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Abstract

Current research suggests that today’s generation values self-expression and individuality.

Still, young Muslim women living in the West are often overlooked and seen as a

homogenous group, mostly guided by cultural and religious norms. This study explored the

Muslim women’s perceptions regarding self-expression, social media, and mental health-

topics that are often guarded by misconceptions and stigma. In-depth qualitative research

with semi-structured interview questions was conducted with seven young Muslim women of

various ethnic backgrounds. The analysis was carried out using Thematic Analysis, and the

following five themes were developed: (a) Generational Differences in Mental Health, (b)

Community Impact Upon Self-Expression, (c) External Misconceptions of Young Muslim

Women (d) Autonomy in Self-Expression, (e) Overcoming Misconceptions. They were aware

of potential criticism deriving from the Muslim community regarding Western norms. The

generational differences in approaching mental health suggest were emphasised. Using open

dialogue with non-Muslims was highlighted.
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1. Introduction

Before addressing the academic findings, it is important to note that the Muslim

population is predicted to increase by 70 per cent in 2060 (PEW Research Centre, 2017),

meaning that three-in-ten of the global population will be Muslim. The pattern of large

families emerges from the Islamic Law, Sha’riah (1984), which suggests that it delivers

healthy stability within society. Pew Research Centre (2017) found that Islam, out of all the

other major religions, holds the youngest average age of 24. Both major population growth

and a lower-than-normal average age provide noticeable change, which is brought by the

renewal of generations and may reveal either slight or significant contrasts in overall

behaviours, and values (PEW Research Centre, 2015). It also explores how Muslims have

moved and adapted into traditionally non-Muslim Western countries, stretching into several

generations (Inglehart & Norris, 2009).

Inter-generational aspects play a role in merging Western and Islamic cultures, creating

numerous theories (Roggeband & Verloo, 2007; Chebakova, 2008; Ultan, 2016). A research

paper on social constructivism by Ultan (2016) indicates that society’s norms shape one’s

views, beliefs, and even intentions as a collective. Identity is not always framed within one’s

nationality, background, or religion- it can be produced by choice- moulded individually to

what one relates to most. However, the mentioned study focused on European cultures,

whereas constructivism theory can be applied to the social world or, precisely, the human

consciousness (Jackson & Sorensen, 2018).
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This literature review was conducted to demonstrate and critically analyse the various

insights that existing research papers hold towards female Muslims and discover how they

integrate within an Irish society while living in a Muslim household. There will be a particular

focus on their self-expression, social media, and mental health.

Generational labels such as ‘millennials’ and ‘gen-z’ opened a door towards academic

research, and many conclude that upcoming generations are self-centred and carry a sense

of inner authority (Johnson & Johnson, 2010). However, most of the literature is based on

mainstream media, sometimes with little or no referencing, rather than extensive research

(Lyons, Urick & Kuron, 2015). Additionally, studies are focused on workplace cultures, with

participants being of a homogenous and a majority group (Ayudhya & Smithson, 2016; Dust,

Gerhardt et al., 2019; Lyons, Urick et al., 2015).

Even though the studies mentioned above focus on workplace structures, they can be

applied to other environments. Saying that upcoming generations carry a sense of

self-centeredness can provide a positive outcome. The Self-Centeredness and Selflessness

Happiness Model (SSHM) projected by Dambrun & Ricard (2011) suggests that both are

psychological constructs. However, self-centeredness provides one with a stronger focus on

the present moment and non-judgement of experience. Simultaneously, selflessness can

decentre one’s attention and influence choices based on others (Hadash, Plonsker, Vago &

Bernstein, 2016).

Regarding the upcoming generation of Muslim women and their choices, this concept can

be applied when forming their views of self-expression, social media, and mental health.
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1.1 Mental Health Stigma in Islam

   As per the Cambridge Dictionary, the definition of stigma is a strong feeling of

disapproval that most people in a society have about something.’ Twenge (2011) writes that

since the 1990s, mental health issues such as anxiety and depression have increased, and

together with it has the levels of stigma. In general, stigma is composed of two types;

self-stigma and stigma surrounding treatment approaches (Jennings, Cheung et al., 2015).

Self-stigma emerges when one fails to self-evaluate the issue and instead internalises

negative outlooks towards those who seek treatment but are discriminated against by

others who perceive treatment seeking as an unnecessary action (Corrigan, 2004). Many

young adults attending college or starting a new career struggle with such issues and tend

not to obtain treatment (Blanco, Okuda et al., 2008).

A Stigma Scale for Receiving Psychological Help (SSRPH) developed by Komya, et al.

(2000) was used to gather data on students aged 18 and above and their mental health

treatment attitudes. Levin, Krafft et al. (2018) demonstrated that participants suffer more

from self-stigma when using self-help than those seeking professional help. However, the

significant limitation of cultural diversity in the mentioned study did not demonstrate the

approaches of minority groups. A combination of both self-stigma and perceived stigma

does not form the phenomenon of double stigma; such phenomenon is formed by

combining racial identity and mental health (Gary, 2005).

Muslims struggle with the double stigma of mental health (Ciftci et al., 2012), and

research shows that minority groups require attention on how they approach mental health

issues (Ahmed, Abus-Ras et al., 2014). Muslims within the US confront various psychosocial
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challenges. As a result, according to Chaudhry and Li (2011), the chances of suffering from

mental health issues are higher than any other minority group.

A study by Tanhan and Francisco (2019) suggests that when Muslims were asked about

counsellors or therapists, they described them as people who only help individuals and not

the community, which relates to the importance of a strong family foundation within. A

significant issue presented in the study was those Muslims, who did not want to identify as

Muslims overall, to avoid socioecological issues such as hate speech regarding politics or

religion. This prevented many from taking part in the study and addressing the issues that

may take place daily. It was mixed-method research that entailed a questionnaire and two

open-ended questions, which raised significant and detailed concerns regarding the college

campus’s required support and future implications, suggesting a more detailed look at

mental health overall. However, the study failed to include gender differences, as qualitative

explorations could indicate different experiences in both female and male Muslim mental

health.

A vast diversity of Muslims presents various approaches towards mental health. Feeling

shame towards professional help is one of them, resulting in previously mentioned

self-stigma (Aloud & Rathur, 2009). Researchers suggest that the underlying reasons for

shame towards treatment derive from a fear of diminishing a good reputation and status

within the Muslim community (Aloud & Rathur, 2009; Youssef & Deane, 2006).

According to Corrigan and Ciftci (2012), to avoid judgement, Muslim women may not

share their marriage difficulties and mental health issues with a counsellor. The double

stigma causes Muslim women to fall into self-stigmatisation, which leads to failure to seek

professional help, causing severe emotional and mental distress (Corrigan, Larson &
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Kuwabara, 2007). However, emerging Muslim psychologists understand the stigma. They can

comprehensively deliver the knowledge with the design of Islamic psychological framework

models (Rothman & Coyle, 2018) while the new Muslim generation continues spreading

their self-expression values into the community.

1.2 Female Self-Expression and Individuality

As per the Collins English Dictionary, the definition of self-expression refers to-

‘…the expression of your personality, feelings, or opinions through conversation, behaviour,

or arts’.  Throughout history, women lived in a patriarchal world and faced substantial

stereotyping and little to no access to work and education, voice, or self-expression (Mulcahy

& Linehan, 2013). According to the Pew Research Centre (2019), the gap is narrowing down

globally. Still, it demonstrates how in half of the surveyed countries, younger adults support

gender equality more than those under 50. The upcoming generations value expression of all

forms, regardless of gender. It became a major factor over the years (Sripada, 2015), where

different physical and psychological characteristics strive to become the new norm. A

qualitative study of 120 interviews, and an online survey with over 2000 participants aged

between 11 to 64 from different socioeconomic backgrounds conducted in Brazil, revealed

that those who are born loosely between 1995-2010 belong to Generation Z. It was found that

their core values were to communicate what they believe in, express their individuality and

be free in the choices that they make (Francis & Hoefel, 2017). The study also noted that 76

per cent of Gen Z do belong to a religion but are more liberal within their belief and

surroundings. 
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Part of it is Muslim females (Goehring, 2019), who wish to demonstrate the importance of

individuality and show that they are not simply a definition of ‘different’ or ‘religious’

(Moghissi, 2011). For young Muslims, this self-expression is framed within their interests

and their religious beliefs, especially for those living in the West. According to Pew Research

Centre (2007), Muslims aged between 18-29 were more likely to say that they experience an

inner conflict by being devout Muslim and living in modern society. In 2011, when surveyed

again, PEW Research Centre found that Islam can be interpreted in more than one way,

according to those Muslims born in the West. This interpretation can be linked to an Islamic

symbol- the veil.

Numerous studies focused on the ‘veil’ or hijab (Hopkins & Greenwoode, 2013;

Droogsma, 2007; Byng, 2010).  It reported different opinions of Muslim women, saying that

it symbolises empowerment or is a tool of oppression (Grech, 2014). Most of the academic

papers on veiling were conducted after 9/11 due to the increase of ‘Islamophobia’, where

non-Muslims labelled the female followers of Islam as ‘other’ (Shirazi, 2001). Westerners

also questioned the freedom of their self-expression and identity, leading to ‘religionising’

female Muslims, linking fear and misfortune to the veiling (Mir, 2011). 

The significance behind the hijab is known as ‘modesty,’ and many Muslim women tend

to agree on this Quranic meaning (Hwang & Kim, 2020). In 2014, a movement labelled as My

Stealthy Freedom led by an Iranian woman Masih Alinejad gathered not only those who are

against the hijab is compulsory but also ex-Muslims and Muslims who do not agree with the

concept of the hijab at all. The movement’s catalyst was not to reform the religion itself but

to stand up for their own individuality regarding appearances, which is intricately linked to

the upcoming generations’ values. According to Syahrivar (2020), a desire for disassociation
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occurs when an individual discovers pieces of a newly emerging identity within themselves,

which does not go hand in hand with what they identified with previously. This results in

making decisions that do not reflect their past norms, particularly those influenced by

societal factors.

How one reacts to certain public situations can serve as a learning curve about oneself,

including thinking patterns, how it influences the cultivation of the sense of ‘self’, and how

one chooses to express it. (Caffrey, 2017). An outlet for expression in today’s generation is

social media, and the theory of the Looking Glass Lens can explain how regardless of

religion, ethnicity, or nationality, one can form identities based on the ideas of others, which

can influence how one chooses to present their actions and opinions. In a study by Jones

(2015), social media bloggers were asked if they see a difference in their ‘self’ between now

and the first time they posted. Results show that some participants became more self-aware

of how they communicate with others and what style they present themselves to the

audience. All showed a slight change in different contexts (e.g., going against mainstream

social media or political views).

Hence, it is important to raise awareness within all cultures that emerging Muslim

women carry more self-expression and strong identities of intertwined experiences than just

being associated with religion, which can automatically form labelling (White & Hernandez,

2013).

1.3 Social Media
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Social media platforms have been proven to be a powerful tool for not only connecting

with others but giving a voice on stigmatised issues (Gruzd & Tsyganova, 2015). The choice

to connect with the likeminded, share opinions and debate with those of opposite views

would fall into the definition of social media stated by the European Commission that ‘online

technologies and practices that are used to share content, opinions and information, promote

discussion and build relationships.’

  Even though various definitions attempt to classify social media into a specific category

(Ansari & Sharma, 2017), for the past few years, users established online movements by

using platforms such as Twitter to share the word of police brutality, political issues and

spreading awareness of gender equality (Agarwal, Bennett et al., 2014). In a research paper,

Muslim Women on the Internet: Social Media as Sites of Identity Formation, Goehring

(2019) writes those female Muslim activists who share the same hashtags on movements such

as feminism can open both intra-group and inter-group discussions. This allows for female

non-Muslims and female Muslims to debate about similar challenges. The study sample was

composed of a group of Muslim women living in the UK to analyse their identity

explorations within Twitter. Social media platforms offer Muslim women to challenge

stereotypes that the media itself have mostly produced.

A Muslim British journalist Mehdi Hasan, together with other media reporters in

Washington, noticed that broadcasters tend to humanise non-Muslims involved in terrorism

more than Muslims. The challenge of facing such stereotypes can provoke emotional distress

and self-limitations of voicing oneself on social media. Those who choose to reform such

incapacitating media creations, as shown in Goehring’s study, use hashtags to create open

communication.



10

Research shows that female Muslim channel their expression by sharing modest

fashion-related content (Jailenee, Malhorta et al., 2019) and show their freedom and joy to

those who still tend to misconstrue the lives of female Muslims, as talked by Emma Baulch

and Alila Pramiyanti (2017) in a research article- Hijabers on Instagram: the Muslim women

challenging stereotypes. While such reforms exist and are celebrated, studies suggest that

Islamophobia is still persistent in virtual reality, and its severity is compared to that in the

physical reality (Awan, 2014; Ittefaq & Ahmad, 2018). Muslim women may face fear related

to what non-Muslims think when sharing an opinion on a pressing issue. Additionally, social

media’s mental health issues have seen a rise in the last 10 years (Pantic, 2014). A

quantitative study conducted in Germany showed that females are more addicted to social

media than males (Wartberg, Kriston & Thomasius, 2020), with a common resulting factor

being anxiety, which, regardless of religion, can be discussed in an open dialogue between

women on social media to find comfort in similarities (Bergman, Dellve & Skagert, 2016).

A correspondent for National Public Radio (NPR) in Las Vegas, Leila Fidel, researched in

2018 to discover how Muslim females find new ways of self-expression and found that they

do not wish to be labelled only as ‘Muslim’ and that their identity and a form of

self-expression is not only religious but also personal and authentic. In 2018, Iikhlas Saleem

and Makkah Ali spoke about creating their podcast with the topics of being female,

millennial, and Muslim living in the USA, where they answer questions that ’people do not

ask’. The young women aim to spread awareness that there is no need to ’code switch’ when

talking to Muslim females and that they are also ’curious about various things in the world.’  

1.4 Muslims in Ireland- Rationale
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         The 1950s marked the first population of Muslims in Ireland, which slowly grew until

the 1990s. Islam was not a familiar scene in Catholic-based Ireland. According to the Central

Statistics Office (CSO), a leap in the Muslim population took place between the 90s and

2006, with 33,000 Muslims living in Ireland. Since then, the Muslim community has almost

doubled, with an estimated 63,443 in 2016 (CSO, 2020). A research paper by Colfer (2009)

suggests that Muslims living in Ireland have not yet integrated into Irish society both at

cultural and social heights. It is an extensive study and lays a solid foundation for

understanding why Muslims face this struggle- rooting from historical events and stemming

up to everyday interactions.

The requirement for widespread research on Muslims in Ireland suggests the complexity

of their identities. According to CSO, in 2006, there were over 50 Muslim nationalities in

Ireland, with the most common nationality being Irish. The difficulty of adapting to a

non-traditionally Muslim country can uncover certain challenges, especially for those who

experience inter-generational conflicts due to age and a conflict between the two cultures.

Additionally, Carr and Fanning (2019) study focused on assumed terrorism, which causes

‘presumptions of homogeneity’. Subsequently, scientific response to the ‘othering’ of

Muslims was addressed, suggesting that educators should practice self-evaluation within a

learning environment and stay aware of the diversity rise in Ireland (Fitzsimons, 2017).

Therefore, the current study aims to fill the gap by exploring the new-generation values of

Muslim females in Ireland and reducing the habit of the ‘othering’. It looks at the struggles

and achievements of young Muslim women by considering the approaches to self-expression,

social media, and mental health. As seen throughout the literature review, the mentioned

topics are misunderstood in traditionally non-Muslim countries and stigmatised within the

Islamic culture.



12

1.5 Research Questions

The research questions of the study are as follows:

1. What are the experiences of young Muslim women, when attempting to voice

themselves on social media?

2. Are there any difficulties young Muslim women face when promoting self-expression

and exploration in their Islamic communities?

3. How do their Islamic families and community view the overall topic of mental

health?

2. Method

2.1 Participants and Recruitment
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Participants were selected using a purposive sample and later applying snowball

sampling. 7 Muslim women aged between 18-30 agreed, which only focused on the

second-generation female Muslims. Although the education level was not taken into

consideration, all participants were at least of third-level education. The main criteria stated

that the participants would be of a Muslim background, either born or raised in Ireland. The

recruitment process took place on social media using platforms such as Instagram and

Facebook. Using purposive sampling first, the researcher gathered the participants through

known acquaintances to allow for snowball sampling. Final participants were chosen through

snowball sampling and contacted, explaining the idea of the study. Seeing that the research

questions highlight pressing issues within the minority group, willingness to participate was

strongly present.

2.2 Design

The key areas of exploration in this study were self-expression, mental health, and

social media. The topics all linked to the main research questions, and to explore them in

detail, the researcher interviewed each participant, dedicating time to extract unique

experiences and detailed data. When discovering the experiences of specific groups of

people, it requires less structure to allow the participants to open fully and the researcher to

discuss the results and reinforce it (Oakley, 1998). Therefore, open-ended questions were

used to gather data.

2.3 Material and Apparatus
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The interview was conducted using semi-structured, open-ended questions. The

questions were separated into 3 different topics (see Appendix A), which explored the

research questions’ key areas: self-expression, social media, and mental health. The

questions were built around the mentioned topics based on the literature review, as they

required further academic exploration. As seen in Appendix A, various probing questions

were present to gather detailed and individual data and explore the emotional side of the

primary areas of the research. Probing questions also altered depending on the answer of

each participant. The interviews were conducted through Zoom, a video call software. The

interviews were recorded using a recording application of the Huawei P30 Lite mobile

phone. Before the video interviews, participants individually received the interview

questions, an information sheet (see Appendix B) and the consent forms (see Appendix C) to

their e-mails. After the interview, each participant received a debrief sheet (see Appendix D)

2.4 Procedure

2.4.1 Recruitment and Briefing

When approaching and recruiting the participants, the researcher explained that this

study is part of a final year thesis in Dublin Business School and mandatory for completing a

BA in Psychology. Before the study, the participants individually received information sheets

to their e-mails, which provided brief reasoning for a qualitative study and participant’s

criteria. The information sheet also stated that the participants have the right to withdraw at

any moment if they experience any emotional or physical discomfort. A section on data
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protection was also included, highlighting the confidentiality and anonymity of the research.

A guideline for the interview questions was attached for familiarisation purposes and

minimised any discomfort during the interview. After the participants agreed, consent

sheets were sent using DocuSign, a virtual signature website that secured the signatures

with an access code available to the participant and the researcher. After the interviews,

debrief sheets were sent to each participant, including the phone numbers of helplines in

case of any emotional distress experienced.

2.4.2 Interviews

The interview questions were semi-structured and open-ended to provide the

research with detailed and individual data and gain an exploratory overview of each

participant’s experiences and opinions. Such interviews are a helpful tool towards achieving

a natural conversation yet focusing on the main research areas simultaneously (Doody &

Noonan, 2013). The interview also included various probing questions, as seen in Appendix

A, as the study explored the topics of self-expression and mental health through each

participant’s unique perception. Therefore, whether the researcher asked the probing

question or not depending on the answer of the participant. The interviews took place

through a video call software called Zoom, as, at the time, the country was under social

distancing and travelling restrictions. The researcher sent website links to participants’

emails a few minutes before access the virtual interview. Interviews were recorded and

transcribed by hand. There were three main topics discussed, which were listed in the

design section and seen in Appendix A. The division of the topics allowed both the

researcher and the participant to focus on the main variables of the study.
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2.4.3 Thematic Data Analysis

Thematic Analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), was used to explore the

experiences of self-expression and mental health of young female Muslims living in Ireland.

It provided a strategic identification of the themes within the data corpus. According to

Nowell, Noris, White & Moules (2017), qualitative research’s credibility is increased with a

planned analysis of its themes. Additionally, when conducting a study, it is essential to

maintain forward-thinking for future implications. Therefore, TA ‘provides core skills that will

be useful for conducting many other kinds of analysis’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78). Once

the interviews are conducted and transcribed, the collected data was organised into general

initial codes using NVivo 12 Software in preparation for theme definition. Themes were

concluded using an inductive approach, with a level of a semantic manner. When looking for

themes, the three research questions’ prevalence and relevance were considered

throughout the data. Additionally, an essentialist method was adopted to reflect each

participant’s experiences and perception (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

2.4.4 Ethical Considerations

Before conducting the study, a research proposal was approved by the Dublin

Business School Filter Ethics Committee. The study was planned and carried out by following

the professional, ethical guidelines of Psychological Society Ireland (PSI, 2010) and the

British Psychological Society (BPS, 2017). The researcher considered the anonymity, dignity,

continuity of care, data protection and confidentiality of the participants. Before the
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interviews, they were provided with information regarding the purpose of the research and

any possible issues of informed consent and the right to withdraw. Participants were also

made aware of the confidentiality and protection of the data collected, the right not to

disclose certain information, and, if required, the anonymous usage of direct quotes

representing pieces of information in the research
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3. Results

3.1 Thematic Analysis

This study followed six thematic analysis steps as outlined by Braun and Clarke

(2006) to analyse and explore the collected experiences of self-expression, social media, and

mental health of young Muslim women in Ireland. As seen in the literature review, the

outlook on expression and mental health has been compromised by cultural and religious

stigmas and the older generation of Muslims. However, the newly emerging generation

demonstrates the value of these phenomena explored through qualitative, semi-structured

interviews ranging from 30-50 minutes. The researcher investigated each participant’s

perceptions, together with misconceptions and difficulties through both Muslims and

non-Muslims. The thematic analysis framework supported the in-depth review of the

interviews, recognising patterns and creating relevant themes.

The researcher read and transcribed the interviews by hand, which allowed for

familiarisation of the data corpus. As per Braun and Clarke (2006), this first stage of TA offers

the researcher valuable insights into the data. After the transcription, the entire data corpus
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was imported into NVivo 12 Software, where it was generated into codes, using a systematic

and inductive approach.

3.2 Transition from codes to themes

The third step of TA was the creation of potential themes by combining relevant codes.

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), the gain of potential themes indicates ’a pattern that

captures something significant or interesting about the data and/or research question’.

Subsequently, the analysis aimed for specificity; therefore, the potential themes were

organised into broad themes. Data that represented a relationship and relevance with each

theme was categorised into sub-themes. 

The fourth step of TA was to review themes to verify an effective representation of the

generated codes and the data. Besides, all the relevant data for each theme was gathered for

this review. The researcher re-examined the themes and their patterns concerning the data

corpus, which allowed for further refinement and relocation of the themes. Ongoing TA

analysis consists of creating clear titles for each theme, keeping in mind the pitfalls of theme

overlapping. Each theme is required to serve a singular focus on the collected data and for the

sub-themes to indicate a clear relationship and relevance with their main themes. The analysis

did not take place in a linear manner but rather over a short period of time. Finally, the

completed analysis reflected the literature review on self-expression, social media, and

mental health, as well as the research questions. 

3.3 Themes
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Following the TA’s six-step framework, the researcher captured the subsequent 5

themes to represent the collected experiences of each participant. Also, 11 sub-themes

were generated from the main themes in relation to the research questions (See Fig. 1).

Table 1. Summary of Themes
Theme Description and Sub-Themes

Approaches to Mental Health Distress

Generational Differences in Mental Health Stigma and Lack of Knowledge

Community Impact Upon Self-Expression Implicit Bias Towards Western Culture

Deviation from Muslim Norms

External Misconceptions of Young Muslim Women Media Misconceptions

Autonomy in Self-Expression Heterogeneity Among Muslim Women

Expression on Social Media

Limitations

Overcoming Misconceptions Conflation of Religion and Culture

Integration into the Irish Society

The Importance of Dialogue

Fig. 1 Table of Themes and Sub-themes

3.3.1 Theme 1: Generational Differences in Mental Health
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The first significant theme generated from the data is ‘Generational Differences in

Mental Health’. Looking at the literature review, the stigma of mental health is prevalent

within the Islamic culture, often-time resulting in shunning down of others, especially when

seeking treatment. However, all the participants emphasised the importance of mental

health and the new generation’s values and said that talking about mental health is

equivalent to expression.

Participant 6: ‘…we all need to express our feelings, obviously, like in my own opinion like

why wouldn’t you want to talk about it? Umm… talking to someone can help with their

mental health’.

Even though participants are aware of the generational differences, they emphasised

that it is difficult for them not to take it personally if the older generation does not

understand mental health conversations. The following references show that the new

generation reaches out for mental health treatment and are willing to talk about it

regardless of what others think.

Participant 4: ‘…they are so set in their ways, like you get

to a certain age where, you know, you can’t really change

their opinion on things, right. So, like, I feel like at that

stage, you just don’t take it personally, which is really hard

not to.’
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Participant 2: ‘…I remember I suffered from depression like a year and a half ago. And like I

went to see a therapist and I had to go to the therapist in secret. I could not tell my parents.’

A common answer generated into a sub-theme indicated the different approaches

that the older generation Muslim parents and community hold when dealing with mental

health challenges. The findings demonstrate the strong influence of religious approaches.

Participant 2: ‘…my parents believe, or my friends or anyone, that the solutions to my issues

are in the Quran, like I need to reconnect with God and to fix my faith and then I’ll see all the

problems in my life might go away and basically, it’s kind of this magical book…’

Participant 3: ‘I think 4 or 5 speakers, got up and said, you

need to pray more, you just need to read more Quran and he sat

back down... I’m like, what? (laughs) Like not to be

disrespectful of that guy (laughs)’.

Participant 3: ‘…I think God understands that if you need

help, like, he’s the one that created you like, why would you

say that if you want the best? Because you believe in Islam

like that? Why would it be looked down upon?’

According to participants, a second sub-theme explains that lack of knowledge and

understanding regarding mental health is why their parent’s or the older Muslim generation

stigmatise it. Still, it also indicates the importance of having that information passed on.
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Participant 4: ‘…I just think because we’re not informed

enough within our communities of the different aspects of

mental health.’

Participant 2: ‘There’s still a stigma like it’s not something you would discuss, you know

nobody speaks about it, it’s kind of like a taboo.’

Participants also mentioned how their families grew to understand the importance of

mental health over time to be closer to their children.

Participant 7: ‘…we both kind of grew and in a way that like

she knows how to talk to me, and I know how to talk to

(mother) her.’

3.3.2 Theme 2: Community Impacts Upon Self-Expression

Most of the participants indicated that their self-expression could be impacted by the

Muslim community and its outlook towards marriage and overall ideas, particularly if they

do not resemble cultural expectations. Talking about marriage issues was also linked to

mental health; participants noted that they see it as a form of expression that the

community looks down upon.

Participant 3: ‘Another thing that is always stigmatized for

Muslim women, not because of their religion, but because of

culture is divorce. Most of the time people tell them, it’s



24

shameful, oh, and then they’re forced to stay in abusive

marriages or marriages where they’re not happy.’

Participant 1: ‘They feel like if they say it to me or they said somebody else that they're going

to be looking down on them in a way. They feel discomfort and will expose themselves.’

Participant 3: ‘I just feel like Muslim women need their own kind of like platform, an area for

them to just thrive and be amazing because I've seen so many people have so many great

ideas, and then them not go ahead with those ideas, because they're scared of what the

community thinks, or they're scared of what society will think.’

A sub-theme was created towards a bias outlook of

‘westernised’ expression in the Muslim community. Participants

mentioned that they could sometimes be judged by their attire,

which creates a barrier between them and their expression.

Participant 4: ‘… you get a bit of judgment from the Muslim community like she’s definitely

not supposed to be doing that she’s not supposed to be wearing that, she’s not supposed to

be posting that.’

Participant 3: ‘He just looked at what I was wearing, and he was like, why are you wearing

Western clothes? What does that even mean like why are you wearing Western clothes, I live

in the West? What do you want me to do?’
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A common sub-theme was a deviation from Muslim norms. Participants indicated that

it could sometimes be difficult for young Muslim women to hold the first impression of what

a Muslim woman should be, whether through a hijab or overall conduct.

Participant 4: ‘…but you do feel like sometimes you’re held accountable for Muslim women

and that is a bit draining.’

Participant 7: ‘…you know how you dress and how you present yourself. For me growing up

in Ireland… I am Muslim, but I struggle with the hijab.’

3.3.3 Theme 3: External Misconceptions of Young Female Muslims

The third theme generated indicates the common

misconceptions surrounding Muslim women. When asked,

participants stated that being a Muslim woman and wearing a

headscarf automatically forms assumptions to those who do not

understand the meaning behind it and associate it with male

oppression and a lack of voice. Some participants found such

ideologies frustrating, and some found it amusing. Both

emotional reactions demonstrate free choice and a deeper

meaning to the hijab. It is important to mention that not all

the participants wore headscarves which was also a choice.



26

Participant 5: ‘...a huge other misconception… I think comes

to, if she’s covered the way she is if she’s dressing the way

she is, then, someone’s clearly dictating that to her.’

Participant 4: ‘...you really get the stereotype sometimes

that Muslim women are oppressed, and sometimes you feel like

there’s this constant battle if that makes sense. You have to

defend who you are or what you’re not.’

Participant 7: ‘…I took off my scarf. I think I was around 21, but I was wearing it since

I was 11. And wore it by my own accord. My parents were just supportive.’

According to the participants, the media obscures

the image of Islam and forms false beliefs. The participants

also noted that it affects their relationships, as people hold

false and exaggerated ideas about Muslim women due to the

media’s impact.

Participant 2: ‘...it’s the kind of thing that they see in movies and see the role that one Muslim

woman plays. And that kind of shapes their perception.’

Participant 7: ‘I had a boyfriend. And talking to him about religion was very frustrating

because he had the, the news, understanding of Muslims, which is…. They’re very terrible

people, they’re all rough, they’re all you know they’re all… like not terrorists, but they’ve all

got the potential to be.’
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3.3.4 Theme 4: Autonomy in Self-Expression

Participants demonstrated the importance of self-expression and individuality

throughout each interview. When asked directly about self-expression, they indicated that

its value holds an important place in their lives. The awareness of external assumptions is

present, but the sense of individuality overpowers it. Participants also said that social media

is part of their need for expression, indicating some limitations.

Participant 1: ‘...You don’t have to be, you know, shy, or less confident about something no if

you feel like want to say something about it, go for it.’

Participant 7: ‘...I really don’t know how to not express myself the way I want to.’

Participant 3: ‘...Why are you talking?  You can’t be loud, you can’t be outspoken, you just

have to sit there, don’t do anything. And it even happens in our community.

Participant 3: ‘…It’s something that I’m really really like passionate about because I just

cannot sit back and like let people tell me how I should live my life. We’re living in the West.’

Participants described their experiences on social media, and some suggested that

using your voice as a Muslim woman can help those who are not as confident to share their

thoughts.

Participant 1: ‘...my brother will be like, oh yeah, you’re like a politician! (laughs), there are

things you see on Facebook or any social media that you have to have a say in it.
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Participant 3: ‘...if you’re trying to grow or if you have a business, which is why I feel like a lot

of Muslim women like to reach out to other Muslim women.

Participant 3: ‘… so, it kind of closes their niche off a bit, and I’m always like, why should we

have to just reach out to them, we should be able to reach out to all.’ 

The limitations of social media emerged in fragments. Participants expressed how they

ask themselves whether they can share an opinion without being judged by both Muslims

and non-Muslims of what a Muslim woman should or should not be. Additionally,

participants said that such assumptions might continue to diminish the cultural diversity of

Muslim women.

Participant 4: ‘I don’t want people to look at me and be like, Oh, is this...? But we thought this

was it…? When I thought she wasn’t supposed to be doing that or I’ve seen other Muslim

women do that.

Participant 4: ‘…I just feel like there is a little bit of a limitation to how diverse we are, I feel

like we are diverse, I feel like people are very limited in their thoughts of how much we

practice faith differently.’

Moreover, participants spoke about individuality- on religious practices, appearances,

and personalities- denying the assumptions of homogeneity of Muslim women.
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Participant 1: ‘...No two persons are the same. No two non-Muslim girls are the same, no two

Muslim girls are the same. Just because we have the scarf on doesn’t mean our personalities

are the same. We’re going to speak and add attitudes and opinions.’

3.3.5 Theme 5: Overcoming Misconceptions

The last theme reflects how participants address the assumptions of oppression

and lack of free choice. Participants say that boundaries are a personal choice, whether it is

talking to males or choosing to wear a headscarf.

Participant 4: ‘… no one said, anywhere that you’re not allowed to talk to a man, you

know, and each person is different, maybe someone they want to talk to you because just

plain and simple they don’t want to talk to you.’

Participant 6: ‘…Definitely the huge one is all Muslim women are oppressed, and they

wear a scarf because they have to. No darling, they don’t. We’re not oppressed (laughs)

that’s our choice. You can ask anybody.’ 

Participant 5: ‘I mean there’s Muslim women who don’t cover, who are very very liberal,

but they’re still Muslim and they still might be doing their prayers, but they just don’t show

it.’

Perceptions of Islam often occurred, where participants spoke about researching

the religion individually, and separate cultural norms and religious beliefs as it does not



30

represent the message of Islam and may be misconstrued by both Muslims and

non-Muslims.

Participant 7: ‘...you’re meant to research your own religion; you’re meant to delve deep

into it you can’t just go into it ignorantly and that’s the problem.

Participant 7: ‘ I’m just thinking it may have been manipulated to kind of serve men. Maybe

that part of the religion is not incorrect, but maybe the way it’s applied, it’s wrong.’ 

A sub-theme generated captured the participants talking about the process of

integrating into the Irish society, which helped them understand both cultures and find

themselves as people indicating the rising diversity in Ireland.

Participant 4: ‘I think that me being integrated into our society was really helpful for me

because I was able to identify with both and I was able to partake in both cultures.’

The importance of dialogue was mentioned by many participants highlighting that

the key to overcoming misconceptions is an open conversation with non-Muslims.

Participant 1: ‘Those that I’ve met if they had any misconceptions, they would ask and be like

okay so why do you wear the hijab, and that kind of dialogue is so important to me.’
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Throughout the data, self-expression is seen to be of a significant value, while also

suggesting that the Muslim community can sometimes impact it through criticism and

implicit biases towards Western culture, particularly if participants do not follow

preconceived cultural norms, regarding appearance or conduct. They reported that

judgement also derives from non-Muslims with several assumptions of what a Muslim

woman should or should not be. The misconception of Muslim female oppression often

occurred, with media being a major catalyst in obscuring the heterogeneity of Muslim

women. Participants discussed that such preconceptions could affect their expression on

social media in order not to trigger assumptions that one post applies to all Muslim women.

However, participants revealed that it is important to share their views and express

themselves to various demographics. A high value of individuality and free choice in

expression was emphasised when participants shared their perceptions on both internal and

external assumptions, revealing that not wearing a headscarf does not define their religious

practices or choices. Each participant held different views on how they practice religion,

highlighting that individual inner meaning is significant. A representation of themes and

sub-themes can be seen in Fig.2 below.



32

Fig. 2 Model of Themes



33

4. Discussion

Previous research overlooks the phenomenon of generational differences and values,

particularly topics surrounding self-expression, social media, and mental health. This study

aimed to explore the mentioned topics through the perceptions of young Muslim women,

using a qualitative method with a semi-structured interview. The aim was to explore the

topics of self-expression, social media and mental health and discover any potential

differences and any arising issues of the new generation of Muslim women living in Ireland.

Thematic analysis was conducted to explore the collected data and identify five relevant

themes. When reporting the findings, the importance of self-expression and individuality

were emphasised as a requirement and a choice, even though numerous misconceptions

and stigmatised cultural beliefs can sometimes act as a barrier.

4.1 Theme 1- Generational Differences towards Mental Health

The first theme indicates generational differences when approaching mental health.

Although all of the participants reported having a positive relationship with their parents,

the topic of mental health is often-times misunderstood. Theme 4 will discuss the value of

the expression, which the participants linked to being open about mental health. Similar to a

study by Ciftci and Corrigan et al. (2012), participants indicated that the community

stigmatises when one wishes to talk about their inner difficulties to a professional, meaning
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that the findings correspond with the literature review. Comparable results were also found

in a study by Blanco, Okuda et al., (2008), especially regarding treatment. In the current

study, participants understood that their knowledge of mental health derives from being

fully informed and suggested that such information needs to be combined with religious

aspects, seeing that it is a common approach of the older generation, which was also

reported by Ciftci and Corrigan et al., (2012). Even though this study did not capture

self-stigma, its existence in the older generation can be seen through the components of

stigma towards treatment and feeling shame (Corrigan, 2004). Some participants mentioned

how male mental health is overlooked in the community, and although it was not the focus

of the research, a possibility for future implications were noted for the study by Tanhan and

Francisco (2019). Participants also mentioned the advantages of a strong family foundation

as per Sha’riah Law (1984), suggesting that it can be a release for mental health once both

parties are aware of the need for mutual understanding and open communication.

Subsequently, no real difference in the mental health approach was found with those who

had an Irish parent. In general, more Muslim psychologists within the Irish society could act

as middlemen between mental health and the older Muslim generation, considering cultural

norms and religious approaches.

4.2 Theme 2- Community Impacts Upon Self-Expression

 Although the literature review was not extensive on criticism in the Muslim community,

its relevance can be seen in studies by Aloud & Rathur (2009) and Youssef & Deane (2006),

suggesting that reputation is a valued factor in the community, where members will exclude

themselves from discussing stigmatised topics or choosing certain attires in order not to
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receive judgement. Similarly, participants reported that divorce and sexual freedom is

frequently stigmatised for female Muslims, forming boundaries deriving from the overall

gender inequality that women globally still face (Mulcahy & Linehan, 2013). Therefore, it

would be fair to suggest that such discrimination is also present within other cultures.

Regarding biases on Western culture, participants reported that if their appearance does not

match a Muslim woman’s cultural expectations, criticism becomes prevalent and can bring

emotional distress. Such opposition can be explained by combining the theory of

constructivism (Jackson & Sorensen, 2018) and looking back at a study by Ultan (2016),

suggesting that the norms of a society shape one’s identity and choices, which indicates

participants’ cultural diversity and integration into the Irish society, which can explain the

emotional distress if they do not conform by the Muslim community’s norms. 

4.3 Theme 3- External Misconceptions of Young Muslim Women

As discussed in the self-expression and individuality section of the literature review, the

misconceptions of Muslim females suffering from oppression and dictation, as well as lack of

choice when wearing the headscarf, are prevalent, as reported by the participants. Similarly,

it was also noted in studies by Goehring (2019) and Mir (2011) that often-times Muslim

women are perceived as religious figures and victims of oppression when they are seen

wearing a headscarf. In correlation to a British broadcaster Mehdi Hasan, participants also

reported that media misconstrues the role of a Muslim woman and Muslims overall,

resulting in the ‘othering’ and discrimination. Throughout the data, participants shared

various stories of racism and discrimination, implying that the media understanding of

Muslims can also affect their encounters and relationships with others.
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4.4 Theme 4- Autonomy in Self-Expression

Participants consistently demonstrated the value of self-expression through mental

health, personal conduct, and social media. Results indicate that they see empowerment in

expression, which correlates with Francis and Hoefel’s (2017) study of the new generation

values of individuality, expression, and exploration. Similarly, participants found social media

a place where one’s voice is heard and encourage to share correctly sourced information.

Some participants reported that they enjoy sharing content that fully reflects who they are,

even if it is further from cultural norms. It can be seen as an extension to the research

conducted by Leila Fidel (2018). She found that Muslim women in the USA do not wish to be

recognised as religious figures, which only increases homogeneity assumptions. This was

captured in the Heterogeneity amongst Muslim Women sub-theme, where participants

explained that no two human beings are the same. It is vivid why the views of the new

generation are described as ‘self-centred’, as self-expression was merged into every topic.

However, participants were aware of both religious and cultural norms but did not hesitate

to add that their experiences are different from the older generation, particularly when

living in Ireland. The constructivism theory can be applied to this idea, together with the

possibility that being self-centred does not mean to be ignorant of others, but instead, not

basing decisions regarding expression and individuality because of others (Hadash, Plonsker

et al., 2016). It particularly applies to Muslim women, who are already challenged by

misconceptions. As participants reported, social media limitations usually derive from

others’ judgment induced by Islamophobia and misconstrued information (Ittefaq & Ahmad,
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2018). Therefore, following those opinions will limit one’s self-expression regarding many

aspects and may cause emotional distress.

4.5 Theme 5- Overcoming Misconceptions

Theme 5 indicates that the new generation of Muslims in Ireland transcends the

boundaries of culture and religion while explaining misconceptions regarding Muslim

women. While the literature review does not present any specific research on how female

Muslim are overcoming misconceptions, fragments of it can be seen through social media

research. Participants reported that it was their own choice to wear the hijab and that it

does not affect their devoutness levels towards Islam. Moreover, participants stated that

Islam (or any other religion) must be researched and interpreted individually, without the

mix of cultural norms. It was indicated that the idea of oppression might rise from diverse

cultural practices rather than religious practices. While sharing such critical perceptions,

they demonstrated individual thinking of the new generation. While it is not an implication

towards a movement like My Stealthy Freedom in Iran regarding the choice of hijab, a slight

insinuation towards both choices was present amongst the participants. Going forward, they

reported that being integrated into Irish society helped to understand both cultures and

adapt to social norms.

Additionally, participants were Irish citizens, meaning that diversity in Ireland is

continuing to increase. As suggested, it would be advantageous for educators to practice

self-evaluation when delivering class syllabus (Fitzsimons, 2017), particularly with the rise of

third-generation Muslims. The results showed that open dialogue is an important aspect of

overcoming misconceptions. It corresponds with Goehring (2019) online study that
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intra-group and inter-group communication can prevent assumptions surrounding young

Muslim women and reveal numerous similarities shared between women of various

religious and cultural groups.

4.6 Strengths and Limitations

 While the researcher is aware that the study covers a small demographic of young

Muslim women in Ireland, it provides a start in filling the gap of generational studies,

particularly in correlation to the evident inter-generational increase in Ireland. 

When writing the literature review, they reflected the values of today’s generation,

which eventually echoed the current study results. Additionally, it corresponded with the

findings surrounding mental health stigma in Islam. Overall, fragments of results can be

identified within the researched studies indicating that the current study is relevant.

       The study sample was culturally diverse, as every participant had different ethnical

backgrounds, including the Middle East, North Africa, and South Asia. Although education

was not part of the criteria, most of the participants had a minimum of third-level education

mentioned during the interviews. While the age range was 18-30, many participants were in

their 20s, with one being 30 years of age. The researcher wonders whether the narrow age

gap helped reflect the generational values researched in the literature review as the researcher

detected no significant difference between those of 20 and 30 years old.

       Additionally, the researcher did not face substantial obstacles when recruiting

participants. They expressed the importance of having a voice as a young Muslim woman

regarding the stigmatised topics, which also suggests the relevance of the study.

        To mention the limitations, the study’s sample size was small, and even though it was

culturally diverse, a larger sample could have been more influential when overcoming certain
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misconceptions on young Muslim women in Ireland, as various perceptions can provide more

evidence of cultural diversity among Muslim women. Additionally, the participants were

chosen using a purposive and a snowball sample, meaning that the researcher was required to

stay aware of any biases. The participants’ contacts were provided through random

acquaintances. The researcher wonders if a randomised sample would have produced

different results, indicating less value in the proposed variables.

     Although participants were of similar age and educational background., if future research

specifically considered those of no third-level education, the researcher wondered whether

the answers would have been empowered by an open-minded, individualist approach.

     Another possible limitation is the lack of research regarding mental health approaches

within the older generation, as according to the participants, religious approaches are

common. When conducting the literature review around mental health stigma, the researcher

failed to differentiate between cultural norms and religious approaches. Such differences

occurred during the interview process when participants indicated that acknowledging the

difference is vital.

4.7 Future Research

 Seeing that mental health was stigmatised in the Muslim community in Ireland,

particularly among the older generation, future research suggests that Muslim psychologists

overcome this barrier by delivering mental health strategies and cultural understanding and

religious approaches. With extensive research on mental health stigma already present, the

focus could be shifted on such interventions.
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     Additionally, attempt to create a clear contrast between religion and culture within the

Islamic countries surrounding mental health and religious oppression assumptions,

particularly Muslim women. 

     Similarly, to how Muslim women sexual freedom is stigmatised within the community,

some participants mentioned it is misunderstood when male Muslims express their mental

health challenges. Also, their experiences could alter from those of Muslim women. The

researcher suggests a qualitative study to explore this stigma in-depth. 

      As the discussion suggests, no significant difference was found in mental health

approaches with an Irish parent who converted to Islam. Future studies could consider a

larger sample with a criterion of mixed ethnicities, particularly with a previously non-Muslim

parent, and if the knowledge and approaches towards mental health differ.

      Future research on generational differences regarding minority groups such as Muslims in

Ireland strongly suggests raising awareness of diversity and overcoming misconceptions

through dialogue. Therefore, focus groups of non-Muslims and Muslims sharing social media

perceptions and self-expression could be conducted. Open communication may help

overcome misconceptions and help recognise similarities. 

    The researcher suggests a mixed-method study on the third generation Muslims in Ireland,

aged 15-20, surveying their experiences on social media and self-expression and qualitative

questions on integrating into the Irish society. It could widen the perspective towards

inter-generational minority groups in the West and their thoughts on culturally stigmatised

topics. Seeing that the literature review presents a shift from cultural values to individualist

values, the mentioned research ideas could normalise future inter-generational change,

particularly in those who migrated to a host country.
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4.8 Conclusion

Despite the limitations of the study, the four main themes reflected the research

questions. Participants reported having good experiences on social media, particularly

regarding self-expression. However, avoiding voicing themselves on social media was to

prevent homogeneity assumptions from non-Muslims and criticism from the Muslim

community. Each participant associated self-expression with mental health and some with

Western norms, even though the Muslim community holds biases and may stigmatise both

topics. Approaches towards mental health also oppose due to generational differences,

suggesting a more culturally appropriate delivery by Muslim psychologists. Overall,

participants reported to hold the values of self-expression, individuality, and mental health

important in their lives and suggested that open dialogue with non-Muslims may prevent

future misconceptions.
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