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From Interpersonal Violence to Institutionalized 
Discrimination: Documenting and Assessing the 
Impact of Islamophobia on Muslim Americans

Naheed Ahmed¤, Sandra C. Quinny, Rupali J. Limayez, and Suleiman Khanx

Muslims and people perceived as Muslims face Islamophobia, defined as an “irrational 
fear of, aversion to, or discrimination against Islam or people who practice Islam.” 
Reports of hate crimes motivated by Islamophobia have increased, as have other forms 
of Islamophobia, such as workplace discrimination. This qualitative study examined the 
impact of Islamophobia on Muslim Americans, ranging from school and workplace 
discrimination to policies that target Muslims, such as government surveillance. The 
objectives of this study were to document the spectrum of Islamophobia in the U.S. and to 
assess the impact of Islamophobia on Muslim Americans using components of grounded 
theory, qualitative data collection, and analysis. Using a semi-structured interview guide, 
a total of 40 participants (20 women, 20 men) were interviewed about self-reported 
experiences with Islamophobia and responses to bias incidents. Participants self-identified 
as Muslim, were at least 18 years of age, and represented various ethnic groups. Interviews 
were audio recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using Nvivo 12. Findings indicate that 
Islamophobia and xenophobia are significant sources of long-term stress. Participants 
discussed physical assaults in public locations, vandalism at their homes, persistent 
questioning regarding their country of origin, and verbal harassment in the form of 
derogatory terms. Islamophobia in the U.S. is multifaceted and a significant source of 
stress for Muslim Americans. Findings from this study and others on this topic highlight 
the need for interventions to support Muslim Americans.

Keywords
United States • Muslim Americans • Islamophobia • discrimination



ahmed et al.: from interpersonal violence to institutionalized 2

journalofmuslimmentalhealth.org

Introduction

Although Islamophobia, defined as an “irrational fear of, aversion to, or discrimination against 
Islam or people who practice Islam,” dates to the earliest entry of Muslims to the United States, 
its escalation in the past twenty years is evident in the workplace, local communities, health 
care settings, schools, and government policies (Beydoun, 2019; Merriam-Webster, 2019; Ogan, 
Willnat, Pennington, & Bashir, 2014). Examples of Islamophobia range from discrimination 
in employment, street harassment, and bullying, to government surveillance and profiling of 
Muslims. Hate crimes against Muslims increased in the months after the September 11 attacks 
and during the contentious 2016 presidential election (Austin, 1997; Diouf, 2013; Disha, 
Cavendish, & King, 2011; FBI, 2017). Despite years of increasing Islamophobia in the U.S., 
our understanding of this particular form of discrimination is limited, in particular the various 
forms of Islamophobia and the impact of Islamophobia on Muslim Americans. To fill this criti-
cal gap in the literature, this qualitative study examined how Islamophobia manifests in the U.S. 
and how Muslim Americans are coping with increased Islamophobia.

Literature Review

Islamophobia in the U.S.

Muslims and non-Muslims alike have experienced interpersonal and institutionalized forms of 
Islamophobia, in the form of street harassment, physical and verbal attacks, discrimination in 
schools and workplaces, and government surveillance and profiling (Disha, Cavendish, & King, 
2011). Interpersonal Islamophobia refers to discriminatory acts by individuals, whereas insti-
tutionalized Islamophobia refers to discriminatory policies and laws (Oskooii, 2016). Existing 
studies have revealed Muslim Americans deal with street harassment, such as verbal and phys-
ical attacks in public locations (Nadal et al., 2012; Aroian, 2012; Muedini, 2009; Peek, 2003). 
Research on Muslim American students indicate instances of discrimination from classmates, 
high school teachers, and college professors (Aroian, 2012; Nasir & Al-Amin, 2006; Peek, 2003).

Legal records and qualitative studies demonstrate the discrimination Muslim Americans 
have dealt with in regard to employment. The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion (EEOC) reported a 250% increase in discrimination claims from Muslim Americans after 
the September 11 attacks (EEOC, 2018). Employment discrimination against Muslim, Sikh, 
Middle Eastern, and South Asian communities continued in the years after September  11, 
leading to the EEOC creating a specific code to track employment discrimination against these 
groups and filing approximately 90 lawsuits on behalf of complainants (EEOC, 2018). Exam-
ples of employment discrimination include businesses refusing to hire Muslim women who 
wear hijab, overt Islamophobic comments in oral and written evaluation from colleagues and 
supervisors (e.g., called “Muslim Taliban”), being denied promotions and opportunities to join 
lucrative projects, and, in some cases, termination of employment (Malos, 2010).

Along with school and workplace discrimination motivated by Islamophobia, the FBI has 
documented increases in hate crimes against Muslims and people perceived as Muslims in the 
first two decades of the 21st century. Hate crimes are defined as criminal acts motivated by reli-
gious-based bias against an individual, residence, school, or place of worship; dramatic increases 
occurred both after 9/11 and as the result of bigoted, inflammatory rhetoric in the 2016 election 
(481 reported incidents in 2001 compared to 28 in 2000 and 307 in 2016 compared to 154 
in 2014, respectively; Disha et al., 2011; FBI, 2017; Kishi, 2016). In some extreme instances, 
Muslims and people perceived as Muslims have died as a result of hate crimes. Sikh men, many 
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whom do not cut their hair and wear turbans for religious reasons, have been murdered because 
their attackers believed them to be Muslim (Ahluwalia & Pellettiere, 2010).

There are many incidents of hate crimes against mosques and legal challenges and commu-
nity opposition to the construction of mosques in the U.S. (Iyer, 2017). Opposition to mosques 
has taken the form of discriminatory zoning laws, local elected officials voting against requests 
to construct mosques, and community members organizing legal challenges to the establish-
ment of mosques (Ernst, 2013). The American Civil Liberties Union asserts that opposition to 
mosques is often presented as concern regarding traffic, parking, and noise, but these complaints 
are cover for anti-Muslim and anti-Islam sentiments (ACLU, 2018a). Some Muslim commu-
nities, who have faced opposition to requests to construct mosques, have turned to the U.S. 
Department of Justice (DOJ) to enforce the 2000 Religious Land Use and Institutionalized 
Persons Act, which protects religious institutions from discriminatory zoning and landmarking 
laws (DOJ, 2018).

The increase in hate crimes against Muslims and people perceived as Muslims has coincided 
with the implementation of federal policies that have led to increased government surveillance 
and profiling of Muslims in the U.S. (Alimahomed-Wilson, 2018; O’Connor & Jahan, 2014). 
Examples of these policies include the Patriot Act (2001), National Security-Entry-Registra-
tion Systems (2002), the FBI’s Terrorist Screening Database, the Transportation and Security 
Administration’s Screening Passengers Observation Techniques program, Countering Violent 
Extremism Program (2014), and Executive Order 13769 “Protecting the Nation from Foreign 
Terrorist Entry into the United States” (2017; Aden & Whitehead, 2001; O’Connor & Jahan, 
2014; Shora, 2003).

The Patriot Act, passed shortly after the September 11, 2001 attacks, broadened the powers 
of law enforcement agencies to monitor phone and Internet activity and financial transactions 
(Aden & Whitehead, 2001). Surveillance of non-residents from Arab and Muslim-majority 
countries increased during this time as well. The National Security Entry-Exit Registration 
Systems (NSEER) was implemented under the newly created Department of Homeland Secu-
rity (DHS) in 2002 (Shora, 2003). NSEER required non-resident males, 16 and older, to reg-
ister in-person with Immigration and Naturalization Services (Shora, 2003). The registration 
process involved being photographed and fingerprinted, and registrants were required to exit 
and enter through specific ports of the U.S. (Shora, 2003).

Other methods enacted by the federal government ostensibly to prevent terrorist attacks 
include enhanced security measures at airports. The FBI collected the names of individuals 
suspected of being involved in terrorist activities on a list called the “Terrorist Screening Data-
base” or “watchlist” that contains an estimated one million names (OIG, 2007). This list is used 
during screening procedures for visas, air travel, and other activities according to the FBI (FBI, 
2018b). Along with the use of the “watchlist”, the Transportation and Security Administration 
(TSA) launched the “Screening Passengers Observation Techniques (SPOT)” to identify suspi-
cious travelers (DHS, 2017). Travelers ensnared within these security policies have experienced 
invasive secondary searches, missed flights from security delays, and in some cases, airlines have 
prevented them from boarding even though they cleared TSA security (Akram & Johnson, 
2001).

Government surveillance of Muslims has extended to mosques and schools, most recently 
through the Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) program established in 2014 under the 
DHS’s purview (Selim, 2016). CVE is a federal program that partners with community leaders 
(e.g., religious leaders), social services, and local law enforcement agencies to prevent violent 
extremism (Szmania & Fincher, 2017). While the program purports to prevent all forms of 
extremism, implementation of the policy has focused solely on American Muslim communities 
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(Patel & Koushik, 2017). For example, pilot programs implemented in Minneapolis, Boston, 
Los Angeles, and Montgomery County, Maryland only focused on Muslim Americans (Patel & 
German, 2015). Critics of the CVE program have raised concerns regarding the perpetuation 
of negative stereotypes regarding Muslims and Islam, and profiling of Muslim school children 
(Patel & Koushik, 2017). Other federal surveillance efforts have included the deployment of 
informants to infiltrate mosques, where informants have spied on mosque attendees and in 
some cases enticed mosque members to carry out domestic terrorist acts (Al-Faham, 2021; 
Szpunar, 2017).

Finally, a recent example of government sanctioned Islamophobia is “Executive Order 
13769 – Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States” also known 
as the “Muslim Travel Ban”, which banned travelers from Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, 
Syria, North Korea, Venezuela, and Yemen (White House, 2017). The order included travel-
ers with valid visas to work and study in the U.S., resulting in the detainment of 750 travelers 
and 60,000 visas being revoked ( Jouvenal, Weiner, & Marimow, 2017; Lind, 2018). The first 
iteration of the ban contained an exception for Christian travelers from these countries, but in 
response to legal challenges, revised executive orders were issued to include all travelers regard-
less of their faith (ACLU, 2018b). On June 26, 2017, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the travel 
ban in a 5–4 decision, the majority citing the president’s authority to issue the ban and dismiss-
ing the claim that the order is based on religious bias (ACLU, 2018b).

These examples illustrate the multifaceted and interconnected nature of Islamophobia in 
the U.S., ranging from hate crimes against Muslims and people perceived as Muslims to gov-
ernment policies that have led to increased surveillance and profiling of Muslim Americans. 
Linked with these domains of Islamophobia are media platforms that perpetuate negative 
stereotypes of Muslims and Islam, such as news stories that only report on Muslims in rela-
tion to terrorism, and entertainment shows (e.g., television, movies) that cast Muslim or Arab 
characters as the villains in plot lines (Alsultany, 2012). Interpersonal and community violence 
coupled with Islamophobic government policies and media representations have contributed 
to an environment where Islam is perceived as antithetical to American values, and Mus-
lims are viewed as inherently violent and suspect (Alimahomed-Wilson, 2018; Lajevardi & 
Oskooii, 2018).

Gaps in Literature

Despite years of increasing hate crimes against Muslims and government policies that have con-
tributed to the surveillance and profiling of Muslims, our understanding of how Islamophobia 
in the U.S. manifests and impacts Muslim Americans is limited. A few qualitative studies have 
examined experiences with Islamophobia, but the study samples were either small or focused 
on a particular group of Muslims, such as college students or a specific ethnic group. Given the 
diversity of Muslims in relation to nativity, visibility, and race/ethnicity, there is a critical need 
for qualitative studies that examine the lived experiences of Muslims in-depth. This data is vital 
for understanding the varying form of Islamophobia in the U.S. and the impact of Islamophobia 
on Muslims.

Theoretical Frameworks

A hybrid theoretical approach informed this study, drawing upon relevant concepts from 
Prather and colleague’s socioecological model for understanding the role of discrimination, 
and Harrell’s racism-related classification system (Harrell, 2000; Prather et al., 2016). First, the 
socioecological model provided a broad framework for understanding the multilevel impact 
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of discrimination on health. Examples of discrimination-related health factors at each level 
of the socioecological model include knowledge, skills, attitudes at the individual level, family 
and social networks at the family/interpersonal level, where an individual lives and works at 
the neighborhood/community level, and institutionalized discrimination at the societal level 
(Prather et al., 2016). These multilevel sources of discrimination-related stress may take the 
form of daily stressors, lack of social support, and institutionalized discrimination, the cumu-
lative effects of which may shape an individual’s level of stress and resulting adverse health 
outcomes (Prather et al., 2016).

Finally, Harrell’s conceptualization of racism-related stress provides additional discrimina-
tion domains to consider in delineating the various forms of Islamophobia. Harrell classifies 
discriminatory events according to three primary sources of stress: episodic stress (short-term), 
daily hassles (microaggressions), and chronic stress (historical and collective) (Harrell, 2000). 
These stress typologies account for the various levels at which discrimination-related stress is 
perceived, including environmental and contextual factors that may shape an individual’s expe-
riences (Harrell, 2000). Harrel’s six categories of racism-related stress are:

1.	 Racism-related life events - Significant, but time limited events (e.g., workplace 
discrimination);

2.	 Vicarious racism experiences – Observation and reporting of discriminatory inci-
dents (e.g., attack on family member or friend);

3.	 Daily racism micro-stressors - Daily reminders of people’s reactions to your race/
ethnicity (e.g., being followed or observed in public);

4.	 Chronic-contextual stress – Social, political, and institutionalized inequalities (e.g., 
unequal resource allocation);

5.	 Collective experiences - Cultural-symbolic and sociopolitical manifestations of 
racism (e.g., lack of political representation);

6.	 and Transgenerational transmission - Stress of historical oppression passed onto 
each generation (e.g., legacy of historical discrimination).

Collectively, domains from each of these models align with Islamophobia in terms of the 
various levels at which Islamophobia-related discrimination operates, the individual and col-
lective aspects of Islamophobia, and the socio-political environment, which has contributed 
to and normalized Islamophobia in the U.S. Given the multifaceted nature of Islamophobia 
in the U.S., including but not limited to xenophobic elements, government policies that tar-
get Muslims, and hate crimes against Muslims and mosques, a hybrid theoretical approach is 
necessary for studying Islamophobia.

Methods

Data Collection Methods

A semi-structured interview guide was used with participants, covering conceptualization of 
Islamophobia, perception and treatment of Muslims in the U.S., personal and vicarious expe-
riences with discrimination, and response to discrimination. Follow-up questions were asked 
during the course of interviews. Interviews were conducted in-person and via phone/Internet, 
depending on the geographic location of the participant and which interview method was con-
venient for the participant. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, and were conducted 
from 2017 to 2019.
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Recruitment

Potential participants were identified through outreach to South Asian and Muslim organiza-
tions, mosques, student groups at universities, and snowball sampling methods. The research 
team leveraged their personal contacts to recruit potential participants from their social and 
professional networks (family members were excluded). At the end of each interview, the prin-
cipal investigator (PI) asked participants for individuals in their social network who might be 
interested in being interviewed. Participants did not receive any incentives for their participa-
tion, but were told their responses would assist with documenting and measuring discrimina-
tory experiences among Muslim Americans.

Ethics

University of Maryland, College Park IRB approval for this study was issued on August 28, 
2017. Participants were given an electronic or hard copy of the consent document to review 
prior to the interview. The consent document detailed the study objectives, potential risks, free 
confidential counseling services available locally and a nationwide suicide prevention hotline, 
and contact information for the PI and the University of Maryland, College Park IRB office. 
Participants were informed that their participation is voluntary and that they may refuse to 
answer any questions or end the interview with no repercussions to them. Interviews were audio 
recorded with the permission of participants.

Participants

Forty Muslim American participants, who were at least 18 years old, were interviewed (N = 40). 
The sample included foreign- and native-born Muslim Americans. All interviews were con-
ducted in English. It was expected that data saturation, the point at which no new data is being 
collected, would be achieved with a sample of 40 (Goldberg & Allen, 2015).

Data Analysis

Interviews were transcribed and analyzed for common themes. The analysis was guided by com-
ponents of grounded theory, specifically open coding where codes were formulated after review-
ing transcripts, writing memos after reviewing each code output, and double coding whereby 
two researchers coded interviews independently and then met to discuss any coding discrepan-
cies (Charmaz, 2000). The software program Nvivo 12 was used to organize and analyze data. 
Results were written by primary themes. Descriptive text (“most”, “more”, “a few”, “the major-
ity”, “some”) was used to explain findings. It should be noted that this language is intended to 
describe trends and nuances in data, and should not be interpreted as statistical inferences.

Results

Participant Characteristics

Demographic information on the sample is detailed in Table 1. The age of participants ranged 
from 20 to 74 years old, with a median age of 62, and an average age of 24. Highest education 
level completed varied among participants. The majority have advanced degrees: 16 have a mas-
ter’s degree, 7 a doctorate or professional degree, and 9 hold a bachelor’s degree. The majority 
of participants are Sunni Muslims (n = 24) and 11 have no affiliation. Most participants were 
born in the U.S. (n = 24). Participants represented a range of ethnic groups, including Pakistani 
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(n = 9), Bangladeshi (n = 7), mixed ethnicity (n = 5), Afghan (n = 4), and Syrian (n = 3). The 
majority were visibly Muslim (n = 33), meaning they have adopted an Islamic style of dress (e.g., 
hijab, abaya, thawb) or for men have grown a beard, which may be for religious or other reasons. 
Participant information is provided for each reported quote, signified by the interview number, 
sex of the participant, and a “(V)” is used to denote visible Muslims.

Direct Experiences with Islamophobia

When asked if they had ever directly experienced Islamophobia, most participants said they 
had encountered some form of anti-Muslim discrimination. These incidents included a range 
of discriminatory acts, including verbal and physical harassment, issues when traveling by air 
or crossing international borders, profiling by law enforcement agencies, road rage acts, and 
physical assault. Some encounters involved non-Muslims asking questions about Islam, some 

Table 1.  Participant Demographics (N = 40)

Age Country of Birth N %
Range 20–74 USA 24 60
Median 31 Pakistan 5 12.5
Mean 37.22 Iran 3 7.5
Standard Deviation 15.07 Bangladesh 3 7.5

Jordan 2 5
Sex N % Saudi Arabia 1 2.5
Female 20 50 Ethiopia 1 2.5
Male 20 50 Egypt 1 2.5

Education N % Ethnicity N %
Diploma 1 2.5 Pakistani 8 20
High School 4 10 Bangladeshi 7 17.5
Associate’s 1 2.5 Mixed 5 12.5
Bachelor’s 9 22.5 Afghan 4 10
Some graduate 2 5 Syrian 3 7.5
Master’s 16 40 Palestinian 2 5
Doctorate/Professional 7 17.5 Arab 2 5

Persian 2 5
Religion N % White 2 5
Muslim - Sunni 24 60 Indonesian 1 2.5
Muslim 11 27.5 Ethiopian 1 2.5
Muslim - Shiite 3 7.5 Indian 1 2.5
Muslim - Hanafi 1 2.5 Egyptian 1 2.5
Muslim - Ahmadiyya 1 2.5 Black 1 2.5
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of which was asked out of curiosity, but some situations were uncomfortable. Experiences with 
Islamophobia took place in a variety of locations, such as schools, offices, homes, and stores.

Non-Verbal Interactions

A number of participants spoke of uncomfortable public interactions, where no verbal com-
ments were made, but the other person seemed deliberately rude in their non-verbal cues, such 
as their facial expression. While participants could not definitively state if the interaction was 
motivated by anti-Muslim bias, they questioned why a stranger would openly glare at them or a 
store employee would intentionally not greet them. One example is as follows:

“Another incident where you suspect that you’re being mistreated because you’re 
Muslim, but you won’t know for sure because they’re not as you know direct at . . . 
you know they’re not calling you, you know a terrorist or telling you to go back 
home . . . they’re just you know giving you a weird look or mistreating you with 
a . . . you know . . . grocery store or something like that.”

Interview 6, Female (V)

Verbal Incidents

Several participants spoke of incidents in public locations, such as walking on a public street 
or shopping in a grocery store, where strangers made discriminatory comments toward them. 
These comments ranged from derogatory terms used for Muslims to xenophobic remarks.

One participant, who is white, has worn hijab in the past and no longer wears one, recounted 
the difference in her treatment. She has been told to “go back to her country” and called a “ter-
rorist” on public streets when wearing hijab. Now that she no longer wears hijab, she has noticed 
a difference in how she is treated. However, in conversations with non-Muslims, when she dis-
closes she is Muslim, she notices a perceptible shift in people’s demeanor toward her:

“I did wear hijab for 14 years, um, and I took it off, now, wow, almost three years 
ago . . . because I could just see in my own life, the way that, um, the situation is get-
ting worse and worse, and, you know, I could just feel the hostility. . . . . um, when 
I did wear hijab. I mean, even now, interestingly, it’s fascinating to see how people 
treat me (laughing) like before they find out I’m Muslim, and then afterwards. Um, 
so again, I mean, it’s just, as soon as you say that word, Muslim, you can literally see 
all of this, like, you know, implicit bias rising up in people, um, and even just their 
physical reaction to me changing. Um, when I did wear hijab, the situation was 
uh, was much more obvious. I mean, I had people scream at me on the street, call 
me a terrorist. Tell me to go back to my own country, um, which is totally bizarre, 
because I was born and raised here. I’m also a convert. Um, so, so seeing all that, 
you know, very upsetting, but also eye opening about the real state of racism. . . . . 
for people. Um, and just the way that . . . Like you can be walking down the street, 
and people will whisper horrible things to you, so that nobody else around them, 
you know, can hear it. . . . . leaving, you know, leaving me just kinda standing there 
like, “Did I just imagine that this person called me a terrorist?”

Interview 11, Female
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Comments about Islam and Muslims

In addition to verbal harassment, some participants encountered pointed questioning from 
non-Muslims regarding Islam and Muslims. This line of questioning appeared to be out of 
genuine curiosity for some participants, but others perceived the questioners as trying to prove 
a point or confirm stereotypes about Islam:

“Yeah. I mean, the . . . the biggest things, like, it depends on the person. I know 
sometimes you’ll get, like, the things that stick out the most, I would say. Like 
those shock value facts about Islam. So like, it’s . . . they would say, like, “Oh, 
but the.. the Prophet had, like, x amount of wives, right?” That kind of thing. 
Or it’s like, “Oh, you’re allowed to have four wives in Islam.” You know? So it’s 
like . . . they really focus in on the, like, the . . . the things that really don’t fall 
into place in the contemporary, like, Western culture, right? And, like, you know, 
you can’t just go out and, like, marry four people right now, right? So. . . (laughs) 
So, yeah. So there’s things like that. Um, I mean, some people, though, it’s not.. 
it’s like . . . you know, some people will ask you, like, they’re like, more into the 
culture and are genuinely interested in it. They actually are, you know . . . they 
just really want to find out more about your religion or so, you know. I  find 
that people who grew up with more multicultural, um, friends and stuff like that, 
they tend to be the most approachable and .  .  . you know, when they ask you 
questions you can tell they’re not trying to, like, you know, just like regurgitate 
facts  they found from, like, whatever news source they have, you know? Like 
they’ll say, “Oh, like, what’s the difference between, like, halal meat and kosher 
meat?”

Interview 40, Male (V)

Academic Institutions

Several participants shared incidents that took place in educational institutions ranging from 
elementary schools to universities. These encounters occurred with fellow students and in 
some cases with teachers and professors. The types of discrimination participants encountered 
included stereotypes regarding Muslims, bullying from other students, and discriminatory com-
ments regarding Muslims. In the period after the September 11 attacks, several participants 
spoke of name calling and bullying from other students because of their background. For one 
participant, he faced not only bullying from other students, but these incidents took place in 
front of teachers, who did nothing to stop the other students:

“I mean after 911 I think that there are a lot of us that had certain stories uh, about 
you know, “is Osama your uncle? Or are you a terrorist?” That happened. “And the 
Qur’an says you know, x, y, and z;” some sort of um, references to how we’re [inau-
dible] and just like violent and belligerent by nature. But um, those were, those 
were things that I had, that had occurred right after 911, um and in my classroom 
uh, and with teachers present right. So there is this, condoning of behaviors that 
I think adults shouldn’t be condoning.”

Interview 24, Female (V)
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Participants shared negative experiences at the university level, especially for visible Muslim 
women, who encountered stereotypes regarding Muslim women and felt their peers assumed 
they were not bright. A few participants said they felt their fellow students were reluctant to 
associate with them or work with them, until they demonstrated they were intelligent and capa-
ble students.

“Even when I was an undergraduate student for the first few weeks students would 
not sit beside me and once they found out about my grades and they know I’m 
okay in class, they start agreeing to be a part of my group. That’s always the case, 
as an undergraduate student I felt like once they know that I’m a good student, 
I can help them with the projects and I can contribute to their learning that when 
they become kind of like more . . . at ease and start talking to me and working 
with me.”

Interview 5, Female (V)

Workplace

Participants spoke of incidents in the workplace, where they were singled out for their physical 
appearance (e.g., Islamic clothing, skin tone), “foreign” sounding name, or their faith. One par-
ticipant, who is visibly Muslim, spoke of several incidents at an internship with a local govern-
ment agency, where her colleagues assumed English was her second language and would share 
stereotypes with her regarding Islam, such as women having no rights. Another participant 
shared an incident that took place on the day of the September 11 attacks. She was watching 
the news with her colleagues, when one of her colleagues asked her if she was related to Osama 
bin Laden. Other workplace incidents include a participant, who is a healthcare provider. He 
has had several patients make discriminatory and demeaning comments toward him and refuse 
treatment from him.

“I work in a [health] setting, so I mean I’ve had people say “I don’t want no fucking 
raghead to be my [medical provider]..I don’t-I don’t, I don’t want no towelhead, 
uh, go back to Iraq, go back to Afghanistan. I’m not gonna see you, you sand 
nigger. . . “

Interview 7, Male (V)

Media Narratives

Several participants spoke of media depictions of Muslims and new stories on Muslims, which 
many found negative overall in how Muslims are represented. For example, one participant 
who was young when September 11 happened, said he grew up with Islamophobic news stories 
and thought this type of news content was normal. Several participants discussed the bias of 
how media outlets report on Muslims, in particular violent incidents involving Muslims. When 
attacks are carried out by Muslims, the media dissects the religious motivations behind the 
attack, in effect contributing to a reductive analysis of the perpetrator, which is not extended to 
attacks by non-Muslims.

“It’s upsetting to see a lot of spotlight isn’t given to Muslim voices on Muslim 
issues. You’ll see, which is not to say that an attack done by a Muslim extremist is 
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a Muslim issue. But if there is an attack by a Muslim extremist, someone claiming 
to be a Muslim, and there’s a segment on the news about it they’ll bring in all these 
people, not Muslims, to discuss it and how it relates to Islam and how it relates to 
Muslims. And if you’re going to talk about us and stigmatizing us and reducing us 
to these horrible stereotypes and you’re not going to even include us in the conver-
sation? I mean what is that? It’s like that’s not fair at all.”

Interview 2, Female

Physical Threats and Assaults

A few participants shared painful experiences where they were physically threatened or assaulted 
in public locations. In one example, a participant shared a story of his family’s home being van-
dalized shortly after the September 11 attacks. A dead raccoon was left on his family’s doorstep 
and although no note was left with the carcass, the participant and his family believed the van-
dalism was motivated by bigotry.

A visible female participant spoke of a painful experience at a local grocery store during the 
U.S. invasion of Iraq after September 11. She was shopping for groceries, when she suddenly 
felt a sharp pain in her chest area. She looked up to see a man glaring at her while remaining 
silent, who had hit her in the chest. She was stunned by the attack and left the store without 
telling anyone.

“And I remember going into supermarket one day and I had this..I turned around 
and there was this and of course I’m wearing my hijab, right? And I glimpsed around 
and there was this big guy with a red face. His face was so red. You know..it looked 
like a tomato. And I felt this horrible . . . horrible pain in my chest and I couldn’t 
breathe. He just elbowed me..you know he just elbowed me with his elbow, you 
know. I couldn’t breathe. You know, I couldn’t breathe. And I just remember this..
uh..you know when you’re frozen? You’re so shocked..you’re frozen..you don’t know 
what to say? I..just..you know..all that..just tears were come down my eyes and my 
cheeks. Uh..and.. I just left.”

Interview 1, Female (V)

Road Incidents

Some participants had incidents on the road, where they felt they were singled out because they 
are visibly Muslim. The encounters ranged from gestures to objects being thrown at them. One 
participant said she was driving with her mom and passengers in a car driving next to them on 
the highway made an explosion gesture at them.

Another participant recounted a road rage incident where he was in the car with his wife 
and infant daughter. They were searching for a house in a residential neighborhood, when the 
participant noticed a car following them. Thinking that the other driver was in a hurry, he pulled 
over to the side, but the other driver stopped next to them. The driver, an elderly white woman, 
started yelling and cursing at the participant and his family. She told them to “go back to their 
country” and threw a clipboard at them.

“And when we pulled over, you know, they rolled their window down, and it was, 
you know, an old, uh, American lady. She had to be probably in her 60s plus, and 
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just yelling at us, cussing at us. And, uh, she was like, “Go back to your country, 
wherever you’re from,” all this stuff.”

Interview 30, Male (V)

Traveling while Muslim

Many participants spoke of issues traveling, such as extra security screenings at airports, being 
denied boarding passes, and for some, delays with re-entering the U.S. Several participants said 
that these travel hassles happen regularly enough for them to know they were not randomly 
selected. They have noticed that travelers without a Muslim name or Muslim appearance seem 
to get through security quicker than them.

One participant, who has been stopped several times at international borders and in air-
ports, said when he asked government agents why he was stopped during one incident, he was 
told he shares a name with a “bad guy”.

“Um, as an adult, um I would say rarely, probably. I mean, I think the obvious also 
other example would be I’ve continually been stopped and had trouble at airports 
and borders. Like, I have been stopped at the [country name] border for five or six 
hours for no real reason, presumably because I’m Muslim or have a Muslim name, 
or whatever. And I asked them, in certain cases, although not all of them, when 
I ask why I’ve been stopped, they’ll say it’s because you share a name with a bad guy. 
(Laughs) That was their statement.”

Interview 31, Male (V)

This same participant said he’s been picked for full searches at airports, which involves a 
full pat down and his boarding pass not being released through online check-in procedures, but 
instead he is required to check-in physically at the airport. Other incidents have involved agents 
asking about his relatives living abroad in terms of their occupations. He attributes these extra 
security protocols to sharing a name with someone on a government watch list and because his 
family is from a Muslim-majority country.

A participant, who was traveling by air for a work trip, shared an incident where security 
questioned why she was carrying her work laptop with her, even though agents had just let her 
colleague pass without any issues. Her colleague was waiting for her and upon noticing what 
was happening, stepped in to tell agents their questions were inappropriate.

“I was traveling with my colleague who is a white female, um and I did get the, a 
flag from TSA uh for my laptop. So they had a lot of concerns and questions about 
as to why I’m traveling with a laptop for business. And they did a lot of, “What do 
you do for a living?”, a lot of interrogating, a lot of questions, and kind of delaying 
me in the process. Um, luckily my colleague jumped in saying, you know, “This is 
really inappropriate.” And so, uh, we just kind of went through the questions and 
then he, he let me go.”

Interview 13, Female (V)

One participant spoke of a time when he was traveling to his brother’s wedding and was 
almost prevented from boarding the plane. The airline system would not accept his boarding 
pass even though he had cleared airport security. After pleading with the gate agent to let him 
board, a manager was able to override the system, and he was allowed to board.
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“I have been almost prevented from getting on a plane for no apparent reason kind 
of thing. Uh..literally when I was going to my brother’s wedding and um..this was 
the most recent time..and uh I was I got through security fine. And then they held 
me up at the gate. And they said you can’t get on. And I said why not? And they 
said we need you to wait here, you’re holding up the line. And then literally right 
before..just a few minutes before the final call, I was pleading with the guy to let me 
on and the guy’s manager came over and I don’t know what she did in the system 
but she cleared my boarding pass and let me on.”

Interview 3, Male (V)

Government Policies

Along with issues traveling by air and crossing international borders, participants shared other 
forms of government surveillance and profiling of Muslims. Examples include the Executive 
Order 13769 (Muslim travel ban), surveillance of mosques, and the NSEER program, which 
required foreign males from Muslim majority countries to register with the federal government. 
A participant, whose family is from a country included in the Muslim ban, said her family 
members are struggling to find refuge in nearby countries because they can no longer obtain 
U.S. visas.

“Initially when the problem started they were able to seek refuge in nearby coun-
tries and some of the Middle East and some other foreign countries. But the US 
specifically I feel like once Trump became president has labeled a list of countries, 
such as [country part of Muslim travel ban], that are predominantly Muslim coun-
tries. That can no longer even get a visa to the United States just because they are 
Muslim.”

Interview 14, Female (V)

Another participant spoke of an incident where the FBI came to his home to question 
him. He learned the FBI had been conducting surveillance at the mosque he attended and FBI 
agents were visiting the homes of mosque attendees.

“I forgot to mention that not too long after that, the FBI came to my house and 
paid me a, oh, it wasn’t just me, but a lot of people. Like, and just, “Just say,” you 
know. And, I’m like, “What? I didn’t. . .,” like, it just felt very, um, like criminalized. 
Like, I’m just, I’m Muslim, so you’re coming . . . You know, like why? You know, so. 
It felt very, like, invasive, you know. Yeah, I’m just a guy trying to, you know, feed 
my family, and do. I’m not involved in any crazy stuff.”

Interview 25, Male (V)

A participant, who relocated to the U.S. for work, recounted how upon entering the U.S. he 
was required to register and be fingerprinted under the NSEER program.

“I remember the first time I came to U.S. and I was, obviously I had my [Muslim 
majority country] passport, and they took me away for three hours to interview me 
and put all my fingers, digital fingers, so that was one of the issue.”

Interview 38, Male
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This mandatory registration system helped during an encounter with immigration officials. He 
was traveling to visit a family member and was stopped during an immigration check on a 
highway. The immigration officials arrested him and took him to jail because he did not have 
his passport with him. He was driving with a U.S. driver’s license, but immigration agents would 
not accept this form of identification. While in the holding cell, the participant repeatedly told 
immigration officials his information had already been collected by the U.S. government. After 
agents located his name in their database, he was released. This encounter left the participant 
shaken and scared, given how quickly he was taken into custody and the aggressive manner in 
which agents interacted with him.

Response to Direct Experiences with Islamophobia

Responses to discriminatory events varied among participants. Some ignored comments or 
actions, while others were assertive in terms of countering hateful comments and in some cases 
reporting incidents to the police. The emotions of participants varied across the different inci-
dents as well, ranging from sadness to anger, and for some a combination of feelings.

Participants spoke of feeling unwelcome and their frustration with being pre-judged by 
others, which for many was a significant source of stress given that the U.S. is their home.

“It just makes you feel very unwelcome. Uh..you know not sure..can you. . . . be 
safe is what I guess a lot of people would say. Is your personal safety guaranteed in 
this situation? But um..even..uh I would say for me I kind of don’t worry much at 
all about my safety perhaps as much as I should but um..this feeling of being like 
unwelcomed and just not being sure if my neighbors want to talk to [me]. Um, 
should I just stay isolated in my house?”

Interview 3, Male (V)

Several participants spoke of the anger they felt after repeat incidents, where they were singled 
out for their faith. Some spoke of the pain of not being accepted as American and their accom-
plishments and contributions being dismissed, and in some cases their rights as U.S. citizens 
being denied to them.

“There’s a lot of anger inside of you. Because, um, the, the emotions that I  feel 
definitely anger- rises to the top. Uh, a level of fear is definitely present. Because 
then you all of a sudden, you, you worked so hard to claim your American identity. 
And you realize how quickly it can be taken from you. I mean, I’ve had incidents 
at airports like this. And you realize how marginalized you can become. How, even 
though we have certain rights. It feels like they’re very fragile. Um, and, uh, and 
then it’s hard to feel truly American when other Americans don’t want to accept 
your Americanness.”

Interview 32, Male (V)

Others spoke of withdrawing or concealing their identity because of repeat incidents, where 
they felt singled out or attacked for their faith. Some spoke of not bringing up their faith in 
conversations and some female participants reported taking of their hijabs, so they are not as 
easily identifiable as Muslim.

“I don’t necessarily bring up religion, you know, in the workplace, or otherwise.”
Interview 2, Female
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Fear regarding their personal safety has contributed to heightened vigilance, in terms of par-
ticipants reporting greater awareness of their surroundings, carrying personal protection with 
them (e.g., pepper spray), and taking precautions when traveling (e.g., making sure their phones 
are fully charged, signing up for air travel clearance programs).

“Yeah, so I, because of those incidences, um I’ve gotten Global Entry.”
Interview 13, Female (V)

Some participants felt hopeful about the future in relation to Muslims being eventually 
accepted and are actively engaged in efforts to counter anti-Muslim discrimination, including 
initiatives to counter Islamophobia.

“I’m not silent, I’m not your token, I’m not going to just stand by while you say and 
think things that I know aren’t true.”

Interview 24, Female (V)

Discussion

Study findings highlight the multiple encounters with Islamophobia participants faced, ranging 
from non-verbal interactions to physical assaults. Islamophobic incidents took place in a variety 
of locations, including public streets, stores, academic institutions, and workplaces. Participants 
spoke of negative non-verbal interactions, where they noticed strangers openly glaring at them 
or store employees refusing to greet them, which participants said left them feeling unsettled 
and unwelcomed. Verbal incidents reported by participants, included being called derogatory 
slurs used for Muslims.

Islamophobic comments were not limited to strangers, as several participants spoke of col-
leagues, classmates, and teachers engaging in similar behaviors. Participants, who were children 
at the time of the September 11 attacks, spoke of their classmates bullying them, such as calling 
them terrorists or accusing them of being connected to Osama bin Laden. Comments regard-
ing connections to bin Laden were also made by adults, as recounted by a participant who had 
a colleague ask her if she was related to bin Laden. Other uncomfortable exchanges involved 
questions about participants’ faith based on misconceptions and stereotypes regarding Muslims 
and Islam. While some of these questions were asked out of genuine curiosity and a desire to 
learn about Islam, participants said some conversations felt like an interrogation. The latter situ-
ations left participants feeling attacked and defensive, as they were asked to explain and defend 
the faith of all Muslims.

Islamophobic incidents in the workplace, such as comments about Muslims and terrorism, 
represent the casualness of Islamophobia in everyday conversations. The saturation of unfa-
vorable media coverage regarding Muslims has contributed to the perception of Muslims as 
untrustworthy and suspicion that all Muslims are a threat. These exchanges reflect the perva-
siveness of negative stereotypes associated with Islam and Muslims, which shape daily inter-
actions for participants, who are viewed as representatives of their faith and burdened with 
dispelling myths regarding Muslims.

Along with non-verbal and verbal incidents, participants reported physical encounters, in 
which strangers assaulted them in public locations. The escalation of Islamophobic incidents 
to physical attacks is troubling, as it demonstrates a willingness on the part of some to act on 
their bigotry through violence. Some participants recounted road rage incidents, where other 
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drivers were aggressive with them in terms of cutting them off, yelling at them, and in some 
cases throwing objectives at them.

These direct experiences of Islamophobia mirror the levels of discrimination delineated in 
Prather and colleagues’ socioecological model and Harrel’s racism-related stress model (Har-
rell, 2000; Prather et al., 2016). Areas of alignment between the study results and these models 
include the interpersonal (family and social networks) and community (environmental factors) 
levels of the socioecological model, and the racism-related life events (significant but time lim-
ited events), vicarious racism experiences (observation of discriminatory incidents), and daily 
racism microstressors (daily reminders of people’s reactions to your race/ethnicity) domains of 
the racism-related stress model (Harrell, 2000; Prather et al., 2016).

Moving beyond interpersonal forms of discrimination, participants detailed institution-
alized Islamophobia, such as profiling at airports, visits from law enforcement agents, and 
registering as part of a federal registry for foreign-males from Muslim-majority countries. 
Participants spoke of delays when traveling by plane, including additional security screen-
ings, being required to check-in in-person for flights, and in some cases delays with board-
ing their plane after clearing airport security. Other forms of institutionalized Islamophobia 
included surveillance of Muslim communities and profiling of visitors from Muslim-majority 
countries.

These examples of institutionalized forms of Islamophobia align with the society level 
(institutionalized discrimination) of Prather and colleagues’ socioecological levels of discrimi-
nation and the chronic contextual stress (social, political, institutional inequalities) category of 
Harrell’s racism-related stress model (Harrell, 2000; Prather et al., 2016). Similar to how racial 
discrimination has been enacted against and experienced by marginalized groups, Islamophobia 
in the U.S. manifests in various forms, ranging from interpersonal incidents to Islamophobic 
government policies. As stated by study participants and researchers of Islamophobia, Mus-
lims have been “racialized”, whereby stereotypes and attributes have been ascribed to Muslims, 
which have resulted in Muslims being “otherized” and being treated in a discriminatory manner 
(Galonnier, 2015; Joshi, 2006).

Furthermore, Muslims face other forms of discrimination given the intersectional nature 
of discrimination and the diversity of Muslims. Gendered Islamophobia has affected both 
male and female participants. A number of female participants spoke of incidents where they 
felt they were mistreated or dismissed because they are Muslim women. For example, several 
female participants spoke of acquaintances or colleagues assuming they are slow or oppressed. 
These incidents not only reflect stereotypes associated with Muslim women, but the percep-
tion of women as easy targets and visible Muslim women being singled out for harassment. 
Overall, visible male and female participants felt their physical appearance played a role in 
the harassment and profiling they have faced. In terms of Islamophobic government policies, 
such as additional security measures when traveling and government surveillance, there were 
more reports of this type of Islamophobia among male participants, which represent a percep-
tion of Muslim men as dangerous and suspicious. Gendered Islamophobia has contributed to 
Muslim men and women experiencing varying types of Islamophobia, specifically interper-
sonal incidents against Muslim women and institutionalized forms of Islamophobia targeting 
Muslim men.

Another facet of Islamophobia is its overlap with xenophobia, in that several participants 
spoke of encounters where they were targets of xenophobic comments (e.g., “go back to your 
country”), including participants born in the U.S. These incidents were cited by some participants 
as the racialization of Muslims, particularly for White converts to Islam who faced discrimi-
nation for the first time in their lives after converting. For participants of color, many discussed 
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instances where their citizenship status or country of origin were questioned, despite being 
born and raised in the U.S., otherwise known as the perpetual foreigner stereotype (Huynh, 
Devos, & Smalarz, 2011). These participants cited their skin tone and names as contributing 
factors behind this particular line of questioning. Participants found these exchanges frustrating 
because although they may have dual cultural identities, they consider themselves American, 
and find it exasperating when others question their Americanness.

Given the range of Islamophobic experiences, and the intersectional nature of discrimina-
tion they faced, the response to these incidents varied as well. Participants expressed a spectrum 
of emotions when speaking about discriminatory events, including sadness, frustration, anger, 
and fear. The cumulative effects of multiple incidents left many participants anxious and fatigued 
in terms of being vigilant for future attacks, and awareness that their position as Muslim Amer-
icans is precarious. Participants spoke of taking precautionary measures to prevent incidents, 
such as maintaining a fully charged cell phone when traveling in rural areas or avoiding cer-
tain locations where they might be unwelcomed. This response of heightened vigilance after 
discriminatory encounters is common, as victims feel unsafe and wish to prevent future inci-
dents (Barnes  & Ephross, 1994). Other reactions among participants involved withdrawing 
and concealing their Muslim identity. A  few female participants said they stopped wearing 
hijab because of the mistreatment they received as visible Muslims. Some participants said they 
considered removing their hijabs to feel safe and accepted. For participants, who are not visi-
bly Muslim, avoiding conversations about their faith or religious practices was their approach 
to hiding their identity from others. Others said their experiences with Islamophobia have 
motivated them to become politically engaged, such as registering voters, organizing awareness 
events regarding Islamophobia, and advocating on behalf of Muslim Americans. The range of 
responses to Islamophobia, from withdrawing and vigilance in public spaces to activism, have 
been documented in other studies on Muslim Americans and discrimination (Al-Faham, 2021; 
Hobbs & Lajevardi, 2018)

Strengths and Limitations

This study is not without limitations. Based on the recruitment method employed, we relied 
on a convenience sample and snowball sampling for this study. As qualitative research is a 
perspective-based method, the results from our study are not representative. While we sought 
to limit bias, we must acknowledge that the interviewers could have inadvertently biased inter-
view discussions, as the content was quite emotionally charged at times. Additionally, due to 
potential fears related to legal status and other forms of persecution, self-reporting bias is likely 
present. Despite these limitations, we were able to recruit a heterogeneous range of participants. 
To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies to explore Islamophobia across a wide range of 
participants from a number of ethnic/racial backgrounds. We believe that we were able to elicit 
a diverse range of perspectives.

Conclusion

These findings speak to the need for more research on Islamophobia in the U.S. and the impact 
of Islamophobia, as there are significant gaps in the literature. Muslim Americans have faced 
years of increasing Islamophobia, but few studies have examined the health implications of 
Islamophobia. We know from research with other minority groups, specifically African 
Americans, that exposure to discrimination is associated with a range of adverse health out-
comes, from psychological distress to medical disorders, which has yet to be fully examined 
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among Muslim Americans (Samari et  al., 2018). Previous studies have established a link 
between Islamophobia and poor mental health, but our knowledge of associations with other 
health outcomes is limited (Amer & Bagasra, 2013).

In addition to studying the varying forms and implications of Islamophobia, it is critical 
to examine potential buffers to Islamophobia, so as to design effective interventions to support 
Muslim communities. Examples of potential protective factors, include social support (e.g., 
community, family, friends), faith (e.g., practices and teachings), coping strategies (e.g., exer-
cise, hobbies), mental health services, self-efficacy (e.g., confidence in one’s ability to overcome 
challenges), and a strong identity (e.g., ethnic, religious; Lewis, Cogburn, & Williams, 2015). 
The evidence on potential buffers to discrimination is limited, but it is unlikely that one factor 
alone is sufficient, and a combination of protective elements may be needed for an individual to 
withstand discrimination. For example, a strong identity has been shown to buffer the effects 
of discrimination, but it may also increase an individual’s exposure to bias incidents. A possible 
solution to this conundrum could be increasing self-efficacy, along with pride in identity, so 
individuals feel confident in their ability to withstand discrimination and reduce the stigma 
associated with their identity (Cristini, Scacchi, Perkins, Santinello, & Vieno, 2011). Muslim 
Americans have dealt with Islamophobia for decades without any substantial support or under-
standing of their experiences. The time for improving our knowledge of the health implications 
of Islamophobia, and designing and implementing interventions to support Muslim Americans 
is long overdue.
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