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What is
Cultural Orientation?

Home is where I understand 
and where I am understood

 
— Karl Jaspers

.” 

Cultural orientation (CO) is an education program for refugees designed 
to help ease their adjustment to life in their receiving community. It is 
an ongoing, dynamic process that supports refugees in attaining the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to adapt and integrate into their new 
communities. CO can also be delivered to asylum seekers, third country 
nationals or those needing assistance to navigate key aspects of life in their 
new environment.

The experience of 
transitioning to life 
in a new country is 
different for every 
person.
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Ideally, CO is delivered by dedicated trainers but can also be facilitated by others such as case managers, 
volunteers, public service providers and community members. The trainer is responsible for supporting participant 
learning while fostering participants’ skills to better navigate the path to self-sufficiency. It is crucial that CO trainers 
let participants know that it is not their job or intention to change their beliefs and values; rather, trainers should be 
credible and neutral sources of information. While every trainer is unique, it is recommended that cultural orientation 
trainers have the following knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Who can deliver CO?

• Familiarity with the cultural 
norms of the participant to 
tailor instruction to their needs

• Familiarity with the cultural 
norms of the receiving 
community

• Concerns of the refugee 
community

• Understanding of a variety of 
instructional methodologies 
and adult learning principles to 
cater to different learning styles 

• The impact of stress and 
trauma on learning

• Core objectives related to each 
topic of the curriculum

• Services in the local community

• Strong communication and 
interpersonal skills

• Organisational and planning 
skills

• Ability to collaborate with 
volunteers

• Ability to partner effectively 
with interpreters

• Ability to diplomatically manage 
potential conflicts

• Ability to perform needs 
assessments, pre-tests, and 
post-tests 
 
 
 

• Passion for the course content

• Cultural sensitivity

• Patience

• Energy

• Sense of humour

• Adaptability

• Respect for participant’s 
abilities

• Willingness to try new things 

• Eagerness to learn from others, 
including participants 

          Knowledge       Skills            Attitude

Who should attend?
CO is designed for refugees but can be extended to asylum seekers and third country nationals. 

It should be provided to participants regardless of education level or likelihood of employment. 

CO can be delivered to people of all ages but generally targets three groups – adults (ages 18 

and older), youth (ages 12-17) and children (ages 6-11). It is also recommended that training 

be conducted separately because the training needs for each group differ. Strategies in this 

document are intended for adults. For ideas on how to deliver cultural orientation to children and 

youth, check out On Their Way, An Orientation Curriculum for Unaccompanied Refugee Minors 

https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/OntheirWayCurriculum.pdf.

How can attendance 
be promoted?
Reduce Barriers
• Schedule CO training during times when 

participants are available. This is likely to be 
immediately after arrival to the receiving country 
and prior to finding employment. Avoid conflicts 
with language learning classes. Consider building 
training into pre-existing appointments with 
participants.

• Consider the faith of participants. Ensure that there 
are adequate breaks and space for prayers, and 
that training is shortened during periods of fasting. 

• If participants have young children, arrange for 
childcare to avoid distraction. Ensure available 
space for nursing mothers. 

• Provide appropriate interpretation through the use 
of trained interpreters.

• If participants live far from the training site, consider 
moving the training closer to them or providing 
transportation assistance.

• Consider segregating participants by gender 
during discussions about sensitive topics. In 
addition to encouraging attendance, this may 

allow female participants to develop a sense 
of community. More information about gender-
segregated cultural orientation can be found at 
https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/09/Effective-Practices_-Gender-
Segregated-CO.pdf. 
 

Provide Incentives
• Many participants come from cultures where 

certificates are highly valued. Providing a certificate 
at the conclusion of training will likely support 
attendance. 

• Consider offering an incentive for perfect 
attendance. Ideally, this should be something that 
participants want such as phone credit. Make 
certain that they know about the incentive at the 
start of training. 

• While refreshments are an added expense, 
providing food promotes attendance and helps 
participants remain engaged. Be sensitive to 
participants who may be fasting.

https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/OntheirWayCurriculum.pdf
https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Effective-Practices_-Gender-Segregated-CO.pdf
https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Effective-Practices_-Gender-Segregated-CO.pdf
https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Effective-Practices_-Gender-Segregated-CO.pdf
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Cultural orientation can be provided  
in a group classroom setting, or on a 
one-on-one basis in ad hoc locations. 
No matter the location, make certain 
that it’s accessible to all participants.

Delivering CO in a group setting allows participants to 
learn and gain energy from one another, and to develop 
a sense of community that can extend beyond the initial 
training. 

If CO is provided in a classroom, it is important 
that the space has adequate lighting and room to 
move. Consider language needs of participants by 
grouping individuals of the same language together 
and seated with an interpreter. Set up the space in a 
way that supports learning and change it based on the 
activities conducted. An excellent resource on room 
setup can be found on pages 26-28 of the Center for 
Applied Linguistics Refugee Training and Orientation 
workbook at http://www.culturalorientation.net/
content/download/488/3429/file/Tools%20for%20
Trainers%20Setting_Up.pdf. 

One-on-one CO sessions allow for flexibility in 
customising the experience to learner-specific 
needs. This includes considerations for language and 
interpretation, and also allows the trainer to customise 
topics based on existing knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes as well as to address any gaps.  An ability to 
meet the participant in their home is also an effective 
way by which to overcome barriers to attendance.

When conducting one-on-one CO sessions, it is 
important to consider that the training experience is 
harder to scale and can easily turn into lecture. To 
avoid a lecture-based approach, use your creativity and 
modify group training methods for one-on-one delivery. 
A useful resource in creating one-on-one CO sessions 
can be found at https://coresourceexchange.org/guide/
how-to-create-interactive-one-on-one-sessions/. 

Where should CO  
be delivered?

Group Setting One-On-One

CO is an iterative process that can vary in duration and occur in phases depending on the amount of material to 
be covered, the way in which it is covered, and the ability of participants to grasp the material. In some cases, 
CO begins 2-3 weeks prior to arriving in the receiving community, but may focus primarily on the most immediate 
concerns of travel, like what to pack and things to expect upon arrival. Meanwhile, practical information such as 
using public transportation or getting a sense of behaviors and social norms of the receiving community may 
require more time and context. This makes the continuation of CO post arrival even more critical as the framework 
for participants’ understanding expands and language skills improve. 

When determining how long CO sessions should last, keep in mind that there are limits to short-term memory. 
CO trainers should be aware of cognitive overload1, and avoid providing participants with too much information 
all at once. Group content into manageable units throughout the integration period. Information which participants 
hear repeatedly in a variety of ways and have the opportunity to apply is more likely to be retained.

 
1  “Cognitive load is the amount of information that working or short-term memory can hold at anytime.” CORE definition

How much time 
should be spent 
on CO?

http://www.culturalorientation.net/content/download/488/3429/file/Tools%20for%20Trainers%20Setting_Up.pdf
http://www.culturalorientation.net/content/download/488/3429/file/Tools%20for%20Trainers%20Setting_Up.pdf
http://www.culturalorientation.net/content/download/488/3429/file/Tools%20for%20Trainers%20Setting_Up.pdf
https://coresourceexchange.org/guide/how-to-create-interactive-one-on-one-sessions/
https://coresourceexchange.org/guide/how-to-create-interactive-one-on-one-sessions/
https://coresourceexchange.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Cognitive-Load-Poster.pdf


–  8  – 
E U R I TA  C U LT U R A L  O R I E N TAT I O N  I N S I G H T S

–  9  – 
E U R I TA  C U LT U R A L  O R I E N TAT I O N  I N S I G H T S

• There are rights and responsibilities related to 
immigration status and adjustment.

• There are immigration consequences to breaking 
the law.

• Depending on the laws of the receiving country, 
there may be opportunities to bring certain family 
members to the receiving country in order to be 
reunited. 
 
 
 
 

• For both adults and children, learning the local 
language is critical to successful integration.

• Language acquisition can be accomplished in a 
variety of ways. 

• There are legal and normative expectations 
regarding schooling.

• The value for adults and teenagers to continue 
formal education should be weighed against the 
need to work.

• There are many options for continuing education 
and training beyond compulsory secondary 
schooling.

Immigration Status Education

• There are cultural norms and expectations that 
are fairly widespread throughout the receiving 
community.

• There are numerous phases of cultural adjustment.

• There are some basic coping mechanisms to deal 
with the stressors of adjustment.

• Resettlement may have an impact on family roles 
and dynamics.

• Expectations regarding parenting practices 
may differ in the receiving community from what 
refugees are used to.

• There are ways to seek assistance from others 
within the receiving community.

• Laws govern public behavior and family life.

• Attention to personal safety is an important 
consideration for all people.

• Police and law enforcement agencies exist to help 
people if they become a victim of a crime.

• It is important to be prepared for emergencies.

• It is important to be familiar with safety procedures.

• Understand basic safety considerations in the 
home.

Cultural Adjustment Laws and Safety

What topics 
should be covered? • There are community and public services that are 

available to support residents, and interpretation 
should be requested in order to access these 
services.

• Local service providers will assist refugees in 
becoming acquainted with their new community.

• Members of the newcomer’s ethnic or religious 
group who live in the area may be a good source 
of support.

• Public transportation options exist in most 
communities.

• Housing options will differ from those in the 
country of origin and vary depending on the 
neighborhood. 

• Tenants have both rights and responsibilities when 
renting. 

• Early employment and job retention are essential 
to survival in the receiving community and must be 
the primary focus for all employable adults—both 
men and women.

• A person’s initial job might not be in their chosen 
profession.

• The newcomer plays a central role in finding/
obtaining employment in the receiving community.

• Crucial to finding better paid jobs is learning how 
to speak the local language.

• Newcomers may need to adapt to general 
professional and work-related norms in order to be 
successful in finding and maintaining employment.

• Employees have rights as well as responsibilities in 
the workplace. 

New Community Employment

• Initial health screenings and immunisations may be 
required for newcomers to the community.

• A variety of health care services are available.

• Preventive health care plays a large role in 
maintaining good health.

• There are norms associated with health care 
services in the receiving community.

• Health practices in the receiving community may 
differ from those of other cultures or countries.

• There are local resources available to support 
newcomers’ mental health.

• There are norms for personal hygiene in the 
receiving community. 

• There are norms and rules regarding public 
hygiene in the receiving community. 
 

• Individuals are responsible for managing their 
personal finances. 

• Financial transactions are mostly conducted 
through the banking system.

• Paying taxes is a legal obligation.

• There are ways to avoid financial risks such as 
scams and predatory lending.

• Most family budgets are reliant on two wage 
earners, as such, women should make work a 
priority.

Health Budgeting and Personal Finance

The CO curriculum includes eight key topics to ensure that the daily information needs of newcomers are 
met. Below each topic is a list of recommended learning objectives that illustrate the knowledge or skills 
that participants are expected to acquire as a result of training, while keeping in mind that delivery should be 
tailored to the background, interests, and concerns of the population being served.
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To measure the effectiveness of CO 

sessions, opportunities for feedback, 

monitoring, and evaluation should be 

provided throughout the integration process 

to determine whether training is meeting 

its intended goals. Measuring the impact of 

CO training should include both formative 

and summative assessments.

Formative Assessment
Formative assessment occurs during the learning 
process. Frequent knowledge checks in the form of 
short quizzes, group activities, and presentations can 
help trainers gauge whether participants understand 
the content being delivered and allow trainers to adjust 
teaching methods accordingly. 

Summative Assessment 
Summative assessments are typically graded tests that 
are commonly conducted at the start and end of the 
CO program as a pre- and post-test assessment tool. 
A comparison of results from the pre- and post-test is 
used to evaluate whether participants have retained 
information. 

Trainers are also encouraged to collect anonymous 
feedback via survey from participants by asking them to 
rate different aspects of the training received. Results 
can inform the program about potential problems to 
monitor, lessons learned, or successes. 

When developing assessment tools, take into 
consideration:

• The course objectives. Ensure that they are aligned 
with the assessment tools utilised.

• The literacy, language, education, gender, age, 
and abilities of training participants. Note that 
sample learning assessment tools for use with both 
low- and high-literacy level groups can be found 
at https://coresourceexchange.org/pre-departure-
overseas-assessments/.

• The physical space in which training is conducted 
and the types of assessments administered for an 
optimal learning environment.

• The resources required to develop and administer 
assessments.

• How results will be analysed, stored and 
incorporated back into the CO program to 
enhance delivery.

How can the effectiveness 
of CO be measured?

An ongoing challenge of CO is how to keep participants engaged. With so much vital information to convey in 
a short amount of time, it is essential that CO trainers keep the classroom active and dynamic. Depending on 
organisational capacity, this can be a challenge. But with careful planning, learning is likely to be more effective by 
applying the following guidelines and techniques:

• Deliver information over time — Provide participants with information to review on their own, and give them 
the resources and opportunity to revisit CO topics and materials at home.

• Accommodate different learning preferences — Use a combination of discussion, handouts, videos, 
podcasts and activities to convey information.

• Involve the community — Invite community guests, such as police, health care professionals or local 
educators to participate in CO topics related to their own areas of expertise. Involvement of community 
guests can help refugees feel more integrated in the community. A guide on how to incorporate members of 
the community into your cultural orientation training can be found at https://coresourceexchange.org/guide/
promising-practice-including-guests-from-the-community/. 

• Encourage questions and seek active participation — Some participants may not feel comfortable 
asking questions during CO sessions, particularly if they come from cultures with more formal teacher/student 
relationships. Set clear expectations and provide a safe, risk-free learning environment. 

• Promote experiential learning — Support learning through showing or doing. This draws on participants’ 
prior experiences, and allows them to discover how the information is relevant and practical to their lives. Some 
examples include:

Role plays
Break into pairs and act out the experience of calling 
emergency services.

Group activities
Ask participants to explain the educational system of 
their country of origin. Compare and contrast this with 
their receiving community.  

Debates
Support participants in understanding their leasing 
agreement by breaking the group into two and asking 
half of the group to brainstorm the rights of the tenant 
and the other half of the group to brainstorm the 
interests of the landlord. 

Reflective observations
Allow participants to explore their views on child 
discipline by reviewing different scenarios and 
discussing them together.

Field trips
Accompany participants on public transportation to 
the market. Ask participants to point out foods that 
are familiar to them. Support them in purchasing 
items.

Case studies
Have participants reflect on a sample scenario in 
which a person has been offered a job that is not in 
their chosen profession.

Peer-led learning
Seek out previously resettled refugee peers or current 
participants to serve as co-trainers. They can reflect 
on their own experience of integrating to the receiving 
community. 

How can CO sessions be 
interactive?

https://coresourceexchange.org/pre-departure-overseas-assessments/
https://coresourceexchange.org/pre-departure-overseas-assessments/
https://coresourceexchange.org/guide/promising-practice-including-guests-from-the-community/
https://coresourceexchange.org/guide/promising-practice-including-guests-from-the-community/
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www.EURITA.org

This publication was funded by 
the European Union’s Asylum, 
Migration and Integration Fund

The content of this publication represents the views of the author only and is his/her sole responsibility. The 
European Commission does not accept any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains.

For more information on this handbook and to request 
an editable version, please contact Eurita@Rescue.org

To implement a CO program in 

your organisation, or to assess the 

progress of an existing program, 

please use the EURITA CO 

Program Stages Assessment Tool 

at https://www.ritaresources.org/

wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Info-

Sharing-and-CO_Web.pdf.

https://www.ritaresources.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Info-Sharing-and-CO_Web.pdf
https://www.ritaresources.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Info-Sharing-and-CO_Web.pdf
https://www.ritaresources.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Info-Sharing-and-CO_Web.pdf

