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How to Use This Presentation

This presentation is designed to give a general overview of
Karen culture for individuals working in the healthcare field.
[t Is not Intended to be a full account of the culture and
beliefs of alll Karen immigrants.

[t Is iImportant ter note that the information contained in: this
presentation willlnot be applicable toralll Karen people.
Changes in Karen culture will'alser occur as the acculturation
PrOCESS continues in the United States.

ProVidersi are encolraged tor assess the needs and beRavior
ot alifpatientsiindivicduaiiy:



History

¢ The Karen are the B
second largest ethnic
dgroup |n Burma,
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Background Basics

¢ Burmese government has
targeted the ethnic minority.
groups—there have been
FEPOrts of mass rape,
forced labor, torture, and
Imprisonment by the
Burmese military.

¢ Lifie expectancy: at DIrthNis
54.6 years or males and
59L 9 vears! fier females

A Karen National Union fighter.



Naming Structure

¢ [raditionally, t
Karen have on
diven name—t

NE
Y d

NEre

are no first and
last names

¢ lhe "h™ s silent
e.d. Hteo

Common Karen

Names
Saw Mr.
Na Ms.
Pi Grandma
Pu Grandpa
Jaw Older
Brother
Naw Older
Sister
Muah Auntie
D] Uncle




General Etiguette

Being direct is considered culturally
rude

People conscious versus time
CONSCIoUS

Do not refer to the Karen as
Burmese

An Individual’s: head should not be
touched by another person—
exceptions are made for medical
examinations.

PoINtiNG fiNgErs, hands, or a oot at
aNOthEr PErSeN IS considered rude.

[t s insulting te: calllanether PErsen
WIthran upraised index: fnger:.

DO ROE pIck: Up SGMELAING that
PDEIGNJS! to aNGthER PELSONL



Gender Roles and Dress

» Matriarchal society
¢ Men and women valued equally:
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Beliefs about Medicine

o Many Karen have lived for 10 or more
years in Thal refugee camps so they are
familiar with Western medicine

¢ lraditional Karen medicine includes:
Ayurvedic, Chinese, and animistic beliefs




Medical Beliefs Continued

¢ Changes in diet are commonly used to treat
IllIness—increasing or reducing one of six
Burmese tastes (sweet, sour, hot, cold, salty,
bitter).

¢ Harmony between the body, mind, soul, and
universe Is important. Illnesses are either hot or
cold and treatment should be with opposite
MEdICINES Or f00dS
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Common Health Issues

¢ Parasitic infections

¢ Hepatitis B: is endemic in
many parts of Southeast
Asia—in a study: in
Seattle, 10% were
Dositive fior hep B surface
antigen and 615 Were
posItive fieor hep: Bl surface
antibedy

¢ [lUberculesiss 33%) of
Karen rerlgees) tested
POSItivVe ieriatent B




Other Health Concerns

¢ Karen refugees may:
be unfamiliar with
chronic disease L
Management. sie (%
[Doctoers have a high

sociall status so

patients  may not be
comiiortablerasking

gUESTIONS oK

EXpressing

dissatisfaction:.

PDEntall Caries ake VeEnRY,
commonduerterlack
PIF ACCESS| tordental
Caheandi commeon
HabIFeRFCREWINGNBELE]
pllfe,



Mental Health

¢ Karen patients may be
reluctant to report
mental health problems
initially. Sometimes
help is sought several
years after being seen at
a clinic.
Althoughithe Karen
language appears to
NaVe WoeraS or:
conditions that are
Similar ter depression ane
dRXIELY, thESE comditions
dRdrthelFmaniiestations
arernoticlearly defined.




Substance Use

¢ In one study: 19% of
adults were cigarette A AN NS
smokers and 19% -
consumed alcohol

o Male children in Burma
may begin smoking as
early, as’ 10 years ola

¢ Betel nut Uuse Isi common.
Betel nut has armilaiy,
elupheric stimulant effect:
[t 1S af CarCineEEN and Can
CalSE OhalfCanCer:




Pregnancy and Post-partum

¢ [here are some restrictions
on what pregnant woemen
can eat—for example
avoiding spicy foods

¢ [lraditionally: women give
birth at home

¢ Hospitall births can cause
shame because off vaginal
examinations; |leg exposure,
and male health staf

¢ After birthrwomen should
FESE O OnNE monthrat heme:
FOF aboUt one monthrafter
delivery, Wemen stay iR the
NeUSE anad eat oniy: rice and
a Special seup:
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