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ABSTRACT
Background: Over three million Arab Muslims live in the United States, and more than half are
women (Nasser-McMillan, 2003). Little is known about these women in the growing and
diverse Arab American Muslim population, and there is limited information available regarding
their experiences of living in the U.S. Their experiences influence multiple aspects of their
lives, including functioning in mainstream culture, use of resources or agencies, and the
decisions they make that shape their acculturation outcome.
Purpose: To describe the experiences of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in the U.S.
Methods: This qualitative study examined the shared experiences of immigrant Arab Muslim
women in the U.S. In-depth, semi-structured interviews lasting 1-2 hours with Arab Muslim
immigrant women were conducted. Data analysis was iterative, beginning with data collection
and continuing through the entire analysis period. Data rigor was established through a clear
audit trail and debriefing sessions with other qualitative researchers.
Findings: Fifteen Arab Muslim women were interviewed. Themes were identified through
qualitative thematic data analysis and categorized into the following main areas: (1) Coping and
embracing the good, (2) Hybrid positionality, (3) Safety through invisibility, (4) Spiritual
growth and family bonding, and (5) Fear of the unknown future. The main themes were viewed
through the lens of John Berry’s acculturation model and social cognitive theory.
Conclusion: Qualitative descriptions of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in the United
States reflect influences that affect functioning in the mainstream culture, use of resources or
agencies, and decisions they make that shape their acculturation outcomes. If these influences

are not explored and recognized, they may interfere with adjustment to living in the U.S.
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STUDY PROPOSAL
Aims of the Study

Over three million Arab Muslims live in the United States, more than half of which are
women (Nasser-McMillan, 2003). Little is known about these women in the growing and diverse
Arab American Muslim population, and there is limited information available about their
experiences of living in the U.S. These experiences influence multiple aspects of their lives, and
the limited information available therefore creates barriers to working with this population.
Research is needed to establish a clearer understanding of how these women experience their
transition to living in the U.S. in order to increase the knowledge and understanding of Arab
Muslim women’s needs in relation to functioning in the mainstream culture, use of resources or
agencies, and the decisions they make that shape their acculturation outcome.

One method of determining these experiences is through obtaining descriptions of living in
the U.S. by entering the world of the individual and drawing meaning from the view point of the
participant (McConnell-Henry, 2005). A qualitative descriptive research design will be the most
appropriate approach to answer the research question of this study. The results of this study may
increase cultural sensitivity of health care providers interacting with this population. Therefore, the
aim of this qualitative descriptive study is to improve the understanding of the experiences of Arab
Muslim women living in the El Paso, Texas area of the U.S. The research question is: “What are

the experiences of Arab Muslim women living in the U.S.?”



Background and Significance

Over three million Arab Muslims live in the United States, and more than half of this
number is comprised of women (Nasser-McMillan, 2003). This particular population is
underrepresented and sometimes appears to be invisible. Little is known about these women in the
growing and diverse Arab American Muslim population, and there is limited information available
regarding their experiences of living in the U.S. Research is needed to design culturally-sensitive
interventions related to functioning in the mainstream culture, use of resources and agencies, and
decisions related to acculturation outcomes.

Defining the Population: Arab Muslim Immigrant Women

The term “Arab” is a classification based largely on common language (Arabic) and a
shared sense of geographic, historical, and cultural identity. The total population of the Arab
world is approximately 300 million across in 22 nations (Arab American Institute Foundation
[AAIF], 2002). Despite the national borders arbitrarily drawn between Arab countries in the
post-colonial period, this population continues to view themselves as a unified entity, regardless
of current political and geographical separation. “Despite this diversity, Arab Americans feel
connected through common values and cultural heritage which give them their shared identity”
(Arab American National Museum, 2011).

Arab Americans are Arabic-speaking individuals who were born in an Arab country and
immigrated to the U.S., or whose parents were born in an Arab country and who therefore
consider themselves of Arabic origin (American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, 2002).
Arab Americans are heterogeneous, but share similar cultural backgrounds based on their
linguistic and geographic commonalities. They constitute a population that has been growing in

the past years.



According to the Arab American Institute Foundation, there are four million Arab
Americans and Muslims that comprise 25-30% of the Arab American community today (2008).
During the 1960s, there was an influx of Arab families immigrating to the U.S. (Kayyali, 2006).
Due to this occurrence, the number of Arab women in the U.S. increased to a 1.12/1 male to
female ratio (Arab American Yearbook, 2008). There are many misconceptions regarding this
population; for example, some believe that Arab Muslims come from the Middle East, including
non-Arab countries like Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey. Another example is that many people
perceive Muslims as one homogenous group that is conservative and traditional. In order to
understand the background of the participants in this study, it is essential to provide a
background of Arab Muslim American women.

Arab Muslim women come from a diverse religious and ethnic group. A significant
number of these women are secular, others traditional, and some practice Islam in their homes.
Their life styles and practices vary depending on how they identify themselves (Arab, Muslim,
Arab American, Muslim American, or American), their integration process, and their political
views. Arab Muslim women in the U.S. share commonalties and differences in their daily lives
and belief systems. Little is known about women in the growing and diverse Arab American
Muslim population, and there is little information available about the experiences of Arab
Muslim women after emigrating from their native countries.

There are various factors shaping the lives of Arab Muslim women in the U.S. First, the
American international policy and its involvement in the Middle East have largely impacted the
American media, thus producing a negative representation of Arab/Muslim Americans. In
addition, since the attacks of September 11, 2001, the wars on Afghanistan and Iraq have been

intensifying explicit and implicit negative images and perceptions of Arabs and Muslims.



Second, there is a strong and complex relationship between immigration and health.
Moving from one place to another place embodies challenges and difficulties that affect
immigrants in numerous areas, including financially, physiologically, and psychologically.
Immigration can affect life and health on every level. According to Lipson (1983), immigration
can affect one’s life and health on every level. He stated: “migration affects health directly at the
biological level via dietary changes, differences in local pathogens, lack of appropriate
immunity, and through the risk of accidents in new situations” (p. 857).

Third, migration is a difficult process and can be a very stress-inducing experience. It can
lead to various social and mental health issues ranging from social isolation and adjustment
limitations to depression and anxiety (Norris & Inglehart, 2012). The psychological effects of
migration are immense. For instance, the process of acculturation can lead to either positive or
negative outcomes. When positive psychological adaptation occurs, the acculturating individual
develops a clear identity, strong sense of self-esteem, and positive mental health image. Negative
adaptation leads to anomie, identity confusion, and anxiety (Amer & Hovey, 2007).

The U.S. has one of the most ethnically diverse populations in the world, and minority
groups comprise an increasing portion of its population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Each year,
thousands of individuals migrate from a source or home country to a host country for a variety of
reasons, such as political instability, high unemployment rates, family reunification, or the
opportunity to study abroad at an institution of higher education. Arabs immigrate to the U.S. for
the same reasons. This population is not a new minority in this country. Arab immigration to the
U.S. began almost a century ago. There were several waves of Arab immigration to the U.S.,

which are discussed later in this section.



Although some minority groups have been extensively represented in research, the
representation of Arab Muslims in studies has been minimal. Arab Muslim immigrants are one
group within the Muslim population that are underrepresented and sometimes appear to be
invisible. There is a scarcity of research addressing the needs of Arab Muslim women in the U.S.
or that examines their immigration experiences through expressing and discussing their
experiences.

Not all Arabs are Muslims and not all Muslims are Arabs. Millions of Americans are
Arab Muslims; some are first generation immigrants to the U.S. who considered the country to
be a land of opportunity and freedom, while others were born in the country as second or third
generation children of immigrants.

There is inconsistent information regarding the size of the Arab Muslim population in the
U.S. Gaining a reliable count of Muslims in the U.S. is difficult because of federal laws;
however, Mairson (2005) identified 1,209 mosques, which suggests a population of six to seven
million Muslims in the U.S. One third of this number is comprised of Arab Muslims who came
from one of the 22 Arab countries. The non-profit Islamic Information Center (2010) estimated
the U.S. Muslim population to be around 8 million. The Lebanese are the largest group of Arabs
in most states except New Jersey, where Egyptians are the largest Arab nationality (Kayyali,
2006).

According to the Arab American Institute Foundation (2008), there are four million Arab
Americans in the U.S., and Muslims comprise 25-30% of the Arab American community today.
During the 1960s, there was an influx of Arab families immigrating to the U.S. (Kayyali, 2006).
Due to this, the number of Arab women in the U.S. has increased, thus leading to a 1.12/1 male

to female ratio (Arab American Yearbook, 2008).



So who are Arab Muslim Americans? It is essential to understand who this population is
prior to the examination of their lived experiences. One of the main barriers to understanding the
social and cultural traits of Arab Muslims involves false definitions and stereotypes that have
been propagated for decades. It is important to highlight the difference between the Arab world
and the Middle East. The Arab world refers to the 22 Arab countries extending from the African
shores of the Atlantic Ocean to the Arab Gulf in Asia (Mahmoud, 2001). The Middle East is a
geopolitical term created by the British Empire that includes some Arab and non-Arab countries
such as Iran, Turkey, and Israel, which have their own languages and cultures.

Arab Muslim Americans are citizens or residents of the U.S. who are historically
immigrants or descendants of immigrants who came from countries that comprise the Arab world
under certain political and social conditions. The Arab Muslim population in the U.S. is largely
hidden, and there are no recent statistics available on its size. Out of the total population, there are
approximately 3.5 million Arab Muslims (Zogby, 2001).

Arab Immigration

Arab immigration to the U.S. began in the 1840s (Suleiman, 1999). Most scholars refer to
three major waves of Arab immigration to the U.S. in their research, the first of which began in
1875. The majority were Syrian and Lebanese Christians who worked as farmers and peddlers.
After World War II, the second wave of immigration took place. The majority of these
immigrants were Palestinian refugees following the establishment of the Israeli state in 1948.
The third wave of immigration began in the 1960s. These Arab immigrants were primarily
Muslims with even higher educational backgrounds than the previous immigrants (Amer &

Hovey, 2007). Since 1990, more Arabs have been migrating to the U.S. due to several political



conflicts, including the first Gulf War, the “War on Terrorism” (Afghanistan and Iraq), and the
Israeli attacks on Palestinian territories and Lebanon.

The immigration of Arab Muslims to the U.S. has generally been associated with negative
stereotypes and discrimination, which increased after the events of September 11th (Ibish, 2003).
In addition, a considerable number of Arab Muslim immigrants come from politically and
economically unstable countries, predisposing them to high risks of health and adjustment
problems (Reinmann, Rodriguez-Reinmann, Ghulam, & Beylouni, 2007).

Arab Muslim Immigrants

There are many misconceptions regarding the Arab Muslim population in the U.S. The
term “Arab” is a classification based largely on common language (Arabic) and a shared sense of
geographic, historical, and cultural identity. The total population of the Arab world is
approximately 300 million individuals across 22 nations (AAIF, 2002). Despite the national
borders arbitrarily drawn between Arab countries in the post-colonial period, Arabs continue to
view themselves as a unified entity regardless of current political and geographical separation.
Often, Arab Americans “feel connected through common values and cultural heritage which give
them their shared identity” (Arab American National Museum, 2011).

Arab Americans are Arabic-speaking individuals who were born in an Arab country and
immigrated to the U.S., or those whose parents were born in an Arab country and who therefore
consider themselves of Arabic origin (American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, 2002).
Arab Americans are heterogeneous, but share similar cultural backgrounds based on their
linguistic and geographic commonalities. They constitute a population that has been growing in

past years (Brittingham & de la Cruz, 2005).



There are various factors shaping the lives of Arab Muslim American women. In addition
to the challenges any immigrant experiences in a new place, the American international policy
and its involvement in the Middle East have been intensively impacting the daily lives of Arab
Muslim Americans. Despite the complexity of the life of Arab Muslim immigrant women in the
U.S., their experiences and health needs have been underrepresented in research.

Arab Muslim Culture

Because this study intends to focus solely on Arab Muslim women and their lived
experiences in the U.S., it is essential to shed light on various aspects of their culture in order to
understand their experiences and perspectives of what life in the U.S. is like for them as
members of an underserved and often misrepresented minority group. In describing the Arab
Muslim culture, the researcher will focus on major traits that are unlike those of the American
culture and that play an important role in the daily lives of Arab Muslim women. The next
section includes a discussion on major selected aspects of the Arab Muslim culture, including:
collectivism, gender, and Islam as a way of life.

Collectivism

The Arab Muslim culture is a collectivist culture. Arab Muslim society is built around the
extended family system, thus leading to a strong bond with relatives. Family is a top priority for
Arab Muslims. Family members support each other both emotionally and financially (Nydell,
1987). The extended family plays an important role in Arab Muslim culture through
encompassing mutual support and commitment and sharing responsibilities and obligations
(Abu-Ras, 2003). Arab Muslims consider family a place of refuge that provides them with

security and reassurance in difficult situations. Each family member is responsible for the



reputation of the family, as “one’s family name is a ready-made identification which reveals to

all both one’s reputation and one’s access to assistance” (El Saadawi, 1993).

Gender

Men and women in the Arab Muslim culture have different gender roles. They are

socialized in different ways from the time they are born. Arab Muslim women are brought up to

be emotional, submissive, and strongly dependent on their families, with no independence even

after marriage. A woman’s welfare is her family’s responsibility. Typically, men are the heads of

households, and through this role they control the family finances and dictate what behaviors and

activities are permissible for their wives and children. Women’s primary obligations are to

marry, maintain the home, care for the children, and protect the honor of the family through

following gender roles and maintaining cultural identity. Family honor includes the segregation

of sexes, particularly through modesty for women, which includes not being alone with men who

are not immediate family, as well as refraining from behaviors that are prohibited by Islam, such

as premarital sex or drinking alcohol (Kayyali, 2006).

Islam as a Way of Life

The term itself “Islam™ is an Arabic word meaning “submission to God,” with its

derivative roots firmly planted in “salam,” or peace. Religion permeates all aspects of the Arab
Muslim culture, influencing family life, child rearing, and views regarding education and work
(Ajrouch, 2000). Islam strongly prescribes how Muslims should conduct themselves in their
everyday lives. A major component of Islamic law pertains to the family, including its structure,
values, and role responsibilities. There is no separation between practice and faith. Islam
functions as a set of practical and moral guidelines that Muslims follow in order to manage their

lives in a new religious and cultural environment.



Muslims are fatalistic; they believe that an individual’s life and destiny are chosen by
god. This belief is stated in the ubiquitous expression “insha’Allah” (God willing). Because of
the role of fate in the teachings of Islam, Arab Muslims are considered survival-oriented rather
than insight-oriented (Nassar-McMillan & Hakim-Larson, 2003). Feelings of dependency on
Allah (god) and fear of Allah’s punishment on earth dictate their behavior. In this culture,
Muslims believe that illness or hardship is a test of their faith and tolerance from God. Islam is
an important element of the culture that provides guidelines for all aspects of the lives of Arab
Muslims.

Immigrants undergo a process of transition that is characterized by challenge, change,
and stress (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 1992). Acculturation is a process of cultural
transition that is unique to each immigrant group and is dependent upon the cultural
characteristics of immigrants as well as those of their host countries (Berry, 2003). Acculturation
is the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact
between two or more groups and their individual members. At the group level, it involves
changes in social structures, institutions, and in cultural practices. At the individual level, it
involves changes in an individual’s behavior. Acculturation is a long-term process that requires
psychological and sociocultural adaptations that can take place easily for some groups, but can
also create conflict and cause acculturative stress for others.

There are many misconceptions regarding the Arab Muslim population; for example, some
believe that Arab Muslims come from the Middle East, including non-Arab countries such as
Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey. Another example is that many individuals perceive Muslims as one

homogenous group that is conservative and traditional. Therefore, in order to understand the
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background of the participants in this study, it is essential to discuss who Arab Muslim American
women are.

Arab Muslim women are a diverse religious and ethnic group. A significant number are
secular, others traditional, and many practice Islam to some degree in their homes. In addition,
Arab Muslim women’s life styles and practices vary depending on the way they identify
themselves (Arab, Muslim, Arab American, Muslim American, or American), their integration
process, and their political views.

In the process of becoming and being Americans, Arab Muslims must deal with complex
and multifaceted issues ranging from which language to teach their children, how to help
maintain their faith in a new environment, how to secure their traditions, and how to best prepare
their children to be successful and accepted in pluralistic America. Haddad (2011) described how
Arab Muslim Americans view their marginalized reality in the U.S. as deliberate, specific, and at
times faced by ‘anti-Arab’ or ‘anti-Muslim’ sentiments.

Arab Muslim women’s acculturation has been a difficult and challenging process for
various reasons, which will be discussed later in this article. It is important to mention that
biculturalism is considered the healthiest adaptive strategy, whereas marginalization is a risk
factor for greater mental health distress. Researchers have also found that acculturative stressors
correlate with anxiety, depression, and family dysfunction (Amer & Hovey, 2005). Arab Muslim
women in the U.S. today are facing greater conflicts and challenges that affect their health and
adaptation process. In the following section, the researcher will identify and discuss the main
factors that affect Arab Muslim women’s integration into American culture.

First, Arab Muslims suffer from a collective and confused cultural identity (Nassar-

McMillan, 2003). There is no specific pattern or rule used in the American government to label
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any population. Often, the labeling is based on skin color, and in other cases is based on religion
or language. Choosing a category or label for any population embodies an intensive political
agenda. For instance, during the late 70s and the 80s, Arabs were labeled as “whites,”

which made them ineligible for the many federal programs, protections, and other benefits that
citizens of minority status could receive (Feldman, 2006,). Even though “whiteness” carries
numerous societal privileges such as superiority, the categorization of Arabs as white only
promoted invisibility and exclusion. In the 2010 census, the Arab identity issue remained
controversial: some Arab Americans felt confusion, alienation, and even anger toward the
undifferentiated ‘white’ race category, while others fully accepted being classified as ‘white’
(Kayyali, 2013).

Second, the World Trade Center attacks of September 2001 brought Islam, Arabs, and
Muslim Americans into a critical light, causing many Americans to view Arabs and Muslims
with fear and distrust. The faith and its followers has become a matter of public discourse in
America. The media began to focus increased attention on Muslims ranging from Afghanis,
Iraqis, Iranians, Saudis, and others with connections to wars and tragedies. After the 9/11 attacks,
anti-Arab and anti-Muslim incidents of discrimination and violence against Arab Muslims have
increased (Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Committee, personal communications, 2004).
This has led many Arab Muslim families into isolation and disintegration from mainstream
American society; in some cases, it has led to feelings of confinement to their community.

Third, the social structure that Arab Muslims bring to the U.S. creates an impediment for
the development of an Arab Muslim American identity. Arab Muslim social structure organizes
differences between social groups according to religious categories (Muslim, Christian, Druze,

Jew, etc.), while in the American social structure racial/ethnic identity is used for categorizing
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the differences between people (Naber, 2000). Such a conflict between the two social structures
creates a confused identity for Arab Muslims, often making them invisible.

Fourth, moving from one place to another embodies challenges and difficulties that affect
immigrants financially, physiologically, and psychologically. There is a strong and complex
relationship between immigration and health. According to Lipson (1983), immigration can
affect one’s life and health on every level. The researcher stated: “migration affects health
directly at the biological level via dietary changes, differences in local pathogens, lack of
appropriate immunity, and through the risk of accidents in new situations” (p. 857). In addition
to the physiological impact of immigration, there is also psychological side that affects
immigrants’ mental health. For instance, the process of acculturation and assimilation can lead to
either positive or negative outcomes. When positive psychological adaptation occurs, the
acculturating individual develops a clear identity, strong sense of self-esteem, and a positive
mental health image. Negative adaptation leads to anomie, social instability, identity confusion,
and anxiety (Amer & Hovey, 2007).

The discussion of these main factors that shape the life experiences of Arab Muslims in
the U.S. reflects the complexity of Arab Muslim women’s acculturation process. These women
must navigate two different cultures: their native culture and their hosting culture. They have to
acquire financial and social stability, and they face discrimination and rejection while
undergoing identity development, which is an essential process to healthy adaptation.

Of primary concern is the acculturation process of recent Arab Muslim immigrant women
and the influence of acculturation on their health. Arab Muslim immigrants’ health remains
relatively understudied (Nasser-McMillan & Hakim-Larson, 2003). Little is known about women

in the growing and diverse Arab American Muslim population, and there is little information
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available regarding their experiences after emigrating from their native countries. It is currently
unknown how Arab Muslim woman encounter other groups and the challenges of a new place,
how they seek avenues for understanding and assistance, how they negotiate and compromise on
their initial positions, and whether they achieve some degree of positive engagement.

Gaining knowledge about Arab American Muslim women is essential, as the Muslim
community is growing throughout the U.S. (Ahmed, 1992). Muslim women are overcoming
various challenges as they endeavor to respond to changing social conditions as an underserved
minority and religious community (Saliba, 2002).

This article is based on work completed for a dissertation, the purpose of which was to
provide a qualitative method to more accurately describe and better understand the experiences
of Arab Muslim immigrant women in the U.S. The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study
was to describe Arab Muslim women’s experiences of living in the U.S. This study provided
information about Arab Muslim women’s experiences since immigrating to the U.S., and their
understandings of what living in a new environment means to them. This description of living in
the U.S. allowed the researcher to examine the experience by entering the world of the individual
to gather meaning from the viewpoint that the participant assigns to the experience (McConnell-
Henry, 2005). In addition, this study intended to describe the daily lives of Arab Muslim women,
thereby providing a window into the individual life and concerns described through their own
voices and perspectives.

Relevant Studies
Over the past two decades, much research has begun to challenge the homogenous

representation of Arab Muslim women by revealing different aspects of their lives, health issues,
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and diversity in their experiences in the U.S. The following studies were selected for relevance to
the population, purpose, and/or findings of this research.

Aprahamian et al. (2011) investigated the relationship between mental health and the
degree of acculturation among Arab Americans. Subjects were adults of Arab or Chaldean
descent who took part in the 2003 Detroit Arab American Study (DAAS). Data from 1,016 Arab
American families revealed that the relationship between acculturation and mental health is
complex and influenced by a number of other variables. There was significant evidence that
aside from demographic variables, factors such as religion, discrimination experiences, and age
at migration are also related to the mental health of Arab Americans.

In order to evaluate the level of acculturation among Arab Americans, Amer and Hovey
(2007) examined the socio-demographic differences in acculturation patterns between early
immigrant and second-generation Arab Americans, using data from 120 participants who
completed a web-based study. The researchers assessed the impact of acculturation stress on the
mental health of this population. Data suggested a high correlation between acculturation stress
and mental illness.

In another study, Amer and Hovey (2005) examined the ethnic identity of Arabs. They
used the Arab Ethnic Identity Measure (AEIM), a 33-item questionnaire divided into four
subscales, including: Religious-Family Values (RFV), Sense of Belonging (EP), and Ethnic Arab
Practices (EAP). The researchers used the Arab Acculturation Scale (AAS) and the Arab
Acculturative Strategy Scale to assess acculturation. Due to the fact that the Arab American
population is diverse, Amer and Hovey (2005) divided the population into subgroups, including
Christian Arab Americans, to examine their acculturation process with a culturally sensitive

measurement. The researchers found that there was a difference in ethnic Arab practices between
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men and women. Educational status has a negative correlation with ethnic Arab practices.
Compared to Muslim Arabs, Christian Arabs demonstrated lower scores on ethnic Arab
practices, Arab religious and family values, and intrinsic religiosity.

Acculturation and its impact on the lives of Arab Muslim women can be examined in
various ways depending on the purpose of the study. Acculturation is a multifaceted,
complicated process that does not only differ from one population to another, but also from a
single individual to another. Jen’nan Read (2004) examined the differences between the
employment rates of Arab immigrant women and native-born Arab-American women. Read used
data from the U.S. Census and a national mail survey of Arab-American women. The main
objective of this study was to examine cultural influences on Arab American women’s activity.
Jen’nan Read specifically examined the effects of nativity, ethnic identity, religious affiliation,
and religiosity in the Arab American women’s labor force. The study found that the differences
in the employment rates of Arab immigrant women and Arab-American women were due to
traditional cultural norms that prioritize women’s family obligations over their outside
employment and to the ethnic background that encourages traditional gender roles.

To understand the needs of Arab American families, it is crucial for health care providers
to find credible resources that describe and analyze Arab cultural values and practices. This
approach may facilitate the development of a positive relationship between the healthcare
provider and the patient that is based on respect, trust, and tolerance, thus leading to effective
outcomes. Habboush (2007) reviewed available literature on Arab cultural values and
acculturation to enhance a competent school psychology practice at the individual and system
levels. The researcher emphasized that levels of acculturation affect the delivery of interventions.

This article highlighted the lack of empirical studies involving Arab Americans.
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As aforementioned, the process of acculturation is multifaceted and influenced by a wide
variety of factors. To understand the psychological status and level of social integration of Arab
American college students, Henry et al. (2008) examined parental acculturation levels and well-
being to facilitate the examination of the well-being of Arab American youth. The researchers
examined several factors that affect the well being of Arab American college students, such as
parental acculturation, parental control, and parental preservation of their culture. The study
identified two dimensions of acculturation, contact participation and dominant society
immersion, as well as two types of preserving one’s culture: cultural maintenance and ethnic
group affiliation.

According to this study, Arab American college students’ psychological well-being is
affected by the degree to which their parents are open to the American culture and seek to
preserve their Arabic culture. The study found that students who perceived their parents as
lacking openness to American culture and exerting high levels of control tended to report lower
levels of well-being. Conversely, students who perceived their parents as working hard to
preserve their native Arab culture and exerting low levels of control reported higher levels of
well-being.

Finally, Mays (2003) explored the lives of 25 Muslim students at an American university.
In this ethnography, the goal was to gain greater insight into the experiences and needs of
Muslim college students. The study was conducted immediately after the September 11th
attacks. Considering the fear that some Muslims experienced after the attacks, it was surprising
that the students were eager to participate and share their feelings. Mays found that wherever

people go, they are looking for signs of community and ways to connect with others. The
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researcher also discovered that although these students were all Muslims, there was a high
degree of variance in their behaviors and views.

Current research on the issues facing Arab Muslim women in the U.S. is limited,
although this population experiences many difficulties and problems (Nasser-McMillan, 2003).
The most serious of these include: discrimination, abuse, isolation, high rates of hypertension,
diabetes, risk factors for heart disease, stress, and anxiety (Hassoun, 1999). As the previous
section on relevant literature has demonstrated, there is not only a paucity of research on Arab
Muslim immigrants’ health, but also a scarcity of qualitative research that focuses on the role of
acculturation in the health of the Arab Muslim population in the U.S.

Definition of Terms

Arab: A member of Semitic People inhabiting an Arabic region, whose language and
Islamic religion spread widely throughout the Middle East and northern Africa from the seventh
century; a member of an Arabic-speaking group (American Heritage, Dictionary, 2003).

Arab Muslim women: Muslim (denoted from birth) females from an Arab country in
which Arabic is the main language.

Immigrant: An individual who comes to a country to take up permanent residence
(American Heritage, Dictionary, 2003).

Islam: The word “Islam” means peace in Arabic; Islam is a monolithic religion
characterized by the acceptance of the doctrine of submission to God and the Prophet
Muhammad (Islamic Dictionary).

Muslims: Individuals who practice Islam.

Culture: The heritage of learned symbolic behavior that makes humans human. It is the

heritage that individuals in a particular society share (Keesing, 2010).
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Acculturation. Acculturation is the dual process of cultural and psychological change
that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual
members (Berry, 2005).

Innovation

The proposed study will describe the experiences of Arab Muslim women living in the
U.S. This study will provide information about Arab Muslim women’s experiences since
immigrating to the U.S., and will provide a greater understanding of what living in this new
environment means to them. The study has the potential to increase awareness of those who
interact with Arab Muslim immigrant women and their functioning in the mainstream culture,
use of resources or agencies, and decisions they make that shape their current acculturation
outcomes. This information will be useful in the design of future research studies about services

for this population.
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APPROACH
Study Design

A qualitative descriptive design will be used in this study. The purpose of this study is to
describe the experiences of Arab Muslim women living in the U.S in order to produce a
straightforward description of the phenomenon in their everyday vocabulary (Sandelowski,
2000). This description of living in the U.S. will allow the researcher to examine the experience
by entering the world of the individual to interpret meaning from the viewpoint of the participant
(McConnell-Henry, 2005). For such a study and purpose, a qualitative descriptive research
design will be the most appropriate approach to answer the research question: “What are Arab
Muslim women’s experiences with living in the U.S.?” The focus of the study is on the meanings
participants assign to the experience.

Sample

The criteria for selection involve a community purposeful sampling of female, Arab
Muslims older than 21 years of age and residing in the U.S. for 2-6 years. The study will exclude
Arab Muslim women who are unable to verbally communicate. Participants may be monolingual
(Arabic speakers) or bilingual (Arabic and English speakers). Participants will be provided an
Arabic translated version of the eligibility survey and the informed consent form. Participants’
involvement will begin after signing the informed consent form and will end after the submission
of the manuscript. The proposed sample size is determined by saturation. Saturation in
qualitative research may be reached with fewer participants and will be reflected when the

information obtained becomes redundant (Creswell, 2009).
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Data Collection

Data collection will be achieved through semi-structured interviews that will be audio-
recoded. Each participant will select the location and time of the interview. Participants will be
interviewed after signing the informed consent form. Arabic interpretation or translation will be
offered if needed. Participants’ involvement will require one interview lasting one to two hours.
The major research question for this qualitative descriptive study is: “What are Arab Muslim
women’s experiences of living in the U.S.?”” The following questions are examples of probes that
will be used:

1. Tell me about your life since immigrating to the U.S.

2. What is it like to live in the U.S.?

3. Has your social network changed since immigrating to the U.S.?

4. Can you describe your relationship with others?

5. What kinds of activities do you take part in on a typical day? How do you spend your
time?

A professional bilingual transcriptionist will transfer the audio-recorded material
verbatim. The transcribed material will then be reviewed and compared with the audiotapes for
accuracy by the researcher. Following this step, the researcher will read and reread the transcripts
identifying patterns, which will then be placed into categories and used to identify themes. Data
analysis will be conducted through the theoretical lens of John Berry’s Acculturation model and
Social Cognitive Theory.

Data Analysis
Data analysis was iterative, beginning with data collection and continuing through the

entire analysis period. The first step of the data analysis and the data preparation is the
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transcription of the audiotaped interviews. The transcripts will be completed based on the
transcription protocol. This will minimize the chances of obtaining incompatible transcript
“products” to reduce the likelihood that data analysis will be compromised or delayed
(McLellan, MacQueen, & Neidig, 2003). As part of the transcription protocol, the recording will
be edited to exclude any identifying information that may compromise the confidentiality of the
participants; it will then be transcribed verbatim in its entirety. Rigor in qualitative research is
associated with openness, scrupulous adherence to a philosophical perspective, and thoroughness
in collecting data, and consideration of all data management.

The protocol that will be followed for the data analysis is based on Creswell’s (2009)
data analysis. The steps for analysis will include an in-depth description of the researcher’s
experience with the phenomena. It is important that the researcher describe their own experience
of the phenomena, as this will help in setting aside biases, or what van Manen (1990) referred to
as a phase of “reflective journaling.” The description is not an interpretation of the stories, but
rather a description of them. The data will be examined to identify common themes, extracting
significant statements in order to compile a set of themes based on the research question and
leading to the creation of “meaning units” and textual descriptions. To achieve this, the
transcriptions will be read several times and significant statements will be extracted for closer
evaluation. The statements that are similar in meaning will be grouped together to form
“meaning units.” Reflecting on the transcripts, the researcher will provide a textural description,
which is a description of the participant’s experience with the phenomenon; this will include

verbatim examples.
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Rigor and Trustworthiness

Qualitative inquiry refutes the idea of reliability (replication) of research, as human
experience is viewed as unique and truth is viewed as subjective. For qualitative inquiry, there
are procedures for ensuring research quality and rigor. Quality and rigor in this qualitative
descriptive research will be achieved through trustworthiness criteria. According to Lincoln and
Guba (1985), trustworthiness criteria are more appropriate than traditional criteria (reliability and
validity) for achieving the quality and rigor of qualitative inquiry. For this study, four criteria
were utilized to assure the quality of the inquiry: (1) Credibility, (2) Transferability, (3)
Dependability, and (4) Confirmability.

Credibility in this study will be achieved through the use of multiple strategies. First, the
researcher will ensure a prolonged, substantial engagement with participants, meet a few times
with each, and discuss the concerns relating to their lives even before audio-recording the
interviews. Second, persistent observation will be exhibited through the in-depth recording of the
interviews. Finally, peer debriefing will be utilized to enhance the dependability and credibility
of the study. According to Sandelowski (2000), a qualitative study is credible when it “presents
such faithful descriptions or interpretations of human experience that the individuals having that
experience would immediately recognize them from those descriptions as their own” (p. 335). A
peer will read each transcript and a debriefing session will be used for a discussion of the
findings.

Transferability will be accomplished through a thick description of the research process,
allowing readers to determine whether the results can be transferred to a different setting. This
study will provide sufficient details, enabling the reader to make such a judgment through a

careful description of the context and culture of the participants.
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Dependability and confirmability will be achieved through auditability. Auditability is
the maintenance of a research or decision trail concerning the study from beginning to end. The
study will maintain a decision trail that provides the reader with a detailed description of its
progression. The researcher will achieve auditability through the detailed description/explanation
of how decisions or concerns were approached in each phase of the study.

The aforementioned processes are some of the strategies for ensuring quality and rigor in
this qualitative descriptive study. Coordinating between investigators in team research,
crosschecking codes, using an external auditor (Creswell, 2009), and presenting a subject-
oriented truth rather than a researcher-defined truth (Sandelowski, 1986) are other procedures

considered in this study for generating a rigorous qualitative research.
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PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS
Human Subjects Involvement

The Institutional Review Board for The University of Texas at El Paso will approve this
study. Flyers in Arabic and English will be distributed in the community, primarily in the areas
that are populated by these women. If the participant agrees to take part in this study, they will
contact the researcher to select a time and place for the interview. The researcher will ask the
participant first to read the informed consent form and ensure that all parts of the form are clear.
Each participant will sign a consent form (Appendix E).

The researcher will protect the privacy and confidentiality of participants by editing any
portion of the recordings that contain identifiers. The recordings will be identified with a code
specific to each participant. Only the PI and the Co-PI will have access to the information of the
participant’s identity and code. The participant’s name will not be used when data from this
study are published. Every effort will be made to keep research records and other personal
information confidential. An additional risk is a breach of subject’s privacy and confidentiality.
The research team will take extreme measures to protect participants’ privacy and
confidentiality. The PI will keep all identifying information confidential. The data records will
include an identification number and no identifying information, and all data will be locked and
stored. The confidentiality of electronic data will be maintained during collection through the use
of PINs (personal identification numbers). Confidentiality will be strictly maintained throughout
the study.

These methods of privacy and confidentiality will ensure the protection of the
information of the participants. The investigators are also aware of the rules and regulations

regarding research and the specific requirements for the dissemination of information. The
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investigator will send all material intended for dissemination to the Institutional Review Board at
the University of Texas at El Paso.
Potential Risks

Potential risks to subjects in this study are considered to be no greater than minimal.
There are some potential risks and discomfort involved in the study, such as recalling difficult
situations or discussing sensitive experiences. A referral list for various mental health care
services/facilities will be provided to participants.

The PI is prepared for the occurrence of anticipated or unanticipated adverse events. In
this study, the researcher will use the FDA definition of serious adverse events (SAEs). SAEs
will be systematically assessed prior to the interviews. Any SAE, whether related or not to the
study, will be reported to the IRB. In the event that a participant either withdraws from the study
or the investigator decides to discontinue a participant due to SAE or any other health issues,
they will be referred to a health care provider. A summary of SAEs, withdrawal, and
discontinuation will be included in the annual progress report to the IRB.

In the case that a participant feels uncomfortable and/or frustrated, they will be instructed
to stop and will be immediately referred to the appropriate medical provider. Such a situation
will be immediately reported within 24 hours of its occurrence via email to the IRB followed by
a written report within 10 working days.

Precautions to Mitigate Risks

The participants will choose the time and place of their interviews. This will allow them
to feel comfortable and safe in discussing their experiences. The recordings (data) will not use
identifiers. The researcher will protect the privacy and confidentiality of the participants by

editing any portion of the recordings that contains identifying information. The recordings will
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be identified with a code specific to each participant. Only the PI and the Co-PI will have access
to the information of the participants’ identities and codes. Participants’ names will not be used
when data from this study are published. Every effort will be made to keep research records and
other personal information confidential.

The identities of the participants, the study ID, and the recordings will be kept
confidential by the principal investigator (PI) in a secured cabinet in the PI’s office at the
University of Texas at El Paso. Collected forms (demographic survey and Informed consent
form) will be transported to the PI’s office, which only the PI will have access to. Any problems
detected will be discussed and taken care of by the PI. Research data, including the primary
verbatim transcripts will be retained for a sufficient period to allow for analysis and
dissemination.

Benefits to Participants

There will be no direct benefits to be gained by participants, but this description of living
in the U.S. may increase current knowledge and understanding of Arab Muslim women’s needs.
It may also provide insight into use in the design of future research studies regarding functioning
in the mainstream culture, use of resources or agencies, and the decisions they make that shape
their acculturation outcomes.

Data Collection

The demographic questionnaire (Appendix G) was designed to solicit basic information
about the participants (name, age, ethnicity, place of origin, marital status), level of education,
religious classification (practicing or non-practicing), and length of residency in the U.S. The
questionnaire proved helpful in demonstrating a sense of participants’ identities. Participants will

complete the questionnaire after they provide the informed consent form (Appendix E) and
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before starting the interview. The researcher will proceed to interview the participants after
verifying that they meet the inclusion criteria based on information from the questionnaire.
Observations

There are various types of observations that the researcher can employ. Spradley (1980)
identified five types of participation, including: (1) Nonparticipation, in which the observer has
no involvement with the individuals being studied; (2) Passive participation, in which the
observer has limited interaction with the people being studied; (3) Moderate participation, in
which the observer seeks to maintain balance between being an insider and outsider in the
research setting; (4) Active participation in order to learn the accepted cultural rules of behavior
through doing what the people being studied are doing, and (5) Complete participation, where
the observer is studying a situation in which s/he is already a participant.

The researcher in this study will employ the active and moderate participatory observer
role, according to Spradley’s criteria, depending on the setting of the interview. The researcher
will utilize an active observer role when the interview takes place at the mosque. This active
observer role will include following the dress code required for the mosque (cover the head and
the whole body) and performing some of the religious practices, such as praying and reading
parts of the Quran to build rapport with the participants. A moderate participatory observer role
will be utilized when the interview takes place either at the gatekeeper or participant’s house. In
these two settings, the researcher will observe their interactions during the gathering at the
gatekeeper’s house, but will not participate. The researcher will also observe each participant’s

interactions with her family at her home before going to a different room to begin the interview.

28



Interviews

In qualitative research, the researcher has several choices for the type of the interview
that best fits the study. Cohen and Manion (1994) stated that there are four types of interview
techniques that can be used as research tools, including: structured, semi-structured/unstructured,
non-directive, and focused. Semi-structured, open-ended interviews will be the method
employed for data collection. Because the participants in this study have unique stories to tell,
semi-structured and open-ended interviews seemed best to establish the flow of inquiry. It is
unlikely that any other approach will capture the depth of the participants’ experiences. This type
of interview will grant the participants the flexibility of choice to focus on particular experiences
and to arrange the time sequence as desired. Such flexibility is intended to enter the world of the
participants in order to understand their realties and generate rich descriptions of their lived
experiences as Arab Muslim immigrant women in the U.S.

Setting and Procedure

The setting for the study is El Paso, Texas, one of the major border cities located along
the 2000-mile U.S.-Mexico border. El Paso is located in the outermost tip of West Texas. It has
the state of New Mexico to its west and Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, Mexico to the South. The
size of the Arab Muslim population in El Paso is unknown. The Department of Health in El Paso
and the Records office do not have any data on the number of Arab Muslims. The Islamic Center
of El Paso provided an estimate of 5,000 people based on the number of individuals who attend
the center. The need for descriptive research is clear, and this study has the potential to increase
the awareness of those who interact with Arab Muslim immigrant women regarding their
functioning in mainstream culture, use of resources or agencies, and the decisions they make that

shape their acculturation outcomes.
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Article 1

Arab Muslim Women’s Experiences of Living in the United States:

A Descriptive Qualitative Study
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Introduction

Arab Muslim immigrant women are a group within the American Muslim population that
are underrepresented and sometimes appear to be invisible. With the growth of this population,
there is an increased need for research that addresses Arab Muslim women in the U.S., and
examines their immigration experiences through the telling of their own stories.

According to the Arab American Institute Foundation, there are four million Arab
Americans and Muslims that comprise 25-30% of the Arab American community today (2008).
During the 60s, there was an influx of Arab families’ immigration to the U.S. (Kayyali, 2006).
Due to this, the number of Arab women in the U.S. has increased with 1.12/1 male to female
ratio (Arab American Yearbook, 2008). There are many misconceptions regarding this
population; for example, some people believe that Arab Muslims come from the Middle East,
including non-Arab countries like Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey. Another example is that many
people perceive Muslims as one homogenous group that is conservative and traditional. In order
to understand the background of the participants in this study, it is essential to discuss who Arab
Muslim American women are.

Arab Muslim women represent a diverse religious and ethnic group. A significant
number are secular, traditional, and others practice Islam to some degree in their homes. Their
life styles and practices vary depending on the way they identify themselves (Arab, Muslim,
Arab American, Muslim American, or American), their integration process, and their political
views. Arab Muslim women in the U.S. share commonalties and differences in their daily lives
and belief systems. Little is known about women in the growing and diverse Arab American
Muslim population, and there is little information available about their experiences after

emigrating from their native countries.
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There are various factors shaping the lives of Arab Muslim women in the U.S. First, the
American international policy and its involvement in the Middle East have largely impacted the
American media by producing a negative representation of Arab/Muslim Americans. In addition,
since the September 11th, 2001 attacks, the wars on Afghanistan and Iraq have been intensifying
explicit and implicit negative images and perceptions of Arabs and Muslims.

Second, there is a strong and complex relationship between immigration and health.
Moving from one place to another place embodies challenges and difficulties that affect
immigrants in numerous areas, including financially, physiologically, and psychologically.
Immigration can affect one’s life and health at every level. According to Lipson (1983),
“migration affects health directly at the biological level via dietary changes, differences in local
pathogens, lack of appropriate immunity, and through the risk of accidents in new situations™ (p.
857). Third, migration is a difficult process and can be a very stress-inducing experience, one
that can lead to various social and mental health issues ranging from social isolation and
adjustment limitations to depression and anxiety (Norris & Inglehart, 2012). The psychological
effects of migration are immense. For instance, the process of acculturation can lead to either
positive or negative outcomes. When positive psychological adaptation occurs, the acculturating
individual develops a clear identity, strong sense of self-esteem, and positive mental health
image. Negative adaptation leads to anomie, identity confusion, and anxiety (Amer & Hovey,
2007). The limited information about immigrant women in the Arab American Muslim
population may create significant barriers to meeting needs of this population. The purpose of

this study was to describe the experiences of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in the U.S.
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Theoretical Framework

Berry’s Acculturation Model and Social Cognitive theory both provide a framework from
which to view the experiences of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in the U.S.
Acculturation, development, adaptation, and change in diverse cultural locales strongly appeared
in the data.
Acculturation and Berry’s Acculturation Model

Contemporary views on acculturation have moved away from looking at it as a unilinear,
unidimensional process to a more multilinear, multidimensional process. Berry (1986) and his
colleagues proposed that the course of adaptation an individual goes through is comprised of two
orthogonal processes: (a) Adaptation to the norms of the new culture, and (b) Maintenance of the
norms of the indigenous culture. Kim and Abreu (2001) termed the second as “enculturation” to
describe the process of being socialized while retaining one’s indigenous cultural norms. The
acculturation process can occur in different ways for various members of the same ethnic group.

The study of acculturation has evolved to an understanding that there may be different
elements of an individual’s culture of origin and the host culture at any given time (an orthogonal
view of acculturation). This means an individual’s acculturation should not be described in
degree or level, as doing so implies that it is a unilinear process (Berry, 2005). Acculturation
involves the psychological adaptation that takes place when two or more cultural groups come
into contact (Wrobel et al., 2009). Acculturation at the level of the individual is the process in
which elements of the country of origin and new country are retained and internalized.
Acculturation is not a one-way path, but rather is a multi-dimensional process in which an

individual may internalize more than one culture (Arfken et al., 2009).
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Figure 1. Acculturative Stress Model (Berry et al., 1987).

Acculturation has been used in several studies as a measuring tool or an important
variable for examining other social and health aspects of a population. Acculturation plays an
important role in health status and treatment seeking behavior. Berry (1980) and other theorists
have argued that biculturalism is the healthiest adaptive strategy, whereas marginalization is a
risk factor for greater mental health distress. Researchers have also found that acculturative
stressors correlate with anxiety, depression, and family dysfunction.

The most well-known acculturation model was proposed by John Berry. According to
this model, acculturating individuals select one of four acculturation strategies:

1. Assimilation: Taking place when individuals choose to abandon their traditional culture
and adopt the culture of the host society.

2. Separation: Taking place when individuals decide to retain their culture of origin and
refrain from adopting the mainstream culture.

3. Integration: Taking place when individuals find value in both adopting the new culture

and retaining the old.
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4. Marginalization: Taking place when individuals choose disengagement from both the

native and the hosting culture (2001).

Assimilation Integration

Marginalization Separation

Figure 2. Berry’s Acculturation Model (Berry, 1980).
Social Cognitive Theory

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) is well suited for this study, as it elucidates human
personal development, adaptation, and changes in diverse cultural locales. Social Cognitive
Theory applies an “agentic perspective” to human development. SCT distinguishes among three
modes of agency: “(1) personal agency exercised individually; (2) proxy agency in which people
secure desired outcomes by influencing others to act on their behalf; and (3) collective agency in
which people act in concert to shape their future” (Bandura, 2002, p. 275). Each of these agentic
modes is necessary to make it through the day within the cultural context in which one lives.

In the personal agency, individuals depend on themselves and endure their environment
as part of managing their lives. In many societies, individuals do not have direct control over
external conditions, such as social and political, which affect their everyday lives. Under these
circumstances, people seek “their well-being and valued outcomes through the exercise of proxy-

agency.” In this mode, individuals try to gain the support of those who have access to resources
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or who are influential in order to secure the outcomes they desire. The third mode is collective
agency. Due to the fact that many things in accomplishments can be achieved only through
“socially interdependent efforts,” people must use their knowledge, skills, and resources to
provide mutual support to secure what they cannot attain on their own. Through these agencies,
individuals ways to adapt in diverse environments, creating “devices that compensate immensely
for their sensory and physical limitations, circumvent environmental constraints, redesign and
construct environments to their liking, create styles of behavior that enable them to realize
desired outcomes” (Bandura, 2002, p. 281).

SCT also highlights the importance of self-efficacy and collective efficacy in human
development and adaptation. Self-efficacy is the belief that one has the power to produce desired
effects through their actions. Self-efficacy affects one’s thinking in “self-enhancing” or “self-
debilitating” ways, such as how well they persevere in difficult situations and the choices they
make at important points. Collective efficacy is the belief in individual’s shared values and their
potential ability to use resources and effort as a group to achieve the desired collective outcomes.
According to SCT, there is a commonality in “basic agentic capacities and mechanisms of
operation, but diversity in the culturing of these inherent capacities” (Bandura, 2002). SCT
acknowledges the fact that each culture has its own psychosocial systems that consist of values, a
belief system, and “agentic” capabilities through which individual’s experiences are shaped.

Methods
Study Design
A qualitative descriptive design was used in this study to explore Arab Muslim women’s
experiences of living in the U.S in order to produce a straightforward description of the

phenomenon in their everyday vocabulary (Sandelowski, 2000). The commonalities related to
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their experiences related to daily functioning in the mainstream culture, use of resources or
agencies, and the decisions they make that shape their current acculturation outcomes were the
focus of this research. After approval was obtained from the University Institutional Review
Board, participants were recruited through a local mosque and an Arab key informant. A
standard consent form was obtained from each participant prior to the interviews.
Participants

The study recruited 15 Arab Muslim women residing in the southwestern U.S. in
communities along the Texas/Mexico border. Each participant was contacted through a
“snowball” sampling method in which they provided the names of other possible participants
after each interview. Inclusion criteria were those individuals who are Arab Muslim women, 21
years of age and older, and residing in the southwestern U.S. for a minimum of 2 years while not
exceeding 6 years. This age range was chosen because it is common at this time for Arab Muslim
women to become somewhat less dependent on family and to think independently about their
purpose and direction in life. The time interval of 2-6 years of living in the U.S. was set because
research shows that the longer individuals reside in the U.S., the more likely it is that they will
have a different experience of adjustment and adaption than recent immigrants.

Arab Muslim women who were pregnant, who self-reported a current or previous mental
health disorder, women who were prescribed anti-depressant medications, and women who were
unable to verbally communicate were excluded. The sample size was determined by saturation.
Saturation in qualitative research may be reached with fewer participants and will be reflected
when the information obtained becomes redundant (Creswell, 2009).

All participants were from Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, or

Jordan and were all bilingual (Arabic and English); however, the majority preferred to fill out the
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Arabic version of the consent form and the demographic questionnaire and to be interviewed in
Arabic. Care was taken in selecting the participants to achieve as representative a sample as
possible considering demographics and personal backgrounds, but this proved to be quite
difficult. Fourteen of the participants wear the hijab (head scarf) and were very religious. One
participant did not wear the hijab and considered herself non-religious, but did participate in
some Islamic practices such as fasting during Ramadan (the fasting month for Muslims).
Fourteen of the participants were married and had children. One participant was single and lived
alone in the U.S. Their education levels varied from ninth grade to doctoral level. Six

participants worked and the rest were housewives.
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Table 1

Individual Profiles of Participants
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#l Lebanon 2 yrs. 31 Married Yes No No Yes
B.S. 1 child
#2  Jordan 2.5yrs. 35 Yes No No No
Associate Degree  Married
1 child
#3 Palestine 3.5yrs. 47 yrs. Married Yes No No Yes
High School 4 children
#4 Kuwait 6 yrs. 37 yrs. Married Yes No Yes No
B.S. 3 children
#5 Morocco 4 yrs. 35 yrs. Married Yes Yes  No Yes
Middle School 2 children
#6 Libya 5 yrs. 38 yrs. Married Yes No No Yes
Associate Degree 4 children
#7 Morocco 6 yrs. 50 yrs. Married Yes No No Yes
High School 4 children
#8 Saudi 3 yrs. 40 yrs. Married Yes Yes  No No
Arabia B.S. 2 children
#9 Jordan 3.5yrs. 34 Single Yes Yes No Yes
PhD
#10  Lebanon 3 yrs. 41 yrs. Married Yes No No No
Associate Degree 5 children
#11  Libya 5 yrs. 40 yrs. Married Yes Yes No Yes
Middle School 6 children
#12  Jordan 5 yrs. 40 yrs. Married Yes No No Yes
B.A. 6 children
#13  Libya 2.5yrs. 28 yrs. Married Yes No No No
B.S. 2 children
#14  Libya 5 yrs. 30 Married Yes No No No
M.A. 2 children
#15  Palestine 4 yrs. 49 Married Yes No Yes No
Associate Degree 1 child
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Data Analysis

Data analysis began with data collection and continued through a recursive, iterative
process. A bilingual transcriptionist transcribed the audio-recorded material verbatim. The
transcribed material was reviewed and compared with the audio files for accuracy by the
researcher. The researcher translated the transcriptions from Arabic to English. An Arabic
linguist was consulted for back translation service to ensure accuracy. The researcher built
patterns, categories, and themes from the bottom up, implementing an inductive process with a
focus on learning the meaning the participants held.

Observations were recorded regarding behaviors and conversations that occurred. The
researcher employed both the active and the moderate participatory observer roles according to
Spradley’s criteria depending on the setting of the interview. Although the researcher was
familiar with many women in the Arab Muslim community, and even more so with those
involved in the religious gatherings, she employed an active observer role when the interview
took place at the mosque. The researcher needed to follow the dress code required for the
mosque (cover the head and body), and was required to perform some of the religious practices,
such as praying and reading parts of the Quran, not to learn them, but to build rapport with the
participants. A moderate participatory observer role was utilized when the interview took place
either at the key informant or participant’s homes. In these two settings, the researcher observed
the women’s interactions during the gathering at the gatekeeper’s house, but did not participate.
The researcher also observed each participant’s interaction with her family in her home before
going to a different room to begin the interview.

After transcription, the researcher’s first step was conducting several reexaminations of

data to move deeper into understanding, representing, and making an interpretation of the larger
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meaning. The researcher placed her comments on the margins of the text and then, after several
readings, on color-coded index cards to record any potential themes that appeared in the data.
Both interview and observational data were used in the comments. After this step, the researcher
also read the text an additional time and highlighted portions that seemed relevant to the
categories chosen from the review. The researcher reviewed the highlighted portions in search of
meanings and clusters of words. A final selective reading was performed to look for specific
instances of themes that were prevalent. The themes were viewed through the lens of Berry’s
Acculturation Model and Social Cognitive Theory.

At various times during the analysis, the developing themes became the focus of
questions in follow-up interviews. Adding to this process, the researcher sought peers for
examination and a perspective on the speculative themes. The researcher discussed the themes
with two colleagues in the Interdisciplinary Health Sciences doctoral program who were also
conducting qualitative research. These additional perspectives helped to reevaluate, modify, or
eliminate themes.

Findings

This section presents the thoughts and experiences of 15 Arab Muslim women regarding
living in the U.S. The general research question was: “What are Arab Muslim immigrant
women’s experiences of living in the U.S.?”” The following questions were addressed: (1) How
has life been for Arab Muslim women since immigrating to the U.S.? (2) Has their social
network changed since immigrating to the U.S.? (3) What does their daily life look like? (4)
What do they do and from whom do they seek comfort during difficult times? (5) What do they
do for fun? (6) What resources are they lacking? The following section presents the experiences

of the participants as they were navigating two cultures and adjusting in a host society.
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To further develop and unite the themes, the researcher created classification schemes.
One classification scheme related to each participant’s life journey and acculturation pattern in
the new place. By studying the themes, constructing classification schemes, and relating the
different pieces of the data to each other, the researcher was able to generate rich descriptions of
Arab Muslim immigrant women’s experiences of living in America.

The coding process required bringing together all data, including the themes, ideas,
concepts, and descriptions. The researcher did this by listing the final themes and concepts by
category. Once the researcher identified the major categories, she assigned a number to each for
sorting purposes. After sorting through the data manually, which involved cutting quotes from
transcripts and printing them out using a different font color for each and placing each category
in a separate file folder, the researcher began refining and tightening the ideas. This resulted in

the final emergent themes.

Life Journey

' Hybrid Positionality ‘ Fafety through Invisibility
‘ I Spiritual Growth | l Family Bonding 'Fear of the Future |

Figure 3. Arab Muslim women'’s life journeys in the United States.

Good

r:oping & Embracing the |
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Emergent Themes

Commonalities with issues concerning the following themes were apparent: religion,
family, and life in the future. Within each theme are specific categories that were found to be
significant in their lives. For instance, within their living journeys in the U.S., participants
discussed their lifestyles, attitudes, and behaviors reflecting different acculturation outcomes. It
seemed that whether the participants felt alienated or settled and adapted to the American society
was dependent on the type of challenges they encountered as well as their desire to be in this
country.
Coping and Embracing the Good

Despite the small number of participants, there were a wide variety of perspectives
regarding living in the U.S., and how these perspectives shaped the distance between the
participant and their host society. Six participants demonstrated how their decision to interact with
the hosting society, accepting their new roles, and their willingness to adopt some behavioral
changes to meet the needs of the new location made them experience less stress and achieve better
adaptation. For participant 008, the needs of the new place forced her to be independent:

Customs are completely different. As you know, women in Saudi Arabia don’t drive or

talk to men. When we go out we have to cover our faces and not to talk to men. So our

interaction with men is very limited. Most of the time the limited interaction takes place

indirectly. I found myself here in need to face things and be independent.
Participant 006 also discussed the behavioral change that occurred for her due to the lifestyle and
new demands of the new location:

The difference is mainly about the system. It is so organized. You know what you need to

do. This is so different from my country. Now I do a lot of things by myself like paying
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the rent and doing several errands that we don’t have back home. My life style has

changed. Thank God, I acquired a lot of skills and learned new things.

Participant 010 discussed the fact that she wanted to be in America. Even though she
encountered numerous difficulties, she considered herself lucky to be in the U.S:

I consider myself lucky to come here. Thank God, I have no difficulties now... I came

here with lots of hopes and ambitions I wanted to achieve. At the beginning I faced

difficulties, but I met a lot of people who helped. Step by step I was able to adjust to the
new place... My son is doing well in college and my second son will graduate this year

from high school. My younger children are happy at their school. So thank God they are
adjusting.

The common aspect between these six participants is that they all faced various adverse
challenges or life changing events when they came to the country. Based on Social Cognitive
theory, these participants demonstrated self-efficacy. They believed that they had the power to
produce certain desired effects by their actions. These women’s experiences revealed how well
they persevered in difficult situations, as well as the choices they made to achieve positive
outcomes. The necessity to look for resources and seek services urged this group to interact and
develop connections with the hosting community. They seem integrated into both the local
Muslim and hosting communities; they are involved with family, the Muslim community, and the
hosting society. They seemed settled and firmly grounded. Participant 010 stated:

I always thank God for coming here.... Coming to the U.S. was very beneficial mainly

for my children and my husband. My husband received a good treatment here. His health

was worsening in the United Arab Emirates. They used to give him tranquilizers. But
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here they diagnosed him and gave him an effective treatment for his illness. He is able to

work and be normal.

Aside from the harsh challenges these six participants encountered, they all desired to live
in the U.S. and were the ones who made the decision to migrate. Participant 008 stated:

So far the consequences of my decision are good. It was the right decision to come here al-

hamdulillah (Thank God). America has helped my children and me to overcome the

difficulties.

Two of these women had seriously ill children that required advanced healthcare. One
participant had a husband who lost his job in their native country due to mental illness and his
regressing health. The other three women experienced severe financial difficulties. These six
women viewed moving to the U.S. with a sense of hope. Though they struggled significantly at the
beginning, they clearly stated that they eventually gained control over their lives. Participant 014
stated:

Going back to Libya worries me. Here we got used to privacy...There is freedom in

selecting the people to have relationships with. It is not like in Libya where you have to

visit your second cousin and your father’s cousin. You have too. Here it is much better...

Here we have health insurance because we are students. I like the healthcare services and

hospitals. Even though healthcare is free in Libya, the service is bad. Here it is better.
Their experiences reflect a sense of rootedness associated with both old and new homelands. They
create continuity between past, present, and the imagined future. Participant 015 shared her
experience of living in the U.S., highlighting aspects from her the past (life in Palestine), the

present, and the future:
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Moving to here had positives... I felt better when I came here. I was able to move
freely and regain my freedom...Life in Palestine was so hard... It was hard at the
beginning here, but now we have adjusted and I am fine. My life will be even better in
the future.
Their living experiences in the U.S. forced them into a state of examining and understanding their
needs in their new location. They were able to compensate for the loss of family support by
refiguring their relationship with others within their family, the Muslim community, and the larger
community as well. Such a process strengthened their desire and ability to integrate with others
and the hosting community. Participant 003 stated:
The main need was encompassing my children and sustaining open communication
channels with them. So when my children come home after school they are free and
available to interact with me and me too. This made us become closer to each other... |
focused on bringing my children to the mosque to connect with children that share the
same norms and take religious classes... I am happy and satisfied with my life and social
life here. Even though I do not have my family here, I am satisfied.
They were able to define and make sense of themselves and the world in which they live.
Participant 009 stated that living alone in America enabled her to better understand herself and
recognize her strengths:
Here I got used to independence; no one interfering in my life and being responsible for
myself. There is an important point here I like to mention. Now I worry more about myself
and became more protective of myself. I am also more confident of my abilities than
before because here I am the father, the mother, and the brother of myself. Independence

taught me that no one can interfere in my life and I am responsible for everything.
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The theme of coping and embracing the good that was evident in the narrations of these six
women reflected their acceptance and the adaptation of their beliefs to the new situation. Berry
(1980) suggested that there is a three-phase course of acculturation, contact, conflict, and
adaptation, wherein the first is necessary, the second is probable, and the third is inevitable. This
explains the life journeys and the positive outcomes of these six women. While discussing their
lives, they did not show that they had experienced conflict, but rather exhibited a maintenance of
cultural integrity as well as the interactions and movement that helped them to become an integral
part of a larger community.

Participant 008 acknowledged the fact that life in American and the new demands changed
her in a way that promoted strength and independence:

I was not like this in Saudi Arabia. We were isolated and the father will do everything for

you. May be I did not get the opportunity. May be America made me like this...My

education has empowered me. In Saudi Arabia, we did study religion. They made us
memorize parts of the Qur’an but without understanding and examining the meaning.

Here, religion is done through understanding and being convinced. It is your choice or you

feel like going to the mosque. Islam is everywhere and at all the times. In this country, my

faith and religion grew stronger.

The women also displayed a positive attitude toward the dominant culture. They were
participating in the hosting society, while also striving to preserve their cultural heritage.
Participant 006 discussed how she reinforces her children’s religious identity:

We teach our children to discuss things with us. So far they are doing well. Sometimes

they question things for not being able to do things like the other children...Talking to

them and making them aware of the dangers and their religious duties. Seeing them
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coming to the mosque, have a strong Islamic identity, practicing Islam and following

instructions relaxes me a little.

These women were able to retain some features of their heritage culture while also
adopting key elements of the host culture. Their outcomes of satisfaction, happiness, and
interaction with other groups is similar to the description of the integration type in Berry’s (2005)
acculturation model, which states, “when there is an interest in both maintaining one’s heritage
culture while in daily interactions with other groups, integration is the option” (p. 705). According
to Berry (2005), those pursuing the integration strategy experience less stress and achieve better
adaptations. Participant 010 was able to navigate the two cultures with ease, which brought her life
satisfaction:

I always thank God for coming here... What made me adapt is the freedom I got. I felt free

to prosper and go anywhere I want. I felt like a bird; free to fly anywhere. I have no

restrictions to places as a woman and a head-covered woman. I have not been denied aid
from the government or a job because of my hijab... I interact with others; greet and speak
with other people and even smile and play with babies [smiling]. I am very comfortable
here.
Some of the participants who seemed to be adapting to the new location appreciated its systems
and services, and thus felt attached to the new place. Participant 006 said:

I passed the first year peacefully. Now I feel like through time I am getting attached to this

place with its system and organization. [ notice how different I am compared to the early

period, when we just got here. I am used to this place and I feel I am part of this country, but

still I miss my family.
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Hybrid Positionality

Two of the participants encountered some moderate challenges. Their stories are typical
of migrant experiences of dealing with difficulties, loss, changes in traditional values, and lack of
family support. This group seemed to still be in a transitional stage; they neither wanted to go
back nor wanted to remain in the new country.

These individuals demonstrated uneasiness in their experiences of living in the U.S. They
expressed a lack of desire to interact with the hosting society. They experienced discomfort in
some of the social interactions due to their apparent religious identity, as they wear the
religiously prescribed head covering (hijab). Some felt guilty for accommodating people around
them in a way that contradicts their religious teachings and values. Handshaking with men was
problematic for Participant 009:

The only thing that embarrassed me is shaking hands. I was so embarrassed to reject a

hand shake with classmates or professors. I don’t shake hands with men who are not

related by blood. I felt bad.

For some of these women, the biggest barrier was negotiating the common assumptions
of non-Muslim individuals, particularly in healthcare and higher education, that their religion is
oppressive and restrictive for women. Participant 009 shared an experience where she felt urged
to explain her culture to the presenter:

I had an experience with a professor from Stanford University. He is a physicist, member

in the Honor Society of Physics. He is eighty years old. His lecture was on a project

taking place in Jordan and he is the principal investigator for it. During his lecture he
mentioned the honor killing in Jordan and how women are killed by their parents if they

have extramarital sexual relationships. I did not comment, but after the lecture I followed
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him. I told him that what he said about the honor killing was right, but not the whole

picture of women in Jordan. I told him that my parents encouraged me to go to graduate

school and pursue my education in the United States.

They also felt that they no longer belonged to their old homeland. They were attached to
their current comfort zone, which is their small network or Muslim enclave: family and the local
Muslim community. They expressed their inability to return home because they adjusted to their
lifestyle here, particularly to their independence and privacy. Participant 003 was concerned
about returning to her place of origin and was critical of the new place and its people:

Going back to Libya worries me. Here we got used to privacy...People here are different.

Both Arab and Americans are unpleasant like the weather. They are dry like the weather

[laughing]. The place I go to the most is the mosque. You cannot go out in El

Paso...there are no activities. Most of my socialization is at the mosque.

This group of women created a third space, which is their own. They live in between
claims of the past and the needs of the present. Their identities appeared as an ongoing process,
transformed by daily negotiations and interactions of hybridized subjectivities. Their daily lives
in the new place were unstable and their identities had a shifting nature of diasporic identities
(Bhabha, 2004; Brah, 2001; Gilroy, 2004; Hall, 2003).

Their living experiences in the U.S. put them in hybrid positionality, which Leona
English (2004) described as a place where individuals negotiate identity and become neither this
nor that, but rather their own. They expressed an intention to determine methods in the near
future for adapting to the new place, thus pushing themselves out of their Muslim enclave. They
were not satisfied with their current situation and clearly did not desire to go back, but they did

not know what to do. They seemed to have ambivalent feelings about their current situation.
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They were not satisfied with living in the U.S., but were also certain of their inability to live in
their home country.

They were aware of the reality that living in the U.S. had changed their lifestyle,
behavior, and attitude, but they were also aware that they were still not quite an integral part of
the hosting society; they separated themselves from the hosting society. They appeared to be
uncomfortable with this situation, and attempted to remove themselves from this hybrid stage.
Participant 003 had planned to take steps in the future to be more engaged with the hosting
society:

I am planning to take classes next year, not for a degree, such as culinary art classes and

volunteer at next year. | want to participate in teaching children, insha’ Allah (God

willing). I want to have a role.

Looking at the experiences of these two participants through Berry’s acculturation model,
it is clear that they placed a value on maintaining their original culture, while at the same time
avoiding interaction with “others,” turning their back to involvement with other cultural groups
and losing the feeling of belonging to their country of origin. This places them in the separation
phase of the acculturation model. According to Berry (2005), those who choose the segregation
strategy suffer moderate acculturative stress. In addition, women in this group demonstrated their
belief in collective efficacy. According to Bandura (2002), collective efficacy is the belief in
individual’s shared values, and the ability to use resources and efforts as a group to achieve the
desired collective outcomes. Some participants in the study considered the mosque and the
Muslim community as the main resources to help themselves and their families meet their needs

in the new location. Participant 003 stated:
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I focused on bringing my children to the mosque to connect with children that share the

same norms...I was so lonely at the beginning. It is so good to have friends who practice

the same religion and from the same background. This is even better for my children. I

consider Sunday is the most interesting day for me. On this day I bring my children to the

Sunday school at the mosque. During this time I meet my friends. We talk about religious

topics and general topics too. I ask them for information and guidance when I need

anything. This helps me a lot.
Safety Through Invisibility

Seven of the participants demonstrated little interest in heritage cultural maintenance and
in developing relationships with others. These participants wore the Islamic attire (head scarf and
long dress), except for one. They demonstrated no interest in maintaining their own cultural
heritage or engaging with that of the host society. When the researcher visited their homes to
conduct the interviews, she noticed that they only spoke English with their children, children only
had access to American television channels, and Islam was not apparent in the home environment,
nor in the participant’s description of a typical day.

Separated from relatives, these women experienced loneliness. They stated that their
loneliness was due to living in isolated places where there were few Arab Muslims. They also
mentioned that the absence of the family support intensely affected them. They shared stories from
their past to illustrate the importance of family support. Each participant mentioned the support a
woman receives when she gives birth or becomes ill in her home-country, where she has access to
her own mother’s endless care. Without this support, women expressed a deeper loneliness.

Participant 013 explained:
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The hardest thing was when I had my son. I was alone without my family to support me
[crying]. Hmm, my husband at that time had started his classes. I gave birth and did not
have anyone to help me. But when I had my daughter in Libya, I had my mother, mother-
in-law, and sister-in-law.
These women were not involved with anything beyond their family boundaries. They had
minimal to no engagement with either the local Muslim community or the hosting (larger)
community. They also experienced minor challenges such as housing, weather, and diet
differences. They essentially acted like visitors and wanted to return to their native countries.
Participant 012 considered her life here temporary:

I see myself back home. I want to be in Jordan in my own house and among my family.

Here, you always feel you are unsettled; it is temporary.

Some participants also mentioned various experiences of cultural shock, rejection, and
even discrimination. For instance, participant 005 encountered a difficult experience at the
doctor’s office that made her fear seeking healthcare services:

I went to a doctor. We waited so long. Finally it was my turn. The doctor came in and

greeted me. He asked me about my health problem. Then he asked me for how long I had

the symptoms. I told him for almost a month. After he examined me, he asked me where I

was from. I told him from Morocco. He told me that he would transfer me to another

place. When I asked about the reason, he said: “To be honest with you, I do not like

Muslims.”

Other experiences also created barriers for them to seek healthcare services:
During my first Pap smear test, as you know, it is so embarrassing for an Arab woman. I

was so shy. I kindly asked the physician to give me some time. She was in a rush. I know
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that I was wasting her time and time is money for doctors, but I couldn’t do it. She was

upset... Now when I get sick I treat myself. I brought with me a lot of medications. I

brought medication for infections, flu, cold, etc.

Participant 012 also shared an experience of rejection that she and her daughter encountered:
When you go for shopping or to do groceries, you meet people who are nice but there are
also those who reject you. They do not smile and make you understand that they do not
want to deal with a Muslim. There are people who show you their dislike for your attire,
mainly the hijab...They do not reply to your greeting. They even avoid looking at you.
They make you feel their rejection to talk to a person who wears the hijab. They show it
on their faces. Even my daughter who wears the hijab experiences this...students at her
school always say ugly comments to her.

These negative experiences in addition to losing family ties contributed to tense relational
outcomes with the host community. This alienated them not only from the hosting society, but
also from what was familiar to them, including the social and religious aftiliations. They chose
marginalization as a strategy to avoid cultural conflict and to be safe. This group of women
believed that their safety could be achieved through invisibility. They retreated from public life
and even the local Muslim community. Participant 012 felt alienated not only from the larger
community, but also from her own community:

Arabs or more specifically Libyans change and act like Americans. They meet with you

once every two months or even a year. They act like Americans. They do not act like the

way they used to be back in Libya. They do not care about you or exchange visits with
you anymore. You come here alone with nothing with you. So you stay alone; it is hard.

This group of women encountered cultural conflict in their daily lives, and they resolved
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it by seeking little involvement in either culture. According to Berry’s (2005) framework of
acculturation, the process revolves primarily around social exchange and interaction. For
example, dominant Culture A engages in cross-cultural contact with non-dominant Culture B,
and consequent stress occurs within the non-dominant group because its members may become
overwhelmed by the host society’s dissimilar language, cultural norms, and behaviors. One
participant described her inability to move beyond her feelings of isolation:

My situation is so bad. It is hard for me to laugh. I feel like time is passing and every day

is the same. There is a lot of pressure on me and I can’t do anything about it. I even feel

like I have failed.... I do nothing. I seek nobody. I am just sad for being like this. I wish I

am like the rest here. It seems I am not going to change.

Through describing their daily lives and their responses for “the typical activities they do
for fun,” it was clear that these women were vulnerable and suffered more acculturative stress
than the others in the study. As discussed in Berry’s (2005) illustration of the four strategies of
acculturation and outcomes for each strategy, “when there is little interest in heritage cultural
maintenance and little interest in having relations with others then marginalization is
defined....marginalization is the most stressful” (p. 708). Participant 013 spent most of her time
at home because she did not get along with other Arab women at the mosque and feared contact
with the larger community due to previous uncomfortable experiences:

I need friendship here. I did not like the group of people here. Several times I experienced

difficulties while doing my laundry. Most of the residents in this apartment are soldiers.

Like when they saw me they were shocked, scared. They stared at me and then left. They

looked at me as if [ was an alien. It seemed that they had never seen a woman with hijab.

Here I am afraid of soldiers because they might have been in Iraq or whatever and been
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exposed to harsh experiences. I am afraid of them. I am not embarrassed or shy; I am just

worried about my safety and life. I keep myself busy with reading on the net, the children

and the house chores.

These women seemed unhappy, and it was clear that they were not adjusting to the new
place, and their goal was to go back. Participant 007 expressed her eagerness to return to her
home country:

Deep inside I wish I can go back to Morocco. It is the longing to my country. I miss my

family; mom, dad, and... [crying].
Spiritual Growth and Family Bonding

Regardless of their life journeys and acculturation strategies, each of the participants in
this study discussed their spirituality and relationship with their children. They highlighted the
positive change in these two phenomena in their lives. Living in a different place, experiencing
different cultural norms, lifestyles, behaviors, and attitudes, facing challenges, and the lack of
supporting resources forced them to rely on their faith and religious practices as a relieving
strategy. They shared that through their need for support and relief, they were able to re-examine
their religion and view it from a different perspective. Back home, religion was practiced as a
daily routine and taught through memorization in schools. Here, these women were able to pay
attention to the meaning and essence of Islam. They emphasized that this had strengthened their
faith, brought them solace, and made them more able to enjoy practicing their religion.
Participant 008 described how living in the U.S. helped her to explore her religion and recognize
its essence:

Here, religion is done through understanding and being convinced. It is your choice to go

to the mosque or not. Islam is everywhere and at all the times. In this country, my faith
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and religion grew stronger. Many things helped me, but the thing that helps me the most
is praying and asking God to empower me with morality and goodness. Al-hamdillah
(Thank God). This is the best source for my strength. In Saudi Arabia, we did study
religion. They made us memorize parts of the Qur’an but without understanding and
examining the meaning... I never felt faith in Saudi Arabia. | was always searching for
faith.

In addition, the absence of family support and a limited social network reshaped their

relationships with their children and brought them closer. In their homeland, they were mothers

caring for their families, enforcing discipline, and fulfilling the expectations of their gender roles

and social duties. Also, the women discussed how cooking and cleaning were their only

responsibilities in their native countries. They also described how some of the social duties in the

Arabic tradition, such as exchanging visits and attending occasions, were a burden. Here, the

change in lifestyle and the needs of the new place urged the whole family to work as a team and

distribute the household chores. This change freed some daily time for the women to interact and

engage with their children through spending quality time together. Participant 003 mentioned

that life in America had brought her closer to her children and strengthened her relationship with

them:

My children became closer to me here. Because they did not have friends here, they felt
that we are both in need for each other. I am so happy for this. My daughters became
closer to me. My oldest daughter, who is in college, is now like my sister. I feel like I
either got younger like her or she has grown to be my age. Besides, my children did not
appreciate my hard work before coming here. Now they recognize it and they are

grateful. [ am very happy for this.
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Fear of the Future

Participants shared a fear of the future, regardless of their different life journeys,
behaviors, and attitudes. They were scared of the unknown future regarding two aspects: life as
an elderly woman and their children’s norms, values, and religious devotion. Several participants
discussed their anxiety regarding their children’s religious identities. They were worried that
over time their children would assimilate to the American society and lose their Islamic identity
and devotion. Participant 006 stated:

The one thing that I am still worried about is the future of my children. I am scared. This
country has different traditions, values and practices. My main fear is about my
children’s religion.

The 15 participants provided similar responses when asked “how they see their lives
twenty years from now.” The demands and expectations of the new place and the different norms
and values between the participants’ own culture and the hosting culture affected their attitudes
toward the future. In particular, they were afraid of aging in this country. For them, once parents
get old here, they are devalued, neglected, and left in a nursing home. They were worried that
their children would do the same after living here for many years, and they were worried about
their futures. They stated that they felt trapped; they could not go back home because their
children would not go with them, and here they would not be surrounded by their children’s love
and care. Participant 007 stated that she was immensely worried about aging in this country. She
wanted to spend her time in her home country to be surrounded by her parents and siblings, but
at the same time she could not be away from her children:

Deep inside I wish I can go back to Morocco. But when I remember that I will be going

back alone I change my mind [laughing]. This is a reality. I see it clearly. It is not easy.
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Now I see how my mother-in-law lives in Morocco and all her children are abroad. She
suffers a lot. When I was in Morocco and seeing my mother-in-law suffering, I always
felt that one day I will go through the same thing. When one gets old she needs her
children. When you are young your children need you. But with aging one needs her
children.

The participants in this study also shared a similar feeling of fear regarding their
children’s future. They were afraid that their children would change over time, losing their
inherited norms and values and their religious devotion. They believed that their children’s
adherence to Islam is not only their duty as Arab mothers, but also as Muslims. They were
worried that their children would turn bad, which included not practicing Islam, showing their
bodies, and committing the forbidden (drinking alcohol, eating pork, and adultery). They
explained that thinking about the possibility of such a change in their children’s behavior made
them scared about the Judgment Day, since Allah (God) holds them accountable for their
children’s religious devotion. Participant 008’s main concern was fulfilling her duty as a Muslim
mother and raising her children to be good Muslims:

My main worries are about my children. I want them to practice their religion and be

good people. My vision is to see my children older and they are always at the mosque.

The most important things for me are religion and morals. Education comes next. |

always calm myself through Du’a (praying and requesting assistance from God). I also

work with them. I teach them what is right and what is wrong. This is my concern but |
am confident that I am fulfilling my role and the rest is in God’s hands. I believe in God

and [ am sure He won’t disappoint me.
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The participants in this study expressed their fear of the future, which revolved around
change in their children’s behaviors and attitudes. Even though they wanted a change for their
children and wanted them to be in this country for opportunities and a better future, they still
feared the idea of change in general. Their fear of the future is due to what Siegelman (1983)
explained as the fear of the loss of the known, which is the giving up of a reality that has
provided meaning in their lives.

Discussion

The research question, “What are the experiences of Arab Muslim women living in the
U.S.?” provided insight into Arab Muslim women’s needs in relation to functioning in the
mainstream culture, use of resources or agencies, and the decisions they make that shape their
current acculturation outcome.

The study’s key findings were categorized into emergent themes of: 1) Coping and
embracing the good, (2) Hybrid positionality, (3) Safety through invisibility, (4) Spiritual growth
and family bonding, and (5) Fear of the unknown future. These themes were placed in a model
titled “Arab Muslim Women’s Life Journeys in the United States,” and were also viewed
through the lens of John Berry’s acculturation model and social cognitive theory.

According to Berry (2005), acculturation occurs at the group and individual levels. At the
group level, it involves changes in the social structures, institutions, and in cultural practices. At
this level, the acculturation process depends on the orientation of the dominant society toward
cultural diversity. At the individual level, it involves changes in the individual’s attitudes and

behaviors.
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Complex Acculturation Experience

Arab Muslim immigrant women’s acculturation experiences in the U.S. are clearly
influenced by both group and individual factors, and are highly complex. For this population,
acculturation at the group level has been affected by the American political involvement in the
Islamic world, which has created a sense of fear and distrust. In addition, there are differences
between the values and traditions of the Arab Muslim culture and those of the dominant culture of
the U.S. As a result, Arab Muslim immigrants experience numerous challenges as they adapt to
American culture. They draw a line between the public and the private, between the American and
the Arab Muslim. Arab Muslims often socialize together in order to receive culturally appropriate
advice and support, thus forming a communal bond (Kayyali, 2006). This situation is even more
severe for Arab Muslim women. The Arab Muslim culture prescribes different gender roles that
cause women to experience double standards. Lack of freedom and more restrictions are imposed
on women due to the idea that they are anchor of the family’s sense of identity and honor
(Ajrouch, 1999). In addition, the main roles of women in the Arab Muslim culture include the
maintenance of Arab culture and the embodiment of ethnic heritage. As a result, Arab Muslim
women in the U.S. fear losing their identity and failing to fulfill their cultural duty; this makes
them more likely to tightly embrace their rituals and traditions (Read, 2004). Arab Muslim
women’s experiences of navigating two different cultures reflect the intersection of national
origin, gender, religion, and politics, thus creating a complex acculturation experience.

Using Berry’s acculturation model to view the life journeys of Arab Muslim immigrant
women suggests that researchers explore issues of identity formation of Arab Muslim immigrant
women, cultural conflict, and their mental health needs. Marshall and Read (2003) studied the

relationship between the ethnic and religious identities of Arab American women and feminist
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orientations to determine whether a strong ethnic and religious identity undermined feminism. The
researchers found that Arab identity was positively associated with feminism, while religious
identity was inversely associated with feminist orientation. The findings of this study contradict
those of Marshall and Read. Women’s views, behaviors, and daily roles were not associated with
their religious identities. The challenges they encountered at the beginning of their lives in the
U.S. shaped their views and behaviors. Participants who seemed to be very religious, which was
evident in their Islamic attire and their traditional religious practices were the heads of the
household; through this role, they controlled the family finances and behaviors. They were
decision-makers for their families, employed, strong, and engaged in the dominant society. The
results of this study support the idea of the association between acculturation, stress, and mental
health. Jadalla and Lee (2012) examined Arab Americans’ physical and mental health and the
relationship between their acculturation and health. The results indicated that higher attraction to
the American culture indicated better mental health.

Stressors of adapting and integrating into American society are severe for Arab Muslim
immigrant women. All of the participants stated that they cried and isolated themselves when the
challenges were very harsh or too difficult to endure. Issues that emerged consistently in this study
included loneliness, fear, and lack of support. Participants expressed concern about the loss of
family support and relationships with their children, especially as they age. They feared that their
children’s values would change and they would not take care of their elderly parents. Arabs refute
the idea of living in nursing homes, and they expect their children to provide them with love,
respect, and care when they become old. These women were also afraid that in the future, their
children would assimilate completely to the American culture and lose their religious identities

and commitments.
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Further qualitative research studies are needed to increase the knowledge and
understanding of Arab Muslim women’s needs in relation to functioning in the mainstream
culture, use of resources or agencies, and the decisions they make that shape their acculturation
outcomes. Studies that specifically identify strategies to support Arab Muslim women’s identity
would facilitate the successful navigation of dual cultures, and would also lessen the stress of a
highly complex acculturation experience.

Limitations

Study limitations included limited religious heterogeneity in the sample and loss of cultural
expression in translation to English, as certain Arabic words and sayings were difficult to
translate.

Summary

This qualitative descriptive study explored Arab Muslim women’s experiences of living
in the U.S. Through the use of a demographic questionnaire, semi-structured, open-ended
interviews, and participant observations, the researcher sought to answer the following research
question and sub-questions:

1. What are Arab Muslim women’s experiences of living in the U.S?

2. How has life been for Arab Muslim immigrant women since immigrating to the U.S.?
3. How do Arab Muslim immigrant women describe their daily lives in the U.S.?

4. How do Arab Muslim immigrant women describe their cultural experiences?

5. Have Arab Muslim immigrant women'’s social networks changed since immigrating to

the U.S.?

6. What do Arab Muslim immigrant women describe as their support system?
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This is one of the few studies eliciting the views of Arab Muslim women on their living
experiences in the U.S., mainly in the southwestern region. This qualitative descriptive study
provides a narrative of Arab Muslim women’s experiences, daily lives, challenges, feelings, and
behaviors in America. Several themes emerged from the interviews, such as coping and
embracing the good, hybrid positionality, safety through invisibility, spiritual growth, family
bonding, and fear of the future. With regard to participants’ adaptation to the host country and
culture, the majority of the study participants felt alienated, unsettled, unhappy, and eager to
return home. Religion and strong faith seemed to be the only resources participants utilized
during difficult times. Of particular interest is the absence of the husband in their descriptions.
Even though 14 of the participants were married, their husbands were not mentioned by any of
them. Most of the participants did not seek the husband during difficult or leisure times. Their
descriptions of their daily lives revolved around themselves and their children.

In conclusion, the findings of this study revealed that more than half of the participants
seemed to be struggling to adapt to the American society, and each of them reported
experiencing loneliness, sadness, stress, and fear. Further research is critically necessary to
increase the knowledge of Arab Muslim immigrant women’s needs and to provide insight for the

design of future research studies that can inform and improve services for this population.
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Article 2

Accessing the Hidden Population of Arab Muslim

Immigrant Women in the United States
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ABSTRACT
Background: Arab Muslim immigrant women represent a population that is very difficult to
access, and this poses a significant challenge for researchers.
Purpose: This article presents the methodological issues and strategies of successfully accessing
the hidden population of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in the U.S.
Methods: During a qualitative descriptive study of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in the
U.S., the researcher’s insider status allowed for the identification and use of strategies that were
successful in accessing this hidden population.
Findings: Strategies related to (a) Accessibility and participation, (b) Data collection, and (c) The
relationship between the researcher and the participants will be discussed.
Conclusion: This article presents the methodological issues and strategies of successfully
accessing a hidden population yielded from a study of Arab Muslim immigrant women living in

the U.S.
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Accessing the Hidden Population of Arab Muslim
Immigrant Women in the United States

Arab Muslims in the U.S. are a hidden population. According to Heckathron (2002), a
population is considered hidden when its size is unknown and there are strong privacy concerns,
which lead to the reluctance of individuals to cooperate and participate in research. Because
Arab Muslim immigrants in the U.S. are considered a hidden population, knowledge
development related to this population in general, and women in particular, remains
underdeveloped in many important areas. Little is known about women in the growing and
diverse Arab American Muslim population, and there is little information available regarding
their experiences after emigrating from their native countries. It is unknown how Arab Muslim
women encounter other groups and the challenges of living in the U.S.; how they seek avenues
for understanding and assistance; how they negotiate and compromise on their initial positions;
and whether they achieve some degree of positive engagement.

Arab Muslim immigrants’ health remains relatively understudied (Nasser-McMillan &
Hakim-Larson, 2003), as do the broader areas of adjustment and engagement with the healthcare
system in the U.S. As an Arab-Muslim woman who splits her time between academia and
community service in the southwestern region of the U.S., the researcher came face to face with
challenges that may be encountered while working with Arab Muslim immigrant women. This
article explores some of the difficulties in such research and offers some preliminary ideas on
what can be done to overcome them. The purpose of this article is to share techniques and
strategies I utilized as an insider researcher (an Arab Muslim immigrant woman) to reach the
hidden population of Arab Muslim immigrant women and to address the challenges and

obstacles I faced in conducting a qualitative study.
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I will focus on the challenges I encountered in two areas in the study: the methods and
the role of the researcher. I employed snowball and key-informant sampling methods.

Aside from the sampling methods, the researcher plays an important role in research. The
researcher can be an outsider or insider. Researchers who are interested in working with this
population should not only be culturally competent, but also familiar with the potential
challenges they may encounter.

My decision to work with this population was based on the strong need for an increased
understanding of Arab Muslims in the U.S., particularly Arab Muslim women. Arab Muslim
men have been studied, and their daily lives have been watched and examined for various
reasons. Arab Muslim women have been invisible and their experiences in this society have been
ignored. Many are living a life in silence with a sense of detachment and alienation from both
societies, Arabic and American.

In addition, I share similar experiences with the participants. I am an Arab Muslim
woman who immigrated to the U.S. at the age of 22. I came from Sidon, Lebanon with a husband
and one child. While I was learning how to live in a new place, trying to establish my life, and
adjusting to the needs and demands of the new culture, I was a full-time college student and had
my second child. My daily life revolved around navigating several cultures and systems,
including social, educational, and health. In the middle of all of this, my daughter was diagnosed
with a critical illness. I had to drop out of school and move to another location in the U.S.
because my daughter required an intensive health service at one of the major cancer treatment
centers. During this period of my life, I had to take care of my infant son, sick daughter, re-
establish my life, and battle major challenges while being alone without any support. The

challenges did not only affect me, but many members of my family. My husband was forced to
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stay away from us in order to keep his job and to be able to support us financially. After failing
to locate supporting resources or groups for Arab women facing similar situations, I reached out
to my parents in Lebanon. My father had to resign from his job in order to come to the U.S. to
support us for an extended period of time. He had to learn and adopt new roles and behaviors to
accommodate my harsh situation, such as caring for an infant, completing household chores, and
providing transportation in a completely different environment. Later, I moved back to my house
and reunited with my family. I had to restart my life again, but now with a different set of
struggles. Aside from fulfilling my duties as a mother and locating educational and health
services for my daughter, [ was pursuing my master’s degree and working part time. My
continuous need to interact with healthcare providers and find resources for my daughter and
myself as a caregiver allowed me to recognize the lack of resources to support Arab immigrant
women and the difficulties and challenges they encounter in the U.S.

My experience motivated me to pursue a doctoral degree to be able to enhance my
knowledge and skills for conducting research and to contribute to the existing body of
knowledge on the topic. In 2009, I was engaged in research in a health sciences program. My
interest in learning more about other women who had similar experiences led me to investigate
the literature, and I was able to find very little information. As a scholar, I took the opportunity
to conduct research with a group of Arab Muslim immigrant women in order to be able to share
their experiences with the public in hopes of creating increased awareness of the problems they
encountered.

While conducting this research, I faced several obstacles in three methodological areas:

(a) Accessibility and participation, (b) Data collection, and (c) The relationship between the
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researcher and the participants. The following sections highlight the difficulties faced in each
area and the employed strategies to ease the process of the research.
Accessibility and Participation

Flyers about the study in Arabic and English were posted in two places, first at the local
Islamic Center in the lobby and the women’s prayer room, and also at three Arab physicians’
offices where the fliers were posted at the front desk. Although my name as the researcher on the
flyer and the person to contact indicate that I am an Arab woman and demonstrate the fact that I
have connections with the Islamic Center, recruiting participants was challenging. This approach
of recruitment was unsuccessful.

My next step for recruitment was approaching these women at the Islamic center after the
Friday prayer and discussing the study with them. Some women were suspicious of the research
and were scared to even speak to me about it. When some women were willing to talk and be
informed about the study, they asked many questions, thus reflecting their fear and distrust. This
technique also did not help. I was forced to determine an effective method of recruitment. I
brainstormed with my husband and some Arab friends. They recommended contacting one of the
two well-known women in the local Arab Muslim community: a businesswoman and a recent
immigrant woman who holds weekly gatherings for women at her house. As a result, I contacted
the gatekeeper, a Palestinian Muslim recent immigrant who is a well-respected member of the
local Muslim community. She headed numerous activities for Muslims, particularly Arabs. She
is in her 40s and is a mother of five children. She held weekly gatherings at her home to provide
support for recent Arab Muslim immigrant women. [ met with the gatekeeper and explained the
purpose of the study to her. I also provided her with an introduction letter and consent form for

my study and expressed my interest in gaining participants. She then invited me to some of the
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gatherings at her home in order to meet the attendees and inform them about the study. One of
the attendees asked me if the Federal Bureau of Intelligence (FBI) were involved or would be
able to retrieve their information. They all expressed equal fear because they or someone related
to them had been interrogated by government agencies. Some of these women asked me why I
was interested in conducting research with them.

Telling my own immigration story, sharing the experience of my daughter’s illness and
some of the difficulties I experienced, and the fact that the study was a requirement for
graduation deflated some of their tension and suspicion. Other women wondered why I was
doing this or, in other words, what I wanted to achieve. I told them that I wanted to provide
scholarly space in the existing research for their voices. Instantly, two of the participants agreed
to participate and chose to do the interview at the gatekeeper’s home. This approach for
recruitment was effective for reaching these women, addressing their fears, and making them
more willing to participate, open up, and discuss their experiences. Some of the participants
wanted to keep going in the interview, but I had to remind them about the time limit. Through
telling my stories and sharing my own difficulties, I was also sharing my vulnerabilities. This
brought me closer to them, and they were surprised and happy that I was not a detached
researcher, but rather a woman who had suffered. One woman began to cry and hugged me
because she was glad to be able to discuss her story.

Data Collection

The main source for the data collection for this study was the interviews. The study
employed other sources for data collection in order to get a better idea of who the participants
were and to generate rich descriptions of their experiences. A demographic questionnaire and

observation (field notes) were utilized. Although the informed consent form emphasizes the
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protection of participants’ confidentiality, they were uncomfortable with filling out the
questionnaire, having the interview audio-recorded, and having me take field notes. It was
essential to explain in detail every step of data collection and how measures were planned to
protect their confidentiality and to minimize any potential risks. I had to emphasize that only
myself, as the principal investigator, would have access to the information, and that I would keep
all identifying information confidential. I explained for these women that the data records would
include an identification number with no identifying information, and that the confidentiality of
electronic data would be maintained during collection through the use of personal identification
numbers (PINs). Confidentiality was something I had to strongly emphasize, as well as how it
would be strictly maintained throughout the study.

In order to build trust and make them comfortable with the methods I was using for data
collection, I had to share with them the process of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the
IRB’s role in monitoring the research. I highlighted the policies and guidelines to be followed as
a researcher in order conduct and finish the study. The demographic questionnaire was designed
to solicit basic information about the participants (name, age, ethnicity, place of origin, marital
status), level of education, religious classification (practicing or non-practicing), and length of
residency in the U.S. The questionnaire proved helpful in gaining a sense of who the participants
were. They were reluctant at the beginning to complete the form, but after I explained for them
that it would remain confidential and their name was not needed for the questionnaire, they
eventually came around. The questionnaire was completed after they provided informed consent
and before starting the interview. I proceeded to interview after verifying that the participant met

the inclusion criteria based on information from the questionnaire.
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I employed both the active and the moderate participatory observer role according to
Spradley’s criteria (1980) depending on the setting of the interview. Although I was familiar
with many women in the Arab Muslim community and even more familiar with those involved
in the religious gatherings, I employed an active observer role when the interview took place at
the mosque. I conducted these interviews in the library there; it is a small, private room with
bookshelves. We kept the door closed during the interview to maintain privacy.

At the mosque, I needed to follow the required dress code (covering the head and the
whole body) and also performed some of the religious practices, such as praying and reading
parts of the Quran. This is part of my life as a moderate Muslim, so [ was comfortable carrying
out these practices in order to engage with the participants to establish a common ground to
connect on some level with this hidden population.

A moderate participatory observer role was also utilized when the interview took place
either at the gatekeeper or the participant’s home. In these two settings, I observed these
women’s interactions, clothes, and the actual setting itself, but I did not participate. I also
observed each participant’s interaction with her family in her home before going to a different
room to begin the interview. I notified and explained to the participant what I was writing down.
Through this type of observation, I noticed that these women were pushing their children to learn
English. They spoke to them only in English and the television had American channels only.
Each of the participants was wearing an Arabic traditional dress (abaya). Sometimes the children
were there, and the women felt comfortable talking in front of them. In all of the interviews, the
participants’ husbands were not there. [ was told that they were either at work or school because

interviews were scheduled in the early afternoon.
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Interviews

In qualitative research, the researcher has several choices for the type of the interview
that best suits the study. Semi-structured, open-ended interviews were the method employed for
data collection. Because the participants in this study had unique stories to tell, semi-structured
and open-ended interviews seemed best to establish the flow of inquiry. It was unlikely that any
other approach would capture the depth of the participants’ experiences. This type of interview
granted the participants the flexibility of choice to focus on particular experiences and arrange
the time sequence as they desired. Such flexibility was intended to enter the world of the
participants in order to understand their realties and generate rich descriptions of their living
experiences as Arab Muslim immigrant women in the U.S.

The women in this study were scared at the beginning to have their interviews audio-
recorded. They were worried about their confidentiality. I did a mock interview with them where
they asked me questions and audio-recorded it. Then they replayed the recorded material and
noticed that there was nothing that identified me; this made the women feel more comfortable
with being audio-recorded.

Relationship Between the Researcher and the Participants

The qualitative researcher’s role is perhaps paradoxical and to some extent arduous. The
researcher needs to be acutely focused on the experiences and meanings of the participants,
while also being aware of their own pre-knowledge or preconceptions that might influence the
rigor of the study. The membership role of a qualitative researcher is essential and receives much
of discussion on whether the researcher’s membership role improves or impedes the ability to

carry out the study.
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In my research with Arab Muslim immigrant women, I was an insider researcher sharing
characteristics, roles, and experience under study with the participants. Such a role had its
positives and negatives. First, being familiar with Arab traditions helped me to design a
culturally sensitive study and successfully address any challenges that arose while working with
these women. Despite the recruitment difficulties I faced at the beginning of the study, being an
insider allowed me as a researcher to have more rapid and more complete acceptance by the
women in the study. After I established the comfort and safety for the participants, they were
open with me in sharing their experiences of living in the U.S., which allowed me to obtain a
greater depth of the data gathered. My common background with the participants provided a
level of trust and openness with them. They were willing to share their stories with me because
they expected my understanding due to our shared experiences.

Even though this shared status was very beneficial as it afforded access, entry, and
common ground from which to begin the research, it had some impact on me. On the one hand, I
had to accommodate the participants as much as I could to reduce their fear and reluctance to
participate. Such an approach urged me to put my personal preferences aside to get close to these
women. As part of the Arabic social interchange, Arab women exchange kisses on the cheeks
and like to sit close to each other. Also, when visiting an Arab home, the host is expected to greet
the visitor in a most friendly and hospitable way. Food and coffee or tea are commonly served
and viewed as socially obligatory. The visitor should accept the offer with gratitude and consume
the food and the drink completely. I carefully followed all these traditions to establish a
relationship of trust with the participants. Such familiarity with the participants’ cultural
traditions and accommodating an Arabic cultural context had impacted my role as the researcher.

Creating a comfortable environment, rapport, and friendship put me in conflicting position. On
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the one hand, the participants wanted to socialize with me after the interview, when they felt like
they could interact and share more with me. They also expected me to offer help or service. Such
an experience placed me in a space between. I allowed them to feel comfortable and close, but at
the same time I had to follow the policies and regulations of conducting research. In order to
address this arduous conflicting role, I heavily engaged in self-reflection to stay aware of my
own personal perspective and to control the impact of the conflicting roles: insider and outsider.
Summary

Accessing hard-to-reach populations is a significant challenge for researchers. There are
various sampling methods to recruit hidden populations. This article presents the methodological
issues and strategies of successfully accessing a hidden population yielded from a study of Arab

Muslim immigrant women living in the U.S.
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Appendix B: Research Proposal

Title: Arab Muslim Women's Experiences of Living in the United States: A
Qualitative Descriptive Study

Investigators (co-investigators): Maissa Khatib, Principal Investigator
PhD Student
UTEP (Health Sciences): Interdisciplinary Health
Sciences PhD Program, College of Health
Sciences

Dr. Leslie Robbins, Co-Investigator
Hypothesis, Research Questions, or Goals of the Project

The aim of this qualitative descriptive study is to describe the experiences of Arab
Muslim women living in the United States. This study will provide information about
Arab Muslim women’s experience since immigrating to the U.S. and provide
understanding of what living in this new environment means to them.

This description of living in the U.S. will allow the researcher to examine the
experience by entering the world of the person and interpreting the meaning from the
view point of the participant assigns to the experience (McConnell-Henry, 2005). For
such a study and purpose, a qualitative descriptive research will be the most
appropriate design to answer the research question: “What are the experiences of
Arab Muslim women living in the U.S.?” In addition, this study’s main goal is to
describe the daily life of Arab Muslim women, thereby providing a window into the
individual life and concerns described through their own voices and perspectives.
This information may increase our knowledge and understanding of Arab Muslim
women’s needs and provide insight to use in the design of future research studies
about the health services f or this population. The results of this study may increase
cultural sensitivity of health care providers interacting with this population.

Background and Significance

Arab Muslim immigrants are one group within the American Muslim population that
are underrepresented and sometime appear to be invisible. There is a scarcity in
research on addressing the needs of Arab Muslim women in the U.S. or the
examination of their immigration experiences through the telling of their own stories.
Although research should be equitable, the purpose of this study is to describe Arab
Muslim women’s experience of living in the U.S. due to the scarcity in research on
addressing the needs of Arab Muslim women in the U.S. or the examination of their
immigration experiences through the telling of their own stories.
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The term Arab is a classification based largely on common language (Arabic) and a
shared sense of geographic, historical and cultural identity. The total population of the
Arab world is approximately 300 million in 22 nations (Arab American Institute
Foundation [AAIF], 2002). Despite the national borders arbitrary drawn between the
Arab countries in the post-colonial period, Arabs continue today to view themselves as
a unified entity regardless of current political and geographical separation. “Despite
this diversity, Arab Americans feel connected through common values and cultural
heritage which give them their shared identity” (Arab American National Museum,
“Arab Americans: an Integral Part of American Society”, 2011).

Arab Americans are Arabic speaking people, who were born in an Arab country and
immigrated to the United States, or whose parents were born in an Arab country and
who therefore consider themselves of Arabic origin (American-Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee, 2002). Arab Americans are heterogeneous but share, to a
certain extent, similar cultural backgrounds based on linguistic and geographic
commonality. They constitute a population that has been growing in the past years.
They increased from 610,000 in 1980 to 860,000 in 1990 which is 41 percent in the
1980s and 38 percent in the 1990s (Brittingham & de la Cruz, 2005).

According to the Arab American Institute Foundation, there are four million Arab
Americans and Muslims that comprise 25-30% of the Arab American community
today (2008). During the sixties, there was an influx of Arab families’ immigration to
the U.S. (Kayyali, 2006). Due to this, the number of Arab women in the U.S. has
increased with 1.12/1 male to female ratio (Arab American Yearbook, 2008).

There are many misconceptions regarding this population, for example some people
believe that Arab Muslims come from the Middle East including non-Arab countries
like Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey. Another example is that many people perceive
Muslims as one homogenous group that is conservative and traditional. In order to
understand the background of the participants in this study, it is essential to discuss
who Arab Muslim American women are.

Arab Muslim women exhibit a diverse religious and ethnic group. A significant number
are secular, others are traditional and some practice Islam to some degree in their
homes. Their life styles and practices vary depending on the way they identify
themselves (Arab, Muslim, Arab American, Muslim American, or American), their
integration process and their political views. Arab Muslim women in the United States
share commonalties and differences in their daily lives and belief systems. Little is
known about women in the growing and diverse Arab American Muslim population
and there is little information available about the experience of Arab Muslim women
after emigrating from their native countries.

There are various factors shaping the lives of Arab Muslim women in the United States.
First, the American international policy and its involvement in the Middle East have
been intensively impacting the American media producing a negative representation of
Arab/Muslim Americans. In addition, September 11, 2001 attacks, the wars on
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Afghanistan and Iraq have been intensifying explicit and implicit negative images and
perceptions of Arabs and Muslims.

Second, there is a strong and complex relationship between immigration and health.
Moving from one place to another place embodies challenges and difficulties that affect
immigrants in numerous areas: financially, physiologically and psychologically.
According to Lipson, immigration can affect life and health on every level: “Migration
affects health directly at the biological level via dietary changes, differences in local
pathogens, lack of appropriate immunity, and through the risk of accidents in new
situations” (1983).

Third, migration is a difficult process and can be a very stress-inducing experience, one
that can lead to various social and mental health issues ranging from social isolation and
adjustment limitations to depression and anxiety (Norris & Inglehart, 2012). The
psychological effect of migration is immense. For instance, the process of acculturation
can lead to either positive or negative outcomes. When positive psychological adaptation
occurs, the acculturating person develops a clear identity, strong self-esteem and positive
mental health. Negative adaptation leads to anomie, identity confusion, and anxiety
(Amer & Hovey, 2007).

The aim of this qualitative descriptive study is to describe the experiences of Arab
Muslim women living in the United States. This study will provide information about
Arab Muslim women’s experience since immigrating to the U.S. and provide
understanding of what living in this new environment means to them. sensitivity of
health care providers interacting with Arab Muslim This information may increase our
knowledge and understanding of Arab Muslim women’s needs and provide insight to use
in the design of future research studies about the health services for this population. The
results of this study may increase cultural population.

Research Method, Design, and Proposed Statistical Analysis

A qualitative descriptive design will be used in this study. The purpose of this study is
to describe the experiences of Arab Muslim women living in the U.S to produce a
straightforward description of the phenomenon in their everyday vocabulary
(Sandelowski, 2000).

This description of living in the U.S. will allow the researcher to examine the experience
by entering the world of the person and interpreting the meaning from the view point of
the participant assigns to the experience (McConnell-Henry, 2005). For such a study and
purpose, a qualitative descriptive research design will be the most appropriate approach
to answer the research question: “What are Arab Muslim women’s experiences of living
in the U.S.? The focus of the study will remain on the meanings participants assign to
the experience.

Semi-structured interviews will be the method used to collect data. The study will
recruit a community sample of Arab Muslim women. Participants will be interviewed
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after signing the informed consent form. Arabic interpretation or translation will be
offered if needed. Participant’s involvement will require one (1) interview lasting one to
two hours.

The grand research question for this qualitative descriptive study is “What are Arab
Muslim women’s experiences of living in the United States?” The following questions
are examples of probes to be used:

(1) Tell me about your life since immigrating to the U.S.?

(2) What is it like to live in the U.S.?

(3) Has your social network changed since immigrating to the U.S.?

(4) Can you describe your relationship with others?

(5) What kinds of activities do you do on a typical day? How do you spend your

time?

The audio recorded material will be transferred to verbatim by a professional
transcriptionist. The transcribed material will then be reviewed and compared with the
audio tapes for accuracy by the researcher. Following this step, the researcher will read
and reread the transcripts identifying patterns and then patterns will be placed into
categories which will then be used to identify themes. Data analysis will be produced
through the theoretical lens of constructivism and Islamic Feminism.

Data collection

Data collection will be achieved through interviews. The interviews will be semi-
structured with open-ended questions. These interviews will be audio recoded. Location
and time of the interview will be selected by the participant. Interviews will be the only
method to be utilized for this study.

Data Analysis

Data analysis in this study entails preparation of the data for analysis, several
reexaminations of data to move deeper into understanding data, representing the data,
and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data. The researcher will build
patterns, categories, and themes from the bottom up implementing an inductive process
with a focus on learning the meaning the participants hold. Data analysis in this
qualitative descriptive study will generate in-depth, rich data that is less able to be
generalized (Creswell, 2009). The analysis will be conducted through the lens of Islamic
Feminism.

Human Subject Interactions

A. Participants

92



Participants for this descriptive study include a community purposeful sample of 15-20
Arab Muslim women residing in the U.S. The participants are limited to Arab Muslim
immigrant women due to the focus of the topic being researched. The proposed sample
size is determined by saturation. Saturation in qualitative research may be reached with
fewer participants and will be reflected when the information obtained becomes
redundant (Creswell, 2009). The criteria for selection involve a community purposeful
sampling of female, Arab Muslim, older than 21 years of age, residing in the U.S. for 2-
6 years. The study will exclude Arab Muslim women who are unable to verbally
communicate. Participants may be monolingual (Arabic speakers) or bilingual (Arabic
and English speakers). Participants will be provided Arabic translated version of the
eligibility survey and the informed consent form. Participant’s involvement will start
after signing the informed consent form and end after the submission of the manuscript.

B. Describe the procedures for the recruitment of the participants.

Flyers in Arabic and English will be distributed in the community, mainly in the areas
that are populated by these women. If the participant agrees to take part in this study,
the participant will contact the researcher to select the time and the place of the
interview.

C. Describe the procedure for obtaining informed consent.

The researcher will ask the participant first to read the informed consent form and
make sure that all parts of the form are clear to the participant. Then the participant
will sign the informed consent form. The informed consent form is attached to this
document (See appendix A).

D. Research Protocol

Data collection in this study will be narrations of experiences of Arab Muslim women.
Participants will be individually interviewed. Participant’s involvement will require
one (1) interview lasting one to two hours. Time and place of the interview will be
selected by the participant. Interviews will be based on a protocol, which assures that
the grand question is addressed without exercising excessive control over the
respondent (See Appendix B). Standard probing will be used for verification purposes
guiding respondents to provide more details. The main data material will be audio-
recorded interviews.

E. How will you protect the privacy and confidentiality of participants?

The recordings (data) will not use identifiers. The researcher will protect the privacy
and the confidentiality of the participant by editing any portion of the recordings that
contains any identifier. The recordings will be identified with a code specific to each
participant. Only the PI and the Co-PI will have access to the information of the
participant’s identity and code. Participant’s name will not be used when data from
this study are published. Every effort will be made to keep research records, and other
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VII.

personal information confidential.

F. Discuss the procedures that will be used to maintain the confidentiality of the

research data.

The identity of the participant, the study ID, and the recordings will be kept
confidential by the principal investigator (PI) in a secured cabinet in the PI’s office at
the University of Texas at El Paso. Collected forms (demographic survey and Informed
consent form) will be transported to the PI’s office that only the PI will have access to.
Any problems detected will be discussed and taken care of by the principal
investigator. Research data, including the primary verbatim (transcripts) will be
retained for a sufficient period to allow analysis and dissemination. Seven years is
specified by the Federal Government

(http://www .ori.dhhs.gov/documents/FR_Doc_05-9643 .shtml) as the minimum period
of retention (www.nih.gov).

G. Please describe your research resources. Discuss the staff, space, equipment, and

time necessary to conduct research and how these needs are met.
No external funding is provided for this study. All expenses will be covered by the PI.

Describe any potential risks (physical, psychological, social, legal, or other) and
assess their likelihood and seriousness.

Potential risks to subjects in this study are considered to be no greater than minimal.
There are some potential risks and discomfort involved in the study such as recalling
difficult situations or talking about a sensitive experience. A referral list for various
mental health care services/facilities will be provided to the participant.

The PI is prepared for the occurrence of anticipated or unanticipated adverse event. In
this study we will use the FDA definition of serious adverse events (SAEs). SAEs
will be systematically assessed prior to the interview. Any SAE, whether or not
related to the study, will be reported to the IRB. In the event that a participant either
withdraws from the study or the investigator decides to discontinue a participant due
to SAE or any other health issues, the participant will be referred to a health care
provider. A summary of SAEs, withdrawal and discontinuation will be included in the
annual progress report to IRB.

In case a participant feels uncomfortable and/or frustrated, she will be instructed to
stop and will be immediately referred to the appropriate medical provider. Such a
situation will be immediately reported within 24 hours of happening of the even via
email to IRB followed by a written report within10 working days. The other risk is
breach of subject’s privacy and confidentiality. Research team will take extreme
measures to protect participants’ privacy and confidentiality. The PI will keep all
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VIII.

identifying information confidential. The data records will include an identification
number and no identifying information. All data will be locked. Confidentiality of
electronic data will be maintained during collection through the use of PINs (personal
identification numbers). Confidentiality will be strictly maintained throughout the
study.

The University of Texas at El Paso and its affiliates do not offer to pay for or cover
the cost of medical treatment for research related illness or injury. No funds have
been set aside to pay or reimburse you in the event of such injury or illness.

Describe and assess the potential benefits to be gained by participants (if any) and
the benefits that may accrue to society in general as a result of the planned work.
Discuss the risks in relation to the anticipated benefits to the participants and to
society.

There will be no direct benefits to be gained by participants but this description of
living in the U.S. will allow the researcher to examine the experience by entering the
world of the person and interpreting the meaning from the view point of the
participant assigns to the experience (McConnell-Henry, 2005). This study’s main
goal is to describe the daily life of Arab Muslim women, thereby providing a window
into the individual life and concerns described through their own voices and
perspectives. This information may increase our knowledge and understanding of
Arab Muslim women’s needs and provide insight to use in the design of future
research studies about the health services f or this population. The results of this
study may increase cultural sensitivity of health care providers interacting with the
population.

IX. Indicate the specific sites or agencies involved in the research project besides The

University of Texas at El Paso.

The Agent research is The University of Texas at El Paso. No other agencies are
involved in the research project. The PI has the resources and facilities to conduct
proposed research.

X. If the project has had or will receive review by another IRB, indicate this.

This study will be reviewed by The University of Texas at El Paso IRB only.
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Appendix C: Recruitment Flyer

Dear Prospective Participant:

My name is Maissa Khatib and I am a doctoral student at the University of Texas at El Paso. [ am
currently conducting a study to examine Arab Muslim women’s experience of living in the U. S.
for 2-6 years.

I am interested in their stories of residing in the U.S. I would like to invite you to participate in
this study by contacting me to schedule a meeting for an interview.

You can contact me at (915) 256-3456, mkhatib@utep.edu, or www.facebook.com/maissak73
Time and place will be selected at your convenience.

Please feel free to forward this information to other Arab Muslim women who may be interested
to participate in this study.

Thank You (Shukran),
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Appendix D: Recruitment Flyer (Arabic Version)
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Appendix E: Informed Consent Form

University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) Institutional Review Board
Informed Consent Form for Research Involving Human Subjects

Protocol Title: Arab Muslim Women’s Experience of Living in the United States: A Qualitative
Descriptive Study

Principal Investigator: Maissa Khatib, UTEP PhD Student

UTEP (Health Sciences): Interdisciplinary Health Sciences PhD
Program, College of Health Sciences

Co-Investigator: Leslie Robbins, PhD

1. Introduction

You have been asked to take part voluntarily in the research project described below. Please take
your time making a decision and feel free to discuss it with your friends and family. Before
agreeing to take part in this research study, it is important that you read the consent form that
describes the study. Please ask the study researcher to explain any words or information that you
don’t clearly understand. Feel free to ask for Arabic interpretation whenever needed.

2. Why is this study being done?

You have been asked to take part in a research study of Arab Muslim women living in the U.S.
The Arab population in the U.S. has been rapidly growing over the past thirty years, little, if any,
has been done to address their needs. The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study is to
describe the experiences of Arab Muslim women living in the U.S. Participants for this study are
Arab Muslim women 21 years of age or older including a community sample of Arab Muslim
women. Arabic interpretation or translation will be offered if needed. Participant’s involvement
will require one (1) interview lasting 60-120 minutes. You are being asked to participate in this
study because you are an Arab Muslim immigrant woman residing in the U.S.

3. What is involved in the study?

If you agree to take part in this study, the researcher will ask you to read and sign the informed
consent form and participate in 1-2 hours interview. The interview will be done in one meeting.

4. What are the risks and discomforts of the study?
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There are no known risks associated with this research.
5. What will happen if [ am injured in this study?

The University of Texas at El Paso and its affiliates do not offer to pay for or cover the cost of
medical treatment for research related illness or injury. No funds have been set aside to pay or
reimburse you in the event of such injury or illness. You will not give up any of your legal rights
by signing this consent form. You should report any such injury to Maissa Khatib at (915)747-
7031 and to the director of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at UTEP at (915) 747-8841 or
irb.orsp@utep.edu

6. Are there benefits in taking this study?

There will be no direct benefits to you for taking part in this study, but this research gives voice
to Arab Muslim women for telling their stories of living in the U.S., which will provide potential
information to help increase understanding Arab Muslim women’s perspectives and needs.

7. What other options are there?

You have the option not to take part in this study. There will be no penalties involved if you
choose not to take part in this study.

8. Who is paying for this study?
No internal or external funding. Study supported by PI.
9. What are my costs?

There are no direct costs. You will be responsible to commute to and from the assigned place/site
for the study or any other incidental expenses.

10. Will I be paid to participate in this study?

No incentive for taking part in this research study. Refreshments will be provided during the
interview. A $20 gift card to Wal-Mart will be provided to each participant at the end of the
interview session.

11. What if I want to withdraw or asked to withdraw from this study?

Taking part in this study is voluntary. You have the right to choose not to take part in this study.
If you do not take part in the study, there will be no penalty.

If you choose to take part, you have the right to stop at any time. However, we encourage you to
talk to a member of the research group so that they know why you are leaving the study. If there
are any new findings during the study that may affect whether you want to continue to take part,
you will be told about them.
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The researcher may decide to stop your participation without your permission, if he or she thinks
that being in the study may cause you any harm, and if data collected is not useful for the
intended goal of this research project.

12. Who do I call if I have questions or problems?

You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Maissa
Khatib at (915) 747-7031 or by email at mkhatib@utep.edu.

If you have questions or concerns about your participation as a research participant, please
contact the director of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at UTEP at (915)747-8841 or
irb.orsp@utep.edu

13. What about confidentiality?

Your part in this study is confidential. None of the information will identify you by name.
Records will not have any identifying information. Data will consist of the time of the interview,
the place visited, and a study I.D number that doesn’t link to any of the participants’ identifiers.
Data will be kept in secure, locked cabinet in Liberal Arts building, room 117 at UTEP. Research
team will have limited access to data. Audio tapes will be destroyed following the government’s
retention guidelines.

14. Mandatory Reporting

Potentially dangerous future behavior to self or others, as required by law, must be reported to
the proper authorities.

15. Authorization Statement

I have read each page of this paper about the study (or it was read/ translated to me). I know that
being in this study is voluntary and I chose to be in this study. I know I can stop being in this
study without penalty. I will get a copy of this consent form now and can get information on
results of the study later if I wish.

1 Yes, I agree to be recorded 1 Yes, I can be contacted for further clarification
or future research

[_1 No, I do not agree to be recorded [_1 No, I cannot be contacted for further clarification
or future research

Participant Printed Name:

Participant Signature

Date : Time:
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Consent form explained/witnessed by:

Printed name: Signature:

Date: Time:
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Appendix F: Informed Consent Form (Arabic Version)
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Appendix G: Demographic Questionnaire

1. What is your place of origin?

2. How many years have you been in the U.S.?
3. What is your age?
4. What is your current marital status?
° Single
© Separated
° Married
° Divorced
° Widowed
° Other
5. Do you have children?
°Yes
° No

6. What are their ages?

7. Do you work?
°Yes
° No
8. What is the highest level of education you have completed?
° Less than eighth grade
° Eighth grade
© Some high school
° Twelfth grade (High School graduate)
° Some college

° Associate’s Degree
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° Bachelor’s Degree

° Some post-graduate

° Master’s Degree

° Other Advanced Degree

9. Do you have an extended family?
°Yes

° No

10. Are you a practicing Muslim?
°Yes

° No

° Other:

11. Do you socialize with people outside the Arab Muslim community?

°Yes

°No
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Appendix H: Demographic Questionnaire (Arabic Version)
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Appendix I: Interview Guide

The grand research question is: What are Arab Muslim women’s experiences of living in the
United States?

The following questions are examples of probes to be used:

(1) Tell me about your life since immigrating to the U.S.?

(2) What is it like to live in the U.S.?

(3) Has your social network changed since immigrating to the U.S.?
(4) Can you describe your relationship with others?

(5) What kinds of activities do you do on a typical day? How do you spend your

time?
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