Region: United States Department of State, 2016 

(United States Department of State, 2016). 
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Figure 1 Top Ten Refugee Hosting Countries Mid-2015 

(UNHCR, 2016) 
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Refugee Arrivals to the United States 

 

Figure 2 Refugee Arrivals to the United States: United States Department of State, 2016 

(United States Department of State, 2016) 

Refugees go through the highest level of security screening of anyone entering the US. 

Fewer than 1% of global refugee population are ever admitted to another country for resettlement 

(Pope, 2015).   According to White House documents, there are nine steps that refugees must 

successfully pass before entering the US:  
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1. Many refugee applicants identify themselves to the U.N. Refugee Agency, UNHCR. UNHCR, then:  
Collects identifying documents 

Performs initial assessment  

Collects biodata:  name, address, birthday, place of birth, etc. 
Collects biometrics: iris scans (for Syrians, and other refugee populations in the Middle East) 

Interviews applicants to confirm refugee status and the need for resettlement  

Initial information checked again 

Only applicants who are strong candidates for resettlement move forward (less than 1% of global refugee 
population). 

2. Applicants are received by a federally-funded Resettlement Support Center (RSC):  

Collects identifying documents 

Creates an applicant file 
Compiles information to conduct biographic security checks 

3. Biographic security checks start with enhanced interagency security checks  

Refugees are subject to the highest level of security checks of any category of traveler to the United States.  
U.S. security agencies screen the candidate, including: 

National Counterterrorism Center/Intelligence Community 

FBI 

Department of Homeland Security 

State Department 
The screening looks for indicators, like: 

Information that the individual is a security risk 

Connections to known bad actors 

Outstanding warrants/immigration or criminal violations 
DHS conducts an enhanced review of Syrian cases, which may be referred to USCIS Fraud Detection and National 
Security Directorate for review. Research that is used by the interviewing officer informs lines of question related to 
the applicant’s eligibility and credibility. 

4. Department of Homeland Security (DHS)/USCIS interview: 
Interviews are conducted by USCIS Officers specially trained for interviews 

Fingerprints are collected and submitted (biometric check) 

Re-interviews can be conducted if fingerprint results or new information raises questions. If new biographic 

information is identified by USCIS at an interview, additional security checks on the information are 
conducted. USCIS may place a case on hold to do additional research or investigation. Otherwise, the 

process continues. 

5. Biometric security checks: 

Applicant’s fingerprints are taken by U.S. government employees 
Fingerprints are screened against the FBI’s biometric database. 

Fingerprints are screened against the DHS biometric database, containing watch-list information 

and previous immigration encounters in the U.S. and overseas. 

Fingerprints are screened against the U.S. Department of Defense biometric database, which 
includes fingerprint records captured in Iraq and other locations. 

If not already halted, this is the end point for cases with security concerns. Otherwise, the process 

continues. 

6. Medical check: 
The need for medical screening is determined 

This is the end point for cases denied due to medical reasons. Refugees may be provided medical treatment 

for communicable diseases such as tuberculosis. 

7. Cultural orientation and assignment to domestic resettlement locations:  
Applicants complete cultural orientation classes. 

An assessment is made by a U.S.-based non-governmental organization to determine the best resettlement 

location for the candidate(s). Considerations include: 

Family; candidates with family in a certain area may be placed in that area.  
Health; a candidate with asthma may be matched to certain regions. 

A location is chosen. 

8. Travel: 

International Organization for Migration books travel 
Prior to entry in the United States, applicants are subject to: 

Screening from the U.S. Customs and Border Protection’s National Targeting Center-Passenger 

The Transportation Security Administration’s Secure Flight Program 

This is the end point for some applicants. Applicants who have no flags continue the process.  
9. U.S. Arrival: 

All refugees are required to apply for a green card within a year of their arrival to the United States, which triggers:  

      Another set of security procedures with the U.S. government (Pope, 2015).  
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Recently Amnesty International evaluated countries as to their attitudes towards 

welcoming refugees. 

Amnesty International’s Refugees Welcome Index by Country 

 

Figure 3 Refugees Welcome Index (Amnesty International, 2016) 

(Amnesty International, 2016) 

According to Breene (2016), Amnesty International found that the country with the most 

positive attitudes held by members of the public towards refugees is China.  The US ranked 
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much lower in the survey determining current attitudes towards granting asylum, government 

assistance, and whether or not individuals would consider personally helping refugees.  The US 

scored 60 compared to China‘s score of 85, Germany‘s score of 84 and the UK‘s score of 83 

(Amnesty International, 2016). 

Resettlement through VOLAGs 

The US Department of State contracts with ―Voluntary Resettlement Agencies‖ or 

―VOLAGs‖ who are responsible for assisting refugees for the first 90 days after arrival in the 

United States.  They provide airport pick-up and orientation of individuals and families to their 

initial housing.  VOLAG staff prepare apartments on behalf of refugees and fully furnish the 

apartments including beds (made up with sheets, blankets and pillows), dressers filled with 

weather appropriate clothing (boots, coats, etc.), eating utensils, plates, pots and pans.  They also 

welcome refugees with culturally appropriate food (including a hot meal upon arrival and food in 

the refrigerator and kitchen cabinets).  VOLAG staff help register children for school, help them 

apply for food support, social security cards, and often drive them to multiple appointments.  

They also conduct home visits during their first 90 days in the country.  All of the above is done 

with a single resettlement grant of approximately $900 per refugee to rent the apartment, 

purchase items and provide these services (Minnesota Department of Human Services, 2015).  

Nine national resettlement agencies work with the Reception & Placement (R&P) 

Program and the US Department of State.  In some locations they have local affiliations with 

individual nonprofits who resettle refugees.  There are nine national resettlement organizations 

for FY2012: 
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Voluntary Agencies (VOLAGs) FY2012 

Nine Resettlement Agencies participating in the 

Reception & Placement (R&P) Program under a 

Cooperative Agreement with the United States 

Department of State 

Church World Service 

Episcopal Migration Ministries 

Ethiopian Community Development Council 

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 

International Rescue Committee 

Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service 

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants 

World Relief 

 

(United States Department of State, 2011). 

 

Main Voluntary Agency Affiliates in Minnesota 

CITY LOCAL AFFILIATE ADDRESS & TEL. 

Minneapolis Lutheran Social Services Of Minnesota  

2400 Park Avenue S 
Minneapolis, MN 55404 

Minneapolis Minnesota Council of Churches  

122 W Franklin Ave., Suite 100 
Minneapolis, MN 55404 

Richfield Arrive Ministries  

1515 East 66th Street 
Richfield, MN 55423 

Rochester Diocese of Winona Catholic Charities  

903 W Center Street 
Rochester, MN 55902 

St. Paul International Institute of Minnesota  

1694 Como Ave. 
St. Paul, MN 55108 

St. Paul Migration & Refugee Services3
 1276 University Ave. W. 

Saint Paul, MN 55104 

St. Cloud Lutheran Social Services Of Minnesota  

22 Wilson Avenue Suite 110 
St. Cloud, MN 56302 

 (Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2015). 

 

                                                
3 Catholic Charities of St. Paul and Minneapolis 

http://www.lssmn.org/
http://www.mnchurches.org/
http://arriveministries.org/
http://www.ccwinona.org/
http://www.iimn.org/
http://www.usccb.org/catholic-giving/opportunities-for-giving/migration-and-refugee-services/
http://www.lssmn.org/
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It is important to note that there are no VOLAGs located in Austin, Minnesota, and 

therefore refugees arriving in Minnesota from other countries are not usually settled by VOLAGs 

in cities such as Austin which are distant from their offices.  In fact, there are often grant 

restrictions on providing services over 50 miles from the location of the grantee (Stone, 2010, 

2011).  Refugees arrive in cities not served by VOLAGs through secondary migration with the 

assistance of other nonprofits or through their own resourcefulness.   

VOLAGs assist refugees during the first 90 days.  After that refugees use other social 

services, including specialized services from the Minnesota Human Services Resettlement 

Program Office which funds agencies throughout the state with grants.  Two such grants are the 

Refugee Employment Services (RES) and Refugee Social Services (RSS).  The Lifetrack 

employment services being evaluated in this study are those funded by RES grants.  This 

research is focused on Karen and Karenni refugees who originally settled in the St. Paul-

Minneapolis metro area but were unable to find sustainable employment.  They were later 

assisted with relocation and finding permanent positions with benefits, through the RES grant by 

Lifetrack employees. 
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Refugees from Burma
4
 in Minnesota   

 

Figure 4  Map of Burma in Relationship to Neighboring Countries 

http://huntingtonarchive.osu.edu/resources/images/maps/locator/myanmar.jpeg 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) reports that Burma is the 

seventh-largest source country for refugees. The number of refugees originating from Burma was 

479,000 by the end of 2014, nearly the same as the previous year (UNHCR, 2015).  The 

population of Burma is 56,320,206 with 68% Burman, 9% Shan, 7% Karen, 4% Rakhine, 3% 

Chinese, 2% Indian, 2% Mon, and 5% other groups (CIA, 2016).  Burma has 135 recognized 

ethnic groups (Paing Soe Hlaing, 2014)
5
 and within each ethnic group there may be several 

cultures and languages.  Although the official language of Burma is Burmese, many ethnic 

                                                
4 A note on the use of ―Burma‖ rather than ―Myanmar‖ 

Refugees from Burma who were interviewed for this research, without exception referred to their country 

as ―Burma.‖  This report respectfully follows their lead when discussing the name of their country.  When President 

Obama and Secretary of State Clinton went to Burma in 2012, they ―sidestepped‖ calling the country by either name 

(Pennington, 2012), although the official U.S. Department of State‘s name for the country is ―Burma.‖   According 

to the Venerable Ashin Moonieinda, Abbott of the Karen Buddhist Monastery Bendigo, the Burmese government 

changed the name of country from Burma to Myanmar Nain-Ngan in 1988. ―Many other names of places and ethnic 

groups were changed.  Most democratic opposition groups have rejected the name change‖ and use the older naming 
conventions (U Ashin Moonieinda, 2011, p. 3). 

 
5 ―Burmese names have no first names or last names, only one complete name‖ (U.S. Department of State, 

2013).  To respect both the people of Burma and APA style requirements, names from Burma will be displayed in 

their original form, as one single name, in this paper. 

http://huntingtonarchive.osu.edu/resources/images/maps/locator/myanmar.jpeg
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groups have their own languages.  Some can and some cannot speak Burmese in addition to their 

first language.  Estimates from various other sources report ethnic divisions differently.  For 

example, Barron et al. report that ―within the eight main ethnic groups inhabiting the country 

[Burma], anthropologists have counted more than 130 distinctive subgroups‖ (2007).  Another 

source, Karen refugee leader U Ashin Moonieinda, reports that the ethnic groups are comprised 

of the Shan, the Karen, the Mon, the Kachin, the Chin, the Arakanese, the Rohingyas and 

Karenni in addition to several smaller groups.  He reports that there are a number of ―Karen sub-

groups, and also some ethnic groups that maintain a distinct identity but see themselves as 

‗cousins‘ of the Karen‖ (U Ashin Moonieinda, 2011, pp. 17–18).  The CIA reports that 89% of 

people in Burma are Buddhist, 4% are Christian (Baptist 3%, Roman Catholic 1%), 4% are 

Muslim, 1% are Animist, and 2% are other religions (2016).  Local Minnesota Karen leaders 

report that in Minnesota, the majority of Karen are Christian.   

Table 2 Refugees Arrived in Minnesota from Overseas (Burma, All Ethnicities) 

 

(Minnesota Department of Human Services Resettlement Programs Office, 2010, 2016) 
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Figure 5 Current Maps of Burma showing state names in different Languages 
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The Karen People 

 

Figure 6  Map of Karen State 

http://www.khrg.org/maps/2006maps/Karen2006.jpg 

Reports estimate that in Burma there are over six million Karen, with over 400,000 in 

Thailand (KarenPeople.org., 2010).  Most Karen people are from Burma‘s Karen State, 

Tenasserim (Mergui- Tavoy) Division, the Irrawaddy Delta,  Pegu Division, Kayah State 

http://www.khrg.org/maps/2006maps/Karen2006.jpg
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(Karenni State), MoBye Region, Ayeyarwady Division (Irrawaddy Division), and in western 

Thailand home to more than a quarter of a million ―Thai-Karen‖ (Neiman, Soh, & Sutan, 2008; 

U Ashin Moonieinda, 2011).   

Some sources report that there are two subgroups of Karen, ―the Skaw [Sgaw] (or 

Pgaganyaw) and the Pwo (or Plong)‖ (KarenPeople.org., 2010), while other sources consider 

that there are three (U Ashin Moonieinda, 2011).  Some even consider the Karenni to be part of 

the Karen.  In Minnesota, we find that Karen and Karenni consider themselves to be separate 

ethnicities with separate homelands, languages, religions and festivals.  In Minnesota, there tend 

to be two language groups of Karen—Sgaw and Pwo.  Although many Minnesotan Karen speak 

several languages fluently, separate translators are needed for Sgaw and Pwo people who do not 

speak one another‘s language.  Sgaw Karen (Skaw) are the largest sub-group followed by Pwo 

Karen and Bwe Karen  (U Ashin Moonieinda, 2011).    

Karen culture.  Research in Minnesota (Yang, 2015), finds that attributes of traditional 

Karen culture include gender roles with women cooking, weaving, cleaning and attending to 

children and men hunting and plowing.  Karen culture is matrilineal (Barron et al., 2007, pp. 30–

31) although women pay respect to their parents and elder brothers  (Yang, 2015, pp. 145–146). 

Traditional Karen are not demonstrative of their devotion and affection for their family members.  

Traditionally they do not say ―thank you‖ but have learned to do so in Minnesota to make 

Minnesotans more comfortable (Yang, 2015, p. 144), an example of part of mutual adaptation 

(Berry, 1997, 2015).  Other traits include being friendly, loving peace and freedom, being very 

kind to both family and strangers, being peaceful, and respectful to family members (Yang, 

2015, pp. 145–146).  
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The Karenni People 

 

Figure 7 Map of Karenni State 

https://i.ytimg.com/vi/XHorC5SWcg4/maxresdefault.jpg   

https://i.ytimg.com/vi/XHorC5SWcg4/maxresdefault.jpg
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The Karenni population is diverse.  According to anthropologist, Sandra Dudley:  

The Karenni include around a dozen, self-distinguishing subgroups whose normal 

residence is in and around Burma‘s Karenni (or Kayah) State. Boundaries between the 

subgroups are fluid though each has its own language.  Principal among the subgroups 

are the Kayah (also known as ‗Karenni‘, in a narrower sense of the latter), Kayaw, Paku 

Karen and various Kayan clusters  (Dudley, 2011, p. 745). 

 

Although there are approximately a dozen scholarly articles about the Karenni written in 

English (Banki, 2006; Berg & Houtum, 2003; Brees, 2008; Brough, Schweitzer, Shakespeare-

Finch, Vromans, & King, 2013; Cardozo, Talley, Burton, & Crawford, 2004; Chapman, 1998; 

Demusz, 1998; Dudley, 2000, 2001, 2010, 2015a, 2015b; Green & Blurton, 2002; Horstmann, 

2011; Keenan, 2012; Kenny & Lockwood-Kenny, 2011; MacArthur, Dudley, & Williams, 2008; 

McGinnis, 2012; Olivius, 2014; Ruiz, Siegel, & Vargas-Silva, 2015; Saltsman, 2014; Solnit, 

1997), few are focused on the Karenni culture.  In order to better understand the Karenni 

population in Minnesota, two Minnesota Karenni leaders, who prefer to remain anonymous, 

were interviewed for this study.  Coincidentally, one leader had also been interviewed in Dr. 

Dudley‘s research in Kayah State some years ago (cited above).  These local leaders provided an 

understanding as to why so many different names are used for people from Kayah State.  They 

explained that ―Karenni‖  

…is modern title for the historical name that covers all the tribes that live in the Karenni 

state or Kayah state because the Burmese government renamed the state as Kayah.  …it 

used be called ―Kayahli‖ so basically that is our original name saying the Red People... 

―Kayah‖ means people, ―li‖ means red, so red people.  But when they say ―Karenni‖ 

…people mispronounce the [word] ―Kayah‖ into [the] Karen [language], and ―li‖ red 

means in Karen ―ni‖ a Burmese word. [Ni is red in Burmese, but li is red in the 

Kayah/Karenni language].  

 

 … there are four major [tribes
6
], the big majority is Kayah, Kayan, she is the long 

neck—another tribe (long neck Karen) if you Google it, long neck Karen, that's what you 

                                                
6 The Karenni leaders used the word ―tribes‖ to refer to Karenni sub-groups.  They told me that this is their 

preferred terminology and so it is used in this research. 
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are going to see… ―Padong‖ is Burmese—they don't like that [Burmese name].  Right 

now, those who [are] moderate they[‗re] just like ―Whatever, we're not going to say 

anything‖ but they don't like to be called Padong.  If you go to the very conservative 

people, they are going to be really mad.  They want to be called Kayan, the long neck. 

[The four Karenni/Kayah tribes are] Kayah, Kayan—long neck,…. Kayaw, and Paku—

similar to Sgaw Karen but Karen [people] may partially understand the Paku, who may 

also identify themselves as Sgaw Karen. 

 

The reason that there are so many names for the people in the Kayah State is that there are 

different tribes with different languages.  The Minnesota Karenni leaders describe the subgroups 

as ―tribes‖ (tribes is their preferred terminology) of Kayah State and list four major groups: 

Kayah, Kayan, Kayaw, and Paku, each with their own language.  Together the four tribes are 

referred to as Kayah or Karenni.  An additional reason that there seem to be many names is due 

to the use of different systems of transliteration in the conversion of the local scripts into 

Romanized characters. 

 

The leaders continued to provide information about the Karenni in Minnesota: 

 

Our tribe is Kayah.  All of us are from Kayah tribe which is the majority in the Karenni 

state.  That… could be one of reasons that Burmese government trying to change the 

name into Kayah state because of the population and second reason also because of the 

unique political history of the Karenni state used to be [an] independent state historically. 

…[The Burmese government] changed the name of the Karenni state into Kayah state.  

 

Karenni/Kayah can refer to the state and would include all the tribes or it could refer only to the 

single tribe of the Karenni/Kayah people.  According to the leaders, the languages are different 

enough to make communication between the tribes extremely difficult.  Since more people in 

Minnesota are familiar with the Karen people who are either Sgaw or Pwo, the Karenni leaders 

compared the languages: 

 

We do understand each other but if we are specifically trying to speak that dialect it‘s 

going to be hard.  It's like the Sgaw and Pwo, they might understand each other but [not] 

totally.  … and Paku, they speak Sgaw … this group is kind of close to the Sgaw dialect 

of Karen.  But … this Paku group when they speak,… literally they would say Sgaw 

Karen but the Sgaw from the Karen state may not understand the entire dialect of the 

Sgaw speaking Paku the from the Karenni state. 

 

When I asked the Karenni leaders from St. Paul if the people in Austin speak the same language 

that they speak, they told me that they do: 

 

Yes.  Because more often the refugees here are from the same camp [resettlement camp 

in Thailand] and if different tribes, they have been living there for many years, so mostly 

they know how to speak Kayah.  Even the Karenni language they were taught in the 

school.  …You can say Karenni refugee camp Ban Nai Soi.  …It's a complicated 

situation.  Karenni used to have Camp 1, Camp 2, Camp 3, Camp 4, and Camp 5.  Later 

on, all those camps just kind of like squeezed into one. 
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The leaders told me that most of the Karenni in Minnesota are from Ban Nai Soi which 

has a population of over 11,600 persons, 95.4 percent of whom are ethnic Karenni/Kayah and 

less than one percent ethnic Karen/Kayin (The Border Consortium, 2014), depending on the 

source and time of census.   

 

Figure 8 Ban Nai Soi Map 

(The Border Consortium, 2014) 

 

Figure 9 Ban Nai Soi Demographics 

(The Border Consortium, 2014) 
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Figure 10 Refugee and IDP Camp Population December 2015 

(The Border Consortium, 2016) 
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Table 3 Karenni Census in US States, October 2015  

http://www.karenniamerican.org/?page_id=183  

 

 

The Karenni leaders who were interviewed gave these estimates of Karenni populations 

in Minnesota: 

 

They estimate that 30 Karenni families have purchased homes in Austin, Minnesota. 

 

 

Minnesota (Total Estimate) 1100

Austin 300

St. Paul 750

Long Prairie 50

http://www.karenniamerican.org/?page_id=183
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Figure 11 Karenni Textbook used in Refugee Camps  

http://peacebuilding.asia/burmas-ethnic-problem-over-two-names-and-the-path-to-resolution/  

 

A textbook in the Karenni language that is used at refugee camps. The cover [illustration] 

is of people from the main ethnic groups that form the Karenni people: (from left) the 

Paku, the Kayah, the Kayaw and the Kayan (Kubo, 2014). 

Karenni culture. 

Religion too varies: the refugee population is mostly Christian (within which the majority 

is Roman Catholic, with significant numbers of Baptists, and smaller groups such as the 

Seventh Day Adventists), but there are also large minorities practising Buddhism or 

traditional religion.  As a response to this fluid mixture of a number of ethnic, cultural, 

political and other identities in the camps, in the 1990s especially but still ongoing there 

has been a nationalist process of dynamically re-formulating what it means to be Karenni: 

constructing new notions of pan-Karenni-ness in the face of displaced, concentrated 

heterogeneity (Dudley, 2011, p. 745). 

 

Karenni leaders reported that they maintain traditional practices but try to be inclusive to 

Karenni of all religious beliefs, particularly because the community in the US is so small.  A 

multi-state regional Kay Htoe Boe festival was recently held in Austin, complete with lunch and 

a soccer tournament following.  Although some strict aspects of the ceremony are maintained 

other aspects are modified to welcome Karenni of all religious beliefs as well as the Austin 

receiving community. 

http://peacebuilding.asia/burmas-ethnic-problem-over-two-names-and-the-path-to-resolution/
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Kay Htoe Boe, Austin, Minnesota. 

What is the Kay Htoe Boe Festival?  A program was distributed at the celebration that explains 

the history of Kay Htoe Boe:

 

 

Figure 12 Austin, MN Kay Htoe Boe Festival May 14, 2016 (Photo credit: Stone, 2016) 
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Lifetrack 

Lifetrack is a St. Paul and Minneapolis nonprofit founded in 1948 with a mission to 

―work together to develop the strengths within children, families, and adults facing the greatest 

life challenges. We reduce disparities on the ground level, working to empower those who 

experience the most barriers to success‖ (Lifetrack, 2016a, 2016b).  Current total assets are 

$5,578,973 (Lifetrack, 2015). Lifetrack currently has a total of 102 full time equivalent (FTE) 

employees (D. Heldt, personal communication, June 7, 2016). 

 

Lifetrack Programs 

Child and Family Healthy Development 

Families Together Program 

Minnesota Hands & Voices 

Deaf Mentor Family Program 

FASD (Fetal Alcohol Spectrum) Social Skills Training Program 

Therapy Services 

  Employment and Economic Opportunity 

Immigrant and Refugee Employment Services 

Employment Services for People with Disabilities 

Dislocated Worker Program 

Train-to-Career Program 

Minnesota Family Investment Program: 

Education Services 

LifeBalance Solutions 

Become Hiring Partner (Lifetrack, 2016d) 

 

 

Lifetrack has three program areas:  1) Child and Family Healthy Development, 2) 

Employment and Economic Opportunity, and 3) Education Services.  This research focuses on 

the Employment and Economic Opportunity program area, specifically Lifetrack‘s Immigrant 

and Refugee Employment Services.  The staff members in Immigrant and Refugee Employment 

Services are from diverse cultural backgrounds.  Among them 10 different languages are spoken.  
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Immigrant and Refugee Employment Services assist low-income immigrants and refugees in 

finding full-time, permanent employment with benefits.  Lifetrack‘s innovative programing 

includes training, orientation to the US work culture, work skills training, language interpretation 

and translation, and interviewing and resume coaching (Lifetrack, 2016d).  Lifetrack routinely 

provides free, individualized, culturally sensitive employment assistance including:  job search 

assistance, resume assistance, filling out job applications, interview practice and coaching, work 

readiness training, solving work place problems, and upgrading employment positions 

(Lifetrack, 2016c). 

Table 4 Lifetrack Employment Placements in Austin, MN in 2011 

 

 

The Lifetrack Model for Successful Refugee Employment Relocation.  The Lifetrack 

Model for Successful Refugee Employment Relocation has several components:   

 Pre-vetting the community (which fosters community acceptance) 
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 Ensuring availability of social services and other necessary community infrastructure 

 Ensuring ample jobs are available for people with low- or no-English ability and limited 

work experience in the US 

 Selecting and grouping refugees who can  

o Create a community 

o Work well together to help one another 

 Have at least one group member who can speak some English and one member who has 

and can drive a car, and 

 Providing intensive support. 

Pre-vetting receiving communities.  A distinguishing feature of the Lifetrack Model is 

that long before any refugees were placed in outstate areas, Lifetrack staff (including Karen and 

Karenni staff) made multiple visits to the target communities and met with area community 

leaders to determine whether the receiving community would have appropriate support services 

and would welcome the new communities.  If receiving communities were not appropriate, 

Lifetrack chose not to place refugees there, but would continue to investigate until they found 

more suitable locations.   Communities were thoroughly vetted prior to any refugee placement. 

Intensive support.  What makes Lifetrack‘s work in rural areas unique is that in addition 

to the services listed above, they provide intensive employment and relocation support to low-

income refugees who are willing or hoping to relocate to smaller communities for employment.  

Lifetrack staff carefully evaluated job seekers to determine which people would have the 

motivation, commitment, English skills, and work ability to successfully make the move to 

Austin and begin to create a Karen or Karenni community there.  Lifetrack staff assisted job 

seekers in understanding the positions available, completing a job application, arranging the job 
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interviews, driving interviewees to Austin, and assisting them with interview advice, translation 

and interpretation during the interviews.  Lifetrack brought applicants to Austin as individuals or 

in caravans of as many as 18 people on a single day.  Bringing refugees in groups helped 

refugees to get to know one another (if they did not already) identify people in their new 

community and build their personal support network.  A key finding in the Worthington research 

(Stone, 2010, 2011) was that refugees there stated they needed Lifetrack‘s assistance for the first 

groups, but after they were oriented to the community, they would help one another.  In Austin, 

to help the refugees establish themselves, Lifetrack also assisted the refugees in finding a place 

to live within walking distance (often Lifetrack arranged a shared apartment or house with other 

Karen or Karenni Lifetrack clients—so that they could share a language and help one another).  

If the apartment was not within walking distance, Lifetrack staff arranged job seekers into groups 

so that each group had a person who had a car.  They also ensured that a person in each group 

could communicate in English.  Lifetrack provided orientation to the city of Austin (driving 

around and even walking around and identifying the schools, clinics, parks, shopping areas, 

Asian grocery stores, faith communities, and places to obtain home furnishing). 

Largest and most effective employment program for refugees in Minnesota for eight 

years in a row.  Using the Lifetrack Model, Lifetrack‘s clients maintained a 90 day retention rate 

of 86% in Austin, which was one reason that the Minnesota Department of Human Services 

acknowledged Lifetrack as the ―largest and most effective employment program for refugees in 

Minnesota for eight years in a row‖ (Lifetrack, 2016c).  Another reason for the 

acknowledgement was that overall 85% of Lifetrack clients were still in their jobs after 12 

months (Lifetrack, 2016c).  This research found that all interview participants had retained or 
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upgraded their employment for as long as four and a half years (the time between placement in 

2011 and the time of this study).   

Austin, Minnesota 

 

Figure 13  Map showing distance between Austin and St. Paul 
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/St+Paul,+MN/Austin,+MN/@44.3007209,-

94.2105097,8z/data=!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x52b2d4cee4e9379f:0xc87291d23fda2e29!2m2!1d-
93.0899578!2d44.9537029!1m5!1m1!1s0x87f0c555358af47d:0xc345c815bd7c3eef!2m2!1d-92.9746367!2d43.6666296!3e0  

 

The City of Austin, Minnesota, is the County seat of Mower County.  It is located in 

southern Minnesota near the Minnesota/Iowa border.  Austin is 116 miles southeast of St. Paul, 

Minnesota, off interstate 35 and on interstate 90.  Considered one of the larger outstate cities in 

https://www.google.com/maps/dir/St+Paul,+MN/Austin,+MN/@44.3007209,-94.2105097,8z/data=!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x52b2d4cee4e9379f:0xc87291d23fda2e29!2m2!1d-93.0899578!2d44.9537029!1m5!1m1!1s0x87f0c555358af47d:0xc345c815bd7c3eef!2m2!1d-92.9746367!2d43.6666296!3e0
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/St+Paul,+MN/Austin,+MN/@44.3007209,-94.2105097,8z/data=!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x52b2d4cee4e9379f:0xc87291d23fda2e29!2m2!1d-93.0899578!2d44.9537029!1m5!1m1!1s0x87f0c555358af47d:0xc345c815bd7c3eef!2m2!1d-92.9746367!2d43.6666296!3e0
https://www.google.com/maps/dir/St+Paul,+MN/Austin,+MN/@44.3007209,-94.2105097,8z/data=!4m14!4m13!1m5!1m1!1s0x52b2d4cee4e9379f:0xc87291d23fda2e29!2m2!1d-93.0899578!2d44.9537029!1m5!1m1!1s0x87f0c555358af47d:0xc345c815bd7c3eef!2m2!1d-92.9746367!2d43.6666296!3e0
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Minnesota, Austin is a major regional center for greater Minnesota with a population of 24,800 

in 11 square miles (City of Austin, Minnesota Finance Department, 2014, pp. i–ii).  

 

Figure 14 The Welcome Center in downtown Austin (Photo credit: Stone, 2015) 

 

Austin has a robust economy with a lower unemployment rate than the national average 

and is home to major employers including:  the Hormel Foods Corporation, Quality Pork 

Products, and educational institutions (City of Austin, Minnesota Finance Department, 2014, pp. 

i–ii).  

Table 5  City of Austin, Minnesota Principal Employers (2014) 

 

 

(City of Austin, Minnesota Finance Department, 2014, p. 168) 
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Figure 15  City of Austin, Minnesota Principal Employers (2014) 
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Chapter 3:  Methodology and Methods 

Value Premises 

Although researchers strive for objectivity, the value premises (Behar, 2012; Myrdal, 

1969) of the researcher impact the research.  The basic value premises that have been ingrained 

in me through my work at the University of Minnesota are most eloquently stated by my 

professors, advisor and mentor: 

We have a strong and deep commitment to total quality control in research and 

evaluation.  We want to do everything we can to ―try to get it right‖ and to have our 

results be as credible, reliable, and valid as possible.  As Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), in 

her provocative work, Decolonizing Methodologies, has stressed, this represents a 

particularly formidable challenge when we are doing research internationally and 

interculturally, or with indigenous people. 

 

We want to believe that high quality research and evaluation work can be relevant 

and help move us to have a more just and civil society, with minimization of violence to 

both humans and their environments (DeJaeghere & Fry, 2003, p. 2). 

Methodology 

This research is a grounded theory study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).  This study utilizes in-depth interviews and storytelling (Brinkerhoff, 2006; Krueger, 

2010, 2011; Labonte, 2007; Labonte, Feather, & Hills, 1999).  It is an ethnographically 

(Fetterman, 2010; Wolcott, 2008) informed case study.   

Case Study 

A case study is described as an:  

…intensive description and analysis of a phenomenon or social unit such as an 

individual, group, institution, or community. The case is a bounded, integrated system 

(Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). By concentrating upon a single phenomenon or entity (the 

case), this approach seeks to describe the phenomenon in depth.  For it to be a case study, 

one particular program (a bounded system), selected because it was typical, unique, 

experimental, or highly successful, etc., would be the unit of analysis. …Ethnographic 

case studies are quite common… (Merriam, 2002, p. 8). 
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Case study bounded unit.  The study is divided into two parts.  In the first part, the 

bounded unit is defined as Karen and Karenni people assisted by Lifetrack staff in finding 

employment and resettling in Austin, Minnesota, in 2011.  In the second part, the bounded unit is 

defined as community leaders in Austin, Minnesota, who had influenced policy or had directly 

interacted with the bounded unit from part one.  Austin community leaders were chosen from 

leaders in government, business, housing, and education in Austin, Minnesota.   

 Methods 

This study uses a combination of methods to achieve rigorous and robust results 

(Creswell, 2014; DeJaeghere & Fry, 2003).  In addition to in-depth, structured and semi-

structured interviewing, other methods were also used.  Member checking (confirming with 

interview participants that their meaning was correctly understood) increases research credibility 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Triangulation of data (Patton, 2002) (confirming with more than one 

source that a reported event occurred) was utilized.  ―…[T]he case study's unique strength is its 

ability to deal with a full variety of evidence--documents, artifacts, interviews, and observations‖ 

(Yin, 2009, p. 11).  Document review, direct observation and participant observation were used 

in this research. 

Sampling:  Part One—People from Burma 

For part one (interviewing the people from Burma), a stratified random sample was used. 

―Stratification may reduce sampling errors. We stratify by dividing a population into strata 

(subgroups)… The formal definition of random sampling is a procedure in which all are given an 

equal and independent chance of being selected‖ (Patten, 2011, p. 76).  Lifetrack‘s database of 

refugees placed in Austin was sorted to find those placed in 2011.  Next, the 2011 people were 
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divided into groups of the target population, Karen and Karenni.  An Excel spreadsheet was used 

to assign random numbers to the Karen group and the Karenni group separately.   

A difficulty in the study was that the Lifetrack database had information from 2011 

including the phone numbers the target group had when they lived in St. Paul in 2011 (rather 

than from Austin in 2015).  Many of the phone numbers were no longer active or no longer 

belonged to the participant.  A Lifetrack Karenni staff person tried to locate each participant, in 

order of the random numbers.  This worked fairly well because the Karenni community is small 

and the staff person tended to know how to find current contact information for the person.   

The random sample did not work as well for the Karen population.  One explanation as to 

why this occurred was Lifetrack‘s long-time Karen employee, who had helped in the previous 

study (Stone, 2010), had retired and moved to a different state.  Lifetrack had posted the position 

but did not have a Karen speaking staff person at the time we were searching for participants.  

Another agency was utilized to contact Karen participants using the stratified random sample, 

but after spending many hours beyond her normal workload, the staff person of the other agency 

could not readily locate people.  Under that circumstance, the research design was altered so that 

she tried finding people on the list whom she knew.  Eventually she contacted and located 

enough people from the original list that way.  Funding was not available for her assistance. 

Interpreters.  For the first part of the study (the interviews with Karen and Karenni 

people) a stratified random sample was attempted (as explained above).  Therefore, it was not 

known prior to the phone call what language the potential participant spoke.  Assistance from 

one Lifetrack Karenni employee was utilized to set a date and time for the Karenni interviews.  A 

Karen person from a different nonprofit set the date and time for the Karen interviews.  Interview 

participants were asked whether or not they could speak English (as the interviewer did not 
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speak any of the Karen or Karenni languages).  If participants did not speak English or were 

uncomfortable with being interviewed in English, they were asked if they had a trusted friend or 

family member who would be willing to interpret during the interview.  Unfortunately, funding 

was not available to pay the friend or family member who provided interpreting.   

Two ethical issues collided in the use of interpreters.  The first issue is that people being 

interviewed were not always comfortable disclosing their true feelings to an interpreter who they 

did not know or trust.  Care was taken so that only known and trusted interpreters were used.  

Interpreters from an organization were never used for interviews due to that we were evaluating 

organizations‘ effectiveness in assisting the refugees.  It was felt that more accurate information 

would be attained in the interviews.   

The second issue is that unprofessional interpreters were utilized (family and friends of 

the participants).  Less professional interviews may have led to less accurate interpreting, but it 

was felt that having more accurate information was superior to a higher level of interpreting.  A 

related issue is that funding was not available for interpreters (although it should be stressed that 

paying interpreters for their time is an important ethical issue).   

Designing the study so that interview participants could choose an interpreter was 

intentional to ensure that interview participants felt comfortable with the person hearing their 

confidential responses.  Care was taken not to use any interpreters who worked for Lifetrack or 

other nonprofits, schools or businesses for the interviews to avoid socially desirable (Crowne & 

Marlowe, 1960; Myrdal, 1969) responses.  For example, if questions were asked about 

Lifetrack‘s services, the interview responses could be influenced if the Karenni Lifetrack staff 

person had interpreted.  In fact, during the interviews, some participants stated that they 

appreciated having someone they trusted and considered ethical to interpret for them.  This also 
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avoided any miscommunication that may have resulted from having an interpreter who was a 

member of their group, for example Karen, but who spoke a different language (for example, 

needing a Karen Sgaw speaker but having a Karen Pwo interpreter).   

Sampling: Part Two—People of Austin 

Part two of the study interviewed specific community leaders who were identified as 

having had a role in assisting the people placed by Lifetrack staff or who were policy makers.   

Purposive sampling was used in part two.  Many scholars have utilized this type of participant 

selection to achieve representativeness or comparability (Caracelli & Greene, 1993; Creswell & 

Clark, 2007; Fry, Supang, & Amrung, 1981; Patton, 2002).  Caracelli and Greene (1993) and 

Fry, Supang, & Amrung (1981) identify their purposive selection as ―extreme case analysis‖ 

consistent with Teddlie and Yu‘s (2007) ―extreme sampling‖ (Stone, 2014, unpublished work).  

Purposive sampling (Creswell & Clark, 2007; Patton, 2002) using extreme case analysis 

(Caracelli & Greene, 1993, p. 199; Fry et al., 1981) was used to initially identify research 

participants who had interacted with Lifetrack staff, were known to have interacted with Karen 

or Karenni in Austin, or were policy makers impacting refugees.  For example, Lifetrack staff 

worked closely with a nonprofit in Austin that helps Karen and Karenni find social services.  

This nonprofit‘s staff members were interviewed for the study.  Another example was that 

Lifetrack staff knew of specific realtors who helped Karen and Karenni people buy houses.  They 

were also interviewed.   

Interviews: Part One—People from Burma 

Interview participants (the Karen and Karenni who had been assisted by Lifetrack staff) 

were given a choice of locations to meet for interviews.  Interviews were conducted in the living 

rooms, dining rooms, or kitchens of participants‘ homes.  If there was more than one interview 
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participant present, the same question was asked to each person in turn before moving on to the 

next question.  Each individual responded to each question.  Only the responses from people who 

had been served by Lifetrack staff are presented in this study. 

In addition to the in-depth interviewing, to evaluate particular aspects of help received 

from Lifetrack staff, a Likert-type scale was used in which respondents with limited or no-

English could point at an icon
7
 to express their satisfaction with each service: 

Not Helpful at All Somewhat unhelpful Somewhat helpful Strongly Helpful 

1 2 3 4 
 

 

 

  

 

The Likert-type scale was followed-up with the questions: 

 What did Lifetrack do that helped?  

 What else was helpful to you?  

 What would have helped you more? 

As interviews proceeded it became clear that most people did not need Lifetrack‘s 

assistance for every category, therefore, an additional category ―no need‖ was added to the scale. 

Interviews: Part Two—People of Austin 

Austin community leaders were interviewed in their choice of places, including offices, 

meeting rooms, or coffee shops.  The researcher lives in St. Paul, and on two occasions, Austin 

community leaders were interviewed in St. Paul when they were already in St. Paul for other 

                                                
7
 icons from http://www.ucl.ac.uk/teddy-hosp/tbh_barnsley_paper.pdf 



INTERCULTURAL ADAPTATION         48 

© Copyright Barbara Stone, 2016 All Rights Reserved 

business.  The interviews with Austin community leaders were also in-depth, also lasting 

between one and four hours and were individual or group interviews.  

Consent/IRB 

The Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of Minnesota reviewed and 

approved this research project to uphold the Human Research Protection Program standards.  

IRB approved consent forms were obtained from all research participants.  Participants were 

given the choice of whether they wanted to be identified or to be acknowledged by name in this 

study.  Nearly all of the participants preferred to remain anonymous.  To ensure the 

confidentiality of all participants, responses are not associated with a person, an organization, or 

a type of organization.  Karen and Karenni respondents are not identified as either Karen or 

Karenni to protect their identity. 

Additional Interviews 

The Karenni community in Minnesota is smaller than the Karen community.  To 

compensate for the lack of scholarly research written in English about the Karenni community, 

an additional interview was done with identified leaders of the Karenni community in Minnesota 

to learn more about the culture and background of the Karenni people in Minnesota.  This 

information can be found in the Karenni section of the study.  More studies in English are 

available on the Karen community and recent studies based on the Minnesota Karen community 

are also available.  In addition, staff from the Karen Organization of Minnesota provided 

background information on Karen culture in Minnesota. 

Saturation  

―In purposeful sampling the size of the sample is determined by informational 

considerations.  If the purpose is to maximize information, the sampling is terminated 
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when no new information is forth-coming from new sampled units; thus redundancy is 

the primary criterion‖ (Patton, 2002, p. 246).   

 

Sufficient participants were interviewed until the data saturation point (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) was achieved.  Interviews were all between one and four hours in length and conducted 

over a period of ten months. 

Coding 

The interviews and observations were coded by theme and analyzed using the constant 

comparative method (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  An Excel spreadsheet was used to classify the 

interview responses.  Data analysis of this study includes both published and unpublished texts 

that include data collected by other organizations, interviews, and observations. 
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 Chapter 4:  Findings 

Findings Part One:  Karen and Karenni Interviews 

In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with Karen and Karenni people who were 

assisted by Lifetrack in finding employment in Austin, Minnesota.  Because Austin has a small 

population of Karen and Karenni people who wished to remain anonymous in this research, care 

was taken in reporting the findings while maintaining the participants‘ confidentiality.  Instead of 

presenting findings in a way that describes each person, the answers to questions were grouped 

together so that it is not possible to identify respondents.  

Question:  Why did you decide to move to Austin? 

 

Every interview respondent stated that they moved to Austin to obtain employment.  

Some also chose to move to Austin to unite with family or friends who had moved to Austin 

previously. 

Question:  Who were the people who helped you when you moved to Austin? 

 

Every interview respondent stated that they were helped by Lifetrack.  In addition, 

specific Lifetrack staff members were identified as being particularly helpful, including Pi Amy 

and Jimmy P.  Family and friends were notable in assisting with the move to Austin.  Other 

individuals and organizations who were named were Josiah, Marner Saw, K‘Pru, the Karen 

Organization of Minnesota and St. Bernard Church in St. Paul. 

Questions Evaluating Lifetrack Specifically 

Nine questions were asked to respondents to evaluate Lifetrack‘s helpfulness.  For these 

questions a Likert-type scale was used in addition to the open-ended interview style.  
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Question:  Was Lifetrack helpful with the following?   

Each question was asked using the Likert-type scale and followed-up with open-ended 

questions.  

Table 6  Findings:  Lifetrack Helpfulness 

Was Lifetrack helpful? No Need 

Not 
Helpful at 

All 
Somewhat 
unhelpful 

Somewhat 
helpful 

Strongly 
Helpful 

Helping you find a job 0% 0% 0% 25% 75% 

Helping you travel to Austin 13% 0% 0% 13% 75% 

Helping you locate a place to live 38% 0% 0% 13% 50% 

Helping you know the city of Austin 50% 13% 13% 13% 13% 

Helping you register for English Classes 88% 0% 0% 13% 0% 

Helping you find a way to get to work 
each day 75% 0% 0% 13% 13% 

Helping you find a doctor 88% 0% 0% 0% 13% 

Helping you find a grocery store 75% 13% 0% 13% 0% 

Helping you get furniture for your house 88% 0% 0% 0% 13% 

 

Participants sometimes commented on topics related to general resettlement issues 

unrelated to Lifetrack services. 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you find a job? 

 

The top two responses to this question were that Lifetrack helped participants fill out the 

application and Lifetrack provided transportation to Austin.  Other responses were that Lifetrack 

provided interpreting in Austin, and helped them find the job.  One person said Lifetrack takes 

―care of me.‖  Not a single respondent wanted Lifetrack to do more in helping with the job with 

100% reporting they were satisfied or very satisfied with Lifetrack‘s assistance. 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you travel to Austin? 

 

Thirteen percent of respondents reported that they had no need of assistance with 

traveling to Austin.  They reported having a car or riding with a friend or family member (many 
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people in the St. Paul Karen and Karenni communities commute to Austin).  For those who 

needed transportation 100% were satisfied or very satisfied with Lifetrack‘s service.  One person 

identified Lifetrack staff person Amy Twe (Pi Amy) as being particularly helpful.  Another 

person reported a miscommunication that caused some confusion as to where Lifetrack staff 

would pick her up for the trip to Austin (Lifetrack staff went to her home to pick her up but she 

was waiting outside Lifetrack).  

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you locate a place to live? 

 

Thirty-eight percent of respondents reported that they had no need of assistance finding a 

place to live as they preferred to stay with family or friends.  One hundred percent of those in 

need of assistance reported being satisfied or very satisfied with Lifetrack‘s help.  Some people 

reported that Pi Amy was especially helpful.  One person did not want to live with friends.  

Although she reported being satisfied, she remarked that she would have preferred more 

assistance finding housing to live alone. 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you know the city of Austin? 

 

Although half of respondents reported that they had no need for help in becoming 

familiar with the city of Austin, largely due to being part of a group or moving in with friends 

and family, 26% reported that Lifetrack was either ―not helpful at all‖ or ―somewhat unhelpful.‖  

These people would have preferred that Lifetrack had showed the school, hospital, bank, city 

bus, post office, Austin employment office, EBT, health insurance, and Asian grocery store.  One 

comment was ―no one in the first apartment had a car--so only saw city by walking, 15 minute 

walk to the Asian store.  They should show the store and the city.‖ 
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Was Lifetrack helpful helping you register for English classes? 

 

For this question the Likert-type scale differed from the interview responses.  For Likert-

type scale 88% of the people said that they had no need of English classes.  In the follow-up 

questions all respondents said that they had no need of finding English classes.  Most people 

reported being too tired after working a 40 hour week to take English classes.  Others had taken 

English classes in St. Paul or had no interest in taking English classes.  One person reported that 

English classes were available at his job but that he was too tired to attend. 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you find a way to get to work each day? 

 

As with the question above, the Lickert-type scale results differed from the interviews.  

The Likert-type scale results showed 75% of participants had no need for Lifetrack to help them 

find a daily way to get to work, with 25% feeling satisfied or very satisfied.  In interviews 100% 

of participants reported that they had no need of Lifetrack‘s assistance.  Responses included that 

there was no need due to getting rides with friends, having a car, driving or walking with friends, 

or because of commuting daily from St. Paul. 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you find a doctor? 

  

The Likert-type scale showed that 88% of participants responded that they had no need of 

Lifetrack helping them to find a doctor, with 13% reporting that they were extremely satisfied 

with Lifetrack‘s help.  Interview responses showed that 100% reported that they had no need of 

this service.  The majority reported that they had no need of help to find medical care because it 

was available at their place of employment.  Other responses were:  

 No need--knows where to find doctor 

 Lifetrack showed him the doctor, but he didn't need a doctor 
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 No need--he needed an interpreter at the doctor but his children were there to 

interpret 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you find a grocery store? 

 

Seventy-five percent of participants reported that they did not need help finding the 

grocery stores in Austin.  Most said that they had a friend or family member help them.  Others 

were helped by people in their apartment, or by Lifetrack.  The 13% who said that Lifetrack was 

not at all helpful were shown the grocery store by an apartment-mate, but would have preferred 

to be shown the grocery store by Lifetrack staff.  Other than that, participants were satisfied with 

the assistance provided by Lifetrack in finding a place to buy groceries. 

Was Lifetrack helpful helping you get furniture for your house? 

 

All respondents were very satisfied or had no need of assistance for obtaining furniture.  

Some participants remarked that they had no need of help as they had brought furniture from St. 

Paul, they were living with family who already had furniture, or just had no need of help.  One 

person said he wished that Lifetrack had helped him find furniture. 

Question:  Are you working now? 

 

All interview participants reported that they are currently employed either with the same 

employer or with a new employer. 

Question:  How long have you been at your current job? 

 

All respondents had been working at their current job between two months at the shortest 

and over four and a half years at the longest (because they were placed in 2011 and interviewed 

in 2015, four and a half years was the maximum possible time they could have been employed) . 

  



INTERCULTURAL ADAPTATION         55 

© Copyright Barbara Stone, 2016 All Rights Reserved 

Question:  What do you like about your job? 

 

Although many of the comments about what people liked about their job were based on 

―good pay,‖ ―benefits,‖ and ―made money and bought a house,‖ many commented that they 

enjoyed their co-workers.  Comments about co-workers included: 

 Sometimes fun, sometimes not fun.   

 Fun with co-workers.   

 Co-workers are good.  

 Fun because lots of friends 

 Good to work with Lao, Vietnamese, Spanish, and English speaking people.  I am 

speaking a few words of Spanish. 

One person commented that he liked the work itself. 

Question:  What do you dislike about your job? 

 

Several of the comments regarding what participants disliked about their job had to do 

with the lack of skilled, ethical interpreters.  The comment, ―We need a … interpreter to tell how 

people are feeling about the job‖ gave the impression that in addition to the need for the 

appropriate language, that it was important that there was someone available to interpret 

culturally-specific communication cues such as indirect and nonverbal communication.  Other 

communication challenges were expressed as ―I have a hard time communicating with 

supervisor,‖  ―Need interpreter on staff for both sides on all shifts.‖ 

Some comments were related to the physical nature of the work ―back sore, shoulders 

hurt--shoulders to wrist.‖  When one person had a doctor‘s note to temporarily not lift boxes; the 

respondent reported that the note was not honored and no modification was made. 
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Other comments were: 

 I like it. 

 I don't like it.  

 I am new so don't really know yet. 

 I still don't know if I like this job yet--each supervisor is different. 

Question:  What do you like about living in Austin? 

 

Respondents reported that either they or friends or family had commuted to Austin from 

St. Paul.  Many comments were related to living close to their job ―I like to live very close to the 

place where I work,‖ ―I like living close so it is easy to get there,‖ ―Doesn't use a lot of gas.‖ 

Other reasons why people liked to live in Austin were that other family members and friends had 

already moved to Austin and they were able to reunite.  Other comments were related to liking 

their jobs and some were regarding the community of Austin.   

 Quiet, close to work, Austin community is good, they are nice, many cultures 

come together. 

 Austin people are quiet.  It's a small city with less cars. I don't visit non-Karen 

people in Austin--some are nice, some are not nice. 

Question:  What do you dislike about living in Austin? 

Almost every respondent stated that they were ―happy living here,‖ ―I like it,‖ ―happy to 

live in Austin--no dislikes,‖ and ―like everything‖ they also missed some of the advantages of St. 

Paul: 

 Would like bigger stores and more stores like in St. Paul.  Austin has only 2-3 

Asian food stores. 

 My five-year-old has to walk far to get to the school bus. 
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Question:  Do you prefer life in the Twin Cities or in Austin? 

 

Nearly all people preferred living in Austin with statements such as ―I'm happy here.‖ 

Less positive comments were:   

 If I have the job, I'll stay here, if not I'll move to where there is a job. 

 Would like to live in the Twin Cities because of the stronger community.   

 Not enough translators here…  Hospitals--have to call on the phone but can't 

speak English.   

Question:  Are you happy that you decided to move to Austin? 

 

Every respondent answered ―yes‖ to this question.  One person answered ―yes for now, 

depends on the job.‖ 

Question:  What languages do you speak? 

 

Some Karenni people spoke only Karenni.  Some Karen people spoke only Karen.  

Others spoke as many as four languages including Karen or Karenni plus Burmese, Thai, 

English, and Spanish.  Only one person spoke both Karenni and Karen (an important factor when 

choosing interpreters). 

 

Findings Part Two: Austin Community Leader Interviews 

As with the Karen and Karenni interviews, Austin community leaders also preferred to 

remain anonymous for this research.  Confidentiality was ensured by aggregating answers and 

de-identifying comments.  While a couple of community leaders signed a consent allowing the 

use their names, identifying their specific responses would also make it easier to identify leaders 

who wished to remain anonymous.  Therefore, no identifying details are used throughout the 

findings section to guard their confidentiality.   
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Community leaders in Austin‘s receiving community had much to say in their interviews 

but just as in the refugee interviews, they did not always focus on the particular questions in the 

research design.  Findings are presented for the most frequently mentioned topics of importance.  

Twenty-eight percent of comments (the largest category) revolved around the importance of 

creating relationships to ensure resettlement satisfaction for both the incoming and receiving 

communities.  The next two most important factors for success were having culturally sensitive, 

skilled (or certified), ethical interpreters (14%) and having an infrastructure in place to 

accommodate newcomers (13%). 

 

Figure 16  Findings: Factors for Resettlement Success as Reported by Austin Community Leaders 
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Relationships, friendships, personal contact.  Community leaders were asked to 

identify factors that they thought were responsible for the satisfaction that Karen and Karenni 

participants reported regarding their resettlement to Austin.  By far the most common reason that 

community leaders reported for satisfaction was the existence of relationships, friendships, or 

contact between the receiving community (Austin) and the newcomers (in this case the Karen 

and Karenni refugees).  They explained that relationships can grow through planned activity or 

naturally through social contact.  One recurring topic was that each incoming and receiving 

communities held events that were open to the public which gave the communities an 

opportunity to interact.  Another recurring topic was how Austin parents met incoming parents 

through their children‘s friends, especially through sport teams and school events.  Parents of 

school aged children were able to make connections because of activities that their children 

participated in.  One respondent stated:   

I think that‘s one of the greatest opportunities that we have in the community is to make 

connections, because that‘s how I‘ve made some different connections is through my 

daughter in particular whose best friend‘s parents are immigrants [refugees are 

immigrants], so having that relationship has opened up our worldviews so I think we 

have some opportunities with kids…for the moms and dads to connect as well. 

 

By interactions between coaches, parents, and youth unmet needs were identified and 

met.  One respondent describes how this happens:  

…the commitments of the parents of the kids who are on that [youth sport] team are 

astounding to help them with what they need.  And the coaches, too.  ―Oh, you need 

shoes, I‘ve got a closet with shoes.‖  ―Oh, you‘re hungry after practice.‖  The coaches 

have been incredible but the parents, too. 

 

Service providers also were able to form relationships with the incoming community 

members which led to a greater understanding and appreciation between people.  A service 

provider describes how her experiences led to more fulfilling relationships: 
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When you form relationships with someone who is perceived as different from you, you 

find all the connections that are there.  I think once we have, it‘s not the only thing, but I 

think that for me personally and professional that relationship helps me have a greater 

understanding and appreciation of even people I find difficult to work with--I think once I 

know who they are and part of their story. 

 

One respondent demonstrated how being open to people who seem different can lead to a 

chance encounter and new appreciation for what it means to be a newcomer: 

You look at somebody, I met a guy yesterday waiting for the bus and just happened to be 

talking to him and he‘s new to the country and he‘s been here for two months, and he‘s a 

teacher in his country and he‘s looking for something to do here and you look at him and 

go ―Wow that‘s so cool! I couldn‘t do that.  I couldn‘t go someplace brand new.‖  I just 

think the opportunity to interact, the Taste of Nations and exposure [help build 

relationships].  

 

Relationship building through organized events.  Organized community events were 

identified as important ways to bring diverse populations together.  Austin‘s annual Taste of 

Nations festival provided booths for dozens of different ethnicities to provide food, dance, and 

cultural information to all people of Austin.   The ―We Are Austin‖ photo project was identified 

as an important way to understand the diversity of Austin through photos of the people of Austin 

being displayed in business around town and online.  The receiving community also appreciated 

organized community events held by the Karen and Karenni communities themselves in which 

receiving community members were invited to attend.  One of these events was the annual all-

day Karenni Kay Htoe Boe Festival with lunch and a soccer game. 
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Figure 17 Austin, MN Kay Htoe Boe Festival May 14, 2016 (Photo credit: Stone, 2016) 

 

 

“We are Austin:  Portraits Celebrating Our Diversity.”   The ―We Are Austin‖ 

project was sponsored by Austin Human Rights Commission, Austin ArtWorks Festival, Austin 

Public Schools, and The Alliance for Educational Equity in July, 2014.  An Austin community 

leader describes the project: 

We did a project a couple of years ago of ―We are Austin‖ and we did photo portraits 

with white boards and had over 100 people participate in saying, identifying who they are 

in Austin and that was a really cool project and then those were displayed all over town. 

And we‘ve had a couple of traveling exhibits within town like at a church, and a college, 

and the library.  So, I think those are positive ways for people to have the opportunity to 

see who is in the town….and see that as an asset to our community.   

 

―We Are Austin‖ photos of Karen and Karenni people in Austin appear below: 
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 Figure 18  We Are Austin:  Portraits Celebrating Our Diversity. Sponsored by Austin Human 

Rights Commission, Austin ArtWorks Festival, Austin Public Schools, and The Alliance for Educational 

Equity.  Photographers:  Easton Green, Matt Tylutki, Andrew Baker.  Editor:  Lisa Beschnett.  July 2014. 

https://issuu.com/austindailyherald/docs/weareaustin/1?e=1966900/8941480  

 

https://issuu.com/austindailyherald/docs/weareaustin/1?e=1966900/8941480
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Taste of Nations.  The annual Taste of Nations festival was identified as an important 

event because it celebrated different cultures and provided the opportunity for people to begin to 

experience the cultural differences of food, dance, and clothing.  Over the years, it has also 

provided a structure in which people from different cultures could build relationships by working 

together on the event or by getting to know one another in deeper ways.  One Austin community 

leader describes the Taste of Nations:   

In terms of the Taste of Nations, … it‘s been a yearly event for the past six years maybe.  

There‘s just a group of people who take the organization of that on and we have booths 

that people from different heritages can either they just kind of showcase something from 

their traditions and their culture and its usually food but we also have dancers and singers 

and art.   

 

Another leader explains: 

 

I do think the Taste of Nations, continues to be [a way for people to connect]…in a very 

positive way. 
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Figure 19 Poster for Austin's Seventh Annual Taste of Nations, April 30, 2016  

(Photo credit: Stone, 2016) 
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Figure 20 Taste of Nations, Austin, MN, April 30, 2016 (Photo credit: Stone, 2016) 

 

Event Reciprocity.   Although some community leaders were not sure what the 

differences were between the cultures of the Karen and Karenni communities, others knew many 

of the people in the community personally, had been invited to, and had attended many Karen 

and Karenni events.  Karen and Karenni people attended Austin‘s events and also invited the 

Austin receiving community to their events.  For example, Karenni dancers from Austin High 

School (along with their teacher) hosted a booth with food from Burma, performed, and watched 

performers from other ethnicities.  At the Seventh Annual Taste of Nations held on April 30, 

2016, all who were present were invited to attend the Karenni Kay Htoe Boe Festival on May 14, 
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2016, at Austin High School. 

 

 

Figure 21 Karenni Community in Austin, MN, Kay Htoe Boe Festival, May 14, 2016:   

Kay Htoe Boe pole on the right (Photo credit: Stone, 2016) 

 

 

One Austin community leader thought that being present at the various festivals was 

important and thought that more people should attend: 

I would love to see more of the ―established‖ community accept invitations to learn about 

and get to know the Karen/Karenni (events at the Welcome Center like Christmas in the 

City, Taste of Nations, Deeku Festival, Wrist Tying Celebrations, home visits). 

 

Another community leader explained that it is important to observe and participate in the 

music, food, and culture of the Karen and Karenni communities: 

And music, too, is a part of that.  Both the Karen and Karenni have their own celebrations 

that they‘ve invited the community to that are traditional celebrations…I wasn‘t able to 

go but I wished I had.  It sounded really interesting.   

Building relationships between members of the receiving community.   One 

unexpected finding was that relationships were not limited to those between the incoming 
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communities and the receiving communities, but also relationship building was important 

between members of the receiving community as well.  While contact between the established 

community and the newcomers is important, Austin community leaders also commented on the 

importance of building relationships between members of the receiving community through 

educational sessions and other get-togethers that are open to anyone.  For example, one 

community leader explained how Austin leaders prepared the receiving community for the Karen 

and Karenni by hosting seminars on immigration: 

I wholeheartedly agree with relationships being probably the most influential thing…. I 

think especially about really emotionally charged issues like immigration and refugees, 

just providing people with factual information is really powerful.  …it‘s been a few years 

again since we‘ve done one of those Immigration 101 sessions, but we did a number of 

them and a number of community forums and I think that made a big difference. 

 

Another way Austin leaders prepared the community for the arrival of the Karen and 

Karenni was by hosting events structured to provide education while fostering relationships with 

neighbors: 

I still think there is a lot of education to do and [we] had the opportunity to present to a 

group of elderly folks at a Lutheran church and I‘ve been asked to do that presentation 

again to a larger group of senior citizens and they don‘t know, I mean they don‘t know 

anyone who is different than them.  They don‘t have exposure to them other than being in 

the grocery store or some other place.  So I think there is still some education for them to 

do. 

 

Various organizations and agencies provided the Austin community with educational 

events.  For example, the human rights commission had community conversation roundtable 

discussions, Riverland Community College held a ―generations group‖ for the senior community 

and the public schools did a presentation to educate teachers about the newcomers. 

Building relationships between service providers.  Community leaders agreed that the 

relationships between service providers were critical to success.  For example, service providers 

stated that they needed integrated connections between agencies and cross referrals to provide 
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the best services.  Service providers also said that the network of community resources dedicated 

to welcoming refugees helps connect people with what they need.  One Austin leader 

commented: 

I feel that one of the most important things are the interwoven services and connections 

in the community, so that if an individual has contact or is interacting and has resources 

from one entity or agency, there will be intentional sharing of other services that could 

help that individual and I think educational [services]…here in Austin are key.  We have 

great ESL programs through community ed and through the college if there are language 

needs and [they] are capable systems as far as being able to welcome and really support 

immigrants,[it]  is fabulous.  I think the college has some great services as well. … The 

Welcome Center especially because they have hired staff that are from the Karen and 

Karenni population-- and also the public schools have a success coach that is from the 

Karen population, Mee Reh, I believe. 

Austin community leaders meet regularly and know one another.  In addition to other 

relationships noted above, Austin community leaders attributed the satisfaction among refugees 

to their relationships with one another because the leaders had a structure in place in which they 

could solve problems as they emerged.  One leader explained: 

And then all of our many readily available resources, part of my job, too, is connecting 

people with the different resources that are available.  And I think that our community is 

really good at that.  We all talk to each other and want to use our resources very wisely.  

Maybe one of the things [the ways we connect], is that Austin, we‘re not big, we‘re small 

and I think we can use that to our advantage where we know each other, whether it‘s 

through school, work, sports, volunteer activities, we don‘t know each other maybe 

personally, but we all will see each other in a store and we just kind of know each other 

and that makes it much easier to pick up the phone and say, hey, I have this gal in my 

office, do you know how I can connect her with this need that she has? 

 

Another Austin leader agreed and explained the importance of the relationships of the 

people and organizations in Austin and their commitment to resettlement: 

Early on in the process we did convene a community group that identified what would 

need to take place to help people transitioning to the community.  And we talked about 

housing and service referral and everything but we decided that we needed a community 

interpreter, case worker person… community interpreter.  So the Welcome Center then 

sought out some grants.  The United Way, Hormel Foundation and Blandin Foundation 

provided money initially just to( in different phases in the process of bringing another 

person on board) to be the Karen/Karenni contact person.  Included in that group that we 

met with was the interpreter that worked at …[the] plant already so that person was pretty 
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familiar with what people needed to actually move to the community instead of 

commuting back and forth.  At the Welcome Center we held a focus group with about 13 

Karen/Karenni people that were already here working but hadn‘t moved their families 

down and they told us what [they needed from] that person at the Welcome Center.  What 

they needed from that person, kind of similar to what you were saying [was to be an 

interpreter and a case worker].  So that person became not just the interpreter but a case 

worker who could help make those connections within the community and we now have 

two full-time positions at the Welcome Center that are Karen, both Karen and Burmese 

speaking, and then our success coach, we shared that resource with the community for the 

longest time they‘re still very community based, but we at the public schools then 

eventually hired our own Karenni interpreter and success coach because families started 

resettling so he went to 20 hours a week last year, to 40 hours a week this year. 

Interpreters.  The second most frequently commented on factor influencing satisfaction 

is the availability of qualified, altruistic and ethical interpreters who can speak the many 

languages required.  As mentioned earlier ―anthropologists have counted more than 130 

distinctive subgroups‖ (Barron et al., 2007) in Burma.  There are two dominant Karen languages 

that are not mutually understandable.  ―The Karenni include around a dozen, self-distinguishing 

subgroups… each has its own language‖ (Dudley, 2011, p. 745).  The Karen and Karenni 

participants in this study also identified their great need for qualified, altruistic and ethical 

language-specific interpreters.  Community leaders realized that Sgaw and Pwo Karen cannot 

communicate unless they speak Burmese or Thai in addition.  Karenni people cannot 

communicate with Karen-only speaking interpreters.   

There is a high demand for bilingual and multi-lingual interpreters.  Some social service 

agencies had open employment available for Karen speakers at the time of this study.  K'Pru Paw 

Gold, who is the Social Services Coordinator at the Welcome Center and a certified interpreter, 

was often mentioned as being an essential success factor by many Austin community leaders.  

Many formal and informal interpreters from new refugee populations have confided that they are 

working nearly 24 hours per day trying to meet the need for interpreting services.  Although this 

skill is rare and valuable, generally interpreters are not paid for their interpreting work even 
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though they lack other sources of income.  The Welcome Center does not have a Karenni staff 

member.  Various Austin community leaders commented: 

 Yeah, I work with some of our translators at the Welcome Center and K‘Pru was one of 

their wonderful, sweet translators. 

 

 She [K'Pru] has made a huge, huge difference.  

 

 [To buy a house] they [Karen and Karenni] have to take a first-time home buyers class 

and K‘Pru will even sit with them and interpret for them which is an eight hour class.  … 

Minnesota Housing had … an internet class that you can take but it‘s only offered in 

Spanish and English not Karen.  So yeah, she actually has to sit with them and interpret 

for them. 

 

 The Welcome Center and Austin Public Schools held a community resource meeting very 

early in the process of new families coming to the community.  The Welcome Center 

hired a Karen caseworker who was available.  Families began moving down instead of 

workers commuting back and forth between Austin and St. Paul.  The Welcome Center 

also held a focus group with 13 Karen and Karenni people to inform us of their needs.  

This input shaped the services that were built into the caseworker position.  The public 

schools hired a Karenni interpreter once we had 30 families here.  We now have over 100 

Karen and Karenni students and one full-time Karenni success coach.  We work very 

closely with the Welcome Center to meet the needs of the families.  United Way, Blandin 

Foundation and the Hormel Foundation all provided targeted funds for the Welcome 

Center to provide services for the Karen and Karenni refugees.  The Welcome Center has 

both RSS and RES funds as well. 

 

 We have the opportunity to use one of two [language services], one is a medical 

interpreter language, you pay for it, and it has many, many languages available, and then 

the other one is more of a generic you can use for less medical interpretation, and staff 

have availability to use that.  It‘s free to the client. 

Infrastructure. As in the Worthington studies (Stone, 2010, 2011), infrastructure was 

reported to be a critical factor in successful resettlement with a goal being to have social service 

and educational programs represent the changing face of Austin.  Many Austin leaders 

commented on the importance of infrastructure in welcoming newcomers.  One comment was: 

We do early childhood and we do adult education.  We have been working with minority 

families for many, many years. …We have what we call Success Coaches.  They started 

out as interpreters but they are so much more than interpreters.  They really connect 

families with resources.  We started with Spanish speaking in each building and as we 

continued to get more and more of different populations we‘ve added Success Coaches in 
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Sudan, and now Karen and Karenni.  I will say and it has been said at the table already, 

that there‘s a lot of connections and a lot resource sharing and a lot of referrals back and 

forth [between] organizations and because of the size of Austin and the collaboration I 

think that‘s a big part of why people are able to access resources, but because of that a 

number of years ago, I don‘t remember how many years ago, we heard that we were 

going to get an influx of folks from Burma. 

Culture learning.  There were two types of culture learning (Paige, 2015) experiences 

discussed: 1) formal presentations and trainings about cultures, and 2) culture learning through 

personal and professional relationships or other contact. 

Culture learning through culture-general training. Community leaders discussed 

trainings that were held for members of the receiving community.  The following are two 

comments from Austin community leaders about the content of the ―culture-general‖ (J. M. 

Bennett, 2015) trainings:[The scenario for the training] is basically that the United States has 

fallen apart.  You have $5000 and you‘ve decided as a family unit that you are going to 

China (China is recruiting you) because they have no workers because of their one child 

policy ….  You have to go to China you have to find housing, you have to figure out how 

you are going to get there what are you going to do when you get there.  Put them in a 

culture that there‘s no way you are going to understand the language.  Then we put them 

in family groups, and they have to start problem solving. 

 

And we asked ―Would you maintain your traditions, would you maintain your religion‖ 

those kinds of things, that were all very personal. I think that was interesting. 

Culture learning through culture-specific personal contact.  In addition to 

understanding how cultures operate in general, community leaders reported that ―culture-

specific‖ (J. M. Bennett, 2015) information was also important.  One Austin community leader 

comments on ―culture-specific‖ learning related to Karenni culture:
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Figure 22  Karenni Community in Austin, MN, Kay Htoe Boe Festival, May 14, 2016:   

Kay Htoe Boe pole on the right (Photo credit: Stone, 2016) 

 

Well, for the [Kay Htoe Boe] festival, which is the Karenni pre-planting festival season 

like a spring festival, they needed a live tree to make a ceremonial pole out of.  So I took 

them out to my sister‘s woods and helped them find a tree and my brother-in-law lent 

them his chain saw and they cut down the tree then and they prepared it and it doesn‘t 

even look like a tree at all when they‘re done, a big white, tall pole.  They wanted to kill 

their own pig.  So I found them a hog farmer that [would] sell them a live pig.  Just some 

interesting requests.  It was difficult for them to find a location that would fit their needs.  

And they went and vetted places and they visited places and interviewed them.  ….The 

Karenni … gave me a gift of a Karenni dress for helping them and it‘s been a pleasure to 

be able to be a part of some of their events and activities.  They asked me to speak a bit 

about the schools at their festival so I did share a bit about that and welcomed them there.  

I hope that more people if they‘re invited and get the opportunity to go to those things 

will do that because otherwise then people kind of continue to live next to each other but 

not together.  They are a really warm welcoming community and they make really 
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amazing food, especially if they just killed their pig…I would really highly encourage 

people to try and get to know them.  Visit their homes if you are invited.  It‘s really a 

wonderful experience. 

Vetting Austin.  An important aspect of the Lifetrack Model is that Lifetrack staff 

investigates a community prior to relocating refugees there.  In each community culturally 

sensitive Lifetrack staff members visit the city, visit social services, schools, health care 

organizations, stores, etc., to evaluate the welcoming attitude of the community.  In some cases, 

after the investigation, Lifetrack staff have opted not to place refugees in a community.  This 

vetting process by Karen and Karenni staff was noted by Austin community leaders: 

I was listening to the room ―yes, yes, yes.  I agree with everything that‘s been brought 

out.‖  I kind of step back a little bit because you are asking about their feeling successful 

and feeling welcome here in Austin and why.  And the first thing I thought of is back 

however many years ago it was that we were made aware they were going to have this 

group coming to us, I feel like we were almost vetted, because we had a group of their 

leadership come to health and human services and we hand-picked leaders among our 

agency who should come and listen and I felt like they were asking us questions like 

―How could you serve us?‖  ―What do you have available [for us]?‖ 

Traits attributed to Karen and Karenni people by Austin community leaders. As in 

the Worthington studies (Stone, 2010, 2011), Austin community leaders attributed traits to Karen 

or Karenni people in Austin that they believed were beneficial to the community of Austin.  For 

example, they reported that Karen and Karenni people were hard working and through their work 

were able to save enough money to start businesses and purchase homes (over 100 homes in the 

area): 

I think with the Karenni people they are looking for a place to stay [permanently].  

They‘re not going to move from Austin and keep moving around.  I think they would like 

to put down roots here.  That means they may come in and maybe they have to be on 

medical assistance for their first year or two until they get more established but 

eventually they‘re going to be having their own health insurance, they‘re going to be 

going to the doctors, the dentist, and they‘re going to have families they‘re going to 

become established and be able to help all the other business here in our community 

down the road.  Another thing I was thinking, if I understand correctly, they mostly came 

from more of a small rural setting, a farming background, so that‘s what our area is here.  
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…There have been some Karenni families that now have bought some houses more out in 

the country that‘s probably a big step for them.  

Meet them where they are/person centered planning.  Another theme that was echoed 

in group interviews was that Austin community leaders were trying to design culturally-specific 

services.  They recognized different cultural traits between Karen and Karenni newcomers and 

other immigrant communities.  They discussed creating ―person centered planning‖ to 

accommodate the needs of Karen and Karenni people: 

Things that I think are very helpful are when someone‘s coming in for services into our 

building, first of all, I should first start out with that we did have training.  I think that the 

[Immigration] 101 class came to health and human services when it first was happening 

so it was like for the nurses, social workers, financial workers.  Anybody was invited to 

that.  I think we try to meet the folks where they‘re at. We‘re very driven by person 

centered planning and so rather than try to make it work for how our boxes and we‘re 

pretty regimented.  We are trying to get outside that box when we can.  I think big things 

are that we appreciate their culture, their diversity, education of the staff to know that 

that‘s what we need to do.  Because it looks a lot different when we go into their homes 

than any other homes.  The other thing is having interpreters, the language—that‘s huge.  
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Chapter 5:  Discussion:  Implications for Theory, Policy, and Practice 

Intercultural Theory:  Cultural Value Orientations and Hypotheses 

Cultural value orientations are discussed by many intercultural scholars (Gao & Ting-

Toomey, 1998; Hall, 1983; Hofstede, 1980, 1984; Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010; 

Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961; Lustig & Koester, 2006; Paige, Cohen, Kappler, Chi, & 

Lassegard, 2006; Schwartz, 2006; Schwartz et al., 2012; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 

2012; Yoshikawa, 1987, 1988)  Cultural values are macro-level dimensions of a cultural group 

who share a set of deeply held beliefs that embody a culture‘s worldview.  Cultural value 

orientations are usually thought of as continua between two values--between traits such as 

individualism and collectivism or, in our specific example, monochronic time orientations and 

polychronic time orientations (Hall, 1983).  Anthropologists and other scholars have found that 

groups of people from a culture will tend to be clustered at some point on the continua.  There 

are various cultural value orientation continua as can be seen below the surface of the iceberg in 

the diagram below:  
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Figure 23  Iceberg showing hidden cultural values 

(Hofstede, n.d.; Paige et al., 2006; Stone, 2016; Weaver, 1993) 

Karenni time orientation.  One of the most interesting features of the interviews was a 

discussion of cultural differences with the Karenni leaders.  When they invited me to attend the 

Kay Htoe Boe festival, they said that there were two difficulties that they experienced when 

inviting non-Karenni people to attend the festival.  The first was that they have a polychronic 

orientation to time while people in Minnesota tend to be more monochronic in orientation.  This 

manifests when Minnesotans invited to the festival ask about the time and date.  They explained 

that the date is determined by elders using chicken bones and varies each year.  Furthermore, 

now that they are in the US, they plan it on a weekend due to it being a regional festival with 

people driving from other states.  As for the starting and ending time, they said that it starts when 
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they are ready and ends when it is finished.  They reported that this polychronic orientation 

sometimes met with resistance from more monochronically oriented members of the Austin 

receiving community who asked for specific dates, start and end times.  At the time I was 

invited, I did not know the date or time of the festival.  Later, at the Austin Taste of Nations 

festival, a local high school teacher accompanying the Karenni dancers announced the date and 

time of the festival to the public.  Ironically, the festival started and ended precisely at the time 

that was announced at the Taste of Nations. 

Karenni harmony.  The other challenge the Karenni leaders mentioned is that while they 

want non-Karenni people to come to their festival there are customs that are not open to all.  To 

restrict their guests from participating creates a great dilemma to people in a culture that 

cherishes harmony.  The leaders explained that the Kay Htoe Boe pole is sacred and that only 

men can participate in certain parts of the festival.  If women (particularly non-Karenni guests 

who are unaware of this tradition) join in during the male-only portions, their participation 

desecrates the pole.  It creates a dilemma for the Karenni between being welcoming on the one 

hand, and desecrating the sacredness of the event on the other.  This dilemma seemed to be 

solved by holding the event at the high school where the pole was on a raised stage separated 

from the general audience.    

Hofstede.  Geert Hofstede conducted research on the cultural value orientations of many 

cultures around the world.  Although he did not study cultures in Burma, he did study 

neighboring Thailand and China.  We can see on the chart below that Thailand and China have a 

score of 20 on the individualism/collectivism scale while the US contrasts sharply with a score of 

91.  While Hofstede shows data on Thailand and China rather than the Karenni state, this cultural 

description seems to fit with the Karenni leaders‘ discussion of not wanting to disrupt harmony 
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by telling US guests at the Kay Htoe Boe festival that sometimes women are prohibited from 

participation.  The Karenni value for maintaining harmony presents a dilemma when wanting to 

be welcoming of the receiving community in Austin.  

 

https://geert-hofstede.com/thailand.html 

(Hofstede, n.d.) 

The Karenni state borders Thailand, and Ban Nai Soi (where many Karenni in Austin 

lived) is in Thailand.  China is also a bordering country.  Therefore, taking the nearest countries 

available on Geert Hofstede‘s country comparison data of ―deep drivers‖ of culture relative to 

other world cultures, Hofstede finds: 

With a score of 20 Thailand is a highly collectivist country. This is manifest in a close 

long-term commitment to the member 'group' (a family, extended family, or extended 

relationships). Loyalty to the in-group in a collectivist culture is paramount, and over-

rides most other societal rules and regulations. The society fosters strong relationships 

where everyone takes responsibility for fellow members of their group. In order to 

preserve the in-group, Thai are not confrontational and in there communication a ―Yes‖ 

may not mean an acceptance or agreement. An offence leads to loss of face and Thai are 

https://geert-hofstede.com/thailand.html
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very sensitive not to feel shamed in front of their group. Personal relationship is key to 

conducting business and it takes time to build such relations thus patience is necessary as 

well as not openly discuss business on first occasions (Hofstede, n.d.). 

 

Gao and Ting-Toomey also describes this: 

Hofstede argues that people in individualistic cultures tend to emphasize self-

actualization and individuals' initiatives and achievement, and they focus on an "I" 

identity. The United States is an example of an individualistic culture. Given the 

emphasis on an individual's rights, such as individuality, independence, and freedom, in 

the United States, family relations, loyalty, and harmony are perceived as less important 

(Chu, 1989). In collectivistic cultures, in contrast, people stress fitting in with and 

belonging to the in-group, and they focus on a "we" identity (Hofstede, 1980). (Gao & 

Ting-Toomey, 1998, pp. 3–4) 

 

If we could go so far as to extrapolate a Confucian belief to the Karenni culture, Lustig 

and Koester offer this perspective on harmony: 

…a person should first examine herself or himself when problems in communication and 

interpersonal relationships arise. Ideally, people should learn to harmonize not only with 

others but with the universe as well (2006, p. 133). 

 

Whether or not these hypotheses are correct, it may be helpful to consider cultural 

differences when interacting interculturally. 

Intercultural Theory: Social Contact Theory 

Engaging with people from different cultures (relationship) is consistent with Social 

Contact Theory (Allport, 1954; Fry, 2016; Pettigrew, 1998, 2008, 2008, Pettigrew & Tropp, 

2006, 2008, 2008; Pettigrew et al., 2011; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005).  Social contact was also 

found to be important in the Worthington study (Stone, 2010, 2011).  The top three factors 

contributing to successful resettlement according to the receiving community, Austin leaders, 

were relationships 28%, interpreters 14%, and infrastructure 13%.  Types of relationships noted 

in the interviews included: 

 Personal relationships between Karen or Karenni individuals and people already 

living in Austin 
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 Personal relationships between community leaders which allowed them to trust 

one another and respond quickly to needs identified by another community leader 

 Personal relationships between community leaders and other Austin residents 

already living in Austin (to explain the needs and culture of refugee groups to 

faith communities, social service providers, seniors, etc. and foster positive 

feelings and perhaps individual relationships) 

 Group relationships between newcomers and the receiving communities (through 

faith community interaction, or other groups) 

 Group to individual relationships (Karen, Karenni, and Austin community 

members inviting the public to their events, festivals, sporting events, etc.) 

These kinds of social contact could be associated either with deeply getting to know the 

people and understanding their culture (deep culture) (J. M. Bennett, 2009; Juffer, 1986; Shaules, 

2007, 2010, 2015; Stewart & Bennett, 1991) or attending a festival or event (shallow culture).  

Cultural festivals, although considered a shallow cultural experience, can promote positive 

feelings about cultures in their attendees and lead to motivation to establish a deeper 

understanding.   

Intercultural Theory: Mutual Adaptation 

Berry‘s (1997, 2015) mutual adaptation describes a situation in which a receiving 

community and an arriving community come together and adapt to one another without loss of 

their own culture.  Both cultures remain true to their own beliefs but can also learn about and 

respect the intercultural differences between themselves and their neighbors.  By creating 

relationships, a major finding from the interviews, individuals have the opportunity to understand 
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their new neighbors.  By being receptive to other beliefs and ways of being the cultures can 

mutually adapt to one another.   

One example of mutual adaptation was the Karenni leaders describing how they noticed 

the differences in orientations to time. They adapted their Kay Htoe Boe festival to be more 

monochronic and thus more comfortable to the receiving community.  They also chose a 

different space so that there was a barrier to random participation—thus maintaining the sanctity 

of the pole while avoiding the disharmony that might have been created by verbally prohibiting 

participation at the wrong times. 

The receiving community also adapted to the newcomers by hiring Karen staff people at 

the Welcome Center, hiring Karenni and Karen success coaches at the schools to help students 

and newly arriving parents access educational services. 

Mutual adaptation would address that schools are teaching in English.  Teaching in 

English only, can lead to language and thus culture loss.   

There are over 6000 languages in the whole world. We lose one every two weeks. 

Hundreds will be lost within the next generation. By the end of this century, half of the 

world‘s languages will have vanished (Grubin, 2015). 

 

Scholars are addressing the loss of languages (Grubin, 2015; Whitehead, 2010).  

Manning (2016) describes a school in Portland, Oregon, that is teaching two Somali languages to 

its elementary students to build on existing culture and language strengths, as well as to preserve 

or create multilingual skills that maintain families in which children can communicate with their 

non-English speaking parents. 

Intercultural Theory: Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory 

Kim‘s (2001) cross-cultural adaptation theory applies to an individual as well as the 

community.  Kim has identified differences of personality (for individuals), degree of 
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preparedness for change, receptivity, and communication skills, in cross-adaptability.  These 

factors impact both the macro-level adaptation and the micro-level adaptation.  The Lifetrack 

Model evaluates both the community and individual for their degree of preparedness for change, 

receptivity, and communication skills.  Furthermore, Austin community leaders report that 

interpreters (communication skills), and infrastructure (preparedness for changes in the 

community, receptivity of the community to serve the newcomers) are among their top three 

concerns.  The Karenni community altered their Kay Htoe Bow festival to be more harmonious 

to the cultural comfort of the Austin receiving community.  These are examples of cross-cultural 

adaptation. 

Implications for Policy 

Interpreters.   In order to have meaningful intercultural relationships (as desired by both 

groups) and also to meet resettlement needs of refugees, communication is essential.  Both the 

refugees and receiving community identified interpreters as a critical unmet need. Why is it so 

difficult to find qualified, ethical, culturally sensitive interpreters?  Surprisingly, several refugee 

serving staff people reported having funding available but not being able to hire interpreters.  

There are several reasons for this lack of availability: 

 Interpreters are not readily available 

 Interpreters are needed at odd times and often work on-call, which makes steady 

work more desirable—many have no benefits and their monthly income is 

unpredictable 

 People are not often bilingual in the necessary way.  English speakers in 

Minnesota who speak one of the Karen or Karenni languages are extremely rare.  
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Karen and Karenni people often speak several languages fluently, but English is 

not one of the languages spoken 

 People who are bilingual with the appropriate languages may have historically 

been in a persecutor-persecutee relationship.  For example, the reason why 

Karen and Karenni received UNHCR refugee status (only 1% of refugees are 

resettled) is their history of persecution.  Discomfort with disclosure of personal 

details may exist between various groups from Burma who might otherwise 

provide interpreting services 

 As with any population, sometimes people are unethical.  Unethical interpreters 

were mentioned in interviews by both community members and refugee 

respondents 

 Being an interpreter is demanding work.  Many interview respondents noted how 

hard interpreters work—most often over 40 hours per week and at irregular 

times.  The demand for interpreters is great (from both refugees and leaders) and 

the number of qualified, ethical, culturally sensitive interpreters is small—

leading to exhaustion (Tartakovsky & Walsh, 2016) of the few interpreters in a 

community who work around the clock 

 Low wages 

 Lack of certification.  Most interpreters are not certified interpreters but rather 

people who try their best to help out.  Although certification may be a goal, it is 

expensive and time consuming to become certified 

 The Karen and especially the Karenni community are relatively recent to the US.  

Unlike Hmong and Somali people who have been in Minnesota for decades, 
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fewer Karen and Karenni have been in Minnesota long enough to have been 

through the K-12 school system or graduated from a US university 

 Which language should an agency choose?  Not all Karen or Karenni people 

who are fluent in English can speak both Karen and Karenni.  Nonprofits often 

serve up to 30 ethnicities of refugees at once and have limited funding for staff 

who can speak all the languages.  In addition, the ethnicities of newcomers 

change over time.  Is it good policy to fire effective multi-lingual staff when a 

new ethnicity arrives?  For example, at one nonprofit a bilingual Hmong/English 

speaking case worker had moved his way up to a top level position over his 20 

years of service.  He was let go in favor of hiring bilingual speakers from more 

recently arriving ethnicities 

Ethical considerations of interpreting.  Refugees are resettled into poverty.  It takes time 

to get established in a community.  When refugees first arrive in a resettlement country, they are 

busy enrolling themselves and their children into social services and education programs, 

locating permanent, affordable housing, and finding health care.  Often they have a higher level 

of multilingualism than people in the US, but not for English.  That makes the English speaking 

refugees in high demand.  Sometimes lacking other marketable skills, people who can speak 

English are often called upon to ―volunteer‖ their skills with English to assist a large number of 

non-English speakers, often at odd hours.  One must consider if utilizing someone‘s only 

marketable skill (in the US) without financial compensation is ethical. 
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Figure 24 Employment of interpreters and translators, by area, May 2015, Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015) 

Minnesota has the fifth highest concentration of interpreting and translating jobs, with an 

average hourly pay of $22.19 and an annual salary of $46,150.  Nationally some interpreters and 

translators earn an hourly wage of $37.75 and an annual salary of $78,520 (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2015).  This research relied on participant-chosen volunteer interpreters to provide 

ethical and confidential interpreting through family members or friends of the person being 

interviewed.  Funding was not available to these interpreters.  Interpreters from organizations 

being evaluated were not used in order to ensure the impartiality of responses and to help avoid 

social desirability-type responses (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960; Myrdal, 1969). 
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Vetting the receiving community.  Having the infrastructure to provide services to 

newcomers was identified as an important component of refugee satisfaction, not only in this 

study but was identified as a major factor for success in the Worthington research (Stone, 2010, 

2011).  An important aspect of the Lifetrack Model is to determine whether or not infrastructure 

exists that would support successful relocations.  They also evaluate the receptiveness of the 

target community.  Austin community leaders commented on the fact that Lifetrack staff (some 

of whom are of Karen and Karenni ethnicities)  pre-arranged discussions with community 

leaders to determine if a city would be a good fit for Karen and Karenni refugees.  This process 

may be a reason why the Minnesota Department of Human Services has acknowledged Lifetrack 

as the ―largest and most effective employment program for refugees in Minnesota for eight years 

in a row‖  (Lifetrack, 2016c).  Future policy makers may consider vetting communities prior to 

relocation to ensure that relocation dollars will be used effectively, and that refugees will have a 

positive experience in their new locations. 

Infrastructure.   Infrastructure was mentioned by Worthington community leaders as the 

second most important factor for refugee resettlement success (Stone, 2011).  Both Worthington 

and Austin receiving communities had had varying degrees of programming already in place 

when the newcomers came to town.  Austin community leaders created new services specifically 

to accommodate Karen and Karenni newcomers. 

Implications for Practice 

The Lifetrack Model.    Previous research in Worthington (Stone, 2010, 2011) found 

that, within Karen communities in Worthington, it was important that the first groups of Karen 

have intensive orientation and support.   
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When the first people come… they help the next people, like this.  When they come… 

they help the next people.  So the next people help the next people.  We help each other. 

… Then they help the next people.  The next people help the second next people. 

--Refugee from Burma living in Worthington (Stone, 2010, p. 4) 

The Lifetrack Model for Successful Refugee Employment Relocation attends to this 

finding by carefully selecting the refugees in the first group for qualities that will foster the 

development of a community.  By offering intensive support and orientation for the first groups, 

the new community can begin to become established.  Findings in Stone (2010) also suggested 

that refugees relocating once a new community was established did not wish for the same 

intensive orientation and support that initially relocated newcomers wanted.  After the first 

groups are oriented, Lifetrack can help any of the qualified job seeking refugees to relocate to the 

new city.  It seems the composition of the first groups who relocate to a new city influences 

resettlement success. 

Language, culture, and infrastructure.   In practice, it is important for organizations 

helping refugees relocate to have culturally knowledgeable and multilingual staff to work with 

refugees and for those staff people to help in the vetting process and the selection of new 

relocation communities.  It is important that receiving communities be receptive to newcomers as 

well as have an infrastructure in place that can provide culturally-sensitive and language-

appropriate services.  In addition, it might be helpful to keep in mind the concepts of mutual 

adaptation and what Milton Bennett defines as the Platinum Rule: 

Approaching people as if they are different from us allows us to generate an addition to 

the Golden Rule. It is the Platinum Rule, which could state, "Do unto others as they 

themselves would have done unto them." Through empathy, we at least can be aware of 

how others would like to be treated from their own perspectives.  We may not want or be 

able to provide that treatment, but the very act of acknowledging the difference and 

attempting empathy is profoundly respectful and affirming of others. Of course, it is that 

respect for the equal (but different) humanity of others that was probably the original 

intent of the Golden Rule. (M. J. Bennett, 2013, p. 230) 
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 Limitations 

Social desirability.  A significant limitation of this study was related to social 

desirability (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960; Myrdal, 1969), the tendency of interview participants to 

answer questions in a way that will be viewed favorably by others.  This tendency is likely to be 

present in both the receiving and arriving communities.  Minnesota receiving communities refer 

to this phenomenon as ―Minnesota Nice,‖ while arriving communities may use the concept of 

harmony: 

In the Upper Midwest region of the United States, the concepts of ‗‗North Dakota Nice‘‘ 

and ‗‗Minnesota Nice‘‘ are commonly used in discourse to describe socially expected 

communicative behaviors such as conflict-avoidance, indirectness and pleasantness 

(Sigler, Burnett, & Child, 2008, p. 1). 

 

If you grew up in Minnesota, or even in the Midwest, you probably were taught 

―Minnesota Nice.‖  It‘s a cultural norm in communication that dictates we talk nicely to 

one another in the belief that it is more respectful.  In the Midwest, we rarely say what we 

really mean. We speak in a way that avoids conflict. We tend to couch our 

communication in a bundle of ―niceties.‖(Ryan, 2012, p. 1) 

 

The idea of ―Minnesota Nice‖ is echoed by intercultural scholars in their attributions of cultural 

traits: 

 

In order to preserve the in-group, Thai are not confrontational and in there 

communication a ―Yes‖ may not mean an acceptance or agreement.  An offence leads to 

loss of face and Thai are very sensitive not to feel shamed in front of their group. 

Personal relationship is key to conducting business and it takes time to build such 

relations thus patience is necessary as well as not openly discuss business on first 

occasions (Hofstede, n.d.). 

 

Ideally, people should learn to harmonize not only with others but with the universe as 

well (Lustig & Koester, 2006, p. 133). 

 

Language.  Another crucial limitation was the inability of the researcher to speak or read 

any of the languages of the Karen or Karenni people.  This was an important consideration both 

for conducting interviews and for finding written resources.  This research relies on documents 

written only in English.  Scholarly research (in English) about Karen and Karenni people in 
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Minnesota is extremely limited. 

Other limitations.  There are several other limitations to this research.  Funding 

limitations affected interpreter reimbursement, travel costs, and research time reimbursement.  

Another limitation was having outdated phone numbers and other contact information for Karen 

and Karenni people who relocated to Austin.  The retirement of a key Lifetrack staff person, who 

had assisted with the Worthington research, created the need to slightly alter the research design.   

Future Research  

Future research could focus on the cultural values and traditions of the incoming 

communities.  Several Austin community leaders reported that they were not sure what the 

cultural differences were between the Karen and Karenni communities.  There is little, if any, 

research that focuses extensively on the cultures of people from Burma in Minnesota.  Along 

with understanding the cultures of the incoming communities, future research could determine 

why some people are more open to intercultural experiences. 

Future research could examine communities that were unable to retain large numbers of 

refugees who chose to leave those communities to return to St. Paul/Minneapolis. Interviews 

with the refugees and the receiving community members could be conducted to explore the 

reasons why refugees left.  It would also be interesting to study those immigrants who have 

moved to Minnesota‘s rural areas after being originally resettled in other states.  Why did they 

come to Minnesota in particular and what made them choose a particular rural community to 

establish themselves? 

Another topic for future research would be to compare the salaries and work hours of 

refugee workers in St. Paul/Minneapolis with those outside of the Twin Cities metropolitan area.  

In addition, one could compare the working conditions in St. Paul with those in rural areas. 



INTERCULTURAL ADAPTATION         91 

© Copyright Barbara Stone, 2016 All Rights Reserved 

Conclusion 

Through in-depth interviews with Karen and Karenni refugees who relocated to Austin 

with the assistance of Lifetrack in 2011, this research has found that the newcomers have been 

generally satisfied with their move to Austin overall and with the services of Lifetrack 

specifically.  The newcomers reported that they enjoy the small town life of Austin although 

some miss the larger community of St. Paul and the services and resources available there.  Some 

Karen and Karenni people have come to know people in the greater Austin community while 

others focus their attention on their own community.  Most newcomers reported that they have 

enjoyed getting to know their co-workers.  One person is learning Spanish to communicate better 

with his co-workers.  Communication with co-workers and supervisors presents frustration for 

some in getting workplace needs met.  Among the most commonly reported challenges to 

refugees was the lack of readily available qualified, ethical, and culturally sensitive interpreters. 

According to leaders in the receiving community, Karen and Karenni individuals and 

families have successfully purchased over 100 homes in Austin.  Some have even moved further 

out of town into the surrounding rural areas.  That refugees want to make their permanent home 

in Austin was considered to be positive by the receiving community leaders.   

Community leaders considered relationships to be the most essential factor for refugee 

relocation to Austin.  Leaders who were interviewed reported that the incoming Karen and 

Karenni communities reached out to them and vetted the community prior to moving to Austin.  

Leaders appreciated knowing what the incoming community would need and also appreciated 

having time prior to their arrival to prepare themselves and others in the community by holding 

additional education sessions.  Leaders stated that they strive to provide person centered services 

and to customize services to Karen and Karenni newcomers. 
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Both newcomers and the receiving community leaders reported that a major challenge in 

successful resettlement was the need for more qualified and ethical interpreters.  Additional 

interpreters would help newcomers in the workplace as well as with accessing services.  

Although family and friends help them with the language, family and friends are not available 

when immediate workplace communications are necessary.  Parents may not want their children 

to translate in sensitive situations.  Both the newcomers and the receiving community leaders 

reported that one of the factors for success were specific success coaches and case workers who 

were multilingual (and that more were needed).  Relationships were the major success factor 

reported by Austin community leaders.  Deep relationships seem to be fostered by effective 

communication. 

Newly arriving refugees need jobs and a home.  These rural communities do have jobs 

and can provide a new homeland for newcomers.  Under the conditions examined and evaluated 

through this and the prior research (Stone, 2010, 2011), it may be possible to create a more stable 

and harmonious relocation experience for both the incoming and receiving communities in rural 

Minnesota.  Lifetrack and other organizations have already assisted refugees in relocating to 

other Minnesotan rural communities such as Worthington, Albert Lea, and Long Prairie.  As 

with the previous studies, the research findings indicate the Lifetrack Model successfully helped 

newcomers find sustainable employment and become established in Austin.   

Suggestions for consideration for future programing would be to vet the target 

community prior to relocation and to provide intercultural education for that community, if 

selected.  Then carefully select the members for the first incoming groups, provide intense 

orientation and support to those first groups, and ensure that necessary culturally appropriate 

social services are available (including interpretation).  Another consideration is the ability of 
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people in both communities to adapt mutually to one another and to accept and cherish cultural 

differences.   

It is the hope of this study, as in the previous studies (Stone, 2010, 2011), that smoother 

transitions for the incoming and receiving communities can be achieved.  Such transitions are not 

only possible but are valuable, as refugees create new lives in both rural and urban Minnesota 

communities.  Perhaps the findings of this research series could help other rural communities in 

Minnesota and even across the country to achieve stronger intercultural relationships that are 

mutually beneficial.  Learning how to create positive intercultural relationships in a small 

Minnesota town may be a model for success that emphasizes the understanding of and allowing 

for differences in the values and beliefs between ourselves and others as a small but critical step 

in creating more harmonious communities, states, and countries. 
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Appendix 

Interview Questions:  Part One 

All Karen and Karenni people in Austin who were assisted by Lifetrack staff (part one 

participants) were asked:   

1. Why did you decide to move to Austin? 

2. Who were the people who helped you when you moved to Austin? 

3. Was Lifetrack helpful?  

a. Helping you find a job 

b. Helping you travel to Austin 

c. Helping you locate a place to live 

d. Helping you know the city of Austin 

e. Helping you register for English Classes 

f. Helping you find a way to get to work each day 

g. Helping you find a doctor 

h. Helping you find a grocery store 

i. Helping you get furniture for your house 

4. Are you working now? 

5. What is your job? 

6. How long have you been at your current job? 

7. What do you like about your job? 

8. Do you prefer life in the Twin Cities or in Austin? 

9. What languages do you speak? 

10. What date did you begin working in Austin? 



INTERCULTURAL ADAPTATION         111 

© Copyright Barbara Stone, 2016 All Rights Reserved 

11. Why did you decide to move to Austin? 

12. Who were the people who helped you when you moved to Austin? 

13. What could Lifetrack have done better? 

14. Are you working now? 

15. What is your job? 

16. How long have you been at your current job? 

17. What do you like about your job? 

18. What do you dislike about your job? 

19. What do you like about living in Austin? 

20. What do you dislike about living in Austin? 

21. Do you prefer life in the Twin Cities or in Austin? 

22. Are you happy that decided to move to Austin? 

23. What languages do you speak? 

Interview Questions:  Part Two 

All Austin community leaders (part two participants) were asked at least the first question 

(and the additional questions if they had time):  

1. What did the city of Austin do well to help the refugees?   

2. What could the city of Austin have done better? 

3. What did employers do well to help the refugees?  What could they have done better?   

4. What did the people of Austin do well to help the refugees?  What could they have done 

better? 

5. What did the Karen/Karenni communities themselves do well to help the new refugee 

arrivals?  What could they have done better? 
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6. How did the influx of new refugees impact the city of Austin? 

7. How did the influx of new refugees impact the Austin schools? 

8. How did the influx of new refugees impact community services? 

9. How did the influx of new refugees impact the economy of Austin? 

10. How did the influx of new refugees impact the housing market? 
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