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Dedication

The Holy Qur’an states, “...We have made you into tribes and sub-tribes that you may
recognize one another” (The Holy Qur’an, 2021, 49:14). This dissertation is dedicated to God,
Whose wisdom is far beyond anything I could ever imagine. This verse carries a message that
struck me most deeply and personally throughout the course of this research study. At a time
when so many across the world appear increasingly less inclined to seek understanding of the
unique qualities, beliefs, and everyday experiences of those who differ from them, the
consequences have proven to be deeply troubling, reverberating across nations and manifesting
in tensions and conflict on a geopolitical scale. It is against this backdrop that the wisdom of this
verse feels not only timeless but urgently relevant. Our differences were meant to be a source of
understanding who we truly are. This study showed that when a person genuinely acknowledges
and respects the differences of another, the one being acknowledged grows more comfortable
and secure in their own identity. The result is a remarkably empowering dynamic that enables
both to work better together.

This work is also an act of service to anyone striving to make sense of their experiences.
It is my sincere hope that something within these pages offers them clarity, comfort, or courage
on their personal journey.

As I listened to the participants of this study share their experiences, I saw the truth of
this verse reflected back to me. It is my hope that, in its small way, this work contributes to a

world more willing to honor our differences so we can become better together.

il



Acknowledgements

Muhammad, the prophet of Islam (peace and blessings be upon him) said “Whoever does
not thank people has not thanked God.” In the spirit of this guidance, I thank the people through
whom God’s Grace has been most tangibly expressed in my life.

This dissertation would not exist without my wife. Words are insufficient for what she
had to carry while working as a highly accomplished attorney with a demanding career. While I
was absorbed in this dissertation, she absorbed everything else on top of her work, including the
needs of our children. She did all of this in natural stride, never allowing the weight of either
responsibility to diminish her presence in either sphere of life. She did this with a grace and a
steadiness that I did not deserve and can never fully repay.

To my children: you grew up alongside this dissertation, and I know there were moments
when it took up space that should have been yours. I cannot get those years back, but I can focus
on the years to come, God willing.

To my parents, who gave me the foundations on which all of this rests. When I needed
time and space, my parents-in-law graciously provided me exactly that while also looking after
our children. You all carried more of this than you know.

To my dissertation chair, Dr. Andrea Casey: your steadiness and encouragement were a
lifeline at every difficult turn. When I doubted whether this work mattered, you reminded me
why it did, and you pushed me, with both rigor and care, to see it through to the end.

To my committee members, Dr. Shaista Khilji and Dr. Margaret Gorman: your guidance
shaped not only the quality of this work but the clarity of my thinking. You helped me find
language worthy of the rich and generous experiences the participants of this study shared with

me.

v



To the participants, who took time out of their busy schedules to meet with me and share
their stories without holding back.

Thank you!



Abstract of Dissertation
Religious Identity and Authenticity in the Workplace:
A Qualitative Study of Muslim Management Consultants

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of
Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their religious identity
and workplace authenticity. The research, conducted through a basic qualitative approach with
10 participants, delved into the personal and professional narratives of these individuals across
multiple management consulting firms in the United States. The study was guided by the central
research question: What are the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they
navigate the tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity?

The participants shared their unique stories, highlighting how their religious identity as
Muslims shaped their experiences in the demanding, client-facing environment of management
consulting. From the data, three key themes emerged: developing religious identity, navigating
tensions between the management consulting environment and authenticity in religious identity
expression, and enabling religious identity expression and authenticity. These themes provided a
deeper understanding of how Muslim management consultants developed their religious identity
prior to entering the workplace, the barriers they faced in expressing their authentic religious
selves in consulting environments, and the mechanisms through which they maintained authentic

religious expression despite these challenges.

The findings contributed to broader interpretations of social identity theory, workplace
authenticity, and the role of religious identity in shaping professional experiences. Based on

these insights, recommendations for theory, future research and practical applications in

Vi



organizations were offered. This study emphasizes the need for organizations to recognize and
address the nuanced experiences of Muslim professionals to foster truly inclusive workplaces

that support authentic religious expression.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In an era where organizations promote their focus on diversity and inclusion internally
and externally, a critical dimension could benefit from more research: the lived experience of
Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their religious identity
and authenticity in the workplace. While authenticity is widely valued, the lived experiences of
Muslim management consultants expressing their religious identity often highlight unique
perspectives that vary from the typical understanding of authenticity held by most organizations.
(Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2022; Syed & Pio, 2010).

For many Muslims, religious identity is a central, non-negotiable part of who they are.
Daily religious rites like praying five times a day and presenting oneself in a modest manner
through modest clothes and overall appearance are integral to their sense of self (Gebert et al.,
2014; Héliot et al., 2020). Yet these expressions of authenticity can be lost in high-performing
environments with the efforts to embody a high-functioning, adaptable persona that exceeds
client and managerial expectations (King & Ahmad, 2010; Syed & Ali, 2011). The result is a
tension among Muslim professionals to choose between being true to their faith and being seen
as “professional” (Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2022; Hicks, 2003), which is determined through
formal and informal evaluations of whether someone fits in with team and/or client work style(s)
(Heliot et al., 2020; Syed & Pio, 2010).

When Muslims feel compelled to hide or downplay their identities, organizations lose
access to the full range of perspectives, values, and insights that religious diversity can offer
(Héliot et al., 2020; Syed & Pio, 2010). Hicks (2003) argued that workplaces often operate under
a strategy of avoidance where religion is treated as a private matter best left outside the office.

This model, while seemingly neutral, reinforces the cultural dominance of majority faiths and



marginalizes minority religious expressions (King & Williamson, 2005). It creates an
environment where Muslim professionals must navigate between professional advancement and
religious integrity. This tradeoff undermines both individual well-being and organizational
diversity of thought (Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2022; Héliot et al., 2020).

To understand how this tension is navigated in real-world settings, it is essential to
explore the broader context in which authenticity and religious identity intersect. A dynamic
environment to explore these concepts would be within the high-performance, client-facing
environment of management consulting. The following section provides a deeper look into the
theoretical and empirical foundations that shaped this inquiry, beginning with a discussion of
authenticity and its relevance to the workplace.

Background of the Study

Although authenticity is understood in various ways, it is often described in terms of
one’s self-concept, as “the unobstructed operation of one’s true, or core, self” (Kernis &
Goldman, 2006, p. 293). Feeling authentic has been known to be a predictor of well-being
(Rivera et al., 2019). One environment where authenticity would likely be challenged or affirmed
is in the workplace (Einola, 2024), where we spend an average of one-third of our lifetime
(Gettysburg College, n.d.). There are several ways that one develops a sense of self, one of
which is through social identity theory where an individual develops a sense of belonging and
self-concept through their social identity (Tajfel, 1978; Turner, 1975).

The challenges of remaining authentic in the workplace with religious identity are
intertwined and deeply internal to individuals, often resulting in what scholars define as identity
tensions. These tensions are psychological strain that arises when individuals experience

misalignment between their religious identity and the expectations of their professional



environment (Al-Sharif, 2025; Lehman et al., 2019). In this case, religious identity is understood
as a prominent social identity encompassing shared beliefs, practices, and moral orientations that
shape self-concept and behavior (Al-Sharif, 2025; Ysseldyk et al., 2010). For Muslim
professionals, these tensions are compounded by visible religious practices juxtaposed with the
secular-leaning norms that dominate elite consulting spaces. Understanding how Muslim
management consultants manage these tensions offers insight into the lived experience of
religious identity and authenticity in high-performance, client-facing environments.
Muslim Professionals in the Workplace

Although many groups seek the ability to be authentic in the workplace and define
themselves through a particular social identity, one group that remains under-researched is
skilled Muslim professionals, particularly those in the management consulting field (Al-Sharif,
2025; Sulphey, 2023). In examining authenticity in relation to social identity, religious identity is
particularly intriguing due to the intrinsic relationship between authenticity and religion.
Pursuing authenticity through religion has often been seen as a way to seek truth and positivity.
In times of uncertainty, this pursuit can offer a sense of grounding. For many, it becomes a
liberating experience in an environment where certainties feel lost (Jung, 2014; Rafiq & Dunnett,
2025; Taylor, 2018; Tillich, 1964). One of the most sacred social identities that provides a
heightened sense of meaning that could even be considered eternal is religious identity (Ysseldyk
et al., 2010).

Muslim identity is uniquely holistic, integrating spiritual, social, and ethical dimensions
that shape daily life in visible ways through practices like prayer, fasting, and appearance. This
visibility often subjects Muslims to heightened public scrutiny, especially in post-9/11

sociopolitical contexts (Aziz, 2010). Unlike religious expressions that are primarily done



privately, the public nature of many Islamic religious practices makes Muslim identity both a
personal and social experience.

In organizational settings, the intersection of religious identity and authenticity remains
significantly underexplored, particularly among professionals operating in secular, high-
performance environments such as management consulting. While authenticity has been widely
studied in relation to leadership and self-concept (Goldman & Kernis, 2002), religious identity,
especially Muslim identity, has often been marginalized in organizational psychology research
(Héliot et al., 2020).

For individuals whose religious identity is central to their self-concept, the workplace can
become a site of inauthentic behavior in the face of clashes with one’s religious identity (Lehman
et. al., 2019). Skilled Muslim professionals, especially those in Western countries, often navigate
unique challenges in expressing their authentic selves with regards to their religious values in the
work setting (Ali et al., 2004; Butt, 2025; Syed & Pio, 2010). These challenges are compounded
by the prevalence of secular workplace norms, which are defined as behaviors considered the
most commonly enacted or viewed as acceptable or appropriate (Dannals & Miller, 2017). The
challenges also include implicit biases that may marginalize or stereotype religious identities,
especially those visibly associated with Islam (Ahmed, 2018). As such, the focus of the current
research study was to examine the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they
navigate the tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity.

Significance of Management Consulting Environment

A consulting firm presents a complex environment for expressing one’s authentic self.

Consultants are expected to be high-performing professionals with extensive industry expertise.

On client engagements, they must learn, adopt, and embody the diverse work styles of the clients



they serve in addition to the consulting firm’s own culture, which often demands a high level of
neutrality and adaptability (Ferdman, 2020; Gill, 2015). This neutrality assumes a difference
between the firm’s corporate environment and that of the client that needs to be reconciled or
navigated.

According to Gill (2015), management consulting is regarded as a prestigious,
knowledge-driven profession. It seeks individuals capable of delivering work products and
services marked by intellectual rigor, flexibility, scalability, and unwavering dedication to client
service. The organizational culture is often described as exclusive or selective, reflecting its
recruitment of professionals typically holding graduate and doctoral-level degrees. However, this
status can also generate strain and anxiety, as consultants grapple with the pressure to
consistently meet the high expectations associated with such a distinguished role (Gill, 2015).

These characteristics of the management consulting profession (Ferdman, 2020) can be
challenging for individuals who identify as a Muslim. Being a Muslim in this work environment
adds another layer of identity that must be able to meet the varying demands of their consultancy
and their clients. A critical client meeting that is consistently set at a time that conflicts with the
Friday prayer services for Muslims creates a dilemma for a Muslim management consultant to
forego the elite, high-performing, client-centric mentality to meet and nurture their client
relationships during a time that is considered the most important prayer service of the week
(Mosonyi et. al., 2020). Furthermore, efforts to integrate into clients’ or even the consulting
firm’s organizations may create problems if the time demands and working style of the client site
conflict with the religious identity of a Muslim management consultant on a religious level with

prayer timings or other religious observances (Molinsky & Hahn, 2024).



While this study focused on management consulting, it is important to note that identity
tensions are not unique to this profession alone. Other high-performance, elite environments,
such as academia, law, and medicine, also present challenges for individuals navigating tension
related to identity and authenticity. For example, scholars from the Global South working in
Western academic institutions often experience similar pressures to suppress aspects of their
cultural or religious identity to gain professional acceptance (Khilji et al., 2025). These parallels
underscore that identity and authenticity are critical issues across multiple professional domains,
making management consulting a particularly illustrative but not isolated case.

Organized Hypocrisy

While management consulting firms often promote values of diversity, inclusion, and
authenticity, these commitments may not always translate into substantive organizational change.
Drawing on Cho et al. (2015), the concept of organized hypocrisy offers a useful lens to
understand this disconnect. Organized hypocrisy refers to the strategic decoupling of talk,
decisions, and actions in response to conflicting stakeholder demands. In consulting firms, this
may manifest as public commitments to religious inclusion while internal practices continue to
prioritize cultural neutrality and client adaptability—norms that may implicitly suppress religious
expression.

Within this context, Muslim management consultants can be uniquely subject to layers of
complexity with maintaining authenticity given the significance of their religious identity and
accompanying values and practices in their daily lives. The expectation to remain authentic and
embody a sense of self that meets organizational values and practices of the consulting firm that
also seamlessly integrate into any client setting will likely find some conflicts along the way.

Examples could include observing prayer times, dietary restrictions, or dressing modestly



(Bélanger & Edwards, 2013). These expectations can create an underlying pressure to silence or
downplay one's religious identity to succeed in such an environment (Khilji et al., 2025). This
dynamic reflects broader patterns observed among Global South scholars in Western institutions,
who often suppress aspects of their cultural or religious identities to gain professional
acceptance. Khilji et al. (2025) highlighted how internalized norms and institutional pressures
can lead to self-silencing and identity negotiation. Similarly, Muslim consultants may feel
compelled to downplay their religious identity in corporate environments shaped by secular,
Western norms. This tension between expressing one’s authentic self and the contrasting
environment underscores the need for understanding the experiences of Muslim management
consultants who may also be seeking professional acceptance by colleagues and supervisors.

Furthermore, there is the ongoing issue of honoring religious obligations and navigating
how taking time off of work for them will be perceived by colleagues and supervisors. Recent
legal developments, such as the Supreme Court’s ruling in Groff v. DeJoy, have highlighted the
persistent ambiguity surrounding religious accommodations under Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act. To better understand these challenges, it is important to first explore how religious identity
is defined, experienced, and expressed in the workplace.

Statement of the Problem

Religious Identity

Scholars have offered varying definitions of religious identity. Some treat it as a simple
demographic label used in surveys, which can be limiting because such categories may not
capture the complexity of individuals’ beliefs or allow for multiple affiliations (Hackett, 2014;
Leege & Kellstedt, 1993; Phan, 2003). Others question whether identifying with a religion

necessarily reflects internalized beliefs or shared behaviors (Seul, 1999). Hicks (2003)



highlighted a more fluid understanding, viewing religious identity as a dynamic tradition rather
than a fixed set of rules.

Al-Sharif (2025) defined religious identity as a collective framework of beliefs, values,
and practices, emphasizing its central role in shaping self-concept and navigating workplace
stigma. His research on British Muslim professionals illustrated how religious identity intersects
with professional life and informs strategies for coping with marginalization. Similarly, Dik et al.
(2024) described religious identity as a culturally embedded pursuit of the sacred, often
expressed through institutionalized practices, while also noting the lack of clarity in how this
identity is conceptualized in workplace contexts.

Although diversity and inclusion have become prominent themes in organizational
research, there is still a notable lack of attention on understanding the individual’s experience of
navigating religious identity in the workplace. This gap is especially evident when examining
high-skilled roles such as management consulting, where professionals are expected to maintain
high visibility and engage extensively with clients and colleagues (Al-Sharif, 2025; Sulphey,
2023). The complexity of these environments makes the negotiation of religious identity
particularly nuanced and underexplored in current literature. This study focused on how Muslim
professionals navigate their identities in the workplace.

Muslim Identity. To fully understand how Muslim professionals navigate their religious
identities in the workplace, it is essential to first contextualize Muslim identity more broadly
within the U.S. sociocultural landscape. Muslim identity is uniquely comprehensive, integrating
spiritual, social, and ethical dimensions that influence daily life in visible ways through practices
such as prayer, dress, and dietary observance (Aziz, 2010). This visibility often leads to

heightened public scrutiny and stereotyping, especially in the aftermath of events like 9/11



(Cainkar, 2009; Peek, 2005). Importantly, Muslim identity is not monolithic; it is shaped by a
dynamic interplay of self-identification, belonging, and affirmation (Aziz, 2010). Individuals
with a strong internalized faith often demonstrate resilience to external pressures and crises,
drawing strength from both personal conviction and communal support (Aziz, 2010; Sirin &
Fine, 2008). Muslim religious identity in Western societies is often shaped by the sociopolitical
and religious norms of immigrants’ countries of origin, which continue to influence how faith is
practiced and understood after migration (Aziz, 2010; Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2022). These
characteristics underscore the importance of examining Muslim identity as a distinct construct,
rather than subsuming it under broader ethnic or cultural categories (Abu-Ras & Hosein, 2015;
Aziz, 2010).

Being Muslim at Work. Muslim professionals often engage in both visible (e.g., attire,
prayer practices) and invisible (e.g., values, ethical frameworks) forms of religious expression.
These expressions may be accommodated, overlooked, or resisted within workplace cultures,
depending on organizational norms, leadership attitudes, and peer dynamics (Singh & Babbar,
2021). In management consulting, client expectations and norms may compel Muslim
consultants to behave in ways that are not authentic to their self-concept thereby having an
adverse effect on their well-being (Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010).

The internal conflicts created by this suppression can lead to a negative impact on well-
being. Research indicated that identity suppression and inauthentic self-presentation are
associated with lower well-being (Rivera et al., 2019). For Muslim consultants, the stakes of
these adjustments in light of conflicts may be particularly high, as it involves the negotiation of
both professional credibility and religious integrity. The consequences of this dissonance are not

merely individual, but may also affect organizational outcomes, such as employee engagement,



retention, and ethical decision-making (Pratt et al., 2016). Thus, understanding the lived
experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their
religious identity and workplace authenticity is essential for fostering inclusive organizational
cultures that support the integration of faith-based identity within professional life.

Because religious identity is such an important part of how many Muslims see
themselves, these challenges bring up a deeper question: How can someone stay true to who they
are at work? To explore this, the next section looks more closely at what it means to be authentic,
especially when it comes to living and acting in ways that reflect one’s core beliefs and values.

Authenticity. According to Einola (2024), authenticity goes beyond the novel concept of
being true to oneself. Authenticity is also applied as a judging criterion for inanimate objects. For
instance, the idea of authentic Indian cuisine applies a measure of authenticity to food. On the
other hand, there is the process of authentication where secured IT systems check to make sure
we are who we say we are through security procedures such as multi-factor authentication. A
third example is the one that this research study is primarily concerned with, when an individual
is able to function as their true self in their daily lives (Kernis & Goldman, 2006).

There is also a distinction between sincerity and authenticity that is addressed by Trilling
(1972). Sincerity refers to being truthful in one’s interactions with others, whereas authenticity is
about being true to oneself (Golomb, 2012). One can be sincere and yet not fully authentic. They
could tell the truth about everything but still behave in a way that does not match with their true
self. For instance, a soldier in the military could be obeying every command, however their
behavior may be completely disconnected with what constitutes their true self.

Reviewing authenticity literature, Lehman et al. (2019) provided a three-part framework

that consists of authenticity defined as consistency, conformity, and connection. The consistency
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definition focuses on the match between internal values and external expression and whether a
person is living in accordance with their inner beliefs. In the workplace this manifests as freely
expressing oneself in line with true inner values and identity. The point of comparison of what
the individual is being true to, could be a collection of attributes that comprise a social category
such as a religious or cultural identity. Therefore, the state of feeling authentic can be a point at
which a person feels their actions are in line with the identity group they feel reflects their true
self.

The second category of authenticity as conformity is how well an individual aligns with
the norms and expectations of a recognized social identity. Here authenticity is not focused on
one’s true self but instead some externally placed classification such as a genre. For instance, if
an artist is creating works of art, and they want to be authentic to a particular genre, they will
need to satisfy this type of authenticity to be deemed authentic. This type of authenticity can be
challenging to pinpoint as the referent that conformity is being evaluated against can shift based
on the era, social norms, or even expectations of an audience formulating an opinion of the level
of authenticity on display.

The third category called authenticity as connection is when a person’s expression
illustrates a commitment to particular people, places, traditions, or times. Authentic expression in
this sense becomes an ode of sorts to these referents. An example could be joining a work group
of Muslim colleagues and supporting their activities.

Within the category of authenticity as consistency, Kernis and Goldman (2006)
developed a multicomponent model of authenticity that is used as a determinant of how authentic
individuals are. It includes four parts including awareness of one’s true thoughts, feelings, and

beliefs, an unbiased approach to evaluating one’s own strengths and weaknesses, behavior that
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reflects one’s true values and beliefs, and one’s openness to sharing true feelings with trusted
individuals rather than keeping them hidden.

This model is particularly relevant for examining authenticity in the context of religious
identity among Muslim management consultants because it emphasizes the alignment between
internal values and external behavior across diverse social roles. In professional environments
where individuals navigate competing expectations, such as a demanding corporate environment
versus religious commitments, authenticity as consistency provides a nuanced lens to explore
how individuals maintain a coherent sense of self (Kernis & Goldman, 2006). Rather than
requiring uniform behavior in all contexts, this framework allows for adaptive expression of
identity that remains grounded in core beliefs. For Muslim professionals whose religious identity
may influence daily practices, ethical decision-making, and interpersonal interactions, this model
helps illuminate how authenticity is preserved or challenged in the workplace. By focusing on
consistency with one’s true self rather than conformity to external norms, this approach supports
a deeper understanding of how religious identity is integrated into professional life without
compromising authenticity (Kernis & Goldman, 2006).

While the concept of authenticity has garnered scholarly attention, existing research often
overlooks the nuanced experiences of individuals in diverse contexts (Einola, 2024).
Specifically, there is a need for studies focused on personal, experienced authenticity (Cha et al.,
2019; Lehman et al., 2019), particularly concerning how it intersects with religious identity
(Heliot et al., 2020). Many individuals relate their religion central to who they are, shaping a
distinctive personal experience of authenticity that remains underexplored in current literature.

Research in authenticity can benefit greatly from more studies related to religious identity

in the workplace and, in particular, research on Muslim professionals in high-stakes roles such as
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management consulting. Such individuals work in environments demanding a great deal of
adaptability, constant communication and engagement (Al-Sharif, 2025; Butt, 2025).
Additionally, Roberts et al. (2009) specifically highlighted the need for studies that integrate
social identity theory with authenticity as a path for future research and suggests those social
identity groups that face an increased likelihood of negative scrutiny. Although Al-Sharif (2025)
claimed that Muslim authenticity remains strong despite stigmatization in some contexts. The
current research explored the experience of Muslim management consultants where various,
often conflicting identities, may need to be prioritized given the context and situation, which
warrants research to understand. In secular environments, religious employees can find it
difficult to express core parts of their identity, which can lead to an environment that interferes
with free authentic expression (Kolic et al., 2023). This tension may be especially salient for
Muslims who, due to heightened sociopolitical scrutiny and widespread Islamophobia in the
West, may find themselves under increased pressure to suppress or sanitize expressions of their
faith (Awan & Zempi, 2016; Butt, 2025).

Well-being and Authenticity. Recent theoretical advancements reframed the role of
authenticity in psychological functioning. Rivera et al. (2019) introduced the true-self-as-guide
theory, which posits that perceived authenticity, or feeling true to oneself, serves as a
psychological cue individuals use to evaluate their well-being. Rather than being a direct cause,
authenticity acts as a heuristic that signals alignment with personal and cultural standards of a
good life. This perspective provides a nuanced understanding of how authenticity contributes to
subjective evaluations of life satisfaction, meaning, and emotional balance. This framework is
particularly relevant when considering identity domains that are deeply personal and socially

embedded, such as religious identity.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the lived experiences of Muslim
management consultants as they navigated the tensions between their religious identity and
workplace authenticity. By investigating the experiences of Muslim consultants, the study aimed
to contribute to a deeper understanding of the interplay between authenticity and religious
identity in the high-performance profession of management consulting.

The research question used the “lived experiences” framework to encompass a
comprehensive scope of inquiry. It inherently covered the nuances of how these individuals
experienced and expressed their religious identity within a professional setting. Simultaneously,
it addressed how they understood and experienced workplace authenticity by integrating this
concept directly into the scope of the inquiry. The core of the question then explicitly focused on
how these consultants “navigated the tensions” between those two fundamental aspects of their
lives, thereby addressing all facets of the original research goals within a single, integrated study.

Research Questions
1. What are the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate

the tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity?

Significance of the Study
Significance for Theory
Conducting research on religious identity, particularly Muslim identity, has several
theoretical implications. Scholars have emphasized the need for more focused research on how
Muslims navigate their religious identity in diverse work environments, especially in the face of

stereotypes and organizational expectations (Héliot et al., 2020). This study contributes to that

14



growing body of work by exploring the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as
they navigate the tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity.

Furthermore, exploring authenticity and Muslim religious identity can enhance our
understanding of the relationship between these two concepts, particularly in the context of the
workplace. By examining how Muslims express their religious values and practices in secular,
high-performance settings, organizational policies and practices that support diverse expressions
of identity can be enhanced (Yucel & Whyte, 2023).
Significance for Research

This study addressed a gap in research pertaining to expressing authenticity in an under-
researched environment and population, by focusing on how skilled Muslim management
consultants navigate the expression of authenticity in high-performance, client-facing
environments and what the role of their religious identity is in this process. While authenticity
has been widely studied in organizational behavior, limited research has examined how religious
identity, particularly for skilled Muslim professionals, shapes or constrains authentic self-
expression in elite professional settings (Al-Sharif, 2025; Héliot et al., 2019).

This research contributes to a deeper understanding of how religious identity functions as
a salient social identity that influences workplace behavior, especially in environments that
implicitly or explicitly prioritize cultural neutrality, adaptability, and client responsiveness (Butt,
2025; Molinsky & Hahn, 2024). While diversity and inclusion have become central themes in
organizational research, religious identity remains an underrepresented dimension and is often
overshadowed by more prominently studied identities such as race, gender, and sexuality (Heliot

et al., 2019). Within this context, the experiences of Muslim professionals remain especially
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marginalized, despite growing visibility and calls for greater religious accommodation in
organizational life (Al-Sharif, 2025; Sulphey, 2023).

The management consulting profession presents a particularly rich context for this
inquiry due to its emphasis on elite performance, rapid cultural assimilation, and high visibility
in client interactions. These demands can result in inauthentic behavior in the face of client
expectations (Gill, 2015; Mosonyi et al., 2020). For Muslim professionals, this may involve
negotiating prayer times and other religious practices or partaking in workplace activities that
create tensions with religious morals against drinking alcohol, interacting with the opposite
gender outside of a work context, or decisions in competitive business scenarios that may
involve dishonesty or partaking in backbiting (Bélanger & Edwards, 2013). These negotiations
can create internal tensions that have negative impacts personally or for professional
performance.

By focusing on the experiences of Muslim management consultants, this study expanded
the scope of authenticity research to include religious identity as a core dimension of self-
expression in the workplace. It also responded to calls for more research on underrepresented
professional populations in organizational studies (Roberts et al., 2009; Sulphey, 2023). The
findings offer insights into how authenticity is experienced and enacted by Muslim professionals
in high-stakes roles, and how organizational norms either support or inhibit this process. In doing
so, the study contributes to a more inclusive understanding of identity work and authenticity in
contemporary organizational life.

Significance for Practice
Muslim religious identity is uniquely complex, encompassing both visible elements such

as wearing the hijab, observing prayer, or following dietary laws, and invisible aspects, including
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internal spiritual commitments, values, and ethical decision-making frameworks (Al-Sharif,
2025). These dual facets of identity often present nuanced challenges in workplace
environments, particularly those that value professional neutrality, client responsiveness, and
cultural conformity, which are hallmarks of the management consulting industry (Butt, 2025).
Visibly practicing Muslims may encounter microaggressions or discrimination, while those who
do not display outward signs of religiosity may experience internal conflict or feelings of
inauthenticity as they suppress important elements of their identity (Haque et. al., 2019). This
study sought to better understand how these visible and invisible expressions of religious identity
are expressed as Muslim consultants seek to remain authentic to themselves and their
professional roles.

Conducting research on how authentic Muslims feel in the workplace is crucial given the
implications of their religious identity and stereotypes and bias experienced in the workplace.
Studies have shown that Muslim professionals often face identity tension and emotional strain
due to workplace stigmatization (Al-Sharif, 2025). Additionally, stereotypes against Muslims
can hinder client-professional relationships, making clients uncomfortable approaching Muslim
consultants (Smith, 2019). These biases not only affect the professional's sense of authenticity
but also impact their ability to perform effectively in client-focused roles. Understanding these
dynamics is essential for creating inclusive work environments.

Additionally, this study offers valuable insights for consulting firms and other
professional service organizations aiming to improve their diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
strategies. Religion remains one of the least-addressed identity dimensions in DEI policies, and
yet it can profoundly shape how individuals perceive belonging, purpose, and alignment in the

workplace (Heliot et al., 2019). By centering the experiences of Muslim management
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consultants, this research provides a platform for voices often excluded from mainstream
organizational discourse. It also offers guidance on how organizations can more effectively
support religious identity expression, both visible and invisible, without compromising
professionalism or workplace cohesion. It adds depth to the ongoing scholarly conversation on
authenticity and the workplace during a time when DEI programs are being reduced or
eliminated.
Theoretical Framework

This study was guided by two interrelated theoretical frameworks: Religious identity (Al-
Sharif, 2025) and the multicomponent conceptualization of authenticity (Kernis & Goldman,
2006). Religious identity is conceptualized as a salient form of social identity that encompasses a
shared set of beliefs, practices, and moral orientations within a religious group, serving as a
crucial aspect of an individual's self-concept and behavior. It shapes how individuals perceive
themselves and navigate their roles in organizational settings through social interactions (Al-
Sharif, 2025). Kernis and Goldman (2006) mentioned that the nature of authenticity is derived
from social interactions that show the individual how they ought to behave in order to fit the
social understanding of the identity they claim to be. For Muslims, religious identity is not only
deeply personal but also socially constructed and contextually expressed—often in ways that are
challenged or constrained in secular work environments (Héliot et al., 2019). Drawing
from social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), this study views religious identity as a core
reference point for authenticity, particularly when workplace values and practices conflict with
religious values and practices.

Complimentary to this in terms of expressing identity, the authenticity framework offers

a psychological lens for understanding how individuals experience authenticity between their
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internal values and external behaviors. Kernis and Goldman (2006) see authenticity as the
uninhibited functioning of one’s true self in their daily lives. The multicomponent
conceptualization of authenticity defines authenticity through four interrelated components:

1. Self-awareness of one’s thoughts, feelings, and beliefs,

2. Unbiased processing of self-relevant information,

3. Behavior that reflects one’s true self, and

4. Relational orientation, or openness in expressing one’s authentic self to others (Kernis

& Goldman, 2006).
This framework was useful for examining how Muslim management consultants assess and
express their authenticity in high-performance, client-facing environments that often demand
adaptability and neutrality.

Together, these frameworks provide a comprehensive lens for exploring the experiences
of Muslim management consultants. They examined how authenticity is both an internal
psychological process and a socially-influenced occurrence shaped by group affiliations to being
Muslim in a secular work environment. By integrating these two frameworks, the study offers a
holistic understanding of how Muslim professionals experience authenticity in the workplace and
how organizational cultures can either support or inhibit the expression of religious identity
which may influence how authenticity is experienced.

Conceptual Framework

This conceptual framework illustrates how Muslim management consultants navigate the
tensions that arise between their religious identity and workplace norms, and how these tensions
shape their experience of authenticity. Religious identity, as conceptualized by Al-Sharif (2025),

is a salient and often non-negotiable aspect of self, deeply rooted in both belief and practice. In
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contrast, workplace norms, particularly in secular, high-performance environments, often reflect
expectations that may conflict with religious expression (Héliot et al., 2020; Peek, 2005).

As illustrated in Figure 1, at the center of this framework is the concept of tension,
defined as the psychological or behavioral strain that emerges when religious identity and
workplace norms are misaligned (Lehman et al., 2019). These tensions are not merely abstract
but are experienced in real decisions about disclosure, religious observance, and professional

conformity. In response, Muslim professionals engage in identity work, or the cognitive,

Religious Identity Conceptualiza
(Al-Sharif, 2024) Authenticit

<

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

discursive, and behavioral strategies used to reconcile or resist these conflicts (Brown, 2015;
Caza et al., 2018). This can include proactive religious coping, reinterpretation of identity, or

open religious expression (Al-Sharif, 2025).

Three contextual influences including Islamic lifestyle, family and community, and

socio-political events are recognized as shaping how Muslim management consultants
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experience religious identity and navigate the tensions between their religious identity and
workplace authenticity. The Islamic lifestyle encompasses daily practices such as prayer, fasting,
and modest dress, which are deeply rooted in Islamic values and visibly expressed in both
personal and professional settings (Butt, 2025; Latif et al., 2018; Syed & Pio, 2017). Family and
community serve as early and ongoing sources of identity formation, reinforcing religious values
and providing social support that strengthens resilience in the face of workplace tensions
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Butt, 2025; Turner et al., 1979). Socio-political events, particularly
9/11 and the Muslim travel ban, have intensified public scrutiny and discrimination, prompting
varied responses such as identity concealment or increased religiosity (Beydoun, 2018;
Chaudhary et al., 2020; Mackey & Rios, 2022). These contextual factors directly impact Muslim
management consultants as they navigate tensions through identity work (Caza et al., 2018) and
ultimately shape their experience of religious identity and workplace authenticity (Kernis &
Goldman, 20006).

The outcome of this process is the experience of authenticity, which is shaped by how
effectively individuals manage these tensions. According to Kernis and Goldman (2006),
authenticity involves self-awareness, unbiased self-processing, behavior aligned with one’s true
self, and relational openness. Importantly, authenticity is not static but is continuously negotiated
in response to internal convictions and external expectations. The framework also implies a
feedback loop: successful identity work that supports authenticity can reinforce religious
identity, while persistent inauthenticity may lead to identity conflict (Settles, 2004).

Overview of Methodology
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the everyday work experiences of

Muslim management consultants as they navigated the tensions between their religious identity
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and workplace authenticity. By investigating the experiences of Muslim consultants, the study
aimed to contribute to a deeper understanding of the interplay between authenticity and religious
identity in the high-performance profession of management consulting. The interview questions
were guided by theoretical literature on religious identity and Kernis and Goldman's (2006)
concept of authenticity, using this "lived experiences" framework to encompass a comprehensive
scope of inquiry. This guidance inherently covered the nuances of how these individuals
experienced and expressed their religious identity within a professional setting. Simultaneously,
it addressed how they understood and experienced workplace authenticity by integrating this
concept directly into the scope of the inquiry. The core of the questions then explicitly focused
on how these consultants “navigated the tensions” between those two fundamental aspects of
their lives, thereby addressing all facets of the original research goals within a single, integrated
study.

Central to this inquiry was the emphasis on everyday experiences, which offered a rich
lens for understanding how individuals interpret and navigate their social realities. Qualitative
inquiry grounded in these experiences enables a deeper exploration of meaning-making, identity
negotiation, and contextual complexity (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This
method was particularly suited for examining how Muslim professionals experienced
authenticity and religious identity in high-performance, client-facing environments, where
personal values may conflict with organizational norms.

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews, allowing for flexibility and
responsiveness to participants' unique perspectives while ensuring consistency across core areas
of inquiry. Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on specific inclusion

criteria to ensure alignment with the research questions. Eligible participants self-identified as
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Muslim, had at least two years of professional experience as a management consultant and were
working as one in the United States, and were able to reflect meaningfully on the tensions
between their religious identity and workplace authenticity.

Recruitment was conducted through targeted outreach via professional networks and
platforms such as LinkedIn, where an initial message described the study and invited eligible
individuals to participate. From those who expressed interest, participants were selected to
ensure a diverse sample supporting maximum variation. Each participant participated in two
interviews that were conducted via video conferencing and were audio-recorded with consent.
Each interview lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes.

Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), was used to analyze the data.
The general process included gaining a strong understanding of the data, initially identifying
codes, finding themes from the codes, checking over themes, establishing names and definitions
of themes, and creating a final report. Trustworthiness was ensured through criteria developed by
Lincoln and Guba (1985) including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
Member checking and external auditing of transcripts by the chair of the dissertation committee
further enhanced the reliability and validity of the findings.

Ethical considerations were addressed by following guidelines for voluntary
participation, informed consent, and confidentiality. The study approved by The George
Washington University Institutional Review Board (IRB). Participants were informed of their
right to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, and all data was stored securely
with access limited to the researcher.

Delimitations
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The study focused exclusively on Muslim management consultants working within the
United States. It did not encompass the experiences of Muslim professionals in other industries
or geographical contexts. Thus, the data available in these segments of the overall population of
Muslim management consultants may not be generalizable to Muslim management consultants
residing in other Western countries where cultural factors impact how secular the society may
be.

Even though there is limited research on religious social identity in the workplace, this
study was primarily focused on Muslims. Professionals that adhere to other faiths were not
examined for the purposes of this study. In relation to this, not all religions have aspects that
extend into the workplace. For instance, Muslims pray five times a day and during normal
business hours there is a possibility of two of those prayer timings to occur within the hours that
a Muslim management consultant would still be working and would desire the time and place to
perform their prayers. Additionally, the study concentrated on individual perceptions and did not
aim to generalize findings across all Muslim consultants.

Limitations

Potential limitations included the reliance on self-reported data, which may be influenced
by social desirability bias. Furthermore, the study’s focus on the United States context may limit
its applicability to other cultural or national settings. The network of Muslim management
consultants that the researcher accessed may also have influenced the data collected.
Furthermore, the nationalities of Muslims in management consulting could have impacted the
ability to apply findings across all Muslim management consultants. For instance, South Asian

Muslim management consultants and Arab Muslim management consultants may have had
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varying levels of inherent centrality in their religious identity due to societal influences from

their homeland.

Table 1

Definition of Key Terms

Term Definition

Allah The Arabic proper name for the One God (Ibn Manzir, 1290/1994)

Authenticity The unhindered functioning of one’s true or core self in daily life (Kernis
& Goldman, 2006)

Hijab A head covering worn in public by some Muslim women as a part of
modest dress.

Jummah Weekly Friday prayer services on what is considered to be the holiest day
for Muslims during any given week.

Management A professional that helps organizations tackle strategic and operational

Consultant challenges by offering expert advice and tailored solutions to help them
achieve their objectives. (Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health,
2016)

Muslim A follower of Islam, which is a monotheistic Abrahamic faith. Its core
message and ultimate source of truth is the Holy Qur’an, which is
believed by followers to be the word of God (Allah), and by the life and
teachings (called the Sunnah and the Ahadith) of Muhammad.

Namaz A term for ‘Salah’ most commonly used in regions influenced by Persian
culture.

The Holy The ultimate source of truth in Islam, which Muslims believe to be the

Qur’an word of God (Allah). It is widely praised as the finest work in classical
Arabic literature.

Religious A form of social identity that encompasses a shared set of beliefs,

Identity practices, and moral orientations within a religious group, serving as a
crucial aspect of an individual's self-concept and behavior.

Salah Ritualistic worship required of Muslims to be performed five times a day

involving standing, bowing, and prostrating.
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Term Definition

Social Identity =~ A person’s sense of who they are based on their group memberships.
Social identity theory asserts that individuals derive a sense of self from
their membership in social groups, which in turn influences their behavior
and self-concept.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Purpose

This literature review analyzes and synthesizes existing literature about concepts
pertaining to the following research question for this study: What are the lived experiences of
Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their religious identity
and workplace authenticity?

This literature review examines theoretical and empirical research on religious identity
and authenticity in the workplace. The literature review begins with an explanation of the search
for relevant literature, followed by sections for each of the theoretical concepts. The review
covers the seminal work on social identity and religious identity in the workplace. The review
will also cover authenticity in a similar manner with the seminal research and a focus on
authenticity in the workplace. Within each conceptual topic, this literature review analyzes both
established theories and current discussions. It starts by summarizing the foundational works that
created the theoretical foundations of each theoretical concept, then delves into how these
concepts have developed by later studies. The review contextualizes aspects of the research and
critically analyzes the gaps for purposes of the current research study.

Literature Search Methods

I started my search in the ProQuest database. I began with a keyword search of abstracts
from peer-reviewed articles. The search terms were “authenticity”” and “religious identity.” Two
separate searches were performed for articles with each of the concepts within article abstracts.
Articles written in the past 15 years and foundational articles for each of the theoretical concepts
were selected for the literature review. The keyword searches in abstracts found more than

15,000 search results for authenticity and over 5,000 results for religious identity.
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To further narrow the search and to locate articles with greater relevance to concepts I
added an additional search parameter that checked the reference pages of articles for
foundational theorists such as Henri Tajfel and John Turner for social identity and Michael
Kernis for authenticity. This refinement in the search parameters produced fewer articles but
more relevant articles than the first search attempt. To find even more relevant articles that may
have been outside the initial databases that I searched, I used the reference pages to explore
articles that were relevant based on their title. The title and the context surrounding their citation
in the journal helped in finding an increasing level of relevant search results.

Religious Identity

Religious identity encompasses a shared set of beliefs, practices, and moral orientations
within a religious group, serving as a crucial aspect of an individual's self-concept and behavior
(Al-Sharif, 2025). This identity is particularly significant for individuals whose religious beliefs
and practices are deeply intertwined with their community and daily life.

Within the framework of social identity theory, religious identity functions as a salient
social identity that influences interpersonal behavior, moral reasoning, and self-concept (Tajfel
& Turner, 1979). Social identity theory, developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979), provided a
foundational framework for understanding how individuals categorize themselves and others into
social groups based on shared characteristics. By identifying with certain groups through social
categorization, individuals develop a sense of belonging and self-concept tied to their social
identity (Tajfel, 1978; Turner, 1975). The next section will delve into social identity theory,
which is viewed by some scholars as the antecedent to religious identity.

Social Identity
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Social identity is embedded within and follows the concept of Social Categorization.
Social categorization, first introduced by Tajfel (1978), involves classifying oneself and others
into different social groups based on shared characteristics. This categorization helps individuals
make sense of the social environment and navigate social interactions (Tajfel, 1974). Social
categorization frames the social environment to motivate or drive some kind of action and
illustrates societal values (Tajfel, 1974). The attributes of social groups that society values will
place in-groups above out-groups in the social environment. This tendency in a social
environment provides individuals with a method to categorize and define people as members of
social groups based on societal values (Tajfel, 1981). Building on the concept of social
categorization, Tajfel later developed social identity theory, which states that people identify
themselves by virtue of social groups and categories that satisfy self-perceptions about their
sense of belonging (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). By identifying with certain groups through social
categorization, individuals develop a sense of belonging and self-concept tied to their social
identity.

The early literature about social identity theory began in response to realistic group
conflict theory’s (RCT) reasoning for intergroup conflict, which held competition over limited
resources as the underlying cause for intergroup conflict. Tajfel and Turner (1979) proposed a
supplemental reason in addition to the sole reason given by RCT for intergroup conflict. An
additional point of conflict proposed by Tajfel and Turner is the strong in-group and out-group
associations created by social groupings, such as those created by the process of self-
categorization. Tajfel and Turner also developed the idea of a social group hierarchy with

superior and inferior social groups.
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Tajfel and Turner (1979) emphasized the value of a person attributing themselves to a
particular social group as a contextual reference point for who they are relative to others. In
doing so, individuals also make judgments of themselves relative to others as being better or
worse than members of other social groups. This concept is related to the idea of having in-
groups and out-groups in society. The culmination of these ideas led to the use of the term social
identity.

According to Tajfel and Turner (1979), social identity theory highlights several key
points. Social identities can have either positive or negative value. Individuals strive to improve
their self-esteem and maintain a positive self-image. The perception of one's social group as
positive is based on comparisons with other social identities. A positive social identity is
contingent on whether one's group is considered an in-group or an out-group, determined by
comparing it to relevant out-groups. If individuals perceive their social identity as part of an out-
group, they may either (a) attempt to dissociate from that identity to adopt a more favorable one
or (b) focus on enhancing the favorability of their existing social identity.

Tajfel later developed this theory to include how relationships between social groups
would impact how individuals sought a positive identity given the nature of the positive or
negative perception of a particular social identity as compared to other social identities.
According to Tajfel and Turner (1979), when their social identity is threatened, there are
responses that individuals may have such as individual mobility, social creativity or social
competition. Individual mobility occurs when attempting to disassociate from a particular social
identity. There is no change to the social group, but this is a response to fix the identity threat for
the individual only. Social creativity entails creating positive distinctiveness for the social group

by focusing on positive values. Another form of this is to compare the in-group and out-group on
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other dimensions than the aspects that reveal an identity threat. Social competition is a direct
opposition between the in-group and out-group to determine the one that is more positive (Tajfel
& Turner, 1979; Turner, 1975).

Abrams and Hogg (1988) proposed that positive differentiation of a social identity is tied
to higher self-esteem. This notion is also derived from Tajfel’s (1969) work where a need to
protect one’s self-image determines the direction for how stereotypes are used to seek coherence
by tying characteristics to them based on their social identities. Individuals will employ prejudice
and stereotypes to also achieve higher self-esteem by seeking positive traits to highlight as
distinctive characteristics of themselves as well as the social group they claim to be a part of.

Self-categorization theory is tied to social identity theory (Turner, 1975) which places
specific emphasis on the in-group and out-group classifications of social groups. In a sense,
social identity theory places emphasis on the group in the individual rather than the individual in
the group (Abrams & Hogg, 1988). This type of self-classification is tied to motivations of self-
perceptions and self-esteem.

Social identity theory suggests that society is made up of social categories of varying
degrees of rank and relationship with each other (Turner, 1975). This aspect of social identity
goes back to the previous notions of in-group and out-group from Tajfel and Turner et al. (1979).
These groups can influence one’s self-concept and when an individual identifies with being part
of a particular social category, their social identity forms.

The social identity literature most relevant to the current research study pertains to people
wanting to be part of a group that they feel similarities with and a positive value from
membership to said social identity group (Brown, 2019). Social identity focuses on the questions

‘who am 1?” and ‘how should I act?’ (Alvesson et al., 2008; Hornsey, 2008). This
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conceptualization of one’s identity includes the values, beliefs, and norms a person internalizes
in the context of a certain social group, such as a professional who is part of an organization or a
member of a religious following. The focus of the current study was primarily religious identity,
which is the focus for the next section.
Conceptualizing Religious Identity

This section explores the definition of religious identity and establishes the definition
applicable to the current research study, explores research about religious identity in the
workplace, and highlights inferences for the current study.
Defining Religious Identity

The definition of religious identity varies across streams of academic scholarship. Some
scholars view religious identity as simply a category or marker of identification as seen on
questionnaires and nothing more (Leege & Kellstedt, 1993). The challenge in this interpretation
for research being that the options individuals have to choose from may not reflect the true
nature of their religious beliefs (Hackett, 2014). Additionally, selecting a particular category or
label becomes problematic when someone may ascribe to more than one religious faith
simultaneously (Phan, 2003). Similarly, there is the difference between claiming a particular
religion and whether the religion is truly internalized for an individual. From a social identity
standpoint, the question also arises whether the individual even shares the same behavior as
others in the religious grouping (Seul, 1999) or whether the affiliation is simply a label. Hicks
(2003) mentioned some scholars see a person’s connection to a religious identity as an ongoing
tradition with a fluid understanding of what embodies a particular religious identity. This makes

membership with a particular group less bound by rigid rules and more dynamic.
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According to Al-Sharif (2025), religious identity encompasses a shared set of beliefs,
practices, and moral orientations within a religious group. Al-Sharif emphasized the significance
of religion as an integral aspect of identity and a crucial factor in addressing workplace
stigmatization. Al-Sharif examined the unique challenges faced by Muslims in professional
environments and the strategies they employ to navigate such adversity. Al-Sharif extended the
identity work literature by shedding light on the role of religious identity in the workplace. It
underscores the importance of understanding how religious identity intersects with professional
identity, particularly for skilled British Muslim professionals.

Dik et al. (2024) defined religious identity as a socially and culturally based expression of
a person’s search for the sacred. Religious identity is intimately tied to spirituality but can
involve an organized form with rituals and an institution of some sort. Dik et al. pointed out the
lack of precision in defining religious identity when it specifically comes to the workplace.

Overall, religious identity is widely recognized as a salient social identity that shapes
individual self-concept and social interactions (King & Williamson, 2005; Lynn et. al., 2009). It
encompasses both internalized beliefs and outward expressions of faith, making it a multifaceted
component of personal and professional life. Héliot et al. (2019) underscored the dynamic nature
of religious identity, emphasizing its fluidity across different contexts and its intersection with
broader identity categories.

Table 2

Definitions of Religious Identity

Author(s)  Definition Title of Work Disciplinary
Focus

Al-Sharif “Religious identity in particular Identity work Social

(2025) is concerned with a sense of responses of skilled Psychology,

affiliation to a social group that practicing British
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Author(s)  Definition Title of Work Disciplinary
Focus

shares particular beliefs, values Muslim Workplace

and practices, whilst religion is professionals to Studies

associated with the existence of experiences of

non-materialistic reality, workplace

encourages doing good and stigmatization.

avoiding evil as life's purpose,

and incorporates a belief that

God is the source of existence

and moral directives” (p. 3)
Dik et al. “Religiousness was defined as Religion, Social and
(2024) ‘ritual, institutional, or codified spirituality, and the Cultural Studies

spirituality which is culturally workplace: A review

sanctioned” (p. 281) and critique.
Ysseldyk “Religious identity can be Religiosity as Social Identity
et. al., conceptualized as a social identity: Toward an ~ Theory, Self-
2010 identity, in that it involves a understanding of Categorization

sense of belonging to a religious  religion from a Theory

group and the importance of this  social identity

group membership to one’s self-  perspective

concept.” (p. 61)
Neal & “Religious identity refers to the Religious identity Developmental
Bennet degree to which religion is and its role in moral  psychology,
(2017) central to one’s sense of self.” development social

(p- 97) psychology,

moral psychology

Neal and Bennet (2017) argued that religious identity, as a concept, is multifaceted and

deeply intertwined with an individual's sense of self and community. Neal and Bennett

highlighted that religious identity encompasses both personal beliefs and practices, as well as the

social and cultural dimensions of belonging to a religious group. This dual nature of religious

identity means that it can significantly influence how individuals perceive themselves and

interact with others in the workplace. The authors stressed that understanding religious identity
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requires acknowledging its fluidity and the various ways it can manifest in different contexts,
including the workplace.

The current study sought to understand the social interactions that accompany workplace
behavior in relation to one’s religious identity. As such, the social psychology perspective
focuses on religious identity as a form of social identity. Experiencing religious identity as a
social identity comes from a sense of belonging to a religious group and includes the beliefs,
values, and practices of the group (Ysseldyk et al., 2010). According to Ysseldyk et al., (2010),
religious identity pulls from both social identity and self-categorization theory frameworks.
Membership in the group influences an individual’s values and behavior based on the shared
group identity.

As such, religious identity is defined as a social identity for the current research. Within
the framework of social identity theory, religious identity functions as a salient social identity
that can influence interpersonal behavior, moral reasoning, and self-concept (Tajfel & Turner,
1979). As noted by McArdle and Pratt (2017), religious identity may manifest along prescriptive,
integrative, and social dimensions. The prescriptive aspect relates to adherence to specific
religious rules and norms, the integrative dimension reflects how religion is incorporated into
one’s broader sense of self, and the social dimension emphasizes community belonging.
Religious events involving a social component were much more effective at creating a higher
sense of life satisfaction than engaging in religious rituals alone and better than non-religious
social events (Lim & Putnam, 2010). This point is immensely important to the Muslim faith
because of the numerous commandments of the Holy Qur’an instructing Muslims to pray

together in congregation. According to the Holy Qur’an, prayers like the five daily prayers
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performed in congregation are considered to have a much higher spiritual reward from God (The
Holy Qur’an, 2021).
Religious Identity in Organizational Contexts

Religious identity is a deeply rooted aspect of self that often intersects with professional
life in complex and meaningful ways (Benefiel et al., 2014). In organizational settings, it not
only shapes individual values and behaviors but also influences how employees navigate
workplace norms, power structures, and inclusion efforts (Héliot et al., 2020). As organizations
become more diverse, understanding how religious identity is expressed, negotiated, and
supported at work has become increasingly important (Héliot et al., 2020).

Significance of the Management Consulting Environment

The management consulting profession presents a uniquely complex and high-pressure
environment for the expression of one’s identity. Scholars increasingly acknowledge that
consulting is not only intellectually rigorous but emotionally and psychologically demanding,
particularly for individuals navigating multiple or marginalized identities.

Gill (2015) offered an analysis of the ways organizations influence how employees
understand and express their identities through the workplace environment, expectations, and
policies. His study demonstrated how consultants internalize an elite professional identity—one
that empowers but also serves as a source of status anxiety—a psychological strain from
internalized performance expectations and external pressures. This anxiety often leads to
emotional suppression, where individuals consciously suppress expression to meet professional
standards of behavior where high-pressure demands and free expression divide one's sense of

self (Gill, 2015).
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Ferdman (2020) situated these identity challenges within the broader framework of DEI.
He argued that consulting firms often lack systemic DEI initiatives, particularly for
underrepresented groups. Without these structures individuals may feel pressure and lose their
authenticity in the absence of structures encouraging their diverse backgrounds to flourish in the
workplace. Ferdman called for greater integration of DEI principles into consulting psychology
to address the potential setbacks to authenticity especially among those from marginalized
backgrounds.

Mosonyi et al. (2020) frame consulting as a space where knowledge, identity, and power
intersect. Their integrative framework illustrates how consultants’ identities are shaped by the
expertise they offer and the organizational power structures they navigate. Consultants often
inhabit liminal spaces. These are transitional states where they are neither fully part of the client
organization nor entirely of their own consultancy, which heightens ambiguity for identity. This
ambiguous environment coupled with the demanding nature of client service and internal
competition can create a very tense environment. To navigate this, consultants frequently hold
their authenticity at bay to have better control over how others perceive them (Mosonyi et al.,
2019).

Taken together, these studies presented how the management consulting environment can
suppress authentic expression. For Muslim professionals, whose religious identity can be visible
and deeply embedded in daily life, these pressures can be quite pronounced. The expectation to
espouse a neutral, adaptable, and elite persona may clash with religious values and practices.
Such an atmosphere can create inner conflicts that result in inauthenticity. Recognizing the
management consulting field as a site of internal conflict and tension is integral to understanding

how Muslim management consultants experience and express authenticity in the workplace.
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Identity Negotiation and Salience at Work

Peek's (2005) framework was a precursor to later literature on identity negotiation,
religious expression, and triggers for identity salience at work. In the context of the workplace,
Peek’s work highlighted that religious identity is not static; instead, it evolves through
interactions with social environments, power dynamics, and critical incidents. This insight is
crucial for understanding how employees bring religious identity into professional settings,
especially under conditions of marginalization or heightened visibility (e.g., Muslim employees
post-9/11).

According to Ysseldyk et al. (2010), a distinct feature of religious identity is that group
membership is a matter of sacredness and can be eternal. Some give religious identity a great
deal of importance, especially during times of difficulty or extreme stress. This feature may play
a pivotal role in providing a sense of peace during difficult times. The possibility of establishing
peace and security for someone when they are in a state of fear sets religious identity apart from
other social identities and elevates it in significance and value (Ysseldyk et al., 2010).
Organizational Culture and Religious Inclusion

Miller and Ewest (2018) explored religious identity at individual, organizational, and
societal levels, highlighting its impact on workplace culture and norms. Their study examined
how religious beliefs and practices shape both individual behaviors and broader organizational
dynamics. At the individual level, they investigated how employees' religious identities influence
their sense of purpose, ethical decision-making, and perceptions of authenticity at work. At the
organizational level, their research addressed how faith-based values can be embedded within

organizational cultures, influencing leadership styles, communication patterns, and HR practices.
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Finally, at the societal level, they considered how national religious contexts and legal
frameworks shape organizational policies regarding religious expression.

Through case studies and qualitative interviews, Miller and Ewest (2018) found that
when organizations acknowledge and support religious identity, such as through faith-friendly
policies, employee resource groups, or value-based leadership, employees report higher levels of
engagement, job satisfaction, and authenticity. Conversely, environments that suppress or
marginalize religious expression can lead to identity conflict, disengagement, and perceptions of
inauthenticity. Their findings underscored the importance of integrating religious identity into
broader discussions of diversity and inclusion, arguing that faith is a significant yet often
overlooked dimension of workplace authenticity.

Héliot et al. (2020) stressed the importance of leadership openness and organizational
support in fostering authentic religious expression. Complementing this, Tay and Diener (2011)
showed that workplaces supportive of religious identity tend to report higher employee
satisfaction and productivity, pointing to tangible organizational benefits. Their study, which
draws from the Gallup World Poll and covers more than 100 countries, investigates how the
presence of religious support within workplace environments correlates with employee
satisfaction, engagement, and productivity.

Identity Work, Tensions, and Identity Conflict in Religious Identity

Identity work refers to the “cognitive, discursive, physical, and behavioral activities”
individuals engage in to form, maintain, repair, or revise their self-concept in relation to social
contexts (Caza et al., 2018, p. 895). It is a dynamic process through which individuals navigate
the meanings they attach to themselves and how they are perceived by others (Brown, 2015). For

Muslim professionals, identity work often involves negotiating the visibility and centrality of
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their religious identity in secular workplace environments (Al-Sharif, 2025). Al-Sharif’s (2025)
study of skilled practicing British Muslim professionals illustrated how identity work is enacted
through proactive religious coping, reinterpretation of identity, and open religious expression—
strategies that reflect a commitment to authenticity and resistance to stigmatization.

Tensions in identity arise when individuals experience competing demands between
different aspects of their identity or between their identity and external expectations (Lehman et
al., 2019). These tensions are particularly salient for Muslim professionals who must navigate
between being true to their religious values and conforming to organizational norms that may not
accommodate religious expression (Fletcher & Everly, 2021; Ryan & Ryan, 2019). Al-Sharif
(2025) found that such tensions often manifest in decisions about whether to disclose religious
practices, how to respond to microaggressions, or how to maintain religious observance in
environments that may not be supportive. Rather than suppressing their identity, many
participants in Al-Sharif’s study engaged in identity reinterpretation as a form of discursive
resistance, viewing it as both a moral responsibility and a means of educating others (Petriglieri,
2011; Toyoki & Brown, 2014).

In emerging professions like CSR consulting, latridis et al. (2022) showed that
meaningfulness and professional identity are co-constructed through identity work. Professionals
navigate tensions between commercial demands and ethical commitments by crafting hybrid
identities that allow them to sustain authenticity and purpose in ambiguous roles, which parallels
how Muslim consultants may reconcile religious values with secular workplace norms.

Identity conflict occurs when individuals perceive incompatibility between two or more
aspects of their identity, leading to psychological discomfort or distress (Settles, 2004). In the

context of religious identity, this conflict can emerge when professional roles or workplace
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cultures challenge the ability to live in accordance with one’s faith (Al-Sharif, 2025). However,
Al-Sharif’s (2025) findings challenged the notion that identity conflict necessarily leads to
withdrawal or concealment. Instead, participants often responded with what he terms “proactive
religious coping”—a dual strategy of turning to religious rituals for resilience while actively
confronting stigmatization. This approach reframes religious coping from a passive to an active
form of identity work, reinforcing the idea that for many Muslims, authenticity is internally
driven and non-negotiable, regardless of organizational accommodation (Ano & Vasconcelles,
2005; Pargament et al., 2000). On the other hand, according to Caprar et al. (2022) and Pratt et.
al. (2024), an overly strong affiliation to an organization’s identity can interfere with an
individual’s ability to see other identities particularly those dealing with individual or personal
boundaries. The authors noted this to be the case in high-pressure or value-driven environments.
Religious Identity and Authenticity

A study by Gebert et al. (2014) emphasized the significance of religious identity as a
critical aspect of individual self-concept in the workplace. The authors argued that while much
attention has been given to other diversity dimensions such as race and gender, religious identity
remains underexplored, particularly in the context of its expression and the resulting relational
conflicts in the workplace.

The research identified relational conflicts as a significant consequence of expressing
religious identity at work. Relational conflict refers to interpersonal disagreements and tensions
that arise between individuals due to differences in values, beliefs, or behaviors, often leading to
strained relationships and reduced collaboration within a group or organization. These conflicts

arise when religious expressions are perceived as proselytizing or when they clash with the
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secular norms of the workplace. The authors argued that such conflicts have been largely ignored
in organizational studies, despite their potential to impact the quality of work environments.

Gebert et al. (2014) discussed the tension that employees may feel when expressing their
religious identity, particularly the fear of offending colleagues or creating relational conflicts.
This tension can lead to an environment where religion and spirituality are rarely discussed, and
employees may feel compelled to suppress their religious identities to avoid conflict. The study
pointed out that the expression of religious identity can be misinterpreted as proselytizing, which
can lead to relational conflicts. This perception creates a barrier for employees who wish to
express their religious beliefs freely, as they may fear negative repercussions.

The suppression of religious identity to avoid relational conflicts can lead to a loss of
authenticity for employees. The authors argued that being unable to express one’s true self at
work can negatively impact job satisfaction and overall well-being (Rivera et al., 2019). The
research suggested that organizations need to develop policies and practices that accommodate
and respect religious diversity. This includes creating an inclusive environment where employees
feel safe to express their religious identities without fear of conflict or discrimination. The
authors recommended that organizations provide training for managers and employees on
religious diversity and inclusion. They also suggested the establishment of employee resource
groups and open dialogues on religious diversity to foster a more inclusive workplace culture.

The findings of Gebert et al. (2014) were particularly relevant to the current study on the
lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their
religious identity and workplace authenticity. The study underscored the importance of
understanding the relational conflicts and tensions that arise from expressing religious identity,

which can significantly impact authenticity and job satisfaction. The recommendations for
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organizational policies and practices to accommodate religious diversity align with the current
study’s focus on creating inclusive environments that support the authentic expression of
religious identity.

Smith and Denton (2019) documented the discrimination faced by religious employees,
particularly those from minority faiths, which can lead to disengagement and turnover. Through
a combination of surveys and in-depth interviews, Smith and Denton revealed that religious
employees, especially those from minority faiths, often experience subtle and overt forms of bias
and exclusion.

The evidence gathered by Smith and Denton (2019) indicated that religious employees
are frequently subjected to discriminatory practices such as being overlooked for promotions,
receiving unfair performance evaluations, and facing hostility or ridicule from colleagues. These
discriminatory actions are often rooted in stereotypes and misconceptions about certain religious
practices and beliefs. For instance, employees who wear religious attire or observe specific
religious rituals may be perceived as less committed or professional, leading to biased treatment.

Moreover, the study highlighted the psychological impact of such discrimination on
religious employees. Many respondents reported feeling isolated and marginalized, which
significantly affected their mental health and job satisfaction. The constant need to navigate a
hostile work environment and the fear of being judged or mistreated based on their religious
identity contribute to high levels of stress and anxiety.

Smith and Denton (2019) also found that the lack of inclusive policies and practices
exacerbates these issues. In workplaces where religious diversity is not actively supported,
employees from minority faiths are more likely to experience disengagement and turnover. The

absence of accommodations for religious practices, such as flexible scheduling for religious
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observances or designated prayer spaces, further alienates these employees and undermines their
sense of belonging.

The study underscored the importance of implementing comprehensive diversity and
inclusion strategies that address religious identity. Organizations that fail to recognize and
accommodate the religious needs of their employees risk losing valuable talent and fostering a
toxic work environment. Smith and Denton (2019) advocated for proactive measures, including
diversity training, inclusive leadership, and the establishment of Employee Resource Groups
(ERGs) to support religious employees.

Héliot et al. (2019) highlighted how visible markers of faith—such as dress codes and
prayer rituals—can expose employees to stereotyping, especially in Western contexts, echoing
concerns raised by Syed and Pio (2010). King and Williamson (2005) emphasized that the
absence of clear organizational policies exacerbates these challenges, leading to heightened
conflict and misunderstanding.

Research by Syed and Pio (2010) examined the experiences of religious employees in
various workplace settings, focusing on professionals ascribing to minority faiths. Their research
showed that visible markers of faith, such as religious attire and prayer rituals, often make
employees targets for stereotyping and discrimination. This stereotyping can manifest in subtle
ways, such as exclusion from informal networks, or blatantly, through discriminatory comments
and actions. Syed and Pio (2010) found that these visible expressions of faith can lead to
significant relational conflicts, as colleagues may misinterpret religious practices as proselytizing
or as a challenge to the secular norms of the workplace.

The study by Syed and Pio (2010) also highlighted the psychological impact of such

stereotyping on the employees themselves. Many participants reported feeling isolated and
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marginalized, which affected their mental health. The constant need to navigate a hostile work
environment and the fear of being judged or mistreated based on their religious identity
contribute to high levels of stress and anxiety. The authors argued that these experiences of
discrimination are often overlooked in organizational studies.

King and Williamson (2005) further explored the consequences of inadequate
organizational policies on religious expression. Their research indicated that the absence of clear
policies to accommodate religious practices amplifies the challenges faced by religious
employees. Without explicit support for religious pluralism, employees may feel compelled to
suppress their religious identity to avoid conflict or discrimination. This suppression can lead to
a loss of authenticity, negatively impacting overall well-being (Rivera et al., 2019).

The findings of King and Williamson (2005) suggested that workplaces that fail to
accommodate religious diversity are likely to experience higher levels of conflict and
misunderstanding. Employees who feel that their religious identity is not respected may
experience decreased job satisfaction, lower levels of engagement, and higher turnover rates.
From a business expense perspective, this translates to higher recruitment and training costs and

loss of talent.

Well-Being and Religious Identity
Well-being is an outcome studied in relation to religious identity. The belief in God, an
afterlife, and a life purpose can be powerful convictions that reduce existential anxiety (Ysseldyk
et al., 2010). Recent studies explored the intersection of religious identity and workplace well-
being. Héliot et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review highlighting the practical implications

of religious identity in the workplace when it interacts with an occupational identity. When the
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two were in sync, it resulted in a positive experience. Héliot et al. (2020) also emphasized the
role of organizational leaders in fostering a supportive work environment.

Miller and Ewest (2018) examined how the integration of faith and work can enhance
employee well-being, particularly with their individual sense of self-purpose and community.
They focused on faith-work integration, which is the way people express and live out their faith
in the workplace. The study pointed out the complexity behind faith-work integration and
reported higher levels of employee well-being.

Intersectionality and Legal Context

Héliot et al. (2020) emphasized the importance of applying an intersectional lens to
religious identity in the workplace. Rather than treating religious identity as a standalone
category, they argue that it must be understood in relation to other social identities such as
gender, ethnicity, and professional role, which together shape how individuals experience
inclusion or marginalization. This approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of the
challenges faced by religious minority employees.

Henderson (2016) contributed to this discussion by examining how religious
commitments intersect with family and work responsibilities. They found that religious values
often reinforce familial roles, such as caregiving, which can sometimes conflict with the
expectations of professional life. This tension is particularly evident in workplaces that lack
accommodations for religious practices, leading to stress and dissatisfaction among employees
who feel torn between their personal beliefs and professional obligations.

Bertola (2025) extended this conversation by highlighting the need for inclusive practices
that recognize the spiritual dimensions of diversity. She argued that integrating religion and

spirituality into DEI initiatives can foster a more supportive work environment. When
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organizations acknowledge the full spectrum of employee identities, including religious ones,
they enhance belonging and well-being across the workforce.

However, recent political developments have complicated these efforts. Executive orders
under the Trump administration have curtailed certain DEI programs, particularly those
addressing identity-based inclusion (McGee, 2025). These changes have created uncertainty for
organizations, some of which are reevaluating their commitments to religious inclusion due to
reputational and legal concerns (Wingard, 2025).

Despite these challenges, legal protections for religious accommodations have expanded.
A 2023 Supreme Court ruling now requires employers to demonstrate significant cost burdens to
deny religious accommodation requests (Bomey, 2023). This legal shift underscores the growing
recognition of religious identity as a vital component of workplace diversity. Furthermore, legal
ambiguity surrounding religious accommodations in the workplace has significant implications
for how Muslim professionals experience authenticity. Moore (2024), in her analysis of Groff v.
DelJoy, underscored the persistent lack of clarity in defining what constitutes an “undue
hardship” for employers under Title VII. This ambiguity creates a chilling effect, particularly for
employees from minority faiths, who may feel hesitant or fearful about requesting time off for
religious observances not aligned with mainstream holidays.

For Muslim professionals, whose religious practices such as Eid or Jumu’ah prayers are
both time-specific and publicly visible, this uncertainty can lead to emotional strain and
inauthentic self-presentation. Moore (2024) argued that the absence of a standardized framework
for evaluating religious accommodation requests often forces employees into a dilemma between
professional obligations and religious commitments. This tension is especially pronounced in

high-performance, secular environments like management consulting, where visibility and
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availability are often equated with competence. The Groff decision, while raising the threshold
for what qualifies as undue hardship, leaves much to judicial interpretation, reinforcing the need
for empirical research into how Muslim professionals navigate identity expression and
authenticity in such contexts (Moore, 2024).

Outcomes of Religious Identity Salience

Religious identity salience—how central religious identity is to an individual’s self-
concept—affects various workplace outcomes. King and Franke (2017) and Tay and Diener
(2011) link high religious identity salience to enhanced authenticity, happiness, and productivity,
provided the organizational climate is supportive. Conversely, Smith and Denton (2019)
cautioned that strong religious identity without organizational backing can heighten exclusion
and dissatisfaction. Van Buren and Greenwood (2016) added that religious salience influences
ethical decision-making, with employees often guided by faith-based principles that can align—
or at times clash—with organizational norms. Héliot et al. (2019) reaffirmed that religious
identity salience is contextually shaped, mediating outcomes such as job satisfaction and
retention.

In summary, religious identity plays a critical role in shaping how individuals navigate
professional environments, influencing their sense of self, and overall well-being (Héliot et al.,
2020; Rivera et al., 2019; Ysseldyk et al., 2010). However, in secular, high-performance settings
like management consulting, religious expression, particularly for Muslims, can be constrained
by organizational settings, leading to identity conflict and reduced sense of authenticity (Al-
Sharif, 2025; Gebert et al., 2014). Despite growing attention to diversity, religious identity
remains underexplored in organizational research, especially among skilled professionals. To

gain a deeper understanding of how Muslim professionals manage their religious identities at
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work, it is important to first explore the broader sociocultural context of Muslim identity in the
United States.
Muslim Identity in the United States

Muslim identity in the United States is a multifaceted and dynamic construct shaped by a
combination of spiritual, cultural, and social dimensions. Unlike some religious identities that
may be confined to private spaces, Islam is often expressed through visible practices such as
daily prayer, fasting during Ramadan, dietary restrictions, and modest dress. These outward
expressions of faith can increase visibility and, consequently, subject Muslims to heightened
public scrutiny and stereotyping, particularly in sociopolitical climates influenced by events like
9/11 (Aziz, 2010; Butt, 2025).

However, Muslim identity is far from monolithic. It is shaped by a range of intersecting
factors including race, ethnicity, gender, immigration status, and sectarian affiliation (Butt, 2025;
Tariq & Syed, 2017). Muslims in the United States come from various backgrounds—South
Asian, Arab, African American, and others—each bringing unique cultural and religious
interpretations to their identity (Pew Research Center, 2017a; Syed & Pio, 2010). This diversity
calls for a more nuanced understanding of what it means to be Muslim in America.

At the same time, the external environment significantly influences how Muslim identity
is expressed and perceived. Butt (2025) highlighted that Muslim professionals often experience
identity threat in the workplace when their religious practices are not accommodated or when
they are subjected to microaggressions and stereotyping. Despite these challenges, many
Muslims find strength and affirmation in their family and community practices. Communal
support, particularly from fellow Muslims, has been shown to reinforce religious identity and

provide a buffer against discrimination (Aziz, 2010; Butt, 2025). The ability to express one’s
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religious identity openly—through prayer, attire, or observance of holidays—can foster a sense
of belonging and psychological safety in the workplace (Héliot et al., 2020; Singh & Babbar,
2021).

Understanding Muslim identity as both theologically grounded and socially
contextualized is essential for exploring how individuals navigate their roles in society. This is
especially relevant in professional settings, where the alignment—or misalignment—between
personal values and organizational norms can significantly impact one’s sense of authenticity.
The next few sections delve into dimensions that influence how Muslims understand their

religious identity.

Muslim Identity and Immigration

Research on Muslim diaspora communities in Western societies consistently
demonstrates that religious identity is not only preserved but often becomes more salient in the
context of migration (Fleischmann & Verkuyten, 2022; Peek, 2005; Ysseldyk et al., 2010).
Fleischmann and Verkuyten (2022) argued that the way religious identity is performed by
Muslims in the diaspora is deeply influenced by the sociopolitical and religious norms of their
countries of origin. These norms shape both the theological interpretations and the social
practices that individuals carry with them into new cultural contexts (Aziz, 2010; Al-Sharif,
2025).

Upon migration, these culturally embedded understandings of Islam are not abandoned
but are instead reinterpreted in light of the host society’s norms and expectations (Butt, 2023;

Sirin & Fine, 2008). This process of reinterpretation can lead to either a reinforcement of
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religious identity, as a form of cultural preservation and resistance to assimilation, or to a
renegotiation of religious practices to align with the secular norms of the host society (Héliot et
al., 2020; Rafiq & Dunnett, 2025). For example, Fleischmann and Verkuyten (2022) found that
Muslim immigrants in Western Europe often experience heightened religious identity salience as
a response to perceived marginalization or exclusion, a finding echoed by Peek (2005) in her
study of post-9/11 Muslim identity in the United States.

Moreover, the immigrant experience often intensifies the role of religion as a source of
community, resilience, and moral orientation (Abu-Ras & Hosein, 2015; Ysseldyk et al., 2010).
Religious identity becomes a stabilizing force amid the change in social context and the
subsequent identity renegotiation that migration entails (Aziz, 2010; Sirin & Fine, 2008). This is
particularly true for Muslims whose religious practices, such as prayer, fasting, and modest
dress, are both visible and socially embedded, making them more likely to be scrutinized or
misunderstood in secular Western environments (Gebert et al., 2014; Syed & Pio, 2010).
Muslim Identity and the Islamic Lifestyle

Islam functions as a comprehensive way of life for many American Muslims, shaping not
only their spiritual beliefs but also their daily behaviors and social interactions in and outside of
the workplace. As Butt (2025) explained, Muslim professionals often integrate religious
practices such as daily prayers, fasting during Ramadan, dietary restrictions (e.g., abstaining
from pork and alcohol), and modest dress (e.g., hijab or other religious attire) into both their
personal and professional lives. These practices are deeply rooted in Islamic values and are not
merely symbolic but are expressions of a lived faith that influences how Muslims interact with
colleagues, approach work, and navigate professional environments (Latif et al., 2018; Syed &

Pio, 2017).
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The Influence of Family and Community on Muslim Identity

The influence of family and community is equally central to the formation of Muslim
religious identity. Participants in Butt’s (2025) study described how their early experiences—
such as attending Islamic schools, celebrating religious holidays, or being the only Muslim
student in a classroom—made their awareness of being “different” or “other” apparent from a
young age. These early encounters with identity differences were often reinforced by family
conversations about race, culture, and religion, particularly in immigrant households where such
discussions were common (Butt, 2025). As these individuals transitioned into adulthood, their
early career experiences continued to influence how they viewed themselves and their place in
society and the workplace. Similar to the current study, Butt (2025) drew on social identity
theory to explain how individuals derive part of their identity from their group memberships and
how they navigate perceived threats to that identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Leslie et al., 2019;
Turner, 1981; Turner et al., 1979).
The Impact of Socio-Political Events on Muslim Identity

Socio-political events, particularly the September 11, 2001 attacks, have had a profound
and lasting impact on Muslim identity in the United States. Butt (2025) documented how 9/11
and its aftermath led to a surge in Islamophobia, hate crimes, and workplace discrimination
against Muslims. The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) reported a
250% increase in workplace discrimination claims from Muslims following 9/11, and the
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) noted a 57% increase in anti-Muslim incidents
in 2016 (Sekerka & Yacobian, 2018). These events not only shaped public perceptions of
Muslims, but also deeply affected how Muslims saw themselves. Some participants reported

becoming more religious as a form of resistance and identity affirmation, while others described
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distancing themselves from visible markers of Islam out of fear for their safety or professional
standing (Beydoun, 2018; Chaudhary et al., 2020; Latif et al., 2018).

While many American Muslims share common experiences of exclusion, discrimination,
and being perceived as “other,” their individual responses vary. Some Muslims have questioned
their faith, experienced fear of being identified as Muslim, or distanced themselves from Islam
altogether (Beydoun, 2018; Chaudhary et al., 2020). Others have responded by selectively
revealing or concealing aspects of their identity (Latif et al., 2018). These responses explain how
Muslim professionals navigate their religious identity in the workplace (Mackey & Rios, 2022;
Steele et al., 2002). Events such as the Muslim travel ban and the ongoing conflict between
Palestine and Israel have further exacerbated these dynamics, fostering both alienation and a
sense of solidarity and political engagement within Muslim communities (Ashoka & Rafei,
2021; Hartig & Doherty, 2021; Rafei & Mukpo, 2021).

The expression of Muslim identity in the workplace often involves navigating tensions
between personal religious commitments and secular organizational norms (Butt, 2025; Héliot et
al., 2020). These tensions are especially pronounced in high-performance environments like
management consulting, where visible religious practices—such as prayer or modest dress—may
conflict with expectations of cultural neutrality and adaptability (Aziz, 2010; Syed & Pio, 2010).
For many Muslim professionals, these challenges raise critical questions about how to remain
true to one’s faith while meeting professional demands. To explore this dynamic, the next section
examines the concept of authenticity and its relevance to identity expression in organizational
contexts (Kernis & Goldman, 2006; Lehman et al., 2019).

Authenticity
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Authenticity has deep philosophical roots, with discussions dating back to ancient
philosophers like Socrates. Early thinkers emphasized the importance of individuals striving to
be true to themselves, a notion that has persisted through centuries and influenced various
psychological theories (Harter, 2002).

In the mid-20th century, psychologists such as Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow
advanced the concept of authenticity in significant ways. Rogers (1951) emphasized the critical
role of authenticity in psychological health and personal growth, proposing that individuals reach
their full potential by being genuine and true to their inner selves. Similarly, Maslow’s (1968)
hierarchy of needs deemed authenticity as integral to self-actualization, which he described as
the pinnacle of human development.

The literary stream for authenticity has its own set of concerns when it comes to defining
authenticity. Einola (2024) pointed out that the definition of authenticity is often confusing.
Authenticity is more directed at proving to others that one is behaving in a manner that is true to
who they are. This lacks the introspection needed for sincerity which examines whether values
that one deems valuable are in fact valuable deep in their own psyche (Berman, 1970; Goffman,
1959; Trilling, 1972). Therefore, the aim of authenticity, as opposed to sincerity, becomes more
for public image than for one’s true sense of values.

The interest in authenticity within organizational contexts gained momentum in the early
2000s. Seminal works by Kernis (2003) on authentic functioning and Avolio and Gardner (2005)
on authentic leadership marked significant milestones. Kernis introduced a multi-component
conceptualization of authenticity, emphasizing awareness, unbiased processing, behavior, and

relational orientation. Avolio and Gardner's (2005) work on authentic leadership highlighted the
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importance of leaders being true to their values and transparent in their interactions with
followers.

Authenticity is the ability of a person to represent who they truly are (Goldman & Kernis,
2002). Authenticity is also described as the alignment between a person’s internal sense of self
and external expression (Harter, 2002; Roberts, 2007). According to scholars, authenticity is an
experience based on an individual’s own perception of his/her authenticity including their values,
beliefs and identities (Kernis & Goldman, 2006). The body of research for authenticity has
historically been fragmented (Cha et al., 2019). Literature about authenticity was developed in
silos for the most part and finding a common thread upon which research studies were based is
difficult to determine. Two types of authenticity research take the primary focus in the body of
research for authenticity. These two are experienced authenticity and externally perceived
authenticity (Cha et al., 2019). Experienced authenticity being how the individual feels about
their personal level of authenticity and how free they feel in expressing their identity, values, and
beliefs in the workplace. Whereas, externally perceived authenticity, often found in studies
pertaining to authentic leadership, is how authentic someone appears to be in the eyes of
observers. The focus of this research study dealt with experienced authenticity. Diversity being
made up of unique individuals, it is important for individuals to feel comfortable bringing their
authenticity to the work environment.
Components of Authenticity

According to Goldman and Kernis (2002), there are four components to authenticity:
awareness, unbiased processing, behavior, and relational orientation. Awareness refers to the
ability of an individual to be cognizant and trusting of internal thoughts, feelings, desires and

other internal mental processes and frameworks. The more cognizant one is, the higher their
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level of authenticity. Unbiased processing involves making decisions stemming from internal
values independent of societal norms. It also pertains to being able to ascertain whether certain
characteristics about themselves are positive or negative, independent of societal constraints and
norms.

Behavior refers to the ability of an individual to do things that reflect internal values,
preferences and needs instead of trying to please others. It is the action that is taken absent of any
want of reward or aversion to punishment. Authentic behavior requires a level of awareness of
how one’s actions may or may not conform to societal norms. Relational orientation is a state of
fluid self-disclosure with one’s close relations. There is a sense of complete openness so that all
of an individual’s behavior and characteristics are in plain sight.

Authenticity: A Multifaceted Construct

Authenticity occupies a central role in management and organizational studies, often
associated with notions of being “real,” “genuine,” or “true” (Lehman et al., 2019; Sidani &
Rowe, 2018). However, this apparent consensus masks substantial variation in how authenticity
is conceptualized and operationalized. Lehman et al. (2019), through their analysis of 327
articles across management, marketing, psychology, and sociology, identified three dominant
perspectives: consistency, conformity, and connection.

The consistency perspective defines authenticity as the congruence between an entity’s
internal values and its external expressions (Harter, 2002; Lehman et al., 2019). Drawing from
classical philosophy (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2014) and theories of impression management
(Goffman, 1959), this view underscores the alignment between backstage (true self) and front-
stage (public) behaviors. In organizational contexts, this extends to the alignment between an

organization’s stated identity and its enacted practices (Kreiner et al., 2006). Empirical research
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supports both positive and negative outcomes: when authenticity is maintained, individuals and
organizations report enhanced well-being, self-esteem, job satisfaction, and performance (Cable
& Kay, 2012; Lehman et al., 2019; Rivera et al., 2019; van den Bosch & Taris, 2014);
conversely, failing to live authentically can generate stress, increased turnover, and diminished
job satisfaction (Erickson & Ritter, 2001; Grandey et al., 2012).

The conformity perspective approaches authenticity as a matter of adhering to the norms
of a particular social category (Lehman et al., 2019; Zuckerman, 1999). Rooted in cognitive
psychology and institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hsu & Hannan, 2005), this
perspective focuses on how audiences judge authenticity based on category membership and
norm compliance. Studies showed that conformity yields tangible benefits, such as higher
evaluations, increased sales, and stronger legitimacy (Kovacs & Hannan, 2010; Zuckerman, et
al., 2003). However, challenges arise when entities must navigate tensions between competing
categories or adapt to shifting category boundaries (Glynn & Navis, 2013; Negro et al., 2010),
highlighting the dynamic nature of what counts as authentic within a given social field.

The connection perspective frames authenticity through relational or historical linkages to
a person, place, or time (Beverland, 2005; Lehman et al., 2019). Grounded in psychological
essentialism and semiotics (Newman & Smith, 2016), this view focuses on provenance (direct
links to origins), transference (connections to significant others or traditions), and symbolism
(evoking authentic associations). Empirical findings indicate that perceived authenticity based on
connection enhances valuations and appeal, driven by mechanisms like quality signaling and
contagion effects (Alexander, 2009; Leigh et al., 2006; Newman, 2019) where the perceived

essence of the source is seen to transfer to the product, brand, or individual.
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Lehman et al. (2019) emphasized both commonalities and distinctions across these
perspectives. All three recognize authenticity as an intangible yet highly valued attribute that
involves threshold judgments (Carroll & Wheaton, 2009; Peterson, 2005). However, they differ
in key ways: authenticity may emphasize either uniqueness or sameness, involve subjective
versus objective assessments, and rely on lay judgments or expert evaluations for authentication
(Beverland & Farrelly, 2010).

The authors also called attention to important avenues for future research, including how
different meanings of authenticity are invoked and managed over time, how observers respond to
shifting authenticity claims, and how entities engage in “authenticity work™ to navigate these
complex dynamics (Brown, 2022; Costas & Taheri, 2012; Lehman et al., 2019).

This integrated framework reinforces the understanding of authenticity as a
multidimensional, context-dependent construct with profound implications for identity,
legitimacy, and stakeholder perceptions in organizational life (Gioia et al., 2000; Sidani & Rowe,
2018).

Well-being and Authenticity

A growing body of research established a robust link between authenticity and well-
being. Traditionally, authenticity has been viewed as a trait or behavior that directly enhances
psychological health. However, Rivera et al. (2019) offered a more nuanced perspective through
the true-self-as-guide theory. This theory suggested that perceived authenticity functions as a
social-cognitive cue—individuals interpret the feeling of being authentic as evidence that they
are living well.

Rivera et al. (2019) emphasized that perceived authenticity—the sense that one is living

in alignment with their true self—contributes uniquely to both hedonic and eudaimonic well-
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being. Even amid philosophical debates about the existence of a stable “true self,” their findings
suggest that individuals who feel authentic in their roles report a higher sense of well-being. This
aligns with research by McMahan and Estes (2011), who found that eudaimonic conceptions of
well-being are more robustly associated with positive psychological functioning than hedonic
ones.

Authenticity and Muslims in the Workplace

Recent studies have explored the unique challenges faced by Muslims in the workplace,
particularly in relation to authenticity and identity. Al-Sharif (2025) investigated the identity
work responses of skilled practicing British Muslim professionals to experiences of workplace
stigmatization. This study revealed that despite their experiences of stigmatization, these
professionals tend to remain true to their religious identity, openly practicing their religion in the
workplace. They perceive identity reinterpretation as part of authenticity and feel a responsibility
to contest religious stigma. The study conceptualized proactive religious coping as an identity
work response to workplace stigmatization, theorized as turning to God and religious rituals for
meaning, comfort, resilience, and reconciliation, while also being proactive in challenging
experiences of stigmatization.

Recent research highlighted the importance of authenticity for Muslim professionals in
the workplace. Studies revealed that when Muslims feel compelled to suppress aspects of their
identity to avoid negative stereotypes, it can lead to a loss of diversity of thought and hinder the
overall inclusivity of the organization (Butt, 2025).

Butt's (2025) research highlighted the multifaceted identities of Muslim professionals,
emphasizing that their experiences are shaped by various factors such as race, gender, and

nationality. This diversity within the Muslim community itself means that authenticity can
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significantly enhance diverse perspectives in the workplace. In essence, creating a workplace that
supports the authenticity of Muslim employees is vital for harnessing the true power of diversity
and inclusion (Butt, 2025). Authenticity involves openly practicing their religion in the
workplace and perceiving identity reinterpretation as part of being authentic. Butt highlighted
that Muslim professionals view it as their responsibility to contest religious stigma and engage in
proactive religious coping, which includes turning to religious rituals for meaning, comfort,
resilience, and reconciliation while also challenging stigmatization.

How authentic a Muslim is in the workplace determines the level of diversity they bring
to the workforce. If an individual is holding certain aspects of themselves back because they
want the impression of their social identity to be free of negative stereotypes, it may cause an
individual to suppress attributes that tie them to their Muslim identity (Al-Sharif, 2025). The
level of authenticity should be a concern for diversity and inclusion efforts because the power of
diversity of thought is being lost for an organization that does not create an environment that

facilitates a high level of authenticity (Garcia-Yeste et al., 2022).

Critique of Existing Literature
Lack of Research on Muslim Ildentity in the Workplace
Despite the growing emphasis on diversity and inclusion in organizational studies, there
remains a significant gap in the literature concerning how Muslims navigate their identity in the
workplace. This gap is particularly pronounced in high-skilled professions such as management
consulting, where professionals are expected to maintain high visibility, adaptability, and client

responsiveness (Al-Sharif, 2025; Sulphey, 2023). These environments often operate under
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secular norms that implicitly marginalize religious expression, especially when it is visible or
ritualized.

Al-Sharif (2025) critiqued the secular assumptions embedded in organizational
psychology, which tend to treat religion as a private matter, disconnected from professional life.
His research on skilled British Muslim professionals revealed that religious identity is not only
central to self-concept but also actively negotiated in the workplace through identity work
strategies. These included proactive religious coping—turning to religious practices for
resilience while simultaneously challenging stigmatization. Such findings challenge the
dominant narrative in identity work literature that identities are fluid and adaptable, instead
positioning religious identity, particularly for practicing Muslims, as deeply rooted and non-
negotiable.

Lack of Understanding for Visible and Invisible Aspects of Muslim Religious Identity

Muslim religious identity encompasses both visible and invisible aspects, which
influence how individuals experience and express their faith in the workplace. Visible aspects
include practices such as wearing the hijab, observing prayer times, and dietary restrictions,
which can make Muslim employees more identifiable and potentially subject to scrutiny or
discrimination (Gebert et al., 2014). Invisible aspects, on the other hand, involve internal beliefs,
values, and spiritual practices that may not be immediately apparent to colleagues but are
integral to the individual's identity (Al-Sharif, 2025).

This dual nature presents unique challenges. Visibly practicing Muslims may face overt
discrimination or microaggressions, while those whose religious practices are less visible might
struggle with internal conflict in secular environments (Lips-Wiersma & Mills, 2002). Al-Sharif

(2025) further argued that inclusive organizational practices, such as religious accommodation,
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are often mischaracterized as drivers of authenticity. For Muslim professionals, authenticity is
not contingent on external validation but is internally driven by religious conviction. Religious
accommodation, while important, is viewed more as a signal of environment-fit than a facilitator
of authentic expression.
The Need for Research on Skilled Muslim Workers

There is a notable lack of research focusing on the experiences of skilled Muslim
workers, such as management consultants, in navigating their religious identity in professional
settings. While studies by Al-Sharif (2025) and Sulphey (2023) provided valuable insights into
the broader challenges faced by Muslims in the workplace, they often lacked specificity
regarding high-skilled professions. Management consultants operate in high-stakes environments
where client interactions and professional image are paramount. The pressure to conform to
secular norms can lead to the suppression of religious identity, thereby impacting authenticity
and overall job satisfaction (Butt, 2025).

Religion and the Workplace

The intersection of religion and the workplace remains underexplored in organizational
psychology. While diversity and inclusion are increasingly emphasized, religious identity often
receives less attention than other social identities such as race, gender, or sexuality (Héliot et al.,
2020). This oversight is significant given the profound impact that religious beliefs and practices
can have on an individual's work life and well-being (Ysseldyk et al., 2010).

Al-Sharif (2025) offered a critical lens on this issue by challenging the secular framing of
workplace identity. He emphasized that religious identity, particularly for Muslims, is not a
peripheral or optional aspect of self but a central, guiding framework that shapes daily behavior

and ethical decision-making. His findings underscored the need for organizational psychology to
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move beyond secular assumptions and engage more deeply with the lived realities of religious
professionals.
Summary of Critique

The literature revealed a critical need for more focused research on the experiences of
Muslims in the workplace, especially skilled workers like management consultants.
Understanding the visible and invisible aspects of Muslim religious identity and their impact on
workplace dynamics is essential for fostering truly inclusive environments (Al-Sharif, 2025;
Butt, 2025; Sulphey, 2023). Future studies should aim to fill these gaps, providing deeper
insights into how Muslim professionals navigate their religious identity while maintaining
authenticity and achieving professional success.

Inferences for Forthcoming Study

The literature highlighted a persistent and significant gap in understanding how Muslim
professionals, particularly those in high-skilled, high-visibility professions such as management
consulting, navigate the intersection of authenticity and religious identity in secular workplace
environments. While studies by Al-Sharif (2025) and Sulphey (2023) provided foundational
insights into the broader challenges faced by Muslims in professional settings, they often do not
fully capture the nuanced experiences of professionals operating in elite, client-facing roles
where adaptability, neutrality, and cultural conformity are highly valued.

This study builds on critiques of secularization in organizational psychology, which often
marginalize or overlook religious identity as a salient dimension of workplace diversity (Gebert
et al., 2014; Héliot et al., 2020). Al-Sharif (2025) challenged the assumption that religious
identity is malleable or private, instead presenting it as a deeply rooted and publicly expressed

identity that is central to the self-concept of many Muslim professionals. His work introduced the
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concept of proactive religious coping and reframes religious accommodation not as a driver of
authenticity, but as a signal of environment-fit. These insights underscored the need to examine
how Muslim professionals maintain authenticity in environments that may not accommodate or
even recognize their religious identity.

The current study aimed to explore the lived experience of Muslim management
consultants as they navigate the tensions between their religious identity and workplace
authenticity, particularly in contexts where secular norms dominate. The literature suggested that
when religious identity is salient and central to one’s self-concept, it is often suppressed due to
organizational culture, fear of bias, or concerns about professionalism (Butt, 2025; Gebert et al.,
2014). This suppression can lead to a perceived loss of authenticity and diminished well-being
(Goldman & Kernis, 2002; Roberts et al., 2009).

Scholars emphasized the importance of experienced authenticity, defined as the
alignment between internal values and external behaviors, as a critical factor in employee well-
being and engagement (Cha et al., 2019; Kernis & Goldman, 2006). In high-performance fields
like management consulting, where professional success often hinges on cultural assimilation
and client rapport, individuals may feel pressured to conform to secular expectations at the
expense of their authentic self-expression (Morgan, 2002). This raised important questions about
the identity work Muslim professionals engage in to reconcile their religious commitments with
workplace demands (Al-Sharif, 2025).

Given the complexity and sensitivity of these experiences, qualitative methods are
particularly well-suited to uncover the lived realities of Muslim management consultants. A
constructivist paradigm, grounded in the belief that knowledge is co-constructed through social

interaction and interpretation, guided this study. Through semi-structured interviews, the
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research explored how participants negotiate authenticity, navigate religious identity, and assess
organizational fit in environments that may not fully support religious expression. This approach
provided rich, contextually grounded insights into the identity work of Muslim professionals and

contributed to a more inclusive understanding of authenticity in organizational life.
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Chapter 3: Methods

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the methodological approach to study the lived
experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their
religious identity and workplace authenticity. This chapter outlines the research design, data
collection and analysis, ethical considerations, and strategies to ensure trustworthiness.

Research Design
Qualitative Research

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), the history of qualitative research originated
from anthropologists and sociologists making sense of people and their lives over the course of
history using clues that provided a glimpse into their social and cultural lives. These researchers
conducted interviews to understand personal experience and examined artifacts and documents
to make sense of unknown contexts to better understand history. The most comprehensive way to
record their findings was in written form through descriptive observations, which became the
quintessential method of research known as qualitative research. This type of research became
increasingly popular in the late 1970s and early 1980s and influenced researchers outside of
anthropology and sociology to employ qualitative methods to conduct research (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).

There are three common categories of research, which are positivist, interpretive, and
critical (Carr & Kemmis, 1995). Positivist assumes reality exists somewhere in a specific time
and space and it can be observed and recorded. It is consistent, and measurable (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Interpretive is deemed the most common qualitative research form and is being used
for the current research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Interpretivism considers knowledge to

be socially constructed with no single, absolute truth. As such, researched knowledge is not
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discovered and taken at face value but rather constructed through social interaction. Creswell
(2013) also explained social constructivism being tied to interpretivism since understanding
develops through social interactions.

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) qualitative research is when a researcher
attempts to understand the way individuals perceive their experiences and how they make sense
of their environment. This is the type of understanding the current research sought to establish
regarding Muslim management consultants and their lived experiences of navigating the tensions
between their religious identity and workplace authenticity.

Basic Qualitative Research

This study employed a basic qualitative research study to understand the way individuals
interpret life experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Central to this inquiry was the focus on the
everyday experiences, which offer rich, nuanced insights into how individuals interpret and
navigate their social realities. Unlike other forms of inquiry that may rely on quantifiable
variables or the essence of a particular phenomenon, basic qualitative research grounded in the
everyday experiences allowed for a deeper understanding of the tensions and identity
negotiations that Muslim professionals encountered in high-performance, client-facing
environments (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

This approach is particularly well-suited for exploring how individuals make sense of
their world, as it emphasizes the co-construction of meaning through social interaction and
context (Ponterotto, 2005; Stake, 1995). By centering participants’ detailed accounts of their
thoughts, feelings, and perceptions, this study aimed to uncover the subjective realities that shape
how authenticity and religious identity are experienced in the workplace. For Muslim

management consultants navigating the tensions between religious identity and workplace
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authenticity, understanding the complexity of those experiences required an approach that could
capture meaning as it is constructed by participants themselves.

As Merriam and Caffarella (1999) argued, adults are meaning-making beings whose
learning and identity development are deeply embedded in the contexts of their everyday lives.
This orientation recognizes that everyday experiences are not simply background to be controlled
or footnoted. Rather, they are the very site where understanding, tension, and identity negotiation
unfold. For this reason, research into how Muslim management consultants experience their
religious identities and authenticity in the workplace relied on participants' own accounts of their
thoughts, feelings, and perceptions, which a basic qualitative design is uniquely positioned to
provide (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

The study was interpretive in nature and aimed to explore the experiences of participants
through a socially constructed approach to understanding reality (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Rather than seeking to transfer findings, this study sought to develop an understanding of a
particular social group’s experiences through rich, thick description and analysis. A basic
qualitative design grounded in an interpretive, constructivist worldview was utilized since the
goal of the research study was to explore how individuals make meaning from their experiences
and social interactions. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), a basic qualitative design is
the recommended study selection for the research aims and objectives of this study.

The constructivist orientation was equally fitting as it assumes that knowledge is co-
constructed through interaction and context (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study was interpretive
for purposes of understanding participant meaning-making in the relevant setting where it
occurs, consistent with Stake’s (1995) emphasis on exploring personal meaning in context-rich

environments. Setting the research study in the context of a management consultant’s workplace
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is a dynamic environment that is fast paced, highly competitive, and highly skilled (Ferdman,
2020) should provide a context-rich environment to explore.
Epistemological and Ontological Foundations

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), there are various forms of research and to
understand qualitative research in relation to them, there needs to be an examination of ontology
and epistemology. Ontology deals with the nature of reality, while epistemology addresses how
knowledge about that reality is understood (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Ponterotto, 2005).

To explore the research question, this study examined the lived experiences of Muslim
management consultants as they navigate the tensions between their religious identity and
workplace authenticity. The knowledge sought was subjective and emerged through participants’
detailed accounts of their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions. This understanding was co-
constructed through thoughtful, open-ended questioning designed to elicit rich, meaningful
insights within this specific context. Therefore, the orientation of this study was a constructivist
epistemology and a social constructionist ontology, which both support a qualitative study. A
social constructionist ontology assumes that reality is subjective and shaped through social
interaction, interpretation, and shared meaning-making. In this study, knowledge from research
was understood as subjective with participants describing how they frame their worldview, how
they interpret their experiences as well as the meanings they attributed to those experiences. The
constructivist epistemology complements the social constructionist ontology by further
supporting that knowledge is socially constructed. In this case, meanings were co-created
through the social interactions that took place between researcher and participants (Creswell &

Poth, 2018).
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My perspective as a Muslim management consultant could not be isolated from co-
creating meaning from participants' experiences (Ponterotto, 2005). Since I had also been
submerged in moments when I felt I was my authentic self as a Muslim management consultant
and in moments when I felt inauthentic, my experiences influenced my understanding of the
experiences examined in the current study. My familiarity with the types of scenarios and
situations encountered by participants gave me special insight into experiencing or expressing
authenticity and this allowed for richer experiences to be shared and reported.

I captured these personal interpretations and reflections in a dedicated research journal,
providing an essential outlet for my thoughts. This practice ensured that while my background
informed my insights, my personal biases did not interfere with the rigorous analysis and
interpretation of the participants' data.

Furthermore, the social identity framework used in this study for defining religious
identity reflects the relational nature of identity construction, emphasizing how group affiliations
shape individual self-concept and behavior (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). The constructivist
orientation, therefore, is not only compatible but necessary for examining the social identity
dimension of the research study due to the socially constructed nature of social identities.

Methodology

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured interviews, designed to elicit
participants’ reflections on how they experience authenticity as they express their religious
identity in the workplace. This approach was informed by a modified version of Seidman’s
(2006) three-interview series, as adapted by Butt (2025), which emphasized depth, reflection,
and participant-centered inquiry. While this study did not replicate the full three-interview

structure and employed two interviews, it drew on its core principles by allowing time for
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reflection between interviews and incorporating follow-up opportunities for participants to share
additional insights. This method supported the constructivist and interpretive foundations of the
study by facilitating co-construction of meaning through open-ended, context-rich dialogue. As
in a basic qualitative design, the researcher analyzed participants’ responses to identify themes
and patterns that emerged from their experiences.

Participant Selection

The population of interest included Muslim management consultants working in
consulting firms in the United States for at least two years. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling to ensure that those included in the study could speak directly to the research
questions. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), purposive sampling is a strategy used to
select participants knowledgeable about or have experienced the theoretical concepts being
studied.

The selection criteria included self-identification as Muslim, professional experience in
consulting for at least two years in the United States, and active work as a management
consultant. Participants could have been born in the United States or can have migrated to the
United States as long as they worked at least two years domestically as a management
consultant. If they had converted to being a Muslim, they must have had been a Muslim and
working as a Management Consultant in the United States for at least two years.

Inclusion of Both Immigrants and Non-Immigrants

While the influence of immigration on religious identity is well-documented, the current
study intentionally did not differentiate between immigrant and non-immigrant participants. This
decision was grounded in ethical considerations. In today’s sociopolitical climate, particularly in

the United States, immigration status is a highly sensitive and polarizing issue (Awan & Zempi,
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2016; Cainkar, 2009). Asking participants to disclose their immigration background could have
introduced discomfort, fear, or reluctance to participate, particularly in light of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) and the broader political discourse surrounding immigration
(Moore, 2024; Wingard, 2025).

To protect participants and foster a safe, open environment for sharing, the study
refrained from collecting data on immigration status. This approach aligns with the study’s
broader ethical commitment to minimizing harm and respecting participant boundaries (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). While this limited the ability to analyze differences
between immigrant and non-immigrant experiences, it ensured that participants could engage
with the research process without fear of exposure or judgment, thereby enhancing the
trustworthiness and authenticity of the data collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The recruitment process began with an initial message via LinkedIn or a messaging
platform. This message briefly described the study and participant criteria and asked those
interested to respond. Those who responded to the message were contacted via their preferred
method of communication with a message including the description of the study and
confidentiality terms. The message outlined the purpose of the study, its voluntary nature, and a
statement regarding confidentiality. Participants were asked to fill a Google Form survey to
express their interest to participate. From those who expressed an interest in participating, |
selected individuals based on the predefined criteria to ensure they met selection requirements.

Data Collection Procedures
Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews conducted via video

conferencing. The interview protocol, developed specifically for this study, was grounded in the
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theoretical frameworks guiding the research and was designed to explore the lived experiences of
participants in navigating tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity.

This approach drew on a modified version of Seidman’s (2006) three-interview series, as
adapted by Butt (2025), which emphasizes depth, reflection, and participant-centered inquiry.
While this study did not replicate the full three-interview structure, it incorporated key elements,
including time between interviews for reflection and the opportunity for participants to share
additional insights through follow-up communication. This structure supported the co-
construction of meaning and aligned with the study’s constructivist and interpretive orientation.

Each participant took part in two semi-structured interviews, each lasting approximately
60 to 90 minutes, and both were audio-recorded with participant consent. The first interview
focused on participants’ life history and religious identity, while the second explored their
workplace experiences and reflections on authenticity. This two-interview structure was
designed to allow for deeper reflection and richer data collection, aligning with the modified
Seidman approach. The first four transcripts were reviewed by the dissertation chair to assess the
effectiveness of the questions and the overall interview process. Based on this review, the
protocol was determined to be sufficient in collecting data relevant to answering the research
question for this study (See Appendix C: Interview Protocol).

Data Handling and Protection

Data consisted of audio recordings of interviews along with the written transcripts of the
interviews. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and reviewed for accuracy. All identifying
information was removed to maintain participant confidentiality. Ensuring that overall
confidentiality and integrity of participant data is an essential component for conducting a

research study. All access to personally identifiable data was held solely by the researcher.
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Digital files that included the audio and written transcripts of the audio were stored on encrypted,
password-protected devices. Identifying information was saved separately from research data
and linked participants to their data through numerically encoded identifiers. The index for these
were saved in a separate file. To further protect participants, names of any individuals,
organizations, or titles specific to certain organizations were removed to preserve confidentiality.
Member Checking

Member checking helped ensure the accuracy and integrity of collected data. After each
interview, the audio recordings were transcribed verbatim. Within two weeks of the interview, I
sent the transcripts to the individual participants via their email address. This email included a
request for participants to review the transcript for accuracy and completeness. Participants were
invited to provide any necessary edits or clarifications. Participants were also encouraged to
correct any errors, add supplemental descriptions, or clarify any misunderstandings.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted through thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke
(2006), with a focus on the theoretical concepts of authenticity in the workplace and religious
identity. “Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns
(themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Following coding, themes in the qualitative
data were identified as important information that occurred across the data that addressed the
research question. There was no specific threshold or percentage of the data that needed to
contain this important information or pattern for a theme to exist, but this was something left to
the researcher's discretion. The analysis followed six phases: familiarization with the data,
generation of initial codes, search for themes, review of themes, definition and naming of

themes, and production of the final narrative report.
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Phase 1: Familiarization with the Data

The first phase involved immersing oneself in the data to become thoroughly familiar
with it. This included multiple readings of the interview transcripts to identify patterns and
meanings. During this phase, initial notes and observations were made to capture early
impressions and potential areas of interest.
Phase 2: Generation of Initial Codes

In the second phase, initial codes were generated using both deductive and inductive
approaches to achieve a comprehensive analysis that balanced theoretical grounding with
participants' experiences. The deductive approach drew codes from the study's theoretical
frameworks—specifically, religious social identity theory (Al-Sharif, 2025; Tajfel & Turner,
1979) and the multicomponent conceptualization of authenticity (Kernis & Goldman, 2006).
Theory-driven codes included broad constructs such as religious identity formation and
centrality, Islam central to identity and daily practice, identity work strategies, experiencing
authenticity in the workplace, and navigating tensions. These deductive codes provided a
structured lens for examining how participants understood their religious identity as a salient
social identity and how they experienced authenticity in relation to workplace expectations.

Simultaneously, inductive coding allowed for codes to emerge organically from the data
itself, capturing the specific, nuanced realities of Muslim management consultants' experiences.
Data-driven codes revealed context-specific workplace challenges such as alcohol and social
expectations, Hijab as visual marker of religious identity, and modesty in interactions with
opposite gender, as well as particular identity work strategies like attending lunches during
fasting but not eating, proactively communicating schedule change needs for religious rituals,

and unapologetic approach to expressing religious identity. Additional inductive codes
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highlighted the importance of community and peer support, organizational policies and DEI,
stigma, discrimination, and sociopolitical context (including timely concerns like the Gaza
situation), and religious coping and spiritual resilience—themes that were not predetermined by
the theoretical framework but emerged as central to participants' narratives.

Balancing Deductive and Inductive Coding and Analysis. Given that this study was
primarily concerned with understanding the experiences of Muslim management consultants,
analysis was based on an inductive approach. Since experience-based research examines the
understandings that participants themselves ascribe to their experiences, the findings and
conclusions of this study were ultimately driven by what emerged most prominently and
consistently from the data rather than by the theoretical frameworks. This inductive priority
ensured that the analysis remained authentic to participants' narratives and did not subordinate
their voices to theoretical expectations.

At the same time, it was necessary to conduct the coding process with a coding
framework that directs attention to the research question. The theoretical frameworks of religious
social identity theory (Al-Sharif, 2025; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and the multicomponent
conceptualization of authenticity (Kernis & Goldman, 2006) informed the deductive codes that
were brought to the data as initial constructs. These constructs functioned as a starting point for
engaging with the data, not as a predetermined set of categories into which participants'
experiences were forced.

In practice, deductive codes were applied when they meaningfully fit the data, that is,
when participants' experiences clearly resonated with theoretically grounded constructs such as
religious identity or the components of authenticity. When they did not fit, deductive codes were

set aside in favor of what the data itself presented. This approach guarded against imposing
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deductive coding over the participants' narratives and allowed the analysis to surface themes that
were not anticipated by the theoretical framework but were salient and recurring across
participants' accounts. The deductive and inductive codes thus worked together rather than in
competition to one another. The deductive codes provided theoretical anchoring, while inductive
codes let the analysis be responsive to participants' experiences.

The process of coding involved identifying and labeling parts of the data that had
relevance to the research questions. Codes could be descriptive, taking the descriptions at face-
value, or interpretive, diving into the underlying meanings. This dual approach ensured that the
analysis remained grounded in established theoretical constructs while remaining open to
unexpected patterns and themes that emerged from participants' narratives. The iterative process
was guided by both the research question and the theoretical framework of the study, with
ongoing refinement as 122 codes and sub-codes were developed, reviewed, and organized into
seven major themes.

Phase 3: Search for Themes

Once the initial codes had been generated, the third phase involved searching for themes.
Themes were broader patterns that emerged from the coded data and represented significant
aspects of the research question. To better understand relationships between codes and
systematically identify potential themes, NVivo's Matrix Coding Query feature was utilized to
analyze code co-occurrence patterns across the transcripts. The Matrix Coding Query allowed for
cross-tabulation of codes, revealing where content was coded at the intersection of two or more
codes—that is, where different codes co-occurred within the same passages or segments of
transcript text (QSR International, n.d.). By setting up queries with codes in both rows and

columns and using the AND search operator, the matrix displayed numerical values indicating
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the frequency of coding references at each intersection point, showing how often any given code
appeared in the same textual selections as other codes.

This coding matrix provided a systematic, visual representation of coding patterns that
would not have been apparent through simple reading of coded content (QSR International, n.d.).
The numerical data from the matrix showed the strength and frequency of relationships between
codes. This method was used to identify clusters of related codes that frequently co-occurred in
participants' narratives. For example, codes that appeared together with high frequency in the
same passages suggested conceptual relationships and were examined as potential components of
broader themes. This phase involved organizing the codes into potential themes based on both
their prevalence across the dataset and their co-occurrence patterns, as well as examining how
they related to each other thematically. The matrix coding analysis enabled a more rigorous,
data-driven approach to theme identification by revealing previously unseen patterns in the
coded data and highlighting which codes were interconnected in participants' experiences.
Themes were ultimately identified based on their prevalence, relevance to the research question,
and the demonstrated relationships between codes as evidenced by the coding matrix co-

occurrence data.

Phase 4: Review of Themes

In the fourth phase, the identified themes were reviewed and refined. This involved
checking the themes against the coded data to ensure they accurately represented the data and
were coherent. Themes may have been merged, split, or discarded based on their fit with the

data. This phase ensured that the themes were robust and meaningful.
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Phase 5: Definition and Naming of Themes

The fifth phase involved defining and naming the themes. Each theme was clearly
defined to capture its essence and scope. Names were assigned to the themes to reflect their
content and significance. This phase involved writing detailed descriptions of each theme,
including illustrative quotes from the data. Memo writing and analytic journaling, as
recommended by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), supported the analysis by documenting evolving
interpretations and ensuring that findings remained grounded in the data.

Trustworthiness. To ensure the trustworthiness of this study, criteria developed by
Lincoln and Guba (1985) were applied. These criteria included credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.

Credibility. Credibility referred to level of confidence in the validity of findings. This
was ensured through a technique called member checks. Member checks were conducted with
participants to have their active engagement in ensuring that data collected from their interviews
accurately depicted the reality they attempted to convey. This step was a part of the methodology
for this research study.

Transferability. Transferability was ensured through collecting rich, thick descriptions
so that readers had enough details about the participants' experiences to determine if the findings
were applicable in other contexts.

Dependability. Dependability required the data to be consistent and reliable throughout
the research process. In addition to having detailed procedures, dependability was ensured
through a detailed written trail of data handling techniques, including documentation of the data

collection and analysis process.
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Confirmability. Confirmability was a criterion that ensured research findings ultimately
reflected the participants views and not the researcher's bias. A reflexive journal was employed
to keep the researcher's positionality and assumptions transparent for readers to understand and
contextualize.

Ethical Considerations

The study was submitted for approval from The George Washington University IRB.
Ethical practices followed guidelines for voluntary participation, informed consent, and
confidentiality. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. All data were stored securely, with access limited to the researcher. Audio
recordings and transcripts were anonymized, and pseudonyms were used in all reporting. There
was special attention paid to ensuring participants did not feel pressured to disclose beyond their
comfort level, given the potential sensitivity of discussing religious identity in professional
settings.

Subjectivity Statement

Subjectivity statements were integral to dissertations, particularly in qualitative research,
as they provided transparency regarding the researcher's background, beliefs, and biases. These
statements helped readers understand how the researcher's personal experiences and perspectives
may have influenced the research process and findings. By acknowledging their subjectivity,
researchers could enhance the credibility and rigor of their study through reflexivity, which
involved continuous self-examination and critical reflection on how their positionality affected
the research (Pope et al., 2000). Subjectivity statements also contributed to the richness of the

data by allowing researchers to engage deeply with their participants and the research context,
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fostering a more nuanced and empathetic understanding of the phenomena under study (Pope et
al., 2000).

As a Muslim and a Management Consultant, my identity and experiences significantly
shaped my approach to this research. Being a Muslim father was a significant part of who I was,
and my religious and familial commitments had profoundly influenced my professional life. I
had encountered the hesitancy that came with requesting time off for religious holidays that were
not widely recognized, and the nervousness of explaining why there was no uniform date for
certain celebrations among Muslims. These experiences had made me acutely aware of the
challenges faced by individuals who must try to experience and express their authentic selves
while simultaneously faithfully ascribing to their religious identity.

While my identity as a Muslim informed my connection to this research, I was equally
mindful that my experience represents only one expression of a faith tradition that is far from
uniform. Islam is not monolithic, and Muslim identity is shaped by a complex interplay of
cultural heritage, national origin, level of religious observance, and personal interpretation (Butt,
2025). Participants in this study came from varied cultural backgrounds, held different levels of
religious observance, and experienced their Muslim identity in ways that were deeply personal
and at times quite different from my own. I was intentional throughout the research process
about not allowing my particular interpretation of Islam to serve as a default frame through
which I interpreted participant experiences. Recognizing this as a potential source of bias, |
approached each participant's account on its own terms, remaining attentive to the diversity of
how Muslim identity was understood and lived among those in the study rather than assuming a

shared experience simply because of shared faith.
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In my role as a Management Consultant, I had often found myself in situations where I
had to explain why I abstained from alcohol at social events or why I preferred not to attend
happy hours due to their interference with family time and prayer schedules. Additionally, I had
to clarify religious dietary restrictions, such as avoiding pork or bacon. These interactions had
not only shaped my professional demeanor but also heightened my sensitivity to the diverse
needs and backgrounds of others in the workplace.

My personal experiences resonated with the broader themes of authenticity and identity
in professional settings, which were central to this study. I brought to this research an
understanding of the complexities involved in maintaining one's religious identity while striving
for professional success. This dual perspective enriched my analysis and interpretation of the
data, as I was both an insider who shared similar experiences with the participants and an
outsider who could critically examine these experiences within the broader organizational
context.

My subjectivity statement was an active reflexive tool throughout the data collection and
analysis process. Since my identity as a Muslim father was so central to my experience, I was
aware of the risk of giving greater weight to participant responses that mirrored my own
perspectives, particularly those related to family responsibilities as a religious duty. When I
encountered responses that resonated strongly with my personal views, I deliberately returned to
my subjectivity statement as a checkpoint, using it to distinguish between what I personally felt
to be significant and what the data itself was consistently revealing across participants. Rather
than allowing my agreement with one or two participant responses to elevate their importance, I

anchored my interpretations to themes and patterns that emerged with sufficient frequency and
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depth across the broader participant group. This reflexivity was an active, ongoing practice that
helped safeguard the integrity of the findings.

At the same time, my subjectivity provided a distinct interpretive advantage. Having
navigated the same tensions with my religious identity and being authentic, I was able to
understand and articulate the nuances in participants' responses with an empathy and clarity that
may not have been accessible to a researcher outside of this experience. My subjectivity, when
held in check through reflexivity, functioned as both a source of potential bias to be managed
and a lens that deepened the richness of my engagement with the data.

In conducting this research, I was mindful of my own biases and the potential influence
they may have had on the study. I strove to maintain reflexivity throughout the research process,
continually reflecting on how my background and experiences shaped my interactions with
participants and my interpretation of the data. By acknowledging my subjectivity, I aimed to
provide a nuanced and empathetic understanding of the experiences of Muslim management
consultants as they navigated their professional and religious identities.

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the methodology that was used to investigate how Muslim
management consultants experienced and perceived authenticity in relation to their religious
identity. Grounded in qualitative inquiry and supported by relevant theoretical and
methodological literature, the study aimed to generate insights that would contribute to a deeper
understanding of authenticity in professional environments and the potential influence of

religious identity.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings of this qualitative study, which
examined the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate the tensions
between their religious identity and workplace authenticity. Guided by the research question,
“What are the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate the
tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity? ” this chapter explores how
participants understood, expressed, and negotiated their religious identity within the high
performance, client-facing context of management consulting.

The findings highlight patterns across participant accounts, focusing on how expressions
of religious identity were supported, constrained, or reshaped in the workplace; how authenticity
was experienced in relation to organizational and client expectations; and the forms of identity
work participants engaged in to manage tensions between expressing their religious identity and
the norms of consulting environments. The themes presented in this chapter reflect both shared
and divergent experiences, offering insight into the complex ways Muslim management
consultants navigate their religious identity and authenticity in the workplace.

Profile Summaries

I asked each participant to complete a brief interest survey (Appendix B: Participant
Interest Survey). The information collected included workplace, age range, gender, state of
residence, and years of experience (see Table 3). The participants came from a range of
consulting contexts, including organizational development consulting, technology and systems
implementation consulting, and strategy and operations consulting. It is also important to note

that some participants held titles such as ‘analyst’ within their respective firms. This is a function
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of internal firm nomenclature and does not reflect the nature of their work. Regardless of title, all
participants were actively engaged in delivering client-facing consulting services and are
appropriately understood as management consultants for the purposes of this study.

Table 3

Participant Demographics

Name Age Gender  State Years of Experience
Aisha 25-34 Female NC 3.5
Ali 25-34 Male X 5
Mansoor 35-44 Male VA 10
Naila 25-34 Female VA 5
Rabia 25-34 Female VA 5
Rizwan 35-44 Male MD 10
Samir 35-44 Male VA 10
Sana 35-44 Female VA 7
Zeeshan 3544 Male VA 10
Maya 25-34  Female VA 5

Maya

Maya was raised in a Muslim household and is part of the Ahmadiyya Muslim
Community. She grew up in a diverse neighborhood with limited Muslim presence. Her
upbringing emphasized mosque attendance and religious observance, which remains central to
her life today. Professionally, Maya holds a psychology degree and transitioned into project
management roles. She currently works as a management analyst supporting senior leadership at
a U.S. cybersecurity agency, focusing on scheduling, reporting, and compliance. Previous roles
included leading cybersecurity projects and working in the immigration space, where she
managed case documentation and coordinated processes between federal agencies.

Naila

Naila described a close-knit family environment where siblings and parents were her

primary social circle. Her upbringing emphasized mosque attendance and maintaining strong ties

to faith, which continues to be an important part of her life. She noted that family-first values
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shaped her perspective and helped them navigate cultural differences during childhood and
adolescence.

Professionally, Naila began her career in the private sector working in fraud prevention
before transitioning into management consulting for greater flexibility and compensation. She
currently works as a management analyst on a government consulting contract, managing
schedules, coordinating across multiple vendors, and ensuring timely reporting and deliverables
for high-profile projects. Previous roles included similar analyst positions supporting federal
clients and adapting to frequent contract changes within the consulting environment.

Samir

Samir grew up in a household with strong Islamic influence, where religious
fundamentals were instilled early by his parents. Childhood experiences included learning basic
practices such as avoiding pork and understanding core Muslim values. During teenage years,
Samir began exploring and questioning aspects of faith, which led to a deeper commitment in his
twenties. A year-long period awaiting security clearance provided time for focused religious
study, reinforcing his identity and practice.

Professionally, Samir began as a system administrator, later transitioning to network
engineering and then specializing in cybersecurity. He progressed through roles in information
assurance, cyber investigations, and cyber intelligence analysis. After several years in federal
contracting, he moved into management consulting for greater flexibility and professional
development opportunities. He currently serves as a cybersecurity subject matter expert,
leveraging technical expertise while engaging in consulting work that allows exposure to diverse
projects and initiatives.

Aisha
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Aisha was raised in a close-knit Palestinian Muslim family within a small, diverse
Muslim community in North Carolina. Her upbringing emphasized Islamic values, modesty, and
cultural pride, with early exposure to religious learning. Her mother’s later decision to wear hijab
influenced Aisha’s understanding of identity. Growing up in predominantly white public schools,
she navigated curiosity, stereotypes, and occasional prejudice, which heightened her awareness
of being visibly Muslim. Choosing to wear hijab in middle school shaped Aisha’s social
experiences and deepened her sense of responsibility in representing Islam.

In college, Aisha became more engaged in Muslim community leadership and
experienced formative events, including supporting a friend’s conversion to Islam.
Professionally, Aisha built a career in strategy consulting with experiences spanning venture
capital, public sector work, non-governmental organization (NGO) roles, and co-founding a
Muslim-focused co-working space. Often the only visible Muslim woman in consulting
environments, she expressed faith through hijab, abstaining from alcohol, prayer, and setting
personal boundaries. The emotional weight of representing Islam in low-diversity spaces shaped
her approach to networking and professional interactions.

While her religious practice fluctuates with life demands, her confidence in Muslim
identity remains strong. Community-building is central to Aisha’s purpose, driving her
involvement in Muslim professional networks and her commitment to creating environments
where Muslims can thrive authentically.

Zeeshan

Zeeshan grew up in a culturally-rooted Pakistani Ahmadi-Muslim family, where Urdu

fluency, religious study, and strong ties to Pakistan shaped his identity. Though moderate in

religious practice, he upholds key values such as abstaining from alcohol, avoiding backbiting,
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and maintaining certain gender boundaries. Zeeshan’s academic journey shifted from science to
political studies. In consulting, he balances religious commitments with workplace expectations,
navigating social events without alcohol, handling gender interactions carefully, and protecting
prayer time. While this can lead to perceptions of rigidity, he remains committed to authenticity
and values colleagues who respect his religious identity. Zeeshan’s experience reflects an
ongoing negotiation between faith, professional growth, and maintaining personal integrity in
environments that often challenge religious norms.
Ali

Ali, a Pakistani-born first-generation immigrant, grew up between the United States and
Pakistan in a religious household that emphasized prayer, Qur’an study, and disciplined
responsibility. Though he experienced a brief rebellious phase in adolescence, hardships like job
loss strengthened his religious commitment and sense of spiritual grounding. His workplace
navigation centers on balancing faith with professional expectations: he attends Jummah even
when inconvenient, avoids alcohol-centered events, refuses defense-related or ethically
conflicting projects, and is transparent about religious boundaries with clients and colleagues.
His experiences from navigating stereotypes to maintaining Islamic ethics in corporate settings,
shaped an unapologetic approach to religious identity. He emphasizes integrity, moral
consistency, and trusting that steadfastness in faith ultimately brings long-term ease and success.
Rabia

Rabia, a first-generation Pakistani American, was born and raised in the United States in
an immigrant household balancing American norms with cultural and religious expectations. Her
upbringing emphasized modesty, discipline, and religious practice, though many expectations

felt enforced rather than chosen. In college, she reconnected with Islam on her own terms,
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supported by diverse Muslim peers. Professionally, she works in Big Four consulting across tech
risk and strategy. She travels frequently and maintains her Muslim identity through open
communication, especially during Ramadan, and avoids alcohol while still engaging socially.
Colleagues have generally been supportive. Overall, she balances being Muslim and succeeding
in consulting by defining her faith personally and maintaining boundaries that allow her to feel
safe, respected, and authentic.

Sana

The participant, a Pakistani Muslim woman who immigrated to the United States after
growing up between Dubai and Pakistan, was raised in a culturally diverse environment that
emphasized education, modesty, and a faith-based understanding of values. Her mother’s deep
religious study during her adolescence shaped her thinking around gender justice, interpretation
of Islam, and accepting differing viewpoints. Moving to America strengthened her comfort with
religious diversity, and she gradually grew more confident explaining practices such as hijab and
abstaining from alcohol.

Professionally, she has spent more than seven years in management consulting,
specializing in data analytics and federal healthcare work. She finds meaning in improving
public health systems and values integrity and service. At work, she maintains her Muslim
identity through visible practice and prayer, though early in her career she felt self-conscious
about stepping away to pray. The creation of prayer spaces, DEI initiatives, and faith-based
employee networks significantly increased her comfort and sense of belonging. These spaces
allowed open discussions about religious identity that were absent on project teams. Overall, she
balances her faith and consulting career by embracing nuance, advocating for her needs, and

grounding her professional life in the values of service, authenticity, and respect.
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Mansoor

Mansoor grew up in a loving, close-knit Muslim family where religious grounding,
community ties, and a nurturing home environment shaped his sense of self. Raised with strong
emphasis on prayer, Islamic values, and moral conduct, he is a part of one of the few Muslim
families in a diverse, low-income neighborhood. This experience expanded his worldview and
strengthened his appreciation for cultural differences. Early exposure to Ramadan practices,
mosque life, and moments of being recognized as visibly Muslim, especially after 9/11,
deepened Mansoor’s awareness of identity and encouraged a more intentional engagement with
his faith. Academically strong from an early age, he attended talented and gifted magnet
programs outside of the neighborhood boundaries before majoring in business after discovering a
passion for economics. Mansoor’s career path led him into consulting, where he works closely
with senior leaders to drive organizational transformation across technology and strategic
domains.

Within the workplace, he actively balances religious commitments with the social
demands of consulting culture. This includes navigating alcohol-centered events, protecting
prayer time, fasting during Ramadan, and maintaining humility in environments that reward
assertive self-promotion. While early-career networking challenges sometimes limited access to
informal relationship-building, Mansoor later developed alternative strategies—daytime
meetings, performance-based visibility, and mentorship through Muslim affinity groups. These
groups also fostered interfaith dialogue, community support during periods of heightened
Islamophobia, and even contributed to the establishment of prayer spaces across offices. His
experience reflects an ongoing negotiation between professional advancement and religious

integrity. Despite occasional tensions between consulting norms and Islamic values, he remains
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grounded in faith, grateful for supportive colleagues, and committed to navigating his career with
authenticity, humility, and a strong moral compass.
Rizwan

Rizwan grew up in a traditional Ahmadi-Muslim family, shaped by constant relocation
due to his father’s military career and the experience of religious minority status. Despite
frequent moves, his upbringing was stable, peaceful, and grounded in strong religious practice—
daily prayers, regular Jummah attendance, and a household culture centered on humility,
equality, and respect. Watching his mother balance work and family life in a conservative social
environment broadened his understanding of gender roles and instilled early lessons about shared
responsibility and dignity. His entry into consulting was unplanned, sparked by campus
recruiting and early opportunities in audit with a major firm. Work with federal clients provided
stability, limited travel, and alignment with personal commitments, eventually leading him into
government-focused internal controls, audit, and finance transformation. Over time, he gravitated
toward advisory and consulting roles, remaining in the Big Four environment to build expertise
and advance toward management.

At work, Rizwan maintains his religious identity with quiet clarity—openly abstaining
from alcohol, blocking time for Jummah, and engaging in respectful interfaith conversations
when appropriate. He described feeling less social pressure to conform, choosing instead to stay
true to personal boundaries while navigating professional norms. Though some workplace
cultures emphasize alcohol-centric bonding, he relies on family responsibilities or
straightforward communication to avoid situations that conflict with his values. His experiences

reflect a careful balance between authenticity and professionalism, shaped by a lifelong
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understanding of otherness, a commitment to Islamic principles, and a desire to honor his faith
without disrupting workplace harmony.
Themes and Sub-Themes

Three overarching themes were identified from the data analysis. These themes trace
participants' experiences from the 1) development of religious identity throughout their formative
years before entering the workplace, to the 2) tensions encountered in the workplace in
expressing their religious identity in an authentic manner in the workplace, to the 3) enablers that
supported authentic expression of religious identity in the workplace. Major themes included
foundations of religious identity, tensions between religious identity and authenticity in the
workplace, and enablers for authentic religious identity expression in the workplace. The themes
are also discussed in a process-oriented manner: beginning with how religious identity was
formed and became central to participants' sense of their Muslim identity as a way of life,
moving through the structural and social challenges encountered in consulting environments at
work, and concluding with the internal and external enablers that supported participants in
maintaining authenticity while expressing their religious identity despite workplace pressures.
Theme 1: Developing Religious Identity

This theme captures the formative experiences and developmental moments that
established religious identity as central to participants' sense of their religious identity before
entering the workplace. Participants described how family influence, religious education, and
personal spiritual development shaped their worldviews and created the foundation from which
they would later navigate future experiences. Understanding this pre-workplace identity
formation is essential to understanding participants' experiences, as it established the values,

practices, and boundaries they would bring to their careers. The centrality of religious identity
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formed through years of family modeling, personal conviction, and spiritual practice shaped how
participants approached tensions that arose while expressing their religious identity and
authenticity in the workplace.
Sub-theme 1.1: Parental and Family Influence on Religious Identity Development.
Before participants entered the workplace, these early influences rooted in the family and daily
practice had already begun shaping how they understood themselves as Muslims. These
formative years offered a moral framework that guided their behaviors and religious identity. As
participants reflected on their upbringing, many emphasized how deeply these early lessons from
parents shaped their emerging sense of religious identity and belonging. It is within this context
of early familial and spiritual grounding that participants recalled development of their Muslim
identity. Samir mentioned that he learned his Muslim identity from his parents early on in life
when he said:
So, growing up, it was instilled into us from our parents. We've always had this sense of
Muslim identity. I will say it went into phases. Growing up, we learned our fundamentals
of as a Muslim, this is what you have to do, this is what you can't do. So early on, just
basic rules. For example, as a Muslim, I can't eat pork. In elementary school, when I was
at class pizza parties or whatever, I would be the only kid not, for example, eating
pepperoni pizza. At that time, you learn these things from your parents, but you don't
really understand why you're doing that, but you just kind of do it. So as I grew older,
teenage years, again, because we had a strong family-wise as well, it was a strong
Muslim or Islamic influence within the household. So, it kind of stuck on us, me and my

siblings, even through our teenage years.
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This early exposure established the foundation of Samir’s religious identity. His parents set the
tone early in wanting to keep their children attached to their religious identity. In addition to
religious practices at home, Maya noted the influence of her parents in valuing attending events
at the mosque when she mentioned:

And my parents, you know, they took us to the mosque every weekend, and then the

weekdays were for school. So we were strictly raised on that kind of system, so that's a

big part of my life. Even now, going to the mosque is the number one thing for me.

For many participants, these early experiences were foundational experiences in how they
developed their Muslim identity from their early upbringing and childhood. Beyond explicit
teaching, parents served as role models who demonstrated how to live according to Islamic
principles. This modeling was particularly significant for participants who described watching
their parents balance religious commitments with professional responsibilities. The combination
of guidance like this and the behavioral example set by multiple participants’ parents were
mentioned as key components of participants’ Muslim identity at an early age. Rizwan
mentioned about the role of religious practice in his upbringing, “It was massive and I've seen
my parents read namaz or salat right from the beginning. My dad was particular about going for
Jummah. He would take time off and we would.”

The findings indicate a strong consensus among participants regarding the foundational
role of parents and family members in shaping their religious identity from childhood.
Participants consistently described their parents as the primary source of religious identity
through their values and practice, effectively embedding faith as a core component of their
identity. Through their own examples, such as active participation in religious practices like

daily prayers, attending Jummabh, fasting during Ramadan, and adhering to dietary restrictions
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like avoiding pork, parents established the foundational practices and values that remained with
participants through their adult lives. This early and consistent exposure within the household
was central to establishing the participants' religious identities.

Sub-theme 1.2: Religious Identity Developing into a Way of Life. Participants
described Islam not as compartmentalized religious practice but as a comprehensive framework
organizing all aspects of life. Religious identity shaped everything from worldview to mundane
daily routines, defining ethical frameworks and creating clear boundaries around practices. Samir
articulated this centrality:

The role of Islam right now in my life, I would say it’s basically at the front and the

foremost thing. Every single thing now that I try to do, every action that I take, now it’s

just, before it was something that I had to kind of think about, but now it’s just a matter

of habit. For example, my priorities are every Friday, if my job is not allowing, I’'m

gonna make accommodations to go pray, and that’s just something, it’s a non-negotiable

for me.

Samir emphasized that religious practice became automatic rather than deliberate, describing this
as deepening integration into his identity. Participants also described how religious identity
shaped who they fundamentally are as a person. Mansoor said, “...your religious identity is
often, it's who you are. It's your conscience, it becomes your mind, your heart, and then you
reconcile that...it's your resolve, it's who you say you are, it's what you do, it's what you say.”

Another participant described Islam as inseparable from their fundamental being. Naila
explained:

...for me it's like the skin that you wear... everything in my life honestly relates back to

Islam, it relates back to Allah. It's so deeply rooted in who I am that it's kind of like, I
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really, it's so hard to explain, that is me. That is me. And somebody could come and be

like, Islam's not real, and I'll be like, okay. I'm still gonna follow the exact same ways

that I've always been, because it took me forever to find my inner peace, and that is what
that is. So I'm like, you're not gonna take that away.

For several participants, experiences with hijab during their formative years represented a
critical dimension of religious identity development that would later shape how they navigated
professional environments. The decision to wear hijab in childhood, adolescence, or early
adulthood marked a visible commitment to Muslim identity that carried profound personal,
social, and spiritual significance. These early experiences with hijab shaped participants'
understanding of what it meant to publicly claim their religious identity, established boundaries
around their values, and developed resilience in facing external scrutiny.

Participants who wore hijab before entering the workplace described it as a formative
practice that deepened their connection to Islam and created a visible marker of their faith
commitment. For some, wearing hijab was introduced through parental influence and family
modeling. Aisha recalled how her mother's decision to wear hijab influenced her own
understanding of Muslim identity and representation. She fondly recalled the first time her
mother began wearing the hijab:

... when she came to pick me up from Sunday school, she had just a hijab around her

neck. And one of her friends saw her and just said bismillah and wrapped it for her, and

she just has been wearing it ever since. So I really love, loved hijab, and I loved that she

did that, and I think I'm very blessed and thankful I made the decision to wear it when I

did, because otherwise it's only gotten harder, honestly, since the day I put it on, and so

96



I'm happy she's also just served as an example as a corporate figure that wears hijab,

because I think that was very helpful for me as well.

Aisha's story demonstrated how her own desire for her mother to embody the religious identity
she desired through observing the hijab, ultimately led her mother to become the role model that
Aisha needed to see hijab as a valued practice.

Another participant described how wearing hijab became a commitment to their religious
identity. Maya explained the moment she decided to wear hijab consistently when her college
professor responded to her disinterest in a class that taught students how to mix their own
alcoholic drinks:

... this is publicly in front of everybody. And he goes, “Well, I know many Muslims that

drink, and some of them you’d be very surprised, are, you know, very traditional, they...

wear scarves,” and I think my jaw was on the floor. And everyone was just looking at me,
and I felt so ashamed. And I don’t think I even said anything...and I think that’s what
clicked into me, because literally, at that moment, I think I had excused myself, went to
the bathroom, I put my scarf on my head, and I came back in and sat down, and I was
like, this is it for me...I’m not going back. I don’t want to be a hypocrite.

This pivotal moment for Maya transformed hijab to sincerity in commitment to her
religious identity. The professor’s public comment suggesting that Muslims who appear
religiously observant might not actually uphold Islamic values created a sense of shame that
catalyzed Maya's resolve to align her outward appearance with her values. In this account, hijab

served as both symbol and reminder of values that would define her visible religious identity.
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Not all female participants embraced this visible representation of their religious identity
immediately. Some described initial resistance that gradually transformed into personal
conviction. Maya recalled her struggle with wearing hijab during middle school:

You know, at the time, I really didn’t want to wear a scarf, and I remember every day

was a battle with myself and my mother. And I was like, I don’t want to do it...bless her

heart for being so patient, because she didn’t push it. She would very lovingly remind

me...she was never mad, she was never forceful.
Maya's account revealed the internal struggle some participants experienced between external
pressure to conform to mainstream norms. Her mother’s patient approach with gentle reminders
without coercion allowed space for Maya to develop her own relationship with hijab over time.
Maya’s awareness of being “treated differently” demonstrated early recognition of how visible
religious identity affected social dynamics. However, early experiences of wearing hijab also
included encounters with discrimination and exclusion. Maya described losing opportunities in
middle school that she connected to wearing hijab:

Once I started wearing this scarf in middle school, I lost a lot of the opportunities that

some of my peers had...when new kids would come, you would show them and walk

them around, and I met all the criteria...But they never let me, multiple kids got turns.

There was five of us...it was only one time that they let me do it, and it was for another

Pakistani girl who had just moved into the area. And it was only for her...

Maya felt her hijab led others to categorize her primarily by religious and nationalistic identity
rather than her qualifications or personality. This became an early lesson for Maya about how
visible religious identity could impact her social interactions.

Summary
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Theme 1: Participant Descriptions of the Religious Identity Development

Theme 1 reflected how participants described the development of their religious identity
and the centrality of their religious identity as Muslims before entering the workplace. It
captured distinct but interconnected aspects of this process of identity development. Parents
introduced and reinforced religious practices and values to develop the religious identities of
their children i.e. the participants. Participants consistently described their parents as major
influencers of their religious identity with visible practices such as daily prayers, consistent
attendance at Friday Prayer services, and fasting during Ramadhan being modeled in the home
from early childhood. Several participants recalled how religious observance was integrated into
family routines through regular mosque attendance and religious education.

This theme also captures how participants described the central role of Islam in their lives
as their way of life. Participants consistently characterized Islam not as one aspect of their
identity among many, but as a comprehensive framework shaping their lives. Samir described
Islam as “at the front and the foremost thing,” explaining that it shaped “behaviors, to how you
present yourself, to how you, your cleanliness level, how you talk to people.” Naila characterized
Islam as “literally the being of who I am,” while Maya described it as “the number one priority
for me,” and “everything else falls second.”

Theme 2: Navigating Tensions between the Management Consulting Environment and
Authenticity in Religious Identity Expression

This theme describes the experiences in a management consulting work environment that
made seamless expression of religious identity difficult or impossible. Participants encountered
challenges across multiple dimensions: logistical difficulty in finding time and space for prayer,

social pressures in alcohol-centric networking cultures, social dynamics of having a visible
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Muslim identity by wearing a Hijab, and organizational norms that implicitly or explicitly
devalued religious practice. These barriers were not isolated incidents but recurring features of
consulting environments that required constant navigation. The theme reveals the ongoing
tensions between participants’ deeply held religious commitments and the demands of the
management consulting work environment. Participants described these tensions as fundamental
to their experiences, shaping daily decisions, career trajectories, and their sense of authenticity at
work.

Participants described challenges in balancing professional demands with their religious
obligations. Across narratives, participants mentioned the need to find time and space for daily
prayers, manage work schedules during Ramadan, and navigate back-to-back meetings or client
deliverables that conflicted with prayer times and the weekly Friday Prayer (Jummah).
Participants described experiencing internal stress and hesitation when considering whether to
request accommodations.

Sub-theme 2.1: Navigating Prayer, Ramadan, and Religious Observances

Daily Prayers. Several participants mentioned the challenge of integrating prayer into
demanding schedules. Participants described the need to pray five times daily, with at least two
prayers typically falling during standard business hours. This created logistical challenges for
participants working in fast-paced consulting environments. When formal accommodations were
absent, some participants mentioned improvising by praying in cars or unused office spaces.
Sana described her initial experience finding space to pray:

When I initially joined I was going into the office and I would just use the mother’s room

for my prayers. But later on, they created a separate prayer space as well. So, I think that

was a huge shift, like, there was a lot less anxiety associated with that aspect.
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The absence of designated prayer rooms meant that participants had to find quiet corners, empty
conference rooms, or other private spaces where they could fulfill their religious obligations.
Client sites presented particular challenges for participants, as they often had less control over
their environment. Sana mentioned the experience of being on client site:
I’'m not sure if I’ve had enough time to really dwell over this. It’s more of a “I have 15
minutes now this is on my mind. What can I do to find a spot to pray?” If I figure it out
then great if I don’t have a solution then I need to get past it and move on to do whatever
else needs to get done, right...
The uncertainty about where and when they could pray was usually dismissed to accommodate
demanding workload and/or meeting schedules. Time constraints were also mentioned as
challenging, particularly when meeting schedules conflicted with prayer times. Rabia described
her approach to missed prayers:
Like, some of my friends are very strict, they’re like, “Oh, I need to go” and they’ll go,
but I personally, if 'm with my team and we’re getting things done, and I feel like I can’t
leave, I would just be like, oh, I’1l just make it up later at night. Like, I’ll just do it at
night. So, I know some people are more strict on that. For me, I feel like I’'m very flexible
in general... so I don’t think it affects me fully.
While Rabia was flexible in her personal approach to missed prayers, she recognized and
prioritized the completion of work demands.
Weekly Friday Prayer Services (Jummah). Jummah, or weekly Friday prayer services,
were mentioned by multiple participants as particularly challenging to navigate in consulting
environments. Participants described this weekly congregational prayer as important to them,

with many expressing a strong commitment to attending. However, participants also mentioned
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experiencing conflicts between Friday prayer times and work obligations. Ali described
situations where critical client meetings conflicted with Friday prayer:
There are situations where it gets a little bit dicey, especially if there’s a critical client
meeting that happens during Jummah Prayer. And the town that I live in, we don’t have
multiple Jummabhs, so sometimes I just have to be like, hey, can’t go. The teams that I
work with most of the time are understanding, because they’ve worked with me before,
and they understand that that’s something that I don’t really budge on. So, it’s fairly okay
in that sense.
Some participants described the internal conflict they experienced when work obligations
threatened to interfere with Friday prayer. While some participants accepted prioritizing work
demands over religious obligation, others like Zeeshan mentioned their determination to attend:
I’'m very rigid about Jummabh. I’ve always been rigid about Jummah my whole life...I
will literally do whatever it takes to go to Jummah, including telling a small fib, which I
have, to be very honest. If I feel I'm joining a new project and I’m getting a little
scrutiny, that affects how I handle it. Recently, I joined a new project and felt I was being
watched very closely. I would get messages. So instead of telling people I was going to
Jummabh, I told them, “Hey, I’m going to be eating a late lunch on Friday at around one
o’clock.” I felt they knew what that meant—that I go to pray, but I didn’t want to say it
directly. I just said I was going to eat a late lunch instead.
Fasting during Ramadan. Participants mentioned additional challenges during
Ramadan, the Islamic month of fasting. During this time, participants described abstaining from
food and drink from dawn to sunset while continuing to work full schedules. Participants

mentioned needing to communicate with colleagues about altered energy levels and the
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importance of breaking their fast at sunset. Rabia described her approach to managing work
during Ramadan,

I’'m fasting today, and I need to log off by 3, so I can take a nap, go pray, do my thing.

And then I can log in, and I’ll work from 8 to 12 if I have to, but I still get my work done.
Some participants mentioned the need to educate colleagues who were unfamiliar with Ramadan
practices. Rabia noted:

I feel like it’s easier with people who already have a basic concept of Ramadan, but some

people don’t know any. They don’t know that people don’t listen to music during that

time. They don’t know that praying is very important, Tahajjud, and Taraweeh, and that
stuff. Sometimes I’ve had to explain that to coworkers just because I’m not joining a call
at 8 pm, and that’s when those conversations start coming up. But usually, I don’t think
it’s—I’ve had that conversation once with someone. But it wasn’t even a bad
conversation. It was just like, I’'m not joining a call at 8:30 to get this done today because
of XYZ, but it wasn’t anything.

Hijab. Participants mentioned that unlike prayer or fasting, hijab made their religious
identity immediately apparent in professional interactions. Participants described hijab as both
protective and challenging in their experiences in the workplace. Some participants described
hijab as a form of boundary-setting with colleagues. Many participants framed hijab as a tool for
modesty and self-respect, signaling personal values and setting boundaries in interactions.

Nonetheless, participants who wear the hijab sometimes found it harder to build the
informal relationships that facilitate career advancement. The immediate visibility of hijab

sometimes triggered stereotypes or created hesitation and awkwardness in professional
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interactions in networking settings where participants felt pre-judged. Aisha described how she
felt her hijab was perceived in professional networking environments:

I had an internship, and I was working at ****_and I noticed that people weren’t shaking

my hands, the networking thing became harder, right? I would go into a networking

session, and I immediately wouldn’t be, it was almost like a wall was built up, right?

Like, I wasn’t able to connect with people as quickly as I noticed my peers were, right?

Because before I opened my mouth, it was like I was already a little bit different, right?

So, there was any sense of connection or similarities was kind of just stopped before it

even started, because of those biases.

Participants reflected on how this visibility meant exposure to bias and scrutiny, and in
some cases led to professional relationships deteriorating once the hijab made religious identity
apparent. Maya also described ongoing professional challenges she attributed to hijab, “But still,
it does, it affects me to this day because even now, I'll be taken less seriously than some of my
peers who probably may not practice wearing the hijab.” She also described being questioned
about her capabilities when she was repeatedly denied a role, but found success when she
eventually took it on:

So, it makes me feel like, no, it’s not that’s not the role, it’s just you guys just didn’t trust

that I could do it? I don’t know. But I feel like it has to do with how I look, because

again, a lot of my peers get given the opportunities that they are, and some of those peers
have also critiqued the way I look in the workforce, and it blows my mind because why
aren’t we the same?

These experiences highlighted how hijab visibility was perceived as influencing professional

opportunities and trust, creating barriers based on appearance rather than competence.
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Participants consistently described hijab as a visible marker of Muslim identity that
shaped their experiences across educational and professional settings. Across accounts,
participants reported that hijab functioned as both a source of personal empowerment and a
trigger for workplace challenges, creating boundaries that protected modesty while also making
their religious identity immediately apparent to others.

Participants also described feeling responsible for representing Islam positively due to
hijab’s visibility, which sometimes created additional pressure. Aisha mentioned:

I was working with large institutional asset managers as clients. Not the most diverse

field. So, I was oftentimes the only female on the team, nevertheless the only Muslim

woman hijab-wearing person on the team, right? And so, I shouldered a lot of
responsibility where if [ made a mistake, or [ wasn't articulate, or I didn't run this meeting
in the best way possible, or I didn't introduce myself properly, then it was the Muslim girl

on the team, or the Muslim girl at ####, or the Muslim whatever. And so, I shoulder it a

lot of, and continue to shoulder, honestly, a lot of responsibility and take a, put a lot of

pressure on myself to represent and do my job really well, because I don't want to
misrepresent Muslims more broadly.
Aisha's experience illustrates how she felt the psychological burden of her visible religious
identity, and believed her hijab was both a reflection on her as well as all Muslim women's
capabilities. The pressure to avoid “misrepresenting Muslims more broadly” reveals how visible
religious identity can often create an ambassadorial role. This theme reflects the broader social
implication that hijab-wearing professionals often operate under heightened scrutiny, where

professional missteps carry additional religious and cultural weight.
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Aisha also noted that the hijab is a great way for her to also be memorable from a positive
perspective. She mentioned:

It also, I think, other positive reactions have been in a networking sense where, yes,

networking is much harder and way more annoying, but I'm much more memorable with

a hijab on, so when I do follow up and I have my little Outlook photo, people remember

me more, and they're like, yeah, of course I remember you, it's good to see you. Or at the

next #### event, or the next conference, I think [ am more memorable in that regard,

which helps.
With some describing journeys from initial resistance or family encouragement to eventual
autonomous embrace of the practice. Overall, participants’ accounts emphasized hijab as
simultaneously empowering and challenging, serving as a physical and symbolic expression of
faith that influenced professional interactions, shaped perceptions, and required ongoing
navigation of visibility, representation, and identity in consulting environments.

Summary

Theme 2

Participants described a range of workplace conditions that shaped how they navigated
religious practices within consulting environments. Their accounts emphasized the practical
steps they took to manage daily prayers, weekly Friday prayers, and Ramadan routines while
meeting client and project demands. When designated prayer rooms were not provided, they
described using whatever spaces were available, such as mothers’ rooms, empty conference
rooms, stairwells, or cars. Several participants said they adjusted their schedules by blocking
time, shifting breaks, or delaying prayers when meetings overlapped with prayer windows.

Those who mentioned Friday prayer noted that it sometimes conflicted with critical client
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commitments, requiring them either to negotiate attendance or occasionally forgo it. During
Ramadan, participants described working full schedules while fasting and, at times, explaining
Ramadan practices to Ocolleagues when schedule changes or evening obligations affected
availability. Across accounts, the level of comfort participants felt with these adjustments
depended on factors such as physical access to private space and teammates’ familiarity with
Islamic observances.

Participants who wore hijab described an additional layer of navigation tied to the
visibility of their religious identity. They characterized the hijab as serving functions such as
modesty and boundary-setting, noting that it sometimes helped direct attention to their work and
professionalism. At the same time, they reported instances in which hijab influenced networking
dynamics. These accounts included experiences of colleagues hesitating to initiate conversation,
assumptions being made about their personalities or preferences, and a perception of being
pre-judged in initial interactions. Participants also mentioned situations where they felt the hijab
shaped how others assessed their capability or readiness for opportunities. Alongside these
challenges, participants reported moments where hijab visibility made them more memorable
during networking or client engagement.

Theme 3: Enabling Religious Identity Expression and Authenticity

This theme describes factors that participants reported as supporting their religious
identity expression in professional environments. Participants described both external factors,
such as organizational accommodations, supportive colleagues and managers, and faith-based
employee networks, and internal factors, including spiritual practices used to navigate career
decisions and workplace challenges, as well as direct communication and boundary-setting

around religious practices. The sub-themes that follow describe these different sources of support
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that participants identified as important to maintaining their religious practices while pursuing
their careers.
Sub-theme 3.1: External Enablers - Organizational Support and Inclusion
Participants described experiences where managers and colleagues anticipated religious
needs and offered accommodations without requiring explicit requests. This proactive support
created environments where participants felt their religious identity was valued and respected.
Participant Maya described her federal client’s approach with her during Ramadan:
...my federal clients that [ work for, especially when I started coming in person...were so
accommodating. Most of the times, they let me go during lunchtime. They’re like, hey,
you could just telework the rest of the day, we got it from here. Most of the things I had
to do were usually done by the morning anyway...some of the federal office spaces have
a mothers-only room...I didn’t even have to ask, they had immediately, I think, offered
me. They were like, hey, we know you have to pray. Feel free to use that room, we’ll
make sure you get card access to that. So, it was...again, it was really shocking for me,

because they had offered from the get-go. I didn’t even have to ask or say anything.

Maya mentioned being shocked that accommodation was offered proactively in the absence of
any sort of advocacy. Another participant described a client who demonstrated exceptional
attentiveness during Ramadan. Mansoor recounted:
So, I was on a project, it was a pretty intense project, and it is a Ramadan example, but I
think it’s one that I’ve actually think about a lot, because my client was just amazing and
very receptive towards me and my other Muslim colleagues. It was during Ramadan,
high intense project, we were sort of nearing the end of it, and there’s just a lot going on.

And so, the client actually offered to buy lunch for the last two weeks, every day, for the
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entire team. And one, I thought that was amazing...I had scheduled time off for Eid...he
put two and two together. He said, oh, you’re taking time off, and you’re not around the
conference rooms around lunchtime...I’m assuming you’re Muslim, and so you’re
fasting right now. And I said, yep, I'm fasting. And he said, well, look, you tell me right
now to cut off lunch, and I will do it. I won’t provide lunch. And I said, no, no, no, please
don’t. The team absolutely needs it...I think it was enough for him to say, oh, you’re
fasting, and it’s great, and just being understanding of that and acknowledging that. But
to go further and say, hey, we’ll stop lunch for you, or we’ll make other arrangements for
the team so you’re comfortable and you’re okay with all of this. I thought that was just an
amazing—and that’s the first time a client, especially, has sort of acknowledged that and
just went out of his way.
The client leadership willing to adjust team-wide practices demonstrated that accommodation
extended beyond individual arrangements to collective consideration of religious observance.
Client leadership recognition of religious observances created a very positive experience for this
participant.
Rabia described team celebrations during Ramadan:
Like, they literally took me out for iftaar, the whole team, even though we have so many,
it’s not just Indian people, it’s a pretty diverse team, everyone’s on it. And they’re like,
oh, today’s ****’s last day with her iftar in office, let’s all go get iftar together.
These experiences showed supportive and inclusive environments where religious practices were
accommodated or honored and they were remembered and highlighted by participants when

asked about times they felt comfortable being themselves in the workplace.
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Participants also described respectful curiosity as an enabler to authentic expression of
their religious identity. When colleagues demonstrated genuine interest in Islamic practices, it
created opportunities for education and relationship-building. Naila described a manager’s
interest in Muslim weddings:

He’s like, “Why are you going to Canada?’...I said it was PTO and that [ was going for a

wedding. He got excited and took time to ask questions, like, ‘How are your weddings?

What goes on with that?’...He asked more, like, ‘What about you? When are you going

to get married?’...I explained how our weddings are, the events, and the gender

segregation. His genuine interest made me more willing to share and helped start many
conversations.
The manager’s willingness to invest time and ask detailed questions created a foundation for
ongoing dialogue that extended beyond transactional workplace interactions. This enabled Naila
to share her religious wedding practices in an authentic manner.

Another participant mentioned that workplace acknowledgment of Eid created
opportunities for education. Sana explained:

I would make a conscious effort of using opportunities like Eid to share a Wikipedia link

of what Eid is. As I sent out my PTO invite to everybody on the team once, it was

acknowledged by the senior manager in a team meeting where I got to say a few words
about what Eid is. That was nice.
When managers welcomed religious disclosure, participants could authentically share
information resulting in positive feelings around their religious identity.
Internal faith-based employee networks dedicated to faith provided structured support

and collective advocacy. Sana described the Faith Networks team at her organization:
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I think the best example I have is probably from a faith perspective it will be as part of
the initiatives that we have under the networks of faith networks umbrella...it’s a fairly
diverse group and we all have come together because of the Faith Network and I feel
more seen there because they’ll make an effort to recognize what’s going on in our
respective lives especially when it comes to religious holidays which can be your time of
stress or just spirituality. Where Ramadan for example and then Eid where you’re
somewhat exhausted and sleep-deprived really and if someone recognizes that and shows
understanding and says Ramadan Mubarak or just acknowledges that there’s something
going on in your life right now and I am aware of it. It feels good and they do that very

consciously within that space which I personally really appreciate.

The faith network created structured opportunities for interfaith understanding and mutual

recognition that extended beyond formal diversity initiatives to personal acknowledgment of

religious experiences. Sana felt ‘seen’ in her religious identity by the acknowledgement of

religious holidays and reported feeling appreciative of the gestures.

Another participant noted the contrast between supportive environments and

organizations that failed to acknowledge Muslim observances. Maya described:

Well, again, within three years of being here, I’ve seen them recognize a lot of holidays.
This isn’t even if it’s a federal holiday or not, it’s just any kind of event, or cultural
belief, but I have never seen them once talk about either Ramadan or Eid at all. There’ll
be a message that comes out from our CEO or the leadership team as a whole. So, if
we’re gonna celebrate everybody, then we should celebrate everybody, we should include

everybody.
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The absence of organizational recognition highlighted selective inclusion that in turn created a
desire for greater inclusivity.

Participants described profound emotional responses to supportive environments,
including relief, gratitude, and a sense of being valued as a whole person. Maya described the
emotional impact of workplace support during Ramadan:

Within this place that I’'m in now, I’m actually very comfortable. I don’t ever feel

embarrassed... They were extremely mindful of the fact that I was fasting, so they were

like, oh, don’t worry, we’re gonna take you out after this month, and we’ll go get coffee
together, we’ll go get lunches together. So, they were really mindful of that, and even just
making sure that, oh, **** make sure you’re taking half days, we want you to go home,
get some rest. It felt like a very...you felt like a human. You felt seen, and it felt really
good. I remember coming back from Eid, and I had... it was a massive holiday for us.

And I had henna on my hands. And they were all very, like, oh, we would love to see,

and they were so interested in it, and it was... I never felt critiqued or, oh, you shouldn’t

dress like this in the workplace, or you shouldn’t wear something like that in the
workplace. Or even with my looks, because I have a nose piercing. I know it’s more
common now, but I wear a more traditional hoop. So, it’s a little bit more...I guess the

Pakistani culture is represented within that. But I’ve never felt like they’ve all always

made me feel really seen and safe.

9 <6

Maya’s description of feeling “human,” “seen,” and “safe” indicated that workplace support
affirmed her full identity rather than requiring compartmentalization between professional and

religious selves. Another participant described the emotional relief of discovering that prayer

accommodation would be provided. Maya explained:
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I remembered my immediate client that I had at the time, she was like, hey, [ have a lot of
friends that are Muslims, and I know they all go for Friday prayer, so if you ever need to
go to that, just let me know, and I'll make sure that we don't schedule any meetings
around that time...I don’t know how to explain it. I felt so blessed because I always get
nervous, of course, to ask these things, because it’s like, I don’t want anyone to say no to
me. And also, it made me feel sad, but I almost started crying, I think, the very first day,
because I was like, how did I get so lucky here. Because again, it’s part of your identity.
We pray five times a day, and that just... it just... it was everything to me, that someone
not even of my culture or of my religion was saying that, so I felt really good.

Maya was nearly brought to tears as she reflected the profound relief when support was offered

proactively. Participants also noted how supportive environments created conditions for broader

cultural acceptance. Rizwan described:
I want to give credit to society in general that there are pockets of this country, which are
really accepting, which have no problem. They might not be believers, but they don’t
have any problem with their colleague believing in something as long as you don’t...you
do your job and don’t harm anybody, based on your religious identity. People are really
they would go out of their way sometimes to defend you...for your religious rights. So,
there are good and bad people everywhere, and I’ve seen some really nice people who are
like “heys, is it religious holiday? Go for it.”

This participant emphasized that supportive colleagues created conditions where religious

identity could be expressed without defensiveness or anticipation of discrimination. Furthermore,

Rizwan was highly appreciative and recognized those who went out of their way to defend the

expression of religious identity.
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Participants consistently described supportive work environments as characterized by
proactive accommodation, genuine curiosity, structured networks for interfaith dialogue, and
organizational recognition of religious observances. Across accounts, participants reported that
when managers and colleagues anticipated religious needs rather than requiring advocacys, it
reduced stress and created conditions for authentic expression of faith. Several participants
emphasized the importance of genuine curiosity that fostered understanding rather than intrusive
questioning that created burden. Faith-based networks provided collective visibility and
structured opportunities for education that extended beyond individual advocacy. Participants
described profound emotional responses to workplace support, including relief at not having to
justify religious practice, gratitude for proactive accommodation, and a sense of being valued as
whole persons rather than required to compartmentalize religious identity. Conversely,
participants noted that selective organizational recognition, celebrating some religious traditions
while ignoring Muslim observances, created feelings of marginalization even in ostensibly
diverse environments. Overall, participants’ accounts emphasized that supportive environments
enabled integration of faith and professional life, transforming workplace relationships and
enhancing their authenticity.

Sub-theme 3.2: Divine Trust and Spirituality in Career Decisions and Workplace Challenges

Participants described using prayer, trust in God, and spiritual experiences to navigate
career decisions and workplace challenges. This spiritual navigation often occurred outside the
workplace, during job transitions, when making decisions about career moves, or when
processing workplace tensions. Participants reported that these spiritual practices shaped how

they approached career decisions and responded to professional challenges.
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When asked about how he navigated decisions regarding career advancement, Samir

described using prayer as a decision-making tool. He explained his approach to making career

moves:

The first thing I always do because when it comes to making a decision is I pray on it.
And I even do a specific prayer just for that purpose, so God guide me to something that's
good for me. So now every approach I take when it comes to careers, if [ want to make a
move, | pray on it, and if it happens, then I take that as a sign...For me, it's more, I don't
get upset at those things now because I know I kind of put my trust in God now, where
I'm like, maybe it's for the best...I'm just gonna pray on things and just take it as it

comes.

Samir described using prayer to seek guidance on career decisions and interpreting outcomes as

signs from God. He reported that this approach reduced stress about career uncertainty and

changed how he responded to job rejections, seeing them as "for the best" rather than as failures.

When asked how not being able to attend alcohol-centered networking events due to the

conflict between these events and religious values of abstaining from alcohol made him feel

about his religious identity, Mansoor described turning to prayer and faith based networks as

well:

I think, involved in my faith, and just building that relationship with Allah Tala, and just
asking Allah Tala, okay, you know, if this is good for me, please allow this to happen, or
if this is bad for me, please keep this away from me, and just clear my conscience and

heart. And so, I think being grounded in that, and again, having that affinity group where

almost, I think, everybody's going through the same sort of journey. You're able to meet
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with them, talk to them about it, and those partners are also lending them, making

themselves available, just I think understanding where everybody may be.

Mansoor described asking God for guidance about what is good or bad for him and seeking to
“clear my conscience and heart.” He reported that being “grounded” in his relationship with God,
along with support from the faith-based affinity group, helped him navigate the tension of
missing networking opportunities.

When asked what experiences in his life made an impression that allowed him to
maintain his religious identity at work, Samir described a transformative encounter with his
religious leader:

So, it's a mixture of people, educating myself, and then I would say, specifically, within

our religious community, we have a system of caliphate, which other Muslims don't have.

And that’s the other thing I would say, is you can also build a personal relationship with

the Caliph of the time. Around that same age, I actually went to, we had our annual

convention in the UK. And that was the first time [ went to it. And I also got to meet the

Caliph for the first time...I still remember I went inside the room and I basically froze

because I was looking at him and it was as if my eyes were, I couldn't really, I lost my

words, but then I was looking at him and it was like, it was basically like a light shining
really brightly. So, I just kept staring at his face and I was, in my head, I'm like, this can't
be real. So then, and because of that, that meeting didn’t last too long because I didn’t

really say much. But afterwards, I understood, I was like, okay, this person really, is a

person from God. There’s no way, I’'m looking at people every single day and that's not

something I see. There was something, at least in my eyes, was emitting off of him. I was

like, okay. So, it’s experiences like that.
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Samir described being deeply affected by meeting the Caliph, reporting that he saw what
appeared to him as “a light shining really brightly”” and concluded “this person really is a person
from God.” Reflecting on how these experiences shaped his faith, Samir stated: “So a lot of,
again, a lot of this stuff, it really brushed up on me and kind of strengthened my faith, just from
these experiences.” He identified this as one of the experiences that allowed him to maintain his
religious identity at work.

When discussing how his religious identity influenced his response to being laid off, Ali
mentioned:

I refuse to not stand for anything. I try to tell other younger professionals that just stand

up for what's right and put your religion first and Allah will make ease in your life. When

I was laid off, that seemed like the worst thing that could possibly ever happen to me. But

now I think about it, several years later, and I think that that was a blessing for me. If

didn't build this religious identity early, it would have been a totally different scenario. I

knew what I believe in. I’'m gonna stick to that. I’'m not gonna falter.
Ali reported that what initially “seemed like the worst thing” he later came to see as “a blessing.”
He connected this reinterpretation to his religious belief that "Allah will make ease in your life"
when putting religion first. He stated that building religious identity early created a “totally
different scenario” and described his approach as knowing what he believes in and not faltering
from it.

Participants described using prayer to make career decisions, seeking divine guidance
about opportunities, asking God to “clear my conscience and heart” when facing tensions,
drawing on formative spiritual experiences that “strengthened my faith,” and reinterpreting

professional setbacks through a faith-based lens over time. These spiritual practices occurred
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largely outside visible workplace interactions but shaped how participants approached career
decisions and responded to workplace challenges.
Sub-theme 3.3: Unapologetic Approach and Direct Communication of Religious Practices

Participants described openly expressing their Muslim identity at work, setting firm
boundaries around religious practices, and directly communicating their religious needs to
colleagues and supervisors. They reported maintaining these practices despite potential
professional costs.

When discussing his approach to expressing Muslim identity at work, Ali stated, “I don't
try to hide that I'm a Muslim at all.” He elaborated:

I like the idea of being unapologetic and not hiding. Pull out that prayer mat. Just be

yourself. People that are going to discriminate against you will still discriminate against

you. And you can try to be friendlier, you can try to be nicer to them, you can try to ease
the social tension that you might have with certain people, but you can't really change
what's in people's hearts.

Ali described his approach as “being unapologetic and not hiding,” using the example of
pulling out a prayer mat. He stated his belief that “people that are going to discriminate against
you will still discriminate against you™ regardless of efforts to be friendlier or ease social tension,
and that “you can't really change what's in people's hearts.”

When asked about his approach to alcohol in professional settings, Rizwan stated,
“Anytime anyone asks me, I always tell them that, no, I never drink. I don't like to drink.” He
described the firmness of this boundary:

Not even a drop of alcohol has entered my mouth, ever. If I was to list the amount of

times where in some capacity I was being coerced or encouraged or subliminally told that
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this was something that I should do, I wouldn’t be surprised if it went into like 100 or

above times. No matter what the cost, even whether it’s being laid off, or whether it’s not

getting promoted, I never even thought that [ was gonna compromise that.

When discussing fasting during Ramadan and managing work expectations, Naila
described her approach to the sunset breaking of fast:

When the sun sets, I would then just tell them, hey, this is my hard cutoff. I have to be off

at this time. And nobody questions it. As long as the work is done and the client is happy,

we’re okay.
Naila described stating to colleagues “this is my hard cutoff” at sunset during Ramadan. She
reported that “nobody questions it” and connected this to ensuring work completion and client
satisfaction.

Participants described openly expressing Muslim identity, setting firm boundaries around
prohibited practices, directly communicating religious obligations, and establishing non-
negotiable parameters. They reported maintaining these practices despite acknowledging
potential professional costs such as discrimination, being laid off, or not getting promoted.

Summary
Theme 3

Participants described multiple factors that supported their religious identity expression in
professional settings. Externally, they reported that organizational accommodations such as
prayer spaces and schedule flexibility, supportive colleagues and managers who respected
religious practices, and faith-based employee networks contributed to their ability to maintain
religious practices at work. Internally, participants described using prayer and trust in God to

navigate career decisions, make sense of workplace challenges, and respond to professional
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setbacks. When asked how they made career decisions, participants reported praying for
guidance and interpreting outcomes as signs from God. When facing tensions between
workplace demands and religious values, participants described turning to prayer to clear their
conscience and heart and seeking divine guidance. Participants also reported that formative
spiritual experiences strengthened their faith in ways they connected to their ability to maintain
religious identity at work, and they described reinterpreting professional setbacks, such as layoffs
or rejected job offers, through a faith-based lens over time.

Participants also described openly expressing their Muslim identity and setting firm
boundaries around religious practices in the workplace. They reported being unapologetic and
not hiding, directly communicating religious obligations to colleagues, and establishing non-
negotiable parameters around practices such as prayer, fasting, and alcohol abstention despite
acknowledging potential professional costs. Participants connected this approach to their
religious identity development. Overall, participants reported that spiritual practices played an
important role in sustaining their religious commitments while pursuing their careers. These
practices included praying for career guidance, seeking divine clarity during moments of tension,
drawing on formative spiritual experiences, and reinterpreting setbacks through faith.
Participants also highlighted the importance of visible workplace practices. These included
openly expressing their Muslim identity, maintaining firm boundaries around prohibited
practices, and directly communicating their religious needs.

Summary

The three themes that emerged from this study reveal how religious identity and

workplace authenticity interact for Muslim management consultants. Taken together, these

themes demonstrate that the tensions Muslim management consultants experience are
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consequences of a mismatch between religious identity as a comprehensive way of life and
workplace cultures designed around assumptions of secular professional identity.

Theme 1 established that religious identity is formed long before workplace entry through
processes of family socialization, religious practice and education, and formative spiritual
experiences. This early formation creates deep internalization wherein Islam functions not as one
identity dimension among many but as the primary organizing framework through which all
other aspects of life are understood and acted upon. This theme revealed that for practicing
Muslims, religious identity can be non-negotiable and comprehensive, encompassing beliefs,
mandatory daily practices, visible markers, and ethical frameworks. This development of
religious identity as central to one’s core self sets the stage for inevitable tensions when
participants entered demanding management consulting workplaces organized around different
assumptions about their employees and the organizing framework for their daily lives.

Theme 2 documented how the management consulting environment creates barriers to
authentic religious expression through three interconnected mechanisms. First, logistical barriers
embedded in workplace structures inflexible schedules, lack of prayer spaces, compressed
project timelines, make fulfilling religious obligations difficult or impossible without explicit
negotiation and accommodation. Second, social barriers in alcohol-centered networking culture
and client entertainment create pressures to participate in activities that conflict with religious
values or to miss professional development opportunities by abstaining from environments that
trigger feelings of discomfort. Third, visibility of religious identity through hijab or prayer
created exposure to microaggressions, stereotyping, and identity threat that required ongoing
emotional labor to navigate. Importantly, these barriers were not occasional obstacles but daily

or weekly features of consulting work, creating cumulative strain that participants described as
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affecting both well-being and career decisions. This theme revealed that the consulting industry's
understanding of the ideal worker, maximally available, unencumbered by external obligations,
able to participate fully in informal social activities, disadvantages Muslim professionals who
experience authenticity through freely expressing their religious identities through religious
practices that need some time and space away from their work.

Theme 3 identified the mechanisms through which participants nevertheless maintained
authentic religious expression despite these barriers, revealing that authenticity is neither
automatic nor impossible but an achievement needing both external support and internal
resources. External enablers like acknowledgement of major religious practices and holidays,
supportive leadership, faith-based employee networks created conditions that facilitated
authentic expression. Additionally, internal resources including spiritual resilience, proactive
religious coping, and unapologetic approaches to identity were essential for maintaining
authenticity in challenging environments. This theme revealed a critical distinction:
organizational accommodation can facilitate authentic expression by removing barriers, but
authenticity itself stems from internal religious conviction and identity work. This theme saw the
emergence of proactive religious coping as a form of active identity work wherein participants
used religious practices not merely for comfort but as active and strategic resources for career
decision-making, resilience-building, and resistance to assimilation pressures.

Across the three themes, the analysis reveals that the tensions Muslim management
consultants experience represent an understandable collision between religious identity
developed as a comprehensive way of life (Theme 1) and workplace environments structured
around secular assumptions about working professionals (Theme 2), with authentic expression

achieved through combination of external acknowledgement and support and internal identity

122



work (Theme 3). This suggests that the challenges facing Muslim professionals are not primarily
about individual adjustment or explicit discrimination but rather about structural misalignment
between deeply internalized religious identity and workplace cultures that stand to improve their
facilitation of authenticity in terms of religious identity expression. The implications extend
beyond Muslim professionals to any employees whose core identities or legitimate commitments
conflict with implicit workplace norms, suggesting that creating inclusive organizations requires
examination of assumptions embedded in how professional work is structured rather than simply
adding accommodations to existing structures.
Findings

Based on the thematic analysis and synthesis presented in this chapter, the following
findings emerged from the study:

Finding 1: Religious identity is core feature of identity and provides a framework for
values and action across environments.

Finding 2: Social barriers negatively influenced authentic expression of religious
identity.

Finding 3: The hijab as a visible expression of religious identity creates protection and
challenges.

Finding 4: Organizational supports such as acknowledgement of religious practices
facilitated authentic expression of religious identity.

Finding 5: Faith-based networks are sites of collective identity work.

Finding 6: Spiritual resilience and personal faith fostered proactive religious coping as

active identity work.
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These findings reveal patterns that extend beyond the specific experiences of Muslim
management consultants to broader questions about religious identity, workplace authenticity,
and organizational inclusion. The next chapter interprets these findings in relation to existing
theoretical frameworks, draws broader conclusions about their implications for theory and
practice, and offers recommendations for organizational policy, theoretical development, and

future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

This study explored the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they
navigated the tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity. Through
semi-structured interviews with 10 Muslim consultants working across major consulting firms in
the United States, the research revealed that participants consistently experienced their religious
identity as central to who they truly are and as a way of life. This centrality created tensions in
consulting environments where professional success often depended on social behaviors that
conflicted with authentic expression of religious identity.

This chapter interprets the findings presented in Chapter 4 in relation to existing
literature, draws broader conclusions about religious identity and authenticity in the workplace,
and offers recommendations for theory, research, and organizational practice and policy. Chapter
4 presented the six major findings that emerged from the thematic analysis. These findings
revealed patterns in how religious identity and workplace authenticity interact for Muslim
management consultants, demonstrating that tensions result from a mismatch between religious
identity as a comprehensive way of life and workplace cultures designed around more secular
perspectives.

The process of making meaning from the data in this study was shaped as much by
reflection as it was by analysis. Drawing on Braun and Clarke's (2006) reflexive thematic
analysis, I engaged in continuous self-examination throughout the analytic process, considering
how my own experiences as a Muslim management consultant informed the themes I recognized
and the interpretations I developed. Through this reflection, I came to understand that the themes
presented in this chapter were not simply extracted from the data but were built through an

ongoing co-constructive process between myself and the participants whose experiences I sought

125



to represent. My shared positionality allowed me to engage with the data with depth and
familiarity, while my commitment to reflexivity helped ensure that the themes captured the range
of participant experiences rather than privileging my own. Balancing personal connection and
critical distance was central to how I learned from the data and how I came to have confidence in
the veracity of the findings and themes that follow. The remainder of this chapter presents and
interprets those findings, each of which reflects the lived experiences of Muslim management
consultants navigating tensions that arise between their religious identity and authenticity in the
workplace.
Interpretation of Findings

This section interprets the study’s findings in relation to existing literature on religious
identity, authenticity, and management consulting workplace dynamics.
Finding 1: Religious Identity is a Core Feature of Identity and Provides a Framework for
Values and Action Across Environments

The centrality of religious identity found in this study strongly confirms Al-Sharif’s
(2025) conceptualization of religious identity as a salient aspect of self for practicing Muslims.
Participants consistently described Islam as foundational to who they were, shaping not only
their spiritual beliefs but also their daily behaviors, ethical frameworks, and interpersonal
relationships. This finding supports social identity theory in the assertion that individuals derive
part of their self-concept from group memberships (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), revealing that for
practicing Muslims, religious identity functions as the primary lens through which other
dimensions of life are understood.

The finding that participants viewed Islam as a way of life rather than a

compartmentalized religious practice extends Butt’s (2025) work on the Islamic lifestyle and its
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integration into professional contexts. Therefore, religious practices such as prayer, fasting,
modest dress, dietary restrictions are not optional add-ons to an individual’s identity but are
integral expressions of core values. This holistic understanding challenges organizational
assumptions that religion can or should be privatized, revealing the inadequacy of workplace
policies that expect employees to leave significant aspects of their identity outside the workplace
(Charoensap-Kelly et al., 2020; Heliot et al., 2019).

The early parental and family socialization described in this research, combined with the
theological comprehensiveness of Islamic teachings about daily life, creates deep internalization
of religious identity from childhood and adolescent years. The study confirms Fleischmann and
Verkuyten’s (2022) research that asserted that Muslim religious identity in Western contexts is
often intensified rather than diminished by encountering environments that challenge Islamic
practices, strengthening rather than weakening religious commitment.

Finding 2: Social Barriers Negatively Influenced Authentic Expression of Religious Identity

The tensions between religious identity and workplace authenticity found in this study
build on Kernis and Goldman's (2006) multicomponent conceptualization of authenticity in three
important ways. First, it reveals the social barriers of daily religious practices to authentic
religious expression in high-performance work environments. These barriers were embedded in
the social organization of management consulting. While Kernis and Goldman (2006) described
authenticity as involving behavior that reflects one's true self, their framework did not delve into
how the demands of specific professional environments create social barriers. Consulting
environments create barriers through multiple mechanisms. Gill’s (2015) analysis of emotional
suppression in consulting and Mosonyi et al.’s (2020) description of consultants inhabiting

liminal spaces where authenticity is strategically managed apply to Muslim consultants. The
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visibility and centrality of religious practices compound these pressures, creating what Settles
(2004) termed identity conflict, or the perception of incompatibility between religious and
professional identities that generates psychological discomfort.

This study demonstrates that for Muslim management consultants, achieving behavioral
authenticity requires not merely internal alignment but active negotiation of workplace
structures. This took the form of finding spaces to pray, blocking calendars for weekly Friday
prayer services, navigating Ramadan fasting and worship around work schedules, and managing
a visible component of Muslim identity; the hijab. These are not occasional challenges but daily
factors for consideration that Kernis and Goldman's (2006) original framework did not
anticipate.

Second, this study extends work on authenticity in the workplace by documenting how
religious identity as a holistic way of life for Muslims creates unique authenticity challenges not
captured in Kernis and Goldman's (2006) research. Kernis and Goldman conceptualized
authenticity as the alignment between internal states and external behavior, but they developed
this framework primarily through studies focused on individual self-concept rather than
examining how specific social identities that require daily visible practices such as prayers
involving physical movements and wearing a head covering interact with workplace
environments.

Since Kernis and Goldman (2006) wrote this framework nearly 20 years ago, subsequent
workplace authenticity research has examined various identity dimensions including sexual
orientation (Cha et al., 2019; Ryan & Ryan, 2019), gender (Fletcher & Everly, 2021), and race
(Roberts, 2005). However, religious identity and specifically Muslim identity involving daily

visible practices, has remained under-examined (Héliot et al., 2020). This study advances
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authenticity research by showing that when religious identity encompasses not just beliefs but
mandatory daily practices (five daily prayers, weekly Friday prayer services, month-long fasting,
dietary restrictions, values of modesty), the tension between “true self” and “behavior that
reflects one's true self” becomes heightened in ways not addressed in earlier frameworks.

Third, this study reveals how Kernis and Goldman’s (2006) fourth component of
relational orientation, or openness in expressing one’s authentic self to other, operates differently
for visibly religious professionals than previously identified. Kernis and Goldman
conceptualized relational authenticity as a choice about self-disclosure, with individuals deciding
whom to trust with genuine self-expression. However, for Muslim participants, particularly
women wearing hijab, visibility is not voluntary. Their religious identity is immediately apparent
to colleagues and clients, meaning relational authenticity becomes less about choosing disclosure
and more about managing reactions to identity that is already visible. This finding extends more
recent work on authentic identity expression (Cha et al., 2019; Fletcher & Everly, 2021) by
documenting how involuntary visibility due to religious practices fundamentally changes the
dynamics of relational authenticity. While Cha et al. (2019) found that inclusive organizational
practices encourage authenticity among LGBTQ employees who can choose disclosure timing,
this study shows that Muslim professionals described maintaining authenticity despite lacking
control over visibility, requiring what participants termed “unapologetic” approaches not
anticipated in Kernis and Goldman's original relational authenticity component.

When participants could not pray at work or attend Friday Prayer services due to meeting
schedules or time-sensitive work, when they felt pressure to attend alcohol-centered events, or
when they faced microaggressions related to the visible observance of wearing the hijab, they

experienced the internal-external misalignment that Kernis and Goldman (2006) identify as
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fundamentally inauthentic. The psychological strain participants described aligns with and builds
upon research linking inauthenticity to reduced well-being. According to Rivera et al.’s (2019)
true-self-as-guide theory, when individuals perceive themselves as inauthentic, this misalignment
serves as a negative signal about life quality. For Muslim management consultants in this study,
the daily experience of suppressing obligatory prayer, declining to attend or hiding weekly
Friday prayer services, or hiding visible religious identity markers represented numerous,
consistent moments of misalignment between their religious identity and enacted behavior to
work in-step with workplace demands and not interrupt the workflow of their teams. Rivera et al.
found that perceived authenticity signaled positive emotions about purpose, and self-realization.
This study’s findings suggest that inauthenticity with the expression of religious identity for
people who ascribe their religious identity as central to who they are, may suffer a disconnect
from their core purpose and values when unable to practice their faith thereby negatively
impacting their well-being.

This finding also draws on Rivera et al.’s (2019) framework by demonstrating how
religious inauthenticity in the workplace creates psychological costs. The current research study
shows that religious inauthenticity in response to a highly demanding work schedule and intense
working culture erodes well-being. Participants expressed worry when trying to figure out where
and when to go pray, guilt about missing weekly Friday prayer services and conflicting feelings
about attending alcohol-centric networking events. These are concrete daily experiences of being
unable to “be true to oneself,” which is the situation Rivera et al. mentions as an alert to
individuals that they are not living well. The religious context adds urgency to this dynamic

because of the level of sanctity individuals place in their religious identity.

130



Grandey et al. (2012) found that organizational climate moderated feelings of emotional
exhaustion when workplaces explicitly supported authenticity This study extends this finding by
showing that for religious minorities, organizational accommodation of religious practices
(prayer spaces, flexible scheduling, religious holiday recognition) may function as similar
protective factors, though as documented in Theme 3.1.

The experience of inauthenticity documented among participants has implications for
individuals, organizational retention, and the broader diversity of thought that organizations
claim to value. When Muslim professionals feel compelled to hide or downplay their faith by
missing compulsory religious practices, organizations lose access to the perspectives, values, and
ethical commitments that religious diversity provides (Héliot et al., 2020).

Finding 3: The Hijab as a Visible Expression of Religious Identity Creates Protection and
Challenges

The finding that hijab created both protective boundaries and challenges builds on
existing literature on visible religious identity (Gebert et al., 2014; Syed & Pio, 2010). While
previous research focused on discrimination faced by hijab-wearing women in Western
workplaces, this study revealed a more nuanced picture.

The hijab being a visible marker of faith resulted in stereotyping and limited networking
opportunities supports Héliot et al.’s (2019) research on visible markers of faith exposing
employees to bias from colleagues. However, participants in this study also emphasized hijab’s
protective functions i.e. clearly communicating religious boundaries, limiting unwanted
attention, and filtering social expectations in ways that aligned with their values. This dual

experience suggests that visibility, while becoming a target of discrimination by colleagues, can
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also function as a form of boundary-setting that preserves authentic religious practice and
identity.

The protective function of hijab stems from its clear communication of religious identity
and values, which preemptively establishes boundaries around behavior and social interactions.
The finding that some participants strategically chose when to begin wearing hijab demonstrates
agency in managing visibility and represents what Brown (2015) and Caza et al. (2018)
described as identity work, deliberate activities to shape how one is perceived while maintaining

alignment with core identity.

Finding 4: Organizational Supports such as Acknowledgement of Religious Practices
Facilitated Authentic Expression of Religious Identity

The significance of organizational acknowledgments of religious practices supports
Miller and Ewest’s (2018) argument that when organizations actively support religious identity,
employees report higher levels of engagement, job satisfaction, and authenticity. Participants
described how prayer spaces, flexible scheduling, simple acknowledgement of religious
holidays, and leadership openness created environments where they could express their identity
with a sense of peace and emotional relief.

Furthermore, the study reveals a critical distinction highlighted by Al-Sharif (2025): that
organizations may create a better environment fit but this is not the only element involved in
facilitating authenticity. Participants emphasized that their authenticity was also internally driven
by religious conviction. This finding challenges assumptions in diversity literature that

accommodation alone is sufficient, instead suggesting that authenticity for Muslim professionals
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stems from the ability to live consistently with deeply held religious values and that
accommodation facilitates this expression but does not serve as a comprehensive and self-
contained solution. Organizations that provide accommodations without being truly supportive
may achieve policy compliance without creating genuine authenticity. The quality of inclusion
matters as much as the presence of formal policies.
Finding 5: Faith-based Networks are Sites of Collective Identity Work

The role of internal faith-based employee networks confirms research on the importance
of employee resource groups for marginalized identity groups (Smith & Denton, 2019).
Participants described these networks as providing emotional support, collective advocacy,
mentorship, and community. These networks function as more than social support systems, they
operate as sites of collective identity work where Muslim professionals collaboratively develop
strategies for navigating workplace tensions while maintaining religious integrity. This also
supports Caza et al.’s (2018) conceptualization of identity work beyond individual cognitive
processes to include collective, community-based strategies for preserving authenticity in
challenging environments.
Finding 6: Spiritual Resilience and Personal Faith Fostered Proactive Religious Coping as
Active Identity Work

Proactive religious coping emerged from the data as an unexpected yet significant
concept for understanding how Muslim management consultants maintained authentic religious
identity in challenging professional environments. This concept was not initially anticipated in
the study’s theoretical framework, which focused primarily on Kernis and Goldman’s (2006)
authenticity components and Al-Sharif’s (2025) work on religious identity. However,

participants consistently described using faith not merely for internal comfort but as an active
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resource for maintaining religious identity, confronting workplace challenges to their religious
identity, and deciding how to advance their careers. This emergent finding reveals proactive
religious coping as a form of identity work that extends beyond traditional conceptualizations of
religious coping.

Participants described drawing on spiritual resilience and personal faith to maintain
authenticity in ways that align with and build on Al-Sharif’s (2025) concept of proactive
religious coping. Traditional religious coping research, exemplified by Pargament et al.’s (2000)
seminal work, has characterized religious coping primarily as a passive, retreat-focused strategy
wherein individuals turn to God and religious rituals for meaning, comfort, and relief from
stressors. This body of literature emphasizes the consolation functions of religious practice or
seeking divine guidance during difficulty, finding peace through prayer, deriving meaning from
religious teachings to manage life challenges.

This study’s findings challenge and extend this passive conceptualization by revealing a
proactive dimension of religious coping that functions as active identity work. Participants
reported that prayer, trust in God, and connection to one’s faith community did provide comfort
and meaning, consistent with Pargament et al.’s (2000) framework. However, participants
emphasized that religious practices simultaneously provided clarity, courage, and moral
grounding that enabled them to actively navigate workplace tensions, maintain unapologetic
religious expression, and advance their careers forward. As documented in Theme 3.2,
participants described using prayer to make career decisions, seeking divine guidance about
whether opportunities were “good for me” or “bad for me,” and reinterpreting professional
setbacks through a faith-based lens as “blessings” rather than failures. As documented in Theme

3.3, this internal spiritual work then supported external behavioral responses: participants
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reported directly communicating religious obligations to colleagues establishing hard cutoffs for
breaking fast during Ramadan, attending weekly Friday prayer services, and maintaining
distance from alcohol-centered networking events despite facing pressure to attend and build
their professional networks. These are not passive acceptance strategies but active behaviors
grounded in religious conviction.

This proactive dimension aligns with Al-Sharif's (2025) conceptualization of proactive
religious coping as an identity work response to stigmatization. Al-Sharif documented how
skilled practicing British Muslim professionals in the UK turned to God and religious rituals for
meaning, comfort, resilience, and reconciliation while also being proactive and fighting to
challenge experiences of stigmatization. This study extends Al-Sharif’s work by revealing the
specific ways that proactive religious coping operates in United States management consulting
contexts. Participants described prayer not just as consolation but as preparation for their next
career moves, with one participant stating that before making a move in their career they would
first pray about being guided by God to whatever is better for them.

By conceptualizing proactive religious coping as identity work, this study integrates two
previously separate literatures, revealing that religious practices function not only as emotional
regulation strategies but as active identity negotiation tools. Prayer provided participants with
clarity about career decisions (cognitive identity work), formative spiritual experiences
“strengthened my faith” in ways that prepared them for workplace challenges (identity
formation), and turning to God when facing tensions helped participants remain committed to
authentic religious expression rather than gradually compromising (identity maintenance). This

positions proactive religious coping as a unique form of identity work available specifically to
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religious individuals, extending Caza et al.’s (2018) synthesis of identity work activities to
include spiritual practices.

This finding also supports Ysseldyk et al.’s (2010) argument that religious identity
provides unique resources for psychological resilience. Ysseldyk et al. conducted a
comprehensive review demonstrating that religious group identification offers health benefits,
social support, and resources that buffer against stress and promote well-being. However, their
review focused primarily on how religious identity supports resilience through community
belonging and shared beliefs rather than examining how religious practices specifically enable
authentic identity expression from an individual’s internal perspective. This study extends
Ysseldyk et al.’s framework by documenting the specific ways religious identity resources
translated into workplace resilience: participants reported that faith-based reframing of setbacks
(seeing layoffs as “blessings”), trust in divine guidance (‘“Allah will make ease in your life”’), and
formative spiritual experiences (such as Samir's transformative meeting with his religious leader)
provided not just psychological comfort but actionable courage to maintain authentic religious
practice despite. The resilience Ysseldyk et al. theorized manifested not as passive endurance but
as active resistance to pressures for religious concealment, revealing religious identity as a
source of purposeful resilience.

This finding also challenges organizational psychology assumptions that religious
expression is primarily private. Traditional workplace diversity frameworks have often treated
religion as a personal matter that employees should keep separate from professional roles (Hicks,
2003; King & Williamson, 2005). For practicing Muslims, religious expression cannot be
compartmentalized as private belief separate from public behavior. Prayer five times daily,

attending weekly Friday prayer services, fasting during Ramadan, and maintaining hijab are not
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optional private devotions but mandatory visible practices. Proactive religious coping enabled
participants to challenge the privatization assumption, drawing on faith-based conviction to
assert their authentic religious expression. This has implications for organizational diversity
policies, suggesting that supporting religious employees requires moving beyond passive
accommodation (providing prayer spaces when requested) toward active inclusion (normalizing
religious practice as legitimate workplace behavior).

The concept of proactive religious coping also emerged in relation to two other
unanticipated concepts: stigmatization and religious identity threat. Participants described
experiencing stigmatization, being stereotyped, questioned, or pre-judged based on visible
Muslim identity through subtle, cumulative micro-interactions rather than overt discrimination
(Goffman, 1963). This stigmatization created religious identity threat, the internal tension arising
from subtle cues signaling that Muslim identity might not be fully welcomed in consulting
environments (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Proactive religious coping functioned as participants'
primary response to both stigmatization and identity threat. Rather than responding to
stigmatization through individual mobility (downplaying religious identity) or withdrawal,
participants described using religious practices to confront and reframe these experiences. Prayer
provided clarity about how to respond to discrimination, formative spiritual experiences
“strengthened my faith” in ways that built resilience against identity threat, and faith-based
mindsets allowed participants to interpret professional setbacks as part of divine planning. This
reveals proactive religious coping not merely as an isolated strategy but central to maintaining
authentic religious identity despite experiencing stigmatization—a dynamic that extends Al-

Sharif's (2025) work by documenting how proactive religious coping specifically mediates
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between stigmatization experiences and authenticity outcomes in United States. management
consulting contexts.

Embedded within the active identity work described across Findings 5 and 6 is a
dimension that warrants closer examination: the repair of religious identity. Caza et al. (2018)
defined identity work as the cognitive, discursive, physical, and behavioral activities individuals
engage in to form, maintain, repair, or revise their self-concept in relation to social contexts.
While much of the existing discussion has focused on how participants maintained and expressed
their religious identity, the data also revealed moments in which religious identity had been
destabilized by cumulative stigmatization, microaggressions, and the sustained pressure of their
environment. In these instances, participants engaged in deliberate acts of identity repair such as
consciously adopting deliberate everyday behaviors aimed at countering negative perceptions of
Muslim identity among people participants had never meaningfully interacted with before. This
externally directed reparative behavior, sustained across formative years, reflects what Petriglieri
(2011) described as responses aimed at protecting the meaning, value, and distinctiveness of
one's identity in the face of threat. Importantly, participants reflected that this approach carried
personal costs over time, pointing to the taxing nature of ongoing identity repair work that Caza
et al. (2018) implicitly acknowledge in their framework. Faith-based networks offered a
collective counterpart to such individuals, functioning as spaces where the burden of
representation could be shared and where Muslim identity was affirmed rather than defended.
This reparative dimension of active identity work deepens the understanding of how Muslim
professionals sustain authenticity.

Conclusions

138



Based on the findings of this study and the existing literature on religious identity and
authenticity in the workplace, several broader conclusions can be drawn. These conclusions shift
beyond the specific findings to wider implications for theory, research, and organizational policy
and practice.

Conclusion 1: For Practicing Muslims in Professional Contexts, Religious Identity Functions
as the Primary Way of Life that Cannot be Compartmentalized without Creating
Inauthenticity

This conclusion builds on multiple findings but delves into broader theoretical
implications. This study’s findings, combined with work by Al-Sharif (2025), Butt (2025), and
Fleischmann and Verkuyten (2022), demonstrate that Islam is understood not as one identity
dimension among many but as an organizing principle shaping all aspects of their identity and
how they live. Organizational models assuming employees can separate professional and
religious selves misunderstand the role played by religious identity for observant Muslims. The
existing authenticity literature, exemplified by Kernis and Goldman’s (2006) framework on
authenticity, often treats authenticity as a relatively straightforward alignment between internal
states and external behavior. However, this study’s findings suggest that for practicing Muslims
authenticity is not a natural state but an achievement requiring sustained effort, strategic
navigation, and active resistance to assimilation pressures.

When Muslim management consultants described needing to be “unapologetic” about
their religious identity, when they emphasized that authenticity was internally driven by religious
conviction fueled by spiritual experiences of Divine help, they were describing authenticity as
something they had to struggle for. Religious practices serve as active resources for identity

work rather than passive coping mechanisms, as demonstrated in alignment with Al-Sharif’s
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(2025) conceptualization of proactive religious coping and Ysseldyk et al.’s (2010) work on
religious identity as a source of resilience. For majority group members, authenticity may be a
relatively natural state that supportive environments enable. However, for those whose religious
identities represent a way of life, authenticity may require active identity work and resistance to
social pressures in the workplace distracting them from being their authentic selves as practicing
adherents.
Conclusion 2: High-Performance Professional Environments May be Largely Unaware of
How Structural and Social Barriers Create Psychological Costs for Observant Muslim
Employees, Potentially Undermining both Individual Well-Being and Organizational
Productivity

This conclusion builds on Finding 2 about social barriers but ventures further into
organizational awareness and consequences. The management consulting workplace
environments described by participants of the current research study appeared to operate with
little understanding of how seemingly neutral workplace practices like inflexible meeting
schedules, alcohol-centered networking, lack of prayer spaces, compressed timelines, created
cumulative barriers for Muslim professionals. This study’s findings around conflicts with basic
religious practices and observances combined with Gill’s (2015) analysis of emotional
suppression in consulting, Gebert et al.’s (2014) work on relational conflicts from religious
expression, and King and Williamson’s (2005) emphasis on inadequate organizational policies,
reveal that barriers are not incidental but embedded in how some elite professional work is
organized and executed at a demanding pace.

This lack of awareness carries significant organizational costs beyond individual

suffering. When Muslim consultants experience daily stress about where and when to pray given
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their meeting schedules, when they feel guilt about missing Friday services due to unavoidable
client meetings, when they navigate social pressure to participate in alcohol-centered networking
events, their cognitive and emotional resources are diverted from client work and strategic
thinking contributing to organizational productivity and success. This represents a hidden
productivity drain that organizations likely do not recognize or measure. Further, when talented
Muslim professionals leave consulting or avoid the industry altogether because of these barriers,
organizations lose diverse perspectives and ethical frameworks that could enhance client service
and problem-solving.

This conclusion suggests that the problem is not primarily one of explicit bias but of
structural blindness. Organizations designed by and for professionals without significant
religious obligations have embedded those assumptions into their operating models. The
implications extend beyond Muslim employees to other groups with non-negotiable
commitments such as Orthodox Jews observing Shabbat, Seventh-day Adventists with Saturday
restrictions, parents with childcare responsibilities, employees with chronic health conditions
requiring regular medical treatments, etc. Workplaces optimized for professionals with minimal
external obligations may be systematically disadvantaging those with legitimate competing
commitments, creating inequity not through intentional discrimination but through failure to
question narrow assumptions about ideal worker availability and engagement.

Conclusion 3: Visible Markers of Religious Identity Like the Hiijab Create a Complex
Dynamic Where Vulnerability to Stigmatization Coexists with Protective Boundary-Setting
that Can Preserve Authenticity, Challenging Simple Narratives about Visibility Being

Uniformly Harmful or Beneficial
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This conclusion builds on Finding 3 about the hijab as a visible identity marker across
contexts. This study’s findings on hijab, combined with research by Syed and Pio (2010) and
Héliot et al. (2019) on visible faith markers, reveal that visibility is not simply a potential target
of discrimination from colleagues but introduces clear communication of boundaries and values
of modesty. Participants who wore hijab described how it immediately communicated their
values and boundaries, filtered social expectations, and limited unwanted attention, while also
exposing them to potential stereotyping and bias from their colleagues. Visible markers of
minority identity may create trade-offs between vulnerability to bias from colleagues and,
conversely, power in boundary-setting that current diversity literature has not fully theorized.
This has implications for how organizations and individuals understand and navigate visible
religious expression.

The data also revealed a dimension of identity work points to the repair function of active
identity work that Caza et al. (2018) identified. For some participants, the cumulative experience
of stigmatization and identity threat generated a sustained behavioral response aimed at actively
restoring the image and legitimacy of Muslim identity in the eyes of those perceived to hold bias.
This reparative effort was not confined to professional settings but played out in ordinary public
interactions, reflecting the degree to which the burden of representation followed participants.
Petriglieri (2011) argued that identity threats prompt responses directed at protecting the
meaning and value of one's identity, and the findings here suggest that for visibly Muslim
professionals, those responses were woven into the texture of daily life rather than activated only
at work. Participants' own reflections indicated that when identity repair becomes a chronic,
externally oriented practice sustained by others' perceptions and can carry personal psychological

costs even as it functions as a meaningful form of identity work. This finding extends Caza et
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al.'s (2018) framework by illustrating that repair is not a discrete event but an ongoing practice,
and it underscores the importance of collective spaces like faith-based networks where the
weight of that repair can be shared, reframed, and grounded in community rather than carried
alone.
Conclusion 4: Religious Identity May Provide Unique Resources for Resilience that Challenge
Secular Organizational Assumptions about What Supports Employee Well-Being and
Performance

This conclusion builds on Finding 6 about proactive religious coping. Participants
described drawing on faith for clarity in career decisions, courage to maintain authentic religious
expression, and reframing of setbacks as divine planning (Miller & Ewest, 2013; Pargament,
1997; Pargament et al., 2011). Modern organizational psychology developed numerous
frameworks for supporting employee well-being through secular approaches: mindfulness
programs, mental health resources, employee assistance programs (Benefiel et al., 2014).
However, for religious employees, faith-based resources may be more powerful and personally
meaningful (Cavanagh & Bandsuch, 2002; Kutcher et al., 2010). The broader implication is that
organizational support systems designed around secular assumptions may miss or even
undermine the actual resources religious employees use most effectively (Hicks, 2003; King &
Williamson, 2005).
Conclusion 5: Collective Identity Work through Faith-Based Employee Networks Represents a
Critical but often Overlooked Mechanism through which Marginalized Religious Groups
Develop Strategies for Maintaining Authenticity in Challenging Organizational Environments

This conclusion draws from this study’s findings on employee networks, Caza et al.’s

(2018) conceptualization of identity work as ongoing efforts to sustain a viable self amid identity
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threats, and Smith and Denton’s (2019) research on employee resource groups, revealing that
authenticity preservation can be a collective as well as individual process. Participants described
Muslim employee networks as sites where they collaboratively developed strategies for
navigating workplace tensions, sharing experiences that help with authentically expressing their
religious identity, and collectively advocating for religious accommodations (e.g., prayer spaces
or scheduling flexibility).

Identity work research further emphasizes that such networks enable “relational identity
work,” where group members co-construct narratives of resilience and belonging, transforming
personal vulnerabilities into shared strengths (Petriglieri, 2011). Employee resource groups
(ERGs) facilitate collective sensemaking, reducing isolation for religious minorities and
fostering proactive barrier navigation. The speculation here extends to how organizations
understand and value (ERGs). Organizations typically frame ERGs primarily as support systems,
but they may function as centers of organizational learning that generate sophisticated
understanding of organizational barriers and effective accommodation strategies that could

inform organizational policy.

Implications and Recommendations
Based on the findings, interpretations, and conclusions of this study, implications and
recommendations are offered for theory, research, and organizational practice and policy. These
recommendations consider both the insights gained from this study and the limitations that
constrain generalizability.
Implications and Recommendations for Theory

Extend Social Identity Theory to Account for Hierarchical and Non-Negotiable Ildentities
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This study revealed that for practicing Muslims, religious identity can take precedence
when conflicts arise with other identities or professional expectations. While Tajfel and Turner’s
(1979) social identity theory remains foundational, standard SIT and its extensions emphasize
salience and cognitive integration rather than non-negotiability (Roccas & Brewer, 2002).
Religion often functions as a special social identity that provides a “sacred worldview” and
enduring, emotionally charged membership (Ysseldyk et al., 2010). Sacred values research
further shows that once commitments are sacralized, they become nonfungible, offering a
mechanism for identity precedence that current workplace SIT models do not capture (Atran &
Ginges, 2012; Sheikh et al., 2012). Future theoretical work could therefore integrate SIT with
sacred values theory to account for how individuals prioritize among multiple identities under
threat or conflict, the conditions under which religious identities become lexically prior despite
organizational pressures, and how comprehensive frameworks like Islam interact with role
identities in workplaces built on compartmentalization (Atran & Ginges, 2012; Roccas &
Brewer, 2002; Ysseldyk et al., 2010).

Refine Authenticity Frameworks to Account for Marginalized Identities Requiring Active
Resistance

While Kernis and Goldman’s (2006) framework on authenticity proved useful for
understanding alignment between internal states and external behavior, much of its validation
derives from supportive or low-threat contexts (Kernis & Goldman, 2006). In contrast,
employees frequently engage in facades of conformity, strategic suppression of core values
under organizational pressure, with documented psychological costs (Hewlin, 2003). The present
findings, particularly regarding proactive religious coping, involuntary visibility through hijab,

and unapologetic identity stances, indicate that authenticity often constitutes an achievement that
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comes with resistance and sustained support through peer networks and employee resource
groups to maintain their religious identity rather than a naturally occurring state (Cha et al.,
2019; Hewlin, 2003). Refinement of existing frameworks should therefore conceptualize
authenticity as a resistant accomplishment and account for group-specific resources such as
proactive religious coping as active strategies for maintaining authenticity amid conflicting
normative demands (Cha et al., 2019; Hewlin, 2003; Kernis & Goldman, 2006).
Develop Frameworks for Collective ldentity Work as Organizational Learning

The finding that faith-based employee networks function as sites of collective identity
work suggests need for theoretical frameworks extending beyond individual-level identity work
processes. Synthesis of identity work activities have focused primarily on individual cognitive
and behavioral strategies (Caza et al., 2018). This study revealed that Muslim professionals
collaboratively developed strategies for navigating workplace tensions, shared experiences with
their religious identities, and engaged in collective advocacy. Future theoretical development
could examine how marginalized groups collaboratively generate knowledge for navigating
organizational barriers; how collective identity work differs from individual identity work in
strategies, resources, and outcomes; how knowledge circulates and evolves within minority
employee networks; and how organizations can systematically engage collective identity work as
a source of organizational learning rather than positioning employee resource groups as
peripheral support systems. Such frameworks would recognize that identity work is not solely an
individual psychological process but also a collective organizational one.
Theorize Visible Identity as Simultaneously Creating Vulnerability and Power

Much research on visible identity markers has focused primarily on costs: discrimination,

stereotyping, bias, exclusion as documented by Syed and Pio (2010) and H¢liot et al. (2019).
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Work on visible markers documents penalties for hijab wearing women especially in client
facing contexts (Ghumman & Jackson, 2010; Ghumman & Ryan, 2013). This study’s findings on
hijab revealed more complex dynamics where visibility functioned simultaneously as target of
discrimination and as protective boundary-setter. Future theoretical work could develop nuanced
frameworks for understanding visible identity that account for how visibility removes ambiguity,
activating both potential biases from colleagues and clear understanding of boundaries; trade-
offs between vulnerability to discrimination and power in boundary-setting that visibility creates.
Such theorizing would move beyond treating visibility as simply risk factor for discrimination to

examining when and how visibility confers strategic and protective power.

Implications and Recommendations for Future Research

Conduct Comparative Studies Across Professional Contexts to Identify Context-Specific
Versus Universal Patterns

This study focused exclusively on management consulting, which created specific
challenges: client-facing work requiring travel and long hours, fast-paced project deadlines,
alcohol-centered networking culture, performance evaluation rewarding unlimited availability.
Future research should examine how Muslim professionals in other high-performance roles
navigate religious identity and authenticity to determine which challenges are specific to
consulting versus broader patterns in elite professional environments. Comparative studies could
examine law firms where partnership tracks reward billable hours and client entertainment;
medicine where on-call schedules and emergency care conflict with prayer times; investment
banking where deal-making cultures involve alcohol-centered relationship-building; and

academia where conference travel and networking events may conflict with religious obligations.
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Research by Gill (2015) on emotional labor in consulting and Mosonyi et al. (2020) on
consultants inhabiting liminal spaces suggests consulting may be particularly challenging
environment, but systematic comparison would reveal whether barriers documented in this study
are industry-specific or reflect broader dynamics affecting religious minorities in professional
work. Such research should use similar methodological approaches to enable meaningful

comparison.

Study Organizational-level Factors to ldentify Structures and Cultures that Enable Authentic
Religious Expression

While this study focused on individual experiences, future research should examine
organizational-level factors that enable or constrain authentic religious expression. Miller and
Ewest (2018) found that when organizations actively support religious identity, employees report
higher engagement and authenticity, but their research did not specify which organizational
characteristics matter most. Comparative case studies could examine consulting firms with
different approaches to religious inclusion, analyzing how formal policies translate into actual
practice and what prevents implementation gaps. Such research could identify best practices and
structural changes that would make professional environments more inclusive for religious
minorities.
Compare Experiences Across Religious Traditions to Identify Common Patterns and Unique
Challenges

While this study focused on Muslim professionals, future research should examine how

individuals from other minority religious traditions navigate religious identity and authenticity in
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professional settings. Research could compare experiences of Orthodox Jews who observe
Shabbat, Sikhs with visible religious markers including turbans and uncut hair, Seventh-day
Adventists with Saturday Sabbath observances and practicing Christians in secular professional
environments. Comparative research would reveal which challenges are unique to Muslim
professionals versus which reflect broader patterns affecting religious minorities in secular
workplaces. It would also identify whether certain workplace practices (alcohol-centered
networking, inflexible schedules, lack of religious holidays) create barriers across religious
traditions, suggesting common solutions. Such research could build on work by King and
Williamson (2005) on inadequate organizational policies for religious diversity broadly.
Examine Tensions During Specific Types of Client Engagements in Management Consulting
Future research should examine the tensions Muslim management consultants experience
across specific types of consulting engagements. The nature of consulting work varies
considerably depending on the type of project, and the demands, cultural dynamics, and
interpersonal expectations of each engagement type may create distinct conditions under which
tensions between religious identity and workplace authenticity are heightened or suppressed. For
example, change management implementations often require consultants to serve as highly
visible change agents, facilitating difficult conversations and building trust with resistant
stakeholders under significant time pressure. Organizational design and development
engagements may place consultants in prolonged, intimate working relationships with client
leadership, creating sustained exposure to workplace social norms and expectations around
availability and relationship-building. Data governance and technology modernization projects,

by contrast, may involve more technically focused work with less client-facing pressure but still
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require consultants to navigate team cultures and extended project timelines that can conflict
with religious obligations.

Future research should explore whether and how the type of engagement shapes the
frequency, intensity, and nature of the tensions Muslim consultants experience, and whether
certain engagement contexts afford more or less space for authentic religious expression. Such
research could also examine how consultants adapt their identity management strategies across
different project types throughout their careers. A qualitative approach using similar methods to
this study would allow for rich comparison across engagement contexts while preserving the
depth of individual experience that is central to understanding how religious identity and
authenticity are navigated in practice.

Implications and Recommendations for Organizational Practice and Policy
Implement Comprehensive Structural Accommodations Systematically Rather than Case-by-
Case

Management consulting firms and other professional service organizations should move
beyond treating religious accommodations as exceptional requests handled case-by-case and
instead embed them systematically into workplace policies and infrastructure. This would call
for dedicated prayer spaces that are accessible, clean, clearly designated, and normalized as
legitimate workplace facilities rather than unusual special requests. There should also be formal
policies allowing employees to block time for Jummah (weekly Friday prayer services) and
adjust schedules during Ramadan without penalty or requirement for extensive justification,
making religious practice routine rather than exceptional. A simple acknowledgement and
communication for Islamic holidays such as Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha through organizational

calendars, floating holidays, or modified deadline schedules, acknowledging religious diversity
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as part of standard operations could also help Muslim professionals feel that sense of being
“seen.” Professional networking and relationship-building opportunities could also refrain from
being centered on alcohol consumption, creating multiple pathways for professional
development. Organizations should recognize that these accommodations are not special favors
but necessary supports for authentic religious expression, similar to accommodations for other
legitimate needs.
Address Cultural Assumptions and Implicit Bias Beyond Policy Compliance

Organizations should move beyond implementing formal policies to address the subtle
stigmatization and identity threat that create hostile climates despite accommodations. This
would need organizations to further train leaders and managers on religious diversity that goes
beyond legal compliance to address unconscious bias and microaggressions, using concrete
examples of how assumptions about ideal worker availability disadvantage religious minorities.
These concepts also need to be modeled by behavior from senior leadership through visible
support for religious diversity, such as senior leaders attending employee resource group events,
acknowledging Islamic holidays in communications, and publicly supporting employees’ use of
accommodations. Organizations should also focus on actively challenging societal narratives that
portray Muslims as incompatible with professional excellence, perhaps through showcasing
successful Muslim professionals and highlighting contributions of religious diversity.
Organizations should understand that achieving authentic inclusion requires transformation of
culture, not merely formal policies that can coexist with informal hostility.
Support and Resource Faith-Based Employee Networks as Legitimate Organizational

Contributors
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Organizations should actively support Muslim employee networks through formal
recognition with dedicated budgets and staff support rather than relying entirely on volunteer
labor from already-burdened minority employees. Treating faith-based networks as legitimate
organizational functions rather than optional social clubs would help raise the level of
importance such groups have in them organization-wide. Additionally, integrating these
networks into organizational decision-making processes by systematically consulting these
networks when developing policies affecting religious employees, treating them as sources of
expertise rather than peripheral support systems would allow Muslim professionals to be a part
of the process. Organizations can also highlight protection from retaliation by creating clear
policies ensuring that participation in advocacy does not negatively affect career advancement,
and monitoring whether network leaders advance at comparable rates. Organizations should
recognize these networks as sites of collective identity work and organizational learning that
benefit both employees and organizations, as documented in this study’s findings on how
networks collaboratively develop strategies for navigating workplace tensions.

Prepare for and Address Client-Facing Dynamics Explicitly

Given the client-facing nature of management consulting, organizations should develop
structured strategies for supporting Muslim consultants in interactions with clients while
maintaining strong professional relationships. This includes preparing consultants proactively
with clear guidance on how to communicate religious boundaries, offering suggested language
and practical frameworks rather than leaving individuals to figure it out alone. Organizations
should also ensure there is meaningful backup when clients express bias by creating mechanisms
for reporting concerns and demonstrating a firm-level willingness to address discriminatory

client behavior directly.
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Support should also extend to educating clients about religious diversity during
engagement processes, framing this as part of the firm’s commitment to excellence through
diversity rather than as an individualized accommodation. Finally, organizations need to be
willing to reassign consultants when client environments become hostile, rather than expecting
employees to endure discriminatory treatment for the sake of client satisfaction. In doing so,
firms acknowledge that supporting religious diversity sometimes requires difficult conversations
with clients, and that a long-term reputation for principled inclusion may ultimately outweigh
short-term client-management concerns.

Create Transparency about Accommodation Usage and Address Informal Penalties

Organizations that offer formal religious accommodations should ensure that employees
feel genuinely comfortable using them without fear of career consequences. This begins with
gathering anonymous data on how often accommodations are used, such as prayer spaces,
flexible scheduling, and religious holiday policies, and exploring the reasons employees may
hesitate to take advantage of them. Firms should regularly monitor whether those who use
religious accommodations progress at comparable rates to their peers and investigate any
emerging patterns that suggest informal penalties despite official support.

It is also important to make the use of accommodations visible at senior levels. Leaders
can model supportive behavior by publicly affirming employees’ religious practices and
demonstrating respect for religious obligations in their own scheduling decisions. Addressing
discrepancies between policy and culture requires explicit conversations about expectations so
employees understand that using accommodations will not jeopardize advancement. Clear

communication and senior-level modeling can help resolve the gap highlighted in this study:
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accommodations may signal inclusion, but they do not create authenticity when informal norms
discourage employees from using them.
Conclusion

This study explored how Muslim management consultants navigated tensions between
religious identity and workplace authenticity. The three themes traced a systematic pattern:
religious identity formed as comprehensive way of life before workplace entry created inevitable
tensions with consulting environments structured around secular assumptions about professional
identity, with authenticity maintained through a combination of external organizational support
and internal resources including proactive religious coping. These patterns reveal that challenges
facing Muslim professionals stem from a mismatch between religious identity as a
comprehensive way of life and workplace cultures designed for employees without significant
religious commitments.

The findings extend existing theories in important ways. For practicing Muslims,
religious identity functions as a set of primary organizing principles that cannot be
compartmentalized, challenging organizational models assuming separation of professional and
religious selves. Authenticity required active resistance to assimilation pressures rather than
simply supportive conditions. Proactive religious coping emerged as form of active identity work
rather than passive retreat, integrating previously separate literatures. Faith-based employee
networks functioned as sites of collective identity work suggesting these networks generate
organizational knowledge that remains untapped when treated merely as support systems.

The broader conclusions identify opportunities for organizational diversity efforts.
Workplaces may be largely unaware of how seemingly neutral structures create cumulative

barriers, diverting cognitive resources from productive work and driving talented professionals
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away. More concerning, organizations may implement formal accommodations without cultural
transformation, creating appearance of inclusion while informal norms continue to disadvantage
religious minorities. If formal policies can coexist with informal hostility, prayer rooms provided
but using them signals lack of commitment, then diversity initiatives may achieve policy
compliance without genuine inclusion. This dynamic likely extends beyond Muslim
professionals to any employees whose identities or commitments conflict with inherited
assumptions about ideal workers, suggesting that meaningful inclusion requires reimagining how
professional work is structured rather than adding accommodations to existing systems.

At a time when DEI efforts face political challenges and organizational uncertainty, this
study underscores why religious inclusion matters. When Muslim professionals can express
religious identity authentically, they contribute diverse perspectives and mental frameworks that
proactive religious coping demonstrated as enhancing rather than diminishing professional
judgment. When compelled to hide faith, organizations lose these contributions while individuals
experience impacts to well-being and performance. Yet whether organizations will move beyond
surface-level accommodations remains uncertain. The study revealed pathways forward such as
genuine cultural support, recognition of faith-based networks as learning centers, modification of
performance systems implicitly disadvantaging religious minorities, and leadership modeling
authentic respect for religious diversity. This study also reveals obstacles including structural
blindness, gap between formal policy and informal practice, and tendency to declare victory after
implementing accommodations without examining whether they are actually used or whether
users advance at comparable rates.

Ultimately, this research reveals that tension between religious identity and workplace

authenticity is not inevitable but shaped by organizational choices. The systematic patterns
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documented suggest predictable dynamics that intentional structural and cultural changes could
address. However, achieving workplaces where authenticity and excellence mutually reinforce
rather than compete will require sustained commitment to examining and changing deeply
embedded assumptions about professional work, not simply implementing policies.
Organizations that undertake this difficult work not only to fulfill ethical obligations but also

access the full potential of a diverse workforce.
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Appendix A: Draft Email to Potential Participants
Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Research Study on Muslim Management

Consultants

Dear [Name],

I hope this message finds you well. My name is Ahmad Tariq, and I am conducting a
research study as part of my doctoral work at The George Washington University. The study
explores how Muslim management consultants experience and express their authentic selves in

the workplace, and the role that religious identity plays in this process.

I am reaching out to invite you to participate in this study if you meet the following

criteria:

¢ You identify as Muslim

e You have worked as a management consultant in the U.S. for at least two years and are
currently working as a management consultant.

¢ You are open to sharing your experiences in two confidential, one-on-one interviews
(approximately 60—90 minutes each)

Participation is entirely voluntary, and all responses will be kept strictly confidential. The
interview can be conducted via Google Meet or in person, depending on your preferences and

availability.
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If you are interested or would like to learn more, please fill out the interest survey located
here: [INSERT SURVEY LINK]. I would be happy to provide additional details and answer any

questions you may have.

Thank you for considering this opportunity to contribute to a deeper understanding of

authenticity and identity among Muslim management consultants.

Warm regards,
Ahmad Tariq
Tel. 301-323-3197

Doctoral Candidate, The George Washington University

176



Appendix B: Participant Interest Survey

Interest Survey: Participation in Dissertation Study

Study Title:

Exploring Authenticity and Religious Identity Among Muslim Management Consultants

Purpose:

This survey is designed to determine your eligibility and interest in participating in a qualitative
research study. The study involves two 60—90 minute confidential interviews (via Google Meet
or in person) about your experiences as a Muslim management consultant in the U.S.

Section 1: Eligibility

1. First Name

2. Last Name

3. Do you identify as Muslim?
-[]Yes
-[]No

4. Have you worked as a management consultant in the United States for at least two
years in the U.S.?

- [ ] Yes, currently

-[] Yes, in the past

-[1No

5. How many total years of experience do you have working as a management
consultant?

-]

6. Are you currently working as a management consultant?
-[]Yes
-[]No

7. Which management consulting companies have you worked for?
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8. If you are a convert to Islam, have you been Muslim and working as a management
consultant in the U.S. for at least two years?

-[]Yes

-[1No

- [ ] Not applicable

Section 2: Demographic Information (Optional but Encouraged for Sampling Diversity)

9. Gender:

- [ ] Male
- [ ] Female
- [ ] Non-binary / Third gender
- [ ] Prefer not to say
- [ ] Other:
10. Age Range:

- [ ] Under 25
-[125-34
-[13544
-[145-54
-[ 155+
11. Were you born in the U.S.?
-[]Yes
-[1No

12. Current U.S. state of residence:

Section 3: Participation Preferences

13. Are you willing to participate in two 60—90 minute interviews?
-[]Yes
-[]No
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14. Preferred interview format:
- [ ] Google Meet

- [ ] In person

- [ ] No preference

15. Preferred days/times for interview (optional):

16. Email address for follow-up communication:

17. Phone number (optional):

18. Preferred method of contact?
- [ ] Text

- [ ] Email

- [ ] No preference

19. Is there anything else you’d like to share about your background or interest in this
study?
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol

Research Question:
What are the lived experiences of Muslim management consultants as they navigate
the tensions between their religious identity and workplace authenticity’

Interview 1:

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me and for participating in my research study. The
purpose of this interview is to understand your lived experience as a Muslim management
consultant as you navigate the tensions between expressing your religious identity and being
your true self at work. Note: when referring to work I am talking about both the consulting firm
and the client site.

Everything you share with me will be kept confidential. Your name and any identifying details
will be removed from the transcript and replaced with a pseudonym. You’re welcome to skip any
question or stop the interview at any time.

I’11 be recording this conversation so I can transcribe it accurately. Is that still okay with you?

This first interview will focus on your personal and professional background, your religious
identity, and your professional journey. In the second interview, we’ll explore your current
workplace experiences and how you navigate tensions between religious identity and
authenticity in the workplace.

Please feel free to take your time with your responses. There are no right or wrong answers—I'm
here to learn from your perspective and experiences.

Background and Career Path
1. Twould like to begin by asking you about your professional background. Let us start
with:
a. Your current role as a management consultant.
b. What led you to pursue a career in management consulting?

Personal History and Religious Identity
2. How would you describe your childhood or early upbringing? Where did you grow up,
and what kind of—home, school, and community—environment was it?
3. Describe specific moments or experiences that have shaped how you understand or
relate to your identity as a Muslim.
4. How would you describe the role of Islam in your life today?
Do you maintain your religious identity at work?
a. Ifyes, how?

i.  What experiences can you share when you expressed or did something at
work that was tied to your religious identity? How did these experiences
make you feel about your religious identity in the workplace?

ii. How did others at work respond to your religious identity?

W
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b. Ifnot, why not?

i.  What experiences can you share when you expressed or did something at
work that was tied to your religious identity? How did these experiences
make you feel about your religious identity at work?

6. Is there any additional experience or information you would like to share with us
regarding your background, Muslim identity, and how you maintain it at work?

That brings us to the end of our first interview. Thank you so much for sharing your story and
reflections. I really appreciate your openness and the depth of insight you’ve provided.

I’ll be reviewing and transcribing this conversation, and I’ll send you a copy of the transcript
within the next two weeks. You’ll have the opportunity to review it and make any edits or
clarifications you’d like.

Our next interview will focus more on your current experiences in the workplace—how you
express your religious identity, how you experience being authentic in the workplace, and how
you navigate any tensions that arise. I’ll send a reminder and a few reflection prompts ahead of
time to help you prepare.

Before we wrap up, is there anything else you’d like to add or any questions you have for me?
Interview 2:

Welcome back and thank you again for your time. In this second interview, we’ll focus on your
current experiences in the workplace—how you express your religious identity, how you feel
about being yourself at work as a Muslim, and how you navigate any tensions that may arise as a
result.

Workplace Environment and Expression
1. Is there anything you would like to add to our discussion from the first interview about
your background, your religious identity, or your professional journey?
2. Does your workplace promote or consider authenticity in relationships/ leadership?
3. Could you tell me about a time when you felt comfortable being yourself (explain to the
participants: Muslim, consultant, values, behaviors) at work?
a. How did this make you feel?
4. Could you tell me about a time when you felt uncomfortable before/after trying to be
yourself at work?
a. How did this make you feel?
b. What steps did you take as a result of this experience, if any? Why did you choose
this course of action or why did you choose not to act?
5. How does your religious identity influence your sense of ‘being yourself” in the
workplace?
6. Can you describe a time when you felt you had to hold back or suppress part of who you
are in the workplace, specifically related to being a Muslim?

Navigating Practices and Interactions
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7. Can you walk me through how you approach religious practices, such as prayers or
fasting, during a typical workday?
Possible Follow-Up Question
a. Can you describe a specific time when you had to perform a religious practice or
ritual at work? What did you have to practically do?
8. Can you share a time when a colleague challenged, engaged, or acknowledged your
religious identity or practices?
a. Follow-up: What was that interaction like, and how did it make you feel?

Values and Decision-Making
9. Can you share an experience at work when you acted in a way that reflected your
personal or religious values? Were there times when these values were different from
others or what was expected of you? Can you describe a situation where you felt
pressure to act in a way that didn’t align with who you are? What did you do?
Reflection and Advice
10. What insights or advice would you offer to other Muslim professionals navigating
professional environments?
11. Is there anything else you’d like to share that we haven’t covered?

Thank you again for your openness and insight. Is there anything else you’d like to share that we

haven’t covered? I’ll be sending you the transcript of this interview as well, and you’ll have the
opportunity to review and clarify anything you’d like.
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Appendix D: Additional Quotes by Theme from Participants
Theme 1: Developing Religious Identity
Sub-theme 1.1: Parental and Family Influence on Religious Identity Development

Ali:
My parents kind of implemented 5-times-a-day prayers, fasting during Ramadan, memorizing
the Quran. I would say we were more on the religious side while we were growing up, yeah.

Sana recalled:
So it was important for my parents, my mom, at least that we be aware of what our identities are.
What informs those identities and those values. And the fact that they don't necessarily come
from culture, they come from religion. And that recognizing in certain moments that while
culture is important, it's not what drives our decisions or morality...

Context:
Several participants mentioned the religious learning that came from parents and some
additionally mentioned the influence from grandparents. For Samir, their grandfather played an
important role in strengthening their religious identity as part of their upbringing in addition to
their parents.
Samir recalled:
...he was always my role model growing up. I want to be like my grandfather because he was
firm in his faith and he was very direct and very, I don't know, he was just a very strong figure.
So I tried to be close to him. I would ask him questions, religious questions. He would always
answer them. And every time I remember, every time he would come to our home, I would
always want to sit with him, just ask him questions. So that also strengthened my faith. And then

I would always look at it like, because I know he's a convert and I wasn't a convert. I was born as
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a Muslim, but then I would look at it from a different angle and be like, why did he convert?
What did he see? And I would analyze that because I knew, I was like, he's a very rational
person. What made him accept this? Because | know he wouldn't accept something that didn't
make sense. So that was another reason or another factor that kind of strengthened my Muslim
identity and kind of shaped me into how I was.

Mansoor mentioned the importance his parents gave to going to the mosque:
And so [ think just being around them, and they were very much wanting to go into the masjid
and making sure that we were there as well for prayers, and attending Sunday school, and just
making sure that we learn at least the basics, the fundamentals of our religion, of our faith, of
who we are and how we are to be. And, you know, they just wanted to be the best that they could
do, was to raise us to be well-rounded people. And I think, just I absorbed it, either consciously,
subconsciously, kind of absorbed all that in, and that just made me the person that I am now.

Naila recalled the lasting impact of their father's guidance:
"My dad would always tell us everything else in life will fall in place if you put God first."

Sub-theme 1.2: Religious Identity Developing into a Way of Life

Sana described religious identity as central despite external pressures:
"I'd say it's fairly central in terms of my identity in the way I look at the world and my day-to-
day practice. It's a central feature in life and work."

Adnan explained prayer as non-negotiable:
That's, I try to walk that life. Preach it, walk it. I tried to, that's the number one priority for me.
Everything else falls second, but, and my take on this is because if you truly follow Islam how

you should, then everything else in your life balances out in how you treat people and how you
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treat yourself and how to interact with family and friends and things like that. I feel like if you're
truly just following Islam, everything else falls into place. That's how I feel.

Rizwan explained maintaining Friday prayer as essential:
I don't recall ever hiding it actively. I don't flaunt it. I don't go in and say, "hey, I'm the Muslim
guy" but whenever that comes in conversation I've never shied away from it, whether it's
drinking, whether any aspect of life that you talk about at work. Again, Jummah is something I
blocked off my time. Back when I was at **** and I just started and you are a little fearful of
bringing it up, I would still bring it up even if sometimes they would say no, or whatever, |
would still bring it up.

Rizwan recounted:
It defines me. When I wake up, that's the first thing. First thing I do is related to Islam, and
throughout the day little things that we do. We say Bismilla before we eat something there are

constant reminders of that throughout my day.
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Theme 2: Navigating Tensions between the Management Consulting Environment and
Authenticity in Religious Identity Expression
Sub-theme 2.1: Navigating Prayer, Ramadan, and Religious Observances

Participant elaborated on their approach to Friday prayer:
Jummah is one of those things where I'm very determined to go. I've always been this way, even
before I was in corporate America. This is probably a horrible way to put it, but I would lie,
cheat, or steal to go to Jummabh. I'll do whatever it takes. In those situations, there are clever
tactics you can use to take a couple of hours out. After a while, unless you're in a very intolerant
atmosphere, people get it and let it slide. That's exactly what happened. I had just joined a
project, and it was an issue for maybe two weeks. Then everyone realized, "This guy isn't going
to budge," so they let it go.

Naila described their experience managing meetings during Ramadan:
So I really don't have a say. But it's also the same thing when Ramadan happens. And when the
sun sets, and last year it started, I want to say it was the first couple of days, it was right around 6
PM or something like that, I think before we had a change, or the time changed. And when a
project is new, you're working a little bit longer hours, but I would then just tell them, like, hey,
this is my hard cutoff. I have to be off at this time. And nobody questions it. They're already very
understanding that you're working longer hours. So nobody likes to say, like, oh, well, you're not
giving your blood, sweat, and tears into this. That's not a thing for me, thankfully. So if I had just

said, hey, I need this time, as long as the work is done and the client is happy, we're okay.

Additional Context: Navigating Hijab in Various Settings
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Aisha described hijab as protective during high school:
I didn't partake in, again, the trips, the sleepovers, prom, like, none of that. I think hijab protected
me in high school. Like, I actually have a very positive outlook on hijab in high school, because I
think it prevented a lot of things from, boys acting their instincts, or talking to me in ways that
was, the same ways they were speaking to my friends, or people involving me in social outings
that would not have been good for me, right? So I actually have a very positive outlook on how
hijab acted in my life then.
For this participant, hijab represented a proactive choice to define how they would be perceived
and interacted with. The physical boundary created by hijab corresponded to emotional and
social boundaries that protected personal dignity and limited unwanted attention.

Aisha described how hijab affected their middle school experience:
And then when it came to middle school, I made the decision to wear hijab because I was going
to a different middle school for most of my friends, and I thought it would be a good time, and I
really loved hijab, so my middle school experience was probably very different than what I
anticipated it would be because of that decision. Kids are young, right? Like, they don't
understand hijab. I barely understood hijab. I just really liked it and wanted to wear it, so I think
that, being a visible Muslim, definitely colored that experience in terms of the things that were
said to me, how I interacted, my ability to make friends.
This visibility meant that participants' Muslim identity was always apparent, eliminating any
choice about disclosure and making them representatives of Islam in the eyes of peers and
colleagues.

Aisha described educating others about hijab:

I mean, because it was how people met me for the first time, I don't think I, it wasn't like a, oh,
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that's new, why are you wearing that now? I did get general questions about, like, why do you
wear that? Like, do you shower with it on? Like, can your dad see your hair, right? Like, the
more you start to explain these things. So I got questions from a curious standpoint. And I'm also
realizing in retrospect, I thought my teachers would understand, and they already know what this
is, it's just the students I have to deal with, but they're, I think there was a lot of education that
could have been done, even on the teacher's standpoint as well, which I was very, too young to
clock that, right? Like, to me, an adult was someone who was mature who just understood. But I
got a lot of questions around why we do it, what it means for us, the rules around it.

Maya described experiencing discrimination in middle school that she connected to
wearing hijab:
Once I started wearing this scarf in middle school, I lost a lot of the opportunities that some of
my peers had, and I remember I was doing the same things. I forgot what they're called, but you
would have a buddy, so when new kids would come, you would show them and walk them
around, and I met all the criteria, so I applied for it, and they did give me the position. But they
never let me, multiple kids got turned. There was 5 of us, and I think all of them had that buddy
system. They always were touring kids around and showing them the ropes and introducing them
to teachers, and I never got to do it, and I voiced my concern to a friend. And she ended up
vouching for me and said, oh, **** has never gotten a turn, so can we get her into this? And then
I remember it was only one time that they let me do it, and it was for another, I think it was a
Pakistani girl as well, who had just moved into the area. And it was only for her, and I felt very,
and I felt it, I felt that it was only because of my race that we were allowed to do that, and I felt
really sad, because I feel like I was just as intelligent, if not more, than a lot of the kids. I was

very social, and I spoke to everybody, so, and it's, I don't know, it was really weird to me that I
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couldn't do that. So that was my first instance that I felt that because of the way I looked, I wasn't
allowed to do something. Because maybe it might make someone else feel uncomfortable. Um,
that was something I learned very early on.

Maya described an interaction where hijab led to assumptions about conservatism:
Um, I work with an individual, and we had never officially met in person...she introduced
herself. And then I thought it was a great interaction. And then afterwards, she goes, so you
didn't tell me you were very conservative. And I was like, oh, you think so? And then she goes, I
didn't mean to say it in a harsh way or anything, but you just seem very conservative, and I was
like, in what way? Because I wear a scarf? And then she's like, no, no, please don't take me
wrong and I was like, I'm here for a fun time, too, no worries, but if you think it's the scarf, then,
you know, I don't think that'll be a problem. And then she goes, are you Ahmadi? ...I don't know
how she feels about that, but since then, mind you, we had a great working relationship prior to
her ever seeing me or knowing exactly who I was. And then once she saw me and then, you
know, confirmed this, I haven't heard from her in months...Yeah, since then, a lot of individuals,
I think, from that interaction, a lot of individuals stopped talking to me outside of just the work

scope in my internal company.

Theme 3: Enabling Religious Identity Expression and Authenticity
Sub-theme 3.3: Unapologetic Approach and Direct Communication of Religious Practices

Hijab as an Act of Autonomy and Personal Commitment
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Aisha described encouraging her mother to wear hijab as a child:
Yeah, my mom started wearing hijab, she was older, she was in her 40s. I really wanted her to
wear hijab. And so it was something that I told her often, and she would drop me off at Sunday
school, which was an Islamic Sunday school, Arabi school, and I would tell her mama, all of my
friends' moms wear hijab, this is embarrassing, why do you not wear hijab? Like, I just feel so
ashamed, I was really ruthless as a 6-year-old. And, I think it potentially forced her to think
about it a little bit more. It's something she really wanted to do, but she worked at a bank post-
9/11, and there was just, in North Carolina, which was in Charlotte, which was a big banking
city, Bank of America HQ, Wells Fargo has a massive presence, and so obviously following
New York. All to say, it was a very difficult decision for her to make. And it was one where my
dad himself felt very uneasy. He's generally very easygoing about everything, but he was like, I
don't know how I feel about this, I want you to be safe, right? But I was very young, I really
loved hijab, and I would give her comments all the time. Like, I never held back. I was just like,
every single week, right, she would pick me up from Sunday school. I'm like, yeah, Sunday
school is good, but I don't know why you don't wear hijab. And so eventually, alhamdulillah, she
went, one of the days when she came to pick me up from Sunday school, she had just a hijab
around her neck. And one of her friends saw her and just said bismillah and wrapped it for her,
and she just has been wearing it ever since. So I really love, loved hijab, and I loved that she did
that, and I think I'm very blessed and thankful I made the decision to wear it when I did, because
otherwise it's only gotten harder, honestly, since the day I put it on, and so I'm happy she's also
just served as an example as a corporate figure that wears hijab, because I think that was very

helpful for me as well.
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The same participant described her own attraction to hijab:
Like, there was so much about the world I didn't probably understand, especially in a post-9/11
era, so it was like, why would you not wear this beautiful thing, and it comes in all these
beautiful colors, and you can match your outfits, it just seemed really exciting. I don't think it
was from a spiritual lens as much, but it was, you taught me to be Muslim, I know we're Muslim,
I see all the other Muslims doing this, why do we not? I think it was from that angle, because I
just, we have nothing to be ashamed of, might as well, you know what I mean? I didn't
understand, I didn't understand why anyone would not want to wear it.

Aisha explained strategic timing in her decision to wear hijab:
Yeah, [ was way too mature for my age, that was the problem. I knew I was going to a new
middle school. The logic really was, I know I'm gonna have to wear this soon. I'm going to a new
middle school where I don't know anyone. I would rather them meet me with hijab than me have
to go through the transition of not wearing it and then wearing it and have to answer all these
questions. So it's better for me up front to just wear it now. And that's exactly what I did. Like,
even going when I, we went to the open house, I wasn't formally wearing a hijabi at that point,
but I still wore it anyways, so I could just appear in hijab to all of my teachers, potential teachers
and whatnot. So that's really why I wore it. It was something I knew I wanted to do at one point,
I just wanted to make it easier on myself, and I didn't want to have to deal with the transition, so
I just did it then.
This developmental process transformed hijab from potential obligation to personal conviction,
deepening its meaning and the participant's commitment to maintaining it.

Maya described her journey from resistance to ownership:

You know, at the time, I really didn't, I didn't want to wear a scarf, and I remember every day
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was a battle with myself and my mother. And I remember thinking, I was like, I don't want to do
it. And I would say, you know what, bless her heart for being so patient, because she didn't push
it. She would very lovingly remind me, I would, so, it's not that I just completely would leave the
house and not wear it and hide it away. I just wouldn't wear it on my head. And this is one of the
things that started it, because I was like, well, I get treated differently, and she was like, who
cares? But, you know, every time, she would remind me, she's like, hey, just do it. Hey, just wear
it. Hey, just, you know, it's okay. And she was never mad, she was never forceful. It was just a,
hey, your scarf fell, just put it on your head. So, we did that for a couple years,

Maya described eventually embracing hijab:
I think when I finally got into college, that's when I was like, no, I'm wearing this, this is who I
am. I'm not gonna let this stop me, and a lot of the things go down to I just got really invested in
some of the teachings in our literature, and just that inspired me to kind of want to stand out, and
I was like, you know what, it's okay. I'm okay with someone criticizing me, or I'm okay with
someone treating me differently because if I am good to myself, and if I build that confidence,
then no one can touch me.
This personal ownership was critical to experiencing hijab as empowering rather than restrictive.
The empowerment extended to professional contexts, where wearing hijab became an assertion
of religious identity in spaces that might implicitly discourage it.

A participant described a defining moment that solidified their commitment:
... they taught you how to make alcohol in that class, and that's how they enticed the kids. They
were like, you're gonna love this class, and your senior year, you get to do this, and it's so much
fun making your own alcohol... next day, we had class, and my professor, I guess, had seen me,

and he goes, I didn't see you in that line, **** and I was like, oh, I just didn't care about, you
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know, alcohol. And this is publicly in front of everybody. And he goes, "well, I know many
Muslims that drink, and some of them you'd be very surprised, are, you know, very traditional,
they wear, they cover themselves and they wear scarves," and I think my jaw was on the floor.
And everyone was just looking at me, and I felt so ashamed. And I don't think I even said
anything, because I was like, well, that's not gonna be me. I'm not gonna be that person. And I
think that's what clicked into me, because literally, at that moment, I think I had excused myself,
went to the bathroom, I put my scarf on my head, and I came back in and sat down, and I was

like, this is it for me. I was like, I'm not going back. I don't want to be a hypocrite.
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Appendix E: Data Structure Table

Theme 1: Developing Religious Identity

Subtheme & Definition

Sub-theme 1.1: Parental and Family Influence on
Religious Identity Development

Describes how parents and family members served as the
primary source of religious identity formation, through
values, practice, and behavioral modeling of Islamic
principles from early childhood.

e 1.4 Importance from parents of religious identity
e 1.4.1 Parents or family example seeing religious identity
® 1.9 Routines and discipline from mothers

Sub-theme 1.2: Religious Identity Developing into a
Way of Life

Captures how participants described Islam not as
compartmentalized practice but as a comprehensive
framework organizing all aspects of life, including
workplace behavior, ethical decisions, and visible
expressions such as wearing hijab.

1.6 Islam central to identity and daily practice
1.12 Visible religious identity expression

1.1 Awareness in youth of differences with others
6.4 Navigating wearing hijab for the first time
15.0 Identity Development Over Time

15.3 Emotional struggle with identity early on

Theme 2: Navigating Tensions between the Management Consulting Environment and Authenticity in
Religious Identity Expression

Subtheme & Definition

Codes

Sub-theme 2.1: Navigating Prayer, Ramadan, and
Religious Observances

Describes the logistical and social challenges participants
faced in integrating daily prayers, weekly Jummah,
fasting during Ramadan, and other religious observances
into demanding management consulting work schedules
and client environments.

e 4.0 Navigating tensions

® 4.1 Accepting missing religious rituals due to demanding
work environment

e 4.2 Finding time and space for religious rituals is a
struggle

® 4.6 Prayer space reduces anxiety and feels good

3.5 Proactively communicating schedule change needs

for religious rituals

3.6 Setting boundaries for prayer times or Jummah

13.0 Concealment & Suppression

13.2 Hesitation or fear of explaining religious identity

13.4 Lying to colleagues to perform religious ritual

9.3 Management consulting environment impact on

religious identity

e 9.3.1 Consulting environment less conducive to sharing
religious identity

e 14.4 Explaining Eid at work

® 5.0 Alcohol & Social Expectations

e 5.3 Drinking-centric social events have exclusionary
dimension

e 5.7 Tension avoiding networking due to social settings
not aligned to religious identity

e 5.8 Tension networking and career development tied to

happy hours and drinking

6.1 Answering questions about hijab

6.3 Hijab makes you feel like a representative of Islam

6.5 Wearing hijab affecting treatment

7.0 Modesty in interactions with opposite gender

10.0 Stigma, Discrimination & Sociopolitical Context
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10.4 Perceiving extra scrutiny due to expressing
religious identity

10.6 Religious discrimination in the workplace
16.0 Performance & Overcoming Barriers

16.1 Increased pressure felt to perform well

Theme 3: Enabling Religious Identity Expression and Authenticity

Subtheme & Definition

Codes

Sub-theme 3.1: External Enablers — Organizational e 8.0 Organizational environment and individual
Support and Inclusion authenticity
Describes how organizational accommodations, e 8.1 Acknowledging religious holidays is essential for
supportive managers and colleagues, and faith-based comfort with religious expression
employee networks created environments where ® 8.4 Feeling comfortable with colleagues or organization
participants felt their religious identity was valued and e 8.4.1 Teams respond positively to proactive
respected, enabling authentic expression. communication for religious needs
® 8.6 Leadership creates the environment for authenticity
to occur
e 8.8 Proactive accommodations from project teams
improves experience
e 8.9 Remote work enabling authentic practice
o 11.0 Community & Peer Support (faith-based networks)
e 11.2 Comfort in religious identity through recognizing
diversity and interfaith perspectives
e 17.0 Organizational Policies & DEI
e 17.3 Team diversity affecting comfort
e 2.0 Experiencing authenticity in the workplace
e 2.2 Authenticity from colleagues' support for religious
rituals
e 2.5 Feeling seen when religious identity is
acknowledged
e 2.5.1 Authenticity experienced when colleagues take
interest in religious identity
Sub-theme 3.2: Divine Trust and Spirituality in ® 12.0 Religious Coping & Spiritual Resilience
Career Decisions and Workplace Challenges e 12.2 Good outcomes tied to God rewarding commitment
Describes how participants used prayer, trust in God, and to religious identity
formative spiritual experiences to navigate career e 12.3 Increased religious identity salience through crisis
decisions, process workplace tensions, and reinterpret e 12.4 Spiritual experiences strengthening religious
professional setbacks through a faith-based lens. identity
e 12.5 Struggles leading to religious awakening created a
stronger association with religious identity
e 2.3 Authenticity through religious morals carrying over
to workplace behavior
e 2.6 Finding purpose through religious identity
e 3.4 Flexibility in religious teachings makes religious
identity easier to express
® 4.4 Not feeling tensions
e 15.1 Confidence in identity increasing overall over time
Sub-theme 3.3: Unapologetic Approach and Direct e 3.0 Identity Work Strategies
Communication of Religious Practices e 3.2 Conscious decision to explain religious reasons
Describes how participants openly expressed their e 3.3 Disclosing religious identity
Muslim identity, set firm boundaries around religious e 3.7 Speaking up for needs
practices, and directly communicated religious needs to e 3.8 Unapologetic approach to expressing religious

identity
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colleagues and supervisors, maintaining these practices
despite potential professional costs.
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5.4 Explaining abstaining from alcohol

5.4.2 Abstaining from alcohol due to religious reasons
5.5 Participating in happy hours to socialize while
abstaining from alcohol

2.1 Advice for navigating being true to yourself

2.4 Educating colleagues about religious identity feels
authentic

14.0 Education & Disclosure

14.1 Answering colleagues' questions about religious
identity

10.2 Feeling like a representative for Islam as a religion
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