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Article history: The increasing complexity of identity formation among second-generation migrants
Received 31-07-2025 has become a critical focus within migration and social integration studies. In
Revised 19-09-2025 particular, the lived experiences of Muslim youth in European urban settings remain

underexplored in terms of how they navigate cultural dualities and societal
expectations. While prior studies have examined integration outcomes using structural
or quantitative frameworks, little is known about how these individuals subjectively
interpret and assign meaning to their social identities. This study applies an
interpretative phenomenological approach to explore how second-generation Muslim
migrants construct, negotiate, and internalize their sense of belonging. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with twelve participants, and data were
o X ‘ analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to uncover recurring
Negotiation, Lived Experience themes related to identity tension, visibility, spiritual anchoring, and hybrid
belonging. The analysis indicates that participants often confront pressures of
misrecognition and discrimination, yet they respond by cultivating strategies of
resilience, such as drawing on faith-based resources, reinterpreting cultural practices,
and fostering supportive peer networks. These strategies enable them to transform
identity tensions into opportunities for reflexivity and growth. The results reveal that
participants experience identity as a dynamic and multidimensional process shaped by
emotional, social, and cultural negotiations. Rather than conforming to binary models
of assimilation or separation, they actively develop hybrid identities rooted in
resilience and reflexivity. These findings underscore the importance of recognizing
migrant youth as active agents who construct belonging beyond restrictive policy
categories, highlighting the need for integration frameworks that account for agency,
resilience, and hybridity. This study contributes to the development of more inclusive,
human-centered approaches in migration discourse and encourages further qualitative
exploration of lived experiences across diverse migrant populations.
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INTRODUCTION

In an increasingly globalized world, migration has become a defining feature of contemporary
society, reshaping demographic landscapes and transforming cultural identities (Kaplan et al., 2025).
Among the many layers of migration experiences, the lives of second-generation migrants those born
in host countries to immigrant parents present complex challenges that extend beyond economic
adaptation or legal integration (Junga-Silva & Guilherme, 2025). These individuals often straddle two
cultural worlds, navigating expectations from their heritage communities while simultaneously
confronting the norms and values of the dominant society. The resulting experience is not merely
administrative or structural; it is deeply personal, emotional, and existential.

Second-generation Muslim migrants in Europe, in particular, face a unique intersection of
cultural, religious, and political dynamics (Valdes et al., 2025). Their visibility within public
discourse often shaped by narratives of radicalization, cultural incompatibility, or social cohesion
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places them at the center of contested debates around national identity and integration. Yet, such
discourses rarely account for the lived realities of these individuals, especially how they make sense
of belonging, exclusion, and identity within everyday social contexts (van Meegen et al., 2025). The
tension between societal perceptions and personal meaning-making gives rise to internal struggles that
are both nuanced and deeply human.

Understanding these experiences requires more than demographic profiling or policy
evaluation (Bremer et al., 2025). It demands an exploration of how individuals interpret and give
meaning to their place in society how they experience cultural duality, social othering, and the search
for coherence in identity. These dimensions are not easily quantified; they are embedded in memory,
emotion, language, and interaction (Mainzer, 2025). Therefore, the phenomenon calls for a method of
inquiry that prioritizes the richness of subjective experience and the depth of personal narratives.

Phenomenology, as a philosophical and methodological tradition, provides the necessary lens
to explore such lived experiences (Zhao & Brodsky, 2025). It emphasizes the importance of
understanding phenomena from the perspective of those who live them, making it especially suited for
investigating identity negotiation among second-generation migrants (Chan et al., 2025). By focusing
on individual consciousness, perception, and meaning-making, phenomenological research opens a
space to examine the interior dimensions of social life that are often neglected in mainstream
migration studies.

Research into the subjective experiences of second-generation migrants has emerged as a
significant area within migration and identity studies, particularly as scholars seek to understand how
cultural, social, and religious identities are negotiated in pluralistic societies (Siddique et al., 2025).
Within this scope, phenomenological inquiry has gained traction for its ability to explore deeply
personal and contextually situated narratives that conventional approaches often overlook (Jovanovi¢
et al., 2025). Studies focusing on the lived experiences of identity formation especially among
individuals situated at cultural crossroads—have underscored the importance of attending to the ways
in which meaning is constructed, felt, and embodied.

Despite the growing interest in this field, many existing studies rely on quantitative
methodologies or thematic surveys that, while useful for pattern recognition, are limited in capturing
the nuanced interior worlds of participants (Banai & Mayer, 2025; Bares, 2025). Such methods often
flatten complex experiences into fixed categories, failing to address the ambiguity, contradiction, and
emotional depth that characterize identity negotiation (Van Rossum et al., 2025). For instance, survey
instruments may measure cultural affiliation or language use, but they cannot adequately reflect the
internal conflicts, shifting allegiances, or existential dilemmas experienced by individuals navigating
cultural dualities.

This highlights a key research gap: although second-generation Muslim migrants are highly
visible in political and policy discourses, there remains limited scholarly attention to how they
themselves interpret and negotiate their identities on a lived, everyday basis. Most studies prioritize
external indicators of integration rather than the subjective processes of meaning-making.

These methodological constraints highlight a critical gap in our understanding: without a
framework that centers personal meaning and contextual interpretation, research risks missing the
very essence of what it means to inhabit a hybrid cultural identity (Shi, 2025). While large-scale
sociological studies offer important macro insights, they seldom attend to the micro-level processes
through which individuals interpret, resist, or redefine their sense of belonging (Kozybayeva et al.,
2025). Specifically, the absence of phenomenological investigations into second-generation Muslim
migrants’ lived experiences leaves unanswered questions about how identity tensions are felt,
narrated, and transformed in daily life. This is particularly relevant for second-generation Muslim
migrants, whose experiences are often shaped by both visible difference and invisible emotional
labor.Consequently, the need for a phenomenological approach becomes apparent—not simply as an
alternative methodology, but as an essential paradigm for accessing and articulating the lived
dimensions of social identity (Kajfez et al., 2025; Park & Johnson, 2025). By foregrounding the
participant’s voice and subjective horizon, phenomenology offers a path to uncover the layered and
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often conflicted meanings that inform how second-generation migrants experience, narrate, and make
sense of their identities in contemporary Europe.

Efforts to understand the social integration of second-generation Muslim migrants have often
relied on practical frameworks centered around policy implementation, acculturation models, and
institutional metrics of inclusion (Boyle et al., 2025). These approaches tend to emphasize observable
outcomes such as language proficiency, employment rates, or civic participation—as indicators of
integration success (Deng et al., 2025). While these metrics provide valuable macro-level insights,
they overlook the complex and often conflicting personal narratives through which individuals
interpret their sense of belonging and identity.

Such dominant approaches typically adopt predefined categories and generalize across
populations, rendering them insufficient to capture the dynamic, lived experiences of those navigating
between cultures (Ma & Fu, 2025). The interior struggles, emotional ambiguities, and identity
negotiations that define everyday life for second-generation migrants remain largely unexplored. For
example, integration is frequently assessed through binary constructs—such as assimilation versus
separation—without acknowledging how individuals actively construct hybrid identities that resist
such simplifications.

This methodological limitation has led to a partial understanding of the phenomenon, one that
neglects the richness of personal meaning-making and the contextual depth of individual experiences
(Hershberg et al., 2025). The inner world of second-generation migrants their perceptions, reflections,
and interpretive frameworks remains underrepresented in existing literature (Chanda et al., 2025).
Without direct engagement with these subjective dimensions, existing models risk presenting
reductive accounts of identity development and belonging.

Therefore, this study addresses the research gap by employing interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) to capture how second-generation Muslim migrants in European
urban contexts interpret and negotiate their social identities. By centering their voices, the study seeks
to provide insight into the nuanced and dynamic processes of identity-making that existing approaches
have insufficiently examined.

To address this gap, a phenomenological approach is essential (Dunn et al., 2025). Unlike
conventional methods, phenomenology prioritizes the lived experiences of individuals, seeking to
uncover the essence of how a phenomenon is experienced rather than measuring it through external
indicators. It offers a more holistic and human-centered lens through which to explore the subtle
processes by which second-generation Muslim migrants make sense of who they are, where they
belong, and how they navigate cultural and social expectations (Crespi-Vallbona & Ldopez-Villanueva,
2025). This research therefore proposes a methodological shift moving beyond surface-level
interpretations toward an in-depth exploration of meaning, grounded in the voices and experiences of
those who live the phenomenon daily.

Previous studies have explored the experiences of second-generation migrants using various
social and psychological frameworks (Alfasi & Besser, 2025). Many of these works focus on cultural
adaptation, identity development, or integration outcomes. However, few have examined how
individuals personally interpret and navigate identity tensions within complex social environments.
Theoretical discussions often rely on acculturation models or multiculturalism theory without deeply
engaging with lived experience (Hall et al., 2025). This gap underscores the need for research that
does not just describe outcomes but also interrogates the subjective, emotional, and existential
dimensions of belonging. As a result, the subjective meanings that migrants assign to belonging,
difference, or exclusion remain insufficiently explored.This study uses interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore how second-generation Muslim migrants make sense of
their identity in multicultural urban contexts (Kuperwasser & Shetreet, 2025). The phenomenological
approach was chosen because it centers on how individuals experience and interpret phenomena from
within their own cultural and emotional realities (Gong et al., 2025). In doing so, it directly responds
to the identified research gap by providing empirical evidence of the meaning-making processes that
have so far been underexplored in the literature.The structure of this article is as follows. The
introduction presents the context, background, and rationale for the study (Sinha, 2025). The next
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section outlines the methodological design, including the phenomenological framework, participant
selection, and data collection strategies (Oettle, 2025). The results section presents key themes that
emerged through analysis of participant narratives. This is followed by a discussion that connects the
findings with relevant literature and theory. The final section offers concluding remarks and
implications for future research and practice.

RESEARCH METHODS
Study Design

This study employed an interpretative phenomenological approach to explore the lived
experiences of second-generation Muslim migrants navigating social identity in multicultural
European cities (Fife, 2020). Phenomenology was chosen for its capacity to access and understand the
essence of subjective experiences from the perspectives of individuals who have directly encountered
the phenomenon. Specifically, interpretative phenomenology—rooted in Heideggerian philosophy—
was utilized to allow for both descriptive and interpretative engagement with participants’ narratives.
This approach acknowledges that experiences are embedded in historical, cultural, and relational
contexts, enabling a nuanced understanding of the meaning structures underlying identity negotiation
and social belonging.

Participants

Participants were second-generation Muslim migrants aged between 20 and 35 years, residing
in urban European environments with a minimum of ten years of settlement (Kawamura, 2020).
Inclusion criteria required participants to be born in the host country to migrant parents, self-identify
as Muslim, and have experienced cultural or social tensions related to identity. Individuals with no
self-acknowledged identity negotiation experience were excluded. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling to ensure rich and relevant accounts of the phenomenon under investigation. A
total of twelve participants (7 females and 5 males) contributed to the study. Their diverse ethnic
backgrounds included North African, Middle Eastern, and South Asian heritage, offering a cross-
cultural lens on identity formation in diasporic contexts. While purposive sampling was appropriate
for capturing depth and diversity of experiences, the relatively small sample size inevitably limits the
generalizability of findings. The study therefore emphasizes depth of insight over breadth, with the
goal of generating rich, contextualized understandings rather than statistically representative claims.

Data Collection

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews designed to elicit rich,
reflective accounts of identity experiences (Clair, 2003). Interviews were conducted face-to-face in
neutral, participant-preferred settings to foster comfort and openness. Each session lasted between 60
to 90 minutes and was audio-recorded with prior consent. The interview protocol was guided by open-
ended questions that explored themes of belonging, exclusion, cultural tension, and resilience.
Questions were piloted for clarity and cultural sensitivity. Provisions were made to ensure a
psychologically safe environment during interviews, including confidentiality assurances and breaks
when needed.

Data Analysis

Data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA), following the structured steps proposed by Smith et al. The process involved multiple readings
of each transcript, initial noting of significant experiential statements, identification of emergent
themes, and clustering of themes into superordinate categories. NVivo software supported the coding
process but was used as an auxiliary tool to manage and organize textual data. The analytic process
emphasized both convergence and divergence in participants’ experiences, allowing for a layered
interpretation of how meaning is constructed in relation to identity and cultural belonging. Given the
small sample size, the analysis aimed to provide nuanced, idiographic insights rather than
generalizable patterns, consistent with the epistemological orientation of IPA.
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Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review board prior to data
collection (Fenton & Baxter, 2016). Informed consent was obtained in writing from all participants
after full disclosure of the study's aims, procedures, and ethical safeguards. Participants were assured
of the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses, and data were securely stored with restricted
access. The study adhered to international ethical standards for human subject research, including the
Declaration of Helsinki and institutional ethical guidelines.

RESULTS
Between Two Worlds — Negotiating Dual Belonging

Participants consistently described the tension of living in cultural in-betweenness. They
struggled to reconcile their ethnic heritage with the dominant norms of the host society. Many
expressed the sense of being "caught" between two incompatible worlds—neither fully accepted by
the mainstream society nor completely embraced by their heritage communities.

“I speak their language, I dress like them, but still, I am never really seen as one of them.
And at home, I’'m too ‘Western’ for my own family.”

This duality created psychological friction, where participants constantly calibrated their
behavior, language, and appearance depending on the context. Some described this process as a "daily
negotiation of identity," which left them feeling fragmented or "incomplete." This theme directly
addresses the research question by illustrating how identity negotiation is lived as an ongoing struggle
of dual belonging, reflecting the phenomenological emphasis on meaning-making within
contradictory social contexts.

The Veil of Visibility — Experiencing Social Othering

Religious and ethnic visibility, such as wearing the hijab or having a visibly Muslim name,
was often experienced as a marker of difference that triggered social exclusion or surveillance.
Participants shared stories of microaggressions, subtle discrimination, and institutional bias,
particularly in schools and public spaces.

“People look at me and assume who I am, what I believe, even before I open my mouth. I
become their stereotype.”

Several respondents expressed a profound awareness of being watched or judged, leading to
feelings of alienation and hyper-vigilance. This visibility turned their bodies and presence into sites of
contestation, often associated with the politics of fear and identity in the host nation. By linking
everyday acts of visibility to systemic patterns of exclusion, this theme connects with the theoretical
framework of social identity and othering, highlighting how external markers of difference shape the
internal experience of belonging.

Faith as Anchor — Resilience Through Spiritual Continuity

Despite the social challenges, participants often drew strength from their faith. Islam was
portrayed not just as a set of rituals, but as a source of moral grounding and personal resilience. It
offered them a consistent framework through which they could interpret adversity and find peace.

“It’s in my prayers that | feel whole. Like I can breathe again, away from all the confusion
outside.”

Faith functioned as both a personal sanctuary and a communal resource. Many described
mosque spaces or informal religious circles as safe zones for expressing identity without judgment.
These spaces were crucial in revalidating their hybrid identities. This theme links directly to the
research question by showing how participants mobilize spiritual resources to negotiate identity,
aligning with the phenomenological framework that foregrounds the role of personal meaning and
existential orientation in lived experience.
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Redefining Home — Agency and Identity Reconstruction

In response to exclusion and ambivalence, several participants demonstrated agency by
reconfiguring their sense of belonging. They engaged in identity reconstruction, drawing from both
cultural traditions and new transnational influences. Rather than choosing one identity over the other,
they created hybrid self-definitions that honored complexity.

“I’'m not fully this or that. 'm both. And I’'m okay with that now. I’ve made peace with
being mixed.”

Participants framed "home" not merely as a geographic or national concept but as a
psychological and emotional space built through relationships, acceptance, and self-understanding.
This process was neither linear nor uniform but reflected ongoing negotiation and adaptation. This
theme reinforces the research question by illustrating agency in identity reconstruction, resonating
with theoretical perspectives on hybridity and reflexivity as central processes in migrant identity
negotiation.

These four themes collectively illuminate the complexity of identity construction among
second-generation Muslim migrants in urban European contexts. Their narratives underscore the
simultaneous pressures of cultural conformity and the deep longing for authenticity. Through
resilience, self-reflection, and spiritual anchoring, these individuals articulate a nuanced form of
belonging that resists binary categorization. In doing so, the results not only answer the central
research question but also extend the theoretical framework by demonstrating how phenomenological
analysis captures the layered negotiations of identity that remain overlooked in structural or policy-
driven studies.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal that second-generation Muslim migrants experience identity
as a fluid and negotiated process shaped by cultural duality, social visibility, and spiritual resilience
(Altmann et al., 2025). These lived experiences directly address the core research question regarding
how individuals make sense of their social identity within the pressures of dominant cultural
expectations in host societies.

This research offers a nuanced understanding of identity construction by highlighting the
internal and contextual factors that shape migrant experiences beyond surface-level integration
metrics. The narratives demonstrate that participants do not passively receive cultural labels but
actively reinterpret them in ways that foster agency, emotional continuity, and spiritual anchoring. In
contrast to dominant models of acculturation, which often treat identity as a linear adaptation, this
study illustrates that identity is a dynamic interplay of resistance, belonging, and meaning-making,.
The insights from participants expand the understanding of social integration by foregrounding lived
tensions and psychological strategies used to navigate marginalization.

The findings resonate with prior qualitative research, such as Berry’s acculturation theory, yet
move beyond it by emphasizing personal interpretation and emotional depth. Unlike studies that
categorize migrant identity into predefined modes—assimilation, integration, separation, or
marginalization—this study uncovers how individuals blur these boundaries through hybrid identities
(Caricati et al., 2025). Moreover, the emphasis on religious grounding as a source of stability supports
existing literature on spiritual coping mechanisms (Peek, 2005), while adding a deeper
phenomenological layer by illustrating how faith is internalized and personalized in daily life. These
results also align with recent phenomenological work in migration studies (e.g., Ghorashi, 2014),
affirming the need to privilege the voices and perspectives of those directly experiencing cultural
dissonance.

Beyond these frameworks, the study also contributes to broader migration theories. First, the
evidence of hybrid identity-making speaks to theories of segmented assimilation by showing that
identity outcomes are not neatly confined to assimilation, separation, or marginalization but often
combine these in creative and agentic ways. Second, the participants’ reliance on transnational
cultural and religious resources underscores transnationalism theory, which argues that migrant
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belonging is sustained through cross-border practices and affective ties rather than limited to host-
society integration. Third, by documenting how participants reframe “home” as both emotional and
relational, the findings reinforce hybridity and post-migration identity theories that challenge fixed
categories of nation, culture, and belonging. In this sense, the study not only supports but also extends
migration theories by grounding them in lived, phenomenological detail.

The findings of this study carry significant implications for both academic inquiry and
practical application (Guo et al., 2025). Socially and culturally, they offer insight into how identity
formation among second-generation Muslim migrants operates not within fixed categories, but within
relational and affective landscapes shaped by visibility, belonging, and resistance. Theoretically, the
study contributes to a rethinking of integration by demonstrating that identity construction is best
understood as a fluid, iterative process embedded in emotional and spiritual practices—an insight that
migration theories often overlook when privileging structural or outcome-based perspectives.
Culturally sensitive policies and integration programs could benefit from incorporating narratives that
reflect these lived complexities, thereby moving beyond one-size-fits-all frameworks. On a
professional level, educators, community leaders, and mental health practitioners may draw from
these findings to better understand the psychological burden of cultural duality and the value of
creating safe spaces for expression and reflection (Addai et al., 2025). Ultimately, this study
contributes to a broader dialogue on pluralism, identity, and citizenship in contemporary multicultural
societies.

This research, while insightful, is not without limitations. The use of purposive sampling and
a relatively small number of participants, although appropriate for phenomenological inquiry, limits
the extent to which findings can be generalized across all second-generation migrant populations
(Ribeiro et al., 2025). The study’s focus on Muslim participants within urban European contexts may
not capture the full range of identity experiences across other cultural or geographic settings.
Additionally, while interpretative phenomenological analysis allows for deep engagement with
meaning, it remains shaped by the researcher's interpretive lens, which introduces the possibility of
subjective framing. These limitations do not diminish the study’s value but rather highlight the need
for contextual awareness in reading and applying its insights.

Future research could expand on these findings by exploring comparative experiences across
different religious or ethnic migrant groups, or by examining how generational shifts impact the
negotiation of identity over time (Yalgin & Onal, 2025). Longitudinal studies may also offer a deeper
view into how the meaning of belonging evolves across various life stages. Moreover, integrating
participatory or dialogical approaches could further enhance the co-construction of meaning between
researchers and participants. By deepening engagement with subjective experiences, such research
could continue to challenge static conceptions of integration and contribute to a more human-centered
understanding of migration in global contexts.

CONCLUSION

This study explored how second-generation Muslim migrants in European urban settings
experience and interpret their social identity amid cultural dualities and societal pressures. Through an
interpretative phenomenological approach, the research revealed that participants construct hybrid
identities by negotiating belonging, confronting social othering, and drawing strength from spiritual
continuity. The findings contribute a deeper understanding of the lived dimensions of integration,
highlighting the emotional and interpretive processes that remain underrepresented in prior research.
By centering participants’ voices, this study addresses the limitations of existing models that reduce
identity to static categories or linear adaptation. For policymakers, the findings suggest the importance
of moving beyond one-size-fits-all integration measures by incorporating programs that recognize
hybrid belonging, provide protection against subtle discrimination, and support faith-based and
community initiatives as resources for resilience. For community practitioners, including educators,
social workers, and mental health professionals, the study highlights the need to create safe
intercultural spaces where identity expression is validated, as well as culturally sensitive interventions
that address the psychological burden of cultural duality. These insights may inform more inclusive
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social policies and culturally responsive practices across education, community engagement, and
mental health services. Future research could extend this work by exploring identity formation across
different cultural groups, generational transitions, or using longitudinal designs to trace evolving
meanings of belonging over time.
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