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SUMMARY 
 

Much research has been devoted to investigating the acculturation processes of the children of 

immigrants in Western Europe. One particular focus has been on the acculturation of children of 

Turkish immigrants, with a significant degree of scholarly attention paid to debates on integration and 

education. The present dissertation offers a contribution to this scholarly debate by analysing the 

acculturation experiences and perspectives of both Turkish and Belgian descent students in higher 

education in Flanders (the northern part of Belgium).  

The review of the state of the art in acculturation research presented in the introduction of the 

dissertation reveals that several blind spots remain. First, the field has overlooked the acculturation 

processes of ethnic majority individuals. This is puzzling since acculturation is defined as a mutual 

adaptation process. This narrow focus on ethnic minority experiences limits our understanding of 

acculturation across society by overlooking the way ethnic majority groups think and act about 

intergroup contact. Second, acculturation research has focused little on a very salient factor that likely 

hinders acculturation in educational settings—namely, ethnic minority student experiences of 

discrimination, whether from peers or educators. Third, the research has tended to overlook the role of 

peer relations—namely, contact and friendship—in advancing or impeding successful acculturation. 

While clearly salient in the acculturation process, limited scholarly attention has been given to 

understanding what drives or hinders students’ interpersonal outreach and friendship formation in 

multi-ethnic educational settings. Finally, acculturation studies in Western Europe have paid scant 

attention to the institutional context—namely, the way that university policies and practices affect 

how ethnic minority and majority students experience acculturation in the classroom (and on campus 

more generally). This dissertation seeks to address these limitations in the field of acculturation 

research and shed much-needed light on how students in the specific domain of higher education 

experience and navigate intercultural exigencies. 

Following the introduction part of the dissertation, the empirical chapters are presented. These 

chapters are based on data collected through in-depth qualitative interviews with Turkish and Belgian 

descent students in one higher education setting in Flanders. Focusing on the acculturation 

experiences and views of these students offers several insights. First, despite acculturation being 

defined as a mutual adaptation process, members of ethnic majority groups consider it the 

responsibility of immigrants and their descendants, perpetuating an asymmetrical understanding of 

acculturation. Second, Turkish Belgian students experience various forms of discrimination and 

microaggressions by teachers and peers across secondary school and higher education. These findings 
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strongly suggest that the very institutions charged with facilitating student acculturation reproduce a 

range of discrimination experiences for ethnic minority students. Third, while acculturation research 

is often focused on the implications of acculturation strategies for intergroup outcomes, the findings 

from the empirical studies underline that ethnic minority students and those from the ethnic majority 

differ in the way they both think about intergroup contact and approach it in practice—namely, 

reaching out to peers and forming collegial relations and friendships. Homophily preferences, social 

exclusion, and the distinct meeting opportunities afforded by the relatively more ethnically diverse 

university setting are the key drivers of patterns of friendship development—both inside and outside 

the ethnic group—for Turkish Belgian students. For Belgian descent students, in contrast, the findings 

highlight barriers stemming from intergroup anxiety, negative assumptions, and stereotypes that 

underpin the lack of open and meaningful intergroup relations for this cohort. Finally, the findings 

indicate that a range of institutional policies and practices—including around acculturation itself—are 

central to the experience of acculturation on campus, often acting to hinder successful adaptation by 

excluding ethnic minority students. 

The results of this dissertation have significant implications for policy and practice. First, the 

findings highlight the need for a greater focus on equity. In particular, both institutional 

policies/practices and patterns of interpersonal contact are failing ethnic minority students, who 

experience discrimination on both counts. This limits the chances of meaningful intergroup outcomes 

on university campuses. Second, the findings show that encouraging successful intergroup contact and 

engagement requires that enduring experiences of discrimination and exclusion among ethnic 

minority students be addressed and intergroup knowledge, sensitivity and empathy within the ethnic 

majority promoted. Third, all university and college policies must reflect and advance full inclusion—

and discourage discrimination, including indirect or latent forms—so that students’ distinct interests 

and cultural backgrounds are recognised, valued, and promoted. Suggested steps include promoting 

diversity in the student body and staff, providing students with spaces for cultural learning and 

expression, incorporating diverse experiences and views in the curriculum, and putting greater 

emphasis on fighting discrimination. 
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SAMENVATTING 
 

Er is veel onderzoek gedaan naar de acculturatieprocessen van de kinderen van immigranten in West-

Europa. Er is met name vaak gefocust op de acculturatie van kinderen van Turkse immigranten, 

waarbij veel wetenschappelijke aandacht is besteed aan debatten over integratie en onderwijs. Dit 

proefschrift biedt een bijdrage aan dit wetenschappelijke debat door de acculturatie-ervaringen en – 

perspectieven van zowel Turkse als Belgische afkomst studenten in het hoger onderwijs in 

Vlaanderen (het noordelijk deel van België) te analyseren. 

Uit het overzicht van het acculturatieonderzoek dat in het eerste deel van het proefschrift 

wordt gepresenteerd, blijkt dat er nog een aantal blinde vlekken bestaan. Ten eerste heeft het 

onderzoek de acculturatieprocessen van etnische meerderheidsgroepen over het hoofd gezien. Dit is 

vreemd, omdat acculturatie wordt gedefinieerd als een wederzijds aanpassingsproces. Deze nauwe 

focus op de ervaringen van etnische minderheden beperkt ons begrip van acculturatie in de hele 

samenleving door de manier waarop etnische meerderheidsgroepen denken en handelen over 

intergroepscontact over het hoofd te zien. Ten tweede heeft het onderzoek weinig aandacht besteed 

aan een belangrijke potentiële hinderpaal voor acculturatie in het onderwijs, namelijk de ervaringen 

van minderheidsstudenten met discriminatie, zowel door medestudenten als door leerkrachten. Ten 

derde heeft het onderzoek de neiging om de rol van peer-relaties over het hoofd te zien, namelijk 

contact en vriendschap, in het bevorderen of belemmeren van succesvolle acculturatie. Hoewel zulke 

peer relaties een cruciale rol spelen in het acculturatieproces, is er weinig wetenschappelijke aandacht 

besteed aan het begrijpen van wat de interpersoonlijke contacten en vriendschapsvorming van 

studenten in multi-etnische onderwijssettings bevordert of belemmert. Tot slot is in de 

acculturatiestudies in West-Europa weinig aandacht besteed aan de institutionele context – in de 

eerste plaats aan de manier waarop het universiteitsbeleid invloed heeft op de acculturatie-ervaringen 

van etnische minderheids- en meerderheidsstudenten in de aula (en op de campus in het algemeen). 

Dit proefschrift wil deze leemten op het gebied van acculturatieonderzoek helpen opvullen en het 

broodnodige licht werpen op de manier waarop studenten in het specifieke domein van het hoger 

onderwijs omgaan met interculturele spanningsvelden. 

Het tweede deel van het proefschrift bestaat uit empirische hoofdstukken. Deze hoofdstukken 

zijn gebaseerd op gegevens die verzameld werden via diepgaande kwalitatieve interviews met 

studenten van Turkse en Belgische afkomst in één hogeronderwijsinstelling in Vlaanderen. De focus 

op de acculturatie-ervaringen en – opvattingen van deze studenten biedt verschillende inzichten. Ten 

eerste beschouwen de leden van etnische meerderheidsgroepen acculturatie als een 
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verantwoordelijkheid voor immigranten en hun nakomelingen, ondanks het feit dat het 

wetenschappelijk gedefinieerd wordt als een wederzijds aanpassingsproces: dit houdt een 

asymmetrisch begrip van acculturatie in stand. Ten tweede ervaren Turks-Belgische studenten 

verschillende vormen van discriminatie en microagressie door docenten en leeftijdsgenoten in het 

secundair en hoger onderwijs. Deze bevindingen wijzen er sterk op dat juist de instellingen die belast 

zijn met het faciliteren van de acculturatie een aantal discriminatie-ervaringen bij leerlingen uit 

etnische minderheiden reproduceren. Ten derde, terwijl acculturatieonderzoek vaak gericht is op de 

effecten van acculturatiestrategieën op intergroepsrelaties, onderstrepen onze empirische bevindingen 

dat studenten van de etnische minderheid en meerderheid verschillen in de manier waarop ze denken 

over intergroepscontact en deze in de praktijk benaderen, in de manier waarop ze toenadering zoeken 

tot leeftijdgenoten en collegiale relaties en vriendschappen vormen. Homofiele voorkeuren, sociale 

uitsluiting en de extra ontmoetingsmogelijkheden die de etnisch diversere universitaire omgeving 

biedt, zijn de belangrijkste determinanten voor de ontwikkeling van vriendschapspatronen – zowel 

binnen als buiten de etnische groep – bij Turks-Belgische studenten. Voor studenten van Belgische 

afkomst daarentegen wijzen de bevindingen op barrières die voortkomen uit intergroepsangst, 

negatieve veronderstellingen en stereotypen die aan de basis liggen van het gebrek aan open en 

betekenisvolle intergroepsrelaties bij deze groep. Tot slot geven de bevindingen aan hoe een reeks 

institutionele beleidsmaatregelen en praktijken – waaronder die rond acculturatie zelf – een bepalende 

invloed hebben op de ervaring van acculturatie op de campus; hoe ze succesvolle acculturatie 

belemmeren door studenten uit etnische minderheden uit te sluiten. 

De resultaten van dit proefschrift hebben belangrijke implicaties voor het beleid en de 

praktijk. Ten eerste tonen de bevindingen de noodzaak aan van meer aandacht voor rechtvaardigheid. 

In het bijzonder gaan zowel institutionele beleidslijnen/praktijken als patronen van interpersoonlijk 

contact voorbij aan etnische-minderheidsstudenten, die op beide vlakken discriminatie ervaren. Dit 

beperkt de kansen op succesvolle intergroepsrelaties op universiteitscampussen. Ten tweede vereist 

het stimuleren van succesvol intergroepscontact en – betrokkenheid dat duurzame ervaringen van 

discriminatie en uitsluiting onder studenten uit etnische minderheden worden aangepakt en dat binnen 

de etnische meerderheid kennis, gevoeligheid en empathie t.a.v. minderheden worden bevorderd. Ten 

derde moet het ganse beleid van universiteiten en hogescholen de volledige inclusie bevorderen en 

discriminatie tegengaan, met inbegrip van indirecte of latente vormen, zodat de verschillende 

aspiraties en culturele achtergronden van de studenten worden erkend, gewaardeerd en bevorderd. De 

voorstellen omvatten o.a. volgende stappen: de diversiteit in de studentenpopulatie en het personeel 

bevorderen; aan studenten ruimte bieden voor cultureel leren en culturele expressie; uiteenlopende 
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ervaringen en opvattingen opnemen in het curriculum; en meer nadruk leggen op de bestrijding van 

discriminatie. 
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And then you begin to give up the very idea of belonging. Suddenly this thing, 

this belonging, it seems some long, dirty lie…and I begin to believe that 

birthplaces are accidents, that everything is an accident. But if you believe that, 

where do you go? What do you do? What does anything matter? (Zadie Smith, 

White Teeth)   
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RESEARCH OVERVIEW 
Despite growing up in Belgium, having Belgian nationality and being proficient in Dutch, the children 

of immigrants experience pressure to more effectively integrate and discrimination (Clycq & Levrau, 

2017; D’hondt et al., 2016; Van Praag, Stevens & Van Houtte, 2016). Educational attainment is 

usually seen as proof of successful integration (e.g., Phalet, Baysu & Van Acker, 2015), while 

discrimination is seen as a problem faced primarily by the less educated (Carvacho et al., 2013). 

Nonetheless, even highly educated ethnic minority groups in Western Europe perceive high levels of 

discrimination and feel they have to be better integrated into mainstream society (de Vroome, 

Martinovic & Verkuyten, 2014; Moffitt, Juang & Syed, 2018a; Van Doorn, Scheepers & Dagevos, 

2013). Especially ethnic minorities who identify as Muslims are more vulnerable to such othering and 

discrimination processes (Alanya et al., 2017; Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). This contradiction lays 

bare the fact that integration is an unrealisable goal for ethnic minorities in Western Europe and 

makes it important to study their acculturation processes. 

This dissertation focuses on the acculturation experiences and perspectives of Turkish and 

Belgian descent students in higher education. Turkish Belgians are the second-largest predominantly 

Muslim minority group in Belgium. Prevailing integration discourses generally treat higher education 

(university and vocational schooling) as the ultimate way for individuals with a migration background 

to integrate and to achieve upward social mobility and success in Belgian society (Crul, 2013). 

Accordingly, reaching university or post-secondary schooling is seen as particularly indicative of 

educational success. To understand the acculturation processes of students in tertiary education, this 

thesis first investigates the views and definitions of acculturation among ethnic minority and majority 

students, followed by an examination of experiences of discrimination among Turkish descent 

students, and finally the development of contact and friendships among members of the two (i.e., 

dominant and minority) ethnic groups. 

Studying acculturation perspectives and meanings of students is important since the term 

acculturation, both in academia and public discourses, is interpreted in various —even 

contradictory— ways, resulting in interethnic conflicts and misunderstandings (Van Praag et al., 

2016). In this thesis, acculturation is defined in broad terms as “the processes by which different 

cultural groups adapt to one another” (Brown & Zagefka, 2011, p.131). I will use this broad definition 

as a starting point for further examination. While the term acculturation implies mutual adaptation 

between different ethnic groups, it is usually immigrants and their descendants who are expected to 

adapt to mainstream norms (Bowskill, Lyons & Coyle, 2007; McPherson, 2010; Van de Pol, 

Vanheule & Clycq, 2018). These asymmetrical expectations of acculturation faced by ethnic minority 
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groups exacerbate inequality between groups and construct them as “the other.” Such othering 

processes and experiences of discrimination negatively impact acculturation of people from ethnic 

minority backgrounds (e.g., Andreouli, 2013; Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Cicognani et al., 2018; Howarth 

et al., 2014). Furthermore, these asymmetrical acculturation expectations and discrimination 

experiences shape and interfere with a central acculturative process—namely, intergroup contact 

(Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Brown & Zagefka, 2011; Tardif-Williams & Fisher, 2009). Even though ethnic 

minorities are held responsible for the achievement of harmonious intergroup relations, they do not 

necessarily enjoy equal status when they engage in intergroup contact with members of ethnic 

majority groups (Figgou & Baka, 2018; Van Praag et al., 2016). This suggests that individuals’ 

acculturation processes are characterised by asymmetrical power relations between dominant and 

nondominant groups (Bowskill et al., 2007; Cicognani et al., 2018; Howarth et al., 2014). 

Interestingly, few studies in the field have looked into how acculturation processes of 

university students are linked to and shaped by the meanings individuals attribute to these processes, 

their experiences of discrimination, and the way contact among members of dominant and 

nondominant ethnic groups develops. These acculturation expectations, experiences and perspectives 

vary across gender, religious group, migrant background, and ethnicity (Güngör & Bornstein, 2013; 

Güngör et al., 2013). For instance, the acculturation experiences of Muslim women in Western 

Europe are likely to differ from Muslim men based on the gendered acculturation expectations of 

dominant society (Akkerman & Hagelund, 2007). The present thesis aims, therefore, to fill this gap in 

the research by offering a comprehensive examination of the acculturation processes of Turkish and 

Belgian descent students at a Flemish university (northern part of Belgium). Even though the 

descendants of Turkish origin immigrants in Europe make up a significant part of the urban 

population, research on Turkish descent ethnic minorities is mainly focused on their negative school 

performance or lack of adjustment, overlooking higher education as a site of acculturation. This is 

important to study because students’ acculturation experiences and attitudes can be influenced by the 

university context and the institutional approach to cultural diversity (Bhopal, 2017; Iverson, 2007; 

Ledesma & Calderon, 2015; Patton, 2016). The thesis adopts a qualitative research methodology (i.e., 

in-depth qualitative interviews) to develop a deeper understanding of individuals’ experiences and 

views related to complex acculturation processes (e.g., Anjum, McVittie & McKinlay, 2018; 

Andreouli, 2013; Cicognani et al., 2018). 

Overall, the four empirical studies in the dissertation are focused on the achievement of the 

following research aims: 

1. To investigate the ways female students of Turkish and Belgian descent define and make sense of 

acculturation processes in a higher education context; 
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2. To identify and analyse the various forms of interpersonal and institutional discrimination 

experienced by students of Turkish descent across educational settings; 

3. To study the intergroup contact views and experiences of Belgian descent students in a higher 

education setting; 

4. To examine the development of inter- and intra-ethnic friendships among students of Turkish 

descent on a university campus. 

Study 1 investigates how highly educated, female ethnic minority and majority students 

define and make sense of acculturation processes. Here, the specific focus is on the concept of 

integration, because it features prominently in public and political debates—namely, as the “ideal” 

mode of successful acculturation for individuals with an ethnic minority background (e.g., Berry, 

1997; Berry & Sam, 1997). Still, there is no clarity about precisely what it means to integrate (Ager & 

Strang, 2008; Favell, 2019; Horner, 2009). Research has also established that individual 

interpretations of the term integration differ depending on the context and an individual’s social 

position (i.e., as a member of the ethnic majority group or an ethnic minority one) (Anjum et al., 

2018; Celeste et al., 2014; Van Praag et al., 2016). Gender is another factor that can influence the 

acculturation processes of female students who are often exposed to the differential norms and 

expectations in wider society than male students (Güngör & Bornstein, 2013). For instance, 

integration policies in Western Europe often target Muslim women by portraying them as 

unintegrated and in need of emancipation (Akkerman & Hagelund, 2007; Phillips & Saharso, 2008). 

Such negative mainstream perceptions could have implications on how Turkish descent female 

students make sense of and experience their acculturation processes at university. Furthermore, 

negative stereotypes about women from ethnic minority backgrounds could be intertwined with 

gender norms in higher education and shape female university students’ acculturation experiences in 

unique ways (Beasley & Fischer, 2012). Therefore, studying how female university students (from 

both the ethnic minority and the majority) make sense of integration processes can shed much-needed 

light on how these complex acculturation processes are playing out in higher education in Flanders at 

present. 

Study 2 is based on the experiences of discrimination and microaggression of Turkish descent 

Belgian students from peers and educators both at secondary and tertiary education. Structural 

inequality and discrimination targeting ethnic minorities are deeply entrenched in educational 

institutions and dramatically impact on the lives of ethnic minority groups (Agirdag, 2010; D’hondt, 

2016; Vandezande et al., 2009; Van Praag et al., 2019; Vervaet et al., 2016). Nonetheless, the topic is 

significantly under-researched at least as it pertains to highly educated Turkish descent ethnic 

minorities. The study draws on theoretical insights derived from critical race theory (CRT). CRT 
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offers a fresh and strong lens to studying acculturation processes as it exposes how structures of 

inequality and power relationships are subtly ingrained in contexts characterised by group disparities 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Stevens & Crozier, 2014). By critically examining the nature and impact 

of various forms of discrimination on marginalised groups, CRT highlights how the educational 

system is structured to maintain unequal power dynamics between dominant and nondominant 

groups, albeit unintentionally (Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ledesma & Calderon, 2015). 

Therefore, CRT is ideal for developing an in-depth understanding of the various unconscious and 

subtle forms of discrimination (e.g., institutional or interpersonal) by focusing explicitly on the 

perspectives of marginalised groups (Haney-Lopez, 2014; Ledesma & Calderon, 2015; Yosso et al., 

2009). Thus, adopting theoretical insights from CRT to study Turkish descent students’ experiences 

of discrimination in education facilitates critical questioning of the institutional practices and social 

norms that marginalise individuals with a migration background. 

Study 3 examines the views on intergroup contact and experiences of ethnic majority students 

in a university setting, building on the premises of Allport’s (1954) intergroup contact theory. Based 

on this theory, individuals are expected to have positive intergroup attitudes toward those with whom 

they have positive contact experiences. Intergroup contact has particularly strong beneficial 

implications for ethnic majority groups (Binder et al., 2009; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Nonetheless, 

members of ethnic majority groups have fewer interethnic friendships and random contacts than those 

of ethnic minority groups (Baerveldt et al., 2007; Vedder, Wenink & Van Geel, 2017; Verkuyten & 

Martinovic, 2006). Moreover, the intergroup attitudes of ethnic majority students toward ethnic and 

religious minority peers are reported to be negative (Hutchison & Rosenthal 2011; Savelkoul et al., 

2011; Vedder et al., 2017). Still, few studies have investigated why ethnic majority students have few 

interactions and friendships with ethnic/religious minority peers, from the perspective of those 

engaged in intergroup contact. While the lack of opportunities to meet peers from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds might explain why they have limited intergroup contact experiences, being in a higher 

education context can offer students more chances to interact across ethnic groups. Hence, focusing 

on the intergroup contact perceptions and experiences of ethnic majority students at university could 

provide nuanced insights into the processes involved in intergroup encounters and help to identify 

strategies to promote intergroup relationships. 

Study 4 explores how acculturation processes are shaped by and interact with the 

development of friendships among Turkish descent students in a university setting. Investigating the 

dynamics of contact and friendships in a higher education setting offers the prospect of deeper 

insights into the processes of acculturation and exclusion more generally. This is because exclusion 

processes could impact the development of friendships among ethnic/racial minority groups 
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(Reynolds, 2007; Shammas, 2009). Furthermore, individual factors, such as ethnic or social 

homophily (Baerveldt et al., 2007; Jugert, Noack & Rutland, 2011; McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 

2001) or contextual factors, such as the ethnic composition of the setting (Blau & Schwartz, 1984; 

Moody, 2001; Quillian & Campbell, 2003) may also impact the development of friendships. Previous 

empirical research in Flanders has mainly focused on intergroup relations in primary and secondary 

schools (Agirdag et al., 2011; Demanet, Agirdag & Van Houtte, 2012; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009), 

while little is known about friendship development among ethnic minorities in higher education. This 

is important to examine because the presence of meaningful interactions and friendships is 

particularly significant for nondominant groups, in terms of their social adaptation to higher education 

(Museus & Quaye, 2009). 

Together, the four studies that make up the thesis analyse the acculturation processes of ethnic 

minority and majority groups in a higher education setting by shedding light on students’ 

understandings of integration, experiences of discrimination, and the development of contact and 

friendships. Although the present dissertation was primarily developed by using acculturation 

framework designed Berry and colleagues (2006), each one of these themes was studied separately 

using different theoretical frameworks based on an inductive approach to research.   

On the whole, this PhD research contributes to the study of acculturation processes and 

attitudes of individuals through focusing on a relatively understudied educational context, that is 

higher education. This focus is important to understand the role of higher education institutions as 

acculturative settings, where students’ acculturation views, inclusion and exclusion experiences, and 

intergroup contact attitudes are shaped. Furthermore, by incorporating theoretical perspectives, such 

as CRT, the thesis offers a more realistic and nuanced understanding of the dynamics of acculturation 

that are situated within structures of unequal power relations and various forms of discrimination. 

While the current study does not necessarily link the acculturation theories and CRT, it provides 

critical insights that can pave the path for the integration of different theoretical approaches and 

benefit the study of acculturation processes in general. In addition, this PhD contributes to our 

understanding of the factors, processes, and implications of contact for members of different status 

groups through studying it from both ethnic minority and majority perspectives. Ultimately, by 

adopting qualitative research and analysis methods, this thesis offers insights in acculturation, 

discrimination, and contact through unpacking the views, experiences, and meanings involved in 

these processes.  

The following sections are structured to flesh out each of the research aims, beginning first 

with trends in acculturation research, followed by a theoretical overview of CRT and how this could 
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apply to the present study, and finally by an overview of theories of intergroup contact and 

friendships. In each section, particular focus will be given to how these theories apply to education. 

 



1 

 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 TRENDS IN ACCULTURATION RESEARCH: FOUNDATIONS, 

MODIFICATIONS, AND ONGOING CRITIQUES 

1.1.1 BERRY’S FOUR-FOLD MODEL OF ACCULTURATION 

The concept of acculturation was first used by the American anthropologists Redfield, Linton, and 

Herskovits (1936). The authors defined acculturation as “those phenomena which result when groups 

of individuals having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact with subsequent 

changes in the original culture patterns of either or both groups” (Redfield et al., 1936, p. 149). Early 

interpretations of acculturation were based on a unidimensional understanding that focused only on 

the migrant, who—it was assumed—would unproblematically adopt the new culture while 

relinquishing his or her cultural heritage (Gordon, 1964; Schwartz et al., 2010). This view of 

acculturation assumed that the more individuals adopt the dominant culture, the less they retain their 

original culture (Liebkind, 2001; Sam, 2006). Thus, maintaining ties with cultural heritage and 

adoption of the values and norms of the mainstream society was framed as mutually exclusive 

(Gordon, 1964).  

The Canadian psychologist John W. Berry and his colleagues (Berry, 1980; 1997; Berry et al., 

1989) challenged this understanding of acculturation in the early 1980s, arguing that the adoption of 

the dominant norms does not necessarily imply the loss of the heritage values. Adopting a bi-

dimensional approach to acculturation, Berry (2003) has described acculturation as a more 

indeterminate process of cultural and psychological change that follows intercultural contact. In his 

approach, change occurs on an individual (psychological) and a group (cultural) level, and in both 

cultures (Berry, 2005; 2006). The former consists of changes in individuals’ attitudes, while the latter 

refers to the transformation in a group’s norms and life (Berry et al., 2006). 

Berry (2001; 2006) has categorised acculturation strategies based on two dimensions. The 

first dimension concerns the extent to which immigrants and their descendants have contact with 

dominant groups and participate in mainstream cultural activities. The second dimension relates to the 

nondominant groups’ level of desire to maintain their cultural identity and heritage (Berry et al., 1989; 

Berry, 2001). Based on these two acculturation dimensions, Berry (1997) developed a four-fold 

taxonomy of acculturation strategies (also termed acculturation orientations or acculturation 
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attitudes), namely, integration, assimilation, separation and marginalisation, as shown in Figure 1. 

When immigrants and ethnic minorities retain their ethnic ties and develop contact with the larger 

society, they are said to adopt an integration strategy (also referred to as biculturalism; Benet-

Martinez & Haritatos, 2005). When they interact with the dominant community and reject attachment 

to their ethnic communities, they are adopting an assimilation strategy. If individuals do not have 

contact with the national group and immerse themselves in their own ethnic culture, they follow a 

separation strategy. Finally, those adopting a marginalisation strategy do not engage in either culture. 

Figure 1. Acculturation strategies of ethnic minority and majority groups 

 

 
Source: Adapted from Berry (2001, p. 618) 

 

Studies investigating the link between acculturation and adaptation have revealed that 

integration is the most adaptive acculturation strategy as it yields relatively better psychological and 

socio-cultural outcomes (e.g., Berry, 1997; Berry & Sam, 1997). Adaptation can be defined as “the 

relatively stable changes that take place in an individual or group in response to environmental 

demands” (Berry, 2006, p. 48). Integrated individuals are viewed as bi-culturals who combine various 

(conflicting) aspects of different cultures to which they are exposed (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 

2005; Berry, 1997). Comparatively, marginalisation is the least adaptive strategy, while the 
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assimilation and separation strategies have a moderate impact on adjustment, meaning that they 

contribute to adaptation less than integration (Berry, 1990; 1997; Berry et al., 2006; Liebkind, 2001; 

Phinney et al., 2006).  

These strategies mirror a set of four acculturation attitudes as reflected in the approach of the 

dominant group (Berry, 2001). When the dominant group favours assimilation by nondominant 

groups, they are adopting a melting pot strategy. When they demand separation, they are enforcing a 

segregation strategy. If the dominant group imposes marginalisation, then they are adopting an 

exclusion strategy. Finally, the dominant group chooses multiculturalism as a strategy when it wants 

immigrants or ethnic minority groups to be integrated. The following section offers an overview of 

how acculturation processes are studied in education. 

Acculturation and school adjustment  

Whereas more than 100 taxonomies and models have been developed to study acculturation in 

psychology, sociology, education, and other social science fields, the model of acculturation strategies 

developed by Berry and his colleagues (Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 1989) has become the most 

dominant in acculturation research (Celeste et al., 2014; Hui et al., 2015; Kunst & Sam, 2013). It has 

been extensively used across various contexts among different minority and immigrant groups, and 

also been applied in educational settings. The educational context is of particular significance here, 

since school and university constitute key acculturative contexts and are critical for migrant and 

ethnic minority students’ long-term adjustment into society (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012; Schachner et 

al., 2017). For instance, the evidence from a systematic literature review has documented that 

education can play a crucial role in aiding smooth acculturation and that effective acculturation 

processes can, in turn, enhance the educational experience of migrant-origin students (Sheikh & 

Anderson, 2018). More concretely, a strong identification with ethnic culture and a sense of belonging 

to the mainstream culture—that is to say, integration—is critical for school adaptation (Berry & Sam, 

1997; Phinney et al., 2001).  

Scholars have also studied the impact of acculturation orientations of ethnic/racial minority 

university students on their socio-psychological adaptation and well-being (Abouguendia & Noels, 

2001; Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008). For instance, Schwartz and colleagues (2013) have examined 

the relationship between acculturation and well-being in first- and second-generation students with an 

immigration background across 30 colleges and universities in the United States. The results of the 

study have revealed that a bi-cultural identity—that is, identification with practices and values of both 
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ethnic background and the mainstream culture—is significant for well-being in students with a 

migration background. 

It is important to note that these findings are mainly drawn from contexts that have a long 

history of cultural diversity and an ideology of multiculturalism, such as the US and Canada. 

Research from Western European settings suggests that biculturalism can be a successful strategy 

only when the societal context allows opportunities to identify with both ethnic and national cultures 

(Berry et al., 2006; Fleischman & Phalet, 2016). Research has found that the link between the 

acculturation orientations of ethnic minority children and their school outcomes is explained by 

institutional support for equal rights for groups with a migration background, as well as multicultural 

policies (Schachner et al., 2017; Schachner et al., 2016). For instance, in a study on Turkish Belgian 

young adults, biculturalism is found to predict either the worst or the best school careers, depending 

on the level of discrimination (Baysu, Phalet & Brown, 2014). In other words, students who identify 

with both ethnic and national cultures are especially vulnerable when they experience high levels of 

discrimination because discrimination affects their school careers negatively. Thus, when the 

dominant culture is not inclusive of ethnic minorities and does not endorse multiculturalism, other 

acculturation strategies, such as separation, can become a more beneficial strategy than integration 

(Brown & Zagefka, 2011). 

To conclude this section, Berry’s acculturation model (Berry, 1980; 1997; 2003) has shaped 

contemporary approaches to the study of acculturation over the last four decades, making it a pioneer 

in the field. It has been useful for the conceptualisation of acculturation processes and outcomes and 

the efficient categorisation of acculturation attitudes and strategies of acculturating groups. More 

specifically, it has extensively contributed to the field of acculturation by expanding the knowledge 

about the psychological and social adjustment of acculturating immigrants and their descendants 

(Berry et al., 2006; Berry et al., 2013). Despite the widespread influence of Berry’s (1997) taxonomy 

of acculturation strategies, there are some limitations to this model. The following sections discuss in 

further detail the adaptations and modifications to the original model that have arisen in response to 

some of its recognised limitations. 

1.1.2 MODIFICATIONS TO BERRY’S FOUR-FOLD MODEL OF ACCULTURATION 

While the acculturation model developed by Berry (1997; 2003) has focused on the acculturation 

strategies adopted by dominant and nondominant groups, there is a lack of emphasis in his model on 

1) the broader acculturation context; 2) the domains of acculturation; 3) the acculturation attitudes of 
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dominant groups and 4) intergroup processes and outcomes. Aiming to address the limitations 

regarding the broader acculturation context, the acculturation attitudes of dominant groups and 

intergroup processes and outcomes, Bourhis and colleagues (Bourhis et al., 1997; Bourhis et al., 

2009) developed an interactive acculturation model (IAM). 

Interactive acculturation model (IAM) 

First, the IAM incorporates the impact of state integration policies on the acculturation orientations of 

both dominant and nondominant group members. Second, the revised model includes the 

acculturation attitudes of ethnic majority groups in addition to those of ethnic minorities to highlight 

the dynamic and interactive nature of individuals’ acculturation orientations. Finally, Bourhis and 

colleagues (1997) designed the IAM to explain intergroup processes and intergroup relational 

outcomes as the result of combinations of acculturation orientations of ethnic majority and minority 

groups. Based on this, the relations between groups and individuals can be harmonious, problematic, 

or conflictual depending on the combination of acculturation orientations adopted by different group 

members.  

This is, for instance, illustrated in a study on acculturation orientations of immigrant minority 

undergraduates and ethnic majority groups in the US (Bourhis et al., 2009). The findings have 

revealed that ethnic majority undergraduates adopting assimilationist (i.e., expecting immigrants to 

relinquish their ethnic values and adopt mainstream culture) acculturation attitudes did not have much 

contact with immigrant minorities and had unfriendly attitudes toward them. On the other hand, 

endorsing integrationism (i.e., supporting immigrants to maintain certain aspects of ethnic heritage 

and adopt key features of mainstream culture) was linked with harmonious relational outcomes. To 

conclude, Bourhis and colleagues (1997) expanded on the acculturation model of Berry (1997; 2003) 

by approaching acculturation as an intergroup phenomenon influenced not only by the acculturation 

orientations of immigrant groups but also by the acculturation attitudes in the larger society and 

public policies. 

Concordance model of acculturation 

Building on the earlier acculturation models (Berry, 1997; 2003; Bourhis et al., 1997), Piontkowski 

and colleagues (2000) have developed the concordance model of acculturation (CMA). This model 

addresses the third and the fourth limitations of Berry’s model—namely, the acculturation attitudes of 
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dominant groups and intergroup processes and outcomes. They have incorporated the acculturation 

attitudes of ethnic majority groups in their model and focused on how those attitudes are linked to 

intergroup outcomes and variables. Differently from earlier models, the CMA differentiates between 

discordance as a result of differences in the attitudes of dominant and nondominant groups over the 

dimension of cultural maintenance and discordance due to differences over the dimension of contact 

and participation. Thus, the CMA outlines four types of concordance/discordance (matching or 

mismatching) intergroup attitudes based on the two dimensions: consensual, culture–problematic, 

contact–problematic, and conflictual (Piontkowski, Rohmann, & Florack, 2002). When the attitudes 

of both groups match, a consensual level is reached, and when the attitudes do not match on both 

dimensions of acculturation, conflictual relational outcomes result. A culture–problematic 

discordance exists in the case of mismatched attitudes regarding cultural maintenance, and a contact–

problematic discordance occurs when attitudes regarding contact do not match. This is, for instance, 

the case when immigrants want to integrate while majority groups endorse a separation strategy. 

Understanding the concordance/discordance of acculturation attitudes is important due to their 

implications for the development of intergroup conflict. Based on a survey study comparing the 

attitudes of native-born Germans with the attitudes they attributed to immigrants, Piontkowski et al. 

(2002) have concluded that when the mismatch of acculturation attitudes of groups is greater, the 

intergroup situation is perceived as more threatening by group members and intergroup encounters are 

less likely to be seen as enriching. Furthermore, intergroup variables, such as ingroup bias and 

perceived ingroup/outgroup similarity, help to explain the basic underlying mechanisms of intergroup 

conflict and intergroup threat, which in the end determine the outcomes of acculturation strategies 

(Piontkowski et al., 2002). For instance, acculturation attitudes and the level of intergroup threat can 

differ depending on whether outgroups are perceived to be similar or not. While Germans did not 

perceive Italians and Poles to be threatening due to a shared Christian background, they perceived 

Turks as threatening because of their cultural and religious differences (Piontkowski et al., 2002). 

Hence, for both dominant and nondominant groups, outgroup perceptions can predict acculturation 

attitudes and help make sense of the nature of intergroup outcomes. 

Relative acculturation extended model (RAEM) 

Finally, Navas and colleagues (2005) have devised the relative acculturation extended model 

(RAEM), building further on Berry’s acculturation model, the IAM, and the CMA. The model 

addresses explicitly the second and the third limitations in Berry’s model—namely, the domains of 
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acculturation and the acculturation attitudes of dominant groups. Following in the footsteps of the 

IAM and the CMA, Navas and colleagues (2005) consider the acculturation strategies of both 

immigrant and dominant groups. Based on studies conducted in Spain with two immigrant groups, 

they postulate that acculturation attitudes of the dominant and immigrant groups interact and vary 

depending on group variables such as the ethno-cultural origin of immigrants. Differently from earlier 

studies, Navas et al. (2005) find that people adopt varying strategies and attitudes across different 

acculturation domains (work, family, religion, etc.). This is based on the premise that different 

acculturation strategies can be adopted simultaneously depending on the context of interaction with 

people from other groups and the adaptation attitudes of dominant groups. The framework also 

differentiates between the acculturation strategies followed in reality by both groups and also their 

expressed ideal or preferred ones. More concretely, an immigrants’ ideal acculturation approach is the 

one they would adopt if they were free to choose, in contrast to the acculturation strategies they report 

adopting in practice. Similarly, for dominant groups, the ideal acculturation strategy is the one they 

would favour for immigrants if they could choose, and the real situation is what they perceive as the 

acculturation strategies adopted by immigrants in practice. 

Overall, these various adaptations accept the basic features of the original acculturation 

framework designed by Berry (1997; 2003) and extend his framework on several fronts. They 

specifically underline the importance of the broader political acculturation context (Bourhuis et al., 

1997) and acculturation domains (Navas et al., 2005). Furthermore, they emphasise the significance 

of the acculturation attitudes of dominant groups (Bourhis et al., 1997; Navas et al., 2005; 

Piontkowski et al., 2000; 2002) and the implications of acculturation attitudes for intergroup 

processes and outcomes (Bourhis et al., 1997; Piontkowski et al., 2000). Despite these modifications, 

the interaction between groups and the influence of ethnic majority attitudes on acculturation is often 

presented as a static process, linked to the new classifications and taxonomies which are formulated 

based on the comparison of acculturation strategies of ethnic minority and majority groups (Figgou & 

Baka, 2018). The following section elaborates further on the criticisms that target research inspired by 

Berry’s acculturation model (1997; 2003).  
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1.1.3 A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF CONTEMPORARY ACCULTURATION 

RESEARCH 

Contemporary empirical research on acculturation psychology draws mainly on Berry’s 

aforementioned model of acculturation (Berry, 1997; 2003). Although the premises of his model have 

been supported across different countries with various ethnic groups (Berry et al., 1989; Berry & Sam, 

1997; Sam & Berry, 2016), the research inspired by it has been the target of critiques on several 

fronts. While updated acculturation models, such as the IAM and CMA (Bourhis et al., 1997; 

Piontkowski et al., 2002; Navas et al., 2005) respond to some of these criticisms, many scholars have 

raised additional conceptual, empirical and methodological issues (e.g., Bhatia, 2002; Chirkov, 2009; 

Rudmin, 2003; Schwartz et al., 2010). 

A first line of criticism charges that the models proposed by Berry (1997) oversimplify a 

complicated and dynamic process by measuring acculturation as a series of individual developmental 

phases that lead inexorably to the successful integration into the wider society (Hermans & Kempen, 

1998, p. 1117). However, acculturation can involve more than two cultures, requiring attention to the 

influence of various cultural affiliations on the acculturation experiences of individuals (Birman et al., 

2010; Doucerain, Dere & Ryder, 2013). From this perspective, the conceptualisation of acculturation 

as a linear and static process involving two cultures and resulting in successful adaptation to the 

dominant culture is problematic (Rudmin, 2003; Rudmin, 2009; Bhatia, 2007).  

In response to this conceptualisation of acculturation, scholars have called for a process-

oriented notion of acculturation (Andreouli, 2013; Hermans, 2001). Moreover, the universal 

understanding of acculturation by Berry’s acculturation models (Berry, 1980; Berry & Sam, 1997) 

assumes that all cultural communities and individuals go through the same psychological processes 

(Bowskill et al., 2007; Cresswell, 2009; Hermans, 2001). This is problematic due to its suggestion of 

a “one size fits all” approach and undermining differences between and within groups and among 

individuals (Rudmin, 2003). 

A second strand of criticism holds that the preferences for acculturation strategies are 

described as stable and mutually exclusive, leading people to be categorised according to one of these 

classifications (Berry et al., 2006). This approach portrays nondominant groups as somehow ‘stuck’ 

between the a priori defined acculturation strategies, leaving little space for negotiation between 

different categories and alternative identifications. Hence, critics have called for a more nuanced 

approach to explain the variations among different groups as well as their circumstances (Chirkov, 

2009; Rudmin, 2003). For instance, recent findings demonstrate that acculturation strategies, such as 

cultural adaptation/maintenance or integration, do not represent a stable status in everyday lives of 
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migrants but are used by people to describe certain aspects of their lives in particular intergroup 

contexts (Anjum et al., 2018). Hence, instead of rationally choosing an acculturation strategy, 

individuals engage with and make sense of new cultural meanings and terms if and when they are 

exposed to them (Waldram, 2009; Weinreich, 2009). 

A third line of criticism contends that Berry’s model reifies the assignment of responsibility 

of acculturation to immigrants and their descendants, thus understating or overlooking the role of 

ethnic majority groups (Bowskill et al., 2007; Rudmin, 2003). Most studies which have been inspired 

by Berry’s acculturation model explore the acculturation orientations of the dominant culture by 

focusing on what ethnic majority group thinks immigrants/ethnic minorities should do with regards to 

the maintenance of their cultural heritage and their relationship with the dominant culture (e.g., Berry, 

2006; Montreuil & Bourhis, 2001; Navas et al., 2005; Piontkowski et al., 2002). This approach 

reinforces the one-sided demands that ethnic minorities/immigrants must acculturate, leaving out the 

question of whether ethnic majorities will adopt the cultural values of ethnic minorities. Therefore, 

focusing only on the acculturation strategies of ethnic minority groups and asking ethnic majorities 

how they want minorities to acculturate reinforces an understanding of dominant culture as fixed and 

static and dominant ethnic majority groups as not subject to acculturation processes (Rudmin, 2003). 

A fourth set of criticism questions the assumption underlying the view that integration is the 

most adaptive acculturation strategy for nondominant groups—namely, that the culture of the 

dominant majority is inclusive and tolerant toward immigrants/ethnic minorities even though other 

strategies such as separation could be more beneficial than integration in a negative context (Sam, 

2000; Weinreich, 2009). Berry and Sam (1997) do not incorporate the impact of contextual factors in 

their model and undermine the fact that acculturative experiences of individuals are influenced by the 

larger structural factors through prevailing ideologies, discourses, and beliefs (Bhatia & Ram, 2004; 

Howarth et al., 2014; Kunst & Sam, 2013). They also suggest that individual differences in 

acculturation are the result of various acculturation strategies chosen by individuals and fail to 

acknowledge the influence of socio-political circumstances on acculturation trajectories of people 

(Berry, 1980; Phinney, 2003). As noted by Bhatia (2011) and Bhatia and Ram (2009), understanding 

acculturation processes of minority communities requires a perspective that considers the impact of 

larger socio-political factors on the everyday life practices and relationships. Hence, acculturation can 

be better conceptualised as a context-dependent process characterised by asymmetrical power 

relationships between social groups (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Howarth et al., 2014). 

A final critique concerns the methodological limitations of contemporary acculturation 

research. Many acculturation theorists, particularly in the field of cross-cultural psychology, adopt an 

objectivist epistemological approach, which is reflected in their empiricist approaches to acculturation 
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(Bhatia & Ram, 2001). The widespread adoption of quantitative methodologies, standardised 

questionnaires and surveys on relatively large samples of individuals by acculturation researchers 

leaves little room to understand the complex acculturation processes of people (Chirkov, 2009; 

Cresswell, 2009; Niens et al., 2013; Weinreich, 2009). Furthermore, relying on psychometric 

instruments to measure acculturation leads to the negligence of structural issues and do not offer 

much insight into acculturation processes themselves. Hence, qualitative methods can be useful in 

understanding and analysing the complex acculturation perspectives and experiences of ethnic 

minority and majority groups (Andreouli, 2013; Bhatia & Ram 2009; Chirkov, 2009; Cicognani et al., 

2018). 

In conclusion, acculturation theories have explored issues on how immigrants and their 

descendants develop acculturation attitudes and strategies, and the factors impacting on them. While 

Berry’s model of acculturation strategies (1997) has received extensive scholarly attention, Bourhis et 

al. (1997), Piontkowski et al. (2000), and Navas et al. (2005) have proposed modifications to his 

model. These adaptations have mainly addressed the limitations in Berry’s model (1997) regarding 

the lack of emphasis for the wider acculturation context, the specific acculturation domains, the 

acculturation attitudes of dominant groups and the relationship between acculturation strategies and 

intergroup processes (Bourhis et al., 1997; Navas et al., 2005; Piontkowski et al., 2000). These further 

elaborations of the original acculturation model by Berry (1997) have contributed to a better 

understanding of the factors that impact on the acculturation strategies of individuals. 

Nevertheless, these acculturation models and the research inspired by them have been the 

target of criticisms on several fronts. Scholars across various disciplines have underlined the need for 

a more process-oriented, dynamic and a situated conceptualisation of acculturation that considers the 

impact of the unequal power dynamics between groups on the acculturation processes of individuals 

(see, for instance, Bhatia, 2002; Chirkov, 2009; Schwartz et al., 2010). They have also emphasised the 

need for a more critical focus on the acculturation processes of dominant groups (Rudmin, 2003). 

Finally, they have addressed the methodological bias in acculturation research as most studies rely on 

quantitative surveys and standardised questionnaires when examining the acculturation strategies of 

individuals (Bhatia & Ram 2009; Chirkov, 2009; Tardif-Williams & Fisher 2009).  

Berry himself (2009) has responded to some of these critics by arguing that emic approaches 

(i.e., looking at phenomena through the perspective of individuals) are also crucial in comprehending 

acculturation processes. He has added that his work addresses the issues of domination and conflict 

between groups. Nonetheless, these answers fall short in addressing some of the conceptual, 

empirical, and methodological limitations of Berry’s acculturation model (1997; 2003). In the next 
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section, the rationale for studying Turkish and Belgian descent female students’ acculturation 

meanings in higher education is explained. 

1.1.4 STUDYING ACCULTURATION MEANINGS OF FEMALE UNIVERSITY 

STUDENTS 

Integration has been suggested as the “ideal” acculturation strategy for individuals from immigrant 

backgrounds due to its role in facilitating the positive psychological and socio-cultural adaptation of 

individuals (e.g., Berry, 1997; Berry & Sam, 1997). Even though it is defined as maintaining ties with 

the heritage culture while participating in national groups (Nguyen & Benet-Martinez, 2013), it 

remains an ambiguous term with varying meanings across social contexts and ethnic groups (Anjum 

et al., 2018; Celeste et al., 2014). In education, for instance, research has found that students from 

different religious backgrounds have differentiated understandings of acculturation strategies, 

depending on their relationships with in- and outgroup members (e.g., peers, staff) and mainstream 

school culture and practices (Niens et al., 2013).  

Such variation in understandings of acculturation strategies can negatively impact the 

relationship between students and teachers, and even lead to misunderstanding and conflict (Van 

Praag et al., 2016). While teachers often expect ethnic minority students to engage in intergroup 

contact, the achievement of harmonious relations between groups can be linked to the cultural 

similarity of these students to their ethnic majority peers (Figgou & Baka, 2018). Students from ethnic 

minority backgrounds, on the other hand, tend to understand acculturation mainly in terms of 

intergroup contact and refuse to adopt culturally (Van Praag et al., 2016). Earlier studies have 

investigated how different understandings of acculturation can be problematic in school contexts 

(Figgou & Baka, 2018; Niens et al., 2013; Van Praag et al., 2016). Nonetheless, the main focus 

remains to be on the acculturation processes of immigrants and ethnic minorities. Even though 

acculturation is an intergroup phenomenon—meaning that it does not happen to one group in 

isolation—researchers have given little attention to understanding the perspective of ethnic majority 

groups members (Brown & Zagefka, 2011).  

The lack of focus on the acculturation processes of dominant group members is also evident 

in mainstream integration discourses. These hegemonic discourses put the onus of integration solely 

on the immigrants and ethnic minorities and treat them as accountable for their integration efforts 

(Clycq & Levrau, 2017; Van de Pol et al., 2018). This is particularly noteworthy in the case of visible 

ethnic minorities, who are often portrayed as poorly integrated and expected to give up on their ethnic 
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values to integrate (Reijerse et al., 2013; Schneider & Crul, 2010). Research has noted that many 

European countries are adopting a more strongly assimilationist approach towards people from 

immigrant backgrounds, particularly those of Muslim origin (Freedman, 2007). More specifically, 

women who are more easily recognised as a Muslim (e.g., due to wearing a headscarf) are often 

targeted for failing to integrate and live up to the ideal of “liberated” Western women (Anjum et al., 

2018; Akkerman & Hagelund, 2007).  

Based on such negative mainstream perceptions, acculturation experiences of ethnic minority 

female students could differ from male students. In addition, the intersection of ethnicity and gender 

could expose Turkish Belgian female students in higher education to experiences that affect their 

acculturation processes in unique ways (Beasley & Fischer, 2012). Against this background, this 

dissertation aims to contribute to the acculturation literature by studying how Turkish and Belgian 

descent female students make sense of their acculturation processes at a Flemish university. Since the 

term integration is often used interchangeably with acculturation, Berry’s definition of ‘integration’ is 

used as a starting point in the study. According to this definition, integration is to maintain ethnic 

culture and participate in mainstream culture by interacting with members of other groups (Berry, 

1997; Berry et al., 2006). Building further on Berry’s acculturation theories, the adaptations and the 

critiques on these theories, this research also uncovers the implications of gender and higher 

education setting in shaping the acculturation experiences of Turkish and Belgian descent female 

university students. 

In this section, I have provided an overview of the trends and developments in acculturation 

research. The next part offers an overview of the link between acculturation and discrimination and 

delves deeper into a discussion about various forms of discrimination drawing on theoretical insights 

from critical race theory (CRT). Then, the link between acculturation and contact processes are 

examined, with a particular focus on the theories of intergroup contact and development of 

friendships. 
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1.2 ACCULTURATION, DISCRIMINATION, AND CRITICAL RACE 

THEORY 
 

Within the field of acculturation, scholars have recently emphasised the need for a far deeper 

understanding of how experiences of discrimination affect individual’s acculturation processes under 

the prevailing conditions of structural exclusion and power imbalance (Andreouli, 2013; Chirkov, 

2009; Cicognani et al., 2018). This is important to underline because discrimination processes have 

deep and persisting consequences on the sense of belonging and well-being of individual migrants and 

their descendants (Benner et al., 2018; Berry et al., 2006; Schmitt et al., 2014; Schwartz et al., 2010). 

The study hereof is relevant since educational settings are primary sites in which young 

people from a migration background experience acculturation (Baysu & de Valk, 2012). In 

educational institutions, all actors have clear roles, and there are clear power imbalances between 

individuals. Accordingly, ethnic minority students are expected to navigate successfully between 

same-ethnic and interethnic peer groups as part of a so-called “acculturative task,” while teachers 

facilitate socialisation of these students into the dominant culture (Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2017; 

Van Praag et al., 2016). Nonetheless, exclusion and discrimination by peers and teachers can obstruct 

the acculturation processes of students from ethnic minority backgrounds, shattering their sense of 

belonging to society and well-being. Hence, educational settings can also work to the detriment of the 

very students from whom acculturation is expected. These discrimination experiences by peers and 

teachers can take the form of open and blatant acts of racism or could be enacted in subtler and 

unconscious ways in education (Moffitt, Juang & Syed, 2018b). 

Against this background, this thesis aims to identify the institutional and interpersonal 

discrimination experiences of Turkish descent students across secondary school and higher education, 

to analyse the ways that discriminatory practices manifest in institutions and in interpersonal 

encounters. The following sections elaborate on the institutional and interpersonal forms of 

discrimination by using theoretical insights from CRT and then discusses the relevance of these 

insights for understanding the discrimination experiences of university students in a West European 

context. 

1.2.1 CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND INSTITUTIONAL DISCRIMINATION 
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Institutional discrimination refers to institutional structures and processes that organise and promote 

inequity (Jones, 1997). The effects of such discrimination “are suffused throughout the culture via 

institutional structures, ideological beliefs, and everyday personal actions of people in the culture, and 

these effects are passed on from generations to generations” (Jones, 1997, p. 472). Institutional 

discrimination represents the failure of an institution to provide equitable experiences and 

opportunities to certain individuals because of their cultural background. This unequal treatment can 

be observed in discriminatory processes, —intentional or unintentional—policies and practices, and 

attitudes such as prejudice, ignorance, and stereotyping that disadvantage ethnic minorities (Henkel, 

Dovidio & Gartner, 2006; Gillborn, 2005).  

Institutional discrimination is usually carried out by dominant majority groups against 

ethnic/racial minorities because, in general, this group holds power and controls social institutions 

(Pincus, 1996). Institutional policies and practices may seem to be based on principles of equality. 

Nonetheless, they tend to reproduce the systemic exclusion of groups who have fewer resources (e.g., 

wealth or education) than dominant groups (Dovidio, Mann & Gaertner, 1989). In education, for 

instance, macro-level education policies prioritise the interests of dominant groups and privilege 

ethnic majority culture and values (Gillborn, 2005). Such exclusionary practices include the devaluing 

of the ethnic background of students by banning religious symbols (e.g., headscarf) and their home 

languages at schools (Agirdag, 2010; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016; Moffitt et al., 2018b). 

Scholars of colour in legal studies in the USA came up with CRT during the civil rights 

movements to challenge the racial inequalities in American institutions (Bell, 1980; Crenshaw, 1988; 

Delgado, 1990). They have defined racism as the beliefs, practices, or structural systems whose 

function is to oppress racial groups and to support the socio-economic domination of privileged white 

groups (Bell, 1993; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Defying the more typical conceptualisation of racism 

as an individual pathology bereft of collective power dynamics, CRT scholars have addressed the role 

of formal or informal structural mechanisms and processes in perpetuating racial inequity in society 

(Bell, 1993; Crenshaw et al., 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

The CRT framework rests on three core premises—namely that racism is pervasive, 

permanent, and must be challenged (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-

Billings & Tate 1995). Central to CRT is the notion that racism is deeply ingrained in the fabric of the 

society and for this reason, appears normal and reasonable to people (Bell, 1993; Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001). Racism adapts itself to shifting socio-cultural circumstances and could be expressed 

in various ways, but it does not vanish or decline as individuals become less overtly racist. This 

phenomenon reflects the pervasive and permanent nature of racism within the society and calls for 
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exposing various manifestations of racism so that it can be redressed and challenged (Ladson-Billings, 

1998). The following section offers an overview of how CRT is applied in education. 

 

Application of Critical Race Theory in education 

 

Not long after the initial development of CRT by legal scholars, the framework became prevalent 

across academic fields to document, critique, and challenge the hegemonic power structure and 

racism in educational systems (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solorzano & 

Bernal, 2001). Solorzano (1997, 1998) has identified the five main tenets of CRT scholarship and 

worked on applying the CRT framework to education: 

1. The centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality with various forms of subordination. 

CRT in education is based on the premise that racism is an endemic principle of the contemporary 

education system. This education system is infiltrated by cultural and institutional racism perpetuating 

normative whiteness (Bell, 1993; Dixson & Anderson, 2018; Gillborn, 2008). Racism intersects with 

various forms of subordination associated with gender, class, immigrant status, accent, surname, 

culture, phenotype, language, and sexuality (Crenshaw, 1991). 

2. The challenge to the dominant ideology. CRT is against the claims based on the notions of 

objectivity, neutrality, meritocracy, and colourblindness because these claims mask the dominance of 

privileged and powerful groups (Solorzano, 1997). 

3. The commitment to social justice. CRT works to empower subordinated groups and eradicate 

racism (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). 

4. The centrality of experiential knowledge. The experiential knowledge of racial minority groups is 

acknowledged as legitimate and valuable in making sense of and addressing racial oppression. To 

achieve this, CRT has foregrounded the lived experiences and stories of marginalised groups 

(Delgado, 1989; Yosso, 2005). 

5. The transdisciplinary perspective. CRT goes beyond disciplinary boundaries to analyse racism. 

Lynn and Parker (2006) have stated that critical race studies investigate the oppression embedded in 

societal constructions of race and particularly its manifestation in schools. These studies offer an 

analysis of racism embedded in a socio-political and economic system that privileges certain social 

groups based on their skin colour. Following these tenets, how CRT facilitates a critical examination 

of educational institutions can be better understood by an overview of research that examines school 

policies and practices and teacher attitudes adopting a critical perspective to their role in perpetuating 

inequities between groups. 
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School policies and practices 

School policies and practices—including curricula, methods of instruction, assessment and 

punishment systems—may help to sustain institutional racism as they impact on the academic 

performance of ethnic/racial minority pupils (Gillborn, 2005; Ladson & Billings, 1998; Ledesma & 

Calderon, 2015). For instance, recent research in Belgian middle schools has investigated the impact 

of three different diversity approaches —multiculturalism, colourblindness, and assimilationism—

conveyed by school policies on the school achievement and belonging of ethnic minority and majority 

students (Celeste et al., 2019). The findings demonstrate that multiculturalism (i.e., valuing cultural 

diversity) predicts smaller gaps in students’ achievement and belonging whereas colourblindness (i.e., 

ignoring cultural diversity) and assimilationism (i.e., rejecting cultural diversity) negatively impact 

the school achievement and belonging of ethnic minority students.  

As they favour ethnic majority middle-class culture and regulate or punish the expression of 

ethnic minority cultures, schools tend to construct ethnic minorities as inherently inferior and 

deficient (Agirdag, 2010; Dixson & Anderson, 2018; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016). In doing so, they 

fail to recognise and value the ethno-cultural and religious identities and knowledge of students 

(Mitchell, 2013; Perez Huber, 2011). In response, culturally inclusive and relevant pedagogies can 

help to acknowledge and respect students’ cultural identities and recognise the capacity of all students 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995). However, for these pedagogies to be implemented, teachers need to receive 

training and support so that they have the necessary competencies to teach in diverse classrooms 

(Milner, 2011). 

Teacher prejudice 

Research has found that teacher’s (un)intended attitudes and behaviours—such as stereotypes and low 

expectations of ethnic/racial minority children—can further aggravate the inequality and marginalise 

ethnic/racial minority students (Chapman, 2007; Gillborn, 1990; Matias & Liou, 2015). While 

prejudice among teachers could be influenced by various factors such as a teacher’s level of education 

(e.g., university diploma) (Vervaet et al., 2016), a teacher’s decision to academically support a student 

could be influenced by his/her inaccurate representations of the ethnic group to which the student 

belongs. Accordingly, based on their negative stereotypes about ethnic minority pupils’ academic 

performance, teachers can develop prejudicial attitudes which affect their expectations of pupils 

regardless of the actual academic achievement levels of students (Solorzano, 1997). 
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Teachers have a significant role in changing the dynamics of inequality, starting in early 

childhood (Brown, Souto-Manning & Laman, 2010). When they do not recognise how these 

dynamics of inequality are manifested in schools and fail to facilitate dialogue on discrimination and 

equality among students, it affects students from ethnic minority backgrounds negatively and 

reinforces prejudice among others (Sue et al., 2009). Even when teachers are aware of these 

processes, they can avoid talking about issues relating to inequality and discrimination to appear 

neutral and unbiased. However, in doing so, they remain indifferent to the realities of discriminated 

pupils (Modica, 2015), and help to maintain a system that sustains power inequality, albeit 

unintentionally (Carbado, 2011; Dixson & Anderson, 2018; Crenshaw et al., 1995). Also, when 

teachers are not engaged in critical reflections on race and diversity, and thus can be seen as 

colourblind, they may not recognise race-related patterns in the underachievement of minorities 

(Rousseau & Tate, 2003). 

The dominant narrative of colourblind ideology allows denial or indifference to the issues of 

racism in education and society (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Vass, 2014). There is need for a more critical 

engagement with multiculturalism, difference, and otherness so that both teachers and students can 

develop tools to re-frame discussions about these questions among each other (May & Sleeter, 2010; 

Welply, 2018). One of the significant problems, however, is the domination of teaching positions by 

educators from dominant ethnic majority groups. The lack of diverse teaching staff reflects the 

institutionalised power dynamics in education and has an adverse impact on students with a migration 

background (Kohli & Solorzano, 2012; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). In Flanders, for example, the 

attitudes of Muslim teachers from ethno-religious minority backgrounds are more positive towards 

religious minority pupils (Agirdag, Loobuyck & Van Houtte, 2012). Still, almost all the teachers in 

Flemish secondary schools are of Belgian descent (Thijs & Verkuyten, 2014). 

A review of CRT literature in education 

CRT literature in education has mainly focused on examining the manifestations of racism across K–

12 (i.e., pre-school through secondary school) and higher education (Lynn & Parker, 2006; Ledesma 

& Calderon, 2015). Research on K–12 education has highlighted the importance of critical 

pedagogical practices and curriculum in empowering ethnic/racial minority students and dismantling 

various forms of subordination, such as colorblindness (Asimeng-Boahene, 2010; Chapman, 2007). 

One of the central tenets of CRT is to counteract the stories of the dominant group to shift the frame 

in which the superiority of white groups appears natural (Crenshaw, 1989; Delgado, 1989). As both 
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an epistemological and a methodological tool, CRT has helped in analysis of the experiences and 

perspectives of under-represented students in order to raise their voices (Chang, 2013; Howard, 2008; 

Lynn et al., 2002). This is particularly important for developing emancipatory conceptual and 

pedagogical approaches in research (Asimeng-Boahene, 2010). Also, detailing the experiences of 

parents (Chapman & Bopal, 2013; Reynolds, 2010) and teachers (Matias & Liou, 2015; Rousseau & 

Tate, 2003; Vass, 2014) CRT scholars have brought to light how racism operates in education. 

The CRT literature covering higher education has captured the often-overlooked experiences 

and perspectives of those who have been marginalised in that setting (Espino, 2012; Ledesma & 

Calderon, 2015; Solorzano, 1998). Scholars have addressed the prevalence of racism, which is often 

disguised by colourblindness and race-neutrality in higher education spaces (Harper, 2012; Ledesma 

& Calderon, 2015). Whereas the framing of diversity as a deficit is also prevalent in higher education 

institutions (Iverson, 2007), racism enacts itself particularly in covert ways (Haney-Lopez, 2014; 

Yosso et al., 2009). Additionally, researchers have dismantled the impact of socio-political and 

institutional structures on accessing higher education and success (Ledesma & Calderon, 2015; Yosso 

et al., 2009). Overall, CRT has been increasingly used by researchers focusing on secondary and post-

secondary educational institutions to push them to enact inclusive and equitable policies and practices. 

In the next section, CRT and forms of interpersonal discrimination is discussed, and then the 

relevance of CRT in a West European context is explained. 

1.2.2 CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND INTERPERSONAL DISCRIMINATION 

Microaggressions as subtle forms of interpersonal discrimination 

As overt and intended expressions of racism are in decline, it is often thought that racism no longer 

poses a problem in society in general or education in particular. Nonetheless, scholars have contended 

that racism has not disappeared but has mainly changed form and subtle manifestations of racism 

continue to affect the lives of marginalised groups (Essed, 1997; Lewis, 2003). Such subtle forms of 

racism were first conceptualised as microaggressions by an African American scholar Chester Pierce 

(1970) to understand how racial minorities experienced this everyday racism on an interpersonal 

level. Pierce and colleagues (1978, p. 66) defined microaggressions as “subtle, stunning, often 

automatic, and non-verbal exchanges which are ‘put downs’.” According to Pierce (1970), 

microaggressions can seem relatively innocuous and inconsequential to individual perpetrators in 



19 

 

 

 

 

comparison to blatant offensive actions. They are often ambiguous and harder to recognise than overt 

acts of racism, and this invisibility is precisely what makes such microaggressions powerful in terms 

of their impact (Sue et al., 2007). When such subtle assaults and putdowns are incessant, their effect 

on the victim can be immense: “In and of itself a microaggression may seem harmless, but the 

cumulative burden of a lifetime of microaggressions can theoretically contribute to diminished 

mortality, augmented morbidity, and flattened confidence” (Pierce, 1995, p. 281). 

Building on the work of Pierce, scholars have distinguished between three forms of assaults: 

1) verbal and non-verbal assaults, which are often subtle, automatic and unconscious; 2) layered 

assaults are based on race and its intersections with gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, language, 

phenotype, accent, surname, or culture and; 3) cumulative assaults take an academic, psychological, 

and physiological toll on marginalised groups (Kohli & Solorzano, 2012; Solorzano & Perez Huber, 

2012; Solorzano, Ceja & Yosso, 2000). Sue and colleagues (Sue, 2010; Sue et al., 2007) have 

expanded on Pierce’s model of microaggressions and built a taxonomy to understand how 

microaggressions are acted out (i.e., verbal, behavioural, and environmental) and what forms they 

take (i.e., microassault, microinsult, and microinvalidation). While verbal and non-verbal 

microaggressions are manifested by a particular person, environmental microaggressions refer to 

cases in which individuals experience exclusion from a space on account of their identities. Regarding 

the differences between microaggression types, microassaults are described to be conscious acts of 

racism while micro-invalidations and micro-insults are conducted unconsciously. 

Describing the physical and mental effect of microaggressions on ethnic/racial minority 

groups and dominant white groups, Sue (2010) seeks to increase awareness among the privileged 

groups of their implicit and unconscious biases. The taxonomy devised by Sue and colleagues (2007) 

has since been widely adopted to understand the nature of microaggression experiences of oppressed 

groups across various settings and has yielded significant outcomes (Grier-Reed, 2010; Smith, Hung, 

& Franklin, 2011; Wong et al., 2014). The study of microaggressions predominantly emerged within 

psychologists who have been inspired by CRT and has become increasingly popular among CRT 

scholars.  

Nevertheless, Perez Huber & Solorzano (2015) argue that CRT has a different approach to 

microaggression than the one devised by Sue (2010). This is because CRT focuses on the experiences 

of those who are targets of microaggressions and on challenging the ideologies of white normativity 

through counter-storytelling. Perez Huber & Solorzano (2015) have postulated that everyday 

experiences of microaggressions are linked to the institutionalised racism and ideologies of white 

supremacy. Thus, microaggressions reflect the larger racialised structures and ideological norms. As 
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such, they help to enact racial boundaries in society and institutions (Ladson-Billings, 1998). The 

following section elaborates how microaggressions have been studied in education. 

Microaggressions in education 

Aiming to uncover the ways institutions produce interpersonal microaggressions, research has focused 

mainly on the experiences of marginalised students in secondary schools (Allen, 2010; Kohli & 

Solorzano, 2012; Perez Huber, 2011) and in higher education settings (Smith, Allen & Danley, 2007; 

Solorzano et al., 2000; Yosso et al., 2009). Underlining the brief, commonplace, and insidious nature 

of microaggressions, studies have shown that these are often enacted in the form of negative 

stereotypes, staring, racial slights, social exclusion, indignities, assumptions of intellectual inferiority, 

stigmatisation, unfair treatment, jokes, and compliments with demeaning and derogatory undertones 

(Clark et al., 2014; Kohli, Arteaga & McGovern, 2019; Smith et al., 2007; Yosso et al., 2009). 

As many students reported feeling drained by daily slights they encountered in their 

interactions in academic settings, scholars have described the effect of microaggressions on the 

educational experiences of students in the US (Smith et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2011). The academic 

and socio-psychological effect of microaggressions on students can be hugely detrimental. For 

instance, when students are exposed to negative stereotypes about their intellect and viewed as “out of 

place” on the university campus, it can instil a sense of self-doubt in them (Dortch & Patel, 2017; 

Smith et al., 2007; Solorzano et al., 2000).  

To avoid experiencing microaggressions, students from minority backgrounds in the US have 

changed their field of study, dropped classes, or even quit their studies (Yosso et al., 2009). These 

findings indicate the existence of a stereotype threat (Steele, 1997). According to this theoretical 

approach, ethnic/racial minority students can feel extra pressure to achieve academically in order not 

to confirm negative group stereotypes of intellectual inferiority. Because of this pressure, they can 

experience higher levels of anxiety and eventually reduced performance when they are in a situation 

associated with the stereotype (Baysu et al., 2016; Massey & Fischer, 2005). A study by Fischer 

(2010) has indicated that students do not need to believe in the accuracy of those stereotypes to be 

affected by them. Only being aware of those stereotypes and caring about the domain with which the 

stereotype is associated is enough to be affected negatively by those stereotypes. Yosso (2000)’s 

study illustrated the additional pressure experienced by ethnic/racial minority students who fight 

against assumptions of intellectual inferiority and low expectations by pursuing academic excellence 

to prove those assumptions wrong. 
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The stress caused by the chronic microaggressions can lead to mental, physical, and 

emotional strain, what Smith (2004) has termed racial battle fatigue. Experiencing a wide array of 

emotions ranging from stress and exhaustion to ambiguity and frustration, ethnic/racial minority 

students adopt various coping strategies to deal with microaggressions. Distancing from stressful 

encounters, denying the impact of certain experiences, or minimising acts of discrimination are 

common strategies among students from minority backgrounds. According to research, students are 

often likely to tone down their experiences of racism to avoid being perceived as hypersensitive, 

emotional, complaining, irritating, and argumentative (Kaiser & Miller, 2001; Smith et al., 2007).  

The positive impact of developing adaptive coping strategies to microaggressions is 

highlighted even though it requires time and energy (Pierce, 1995). One of these responses, for 

instance, is distancing from unsafe situations and environments by getting engaged in safe counter-

spaces, either on or off campus, where other ethnic minorities build a sense of belonging and 

community. Previous studies have documented that these spaces offer a platform for ethnic/racial 

minorities to nurture a positive and supportive academic and social environment in which their 

experiences and views are validated and shared by peers (Grier-Reed, 2010; Solorzano et al., 2000; 

Yosso et al., 2009).  

Overall, the experiences of students clearly show that despite seemingly equal circumstances 

in (higher) education settings, inequality and racism targeting ethnic/racial minority groups persist in 

blatant and ambiguous forms. This urges students to search for coping mechanisms and shapes their 

adaptation processes in educational settings. The next section discusses the relevance of drawing 

insights from CRT to analyse discrimination experiences of ethnic minority students in Flanders. 

1.2.3 STUDYING INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERPERSONAL DISCRIMINATION IN 

FLANDERS 

A considerable amount of literature has documented the detrimental social, psychological, and 

academic consequences of institutional and interpersonal forms of discrimination on ethnic/racial 

minority groups. However, most studies adopting a CRT approach in the field have mainly focused on 

the experiences of marginalised student groups in the American context (e.g., Allen, 2010; Kohli et 

al., 2019; Yosso et al., 2009). An exception to this is the UK, where an increasing number of studies 

have begun to apply CRT within education (e.g., Gillborn, 2008; Rollock, 2012; Breen & Meer, 2019; 

Welply, 2018). Still, research mainly focuses on the distinction and power imbalances between racial 

groups (i.e., black and white) and neglects its applicability to ethnic minority groups. Within a West 
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European context, focusing on ethnicity adds a new dimension to CRT and needs to be studied 

thoroughly. 

 The reticence among scholars in Western Europe to adopt theoretical insights from CRT and 

to acknowledge ‘race’ as a formal category could be based on the fear of recognising the biological 

existence of different human races (Essed & Nimako, 2006). In an era of anti-racism, excluding others 

based on their racial affiliations is widely frowned upon (Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Lamont & Molnar, 

2002). Furthermore, racism is usually viewed as a problem in the US or among ignorant people (Van 

der Valk, 2003). Nonetheless, race is a social construct bound to power systems. Accordingly, racism 

in West Europe is mainly based on differences between cultural/religious values and a perceived lack 

of compatibility of lifestyles rather than biological heredity (Balibar & Wallerstein, 2011). Thus, 

unlike in the US, public discourse in West Europe is usually about ethnicity and religious differences 

with the Muslim faith and talk about race is often linked with culture and ethnicity (Essed & 

Trienekens, 2008).  

These cultural affiliations—often based on religious identifications—are presented as 

impossible to change, suggesting some kind of muslimification or culturalisation of racism in the 

West European context (Clycq, 2017). Salem and Thompson (2016) argue that this process refers to 

culturalisation of the other and is a strategy of West European states to maintain a notion of 

superiority by constructing themselves exempt from issues of racism. Moreover, due to the narrow 

legal definitions of what racism means in European law, statistics document only a few racist 

incidents, leading people to believe that racism has disappeared (Möschel, 2011). 

To conclude, while CRT was initially devised to understand the experiences of people of 

colour living in the US, scholars have extended their scope to understand how racism intersects with 

race, gender, class, ethnicity, citizenship, linguistic background, and sexuality (Dixson & Anderson, 

2018; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2014; Lynn & Parker, 2006). Hence, the discussion of race and racism 

has been shifted from a Black-White discourse to include various expressions of racism based on 

aspects which define the identities of individuals.  

Scholars have already adopted CRT across ethnic minority groups in Britain, with a particular 

focus on Muslims (see Housee, 2012; Breen & Meer, 2019) and black communities (Gillborn, 2015). 

For instance, Breen and Meer (2019) have addressed systemic discrimination against Muslims as a 

racialised community and disclosed the ways that society privileges white power structures, albeit 

tacitly. Gillborn (2005) has also argued that educational policies in Britain are an act of white 

supremacy. He has postulated that unjust practices which negatively affect the school performance of 

ethnic/racial minority students are still maintained and extended by policymakers. In Germany, as 

well, a few scholars have embraced CRT to highlight the experiences of discrimination among ethnic 



23 

 

 

 

 

and racial minority groups (e.g., Hubbard & Utsey 2015; Moffitt et al., 2018b). Moffitt and colleagues 

(2018b) have shown how exclusionary norms in university-track schools continue to associate 

Germanness with ‘whiteness’ and devalue the cultural and religious background of Turkish origin 

students. In approaching race as a social construct rather than a biological one, these studies have 

demonstrated that racism structures the social realities of ethnic minority groups and remains to be 

constitutive of West European countries. 

In the Belgian context, previous findings underline the urgency of recognising and addressing 

these discrimination processes and ethnic inequality in educational settings in Belgium (Agirdag, 

2010; D’hondt, 2016; Van Praag et al., 2019; Vervaet et al., 2016). Studying the institutional and 

interpersonal discrimination experiences of ethnic minority students in Flanders can offer important 

insights given that the region is characterised by educational policies that are based on strict 

monolingual ideologies (Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016; Pulinx, Van Avermaet & Agirdag, 2017). 

Furthermore, the prevalence of ethnic discrimination in Flemish secondary schools has been 

documented by a study in Antwerp which demonstrated that in a sample of 651 Turkish- and 

Moroccan descent students, more than half of the males and nearly half of the females reported 

experiencing ethnic discrimination by peers and teachers during secondary education (Vandezande et 

al., 2009). Also, in the Brussels region, 30% of the students of Turkish descent, 35% of the students of 

Moroccan descent and 33% of the students of East European descent reported experiencing 

discrimination at school based on their ethnicity, religion or skin colour (Teney, Devleeshouwer & 

Hanquinet, 2013). These findings show that many ethnic minority students in Belgian education 

experience ethnic discrimination from peers and teachers during their school years. 

Drawing on theoretical insights from CRT, this study aims to understand the ways 

institutional and interpersonal discrimination processes are manifested in education in a 

Belgian/Flemish context. These insights are particularly relevant for this research as they offer a 

framework to identify and question the seemingly normal institutional practices and policies which 

marginalise students from migration backgrounds (Ladson-Billings, 2013). Highlighting the ways 

institutional exclusion shape the experiences of students is essential to promote equitable learning 

experiences. Moreover, sensitising concepts, such as microaggressions, can help to offer a more 

nuanced understanding of various forms of discrimination which are not necessarily intentional, 

conscious or aggressive. This is because such subtle forms of discrimination perpetuate the 

domination of powerful groups by disguising discriminatory practices. In this way, it could be 

possible to facilitate critical questioning of the institutional practices and interactional norms that 

marginalise individuals with a migration background.  
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This section has discussed institutional and interpersonal discrimination and the relevance of 

using insights from CRT to study the experiences of students from ethnic minority backgrounds in 

Belgium. The next part presents a theoretical overview of intergroup contact and the development of 

friendships among students in higher education.  
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1.3 ACCULTURATION AND CONTACT 
 

Acculturation processes operate in particular intergroup contexts. Accordingly, acculturation attitudes 

of individuals affect intergroup relations, just as the amount and quality of intergroup contact are 

related to acculturation preferences (Brown & Zagefka, 2011). For instance, when individuals support 

particular acculturation attitudes such as integration or assimilation of people from different ethnic 

backgrounds, they are more likely to have favourable intergroup relations with them (Gonzalez, 

Sirlopu & Kessler, 2010; Zagefka & Brown, 2002). A study on expectations of Belgian descent high 

school students concerning the acculturation of Turkish descent minorities has found that students’ 

positive contact experiences and perceptions of ethnic minorities as assimilating are linked to less 

negative attitudes towards them (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011).  

This suggests that both acculturation attitudes and the perceptions of ethnic majorities about 

how ethnic minority individuals are acculturating could impact on intergroup relations. Based on 

previous findings, the lack of convergence between the acculturation attitudes of ethnic minority and 

majority groups could even lead to conflictual outcomes (Bourhis et al., 1997; Piontkowski et al., 

2002). Nonetheless, improving relations between members of different ethnic groups could positively 

impact the acculturation processes of individuals and decrease the potential for intergroup conflict 

(Brown & Zagefka, 2011). 

 While promoting positive intergroup relations is important to diminish the potential for 

intergroup conflict, both sides need to be willing to interact to achieve intergroup contact. However, it 

is usually immigrants and their descendants who are expected to initiate contact with members of 

ethnic majority groups (McPherson, 2010; Van Laer & Janssens, 2011; Van de Pol et al., 2018). 

People from immigrant backgrounds are perceived to be better adjusted into mainstream society when 

they engage in contact with members of dominant groups (Berry et al., 2006). For instance, in 

acculturation research, being accepted by and having good relations with their ethnic majority peers is 

presented as a significant “acculturative task” for students with an immigration background (Motti-

Stefanidi et al., 2012; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2017).  

Accordingly, achieving harmonious intergroup relations, in general, is often linked to the 

willingness of students of migrant origins to adopt the “right” acculturation strategy (Asendorpf & 

Motti-Stefanidi, 2017). Despite these acculturation expectations, individuals from ethnic minority 

backgrounds often experience exclusion and racism from members of dominant groups, which could 

negatively impact their relations with ethnic majority individuals (Berry & Sabatier, 2010; Cicognani 

et al., 2018). Furthermore, they often belong to groups with low social status and power in society. 
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Hence, the development of contact and friendships may be shaped by different factors and processes 

for ethnic minority and majority groups, mainly because they do not usually enjoy equal status during 

intergroup encounters. 

 In this dissertation, the focus is on the intergroup contact perceptions and experiences of 

Belgian descent students and the development of same- and interethnic friendships among Turkish 

descent students in higher education. While contact refers to a less personalised, random, and 

superficial form of interaction between individuals, friendships consist of personalised, sustained, and 

meaningful interpersonal connections (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). Intergroup friendships are, thus, 

more effective in reducing negative intergroup attitudes and yielding more positive ones (Davies et 

al., 2011).  

However, developing intergroup friendships remains a challenge for individuals of Belgian 

descent in Flanders, where opportunities for contact are fairly limited and attitudes towards 

individuals from immigration backgrounds are often negative (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011). 

Nonetheless, our knowledge is limited regarding the development of contact and friendships between 

members of ethnic minority and majority groups in higher education, where the student body is 

generally more diverse, and the status among different student groups is expected to be more equal. 

This thesis aims therefore to develop a deeper understanding of intergroup contact experiences and 

perceptions of Belgian descent students and the development of friendships among Turkish descent 

students at a Flemish university. The following sections detail the main theoretical frameworks on 

intergroup contact and friendships. 

1.3.1 INTERGROUP CONTACT THEORY: CONDITIONS, PROCESSES, AND 

OUTCOMES 

Bringing people that belong to different groups together—referred to as intergroup contact—can 

contribute to the development of harmonious relationships in diverse communities. Social scientists 

have long recognised this potential of intergroup contact (e.g., Antonio, 2004; Fischer, 2010; 

Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011; Vedder et al., 2017). Particularly in the wake of the Second World War, the 

interest in issues of intergroup relations increased. More particularly, suggestions were made to 

diminish prejudice toward black minorities through desegregation in housing and the workplace 

(Williams, 1947). Building on these ideas, Gordon Allport’s The Nature of Prejudice (1954) became 

one of the most influential publications in the field of intergroup relations. Allport developed a theory 

of intergroup contact—also known as the social–psychological theory of prejudice reduction—amid 
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racial tensions in the United States. At a time when racism and negative stereotyping were prevalent 

and openly practised in society, he described prejudice as the primary cause of problems in relations 

between groups and socio-political and economic inequalities. Although Allport was primarily 

referring to white prejudice toward African Americans, he discussed similar ethnic attitudes toward 

other groups, such as anti-Semitism, in his work. 

According to Allport (1954), prejudice is “an antipathy based on faulty and inflexible 

generalisation. It may be felt or expressed. It may be directed toward a group as a whole, or toward an 

individual because he [sic] is a member of that group” (p. 9). Based on his theory of intergroup 

contact, engaging in contact with outgroups produces a positive change in social relations and leads to 

more favourable outgroup evaluations by reducing outgroup prejudice. This is, however, only 

possible in situations that meet the following four conditions: equal group status; common goals; 

intergroup cooperation; and the support of authorities, law, or custom. Thus, according to Allport, 

intergroup contact needs to occur between cooperating groups of equal status and should allow the 

establishment of a common ground between them. Additionally, the wider context should normatively 

and legally sanction intergroup interaction. The next part details the link between intergroup contact 

and its potential in changing intergroup attitudes. 

Intergroup contact and intergroup attitudes 

A vast accumulation of research has established a consistent relationship between intergroup 

contact—social interaction between members of different groups—and intergroup attitudes across 

various contexts and types of intergroup contact (Al Ramiah et al., 2013; Dovidio et al., 2017; 

Hewstone & Swart, 2011; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). For instance, intergroup contact in schools (Van 

Houtte & Stevens, 2009) and college leads to positive changes in attitudes of students toward 

members of other groups (Fischer, 2010; Odell, Korgen & Wang, 2005). When non-Muslim 

university students have frequent, high-quality contact with Muslims, their outgroup attitudes become 

more positive, they perceive more outgroup variability, and exhibit more positive behavioural 

intentions (Hutchison & Rosenthal, 2011).  

Nonetheless, a large-scale meta-analytic study has shown that even when the optimal 

conditions outlined by Allport are not met, contact between groups can help to decrease prejudice 

(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Still, the same study noted that when these contact conditions are present, 

the beneficial effects of contact increase. This means that the contact conditions outlined by Allport 
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(1954) facilitate positive change in intergroup attitudes but are not essential to produce contact 

effects. 

In addition to the optimal contact conditions outlined by Allport (1954), a few other 

conditions govern the relationship between contact and attitudes. First, people with certain personality 

dispositions are affected differently by intergroup contact experiences. For instance, interracial 

experiences have a particularly strong impact on the intergroup attitudes of people with a preference 

for group-based hierarchy and inequality (e.g., social dominance orientation) (Dhont & Van Hiel, 

2009). Moreover, whether or not someone is perceived as a typical group member affects the 

generalisation of improved attitudes toward the outgroup overall (Brown & Hewstone, 2005).  

Scholars have made suggestions for more inclusive forms of categorisation, such as the 

common ingroup identity model (Gaertner et al., 2016) to improve outgroup attitudes by encouraging 

people to focus on a shared categorisation. This process of re-categorisation has been proven to 

produce favourable intergroup attitudes by reducing feelings of threat and increasing empathy toward 

individuals who were formerly seen as outgroup members (Gaertner et al., 2016). Other approaches 

such as decategorisation argued for more interpersonal rather than a group-based categorisation 

(Wilder, 1981). Here, when the salience of group boundaries is weakened, and individuals focus on 

one another’s personal traits, intergroup attitudes may be improved. Nonetheless, the effects of 

contact are greater when group memberships are salient, and individuals are considered typical of 

their group (see also Tausch & Hewstone, 2010). 

Second, the status of groups engaged in contact determine to what extent intergroup contact 

yields positive effects (Kende et al., 2017; Tropp et al., 2012). Research has confirmed that the effects 

of intergroup contact can differ for ethnic majority and minority groups, with the link between 

positive contact and improved outgroup attitudes being stronger for ethnic majority groups than ethnic 

minorities (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Moreover, intergroup contact is more effective for improving 

intergroup attitudes within cultures which are more egalitarian in their structure and values than those 

which are more hierarchical (Kende et al., 2017). Accordingly, the outcomes of intergroup contact can 

be shaped by prevailing societal norms, beliefs, and values (Dovidio, Schelhaas & Pearson, 2019; 

Pettigrew, 1998).  

In contexts characterised by segregation and conflict between groups, different forms of 

indirect contact may offer an alternative (Dovidio, Eller & Hewstone, 2011). Even though their 

effects are shown to be smaller than direct contact, they are nonetheless found to improve outgroup 

attitudes (Lemmer & Wagner, 2015). For instance, the extended contact hypothesis reveals that 

having knowledge and direct experience of ingroup–outgroup friendships reduces intergroup bias by 

making positive relations between groups seem more acceptable (Wright et al., 1997). Extended 
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contact was associated with reduced levels of prejudice among Catholics and Protestants in Northern 

Ireland (Paolini et al., 2004). Nonetheless, such forms of indirect intergroup contact can be wasted 

when one of the interacting groups is the target of mainstream negativity. For instance, in Belgium 

(like in other parts of Europe), Muslims have become the focus of political and public debates and are 

perceived negatively by many. Due to the influence of this overwhelming hostility, the impact of 

extended positive contacts is likely to be thwarted, a process referred to as the constrained contact 

hypothesis (Thomsen & Rafiqi, 2016). In the next part, the adverse effects of intergroup contact and 

the underlying processes are explained. 

The adverse effects of intergroup contact 

Allport (1954) acknowledged that contact would not yield merely positive outcomes under inapt 

conditions. Nevertheless, he mainly focused on prejudice as the fundamental cause of enmity between 

groups, ignoring the role of threat, and competition for scarce resources of power and wealth in 

understanding intergroup conflicts. Consequently, most contact research has investigated changes in 

intergroup prejudice as the primary outcome of contact (Dixon, 2017) and is primarily focused on 

positive forms of social interaction (Graf, Paolini & Rubin, 2014).  

However, contact may also harbour the potential for conflict. A range of theories, such as 

realistic conflict theory (Jackson, 1993) and racial position theory (Blumer, 1958) focus on intergroup 

conflict as an outcome of contact. The proximity of different groups could make threats to the group 

interests of individuals more salient when resources are limited, and interests clash (Bobo, 1983; 

Blumer, 1958; Quillian, 1995). Moreover, negative intergroup attitudes and competition between 

groups can lead to the strengthening of intergroup biases. Higher levels of outgroup prejudice cause 

more competition between groups, which compounds threat and leads to more negative outgroup 

attitudes (Riek, Mania & Gaertner, 2006). Such threats may be realistic or symbolic. Realistic threats 

are those that risk the physical or material well-being, and the power of the ingroup. A symbolic 

threat involves risks to one’s way of life, beliefs, and values (Stephan, Stephan & Gudykunst, 1999). 

These theories suggest that merely bringing different groups together does not necessarily eliminate 

intergroup tensions as relations between groups are influenced by factors, such as social policy and 

group threats (Blumer, 1958; Dixon, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2005). 

Research has found that higher levels of ethnic diversity in schools can predict worse 

relations between groups, with both ethnic minority and majority students displaying more negative 

outgroup attitudes (Vervoort, Scholte & Scheepers, 2011), or being low on appreciation of diversity 
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(Wilson-Daily, Kemmelmeier & Prats, 2018). A study by Van Praag and colleagues (2015) has 

revealed that the patterns of interethnic relations vary across different study fields in schools. The 

study highlighted the role of factors such as the awareness of ethnic identities, the status and 

numerical size of ethnic groups in the classroom, and experiences of symbolic and realistic threats in 

causing interethnic tensions and conflict among students across multi-ethnic schools in Flanders. 

Moreover, the development of intergroup conflict in school settings may be dependent on socio-

economic factors, rather than the level of ethnic diversity (Demanet et al., 2012). The next section 

discusses how intergroup contact can have undesirable implications for members of nondominant 

groups. 

 

Intergroup contact and social change 

 

Researchers have often assumed that when intergroup attitudes improve, intergroup relations are 

becoming more equitable, eventually leading to a reduction in discrimination and increasing support 

for social change (Wright & Lubensky, 2009). However, recent work has challenged this by 

demonstrating that improved intergroup attitudes do not necessarily bring about equality in power and 

status (Dixon et al., 2012). Advantaged group members may give more support to equality in 

principle because of diminished prejudice. Nonetheless, they may refuse to give up on their privileges 

in practice (Dixon, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2007).  

Furthermore, creating more positive intergroup attitudes can undermine social change by 

decreasing the motivation of disadvantaged groups to acknowledge social inequality and their 

disadvantaged position (Durrheim, Jacobs & Dixon, 2014; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012; Tropp et al., 

2012). In other words, when disadvantaged ethnic minority groups have positive relations with the 

advantaged ethnic majority groups, it diminishes their sense of group boundaries and perceptions of 

discrimination (Cakal et al., 2011). Thus, when positive intergroup attitudes and social cohesion are 

promoted without addressing issues of intergroup inequality, ethnic minorities may be led to more 

readily accept the status quo (Dixon et al., 2007). 

Recent studies have analysed the content of the interactions between advantaged and 

disadvantaged groups to identify when intergroup contact does not undermine an individual’s 

orientation for social change. They have found that when the content of the interactions includes 

communication of feelings about intergroup inequality rather than focusing only on shared features, 

intergroup contact does not endanger the tendency to participate in collective action (Becker et al., 

2013; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012). Still, getting the members of advantaged groups to talk about 

power often requires an acknowledgement of the illegitimate position of their group as they are 
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typically more interested in talking about commonalities rather than power issues when compared to 

disadvantaged group members (Saguy, Dovidio & Pratto, 2008). Nevertheless, the most effective 

approach appears to be that emphasising commonalities between groups need to go hand in hand with 

the addressing of group inequalities during contact (Saguy et al., 2009). In the next part, theories 

relating to the development and formation of friendships and the importance of studying contact and 

friendships among members of ethnic minority and majority groups are discussed. 

1.3.2 THEORIES OF FRIENDSHIP FORMATION 

Previous studies have advanced and refined our understanding of why and how contact leads to 

changes in intergroup attitudes by elaborating on the effect of processes such as increased outgroup 

empathy, perspective-taking, and gaining more outgroup knowledge (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 

When people from different groups are engaged in sustained contact, they develop more personalised 

connections with outgroup members and have a greater interest in learning about the group to which 

these individuals belong (Brannon & Walton, 2013).  

Nonetheless, contact situations consisting of genuine understanding and affection—i.e., with a 

greater friendship potential—yield more positive outgroup attitudes (Davies et al., 2011; Pettigrew, 

1998). In other words, the most effective form of contact happens in intergroup friendships (Brown & 

Hewstone, 2005). This is because robust and meaningful relations have a greater impact on reducing 

prejudice and negating stereotypes (Paolini et al., 2004; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011; Thijs & Verkuyten, 

2012). 

Additionally, intergroup friendships play a significant role in decreasing intergroup anxiety 

(Schofield et al., 2010; Stephan et al., 1999; Turner et al., 2014) and facilitating intimacy and open 

dialogue (Barlow, Louis & Hewstone, 2009). Comparatively, when interactions with outgroup 

members are superficial, these encounters may sustain outgroup anxiety and avoidance, which can 

actually worsen outgroup attitudes (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015; Shelton & Richeson, 2015). Thus, 

high contact quality and quantity—that is, friendship—is especially critical for the development of 

positive outgroup attitudes and reducing prejudice (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015; Voci & Hewstone, 

2003). The next section examines the role of homophilious preferences in the development of 

friendships. 

The role of homophily in forming friendships 
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Several factors can impact the development of friendships between individuals. First, at the individual 

level, people prefer those who are like them, which is referred to as social homophily (McPherson et 

al., 2001). Previous research has found a higher attraction of individuals toward people with similar 

values, attitudes (Byrne, 1997), and interests (Cohen, 1983). Additionally, people sharing the same 

age, religion, education level, and gender more easily connect (McPherson et al., 2001). Having the 

same ethnic/racial origin is shown to be one of the strongest markers of friendship preference 

(Baerveldt et al., 2007; Jugert et al., 2011; McPherson et al., 2001).  

Research has found that interethnic friendships are less common (Quillian & Campbell, 

2003), less stable and decrease with age when compared to intra-ethnic ones (Kao & Joyner, 2004). 

Whereas ethnic minority groups have less ethnic homogeneity in their friendship groups, this may 

also be because of fewer opportunities to meet same-ethnic peers, who are a numerical minority 

compared to majority groups (Baerveldt et al., 2007; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). While sharing 

similar values, language, cultural norms or family practices can explain preferences for same-ethnic 

peers, ethnic minorities can prefer same-ethnic friendships also to avoid social exclusion or 

discriminatory treatment from ethnic majority individuals (Hopkins, 2011; Reynolds, 2007; Shelton, 

Richeson & Salvatore, 2005). 

Several theories have attempted to understand the prevailing attraction toward same-ethnic 

friends, such as social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Based on this theory, people maintain a 

positive social identity through group memberships and protect it through comparisons between in- 

and outgroup members. Accordingly, ingroup members are perceived in a more favourable way than 

outgroup members and differences among ethnic groups are highlighted in intergroup settings when 

social identities become salient (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Hence, interest in interethnic friendships 

might be undermined.  

Similarly, peer norms for interethnic relations can facilitate or hinder the formation of 

friendships with other ethnic groups (Tropp, O’Brien & Migacheva, 2014). Preferences for 

friendships with ethnic others are greatly enhanced when norms are perceived to be more supportive 

of interethnic relations (Jugert et al., 2011). When a person has friends who prefer interethnic peers, 

then this person is more likely to be friends with people from other ethnic origins. In the same vein, 

when one has co-ethnic peers, then one’s friends are also more likely to have co-ethnic friends.  

The role of the institutional context in friendship development 
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Apart from these individual preferences, institutional features can influence the possibility of 

establishing interethnic contact. For instance, the level of (ethnic) diversity and the relative number of 

ethnic groups structure the availability of opportunities to meet people, regardless of their similarities 

(Quillian & Campbell, 2003; Schofield et al., 2010; Stearns, Buchmann & Bonneau, 2009). This 

suggests that opportunities for engaging in contact with outgroup members are more available in 

diverse settings. Nonetheless, these factors impact the development of contact and interactions among 

dominant and nondominant groups differently.  

For instance, structural diversity in a higher education setting positively impacts the 

development of intergroup relations, mainly among ethnic/racial majority students (Bowman, 2012; 

Saenz, 2010). This is because ethnic/racial minority student groups already have ample opportunity to 

have intergroup interactions at predominantly majority institutions, while dominant groups usually 

come into contact with members of other groups for the first time at university. 

Even though being exposed to individuals from different groups in more diverse contexts can 

also be a threatening experience, to the extent that meeting opportunities are taken up by students 

across ethnic groups, it is typically expected to yield positive outgroup attitudes (Schmid, Al Ramiah 

& Hewstone, 2014). Related to this, people become more attracted to those they meet often, referred 

to as the propinquity effect (Blau & Schwartz, 1984). For example, college students in the USA were 

more likely to become friends with students they encountered most often during their first year in 

college (Antonio, 2004). Similarly, when white college students attended extracurricular activities 

dominated by black students, they displayed much less social distance toward them in their senior 

year (Fischer, 2010).  

Nonetheless, when ethnic/racial minority groups are much smaller in number in a large 

environment, it could increase ethnic salience and encourage ethnic homophily. For instance, the 

concentration of ethnic minority students in a large school setting increases preferences to establish 

same-ethnic friendships (Bahns, Pickett & Crandall, 2012; Moody, 2001). Also, in college, 

ethnic/racial minority groups might show an increasing tendency toward same-race/ethnic groups. 

This is because university may represent the first opportunity to develop friendships within their own 

group, and they might be outnumbered by dominant groups (Stearns et al., 2009).  

Research on the development of contact and friendships in education 

Research on intergroup contact and friendships has approached the diverse university campus as an 

ideal setting to study intergroup contact and friendships because of the available contact opportunities. 
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Mainly focusing on the experiences of ethnic and racial minority/majority students in the US, studies 

have highlighted the benefits and positive outcomes of intergroup contact and friendships (Chang, 

Astin & Kim, 2004; Fischer, 2010; Van Laar et al., 2005). Furthermore, they have studied the factors 

that facilitate/hinder the formation of contact and friendships among members of different groups, 

such as ethnic/racial homophily (Jackson, Sweeney & Welcher, 2014), prior orientations of students 

(Fischer, 2008; Park & Chang, 2015), and features of college contexts (Bowman & Park, 2014; 

Schofield et al., 2010; Stearns et al., 2009). 

In Europe, research on intergroup contact and friendships is predominantly focused on 

understanding relations among members of groups in school settings. In support of the contact theory, 

research has found that, in many cases, high levels of intergroup contact result in better interethnic 

relations (Brown et al., 2007; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009). More concretely, studies have 

established that national (Meeus et al., 2010) and religious identity (Fleischmann & Phalet, 2012) 

predict intergroup relations. This is because they foster ingroup favouritism and contribute to 

perceived intergroup dissimilarity (Ysseldyk, Matheson & Anisman, 2010). Moreover, school and 

class composition shape opportunities for contact and predict intergroup relations (e.g., Geel & 

Vedder, 2010; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009).  

Still, these opportunities for contact may differ for ethnic majority and minority groups. In 

Flanders, for instance, most ethnic majority students attend ethnically homogenous schools, whereas 

many students with an immigration background attend schools alongside at least some ethnic majority 

groups (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009). Also, the implications of intergroup contact are different for 

ethnic minority and majority groups (Vedder et al., 2017). When these two groups are engaged in 

intergroup contact, it has stronger beneficial implications among ethnic majority groups (Binder et al., 

2009). Nevertheless, ethnic majority students have less intergroup friendships and contacts than ethnic 

minority members (Baerveldt et al., 2007; Vedder et al., 2017; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). The 

next section discusses the relevance of studying how students explain, make sense of and experience 

their encounters, interactions, and friendships in higher education. 

1.3.3 STUDYING CONTACT AND FRIENDSHIPS IN FLEMISH HIGHER EDUCATION 

Taken together, previous research on intergroup contact and friendships has examined the factors, 

outcomes, and implications of intergroup contact and friendships among members of different groups 

in educational settings. While the ethnic composition of these settings is essential in terms of the 

opportunities they provide for intergroup contact, the existence of an ethnically diverse student body 



35 

 

 

 

 

does not necessarily imply a high potential for friendship or contact with an outgroup member (e.g., 

Read, Burke & Crozier, 2018). This argument is supported by research showing that university 

campuses are often divided along ethnic/racial/religious lines (Jackson et al., 2014; Mir, 2014; 

Morrison, 2010). Nonetheless, the lack of interaction among different student groups can negatively 

affect academic success and socio-psychological adaptation of students and lead to the perpetuation of 

stereotypes and inequality (Jackson et al., 2014). Interestingly, few studies have focused on 

understanding why opportunities to develop intergroup contact and friendships in higher education 

settings go awry, from the perspective of those engaged in contact. 

Understanding students’ explanations of how they develop friendships and why intergroup 

contact opportunities get wasted offers the prospect of developing deeper insights into the processes 

of contact. Furthermore, it helps to identify strategies to promote interaction across groups in general. 

This is particularly relevant in Flanders where there is a prevailing negativity and prejudice against 

Muslim ethnic minorities (Billiet & Swyngedouw, 2009; Clycq, 2017). Accordingly, contact 

experiences of ethnic majorities are likely to be affected by their overall perceptions of ethnic 

minorities and immigrants (Van Acker et al., 2014). Thus, improving intergroup contact perceptions 

and experiences of ethnic majority students is particularly important to have positive intergroup 

attitudes. 

For ethnic minority students, who already experience ample intergroup encounters and 

friendships with Belgian descent students throughout their educational career, friendships with same-

ethnic peers could also be significant. Previous studies have found that students of minority 

backgrounds are especially in need of social support during their adaptation to higher education as 

they experience exclusion and alienation (Dortch & Patel, 2017; Yosso et al., 2009). Thus, having 

access to same-ethnic/racial groups may be crucial for their adaptation and well-being at university 

(Museus & Quaye, 2009). However, our knowledge remains limited regarding the factors and 

processes which impact friendship development among ethnic minority students in higher education 

in Flanders. 

This thesis aims, therefore, to understand the development of both same- and interethnic 

friendships among ethnic minority groups and intergroup contact experiences and perspectives of 

ethnic majority students by employing qualitative methodologies. The overreliance of research to date 

on standardised questionnaires and laboratory methods has limited our understanding of the nature of 

contact in real-world settings (Dixon et al., 2005). So, I adopted qualitative research methods to have 

a more nuanced understanding of the explanations and perspectives of those engaged in contact (e.g., 

Durrheim et al., 2014; Hopkins & Kahani-Hopkins, 2006). 
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2. THE FLEMISH CONTEXT 
 

2.1 TURKISH MIGRATION TO BELGIUM 

Turkish origin people are currently the second-largest ethnic minority group with a non-Western 

European background in Flanders. The first Turkish immigrants came to Belgium as a part of the 

guest worker programs following a bilateral agreement between Turkey and Belgium signed in 1962 

(Lesthaeghe, 2000). In order to meet the needs of Belgian industry, immigrants were allowed to 

temporarily settle and work in low-skill, manual jobs mostly in mining or textiles (Phalet & 

Swyngedouw, 2003). Even though an economic crisis in 1974 put an end to labour immigration, many 

guest workers settled permanently, and the Turkish population in Belgium has steadily increased 

through family migration (Timmerman, Lodewyckx & Wets, 2009). 

Nonetheless, hostile attitudes against immigrants rose to the surface after it became clear that 

immigrants would settle permanently. The oil shocks of the 1970s only exacerbated matters as the 

country transitioned to a post-industrial economy, the costs of which were borne disproportionately by 

those working in factory jobs, including almost all the immigrant labour force (Phalet, Deboosere & 

Bastiaenssen, 2007). On top of this, the Muslim identity linked to Turkish and Moroccan immigrant 

communities came to be seen as a threat to traditional European values and culture (Billiet & 

Swyngedouw, 2009). In this way, the cultural and religious background of immigrants has been 

presented as a barrier to their integration into Flemish society, where the main focus is on protecting 

Flemish culture and language (Billiet, Jaspaert & Swyngedouw, 2012; Heath & Brinbaum, 2014). The 

prejudice against immigrants and their descendants are compounded by the rise of Islamophobia in 

Europe (Voas & Fleischmann, 2012). In addition, in Belgium, the right-wing parties have advanced 

an anti-immigrant agenda steeled by ethno-nationalist appeals (Billiet & De Witte, 2008). 

Consequently, people of Turkish origin are exposed to prejudice and discrimination based on 

their ethnic descent and religious identities (Alanya et al., 2015; Van Laer & Janssens, 2011; Van 

Pottelberge & Lievens, 2018). Deprived of equal access to the opportunities and resources available to 

ethnic majority groups, they are over-represented in low-skilled and low-wage jobs and have low 

levels of educational attainment (Meeus et al., 2009; Phalet & Heath, 2010). However, the standard 

discourse in Belgian society downplays or overlooks the role of structural inequalities in limiting 

opportunities for upward social mobility, instead attributing Belgian Turks’ disadvantaged position in 
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society and its institutions to the community’s failure to integrate into Flemish culture (Ceuppens, 

2006). 

2.2 THE FLEMISH EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 

2.2.1 THE FLEMISH PRE-HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM 

Belgium is made up of three linguistic communities (Dutch, French, and German) and three regions 

(Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels). Each of these linguistic (cultural) communities organises its own 

educational system, which can differ markedly. Schools in Flanders are subsidised by the regional 

government even though they are organised by different sectors (e.g., private/public). Educational 

policy in Flanders is the responsibility of the Flemish government. Education is compulsory from the 

ages of 6 to 18. Children can also attend nursery school before the age of 6. Following six years of 

primary school, students transfer to secondary education, which also lasts six years. Unlike primary 

school, secondary education is tracked. There are four main tracks, divided into three cycles of two 

years each: general secondary or academic education (general education preparing for tertiary 

education), technical secondary education (oriented towards technical skills), artistic secondary 

education (general education and active art practice), and vocational secondary education (practical 

and job-specific education) (D’hondt, 2016; Van Praag et al., 2019; Vervaet et al., 2016). 

 Parents, teachers and students accord different statuses to these tracks. More specifically, 

academic tracks attract a “higher” status than the more practical technical and vocational tracks 

(Stevens & Vermeersch, 2010; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009; Van Praag et al., 2017). While students 

often transfer from general tracks to the technical and vocational ones, the reverse seldom occurs. 

Whether students get direct access to higher education is determined by the track taken. Even though 

a secondary education diploma allows students to access all forms of higher education, only academic 

tracks are fully aligned to prepare students for university. Moreover, only the academic, arts and 

technical tracks provide direct entry to post-secondary education. Students on the vocational track 

who wish to obtain a secondary education diploma must complete an additional year of specialist 

study. In principle, students choose a certain track themselves, based on their academic performance 

in primary education. 
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Figure 2. The educational system of the Flemish community in Belgium 

 
 

Source: Adapted from Van Praag and colleagues (2019, p. 161). 

 

Nonetheless, research shows that regardless of prior achievement, pupils from lower socio-

economic backgrounds are less likely to be advised to study in academic tracks in comparison to their 

peers from higher socio-economic backgrounds (Boone & Van Houtte, 2013). In Flanders, the 

evaluation system is not centralised, and there are no standardised tests. Instead, teachers enjoy 

considerable autonomy and are responsible for designing, administering, and grading exams. 

Teachers’ decisions at the end of every school year are also central to whether students are allowed to 

pass to the next grade, as well as the educational track they will join. Teacher decisions are expected 

to be based on an objective assessment of students’ exam results, motivation, and behaviour (Van 

Praag et al., 2019). 

 The free school choice principle applies in Flanders, which means students are not officially 

assigned to a specific school nor required to enrol in the local neighbourhood school, although they 

are free to do so (Van Houtte, Demanet & Stevens, 2012). Students can change schools at any time 

during their school career on the condition that the school they want to attend has an open place. 

Nonetheless, middle-class families benefit disproportionately from this principle as they have more 

resources, such as information about school options and the capacity to manage the cost of travel if 

the best schools in the region are some distance away (Van Caudenberg et al., 2018). 

 In Flanders, public (i.e., state) schools are in the minority. The majority of pupils attend non-

public schools, most of which are Catholic schools. According to Belgian law, public schools (but not 

the private ones) are obliged to offer education in officially recognised religions, of which Islam is 

one, but also in non-confessional ethics. Accordingly, all public schools run courses on the Islamic 
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religion for Muslim students. Although non-public schools can choose to offer education in one or 

more recognised religions, all students, including Muslims, must follow the choice of the school 

in religious education, which is generally Roman Catholicism. In these schools, Christianity has a 

dominant position, and the pedagogical approach is inspired by the Christian tradition (Agirdag et 

al., 2012). 

2.2.2 THE FLEMISH TERTIARY EDUCATION SYSTEM 

In the Flemish tertiary education system, students can pursue three general types of degree: 

undergraduate (i.e., bachelor’s), postgraduate (i.e., master’s), and doctoral (i.e., PhD) degrees. 

Research universities organise the academic undergraduate programmes, regular and advanced 

postgraduate programmes, and doctoral programmes. Professional bachelor programmes, advanced 

bachelor programmes, and associate degree programmes, which prepare students to practice a 

profession, are mostly run by university colleges. Whether having a professional or an academic 

orientation, bachelor’s programmes generally take three years to complete. Academic bachelor 

programmes (e.g., law, psychology, engineering) provide students with theoretical knowledge and 

prepare students for further studies at the postgraduate or doctoral level. Professional bachelor 

programmes (e.g., education, nursing, agriculture) are practice-oriented and prepare students for 

specific professions in various sectors. 

Students with a professional degree can enrol in an advanced bachelor’s programme to 

develop the competencies acquired during professional bachelor studies. They are also able to switch 

to a master’s track if they wish to enhance their academic skills after completing a preparatory 

programme. Students with an academic degree wanting to enrol in a master’s programme that is not 

directly linked to their first degree, they must also undertake a preparatory program beforehand. 

Master’s programmes combine academic education, research, and a master’s dissertation. They 

usually take one or two academic years to complete. After obtaining their master’s degree, students 

can apply to enter an advanced master’s programme, which aims to boost academic knowledge and/or 

competencies in the selected study field. PhD programmes require the student to complete a body of 

independent scientific research and present the results in a doctoral dissertation. The degree of doctor 

can only be granted by a university. 

There are five research universities in Flanders—Ghent University (Ghent), the Free 

University of Brussels (Brussels), the University of Antwerp (Antwerp), the KU Leuven (Leuven), 

and University of Hasselt (Hasselt)—21 university colleges, one transnational university and one 
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merged institution, combining a former university college and a traditional university (Mampaey, 

Huisman & Seeber, 2015). When these research universities are compared, Ghent University and KU 

Leuven are thought to have higher status based on the number of publications, global university 

rankings, and the number of staff and students. Comparatively, universities in Hasselt, Brussels, and 

Antwerp are smaller and have a relatively lower status (Mampaey et al., 2015). 

 

Figure 3. The higher education system of the Flemish community in Belgium 

 
 

Source: Adapted from the KU Leuven website (https://associatie.kuleuven.be/eng/heifl/structure) 

 

Flemish tertiary education is mostly publicly funded. After Flanders became responsible for the 

system in 1989, institutions of higher learning were given autonomy to develop the curriculum and 

established their own governing bodies (Huisman, Verhoeven & De Wit, 2004). In return, they are 

assessed by the government based on the quality of education provided. Institutions of higher learning 

in Flanders are in general characterised by a democratic, open-access policy, which gives every 

student with a secondary school diploma the right to enrol, low tuition fees, and additional financing 

for students from under-represented groups (Broucker & De Wit, 2013). In addition to such open-
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access policies, particular issues still require attention. For instance, Dutch is officially the language 

of instruction in all Flemish universities, as decreed by Flemish law. The law allows certain 

exceptions for teaching curriculum in a language other than Dutch such as when programmes are set 

up for foreigners or, naturally, to teach foreign languages. 

As required by the government, Flemish universities report annually on their language policy. 

Based on the analysis of Van Splunder (2014), in these reports, a compromise between the official 

language (i.e., Dutch) and the dominant academic language (i.e., English) is observed. Still, due to 

legal restrictions, the use of languages other than Dutch is restricted to at most 10% of teaching 

programmes at bachelor’s level, which could harm the internationalisation goals of Flemish 

universities. Moreover, Dutch is assumed to be the native language of all Flemish students in 

university documents, which overlooks the existence of linguistic superdiversity in Flanders 

(Blommaert, 2010). The strong association between Flemish identity and the Dutch language is also 

observed in the attitudes of lecturers in Flemish universities, which reflects the established political 

discourse on language in Flanders (Van Splunder, 2014). Thus, while there is more pressure to 

promote English due to its dominance in today’s globalised higher education market, other ethnic 

minority languages (e.g., Turkish), which are spoken by a slowly increasing number of ethnically 

diverse Flemish university students, are not used as a language of instruction. 

As perhaps in most places across the world, student organisations are integral to campus life 

in Flanders. Since there are differences in the way they are organised and categorised across different 

universities in Flanders, I will only detail the running at KU Leuven. The student body council, 

named LOKO [De Leuvense Overkoepelende Kring Organisatie] acts as a representative and 

umbrella organisation for all students and student clubs at the KU Leuven. It also contributes to 

policies ranging from social issues to education. Student organisations need to be recognised by 

LOKO to receive grants and reserve university rooms for activities. The student organisations 

represented by LOKO include student faculty clubs—which represent students from different 

faculties—and student associations, organised around various themes, such as the photography club, 

the Leuven debating society, and the feminist society. While student clubs organise different cultural, 

sporting, entertainment, and academic activities within the relevant study field, student associations 

focus their events on the selected themes. LOKO also represents international student associations in 

Leuven, which are divided into national and regional associations and thematic associations. The first 

group of associations are mainly ethnic and cultural associations, such as the Indian student 

association, the Turkish student association, and the Vietnamese student association. The second 

group of thematic associations are more avocational and include the Erasmus student network, the 

International Muslim student association, and a group for Couch surfing students. 
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2.2.3 ETHNIC DISPARITIES IN EDUCATION 

Ethnic minority students in Belgium display significantly lower levels of educational attainment than 

their Belgian descent peers (Fleischmann et al., 2011). This lower level of educational attainment 

among students with a migration background is linked to higher drop-out rates, higher grade retention 

levels, underrepresentation on more prestigious tracks and post-secondary education when compared 

with Belgian origin students (Crul, 2013; Heath, Rothon & Kilpi, 2008; Phalet et al., 2007). Even 

when ethnic minority students start on academic tracks, they are less likely to continue and more 

likely to leave school before completion when compared with students from ethnic majority 

backgrounds (Baysu & Phalet, 2012). 

Since the 1990s, the authorities in Flanders have sought to adapt their educational policies to 

address inequality and the integration of ethnic minority students by providing extra resources to 

schools (Sierens, 2006). However, these policies were seldom taken up by Flemish schools, which are 

largely autonomous, and educational policies need to be supported by principals and teachers to be 

effective (D’hondt, 2016). Instead, many schools adopted an assimilationist approach and focused 

mainly on the development of Dutch language proficiency among pupils (Stevens & Görgöz, 2010; 

Van Praag et al., 2019). Such a focus on Dutch language proficiency as a cure-all has also meant 

barring the use of students’ mother tongues and downplaying ethnic identity to the extent that these 

are perceived as barriers to educational success (Agirdag, 2010; Van Praag et al., 2016). 

Consequently, the cultural and linguistic resources of ethnic minority students are often overlooked or 

downplayed, leading these students to be treated as “deficient” (Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016; Moffitt et 

al., 2018b). 

In addition to the gap between policy and practice, track choices before and during secondary 

education significantly impact the educational and professional opportunities open to young people. 

While parents and students are in theory able to choose freely among the tracks, students often lack 

knowledge about how the tracking system works and how their choices may impact future 

opportunities (Van Praag et al., 2015a). Thus, teachers’ advice—which is often one of the only 

reference points parents and students have—plays an outsize role in the process for many (Boone & 

Van Houtte, 2013). How teacher input into a student’s school career is taken varies across schools, 

teacher teams, and tracks (Stevens & Van Houtte, 2011). Even though a student’s exam results, 

motivation and behaviour are the official criteria guiding teachers’ assessment of the student’s options 

and choices, teacher decisions tend to be influenced by students’ social background (Boone & Van 

Houtte, 2013). 
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Against this backdrop, the role of teachers in supporting students to reduce ethnic disparities 

in education and the drop-out rates of ethnic minority students looms large (Baysu & Phalet, 2012). 

Nonetheless, students from ethnic minority backgrounds are usually seen as less capable or motivated 

and more difficult to teach than their ethnic majority peers (Clycq, Nouwen & Vandenbroucke, 2014; 

Stevens & Görgöz, 2010; Vervaet et al., 2016). For instance, ethnic minority students report being 

treated differently by their teachers due to speaking Dutch less fluently than their Belgian descent 

peers (Pulinx, Agirdag & Van Avermaet, 2012). This suggests that a teacher’s prejudice about the 

academic ability or motivation of students from ethnic minority backgrounds can have an impact on 

their track recommendations, albeit unintentionally. Although ethnic prejudice among Flemish 

teachers can be based on various factors, such as school characteristics, or individual characteristics of 

teachers (Vervaet et al., 2016), studies document that many ethnic minority students experience ethnic 

discrimination from their peers and teachers in secondary schools (Unia, 2018; Vandezande et al., 

2009; Van Praag et al., 2019). These experiences of ethnic discrimination can have adverse effects on 

student academic performance by undermining their confidence in their academic abilities and their 

sense of belonging in the school community (Baysu et al., 2016; D’hondt et al., 2016; D’hondt, Van 

Houtte & Stevens, 2015). 
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3. METHODOLOGY 
 

This dissertation seeks to investigate how Turkish and Belgian descent students in higher education 

experience and perceive acculturation in Flemish society. As laid out in the introductory chapter, the 

research has three principal aims: to uncover the meanings that ethnic minority and majority female 

students attach to acculturation; to investigate the institutional and interpersonal discrimination 

experiences of Turkish Belgian students across educational settings, and finally; to analyse the 

development of contact and friendships in higher education among members of Turkish and Belgian 

descent ethnic groups. By adopting qualitative methods to understand students’ acculturation 

experiences, this research seeks to develop nuanced and critical insights into the experiences, 

perspectives, and attitudes of young people in tertiary education. Qualitative approaches are 

particularly appropriate for studying processes that play out in specific settings as they offer a detailed 

understanding of how individuals make sense of the socially constructed realities and meanings in 

relation to particular experiences (Cresswell, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

 This chapter details the methodology employed in the research. The first section discusses the 

research design and sample, including the methods employed for data collection, the sampling 

rationale, and the samples selected in the study. The second section of the chapter describes the 

research procedure, and the third section explains the analytic procedures used to analyse the 

interviews. The final section offers a review of the ethical procedures applied to this research. 

3.1 RESEARCH DESIGN & SAMPLE 

3.1.1  METHODS 

Research in the field of acculturation has generally adopted an objectivist epistemological stance, 

which translates into a widespread reliance on quantitative methodologies, standardised 

questionnaires, and surveys (Chirkov, 2009; Cresswell, 2009; Weinreich, 2009). The dominance of 

these methodologies in acculturation research poses a hurdle to developing deeper and more nuanced 

insights into the complex and mutual acculturation processes of individuals (Andreouli, 2013; Bhatia 

& Ram 2009; Cicognani et al., 2018). In this study, the general research aims centre around 

uncovering individual experiences of acculturation, and on the perspectives and perceptions that 

people have of the process. Therefore, in-depth qualitative interviews are the main instrument used in 
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the research to capture the needed data—namely, the complexity of the individual meanings produced 

by research participants concerning acculturation. 

The interviewing method is an ideal way to elicit rich and subjective information about 

individuals’ attitudes and experiences by positioning the interviewees as active participants in the 

research process (Silverman, 2006). As Patton (2002) has noted, interviewing is “based on the 

assumption that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and can be made explicit” (p. 

341). As the participants are encouraged to reflect and elaborate on certain issues, the interviewing 

method helps the interviewer to develop the deepest possible understanding of research participants’ 

perspectives without imposing his or her way of thinking upon them. The interview process allows an 

open-ended exploration of participants’ perspectives and experiences since ideas and issues that 

emerge during the interview can be further pursued and developed (Charmaz, 2006). 

To allow flexibility and encourage active participation of interviewees in the research process, 

a combination of semi-structured and unstructured interviewing was chosen to collect data. In semi-

structured interviews, the researcher has a list of questions yet gives participants space to bring up 

unforeseen issues. In unstructured interviews, participants drive the discussion, even though the 

researcher has a broad set of the themes already determined (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Thus, while an 

interview guide containing a list of questions was used to keep the interviews focused, the discussions 

unfolded in a flexible way. Accordingly, the interviewees were given scope to venture into areas not 

necessarily included in the interview guide. They were encouraged to talk about and reflect on their 

previous experiences and personal life stories as they saw fit, especially during the preliminary 

interviews, so that emerging ideas and issues could be followed up during subsequent rounds of data 

collection. This flexible and open attitude towards the interview process has brought to the fore 

insights that would likely not otherwise have arisen since I was able to tease out multiple dimensions 

in the complex ways students experience and understand acculturation. The following section 

explains the sampling rationale. 

3.1.2  SAMPLING RATIONALE 

Purposive sampling is a common sampling approach in qualitative research that aims to generate an 

in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study (Patton, 2002). In purposive sampling, 

participants are selected based on their relevance to the research aims and to explore the diversity of 

their perspectives on an issue instead of identifying common patterns. This study has not sought to 

make inferences about the features of the entire population and has thus not collected data from a 
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representative population sample. Rather it is concerned with understanding Turkish and Belgian 

higher education students—specifically, to explore the different ways they experience and understand 

acculturation processes. Accordingly, the participants were selected using both criterion and snowball 

sampling (Patton, 2002). In order to narrow the target sample, the following criteria were applied: 1) 

being born and raised in Belgium; 2) being full-time students at the chosen university; 3) being 

between 18 and 25 years old, and; 4) identifying as either Belgian without a migration background or 

Belgian of Turkish descent. 

The rationale for drawing the sample from a university sample frame is based on the specific 

nature of the education setting. An ethnically diverse university campus offers students relatively 

more chances to interact across ethnic groups and allows researchers to study inclusion and exclusion 

processes. I was aware that the overall population of Turkish descent students in Flemish higher 

education is not large. Nonetheless, given that the sample size is affected by various factors such as 

the quality of collected data and the nature of the topic, the required number of participants will likely 

differ from research project to research project (Morse, 2016). Thus, I stopped searching for new 

participants when the stories offered substantially varied enough data to tell a nuanced and rich story 

(Fossey et al., 2002). In other words, once no more new insights emerged from the process of data 

analysis, I concluded that a point of data saturation had been reached, and I had gathered enough to 

answer the research questions (Charmaz, 2006). 

The participant group in this research consists of 20 Turkish Belgian and 20 Belgian descent 

young adults between the ages of 18 and 25. The sample was limited to full-time university students, 

who were born and raised in Belgium to focus on young adults fully socialised in Belgium. I selected 

the Turkish origin students based on the following theoretical arguments. 

First, Turkish Belgians are the second-largest predominantly Muslim minority group in 

Belgium, and Turkish descent individuals make up a significant part of the urban population in 

Western Europe. This makes them a theoretically important group to study in a Belgian and West 

European context. Furthermore, in Belgium, they are confronted with prejudice, discrimination, and 

hostility based on their ethnic and religious identities (Alanya et al., 2017; Voas & Fleischmann, 

2012). These exclusion processes based on ethnic descent are more prominent in educational 

institutions than in general (Agirdag, 2010; Van Praag et al., 2019). The selected group of Turkish 

Belgian students experience these acculturation processes in a distinctive way because they attended 

prestigious academic tracks during secondary school and continued to study in higher education—

unlike the majority of their Turkish Belgian peers—yet still belong to a group that has a low social 

status in Belgium. Thus, choosing a university as the site of research offers unparalleled access to 



47 

 

 

 

 

individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds as they experience acculturation in this setting in a very 

distinctive way. 

Second, the perspectives of Turkish descent students in advanced education have yet to be 

analysed in depth. This is somewhat puzzling, given the increasing interest the educational trajectories 

of Europeans of Turkish descent more broadly (Crul, 2013; Rezai et al., 2015), and the experiences of 

Turkish Belgian students in secondary schools (Agirdag, 2010; Stevens, 2008; Van Praag et al., 

2015b). This requires more attention on this group because various factors relating to the features of 

educational settings (e.g., the numerical representation of ethnic groups) and the nature of interactions 

(e.g., inclusion vs exclusion) on university campus might shape how Turkish Belgian students 

experience intergroup processes in higher education. By selecting to study this group of students, I 

aim to highlight the underlying factors and processes that explain the acculturation perspectives and 

experiences of ethnic minority students in a Flemish higher education setting. 

Third, I was able to leverage my own positionality/subjectivity to advance the objectives of 

the research. More concretely, sharing a language/cultural background with the Turkish Belgian 

participants made for a ready rapport with them, easing the process of data collection. Data collection 

was also made more effective since I was able to relate to the participants’ perspectives on some 

sensitive issues and thus probe and steer interviews to glean as much insight as possible. At the same 

time, as a non-Belgian, foreign research student, I could more readily elicit detailed explanations of 

important local contextual factors from homegrown participants who would be mindful not to skim 

over details with a foreigner that might otherwise be treated as assumed knowledge in a discussion 

with a local. 

  I selected Belgian descent students studying at the same university for three reasons. First, 

including the acculturation views and experiences of ethnic majority students is important because 

they are subject—just as ethnic minorities are—to acculturation processes as members of an 

ethnically diverse society. Furthermore, since they are members of the dominant group in society, 

their views could more clearly reflect the impact of mainstream acculturation discourses and 

expectations from ethnic minorities. Second, while categorising individuals based on their ethnic 

background can also lead to stereotypes, it is necessary to gain insight into individuals’ experiences of 

exclusion and to challenge the inequalities. Incorporating the views of ethnic majority students 

matters, since we need to understand how their perspectives and approach to acculturation serve to 

reinforce unequal power dynamics and, potentially, ongoing discrimination, indirect or otherwise. 

Finally, choosing Turkish and Belgian descent students studying at the same university allows for a 

deeper and comparative understanding of the implications of the educational environment for 

acculturation processes of students from different ethnic backgrounds. 
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 The interview sample varies by age, study discipline and level, and gender. Turkish origin 

male students are under-represented in the sample both because they were outnumbered by Turkish 

female students at the university and are less readily accessible. The variability in students’ ages and 

study level is theoretically important as the experiences of students are likely to be different in the 

first years of higher education than in later stages (Hurtado et al., 2007). For instance, students who 

are in the first years of higher education can experience more challenges in socially adjusting and 

developing relations compared to those in their second or third years (Wilcox, Winn & Fyvie-Gauld, 

2005). Thus, including the perspectives of students who are at different stages of their university 

education is vital to access diverse student experiences and perspectives. Likewise, encouraging 

participation of students from different study disciplines brings a range of different perspectives into 

the analysis, since students’ views and attitudes are often affected by the disciplines they pursue 

(Guimond & Palmer, 1996). Students from social sciences, arts, and humanities, for instance, could be 

more politically liberal than the ones in the physical and life sciences, and business administration 

(Sidanius et al., 1991). Overall, while all participants had some things in common —namely, full-time 

university students of either Turkish or Belgian descent—building in diversity by selecting students at 

various stages of their education and across different study fields maximised the range of perspectives 

and experiences brought into the analysis. Furthermore, based on the overrepresentation of female 

students in the sample, I engaged in a deeper investigation of their perspectives and experiences, as 

gender could have implications on the acculturation attitudes of individuals (Güngör & Bornstein, 

2013; Güngör et al., 2013). 

Table 1. Turkish Belgian sample 

Participant Gender  Age  Study Field Study Level  Province of origin 

Nil  Female  18 Psychology Undergraduate Limburg 

Serkan Male 18 Social Sc. Undergraduate Limburg 

Esra Female  19 Chemistry  Undergraduate Antwerp 

Mine  Female 19 Social Work Undergraduate Limburg 

Fulya Female 19 Law Undergraduate  Limburg 

Ceren Female 20 Social Sc.  Undergraduate  Limburg 

Hale  Female 20 Engineering Undergraduate East Flanders 

Yasemin  Female  20 Economics Undergraduate  Limburg 

Asli  Female 20 Medicine Undergraduate Antwerp 
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Elif Female 21 Psychology Undergraduate Limburg 

Burak Male 21 Economics Undergraduate  Limburg  

Reyhan  Female  22 Engineering  Postgraduate Brussels  

Kerem Male 23 Social Sc. Postgraduate Limburg 

Ali  Male  23 Arts Postgraduate Limburg 

Ezgi Female 24 Engineering Postgraduate Limburg 

Canan Female 24 Medicine Postgraduate  East Flanders 

Ece Female  24 Engineering Postgraduate  East Flanders  

Burcu Female 24 Medicine Postgraduate Limburg 

Emre Male 24 Engineering Postgraduate East Flanders 

Salih Male  24 Arts  Postgraduate East Flanders 

Table 2. Belgian descent sample 

Participant  Gender  Age Study Field Study Level Province of origin 

Lucas Male 18 Social Sc. Undergraduate Limburg 

Ann Female 19 Medicine Undergraduate Flemish Brabant 

Linda  Female 20 Social Sc.  Undergraduate Antwerp 

Mieke Female 20 Social Sc.  Undergraduate  Antwerp 

Rose Female  21 Arts Undergraduate Antwerp 

Daphne Female  21 Arts  Undergraduate  Flemish Brabant 

Evy Female 21 Law Undergraduate Brussels  

Veerle Female 21 Arts Undergraduate East Flanders 

Casper Male 21 Engineering Undergraduate Flemish Brabant 

Lucie Female 21 Arts  Undergraduate West Flanders 

Stan  Male  22 Social Sc. Postgraduate Antwerp 

Jean Male 22 Arts Postgraduate Flemish Brabant 

Lien Female  22 Law Undergraduate Antwerp 

Samuel  Male 22 Social Sc.  Postgraduate Limburg 

Francis Male 23 Engineering Postgraduate Flemish Brabant  

Pieter Male  23 Arts Undergraduate West Flanders 

Mia Female 23 Law Undergraduate Limburg 
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Emma Female  24 Medicine Postgraduate Antwerp  

Kevin Male  24 Medicine Postgraduate Limburg 

Ben Male  24 Physiology Postgraduate Limburg 

 

3.2  RESEARCH PROCEDURE 

3.2.1  RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS 

During my master’s study in Belgium between 2011 and 2013, I shared an apartment with a Turkish 

Belgian girl who was at the time a first-year university student from Limburg. As I got to know her 

and her social circle better, I became more and more interested in understanding the reasons behind 

their preferences and attitudes. More specifically, I was curious to learn why their friendship groups 

mainly consisted of same-ethnic friends despite having studied together with Belgian descent students 

throughout their education career. Thus, when I decided to conduct research on the acculturation 

experiences and perspectives of Turkish and Belgian descent students in higher education, I already 

knew where to begin. 

 At the onset of the research, I decided to conduct preliminary interviews and participate in the 

social lives of students on campus to deepen my understanding of their views and experiences and 

refine the interview themes and questions. Having access to key contacts (my ex-roommate and her 

friends) facilitated meeting other potential participants by joining their activities and gatherings. Thus, 

my own network and the network of the participants helped build up the sample, which is described as 

snowballing (Patton, 2002). As Turkish Belgian students often gathered in the room of a friend in the 

dormitory or organised activities at an ethnic student organisation, I easily accessed a certain number 

of (mostly female) students. Before designing semi-structured interview questions, I conducted 

preliminary meetings with several students in the form of unrecorded, informal group discussions. 

These unstructured group discussions proved most interesting, as they appeared to mirror the kinds of 

everyday exchanges and conversations that arise between students on campus, where different topics 

come up and are discussed or debated, including cases of discrimination from ethnic majority peers or 

educators (Wellings, Branigan & Mitchell, 2000). Thanks to these initial informal meetings and 

discussions, I was able to establish a rapport with students and attained deeper insights into their 

diverse and varied views. 
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Since many of these students I initially met attended and organised the activities of an ethnic 

student organisation on campus, their friendship circles closely overlapped, reflecting a dominant 

preference for ethnic homophily. In order to elicit the broadest possible range of attitudes and 

perspectives, I began to search for Turkish Belgian students on campus who were not part of the 

organisation and were not necessarily in contact with other Turkish origin students. Then, through 

intermediaries, I accessed one student who had attended some activities of the Turkish student 

organisation but had come to the view that he didn’t belong there. He gave a few names and referred 

me to other students who were also not part of the ethnic student organisation for various reasons. 

These students were few in number, but their perspectives were invaluable in offering a contrast to the 

acculturation experiences of the more involved group. 

Being able to turn to key participants who understood the research aims and the eligibility 

criteria was especially useful in recruiting Turkish Belgian students. Nonetheless, accessing some 

students proved more challenging as some had doubts about being categorised or labelled in a way 

that they did not like and wanted to be sure about the intentions of the research before agreeing to an 

interview. I took as much time as necessary to explain these students through various channels 

(WhatsApp, Facebook, email, telephone) the research aims as well as other ethical matters, such as 

anonymity, confidentiality, privacy, and the right to withdraw from research during or after data 

collection. In order to put them at ease and build trust, I also disclosed more personal information 

about why I was interested in the chosen topic (Braun & Clarke, 2013). All in all, I came to accept 

that even when researchers appear to share some group identity with participants, the process of 

building rapport and trust is not always straightforward. 

A final recruiting strategy that I adopted to access both Turkish and Belgian descent students 

was getting in touch with diversity office to request the email addresses of all students in university 

study programmes with at least ten individuals with a migration background and at least 10% with a 

migration background. The diversity office was authorised to release these email addresses by the 

legal department of the university after a commission has evaluated the research proposal. In doing 

so, I sought access to Belgian descent students who had some exposure to cultural diversity and had 

opportunities to build contact across ethnic groups. These participants were contacted by email and 

were sent a short online questionnaire seeking information on their personal histories and friendships 

to help select a sample of people with diverse networks of friends and contacts on campus. Those who 

filled in the questionnaire were invited to participate in the individual interviews. While around 60 

students of Turkish and Belgian descent filled in the questionnaire, only 10 students with Belgian 

origins and seven students of Turkish descent agreed to participate in an individual interview after 

exchanging further emails that gave more information about the importance and the aims of the study. 
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From the 17 recruited, two Belgian descent students later declined to take part as the interviews were 

conducted in English and they felt they could not express themselves well in English. I tried to 

reassure them by reiterating that I am also not a native speaker of English and that speaking perfect 

English was not necessary to join the study, but I stepped back once it was clear that they did not feel 

comfortable. Participants’ comfort and ease must always remain the priorities in interviews (Charmaz, 

2006). Among the Turkish descent students, only one failed to show up at the meeting place on the 

arranged day and did not respond to the calls or messages. 

The students who completed the questionnaire were sent a second email encouraging them to 

participate in the study as interviewees. Most did not respond to this second email, while a few 

students wrote that they did not have time. Several students explained that they were considering 

quitting their studies and would not be available for an interview. I tried to follow up on these 

students without being too persistent in finding a convenient time and date, and two students with a 

Belgian descent finally agreed to meet for an interview. All in all, ten Belgian descent and six Turkish 

descent students participated in the study via this email channel. 

 

Table 3. Participant Recruitment 

 Questionnaire Intermediary Student Organisations 

Turkish descent students 5 7 8 

Belgian descent students 10 7 3 

 

To recruit more Belgian descent students, I contacted several Flemish student clubs, which helped me 

to post a call on their Facebook groups. However, only a small number of students responded. 

Intending to diversify the sample of ethnic majority participants, I asked the available interviewees to 

refer me to friends whose take on the issues that we had discussed in the interview were different 

from theirs. Since students’ peer groups are expectedly often composed of friends with similar views 

and attitudes, it was not easy to increase the diversity of the sample through snowballing. 

Nonetheless, I managed to reach students with varying intergroup contact experiences and 

political views via different intermediaries through actively following up on the contacts they 

provided. Even though a willingness to take part in this study and agreeing to be interviewed in 

English might already imply a certain degree of openness among the selected Belgian descent 

students, the findings illustrate the variety of views and intergroup experiences in the sample. For 

instance, after meeting the interviewees, some of the Belgian descent students noted that this was the 

first time they had ever met and talked to a Muslim, referring to the interview with the researcher. 
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Many others had already had some intergroup interactions, albeit superficial ones, and there were also 

a few students who had intergroup friendships. 

Overall, both Turkish and Belgian descent students actively helped in the search for 

prospective study participants. Since the research topic is relevant to students’ everyday experiences 

on the university campus and general lives in a multicultural society, they were interested in reflecting 

on and talking about the issues of acculturation, contact, and discrimination and sharing their 

intergroup experiences. In seeking to build trust and rapport with the research participants, I 

approached them as informally and naturally as possible, presenting myself as an interested individual 

of roughly the same age and campus experience—albeit with a research background and professional 

objective—curious to learn about their social lives and perspectives. All in all, the recruitment process 

has helped me to recruit as many various perspectives and experiences as possible into the analysis, 

using a range of recruiting strategies to diversify the sample of participants. In the next section, the 

interview procedure is explained. 

3.2.2  INTERVIEW PROCEDURE 

As I contacted students through various recruiting strategies, I prepared a small text in which I briefly 

introduced myself and shortly gave information about the purpose of my study. I also provided my 

contact details in case they wished to be interviewed or wanted to receive further information about 

the research. After a prospective participant had confirmed their participation in the study, they were 

contacted to arrange an individual interview. The interviews were conducted in various settings 

depending on the preferences of participants. Most of the interviews took place in a student cafeteria 

on campus, a convenient place for most students to meet before or after classes. The other interviews 

were held either at a café or in the students’ dorms. 

Table 4. Interview Location 

 Student cafeteria Student dorm Coffee bar Research zone 

Turkish descent students 5 5 7 3 

Belgian descent students 11 0 8 1 

 



54 

 

 

 

 

The students who were happy to have the interview in their rooms were mainly those whom I 

had met at the beginning of the research. Thus, we had already built some rapport when I participated 

in their gatherings and conducted preliminary discussions. The interviews in coffee bars also offered 

an intimate and warm atmosphere to build rapport and trust with research participants. I shouted 

students a beverage (e.g., tea, soda) at the coffee bar or student cafeteria as thanks for agreeing to take 

part in the interview and offering up their time. While most interviews were held in the student 

cafeteria, it was sometimes a little noisy, which prompted me to seek out an alternative at those times. 

I offered in such cases to hold the interviews in a nearby research zone in the library, which is 

reserved for researchers and doctoral students. In four cases, the interviews were conducted there. The 

zone was ideal for this as it is comfortable and often very quiet, with only a few researchers working 

in an adjacent room. Therefore, the possibility for distraction was limited. 

The interviews were conducted in the period from January 2014 to November 2015. They 

lasted between 120 and 180 mins. Each participant was interviewed once. The length of the responses 

to the questions varied from one participant to another depending on their experiences and views, and 

the answers to the follow-up questions. All the participants were informed about the general aims of 

the study—as well as the interview process and how the research outcomes would be used—in a way 

that was understandable for them. By practising informed consent from the beginning, I made sure 

that I was not pushing the potential participants to take part in the study. All the participants were 

clearly told about their rights to refuse participation or withdraw at any point (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Participants were also reassured that their identity would be protected, and full confidentiality would 

be ensured. 

Nonetheless, given that Turkish Belgian descent students in higher education are members of 

a relatively small group, I tried to pay extra attention to issues of confidentiality and ethics and 

refrained from disclosing information that could risk students’ anonymity (Gavey & Braun, 1997). All 

the participants were encouraged to express their perspectives freely. I made it clear that there were 

no right or wrong answers and their personal views were important. I also asked their permission to 

record the interviews to transcribe them later for analysis purposes. At the end of the interviews, 

participants were asked if they had any questions or were interested in learning further about the study 

and the results. In the next part, I explain in detail how the interviews were conducted.    
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3.2.3  CONDUCTING IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

As mentioned earlier in the methods section, in-depth qualitative interviews guided by semi-

structured and unstructured questions served as the main data collection method for this study. In 

adopting this approach to data collection, I sought a deeper understanding of the meaning my 

participants attribute to actions and experience and looked to uncover these meanings by probing their 

viewpoints as far as possible (Fossey et al., 2002; Patton, 2002). While a set of general rules guide 

interviews in qualitative research, I eventually developed my own interviewing style in line with my 

social interactional skills and personal style (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 

My preliminary meetings and group discussions at the onset of the research provided me with 

an overall direction in designing an outline of the themes and issues that I wanted to cover in the 

interviews (See Appendices 1 and 2, for themes in the questionnaire). Still, I maintained my 

spontaneity to follow up on issues that were unanticipated and aimed to conduct interviews in a way 

that addressed not only the overall research aims and questions but also the needs and demands of the 

individual participant (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Accordingly, the wording of the questions and the 

order in which they were asked changed depending on the responses of the participant. However, in 

general, I began by explaining my research, its purpose and my personal motives in conducting it. I 

gave them the opportunity to ask questions at all stages of the interview process and underlined that I 

am interested in their personal perspectives and experiences. After this short starter, I opened with 

introductory questions that were less probing and direct than later questions to ease the participants 

into the process. Asking demographic questions about their age, where they grew up, and their 

families, I funnelled questions by moving from the more general to the specific. After the more 

descriptive questions, transition questions were asked to guide the interview in the direction of key 

questions (Creswell, 2007). The transition questions were mainly about participants’ social 

background, family lives, and life as a student. Then, I probed further into their acculturation 

perspectives, school experiences, interactions across groups, social lives and intergroup experiences in 

higher education (see Appendix 3, 4). At the end of the interviews, I posed a final question to allow 

participants to raise any concluding thoughts or remarks that had not been covered during the 

interview (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Over the course of the interviews, the initial themes that were included in the questionnaire 

were refined based on the responses of the participants. Thus, the interview guide evolved throughout 

the data collection process in case unplanned issues arise (Charmaz, 2006). For instance, the initial 

questionnaire did not include direct questions about ethnic minority students’ experiences in 

secondary school and was mainly focused on their social lives at university. Nonetheless, after a 
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couple of interviews, it became clear that Turkish Belgian students’ prior experiences in secondary 

school had an important role in explaining their friendship patterns at the university. Thus, direct 

questions about relations with peers and teachers and general feelings about education in secondary 

school life were included in the questionnaire, and I began to ask detailed questions on this theme. 

Other issues (e.g., media consumption patterns) that were raised by a few participants in the 

beginning seemed to be less salient or not relevant for others and were therefore dropped. I also 

carefully adapted the way I formulated certain questions or the order in which I asked them. When 

students were asked open-ended, exploratory questions (e.g., Can you tell me about your relations 

with peers in secondary school?), they often provided in-depth and detailed responses. The answers to 

these questions revealed what was most important and relevant to them. For example, uncovering 

subtle othering processes and microaggressions would not probably be straightforward with questions 

directly addressing discrimination. I also asked questions that were directly focused on discrimination 

but tried to ensure that these specific questions followed the open-ended ones and not the other way 

around. 

A final issue that I want to raise in this section relates to the power relationship between the 

researcher and the participant. This relationship is typically considered to be hierarchical since the 

researcher determines the questions and guides the interview process (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Thus, I 

gave some thought to find ways of managing these power dynamics and be aware of the ways they 

can affect the interview process. More concretely, I sought to challenge this hierarchy between 

participants and me by trying to empower them through empathic interviewing and personal 

disclosures, which helped to build rapport with them (Oakley, 1981). Nonetheless, I tried to maintain 

an awareness of not overdoing it since the purpose of the interview was not to talk about myself but to 

create a familiar and safe interactional atmosphere for participants. Both during the interviews with 

Belgian descent students and Turkish Belgian students, I observed the clear benefits of self-disclosure 

in certain cases. When participants were reticent about sharing their opinions on a sensitive topic or 

having doubts about revealing their experiences, I sometimes interrupted to make sure that they felt 

comfortable and safe about openly sharing them. Several participants admitted at the end of the 

interview that they would not be able to talk about their perspectives or experiences if I had not talked 

about myself or assured them of my openness to and interest in hearing about their personal opinions. 

The next part will provide details about how the data analysis is conducted and which steps 

are taken to assure the quality of the findings. Then in the final section, I discuss issues around core 

ethical principles and self-reflexivity. 
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3.3  DATA ANALYSIS 

3.3.1  THEMATIC DATA ANALYSIS 

Thematic analysis (TA) is a social sciences method with a distinct set of procedures that aim to 

provide a systematic approach to identifying, analysing, and reporting themes across a dataset (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). While providing a systematic method for data analysis, it does not prescribe 

theoretical positions or specific data collection methods. Accordingly, Braun and Clarke (2013) define 

flexibility as a key strength of TA. Thus, following a TA approach, I analysed the data through a 

seven-stage process. These processes are: 1) Transcription; 2) Reading and Familiarisation; 3) 

Coding; 4) Searching for Themes; 5) Reviewing Themes; 6) Defining and Naming Themes, and; 7) 

Writing and Finalising Analysis. Although following these steps are important to attain a systematic 

and thorough approach to data, good qualitative analysis requires analytic sensibility (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013, p. 201). By approaching and interpreting data through the selected theoretical position 

and producing deep insights based on the patterns and meanings that are linked to general theoretical 

questions is an indication that analytic sensibility has been developed. 

The first step of thematic data analysis begins in the process of transcribing interviews from 

audio recording to written text. While thorough transcription of the data can require a lot of time and 

energy, it has helped me to familiarise myself with the data and already become involved in the 

analytic process. The second stage is reading and familiarisation, which refers to active engagement 

with the content of the data and identifying initial impressions that are linked to the research question. 

During this stage, handwritten notes made about the data itself simplified and aided in later stages of 

the data analysis (See Appendix 5, for an example). Thus, this stage was not necessarily characterised 

by a systematic approach to the data even though I read them again and again with a critical and 

analytical attitude to make sense of the underlying meanings. 

The third stage is coding, which is based on the identification of the various aspects of data 

that are linked to the research question. Through complete coding process, I identified large and small 

chunks of data that are potentially relevant to the general research questions in the entire dataset and 

labelled them in a way that captures the essence of the selected feature of the data (see Appendix 7). 

This is important because the themes which are subsequently developed are based on the codes. The 

data extracts were coded in many different ways, each way reflecting various existing patterns, which 

were useful to the development of the analysis. The way that I labelled the codes reflects both the 

semantic content of the data (i.e., data-derived) as well as more conceptual and theoretical 

interpretations (i.e., researcher-derived). For instance, the code seeking same-ethnic peers on campus 
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is based on the explicit content of participant statements. Comparatively, a theoretical lens is applied 

in generating the code experiencing microaggressions in intergroup interactions. Some of the codes 

contained both elements. 

I departed from broadly defined research questions that were refined during later stages of the 

data analysis. While I initially began my reading of data and interpretation of the text based on the 

general questions that aimed to understand students’ acculturation strategies and intergroup contact 

experiences, I mainly adopted an inductive approach to coding to allow the richness of the interview 

data to emerge. This coding process allowed me to draw more explicit links between my theoretical 

perspective and the empirical findings, and seek new theoretical approaches that reflect the data more 

accurately. For instance, as I coded the data on subtle othering processes experienced by Turkish 

Belgian students, I began to look for other theoretical perspectives to analyse the nature and impact of 

these discrimination experiences. Overall, I tried to modify and refine existing codes in a way that 

each code is based on analytically distinct, yet also partially overlapping ideas and issues that reflect 

the diversity within the data. I recursively moved back and forth between the codes and the data to 

compare and determine their relation to another. In the final stage of coding, I collated the coded data 

depending on the level of similarities and the importance of distinctions between codes for the 

research questions that were refined in the course of the data analysis. 

I used The NVivo qualitative analysis software to code the interview data. Using it made the 

coding process quicker and more efficient, and allowed a better compilation of the coding framework. 

The flexibility of NVivo in allowing the researcher to easily reorganise codes aided my interpretation 

of the data in different ways, allowing me to discover new ideas that were not initially apparent. Also, 

thanks to the possibility of the hierarchical organisation of codes in NVivo, I was able to establish 

links between sub-codes and top-codes. Nonetheless, using computer programs in data coding can 

also be risky as it might lead to the diminishing of immersion in the data, and therefore fewer (or 

weaker) insights (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

In the fourth stage, I began to search for broader patterns in the dataset that would be relevant 

to the research questions and recategorised the codes into candidate themes that capture important and 

meaningful aspects of the data. I compared new themes with the existing ones as they emerged from 

the data analysis. The coding framework was made up of several preliminary themes consisting of a 

series of interrelated codes and sub-codes. In trying to create a coherent story that explains each 

theme on its own as well as the relationship between different themes, I created overarching themes 

which are composed of themes and subthemes (Braun & Clarke, 2013). For instance, the candidate 

overarching theme in one study was friendship preferences among Turkish Belgian students. One of 

the themes under this category was seeking same-ethnic peers, and the sub-theme was shared cultural 
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codes (See Appendix 6, for an example of themes). Then, I went back to check whether the candidate 

themes align with the coded data and the dataset. There were cases in which I thought that the 

candidate themes did not capture the meaning of the data well and reviewed the themes accordingly, 

moved the coded data in and out of different themes, or discarded a whole theme to replace it with a 

different one. I also went back to reading the entire dataset to check whether the reviewed themes 

reflect the meaning in a way that they answer to the research questions which were refined and 

developed during the data analysis. 

During the final stages of writing the analysis, the themes were clearly named, and their 

distinctions and focus identified in a coherent way. I selected extracts from across the coded data that 

represented the different dimensions of each theme and wrote an analytical narrative based on them. 

The narrative aimed to describe and interpret the interconnected themes as well as the data extracts 

that are used to support the analytic points, and eventually move the analysis beyond the data as 

recommended by Braun and Clarke (2013). This process has helped to develop a more nuanced 

understanding of the patterns that I identified in the data and organise the analysis in a way that 

responds to the research questions. Based on this first draft of the analysis of findings, I went back to 

the existing literature to make comparisons and draw connections with the earlier results to show how 

my findings extend, contribute to, or challenge them. 

While there are no agreed-upon criteria to determine whether a piece of qualitative research is 

good, scholars across various disciplines have established guidelines to assess qualitative research 

quality. British health psychologist Lucy Yardley (2008) has grouped these procedures that enhance, 

assess, and demonstrate the quality of qualitative research into four key dimensions: sensitivity to 

context; commitment and rigour; transparency and coherence; and impact and importance. Based on 

this, I aimed to have a sensitive approach towards participants’ perspectives by asking open-ended 

questions and exploring potential differences between the experiences and perspectives of students 

from Turkish and Belgian descent. 

More particularly, I followed certain ethical principles, including confidentiality and 

anonymity, to protect the privacy of the participants. This sensitive approach has been maintained 

throughout the research and analysis process as I have sought to avoid imposing my own 

understanding and be open to complexities and alternative meanings generated by the participants. 

Being committed to understanding the factors and processes that shape students’ acculturation 

processes in a Flemish higher education setting, I have maintained an in-depth engagement with the 

topic both at a personal and a professional level. To add rigour, depth, and complexity to the study, I 

have sought to achieve triangulation by, for instance, asking another researcher to be involved in the 

coding process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Once we reached an agreement on the main themes, my 
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supervisors provided regular feedback during the various stages of data analysis to ensure that my 

methodological approach and interpretations were rigorous. Moreover, this research achieves 

triangulation by using multiple theories and perspectives to interpret the data and by providing an 

extensive literature citation.   

To achieve transparency and coherence, I provided a clear description of how data were 

collected and analysed, as well as how the researcher might have shaped the research outcomes. I 

aimed to present the analysis of the findings in a coherent manner and to clearly show the link 

between the research question, the theoretical framework, and the methods. Finally, regarding the 

importance of the study, I believe my research has generated knowledge that is relevant and useful. 

The impact of the study is established by its practical implications for practitioners and policymakers 

working on creating inclusive and equitable educational environments, the theoretical implications 

which extend our understanding of the complex acculturation processes of university students, and the 

socio-cultural implications which underlie the urgent need for positive social change and social 

equality in Flanders. 

3.3.2  DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH FOCUS  

The initial focus of this research was to uncover the acculturation experiences and intergroup contact 

attitudes of Turkish and Belgian descent students in higher education in Flanders. Building on Berry’s 

acculturation theories (Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 2006), I was primarily focused on understanding the 

link between how students make sense of acculturation processes and develop relations with members 

of other groups. The acculturation framework of Berry initially helped me to make sense of how 

ethnic minority and majority students define and understand integration in higher education. 

Nonetheless, when discussing their acculturation views and social relations, various forms of 

interpersonal and structural othering and discrimination were always salient in the accounts of the 

Turkish origin participants. Therefore, in identifying subsequent research themes, I decided to focus 

on identifying these discrimination and exclusion experiences in education by teachers and peers of 

Belgian descent. Moreover, while explaining their intergroup contact experiences, Turkish Belgian 

students repeatedly referred to their experiences of exclusion in secondary school and at university, as 

well as other factors that relate to homophily and meeting opportunities. Comparatively, for Belgian 

descent students, the intergroup barriers based on negative stereotypes and anxiety seemed to shape 

how they make sense of and experience their interactions with members of ethno-religious minority 

groups.  
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Accordingly, I began to search for theoretical perspectives that would reflect the findings 

more accurately and yield new insights. Because, the acculturation framework designed by Berry 

(1997; 2003) is mainly focused on acculturation attitudes and strategies of individuals and fail to 

acknowledge the pivotal role and impact of (unintentional) structural processes, unequal power 

relations, and (subtle) discrimination experiences in shaping the acculturation processes of 

individuals. Based on the themes that developed more inductively throughout the process of data 

collection and analysis, I came to see that adopting theoretical perspectives such as CRT would throw 

a more realistic and nuanced light on the acculturation processes of students. 

Moreover, the link between acculturation strategies and intergroup contact (Bourhis et al., 

1997; Piontkowski et al., 2000) and the relationship between acculturation and discrimination 

perceptions have been more extensively studied (e.g., Berry & Sabatier, 2010), while other links such 

as the one between discrimination perceptions and intergroup contact remain understudied. 

Ultimately, I decided to study each main theme (acculturation meanings, discrimination experiences, 

intergroup contact, friendships) separately to explore new directions without forcing the data to fit 

into fixed categories. Additionally, I realized how the institutional context and specific policies and 

practices are likely to play a role in shaping students’ acculturation processes in unique ways. While 

some participants highlighted certain areas of improvement for universities (e.g., a more diverse 

curriculum, representation among staff), I arranged meetings with diversity practitioners from two 

universities (e.g., KU Leuven, University of Antwerp) to cross-check the findings and draw more 

concrete recommendations for policy and practice (see Chapter 8). During these meetings, I presented 

my research findings to them and asked questions regarding their policies and practices on 

discrimination, intergroup contact among diverse student groups on campus, diversity training offered 

to professors, and the development of an inclusive curriculum. While these interviews were not part 

of the initial research plan, the conversations with diversity practitioners from universities helped me 

to reflect on my data with a more practical perspective and offer insightful recommendations for 

universities.  

3.4  BEING AN ETHICAL RESEARCHER 

3.4.1 APPLYING ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 

Ethics is integral in all stages and aspects of research, including our relations with participants and our 

research practice. Being an ethical researcher requires both committing to certain principles 

designated in ethical codes of conduct and having a wider ethical approach that shapes our research 
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practice (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Thus, rather than a particular research stage, ethics needs to be seen 

as being ingrained throughout the research practice. I adopted the British Psychological Society’s 

(2018) Code of Ethics and Conduct, which is based on four principles: respect, competence, 

responsibility, and integrity. 

 Respect refers to the protection of privacy and confidentiality of the participants, to receive 

informed consent from participants and avoiding deception, and respecting participant’s right to 

withdraw from the research at any stage. To attend to these ethical principles, I made sure that 

participants were thoroughly informed about the research process and their rights. All participants 

were given pseudonyms and personal information that could reveal their identities was removed from 

the presentation of data analysis. All the recordings and transcripts were password-protected in a 

cloud system. I ensured that the informed consent process was “simple, straightforward, and 

understandable” (Patton, 2002, p. 407). Asking their permission to record the interviews, giving them 

the freedom to choose interview places, I showed respect for autonomy and privacy of research 

participants by avoiding acts that might make them feel uncomfortable. 

For instance, during one the interviews with a Belgian descent student, the way he responded 

to certain questions about intergroup contact implied that I should respect his choices and not push it 

further. The fact that he did not seem to be comfortable about responding to the questions urged me to 

remind him that he had the right to withdraw from the research without any repercussions or 

explanation. It also made me reconsider the way I formed and posed the interview questions. Thus, I 

endeavoured to reflect on the impact of my own ethical decisions at every stage of the research to 

ensure that the rights and privacy of participants are not compromised. Being able to reflect on and 

make such ethical decisions requires a certain level of competence and awareness of ethical principles 

and standards, as well as the limits of being a competent ethical researcher. While I tried to prepare 

myself in advance for unexpected situations that would require me to make the right ethical decisions, 

it is essential to reflect regularly on these ethical considerations as the research evolves. 

 In line with the principle of doing no harm, I aimed to be a responsible researcher and protect 

my participants from potential risks by informing them about their rights of withdrawal as well as 

debriefing them after they took part. Debriefing includes practices such as ending data collection by 

asking participants if they have any questions, providing them with extra details about research and 

findings, as well as other sources of information and support, and offering a brief summary of the 

research. I asked all participants if they had questions and wished to be updated about the research 

outcomes. Some of the participants were actively engaged in the process, and they participated in 

reading and commenting on the analysis of the findings. In general, I tried to maintain a respectful 

relationship with research participants and sought to be available to respond to their further inquiries 
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about the research. While the comments of the participants on the analysis of the data were in general 

positive, one Belgian descent participant said that I should be sensitive in representing the 

perspectives of ethnic majority students and acknowledge their fears and anxieties about building 

intergroup contact. These reflections from research participants urged me to carefully consider the 

analysis of the data and the implications of my research findings. 

Finally, being a researcher with integrity requires us to be honest and accurate in our 

representation of the data of our participants and acknowledging when we use someone else’s work. 

In reporting research results, I followed methodological tools to help me make rigorous data analysis 

and present it in a way that is faithful to the accounts of the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2013). I did 

my best to ensure that I did not use other’s ideas without referring to their names. Nonetheless, it is 

important to acknowledge that our subjective and theoretical positions inform our analysis as 

researchers. Research ethics are therefore strictly linked to a process of self-reflection that is rooted in 

research and goes beyond the practical matters. For instance, issues emerging in the relationship 

between the positionalities of the researcher and participants need to be considered because they 

might have implications on how the research process evolves. I explain this further in the next section. 

3.4.2 RESEARCHER REFLEXIVITY 

Reflexivity is defined as a researcher’s critical reflection on the research process as well as on his or 

her role as a researcher, which includes our multiple insider and outsider positions (Le Gallais, 2008). 

Sharing some group identity with our participants gives us insider status while we have outsider status 

when we do not share some group identity with our participants. There is ample discussion about how 

being an insider versus an outsider of the group we are studying can offer certain advantages or 

limitations. Nonetheless, sharp dichotomies between these two positions overlook the complexity of 

similarities and differences between a researcher and a participant (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Being a 

member of a group does not mean absolute sameness just as not being a group member does not 

suggest total difference. Still, having shared identities, characteristics, roles, and experiences might 

have implications on the interactions with our research participants. 

Neither an insider nor an outsider 
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As a Turkish Muslim woman born and raised in Turkey, I shared some group identity with research 

participants of Turkish descent. However, I was always aware that my insider status was partial, as I 

did not experience growing up as a bi-cultural or an ethnic minority person. I had moved to Belgium 

for studying after completing my bachelor program in Istanbul. In Belgium, I identified as an 

international student from Turkey as I lived in a student city and used English to interact with my 

friends. After living together with several students of Turkish descent during my master studies, I 

came to be aware of how shared language and cultural codes or references do not automatically imply 

a complete understanding of another.  

When I began the research process, I realised that I was usually seen as an insider by my 

research participants and was readily accepted. As noted by research, being an “insider” has offered 

many benefits since I felt that many of my Turkish descent participants trusted in me and were open 

to talking about their views and experiences (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). I sometimes shared their 

opinions and perspectives, and at other times did not, but I did not share their experiences of growing 

up in a country where I belonged to an ethnic minority group. While sharing a certain lack of social 

privileges with some of my participants, I had always been part of an ethnic majority group in Turkey 

and did not have any experience of othering and discrimination based on my ethnic background. Still, 

most of my participants were willing to share their experiences and I tried to be extra sensitive, 

cautious, and empathetic as I listened to their stories of being excluded. My open attitude and ethnic 

background might have helped students to share their views without fearing that they will be judged 

about it as I could also experience discrimination in Belgium as a Turkish Muslim woman. 

Despite the benefits afforded by my shared ethnic background with Turkish Belgian students, 

I was aware that being an insider can also involve certain risks. For instance, some research 

participants did not describe their experiences or views in detail based on their assumptions of having 

a shared understanding with me. I tried to deal with this by encouraging them to explain their 

perspectives fully and trying to remain aware of the potential impact that my insider status may have 

on the interviews (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Nonetheless, due to certain shared experiences and views 

with my participants, it is possible that I did not always delve deeper into their perspectives. However, 

since I did not have complete insider status due to being born and raised in Turkey, I also enjoyed the 

perspective of an outsider. Therefore, they mostly explained their experiences and thoughts in detail. 

Moreover, as I was not involved in networks of people with a migration background, Turkish origin 

participants seemed to trust me since they knew I was not familiar with those networks and would not 

gossip about them. Thus, my partial insider status proved to be useful in building a connection with 

Turkish Belgian students.  
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There were, however, cases in which I was seen as an outsider by my Turkish Belgian 

participants not because I am not of Belgian descent, but because of my visible religious identity as a 

Muslim. I tried to recruit Turkish descent students with different views and lifestyles to discover the 

diversity of the patterns in their acculturation experiences. In one case, the participant openly said he 

did not expect me to be “that open-minded” and in several other cases, I felt that the participants tried 

to give a positive image of themselves by foregrounding their religious identities. In particular, one 

participant hesitated a while before revealing his sexual orientation. He admitted later that he had 

feared being judged about it.  

A few Turkish origin participants also expressed a certain degree of reticence at discussing 

socio-political issues in Turkey and expressing their political opinions as they assumed I would have a 

pro-government attitude, given my visible religious identity. Turkey has been ruled by a conservative 

political party since almost two decades and the political polarisation in the country was slowly 

growing when this research was conducted. I tried to avoid expressing my evaluation of their political 

views and maintain an open attitude towards all opinions.  

Overall, these cases urged me to talk about myself in a warm and friendly manner so that I 

could put them at ease and establish rapport while helping them to see me in a non-stereotypical way. 

Such personal disclosures helped participants to feel safe. Also, reminding them of my position as a 

researcher who is interested in their views and experiences proved to be helpful. Thus, by adopting 

useful interactional skills, I think I managed to create a space in which the research participants felt 

that it was safe to share their views and experiences.  

Being an outsider 

During interviews with Belgian descent students, it was clear that I did not share any ethnic or 

linguistic background with them. I was a foreigner, an international student from Turkey, a Muslim 

woman researcher who tried to understand their experiences with ethnic minorities in Belgium. This 

time, building trust and acceptance was not as easy as it was with Turkish Belgian students. I 

regularly reflected on ways of building rapport with Belgian descent participants and examined my 

own biases and preconceptions to decrease their influence on the research process. Eventually, I 

decided to share more about my personal life and experiences to help my participants have an 

individual perception of me. This proved to be very useful. I also foregrounded certain commonalities 

such as my age, gender, studentship, family background, and shared interests to create some common 

ground. More specifically, my newcomer status as an international student seemed to create an 
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advantage in connecting with Belgian descent students. Knowing that I don’t belong to the Turkish 

ethnic minority community in Belgium, they might have been more open to sharing their views and 

experiences on issues regarding intergroup contact and integration. 

Nonetheless, building rapport with some participants was challenging. In such cases, I 

maintained a genuine and warm interactional attitude to ease them into the interview process. I 

believe I managed to encourage many students to share their personal views and experiences despite 

being seen as a total outsider. I could also relate to their experiences or perceptions to a certain extent 

as I was at the time a member of an ethnic majority group in Turkey, where ethnic and religious 

minorities were marginalised. I reflected on my own attitudes and perceptions on these issues in 

Turkey to understand and make sense of their viewpoints. Still, my identity as a visible Turkish 

Muslim female researcher might have affected the responses of Belgian descent students and urge 

them to give socially desirable or avoidant responses to specific questions. However, as the findings 

indicate, I think many of them were able to share their views on politically sensitive issues with me. 

At times, I felt that it was necessary to position myself as a researcher who is only interested in their 

personal views and experiences to encourage them to share their opinions. I did not want to construct 

a hierarchical relationship between the participants and myself by highlighting my role as a 

researcher, but it seemed to assure some of the participants that they did not have to worry about 

being judged or criticised for their opinions. 

 To sum up, one does not have to be an insider in the group being studied to represent their 

experiences accurately but should have an honest and open attitude by showing deep engagement and 

interest in the experiences of participants (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Nonetheless, it can be important 

to reflect on the possible implications of how our multiple positions as insiders and outsiders might 

affect the development of the research process. Additionally, these positions are not always fixed and 

may change at various stages of the research, affecting the development of our personal and research 

selves in unique directions (Reinharz, 2010). As an international student/researcher, I was, in many 

ways, an outsider of the groups and the context I was studying during the data collection phase. 

During most of the analysis and the writing stage, I came to acquire a new social identity as a 

recognised refugee in Belgium. This has affected my personal and professional engagement in issues 

of integration, contact, cultural diversity, and exclusion in unique ways as I became personally 

exposed to questions and experiences which were previously foreign to me.  

Learning the Dutch language, beginning to live and work in Flanders, and improving my 

knowledge of references that relate to Belgian/Flemish culture and language has also significantly 

improved my understanding of the public and political discourses on acculturation. The transition in 

my social identity and life might have contributed to a deeper awareness of how various forms of 
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discrimination and exclusion impact ethnic minority individuals, urging me to seek an approach that 

represents the experiences of Turkish Belgian students more accurately. At the same time, my views 

on integration and experiences of discrimination might have affected how I interpreted the data. Still, 

I tried to ensure that the analysis of the findings is not clouded by my experiences and opinions by 

maintaining my awareness to separate them from those of the participants. Hence, the theoretical 

perspective through which we relate to the research we are conducting is prone to be affected by our 

shifting positions, experiences, and identities throughout the research process even though they do not 

necessarily determine our capacity to represent the experiences of our participants accurately and 

faithfully.   
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ABSTRACT 

 

While substantial attention has been given to the integration processes of ethnic minority groups 

across Western Europe, few studies have focused on how students in higher education engage with 

and make sense of these processes. We conducted qualitative semi-structured interviews with 25 

female university students of Turkish and Belgian descent to shed light on students’ acculturation 

meanings. Our analyses show that both student groups reiterate the mainstream interpretation of 

integration as an adaptation process targeting immigrants and their descendants. Although both 

Turkish and Belgian origin students agree that learning the national language and having contact with 

members of the ethnic majority group is essential to integration, their views differ particularly as they 

relate to the dimension of cultural maintenance. We discuss the role of higher education context in 

reproducing such exclusionary mainstream integration discourses and delve further into the 

implications of gender in shaping students’ acculturation meanings and experiences. The suggestions 

for research and practice are detailed. 

4.1  INTRODUCTION 

In Belgium, as in many European countries, integration has become an umbrella term referring to 

how immigrants and their (grand) children acculturate or adapt to mainstream society. Regardless of 

whether people are born in Belgium or have Belgian nationality, integration processes mainly address 

those perceived as the “ethnic other,” and expect them to acculturate into the dominant values and 

norms (McPherson, 2010). Nonetheless, studies have highlighted the diversity of views on the 

meaning of the term integration itself (Ager & Strang, 2008; Horner, 2009; Rane & Hersi, 2012). This 

variation has been shown to depend on the specific national context and ethnic minority/majority 
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position in society (Anjum et al., 2018; Van Praag et al., 2016; Celeste et al., 2014). Moreover, 

acculturation expectations, experiences, and perspectives vary across gender, religious group, migrant 

background, and ethnicity (Güngör & Bornstein, 2013; Güngör et al., 2013). For instance, 

acculturation experiences of ethnic minority women who identify as Muslim are likely to differ from 

Muslim men, based on various factors including the attitudes and expectations of dominant society 

(Akkerman & Hagelund, 2007). Research shows that gender can influence the acculturation processes 

of girls who are often exposed to the differential norms and expectations in wider society than boys 

(Güngör & Bornstein, 2013). Such mainstream integration discourses and experiences that relate to 

gender can have implications on how female students in a higher education context understand and 

make sense of acculturation processes. Furthermore, this focus can offer unique insights into the role 

of the university setting and practices in shaping students’ acculturation experiences. 

4.1.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The concept of integration is used in a distinctive way in acculturation research to focus on the 

psychological and cultural outcomes of the interaction between two cultures. The model of 

acculturation strategies proposed by Berry (1997) is among the most widely cited in cross-cultural 

psychology (Celeste et al., 2014; Kunst & Sam, 2013; Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011). Berry’s 

(2001) acculturation model investigates the degree to which individuals opt for cultural maintenance 

and intercultural contact when engaging with cultural others. Cultural maintenance refers to the 

strength of interest in maintaining one’s own cultural heritage, while intercultural contact refers to the 

level of engagement with people from other cultural groups in society. 

The combination of these two acculturation dimensions results in a typology of four different 

acculturation strategies for ethno-cultural minority groups—namely, integration, assimilation, 

separation, and marginalisation (Berry & Sam, 1997). We are especially interested in the integration 

strategy, as it is widely used in popular and everyday discourses. This strategy foregrounds a 

preference to both maintain ethnic ties and develop contact with members of the ethnic outgroup. 

Assimilation strategies reflect a preference to engage with the dominant community and adapting 

closely to that culture. When individuals or groups are not interested in contact with the ethnic 

majority and immerse themselves in their own ethnic culture, they are said to be pursuing a separation 

strategy. Finally, people adopting a marginalisation strategy display no interest in either culture. 

The acculturation theory developed by Berry and colleagues has certain limitations. First, the 

models proposed simplify a complicated and dynamic process into a linear and unidimensional one 
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(Weinreich, 2009). Recent findings show that terms such as cultural adaptation and cultural 

maintenance do not represent a stable or fixed condition for migrants but instead are terms people use 

to describe certain aspects of their lives in particular intergroup contexts (Anjum et al., 2018). 

Therefore, rather than rationally choosing one, fixed acculturation strategy over another, individuals 

engage dynamically, confronting and making sense of new meanings as and when they are exposed to 

them (Waldram, 2009). Second, the model proposed by Berry and Sam (1997) does not incorporate 

contextual factors and neglects the fact that broader structural factors and context influence 

individuals’ acculturative experiences through prevailing ideologies, discourses, and beliefs (Bhatia & 

Ram, 2004; Kunst & Sam, 2013). Accordingly, acculturation processes involve continuous 

negotiations within socio-political contexts characterised by asymmetrical power relations between 

social groups (Bhatia & Ram, 2009), and dynamics of exclusion and discrimination (Cicognani et al., 

2018). Third, the models proposed accord sole responsibility for acculturation to immigrants—the 

role of ethnic majority groups remains understated and untheorised (Bowskill et al., 2007). 

The present study addresses these limitations by surveying the experiences and views of both 

ethnic minority and majority members concerning integration in Flanders (the northern part of 

Belgium). Qualitative methods are used to throw light on the various ways female students engage 

with and develop attitudes towards integration, and to relate them to contextual and situational factors. 

We opted for a particular research setting—namely the university—since it is perceived as the ideal 

way to integrate into society and can be seen as a motor for upward social mobility. After succeeding 

secondary education, ethnic minority university students have an assumed integrated status and are 

considered to be exempt from societal demands to integrate. Still, a higher education setting where 

ethnic minority students are under-represented and the norms and values of ethnic majority students 

shape campus culture and practices might have unique implications on students’ acculturation 

meanings and processes. 

4.1.2  STUDY SETTING 

Belgium is an interesting setting for this study since the ethnic minority integration figures heavily in 

both popular discourses and daily conversations. Belgium became an immigrant country fairly 

recently, with large-scale mass migration commencing in the late-twentieth-century. Over the years, 

integration policies have shifted from a focus on immigrants’ socio-economic participation twinned 

with multicultural/multilingual policies towards a more assimilationist approach (Phalet & 

Swyngedouw, 2003; Phalet et al., 2007). This is attributed to distinct factors in Flemish history, 
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including the region’s long struggle for cultural and linguistic rights and autonomy (Adam & 

Martiniello, 2013; Jacobs, 2004). French was the dominant language in schools and public 

administration following Belgium’s independence in 1831, and the Flemish fought for language rights 

for a century afterwards. Dutch became the language of education, the legal system, and public 

administration in Flanders in the 1930s. 

A process led by the Flemish nationalist party in the 1960s led to the precise delineation of 

French- and Dutch-speaking territories in Belgium (Van Velthoven, 2011). A paradox arises, wherein 

this history buttresses protection of minority cultural identity and is used as an argument against 

minorities’ cultures and languages, which are perceived as threatening Flemish culture (Loobuyck & 

Jacobs, 2009). For instance, not only are new immigrants required to take integration courses—to 

acquire Dutch language skills and absorb the norms and values of the region—but also the second and 

third generations are expected to have socio-cultural knowledge and excel in speaking Dutch. This 

dogma of homogeneism (Blommaert & Verschueren, 1992) is further revived with the increasing 

presence of far-right parties arguing for the protection of a culturally and linguistically homogeneous 

nation-state in Flanders (Agirdag, 2010; Pulinx & Van Avermaet, 2015). These culturally 

assimilationist discourses are also reflected in education policies and school practices in Flanders, 

where the use of languages other than Dutch is prohibited anywhere within the gates of Flemish 

schools (Agirdag, 2010). By favouring ethnic majority middle-class culture and regulating or 

punishing the expression of ethnic minority cultures, schools tend to construct ethnic minorities as 

inherently inferior and deficient (Agirdag, 2010; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016). Overall, the integration 

narrative appears to normalise the discriminatory attitudes in society and its institutions under the 

disguise of so-called legitimate integration demands (Araújo, 2016). 

Ethnic minorities are still disproportionally under-represented in Flemish universities and 

prestigious educational careers and have lower educational attainment levels compared to their peers 

of Belgian descent (Fleischmann et al., 2011; Van Praag et al., 2019). Against this backdrop, we focus 

on female students of Turkish descent as they are part of a major ethnic minority group in Belgium. 

They grew up in Belgium, have Belgian nationality and are proficient in Dutch but are still perceived 

as “not from Belgium” and of a different cultural community. These students are not representative of 

the larger Turkish ethnic minority community due to their higher level of education. Hence, they are 

likely to experience acculturation processes and expectations that differ somewhat from those 

confronting the larger Turkish immigrant community. In addition to the higher level of education, 

gender can also expose female students to differential acculturation experiences and shape how they 

make sense of and engage with acculturation strategies (Güngör & Bornstein, 2013) 
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4.2  PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 

The research sample included 11 Belgian descent and 14 Turkish descent full-time female students 

enrolled at a university in Flanders. All but one Turkish descent female student identified as Muslim. 

Respondents were aged between 18 and 25 years. All participants were given information about the 

aim of the research and were assured their data would be kept confidential. Pseudonyms were chosen 

to ensure students’ anonymity. The lead researcher conducted the interviews between January 2014 

and November 2015. The average interview lasted between 120 and 180 min. The interviews were 

transcribed ad verbatim. Students were initially asked open questions about their experiences in 

university and their views and experiences on integration have emerged as one of the dominant 

themes shaping the overall views and attitudes of ethnic minority students. 

The initial point of access to ethnic minority participants was via a Turkish student 

association on campus. Using the snowball method initially facilitated reaching out to students from 

different study disciplines. To diversify our sample, we reached out and selected students who did not 

join in events organised by either the association or student clubs. Also, an online questionnaire was 

sent to student email accounts from a list provided by the diversity office of the university. We 

contacted students who responded to the questionnaire and agreed to participate in an interview. As a 

final recruiting strategy, we contacted student clubs of different study disciplines to recruit students of 

Belgian descent. We accessed only a few students via Flemish student clubs. 

A thematic analysis was used to analyse the data (Braun & Clark, 2006). We followed several 

steps during the data analysis. First, we identified themes recursively, focusing on repeated meanings 

and ideas to decipher and examine the different patterns in the perceptions and experiences of 

students. The computer software NVivo was used to develop categories systematically and delineate 

meanings within the data—namely, concerning integration among ethnic minority and majority 

students. Secondly, we categorised the recurring themes separately for each group of students. 

Finally, the results were divided into three main themes, the first two describing and interpreting the 

ways students engage with and define integration processes and the third exploring the role of higher 

education context in shaping students’ acculturation experiences. 

4.3  RESULTS 
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4.3.1  INTEGRATION AS FINDING “THE RIGHT BALANCE”: ETHNIC MINORITY 

ATTITUDES TO INTEGRATION 

Most of the ethnic minority female students interpreted integration as achieving the right balance 

between assimilation and separation, in line with Berry’s (1997) typology. For these students, the 

assimilation strategy implies selling out the values and practices of one’s own ethnic group, in favour 

of the ethnic majority culture and becoming totally acculturated into Belgian customs and norms. This 

was not only unfavourable but also would disappoint members of their ethnic ingroup. Conversely, 

separation strategy meant being only engaged in one’s own ethnic culture and not participating in 

mainstream culture. This would also hinder participation in society and upward social mobility. 

Students were aware of the preferences of their ethnic minority community and the dominant larger 

society. This is, for instance, demonstrated by Ece, who shared her perspectives on integration by 

framing them in light of the dominant expectations to integrate: 

Some Turks exaggerate and become like them [i.e., Belgian descent people], others 

exaggerate their Turkishness. You have to be integrated to belong to this society and to live 

here peacefully. Speak the language and communicate if you want to continue living here. 

You live here and benefit from everything, [including] money from the state. Closing yourself 

off is an indication of ingratitude…You must approach them [i.e., Belgian descent people] 

correctly, talk to them appropriately. [But] you don’t have to lose your culture. When it is 

Christmas time, for instance, we put up a little tree in my nephews’ rooms. (Ece, Engineering, 

Turkish origin). 

This quote demonstrates Ece’s adoption of a balanced acculturation strategy, situated between the 

separation and assimilation strategies. Framing achievement of integration as a condition to belong in 

Belgium, she held ethnic minorities responsible for the quality and success of interactions with 

majority members and cultural learning. This echoes the hegemonic discourses that place the onus of 

acculturation on the shoulders of individuals with a migration background (Clycq & Levrau, 2017; 

Van de Pol et al., 2018). Still, Ece noted that participating in mainstream culture did not imply 

quitting ties with ethnic values and norms even though cultural maintenance is often considered a 

barrier to intergroup contact and adoption of dominant culture in Flanders (Van Acker & 

Vanbeselaere, 2011; Van Praag et al., 2016).   

Although most ethnic minority students emphasised striking a fine balance in pursuing the 

goal of integration, the concept of integration was interpreted in various ways. Apart from the impact 
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of dominant integration discourses, ethnic norms and relations also seem to shape students’ 

acculturation meanings. Several female Turkish descent students were labelled as “Belgified” by their 

ethnic ingroup peers. However, the students so labelled did not necessarily categorise themselves in 

this way. They were perceived by their ethnic peers as assimilated when they conformed to the 

(perceived) expectations of the majority community (Van Kerckem, Van de Putte & Stevens, 2014). 

One of these students, Reyhan (Engineering, Turkish origin) contested the label of “Belgified” by 

noting that she had not cut any ties with her ethnic roots. Still, she was aware that having 

predominantly Belgian friends was perceived as assimilation by her Turkish descent peers: 

They call me “verbelgt” [Belgified]. It used to bother me. I don’t know why they are calling 

me that, as if I am no longer in touch with Turkey. It is probably because I have Belgian 

friends and get good grades at school. 

While Reyhan maintained her ethnic ties, certain practices in her ethnic community were interpreted 

as part of an assimilation strategy. In order to avoid such labels, Reyhan carefully chose her social 

circle at university and sought more inclusive peer groups. She noted: “My close friends are open-

minded. I could not be close to people who are not open to different ideas.” Similar attitudes towards 

friendships were observed among students who experienced pressure from same-ethnic peers 

regarding their friendship preferences (see Chapter 7).  

Despite various understandings of the term integration, which appear to be shaped by the 

expectations from mainstream society members as well as ethnic in-group members, the findings 

suggest that integration implies for students the right to preserve their lifestyle and cultural norms in 

exchange for learning Dutch and interacting with ethnic majority groups. Accordingly, they assumed 

acculturation as a process of give and take and attempted to combine various strategies to participate 

in mainstream culture while continuing their ethnic ties (Snauwaert et al., 2003). For most of these 

students, language acquisition was not a significant issue anymore, as they had been living their entire 

lives in Belgium and succeeded Flemish (i.e., Dutch-speaking) education. Nevertheless, due to the 

considerable emphasis on language by mainstream society, fluency in Dutch was mentioned as one of 

the quintessential requirements for integration by ethnic minority students and remained to 

characterise interpersonal interactions on the university campus. Several students noted that the 

attitudes of ethnic majority people towards them were dependant on their level of Dutch fluency, as 

pointed out by Elif (Psychology, Turkish origin): 
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When Flemish people ask a question to you and you answer in correct Dutch, they behave 

more positively towards you. Language is the integration criterion for them. Once someone 

said to me: “It is important that you speak the same language [i.e., Dutch] as us.” 

This suggests that acculturation strategies of ethnic minorities are controlled and shaped by 

approving/ disapproving remarks and attitudes of ethnic majorities, confirming previous research on 

the impact of ethnic majority expectations on the acculturation of immigrants and their descendants 

(Bourhis et al., 1997; Navas et al., 2005; Piontkowski et al., 2000; 2002). 

Interestingly, the mainstream integration discourses underlying the importance of speaking 

correct Dutch were also reproduced on the university campus and in classes during interactions with 

peers and professors. For instance, Ezgi’s quote illustrates that she was otherised by a professor at the 

university due to a small language mistake during an exam: 

I sometimes find it difficult with de and het [the articles in Dutch]. I made a mistake once 

during an oral exam. The professor corrected me and said: “Were you not born here? You are 

supposed to know this.” She flung it up in my face that I was different. Flemish people also 

make such mistakes. And I am also not very good at it [i.e., Dutch grammar] …For instance, 

during group work, they make a lot of language mistakes. I sometimes feel a lack of self-

confidence while talking, and so on. Since you pay attention to avoiding mistakes, you get 

even more nervous. (Ezgi, Engineering, Turkish origin) 

Ezgi’s extract shows that “failing” to demonstrate proficiency in the Dutch language immediately 

jeopardises the sense of belonging of ethnic minorities even though language mistakes of majority 

students do not seem to raise questions about their belonging or integration. 

Apart from the strong emphasis put on Dutch language acquisition, religious practices and 

beliefs were front and centre in integration debates and perceived as crucial markers of integration. 

Students were aware of the public discussions on the perceived challenges of integration for Muslim 

minorities (Anjum et al., 2018). Accordingly, they interpret integration in a way that does not require 

cultural/ religious assimilation but adaptation through engaging in contact with ethnic majorities:   

When there is no contact, there is no integration. If you do not have contact with them [i.e., 

Belgian descent people], you are totally immersed in your own life, thoughts and habits, with 

your own community, in your own cage. That is not integration to me. Integration is not 

relinquishing your own culture, nor eating and drinking what they eat and drink or doing 

exactly what they do. To me, integration is to remain within the boundaries of your own 
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culture but to be in contact with other people. (…) As a Muslim, I can’t join in their night-

time parties, but I can do something else with my Flemish friends. That is integration for me. 

(Elif, Psychology, Turkish origin) 

Contesting the mainstream integration discourses which push for cultural assimilation, Elif underlined 

her efforts to maintain her relationship with her Belgian descent friends. She seemed aware that the 

mainstream community readily interprets the limited interethnic contact of ethnic minorities as a lack 

of integration (Reijerse et al., 2013; Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011).  

As interethnic contact can be broadly defined and interpreted, students of Turkish descent 

often made a distinction between interacting with people of Belgian descent and having only or 

predominantly Belgian origin friends. According to some participants, the former is a marker of 

integration while the latter is assimilation into the Belgian culture. Many ethnic minority students 

spend most of their time with same-ethnic peers on the university campus but do not avoid 

interactions or occasional activities with Belgian descent students (see Chapter 7). For instance, 

Canan (Medicine, Turkish descent) sought her same-ethnic peers to share her emotions while she did 

other activities with Belgian descent friends: “I can share my most intimate feelings with my Turkish 

friends at the university. Yet, my Belgian friends are very understanding too.… We do sports together 

or watch movies.”  

As such, integration was used to denote a good balance between the two ethnic groups. For 

many ethnic minority students, this means “not exaggerating” participation in mainstream culture but 

also engaging in contact with people of Belgian descent. Thus, the findings suggest that ethnic 

minority students were also wary and conscious about the level of contact they have with their ethnic 

majority peers and adapt to their cultural values and participate in joint activities. This aspect of 

keeping “the right balance” is often understudied in acculturation research, especially when focusing 

on integration. 

Regarding the implications of gender on students’ meanings of integration, many female 

students of Turkish descent noted that they perceived challenges in observing certain religious rituals 

such as daily prayers, fasting, and wearing of the headscarf, which is particularly salient for women. 

For example, Nil (Bachelor, Psychology) reported: 

I guess I would confront more snubs if I were wearing a headscarf.…When I don’t wear it, it 

is much easier. They [Belgian descent people] find it [the headscarf] threatening. I would like 

to wear it all the time, but I don’t have the courage. 
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The fear of being stigmatised as “threatening” is associated with the overall negative attitudes towards 

the headscarf which is widely perceived as symbolising the subordination of Muslim women (Bracke 

& Fadil, 2011). Nonetheless, many Turkish Belgian students seem to perceive it as a way of 

expressing their religious identities, in line with ethnographic research on Muslim women (Shirazi & 

Mishra, 2010). While there is a headscarf ban in almost all schools in Belgium and teachers’ attitudes 

towards the religiosity of Muslim students remain largely negative (Agirdag et al., 2012), the 

university applied no ban on wearing a headscarf on campus and in classes. Nevertheless, many 

students choose to refrain from wearing it to avoid negative attention. As such, the expectations for 

cultural assimilation seem to target Muslim women wishing to express their religious identities by 

wearing a headscarf.  

The second implication of gender in shaping Turkish descent female students’ acculturation 

meanings and processes relates to the intersection of ethnic and gendered stereotypes at university. 

The presence of Turkish descent students at the university was often perceived to be “surprising” by 

their Belgian descent peers, which is possibly due to the low number of Turkish origin students in 

higher education (see Chapter 5). For example, Burcu (Medicine, Turkish descent) stressed how her 

presence and success at the university confused her Belgian descent peers: “They sometimes say 

things that hurt you, but they are not even aware of it… When I started medical sciences, they thought 

I was Greek. Yeah, because Turks couldn’t possibly have any education.” 

For some female students in engineering, a typically “male-dominated” faculty, their 

studentship status was considered even more “atypical.” Students remarked that they were seen 

different because of being “a girl, a Turk, and an engineer.” The intersection of gender stereotypes 

about study fields and ethnic stereotypes about Turkish origin people appear to make ethnic minority 

female students in engineering particularly vulnerable to marginalisation and othering. Overall, these 

experiences based on their distinct religious and ethnic identities and gender could have significant 

implications on the socio-academic adaptation and belonging of Turkish Belgian female students in 

higher education. 

4.3.2  INTEGRATION AS “LEARNING BELGIAN WAYS”: ETHNIC MAJORITY 

ATTITUDES TO INTEGRATION 

Students of Belgian descent interpreted integration as a process where ethnic minority groups adapt to 

Belgian society. They designated having contact with people of Belgian descent, being proficient in 

the Dutch language, and demonstrating knowledge of mainstream cultural values as important 
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markers of integration in Belgian society. Additionally, they noted that having Belgian descent friends 

would help ethnic minority people to participate in mainstream society and learn about Belgian 

cultural values. Most ethnic majority students did not question their role in interethnic interactions 

and expected “those in need of integration” to approach them, as exemplified in the extract by Ann 

(Medicine, Belgian descent): “Spending your spare time with Belgians is helpful for integration. Not 

that they have to have Belgian friends to be integrated [but it helps]. Language is also pretty 

important.” 

A few Belgian descent students thought that ethnic minority students at the university were 

better integrated than the first generations because they were more proficient in Dutch, they had a 

higher potential to have friends of Belgian descent, and to be relatively more exposed to the 

mainstream culture. Nearly all ethnic majority students, such as Evy, underlined the role of Dutch 

(i.e., the language of instruction at university) as the most salient marker of integration for ethnic 

minorities in order to integrate into Belgian society: 

[Speaking] the language is very important. At home, you can speak whatever you like, but 

you should learn [the Dutch] language at least. I can’t tell them what to wear, or not to 

celebrate this or that, and so on [but Dutch is a requirement]. (Evy, Law, Belgian descent) 

While Evy did not want to interfere with others’ personal preferences—such as dress or 

appearance— she underlined that it was legitimate to expect ethnic minorities to learn Dutch. The 

findings suggest that speaking Dutch in public is a condition to earn the right to be accepted into 

mainstream society. The accounts of students reveal that the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of 

ethnic minorities were not seen as integral to Belgian/Flemish identity, mirroring the hegemonic 

integration narratives that are used to reinstate the individuals with a migration background as not 

belonging to Europe (Araújo, 2016; Moffitt et al., 2018a; Schinkel, 2017). 

Even though ethnic majority students referred to the right of ethnic minority students to retain 

affiliation with the culture of origin, they emphasised that ethnic minority groups need to learn about 

mainstream cultural values. They further noted that integration was all about demonstrating an interest 

in and understanding the mainstream norms, which also included Western European languages, such 

as French and English. Such demands were illustrated by the quotes of Linda and Rose: 

Someone who is integrated means…when you stay in your own culture, it does not work…it 

is important to know how the other culture works…when they [ethnic minorities] don’t try to 

understand the mainstream culture, they are not integrated. (Linda, Social Sciences, Belgian 

descent) 
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Integration is about speaking one of the national languages—French, Flemish, or English. 

Knowing how our country works, our habits, why we do something, our holy days. It would 

be weird to ask them to celebrate it [a holy day], but [they should] know why we are 

celebrating. (Rose, Arts, Belgian descent) 

As demonstrated by Linda and Rose’s accounts, acculturation narratives of ethnic majority students 

are based on getting out of one’s own cultural zone and trying to understand the mainstream culture, 

the successful completion of which is someone of non-Belgian descent “becoming a Belgian.”  

 The views of ethnic majority students on integration clearly reflect the unequal power 

relations that shape acculturation discourses and expectations, which draw and maintain symbolic 

boundaries among ethnic minority and majority groups. While ethnic minorities were expected to 

establish contact with ethnic majority groups, speak Dutch, and have values in line with those of 

mainstream society, the responsibilities of the ethnic majority groups were not specified or, indeed, 

subjected to interrogation in the first place. With some exceptions, most of the students of Belgian 

descent claimed that ethnic minority groups are responsible for achieving integration and minimised 

or ignored their own part in it (Bowskill et al., 2007): 

Lucie: If they know the language, this is a very good sign of integration. Respect is the most 

important thing. They don’t have to neglect their culture. I would prefer to have something of 

my own in another country, but with respect for the context. Not that they should celebrate 

Christmas, but they should try to understand why we do that. 

Interviewer: Do you think it is also important for you to understand the culture of ethnic 

minority groups? 

Lucie: We also have to try to understand their festivities, but there are laws, and you have to 

abide by them. You can’t change the norms for some people. Only when there are large 

groups of people, the effort to understand is important. (Lucie, Arts, Belgian descent) 

Lucie related the efforts to understand the values of ethnic minority groups to the relative size of these 

groups. Furthermore, she immediately referred to the fact that if she engaged with other cultures, this 

would automatically imply changing of the mainstream norms (Adam & Martiniello, 2013). Rose 

(Arts, Belgian descent) also responded to a similar question inquiring whether she, too, should know 

about the cultural norms of ethnic minority groups saying that she would not want to see Belgian 

culture disappearing: 
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This [adjusting to ethnic minority culture] is the most difficult part—we are not used to how 

they do things. When I am in their neighbourhoods, I feel like I am the outsider. They know I 

am not part of their community, and they look at me. It is not a positive feeling that I have. 

Sometimes I am scared there will not be a Belgian culture anymore, and it will be all mixed, 

and no one will know what our culture was. 

Many of these references to changing of norms often cite religious rituals, such as the slaughtering of 

animals during one of the Islamic feasts, consumption of halal food, and wearing religious 

headscarves. Several students argued that religious visibility and cultural maintenance could be an 

obstacle to the integration of Muslim women as it can hinder interethnic contact (see Chapter 6). For 

instance, Francis (Engineering, Belgian descent) noted: “People see you [as] more pious and 

conservative if you wear a headscarf… Some people will not approach [you], thinking that you 

belong to your own group and won’t talk to them.” These findings imply that the failure of contact 

and integration is the outcome of maintaining ethnic traditions and norms that are not compatible with 

mainstream values (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011). This suggests that, in addition to experiencing 

asymmetrical pressure to acculturate in mainstream society, ethnic minority individuals are also 

expected to relinquish their ethnic norms and values which are perceived to pose a barrier to their 

acculturation.  

4.3.3  THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITY CONTEXT IN SHAPING STUDENTS’ 

ACCULTURATION ATTITUDES 

The views of ethnic minority students on integration suggest that the expectations fall on them to find 

“the perfect balance” between both cultures, in distinct life domains. Interestingly, they had to search 

again for a new balance between the expectations of these cultures and their expectations when 

arriving in the new university setting. Before university, almost all the Turkish descent students lived 

close to a larger Turkish immigrant community. Despite the presence of many co-ethnics at home, 

they had been surrounded by Belgian descent students at school. This was especially the case as they 

were enrolled in academic tracks in secondary education with a large proportion of ethnic majority 

students (Van Praag et al., 2019). Yet, in the university, they had more opportunities to meet co-

ethnics on the university campus, and at the same time, found themselves further away from their 

ethnic community networks. Many Turkish descent students mentioned the advantages of having 

access to like-minded, ingroup peers on the university campus in helping them feel at home 
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(Maramba & Museus, 2013; Museus & Maramba, 2010). For instance, Mine (Social Work, Turkish 

origin) underlined the benefits of meeting same-ethnic peers at a Turkish student organisation on 

campus: “I enjoy activities with Turkish friends. The purpose of this organisation is to keep Turks 

together. You feel more at home in Leuven [thanks to it].”  

A crucial contextual factor arises here—many ethnic minority students mentioned 

experiencing less discrimination at university compared to secondary education (see Chapter 5). One 

of these students, Ali (Arts, Turkish origin) mentioned this: “I did not experience any racism here [at 

the university] and I was really surprised. It is because there are lots of different people here and you 

are here to study at the university.” In this way, the university was perceived as a more inclusive 

environment for them. This does not imply that students feel free to fully express their religious/ethnic 

identity or that they experienced no othering. A couple of students referred to discrimination at the 

hands of professors, especially regarding the evaluation of their exams and their Dutch language 

skills. The belonging of ethnic minority students at the university was further thrown into question 

when they were exposed to ethnic stereotypes and microaggressions during interactions with ethnic 

majority peers, which they described as exhausting (Yosso et al., 2009). A few female students, for 

instance, mentioned that their Belgian descent peers often asked them whether their parents had 

forced them to cover their hair. These remarks and questions based on their visible religious/cultural 

differences urged several students to adapt their outlooks by, for instance, avoiding wearing a 

headscarf in certain settings or taking on the task of educating their ethnic majority peers about their 

values. 

The implications of the university setting for the integration attitudes of ethnic majority 

students can be considered in terms of opportunities to establish intergroup contact with ethnic 

minority groups. Although more than half of the ethnic majority students had classmates from 

different ethnic origins, they reported perceiving barriers to approach them and therefore could not 

develop deeper relationships (see Chapter 6). This was mentioned by Evy (Law, Belgian descent), 

who reflected on the challenges of interacting with her Muslim peers: “How do we do the right 

thing—what do we say and not say? And how to approach and act? You don’t know [and] you don’t 

want to offend people.” 

There were, however, a few ethnic majority students who had ethnic minority friends during 

their secondary school years. The integration perspectives of these students included more reflections 

on the mutual responsibility to contact and have empathy with outgroup members, as in the case of 

Mia (Law, Belgian descent): 
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We don’t know or think [much] about these issues [i.e., integration]. We feel that they don’t 

want to be a part of the country. Extra effort is needed on both sides. [But] we tend to assume 

we don’t need to go and talk to them. 

Mia herself questioned the one-sidedness of integration processes and thought that if ethnic minorities 

are to be integrated in Belgium successfully, both sides need to make an effort. Students like Mia also 

emphasised the significance to understand the rationale behind the religious and cultural rituals of 

ethnic minorities. This suggests that ideas of ethnic majority students concerning the meanings of 

integration are often a function of intergroup experiences and depend partly on the quality of previous 

interethnic contact (Hässler et al., 2018). 

Interestingly, the university setting—with its standing as a potential site of open discussion, 

intercultural interaction, and upward social mobility for ethnic minorities—does not necessarily 

facilitate a more critical engagement with these mainstream integration discourses. This could be 

based on a number of reasons. In addition to the underrepresentation of students from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds at university, the lack of spaces where students across ethnic groups can meet and 

interact could have negative implications on the acculturation views and experiences of students. For 

instance, the accounts of ethnic minority students underline that mainstream campus culture is mainly 

defined by ethnic majority norms and values. This is especially prominent during student activities on 

campus. Many Turkish descent female students told that they did not feel included in campus 

activities organised by Flemish students clubs and preferred to participate in activities of Turkish 

student organisation where they felt more welcome.  

Even though the presence of same-ethnic peers and an ethnic student organisation helped 

Turkish origin students to socially adapt at university (Grier-Reed, 2010; Solorzano et al., 2000; 

Yosso et al., 2009), ethnic majority students are deprived of opportunities to build meaningful 

interethnic relations. Moreover, a few ethnic minority and majority students noted that they missed 

courses which could help them enhance their diversity knowledge and develop intergroup awareness 

and understanding. One of the students who underlined this is Ezgi (Engineering, Turkish descent): 

“You know, I think it would be great if there was a course on immigration… If they [Belgian descent 

students] also attend these lectures, they will understand better why we are here.”  Such comments 

from students underline the need for more institutional attention on addressing the ways of promoting 

a more critical engagement with exclusivist mainstream discourses among students and providing 

equitable experiences to all students in an inclusive educational environment. 
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4.4  DISCUSSION 

The present study has sought to shed much-needed light on the integration views and experiences of 

ethnic majority and minority female university students. The views and attitudes of these students 

demonstrate that it is those with a migration background that bear the lion’s share of focus and 

attention in integration discourses (McPherson, 2010). While ethnic minority students wanted to 

embrace their cultural background (Navas et al., 2005; Nagel, 2009), they also felt a need to prove 

their integrated status by referring to their efforts of establishing contact or speaking fluent Dutch. At 

the same time, the views of Turkish Belgian students suggest that they expect ethnic majorities to 

accept them with their cultural backgrounds and values even though this expectation is not necessarily 

framed as a duty or responsibility as is the case with expectations of ethnic minorities. Nonetheless, 

few students mentioned the responsibilities of ethnic majority groups during the integration process, 

which suggests that dominant ethnic majority groups are not seen as subject to acculturation processes 

(Erdal & Oeppen, 2013; Horner, 2009; Rudmin, 2003; Strang & Ager, 2010). 

 Turkish Belgian students’ gender also has implications on their acculturation experiences. 

Based on incompatible constructions of Muslim identities with Western European ways of life, 

especially the visible religious practices, such as wearing a headscarf, made students target of ethnic 

majority expectations to “fit in” (Ehrkamp, 2006; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007; Van Acker & 

Vanbeselaere, 2011). While wearing a headscarf is problematised due to its supposed contradiction 

with gender equality, such perceptions fail to consider the own subjectivities of Muslim women and 

disregard their motivations for doing it (Akkerman & Hagelund, 2007; Shirazi & Mishra, 2010). 

Moreover, some Turkish descent female students in engineering faculty experienced othering based 

on gender stereotypes in education and ethnic stereotypes. Such experiences could expose students to 

anxieties about confirming these negative group stereotypes and affect their social and academic 

adaptation at university (i.e., stereotype threat, Beasley & Fischer, 2012). 

The accounts of ethnic majority students demonstrate that they are conscious of the prevailing 

negative stereotypes about ethnic minority groups and the differences in social and cultural practices. 

Moreover, ethnic majority students referred to perceived threats in the society about cultural change 

in Belgium. These fears of cultural change in the society can also explain their demands from ethnic 

minorities to adapt to the mainstream Belgian values (Adam & Martiniello, 2013; Van Acker & 

Vanbeselaere, 2011). For ethnic majority students, previous interethnic contact and the quality thereof 

mattered for their ideas concerning integration processes (Brown & Zagefka, 2011; Hässler et al., 

2018). This supports existing research that finds that having closer interethnic relationships influences 
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people’s intergroup attitudes (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), particularly those of ethnic majority 

members (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). 

The findings of the study suggest that, despite adopting a rhetoric of equality, and non-

discrimination, the higher education institutions seem to be based on an elitist system which values 

and serves West European descent students from middle-class backgrounds (Bhopal, 2017; Patton, 

2016). This is strongly reflected in the overrepresentation of students from West European 

backgrounds, as well as in curriculum design, campus policies, and practices (Harper, 2012; Ledesma 

& Calderon, 2015). Even though the university setting where this research was conducted seem to 

offer a more supportive setting for ethnic minority students than secondary education, the campus 

environment is not necessarily inclusive of students from diverse ethnic backgrounds. In addition to 

the lack of recognition of students’ distinct interests and cultural backgrounds, the discriminatory 

attitudes are reproduced on university campus and in classes by peers and professors. These exclusion 

experiences reinforce negative stereotypes which construct Turkish descent people as “foreigners,” 

who do not equally belong to Belgium (see Chapter 5). Overall, the findings of the study clearly show 

that societal context shapes acculturation meanings and processes of individuals (Berry, 2006; 

Bourhis et al., 1997), presenting major challenges for educational institutions to provide equitable 

experiences to all students in an inclusive educational environment. Promoting an exclusionary notion 

of acculturation, the hegemonic integration discourses bring the belonging of individuals with a 

migration background into question and restore unequal intergroup dynamics among students in 

higher education. In these discourses, the cultural background and differences of ethnic minorities are 

problematised and constructed as incompatible with the values of an imagined nation-state where 

intergroup differences must be eliminated to maintain a linguistically and culturally homogenous 

community (Agirdag, 2010; Blommaert, 2006; Schneider & Crul, 2010; Pulinx & Van Avermaet 

2015). Thus, integrationist discourse has become a rallying cry for cultural assimilation and 

homogeneity in line with mainstream values, bolstering the narratives of a dominant ethno-cultural 

group in Flanders. 

 

4.4.1  LIMITATIONS 

The study has several limitations that might guide future research. We have focused on a limited 

number of Turkish and Belgian descent female students who were enrolled in the same university. It 

would be interesting to compare these results with students from diverse ethnic backgrounds at other 
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universities to better grasp the importance of the institutional context. Second, future research could 

focus on exploring how the dynamics of power and privilege function for ethnic minority and 

majority groups in higher education contexts, by delving deeper into student experiences in classes 

and on university campuses. Finally, further research is needed to comprehend better the role of 

gender as we only focused on female students. 

4.4.2 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Some policy recommendations arise from these findings. First, to enable and support the acculturation 

processes of all students in higher education, an equitable and inclusive educational climate where 

one-sided mainstream integration discourses are not reproduced to the detriment of those who are 

under-represented is critical. Such discourses clearly otherise ethnic minority groups, throwing their 

identities as Belgians into question. Second, instead of valorising the ambiguous goal of integration 

for minorities, working on preventing structural discrimination and developing more systematic tools 

to provide and guarantee equal opportunities in education for all should be a priority. Third, the 

findings suggest that sweeping demands for integration are putting extra pressure on female ethnic 

minority students and restricting their freedom to negotiate their cultural and religious identities. 

Thus, higher education institutions must raise awareness about the impact of othering and exclusion 

experiences faced by ethnic minority students and actively challenge the reproduction of such 

discriminatory processes. More emphasis on anti-discrimination policies and open discussions of how 

the narrative of integration has adverse effects on the inclusion of particular minority and gender 

groups in the society is crucial. 
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5.  “OH, THIS IS REALLY GREAT WORK—ESPECIALLY FOR 

A TURK”: EXAMINING THE DISCRIMINATION 

EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH BELGIAN STUDENTS IN 

FLANDERS 
 

F. Zehra Colak, Lore Van Praag & Ides Nicaise 

This is a revised version of a paper submitted to Race, Ethnicity and Education 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Students of Turkish descent suffer various forms of institutional and interpersonal discrimination in 

educational settings in Flanders (i.e., the northern part of Belgium). Nevertheless, few studies have 

documented how these discrimination experiences are situated within structures of ethnic inequality 

across different educational settings. Drawing on theoretical insights from critical race theory, the 

current study investigates Turkish Belgian students’ experiences of discrimination by peers and 

educators across the secondary school and higher education. Adopting a thematic approach, 

interviews with 20 Turkish Belgian university students were analysed. The findings show that 

institutional discrimination works, often in subtle ways, and it has significant repercussions on ethnic 

minority students. In addition to being treated unfairly and excluded by teachers in secondary school 

and at university, students of Turkish descent experienced multiple forms of discrimination and 

microaggression by Belgian descent peers, based on their ethnic and social background. These 

findings highlight the urgency of recognising and addressing various forms of discrimination in 

education and underscore the need for more focus on their impact. The implications for research and 

practice are detailed in the concluding section. 

5.1  INTRODUCTION 

Students with an immigration background remain frequent targets of discrimination from peers and 

teachers in education in Belgium (D’hondt et al., 2015; Phalet et al., 2007; Stevens, 2008; Teney et 

al., 2013; Vandezande et al., 2009). Despite the negative psychological, academic, and societal 

consequences of discrimination (D’hondt et al., 2015; Baysu et al., 2016; Vandezande et al., 2009; 

Van Praag et al., 2015a), few studies have explored the interpersonal and institutional discrimination 
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experiences of Turkish descent students across secondary and post-secondary education in Flanders. 

The present study analyses the experiences of Turkish descent students interacting in everyday 

settings with peers and teachers of Belgian descent, using semi-structured interviews and drawing on 

insights from critical race theory (CRT). CRT offers a useful frame to study how institutional policies 

and practices and interpersonal attitudes such as ignorance and prejudice reproduce the norms of 

ethnic inequality in education, albeit unintentionally (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Gillborn, 2006; 

Moffitt et al., 2018b). The following section provides an overview of existing research on how 

multiple forms of discrimination targeting ethnic minority groups are reproduced in education in 

Flanders. 

5.1.1  EDUCATIONAL DISPARITIES AND DISCRIMINATION 

Belgium has the widest gap between ethnic minority and majority students in school outcomes in 

Western Europe (Fleischmann et al., 2011; Heath et al., 2008). Students from ethnic minority 

backgrounds are over-represented in the technical and vocational tracks and under-represented in 

general tracks—namely, those that prepare students for higher education—and this disparity widens 

through the final years of secondary education (Van Praag et al., 2019). In the Flemish educational 

system, students are not required to complete standardised tests to pass. Before secondary education, 

teachers are a primary reference point for parents seeking advice on which track their children should 

follow, although this advice is non-binding. At the same time, across secondary education, teacher 

teams enjoy considerable power to decide whether a student will receive a particular educational 

certificate (A, B, or C). The certificates determine whether students repeat a year or change 

track/fields of study. These decision-making processes vary across schools, teacher teams, and tracks 

(Stevens & Van Houtte, 2011). Nonetheless, such tracking systems often result in students of similar 

socio-economic status and ethnic background being clustered into groups (Agirdag et al., 2011; Van 

Praag et al., 2015b), reinforcing inequity in access to higher education. 

While a student’s exam results, motivation, and behaviour are the main criteria guiding 

teachers’ assessment of the student’s options and choices, teacher decisions tend to be influenced by 

students’ social background (Boone & Van Houtte, 2013). Ethnic minority students are usually seen 

as less capable or motivated than their ethnic majority peers and their poorer school outcomes are 

often attributed to a lack of Dutch language proficiency (Clycq et al., 2014; Stevens & Görgöz, 2010; 

Vervaet et al., 2016). Teachers in Flanders consider proficiency in Dutch as central to ethnic minority 

students’ classroom performance; reverting to (or relying on) the mother tongue is likewise seen as a 
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barrier to educational achievement and integration (Agirdag, 2010; Van Praag et al., 2016). Students 

of Turkish descent in Flemish schools are therefore pressured to abandon the mother tongue in favour 

of Dutch—despite the documented benefits of bilingualism for students’ educational outcomes 

(Agirdag, 2010). Moreover, ethnic minority students report that their teachers treat them differently 

because they do not speak Dutch as fluently as their Belgian descent peers (Pulinx et al., 2012). 

Consequently, the cultural and linguistic resources of ethnic minority students are ignored in many 

Flemish schools and they are treated as “lacking” the competencies required to thrive in Flemish 

society (Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016). Such discourses that foreground this apparent “deficiency” 

among ethnic minorities overlook discriminatory structures and norms that perpetuate inequitable 

educational experiences (Gillborn, 2008; Moffitt et al., 2018b). 

5.1.2 TURKISH DESCENT MINORITIES IN BELGIUM 

Turkish immigrant communities in Belgium are relatively homogeneous in terms of language, social 

background and settlement patterns (Alanya et al., 2015; Crul, Schneider & Lelie, 2012). Being 

deprived of equal access to the opportunities and resources that are readily available to ethnic 

majority groups, the Turkish Belgian community is amongst the most disadvantaged in Belgium 

(Phalet & Heath, 2010). This disadvantaged position is generally attributed to the failure of 

immigrants and their children to assimilate to Flemish culture; the contribute of entrenched 

institutional discrimination to the problem is thus almost entirely overlooked (Ceuppens, 2006). 

Turkish origin Belgians confront a kind of ‘double prejudice’, at once the subject of casual 

discrimination for their supposedly ‘foreign’ ethnic origins (Alanya et al., 2015; Van Pottelberge & 

Lievens, 2018) and, at the same time, otherised on religious grounds for their Muslim faith (Heath & 

Brinbaum, 2015). 

For historical reasons, Flanders is characterised by clear-cut social boundaries between ethnic 

groups and discrimination is often based on widespread distinctions related to migration background, 

and whether or not someone is seen as “originating from here” due to his or her heritage, religion or 

ethnicity (Essed & Trienekens, 2008; Salem & Thompson, 2016). Public and political discourses in 

Belgium, as in most Western settings, foreground ethnicity and cultural differences as crucial social 

variables. Explicit racial references are rare and are instead implicitly bound up with cultural and 

ethnic categories (Essed & Trienekens, 2008). While it is socially unacceptable to be overtly racist, 

the representation of Muslim minorities as a threat to European norms and Flemish identity has 

contributed to the construction of ethno-religious minorities as “the other,” normalising Islamophobia 
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in the process (Billiet et al., 2012). At the same time, the hostile anti-immigrant attitudes of the 

extreme right (i.e., Vlaams Belang) contribute to an adverse climate for ethnic minority groups 

(Billiet & Witte, 2008). 

5.1.3 CRITICAL RACE THEORY 

Developed in the United States to analyse race relations there, CRT seeks to develop an in-depth 

understanding of the various forms of discrimination in education (e.g., institutional versus 

interpersonal) and how they manifest in subtle or subterranean ways, as well as more openly 

(Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ledesma & Calderon, 2015; Moffitt et al., 2018b). In 

education, established institutional policies or standards often reproduce inequalities in subtle and 

non-aggressive—yet still powerful—ways (Gillborn, 2005). This can be observed in the particular 

kinds of curricula and pedagogical approaches that alienate unprivileged youth (Ladson-Billings, 

1998; Ledesma & Calderon, 2015). Furthermore, school policies and practices—including methods of 

instruction, assessment, and punishment systems— and teachers’ prejudice and low expectations may 

help to sustain institutional discrimination as they impact on the academic performance of 

ethnic/racial minority pupils (Gillborn, 2008; Ladson & Billings, 1998). For instance, in Flanders, 

experiencing discrimination from teachers bolster inequalities in education by undermining ethnic 

minority students’ confidence in their academic abilities and sense of school belonging (Baysu et al., 

2016; D’hondt, 2016). 

Interpersonal discrimination is usually enacted by members of dominant groups against 

individuals from migration backgrounds. These subtler forms of discrimination —known as 

microaggressions—are often brief, commonplace, insidious, and unintentional (Pierce et al., 1978; 

Perez Huber & Solorzano, 2015). Even though microaggressions can seem relatively innocuous and 

inconsequential to individual perpetrators in comparison to blatant offensive actions, their cumulative 

effect on the victim can be immense, taking an academic, psychological, and physiological toll on 

marginalised groups (Kohli & Solorzano, 2012; Solorzano & Perez Huber, 2012). Earlier studies have 

shown how microaggressions are often enacted in the form of negative stereotypes, social exclusion, 

assumptions of intellectual inferiority, stigmatisation, jokes, and compliments with demeaning and 

derogatory undertones (Clark et al., 2014; Kohli, Arteaga & McGovern, 2019; Smith et al., 2007; 

Yosso et al., 2009). Accordingly, boundaries between groups are not only (or necessarily even) 

performed through open acts of racism but also via subtle, unconscious, and unintentional actions that 

set the minority group off from the dominant one (Ladson-Billings, 1998). 
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Although CRT was initially devised to address the experiences of people of colour living in 

the US, scholars have extended its scope to shed light on how racism intersects with gender, class, 

ethnicity, and linguistic background (Kohli & Solorzano, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Although it 

has not been widely applied in continental Europe, several scholars across Britain and Germany have 

studied the experiences of ethnic and religious minorities using the CRT approach (see Breen & Meer, 

2019; Hubbard & Utsey, 2015; Housee, 2012). In Germany, for instance, Moffitt and colleagues 

(2018b) have analysed the experiences of young Turkish German adults, sharply accentuating the link 

between institutional and interpersonal discrimination. Their research makes bare how exclusionary 

norms in schools continue to associate Germanness with whiteness and devalue the cultural 

background of Turkish origin students. In approaching race as a social construct rather than a 

biological given, these studies show that racism structures the social realities of ethnic minority 

groups and remains a salient factor in many West European countries. 

The current study explores institutional and interpersonal discrimination experiences of 

Turkish Belgian students across secondary and post-secondary education in Flanders. In so doing, it 

seeks to facilitate critical questioning of the institutions and social norms that uphold and perpetuate 

inequality and shed much-needed light on how they operate. By adopting qualitative methods, we aim 

to develop an in-depth understanding of how institutional processes and interpersonal interactions 

reproduce discrimination of marginalised groups. Capturing and quantifying these subtle 

discrimination processes can be difficult in survey-based studies. 

5.2  METHODOLOGY 

5.2.1 PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 

In this study, we focus on the discrimination experiences of Turkish Belgian students as they are a 

major immigrant minority group in Belgium. Most of the students grew up in neighbourhoods in 

which Turkish origin households were in the majority. In primary school, their class groups were 

relatively ethnically mixed. In secondary school, however, most shared classrooms with few (or no) 

students with a migration background. This is indicative of the ethnic distribution of students across 

class groups in the Flemish educational system (Van Praag et al., 2019). Participants for the study 

were selected using the following criteria: 1) born and raised in Belgium; 2) between 18 and 25 years 

old; 3) a full-time student at the university, and; 4) being of Turkish descent. The snowball 

recruitment technique was used to supplement the initial cohort of recruited participants, who were 

first contacted by the lead researcher attending events organised by a Turkish student association on 
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campus. These students were asked to recruit further participants, including those who did not 

participate in events of the Turkish student association. A second group of participants was accessed 

after they responded to a call posted to university email lists. All research participants were provided 

with information about the purpose of the study and were reassured of the confidentiality of their 

responses and interview data. We use pseudonyms throughout the article to ensure participants’ 

anonymity. 

5.2.2 DESIGN 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 (six male, 14 female) Turkish Belgian students by 

the first author between January 2014 and November 2015. The interviews lasted two–three hours. 

Each interview was taped and transcribed verbatim. The interview language was Turkish, as this is the 

common language that participants and the lead researcher speak fluently. The shared language and 

identity between participants and the lead researcher—a Turkish woman and student at the same 

university—likely made it easier for participants to more readily trust and talk more openly about 

their experiences of discrimination, a highly sensitive issue (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 

Participants were asked questions focusing on their experiences with peers and teachers at 

secondary school and university. To gain insights into subtle forms of interpersonal and structural 

othering and exclusion, we initially avoided directly addressing discrimination in questions. By doing 

this, we aimed to highlight experiences of othering which might otherwise go undetected due to their 

insidious and ambiguous character. Thus, we encouraged participants to share experiences with peers 

and teachers, which they interpreted to be unfair, rude, insulting, and inconsiderate. All questions 

were open-ended, and participants were encouraged to elaborate on their answers as they wished. 

CRT emphasises the importance of foregrounding individual narratives and life stories, given that 

these offer a much deeper set of insights and perspectives on the lived experience of discrimination, 

as well as bringing the voices of “outsiders” to the forefront (Housee, 2012; Yosso et al., 2009). The 

first author has maintained correspondence with participants so as to include them in the research 

process (e.g., seeking their feedback on the data analysis) and to increase the reliability of the 

analysis.  
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5.2.3 ANALYSIS 

Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed by the first author, who then translated them into 

English. We adopted an inductive thematic analysis using a constant comparative method to reflect 

critically on the data and compare findings systematically. NVivo11 software was used to index the 

themes systematically and facilitate the analysis. Data analysis proceeded in several stages. Following 

an inductive analysis process, we reviewed the transcripts several times and highlighted repeated 

words, phrases and references revolving around experiences of discrimination by teachers and peers 

across educational settings (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Then, we used a constant comparative method to 

uncover the differences and similarities in discrimination experiences of students at secondary school 

vis-à-vis university. In the final stage of analysis, we categorised the findings based on a coding 

scheme consisting of four separate categories in order to differentiate between experiences of 

discrimination by peers and teachers across educational settings. 

Accordingly, in the results section, first discrimination experiences with secondary school 

teachers and university lecturers are discussed and secondly discrimination experiences with peers in 

secondary school and then in higher education are presented. While experiences of discrimination 

from secondary school teachers were mainly based on ethnic victimisation and inequitable treatment 

regarding track assignment and grade retention, students experienced inequitable assessment of their 

performance and othering based on their ethnic background by university lecturers. Students’ 

discrimination experiences by peers in secondary school sometimes took the form of open racism but 

often manifested in social exclusion and ethnic victimisation. In higher education, most discrimination 

experiences were enacted through microaggressions based on social exclusion and negative 

stereotypes.  

5.3  RESULTS 

5.3.1 DISCRIMINATION FROM TEACHERS IN SECONDARY EDUCATION 

Ethnic victimisation 

The discrimination experiences of students with secondary school teachers clearly show that they 

became the target of aggressive behaviour and name-calling by some teachers because of their ethnic 

background (D’hondt et al., 2015). Several students stated that they were called “dirty Turks” by their 

teachers when they were, for instance, involved in a fight with ethnic majority students. Students 
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highlighted the inequitable treatment by their teachers, who did not call Belgian heritage students 

such names, even when they initiated such fights. Fulya (Law) explained how the word Turk was used 

in her school context: 

Flemish students used the word “Turk” to swear at one another in secondary school. It was 

used to insult. When you know that it is a joke, you will laugh at it, but some of them really 

meant it. Teachers also used the word “Turken” [Turks] in the same pejorative way. They are 

not very considerate. 

Fulya’s extract shows how students of Turkish descent were exposed to ethnic victimisation by peers 

and teachers in school. While jokes and teasing are usually seen as normative and harmless, they can 

be detrimental for marginalised students because the underlying intention of the perpetrator is usually 

ambiguous (Douglass et al., 2016). 

Students also mentioned being unfairly punished by their teachers and being wrongly accused 

of unruly behaviour even though their peers of Belgian descent, who were engaged in similar kinds of 

behaviour, were not treated the same way by their teachers. It is important to note that all the 

participants’ teachers were of Belgian descent. This also seemed to create certain power and social-

support dynamics in schools (Agirdag et al., 2012). For instance, several participants recounted that 

teachers gave more academic support to Belgian descent students and ignored their questions in the 

classroom. Such teacher attitudes can be based on teachers’ perceptions of ethnic minority students as 

less capable and motivated than their ethnic majority peers (Clycq et al., 2014; Stevens & Görgöz, 

2010; Vervaet et al., 2016). 

Inequitable treatment 

Turkish Belgian students often referred to inequitable assessment by teachers when giving track 

recommendations at the end of the school year or when they had to repeat a year. Even though almost 

all of the participants, in the end, followed an academic track during secondary school (i.e., the track 

that aligns, in most cases, with university courses), a number of students were referred to the technical 

track by their teachers, such as Nil (Psychology): 

When I was in the first year of secondary school, my teacher warned me about my study 

results in the Dutch language and suggested that I take a technical track instead of an 

academic one. When I studied hard and got a high grade, she would say that I had just got 
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lucky. In the second year, another teacher encouraged me a lot, but in the third year, there was 

this teacher who thought that I was very bad at Flemish. She asked me to watch TV at home; 

she would warn me about my performance when I got 69.5 instead of 70. 

By attributing her success to luck, Nil’s teacher had implied that Nil could not get high grades 

otherwise. This could be based on the teacher’s prejudice that a student of Turkish descent would not 

be able to perform well on academic track (Moffitt et al., 2018b). Even though track 

recommendations need to be based on the academic performance of students, the participants’ 

accounts suggest that some teachers tend to discourage them from continuing in the academic track, 

albeit inadvertently. 

When students had to repeat a year, due to inequitable treatment based on their ethnic descent, 

this had emotional repercussions, as demonstrated by Ceren’s (Social Sciences) interview extract: 

In the last year of secondary school, they did not allow me to graduate, and I had to repeat the 

final year. Other [ethnic majority] students were allowed to graduate despite having lower 

grades than me. I tried so hard to get them to change their views. I was psychologically 

destroyed. You know, I was already one year behind, and it became two years. In primary 

school, they made me repeat one year because I was so introverted. I was afraid that people 

would make fun of me [for failing two years]. 

Comparing her results with other students of Belgian descent, who were allowed to pass despite 

having lower grades than her, Ceren said that her teachers discriminated her because of her Turkish 

background. 

During the analysis, the theme of students relating their discrimination experiences to their 

ethnic descent clearly emerged. However, some participants avoided terms such as discrimination 

when discussing these experiences, possibly due to the somewhat ambiguous nature of some of these 

acts of discrimination and the societal sensitivity concerning this topic. Moreover, the perceived 

unintentional nature of teachers’ discriminatory actions could have discouraged students from 

interpreting these acts as racist (Sue, 2010). This was also highlighted by a student, Ali (Arts), who 

was advised to follow a technical track by his teachers during secondary school: “Some teachers, like 

15 to 20%, will encourage you to just keep on but the rest usually discourage you without being aware 

they are doing it.” This shows Turkish descent students recognise that certain groups are treated 

differently in the Flemish educational system even though they do not necessarily agree on whether 

such acts of discrimination are intentional or not. 



95 

 

 

 

 

For instance, Ceren and Salih (Arts) contested the apparent lack of intentionality in their 

teachers’ acts. Salih said that his teacher benefited from his parents’ limited knowledge during this 

process of decision-making. He argued that his teacher made him enrol in a vocational track in his 

first year: “I wanted to follow an academic track; they [the school] did not allow it. What they did was 

illogical, but my parents were oblivious, and this suited the interests of teachers.” Despite his 

awareness of inequitable treatment and discrimination by his teachers, Salih found it difficult to 

respond and address the situation. Thus, such (subtle) forms of discrimination continue to exist in 

schools due to the institutional freedom of decision-making and teacher dispositions that are 

embedded in the powerful narrative of neutrality and equality.  

5.3.2  DISCRIMINATION FROM UNIVERSITY TEACHERS 

Inequitable assessment and othering 

In contrast to secondary school, only a few students referred to being discriminated by the lecturers at 

the university, or the educational system in general. These rather exceptional cases were mainly 

related to the inequitable assessment of their exams and being othered by educators based on their 

ethnic background. For example, Ali (Arts) talked about a lecturer who inquired about his ethnic 

background before an oral exam: 

Some of them [professors] can be moody sometimes during oral exams. In my first and 

second year at the university, I repeated a course. He [the professor] came to the door and 

called out my name when it was my turn to take an oral exam. He asked me if I was a Turk 

and when I said yes, he said “oh, this will be very interesting.” I thought that my question was 

related to Ottoman history. When the student before me was in there, I overheard their 

conversations. He chatted with him quite some time about how his vacation was and how the 

other exams were going etc. When I went in there, he said “what are you waiting for, come 

on—begin.” When it was over, I expected him to say something; he said “you can go.” I 

failed the exam. He gave me three out of 20. This meant that none of my answers was correct. 

I did the exam again and got seven. I did it again, and I finally got 10. This is the only course 

I had problems with. He was usually very cold to me. I had gained at least 12 [out of 20] from 

other oral exams during which I did much worse than this one. It was about this man, not 

something general. 



96 

 

 

 

 

Ali thought that he was discriminated against by the teacher based on his Turkish background as he 

compared the teacher’s attitude towards the previous student and himself. His feelings about the 

teacher’s inequitable treatment were confirmed when his grade was lower than he expected. 

Nonetheless, he treats this as an isolated case and did not recall any other experiences of being 

discriminated against in his university career. Moreover, he did not undertake any action to prove his 

point. Later during the interview, Ali referred to the diversity of the student body as an explanation 

for lack of discrimination in the university setting in comparison to secondary school. 

Similarly, Ezgi (Engineering) referred to the international character of the university and 

mentioned that there was not much discrimination. Still, she felt that she was discriminated against by 

a lecturer who gave her a lower grade than she expected: 

Our university is international, and everyone has different origins. Maybe that is why there is 

not much discrimination. I am the only student with a migration background in the class in 

this department. I got seven in one of the courses. I was expecting at least 10. It is a really low 

score. I repeated the course during the summer. We wrote papers; you know solving 

problems, etc. I wrote a 20-page paper by myself. I heard from others that they just edited the 

papers they had already written. I wrote a paper from scratch. And I got 13. That was the only 

time I felt like I was being discriminated against. I don't usually feel like that very easily. 

Although Ezgi felt discriminated against upon seeing her grade, she added that discrimination was not 

common in the university context. Nonetheless, she was also otherised by another lecturer who 

questioned her Belgianness due to a Dutch grammatical mistake during an oral exam. Such exclusion 

processes in the university context underline the ongoing vulnerability of ethnic minority students and 

the difficulties of making claims about the discriminatory nature of events. 

From students' accounts, it became clear that inequitable treatment by teachers was more 

common in secondary school than at university. This is possibly linked to the institutional 

characteristics of the different settings, such as their ethnic composition, which can impact teacher 

attitudes and the level of their prejudice against ethnic minorities (Vervaet et al., 2016). Also, 

secondary school teachers’ freedom in evaluating exams and giving recommendations and the lack of 

strict evaluation procedures seems to allow more room for cases of institutional discrimination against 

ethnic minority students. In contrast, the university generally has more stringent evaluation systems 

and standardised procedures. These differences between educational settings may well have 

influenced the perceptions of students, who recounted the more equitable learning platform offered by 

the university vis-à-vis the secondary schools they had attended. Unlike secondary school, students 
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viewed the university as a relatively more inclusive institution with a comparatively more diverse 

body of students. 

5.3.3  DISCRIMINATION FROM PEERS IN SECONDARY SCHOOL 

Social exclusion 

The nature and frequency of discriminatory experiences involving peers varied from one student to 

another. Nevertheless, most Turkish descent students reported experiencing some form of 

discrimination from ethnic majority peers in secondary school. Participants’ accounts revealed that 

these experiences of discrimination were often in the form of social exclusion based on ethnic origin. 

One of these students, Burcu (Medicine) said: “A friend of mine was celebrating her birthday, but she 

did not invite me because her mother does not like Turks.” Unlike Burcu, who was openly exposed to 

a racist attitude, Nil (Psychology) felt alienated due to not being accepted in friendship groups based 

on her Turkish background: 

I did not worry about it [being seen as different] that much when I was younger, even though 

I did feel like a stranger from time to time. You realise it more as you grow older. One 

Flemish girl [in my class] just ignored me completely. Then I wanted to hang out with 

another one who was half Flemish, half Turkish. She said: “Don’t you have any Turkish 

friends?” I got over it after a while even though I was left out that year. 

Not feeling fully included by their peers of Belgian descent was a common experience for students. 

The presence of other ethnic minority students in their secondary schools served as significant social 

support for a small number of Turkish Belgian students, as there were few Turkish descent students 

enrolled in the general tracks that prepare students for university. 

The accounts of students overall suggest that ethnic majority culture and language was treated 

as the norm in school and that ethnic minority students were expected to adapt themselves to it, even 

as their cultural and linguistic resources were not recognised (Agirdag, 2010; Mampaey & Zanoni 

2016). For example, Yasemin (Economics) remarked that classmates often made fun of her because of 

the distinct way she pronounces certain Dutch words: 

I kind of felt like a loser when I was around rich kids. Also, I was really embarrassed to say 

that we were five kids [siblings in the family] because they would always react as if this was 

really strange. [Turkish descent students] tried to be more like them by memorising their 
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songs and watching their TV programs, but you know it was very hard.…In the second year, 

my Turkish friends went to a different class. That was an awful year. I had to hang around 

with a shy Flemish girl. There was no else to hang around with.…The others were all cool 

[did not hassle her], but they were not interested in me. I was shy and hesitant. It was quite 

difficult. 

Even though Yasemin had better relations with students of Belgian descent when other Turkish 

Belgian classmates were in the same class group, she felt like “a loser” when she was the only ethnic 

minority student in her class group (e.g., Van Praag et al., 2015b). Besides the challenges of mixing 

with her socio-economically better-off peers, the intersection of several factors (e.g., ethnicity, social 

class) appeared to make her a particularly vulnerable target (Kohli, 2009). 

Ethnic victimisation 

Turkish Belgian students recalled being made fun of and bullied because of their attire and/or having 

working-class parents. These jokes often hurt ethnic minority students who were seen as different, 

inferior, and intellectually incapable. Being excluded and made fun of by his peers, based on ethnic 

and social class differences, Ali (Arts) reflected on the causes of prejudice his peers had: 

Of course, there are bad memories, like in the class there were those who did not like Turks. 

It did not matter how nice you were; it was very obvious that they did not like you. You don’t 

understand it much before high school because you are still young. As you grow older you 

see it better. They probably learn it [disliking Turks] from home, on the street, from media, 

their families, etc. Also, some teachers would help Flemish students more. And of course, the 

[differing] financial situation between Turks and Flemish affected things. The girls from rich 

families would make fun of our clothes. 

Ali was clearly more aware of the hostility against him and, by extension, his ethnic group in 

secondary school. In addition to facing discrimination from his teacher, he was victimised at school 

by a few Belgian descent students who were always playing practical jokes at his expense. For 

instance, they would often try to pull his chair out from underneath him. When making sense of these 

experiences, he referred to how he was made to feel out of place by richer children who continuously 

targeted and bullied him. Such forms of ethnic-cultural bullying and victimisation which targets 

students from migration backgrounds reflect the power imbalance between ethnic minority and 
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majority students and negatively affect the school belongingness of ethnic minority students (D’hondt 

et al., 2015). 

Canan (Medicine) also mentioned the negative attitudes of her classmates whose verbal and 

non-verbal gestures implied that she did not belong in that school due to her ethnic background and 

social class: 

I went to a Catholic school. There were children from very elite families at the school…. 

Those children who were rather spoiled by their families, they kind of looked at Turks as 

workers.…They are surprised to see that you are getting an education.… On the one hand, 

they claim that Turks are backward. On the other hand, they think you don’t deserve to be 

there [in such a good school], to have a chance at achieving something, to be in a position [of 

upward mobility]. 

Referring to the overall negative perceptions about people of Turkish descent in her school, Canan 

underlined how her presence on a prestigious educational track confused people as they viewed 

people of her ethnic background as socially and intellectually inferior. This shows that the lack of 

ethnic diversity in academic tracks and ethnic segregation in tracks is seen as the norm, reflecting the 

persistence of ethnic inequalities in education (Agirdag et al., 2011; Van Praag et al., 2015b). 

Consequently, Turkish Belgian students enrolled in esteemed tracks were made to feel that they did 

not belong there due to their ethnic origin and social class. 

5.3.4  DISCRIMINATION FROM PEERS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Social exclusion 

In higher education, students experienced various forms of (subtle) discrimination by peers of Belgian 

descent. A common form of discrimination in higher education reported by the Turkish Belgian 

students was when Belgian descent people treated them as foreigners, rather than fellow Belgians. For 

instance, Esra (Chemistry) mentioned how her daily encounters with ethnic majority students on 

campus left her feeling like “a foreigner”: 

Now on campus, too, they always talk to me in English. They see me as a Flemish [only] 

when I am with a Flemish friend. They are surprised that I can speak Dutch fluently. They are 

just ignorant, you know. 
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Esra’s experiences of being othered were arguably linked to her facial features which distinguished 

her from students of Belgian descent, as well as the company she keeps. Students, in general, are 

aware that their physical characteristics influence whether they are perceived as an “insider” or not. 

Reyhan (Engineering) noted: 

I was never discriminated against due to being a Turk. You are discriminated more when you 

look like a Turk in every way. Like your physical features—if you have darker skin or 

something…. [Because of my features] they tend to assume that I am half Belgian. 

Turkish Belgian students also reported that they did not feel welcome among certain ethnic majority 

student clubs or peer groups because of their ethnic origin. Nonetheless, having access to same-ethnic 

peers on the university campus seems to alleviate the marginalisation of Turkish descent students in a 

higher education context where they are under-represented (see Chapter 7). According to Emre 

(Engineering), the distinct interests and identities of Turkish origin students make it necessary for 

them to come together at a Turkish student organisation on campus: “They [students of Belgian 

origin] go to a disco to have fun, Turks do it differently, and they also need to feel at home. This place 

is necessary for Turks so that they don’t forget their Turkish identity.” 

Still, they experienced microaggressions by Belgian descent students that made them feel like 

they don’t belong at the university. One form of microaggression from peers in higher education is 

backhanded compliments. Although praise is a sign of admiration, the way their Belgian descent 

friends commended students for individual achievements and positive characteristics entailed an 

insensitive and ambiguous put-down of the ethnic communities from which they hail (Kohli et al., 

2019). For instance, Belgian descent students singling their peers out as a “good Turk” tends—albeit 

indirectly and unintentionally—to reproduce negative stereotypes about Turkish people generally. 

Burcu (Medicine) stressed how being confronted with negative ethnic stereotypes and being othered 

as a Belgian was a frustrating experience that made her feel excluded: 

They sometimes say things that hurt you, but they are not even aware of it. “Oh, this is really 

great work—especially for a Turk.” When I started medical sciences, they thought I was 

Greek. Yeah, because Turks couldn’t possibly have any education.… Sometimes in 

conversations, they seem not quite sure that I can understand them. 

Burcu takes exception to being distinguished as “a good Turk” and not being seen as “a real Belgian” 

since this is her nationality and she can easily follow a conversation in Dutch without any linguistic 

difficulties whatsoever. Being individually praised based on their perceived differences from the rest 
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of one’s ethnic group makes students feel like they should be ashamed of their ethnic identities. This 

also complicates individual ethnic identity formation and hinders positive development of ones’ 

ethnic identities (Kohli et al., 2019). 

Negative stereotypes 

More visible and stereotypically ethnic features, such as wearing a headscarf or a pronounced dark 

beard, also seem to produce ethnic discrimination. Kerem (Social Sciences) recalled an incident in 

which he was confronted with negative stereotypes about Muslims: 

Once I met a friend of mine. She was drunk. She said to me, “I am actually quite frightened of 

you, you look exactly like a fundamentalist, extremist Muslim. I am scared that you will take 

this country from us.” I had a beard then. I grew it because I thought it looked cool, and I 

liked it. It did not have any political meaning. When she said these things, I kind of felt bad 

but did not react to it. She was drunk, you know. 

Kerem’s account shows that carrying explicit markers associated with Islamic identity exposed 

students to various forms of microaggressions, including assumptions of ties with terrorism or 

fundamentalism. Even though Kerem grew his beard to look “cool” and did not associate it with his 

religious identity, he was still exposed to discrimination because of how visible markers of Islamic 

identity are interpreted and seen by members of ethnic majority groups. Similarly, headscarf and 

dressing style appear to function as a marker of exclusion and difference for Muslim female students 

of Turkish descent. The accounts of students suggest that female students appear particularly 

conscious of their attire and grapple with whether to dress differently to avoid adverse reactions (see 

Chapter 4). Esra (Chemistry), for instance, told that: “I definitely experience challenges in 

maintaining religious practices… I do not have the courage to put on a headscarf. Because they look 

at you in a negative way. Even though most female participants were not wearing a headscarf, many 

of them disclosed that this was more to avoid negative looks and being stigmatised as “threatening.” 

These strategies adopted by students reflect the overall negative attitudes towards visible Muslim 

women in Belgium (Bracke & Fadil, 2011; Shirazi & Mishra, 2010), and underline the ways such 

negative hegemonic constructions of difference are reproduced in higher education.   

Another form of discrimination on campus typically arises on occasions where Turkish 

Belgian students are confronted with ethnic stereotypes that they feel significant pressure to respond 

to, assuming the role of correcting misinformed societal discourses about ethnic minorities (Clark et 
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al., 2014). Although a couple of students reported enjoyment in engaging in the conversation, it seems 

to burden and exhaust most (Mellor et al., 2009). For instance, Fulya (Law) recounted the experience 

of confronting such questions: 

Questions like “is it this way or that way” sometimes get a little boring. Ok, on the one hand, 

it is nice that they are curious and inquisitive. But on the other hand, I also want to be able to 

talk about everyday stuff. Especially when I first came to university, the questions were just 

so absurd sometimes: “Are they going to force you to get married to someone, or can you 

choose the person you want to marry?” 

Being asked stereotypical questions that assume their ethnic origins and perceived cultural differences 

are somehow “exotic” or “curious,” leaves Turkish Belgian students feeling reduced to their cultural 

identities and unable to pursue a “normal” student life. While ethnic majority students may not intend 

to hurt or exclude their peers, these remarks make ethnic minority students feel different—like they 

do not belong. This goes to show that discrimination can occur readily in the absence of 

discriminatory intent. Furthermore, the superficiality of knowledge about Turkish culture and 

practices frustrated many Turkish Belgian students, who understandably expect—half a century after 

the first Turkish immigrant communities settled in the country—that their ethnic majority peers will 

have acquired a deeper awareness and understanding of issues relating to their Turkish ethnic 

background. 

Overall, discrimination from peers during secondary school and at university underline the 

prevailing lack of recognition of ethnic minority students as valid members of the Belgian 

community. While ethnic and social class differences were at the root of discrimination by peers 

during secondary school, othering processes along ethno-cultural and religious dividing lines became 

more prominent at university. In secondary education, Turkish Belgian students felt – both openly and 

subtly – excluded by their peers of Belgian descent. At university—where the student body is 

typically much larger and relatively more diverse than in schools, and young adults are undergoing a 

distinct phase in development and identity formation—the forms of othering shift and for most 

participants occur in subtle ways through social exclusion, ethnic stereotypes, and backhanded 

compliments. 

5.4  DISCUSSION 
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Data from semi-structured interviews focusing on Turkish descent young adults’ school experiences 

were used to identify students’ interpersonal/institutional discrimination experiences by peers and 

teachers across secondary school and higher education. The findings of the study confirm that various 

forms of discrimination Turkish Belgian students were confronted within school settings reiterate 

mainstream negative stereotypes which suggest that they have a lower intellectual and social status, 

do not equally belong to Belgium due to their perceived status as “foreigners,” and pose a potential 

threat to society as Muslims. While systemic discrimination and racism is not acknowledged as a 

phenomenon in Europe (Billiet et al., 2012; Clycq & Levrau, 2017; Essed & Trienekens, 2008), these 

findings highlight the prevalence of institutional discrimination and microaggressions targeting 

Turkish origin minorities in Flemish education (D’hondt et al., 2015; Stevens & Görgöz, 2010). 

  Teachers and educational system were responsible for institutional discrimination in 

education, often in the form of inequitable treatment and unfair assessment of ethnic minority 

students’ academic performance. These experiences could be based on teachers’ negative perceptions 

of ethnic minority students’ academic skills and motivation (Clycq et al., 2014; Vervaet et al., 2016). 

Teacher’s (un)intended attitudes and behaviours—such as stereotypes and low expectations of 

ethnic/racial minority children—appear to aggravate the inequality further and isolate ethnic minority 

students (Gillborn, 1990; Matias & Liou, 2015). Nonetheless, due to the institutional freedom of 

decision-making in the Flemish educational system, it remains a challenge to increase awareness 

about how unquestioned ethnic biases have significant consequences for the academic trajectories of 

ethnic minority students (D’hondt et al., 2015; Milner, 2011). Thus, educational systems allow ethnic 

inequalities to be reproduced in schools, albeit in subtle, non-aggressive ways (Gillborn, 2005; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016). 

Unlike secondary schools, where no strict evaluation procedures are used, and teachers enjoy 

considerable freedom in designing tests and giving advice (e.g., Stevens & Van Houtte, 2011), 

students reported fewer cases of inequitable assessment by university teachers and often attributed 

their achievement results or choices to their individual efforts. This is potentially related to the stricter 

system of exams (e.g., multiple-choice, written exams), the standardised procedure of passing an 

academic year, and larger groups of students who are taught in a less personalised way. Nevertheless, 

there still appeared to be room to discriminate against students based on their ethnic descent, during 

oral exams or when writing papers. This suggests that institutional discrimination continues to affect 

the experiences of young adults from ethnic minority backgrounds in higher education and poses a 

hurdle to creating an inclusive educational environment for all students (Harper, 2012; Ledesma & 

Calderon, 2015). 
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Students’ experiences of discrimination by peers in secondary school and at the university 

clearly show that they were viewed as “the other” based on their ethnic, social class, and cultural 

differences (Billiet et al., 2012; Yosso et al., 2009). Turkish descent students experienced social 

exclusion and ethnic victimisation in secondary school based on their social and ethnic backgrounds 

(D’hondt et al., 2015). Their experiences of microaggressions in higher education were, in general, 

characterised by a lack of recognition of Turkish Belgian students as a legitimate member of Belgian 

society and negative stereotypes and remarks regarding their ethnic identities. These discrimination 

experiences made students feel out of place in academic tracks and at the university, as they expected 

more awareness and sensitivity regarding ethnic minorities and the related issues (Clark et al., 2014; 

D’hondt et al., 2015; Yosso et al., 2009). The fact that such interpersonal discrimination experiences 

in education prevail suggests that there is little to no critical engagement with cultural diversity, ethnic 

inequality, and injustice in schools (Howarth & Andreouli, 2015; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016; Welply, 

2018). Accordingly, the ethnic bias that is deeply entrenched in the education is rarely made visible or 

problematised, leading to the reproduction of exclusionary practices among students and jeopardising 

the belonging of ethnic minorities (Clycq et al., 2014; Moffitt et al., 2018b). Such exclusionary 

practices strongly highlight the need for more commitment to recognising and valuing the cultural 

identities of ethnic minority students to offer a genuinely inclusive educational environment that 

provides equitable experiences to all students. 

5.4.1  LIMITATIONS 

This research has analysed past and present experiences of interpersonal and institutional 

discrimination in education among Turkish descent university students in Belgium. It is an important 

starting point for further research, given that this area remains understudied in the European context 

and to date, insufficient focus has been placed on the various forms of discrimination that arise in 

educational settings. Still, additional research is needed to support and extend the findings. Future 

studies could explore how institutional practices and policies in education shape the experiences of 

students from other ethnic minority backgrounds in Flanders (e.g., Moroccan Belgians). Moreover, 

researchers could further investigate the ways discrimination processes intersect with ethnicity, 

religion, social class, and gender. 

5.4.2  IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
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Several policy implications and recommendations arise from the findings of the present research. The 

findings of this study suggest that the current evaluation system in Flemish schools might be 

contributing to the processes that exclude ethnic minority students. Therefore, the evaluation systems 

imposed by national regulations need to be reconsidered to ensure equal opportunities for all students 

and increase the presence of under-represented groups in more esteemed schooling tracks and in 

higher education (Stevens & Van Houtte, 2011). Also, developing a culturally relevant pedagogy can 

bolster students’ sense of belonging and academic engagement and give teachers the opportunity to 

improve their knowledge about ethnic minority students’ cultural background. Moreover, encouraging 

critical reflections on ethnic diversity and structural inequalities as well as the negative impact that 

unquestioned ethnic biases and discrimination can have on ethnic minority students is crucial 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995). As suggested by the results, ethnic minority students encounter various 

forms of discrimination and prejudice by their peers and teachers.  To address this, there is a need for 

more emphasis on anti-racism and discrimination policies and open discussion of how various forms 

of discrimination impact ethnic minority groups. Educational institutions need to be more actively 

engaged in fighting against racism, raising awareness of exclusion processes, and promoting deeper 

engagement with entrenched structures of ethnic inequality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



106 

 

 

 

 

6. AN INVESTIGATION OF BELGIAN DESCENT 

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS’ PERCEIVED BARRIERS TO 

ESTABLISHING CONTACT WITH MUSLIM STUDENTS 
 

F. Zehra Colak, Lore Van Praag & Ides Nicaise 

This is a revised version of a paper published in New Diversities (2019) 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This study investigates Belgian descent university students’ perceptions of contact with Belgian 

Muslim ethnic minorities and the ways they reflect on their own intergroup contact experiences. The 

results of the study demonstrate that many Belgian descent students appear to perceive barriers when 

contacting Muslim students. Their accounts of contact with their Muslim peers suggest that those 

experiences were often constrained, even when participants framed them as enriching. Such 

constrained interactions with Muslim students were linked to the perceived barriers in contact. Firstly, 

students of Belgian descent experienced behavioural insecurities in approaching and interacting with 

Muslim peers. Secondly, participants seemed to perceive a lack of interest from Muslim students, 

which formed a barrier in approaching them. Finally, students of Belgian descent described Belgian 

culture as being reserved and introverted, thus hindering the realisation of contact with Muslims. 

While the university offers a context that provides all students with intergroup contact opportunities, 

these were rarely taken up, partly due to ethnic majority students’ perceptions of barriers in 

establishing or deepening contact with Muslim students. 

6.1  INTRODUCTION 

Ethnic and religious minorities in Belgium are still perceived to be “allochthons” (i.e., “not from 

here”) regardless of an individual’s birthplace or nationality. More concretely, Muslim ethnic 

minorities are viewed as people who originate from and belong within a non-European cultural 

background (Billiet et al., 2012; Heath & Brinbaum, 2014). They are expected to demonstrate 

knowledge of ethnic majority culture in their behaviour and to be proficient in the Dutch language 

even though most of them learn it in schools (Clycq & Levrau, 2017; Van de Pol, 2018). In the same 

vein, Muslim ethnic minority students are often held responsible for establishing contact with ethnic 
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majority group members as a means of facilitating their so-called integration into the mainstream 

community (Van Praag et al., 2016). However, both groups—the Muslim ethnic minority and the 

ethnic majority—need to be willing to engage in interaction to realise intergroup contact in 

educational settings. Nonetheless, the prevailing prejudice and negativity against Muslims in Europe 

hamper the development of contact between ethnic majority and Muslim ethnic minority students 

(Hutchison & Rosenthal, 2011; Vedder et al., 2017). Still, our knowledge of how ethnic majority 

group members experience and perceive contact with Muslims in higher education settings remains 

limited. Therefore, in this study, we focus on perceptions of intergroup contact from the perspective 

of ethnic majority students and investigate the ways they make sense of their interactions with 

Muslim students born and raised in Belgium. 

Research has shown that intergroup contact in educational settings leads to positive changes 

in students’ attitudes towards members of other (minority) groups (Fischer, 2011) with particularly 

strong beneficial implications for ethnic majority groups (Binder et al., 2009). Nevertheless, ethnic 

majority group members report fewer intergroup friendships than ethnic minority members (Baerveldt 

et al., 2007; Vedder et al., 2017; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). The ethnic composition of the 

educational setting may result in fewer opportunities for ethnic majority students to meet and interact 

with peers from ethnic and religious minorities (Van Houtte & Stevens, 2009). Still, the quality and 

quantity of intergroup contact have important implications for individuals’ intergroup attitudes 

(Kanas, Scheepers & Sterkens, 2015; Van Acker & Vanbeseleare, 2011). For instance, when non-

Muslim students have frequent, high-quality contact with Muslims, their outgroup attitudes are more 

positive, they perceive greater outgroup variability, and exhibit more positive behavioural intentions 

(Hutchison & Rosenthal, 2011; Vedder et al., 2017). 

The factors influencing the development of intergroup contact have been documented by the 

well-known social–psychological theory of prejudice reduction known as intergroup contact theory 

(Allport, 1954). According to Allport (1954), contact with outgroup members produces a positive 

change in social relations and leads to more favourable outgroup evaluations. He outlined certain 

contact conditions—such as equal status, shared goals, and the support of authorities—that enable the 

positive contact effect to occur. A large-scale meta-analytic study by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) has 

shown that even when those optimal conditions are not met, contact between groups can help to 

decrease prejudice. Nonetheless, the ideal and successful contact situation is described as one that 

exhibits understanding and affection, thus having high friendship potential (Pettigrew, 1998). Cross-

ethnic friendship is especially crucial in developing positive outgroup attitudes and reducing ingroup 

bias and prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). Previous research has also highlighted the role of 

positive contact in reducing intergroup anxiety (Stephan et al., 1999). Due to their concerns about 
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adverse outcomes for the self, like being rejected, people can feel anxious during intergroup 

interactions (Stephan & Stephan, 2000). The feeling of uneasiness in the presence of members of 

other ethnic groups can cause anxiety due to uncertainty about how to behave toward them (Stephan 

& Stephan, 1985). However, cross-group friendships reduce intergroup anxiety and facilitate self-

disclosure, intimacy, and open dialogue among individuals of different ethnic backgrounds (Barlow et 

al., 2009). 

Building upon the premises of contact theory (Allport, 1954), it is expected that in educational 

settings where the student body is diverse, status among students from different groups will be more 

equal, and more support will come from authorities to build intergroup contact and benefit from 

repeated contact opportunities. Nevertheless, the existence of these factors does not automatically 

imply greater friendship or contact potential (Colak et al., 2019). Students of different ethnic or racial 

origins are found to lead separate lives on the university campus and seldom engage in deep 

interactions (Jackson et al., 2014; Morrison, 2010). However, a lack of interaction among different 

student groups can negatively affect academic success and socio-psychological adaptation and lead to 

the perpetuation of stereotypes and inequality (Jackson et al., 2014). 

The present study thus aims to understand individual perceptions of intergroup contact among 

ethnic majority students in a high-achieving intergroup setting (i.e., university campus). 

Understanding explanations of why contact opportunities are not taken up helps identify strategies to 

promote meaningful interaction across ethno-religious groups. In the study, we focus on the 

intergroup contact perceptions of Belgian (i.e., ethnic majority) descent students in a Flemish 

university setting. The university years constitute a crucial phase of the transition of young people 

into adulthood and for the development of contact and friendships (Marsh et al., 2006; Nelson, Thorne 

& Shapiro, 2011). Also, some ethnic majority students find the student body on the university campus 

relatively more diverse than at the secondary schools they attended, due to prevailing ethnic 

segregation across schools and the different study tracks in Flemish secondary education (Van Houtte 

& Stevens, 2009; Van Praag et al., 2019). The greater diversity of the student body implies that such 

students have a higher chance of meeting Muslim peers compared to secondary education (Jacobs et 

al., 2009; Thys & Van Houtte, 2016). Therefore, the university setting provides an ideal platform to 

explore how Belgian descent students make sense of their encounters and develop contact when they 

enjoy relatively more opportunities to meet Muslim students. 

We use qualitative methods to thoroughly investigate the nature of ethnic majority students’ 

intergroup contact perceptions and experiences. This is of added value, as previous research on 

contact has mainly used quantitative methods that employ predetermined contact measures (e.g., 
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Kanas et al., 2015; Vedder et al., 2017; Zagefka et al., 2017), hindering a more nuanced 

understanding of contact in real-life settings (Dixon et al., 2005). 

6.2  METHODOLOGY 

6.2.1 PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 

The study involved 20 ethnic majority (i.e., Belgian descent) students—11 females and nine males—

in a higher education setting in Flanders, in the northern part of Belgium. The participants were full-

time undergraduate and graduate students aged between 18 and 25 years old. The majority of those 

taking part in the study originates from the provinces of Flemish Brabant, Antwerp, and Limburg. 

Study participants were recruited by several methods, including an online questionnaire sent to the 

email accounts of all students and contacting student associations on campus. Once an initial sample 

was drawn, a snowballing procedure was adopted to recruit further. 

The first author conducted semi-structured interviews in English with students who agreed to 

attend an interview. A few participants later declined to take part because they lacked the confidence 

to express their thoughts in English. Agreeing to be interviewed in English by a non-Belgian student 

might already indicate a certain degree of openness towards intergroup contact with Muslim ethnic 

minorities by the selected students. Nonetheless, the researcher aimed to include ethnic majority 

students with diverse intergroup contact experiences and all kinds of political orientations via student 

associations on campus. Some of these students were interested in participating in the research as they 

found it important that their views on the subject were included in the study. 

The interviewer was open about not being a native Dutch speaker. The outsider status of the 

interviewer may have encouraged participants to elaborate on explanations, which might otherwise 

have been condensed due to an assumption of shared knowledge (Mielants & Weiner, 2015). Even 

though the interviewer is an international student in Belgium, her visible identity as a Muslim (i.e., 

she wears a headscarf) may have affected the participants’ responses to the questions. Being 

interviewed by a discernibly Muslim female interviewer might have encouraged certain kinds of 

reactions (while limiting others). Reviewing participants’ responses to some questions (i.e., those on 

headscarf-wearing), there is a sense that respondents felt no inhibitions in honestly expressing 

opinions about Muslim students who cover their heads. Nonetheless, some of them likely framed their 

responses to avoid the risk of offending the interviewer. However, all attempts were made during the 

interview to ensure respondents felt comfortable speaking candidly about their own experiences and 

thoughts. 
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The participants were informed about the study purpose before the interviews were 

conducted. They were assured of the confidentiality of the interviews and that pseudonyms would be 

used to protect their anonymity. The interviews took place between January 2014 and November 2015 

and lasted approximately 120–180 minutes. They were taped and transcribed verbatim. The interview 

questions firstly aimed at understanding the intergroup contact experiences and perceptions of 

students. Specifically, intergroup relations with ethnic minority groups were explored. Participants 

were asked if they had had any contact experiences with Belgian Muslim ethnic minorities, whether 

there were students from other ethno-religious backgrounds in their classrooms, and how they 

perceived relations with these ethnic or religious outgroups. Most students mainly pointed to 

intergroup barriers in making sense of the lack of intergroup contact between ethnic majority and 

minority groups. Hence, we mainly focused on understanding the underlying factors behind students’ 

perceptions of intergroup barriers and the ways students make sense of their own intergroup 

interactions. 

6.2.2 DATA ANALYSIS 

Data were analysed using a thematic analysis method. The initial codes were generated and sorted 

into potential themes. The coded data extracts were thus combined within the designated themes. 

Themes were compared with one other and with the original data set to determine their accuracy 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes were later refined for further analysis and to identify the final 

framework. NVivo11 software (2014) was used to index the themes systematically. We organised the 

findings under two main themes based on our analyses. The first covers the intergroup contact 

experiences of ethnic majority students and elaborates on what students share, and about which issues, 

with their Muslim peers. The second focuses on perceptions of intergroup contact. We focused on 

barriers to contact because most ethnic majority students referred to the difficulties in approaching 

and interacting with Muslims. Based on student responses, the second section is divided into three 

themes: 1) behavioural insecurities when approaching Muslim peers and establishing intergroup 

contact; 2) the perception that Muslim students lack interest in intergroup contact, and; 3) the 

perception that the reserved Belgian culture acts as a hindrance to contacting Muslims.   
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6.3  RESULTS 

6.3.1 INTERGROUP CONTACT AS AN ENRICHING YET CONSTRAINED 

EXPERIENCE 

The findings of the study show that ethnic majority students mainly reflected on their own 

experiences of contact with second- or third-generation, Belgian Muslim ethnic minorities of Turkish 

and Moroccan background. Participants with positive contact experiences often described those 

experiences as enriching. Mia (Law), for instance, referred to her friendship with a Muslim peer 

during secondary school: 

I had a Muslim friend in high school. I learned a lot from her. She was not judgemental. Our 

class was mixed … My friend invited us during Ramadan for dinner. It was very nice … We 

usually talked about school-related things and her perspective on things … we worked well 

together, sat next to each other all the time … I learned a lot from being friends with her. It 

was a positive experience. 

As her account demonstrates, Mia reported that contact at an intimate level helped to increase her 

understanding of, and familiarity with, ethnic minority cultures. Nonetheless, for many students, most 

of their interactions with Muslim peers were constrained. Although many students had opportunities 

to meet Muslim students on the university campus and in their classrooms, they had but a few 

interaction experiences. For instance, Evy (Law) mentioned that she did not have any intergroup 

contact experiences with peers from different ethnic origins until she started studying at the 

university: 

At the university, I was forced [during group work] to go and talk to people from different 

ethnicities. [Nevertheless] they became my friends and, in the class, we get along … You 

learn about new things from other cultures. By interacting with people, you know why it 

[learning about other cultures] is important. 

In this statement, Evy recognises the value of learning about other cultures and intergroup 

communication. Despite recognising this value, she told that her interactions with Muslim peers were 

limited to class context and the courses. Similar to Evy, Linda (Social Sciences) spoke about the 

presence of Muslim students in her university class. However, as she continued, their interactions 

were mainly restricted to their group work and assignments: 
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Here, at the university, there are some [ethnic minority] students, and we do group work. 

They are mostly from Islamic cultures, [and there is] not that much interaction…I grew up in 

a small village. I go out [i.e., socialise] with people who are more like us. [However] my 

cousins grew up in Antwerp. They are more social [there]; they would go out with anyone. 

According to Linda, the place where she grew up determined with whom she hung around at the 

university. Growing up in a place with low ethnic diversity, she mainly sought out people she 

perceived as more like herself. 

The perceived lack of familiarity with Muslim students seemed to open up space for 

friendships to go awry. Students were often very concerned about the topics discussed during their 

interactions and refrained from talking about specific issues—such as abortion, alcohol, sex 

(including homosexuality), religion, and drugs—in the presence of Muslim students. Thus, as 

mentioned by Evy, most intergroup interactions seemed restricted primarily to the curricula and 

university-related issues: 

With my Belgian friends, I talk more about my personal life, while with Muslim friends it is 

[about] coursework. The only Muslim friends I have are at university; I have none outside 

school. They have no experience of certain things, such as drinking and partying, so I feel I 

can’t share these things … Muslims are very conservative about sex, drugs, drinking alcohol, 

etc. I would never talk about these things with Muslim friends. I can put my personal opinions 

aside. 

Evy noted that she resisted bringing up “contentious topics” when interacting with her Muslim peers 

at the university, due to a fear of causing offence or sounding disrespectful. Interestingly, Evy added 

that she had a friend of Turkish descent, who did not follow Islamic religion anymore, and therefore 

she met her outside school, as well. Thus, Belgian descent students often seem to attribute the lack of 

deep intergroup interactions mainly to the religious affiliation of their Muslim peers. 

 This perceived lack of familiarity with a Muslim peer was particularly powerful when the 

student in question had a visible identity-marker, that is a headscarf. Many students perceived Muslim 

female students wearing headscarves to be unfamiliar and uninterested in interactions with them. 

They also noted feeling insecure about whether they would be received well by those Muslim 

students. Mieke (Social Sciences) shared her views about the challenges of approaching her female 

Muslim classmates at the university: 
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Girls who wear the headscarf, they hang around together. I would love to go and talk [with 

them] … But you don’t know if they want to be approached. My Belgian friends also don’t 

know how to approach [them]. They [Muslim girls] think that we have a bad image about 

them. 

To conclude, students with positive contact experiences described them mainly in favourable terms, 

stressing the positive sides of learning about the culture of Muslims and the exchange of knowledge 

(Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew, 1998). Nonetheless, most contact opportunities at university 

were often constrained due to Belgian descent students’ perceptions of a lack of familiarity with 

Muslim peers. Despite having relatively more opportunities to meet and interact with Muslim students 

at university, most students of Belgian descent interviewed in this study had no Muslim friends. In the 

following sections, we will delve deeper into possible explanations to understand the lack of contact 

between ethnic majority and Muslim students in the higher education setting. 

6.3.2 PERCEIVED BARRIERS TO INTERGROUP CONTACT 

Behavioural insecurities 

Many ethnic majority students appear to perceive a wide variety of barriers when attempting to 

establish contact with Muslim students—or when thinking of doing so. Most students seem to 

perceive Muslims as people without European descent and reported feeling uncertain about the norms 

and behavioural guidelines during intergroup contact. They are particularly concerned about the idea 

of offending “the other.” This is, for example, noticeable in the case of Rose (Arts). Even though she 

is interested in the Chinese culture and language, she reported finding it more challenging to interact 

with someone of a Turkish or Chinese descent than someone of European origin: 

I always have these questions in mind. I do not know how you do it; is it okay to do it this 

way, can I do this or not? If it is someone from England, I would not have such questions, but 

with someone from China or Turkey, it would be more difficult. Very different from my 

culture … Most Belgians do not know how to communicate with migrants. I have never had a 

real conversation with a migrant, just in the shop. For most Belgians, the problem is that we 

have no opinion about religion. And they have a strong opinion about it. That is the most 

difficult to understand. 
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Rose underlined her lack of knowledge about what is acceptable when she is around people of non-

European ethnic backgrounds. She attributed this lack of knowledge about how to contact members of 

these groups to not having engaged in any in-depth relationships with them. Similar to Rose, Evy 

(Law) relishes the opportunity to contact ethnic and religious minority students in her class, yet 

underlined that a general lack of knowledge about behavioural guidelines and a fear of causing 

offence forms a barrier in approaching and contacting them: 

How do we do the right thing—what do we say and not say? And how to approach and act? 

You don’t know [and] you don’t want to offend people. We also think that they don’t want to 

open up. 

Evy’s quote suggests that she feels apprehensive when thinking about interacting with a Muslim 

classmate. These feelings of uncertainty about approaching and having an open conversation with 

Muslim peers appears to be based on a focus on the stereotypical differences between the worldviews 

of their own and the perspectives of Muslims. 

Samuel (Social Sciences), for example, referred to being on guard against undesirable 

situations and avoided discussing specific topics with Muslims: 

I can’t discuss homosexuality with ethnic friends; you can’t say something like “all religion is 

bullshit” [to them]. Our society has put religion aside. With a Muslim, I would be careful 

when I talk about religion. 

According to Samuel, his culture has actively dismissed religion from a position of centrality, and he 

views this as a key difference that is driving his fear of offending or feelings of guardedness. Thus, 

uncertainty and unpredictability about how ethnic minority students might behave and respond to 

particular issues seem to deter students of Belgian descent from starting conversations about these 

topics. This does not automatically prevent the development of intergroup contact among students. 

Nonetheless, the potential for open interaction and knowledge exchange seems to be constrained due 

to a “sense of guardedness” that ethnic majority students adopted around their Muslim peers (Fozdar, 

2011). As a consequence, the depth of their interactions is often restricted by “issue avoidance” 

(Paolini et al., 2004). 

In sum, students indicated that when they contacted members of ethnic minority groups, they 

were often unable to build contact at an intimate level. They explained this by referring to the 

uncertainty over the appropriate way to make contact and over the outcomes of intergroup contact. 
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Many ethnic majority students expressed feelings of uncertainty about the interactional norms when 

having contact with ethnic and religious minorities (Stephan, 2014; Zagefka et al., 2017). 

The perception that Muslims lack interest in intergroup contact 

A second barrier reported by ethnic majority students relates to their perception of Muslim ethnic 

minority groups as not being interested in interacting with them. Specifically, female Muslim students 

wearing a headscarf and those perceived to be forming ethnic cliques among themselves are presumed 

to lack interest in interacting with ethnic majority groups. This is not surprising given the negative 

attitude towards the headscarf in Belgian society (Bracke & Fadil, 2011). Francis (Engineering) told 

me that, in general, ethnic majorities associate Muslim women wearing headscarves with a lack of 

interest in having contact with someone from another ethnic group and directed her point to the 

interviewer (who wears a headscarf): 

People see you [as] more pious and conservative if you wear a headscarf. It is also a sign that 

you belong to a specific group. If you do not wear it, people will talk to you more. Some 

people will not approach [you], thinking that you belong to your own group and won’t talk to 

them. 

Francis said that the headscarf is considered a strong indication of membership in a closed ethnic or 

religious community. For himself, he argued that having different beliefs and ideas about specific 

issues is not a barrier to the development of relationships with his Muslim friends. In contrast, Mia 

(Law) explained that she draws back when she meets a woman wearing a headscarf—such a symbol, 

in her view, automatically implies a lack of mutual understanding between them: “I will hold back if a 

person is wearing a headscarf. [She is from] a different group [and so] you don’t have any common 

ground. She would be more approachable without a headscarf.” Mia perceives the visible religious 

marker as negating any other potential points of engagement and common interest. A number of the 

ethnic majority students interviewed share this view—namely, the sense that it is easier to approach 

individuals without a headscarf and that such individuals would be more receptive to this form of 

contact. 

However, these views about interacting with Muslim students appear to be based on 

assumptions rather than concrete real-life experiences. These students agreed that ethnic majority 

Belgians generally view women wearing headscarves as being oppressed by men. A few students 

noted that they do not share this mainstream negative perception, even if they also appear to perceive 
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challenges in interacting with discernibly Muslim women. Possibly in an attempt to avoid offending 

the interviewer, a few students told her that she was easy to approach and talk to, despite wearing a 

headscarf. 

The views of ethnic majority students imply that this group frames ethnic minority students 

wearing the headscarf as a barrier standing in the way of contacting them. For instance, Mieke (Social 

Sciences) recounted that: 

When they are wearing a headscarf, there is already something that would make you feel 

[like] an outsider. It makes it harder to approach. [I think that] the one without headscarf 

would feel more open about me approaching them; a person with a headscarf would not like 

me to contact her. It is more about how that other person would feel. 

By referring to her thoughts about how her ethnic group appears to other ethnic groups, she was 

looking through the eyes of the other at how she might appear (see also, the concept of the looking-

glass self, Cooley, 1956). Remarkably, although it appears students genuinely perceive such barriers 

in contacting Muslim female students, they did not mention having any negative contact experiences 

with them.  

Belgian descent students also mentioned the belief that, in choosing to hang around peers of 

the same ethnic or religious origin, Muslim students lack the motivation and the interest to initiate 

contact or deepen outgroup relationships. They asserted that Muslim students of different ethnic 

origins form cliques among themselves and interpret this as a lack of interest in becoming friends with 

ethnic majority groups (McPherson et al., 2001). Stan (Social Sciences) attributed the challenges of 

building interaction across groups to the cliques formed by members of ethnic minority groups:  

 

Communication matters, it is the first step [to knowing each other] … But in Leuven, there 

are not many chances for interaction. People from other cultures stick together. I would not 

say that Belgians are closed [to contact]. Approaching an individual or a group is not easy. 

 

While they feel excluded by the grouping of ethno-religious minorities, Belgian descent students 

expect that it is these students who will seek contact with them should they desire it, not necessarily 

the other way around. They think that intergroup contact is necessary for Muslim students to facilitate 

their so-called integration in Belgium and achieve upward social mobility (see Chapter 4). This was, 

for instance, mentioned by Francis (Engineering), for whom integration could not be achieved without 

having Belgian descent friends: “Integration is to have friends from Belgium. If your friend group is 
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from your own community, then you can’t get to know the other culture. [Integration is] not to always 

hang around with people from your own ethnic community.”  

These comments indicate that the onus of initiating contact was often on ethnic minority 

groups. Only a few students underlined the mutual responsibility in intergroup contact and argued that 

the lack of motivation and interest in establishing contact is reciprocal. This was expressed by Linda 

(Social Sciences) as follows:  

 

I think it comes from two sides—we don’t go and talk to them either. It is not because we 

don’t want to, but there is no motivation—with everyone, not just Muslims. My friends are 

also like that [with strangers].  

 

Linda underlined the lack of motivation on both sides to explain why there was little intergroup 

interaction, adding that they do not specifically avoid their Muslim peers but treat everyone they do 

not know this way. Lien (Law) also reflected on the causes for little contact across ethnic groups and 

stressed that it is often ethnic minorities who are expected to take the first step in making contact (see 

also, Van Praag et al., 2016): 

The typical Flemish culture is very closed; they [native Belgians] are tight, a little bit more 

defensive … It is a bit scary that we are closed, and everything stays in the family, and you 

[are told you] should not trust anyone else [outside the family]. First contact is much harder—

more open people when they come to Belgium and [come across] new people … are 

disappointed [with the difficulty of connecting] … It is a mix of these—we are closed and 

[we are] a bit defensive—and expect them [newcomers] to be open … A lot of people in 

Flemish culture expect others to [take the initiative and] come and say “hi.” 

Overall, ethnic minority women with a visible identity-marker—namely, a headscarf—are 

usually perceived by ethnic majority students as lacking interest in intergroup contact. Additionally, 

the accounts of ethnic majority students show that they still appear to perceive responsibility for the 

acculturation processes as lying mainly with the ethnic minority students (Van Praag et al., 2016; Van 

Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011). These two facts likely inform their interpretation of minority group 

behaviour as indicating a lack of motivation (cf. other potential explanations for reticent contact 

behaviour). It also likely informs their sense that it is the responsibility of Muslim students to 

manifest such a motivation by initiating contact with ethnic majority groups to fulfil their perceived 

acculturation duties.  
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The perception that the reserved Belgian culture is a hindrance to intergroup contact 

Being wedded to in- and outgroup thinking, the vast majority of the Belgian descent students attached 

particular personality features to their own ethnic group. Traits, such as being reserved and 

introverted, were seen as a group characteristic of people of Belgian descent. This personality (group) 

trait was used as an excuse to explain the lack of initiative to establish intergroup interactions. 

According to participants, the low intergroup interaction levels among ethnic majority groups are 

linked to a general group personality characteristic of being reserved that many individuals of Belgian 

descent share. The students argued that ethnic majority groups were not enthusiastic about interacting 

with strangers due to these (group) personality traits. Such personality traits could be viewed as a 

general characteristic of human beings in the sense that people may not always be open to those they 

perceive as unfamiliar or foreign. Nonetheless, students of Belgian descent framed these traits as 

specifically Belgian rather than a general attitude common to all people. Some students reported that 

such traits formed a challenge to interacting with any stranger, including people of Belgian descent. 

Samuel (Social Sciences) for instance, made an obvious generalisation of the ethnic ingroup and 

assigned personality traits to it: 

Belgians are introverts. It took me a year to make friends [at university]; it is difficult to start 

interactions. If you are not white, it will always be difficult … we don’t despise other people, 

but we are focused on our groups, so you will always be an outsider. It is easier for other 

Europeans [to be insiders], but I still think most Flemish people, due to a history of 

oppression [i.e., from other ethnic groups] and so on, they focus on themselves [own ethnic 

group]. A typical Belgian person is very closed to diversity … not because of the racist 

elements but [because] Belgians do not want to establish interaction [make contact]. 

Samuel referred to the challenges he experienced when trying to establish connections with students 

of Belgian descent at the university. He underlined that ethnic majority people are not willing to 

establish contact with ethnic minorities, especially those of non-European descent. Jean (Arts) 

approaches this from an outsider perspective. By arguing that ethnic majority groups are defined as 

“introverted” by ethnic minority groups, Jean looked at his own ethnic group through the eyes of the 

“foreigners” (see the concept of the looking-glass self, Cooley, 1956). He noted that it is not 

necessarily individuals, but rather the general culture that can be described as introverted: 

To foreigners, we are introverted; we don’t consider ourselves as introverts—the culture itself 

is introverted. We don’t like to share; the suicide rate is high [and] we don’t like to share our 



119 

 

 

 

 

emotions and feelings. It is hard for us to approach just anyone, also Belgians …. A lot of 

people have social anxiety; you can define [i.e., perceive] this only if you live within the 

culture. 

Jean stated that an overall shared culture of social anxiety made it hard to approach any individual, 

regardless of their ethnic descent. Similarly, Mieke (Social Sciences) also thought that it was a 

“Belgian thing” to be uninterested in interactions with ethnically diverse people, even though many 

European cultures share this attitude. Mieke attributed this attitude of Belgian descent people to a 

specific upbringing in Belgium. The somewhat rigid way of raising children – which she claims is 

part of the Belgian culture – teaches specific ways to act when meeting people of distinct cultures: 

“You are taught here that you are not allowed to interfere with other cultures. You should not do 

something culturally wrong. [Thus, people] don’t know how to approach other cultures.” Mieke 

concludes that the Belgian culture is, in a sense, xenophobic in nature. 

To conclude, ethnic majority students seem to assign a personality trait to their own ethnic 

ingroup and culture and use it as an explanation for the lack of contact with Muslim students. 

Moreover, they seem to represent their reserved behaviour as explicitly non-racist by referring to the 

trait of not being open to others as a general cultural one that applies to every stranger or foreigner. 

Attributing this combination of both factors to ethnic in- and outgroup also made it reasonable for 

ethnic majority students to not make so much effort in reaching out to Muslim students. These 

rationalisations were strengthened by views on how “others” viewed them and how they were taught 

that others would perceive their initiatives to establish contact with them. It is also important to recall 

that the participants might have framed their responses in a way that, in their view, would not offend 

the interviewer. 

6.4  DISCUSSION 

This research aimed to study the intergroup contact perceptions of Belgian descent ethnic majority 

university students in Flanders and outline the ways they experience their interactions with Muslim 

Belgian ethnic minority students. This study has approached intergroup contact from an ethnic 

majority perspective and probed into the nature of the views of and experiences of this group 

concerning contact with Muslim students. The university setting provides a unique research context 

since Belgian descent students have relatively more opportunities to establish intergroup contact than 

in secondary schools but are not bound to do so, due to the very loose contact obligations in most 

courses. 
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The study has found that even though students do not necessarily frame their contact 

experiences as negative and have sufficient contact opportunities, they are often disinclined to interact 

with Muslim students and form ethnically homophilous relationships (McPherson et al., 2001). Thus, 

mixing ethnic groups and having positive intergroup contact experiences may not necessarily 

facilitate the development of intimate ties among students, even though they might create an illusion 

of successful intergroup contact. Independent from their actual contact experiences with Muslim 

ethnic minority students, many ethnic majority students still seem to perceive many barriers to the 

establishment and deepening of interethnic contact. The barriers are mainly linked to ethnic majority 

students’ behavioural insecurities in approaching and interacting with Muslim peers, perceptions of a 

lack of interest from Muslim students, and perceptions that Belgian culture is reserved and, therefore, 

forms a barrier to meaningful contact with Muslim students. 

The findings indicate that ethnic majority students’ feelings of uncertainty and discomfort 

about intergroup interactions seem linked to their perceptions of cultural unfamiliarity and perceived 

cultural differences in ways of thinking and acting (Hewstone & Brown, 1986; Wright et al., 1997; 

Van Acker et al., 2014). This is possibly due to the low quality and quantity of positive and open 

intergroup interactions. Such positive and open instances reduce expectations of adverse outcomes 

from intergroup contact by challenging negative beliefs about interacting with a member from another 

ethno-religious group (Paolini et al., 2004; Pettigrew, 2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). The 

conversational and physical avoidance of the Muslim ethnic minorities can be due to the lack of 

intergroup friendships (Barlow et al., 2009), which provide individuals with insights about the norms 

and behavioural scripts of other ethnic groups (Stephan & Stephan, 1985). This avoiding of Muslim 

students is also based on ethnic majority students’ perceptions that Muslim students lack interest in 

interacting with them. Thus, there is a tendency among Belgian descent students to blame their 

Muslim peers for the segregation that occurs on the campus and overlook their own role in 

perpetuating it. It is important to note that societal discourses requiring ethnic minority groups to put 

effort into integrating into the Belgian culture are apparent in the narratives of the ethnic majority 

students who participated in the study. Such claims also reduce the responsibility of the ethnic 

majority students to put energy in the establishment of contact with their Muslim peers. 

Using cultural traits as a justification for the lack of contact with Muslim peers, most students 

of Belgian descent did not consider their own role in the development of intergroup contact. 

Furthermore, although the Belgian culture was clearly depicted as an introverted culture, not eager to 

establish interethnic contact, this was not necessarily problematised by students. Many students, 

however, tended to explain the lack of intimate relations with Muslim peers on account of the latter’s 

religious background, constructing incompatible representations of them. The stereotypical image of 
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the religious other as “intolerant,” “conservative,” “not open-minded,” and “easily offended” was 

often hinted at by participants to legitimise the lack of intimate interactions. The fact that these 

negative perceptions of Muslim students appear based on assumptions and beliefs demonstrates the 

overwhelming influence of societal hostility and prejudice towards Muslims (Clycq, 2017; Hutchison 

& Rosenthal, 2011; Savelkoul et al., 2011). 

At the same time, Belgian descent students were sometimes reluctant to talk about their own 

experiences or views and often referred to how other people perceive contact with Muslims. This 

suggests that students of Belgian descent favour a strategy to maintain a positive representation of the 

self to avoid the label “racist,” an undesirable social identity (Clycq, 2017). The sensitivity of the 

issue and the Muslim identity of the interviewer might have also favoured students adopting general 

opinions rather than offering their personal views and experiences. 

While previous research has documented the prevailing hostility and negative attitudes 

towards Muslims, few have offered nuanced insights into the nature of intergroup contact 

experiences, from the perspective of those engaged in such contact. The views of ethnic majority 

students presented in this article offer a deeper understanding of what prevents students of Belgian 

origin from building deeper relations with Muslim Belgian students. The transcripts hint that 

examining the motivational mindsets of students could offer further insights into why intergroup 

interactions go awry in ethnically diverse higher education settings (Murphy, Richeson & Molden, 

2011). For instance, many ethnic majority students reported a focus on avoiding undesired outcomes 

such as not appearing biased when they think about interacting with a Muslim peer. However, when 

ethnic majority members are motivated to learn about their partner during interactions, their 

intergroup attitudes are more favourable than those who try to avoid unwanted consequences 

(Migacheva & Tropp, 2013; Plant, Devine & Peruche, 2010). Overall, these findings contribute to 

existing research by highlighting that attempts to ameliorate relations between members of different 

groups in higher education settings need to consider the role of motivation in shaping intergroup 

contact dynamics. 

6.4.1  LIMITATIONS 

Some limitations need to be mentioned, as well. This study only focused on students of Belgian 

descent who were enrolled at one university. A follow-up study could compare student groups in 

different educational settings and elaborate further on the implications for intergroup contact and 

friendships of varying student characteristics, such as gender, age, ethnicity. Also, it is interesting to 
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further explore everyday intergroup contexts in educational settings by adopting qualitative 

methodologies so that we have more insights into how and why potential contact opportunities get 

overlaid. Finally, future studies on intergroup contact could engage the positionality of interviewers 

and map out the implications of this researcher positionality for the study results. 

6.4.2  IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Some policy recommendations can be drawn based on the study findings. First, universities can take a 

more active role in facilitating intergroup contact by encouraging random assignment of roommates 

from other ethnic groups. This distribution was shown to have a positive influence on friendship 

patterns and individual intergroup attitudes (Laar et al., 2005). Second, learning about Muslim ethnic 

minorities could have positive implications for intergroup anxiety (Pettigrew, 1998). However, this 

needs to be put into practice more. As suggested by the findings, lack of knowledge about ethnic 

minority culture and religion seem to increase students’ behavioural insecurities and contact attitudes. 

Therefore, increasing knowledge of and familiarity with Muslim students and their values, norms, 

attitudes without essentialising could be helpful to facilitate intergroup interactions as it will provide 

students with behavioural guidelines and cues (Zagefka et al., 2017). In doing so, it is essential to 

avoid broad generalisations and delve deeper into concrete actions, fears, and interactions. 
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7. A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF HOW EXCLUSION 

PROCESSES SHAPE FRIENDSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

AMONG TURKISH BELGIAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 
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This is a revised version of a paper published in International Journal of Intercultural Relations (2019) 

 

ABSTRACT 

Our knowledge of how ethnic minority students explain and make sense of their friendship 

preferences in a university setting remains limited, despite the significance of friendships in the 

adaptation of students to higher education. Drawing on findings from qualitative interviews, this 

article explores the friendship preferences of 20 Turkish Belgian university students in the northern 

part of Belgium. An inductive thematic analysis is conducted to analyse the interviews through 

constant comparison. The findings demonstrate that students who preferred same-ethnic friendships 

valued the role of familiarity and a shared understanding. Students with predominantly interethnic 

friends referred to having interests and attitudes similar to those of their friends. While students’ 

friendship preferences evolved over time throughout their educational career, the university context 

allowed students to strengthen or change their preferences for certain groups of friends with particular 

traits and/or lifestyles and hence facilitated their preferences for homophilous friendships. These 

friendship preferences and searches were also shaped by inclusion/exclusion processes. Nearly all 

participants felt excluded or othered by peers of Belgian origin during everyday interactions on 

campus. However, they interpreted these exclusion experiences differently based on their peer groups 

and used distinct coping mechanisms, resulting in distinct patterns of friendship preferences. 

7.1  INTRODUCTION 

Universities are interesting contexts for the development of friendships during a crucial phase in the 

lives of students as emerging adults (Marsh et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2011). The transition to higher 

education and changes in students’ social networks require socio-psychological adjustment (Pittman 

& Richmond, 2008; Wrench, Garrett & King, 2014). Friendships support the adaptation of students to 

higher education by increasing their sense of belonging, providing socio-psychological support, and 

facilitating academic adjustment (Buote et al., 2007; Dennis, Phinney & Chuateco, 2005). This is 
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especially important for ethnic minority students, who often encounter more adaptation difficulties in 

higher education than their ethnic majority counterparts. Nevertheless, due to the increased ethno-

cultural diversity in universities, compared to secondary schools, students enjoy more opportunities to 

meet potential friends from various ethnic backgrounds (Jacobs et al., 2009; Thys & Van Houtte, 

2016). This could imply both more interethnic contact and more separation between ethnic or 

religious communities on campus (Morrison, 2010; Nelson, Dickson & Hargie, 2003). 

 While contact between groups was found to improve intergroup relations (Al Ramiah et al., 

2013; Fischer, 2011; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011), it can also have negative implications for minority 

groups, exposing them to social exclusion or discriminatory treatment (Baysu et al., 2014). Thus, 

students could prefer having friends with a similar cultural or religious background to deal with social 

exclusion (Hopkins, 2011; Reynolds, 2007; Seggie & Sanford, 2010). Apart from these preferences, 

institutional features such as the level of (ethnic) diversity, which impacts the possibility of 

establishing interethnic contact, can explain the development of friendships as well (Moody, 2001; 

Quillian & Campbell, 2003). 

In order to understand the accommodation of ethnic minorities in a university setting, more 

insight into students’ friendship patterns within this context is needed (Godley, 2008; Zeng & Xie, 

2008). Hence, this study aims to understand: 1) how ethnic minority students make sense of and 

reflect on their friendship preferences on a university campus; 2) how these friendship preferences are 

linked to opportunities to meet ethnic in- and outgroups in a university setting, and; 3) how inclusion 

and exclusion processes on a university campus contribute to the friendship preferences of students? 

The present study will focus on the development of friendship preferences of Turkish Belgian 

students in a Flemish university setting. This study fills in a gap in the literature in research on 

friendships in Flanders, as previous studies primarily focused on the primary or secondary school 

context (Agirdag et al., 2011; Demanet et al., 2012; Van Praag et al., 2015b).  
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7.1.1  THEORIES OF FRIENDSHIP AND INTERGROUP CONTACT 

Friendship preferences within a university setting 

Several factors can impact ethnic friendship preferences. First of all, at the individual level, people 

prefer those who are similar to them, referred to as social homophily (McPherson et al., 2001). 

Previous research found a higher attraction of individuals towards people with similar values, 

attitudes (Byrne, 1997), and interests (Cohen, 1983). Additionally, people sharing the same age, 

religion, education level, and gender more easily connect with each other (McPherson et al., 2001). 

Having the same ethnic/racial origin is shown to be one of the strongest markers of friendship 

preference (Baerveldt et al., 2007; McPherson et al., 2001; Moody, 2001). Whereas ethnic minority 

groups were found to have less ethnic homogeneity in their friendship groups (Verkuyten & 

Martinovic, 2006), this could be due to fewer opportunities to meet same-ethnic peers, who are a 

numerical minority compared to majority groups (Baerveldt et al., 2007). 

Contextual factors such as the level of ethnic diversity and the relative number of ethnic 

groups can structure the opportunities to meet people, regardless of their similarities (Blau & 

Schwartz, 1984; Schofield et al., 2010). For instance, the concentration of ethnic minority students in 

a large school setting is shown to increase preferences to establish same-ethnic friendships (Bahns et 

al., 2012; Moody, 2001). Related to this, people become more attracted to those they meet often, 

referred to as the “propinquity effect” (Blau & Schwartz, 1984). For example, students in the USA 

were more likely to become friends with students they encountered most often during their first year 

in college (Antonio, 2004). These studies have mainly outlined the importance of contextual 

characteristics for the development of (interethnic) friendships (Stearns et al., 2009). 

Inclusion and exclusion processes in a university context 

The development of interethnic friendships within a particular context has advantages for students, 

but certainly not in all situations. On the positive side, intergroup contact reduces ethnic prejudice, 

producing a positive change in social relations (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). Specifically, 

friendships are crucial in developing positive outgroup attitudes and negating stereotypes (Paolini et 

al., 2004; Thijs & Verkuyten, 2012). Nevertheless, contextual features and the status of groups 

engaged in contact determine to what extent intergroup contact yields positive effects (Kende et al., 

2018; Tropp et al., 2012). 
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Interethnic contact could also have adverse outcomes. Conflict theorists postulated that 

contact may lead to more conflicts by making threats to the group interests of individuals more salient 

when resources are limited and interests clash with those of the ethnic group (Blumer, 1958; Quillian, 

1995). Furthermore, the effects of intergroup contact can differ for majority and minority groups. For 

minorities, contact with majority groups can decrease their motivation to acknowledge discrimination 

against their groups (Durrheim et al., 2014; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012; Tropp et al., 2012). In turn, 

perceived discrimination could also prevent minority group members from engaging in contact 

(Shelton et al., 2005), encouraging them to turn to same-ethnic friends for support (Reynolds, 2007). 

In conclusion, inclusion and exclusion processes are intertwined with the development of friendships 

and consequently can impact the establishment of interethnic friendships of ethnic minority students 

in a university context. 

In the current study, we focus on the friendship preferences of students of Turkish Belgian 

heritage. This ethnic minority group remains distinct since they grew up in Belgium, have Belgian 

nationality and are proficient in Dutch but are still perceived to be “not from Belgium” and belonging 

to a different cultural community. Consequently, high levels of ethnic inequality and discrimination 

against ethno-religious minority groups persist in Belgium (Bail, 2008). Furthermore, due to the 

unequal distribution of ethnic groups across different study tracks in Flemish secondary education, the 

likelihood of finding same-ethnic peers in a university/course setting remains relatively smaller for 

ethnic minorities, compared to ethnic majority students (Jacobs et al., 2009). This group of students 

experiences ethnic discrimination during secondary education in teacher recommendations and 

inequity in school tracking (D’hondt, 2016; Teney et al., 2013). This does not only lead to fewer 

Turkish descent students at university but also indicates that those who make it there have likely 

already faced ample discrimination throughout their school career (Teney et al., 2013). These 

experiences of discrimination are important to explore as they could be intertwined with friendship 

orientations (Reynolds, 2007). Given this, we want to examine how these ethnic minority students 

who suffer social exclusion and discrimination develop friendships in a university setting.  
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7.2 METHODOLOGY 

7.2.1 PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE 

The present study was conducted in one of the largest universities in Flanders, with approximately 

50,000 students. An estimated 12% of the students enrolled had a migration background in 2017–

2018, including those from other European members states, while 18% of the students had a 

nationality other than Belgian. In this study, we focus on the friendship preferences of Turkish 

Belgian students as they are a major immigrant minority group in Belgium. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 20 Turkish- Belgian full-time students (six men, 14 women). 

Respondents’ ages ranged from 18 to 25 years. All were born in and grew up in Belgium. Turkish 

immigrant communities are relatively homogeneous in terms of language, social background, and 

settlement patterns in Belgium (Crul et al., 2012). Around 65% of the participants came from 

Limburg province, where their grandparents had first arrived from Turkey to work in the coal mines 

during the 1950s. Most of them grew up in neighbourhoods heavily populated by co-ethnics. In line 

with the ethnic distribution of students across class groups in the Flemish educational system (Van 

Praag et al., 2019), the class groups of the respondents were ethnically more mixed in primary 

education, but this proportion decreased in the secondary education tracks in which they were 

enrolled that prepared them for higher education. 

The participants were contacted by adopting convenience sampling methods comprised of 

three distinct ways to find students with diverse patterns in terms of friendship preferences. A first 

group of participants was contacted by the lead researcher using a snowball technique to access 

students of Turkish origin from various disciplines of study. Through this sampling method, we 

discovered events organised by a Turkish student association on campus. This association provided 

students with a touch of home culture as Turkish was the preferred language of communication at the 

events. Turkish music was played and Turkish food and drink were served during activities. A second 

group of participants was contacted and selected through inquiries made with those who had 

previously joined or rejected invitations to become involved with this Turkish association. Finally, a 

third group of participants was contacted through the diversity office of the university. These 

participants were contacted by email and were sent an online questionnaire seeking information on 

their personal histories and friendships. To diversify the student sample based on friendship patterns, 

students’ responses to these questions concerning friendships, students were invited to participate in 

the individual interviews. 
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All participants were given information about the aim of the research and were assured of the 

confidentiality of their participation. Pseudonyms were chosen to ensure students’ anonymity. 

Interviews were conducted by the lead researcher between January 2014 and November 2015. The 

average interview lasted from 120 to 180 min. The interview language was Turkish, as all participants 

and the lead researcher spoke fluent Turkish. The interviews were later translated into English. All 

interviews were taped and transcribed verbatim. The interview questions focused on friendship 

preferences, everyday interactions with peers, and social exclusion inside and outside the university. 

7.2.2  DATA ANALYSIS 

An inductive thematic analysis using constant comparative method was applied during data collection 

and analysis to reflect critically on the data, compare findings systematically, adjust the interview 

questionnaires slightly if needed, and ensure the validity of the results of this study. Data analysis 

consisted of several stages. The first stage involved identifying themes in a recursive process that 

required moving back and forth between interview transcriptions and paying attention to the repeated 

meaning patterns to examine and reveal “underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations” 

during data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84). The constant comparative technique was later 

used to understand different patterns in the participants’ friendships and examine factors in order to 

comprehend how these distinct patterns emerged. Recurring themes were identified and framed 

according to the different friendship patterns of the participants. In the final stage of analysis, findings 

were categorised based on the friendship preferences of the students, the role of the university context 

in explaining the friendship development of the students and finally the exclusion experiences of 

students in everyday interactions with ethnic majority groups. NVivo11 software (2014) was used to 

systematically index the themes. To reduce researcher bias and ensure the validity of the findings, 

three participants were asked to comment on the data analyses.  
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7.3  RESULTS 

The findings of the study are organised into three main themes. The first theme, seeking homophily in 

friendships captures the ways students formed ethnically and/or socially homophilous friendships in 

the university context. Students with same-ethnic friendships underlined the role of familiarity and a 

common understanding. Many of them strengthened their ties by attending activities of a student 

association founded by students of Turkish origin or in dormitories. Students who had predominantly 

ethnic majority friends referred to the similarity of interests and attitudes in their friendships. This 

group was more likely to meet like-minded friends in classes or during campus activities 

predominantly attracting students of Belgian heritage. 

The second theme, the importance of the university context for friendship preferences is 

focused on how students made friends in distinct places of the university setting (e.g., dormitories, 

student houses, university courses, etc.). While students’ friendship preferences evolved over time 

throughout their educational career, the university context allowed students to strengthen or change 

their preferences for certain groups of friends with sought-after traits and lifestyles. The third theme, 

social exclusion in everyday interactions elaborates on the ethnic minority students’ experiences of 

exclusion during everyday interactions on campus. Even though nearly all participants felt excluded 

or othered by their peers of Belgian heritage during everyday interactions on campus, they interpreted 

these exclusion experiences differently. This resulted in the use of different coping mechanisms and 

patterns of friendship preferences. 

7.3.1  SEEKING HOMOPHILY IN FRIENDSHIPS 

Many students with same-ethnic friends preferred this due to the higher level of familiarity and a 

common understanding. They noted that they felt more at ease in self-disclosure with their peers due 

to sharing similar cultural values (Baerveldt et al., 2007). Canan (Medicine) for instance, had friends 

of Belgian heritage in secondary school. She also spent most of her time with them at the university as 

her classmates and dormmates were all of Belgian origin. Despite seeing her Turkish Belgian friends 

less often due to the pressure of academic work, Canan felt more comfortable when with same-ethnic 

peers: 

I cannot speak about my deepest worries to a Belgian, whereas I can share my most intimate 

feelings with my Turkish friends at the university. Yet, my Belgian friends are very 
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understanding too.… We do sports together or watch movies. But their sense of humour is 

quite different.… Something is always missing, like intimacy and warmth. 

Despite having good relations with her friends of Belgian heritage, Canan chose to share her emotions 

with her same-ethnic peers. The conversations with students of Belgian origin were often described as 

superficial by these students, whereas those with same- ethnic friends were seen as more meaningful. 

This was partly due to the differences in family structure, religious habits, and lifestyles with ethnic 

majority friends, which made it more complicated to engage in in-depth discussions about their 

concerns and issues related to these matters. Many respondents felt that lifestyle differences with 

ethnic majority peers became more pronounced at university.  

A second group of students with predominantly ethnic majority friends underlined the role of 

shared interests and similar attitudes in their friendships. Serkan (Social Sciences) never belonged to a 

group with only students of Turkish origin and distanced himself from most same-ethnic peers: 

I have few Turkish friends because we have different interests. I don't like football. I like 

studying. They enjoy hanging around outside; I don't like it.… You know, Turks are always 

talking about Turkish TV series. I like watching American series. I am not able to have 

conversations with Turks. 

Serkan noted that there was little similarity between his interests and those of students of Turkish 

origin. Generalising stereotypes about people of Turkish origin, he associated himself mainly with his 

peers of Belgian heritage. Most of these students had a few Turkish Belgian friends, who, they said, 

were like-minded and not representative of their ethnic group. When talking about their friendships, 

both groups of students had the tendency to highlight the (stereotypical) differences between ethnic 

groups and emphasised the ethnic categories of their friends. 

A few students did not perceive differences in relationships between their Turkish heritage 

and Belgian heritage friends. Ali (Arts), for instance, said he shared similar interests with all his 

friends, regardless of their ethnic background. When he had a question, though, about the Dutch 

language, he said he would contact his friends of Belgian heritage: 

It is basic guys’ conversation with both groups. Football, girls, cars, vacation, and so on. I 

don’t have any challenges finding common ground with the Flemish. If I have a question 

about the language, I ask my Flemish friend, like “how I can say this?” How would the 

Turkish friends know how to say that? 
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Similar to Ali, only a couple of students said that what they shared with their friends depended more 

on their relationship rather than ethnicity. 

Finally, we should note that the friendship preferences of most students were built on 

previous experiences in secondary school. For instance, Esra (Chemistry) explained how she first 

began to make friends with students of Belgian heritage in secondary school: “I began to spend more 

time with the Flemish when my friend [of Turkish origin] left the class. It was really fun, and I was 

like, ‘Oh this is not bad at all.’ Like one could become friends with them.” Esra had also made friends 

of Belgian heritage in her class and in her dormitory. Hence, over the course of their university career, 

students made friends in various places on the university campus, and these friendships evolved over 

time. 

7.3.2  THE IMPORTANCE OF THE UNIVERSITY CONTEXT FOR FRIENDSHIP 

PREFERENCES 

While many students with same-ethnic peers already had a slight preference for ethnic in-groups 

before coming to the university, they did not always have the opportunity to meet them. Their leaning 

towards same-ethnic peers in secondary school was clear in the accounts of students as they explained 

their interethnic friendships by referring to the absence of students of Turkish origin: Emre 

(Engineering) reflected on this, stating: “I hung out with the Flemish in secondary school because 

there were only Flemish in my class, I was always alone as a Turk.” This tendency to seek same-

ethnic peers whenever possible was also found in the university context. Many students who searched 

for same-ethnic peers on campus were seeking familiarity to avoid having to explain their non-

mainstream choices for (stereotypical) student life and to deal with (subtle) othering processes. Fulya 

(Law) experienced feeling othered in secondary school through jokes targeting students of Turkish 

origin. These previous experiences of exclusion by her peers in the form of ethnic teasing (Douglass 

et al., 2016) caused her to strengthen her ethnic ties when she arrived on campus: “When I first 

entered the class, I checked whether there were any Turks. I knew there wouldn’t be, but I still 

checked anyway.” 

Even though same-ethnic peers were difficult to find in the same class, the university context 

seemed to offer more options to meet them in comparison to secondary school. More importantly, the 

university context itself appeared to alter students’ friendship preferences, since students were 

reminded of their “differences” while trying to develop new friendships with ethnic majority students. 
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Asli (Medicine) said the ethnic composition of her group of friends changed from peers of Belgian 

heritage to those of Turkish heritage once she enrolled in university: 

I don’t become friends with anyone [of Belgian descent] in the class now. Of course, I talk to 

them when we sit together at the same desk. I guess I’m different now because of the Turks 

here. I don't feel the need to become friends [with peers of Belgian descent]. I would have had 

a lot of Flemish friends by now if there weren’t any Turks here. You get tired of explaining 

yourself after a while. With my old Flemish friends, I don’t have to explain myself anymore, 

so I’m still in touch with them, things like I don’t go out at night, I’m Turkish, I’m Muslim, I 

don’t go to bars, etc. I hang out at different places with my Turkish friends. 

To avoid feeling excluded due to her lifestyle and background, Asli mentioned that she increasingly 

chose to attend activities where she had more opportunities to meet same-ethnic friends with similar 

lifestyles and preferences. She underlined that she and her Turkish Belgian friends searched for places 

where they could meet and feel free from the burden of explaining themselves and their lifestyles 

(Mellor et al., 2009). 

The Turkish student association on campus became a meeting place for many students of 

Turkish origin who were in search of familiarity and inclusion in the company of others similar to 

them. A group of students referred to the role of this association in making them feel at home on the 

university campus – specifically, students who did not feel comfortable joining in campus activities 

and parties. They underlined that the association provided them with alternative ways of enjoying 

themselves. Emre (Engineering) stated that preserving their Turkish identity and cultural values was 

important for university students of Turkish heritage: 

I see Turks more frequently after coming to the student association [of the university]. It’s 

necessary. There’s not that much interaction between students [of different ethnic 

background] at the university. They [students of Belgian origin] go to a disco to have fun, 

Turks do it differently, and they also need to feel at home. This place is necessary for Turks 

so that they don’t forget their Turkish identity. 

Emre noted that the association facilitated the adaptation of students of Turkish origin to university 

life as all student groups had their own separate student clubs on campus. Thus, the university context 

had changed the activities students participated in for entertainment as well as the opportunities to 

meet same-ethnic peers. This changing context had altered othering processes. The feeling of being 
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othered or “different” in particular seemed to be a motivation to, for instance, join in the activities of 

the Turkish student association with the goal of meeting mainly same-ethnic peers. 

Although ethnic gatherings appeared to provide many students with a sense of belonging on 

the university campus, a few students had a negative attitude towards ethnic cliques and described the 

activities of the Turkish student association as “too Turkish.” This was expressed by Ceren (Social 

Sciences), who said: “It did not appeal to me at all, everybody speaks Turkish, they play Turkish 

music and all. Also, I don’t feel lonely or alienated. They said in their presentation that it was for 

those students.” While Ceren did not find the activities organised by the association to be interesting, 

other students said they felt uncomfortable about the ways in which they thought the association 

participants viewed them. Ece (Engineering) distanced herself from such Turkish ethnic activities as 

well as certain same-ethnic peer groups on campus: 

The way Turks here think is not for me.… They can interfere a lot with people’s lives. They 

also look down on you, criticise your clothes, the type of places you go, and don’t see you 

like a true Turk. If I don’t feel comfortable, I don’t see them. Why should I? 

Facing ethnic conformity pressure from her same-ethnic peers on campus and feeling othered in 

ethnic gatherings due to her lifestyle choices, Ece sought more inclusive friendship groups (see also 

Van Kerckem et al., 2014). Similarly, Hale (Engineering) referred to the lack of interest among 

Turkish Belgian students in attending the kind of social activities she enjoyed: 

I have been attending social activities after school since childhood. I have been taking piano 

and singing classes and take part in theatre clubs. I also joined the university choir, but I don't 

really see Turks at any of these activities. I am always the only Turk there. Of course, my 

parents supported me doing these things. I would like to have Turkish friends, but 

unfortunately, there aren’t many with whom I can share these things. 

Hale wanted to have same-ethnic friends during her school career, but she found that there were not 

many who were as “open-minded” as herself. As noted by Hale, the numerical majority of students of 

Belgian heritage within these particular leisure activities explained the great likelihood of becoming 

friends with someone of Belgian origin (Zeng & Xie, 2008). Since these students spent most of their 

time on campus attending activities with students of Belgian heritage, their chances of being attracted 

to and becoming friends with them increased (Moody, 2001). Thus, students such as Ece and Hale 

found the university context liberating as they encountered more opportunities to meet people with 

similar worldviews and lifestyles. For these students, this did not mean that they did not want to meet 
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same-ethnic peers. Rather, the relatively small number or absence of Turkish Belgian students with 

similar views and leisure activities caused them to prefer to hang out with students of Belgian 

heritage. 

To conclude, entering the university context allowed all students to select their friends more 

carefully in order to establish friendships with people who had similar interests and lifestyles. As the 

university context provided more opportunities to meet in terms of ethnicity, lifestyle, and views, it 

seemed that friendship preferences and patterns became more homophilous in those terms. 

Nevertheless, these friendship preferences were also shaped by experiences of exclusion. In the 

following section, we will delve deeper into the importance of these exclusion processes for 

friendship preferences. 

7.3.3  SOCIAL EXCLUSION IN EVERYDAY INTERACTIONS 

Many students found that “fitting in” with the ethnic majority group appeared to be a challenge all 

along, resulting in feelings and experiences of being excluded and alienated. They shared their 

experiences of being excluded by students of Belgian heritage in secondary school due to their ethnic 

background (Moffitt et al., 2018b). These experiences also shaped their friendship preferences in the 

university context. For example, Yasemin (Economics) was laughed at by her ethnic majority peers in 

secondary school for not knowing about a Flemish TV program: 

I said at that moment that I would no longer try to be like them. I started searching for Turks 

in the school. And it has continued like that. I always sought Turkish friends as I could not be 

myself when I was with the Flemish. I just felt better that way. 

Yasemin had a group of same-ethnic friends in her dormitory and a mixed group of friends from 

various backgrounds in her class. 

Even though only a couple of students said they were openly excluded in the university 

setting by ethnic majority groups, subtle forms of othering remained an everyday reality for many, as 

noted by Fulya (Law): “There are certain groups at the university—they recognise you and where you 

come from, [but] they don’t talk to you; they ignore you. They make jokes about migrating from 

another country to Belgium.” Such subtle forms of exclusion and their negative impact on minority 

groups have been documented by studies exploring the pervasiveness of racial microaggressions on 

university campuses (Bailey, 2016; Nadal et al., 2014; Yosso et al., 2009). The focus on everyday 

interactions of students, in particular, revealed that they tried to avoid the exhaustion of having to 
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explain identity-related issues and not being fully understood by their ethnic majority peers during 

social interactions. Salih (Arts), for instance, said he avoided highlighting his ethnic Turkish identity 

when he was around peers of Belgian heritage: 

My foreign friends are aware of my Turkish identity, but I don’t really express my Turkish 

identity that much when I am with them.… You can’t talk about issues regarding Turkish 

culture. You can talk about some things but in a very superficial way. You can’t go deeper 

because they don’t share the same feelings and values as you. I talk to them about school, 

courses, social activities, Japan, and Japanese people, and so on. 

By limiting his conversations with ethnic majority peers to certain topics around school and social 

activities, Salih avoided explaining issues about his background and culture (Paolini et al., 2004). 

Students reflected on how differences in family life practices between ethnic groups unfolded 

during everyday interactions with ethnic majority groups, subtly giving away their different ethnic 

origins. Yasemin (Economics), for instance, did not bring up her identity until there was a discussion 

about Turkey, even though she felt that even everyday talk about family practices already revealed her 

“otherness.” She recalled an incident where she was going home for the weekend, and she was 

discussing the suitcases with two friends of Belgian descent and one of Moroccan descent. During this 

conversation, it appeared that her friends of Belgian origin got their sheets washed every week, 

whereas, in her family, the sheets were not washed that often: 

I was surprised and said we did not wash sheets every week. Their reactions were like: “Aah.” 

The Moroccan also said they didn’t wash them every week, either. [The Moroccan friend] 

talked to me later about it and said it would have been better if I had not brought it up 

because, through such things, you slowly begin to realise that you are different. 

Yasemin and her friend clearly discussed whether or not they should mention perceived cultural 

differences when with friends of Belgian origin. Similarly, a few students reported adopting certain 

strategies to reduce these apparent differences around their friends of Belgian heritage by hiding some 

features of their family life or ethnic identity, as noted by Kerem (Social Sciences): “If my parents 

call me when I’m around Flemish friends and I need to speak Turkish, it creates a certain kind of 

discomfort. I am not changing myself because of it, but it creates uneasiness.” 

In addition to feeling “different,” students also reflected on being exposed to stereotypical 

remarks and questions during interactions with ethnic majority friends. They described as burdensome 

having to answer stereotypical questions about their background. For many students, both being seen 
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as an exceptional “good Turk,” or not being recognised as an equal Belgian by ethnic majority peers 

appeared to be a frustrating and painful experience (see Chapter 5). For example. Burcu (Medicine) 

mentioned how she felt hurt by remarks that degraded her Turkish identity: “They sometimes say 

things that hurt you, but they are not even aware of it. “Oh, this is really great work—especially for a 

Turk.” These experiences of feeling othered and excluded during everyday interactions with ethnic 

majorities seemed to encourage them to cultivate friendships with people who share similar 

experiences (Yosso et al., 2009). 

The accounts of Turkish Belgian students showed that, apart from their own friendship 

preferences, they encountered difficulty in being accepted and part of Belgian origin peer groups. 

They stated that ethnic majority groups were not interested in interactions with people outside of their 

ethnic groups. Consequently, participants were uncertain when approaching Belgian descent peers. 

Ezgi (Engineering) said that she encountered difficulties in joining peer groups in her class: 

Flemish people are not very open to others. It’s not easy to join their friendship groups.… 

Sometimes I even find it hard to go and eat with the group [of Flemish] I’m most familiar 

with. It feels like you are interrupting them as they are conversing.… When I ask whether I 

can join them, they just keep on talking. The fact that you joined them does not make any 

difference. I wonder if they really want me to join them. 

To prevent these exclusionary experiences, Ezgi mentioned that she adopted specific strategies for 

feeling more accepted among her friends of Belgian heritage, such as pretending to have knowledge 

of popular culture relating to specific music or television programmes. In an effort to keep up with 

them during conversations, she eventually began to watch more American TV series instead of 

Turkish productions. 

Overall, participants used distinct coping strategies to deal with these felt and perceived 

cultural/ ethnic differences between ethnic groups and prevailing (negative) stereotypes in society 

towards people of Turkish origin. These diverging coping strategies became more apparent in the 

university setting, where both groups mentioned more opportunities to meet, compared to secondary 

school, to find people of a similar ethnic background or with similar lifestyles and views. This way, 

both groups of students adopted self-protective strategies to avoid exclusion by staying away from 

potentially excluding social situations and friendship groups (Mellor et al., 2009). 

Regardless of their friendship preferences, all students were conscious of the prevailing 

negative ethnic stereotypes, ethnic in and outgroups, and the differences in cultural, religious, and 

social practices. Nonetheless, the interpretation of these exclusionary experiences differed across 
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groups. Many students with same-ethnic friends agreed that there was discrimination against their 

ethnic group; half of the students with mainly ethnic majority friends either thought that there was no 

discrimination against their ethnic group or downplayed their experiences of discrimination by 

attributing such experiences to the negative characteristics of the people who discriminated against 

them. Nil, for instance, did not make any friends in her class because of a fear of not being understood 

by students of Belgian descent and spent most of her time with her same-ethnic peers whom she met 

in her dormitory. According to Nil (Psychology), there was discrimination against Muslims in 

Belgium: 

I live in Belgium, but I don't really belong here. People here make you feel as if you’re a 

foreigner; you can’t feel like a Flemish, they alienate you. Research shows there is 

discrimination against Muslims; we are always second-class citizens. 

Unlike Nil, students with predominantly Belgian descent friends argued that they lived in an equal 

society and there was no discrimination against minorities. Esra (Chemistry), who had mainly ethnic 

outgroup friends, referred to several incidents which annoyed her on the university campus and 

underlined that she would not interpret them as discriminatory: 

When people treat me badly, I attribute this to their character. I would not say they’re 

discriminating. Now on campus too, they always talk to me in English. They only see me as 

Flemish when I am with a Flemish friend. They are surprised that I can speak Flemish 

fluently. They are just ignorant. 

These accounts illustrate the importance of perceived discrimination in the lives of these students that 

inevitably caused them to develop coping strategies to deal with such experiences. 

To conclude, all students of Turkish heritage referred to experiences of discrimination and 

othering in society and secondary and higher education. These experiences have shaped their 

friendship preferences but also seemed to matter when attempting to establish intergroup contact. 

While participants who preferred to establish friendships with same-ethnic peers interpreted these 

exclusionary experiences as a signal to invest more in same-ethnic peers and to avoid such 

experiences, others focused more on their selective group of friends with similar lifestyle preferences 

and interpreted such discriminatory acts as a feature that characterises only particular groups of 

people. 
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7.4  DISCUSSION 

The present study explored the peer relationships of Turkish Belgian students in a university context 

in Belgium to gain more in-depth insight into the development of ethnic friendship preferences in this 

setting. We specifically focused on the study of the ways ethnic minority students make sense of their 

friendship preferences on a university campus, the link between these friendship preferences and the 

university setting, and finally how inclusion and exclusion processes during everyday interactions 

with ethnic majorities shape friendship preferences. The following three conclusions can be drawn 

from this study. 

First, many students strengthened their ethnic ties on the university campus by showing a 

preference for same-ethnic friendships (McPherson et al., 2001). They often referred to the cultural 

familiarity and similar experiences (Baerveldt et al., 2007) and sharing similar lifestyles and religious 

values (Seggie & Sanford, 2010) to explain their friendship preferences. At the same time, there is 

also a relatively large, significant group of students of Turkish origin who had predominantly ethnic 

majority friends and underlined the importance of similar interests and attitudes with their friends. 

These students also mentioned homophily processes; however, ethnicity did not seem to be a valid or 

sufficient marker for friendship formation. Nonetheless, their narratives implied that they expected to 

find friends with shared interests and attitudes more easily among students of Belgian heritage than 

those of Turkish heritage. Overall, ethnic categories appeared to play a significant role in how 

students made sense of and explained their peer relationships. 

Second, the university setting appeared to facilitate the adaptation of many students to higher 

education by providing them with opportunities to meet either same-ethnic peers with similar 

lifestyles or intergroup friends with shared interests and attitudes. In particular, students with same-

ethnic friends underlined that the presence of other Turkish Belgian students on campus increased 

their sense of belonging and made them feel at home on campus. As indicated by earlier studies, a 

positive campus climate and a strong sense of belonging are particularly crucial for academic 

engagement and socio-psychological adaptation of minority students (Stebleton et al., 2014; Yosso et 

al., 2009). Same-ethnic friendships appeared to act as an important support mechanism for ethnic 

minority groups in their transition and accommodation to higher education. Similarly, for students 

who did not feel included in circles of same-ethnic peers, the university setting appeared to offer 

alternative opportunities to find like-minded friends. 

Although students arrive on campus shaped by their previous experiences and socialisation 

patterns (Park & Chang, 2015), distinct meeting opportunities have led to distinct friendship 

formation patterns and preferences. Students with mainly same-ethnic friends showed a clear 
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preference for same-ethnic peers despite encountering ethnic majority students more frequently 

during their courses and on campus (McPherson et al., 2001). Hence, the effects of homophily are 

further strengthened by the propinquity effect as ethnic gatherings rarely included students from other 

backgrounds (Moody, 2001). For their part, most students with predominantly ethnic majority peers 

avoided activities organised by Turkish Belgian students and chose to spend their time with like-

minded peers of Belgian heritage. Consequently, for this second group, the increased opportunities to 

meet ethnic in-groups on campus did not imply a change in their friendship preferences. The findings 

suggest that students with mainly intergroup friends perceived social exclusion and control from co-

ethnics due to their personal lifestyle choices. Hence, their orientation towards friends of Belgian 

origin and avoidance from ethnic in-groups can be seen as a strategy to deal with ethnic conformity 

pressure and exclusion (cf. Van Kerckem et al., 2014). 

Third, exclusionary processes linked to ethnic identity, religious practices, lifestyle, and 

acceptance among ethnic majority peers strengthened the tendency of students to develop friendships 

with ethnic ingroup members. Student accounts suggest that same- ethnic friendship preferences in 

the university context were partly a response to the exclusive nature of stereotypical student activities, 

such as drinking (Mir, 2014). As ethnic memberships in Flanders increasingly focus on and coincide 

with religious beliefs and practices, it is not surprising that feelings of familiarity and exclusionary 

practices centre around religious affiliation and related practices. Interestingly, whereas many students 

shared their experiences of feeling excluded, students’ attitudes and responses towards discrimination 

differed depending on their friendship groups. Based on the self-protective strategies developed by 

Mellor et al. (2009), we can argue that students with same-ethnic friendships adopted an avoidance 

strategy as they remained physically distant from potentially discriminatory peer groups. Students 

with mainly intergroup friends, however, preferred a minimising strategy as they downgraded the 

significance of discriminatory event, albeit unintentionally. 

There are two main implications associated with the choice for these two self-protective 

strategies. First, having a shared understanding and attitude concerning issues of exclusion and 

discrimination could contribute to the orientation of ethnic minority students towards certain groups 

of friends (Reynolds, 2007). Second, different kinds of contact that students develop could lead to 

different ways of thinking about issues of social inequality and inadvertently reinforce intergroup 

disparities (Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012). Overall, these findings suggest that intergroup contact 

experiences of ethnic minority students and the exclusion processes in the university context are 

intertwined with the societal context and structures of inequality (Kende et al., 2018). 
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7.4.1 LIMITATIONS 

Some limitations of this study need to be mentioned, as well. We focused on a limited group of 

Turkish Belgian students enrolled at the same university. Although the results shine an interesting 

light on the peer relationships of Turkish Belgian students and suggest that they are linked to 

exclusion processes, they cannot be generalised to a wider Belgian context. A natural extension of this 

study would be to investigate friendships of minority groups in a larger number of universities with 

diverse contextual characteristics (e.g., in terms of size, ethnic composition). A second limitation of 

this study is that we did not investigate how gender and the social class background of students 

impacted students’ friendship preferences. Female students are over-represented in our sample, which 

could lead to a bias in the results of this study. We found that female and male students did not differ 

much in terms of their friendship preferences. However, additional in-depth insights of a more 

gender-balanced sample are needed to further this claim. Hence, future research should explore the 

intersectionality between ethnicity, gender, and social class to understand how exclusion and 

homophilous processes are shaped in contexts with a limited number of ethnic in-groups present. 

7.4.2  IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Some policy recommendations can be made based on the findings. Every participant described 

othering and discrimination, and that needs to be given greater weight on university campuses. 

Institutional interventions such as intercultural learning in courses, privilege walks/activities, and the 

ethnic composition of courses and academic personnel can be implemented to create and increase 

sensitivity about exclusionary processes among friendship groups and the wider society. The findings 

demonstrate that inequity in education starts early and greater diversity throughout the education 

process might have a positive effect not only on ethnic density at university but also on facilitating 

contact between groups. Nonetheless, institutional attempts to promote intergroup contact need to 

recognise the implications of intergroup contact for disadvantaged groups and avoid highlighting only 

commonalities between groups. Instead, emphasising the issues of both intergroup inequality and 

shared features during intergroup interactions can help to facilitate intergroup understanding (Saguy 

& Chernyak-Hai, 2012). Creating an inclusive campus climate in which meeting opportunities are 

used to enhance awareness about societal inequalities and to improve intergroup understanding is 

crucial. 
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8. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

This PhD dissertation has focused on understanding acculturation experiences and perspectives of 

Turkish and Belgian descent university students. It has explored their definitions and understandings 

of acculturation, institutional and interpersonal discrimination experiences of Turkish Belgian 

students in education, and the development of contact and friendships among ethnic minority and 

majority students in a Flemish higher education setting. While I have taken Berry’s acculturation 

framework (Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 2006) as a starting point, I have not systematically analysed the 

link between acculturation, contact, and discrimination in the empirical studies. Instead, I have drawn 

on the existing literature on acculturation, critical race theory, intergroup contact and ethnic prejudice 

to develop my research questions. I mainly combined insights and sensitising concepts (e.g., 

microaggression) from these theories. The main themes were analysed separately using a data-driven 

approach to coding in order not to confine the richness of the interview data and explore new 

directions and insights (see Chapter 3). Because of this, in the articles themselves, I did not 

necessarily discuss how the theories that inspired me to develop my research questions are linked to 

one another. I will now discuss how they can be integrated based on the findings from empirical 

studies in this dissertation.  

 The empirical study 1 examines the meanings that both Turkish and Belgian descent students 

attach to acculturation as idea and practice to uncover how their acculturation attitudes are shaped by 

asymmetrical power relations between members of ethnic majority and minority groups. Given that 

such power imbalances allow for the enactment of discrimination at all levels, the empirical study 2 

investigates the various forms of institutional and interpersonal discrimination that Turkish origin 

students experience in education. To understand how these discrimination experiences and unequal 

status between group members shape contact, a central dimension of acculturation, the last two 

empirical studies offer a deeper look into the factors and processes that shape relations between 

members of dominant and nondominant groups. The empirical study 3 focuses on Belgian descent 

students’ intergroup contact views and experiences while the empirical study 4 analyses how Turkish 

descent students develop friendships on the university campus. These empirical findings and 

integration of theories add (or are part of) a larger theoretical framework that aims to understand 

processes of acculturation. 

Previous research on acculturation has significantly expanded our understanding of the 

acculturation processes of the immigrants and their descendants (Berry et al., 2006; Celeste et al., 

2014; Hui et al., 2015; Kunst & Sam, 2013). Arguing against a unidimensional understanding of 
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acculturation, Berry and his colleagues have shown that the adoption of the dominant norms does not 

necessarily imply the loss of the heritage values (Berry, 1980; 1997; Berry et al., 1989). Nevertheless, 

the field of acculturation remains underdeveloped in certain respects as it tends to decontextualize the 

experiences of individuals by overlooking the role of asymmetrical power relations between group 

members, conditions of exclusion, and the dynamic relationships with other individuals in the society 

(Andreouli, 2013; Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Cicognani et al., 2018; Howarth et al., 2014). In the same 

vein, the integration narrative tends to outweigh discussions of equity and inclusion by deflecting 

attention away from patterns of exclusion that pose a barrier to the legitimate recognition and equal 

participation of ethnic minorities in the mainstream society. By drawing on insights from theories of 

CRT and intergroup contact, the findings in this dissertation clearly show that ethnic minorities do not 

have equal power and status to ethnic majorities when it comes to cultural adaptation and mixing, and 

under such conditions, they often experience various forms of (e.g., open, subtle) discrimination in 

educational settings.  

The findings of the current thesis show that students have different acculturation experiences 

depending on their membership in groups with unequal status. These differences in power and status 

between ethnic minority and majority groups are based on the devalued societal position of the 

Turkish minority group that has limited access to resources (e.g., wealth, education) available to 

ethnic majority groups (Meeus et al., 2009; Phalet & Heath, 2010). Moreover, their cultural and 

religious identity as Muslims is perceived to be a threat to traditional European values and culture 

(Billiet & Swyngedouw, 2009). This suggests that symbolic threats (Stephan et al., 1999) can shape 

ethnic majority students’ acculturation meanings and attitudes in higher education. For instance, 

Belgian descent students’ views of acculturation clearly reflect that these students expect ethnic 

minority groups to adapt themselves to Belgian society (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011; Van Praag 

et al., 2016). Due to their lower status, the onus for adaptation is placed on the shoulders of 

individuals with a migration background while members of dominant groups are construed as 

somehow exempt from adjusting to a shifting cultural environment in the society (Bowskill et al., 

2007; Clycq & Levrau, 2017; Rudmin, 2003; Van de Pol et al., 2018). Moreover, based on their 

perceptions of ethnic minority culture as a threat to Belgian values, ethnic majority students seem to 

perceive a conflict between maintaining ethnic ties and adopting mainstream culture (Van Acker & 

Vanbeselaere, 2011). This remains the case when the accounts of Turkish origin participants in the 

study suggest that it is impossible to not belong to two cultures (Snauwaert et al., 2003).  

The views and attitudes of ethnic majority students suggest, for instance, that maintaining 

cultural values, such as wearing a headscarf, can pose challenges to engage in contact with Belgian 

descent people and obstruct acculturation processes. This mirrors the problematisation of visible 
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minorities in Western Europe (Reijerse et al., 2013; Schneider & Crul, 2010). As shown in the 

empirical study 3, when ethnic minorities are perceived to be continuing their ethnic ties and norms, 

they are seen as lacking interest in contact with Belgian descent people (Figgou & Baka, 2018; Van 

Praag et al., 2016). While Turkish origin students seem aware of these negative perceptions, they all 

respond to them in different ways. Some of them try to adjust in the public domain by for instance 

removing their headscarf while going out to avoid exclusion whereas others try to educate their peers 

about their cultural and religious values. Moreover, Belgian descent students tend to hold ethnic 

minorities responsible for the failure of relations between groups, even though the abilities of ethnic 

minorities to influence acculturation and dynamics of intergroup contact are limited by unequal power 

dynamics and discrimination (Bowskill et al., 2007). For instance, when asked why there is little 

interaction across ethnic groups, ethnic majority students refer to the grouping together of students 

with a migration background as an excuse and fail to reflect on how their excluding attitudes might 

create separation between ethnic groups on the university campus (Bonilla-Silva & Forman, 2000; 

Gillborn, 2006). Comparatively, the accounts of Turkish Belgian students clarify that many of them 

prefer to have same-ethnic friends at the university after experiencing exclusion by Belgian descent 

peers based on their ethnic background throughout their educational career (D’hondt et al., 2015; 

Phalet et al., 2007; Stevens, 2008; Teney et al., 2013; Vandezande et al., 2009). Accordingly, they 

seek more inclusive peer groups and spaces on the university campus where they feel freer to express 

and negotiate their bicultural identities.  

Since Belgian descent students do not perceive ethnic minorities as assimilating (Van Acker 

& Vanbesealere, 2011) and do not engage in frequent, high-quality contact with them, they don’t 

necessarily exhibit positive behavioural intentions (Hutchison & Rosenthal, 2011). The results reveal 

that Belgian descent students’ intergroup contact experiences remain superficial even when they are 

described as positive. Nevertheless, they seem also to be characterized by anxiety and avoidance, 

which can worsen outgroup attitudes (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015; Shelton & Richeson, 2015). As 

a result, these seemingly random interactions with ethno-religious minority students remain limited in 

their capacity to transform acculturation attitudes of Belgian students (Brown & Zagefka, 2011). 

While expecting ethnic minorities to invest in interethnic contact and assimilate, Belgian descent 

students overlook how power imbalances and dynamics of exclusion might be affecting the 

experiences of students with an immigration background.  

The fact that only a few Belgian descent students with Muslim friends have more positive 

attitudes towards cultural maintenance of ethnic minorities and reflect on discrimination and equality 

suggests that friendships remain important for positively changing intergroup attitudes (Brown & 

Hewstone, 2005; Davies et al., 2011). However, implications of intergroup friendships can differ for 
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members of different status groups (Durrheim et al., 2014; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012). When 

disadvantaged ethnic minority groups have positive relations with the advantaged ethnic majority 

groups without addressing issues of intergroup inequality, it diminishes their sense of group 

boundaries and perceptions of discrimination (Cakal et al., 2011; Dixon et al., 2007). The findings in 

this study show that students who have Belgian descent peers have diminished perceptions of 

discrimination, which is explained by the lower- status of the Turkish ethnic minority group in 

Belgium (Tropp et al., 2012). Given that the status of groups engaged in contact determines to what 

extent intergroup contact yields positive effects (Kende et al., 2017; Tropp et al., 2012), studies 

combining acculturation and intergroup contact theory need to put more emphasis on equal status 

among all members, which is one of the conditions to facilitate positive change in intergroup attitudes 

(Allport, 1954).  

In line with the dominant acculturation expectations, ethnic minority students find it 

important to engage in contact with their Belgian descent peers and prove their integration in society 

by engaging in various strategies such as “speaking proper Dutch.” Nonetheless, as discussed in the 

empirical study 2 and 4, having experienced subtle and open forms of discrimination throughout their 

educational career, many students engage in self-protective coping strategies, such as preferring same-

ethnic friendships or refraining from speaking in Turkish around Belgian descent peers (Mellor et al., 

2009). Although language proficiency and the speaking Dutch can be considered as a necessary way 

to participate in Flemish society and university, not being able to speak one’s mother tongue or one of 

the languages spoken at home, could be interpreted as discrimination. This mirrors a paradoxical 

situation in which the very individuals who are expected to acculturate experience exclusion by 

dominant group members and are not allowed to express their identities as bi-cultural (Benet-

Martinez & Haritatos, 2005). According to these findings, while integration could be the most 

adaptive acculturation strategy (e.g., Berry, 1997; Berry & Sam, 1997), it can indeed be a successful 

strategy only when the societal context allows identification with both ethnic and national cultures 

(Berry et al., 2006; Fleischman & Phalet, 2016). In Belgium, identifying with two cultures could 

make ethnic minority students especially vulnerable because they are likely to experience 

discrimination (Baysu, Phalet & Brown, 2014).  

Given the deep and persisting impact of discrimination on the sense of belonging and well-

being of individuals with a migration background (Benner et al., 2018; Berry et al., 2006; Schmitt et 

al., 2014), the experiences of ethnic minorities need to be given more visibility and context through a 

closer study of their discrimination experiences. Previous research has studied how acculturation 

experiences of immigrants and ethnic minorities are situated within a broader socio-political context 

and relations of power (Bhatia, 2002; Howarth et al., 2014; Schwartz et al., 2010). These studies have 
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underscored how structural conditions of oppression, such as discrimination and exclusion need to be 

given more attention in the context of acculturation processes of people with a migration background 

(Andreouli, 2013; Chirkov, 2009; Cicognani et al., 2018). While the findings in the current 

dissertation are largely in line with these arguments, they further stress the need to understand how 

various forms of discrimination are entrenched in institutions of education. Considering the role of 

educational settings as the primary acculturative contexts (Baysu & de Valk, 2012) and the 

persistence of discrimination in Belgium schools (Agirdag, 2010; D’hondt, 2016; Van Praag et al., 

2019; Vervaet et al., 2016), it is important to identify and address the ways discrimination processes 

are enacted in these settings. Although acculturation studies have mainly focused on the link between 

school adaptation, education, and acculturation strategies (Berry & Sam, 1997; Motti-Stefanidi et al., 

2012; Phinney et al., 2001; Sheikh & Anderson, 2018), they tend to overlook how asymmetrical 

power relations allow enactment of discrimination and shape the acculturation processes of 

marginalised students. In doing so, they fail to acknowledge the important consequences of seemingly 

normal institutional practices and invisible structural barriers on the lives and experiences of ethnic 

minority students.   

The results of the empirical study 2 show the benefits of drawing on insights from CRT when 

analysing the impact of interpersonal and institutional discrimination in education. Based on these 

insights, the findings uncover how —intentional or unintentional—school policies and practices, and 

teacher attitudes such as prejudice and ignorance disadvantage ethnic minorities (Henkel et al., 2006; 

Gillborn, 2005). Furthermore, the devaluing of the ethnic background of students by banning religious 

symbols (e.g., headscarf) and their home languages at schools illustrates how institutions privilege the 

norms and values of dominant group members (Agirdag, 2010; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016; Moffitt et 

al., 2018b). The accounts of Turkish origin students suggest that even seemingly neutral evaluation 

systems and teachers’ (un)intended behaviours can work to the detriment of unprivileged students 

(Gillborn, 2005; Vervaet et al., 2016). For instance, having been recommended to enrol in lower-

status tracks despite obtaining good grades, ethnic minority students noted being discriminated by 

their teachers in secondary school. These discrimination experiences of students could be based on 

teachers’ prejudice and negative beliefs that ethnic minority students are linguistically deficient, lack 

motivation and are not easy to teach (Baysu et al., 2016; Clycq et al., 2014; D’hondt et al., 2015; 

Pulinx et al., 2012; Stevens & Görgöz, 2010; Vervaet et al., 2016). Similarly, at university, the lack of 

a diverse curriculum that includes ethnic minority perspectives and experiences and lack of inclusion 

in mainstream campus activities demonstrate how institutional processes exclude underrepresented 

students, albeit in nonaggressive ways (Bhopal, 2017; Patton, 2016). 
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These findings stress the significance of paying more attention to uncovering how such 

institutional practices are (subtly) reproduced in the very settings which are supposed to challenge 

them. Therefore, drawing on insights from CRT would contribute to the acculturation studies to 

identify invisible and unconscious yet powerful structural barriers that likely impact on the 

acculturation processes of ethnic minority students. Limiting the study of acculturation to individual 

attitudes renders the experiences of individuals invisible and produces a somewhat unrealistic picture 

that fails to recognise the role of structural mechanisms and processes in perpetuating racial inequity 

in society (Bell, 1993; Crenshaw et al., 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Through engaging in a more 

critical and contextualized approach to studying the acculturation processes of people, acculturation 

scholars can benefit from the tenets of CRT in shifting the frame that makes the superiority of 

dominant groups appear natural (Crenshaw, 1989; Delgado, 1989). One way of doing this would be to 

study the experiences and perspectives of underrepresented students in order to raise their voices 

(Chang, 2013; Howard, 2008; Lynn et al., 2002). 

Turkish origin participants in the study mention the psychological repercussions of 

discriminatory processes in secondary school and the alienation they experience in academic tracks in 

which ethnic minority students are largely underrepresented (Van Praag et al., 2019). These 

experiences of alienation in secondary school result from various forms of interpersonal 

discrimination by peers of Belgian descent. The findings from empirical studies 2 and 4 show how 

exclusion and microaggression experiences are continuously reproduced during interactions with 

Belgian descent peers. For instance, Turkish origin students mention the fatigue they experience in 

dealing with the pressure of representing their ethnic groups and being reduced to their ethnic and 

religious identities by ethnic majority peers (Smith, 2004). Furthermore, due to the small number of 

Turkish origin students in higher education, they receive compliments and jokes with derogatory 

undertones and have to deal with assumptions of intellectual inferiority (Clark et al., 2014; Kohli, 

Arteaga & McGovern, 2019; Smith et al., 2007; Yosso et al., 2009). This fatigue can also explain why 

Turkish origin students seek inclusive peer groups on the university campus.  

As Turkish origin students reflect on their friendship preferences, the accounts of many 

students reveal how experiences of exclusion and othering motivate them to search for same-ethnic 

peers. While a smaller number of ethnic minority students prefer Belgian descent peers, they also 

stress the nature of their friendships as being “inclusive.” As such, in addition to shared values, 

language, and cultural norms (McPherson et al., 2001), these discrimination experiences by Belgian 

descent peers shape ethnic minority students’ friendship preferences (Hopkins, 2011; Reynolds, 2007; 

Shelton et al., 2005). In doing so, they affect how Turkish origin students acculturate at university 

where the chances are relatively higher to meet same-ethnic peers (Bowman, 2012; Saenz, 2010). 
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Moreover, being outnumbered by dominant groups in a large school setting can also encourage ethnic 

homophily among ethnic minority students (Moody, 2001; Stearns et al., 2009). Overall, Turkish 

descent students’ views confirm that having access to a supportive social environment in which their 

experiences and views are validated and shared by peers can be crucial for their sense of belonging at 

university (Grier-Reed, 2010; Solorzano et al., 2000; Yosso et al., 2009). 

Although microaggressions are often ambiguous and harder to recognise than overt acts of 

racism, this invisibility is precisely what makes them powerful in terms of their impact (Sue et al., 

2007). For instance, the cumulative effect of not being able to speak in their mother tongue or being 

exposed to microaggressions in the form of negative stereotypes and othering based on their ethnic 

background can be immense, taking a psychological toll on Turkish descent students (Kohli & 

Solorzano, 2012; Solorzano & Perez Huber, 2012). Considering how strongly ingrained 

microaggressions are in the lives of ethnic minority students and even shape their contact attitudes, 

studies investigating acculturation processes can benefit from insights offered by CRT literature on 

microaggressions to probe more deeply into contact experiences of students. By focusing on 

experiences that are not readily identified as discrimination due to their subtle nature yet remain 

problematic because of their impact on members of nondominant groups, acculturation studies can 

capture a more nuanced and insightful perspective into how ethnic minorities acculturate. 

Nonetheless, as suggested by Perez Huber & Solorzano (2015), microaggression experiences are 

situated within structures of inequality and ideological norms. Therefore, it can be difficult to adopt 

concepts like microaggressions without recognising how dynamics of power, exclusion, and inequity 

allow them to be enacted in everyday interactions.  

On the whole, this PhD thesis has highlighted the role of asymmetrical power relationships, 

conditions of exclusion, and dynamic relationship in shaping acculturation processes of ethnic 

minority and majority students in higher education. It has provided critical insights that can pave the 

path for the integration of different theoretical approaches and benefit the study of acculturation 

processes in general. Drawing on insights from CRT, it has revealed how discrimination persists in 

various forms in the very institutions that are expected to challenge them. More specifically, by 

uncovering the seemingly neutral norms and processes which often disadvantage ethnic minority 

students in nonaggressive ways, it has shown that ethnic inequities are deeply entrenched in 

education. Furthermore, by studying the underlying processes and implications of contact for 

members of different status groups, this study has shown how asymmetrical power relations and 

patterns of exclusion create a contact impasse, which significantly limits opportunities for meaningful 

contact across groups. That is, the very individuals who suffer from exclusion are blamed for their 

unwillingness to integrate while members of dominant groups are not subjected to acculturative tasks.   
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Based on these findings, the study has given deeper insights into how universities can be 

engaged in creating an open and inclusive climate for all students while promoting equity and 

understanding across diverse group members. Overall, this thesis has offered critical insights into 

issues of acculturation, discrimination, and intergroup contact, a perspective that acknowledges the 

need to promote equity, recognition, and inclusion along with meaningful intergroup relations in 

institutions of higher education. This final chapter summarises and discusses the main findings of the 

dissertation and then details the limitations of the research and some suggestions for future research. 

Then, to conclude this chapter and the dissertation, the implications of research findings for 

policymakers and practitioners are discussed. 

8.1  MAIN FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The main findings of this dissertation and discussion are categorised under the following headings: 1) 

Unequal power relationships shape students’ acculturation attitudes; 2) Institutional and interpersonal 

discrimination hinder equity in education; 3) Intergroup contact has different implications for the 

adjustment of ethnic minority and majority students, and; 4) The university setting and institutional 

approach to cultural diversity shape students’ adaptation. 

8.1.1 UNEQUAL POWER RELATIONSHIPS SHAPE STUDENTS’ ACCULTURATION 

ATTITUDES 

While acculturation strategies such as integration are frequently used in public and political 

discourses to address the adaptation process of immigrants and their descendants, its meanings are 

shown to vary across ethnic groups and social contexts (Anjum et al., 2018; Celeste et al., 2014). 

These different understandings can be problematic, as they lead to misunderstandings between ethnic 

groups who have different expectations from one another (Figgou & Baka, 2018; Niens et al., 2013; 

Van Praag et al., 2016). Thus, my purpose was to understand how Turkish and Belgian descent female 

students understand and make sense of acculturation in higher education. 

The findings from the empirical study 1 illustrate that the meanings that female university 

students attach to integration differ particularly as they relate to the cultural maintenance dimension 

(Piontkowski et al., 2000). Nonetheless, students’ acculturation perspectives are, in general, based on 

a view of acculturation as a one-sided process that addresses ethnic minorities only, underlying the 

impact of ethnic majority attitudes and expectations on ethnic minority acculturation. These findings 
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offer interesting insights into the way female university students in a relatively overlooked setting—

namely, higher education—contend with and think about acculturation and reveal the gendered nature 

of students’ acculturation experiences. More specifically, gender differences in the religious practices 

and behaviours and gender stereotypes in study fields appear to shape how Turkish Belgian female 

students adapt at university. In this section, a discussion of students’ divergent understandings of 

acculturation processes and how dominant group members’ expectations shape acculturation 

attitudes of ethnic minority groups are presented. 

Divergent understandings of acculturation 

Student’s understandings of acculturation as a one-sided process is apparent in their definitions of 

integration, which have been analysed based on Berry’s two dimensions of acculturation—namely, 

cultural maintenance and contact—as shown in Figure 1 (Berry et al., 1989; Berry, 2001). Belgian 

descent students, for instance, define integration as being about having contact with people of Belgian 

descent, being proficient in Dutch, and demonstrating knowledge of mainstream cultural values (Van 

Praag et al., 2016). These responses underline that it is immigrants and ethnic minorities who are held 

responsible for acculturating into the dominant society, while the need for ethnic majority individuals 

to accommodate themselves in an ethnically diverse society is overlooked. Accordingly, Belgian 

descent students tend to adopt a melting pot strategy as they seem to favour assimilation for ethnic 

minorities (Berry, 2001; Figgou & Baka, 2018). Belgian descent students’ perceptions about the lack 

of compatibility between ethnic minority culture and ethnic majority values—as well as their 

perceptions about how ethnic minorities are acculturating—likely have implications for their 

acculturation attitudes (Brown & Zagefka, 2011; Piontkowski et al., 2002). 

The acculturation views of Turkish descent female are similar to those of ethnic majority 

students in the sense that they also underline the necessity of having contact with members of ethnic 

majority groups and speaking Dutch. The only difference in the integration views of Turkish Belgian 

female students is that they want to maintain their ethnic values while engaging in intergroup contact 

(Van Praag et al., 2016). This suggests that the discordance between the acculturation attitudes of 

ethnic minority and majority students are mainly linked to cultural practices (Piontkowski et al., 

2000). 

Given that acculturation is about mutual adaptation, members of dominant groups are also 

anticipated to engage in a degree of cultural learning, exchange, and adaptation. Accordingly, I asked 

ethnic majority students about their acculturation, such as whether they are interested in learning 
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about ethnic minority cultures and building contact with individuals from ethnic minority 

backgrounds. In response to these questions, Belgian descent female students often referred to their 

concerns about the disappearance of Belgian norms and values. These perceptions of symbolic threat 

could explain their demands that ethnic minorities more visibly adopt mainstream Belgian values 

(Adam & Martinello, 2013; Van Laer & Janssens, 2011). Ethnic majority students also underlined the 

difficulty of learning about ethnic minority culture and Islamic religion which they perceive to be 

“very different” from their values (Clycq, 2017; Merry, 2005). This suggests that Belgian descent 

students are reluctant to endorse the wish of ethnic minorities to retain and sustain ethnic norms, nor 

to accommodate themselves by developing an awareness of—and learning to engage fruitfully with—

cultural diversity (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011; Celeste et al., 2014). This reticence in adapting 

is also reflected in their perceptions of relations with members of other groups, which are discussed in 

the empirical study 3 (see Chapter 6).  

Based on their perceptions that ethnic minorities are wedded to their ethnic ties and only 

interested in sticking to their own ethnic group, most Belgian descent students reported that they are 

not able to build contact with ethnic and religious minorities. These perceptions of intergroup barriers 

are, in part, linked to the perceived acculturation strategies of ethnic minorities (Van Acker & 

Vanbeselaere, 2011). For instance, ethnic minority students are perceived to be separated and not 

interested in contact when they have same-ethnic friends or when they maintain their ethnic/religious 

values by, for instance, wearing a headscarf. Interestingly, while Belgian descent students expect 

ethnic minorities to make contact efforts, they rarely problematise their own “separation” (Bowskill et 

al., 2007). Only a few ethnic majority students raised the importance of mutual adaptation efforts and 

supported ethnic culture maintenance. These students had ethnic minority friendships. Thus, the 

quality of intergroup relations seems to affect the acculturation views and attitudes of ethnic majority 

students (Zagefka, Brown & Gonzalez, 2009). These findings highlight the importance of meaningful 

intergroup relationships for the acculturation attitudes of ethnic majority students and for viewing 

acculturation as a shared responsibility, in general. The relationship between intergroup contact and 

acculturation processes will be discussed in more detail in the following sections. 

Dominant group expectations shape acculturation attitudes of ethnic minorities 

Being aware of the acculturation preferences of the dominant larger society as well as their ethnic 

minority community, many female Turkish Belgian students sought to achieve a balance between 

strategies of separation and assimilation. As they see it, adopting an integration strategy allows them 
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to continue their ties with the inherited ethnic community and culture while interacting with members 

of the ethnic majority group. Nonetheless, many female Turkish Belgian students acknowledged that 

they adapt their attitudes to align with perceived ethnic majority expectations (Brown & Zagefka, 

2011). For instance, they avoid speaking in Turkish or refrain from talking about familial or cultural 

issues when around Belgian descent peers to minimise cultural differences (see Chapter 7). This 

indicates Turkish Belgian students’ awareness of the prevailing intergroup climate in Flanders, which 

is not welcoming towards cultural diversity. 

Interestingly, even though they are fluent Dutch speakers, language still emerges as a vital 

integration marker in students’ integration narratives. This focus on Dutch reflects the overwhelming 

social and political pressure in Flanders to maintain Dutch monolingualism in schools and the 

attendant exclusion of linguistic pluralism (Agirdag, 2010). The accounts of ethnic minority students 

understate the extent to which peers and teachers rehearse exclusionary practices based on their 

linguistic backgrounds (see Chapter 5). These discrimination experiences appear to extend even to 

higher education. Students mentioned even minor Dutch mistakes (e.g., the use of articles such as de 

and het) being picked up and highlighted by peers and teachers or, alternatively, being publicly 

praised and singled out for speaking fluent Dutch. Both kinds of singling out made them feel 

excluded. Overall, these experiences highlight how acculturation processes of ethnic minority 

individuals are controlled by approving/disapproving remarks, and attitudes of ethnic majorities, 

confirming research on the impact of ethnic majority expectations on the acculturation of immigrants 

and their descendants (Bourhis et al., 1997; Navas et al., 2005; Piontkowski et al., 2000; 2002). 

Another important finding regarding the expression of ethnic/religious identities relates more 

specifically to the gendered nature of acculturation processes. Two issues seem pertinent in explaining 

how gender can shape Turkish Belgian female students’ acculturation experiences in higher 

education. First, many Turkish descent students note that their very presence in university was 

perceived as exceptional and surprising by their peers of Belgian origin. Although the low number of 

students with a migration background at the university might explain this reaction from ethnic 

majority students, such attitudes also reflect group-level stereotypes about the educational and societal 

status of the Turkish Belgian community and thus affect ethnic minority students adversely. Exposure 

to such remarks about being “atypical” was even more the case among some Turkish Belgian female 

students studying engineering, which is typically a male-dominated field. These students were seen 

different and felt othered because of being “a girl, a Turk, and an engineer.” 

This suggests that the intersection of students’ gendered academic stereotypes about 

engineering subjects and ethnic stereotypes about Turkish origin people seemed to make ethnic 

minority students in engineering (and, in theory, other “male-dominated” fields) particularly 
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vulnerable to othering and exclusion. Such experiences could have negative implications on the social 

and academic adaptation of ethnic minority female university students in these study fields. Earlier 

research has found that experiencing stereotype threat—namely, anxiety about confirming a negative 

group stereotype—adversely influences the academic performance and decisions to quit among 

women from minority backgrounds in fields such as engineering and math (Beasley & Fischer, 2012). 

Second, students of Turkish descent seem in general reticent about sharing issues related to 

their ethnic/religious background when with Belgian descent peers. Additionally, a significant number 

of young female students noted that they adapt their clothing style and remove identity markers—such 

as a religious headscarf—when going out to avoid being marked as “different” or “threatening.” This 

reflects the prevailing problematisation and prohibition of religious identifiers, notably headscarves, 

in schools and public/private positions in Flanders (Coene & Longman, 2008). Thus, education and 

student status can expose Muslim women to more discrimination, partly due to headscarf issues 

(Alanya et al., 2017). There is a headscarf ban in almost all schools in Belgium and teachers’ attitudes 

towards the religiosity of Muslim students remain largely negative (Agirdag et al., 2012). Although it 

is not forbidden to wear a headscarf in higher education, the strategies adopted by Turkish Belgian 

female students indicate that they do not feel comfortable enough to openly express their religious 

identities due to a fear they will experience discrimination. The findings regarding female students’ 

adaptation of their appearance in public can also be explained by the domain specificity of their 

acculturation (Navas et al., 2005). Previous research has shown that Turkish Belgian girls in late 

adolescence (18–20 years) care more about adopting mainstream cultural norms in their public and 

private domain than Turkish Belgian boys (Güngör & Bornstein, 2013). Our findings further 

demonstrate that, in being exposed to gendered acculturation expectations, many female Turkish 

Belgian students will opt for different acculturation strategies in private vis-à-vis the public domain. 

While these findings throw an interesting light on how the gender of students may affect the 

acculturation experiences of Turkish Belgian students, more research is needed to understand the 

intersection between gender, religion, and ethnicity in higher education to be able to draw more 

general conclusions. 

To conclude, the four-fold acculturation model developed by Berry (2001) and the 

modifications that follow have been useful in conceptualising the acculturation processes of 

individuals through categorisation of their acculturation strategies, to address the influence of the 

acculturation attitudes of dominant groups (Bourhis et al., 1997; Piontkowski et al., 2000; 2002), and 

the significance of acculturation domains (Navas et al., 2005). However, framing acculturation as a 

linear and static process consisting a series of individual development phases that lead to the 

successful integration into the mainstream society appears to be problematic (Rudmin, 2009; Bhatia, 
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2007). Such a conceptualization decontextualizes the experiences of acculturating individuals by 

overlooking the contextual influences and the dynamic relationships with other individuals in the 

society (Bourhis et al., 1997). Moreover, to better capture the complexity of acculturation processes 

and have more nuanced insights into the acculturation phenomena as an intergroup process, more 

attention is needed on how ethnic majorities are acculturating in diverse settings and societies as well 

as on unequal power relations (Bhatia & Ram, 2009).  

As mentioned, even though acculturation refers to the mutual adaptation of different ethnic 

groups to one another, it is usually understood as the adaptation process of immigrants and their 

descendants into mainstream culture (Bowskill et al., 2007; McPherson, 2010; Van de Pol et al., 

2018). Whereas the role of dominant ethnic groups in affecting acculturation processes of 

nondominant ethnic groups is recognised, not much attention has been given to whether ethnic 

majority individuals are willing to acculturate themselves and engage in contact with individuals from 

ethnic minority backgrounds (see also Crul & Lelie, 2017). This research focus is important if 

acculturation is to be reconstructed and articulated as an intergroup process that refers to mutual 

adaptation between different ethnic groups. In this way, it could be possible to locate responsibility 

for achieving social harmony with individuals from all groups and highlight the dominant role and 

power of ethnic majorities in influencing acculturation processes. Otherwise, acculturation research 

helps to bolster the one-sided mainstream integration narrative, which poses a hurdle to the belonging 

of ethnic minorities by portraying them as unwilling to integrate into mainstream society. Our 

findings underline that this exclusionary notion of acculturation brings the belonging of students with 

a migration background into question and restores unequal intergroup dynamics among students in 

higher education. 

Overall, such othering and exclusion processes based on the integration narrative are mainly 

rooted in dominant mainstream constructions of difference (El-Tayeb, 2011; Moffitt et al., 2018a). 

For instance, the societal positioning of individuals with a migration background as “unintegrated” is 

reflected in the attitudes of Turkish Belgian students who experience pressure to adapt themselves in 

intergroup settings. More specifically, their cultural background and identity are problematised and 

constructed as incompatible with an imagined nation-state in which intergroup differences are 

eliminated to maintain a linguistically and culturally homogenous community (Agirdag 2010; Pulinx 

& Van Avermaet 2015). 

This is more particularly the case for Muslim Belgian students with a Turkish background. 

While hegemonic integration/emancipation discourses in the public and political realms in Europe 

focus on a desire to support the gender rights of Muslim women with migration backgrounds, they 

construct these women as passive victims of patriarchy and undermine their cultural or religious rights 
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(Freedman, 2007). The experiences of Turkish Belgian Muslim female students underlie how they are 

marginalised due to their lifestyles and views in higher education where mainly ethnic majority norms 

determine the campus culture. Such dominant discourses, which present the cultural and religious 

backgrounds of ethnic minorities as a barrier to their integration, shape the acculturation processes of 

ethnic minority female students at university in unique ways, urging them to develop strategies to deal 

with and make sense of these mainstream expectations. In addition, some of these students are 

exposed to othering based on gender norms, which could deepen the marginalisation they experience 

due to having an ethnic/religious minority background and affect their socio-academic adaptation at 

university. Thus, societal context shapes acculturation processes of individuals significantly (Berry, 

2006; Bourhis et al., 1997), presenting major challenges for educational institutions to provide 

equitable experiences to all students in an inclusive educational climate. The following section 

discusses the findings on institutional and interpersonal discrimination processes in education. 

 

8.1.2 INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERPERSONAL DISCRIMINATION HINDER EQUITY 

IN EDUCATION 

While mainstream acculturation narratives often put the blame on ethnic minorities for their so-called 

lack of willingness to belong, they also deflect attention away from issues of ethnic inequalities and 

exclusion sustained in social structure and its institutions. Despite their myriad impacts on the lives of 

individuals, institutional and interpersonal forms of discrimination have not been sufficiently analysed 

in the context of how young people with a migration background acculturate (Andreouli, 2013; 

Chirkov, 2009; Cicognani et al. 2018).  

Based on the prevailing discrimination and exclusion that targets ethnic minorities in Flemish 

education (Agirdag, 2010; Vandezande et al., 2009; Van Praag et al., 2019; Vervaet et al., 2016), 

empirical study 2 has investigated Turkish descent students’ experiences of discrimination from peers 

and teachers across secondary school and higher education, drawing on insights from CRT. This 

perspective has facilitated a critical examination of the institutional and interpersonal discrimination 

that are involved in the acculturation processes of individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds. The 

findings are categorised and discussed under two headings: institutional discrimination experiences 

and interpersonal discrimination experiences. 

Institutional discrimination experiences 
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Turkish Belgian students’ experiences of institutional discrimination in secondary school and higher 

education are characterised by various factors and processes including differential track assignment in 

secondary school and inequitable treatment in higher education, lack of critical engagement with 

cultural diversity, and underrepresentation of ethnic minorities in education. The experiences of 

Turkish Belgian students underlie how being advised to follow lower-status tracks by their teachers 

and being treated in an inequitable way by their professors has made them feel excluded. These 

discrimination experiences are further compounded by the lack of positive and critical engagement 

with cultural diversity in educational institutions. Moreover, the underrepresentation of people from 

ethnic minority backgrounds within the student body and teaching force in secondary school 

academic tracks and higher education has far-reaching implications for Turkish Belgian students’ 

experiences throughout their entire school career. 

Differential track assignment in secondary school 

Being recommended to enrol in lower-status tracks despite obtaining good grades or having to repeat 

a year unlike their Belgian descent peers with similar grades, Turkish origin students noted being 

mistreated by their teachers in secondary school. These discrimination experiences of students are 

potentially based on teachers’ prejudice and generalised beliefs that ethnic minority students are 

linguistically deficient, lack motivation, and are not easy to teach (Clycq et al., 2014; Pulinx et al., 

2012; Stevens & Görgöz, 2010; Vervaet et al., 2016). In addition, ethnic minority students often lack 

knowledge about how the tracking system works and how it impacts their opportunities in the future 

(Van Praag et al., 2015a). This was noted by a few students who said that their parents or themselves 

were not well informed about the tracking system and had to rely on teacher’s advice, which they later 

on evaluated to be unfair. Thus, teachers’ advice, which often serves as one of the only reference 

points, can significantly influence the assignment of students into different tracks (Boone & Van 

Houtte, 2013). While students’ accounts also suggest that some of them had supportive teachers, who 

had high expectations of them and supported them in achieving their academic goals, these cases were 

not common. Even though teachers can be well-intentioned, their false beliefs and assumptions about 

the academic potential of ethnic minority students tend to result in low expectations from these 

students. This can eventually affect the achievement level of students by making them feel 

academically futile, referring to the existence of a Pygmalion effect (e.g., Agirdag, Van Houtte & Van 

Avermaet, 2013). 
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Moreover, in Flanders, due to the lack of strict evaluation procedures and standardised tests to 

guide track choices, teachers have considerable freedom in giving track advice to students (Stevens & 

Van Houtte, 2011). Therefore, ethnic prejudice among teachers can significantly affect students’ 

academic success and future career (D’hondt et al., 2015; Milner, 2011). A study based on a 

comparison of Flemish and English teachers’ attitudes towards their Turkish descent students shows 

that Flemish teachers have more negative views of their students and blame them for their lack of 

willingness to adapt to Flemish society (Stevens & Görgöz, 2010). These teacher attitudes mean more 

attention to the curriculum and pedagogy of teacher training programs is required, which could help 

teachers to be more reflective about their biased attitudes and prepare themselves for dealing with 

cultural diversity in the classroom. Nonetheless, most teachers across European countries do not 

receive sufficient training in this area (Fine-Davis & Faas, 2014). Such exclusion processes based on 

unquestioned teacher attitudes and evaluation systems reproduce group inequalities in educational 

contexts, albeit in non-aggressive ways (Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Mampaey & Zanoni, 

2016). 

Inequitable treatment in higher education 

While students reported fewer discrimination experiences from teachers in higher education compared 

to secondary education, they are nonetheless exposed to unfair treatment and discrimination based on 

their ethnic background. Receiving lower grades than they expected, being treated differently from 

their peers during oral exams, or being addressed by a professor based on a minor language mistake, 

Turkish Belgian students felt excluded in higher education. Even though the evaluation system in 

higher education is more standardised and stricter (e.g., multiple-choice, written exams), there still 

appears to be room to discriminate against students based on their ethnic background. These 

discrimination experiences clearly suggest a lack of awareness and prejudice among academic staff at 

university, which needs to be addressed to create an inclusive and equitable educational environment 

for all students. Although the idea of diversity in higher education is usually cherished, there is 

insufficient commitment to challenge discriminatory practices targeting under-represented students on 

university campuses (Del Toro & Hughes, 2019; Smith et al., 2007; Solorzano et al., 2000). Most 

importantly, ethnic minority students rarely act on such discrimination experiences, which potentially 

reflects a general lack of institutional awareness and support about such exclusion processes. 

Lack of critical engagement with cultural diversity 
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The lack of critical engagement with cultural diversity in secondary schools and higher education is 

apparent in Turkish Belgian students’ narratives. Both during secondary school and at university 

students told about their efforts to learn about mainstream culture norms during secondary school in 

order to feel included by peer groups and avoid discriminatory attitudes. At the same time, they 

refrained from raising issues about their ethnic/religious background or speaking in Turkish due to a 

fear of receiving negative remarks. The findings suggest that many Turkish Belgian students feel 

othered in classrooms where they are constructed as “lacking” and “deficient” based on their ethnic 

and linguistic backgrounds. By promoting their assimilation into mainstream Belgian culture, teachers 

could be aiming to protect them from discrimination and facilitate their social mobility (Van Praag et 

al., 2016). 

Nonetheless, ignoring or rejecting students’ cultural identities in the school context has an 

adverse impact on ethnic minority students’ school achievement and belonging (Celeste et al., 2019). 

These exclusion and othering processes based on ethnic and linguistic background reflect the Flemish 

Government’s assimilation policies concerning ethnic and cultural diversity in education (Stevens & 

Görgöz, 2010; Van Praag et al., 2016). By favouring school practices that lead to the privileging of 

the ethnic majority culture and devaluing of ethnic minority culture and language, such education 

policies reproduce institutional discrimination (Agirdag, 2010; Gillborn, 2005; Mitchell, 2013; Perez 

Huber, 2011). 

In secondary school, teachers’ attempts to create an understanding of ethnic minority culture 

by organising a trip to a predominantly Turkish Belgian neighbourhood further reproduced a 

stereotypical view of cultural differences (Andreouli, Howarth & Sonn, 2014; Gillborn, 2006; Moffitt 

et al., 2018b; Welply, 2018). Also, critical and reflective discussions about perceived differences and 

similarities and open dialogue among students about “the other” seem to be limited (Howarth & 

Andreouli, 2015). However, such discussions could facilitate students’ competencies in talking about 

difference, ethnicity, and culture in a way that reflects the realities of all students and could challenge 

hegemonic stereotypical constructions. Similarly, in higher education, both within classrooms and on 

campus, students do not necessarily enjoy an educational environment that promotes critical and 

reflective engagement with cultural diversity. This is clear in students’ accounts, which highlight that 

their current curriculum is mainly based on ethnic majority experiences and knowledge while diverse 

non-European perspectives are usually excluded (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Patton, 2016; Yosso, 2002). 

Furthermore, on the university campus, Turkish Belgian students feel that mainstream campus 

activities organised by Flemish student clubs are not inclusive enough and do not represent their 

interests and backgrounds. Thus, to participate in those student clubs and their activities, ethnic 

minority students are often expected to adapt themselves to the dominant campus culture, which is 



158 

 

 

 

 

defined by ethnic majority norms. As shown by the findings across university campuses in the US, 

experiencing pressure to assimilate to the mainstream university culture tends to negatively affect the 

social adjustment of ethnic minority students (Museus, Nichols & Lambert, 2008; Museus & 

Maramba, 2010). 

Underrepresentation of ethnic minorities in education 

The lack of an ethnically diverse student body is the norm both in academic tracks that students 

attended in secondary school and at the university, reflecting the persistence of ethnic inequalities in 

the Flemish educational system (Van Praag et al., 2019). While students seem to internalise the norms 

and institutional discrimination related to such ethnic school segregation, the transition from a diverse 

primary school to a much less diverse secondary school seems to affect ethnic minority students 

adversely (Moffitt et al., 2018b). In a few cases, there were relatively more students from ethnic 

minority backgrounds during the first years of secondary school, yet this number has usually 

decreased throughout the secondary education until there were one or two ethnic minority students in 

the class. Being the only student of Turkish descent in a class during secondary school has 

implications for students’ feelings of exclusion, perception of ethnic victimisation, and school 

belonging (D’hondt et al., 2015; Graham, 2006). Whereas having more same-ethnic peers in the class 

also has a positive impact on intergroup relations, being alone as an ethnic minority or having few 

friends from ethnic minority backgrounds in a class seem to increase the alienation among Turkish 

Belgian students (Van Praag et al., 2015b). 

Due to factors such as down-streaming, dropping out in upper-secondary school, and the 

limited numbers of transfers into tertiary education, students from ethnic minority backgrounds are 

mostly under-represented in Flemish higher education (Crul, 2013). While students’ narratives 

suggest that the level of student diversity is relatively higher on the university campus (compared to 

secondary school), there are nonetheless few students from diverse backgrounds in their classes. In 

any case, students in higher education clearly stressed the importance of having access to same-ethnic 

peers on campus in facilitating their sense of belonging at the university (Maramba & Museus, 2013; 

Museus & Maramba, 2010). 

Nonetheless, individuals from ethnic minority groups are significantly under-represented 

among teaching staff, faculty, and administrators. Seeing the presence of Belgian descent professors 

as “ordinary” and “normal,” Turkish Belgian students did not necessarily refer to missing teachers 

from diverse backgrounds. However, diversity in teaching staff has clear academic benefits not only 
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for students from ethnic minority backgrounds but also for students from ethnic majority groups 

(Marrun, Plachowski & Clark, 2019). Despite the crucial role of diverse teachers in challenging 

inequalities in education, the teaching positions are predominantly taken by members of dominant 

groups due to the institutionalised power dynamics in education (Agirdag et al., 2012; Kohli & 

Solorzano, 2012; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 

In short, this dissertation has clearly demonstrated that Turkish descent students’ experiences 

of institutional discrimination across secondary school and higher education are characterised by 

various processes and factors, such as differential track assignments and choices in secondary school, 

inequitable treatment in higher education, lack of positive engagement with cultural diversity, and 

underrepresentation of ethnic minorities in academic tracks and at university. The insights from CRT 

have been useful to uncover and address the norms and assumptions that seem “neutral” but that 

disadvantage ethnic minorities in systematic ways. CRT allows the analyst to uncover the web of 

power and privilege that maintains the inequities that are structurally and subtly embedded in the very 

institutions that claim to challenge them (Gillborn, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ledesma & 

Calderon, 2015). Based on an approach inspired by the CRT perspective, the findings throw an 

interesting light on the complex acculturation processes of Turkish Belgian students in Flemish 

schools and higher education by identifying how structures of inequality are manifested and 

reproduced in educational settings. These institutional discrimination processes are essential to 

recognise and challenge educational policies and school practices which marginalise under-

represented students (Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Interpersonal discrimination experiences 

The findings from the empirical study 2 clearly indicate the pervasiveness of various forms 

interpersonal discrimination in the lives of Turkish Belgian university students. These forms of 

discrimination sometimes take the form of blatant racism but are often enacted through 

microaggressions, such as ethnic victimisation, social exclusion from peer groups, and negative 

stereotypes and othering. While ethnic victimisation is frequently experienced during secondary 

school, negative stereotypes and othering appear to be more common in higher education. Turkish 

Belgian students experience social exclusion and a lack of acceptance among peer groups across both 

educational settings. 

Ethnic victimisation experiences 
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Regarding the experiences of ethnic victimisation by peers, Turkish Belgian students became the 

target of insults, teasing, bullying, and aggressive behaviour during secondary school based on their 

ethnic descent and socio-economic background (Douglass et al., 2016; Moffitt et al., 2018b). Being 

targets of verbal and non-verbal insults due to their way of speaking Dutch, lacking knowledge of 

Flemish popular culture, or their social status, ethnic minority students are positioned as “different” 

and not quite “fit” to study in academic tracks. These discriminatory attitudes—which sit at the 

intersection of ethnicity, culture, language, and social class—construct a negative other in peer-group 

relations. Students’ differences are seen as problematic or as an indication of “deficiency” and cause 

tensions in the class (Kohli, 2009). The ethnic victimisation processes have adverse effects on 

students’ sense of school belonging (D’hondt et al., 2015) as well as their academic performance 

(Baysu et al., 2016). This is especially the case when students are in an education setting with few 

ethnic minority peers. 

Nonetheless, the general lack of awareness and sensitivity among Belgian descent students 

suggest that there is little critical and reflective engagement in and discussions about diversity and 

difference (Agirdag, 2010; Mampaey & Zanoni, 2016; Welply, 2018). Such cases of ethnic 

victimisation are ingrained within social structures of ethnic inequality and echo the wider integration 

discourses. These discourses attribute the disadvantaged social position of individuals with an 

immigration background to their failure in so-called integration and overlook the role of systemic 

discrimination and inequality in creating it (Billiet et al., 2012; Ceuppens, 2006; Heath & Brinbaum, 

2015). 

 

Lack of social inclusion by peers 

 

One of the most common forms of interpersonal discrimination experienced by Turkish Belgian 

students across secondary school and higher education is the lack of social inclusion by Belgian 

descent peer groups. For many Turkish Belgian students, building relations with their ethnic majority 

peers during secondary school was a challenging process especially when there were few students 

with an immigration background in a class (Van Praag et al., 2015b). More particularly, students’ 

narratives suggest that being ignored or tacitly rejected by their Belgian descent peers alienated them. 

This alienation and lack of inclusion can be traced in students’ statements such as “I was always alone 

as a Turk” or “they were not interested in being friends with me.” The common nature of such 

alienation and exclusion by ethnic minority students is a strong indication of segregation among 

students along ethnic lines, which is perceived to happen naturally based on similarities (Bonilla-Silva 

& Forman, 2000). 
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Nonetheless, this perspective ignores how such lines of differentiation is bolstered by unequal 

power relations (Ladson-Billings, 2005). For instance, segregation is often blamed on ethnic minority 

groups, while they are often the very individuals who suffer from it (Gillborn, 2006). These social 

exclusion experiences in secondary school partly explain the orientation of Turkish descent students 

to their same-ethnic peers at university (Colak et al., 2019; Park & Chang, 2015). As such, ingroup 

friends are often preferred over interethnic friendships as a coping strategy to deal with exclusion 

(Mellor et al., 2009; Yosso et al., 2009). These social exclusion processes appear to continue in higher 

education, albeit to a lesser extent. In comparison to secondary school, the differences in lifestyles and 

interests became more prominent among students at university, leading ethnic minority individuals to 

feel excluded during conversations or activities with ethnic majority peers. Furthermore, some 

Turkish Belgian students perceive their ethnic majority peers as lacking interest in being friends with 

them. However, having an opportunity to meet same-ethnic peers on campus implied less 

vulnerability to alienation among many Turkish Belgian students (Grier-Reed, 2010; Solorzano et al., 

2000; Yosso et al., 2009). 

Negative stereotypes and othering 

One major form of microaggression inscribed in peer interactions in higher education targeting 

Turkish descent students is negative stereotypes and othering. Many students experience various 

forms of microaggressions located at the intersection of ethnicity, religion, and national identity 

(Kohli & Solorzano, 2012). Being continuously asked stereotypical questions about their 

ethnic/cultural background, students are, albeit unintentionally, forced to contend with the negative 

representation of their ethnic identities and take on the burden of educating their ethnic majority peers 

(Clark et al., 2014; Poolokasingham et al., 2014). The cumulative effect of such exposure to negative 

stereotypes about their ethnic groups seems to exhaust many students (Mellor et al., 2009; Smith, 

2004), making them feel that they are reduced to their ethnic identities. Moreover, when they are 

singled out and praised for their individual achievements and positive characteristics as a “good 

Turk,” students were again confronted with a negative representation and an insensitive put-down of 

their ethnic groups as inferior. Regardless of the intentions of the perpetrators, these microaggressions 

make students of Turkish origin feel out of place at university and complicate their ethnic identity-

development (Kohli et al., 2019; Yosso et al., 2009). 

Some ethnic minority students spoke of being expected to deny their links with extremists 

committing terrorist acts in the name of Islam. The students who became the target of religious 
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discrimination by Belgian descent peers were wearing either a beard or a headscarf, which facilitate 

their identification as Muslims and make them particularly vulnerable to discrimination. This trend 

reflects increasing anti-Muslim sentiments and Islamophobia in schools and rising tension around 

Islam in media and public discourse in Western Europe (Billiet et al., 2012; Housee, 2012; Voas & 

Fleischmann, 2012). In addition to experiences of discrimination and microaggression based on their 

ethnic and religious identities, students’ narratives also highlight othering processes associated with 

their national identities. For instance, Turkish Belgian students are rarely seen as a Belgian national 

by their ethnic majority peers. Based on this lack of recognition, they are praised for their Dutch 

language skills or addressed in international languages, such as English. Underpinning such 

microaggression processes is the mainstream lack of recognition of ethnic minorities as valid 

members of the Belgian community and the dominant narrative of Flanders as ethnically/linguistically 

homogenous (Billiet et al., 2012). 

To conclude, this study has found that interpersonal discrimination experiences of Turkish 

Belgian students are often characterised by microaggressions such as ethnic victimisation, social 

exclusion from peer groups, and negative stereotypes and othering inscribed in interactions with 

ethnic majority peers. These microaggression experiences, in general, reflect the hegemonic negative 

constructions of “ethnic others,” who are positioned as inferior and potentially threatening based on 

intersecting discourses of ethnicity, social class, religion, and national identity. Adopting the concept 

of microaggressions, this study has offered a deeper understanding of the way in which every day 

experiences of discrimination are connected to broader structures of inequality and discriminatory 

discourses against individuals with a migration background (Perez Huber & Solorzano, 2015). 

Furthermore, it has disclosed the pervasive, cumulative, and intersectional nature of the 

microaggressions faced by Turkish descent ethnic minorities, which is often overlooked in education 

in Flanders. Against the backdrop of anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant mainstream discourses, it is 

important to understand the perspectives of marginalised and under-represented students in order to 

identify and challenge various forms of discrimination.  

Overall, these findings mainly support earlier arguments stressing the need for a more 

contextualised conceptualisation of acculturation that considers the impact of unequal power 

dynamics between groups (Bhatia, 2002; Howarth et al., 2014; Schwartz et al., 2010). For instance, 

Bhatia and Ram (2009) show how South Asian Americans experienced racialization and othering 

following 9/11 attacks despite having achieved structural integration. Underlying how issues of 

power, conflict, and race alter the acculturation processes of participants, they resist the 

conceptualization of the integration strategy as the end goal. Similarly, the research conducted by 

Cicognani et al. (2018) on the acculturation experiences of young Moroccan immigrants in Italy stress 
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how these experiences are situated within a broader socio-political context and relations of power. 

The findings in the current study confirm these earlier studies and acknowledge the dynamics of 

asymmetrical relations and the larger structural forces in shaping the acculturation processes of 

individuals. Furthermore, drawing on insights from CRT, the findings of this study bring institutional 

processes and practices into the picture and advance our understanding of the often subtle, yet 

aggressive nature of interpersonal and institutional discrimination in education. The recognition of 

such institutional exclusion and microaggression processes allows a more critical and in-depth 

examination of the factors that likely impact on the complex acculturation processes of young 

individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds.  

The next section presents findings and discussion of the development of contact and 

friendships between members of ethnic majority and minority groups. 
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8.1.3 INTERGROUP CONTACT HAS DIFFERENT IMPLICATIONS FOR THE 

ADJUSTMENT OF ETHNIC MINORITY AND MAJORITY STUDENTS 

The link between acculturation and relations between members of different groups has been 

established by research (Bourhis et al., 1997; Brown & Zagefka, 2011). More specifically, the 

acculturation attitudes of individuals and their perceptions about how the other group is acculturating 

can affect their outgroup attitudes (Van Acker & Vanbeselaere, 2011). Such views may even lead to 

conflictual relations where there is a divergence in acculturation attitudes of individuals belonging to 

different groups (Piontkowski et al., 2002). Given that acculturation attitudes are based on perceptions 

of outgroup similarity, improving intergroup relations could decrease the potential for intergroup 

conflict and positively influence individuals’ acculturation processes (Brown & Zagefka, 2011; 

Piontkowski et al., 2002). Nonetheless, to improve relations between members of groups, it is crucial 

to understand the underlying processes and factors inscribed in social encounters and interactions. 

While acculturation research is mainly focused on the implications of the link between acculturation 

strategies and intergroup attitudes, we know little about the processes and factors that explain the 

development of intergroup contact and friendships, from the perspective of those engaged in contact. 

This dissertation has aimed to discover how the processes of contact and friendships between 

ethnic minority and majority individuals play out in higher education where the student body is 

generally more diverse, and the status among different student groups is expected to be more equal. 

Empirical study 3 has focused on intergroup contact perceptions and experiences of Belgian descent 

students with Muslim Belgian ethnic minorities, while study 4 has investigated the development of 

friendships among Turkish descent students in higher education. The main findings from these two 

studies and a discussion are presented in the following sections. 

Ethnic majority students’ intergroup contact perceptions and experiences 

The findings from empirical study 3 illustrate that, despite having positive contact experiences with 

Muslim students, most Belgian descent students perceive barriers in contacting them. For many ethnic 

majority students, the university campus is the first opportunity they have had to meet a Muslim peer. 

Many thus expressed a positive view toward such chances to meet Muslim students—often with a 

Moroccan or Turkish ethnic minority background—in the classroom. Nonetheless, the fact of such 

opportunities and the generally positive sense Belgian origin students have in coming away from 

intergroup interactions does not mean they are necessarily meaningful and intimate. Belgian descent 

students spoke of several barriers they perceive to be in the way of building or deepening contact with 
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Muslim peers. These include experiencing behavioural insecurities in approaching and interacting 

with Muslim contacts, perceiving a lack of interest from Muslims, and perceiving Belgian culture to 

be reserved, such that it precludes the development of contact and friendships with Muslim peers. 

Experiencing uncertainty about intergroup interactions 

Based on their perceptions of cultural unfamiliarity and differences in ways of thinking and acting, 

ethnic majority students noted feeling uncertain about how to approach and interact with Muslim 

peers (Hewstone & Brown, 1986; Van Acker et al., 2014). Lack of intergroup friendships and 

sustained interactions with peers from other religious and ethnic minority origins could partly explain 

why Belgian origin students have limited insights about the norms and behavioural scripts of Muslim 

students (Barlow et al., 2009; Stephan & Stephan, 1985). Experiencing behavioural insecurities, 

ethnic majority students tend to avoid conversations about topics—religious issues come to mind—

that they believe might be too sensitive for their Muslim peers. 

These findings underline the unease felt by ethnic majority students when talking about 

cultural or religious differences. Even though they seem to be conscious of “not being offensive” 

during their interactions with Muslim peers, they lack a deeper understanding of how to engage with 

differences—and articulate them effectively—in their interactions (Welply, 2018). Comparatively, a 

few students who had Muslim friends during secondary school mentioned that they engaged in in-

depth discussions with their friends about their differences (Paolini et al., 2004; Pettigrew, 2008; 

Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Interestingly, these students were also more likely to state that ethno-

religious minorities experience discrimination and unequal treatment in Belgium (Van Acker et al., 

2014). These findings suggest that the content of interactions between Belgian origin students and 

their Muslim friends might have included communications of feelings about issues of intergroup 

inequality (Becker et al., 2013; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012). Thus, having meaningful relations 

with members of nondominant groups could have positive implications for the perceptions of ethnic 

majorities regarding social change and inequalities under certain conditions. 

Perceiving Muslim peers to be uninterested in contact 

Belgian descent students state that Muslim students lack interest in having contact with them as they 

form cliques with peers of similar ethnic and religious backgrounds. Noting that this poses a barrier to 

the development of intergroup contact, ethnic majority students suggest that segregation among 
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friendship groups based on ethnicity or religion reflects the conscious choice of Muslim students. This 

argument is used by students as a justification for their own segregation, even though they do not 

consider their own choices to befriend non-Muslim Belgian descent peers to be problematic or 

exclusivist. Blaming segregation or exclusion on the individuals who often suffer most from 

discrimination has been cast as a form of “new race talk,” which overlooks the role of dominant group 

members’ actions in creating such segregation processes (Bonilla-Silva & Forman, 2000; Gillborn, 

2006). 

Such problematisation of ethnic minority students’ attitudes by Belgian origin students is also 

based on their internalisation of mainstream integration narratives, which locate the responsibility for 

contact with individuals from ethnic/religious minority backgrounds (Bowskill et al., 2007; 

McPherson, 2010; Van de Pol et al., 2018). As such, the integration narrative creates room for 

Belgian origin students to justify their lack of effort in building contact with Muslim peers. More 

specifically, ethnic majority students underscore the challenges in approaching Muslim classmates 

with visible identity markers, such as a headscarf. This attitude of Belgian descent students echoes the 

problematisation of cultural maintenance and visibility of ethnic and religious minorities in public and 

political discourses (Reijerse et al., 2013; Schneider & Crul, 2010). 

Perceiving Belgian culture to be a barrier 

Belgian descent students argue that the reserved nature of Belgian/Flemish culture does not allow 

deep engagement with other cultures and poses a barrier to the development of friendships. This 

notion is used by many students to justify their attitudes for not interacting with Muslim peers. 

Nevertheless, ethnic majority students rarely problematise these cultural traits and do not consider it 

to be their duty to initiate contact with students from ethnic/religious minority backgrounds. By 

talking about how Belgian descent people perceive contact with Muslims in general and not explicitly 

expressing their own views, students often engaged in a strategy to avoid appearing insensitive or 

racist (Bonilla-Silva & Forman, 2000; Clycq, 2017). 

Despite refraining from a more critical engagement with their inherited cultural attitudes and 

perceived cultural characteristics, many students tend to reproduce the negative representations of 

other cultures and religions. More specifically, they adhere to the negative stereotypical images of the 

“religious other” to make sense of and legitimise their avoidant attitudes. These perceptions of ethnic 

majority students illustrate how their narratives are shaped by hegemonic constructions which 

represent ethnic and religious minorities as “different” and the cultural differences as 
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“insurmountable” (Balibar & Wallerstein, 2011; Hutchison & Rosenthal, 2011). Underpinning the 

attitudes of Belgian descent students towards contact with Muslim peers is the lack of active support 

for cultural diversity, inclusion, and equity in society, which presents a significant challenge to 

formation of intergroup friendships among members of dominant and nondominant groups (Hui et al., 

2015; Jugert et al., 2011). 

Overall, the findings from our study indicate that ethnic majority students explain the lack of 

friendships and meaningful interactions with Muslims peers by problematising the cultural and 

religious differences of Muslims as a barrier, blaming Muslim peers for choosing to segregate and not 

putting sufficient effort into contact/integration, and justifying their own lack of efforts to engage in 

deeper contact by referring to Flemish/Belgian cultural features that supposedly pose a barrier to 

intergroup contact. These findings are important for understanding why contact opportunities in 

higher education get wasted and do not lead to friendships between members of different groups. This 

is especially relevant for ethnic majority students whose chances of meeting a member of an 

ethnic/religious minority group is fairly limited and who have less intergroup friendships and contacts 

than ethnic minority group members (Baerveldt et al., 2007; Vedder et al., 2017; Verkuyten & 

Martinovic, 2006). Moreover, intergroup contact has a stronger positive impact on the intergroup 

attitudes of ethnic majority individuals (Binder et al., 2009; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Accordingly, 

in higher education, ethnic majority students are presented with a unique opportunity to confront their 

own outgroup biases and stereotypes by getting to know individual members of ethnic or religious 

minority groups. 

Furthermore, these intergroup friendships can create more awareness about issues of social 

equality and systemic exclusion (Becker et al., 2013; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012). Nonetheless, our 

results suggest that these opportunities are rarely taken up by Belgian descent students and do not 

often lead to engaged intergroup interactions. The study makes a unique contribution to our 

knowledge about the development of intergroup contact by probing into the nature of student’s 

perceptions of contact through using qualitative methods and highlighting the factors and processes 

that hinder the achievement of contact in higher education. These findings are especially relevant to 

identify strategies that focus on eliminating the barriers before the achievement of meaningful 

intergroup relations between ethnic group members on a university campus. 

Development of same- and interethnic friendships among ethnic minority students 
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The purpose of empirical study 4 was to understand the factors and processes that shape the 

development of friendships among Turkish Belgian students in higher education. More specifically, I 

have focused on how students make sense of their friendship preferences, how these friendship 

preferences are shaped by the specific university setting, and finally the role of processes of social 

inclusion and exclusion in explaining the development of friendships among students of Turkish 

descent. The findings of the study clearly indicate that students seek homophily in their friendships. 

These homophilious preferences are enabled and supported by the university context and shaped by 

social exclusion processes. 

Forming homophilious friendships at university 

Ethnic homophily appears to be strong among many Turkish Belgian university students (Jugert et al., 

2011; McPherson et al., 2001). While few students who pursued academic tracks in the secondary 

schools that they attended had Turkish origin classmate friends, being at a large and relatively more 

diverse university campus gives Turkish Belgian students more access to same-ethnic peers and 

allows more homophilious friendships to form as a result. These students underline the importance of 

cultural familiarity, shared experiences, and similar lifestyles and values in explaining their friendship 

preferences (Baerveldt et al., 2007; Seggie & Sanford, 2010). Students’ narratives suggest that they 

experience challenges in having in-depth discussions with ethnic majority peers based on differences 

in family structure, cultural habits, and lifestyle. Students report that such lifestyle differences become 

more salient at university, making it more challenging for them to fully participate in activities or 

conversations. 

Comparatively, a second group of Turkish descent students who mainly prefer ethnic majority 

friends mentioned the role of social homophily, such as shared interests and attitudes (Byrne, 1997; 

Cohen, 1983). These students are also more likely to avoid same-ethnic peers and the activities these 

peers organise because they reckon such activities fail to reflect their interests or because they feel 

pressured by same-ethnic peers due to their personal lifestyle choices (Van Kerckem et al., 2014). 

While students’ friendships preferences at university reflect the way they have formed friends at 

school, and earlier socialisation (Fischer, 2008; Park & Chang, 2015), they are also shaped by the 

distinctive meeting opportunities the university campus provides (Quillian & Campbell, 2003; 

Schofield et al., 2010; Stearns et al., 2009). Turkish Belgian peers are introduced in dorms or during 

activities hosted by the Turkish students’ organisation on campus, commonly in the first-year (i.e., 

freshman) orientation period, and friendships with ethnic majority peers are developed and deepened 
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in class or campus activities during the semester. These findings suggest that studies investigating 

relations between group members in distinct settings need to address factors that relate to opportunity 

and propinquity (Moody, 2001). 

The role of social exclusion in friendship preferences 

Findings from the study stress the significance of experiences of social exclusion based on ethnic 

identity, religious practices, and lifestyle in explaining the friendship preferences of Turkish Belgian 

students. More specifically, experiencing microaggressions in the form of ethnic and religious 

stereotypes and feeling excluded during mainstream student activities that do not reflect their 

interests, many students of Turkish descent tend to prefer same-ethnic peers. Based on the findings, it 

is possible to conclude that these friendship preferences are linked to self-protective strategies, such 

as avoidance adopted by students in the face of social exclusion (Mellor et al., 2009). Our results have 

clearly shown that depending on their friendship groups, Turkish Belgian students have different 

understandings of discrimination. According to many students with mostly same-ethnic peers, Turkish 

origin people are discriminated against as a group, and there is social inequality in Belgium, whereas 

students with ethnic majority peers tend to overlook discriminatory experiences as individual (i.e., 

random) instances. 

These findings underline the substantial implications of friendship groups for issues of social 

equality and are in line with previous research showing how positive intergroup attitudes can 

undermine individuals’ commitment to reinforcing or extending the kinds of policy changes needed to 

truly address discrimination and exclusion in a society (Durrheim et al., 2014; Saguy & Chernyak-

Hai, 2012; Tropp et al., 2012). This is not to suggest that positive intergroup attitudes should not be 

encouraged. Instead, these findings stress the relevance of content during intergroup interactions. 

Research has often underlined the necessity of focusing on common features and diminishing 

individuals’ sense of group boundaries to positively affect intergroup attitudes (Gaertner et al., 2016). 

Nonetheless, this can obviously have harmful effects on the attitudes of nondominant group members 

towards social inequality and the status quo (Dixon et al., 2007). Based on this, the ideal contact 

situation that does not undermine individuals’ commitment to deepening of social change includes 

communication of feelings about intergroup inequality during interactions in addition to a focus on 

standard features (Becker et al., 2013; Saguy et al., 2009). While the extracts from our participants 

with mainly Belgian descent friends highlight that they focus mostly on common features in making 
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sense of their friendships, I have not specifically inquired into whether they openly discuss issues of 

social equality with their friends. 

 Overall, this study has clearly shown that both the factors and processes that explain the 

development of contact but also the implications of these can differ among ethnic minority individuals 

in Flanders. Unlike ethnic majority students who experience barriers to cross-cultural contact based 

on intergroup anxieties, ethnic stereotypes, and negative assumptions, many ethnic minority students 

experience exclusion and othering and therefore prefer same-ethnic peers when they have the 

opportunity. Moreover, they underline the significance of homophily in shaping their preferences. 

While the majority of contact research is dedicated to prejudice reduction among individuals from 

ethnic majority groups (Dixon, 2017), the findings from the study make a unique contribution to the 

interethnic contact literature by demonstrating that implications of contact can differ among Turkish 

Belgian ethnic minority students in higher education.  

These findings extend earlier research arguing that friendships with ethnic majority peers can 

diminish perceptions of discrimination and social inequality among ethnic minority individuals 

(Durrheim et al., 2014; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012), also depending on the social status of the 

community from which they are drawn (Tropp et al., 2012). Based on their longitudinal study among 

undergraduates in the United States, Tropp and colleagues (2012) have shown that African Americans 

are particularly vulnerable to a change in their perceptions of discrimination following close 

intergroup contact, while Asian Americans are less likely to be affected by it. In the same vein, given 

that the Turkish origin community has low social status in Belgium, having close relations with 

Belgian descent peers is likely to influence Turkish Belgians’ perceptions of discrimination and social 

inequality. These findings also highlight the significance of adopting qualitative methodologies—such 

as in-depth interviewing—to garner a more nuanced and insightful understanding of relations between 

group members in their everyday lives (Durrheim et al., 2014). 
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8.1.4 THE UNIVERSITY SETTING AND INSTITUTIONAL APPROACH TO CULTURAL 

DIVERSITY SHAPE STUDENTS’ ADAPTATION 

Due to increased ethnic diversification on university campuses, issues relating to the acculturation 

processes of students have become more relevant in higher education settings. University education is 

perceived as the ideal way to acculturate in society and as a motor for upward social mobility, 

especially for students with a migration background (Crul, Keskiner & Lelie, 2017). Still, universities 

remain selective educational contexts characterised by a focus on success. Despite adopting a rhetoric 

of equality and non-discrimination, most universities across the United States and Europe are still 

based on an elitist system that values and serves West European descent students from middle-class 

backgrounds (Bhopal, 2017; Patton, 2016). This is strongly reflected in the overrepresentation of 

students with West European backgrounds, as well as in curriculum design, and campus policies and 

practices (Harper, 2012; Ledesma & Calderon, 2015). 

Being often the first in their family to receive a university education and forming part of a 

small educationally successful group in their ethnic community, Turkish Belgian students experience 

their acculturation processes in unique ways in this selective higher education setting, where they are 

significantly under-represented. Accordingly, the acculturation experiences of these students may be 

affected by the level of representation of students from diverse backgrounds, as well as the policies 

and practices which reflect institutional approaches to cultural diversity (Hurtado et al., 2007; Museus 

& Maramba, 2010; Schofield et al., 2010). Furthermore, the higher education context and 

representation of diverse groups on campus can have implications for how ethnic majority students 

experience intergroup contact, thereby affecting their acculturation attitudes (Fischer, 2011; Saenz, 

2010; Santos et al., 2007). 

Our findings lend support to the significance of the higher education context and the 

institutional approach to cultural diversity in understanding the acculturation processes of young 

Turkish and Belgian descent students. More concretely, the findings of the dissertation suggest that 

the representation of ethnic diversity and the access to an ethnic student organisation on campus 

enable and support the adjustment of students while exclusion in mainstream campus activities, the 

absence of an inclusive curriculum, and discrimination can have negative implications on students’ 

adaptation at university.  
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The facilitators of acculturation processes in higher education 

Based on our findings from the empirical studies, factors such as the presence of a relatively more 

ethnically diverse student body, and an ethnic student organisation on campus enable and support the 

acculturation processes of students on campus, even though they have different implications for ethnic 

minority compared to ethnic majority students. It is important to note that this research was conducted 

at a large university where, in 2017–2018, approximately 12% of enrolled students had a migration 

background, including students from other European member states, and 18% had a nationality other 

than Belgian. This suggests that students at this university are predominantly of Belgian descent and 

students with a migration background are significantly under-represented. Nonetheless, Turkish 

Belgian students’ perceptions suggest that diverse ethnic backgrounds are relatively more represented 

on the large university campus than in the academic tracks of secondary schools that they attended. 

The increased representation of ethnic diversity on campus 

The presence of an ethnically diverse student body has implications for ethnic minority students’ 

acculturation experiences at university because they structure the availability of opportunities to 

contact and meet people and make friends (Quillian & Campbell, 2003; Schofield et al., 2010; Stearns 

et al., 2009). The encounter with ethnic majority students is not a new experience for a Turkish 

Belgian student who experiences intergroup interactions from the moment he/she starts school. While 

the primary schools these students attended were ethnically more mixed, their classes and schools 

became more ethnically homogenous—consisting of predominantly Belgian descent students—after 

these students started studying in academic tracks (Van Praag et al., 2019). Thus, students of Turkish 

descent who attend general tracks at the secondary level do not always have the chance to meet peers 

from the same ethnic background in classes or schools until they arrive at the university. The remarks 

of ethnic minority students clearly show that ethnic similarity to peers attending the university 

contributes to their sense of belonging and acceptance at university (Museus & Quaye, 2009). Being 

close to their same-ethnic peers affords students with an important base of support in the face of 

isolation or exclusion on a university campus where there is little to no representation of their culture 

(Hopkins, 2011; Reynolds, 2007; Shelton et al., 2005). 

Overall, the findings show that students’ evaluation of the university institution as a more 

inclusive educational setting than secondary schools seem to be based on their perceptions of the 

university as a relatively more diverse educational environment in which various ethnic groups are 

represented (Santos et al., 2007). As such, an ethnically diverse student body that includes peers from 
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similar backgrounds appears to be vital to the social adaptation of many Turkish Belgian students in 

higher education. Also, for Turkish descent students who mainly prefer ethnic majority friendships, 

being in a large educational setting with many students gives them more options to find more 

inclusive friendship groups with similar attitudes and lifestyles. 

For ethnic majority students, experiencing a relatively more ethnically diverse educational 

climate in higher education could facilitate their adjustment in an increasingly ethnically diverse 

Belgium. Due to prevailing ethnic segregation across tracks in secondary schools, many ethnic 

majority students have little interaction experiences with pupils from other ethnic groups. 

Accordingly, they have less intergroup friendships and contacts than ethnic minority students 

(Baerveldt et al., 2007; Vedder et al., 2017; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). Nonetheless, a diverse 

student body in higher education also allows Belgian descent students to build intergroup contact at a 

stage when they are forming their social and personal identities (Arnett, 2016). As such, diversity 

experiences at this stage are important because of the long and lasting influence they have on 

students’ attitudes and values (Bowman & Brandenberger, 2012). Since ethnic majority students 

usually come from ethnically homogenous communities, encountering peers from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds is often a more prominent learning experience for them (Saenz, 2010). In addition to 

improving their skills in communicating with peers from different backgrounds, being engaged in 

diversity experiences has myriad other benefits for ethnic majority students, such as helping their 

personal, social, and intellectual growth (Chang et al., 2004; Fischer, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2014). 

Still, for most ethnic majority students in the study, more exposure to ethnic diversity on 

campus seems to be associated with challenges and anxiety during intergroup interactions rather than 

being positive and enriching experiences (Santos et al., 2007). Given that contact with individuals 

from other ethnic groups has particularly strong and positive implications for the intergroup attitudes 

of ethnic majority students, these meeting opportunities are significant for them to build intergroup 

understanding and awareness (Binder et al., 2009; Bowman, 2012; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). 

However, when intergroup contact is limited to superficial interactions, ethnic majority students do 

not necessarily develop a greater understanding and awareness of issues relating to ethnic and cultural 

diversity. Therefore, promoting meaningful intergroup interactions that include open discussions, not 

only about shared features and interests but also about intergroup differences and social inequalities, 

remains important (Saguy et al., 2009).  
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The implications of an ethnic student organisation on students’ adaptation 

Ethnic minority students are likely to contemplate and actively search for an understanding of their 

identity and cultural background during the university years, as this is when they are forming social 

and personal identities (Arnett, 2016). Having access to an ethnic student organisation on campus can 

enable and support their search for knowledge and help to maintain positive connections with their 

ethnic identities (Maramba & Palmer, 2014). The findings of this dissertation clearly illustrate that the 

presence of such an ethnic student organisation is especially significant for under-represented ethnic 

minority students who are vulnerable to isolation and exclusion given that Belgian descent students 

make up the bulk of those on the university campus (see Chapter 7). For Turkish Belgian students, an 

ethnic student organisation not only offers a space where students can reinforce their ethnic ties and 

strengthen their ethnic awareness but also provides support and a sense of belonging (Museus, 2008; 

Yosso et al., 2009). Adverse impacts on ethnic minority students’ social adjustment and sense of 

belonging at university are especially likely when these students are exposed to pressure to represent 

their ethnic group or assimilate to the dominant ethnic majority culture on campus (Museus & 

Maramba, 2010). For many Turkish Belgian students in this study, mainstream campus activities 

organised by predominantly Belgian descent student clubs do not reflect their distinctive interests and 

norms and therefore affect their motivation to participate (Museus et al., 2008). 

These findings support earlier research showing that forming or participating in ethnic 

organisations offers ethnic minority students the prospect of expressing cultural identities and 

enhancing their sense of belonging and adjustment on campus (Bowman, Park & Denson, 2015; 

Maramba & Palmer, 2014). Still, other research asserts that membership in ethnic organisations 

decreases social inclusion of students in so far as it contributes to further segregation and increased 

conflict between groups (Sidanius et al., 2004; Sidanius et al., 2008). Nonetheless, the effects of such 

organisations on students’ social and academic adjustment are shown to be based on the ethnicity of 

students (Levin, Van Laar & Foote, 2006). Levin and colleagues (2006) show that having more 

ingroup friends had adverse effects on Latino students in the United States and decreased their 

attachment to the broader campus community while it had positive effects on African American 

students and improved their academic commitment. Our findings suggest that for most of the Turkish 

Belgian students, having same-ethnic peers and participating in an ethnic organisation has a positive 

influence on their social adaptation and sense of belonging (see Chapter 7).  

In terms of the implications of these ethnic student organisations for intergroup contact, 

previous research shows that participation in such organisations is actually linked to higher levels of 

interaction across ethnic groups (Bowman & Park, 2014). While this study has not specifically 
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investigated this relationship, a few of the Turkish Belgian students interviewed who attend and 

organise such gatherings reported often inviting their Belgian descent classmates to join in. Also, 

being involved in activities in which ethnic minority students are the numerical majority can 

positively impact on the intergroup attitudes of ethnic majority students (Fischer, 2011). As such, 

ethnic student organisations can promote intergroup understanding and awareness by decreasing the 

social distance between ethnic minority and majority students. Overall, the findings of the dissertation 

stress the importance of increased representation of various ethnic groups at university and promoting 

the involvement of students in campus activities organised by ethnically diverse student groups in a 

way that enables and supports the adaptation of both ethnic minority and majority students. The next 

section elaborates on the institutional factors that pose a barrier to the acculturation processes of 

ethnic minority and majority students at university. 

The barriers to acculturation processes in higher education 

Based on the acculturation experiences and perspectives of students, a few issues relating to the 

higher education context and institutional approach to cultural diversity appear to pose a barrier to the 

adaptation of Turkish Belgian students in higher education. The findings of the dissertation strongly 

indicate that exclusion in mainstream campus activities, the absence of an inclusive curriculum, and 

discrimination shapes the experiences of ethnic minority students in negative ways, posing a hurdle to 

their belonging at university. 

Exclusion in mainstream campus activities 

Turkish Belgian students’ accounts suggest that they perceive the university environment under 

investigation to be a more inclusive setting than the secondary schools they attended, mainly due to 

the increased level of ethnic diversity, the presence of same-ethnic peers and an ethnic student 

organisation, and less discrimination experienced. They are nonetheless still exposed to pressure to 

prove their belonging to Belgium/Flanders, represent their ethnic groups, or hide their ethnic identities 

during intergroup interactions with ethnic majority individuals (see Chapter 5). The fact that students 

do not feel comfortable in expressing their/religious identities and avoid speaking Turkish around 

their peers is a strong indication that the intergroup climate at university is not necessarily inclusive of 

cultural diversity. This shows that exclusion and othering of students based on their ethnic descent 
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and linguistic background extends to higher education, albeit in more subtle ways (Haney-Lopez, 

2014; Yosso et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, many Turkish descent students explained that mainstream student activities 

organised by student clubs on campus do not usually reflect their interests (Museus et al., 2008). Also, 

many students, including those with close Belgian descent peers, feel that they are not welcome to 

join activities in those student clubs. Thus, for some Turkish Belgian students, activities that reflect 

the mainstream ethnic majority student culture on university campuses make them feel excluded and 

decrease their motivation to attend or participate. For instance, when such activities centralise 

drinking alcohol, students who refrain from it for religious or personal reasons may feel othered and 

marginalised when they are in attendance (Mir, 2010). This was stressed by Elif (Psychology, Turkish 

origin): “The social activities organised by the Flemish are against my values because they are mainly 

based on drinking. It is just not for me.”  

Still, for other ethnic minority students, the decision to avoid activities hosted by these student 

clubs reflects a feeling they are not accepted by the Belgian descent students who make up the bulk of 

attendees. All in all, many Turkish descent students noted that they perceive the activities of the 

ethnic student organisation to be more inclusive and representative of their preferences. This issue 

needs to be addressed by universities aiming to create inclusive campus environments that address the 

distinct needs of all students and promote intergroup interactions across diverse ethnic groups. 

Absence of an inclusive curriculum 

When cultural diversity is valued in education, students are provided chances to learn about the 

history and culture of different minority groups in society (Schachner et al., 2016). The findings in the 

present dissertation suggest that a curriculum that is meaningful to students’ ethnic background and 

identities is absent in many study disciplines at the university. However, acknowledging students’ 

cultural backgrounds and giving them access to reinforce their knowledge about their ethnic heritage 

affords benefits for ethnic minority students’ social and academic adaptation (Maramba & Palmer, 

2014). Comparatively, the lack of cultural visibility and inclusion in the curriculum can have negative 

repercussions on ethnic minority students by making them feel that their cultural background is not 

valid (Kohli, 2009). The need for course materials that promote deeper intercultural learning and 

increase awareness of issues relating to cultural diversity is apparent in the comments of some 

students, both from the ethnic minority and the majority. For instance, Evy (Law, Belgian descent) 

mentioned that there was little focus on teaching about Islamic culture in the courses:  
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You can’t like something if you don’t know it. There are only a few courses that make 

references to Muslim culture. And the teacher is not a Muslim. If it was more diverse it would 

be better. You learn about their cultures and understand them. 

 

As highlighted by empirical study 3 on ethnic majority students’ intergroup contact perceptions, many 

students feel unable to approach or deeply interact with those from other ethnic backgrounds based on 

their fear or lack of knowledge about ethnic minority cultures and norms (see Chapter 6). This was 

noted by Rose (Arts, Belgian descent), who stressed the difficulties of understanding ethnic minority 

culture and religion: “I always have these questions in mind. I do not know how you do it; is it okay 

to do it this way, can I do this or not? If it is someone from England, I would not have such questions, 

but with someone from China or Turkey, it would be more difficult. Very different from my culture.” 

Similarly, Turkish Belgian students think that their peers need to learn more about the ethnic 

origins and migration history of those with a migration background to enhance their awareness and be 

more sensitive in their attitudes towards them. Ezgi (Engineering, Turkish origin) reflected on how a 

course on immigration could be useful for ethnic majority students to change their perceptions of 

people with a migration background:  

 

You know, I think it would be great if there was a course on immigration. We don’t even 

know what the first-generation immigrants went through. Last year, there was a guest lecturer 

who talked about it, that Belgium wanted immigrants, and that they [immigrants] saved the 

economy by working here. If they [Belgian descent students] also attend these lectures, they 

will understand better why we are here. They need to see these things a bit. Otherwise, the 

only thing they see is that you are a foreigner.  

 

A thoughtful curriculum incorporating content and knowledge that reflects the experiences and 

realities of ethnic minorities in Belgium could thus have positive implications for intergroup 

understanding and contact by helping students improve their knowledge on issues such as diversity, 

immigration, and inclusion. Otherwise, microaggressions targeting students with a migration 

background continue to be reproduced on the university campus, affecting how Belgian students 

interact with and approach members of ethnic minority groups. Such microaggressions have negative 

implications on the adaptation of ethnic minority students in higher education (Kohli et al., 2019; 

Yosso et al., 2009). Facing negative stereotypes due to her Turkish ethnic background, Burcu 

(Medicine, Turkish origin) reflected on how she was hurt by remarks that made her feel excluded: 

“They sometimes say things that hurt you, but they are not even aware of it. “Oh, this is really great 
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work—especially for a Turk.” These accounts underlie that the lack of sensitivity and understanding 

appears to be common in the attitudes of Belgian students towards ethnic minorities. Still, the findings 

imply that the current university curriculum largely dismisses ethnically diverse perspectives in so far 

as it is aligned more with the experiences and perspectives of dominant group members (Ladson-

Billings, 2000; Yosso, 2002). While some diversity courses introduced to the curriculum can run the 

risk of reproducing stereotypes about groups, course materials that promote students’ deep interaction 

and critical engagement with issues relating to cultural diversity can enhance intergroup awareness 

(Patton, 2016). 

Discrimination experiences 

Finally, exposure to discrimination and microaggressions by teachers and peers poses a serious barrier 

to ethnic minority students’ adjustment as they impact students’ sense of belonging and inclusion and 

eventually compromise their academic and social adaptation at university (Del Toro & Hughes, 2019; 

Smith et al., 2007; Solorzano et al., 2000). Turkish Belgian students’ accounts demonstrate that such 

experiences can alienate them by instilling a sense of doubt about their belonging at university (Yosso 

et al., 2009). These problems relating to discrimination are often rooted in negative hegemonic 

constructions and representations of ethnic and religious minority groups in Flanders. Nonetheless, 

the dominance of such discriminatory attitudes in an educational setting which aims to offer equitable 

experiences requires a more active institutional commitment to address and challenge such attitudes. 

In a university environment where the recognition and appreciation of cultural diversity 

translate into more concrete actions—such as building a more inclusive campus culture and an 

inclusive curriculum—intergroup relations may exhibit more intergroup empathy, sensitivity, and 

understanding. While many Turkish Belgian students experience discrimination and othering at 

university, they are not necessarily informed about how they can act on this and feel reticent about 

sharing discrimination experiences. This reticence possibly reflects the prevailing sensitivity about 

discrimination and students’ concerns about appearing too sensitive or complaining (Kaiser & Miller, 

2001; Smith et al., 2007). Thus, universities play a critical role in developing initiatives that are 

specifically aimed at reducing discrimination and promoting intergroup awareness, since students’ 

attitudes and beliefs are influenced by simply being in an environment committed to anti-

discrimination (Milem, Chang & Antonio, 2005). 

 The overall picture shows that the representation of diverse ethnic groups on the university 

campus and the presence of an ethnic student organisation facilitates the acculturation processes of 
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ethnic minority students by offering them opportunities and resources to maintain and strengthen their 

ethnic ties. The increased representation of ethnic diversity is also relevant for ethnic majority 

students whose sustained exposure to diversity at university can lay the critical and necessary 

foundation for their acculturation in an ethnically diverse Belgium and educate them to live and 

interact across differences. At the same time, lack of inclusion in the mainstream campus culture, and 

absence of their perspectives and realities in the curriculum could give the impression to ethnic 

minority students that their cultural identity is not valued in their institution. Such recurring practices 

which reflect a negative attitude towards cultural diversity can also deprive ethnic majority students of 

the opportunities to acquire knowledge and abilities regarding cultural diversity and improve their 

understanding of the issues relating to discrimination and inequality. 

Furthermore, the persistence of discrimination and othering in higher education compromises 

the belonging of ethnic minority students at university and society, as such practices often deny their 

sense of being legitimate members of Belgian society and pressure them to represent their ethnic 

communities or hide their ethnic identities. As such, students’ acculturation processes are not only 

bound to the societal context but also to distinct the educational setting, where the societal norms and 

ideologies of a particular time are reproduced.  

8.2  AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

8.2.1 A COMPARATIVE AND LONGITUDINAL APPROACH 

This dissertation has focused on understanding Turkish and Belgian descent university students’ 

acculturation processes by studying the meanings they attach to acculturation, the discrimination 

experiences of Turkish descent students, and the relations between members of ethnic minority and 

majority groups. In this way, it has offered insights into the acculturation experiences and views of 

Turkish and Belgian descent students in higher education, which is relatively understudied. While this 

particular focus has enabled a more nuanced examination of intra- and intergroup differences in 

acculturation processes, development of contact and friendships, and discrimination experiences, 

there are certain limitations based on the narrow sample scope. 

The focus on two ethnic student groups in one higher education setting limits the 

generalisability of these findings to other ethnic groups (e.g., Moroccan descent university students) 

in Belgium or Turkish and Belgian descent students in other university settings. Future studies could 

examine these issues with a larger sample of participants from different ethnic minority groups (e.g., 
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Moroccan or East European descent individuals) and compare their acculturation processes at more 

than one higher education setting to understand the differences across ethnic groups and universities. 

In this study, focusing on the acculturation processes of students at a particular time allowed a more 

in-depth exploration of their views and experiences yet limited the analysis of their evolvement in 

time. Existing research suggests the significance of longitudinal approaches in understanding the 

evolution of students’ acculturation attitudes in secondary school (Asendorpf & Motti-Stefanidi, 

2017; Hillekens, Baysu & Phalet, 2019). 

However, few studies focus on how university students’ acculturation processes change over 

time even though various factors (e.g., exposure to stereotype threat, increased contact) at universities 

impact students’ adaptation throughout their university career (Massey & Fischer, 2005; Fischer, 

2010; Schofield et al., 2010; Tropp et al., 2012). Thus, it would be interesting for future research to 

adopt a longitudinal research method to study the changes in acculturation attitudes and views of 

more demographically diverse samples throughout their university career and beyond. Such an 

approach could offer insights into the factors and processes that shape students’ acculturation over 

time. 

8.2.2 COPING STRATEGIES AND THE IMPACTS OF DISCRIMINATION 

The present study has investigated the discrimination experiences of ethnic minority students across 

secondary school and higher education to identify various forms that discrimination from peers and 

teachers can take. Research from the US has underlined the significance of studying how 

marginalised students develop coping strategies, finding that different coping strategies impact 

students in different ways (Grier-Reed, 2010; Sue et al., 2007; Torres et al., 2010). In this dissertation, 

empirical study 4 on the development of friendships among ethnic minority students has provided 

insights into how they respond to exclusion on campus. For instance, Turkish descent students adopt 

self-protective coping strategies by strengthening their ties with same-ethnic peers or avoiding 

potentially exclusionary friendship groups (Mellor et al., 2009). These findings offer some broad 

perspective into the coping strategies that Turkish Belgian students adopt and show that ethnic 

minority individuals actively respond to discrimination (Yosso et al., 2009). Nonetheless, it would be 

interesting if future studies further examined the discrimination experiences of ethnic minority 

students in higher education by distinguishing between various forms of reactions, coping responses, 

and the impacts of discriminatory experiences. It would also be valuable if research looked into how 

university settings in Western Europe shape ethnic minority students’ search for and adoption of 

distinct coping strategies. 
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8.2.3 INTERGROUP CONTACT AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

Results from this dissertation demonstrated how the implications of ethnic minorities’ contact 

experiences are distinct from those of ethnic majority groups (Dixon et al., 2012; Wright & Lubensky, 

2009). The findings specifically show that friendships with ethnic majority peers can diminish 

perceptions of discrimination among ethnic minority students and decrease their motivation to 

acknowledge social inequality (Durrheim et al., 2014; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012). These findings 

complement earlier research which has found that positive contact with members of dominant groups 

could especially affect those who are low in status and vulnerable to social inequality (Tropp et al., 

2012). 

Research suggests that to prevent close intergroup contact from having such an effect on 

individuals’ perceptions of discrimination and social inequality, contact between members of different 

status groups should include discussions about intergroup inequality (Becker et al., 2013; Saguy & 

Chernyak-Hai, 2012). However, this study has not explicitly investigated how students’ perceptions 

and attitudes towards discrimination change as they build close relations with members of ethnic 

majority groups. Thus, future studies could identify the optimal conditions for discussions of these 

issues between members of groups and give more insight into the processes that explain the changes 

in peoples’ attitudes towards intergroup equality and social change. 

8.2.4 THE ROLE OF ETHNIC STUDENT ORGANISATIONS 

The findings of this research underlie the significant role of ethnic student organisations in enabling 

and supporting Turkish Belgian students’ adaptation in a higher education setting. More concretely, 

students’ accounts suggest that having access to same-ethnic peers on the university campus and a 

shared space where they could negotiate their complex identities seem to affect students’ sense of 

belonging in higher education positively. Earlier studies have yielded mixed results regarding the 

benefits of such student organisations for social and academic adaptation of ethnic/racial minority 

students in higher education. One line of research has argued that these organisations help ethnic 

minorities to develop healthy ethnic identities and support their sense of belonging on campus 

(Bowman, Park & Denson, 2015; Maramba & Palmer, 2014), while other studies suggest that they 

can increase segregation and conflict among groups on campus (Sidanius et al., 2004; Sidanius et al., 

2008). Although our findings are generally in line with the first line of research, more studies are 

needed among different ethnic groups across university contexts in Western Europe to understand 
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better the role of such ethnic organisations in affecting the social and academic adjustment of students 

from ethnic minority backgrounds. 

8.2.5 DIVERSITY POLICIES AND PRACTICES AT UNIVERSITIES 

In this dissertation, the main focus was on young students’ acculturation experiences and perspectives 

in higher education. Analysing students’ views offered some insights into how certain policies and 

practices across schools and higher education might shape students’ acculturation process. 

Nonetheless, this study has not thoroughly investigated the diversity policies and actions that aim to 

create a more inclusive university setting. This could be important because the framing of the 

diversity policies and actions by higher education institutions could already give a sense of how they 

approach issues of inclusion and equality (Iverson, 2007). Thus, future studies could elaborate further 

on how diversity policies and practices at universities shape the experiences of students from ethnic 

minority and majority backgrounds. More specifically, studying the impact of such diversity 

initiatives on students who are most affected by them can extend and contribute to our understanding 

of what kind of diversity programs and actions need to be implemented. 

 

8.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 
 

Given that educational institutions in Flanders have become ethnically more diverse, the issues that 

relate to acculturation processes of ethnic minority and majority students in education need to be 

addressed by policymakers and practitioners. In this section, the implications of the current study for 

policy and practice will be detailed as they can be useful in creating inclusive educational settings 

which offer equitable experiences and opportunities for all students. These recommendations are not 

only a reflection of the empirical findings; they are also supported by discussions with diversity 

practitioners from two universities in Flanders.  

8.3.1 FIGHTING VARIOUS INTERTWINED FORMS OF DISCRIMINATION IN 

EDUCATION 

The findings in this dissertation clearly show that ethnic minority students are exposed to various 

forms of interpersonal and institutional discrimination. The nature of such discrimination experiences 

varies from subtle indignities and microaggressions to open acts of discrimination based on an 
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intersection of various factors relating to students’ ethnic and religious identities, and social class 

background. Thus, discrimination targeting ethnic minority individuals is ingrained in educational 

settings in different forms. Acknowledging that discrimination shapes the school experiences of many 

students from ethnic minority backgrounds, institutions of education must actively challenge the 

reproduction of such discrimination practices. In addition to valuing cultural pluralism, educational 

institutions need to develop anti-discrimination policies which recognise the intersectionality of 

discrimination and centralise the voices of the marginalised group members. In doing this, it is 

essential to focus on and re-examine the dynamics that allow and perpetuate different forms of 

discrimination (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Universities are paying more attention to 

discrimination and inclusion processes by providing support services, which is also crucial if students 

who experience discrimination are to feel supported. Nonetheless, to create more effective positive 

change and an inclusive institutional environment, the source of the problem needs to be identified 

and actively challenged. 

8.3.2 TRAINING PROFESSORS TO ADOPT CULTURALLY RELEVANT TEACHING 

METHODS 

As higher education classes are becoming increasingly more diverse with students from various ethnic 

and linguistic backgrounds, educators have a vital role in creating inclusive educational environments 

in which all students are provided equitable learning experiences. Nonetheless, university professors 

in Flemish universities are not obliged to receive any training that could help them develop their 

capacities to support students from diverse backgrounds. While universities usually offer optional 

training courses to help professors improve their skills in various fields, training that focuses on 

culturally relevant (also known as responsive) teaching methods and practices are often optional. 

Recognising the need for such training and putting it into action as mandatory requires more active 

engagement on the part of the faculties and administrators in higher education. 

 Culturally relevant teaching is essential to recognise and use students’ cultural backgrounds 

and identities as important and relevant sources to create inclusive learning environments (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). For instance, by integrating content from diverse perspectives and cultures into the 

curriculum, culturally responsive educators can support the empowerment of ethnically diverse 

students and improve their academic achievement (Gay, 2013). In this way, professors can enhance 

their skills in critically examining how cultural identities of students impact learning and consider the 

role of their own identities and unconscious bias with regards to societal inequities (Milner, 2011). 
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Moreover, the awareness, knowledge, and skills of educators in dealing with issues around cultural 

diversity, difference, and discrimination significantly shape the experiences of students from diverse 

backgrounds (Modica, 2015; Sue et al., 2009). This mode of teaching can also encourage professors 

to be more critical about fair assessment as certain evaluation methods such as standardised testing 

tends to reflect the experiences of students from privileged social and ethnic backgrounds. Overall, 

culturally relevant teaching methods can be useful for all students to have meaningful and relevant 

learning experiences in higher education while developing a more critical consciousness of the society 

they live in (Larke, 2013). 

8.3.3 CREATING INCLUSIVE AND SUPPORTIVE UNIVERSITY ENVIRONMENTS 

The overall picture based on the findings of this dissertation highlight the significance of an inclusive 

and supportive university environment for students from all ethnic backgrounds. Most higher 

education institutions with a diverse student body often aim to enhance students’ abilities to 

participate and contribute to an ethnically diverse society. However, many initiatives in achieving this 

are likely to remain as superficial celebrations of diversity when they do not address more serious 

issues of intergroup inequality and endorse cultural pluralism through more concrete actions. 

In addition to uncovering and eliminating various forms of discrimination in higher education, another 

critical step is the integration of course material in the curriculum that enhances students’ knowledge 

about issues relating to cultural diversity and promotes deeper engagement and learning about it. 

Designing curriculum in a way that is relevant and meaningful for all students could increase 

intergroup awareness and sensitivity and prevent students from reinforcing their stereotypes about 

others. Also, including the experiences and views of students in this process can help to develop 

emancipatory pedagogical approaches and policies (Asimeng-Boahene, 2010; Chang, 2013; Howard, 

2008; Lynn et al., 2002). A more self-reflective approach towards curriculum seems to be more 

common in some faculties (e.g., Humanities) than others. Thus, by promoting collaboration between 

faculties, good practices can be encouraged. 

These practices focusing on including diverse perspectives can help challenge the rhetoric of 

colourblindness and create an institutional environment where students’ cultural backgrounds and 

identities are actively recognised and valued. This recognition, however, should not entail treatment 

of students from diverse backgrounds as diversity educators for their peers. The findings suggest that 

this could be an exhausting experience for many students. Additionally, the activities organised by 

student clubs at the university need to be more reflective of the distinct interests of ethnic minority 
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students so that they also feel included (e.g., with regards to alcohol consumption). While universities 

often encourage collaboration between student clubs and organisations, the diversity student services 

could bring students from various organisations together for them to openly discuss and reach an 

agreement about the nature of activities they can organise. 

Furthermore, universities should support ethnic student organisations which facilitate ethnic 

minority students’ sense of belonging at university and offer them chances to connect with same-

ethnic peers. In the same vein, addressing the needs of religious minorities by, for instance, offering 

spaces for prayer and allowing more flexibility in exam dates during fasting periods is vital for these 

students to feel at home. In some Flemish universities, for instance, there is more attention to make 

drinking less central during orientation days to make all students feel included. Even though there 

seems to be increasing institutional awareness of recognising the distinct needs and identities of 

diverse students, students’ accounts suggest that more action is required to create a truly inclusive 

university setting. 

Finally, commitment to greater representation of ethnic groups among the student body, 

administration, and university staff is central to the creation of an inclusive education environment. 

This is especially important to address the need for a greater diversity of role models for students 

from ethnic minority backgrounds who rarely encounter teachers that reflect their diverse cultural 

identities throughout their schooling. Therefore, universities need to be more actively engaged in their 

efforts to recruit a more representative demographic of staff as well as removing of barriers that stand 

before the structural representation of diverse ethnic groups in higher education. Cooperating with 

secondary schools, for instance, could be useful to identify challenges and solutions concerning the 

recruitment of under-represented students.   
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8.3.4 PROMOTING CONTACT AND INTERGROUP AWARENESS 

Given that educational contexts present an ideal acculturative environment for students to build 

relations across ethnic groups, policy-makers and practitioners must come up with effective initiatives 

to enable and support this process. However, as shown by the findings of the present study, this 

process is far from straightforward as different factors and implications are at stake for ethnic 

minority and majority students. For instance, ethnic minority students may avoid intergroup contact to 

protect themselves from exclusion, while ethnic majority students may feel anxious and uneasy about 

interacting with diverse students, resulting in intergroup avoidance. Thus, both the exclusion 

experiences of ethnic minority students and the intergroup anxieties of Belgian descent students about 

intergroup interactions must be addressed by institutional initiatives seeking to promote intergroup 

contact. In an educational environment, where cultural diversity is acknowledged and valued and 

discrimination is not tolerated, students are more likely to develop ways of interacting across ethnic 

groups. 

Encouraging students to engage in open and reflective interactions about othering and 

intergroup inequalities in safe spaces is particularly important to promote intergroup awareness and 

sensitivity. One way of doing this is by supporting independent student platforms and initiatives that 

give a voice and empower students from diverse backgrounds and encourage their participation in 

decision-making councils at the university. For instance, such an independent student platform is 

present at the university where this study was conducted. Students in this platform actively contribute 

to discussions about diversity, internationalisation, curriculum, and discrimination, and offer critical 

suggestions about university policy and practices. Moreover, they organise meetings with student 

clubs mainly comprising Belgian descent students to raise their concerns about sensitive issues such 

as mainstream traditions which perpetuate racism. These initiatives are critical to foster intergroup 

understanding and raise awareness about the impact of inequality and discrimination on students’ 

experiences. Being engaged in such discussions could help students to develop their skills in talking 

about differences and exclusion in a way that is meaningful to both parties and offer students to build 

meaningful relations with members of different groups. Failing to achieve this is not only a missed 

opportunity for these individual students but also for the achievement of social equity and inclusion at 

a time when hatred of the other based on fear of cultural differences is taking root. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Appendix 1: Main themes in interview questionnaire (Turkish Belgian students) 

 

 

I. Background questions 

 

-Name 

-Age 

-Gender 

-Study discipline and level 

 

II. School background 

 

-Primary and secondary school experiences 

-Relations with peers and teachers 

-The role of family and ethnic background in school experiences 

-Discussions about cultural diversity and difference at school 

-Feelings and perceptions about school environment 

 

III. Acculturation processes and experiences 

  

-Definitions and understanding of integration 

-The meanings of being ‘integrated’ in Belgium 

-Views on acculturation expectations of ethnic majorities (regarding language, cultural maintenance, 

intergroup contact etc.) 

-Thoughts on being a Turkish, a Belgian, a Turkish Belgian 

-Experiences of being othered in relation to cultural practices, and identity 

 

IV. Othering and discrimination experiences in secondary school/higher education 

 

-Feelings of being accepted and belonging in the school 

-Incidents that made students feel hurt/annoyed/angry/sad 
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-Experiences of isolation or exclusion during secondary school by peers/teachers 

-Explaining the reasons for exclusion and discrimination 

-Making sense of discrimination experiences 

 

V. Contact and friendships on university campus 

 

-The transition from secondary school to higher education 

-Formation of friendships and contacts (how, where) 

-Reasons for specific friendship preferences 

-Relations with same-ethnic and interethnic peers 

-Experiences and feelings of being isolated, excluded, othered 

-Participation in social activities on campus 

-The importance of student organisations for students 

-The perceptions of the university climate 
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Appendix 2: Main themes in interview questionnaire (Belgian descent students) 

 

 

I. Background questions 

 

-Name 

-Age 

-Gender 

-Study discipline and level 

 

II. School background 

 

-Primary and secondary school experiences 

-Relations with peers and teachers 

-Experiences of cultural diversity and difference at school 

 

III. Acculturation processes and experiences 

  

-Definitions and understanding of integration 

-What does it mean to be an integrated person in Belgium? 

-Acculturation expectations from ethnic minorities 

-Views on acculturation processes of ethnic minorities (regarding language, cultural maintenance, 

intergroup contact etc.) 

-Acculturation of ethnic majority individuals (learning about ethnic minority culture, language, 

engaging in contact etc.) 

 

IV. Contact and friendships on campus 

 

-The transition from secondary school to higher education 

-Formation of intergroup friendships and contacts (how, where) 

-Social experiences and interactions with Muslims in class/on campus 

-The nature and the frequency of intergroup friendships and experiences 
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-Reasons for the lack of intergroup friendships and contacts 

-Explanations of the intergroup attitudes towards Muslim peers 

-Views on improving the relations between members of ethnic groups 

-Opportunities to acquire knowledge about cultural diversity 
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Appendix 3: Interview Topic Guides (Turkish Belgian students)  

 

Secondary School Experiences  

 

- How did you decide to attend academic track? How did you experience the transition from 

primary school to secondary school? 

- How did you feel about the school in general?  

- How culturally diverse was your school? Can you remember how cultural diversity was 

discussed at school?  

- Can you describe your relationship with your teachers?  

- How was your relationship with peers in secondary school? 

- Do you recall any incidents that made you feel hurt, annoyed, angry, or sad?  

- Do you remember feeling discriminated by your peers or teachers? Why do you think they 

acted this way?  

- What role did your parents play in your education? To what extent they were involved in 

school related activities?  

 

 

Acculturation meanings  

 

- Have you heard the term ‘integration’? What does it mean to you?  

- How would you define ‘being integrated’ in Belgium?  

- What do you think about the integration expectations from ethnic minorities? 

- Do you encounter such integration expectations in the university context? If yes, can you give 

an example?  

- Are there any cultural/religious practices that you find hard to maintain at the university?  

- How is your relationship with the professors? Are there any negative or positive experiences?  

 

 

Social Relations and Friendships on Campus  

 

- How was the transition from secondary school to higher education? Have you experienced 

any difficulties in adapting?  
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- Have you made any friends? How did you first meet them?   

- What did attract you to your friends? Why?  

- Do you ever feel hurt, angry, annoyed, or sad in your interactions with Belgian descent 

friends?  

- Have you experienced any othering or exclusion by your Belgian descent friends because of 

your ethnic/religious background?  

- Which social activities do you participate on university campus?  

- Are you a member of any student organisation? If yes, which one?  

- Why do you prefer to attend the activities of that particular student organisation?  
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Appendix 4: Interview Topic Guides (Belgian descent students)  

 

Secondary School Experiences  

  

- Can you tell me about your transition from primary to secondary school?  

- How was your relationship with your peers? 

- How culturally diverse was your school? Did you have any friends with another ethnic 

background?  

- Do you remember how cultural diversity was discussed at school?  

 

 

Acculturation Meanings 

 

- Have you heard the term ‘integration’? What does it mean to you?  

- How would you define ‘being integrated’ in Belgium?  

- What are your views on the maintenance of cultural practices by ethnic minorities in 

Belgium?  

- Are there certain cultural practices which hinder integration of ethnic minorities? If yes, in 

what way?  

- Do you think that it is important for Belgian descent people to understand the cultural 

background of ethnic minorities? Why? Why not?  

 

 

Social Relations and Friendships on Campus  

 

- How was the transition from secondary school to higher education? Have you experienced 

any difficulties adapting?  

- Have you made any friends? How did you first meet them?   

- What did attract you to your friends?  

- Are there any students with an ethnic/religious minority background in your class, dormitory, 

student club? How is your relationship with them?  

- What kind of experiences do you share with these friends/peers?   

- How often do you meet? Which activities do you attend together?  
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- Do you experience challenges in building interaction and friendships across ethnic groups on 

university campus? If yes, why do you think these challenges exist?  

- What do you think the university could do to improve relations between diverse student 

groups?  
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Appendix 5: Reading and familiarisation with data 

 

 



239 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 6: Searching for themes  

 

Theme: Friendship Preferences  

 

Struggling to fit in among Belgian descent students 

 

Ø Low level of acceptance among the Flemish 

Ø Lifestyle differences, religious values 

Ø Being seen different, ethnic stereotypes 

Ø “You can never be one of them” realisation 

Ø Finding the Flemish close-minded 

Ø Difficulty of entering the Flemish peer groups 

Ø Pressure to adapt to Belgian ways 

 

Ethnic homophily 

 

Ø Turkish tv, music, vacation in Turkey, dreaming of return 

Ø Lack of interest in Flemish culture, activities 

Ø Comfort in sharedness (language, family, cultural resources, self-disclosure) 

Ø Flemish friends partly understand, lack of same cultural/ethnic references 

Ø Increased opportunities to meet same-ethnic peers 

Ø Turkish student organisation as a safe, familiar space 

Ø Educated Turks are open-minded 

 

Avoiding same-ethnic friendships 

 

Ø Ethnic gatherings seen as too Turkish 

Ø Fear of being labelled due to lifestyle differences 

Ø Identification with Turks from Turkey 

Ø Stereotyping Flemish groups 

Ø Stereotyping Turkish groups 

Ø Negative experiences with Turkish 

 

Preferring interethnic friendships 
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Ø Interested in more ethnically mixed friendships 

Ø Seeking diverse experiences 

Ø Lack of ‘open-minded’ Turkish friends 

Ø Changing negative image of Turks by interacting with the Flemish 

Ø Atypical, open-minded, respectful Flemish friends  

Ø Sharing hobbies and interests 
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Appendix 7: Coding Structure  

 

 Theme: Friendship Preferences  

 

Name of the code/sub-codes Files References 

Avoiding Ethnic Homophily 6 19 

-Having different views 3 6 

-Lack of shared interests 4 4 

-Negative experiences 1 1 

Exclusion Experiences at University 17 34 

-Being seen as a good Turk 15 19 

-Exclusion based on physical look 4 6 

-Othering through stereotypical questions 6 8 

Friendships and Exclusion Pre-University 19 41 

-Exclusion by Flemish peers 12 18 

-Friendship with Flemish peers 8 12 

-Friendship with other ethnic origins 3 4 

-Friendship with Turks 6 7 

Preferring Interethnic Friendships 6 13 

-Familiarity of attitudes 4 6 

-Familiarity of interests 4 7 

Preferring Same-ethnic Friendships 15 42 

-Feeling included among Turks 5 9 

-More opportunities to meet Turks 8 11 

-Shared understanding and cultural background 13 22 

Strategies to deal with discrimination 7 12 

-Educating Flemish peers 5 8 
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Name of the code/sub-codes Files References 

-Hiding aspects of Turkish identity 4 4 

Views on Discrimination 16 24 

-Perceiving discrimination against own group 13 20 

-Perceiving equal treatment against own group 4 4 

 

 

 
Theme: Intergroup Contact Attitudes  

 

Name of the code/sub-codes Files References 

Perceived Intergroup Barriers 20 102 

-Behavioural insecurities 13 26 

Lack of knowledge about ethnic minorities 7 11 

Perceiving Muslims as conservative 11 15 

Lack of openness in Belgian culture 15 51 

Belgian characteristics 9 13 

Fearing the others 6 14 

Limited chances to meet 4 4 

-Muslims lack interest in contact 13 21 

Ethnic cliques form a barrier 9 10 

Religious practices a barrier 7 11 

Positive Contact Experiences 11 26 

-Having informative discussions 5 7 

Discussing politics 1 1 

Discussing religion 4 6 

-Shared activities 3 4 
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Name of the code/sub-codes Files References 

Cultural events 1 2 

Sports activities 2 2 

Views on Intergroup Contact 9 14 

-Learning about ethnic minority culture 6 8 

-Mutual responsibility to interact 2 2 

 

 

 

 


