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Abstract 

This mixed-method study explores how Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters (18-25 years 

old) give meaning to their religious identity and how this might influence their sense of 

belonging to the Netherlands. For the quantitative study, data was collected during online 

surveys amongst 134 youngsters with an average age of 20.47 (SD = 2.26). And the data for 

the qualitative study was collected via semi-structured interviews with 15 youngsters with an 

average age of 22.60 (SD = 2.35). A correlation was performed for the quantitative part, while 

thematic analysis was used to interpret the interviews. The quantitative results indicated that 

religious identity is positively, but weakly, correlated to sense of belonging. This was also 

supported by the qualitative study, showing that Muslim youngsters place great importance to 

their religion, while they also feel belonged to Dutch society. At the same time, however, 

belonging does not always go without any challenges. Youngsters mentioned that as Muslims, 

they sometimes feel the need to prove themselves as valid members of Dutch society and that 

they are faced with tackling challenges based on their existing levels of their religion. Among 

a few youngsters, these challenges also brings uncertainty about their future in the 

Netherlands. This study highlights the importance to be aware that Muslim youngsters might 

face difficulties in feeling belonged and at home and that this does not stem from not wanting 

to, rather, it often is the result of the missing of acceptance and sensitivity from their fellow 

nationals. 

Keywords: religious identity, Muslim, Islam, sense of belonging, Moroccan-Dutch. 

Samenvatting 

Deze mixed-methode studie onderzoekt hoe Marokkaans-Nederlandse moslimjongeren (18-25 

jaar) betekenis geven aan hun religieuze identiteit en hoe dit mogelijk hun gevoel van 

verbondenheid met Nederland beïnvloed. Voor het kwantitatieve onderzoek zijn gegevens 

verzameld via online-enquêtes onder 134 jongeren met een gemiddelde leeftijd van 20.47 (SD 

= 2.26) en de gegevens voor het kwalitatieve onderzoek zijn verzameld via 

semigestructureerde interviews met 15 jongeren met een gemiddelde leeftijd van 22.60 (SD = 

2.35). Voor het kwantitatieve deel is een correlatie uitgevoerd, terwijl voor de interpretatie 

van de interviews gebruik is gemaakt van thematische analyse. De kwantitatieve resultaten 

gaven aan dat religieuze identiteit positief, maar zwak, gecorreleerd is met het gevoel van 

verbondenheid. Dit werd ook ondersteund door het kwalitatieve onderzoek, waaruit bleek dat 

moslimjongeren veel belang hechten aan hun religie en zich ook verbonden voelen met 
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Nederland. Tegelijkertijd gaat deze verbondenheid niet zonder uitdagingen. Jongeren gaven 

aan dat ze als moslims soms het gevoel hebben zichzelf te moeten bewijzen als volwaardig lid 

van de Nederlandse samenleving en dat ze worden geconfronteerd met uitdagingen op basis 

van hun religie. Bij enkele jongeren zorgen deze uitdagingen ook voor onzekerheden over hun 

toekomst in Nederland. Deze studie benadrukt het belang om te beseffen dat moslimjongeren 

moeilijkheden kunnen ondervinden om zich thuis te voelen en dat dit niet voorkomt uit het 

niet willen, maar eerder het gevolg is van het ontbreken van acceptatie en sensitiviteit van hun 

landgenoten. 

 Sleutelwoorden: religieuze identiteit, Moslim, Islam, verbondenheid, Marokkaans-
Nederlands. 
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Religious Identity and Sense of Belonging in Dutch Society: A Mixed-Method Study 

among Moroccan-Dutch Muslim Youngsters in the Netherlands 

The religious landscape of the historically Christian and highly secularized Western-

European cities changed remarkably in the last couple of decades, partly due to the 

immigration influx (Cipriani, 2009). Muslims constitute an important part of this diverse 

religious landscape. However, the attitudes towards this new religious diversity have been 

mixed and have become more overtly anti-Muslim in the aftermath of September 11th (Pew 

Research Center, 2011). In much of the Western debate, Islam is labelled as a monolithic 

religion characterized by irrationality, medieval backwardness, and misogyny (Eid & Karim, 

2014). Furthermore, European politicians have publicly described Islam as a “problem” and 

“backward religion” that seriously threatens society (Verkuyten, 2014). The media plays a 

significant role in their portrayal of Muslims living in the West. For example, in Great Britain, 

the media frequently described Muslims in terms that connote their existence in society as un-

British, living in parallel cultures, and as aliens to the British society (Saeed, 2007). As a 

result, Muslim’s religiosity and their place in Western society have become of central 

question to late modern Western life (Foner & Alba, 2008). With the years, the Western 

majority started to believe that even Muslims born and educated in Western democracies pose 

a serious threat to public safety and social stability (Simonsen, 2018). 

The Netherlands is known to be one of the most secularized Western societies (Gorski 

& Altinordu, 2008). A study by Pew Research Center (2005) showed that the Netherlands 

hold the most unfavorable views of Muslims compared to other Western countries. The 

results of this study showed that 51% of the Dutch majority hold unfavorable views of 

Muslims, compared to 15% and 11% of unfavorable views of Christians and Jews, 

respectively. Moreover, research has shown that the negative attitudes towards Muslims are 

increasing with the years, while attitudes towards other groups have remained stable (Jaspers 

et al., 2009). And with the years, Dutch people’s tolerance of Muslims has declined (De Hart 

& Dekker, 2006), leading to widespread resistance to Muslims’ religious way of life (Phalet 

& Gijsberts, 2007; Maliepaard & Gijsberts, 2012). For example, the suspicion towards 

Muslims has increased (Pehrson & Green, 2010) and the general public has become more 

openly anti-Islamic (Allen & Nielsen, 2002). Muslims are seen as the “other” as their religion 

is viewed as opposed to liberal values, democracy, and secularism (Sniderman & 

Hagendoorn, 2007). As a result, people in Dutch society feel that Muslim and Dutch values 

are incompatible (Dagevos & Gijsberts, 2007).   
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These findings are not much of a surprise as the fear of Islam in the Western world is 

as old as Islam itself (Taras, 2012). This fear affected the Dutch political discourse for almost 

two decades. In these two decades, some Dutch politicians have repeatedly criticized Islam. 

Nowadays, it is Geert Wilders who has constantly been warning society against “the 

Islamization of the Netherlands”. His political party, the Part of Freedom (in Dutch: Partij 

voor de Vrijheid), mentioned in its recent party program, that “Islam does not belong to the 

host nation” and that they want to establish a new Ministry of Immigration, Remigration, and 

De-Islamization (Election Program PVV, 2021). Such political statements characterize a 

strong anti-Islamic discourse, making it difficult for Muslim citizens to feel fully accepted in 

Dutch society, even to those who have been born in the Netherlands (De Koning, 2008). And 

such distrusts have led to Muslim youth to become further disillusioned with Dutch society 

(Welten & Abbas, 2021). 

Religious Identity 

During adolescence, identity formation becomes particularly important as youngsters 

strive to develop a sense of self and are trying to find their place in society (Arnett, 2014). 

Identity is generally known to describe the sense of self, group affiliations, structural 

positions, and achieved statuses of an individual (Peek, 2005). An important, yet largely 

overlooked, influence on a person’s identity is the role of religion (Chaudhury & Miller, 

2008). There has been little work on the role of religion in adolescent identity development 

(King & Boyatzis, 2004; King & Roeser, 2009). Religion can be defined as “a system of ideas 

that provides a convincing world image” (Erikson, 1968, p. 31). Erikson (1968) argued that 

making religious commitments is an important part of identity formation for most people as 

religion provides salient ideologies for youth to adopt. In addition, religion is among the most 

important markers of group identity, as religious groups may serve important functions and 

people may affiliate with such groups for socialization reasons (Peek, 2005). Being a member 

of a religious group may offer psychological and social benefits, including community 

networks, trust, and support (Chen, 2002). 

Religion is known to function as a resource in positive development among youth 

(Furrow et al., 2004). Indeed, religiousness may positively affect the physical and mental 

health of a person, while acting as a buffer against risk behavior and anxiety (Friedman & 

Saroglou, 2010). As such, religion has been recognized to visualize a worldview composed of 

beliefs and values embedded within social relations to provide a young person with a sense of 

purpose and belonging (Erikson, 1959). Especially Muslim youngsters living in the West are 

likely to recognize religion as an important life area (Maliepaard & Phalet, 2012; Martinovic 
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& Verkuyten, 2012; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). From the perspective of Muslim minorities, 

their religious identity is a highly valued source of cultural continuity and social support 

(Ysseldyk et al., 2010). Furthermore, the religious identity is seen to be an important source of 

collective self-worth, shared values, and social support within families and communities 

(Güngör et al., 2011). These results suggests that religious identity and participation may be 

particularly strong among Muslim youngsters in the Netherlands. 

Religious Identity and Sense of Belonging  

Humans have a basic need to feel that they belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This 

belonging involves identifying with and feeling attached to a social group. Belonging is a 

universal characteristic of human beings and is seen as a basic human need (Maslow, 1970). 

As highlighted by Skey (2013), belonging involves ideas of connection and embeddedness 

related to the experience of being part of a bigger community. A sense of belonging not only 

includes emotional attachments, but also entails the notion of feeling at home and feeling safe 

(Yuval-Davis, 2006). In this sense, “home” does not refer to the physical place but to the 

symbolic space of comfort, familiarity, and emotional attachment (Antonisch, 2010). 

Furthermore, belonging is not only about how one sees oneself, but it focuses also on how 

someone relates to others and the other way around. 

The concept of belonging might be especially relevant for people with a migration 

background as, in contrast to the national residents, their national belonging might not be 

taken for granted because they are more likely to be considered as outsiders (Skey, 2013). 

This might be especially the case for Moroccan-Dutch youngsters as they are born in the 

Netherlands or started living there before the age of seven, speak the Dutch language fluently, 

have been brought up in national institutions, and may have national citizenship. Yet, at the 

same time, they show markers of difference, as they might not look typically Caucasian. This 

might lead to the thought that the Dutch majority does not always identify them as fellow 

nationals. Another reason why they may be visibly different from majority members might be 

due to their religious way of dressing, like wearing the hijab (Islamic veil). Although a lack of 

belonging among members of this group cannot stem from being unfamiliar with the Dutch 

society, Moroccan-Dutch youngsters still might experience a hard time in feeling a valued 

member of society.   

Moroccan-Dutch Muslim Youngsters 

The Moroccan Dutch make up 2.37% of the Dutch population in 2021, making them 

the second largest migration group in the Netherlands (Central Bureau for Statistics, 2021). 

From the late 1960s onward, Moroccans came as guest workers to the Netherlands (Gijsberts 
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& Dagevos, 2010). In the last decade, Moroccan-Dutch Muslims are exposed to frequent 

discrimination in Dutch society, and their religious traditions are negatively stereotyped as 

incompatible with mainstream values and ways of life (Phalet & Gijsberts, 2007). It is even 

more difficult for this group as they are considered to be the least accepted minority group 

living in the Netherlands (Gijsberts & Dagevos, 2010). Therefore, it can be struggling for 

these youngsters to position themselves in Dutch society (Martinovic & Verkuyten, 2012). 

Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters might feel the need to continuously negotiate 

their religiousness in a society where politicians publicly show discontent towards Islam 

(Verkuyten, 2014). This rejection and not being fully recognized as a group member can be 

perceived as painful. It makes people uncertain about oneself and their position in the group 

(Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002). Moreover, this rejection can lead to a significant decrease of 

feeling belonged (Schmitt & Branscombe, 2002). A way to cope with this identity threat is to 

adopt group-based strategies and to distance yourself from the majority group (Hogg, 2000). 

In the case of Moroccan-Dutch Muslims, it is therefore possible that they might distance 

themselves from Dutch society. This might be plausible, as longitudinal evidence shows that 

discrimination may negatively impact the national identification among minorities 

(Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2008). Another study by Martinovic and Verkuyten (2012) found that 

higher perceived discrimination was related to stronger Muslim identification. In the case of 

Moroccan-Dutch Muslims in the Netherlands, it can thus be expected that when Muslims 

identify stronger with their religion, they might experience lesser national belonging to the 

Netherlands.  

The Present Study 

This mixed-methods study examines how youngsters of Moroccan descent give 

meaning to their religious identity and how this might affect their sense of belonging to the 

Netherlands. The study aims to contribute to the understanding of the significance of religion 

among Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters living in the Netherlands. This study also 

expands knowledge regarding minority groups distinguished first and foremost by religion, 

rather than by race or ethnicity. Therefore, this study contributes to the research on religious 

identity and Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters. This is scientifically important as most 

research on religion has focused mainly on a Christian perspective (Small & Bowman, 2011).  

In the backdrop of the political discontent towards Muslims in the Netherlands, it is 

important to gain a better understanding of this group to prevent further actions of intolerance 

and to provide Muslim youngsters with a society that will meet their unique needs. This study 

therefore aims to make a bridge between the scientific literature and the daily experiences of 



8 
 

Muslim youngsters, especially in regard with their belonging to the Netherlands. This is 

important because the media, is not always positive when they talk about the Muslim 

populations and are leaving little room for the day-to-day experiences of Muslim youngsters. 

This creates a gap between facts and the discourse about Dutch people with a Muslim identity 

(Crul & Heerin, 2008). Additionally, this study might be societal relevant as it brings 

information for anyone involved in the religious identity of Muslim youngsters. This study 

can thus lay the foundation for the reflection on pedagogical implications for schools and 

parents.  

The main research question of this mixed-methods study is as followed: How do 

Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters perceive and shape their religious identity and how does 

this influence their sense of belonging to the Netherlands? For the quantitative part, the aim is 

to examine the possible association between religious identity and sense of belonging. Based 

on previous research, it is hypothesized to find a negative association, meaning that the higher 

the perceived religious identity is, the lower their perceived belonging to Dutch society will 

be (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2008; Martinovic & Verkuyten, 2012). For the qualitative part of 

this study, the following three sub-questions have been formulated: 

1. How do Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters give meaning to their religious identity 

in the Netherlands?  

2. How do Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters perceive the relationship between their 

own religious identity and the place in society in which they live? 

3. What are possible struggles of Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters when expressing 

their religious identity in the Netherlands? 

Methods 

A mixed-method approach of a quantitative survey along with a qualitative participant 

interview was used for this study. The quantitative study will be described first, followed by 

the qualitative study.  

Quantitative Study 

The data used for the quantitative research approach in this study, were already 

collected in a previous study, named Geboren & Getogen 2.0 [Born & Raised 2.0] done by 

Day and Badou (2020) from the Verwey-Jonker Institute. The aim of the Geboren & Getogen 

2.0 study was to investigate the multiple identity perceptions of young people (16-25 years 

old) with a migration background. The study aimed to investigate how youngsters deal with 

their multiple identities and how these identities influence their daily life.  

Participants 
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In total, 794 youngsters participated in the Geboren & Getogen 2.0 study (Day & 

Badou, 2020). Given the focus of the present study on religious identity and sense of 

belonging among Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters, a subset of the Geboren & Getogen 

2.0 sample was used (N = 134). Participants were included if either one of the parents or 

grandparents were born in Morocco. When participants had a dual identity, they were 

included when they answered to think of Morocco as their country of origin. Other inclusion 

criteria were that participants were between the age of 18 and 25 years old, and that they were 

following a higher education degree or already obtained one. The average age of these 134 

participants was 20.47 years (SD = 2.26) and consisted mostly of females (76.9%). The 

participants were predominantly born in the Netherlands (95.5%) or came to the Netherlands 

before the age of 7 (4.5%). From this sample, 129 participants followed a university or 

university of applied science study and 5 had already graduated.  

Recruitment and Procedure 

The data collection for the Geboren & Getogen 2.0 study was done by Labyrinth, a 

research and advising agency in the Netherlands. They recruited the participants through their 

own youth panels. They also went to secondary schools and to schools for secondary 

vocational education, where youngsters could complete the online questionnaire on a tablet. 

Before filling in the questionnaire, participants had to give consent by agreeing with the terms 

that were written on the first page of the questionnaire. It was mentioned that by giving 

consent, participants agreed to be clearly informed about the aim and method of the study, 

that they voluntarily agreed to participate in this study, and that they realized that they could 

stop the study at any time and reserve the right to withdraw their consent without having to 

give a reason. The data for the quantitative study were collected between the summer of 2019 

and February 2020. On average, it took participants 38.18 minutes to complete the 

questionnaire. After completing the questionnaire, each participant was rewarded a gift 

voucher of 10 euros.  

Measures 

Religious Identity. Religious identity comprised seven statement items that ask about 

the importance of and identification with Muslim identity. Each item consists of a 5-point 

Likert scale (1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree). An example of a statement is: “My 

religion plays an important role in who I am”. Cronbach’s alpha was .91, which showed that 

the items had a high reliability.   

Sense of Belonging. To measure sense of belonging, two variables were combined. 

The first variable is “geographical connectedness” and examined the way participants feel 



10 
 

belonged to the Netherlands, while the “feeling at home” variable examined the way 

participants feel at home in the Netherlands. The first variable, “geographic connectedness”, 

was measured using three items consisting of a 4-point Likert scale (1 = totally not connected 

and 5 = totally connected). An example of a question is: “To what extent do you feel 

connected to the Netherlands?”. The other variable was “the feeling at home” variable. This 

scale was measured using three statement items consisting of a 5-point Likert scale (1 = 

totally disagree and 5 = totally agree). An example of a statement is: “I feel at home in the 

Netherlands”. Cronbach’s alpha was .79, which showed that the items all together had a high 

reliability.  

Strategy for Analysis 

To examine the relationship between religious identity and sense of belonging, a 

correlation was performed that defined the religious identity scores as dependent variable and 

the sense of belonging scores as independent variable. Based on listwise deletion, five cases 

were excluded from the study because they had incomplete data. Prior to calculating the 

correlation, the assumptions of normality and linearity were assessed. The Shapiro-Wilk test 

and boxplots indicated that the assumption of normality could be met as it showed that the 

data were normally distributed. However, a visual inspection of the scatterplot showed that 

the assumptions of linearity could not be met. Therefore, Spearman’s rho was used to perform 

the correlation test. The analysis was carried out using SPSS Statistics 27.  

Qualitative Study 

Participants 

Participants were included to take part in a semi-structured interview if they were of 

Moroccan descent, if they were between the age of 18 and 25 years old, and if they were 

following or graduated from a higher education degree in the Netherlands. In total, 15 

participants, five man and ten women, participated in the qualitative part of this study. The 

average age of these participants was 22.60 years (SD = 2.35). Participants where either born 

in the Netherlands (86.7%) or migrated to the Netherlands before they reached the age of 

seven (13.3%). 11 of the participants were following a study at higher education, while four 

of them were already graduated for no longer than three years. 

Recruitment and Procedure 

The participants who took part in the interviews, were not the same participants as 

those who filled out the questionnaire, as these participants were collected by the researcher 

itself. The data for the interviews were collected in April 2021. Participants were recruited 

through convenience and snowball sampling in the Netherlands. The participants were 
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contacted via social media channels (i.e., Facebook) and by the use of the personal contacts 

and friends of the researcher. A flyer was used to collect the participants. Those who were 

interested in taking part in the research were contacted by email and received an information 

letter and an informed consent form in which the purpose and the procedure of the study were 

explained as well as information about the rights of the participants and how the data would 

be handled with respect to the GDPR-rights. After obtaining written consent, participants took 

part in a 45 to 60 minutes online semi-structured interview via Microsoft Teams. The average 

length of the interviews is 42.26 minutes. The interviews were digitally recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. After all transcripts were made, the recordings were deleted. To ensure 

anonymity, the names of the participants were omitted in the transcripts.   

Measures 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner and explored issues such 

as religious identity, belonging to the Netherlands, possible challenges as living as Muslims in 

the Netherlands, and their future prospects. At first, some background information was asked 

about their age, gender, and study or occupation. Subsequently, several questions were asked 

regarding their religious identity and their belonging with the Netherlands. Since the interview 

was semi-structured, a topic list with 21 questions was used as a guidance for the interview 

(Appendix A), making the qualitative data more comparable (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). 

Furthermore, semi-structured interviews enabled elaboration on certain topics. This gave 

participants the freedom to openly express their views and allowed them to bring forth 

relevant topics connected to the interview objectives (Cohen & Crabtee, 2006).  

To maintain the validity of the research, the respondents should require to be a 

homogenic group to ensure saturation (Sim et al., 2018). This is ensured in the study as the 

participants are selected based on specific characteristics. They were selected based on the 

fact that they have a Moroccan background, are Muslim, are studying or recently graduated 

from higher education, and are all between the age of 18-25. Moreover, in qualitative study it 

is best to use at least 12 respondents to ensure validity (Sim et al., 2018). Due to having 15 

interviews, this requirement was met. Reliability is tried to be ensured by precisely writing 

every step of the methods.  

Analyses 

For the analyses of the qualitative data, thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) was 

used to define themes in the data. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed using the 

software program NVivo 12 Pro. The analytical approach was inductive, meaning that the 

chosen themes do not arise from a larger theoretical framework, rather, they are strongly 
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correlated with the data itself (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first step in the analyzing process 

was transcribing all interviews and start labeling. All the important aspects of the interviews 

were highlighted. After coding the single concepts per interview, the codes were compared to 

draw up certain labels who served as the sub-themes. Lastly, the sub-themes were divided into 

overarching themes. The themes were identified based on the explicit meaning of the data and 

therefore a semantic, essentialist approach was used (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Results 

Quantitative Results 

Association between Religious Identity and Sense of Belonging 

 The first aim of this study was to examine the size and direction of the linear 

relationship between religious identity and sense of belonging. Spearman’s rho indicated the 

presence of a weak but positive correlation between religious identity (M = 30.12,  SD = 4.97) 

and sense of belonging (M = 30.12,  SD = 3.74), rs = .32, p <.001, two-tailed, N = 129. This 

means that youngsters who have a higher religious identity reported higher on social 

belonging.  

Qualitative Results 

Four different themes emerged from the qualitative analyses, all with their own 

subtopics. The first theme focuses on the meaning youngsters give to their religious identity. 

The second theme concerns their sense of belonging to the Netherlands, while the third theme 

highlights the challenges they experience. Lastly, the fourth theme focuses on their future 

prospects.  

Theme 1: Meaning of Religious Identity 

When responding to the question what the role of religion is in their life, each 

participant placed at least some level of importance of the Islamic faith in their life. The way 

in which they expressed this meaning differed according to their own preferences and life 

perspectives. However, participants overall mentioned that religion provides them with a 

guide through life and they find it very important to act as a role model for the Islam.  

Religion as a Life Guide. Participants mentioned quite often that they see their 

religion mainly as a guide for making important choices in life. More specifically, their 

religion gives them a life purpose and influences the way they construct their life. 

Furthermore, the results showed that participants also try to make their life fit with the 

appropriate rules and ways that Islam ascribes to them. Participants explained that they try to 

pray five times a day, to fast during the month Ramadan, and to give alms to the poor. Besides 
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these activities, the results showed that participants also use Islam as a guide to be the best 

version of themselves and how to be a good citizen in this world. One participant said the 

following about how he uses the Islam as a life guide:   

 

To me, religion is a tool to be a good person, for myself, for my family, and for my 

environment. To me, religion is more than just practicing it for myself, but it is more 

than that. Religion is also about dealing with social problems in life. (participant 7, 

male, 23 years old) 

 

Role Model for the Islam. The results showed that eight out of the 15 participants 

viewed themselves as role models for the Islam. Being a role model is especially important 

for them as they are living in a Western country where not every person has a positive view 

about Islam and Muslims in general. Therefore, they see it as their goal to show good 

behavior and to build good character. As one of the participants said:  

 

You have to have good character [as a Muslim]. Also, because you have an exemplary 

function. The people here [in the Netherlands], they only know Islam from TV or from 

the newspapers. So yeah, you really have to give a good example as a Muslim here, to 

show them how Islam actually really is. (Participant 7, male, 23 years old) 

 

Moreover, being a role model is not only important to them due to the negative 

stereotypes of Islam. Their religion also influences them to shape good character and to show 

good behavior, like helping others when possible. For example, one interviewee explained 

how religion positively influences her as a person, while she simultaneously uses this 

influence to act as an ambassador for Islam: 

 

It [the religion] forms you as a person so to speak. So, religion helps me a lot to get 

through daily life, in a good, more efficient manner, but also in a very friendly way, 

because I am also very aware that I am an ambassador of Islam itself. (participant 8, 

female, 23 years old) 

 

Theme 2: Some Sense of Belonging with the Netherlands 

When it comes to the sense of belonging of Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters, 

participants shared different stories about their connection with the Netherlands. In short, 
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according to the results, participants mentioned to have some belonging to the Netherlands. 

Although they feel some kind of connection and belonging to the Netherlands, they still 

struggle with feeling fully belonged as well. However, their belonging depended on the 

physical location and the places where they live.  

 Feeling Some Sense of Belonging. All participants mentioned that overall, they feel 

some sense of belonging with the Netherlands. They ascribed this sense of belonging mostly 

to the fact that they were born and/or grew up in the Netherlands. Therefore, they are familiar 

with the system, speak the language, and participate in society as they study or work in the 

Netherlands. However, three participants explicitly mentioned that despite the fact that they 

have never lived in another country, they have a hard time in feeling fully connected to Dutch 

society. They explained that they do not feel fully accepted here as a Muslim and that people 

do not always consider them Dutch, due to the fact that they do not seem to look Dutch. 

Furthermore, the negative reporting about Islam also makes it more difficult for them to feel 

completely at home in the Netherlands. As one participant explained: 

 

I constantly have the feeling that I always have to fight for my place in [Dutch] society 

as a Muslim, so that I don’t just let myself be put away by someone else with his 

prejudices.… And as a result, I do not feel fully at home here in the Netherlands 

(participant 15, female, 25 years old) 

 

 Sense of Belonging Could Depend on the Physical Location. Eight of the 15 

participants also explained that for them, their belonging to the Netherlands, depends on the 

place where they live or where they go to. They told that they especially feel at home when 

they are surrounded by other Muslims as it brings familiarity, and it makes it easier for them 

to be themselves. The results therefore showed that many participants thought that it might be 

easier for Muslims to live in the bigger cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam, as these cities 

are known for their multiculturality. One interviewee (female, 20 years old) told that she is 

really happy to be living in Amsterdam, she said: 

 

I am really happy to have such freedom while living in the Netherlands, or at least in 

Amsterdam. In the bigger cities like Amsterdam, Rotterdam or Utrecht, well, I can be 

who I want to be. I can wear my hijab, my long clothes if I want to wear them, and 

basically no one says anything to you about it. At least, I have never experienced that 

someone commented on my way of dressing. (participant 9, female, 20 years old) 
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Theme 3: Daily Challenges as a Muslim in the Netherlands 

All participants shared different kind of challenges they experience as a Muslim 

youngster living in the Netherlands. The challenges that were mentioned the most are holding 

on to your religion, having to constantly prove yourself, and to being held accountable as a 

Muslim.  

 Sticking to Islamic Faith. Participants mentioned that they sometimes find it difficult 

to stick to their religion as it feels not always fully accepted to act religiously in the 

Netherlands. This feeling is mainly fueled by the negative stereotypes Dutch people may have 

of the Islam. As a result, staying committed to the Islam can be difficult. The results showed 

that participants are constantly in an internal conflict on how to stay committed to their 

religion while participating in society. For example, a couple of participants said that they 

have a hard time to ask for permission to pray at their work or internship place. They are 

especially scared for any negative reactions or that they will be perceived as weird. Therefore, 

to prevent such confrontations, some participants decided to not bring their religion to work 

and to only pray at home. Conversely, other participants stated that they want to try to ask for 

permission but are still waiting for some courage to do so. As one participant said: 

 

I do not always feel very confident sometimes. So for example with praying, I find it 

very scary if I am new at work or at a new school, where I still have to find my way 

and to just say “hey, can I pray here? Is it okay if I go into a room to perform my 

prayers?” In moments like that I feel very hindered. (participant 13, female, 23 years 

old) 

 

 Constantly Having to Prove Yourself. The results showed that participants have a 

hard time to feel fully accepted as who they are as a Muslim in the Netherlands. A reason they 

gave for this feeling is that Islam can be seen as a negative influence in the Netherlands. 

Participants explained that they find it also very difficult that there are Dutch politicians who 

seem to be against the Islam. As one participant said: 

 

I find it very difficult and a pity that there are some political parties, and I do not have 

to mention which parties, are putting the Islam in a bad light. This really makes me 

think: wow, okay, do you see me as a second-class citizen just because I adhere a 

particular religion? (participant 4, male, 24 years old) 
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As such, participants feel that they are already 1-0 behind only because of their 

religion. It therefore feels for them as that they constantly have to prove their worth as a 

Muslim Dutch citizen.  

Being Held Accountable as a Muslim. Not only did participants mentioned that 

some of them feel the need to constantly prove their worth, seven out of the 15 participants 

mentioned as well that they feel that they are being held accountable for stereotypical 

thoughts people have about Islam. One participant in particular told that during the time when 

different terrorist attacks were carried out in the name of Islam, he had a very tough time as 

everyone was looking at him for explanations, being one of the only Muslims at school. 

However, none of the participants approved such terrorist attacks. Yet, people still look biased 

at them. They explained that they find it nice when people are interested and ask questions 

about the Islam, however, they condemn when people make them feel that they should be held 

accountable for actions they did not commit nor approve.   

Theme 4: Future Prospects for Muslims in the Netherlands 

 When participants were asked about the future of Muslims in the Netherlands, the 

majority were quite positive about their future and see their future in the Netherlands. 

However, at the same time, they shared some concerns.  

Being Positive About the Future Prospects. Overall, participants were quite positive 

about the future prospects for Muslims in the Netherlands. They do not worry a lot about the 

future due to the fact that there are constitutions that guarantee the freedom of religion in this 

country. Other positive aspects are that there are more political parties that represent the 

Muslim populations like DENK or Nida. And since the political elections in 2021, the 

Netherlands has now the first political member with a hijab in the House of Representatives. 

Furthermore, the results showed that some of the participants are positive about the future 

because Muslims are more integrated in the Netherlands and because more Dutch people are 

becoming familiar with Islam. As one interviewee said: 

 

How I think the future will look like? I think that it will be very positive, because, 

especially this generation, we are at school, we know the [Dutch] language better, we 

know the [Dutch] culture better. But simultaneously, they also know us better. … So if 

you ask me, I think that it would be more positive, as we have more knowledge 

nowadays. We understand each other better. (participant 1, male, 24 years old) 
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Concerned for the Future. While many participants expect the future to be positive, 

there are still some hesitations among a few. Indeed, some argued that they are still concerned 

that it may become more difficult to live as a Muslim in the Netherlands. For example, some 

participants mentioned that since not so long ago, there is a nikab ban deployed in public 

areas in the Netherlands. In addition, six out of the 15 participants are especially scared for 

influences from France and Belgium, as these two countries have more rules against wearing 

the hijab. The participants think that it might be possible that within a few years, the same 

rules could apply here in the Netherlands. As one participant said: 

 

I am worried about the future. Because if I look at France for example, there they have 

the hijab ban now. And in Belgium they are doing the same. So this really scares me  

that it will influence the Netherlands to do the same thing. So yes, I am a bit fingers 

crossed looking to the future. (participant 9, female, 20 years old) 

 

Sees Future Here, but Made Plans for Emigration “Just in Case”. The results 

showed that almost everyone agreed that they see their future in the Netherlands. As one 

participant explicitly mentioned: “Of course, I want to be here in the future, because well, I 

was born and raised here, and yes, I wouldn’t even know where to go to anyway” (participant 

14, female, 18 years old). 

This shows that participants want to stay here as they have built their future in this 

country. While a few mentioned that they would love to live for some time in another country, 

just for the experience, they said that they would always come back to the Netherlands. Yet, a 

few of the participants were still scared for the future. Although they do not want to leave, 

they would make plans for emigration when in the future it will be too difficult to live as a 

Muslim in the Netherlands. For them, it is very important to be able to practice their religion 

in the Netherlands. When this will no longer be possible, they would leave.  

Discussion 

The main aim of this mixed-method study was to examine the way Moroccan-Dutch 

Muslim youngsters perceive and shape their religious identity and how this might influence 

their belonging to the Netherlands. In contrast to the hypothesis, the results from the 

quantitative study showed a positive, but weak, correlation between religious identity and 

sense of belonging. This indicates that a higher religious identification is related to a higher 

sense of belonging to the Netherlands. This positive correlation is also supported by the 

results from the qualitative study. Indeed, the qualitative results showed that overall, 
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Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters place great importance to their religious identity while 

they simultaneously feel belonged to Dutch society. This is a result that might be 

contradicting to the popular thoughts that those who place high importance to their religious 

identity, may imply low belonging, or even de-belonging, with the Dutch. Religious identity 

is thought to be in contrast with belonging to the Netherlands because of incompatible values, 

norms, and beliefs (Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Hence, the findings from this study 

imply that placing great importance to religion and feeling belonged to Dutch society are not 

seem to be mutually exclusive. An explanation for this result could be that the participants in 

this particular study perceived little incompatibility between their religion and their sense of 

belonging. Indeed, some studies found that higher Muslim religious identification was 

associated with lower national identification, but only for those participants who perceived a 

high value incompatibility (Martinovic & Verkuyten, 2012). However, in both the 

quantitative and qualitative part of this study, value incompatibility was not one of the 

concepts being studied. Future research could study value incompatibility to improve our 

understanding of how religious identity and sense of belonging might influence one another.  

Another finding of this study is that religious identity for Moroccan-Dutch Muslim   

youngsters is shown to be very important to them, making this result in line with previous 

findings (Maliepaard & Phalet, 2012; Martinovic & Verkuyten, 2012; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 

2007). The way how these youngsters place great importance to their religious identity is by 

letting their religion guide them through certain life choices. However, the results of the 

qualitative study also showed that fully staying committed to the Islam might sometimes be 

difficult for these youngsters. Muslim youngsters face daily challenges in constantly 

balancing their commitment to religion while participating in society. One of the challenges 

that was mentioned many times is to whether to ask for permission to pray at a work or 

internship place. Such challenges among Muslims is not new and has been mentioned more 

often in studies (see, e.g., Fadil, 2013). These findings show that although Muslim youngsters 

place great importance to their religion, this does not go without challenges. Therefore, an 

implication for future research could be to examine these challenges in a more advanced level 

to understand how they can be combatted in the future.  

 Moreover, the belonging that these Muslim youngsters feel with the Netherlands, does 

not come without any struggles nor concerns. Indeed, the results from the qualitative study 

showed that some still struggle to feel fully belonged to Dutch society, due to the fact that 

they do not always feel accepted for who they are and the choices that they make as part of 

their religion. Some constantly had the feeling that, as a Muslim, they needed to prove 
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themselves as valid citizens. Besides that, some also showed concerns for their future as a 

Muslim in the Netherlands. The interviewees mentioned that they want to live and build their 

future in the Netherlands, yet, some are scared that it will be harder for Muslims to live here. 

This is in line with other studies who showed the same results (see, e.g., Karlsen & Nazroo, 

2013; Simonsen, 2018). Such struggles might negatively influence Muslim youngster’s sense 

of belonging to the Netherlands and can have an impact on youngster’s sense of efficacy 

(Simonsen, 2018).  

Whereas belonging among the majority members of a society may be taken for 

granted as they might not experience it as something that plays a role in everyday life, 

questions of belonging seems to pop up on a daily basis in the lives of the participants in this 

study. As such, this study brings to light that – contrary to popular stereotypes – the 

difficulties of belonging to Dutch society does not come from not wanting to. Yet, they want 

to live their lives and want to be part of the society in which they feel most at home. What is 

missing is not commitment, but rather a feeling of acceptance as fellow nationals. Improving 

religious integration in Dutch society would therefore appear to be best achieved by treating 

people with respect and supporting them to live their lives free from the risk of social 

exclusion.  

Strengths and Limitations 

The present study had multiple strengths that are worth mentioning. An important 

strength of this study was that it paid attention to the religious identity among Muslim 

youngsters in the Netherlands. Until today, research has not paid much attention to religious 

identity (Schweitzer, 2014). This is unfortunate because religion is an important dimension 

for developing a positive social identity (Erikson, 1968). Indeed, most research has ignored 

the role that religion plays in the formation of identities for groups and individuals (Peek, 

2005). Another strength is that this study is one of the few that has examined both religious 

identity and sense of belonging among Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters in the Dutch 

context. Most studies done in the Netherlands, were focusing on the Turkish-Dutch target 

group or studied on a sample with participants from multiple ethnic groups (see, e.g., 

Martinovic & Verkuyten, 2012). Thus, the results of this study help expanding our 

understanding of the interplay between religious identity and sense of belonging. A third 

strength is that this study is based on a mixed-method with a quantitative survey along with 

interviews. An advantage of mixed-method studies is that it allows for exploring more 

divergent viewpoints on the same issue and that it might provide more contextual 
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understandings shaped by real life experiences (Creswell et al., 2011; Morse & Niehaus, 

2009).  

The present study also had several limitations. First, this study used a correlational 

design, which resulted in the fact that no information could be given of the direction of 

causality (Field, 2013). The proposed direction of religious identity on sense of belonging 

therefore needs to be evaluated using a longitudinal design model (Maxwell & Cole, 2007). 

This way, a better understanding of the relationship can be provided. Second, the scope of the 

qualitative study was limited to a convenience sample of self-identified Moroccan-Dutch 

Muslims in the Netherlands. It can thus be questioned whether the findings from the 

qualitative study can be generalized to other people or other countries. Third, it would be 

recommended for further studies to expand the number of participants to make broader 

generalizations. A last limitation is that this study only looked at one dimension of the social 

identity of a person, namely the religious identity, as it was beyond the scope of this study to 

incorporate multiple dimensions of social identity. However, as other researchers have 

mentioned, it would be insightful that future research needs to go beyond single-item and 

unidimensional approaches to identification when studying minorities’ identity multiplicity 

(Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2016).  

Implications for Practice 

This study provides insight into the perspectives and views of Moroccan-Dutch 

Muslim youngsters living in Dutch society concerning their national belonging. Therefore, 

these results have implications for policies and practices in multicultural societies. This study 

generated important knowledge for anyone involved in the religious identity of youngsters in 

Moroccan-Dutch communities. The results of this study can therefore lay the foundation for 

developing pedagogical implications for schools, parents, and others involved with these 

youths. Such implications can foster the understandings of the way how Muslim youngsters 

might perceive and shape their religious identity.  

Moreover, it is important that those who work in multicultural places become aware of 

the way that Muslim youngsters might feel excluded from the national majority. Practical 

programs can be developed for both managers and employees to understand the way Muslim 

youngsters might perceive their religion. These programs must also contain information that 

helps to combat discrimination and racism against Muslim youngsters at internship or work 

places. For example, dialogue sessions could be promoted between Muslims and other 

communities to create better understanding. Lastly, the media can also be made more 

sensitive to the feelings of Muslims when reporting issues involving their religion. Such 
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actions may help in creating a cohesive society in which Muslims can heel more included so 

that they do not have to worry about their future.  

Conclusion 

Reflecting on this study’s approach and results, new light was shed on the way 

Moroccan-Dutch Muslim youngsters perceive their religious identity and their sense of 

belonging to the Netherlands. The quantitative part of this study examined that youngsters 

who place high importance to their religion, also show high feelings of belonging to the 

Netherlands, which shows to also be in line with the qualitative study results. The current 

findings also show that the youngsters in this study attach great importance to their religion, 

whereby this religion influences the choices they make in their lives. While the Muslim 

youngsters argued that they feel belonged, feel at home, and see their future here in Dutch 

society, they sometimes still struggle in being fully recognized as part of Dutch society. 

Future studies on both the origin and consequences of these daily struggles should be done to 

hopefully prevent any further distancing between groups.  
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Appendix A 

Achtergrondgegevens 

• Naam  

• Leeftijd 

• Gender 

• Opleiding/werk 

• Gezinssamenstelling 

 

Religieuze identiteit 

• Je definieert jezelf als moslim; wat is de rol van je religie in jouw dagelijks leven? 

Hoe uit zich dat in jouw dagelijks leven (bidden, kledingvoordrachten etc.)? Hoe heeft 

zich dat bijvoorbeeld de afgelopen week geuit? Heb je hier een voorbeeld van? 

• Wat vind jij het belangrijkst aan het zijn van een moslim?  

• Heb je religie vanuit huis meegekregen of ben je later zelf op zoek gegaan? 

• Wat betekent het voor jou om moslim te zijn in Nederland? 

• Wat waardeer je aan het zijn van een moslim in Nederland? 

• Wat vind je de grootste uitdaging van het zijn van een moslim in Nederland? Kan je 

specifieke voorbeelden noemen? 

 

Binding met Nederland 

• Hoe zou je de Nederlandse samenleving omschrijven? 

• Voel je je verbonden met Nederland? Waarom wel/niet? 

• Voel je je Nederlands? Waarom wel/niet? 

o Zo ja: wat betekent het voor jou om Nederlands te zijn?  

o Zo nee: wat voel je je wel? Zijn er bepaalde redenen waarom je je niet 

Nederlands voelt?  

• Wat betekent het voor jou om moslim te zijn op (de campus van) het hbo/de 

universiteit of tijdens je werk? 

• Hoe kijk je naar de politieke/maatschappelijke geluiden over moslims in Nederland? 

• Maak je je zorgen over de toekomst van moslims in Nederland? Zo ja, wat maakt dat 

je je zorgen maakt? 

• Hoe participeer je momenteel in de Nederlandse samenleving? Is het zijn van een 

moslim hieraan gerelateerd? Hoe? 
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• Hoe zie je jouw toekomst in de Nederlandse samenleving? Op welke manier zou je 

willen bijdragen aan de Nederlandse samenleving? Speelt het zijn van een moslim een 

rol in deze keuze(s)? 

 


