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Abstract

Muslim youth living in Western countries are thought to face a variety of risks to 
their adjustment, although according to recent research they do not necessarily 
have negative outcomes in comparison to non- Muslims. In order to examine the 
complexities of development for Muslim youth in the West, it is necessary to have 
a comprehensive understanding of their lived experiences within their intercul-
tural context. Therefore, this research study qualitatively investigated the indica-
tors and determinants of participation and success for Muslim young adults in 
New Zealand. The results of this study enabled a framework to be developed that 
illustrates the most salient ecological resources youth access (family, religion and 
the intercultural environment), the risks they face (discrimination and cultural dif-
ferences), and outcomes of the acculturation process. Results indicate that while 
Muslim youth in New Zealand may be at risk of maladaptative outcomes because 
of their exposure to discrimination and cultural transition stressors, ecological 
resources may counteract some of the negative effects of these stressors and en-
able these young people to become resilient.

Due to the large number of permanent migrants from Muslim- majority nations 
to the Western world, Islam has become the second largest religion following 
Christianity in a number of European countries (Sirin & Fine, 2008). Over 300 
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million immigrant and ethnic minority Muslims now live in countries where 
Islam is not the majority religion. Within these contexts, the international 
politicization of Islam and the increased social anxiety toward this group has 
meant that Muslim communities have become the targets of discrimination, 
prejudice, and negative media coverage (Pew Research Center, 2009). Muslims 
living in Western contexts often must attempt to achieve positive adaptation 
(the relatively stable psychological and behavioral changes that take place in an 
individual or group in response to demands in the environment; Berry, 1997) 
in a context where they are minorities in a two- fold sense, both in terms of 
their religion and their ethnicity.

The task of successfully adapting to life within a Western environment is 
particularly complex for young immigrants who face the task of emotional and 
physical maturation as well as acculturation (the behavioral and psychological 
changes that are a result of cultural transition; Sam, 2006). For Muslim immi-
grant youth who are growing up in environments where their religious orien-
tation is a cause of social tension, this is even more difficult. As Sirin and Fine 
(2007, p. 151) suggest: “When one’s social identity is fiercely contested by the 
dominant discourse  .  .  . one of the first places we can witness psychological, 
social, and political fallout is in the lives of young people.”

Despite the increased levels of public scrutiny, discrimination, and adapta-
tion difficulties faced by Muslim young people in their development and accul-
turation, very little research has examined the psychological effects of growing 
up Muslim in a Western context. Furthermore, in a review of the few available 
studies, Balsano and Sirin (2007) found that most studies focus on gender is-
sues (with specific reference to veiling), the majority involve Arab Americans, 
and most predominantly dealt with religious or political issues. This research 
agenda has resulted in a lack of systematic and generalizable psychological 
studies investigating the experiences (both positive and negative) of Muslim 
youth in the West.

Although there is little research on Muslim youth, there is a widespread 
opinion that these young people are at risk of maladaptation due to their mem-
bership in a social group that is the subject of discrimination (Franz, 2007; 
Inglehart & Norris, 2009). Indeed, maintaining a strong religious identity in 
a context where there is a prejudice against one’s group can be very difficult. 
Smith (2002) suggests that Muslims are often are considered to be foreigners 
if they maintain their religiosity, potentially meaning that integration could be 
“at the price of . . . becoming less Muslim” (Smith, 2002, p. 14). This is concern-
ing considering the important resources that can be provided by a religious 
identity and the large degree to which Muslim migrants currently identify with 
their religious community. For instance, research conducted by Anwar (1998) 
with Asian immigrants in the United Kingdom found that three- quarters of 
young Muslims thought religion was very important for the way they lived 
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their life, and for Muslims, (unlike other religious groups in their study) the 
second- generation maintained the value of and centrality of their religious 
identity.

Although there are thought to be inherent risks for Muslim youth in West-
ern contexts, international research has found that Muslim immigrants do not 
necessarily experience higher levels of maladjustment in comparison to other 
religious and non- religious groups. A recent international study on youth ad-
justment found that Muslim youth have high levels of both psychological and 
sociocultural adaptation overall (Sam, Vedder, Ward, & Horenczyk, 2006). 
Also, research with Muslim migrant youth in Norway found that these young 
people have fewer mental health problems than other non- Western immigrant 
groups and are not at risk of increased psychiatric problems compared to their 
non- immigrant counterparts (Oppedal & Røysamb, 2007).

Effectively, even though Muslim young people experience a variety of risks 
during acculturation, especially in regard to prejudice and discrimination, they 
also manage (in some cases) to achieve positive adaptation. Therefore, it is sug-
gested that previous ways of conceptualizing the acculturation process for this 
group (as inherently risky and leading to poor adaptation), do not fully cap-
ture the reasons why these young people successfully manage the acculturation 
process. In fact, it may be that Muslim youth’s religious identification is not 
progressively weakened or diluted as a result of their living in a Western con-
text, but rather that this identification takes on new meanings and functions 
(Beckford, Glae, Owen, Peach, & Weller, 2006; Robinson, 2009). Kong (2010) 
proposes that religious identities can be a strong and positive tool for young 
people to subvert negative (discriminatory) discourses, and Archer (2001) ar-
gues that religious identity helps young Muslims to reject cultural loss, while 
unifying individuals as members of a global community of believers.

The Context of the Research: Muslims in New Zealand

The Ministry of Social Development (2008) reported that while Muslims are 
a numerically small group numbering approximately 36,0001 individuals and 
representing only 1% of the overall New Zealand population, they are the most 
rapidly growing religious group in New Zealand. They also find that Muslim 
immigrants come from diverse ethnic backgrounds and national origins. The 
majority (77%) of New Zealand Muslims are overseas- born with the largest 
proportions identifying ethnically as Indian (29%) and as members of Middle 
Eastern groups (21%) such as Arabian, Iranian, and Iraqi. The Muslim popu-
lation is also very youthful, with 61% under the age of 15 in comparison to 

1. Although unofficial estimates by the Federation of Islamic Association of New Zealand 
(FIANZ) suggest that the actual figure is perhaps as high as 40–45,000 (Kolig & Kabir, 2008).



24 Jaimee Stuart

the wider society, where only 25% of the population is under the age of 15 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2011). In New Zealand, Muslim peoples represent a 
relatively new immigrant minority group, meaning that this group is poten-
tially in a precarious position in terms of cultural exclusion and isolation. They 
also face unique challenges with regards to intra- community diversity and at-
tending to the distinct needs of youth, particularly concerning religious and 
cultural transmission (Kolig & Kabir, 2008).

Increasing religious diversity is a significant feature of public life, and as 
a nation New Zealand acknowledges that communities have a positive role to 
play in society and the country must recognize the rights to religion, the re-
sponsibilities of religious communities, and the responsibilities of the wider 
society to encourage freedom of expression and tolerate variations in beliefs 
and behaviors (HRC, 2010). Yet as a society, currently very little is being done 
in order to achieve these goals for the Muslim community. It is evident that 
in New Zealand there is what Kolig and Kabir (2008, p. 274) label a “diffuse 
practical sense of ethnic and cultural tolerance”, meaning that while levels of 
prejudice are reasonably low and endorsement of integration is generally high, 
few voices are heard that promote a positive view of Muslim immigration.

However, Muslim youth in New Zealand seem to be faring well psycho-
logically. In fact, recent research has found that these youth report greater life 
satisfaction, fewer behavior problems, and fewer symptoms of psychological 
distress than both Maori (indigenous) and Pākehā (New Zealand European) 
youth (Stuart & Ward, 2011; Stuart, Ward, & Adam, 2010; Ward, Liu, Fairbairn- 
Dunlop, & Henderson, 2010). Yet, there is still very little that is known quali-
tatively about Muslim youth (immigrant or otherwise) living in New Zealand 
and many questions about their developmental experiences remain unan-
swered. For example, what does it mean for a Muslim young person when their 
social group is perceived to be a threat to the wider society? How do the per-
ceptions and representations of Islam impact upon a young person’s sense of 
self? How do these young people negotiate the potentially conflicting elements 
of their social identities (religious, ethnic, and host national)? Do they experi-
ence value conflicts and confusion? Furthermore, how does this negotiation 
process affect psychological and sociocultural adaptation to the host society of 
Muslim immigrant youth?

The current study

In order to examine the complexities of Muslim immigrant youth accultura-
tion in New Zealand, it is necessary to have a comprehensive understanding of 
their lived experiences within this context. To achieve this outcome, the cur-
rent research is qualitative and exploratory in nature, utilizing the strengths 
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of this methodology to draw out relevant themes and concepts where no sys-
tematic theory has been previously identified (Patton, 2002). Specifically, this 
study will examine the following questions: (1) How do Muslim young adults 
acculturate in the New Zealand environment? and (2) What factors promote or 
detract from positive adjustment under these conditions?

Method

Participants

Ethical approval was granted by the Victoria University of Wellington Psychol-
ogy ethics committee. Individuals were invited to participate in the study if 
they were a minimum age of 16 years and self- identified as a Muslim immi-
grant young person. Participants were sought from a variety of different back-
grounds and ages in order to capture a diversity of experiences. Individuals 
were given the choice of being able have a one- on- one interview, or participate 
in a focus group. This resulted in a total of 24 participants who took part in the 
study, 17 through face- to- face interviews and 7 through two focus- group ses-
sions of 3 and 4 participants, respectively. Interviews and focus groups ranged 
from between half an hour and close to two hours in length, with over 20 hours 
of data in total. The interview sample consisted of 7 males and 10 females, who 
came from the Middle East (8), Southeast Asia (5), South Asia (3), and Africa 
(1). The focus group sample consisted solely of females who came from South 
East Asia (7). The average age of the participants was 20.1 years, and the ages 
ranged from 19–24. All of the participants were first- generation immigrants 
to New Zealand, although length of residence and migration histories varied 
significantly.

Procedure

Participants were initially recruited through advertisements distributed via 
student support services, the Muslim students club and the Muslim prayer 
room at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. They were informed 
that the study was about their experiences in New Zealand as Muslim young 
people and were given the option to either engage in a one- on- one interview or 
in a focus group at the location of their choice. These options were presented 
in order to allow participants to feel comfortable enough to share their experi-
ences. Following initial recruitment, more participants were sourced through 
snowballing and word of mouth. Patton (2002) suggests that the sample size 
in qualitative research depends on what one wants to know and how the find-
ings will be used. In the current study, sampling decisions were based on the 
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principle of theoretical saturation, meaning that subsequent data were no lon-
ger yielding novel information (Floersch, Longhofer, Kranke, & Townsend, 
2010; Patton, 2002). Data collection was assisted by a semi- structured inter-
view schedule consisting of 10 questions focusing on experiences of adapta-
tion (see Table 1). For the sake of confidentiality, all identifying information 
was removed from the interview transcripts and participants were assured that 
their recorded interviews/focus and written transcripts would not be read in 
their entirety by anyone other than the researcher. Furthermore, throughout 
the course of the study informal engagement with the Muslim community was 
maintained which led to a large set of field notes which were collated and in-
cluded as part of the interpretative analysis.

TAbLE 1. Prompt questions

 1.  Can you tell me a bit about yourself and what your experience has been like coming 
and living in NZ?

 2. What things have changed for you?
 3. What things have stayed the same?
 4. What are the good things about living in NZ?
 5. What are the bad things?
 6.  Imagine you meet someone who doesn’t know anything about you, what would you 

tell them about yourself?
 7.  How do you think your life in NZ is different from the life you might have had in your 

home country?
 8.  Do you think that there are different ways of being and behaving in NZ than in your 

home country, and if so how do you manage these?
 9. What are your hopes and expectations for the future?
10.  Anything that you would like to add or any questions that you might have.

Data Analysis

Thematic Analysis was utilized due to the flexible nature of this technique, 
which suited the high complexity of the information and the lack of a prio-
ri theories or conceptual models available to guide coding (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Thematic Analysis is a technique which focuses on analyzing informa-
tion by finding recurring patterns in the data, making inductions based on 
knowledge of the subject area, condensing information into emergent topics 
and subsequently describing these as key themes (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). From the thematic analysis, a large set of themes emerged, and 
these were then reduced by conducting an in- depth interpretative analysis with 
an aim to discover the barriers and opportunities Muslim young people face 
as ethnic and religious minorities, and how positive adjustment is obtained 
under these conditions. This resulted in the framework illustrated in figure 1. 
A validity assessment of the final dataset was produced by: (1) double- checking 
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to assure that codes were consistently applied across all interviews, (2) dou-
ble-  checking to assure codes were appropriately grouped under the thematic 
categories, and (3) double- checking to assure that themes were appropriately 
grouped. Additionally, two community forums were conducted to allow for 
input on the representativeness of the results for Muslim young people. During 
these forums the broad themes derived were discussed and refined in order 
to affirm meanings inferred by the researcher. These results did not change 
the structure of the themes derived, but rather clarified their content. Thus 
the interpretive analysis was iterative in nature, seeking to understand how the 
themes represented the lived experiences of Muslim youth in New Zealand.

Results and Discussion

Three major themes were deduced (see Table 2), (1) resources in acculturation 
(family, the intercultural environment, and religion), (2) risks in acculturation 
(cultural differences and discrimination), and (3) outcomes of acculturation 
(adaptation). These three themes are not mutually exclusive, meaning that 
some of the issues overlap with one another. Furthermore, it must be noted 
that many of issues which are mentioned throughout this section are not neces-
sarily unique to Muslim youth.

Table 2. Themes Derived

Themes Sub- themes

Resources in Acculturation •	 Family
•	 Intercultural Environment
•	 Religion

Risks in Acculturation •	 Cultural Differences
•	 Discrimination

Outcomes of Acculturation •	 Adaptation

Resources

The concept of resources refers to factors which are external to the individual 
that may potentially help youth overcome risk. These resources were available 
to all of the young people who participated in the study to various degrees, 
although they were not all utilized in the same way. Therefore, resources can be 
seen as elements of the environment which have the potential to buffer risks of 
acculturation.
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The Family

While it is well- established that families are the most important context where 
culture is transmitted to young people (Kagitçibasi, 2003), the family can also 
offer ongoing support and reiteration of cultural values in everyday life. In fact, 
for the young people in this study, family support was seen as the driving force 
behind achieving a coherent sense of self (both in terms of ethnicity and reli-
giosity), and in turn, successfully adjusting to New Zealand society. Families 
were also found to be important in terms of socializing the young person to be 
open and accepting, and encouraging adaptive coping.

(Family) is important for understanding who you are, your identity . . . fam-
ily support and knowledge are the most important to be a successful Muslim 
here. Knowledge you can always work on, family support must be there al-
ready.

Furthermore, family relationships helped to consolidate connectedness while 
living in a predominantly individualistic social environment. For individuals 
who grow up in family- oriented cultures, being interdependent can be an im-
portant part of one’s self concept, therefore living in a place where relation-
ships were seen as less important than one’s individual goals can be challenging 
(Supple, Ghazarian, Frabutt, Plunkett, & Sands, 2006). The following quote il-
lustrates how interdependent values can be preserved through family interac-
tion: “Sometimes it feels like I am losing the connected part of me. But I can keep 
this alive just by being with my family here.”

Another important feature of family for Muslim young people were fam-
ily obligations, or their perceived responsibilities to do well for the sake of the 
family, to make others proud of their achievements, and to represent them-
selves well in their new environment (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999). For the 
participants in this study, obligations to the family encouraged behavior that 
was in line with cultural and religious expectations. Often youth were faced 
with the choice of whether to remain faithful and embedded within their re-
ligion and culture, or to “let go” and assimilate to ways of behaving in New 
Zealand society.

I’m the oldest and I have to set an example for my sisters, which I find really 
hard, extremely hard. Sometimes I just want to let it go, but I’m like nah, you 
have to do this for your family.

The above quote suggests that even though adaptation to the New Zealand en-
vironment is difficult at times, responsibilities to family (rather than to the self) 
tended to be regarded as of paramount importance.
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The Intercultural Environment

The second theme of resources in acculturation is the intercultural environ-
ment, or the setting in which acculturation takes place. Although the majority 
of participants believed that New Zealand was a beautiful, peaceful place to 
live, there were some challenges faced with regards to access to Islamic infra-
structure such as mosques, halal2 butchers, and Islamic schools. While the es-
tablishment of proper infrastructure for an Islamic way of life was an important 
component of successful adaptation, challenges to practicing their faith were 
often viewed as opportunities for reinterpretation and confirmation of their 
beliefs, as is illustrated by the following quote:

I was quite open about it . . . I knew the flexibility in our religion and stuff like 
that. I actually put that flexibility into practice when I was here.

Whether or not participants had arrived in New Zealand with the knowl-
edge of a need for flexibility around their religious practice, many indicated 
that they had made attempts to deal with the lack of facilities, and being able to 
confidently practice their faith regardless of the barriers was seen as empower-
ing. This is illustrated in the diverse accounts provided about finding creative 
places to conduct prayer, for example, the changing rooms in a mall and the 
bathrooms in a sports stadium. As the following quote exemplifies, rising to 
challenges presented by the New Zealand environment led participants to be 
much more aware of the importance of their religious practice:

Because when I’m in (my home country), we have everything and sometimes 
we don’t see it, but being here we don’t really have it, but we do actually have 
it. I mean we have to find it if we want to have it. It’s like, if you want it you 
have to go and get it. But in (my home country) everything’s there. Here it’s 
your choice whether you grab it or not.

The sentiment of this young woman, “here we don’t really have it, but we do 
actually have it” indicates that all one really needs when facing a lack of infra-
structure is the desire to find new ways of doing things in order to overcome 
whatever constraints there may be outside of oneself.

The concepts of diversity and multiculturalism were an element of the in-
tercultural environment that were seen as encouraging positive adaptation. 
Specifically, multiculturalism was seen as a social resource which fostered 
openness and acceptance, and a personal resource, making the participant’s ex-
perience in New Zealand “more interesting” and allowing people “to be them-

2. Meaning permissible by the Islamic faith
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selves.” Such statements indicate that for the young Muslims in this study, mul-
ticulturalism has wide ranging effects, not just on the culture at large or their 
ability to integrate, but on their personal experiences of change and growth.

The importance of multiculturalism was also reflected in the community of 
Muslims living in New Zealand who are ethnically diverse, and are bound by 
shared beliefs and values rather than ethnic ancestry. Many of the participants 
stressed that ethnic diversity within the community was an important factor 
in defining themselves in the New Zealand context. The following focus group 
participant describes the experience of actively constructing a “Muslim envi-
ronment” in the New Zealand setting:

We still have a Muslim environment. Even though we see ourselves as minor-
ity here in New Zealand, we are all very close compared to (my home coun-
try). Because even though (my home country) is a Muslim country, when we 
walk on the street . . . they don’t really smile, they have their own business. 
But here when we see Muslim people it’s, ‘assalamu alaikum!’ we click with 
them, talk to them.

In the preceding quote the participant reframed the negative elements of being 
a visibly different member of a “minority” group by suggesting that it is actually 
the fact that they are different that enables Muslims to locate each other in their 
social space and make connections. When the participant was a member of the 
religious majority in her home country, being Muslim was not a salient social 
identity. Residing in New Zealand, it becomes much more important to be able 
to recognize other people’s religious identities and to create social situations in 
which communalities are evident. Thus, meeting a stranger on the street and 
greeting them with the traditional Islamic “assalamu alaikum”3 is a powerful 
way to assert and mobilize identity. Furthermore, the following quote suggests 
that for these young people, religion transcends ethnicity when understanding 
the connections that are being made between people:

We feel we are connected with them because of our religion and . . . we all are 
the same. Even though they have different backgrounds like Indian and Arab, 
still we’re the same. And we kind of feel connected with them because we’re a 
small group so we feel like we have to do that. Actually, it’s not that “we have 
to”, we feel like we belong to a group and it’s really great to know all of these 
different people.

The connections exist because community members are all “the same.” Over-
coming the differences between adherents (specifically with regards to ethnic-
ity) is particularly important for this community, as the participant notes “we’re 

3. This is an Arabic statement which is often translated as Peace be upon you.



 Muslim young adults’ adaptation experiences in New Zealand  31

a small group.” As another participant said “our beliefs make our differences 
smaller,” meaning that it is what is shared between Muslims that is important. 
Being Muslim was felt to be about a shared a set of beliefs, but also about “doing 
the same thing”, or how a Muslim should behave. This connotes that connection 
between members of the Muslim community actually arises through shared 
worldviews that influence all aspects of a young person’s lived experience.

For the young people in this study, an important element of belonging to 
an ethnically heterogeneous community is that it taught them to be open to 
diverse opinions and ways of living, Not only do young people in the Mus-
lim community have the opportunity to learn (and to have others learn from 
them) about other cultures and ways of life, meeting Muslims from other back-
grounds can also educate Muslim youth about diversity in interpretations of Is-
lam itself. Through coming together in order to negotiate differences, the most 
basic, shared elements of Islamic teaching (removed from their embeddedness 
in cultural ritual) can be made salient.

Religion

The third resource Muslim young people could access was their religious be-
liefs and practices. For the young people who took part in this study, religion 
affected all areas of their life, meaning that it informed their attitudes and be-
haviors, as well as influencing the way the young people defined themselves.

I really, truly believe every single thing that is good about me is because I am 
a Muslim and every single thing that is not so good about me is because of my 
innate problems as a person, as a human being.

The development of a sense of self worth and character as a Muslim was very 
much embedded in the ideological teachings of Islam, particularly with regards 
to the continuation of the spirit in the afterlife.

We are taught that whatever you do, you get back. If you do bad things then 
you are punished, if you do good then you will be rewarded. Sometimes these 
rewards and punishments come straight to you, and other times heaven and 
hell are rewards and punishments, and that is afterlife. Right now this belief 
reminds me all the time who I need to be.

In this sense, faith is intrinsically motivating and it pushed the youth to con-
stantly strive to be “good” Muslims. However, the shift to New Zealand made 
it particularly difficult to uphold these values because being a member of a 
minority group meant they were not afforded a lot of societal support for their 
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religious principles. Therefore, the young people in this study indicated that 
they felt a huge amount of responsibility, and even fear, in maintaining their 
religious identity and practices.

Now (I have moved to New Zealand) everything depends on me. I hold the 
control. I think I have the same amount of faith than I did before. But now it 
is all on me, this is a fear of mine, how do I be a good Muslim?

In some situations, this sense of responsibility also forced young people to 
learn more about their religion and to better understand what it meant to them 
to be a Muslim.

Back home being Muslim was not a big issue, so I didn’t actually have to 
know my religion that much. So I took it for granted, but coming to a foreign 
country I actually had to know more about my religion, I took the initiative 
to equip myself, so that if people ask me questions I can answer them and be 
proud of my religion . . . coming to a foreign country actually got me closer 
to my religion.

For the participants in this study, the protective function of religion was em-
bedded in the process of acculturation. As illustrated in the above quote, the 
experience of coming to a foreign country inspired them to learn about their 
religion. The knowledge of being a religious minority and the need to take re-
sponsibility for one’s own beliefs and values was the catalyst for exploring the 
function of their religion and beginning to position themselves as learners, 
teachers, and experts in their belief system. The process of actively and con-
sciously striving to maintain the centrality of religion in their everyday lives 
was protective, as it enabled connections to be created with forces bigger than 
themselves and formed a stable base of values and principles to guide attitudes 
and behavior.

Religiosity was not only important in protecting against the negative ele-
ments of acculturation, it also greatly influenced the way the young Muslims 
in this study approached intercultural or interfaith interactions. According 
to many of the participants, Islamic teachings proscribe respect for all other 
faiths, meaning that non- Muslims must be treated with openness and all faiths 
must be regarded with the utmost significance, as one young man said, “Our 
religion says that we have to respect every person, even though I am a Muslim and 
you are not a Muslim I have to respect that.”

Furthermore, Islamic teachings state that Muslims should attempt to teach 
others about their beliefs. Therefore, some of the participants felt as though it 
was their responsibility to inform, or educate others about Islam. Therefore, 
the participants in this study were applying their faith in order to cope with the 
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lack of knowledge concerning their Islam and subsequently were reframing 
their minority status to a position of power, developing themselves into educa-
tors about their faith.

Risks in Acculturation

Risks

The concept of risk refers to factors that may potentially create difficulties for 
youth to be able to adjust successfully in their environment. The risks outlined 
in this section were experienced by all of the young Muslims who participated 
in the study to various degrees, although they were not all experienced as high-
ly stressful or harmful. Therefore, the themes presented in this section should 
be viewed as elements of the acculturation process which have the potential to 
create stress and lead to negative adjustment for Muslim youth in New Zea-
land, but do not necessarily do so for a variety of reasons.

Cultural Differences

Often incongruence between one’s heritage culture and the society of settle-
ment is the major cause of stress experienced by immigrants. Cultural distance 
can exacerbate perceived cultural differences and lead to increased difficulty 
in the society of settlement (Zlobina, Basabe, Paez, & Furnham, 2006). The 
greater the cultural distance, the more cultural learning is required to ‘fit in’ 
and thus the more potential stress or risk there is associated with adjusting to 
the host culture (Ward, 2001; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001; Ward & Ken-
nedy, 1993). This research found that perceived cultural differences do cause 
stress for Muslim youth, and consequently present risks for successful adapta-
tion. For the participants in this study the place where cultural differences were 
the most evident was in comparison between their own lifestyles and those of 
young New Zealanders. This was particularly true with regards to how New 
Zealanders socialize and what they are perceived to value:

I guess socializing here revolves around drinking, so that was something that 
is difficult for a Muslim to come here and actually embrace. Because all the 
events, all the cocktail parties I’ve been to, all the work nights I’ve been to, all 
the award functions revolve around drinking in the end. I mean drinking is 
seen as the key to socializing in the Kiwi culture.
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Many of the participants felt that it was necessary to offer an explanation for 
their behavior in an attempt in maintain their beliefs while also participating in 
social activities that involved others consuming alcohol, or indeed engaging in 
a variety of other haram4 activities. This situation was not ideal, and for a few of 
the young people caused a great deal of distress. In the following quote, a young 
woman discusses such a situation in her work place:

Today they were having a sweepstake (at work) . . . and they asked me if I 
wanted to do it, and I said, “Oh no it’s like gambling, I’m not going to go into 
that.” . . . Someone came up to me and they nudged me and said, “Oh, it’s not 
part of your religion?” and they were just being funny, and I looked at them 
real seriously and I was like, “No. and I’m not going to do it either.” and then 
he was like, “Oh, okay.” But it was a moment for both of us.

The crux of the problem described by the above quote is the “moments” 
that this young woman discusses where differences become the central ele-
ment of interactions. The salience of difference was discussed by the partici-
pants with regard to alcohol, gambling, halal food, and especially to female 
dress style, the wearing of hijab5 and body contact between men and women. 
The following quote exemplifies the frustration and guilt one young woman felt 
from consistently having to make clear to men who she met that she was unable 
to shake hands with them:

When I meet boys they try to shake my hand, I feel sorry for them, I don’t 
want to embarrass them but I can’t help it. Sometimes I want to have a page 
and write “I can’t.” and have this with me always.

Furthermore, issues of cultural difference were made even more complicated 
by language difficulties that constrained the ability for these young people to 
convey the intricacy and importance of the things which made them different. 
As one young woman said, “We can’t really simply give them brief explanation 
because we need to give an in- depth definition for them to get the full concept of 
Islam.” This quote indicates that the issue at hand is not language per se, but 
rather what another participant deemed as “not enough ways to explain”.

For the young Muslims in this study differences between themselves and 
host nationals were embedded in their worldviews and not in the particular 
practices that signalled to others they were different. Being able to explain the 
way they looked and acted was a matter of being able to elucidate their deep 

4. An Arabic term meaning forbidden
5. An Arabic term meaning modesty, but also referring to the covering of hair or covering 

of the body.
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religious beliefs. The following quote illustrates this concept through the dis-
course of a “culture barrier”:

Mainly there’s like a culture barrier. You can’t communicate well because of 
our language. It’s really hard to communicate to other people. Most of the 
lifestyle, like how people talk and act and understand each other is completely 
different.

The cultural barrier that is experienced by Muslim immigrants in New 
Zealand is a product of two separate, albeit interrelated concepts. The first is 
the lack of care and attention host nationals put into understanding cultural 
differences, rather than just tolerating them or even outright judging others 
because they are different. The second is the feeling and expectation many 
Muslim youth carry that they are different and therefore, will be treated with 
less respect than other people. With regards to the first point, there was a con-
sensus among participants that New Zealanders were generally apathetic, but 
not hostile, toward other people; “I guess it’s about the individualistic thing as 
well; they’re more involved about their own stuff.” With regards to the second 
point concerning the expectations participants had about being accepted by 
the wider society, when the individual had negative expectations this lead to 
feeling of being lonely and isolated.

And I always feel that I am different. I always feel that I look different, I have 
an accent. I’m not like everyone else; I don’t drink, I don’t go clubbing, I don’t 
have a boyfriend -  I’m not allowed to.

For this young woman, being seen as different was tantamount to being exclud-
ed from the New Zealand society. The elements of difference that are described 
in the above quote are visible ways in which the participant diverged from host 
nationals. It seems that she was more concerned about differences that might 
be noticed, rather than internal differences (e.g., beliefs and values). The quote 
below also refers to noticeable differences and expectations of being excluded 
because of these differences:

So I remember I used to go home in front of the mirror and practice talking in 
a Kiwi accent so that I wouldn’t be different . . . I remember doing things like 
this that I wasn’t comfortable with just to be integrated.

From the above quote it seems as though some Muslim youth may understand 
being integrated as ‘passing’, or not calling attention to the differences between 
themselves and New Zealanders. In this way one may be more able to feel as if 
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they belong and are legitimate members of the New Zealand society. For some 
of the participants feeling different was experienced as restricting and distress-
ing: “You realize that you’re a stranger here, and it’s not easy being a stranger. 
And you feel like the odd one out; you feel very different.”

However the young woman went on to say that this feeling passed as soon 
as she let go of the expectation of not being accepted, and embraced the fact 
that she was not the same as everyone else:

So you have these people who don’t really care if you’re different or new or 
whatever and at the same time I expected them to be interested because I was 
different, so I had these conflicting two ideas, but eventually I just realized, 
it’s different, there is no right or wrong, it’s just different. And this is the way 
they are and no matter what happens I shouldn’t be sad.

Discrimination

Muslim young people tend to be seen as particularly vulnerable to discrimina-
tion as they are recognizably different to both host nationals and other migrant 
groups. Also, because they belong to a stigmatized group that often features 
negatively in international media, majority members potentially have precon-
ceived and misinformed notions about this group. Muslim women who wear 
hijab are particularly visible in Western contexts. In fact it has been suggested 
that wearing hijab has become a loaded symbol upon which the themes of op-
pression, docility, and “otherness”, are projected (Zine, 2001). Confirming pre-
vious research, this study it was found that the female participants perceived 
they were discriminated against because of their appearance “I do feel like peo-
ple are afraid to approach me because I wear hijab.” Furthermore, the majority 
of participants were also of the opinion that host nationals were not adequately 
informed about Islam, and in fact held a variety of misconceptions that were 
damaging to Muslims.

So they think that women are being forced to wear the scarf and that we have 
arranged marriages, and that we’re living in deserts, and that we know noth-
ing about the world . . . like NZ is heaven to us, and we’re living in deserts and 
camps and camels and stuff . . . but they wouldn’t really tell you what they 
think because they feel embarrassed to and they don’t want you to know that 
this is what they think.

As this participant indicates, misunderstandings of Islam were perceived 
to be wide- spread, although these this did not necessarily translate into overt 
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instances of discrimination. The young woman states that New Zealanders 
“wouldn’t really tell you” what they think of Muslims, rather their attitudes can 
be deduced based on the ways they treated these young people and the types of 
questions that they ask. The perception Muslim youth have of these questions 
is that they are tinged with implicit judgement about the legitimacy of their 
beliefs and practices. The young people in this study had very few first- hand 
experiences of explicit prejudice in the New Zealand environment. When they 
did have these experiences, rather than overt discrimination, the encounters 
reflected the ignorance of difference in general.

So I was talking to people and suddenly this lady walks up to me and says, 
“Oh your English is really good, eh.” And I was like, how can you make a com-
ment like that? I’ve actually just won a prize (for top in my course), of course 
I can speak some English! So you know comments like that can actually hurt 
you at times.

In many ways implicit types of discrimination are as damaging, or even 
more so, than explicit forms of prejudice. This is because they undermine val-
ues and identities but are very difficult to directly confront as they can easily be 
denied. In actuality, it is not only subtle prejudice that undermines beliefs, the 
general lack of understanding by New Zealanders of Islam can act to devalue 
Muslim youth’s sense of self, even when the other person may have good inten-
tions or make attempts to be inclusive.

I pray 5 times a day and it’s like someone saying, “Let’s go have coffee, it’s just 
one time.” This is not right, not only for religion but I would like people in 
general to be sensitive to other people’s values.

For some of the participants, the misconceptions held by the majority of 
host nationals were an inevitable part of life that exists due to the apathy inher-
ent in New Zealand culture. However for others, being misunderstood could 
become an opportunity to reframe their own experiences. In the following 
quote, a female participant recounts a distressing intercultural exchange she 
had with a male New Zealander:

People are always like, “Oh, why do Muslims . . .” and sometimes they say it 
with sarcasm, someone even said to me “Oh please. I don’t understand why 
you wouldn’t shake hands. My hand is not made out of pork.” And all of these 
comments. And I would get really affected.

This young woman was confronted with an individual who had some knowl-
edge of Islamic culture, in that he understood Muslims do not consume pork. 
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However, he uses this information to be condescending about the nature of 
restrictions on gendered interactions. In many ways, this individual’s prejudice 
against Islam is apparent in his “question” about her religious practices. The 
young women went on to discuss the ways she coped with such experiences:

I felt it was my duty to answer their questions. I couldn’t just tell them, “I 
don’t feel comfortable doing that,” because I felt this was an opportunity, may-
be God was going to ask me, “Why didn’t you answer them? This was your 
opportunity to make them know.” So sometimes it got really tough and I felt 
very bad about myself and my self esteem was really bad, but then I got over 
it. And the same guy who was telling me, “My hand is not made of pork,” he 
came to a talk that they gave about Islam, so I felt that eventually things were 
changing and it really depends on the way you look at it.

Even if Muslim youth were able to somehow frame their experiences of 
discrimination in a way which enabled them to better cope with their circum-
stances, every single participant mentioned that they were concerned with the 
way that Islam was portrayed, not just in New Zealand, but on an interna-
tional scale. The most distressing, and most common, misunderstanding held 
by non- Muslims was that Islam condones and supports terrorism. While the 
participants indicated that some adherents were indeed involved in terrorist 
activities, all agreed that these individuals did not understand the true concept 
of Islam and were misguided in their beliefs concerning the use of violence; “It’s 
true, some of them (Muslims) are. They’ve been misguided. They misunderstand 
the Quran.” Rather than place blame on New Zealanders for having stereotypi-
cal notions of Muslims, it was generally the case that the young people in this 
study accepted that negative portrayals of Islam were inevitable given the cur-
rent socio- political milieu.

But I can’t do much about it. It’s not like I can go to newspaper and tell them 
to stop doing that. That’s why I think if you want to correct that I should lead 
by example. If the media says that Islam is violent then I should not be vio-
lent. I think that if we are misunderstood, then we correct them, that is all.

This meant letting go of anger towards others for what they do wrong and tak-
ing responsibility to teach people about themselves as well as maintaining con-
fidence and adherence to their beliefs.

At this stage you do find people who just make fun of you and you have to 
learn how to respond to them in a cool way without getting angry. Teach 
them, no, that’s not how it is.
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While at the same time, staying true to themselves:

Well, I don’t think I should hate them because it’s what they are thinking. I 
cannot control them. But it’s kind of sad, if people do not see you the way you 
want them to see you. But I won’t actually show them what they want to see, 
I will show them who I actually am.

In order to achieve this, the participants felt that they had to take the lead in 
breaking down misconceptions, and to try to positively reframe their situation.

I remember all of the times that I was offended. All of the times that people 
said rude comments about Islam and Muslims, and then I would feel upset. 
But after that, what? If I satisfy the feeling that people are racist and they 
hate Muslims, and then what? It just would make me upset and that’s it. And 
at the same time if I want to think about how many times people said very 
nice things about Islam and Muslims, I could do that too. So I think it really 
depends on how you take it.

Or look to their faith for guidance:

And the last sermon, [Prophet Muhammad] was talking about a whole bunch 
of things and one of the things he said was, “Just remember that an Arab is 
not any better than a non- Arab, a black is not better than a white.” And I 
thought, 1400 years ago, and he was reminding us in the last sermon not to 
let race get into the way, genders aren’t supposed to come in the way . . . No 
matter what the media says, I know that I’m equal with respect to my being 
to someone else.

While these young people did feel a lot of responsibility for changing the 
mindset of those who held prejudicial and misinformed attitudes about Islam, 
there was a strong sense that in order to effectively reduce discrimination there 
must be mutual respect and understanding. In fact, New Zealanders were not 
expected to know all about Islam, but they were expected to be open and ac-
cepting of difference. The following quote summarizes the feelings of the par-
ticipants towards fair and equitable treatment in the New Zealand environ-
ment:

I guess it would just be a more understanding among different races, different 
cultures, and stuff like that . . . If people actually just opened up their mouth 
and start talking, everything would be fine. Cause once people they start to 
learn and they start to realize that people aren’t bad, and you know we’re not 
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as different, people are generally the same. We can connect with one another, 
even though we come from different races and different countries and dif-
ferent parts of the world, we still have the same values and enjoy the same 
things in life, so you know. I guess it’s just communication with people is key 
to solving all the issues.

As this young man suggests, opening up a dialogue between people from di-
verse backgrounds can effectively minimize differences and promote effective 
intercultural interactions. Most importantly, the concept of communication as 
a way of combating discrimination captures the need for a shared solution be-
tween Muslims and the wider society.

Outcomes of Acculturation

The third theme, outcomes of acculturation, broadly refers to whether or not 
individuals are able to successfully negotiate the experience of cultural transi-
tion. Outcomes of acculturation were not mentioned as frequently as the ele-
ments of the other two themes, mainly due to the fact that there was a focus 
on the process, rather than the actual state of settling into a new cultural envi-
ronment. Also, for the young people in this study, the social and psychological 
outcomes of acculturation were deeply embedded in their everyday lived ex-
periences. In this study, outcomes are defined as accounts of what changed for 
the participants as a result of moving the New Zealand and whether they feel 
happy, comfortable and functional in this environment.

For all individuals undergoing acculturation, cultural, psychological and 
behavioral changes are inevitable (Berry, 2005). These changes, or adaptations, 
are primarily driven by the need to function effectively in a culturally com-
plex environment. In the acculturation literature, it is widely found that strate-
gies of integration, or adapting elements of one’s ethnic culture at the same 
time as adopting elements of the national culture, leads to the best outcomes 
for immigrant youth. Integration is generally thought to be preferred option 
for immigrant youth (particularly in societies with multicultural ideologies) 
because this strategy enables the individual to negotiate their distinct social 
worlds more successfully (Phinney & Devich- Navarro, 1997). Effectively, when 
a young person is competent in their heritage culture and the culture of the 
wider society they are able to better manage the potentially incongruent de-
mands places upon them by these distinct orientations (Sam & Oppedal, 2002; 
Stuart & Ward, 2011). In this study it was found that being able to integrate 
multiple identities was an effective way to deal with the process of accultura-
tion. As the following quote suggests, even though cultural transition may be 
difficult in the beginning, integrating the distinct elements of the self enabled 
this young woman to deal with the difficulties of acculturation:
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Yeah. Maybe I had a bit of trouble when I was younger, when I first came. 
Because it was kind of hard to adapt to their culture and to what they do. 
But then you sort of adapt and you can embrace all of them. This made it so 
much easier.

It is not just the outcome of being integrated, it was also the process of becom-
ing integrated, that helped these young people adjust more successfully. As one 
young man said “We tried to pick and choose from both cultures . . . you have an 
advantage of choosing the best qualities of the two cultures.

Because of the unique nature of social identities for Muslim youth, inte-
gration conceptually becomes more complex as it involves the relationship be-
tween one’s ethnic, religious, and host national identities. However, the results 
indicate that participants did not necessarily perceive religion as an identity 
which is integrated with one’s cultural identity. Rather, it was constructed as 
an overarching set of principles and behaviors that other identities (and the 
product of integrating of these identities) reside under.

Yeah, I guess. You have two cultural sides, a Western and an Eastern influ-
ence. I don’t particularly stick to one side. I sort of embrace both. And then 
there’s the spiritual identity. And that’s Islam. It’s not just a religion, but it’s 
a way of living and a way of life. How you go about doing things and stuff.

All participants indicated that it was a very difficult to adapt to their new 
cultural environment and that “embracing” one’s different cultural orientations 
did assist them in their acculturation. However, it was also mentioned that not 
all young Muslims were able to get to a place where they could become inte-
grated because they were not open to change. Many of the participants indicat-
ed that they believed being closed off to the experience of living in a new cul-
ture was the major reason why other Muslims may not do well in New Zealand.

People who didn’t actually get the chance . . . they didn’t actually give them-
selves a chance to experience the whole new environment they were in, they 
were so busy just being worried about how they’re going to take care of them-
selves in the way they were brought up to be and just stick to their roots and 
their culture and stuff. So they didn’t actually enjoy the experience that I get 
to enjoy.

Participants suggested that being aware of their expectations about how 
they would be perceived by New Zealanders, and attempting to find new ways 
of understanding themselves was the key to successful adaptation. Effectively, 
self awareness enabled these young people to be able to reframe their negative 
experience and empowered them to make changes in their lives.
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If you want to believe that people are racist around you, you would find some-
thing that would satisfy this thing. And if you put into your mind that people 
are friendly, you would also find something to satisfy that. So it’s whatever 
you put in your mind when dealing with people, “Ah, see? They hate Mus-
lims.” So I really think it is about how you view things and how you put things 
into your mind, and it’s all because of the fear. But I think you can overcome 
the fear by interacting with people.

While the experience of adjustment was difficult, the majority of partici-
pants felt that it led to positive change in their lives. For the following young 
woman this meant being able to develop and achieve her goals:

It is better for us I think because we are away from our country, a Muslim 
country. Here we’re adapting, we now have our aspirations and we have a 
place to make that happen.

And for this young woman it meant living up to her potential, specifically 
discovering her “powers” to be successful and independent. In the end, par-
ticipants suggested that maintaining one’s beliefs, being open to change while 
remaining a strong person with principles was seen as “the only way” to suc-
cessfully adjust to the New Zealand environment.

Conclusion

The findings of this study offer insights into the lived experiences of Muslim 
immigrant youth in New Zealand, particularly concerning how they define 
themselves and their successful adaptation. The overall conceptual framework 
developed from the qualitative information in this study indicates that being 
embedded in the process of acculturation is a defining factor in how these 
young people understand themselves and their social worlds. Specifically, the 
results capture three distinct facets of the acculturation process that emerged as 
important for these Muslim youth: resources, risks, and outcomes.

Muslim youth face a variety of risks that predominantly arise from expo-
sure to discrimination and engagement in the process of cultural transition. 
According to developmental theories, this experience of stress is not unique 
to minorities, all youth encounter stressful events that can pose a threat to the 
development of competent behavioral and psychological outcomes (Arrington 
& Wilson, 2000; Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004). The context for youth adapta-
tion can be conceptualized along a continuum, with one end representing the 
precursors to stable, adaptive functioning and the other end representing the 
factors that contribute to maladaptation (Arrington & Wilson, 2000). It has 
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been found that young people who are exposed to negative circumstances, 
particularly those who are minorities, consequently face stressors above and 
beyond those normatively occurring in the developmental period (Arrington 
& Wilson, 2000; Spencer & Dupree, 1996). Despite serious threats to develop-
ment, some of these youth continue to exhibit competency in their everyday 
lives, a phenomenon that has been labelled resilience (Arrington & Wilson, 
2000; Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Masten, 2001).

The results of this study indicate that resources are important for how 
young Muslims understand their experiences of adaptation, both in the way 
they perceive stressors as well as how they achieve positive outcomes. While 
Muslim youth in New Zealand may be at risk of negative adaptation outcomes, 
because of their exposure to the stress of dealing with cultural differences and 
discrimination, resources may counteract the effect of these stressors serving 
a protective role, and they may also play a promotive role by having a direct 
positive effect on adaptation. In fact, for the participants in this study, success-
ful adaptation was achieved by offsetting the degree of risk or stress that was 
experienced with the potential resources at their disposal. Therefore, while it 
was the case that the stressors produced by discrimination and cultural dif-
ference were challenging, residing in a culturally plural context, having sup-
portive family networks as well as maintaining religious beliefs and practices 
helped these young people become resilient.

It is suggested that at the intersection of acculturation and normative de-
velopment, there is an emergent pathway of resilience by which Muslim youth 
arrive at positive outcomes. This pathway is embedded within a context of 
stress (discrimination and cultural transition) and is mitigated by potential re-
sources in the young person’s environment (intercultural, family, and religious 
factors). Because resources are important for how young Muslims understand 
their experiences of adaptation, practitioners working with this group of young 
people could benefit from taking a strengths- based approach rather than a def-
icit or risk- based approach. As such, it is suggested that applications of these 
findings take a positive youth development approach in order to enable young 
people underdoing cultural transition to reframe acculturative stressors as nor-
mal parts of building resilience.

This research took an in- depth, exploratory approach in order to elucidate 
the most important factors involved in cultural transition for Muslim youth 
in New Zealand. This research was limited by the size of the sample and the 
broad nature of the themes, meaning that generalizable conclusions about what 
predicts successful adjustment for this group cannot be drawn. However, the 
information drawn from this in- depth study on adaptation of Muslim youth in 
New Zealand can help us to better understand the experiences of immigrant 
youth in Western contexts. Specifically, the results illustrate that regardless of 
experiences of risk, Muslim youth are adapting well in New Zealand. As such, 
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the lessons learned by this group of young people, and coping mechanisms 
that they demonstrate may be utilized by other ethnic minority and immigrant 
youth in order to develop resilience.
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