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Abstract: This literature review provides an examination of the cognitive dissonance among
Muslim refugees. It aims to improve the understanding of psychological challenges faced by
them. The results of this study may contribute to the development of relevant interventions
and policies. Based on a systematic review of relevant literature, it identifies the key factors
which influence this phenomenon. The findings suggest that cognitive dissonance may occur
as a result of differences in cultural values, religious beliefs, and social norms between the
host country and the refugee's home country. Furthermore, the study identifies the various
coping strategies used by individuals who experience cognitive dissonance. The limitations
of the study are also mentioned.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, the number of global refugees has increased significantly [1]. Millions of people
have been exiled from their home countries for safety [2]. Different groups of refugees will face
different challenges. Among these, Muslim refugees face unique challenges because of their cultural
and religious identity. Cognitive dissonance might be one of the results. Using cognitive dissonance
theory, this literature review discusses the psychological problems of them. It also examines the
factors contributing to this theory and analyses its impact on Muslim refugees.

This research is based on the understanding of cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is a
state of psychological discomfort that appears when individuals hold conflicting beliefs, attitudes, or
behaviours [3]. Festinger developed this theory to explain the difficulties when people maintain
consistency in their thoughts and actions [4]. In this theory, individuals who experience cognitive
dissonance are likely trying to reduce discomfort. That could be achieved through a change in their
beliefs or behaviours. In addition, this psychological discomfort can also be resolved by acquiring
new information or reducing conflicting factors [5]. In this study, the cognitive dissonance theory is
reflected in situations where an individual's cultural identity differs from the expectations of the host
country's society.

The group of Muslim refugees is diverse. This concept represents a range of ethnic, cultural, and
linguistic backgrounds. Refugees who have migrated to Europe, North America, or other Middle
Eastern countries from Syria, Afghanistan, and Irag are most of the subjects analysed in this research.
According to Hein, the term 'refugee’ refers to individuals who have been forced to leave their home
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countries due to war, violence, or persecution [6]. Exile disrupts their lives by removing them from
their familiar environments. This experience can lead to psychological and emotional challenges [7].
To a great extent, Muslim refugees' experiences are influenced by Islam, which is an important part
of their identity. Their faith provides a sense of belonging to a cultural group [8]. However, there
might be challenges to practicing religious beliefs in another country.

Cognitive dissonance theory can be applied to this research when discussing the experiences of
Muslim refugees. In many cases, immigrants and refugees may find themselves caught between their
original cultural identity and the cultural norms of the host country [6]. The conflicts of identity can
result in cognitive dissonance because they have to cope with the tension between preserving their
cultural traditions and joining a new society [7].

The structure of this research is as follows. Firstly, it will define cognitive dissonance. Its relevance
to the Muslim refugee context will be highlighted as well. Then, there will be a review of the existing
research. The cognitive dissonance theory is used to understand the factors which influence this
phenomenon. In addition, it will discuss the impact of this theory on Muslim refugees. Finally, this
review will examine the limitations of the current studies and provide suggestions for future research.

2. Cognitive Dissonance among Muslim Refugees: Literature Review
2.1. Method

An analysis of the relevant literature was used in this study to examine the cognitive dissonance
experiences of Muslim refugees. This study uses the Systematic Review approach, which is often
used to summarise and analyse the existing literature on one research topic. It aims to provide a
comprehensive overview of the available evidence [9].

Google Scholar is the mainly used tool to search. In the literature searching of this study, the
keywords included 'Muslim refugees', 'Muslim immigrants', and ‘cognitive dissonance'. The articles
or books published within ten years were mainly chosen.

2.2. Manifestations

Muslim refugees can experience cognitive dissonance in a variety of ways. Cognitive dissonance
theory explains these manifestations. As a result of conflicts between their cultural values and
traditions and those of the host country, they may face cognitive dissonance [10]. When they attempt
to reconcile their own culture with those of the host society, the inconsistency between the two values
creates psychological discomfort. This is also the case when they wish to maintain their religious
beliefs within an environment that does not fully accommodate or understand their belief system [8].
In addition, the struggle to balance their roles within their community, the host society, and their
expectations also result in cognitive dissonance [11,12]. As a result of the pressure to conform to the
norms of the host country while retaining one's cultural and religious identity, a psychological conflict
can develop.

2.3. Factors

Cognitive dissonance among Muslim refugees is a multifaceted phenomenon influenced by a variety
of factors. Language barriers [8,10,13], discrimination and prejudice [10,14,15,16], as well as the loss
of social support networks [13,17] are all significant factors contributing to their cognitive dissonance.

All these factors are connected and interact with one another. Language barriers contribute
significantly to the inability to express thoughts and feelings [8]. In the absence of adequate language
skills, Muslim refugees are unable to express their experiences, needs, and concerns [8,10]. This
limitation hinders the ability to seek understanding and support from others, further exacerbating their
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cognitive dissonance [13]. In addition, prejudice and discrimination increase the feeling of otherness
and internal conflict [10,14]. Hostile attitudes, prejudices, and discriminatory practices in the host
society can undermine their sense of belonging [16]. These negative experiences may reinforce
conflicting values. Furthermore, the loss of social support networks can also exacerbate the cognitive
dissonance faced by Muslim refugees [13,17]. Displacement disrupts their social relationships and
cuts them off from family, friends, and community members. Lacking a familiar support system, they
may lose the emotional support to cope with the new environment [17]. That might exacerbate their
cognitive dissonance and increases feelings of isolation [13].

In summary, language barriers, prejudice, and the loss of social support networks influence the
cognitive dissonance experienced by Muslim refugees. At the same time, these factors are interrelated,
which increases their psychological problems.

2.4. Coping Strategies

Furthermore, there has been considerable discussion in many literature regarding the coping strategies
adopted by Muslim refugees to reconcile cultural differences. Cognitive dissonance theory is also
reflected in these behaviours.

It is possible that they may be inclined to make changes to justify stressful behaviour [5]. To reduce
the inconsistency between internal beliefs and the external environment, refugees may change their
behaviour or attitudes. They may try to conform to their personal values and host country norms, by
finding a balance between different cultures [7,17]. This adaptation process allows them to reduce
the cognitive dissonance between their cultural background and the expectations of their new
environment [8].

Another strategy used by Muslim refugees is to adapt to specific aspects of the host culture [10]
[11,13]. Rather than completely assimilating or rejecting the host culture, people may choose to
selectively adapt to certain aspects of the new culture that correspond to their values and beliefs [10].
As aresult of selective acculturation, they can maintain their cultural continuity while integrating into
the host society. The program assists Muslim refugees in managing cognitive dissonance through the
integration of aspects of their host culture that they find acceptable and beneficial [13]. This is done
while retaining their cultural values. By taking this approach, it can maintain a balance between the
original culture and the changing cultural context in which people have found themselves [10,11].

Furthermore, they may seek assistance from other refugees or community organizations to cope
with conflicting cultural beliefs and share similar experiences with others [8,10,12]. Muslim refugees
could seek help from other refugees, community organisations, or support groups to cope with
cognitive dissonance. Their support can alleviate the isolation caused by the loss of social support
networks [8]. Community organisations can often provide information on services, educational
opportunities, employment prospects, language courses, and legal support [18]. As a result,
individuals have access to resources and guidance that will assist them in adjusting to and integrating
into their new environment. The practical assistance provided by this may alleviate the challenges
associated with cognitive dissonance.

3. Conclusion

This study discusses the phenomenon of cognitive dissonance among Muslim refugees and the
challenges they face. The findings suggest that the experiences vary from person to person, influenced
by a lot of factors. Including cultural and religious background, social expectations, and so on.
Through the analysis of the literature, the limitations and challenges of the study are also mentioned.

As the literature search used existing research and publications, the primary data from Muslim
refugees was not collected directly. The insights might be limited by the lack of first-hand experience
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[9]. In addition, the level of cognitive dissonance felt by Muslim refugees can vary from individual
to individual. Other factors may be involved that have not been discussed in the literature. This may
limit the generalisability of the findings [19]. Meanwhile, it is necessary to recognise that not all
Muslim refugees experience this. A lot of them can successfully cope with the cultural challenges
they meet [10].

Furthermore, the literature selected may have biases. It may be influenced by specific research
preferences, publication bias, or languages [9]. The extent to which the research is comprehensive
may be affected by this.

To deepen the understanding of cognitive dissonance among Muslim refugees, future research
could also focus on the following points. For instance, examining the intersectionality of cognitive
dissonance among them with other identities and experiences, such as gender, age, or economic status.
This approach would better examine how multiple dimensions of identity influence it and its impact
[20]. Besides, interventions and support services aimed at addressing cognitive dissonance among
Muslim refugees could be explored. This may include psychological interventions or community-
based policies that help reduce cognitive dissonance. These points can all help to make this study
more comprehensive.

There is a need for continued research in this area to deepen the understanding of this phenomenon.
There will be a better understanding of cognitive dissonance by including more perspectives as well.
By understanding the cognitive dissonance among Muslim refugees, there will be a more inclusive
and supportive environment for them.

References

[1] UNHCR (2017). ‘Global trends: Forced displacement in 2016°. United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
Available at:  http://www.unhcr.org/5943e8a34.pdf (accessed 18/06/2023).

[2] Silove, D., Ventevogel, P., & Rees, S. (2017). ‘The contemporary refugee crisis: an overview of mental health
challenges’. World psychiatry, 16(2), pp. 130-139.

[3] Harmon-Jones, E., & Mills, J. (2019). ‘An introduction to cognitive dissonance theory and an overview of current
perspectives on the theory’. Cognitive dissonance: Reexamining a pivotal theory in psychology. American
Psychological Association. pp. 3-24.

[4] Festinger, L. (1967). A theory of cognitive dissonance (Vol. 2). Stanford: Stanford university press.

[5] Brehm, J. W., & Cohen, A. R. (1962). Explorations in cognitive dissonance. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons Inc.

[6] Hein, J. (1993). ‘Refugees, immigrants, and the state’. Annual review of Sociology, 19(1), pp. 43-59.

[7] Rostami-Povey, E. (2014). ‘Afghan Women: Resistance and Struggle in Afghanistan and diasporic communities’.
Arab Feminisms: Gender and Equality in the Middle East.

[8] Groen, S. P., Richters, A., Laban, C. J., & Deville, W. L. (2018). ‘Cultural identity among Afghan and Iraqi
traumatized refugees: Towards a conceptual framework for mental health care professionals’. Culture, Medicine,
and Psychiatry, 42, pp. 69-91.

[9] Papaioannou, D., Sutton, A., & Booth, A. (2016). ‘Systematic approaches to a successful literature review’.
Systematic approaches to a successful literature review, pp. 1-336.

[10] Eltaiba, N. (2014). ‘Counseling with Muslim refugees: Building rapport’. Journal of Social Work Practice, 28(4),
pp. 397-403.

[11] Taylor, D. M., & Usborne, E. (2010). “When I know who ‘we’ are, I can be ‘me’: The primary role of cultural
identity clarity for psychological well-being . Transcultural psychiatry, 47(1), pp. 93-111.

[12] Hodge, D. R. (2019). ‘Spiritual assessment with refugees and other migrant populations: A necessary foundation
for successful clinical practice’. Journal of Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social Thought, 38(2), pp. 121-
139.

[13] Porter, M., & Haslam, N. (2005). ‘Predisplacement and postdisplacement factors associated with mental health of
refugees and internally displaced persons: a meta-analysis’. Jama, 294(5), pp. 602-612.

[14] Casimiro, S., Hancock, P., & Northcote, J. (2007). ‘Isolation and insecurity: Resettlement issues among Muslim
refugee women in Perth, Western Australia’. Australian journal of social issues, 42(1), pp. 55-69.

[15] George, M. (2010). ‘A theoretical understanding of refugee trauma’. Clinical Social Work Journal, 38, pp. 379-
387.

250


http://www.unhcr.org/5943e8a34.pdf

Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Educational Innovation and Philosophical Inquiries
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/19/20231448

[16] Fassaert, T., De Wit, M. A., Tuinebreijer, W. C., Knipscheer, J. W., Verhoeff, A. P., Beekman, A. T., & Dekker, J.
(2011). “Acculruration and psychological distress among non-Western Muslim migrants-a population-based survey.’
International Journal of Social Psychiatry, 57(2), pp. 132-143.

[17] Bunn, M., Murakami, N. J., & Haidar, A. (2022). Integrative Social Work Practice with Refugees, Asylum Seekers,
and Other Forcibly Displaced Persons. Cham: Springer International Publishing, pp. 275-306.

[18] Lacroix, M., Baffoe, M., & Liguori, M. (2015). ‘Refugee community organizations in C anada: From the margins

to the mainstream? A challenge and opportunity for social workers’. International Journal of Social Welfare, 24(1),
pp. 62-72.

[19] Patten, M. L. (2017). Understanding research methods: An overview of the essentials.

[20] McCall, L. (2005). ‘The complexity of intersectionality’. Signs: Journal of women in culture and society 30.3.
pp.1771-1800.

251



