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Abstract 

South Africa has been receiving migrants from all over the world and is known to host the 

largest Indian population outside of India. Indians have been migrating to various parts of the 

world, including South Africa. When entering this country, the main member of the family is 

migrating with the family including their adolescent child(ren). The migrant adolescent faces 

various challenges from adapting to the new environment to adjusting to the new culture they 

are exposed to. With an inherent need to belong in a new country, the question is raised 

regarding how is this navigated and experienced in the realm of family and school. Some 

argue that family structure plays a vital role in managing the adverse experiences arising from 

external situations.  

This study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge by using the theory of family systems 

and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) to explore the young Indian immigrants’ 

experiences of ACEs in South Africa. The participants consisted of young Indian immigrants 

who immigrated as an adolescent, and the data obtained was analysed using thematic 

analysis. The findings of this study reveal that migrant adolescents found it challenging to 

acculturate initially; they also experienced discrimination, marginalisation and general lack of 

inclusion in the education system. Their relationships with their families were also affected as 

their parents also struggled with issues of acculturation. The findings contribute to 

understanding the long-term impact of migration on adolescent development and highlight 

the resilience and adaptability fostered through challenging early experiences. Lastly, the 

study reveals that as young adults they felt that the migration experience in their youth had 

taught them adaptive strategies to navigate their lives.  

 

Keywords: Indian, South African migration, adverse childhood experiences, family system 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Throughout history, migration has been driven by the quest for better living 

conditions, economic opportunities, and escape from political unrest. The International 

Organization for Migration’s 2022 World Migration Report estimated there to be around 281 

million international migrants globally in 2020, about 3.6 percent  of the world population. 

Over the past five decades, the number of migrants has tripled, rising from 84 million in 1970 

to 281 million in 2020. By the end of 2022, nearly 117 million people had migrated due to 

displacement (McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 2021). Migration, often from low- and middle-

income countries, is driven mainly in order to pursue better opportunities and livelihoods. In 

2021, migrants remitted $647 billion, significantly contributing to their home countries’ 

economies. Northern America received 58.7 million migrants, while Africa hosted 25.4 

million, with 8.1 percent of Africa’s workforce being migrants. Southern Africa primarily 

experiences regional migration due to economic opportunities and political instability. By 

mid-2021, South Africa had 2.9 million migrants due to industrial and mining growth, with 

arrivals from Portugal, Germany, India, Ethiopia, Malawi, and Nigeria (McAuliffe & 

Triandafyllidou, 2021).  

In the early 21st century, globalisation and the pursuit of improved economic 

conditions led to a significant exodus of Indian immigrants, particularly recent graduates, 

primarily men, seeking better opportunities to support their families in India (Khadria, 2008). 

In these cases, one parent often migrates while the other remains behind to care for the 

children, though sometimes entire families relocate, leaving extended families behind. 

Migration is influenced by diverse motivations; with modern advances in international travel 

and communication migrant families are enabled to maintain ties with their homeland, a 

phenomenon known as transnationalism (Vertovec, 2001; Zentgraf & Chinchilla, 2012). 

Technological progress also allows migrants to gather more information about their 
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destination before relocating and to stay connected with family members who remain in their 

country of origin (Dekker & Engbersen, 2014). 

McAuliffe and Triandafyllidou (2021) have noted that migration patterns are not 

uniform globally, with variations in frequency and proportions across regions. South Africa 

exemplifies this, being a major destination for Indian migrants seeking better working or 

living conditions (Rugunanan, 2017; Vaughn et al., 2017). South Africa has attracted various 

nationals based on better living conditions or intra-company transfers, where Indian nationals 

are in significant numbers (Naicker et al., 2017). This migration is seemingly occurring to 

improve the family’s living conditions and quality of life (Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022; 

Rajan et al., 2013). In an intra-company transfer, the employee tends to migrate with their 

nuclear family, which often includes the spouse and child(ren) and in some cases the parent 

of the employee (Chadda & Deb, 2013; Dasgupta & Lal, 2007; Deviga & Varghese, 2020; 

Patel, 2005). Since this study is on the migration experiences of adolescents, the focus has 

been on the adolescent population who migrated with their families from India to South 

Africa.  

Migration tends to bring various challenges associated with acculturation, where a 

migrant tries to integrate into the host country’s culture and norms (Berry, 2005; Sluzki, 

1979). Despite the extensive research on migration, there is a notable gap in understanding 

the experiences of children who migrate with their parent(s), highlighting the need for more 

focused studies on this aspect of migration (Rugunanan, 2017). Specifically, the adolescents 

who migrate with their parents may be of particular interest. As this development phase is a 

transition phase between childhood and adulthood (Erikson, 1963), it is vital to understand 

their experiences of growing up in host countries. During this phase, adolescents explore their 

identities, roles, and beliefs, learning to manage themselves (Erikson, 1963; Louw et al., 

1998). They may often begin to develop a career path as they explore their identity (Porfeli & 
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Lee, 2012; Xu & Lee, 2019). Luyckx et al. (2005) have highlighted that adolescents can be 

critical of themselves, and there is a clear connection between their sense of identity and 

potential. In this phase, some of the critical issues for adolescents are mental well-being, 

identity and self-expression, friendships, education, and career planning (Coffey & Patton, 

2016; Jagannathan et al., 2023; Lawson et al., 2023; Ormel et al., 2020).  

Migrant adolescents are faced with different challenges, including complexities of 

adaptation to a new environment, which are multifaceted, including social, educational, 

economic, cultural and psychological (Darmanaki Farahani & Bradley, 2018; Fangen, 2010; 

Lee & Bukowski, 2012; Noack, 2021; Östberg & Modin, 2008;Sluzki, 1979).  

With these challenges in mind, adolescents find it common to seek the support of their 

family for their emotions and physical well-being (Albert & Coimbra, 2017). However, day-

to-day interactions with family and friends (at school) may influence the experiences of the 

migrant adolescent. The migrant adolescent may struggle to fit into the groups in their new 

schools. Adolescents may also have to deal with the change in family dynamics following the 

migration and the stress experienced by their parents. The dynamics of the family and the 

larger society is likely to influence the individual (Falicov, 1995). This highlights the 

importance of viewing society’s influence and family dynamics on migrants using a systemic 

view acknowledging their individual experiences (Bowen, 1978). 

This study aims to contribute to the body of knowledge by using family systems 

theory and ACEs to examine the experiences of young Indian immigrants in South Africa 

who immigrated during adolescence. 

Rationale 

The experiences of migrant children may vary, and they may face a number of 

challenges in a new country as they have to adapt to a new socio-cultural environment. If 



 10 

they enter a new linguistic environment, they may face additional linguistic challenges as 

well as social challenges. However, children often acculturate more quickly than their 

parents, learning the language and social norms of the host country more rapidly than adults, 

often causing conflict in the child-parent relationship. The conflict may be exacerbated 

because parents are often invested in maintaining their culture and customs and like to keep 

these alive by practicing the rituals that are part of their home culture. This is especially true 

for an adolescent who is in the process of identity development through constructing their 

personal values, attributes, goals, ambitions, and own history. Some parents may also 

continue to express the parenting style they have been using in the country of origin. These 

parenting styles may differ from what is deemed acceptable in the host culture and create 

conflict in the family. The adolescent may identify as a minority as their practices are 

different to that of the peers, as cultural/ethnic practices are given importance in the family. 

Adolescents are constantly negotiating between their identity formation and the identity 

suggested by their parents. Parents may also emphasise good academic performance as the 

‘only’ route to have a better future and put a lot of pressure on adolescents to perform 

academically. 

Furthermore, parents may experience several additional psychological stresses as a 

result of migration which may impact their mental health and how they interact with their 

children. With the exposure to various situations around them, along with the possibility of 

family dysfunction, the children may be potentially vulnerable to parental maltreatment 

(Vaughn et al., 2017). 

Consequently, all these factors may create several ACEs in the context of the family 

and have a negative impact on the psychological functioning of the migrant child. Migration 

research has predominantly focused on the experiences of adults, giving less attention to the 

voices of children. From a psychological perspective, it will therefore be useful to understand 
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how young adults, who migrated as adolescents, experienced the migration journey in the 

context of their family relationship, as well how this experience may impact their current 

social and psychological functioning.  

Placing the significance of the migration focus with the context of adolescent 

development. Young adult immigrants’ migration experiences are deeply intertwined with 

adolescent development, a critical period marked by identity formation, autonomy seeking, 

and emotional growth. Migration during adolescence amplifies these developmental 

challenges as young immigrants must navigate cultural dissonance, language barriers, and 

shifts in social structures while forming a coherent sense of self (Suárez-Orozco & Suárex-

Orozco,  2015). The dual task of acculturation and developmental adaptation can lead to 

heightened stress but also foster resilience and adaptability. 

Erikson’s psychosocial stage of identity versus role confusion is particularly relevant 

in this context. Adolescents develop their identities through exploration and integration of 

cultural values, a process complicated by migration, where traditional cultural norms may 

conflict with the host society’s values (Kagitcibasi, 2005). Moreover, family dynamics, 

central to adolescent development, are often disrupted by migration. Parental struggles with 

acculturation can alter familial roles, leading to increased responsibilities for adolescent 

immigrants, which can either empower or burden them (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2023). 

This developmental lens highlights the significance of focusing on migration during 

adolescence as it shapes lifelong identity and social functioning. Addressing these 

experiences in research can inform culturally sensitive policies and interventions to support 

young immigrants. 
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Furthermore, while there has been research done on migrant Indian communities in 

first world nations, such as the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, Germany and the United 

States of America (USA) (Dale & Ahmed, 2011; Haran et al., 2020; Meijering & van Hoven, 

2003; Xiang, 2001), little has been done in the South African context despite the migration 

pattern of Indians to South Africa in the past decade.  

Structure 

The structure of this thesis is as follows: 

Chapter One: Introduction 

This chapter introduces the reader to this study by providing an overview of the topic 

under investigation and the population group on whom this study was conducted. It further 

aims to highlight the need for research in migration and family and educator relationships 

from an adolescent perspective. 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the literature surrounding 

migration in South Africa, Bowen’s FST (1978), and ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998). The chapter 

aims to give a detailed account of theories around migration and the experiences of 

adolescents in their developmental phase. The chapter explores the Indian family system and 

the trend of Indian migration to South Africa. The literature review explores the migratory 

process and relevant literature surrounding the topic, using Berry’s (2005) acculturation 

framework through which the role of family and community is explored. The literature 

surrounding ACEs and the complexities added to it due to migration is explored in this 

chapter. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

This chapter provides an account of the methodological decisions and procedures 

followed to answer the research questions posed at the beginning of this study. This includes 

an outline of the research aims and research design that underpins the methods followed 

during the execution of this study. It describes the thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke 

(2006) used to make sense of the data collected. It further entails an outline of the processes 

followed to ensure that ethical and rigorous requirements were upheld.  

Chapter Four: Findings 

This chapter provides the main themes that emerged during the analysis of the data 

collected for this study as guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis. It begins 

by providing the themes and relevant quotes from interviews surrounding the challenges 

experienced regarding adaptation to a new country and experiences of a new educational 

system. After that, it elaborates on the findings pertaining to the migrants’ experiences of the 

impact migration had on their interpersonal relationships. This is followed by themes related 

to their emotional well-being, which was affected due to migration. 

Chapter Five: Discussion 

This chapter attempts to answer the research questions posed at the beginning of this 

research project by interpreting the results and comparing said results to the literature 

outlined in Chapter Two. The dominant themes are discussed according to the theoretical 

frameworks that Bowen (1978) and Felitti et al. (1998) describe. 

Chapter Six: Conclusion 

This chapter aims to conclude this study by summarising the relevant findings, 

acknowledging the shortcomings of this study, and providing a few recommendations for 

further research in this field. 
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Appendices 

This section hosts the relevant documentation used in this study. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Migration is a phenomenon as ancient as humanity itself. Throughout history, humans 

have moved across the globe for new opportunities, driven by personal aspirations, familial 

obligations, or representing their countries in official positions, for example, diplomats 

(Koser, 2016). This literature review chapter aims to provide a comprehensive overview of 

the existing literature relevant to the research topic. It examines significant areas of 

importance within this study and reviews existing research that substantiates the provided 

perspectives. This chapter addresses the crucial issues underpinning this study by defining 

and correlating them with specific relevant problems and structural developments related to 

international migration, economic constraints, and social limitations. 

The theoretical framework for this study incorporates the family systems theory (FST) 

and ACEs. The chapter reviews previous studies on migrants' experiences and perceptions, 

various aspects of migration, related problems, and transnationalism. It particularly focuses 

on the experiences of adolescents, examining their general experiences and upbringing in the 

host country with their families, along with the challenges they face as migrants. This is 

especially relevant to this study within the South African context, as it explores the choices 

and decisions families make for their adolescents upon moving to South Africa. Therefore, it 

is essential to understand the dynamics of family transition and the distribution of 

responsibilities and functions among family members during migration. 
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Migration of People around the World 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM), in its World Migration Report 

(2022), highlighted that there are an estimated 281 million international migrants around the 

world in 2020, which is approximately 3.6 percent of the global population (McAuliffe & 

Triandafyllidou, 2021). In the past five decades, the number of international migrants has 

increased more than threefold, from 84 million in 1970 to 281 million in 2020, and by the end 

of 2022, nearly 117 million have had to migrate due to displacement (McAuliffe & Oucho, 

2024; Omelaniuk, 2005). The World Bank has highlighted that migration can be a 

development challenge: nearly 2.3 percent of the world's population migrate and live outside 

their country of origin (McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024). Most of this population belongs to low- 

and middle-income countries (McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024). Most migrations are focused and 

linked to better opportunities and needs to improve one’s livelihoods (McAuliffe & Oucho, 

2024). Migrants have collectively remitted 647 billion US dollars to their country of origin, 

contributing significantly to the Gross domestic products of the country of origin (McAuliffe 

& Oucho, 2024). 

In 2021, northern America received 58.7 million migrants, whereas there are 25.4 

million migrants in Africa (McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 2021), out of which the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimated that 8.1 percent of migrant workers are in 

Southern Africa (McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 2021). Southern Africa primarily experiences 

migration to and from neighbouring countries, where economic opportunities, political 

instability and environmental hazards are key drivers (Migration Data Portal, 2023). By the 

middle of 2021, South Africa had received an estimated 2.9 million migrants, both skilled 

and unskilled, due to industrial developments and growth in the mining sectors (Migration 

Data Portal, 2023). However, as per the migration profile report for South Africa, it has been 

noted that apart from Southern African countries, migrants have arrived from various other 
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countries such as Portugal, Germany, the UK, India, Ethiopia, Malawi and Nigeria, to name a 

few (Migration Profile Report for South Africa – A Country profile 2023, Statistics South 

Africa (Stats SA), 2024).  

Definition of Migration 

Migration is a complex phenomenon to define; it has multiple dimensions and is an 

intrinsic part of human history (Arango, 2000; McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024). The Oxford 

English Dictionary (n.d.) defines migration as the movement of people at any given time 

from one place to another, either within a country or internationally. Geographically, 

migration is the intention to live somewhere besides one’s native land for extended periods. 

The IOM defines migration as the movement of a person either across an international border 

or within a state away from their usual place of residence (McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024). 

Lipton (1980) defines migration as a process of people moving from one place to another, 

crossing administrative boundaries like villages, towns, districts, or countries. Migration can 

involve immigration, which is the movement of people into a receiving region, or emigration, 

which is the movement of people out of a country during a specific period (Arango, 2000). 

Skeldon (2017) argues that migration is a complicated process, and its definition depends on 

the time and space when it occurs. Migration can be involuntary or voluntary (Tsegay, 2023). 

Involuntary migration occurs when people are displaced due to various reasons beyond their 

control, including, but not limited to, climatic change, political reasons, and security 

concerns, whereas voluntary migration could occur due to, among other reasons, employment 

opportunities, family reunification, and educational opportunities (Tsegay, 2023).  

Migration Outcomes 

The migration outcomes vary significantly based on the specific context and variables 

involved. Migration comes with various challenges and emotions still attached to the country 
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of origin (Sluzki, 1979). Sluzki’s theory highlights the importance of maintaining 

connections with the culture while integrating into the new society, as the migrants navigate 

their identity. It could be related to comfort, social support, cultural support, mobility, and 

food. To understand how individuals and groups adapt to different cultural contexts, we turn 

to John Berry's theory on acculturation.  

The concept of acculturation refers to a transactional process between two cultural 

groups concerning cultural and psychological change that occurs (Berry, 2005). According to 

Berry (1997), acculturation is the phenomenon where cultural and psychological changes 

occur as a result of the interaction between different cultures. Acculturation refers to the 

process of acquiring a second culture and the subsequent changes that take place in both 

cultures involved in the exchange. In this process, people engage in intercultural activities; at 

times, there can be conflict, with a possible need for negotiation to achieve the necessary 

objectives of the groups (Berry, 2006). Berry (2005) explains acculturation as a two-step 

process; in the first step an individual initially maintains its original culture, and in the second 

step, the individual participates in the larger society. Changes in behaviour are noticed, such 

as when the person is trying to assimilate into the new setting (Hui et al., 2015). Cultural and 

psychological changes may occur over time; some people adapt quicker than others to a new 

environment (Hui et al., 2015). Some examples of acculturation are learning the language, 

learning about food, participating in social activities, and dressing (Berry, 2005; Marchetti-

Mercer & Roos, 2006).  

Learning new norms can be challenging; the personal challenge is to be content with 

one’s learnings, be satisfied to remain in the new country, and continue to work on one’s 

sense of belonging (Berry & Hou, 2017; Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). Berry (2005) also 

highlights the necessity of the person to acknowledge that the acculturation is not limited to 

themselves alone but to the family that has migrated along with them. However, acculturation 
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may occur at a different pace for each family member; again, for some families it may vary 

(Hui et al., 2015), just as their goals for migrating to a new country and their motivation may 

differ (Tatarko et al., 2020).  

Central to Berry's theory are four acculturation strategies: assimilation, separation, 

integration and marginalisation (Berry, 1997). Berry suggested that the assimilation involves 

individuals or groups assimilating the cultural norms of the dominant society while 

relinquishing their original traditions. Separation is the opposite of assimilation, as it involves 

people or groups preserving their native traditions and limiting their connection with the 

dominant culture. Berry explains that integration is a balanced state where individuals or 

groups maintain important elements of their original culture while actively engaging in the 

wider community. This approach, linked to biculturalism, promotes psychological well-being 

and social cohesion. Lastly, Berry refers to marginalisation as a state in which individuals or 

groups do not preserve their native culture and do not actively participate in the dominant 

culture. Berry’s model highlights that the strategies may not be an individual’s choice but are 

potential influences of the societal context related to the policies and norms of the dominant 

culture or groups.  

Berry's theory offers us a comprehensive framework for examining the dynamics of 

cultural adaptations. It provides us insights into the processes of cultural changes and the 

strategies an individual employs to navigate multicultural situations by emphasising the 

interaction between the different elements. This idea significantly impacts immigration, 

transnationalism, diversity and intercultural relations either promoting integration or 

separation, highlighting the maintenance of balance between the original culture and adopting 

the dominant culture (Berry, 1997). 
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Transnationalism 

Transnationalism is a conceptual framework in the social sciences that analyses the 

various connections and interactions that extend beyond the boundaries of a nation (Schiller 

et al., 1992). Further, in 1992, Schiller et al. defined transnationalism as the process by which 

immigrants establish social networks that connect their home country and their new country 

of residence. Further, Schiller et al. (1992) add to the definition the factor of transmigrants 

cultivating and sustaining many relationships extending beyond borders, including familial, 

economic, social, organisational, religious, and political connections. This process of 

establishing meaningful relationships is not fixed but rather constantly changing and 

developing, significantly contributing to the formation of individuals' multiple identities and 

sense of belonging (Tedeschi et al., 2022). It is driven by globalisation, advancements in 

communication technology, and the mobility of people and goods, resulting in complex 

networks that link individuals and organisations across nations (Baldassar, 2007; Marchetti-

Mercer & Swartz, 2020). This definition highlights the proactive involvement of immigrants 

in establishing transnational social networks, questioning conventional ideas of assimilation, 

and emphasising their simultaneous or multiple affiliations, which is examined in this 

research. 

 Portes (2001) explores the economic and social dimensions of transnationalism. He 

argues that transnational activities, including remittances sent by migrants to their home 

countries, international trade, and investments, are crucial for the economies of both the 

countries that send and receive these activities. Portes (2001) asserts that transnationalism is a 

global phenomenon that substantially influences the economic and social structures of the 

cultures it encompasses. This perspective highlights the significant impact of transnational 

behaviours on local economies and social systems. 
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Further to the discussion of remittances, Levitt (1998) explored the cultural 

dimensions of transnationalism, introducing the concept of social remittances. These are the 

transmission of ideas, activities, human qualities, and social resources from communities in 

the receiving country to communities in the giving country. Levitt (1998) defines social 

remittances as cultural signals that cross international borders and influence the lives of 

individuals and communities. This concept highlights the reciprocal exchange of cultural 

contact in global settings. Transnationalism challenges traditional notions of nation-states and 

citizenship by recognising individuals' complex and fluid identities engaging in many social 

and cultural contexts (Baldassar & Raffaetà, 2016). 

Baldassar (2007) highlights the enduring nature of family bonds even when 

individuals are physically apart. According to her, transnational families reside apart for a 

significant amount of time but can still retain strong connections across different countries. 

This connection emphasises the role of contemporary communication technology in 

facilitating family members to maintain relationships and meet caregiving obligations 

remotely. 

Migrants frequently desire to maintain ties with their family in their country of origin, 

traditions, and former communities through communication (Marchetti-Mercer, 2023; 

Vertovec, 2001). The swift progress in technology, particularly with the introduction of the 

internet and social media platforms, has enabled quick connections with families living far 

away (Madianou, 2016; Marchetti-Mercer et al., 2023). The children who migrated with their 

parents have worked on establishing a feeling of belonging within their communities, as well 

as in the schools and other social groups they are involved with in the host country (Lima 

Becker & Oliveira, 2022). They immersed themselves in learning a new language, blending 

the knowledge from their own country with the knowledge they gained in the host country 

(Lima Becker & Oliveira, 2022). Home memories are often viewed as a documentary and 
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shared as stories, creating a transgenerational memory for the new generation and a healing 

memory for the migrating generation (Tali, 2022).  

Reasons for Migration 

Migration patterns are often influenced by migrants' methods of settling in a particular 

location, which are, in turn, influenced by established networks or selective immigrations set 

up by host countries (Duwicquet et al., 2014). Migrants’ skill levels influence these methods 

in both circumstances; the globalisation of the economy, the spread of information available 

at one's disposal and developed infrastructure may be some of the reasons for migration 

(Audebert & Doraï, 2010). The migration may occur within the context of global economic 

liberalisation, growing interdependence among nations’ new transportation infrastructure (as 

it increases the access to migrate internationally), rising income inequalities, and global 

demographic discrepancies (Audebert & Doraï, 2010). Migration may affect population 

dynamics in terms of social capital, civil society, and intermarriage rates, which are some 

factors that could be explored in the future (Brettell & Hollifield, 2014). However, in this 

literature review, I will explore some of the other factors, such as the economy, employment, 

education, and familial connections, that influence migration.  

Economics of migration 

Economic expansion is supported by migration, which often leads to better work 

opportunities (Bacigalupe & Lambe, 2011). Financial independence and freedom are the 

main driving forces behind migration, aiming to have an enhanced living standard (Jancewicz 

& Markowski, 2021). Push-pull factors play a vital role when one is considering migrating: 

challenges such as poverty, low productivity, and unemployment serve as push factors that 

prompt individuals to relocate from their current residence, while promising work 

opportunities, increased wages, and improved quality of life serve as incentives (‘pull 



 22 

factors’) that draw individuals to relocate to new areas. This applies to the individual 

relocating as well as the entire family, with individuals migrating to provide a more 

promising future for their family (Berry et al., 2006). Migration may occur in phases, with 

one individual moving while the rest of the family remains in their home country (Rivas, 

2011). The family's expectations and participation in migrating are crucial as they impact 

support, adaptation and the overall migration experience (Berry, 2005). However, cultural 

expectations vary, affecting migrants’ adaptation, acceptance and integration into the new 

societal norms (Jancewicz & Markowski, 2021). The individual's expectations from the host 

country are also a contributing factor depending on what they will find there (Duwicquet et 

al., 2014). 

This migratory process is commonly viewed as a transient adaptation for a short 

period of time to improve one's quality of life (De Leersnyder, 2017). However, the plan may 

change for various reasons, which include an extension of the work contract, better prospects 

in the workplace, assimilation into the host country, and challenges to moving the whole 

family again (Gonin, 2010). While living in the host country, the migrant family may adapt to 

a different way of living from the country of origin (Han et al., 2016). Hence, returning to the 

home country may seem challenging, as they have spent a significant time abroad and are 

now exposed to another cultural concept and context that has an impact on them. (King & 

Kuschminder, 2022). Migration to improve one's financial conditions may seem like a core 

reason, but it may not be the primary motivator (Rivas, 2011). Looking for a lucrative and 

conducive environment for the next generation is often the significant reason to move (Rivas, 

2011).  

Migration due to employment opportunities 

Factors related to employment may motivate or influence the migration of a person; 

generalised job insecurity, a rise in unemployment, and better job opportunities in the 



 23 

destination country could be some of the factors for migration (Duwicquet et al., 2014). 

Qualified migrants can select from various potential host countries, and their decision on 

where to go is influenced by the expected income and future work conditions in those 

countries (Ypi, 2016). Brain drain is particularly an issue; migrants are not always poor or 

unskilled or amongst the least educated (Audebert & Doraï, 2010). It refers to the emigration 

of highly skilled individuals or professionals from their home country to another, seeking 

better opportunities (Bhagwati, 1976; Portes, 1976). When a lack of local employment and/or 

when the employment conditions in the country of origin are scarce, the migrants have no 

choice but to move on and find an alternative (Duwicquet et al., 2014). According to Ypi 

(2016), some of the motivational factors for the migration of an employee are better 

employment opportunities (for example wage, prestige, self-actualisation). At the same time, 

the employer would expect the employee to be knowledgeable, skilled and have the 

appropriate attitude towards the organisation. The employee's expectations include having a 

better work environment, which would refer to the physical surroundings in which they can 

perform (Audebert & Doraï, 2010). Meanwhile, Ypi (2016) highlights that when there are 

limited options, the employee accepts the employment offer purely because they cannot reject 

it; their desperation to provide for the family leaves them vulnerable to accepting the offer, 

making them susceptible to exploitation as they may be experiencing financial constraints.  

Migration due to educational opportunities 

Increasingly students have crossed borders to engage in educational activities in a 

country different from their origin (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation - Institute of Statistics (UIS), n.d.). Students can be categorised as incoming 

internationally mobile students (if they are going to a different country) or outbound mobile 

students (if they leave their home country) (UIS, n.d.). In their 2023 report, UIS estimated 

that in 2021 6.4 million students migrated to study in a different country (UIS, 2023). 
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Migrant students are referred to as international students, who are non-citizens currently 

enrolled in higher education degree programmes. This concept does not differentiate between 

students with non-resident visas and those with permanent resident status. UIS (2023) has 

also noted that the migration of students is predominantly from middle to high-income 

countries. Statistically, in 2021, notable countries of origin for international students were 

China (16%), India (8%), Vietnam (2%), Germany (2%), Uzbekistan (2%), and France (2%) 

(UIS, 2023). In the same vein, for South Africa, the 2022 statistics highlighted that out of 

40,667 international students, 13.0 percent came from Germany, 30.6 percent from Lesotho, 

21.7 percent from Nigeria, and rest from other countries (Stats SA, 2022). 

One type of interaction is education's direct and indirect effect on migration (Cheng et 

al., 2024). Education and migration have an intricate reciprocal connection that impacts 

migrants and non-migrants in the origin and destination countries (Fargues, 2017). Migration 

boosts educational diversity, enriching learning environments with varied perspectives and 

fostering global competencies among students (King & Raghuram, 2013). Education is 

widely acknowledged as a catalyst for migration as it fosters receptiveness to and possibilities 

for overseas employment (Fargues, 2017). As a result, the typical migrant tends to be more 

educated than the average individual who remains in the native population (Fargues, 2017). 

Moreover, higher education institutions aim to enhance their reputation by educating 

international students to adjust to quick changes with high-quality pedagogy (Heleta & Chasi 

2023; Silva et al., 2016). They enhance their reputation by educating international students 

through diverse and globally engaged campuses, attracting top talent worldwide (Kishun, 

2007; Mello, 2013). This diversity enriches academic discourse, fosters cross-cultural 

collaboration, and prepares students for global careers (Heleta & Chasi, 2023; Mello, 2013). 

Additionally, international alumni networks bolster the institution’s global presence, 

potentially leading to increased research opportunities, partnerships, and funding (Altbach & 
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Knight, 2007). For example, institutions like Harvard and Oxford have leveraged their 

international student bodies to cement their statuses as global leaders in education (Altbach & 

Knight, 2007), similarly in Africa the University of Witwatersrand highlighted its global 

alumni presence during the 100-year anniversary in 2022. Due to these factors, there has been 

a steady increase in the number of students pursuing higher education in different countries 

(Silva et al., 2016). The international students are motivated to migrate and most often 

continue their tertiary education (UIS, 2023) based on the perceived future benefits. 

Countries such as Singapore provide substantial financial subsidies from the government, 

which appeal to international students (Cheng et al., 2024). Further, such benefits and 

education assist developed countries facing a shortage of skilled labour, which have policies 

to facilitate the mobility of foreign employees to gain a competitive advantage in the 

international market (Silva et al., 2016). In a survey, Cowling (2023) reported that there were 

40,712 international students in South Africa as of 2019. However, post the COVID-19 

pandemic, Cowling (2023) reported that 40,667 international students are in South Africa. 

Smith and Khawaja (2011) have noted that the enrolment of the students is used to build the 

intellectual capital of the country. The migrant’s educational attainments may also contribute 

to the host countries’ economies, contributing to the innovation and workforce development 

(King & Raghuram, 2013). 

In current world conditions, we are not to forget the population forced to migrate for 

other reasons, such as political instability as mentioned by Tsegay (2023) and climate change, 

for example the rise in sea levels have increasingly forced people from low-lying Pacific 

Island nations (e.g. Bangladesh), and drought in Syria and Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g. Sudan 

and Niger) (Black et al., 2011; Harris, 2015; Kelley et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2014; ). In 

times like these, migrants (refugees) prioritise education to feel empowered and aspire for a 

brighter future in their country of destination (Shakya et al., 2010). 
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Migration for family reunification 

Migration for family reunification occurs when a family member relocates to a given 

nation because other family members already live there (de Hart, 2009). Marriage migration 

is a subcategory of family reunification where one spouse moves to the other spouse's 

country. Family reunions are primarily concerned with internal emotional and social support 

within the family rather than outside it (de Hart, 2009). The decision of most countries 

allowing immediate family members to enter may be based on the rights of the individuals 

they are trying to reunite with, such as citizens, residents, or others who have been granted 

long-term entry into the country (di Belgiojoso & Terzera, 2019). According to di Belgiojoso 

and Terzera (2019), some significant considerations of family reunification are family 

structures loosely linked to geographical origins and highly associated with gender. Male 

migrants are more likely to achieve complete family reunification; however, if the couples are 

involved in traditional roles in the country of origin (e.g., the wife continues to live with her 

in-laws), the probability of reunification is slim (Baizán et al., 2014).  

Family reunification is not just determined by the intentions and efforts of individuals 

who may be able to enter the host nation (Keita & Schewe, 2021). Family reunification has 

its challenges due to the regulations of the host country; in the case of a refugee, they may not 

have legal options for family reunification, as the first migrating individual is still in the 

process of obtaining their legal asylum documents (Keita & Schewe, 2021). 

Migration of People to South Africa 

Migration is an important phenomenon in contemporary South Africa (Stats SA, 

2024). Stats SA (2024) indicates that in 2001, 32.9 percent of the migrants were from 

Mozambique, putting it at the top of the top ten sending counties to South Africa. However, 

by 2011, Zimbabwe was the top-sending country with 43.1 percent of the migrants. During 
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the same year, India featured as one of the top 10 sending countries at 2 percent (43,689 

migrants) and in 2022, India continued to feature in the top 10 by sending 1.3 percent (31, 

437) of the total migrants received by South Africa (Stats SA 2024).  

South Africa and India share a colonial past, in which the labourers were brought by 

ships to work as indentured labourers in South Africa from various parts of India. During 

colonial times, it is estimated that over a period of five decades, 200,000 Indians were 

brought as indentured labourers. It is a notable fact that South Africa hosts the most 

prominent Indian population outside India, and Durban holds the title of the largest Indian 

city outside India (Bryce, 2020).  

History of Indians migrating to South Africa 

The migration of Indians to South Africa began in the 19th century, initially as 

indentured labourers brought by the British to work on sugar plantations in Natal between 

1860 and 1911. Many indentured workers remained after completing their contracts, and 

others arrived as merchants, creating a vibrant Indian community (Desai & Vahed, 2010). 

However, this population has faced systemic discrimination, particularly during South 

Africa’s apartheid era (1948–1994). 

Under apartheid, Indians, were classified as a distinct racial group, and subjected to 

segregation laws, denied political representation, and restricted in education, housing, and 

employment opportunities. Despite this, the Indian community preserved its cultural identity 

and resisted oppression through activism (Metcalfe, 2022). 

Post-apartheid South Africa’s affirmative action policies aimed to redress historical 

injustices, but they have sometimes marginalised Indians, as the policies prioritise Black 

South Africans (Archary, 2022). This has led to perceptions of exclusion within the broader 

Indian community. Additionally, xenophobia and racism persist, often targeting immigrants 
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and minority groups, including Indians, and exacerbating their socio-economic challenges 

(Crush & Ramachandran, 2009). Understanding this historical and social context is essential 

to examine the migration and adaptation experiences of South Africa’s Indian population. 

 

Migration of People from India  

In 2014, Duwicquet et al. noted that migration in the form of humanitarian and 

family-related relocation was on the rise, while employer- and government-driven labour 

migration was seemingly restricted. Family migrants and refugees were also considering 

geographical variations in job prospects and income levels. Labour market characteristics 

were not the sole factors influencing migrants' decision on where to settle. Factors such as 

access to public amenities (such as education, health, and democracy), migration costs (such 

as affordability of travel and settlement, cost of living, variability of exchange rates with 

respect to remittances), and the influence of migrant networks in reducing some of these costs 

played a part in determining the choice of migration destinations (Duwicquet et al., 2014). 

India has the world's most significant diaspora, with 17.9 million migrants out of 281 

million in 2020 (Fleck, 2023). The Indian nationals who reside outside India continuously for 

over 180 days are known as Non-Resident Indians (NRIs). Pagallu (2023) has reported that 

there are approximately 1,500,000 Persons of Indian Origin (PIOs) and 1,560,000 Overseas 

Citizens of India (OCI) in South Africa. The PIOs and OCIs are two registration categories 

for foreign nationals except for nationals of Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, China, Iran, 

Bhutan, Sri Lanka and Nepal (PIOs) and Pakistan and Bangladesh for OCIs (Ministry of 

External Affairs, Government of India (MEA), n.d.). PIOs are defined as foreign citizens who 

have previously held an Indian passport. OCIs are foreign nationals who were eligible to 
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become citizens of India on 26 January 1950 or belonged to a territory that became part of 

India after 15 August 1947 (MEA, n.d.). 

In 2010, two million Indians were settled across the African continent,  and a 

significant concentration was found in South Africa (Modi, 2010; Naicker et al., 2017). South 

Africa ranks 7th in the number of Indian migrants it hosts (McAuliffe & Triandafyllidou, 

2021). The population is dynamic; at any given time, there are approximately 60,000 Indian 

nationals in South Africa (S. Khurana, personal communication, January 06, 2023; Pagallu, 

2023). As per the Migration Profile Report for South Africa – A Country Profile 2023 by 

Stats SA (2024), the Indian migrant population has been steadily increasing; in 2001, it was 

14,509; in 2011, it was 64,761and in 2022, it was 65,821. Meanwhile, the tourism report of 

Stats SA (2022) recorded 5,993 Indian tourists in South Africa who entered the country 

through O. R. Tambo International Airport in Johannesburg. The time spent by NRIs in South 

Africa is approximately six months to over 15 years (S. Khurana, personal communication, 

January 06, 2023). From this data, we can deduce that globally and in South Africa, there has 

been an increase in the number of Indian immigrants.  

Recent Trends of Indian Immigration to South Africa 

Rajan et al. (2013) have highlighted that a significant portion of India's population 

resides and works in foreign countries, and the trend of Indians opting for international 

employment has been steadily rising. Studies on Indian migration cover a wide range of 

topics, including profiling emigration, quantifying remittances, analysing social 

transformations resulting from emigration, and studying exchanges between sending and 

receiving countries facilitated by migrants (Rajan et al., 2013).  

Like various other countries, including South Africa, India is plagued by 

unemployment. India’s unemployment rate was nearly 8.7 percent between 2002 and 2005; 
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the rate then fluctuated between 8.5 percent and 8.1 percent until 2011. It would continue to 

decrease and reached 6.5 percent in 2019 (O’Neill, 2024). Nevertheless, the unemployed 

population consisted of high skilled and highly qualified people. In South Africa, the 

unemployment, employment, skills and economic growth exploration conducted by Stats SA 

(2014) for 1994 -2014 highlighted various aspects and inadequacies. Its survey highlighted 

that the skills development of South African youth was crucial. A better education system 

could develop skills; therefore, the exploratory report by Stats SA indicated that importance 

should be given to improving education, training and innovation. High unemployment, weak 

competition for goods and services, low savings rates and poor skills profiles characterised 

the low-growth, middle-income trap that plagued South Africa. It was emphasised that to 

mitigate the high unemployment rate, skills development should be treated with utmost 

urgency. During this period, the unemployment rate in South Africa had already crossed 30 

percent (Stats SA, 2014). During the same period, it was highlighted that South African 

Indians were making their mark in higher management positions (Press Trust of India (PTI), 

2014). This dichotomy of skills shortages and career growth between the two nations seems 

to have presented itself as an opportunity for Indians to begin migration to South Africa. 

Whereby, the highly skilled people from India began migrating due to employment 

opportunities, through intra-company transfers for short-term and long-term assignments. 

Sahoo (2015) noted that the migration of professionally trained and educated 

emigrants, known as "brain-drain", to developed host countries occurred during the latter half 

of the 20th century. Highly skilled migration has contributed to a significant increase in 

remittances (Rajan et al., 2013). For example, the remittance by migrants from Tamil Nadu (a 

state in India) is approximately USD 62.91 Crores (R11 billion) (Rajan & Saxena, 2019). 

Many migrants have left their families in India but send money for family support and 

investments (Rajan et al., 2013). They constitute the bulk of expatriate Indians and are 
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deprived of citizenship privileges in their host nations (Rajan et al., 2013). Even though one 

may not qualify for citizenship in the host country, migration can occur voluntarily when a 

person or family decides to move to improve their quality of life (Chowdhory & Banerjee, 

2022). 

Indian Family System 

The Indian family structure is a complex and varied institution that has evolved over 

generations (Sooryamoothy, 2012). It is characterised by its extensive variety of diverse 

components, plenty of cultural significance, and well-established traditions (Haralambos & 

Holborn, 2008). Despite the impact of industrialisation and globalisation, many traditional 

aspects of the Indian family structure significantly influence individuals' lives (Modi, 2010). 

Various facets of the Indian family system, including its structure, roles, values, and the 

effects of changing socio-economic conditions will be discussed next. 

Structure of Indian families 

Historically, the Indian family structure has often been defined by a patriarchal 

hierarchy and the presence of extended family groupings (Haralambos & Holborn, 2008). A 

multigenerational household is a living arrangement where multiple generations live together, 

combining resources and sharing responsibilities (Chadda & Deb, 2013). The patriarch, 

typically the oldest male, possesses significant authority and assumes the duty of making 

crucial decisions (Chadda & Deb, 2013; Deviga & Varghese, 2020). This system seemingly 

fosters unity and collective responsibility (Dasgupta & Lal, 2007; Patel, 2005). 

Joint families are an extended family structure in which multiple nuclear families, 

connected through blood or marriage, live together and function as a cohesive unit (Patel, 

2005). This system facilitates reciprocal assistance and offers a resilient support network, 

particularly during adversity (Deviga & Varghese, 2020). Wherein, the nuclear family 
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arrangement of parents and their children has risen in urban areas due to financial limitations, 

labour migration, and the influence of Western cultural standards (Dasgupta & Lal, 2007). 

Despite this alteration, the relationships among extended family members usually persist, 

marked by frequent interactions and reciprocal support (Patel, 2005). 

Roles and responsibilities 

Traditional Indian families strictly delineate responsibilities based on age and sex 

(Patel, 2005). Traditionally, men are commonly perceived as the primary earners and 

providers for the family. At the same time, women are typically assigned the role of 

managing the household and taking care of children and elderly family members (Chadda & 

Deb, 2013). This allocation of tasks reinforces the male-dominated structure of Indian society 

(Deviga & Varghese, 2020). Older people are highly esteemed within the family, as their 

wisdom and experience is treasured and respected (Dasgupta & Lal, 2007). They frequently 

play a pivotal role in guiding younger family members and upholding cultural and religious 

customs (Chadda & Deb, 2013). 

Consequently, there is an anticipation that the younger family members will care for 

their older people throughout their old age (Patel, 2005). Children are taught to respect their 

elders and adhere to family values and traditions (Dasgupta & Lal, 2007). It is anticipated 

that younger family members will contribute to the family in various ways, either through 

supporting the completion of domestic tasks or assisting in the family enterprise (Chadda & 

Deb, 2013). 

Challenges and Adaptations 

Transitioning from traditional to modern family structures presents several challenges 

(Dasgupta & Lal, 2007). The breakdown of joint families can lead to a decline in the support 

system, forcing nuclear families to face economic and social difficulties independently 
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(Dasgupta & Lal, 2007). Furthermore, increasing everyday living costs and elevated stress 

levels in urban areas can strain familial relationships (Patel, 2005). However, several Indian 

families are adapting to these changes by finding innovative ways to maintain strong familial 

connections. Technology enables communication between geographically separated families, 

as video calls and social media platforms facilitate frequent interaction (Bacigalupe & 

Lambe, 2011; Marchetti-Mercer et al., 2021). Furthermore, a growing acknowledgement of 

diverse family structures and lifestyles demonstrates a more inclusive and flexible approach 

to understanding family dynamics (Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022). 

In recent decades, the Indian family system has seen significant changes due to 

urbanisation, economic development, and globalisation (Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022). The 

migration of young adults to urban areas in search of better economic opportunities has led to 

the rise of nuclear families and a decline in the prevalence of extended families (Chadda & 

Deb, 2013; Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022). Women's roles within the family are also 

experiencing transformations (Deviga & Varghese, 2020). Women are increasingly pursuing 

advanced education and professional occupations, which disrupt traditional gender norms but 

enhance the household's financial stability (Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022). This transition 

has led to changes in the dynamics of households and the decision-making processes 

(Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022). 

Modern Indian adolescents frequently struggle to uphold conventional family 

principles and adopt individualism and modernity (Patel, 2005). For this research, it would be 

imperative to understand the development of adolescents, as they are the focus of this study. 

Adolescence  

Adolescence is the transitional phase of development and maturation between 

childhood and adulthood (Erikson, 1963). As a development phase, adolescence usually 



 34 

begins around ages 11 to 13 and ends around 17 to 21 (Erikson, 1963). To account for the 

variation in age limits for adolescents, one may prefer to define the developmental phase of 

adolescence by considering specific physical and psychological characteristics and 

sociocultural norms rather than depending exclusively on chronological age (Erikson, 1963; 

Jones et al., 2014). 

G. Stanley Hall (1844-1924) is credited with pioneering the field of adolescent 

psychology and is commonly referred to as the "father of the psychology of the adolescent" 

(Louw et al., 1998). Hall (1907) pioneered the examination of adolescence as a distinct phase 

between childhood and maturity. He defined the adolescent phase as a time of turbulence and 

tension, marked by fluctuating emotions and attitudes, such as energetic enthusiasm versus 

indifference and boredom, cheerfulness versus depression, idealistic altruism versus 

selfishness, vanity and boasting versus humility and shyness, sensitivity versus heartlessness, 

and gentleness versus cruelty. He also viewed adolescence as a period during which 

individuals could develop their distinctiveness. He described it as a rebirth that gives rise to 

more significant and complex characteristics. Hall's idea received widespread acclaim from 

theorists; meanwhile, Erik Erikson characterised adolescence as a phase during which 

adolescents undergo an identity crisis (Louw et al., 1998; Ross, 2006).  

According to Erik Erikson, adolescence is when individuals create their identity and 

may experience conflict between their identity and role confusion (Upreti, 2017). It is a 

period during which an individual attempts to reconcile their authentic self with the persona 

they present to others (Aikins et al., 2005). During this developmental phase Erikson (1963) 

highlights that an adolescent explores various identities, roles and beliefs. Temporarily 

suspending commitments, this phase can be described as a state of moratorium, a transitional 

stage between childhood and maturity, and it is a period where the individual moves from the 

moral values learnt throughout infancy to the ethical principles that will be established in 
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adulthood. This period enables the adolescent to experiment and seek personal and social 

roles before making long-term commitments (Erikson, 1963).  

In 1964, Albert Bandura argued that adolescence may not be universally characterised 

by storm and stress, as its manifestation varies depending on how individuals manage 

themselves (Louw et al., 1998). However, he believed that whenever conflict, anger or 

uncertainty arises throughout adolescence, it is typically linked to social factors within the 

family or community. Furthermore, he suggested that the storminess of adolescence is 

frequently a result of a self-fulfilling prophecy; self-fulfilling prophecy is the phenomenon 

where predictions or expectations can shape subsequent behaviour (Louw et al., 1998). Bee 

(1992) suggests that the desired outcome of this stage is the development of a unified sense of 

identity, purpose, and a clear understanding of one's suitable gender role in society. 

During this phase, based on the parents’ vocation or career, adolescents may often 

begin to think about developing their career path (Crocetti & Meeus, 2015; Murcia et al., 

2020). Adolescents begin to investigate a job path they believe they can dedicate themselves 

to (Porfeli & Lee, 2012). Erikson suggested that successful preparation for the next life stage 

in adolescence signifies the completion of identity formation (Jones et al., 2014).  

Understanding Murcia et al.'s (2020) identity status model is necessary to expand on 

Erikson’s (1963) adolescent identity development perspectives. According to Murcia et al., 

(2020) adolescents' experiences can be divided into four distinct statuses based on their level 

of dedication and investigation (Xu & Lee, 2019): identity diffusion implies that commitment 

may or may not have been explored; foreclosure signifies that commitment has been made 

without exploration; moratorium describes when the adolescent is actively exploring without 

committing; and identity achievement occurs when exploration occurs, and commitment is 

based on that exploration (Meeus et al., 2010). The adolescent's personal experience appears 
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to be more critical, as there is a clear connection between their sense of identity and their 

potential (Luyckx et al., 2005).  

Cultural issues when thinking about Erikson’s work 

Identity formation in adolescence—a cornerstone of Erikson’s theory—may manifest 

differently in cultures where identity is shaped by communal expectations rather than 

individual exploration (Kroger, 2006). Furthermore, Erikson’s later stages, such as 

generativity versus stagnation, assume a linear progression of life roles that may not reflect 

societies with different cultural or economic structures (Sugimura, Hihara & Hatano, 2020). 

Recent scholarship emphasises incorporating cultural dimensions into Erikson’s 

framework. For example, Arnett (2000) highlights “emerging adulthood” as a stage relevant 

primarily in affluent, industrialised societies. Similarly, cross-cultural studies underscore the 

need to contextualise psychosocial tasks within varying cultural practices and values. In 

integrating cultural insights, researchers expand Erikson’s work to better reflect global 

diversity, enabling a nuanced understanding of development that respects cultural variation 

while maintaining its foundational principles. 

 

Important Issues for Adolescents 

During this phase, adolescents face numerous problems that significantly impact them 

(Blakemore, 2018; Coffey & Patton, 2016; Ormel et al., 2020). Mental well-being is an 

essential and paramount concern (Bernard et al., 2021; Coffey & Patton, 2016). Adolescents 

experience considerable stress because of demanding academic expectations, social 

relationships, and the transition into adulthood, often resulting in feelings of anxiety, 

depression, and other mental health challenges (Lawson et al., 2023; Ormel et al., 2020). 

Social media exacerbates these issues by facilitating cyberbullying and endorsing unrealistic 



 37 

comparisons, leading to detrimental effects on self-esteem and body image (Azami & 

Taremian, 2021). 

During adolescence, identity and self-expression are crucial (Coffey & Patton, 2016). 

This phase involves examining and affirming one's individuality, which can be difficult when 

confronted with societal expectations and standards (Blakemore, 2018). Creating nurturing 

conditions that foster self-exploration and acceptance is essential for healthy development 

(Farella Guzzo & Gobbi, 2023).  

Adolescents emphasise education and career planning, as they are at a stage where 

they must make career decisions that will shape their future (Jagannathan et al., 2023). As 

adolescents place pressure on themselves to perform well academically, choosing a career 

could be daunting (Jagannathan et al., 2023; Jakobsen et al., 2022). Hence, access to good-

quality education and guidance is crucial for them to effectively navigate these choices 

(Jakobsen et al., 2022).  

An issue that adolescents grapple with is sexual and reproductive health (Saul, 2016). 

To make well-informed decisions regarding their sexual health, adolescents need accurate 

information and access to resources (Ohannessian & Vannucci, 2021). This encompasses 

comprehending consent, averting sexually transmitted illnesses, and responsibly handling 

reproductive health (Kangaude & Skelton, 2018).  

Substance abuse is also a significant cause for concern for most adolescents (Wright 

& Jackson, 2023). The experimentation with drugs and alcohol can lead to addiction and 

long-lasting health issues (Coffey & Patton, 2016; Wright & Jackson, 2023). The influence of 

peers substantially impacts this behaviour, emphasising the importance of implementing 

effective preventative and intervention strategies (Coffey & Patton, 2016; Schultz et al., 

2016). 



 38 

As highlighted above, adolescence is a developmental phase in which individuals 

grapple with various aspects of life. When an adolescent is exposed to migration during this 

phase, it may add to current concerns that adolescents engage with as they adapt to a new 

environment (Sluzki, 1979). 

Challenges Facing Migrant Adolescents 

Migrant adolescents face unique challenges as they navigate the complexities of 

adapting to a new environment while going through a developmental process from childhood 

to adulthood (Noack, 2021; Sluzki, 1979). These challenges are multifaceted, encompassing 

social (Fangen, 2010), educational (Östberg & Modin, 2008), cultural (Darmanaki Farahani 

& Bradley, 2018), economic (Benner et al., 2016) and psychological (Lee & Bukowski, 

2012) dimensions. Gaining a comprehensive understanding of these challenges is essential to 

this research study.  

Social challenges  

Social isolation – Migrating to a new place frequently entails leaving behind 

established social networks (Fangen, 2010). Migrant adolescents may encounter challenges 

establishing new friendships and assimilating into social groups because of cultural 

disparities and linguistic obstacles (James, 1997; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2015). 

Being socially isolated can lead to feelings of loneliness and alienation (Berry et al., 2006). 

Bullying and discrimination – Migrant adolescents often experience bullying and 

discrimination based on their ethnicity, language or cultural practices (Bianchi et al., 2021). 

These circumstances can profoundly affect their self-esteem and mental well-being (Lee & 

Bukowski, 2012). Discrimination may also extend beyond the school environment and affect 

their social integration into the wider community, further complicating the situation (Noack, 

2021). 
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Family dynamics – The migration process may alter family dynamics, leading to 

parents and children experiencing different levels of cultural assimilation (Berry et al., 2006). 

As noted earlier, Sluzki (1979) explored family dynamics and migration, and how the 

migration impacts family roles, relationships and communication. It highlights adaptation to 

stress, potential role reversals, and the need for maintaining cultural identity while 

integrating, emphasising resilience and support systems. Adolescents may adopt new cultural 

norms more rapidly than their parents, leading to frequent intergenerational conflicts (Benner 

et al., 2016; Chung et al., 2022). In addition, migrant adolescents may assume additional 

tasks within their families, such as serving as interpreters for their parents or assisting them in 

navigating the unfamiliar system, which can contribute to their stress levels (Lee & 

Bukowski, 2012; Pierce, 2009).  

Educational challenges 

Language barriers – One of the most significant challenges for migrant adolescents 

entering a country with a different language is the language barrier (Pierce, 2009). Learning a 

new language while fulfilling academic responsibilities might be daunting (Agirdag, 2014). 

This may lead to decreased academic performance and challenges in comprehending and 

completing schoolwork, impacting their overall educational achievements (Östberg & Modin, 

2008).  

Educational gaps – Migrants often come from a wide range of academic 

backgrounds, and their schooling may be interrupted because of the migration process 

(Agirdag, 2014). Differences in curricula, educational standards, and teaching methodologies 

can challenge adolescents to keep pace with their peers (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). This may 

lead to feelings of frustration and inadequacy (Agirdag, 2014) 
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Lack of institutional support – Educational institutions may not always be equipped to 

provide the necessary resources to assist migratory students (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). Possible 

challenges could include a lack of bilingual educators, insufficient cultural sensitivity training 

for staff members, or inadequate resources for extra academic help (Agirdag, 2014). This 

may hinder the capacity of these students to fully engage and excel in their educational 

journey. 

Cultural challenges 

Cultural adjustment – Assimilating into a different culture necessitates acquiring a 

family's social norms, values, and behaviours (Berry et al., 2006). Migrant adolescents face 

the challenge of balancing their family's cultural norms and values with those of the host 

country (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2015). This can lead to internal conflicts and 

stress as individuals navigate between two worlds.  

Maintaining one’s heritage – Migrant adolescents face the challenge of adapting to a 

new culture while maintaining their cultural background (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

2015). Family members may put them under pressure to uphold traditions and practices, 

leading to conflicts with the evolving cultural environment outside the family (Lee & 

Bukowski, 2012). Maintaining the balance can be challenging and lead to feelings of regret or 

conflicting loyalty (Berry et al., 2006).  

Cultural misunderstandings – Cultural misinterpretations can occur in various 

settings, such as educational institutions, social interactions, and community gatherings (Arar, 

2017). These misconceptions may lead to miscommunication, stereotyping, and conflict (Lee 

& Bukowski, 2012). It would, therefore, be essential for the host country to foster an 

inclusive environment that values diversity and promotes intercultural understanding (Berry 

et al., 2006).  
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Economic challenges 

Financial hardship – Adolescents might be significantly impacted by the economic 

difficulties experienced in their homes (Noack, 2021). They might have to seek part-time 

employment to support their families financially, which can interfere with their academic 

journeys and social relationships (Nunn et al., 2014; Östberg & Modin, 2008). As Nunn et al. 

(2014) noted, financial instability may also limit access to resources such as extracurricular 

activities, tutoring, and mental health services. 

Housing instability – Economic difficulties often result in housing instability, as 

migrant families live in overcrowded or substandard living conditions (Chung et al., 2022). 

Frequent relocations can disrupt adolescents' educational and social ties, resulting in 

heightened stress and instability (Darmanaki Farahani & Bradley, 2018; Fangen, 2010; Lee & 

Bukowski, 2012). 

Psychological challenges 

Identity and belonging – Migrant adolescents may have challenges developing their 

identity and building a sense of belonging (Darmanaki Farahani & Bradley, 2018). 

Relocating to a new country requires leaving behind familiar surroundings, acquaintances, 

and cultural norms (Sluzki, 1979). This can lead to feelings of alienation and confusion as 

individuals strive to integrate their cultural background with the foreign traditions and 

behaviours of the new society (Anbesse et al., 2009; Berry et al., 2006). Adolescents are in a 

pivotal phase of forming their self-perception, and the disruption caused by migration might 

complicate this process, leading to an identity crisis (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2015).  

Mental health challenges – Migration may elicit worry and hopelessness due to the 

demands and stress involved (Berry, 1997). The uncertainty of a foreign environment, 

language barrier, and the pressure to conform can be overwhelming (Cleary et al., 2018). 
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Concurrently, adolescents may be exposed to adverse experiences or traumatic events such as 

violence, combat or persecution in high crime and/or war-stricken countries (Arar, 2017). 

Arar continues to highlight that the migration journey may be complex and uncertain. These 

experiences may lead to the development of mental health challenges that require 

professional support during this phase of life.  

Furthermore, given the comprehensive overview of the developmental stage of 

adolescence, the challenges faced by migrant adolescents may be multifaceted, without 

explaining the experiences of the adolescents. It may therefore be taking the experiences of 

an adolescent for granted based on the theory of development. To fully grasp the challenges 

faced by a migrant adolescent, it is essential to analyse their broader context. This requires 

applying a theoretical framework that focuses on family systems and considers migration 

through the lens of adverse childhood experiences. As such, Bowen’s (1978) FST and Felitti 

et al.’s (1998) ACEs approach were used, which will be discussed next.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Family Systems Theory 

Family systems theory (FST) is a useful framework for understanding the individual's 

functioning in a specific context. FST views a family as a unit and a network of interlocked 

relationships (Kerr & Bowen, 1988). The members of the family interact and influence each 

other’s behaviours. FST focuses on the behaviour exchange that takes place between family 

members. This interconnection leads to a system being viewed as a whole rather than as a 

collection of different individual elements (Gubrium & Holstein, 2006). A change in an 

individual may affect the family or influence a change in another member; for example, a 

member may prioritise their work over the home, as they may find the home chores menial or 

not fulfilling (Mahoney & Knudson-Martin, 2009), which would then be experienced as an 
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additional chore by other members of the family. This theory seeks to identify such 

behaviour; however, emphasis is placed on identifying and interrupting the pattern. 

FST notes that family plays a vital role in an individual's emotional and physical well-

being, as most individuals are in contact with their family of origin for their whole life 

(Albert & Coimbra, 2017). During crises, families come together to help each other and they 

are there during celebrations; they influence day-to-day lives (Nel, 2011). The theory 

proposes that families have values, beliefs, and rules that shape the individual (Lester, 2011). 

Family dynamics are crucial in relationships, as they influence who is drawn together and 

what drives people apart. FST examines conflicts and intergenerational transmission 

(Comella, 2011). Bowen's (1978) FST constitutes eight interlocking constructs – 

differentiation of self, triangulation, nuclear family emotional system, family projection 

process, multigenerational transmission process, emotional cutoff, sibling position and 

societal emotional process – which shape the understanding of family dynamics.  

The concept of differentiation of self is fundamental to Bowen's theory. It refers to an 

individual's ability to keep their identity while preserving emotional connections to their 

family (Józefczyk, 2023). Increased levels of differentiation allow individuals to function 

with enhanced autonomy, reducing their need for approval or reliance on the emotional 

reactions of others. In contrast, a lack of differentiation frequently results in fusion, a state in 

which individual boundaries become blurred, leading to increased anxiety and disordered 

actions (Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  

Triangulation is another core concept. Bowen (1978) describes it as a three-person 

relationship system where two individuals in conflict with one another involve a third person 

to alleviate tension and establish stability. Although it temporarily relieves stress, this process 

can perpetuate the underlying problems and develop long-lasting relational patterns within 
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the family (Bowen, 1978). Triangulation could thus be referred to as a response to anxiety in 

the system (Heiden Rootes et al., 2010). 

The nuclear family, the emotional system concept, pertains to four fundamental 

patterns of connection that dictate the specific regions in which problems occur within a 

family (Bowen, 1978). The patterns included in this context involve marital disagreement, 

dysfunction displayed by one spouse, impairment experienced by one or more children, and 

emotional detachment (Miller, 2023). This concept has the potential to explain the variations 

in psychological and physical health experienced by individuals within a family unit 

(Cepukiene & Celiauskaite, 2022).  

The family projection process is when parents project their emotional concerns onto 

their children (Bowen, 1978). Bowen highlights that it can result in young individuals 

experiencing similar or intensified emotional difficulties.  

Bowen also explores multigenerational transmission processes, which describe how 

patterns of behaviour, emotional responses, and relational strategies are passed down through 

generations. He explains that the concept underscores the importance of understanding family 

history and the long-term impact of unresolved issues from previous generations on current 

family functioning. 

Emotional cutoff refers to individuals efficiently managing unresolved emotional 

issues with family members by deliberately reducing or completely severing emotional ties 

with them (Bowen, 1978). Consequently, this often leads to isolation rather than the effective 

resolution of the issues (Miller, 2023).  

The next concept is sibling position. Here, Bowen suggests that the individual's 

personality and behaviour is significantly affected by their position in the family (for 

example, oldest child, youngest child). 
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Lastly, the concept of societal emotional process expands upon the family systems 

model to encompass society, suggesting that the same principles that control family systems 

also apply to societal systems (Bowen, 1978). Societal forces can influence family 

functioning; conversely, societal forces can be influenced by family functioning (Baker, 

2017). Falicov (1995) emphasises the intertwined nature of family and society, highlighting 

that broader sociocultural contexts and societal influences profoundly shape family dynamics 

and individual identities.  

Family Systems Theory provides a valuable lens to understand the impact of 

migration on individuals and their family units. According to the theory, families operate as 

interconnected systems, where changes to one member affect the entire unit (Bowen, 1978). 

Migration introduces significant stressors, such as acculturation challenges, economic strain, 

and shifts in family roles, which can disrupt family equilibrium (Boss, 2016). For example, 

parental difficulties in adapting to a new culture may increase adolescents’ responsibilities, 

creating role reversals and potential tension. 

Furthermore, the theory emphasises the importance of familial support in navigating 

migration-related challenges. Cohesive family dynamics can serve as a protective factor, 

fostering resilience in the face of external stressors (Falicov, 2005). Conversely, family 

dysfunction, amplified by the migration process, may contribute to adverse outcomes such as 

mental health issues or social maladaptation. Migration, therefore, is a physical transition and 

a relational one, deeply embedded within the family’s systemic framework. 

The model of ACEs will be used in this research to understand the societal influences 

on an individual. ACEs can be understood as a combination of various unfavourable 

experiences during the developmental phase of life. The critical aspect of this study is how 

one manages the ACEs as an adolescent migrant with their family in context, as well as the 

impact of ACEs on their socio-psychological functioning.  
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Adverse Childhood Experiences 

ACEs have been studied for the past two decades (Felitti et al., 1998). This refers to 

early traumatic experiences and household dysfunction, which includes caregiver substance 

abuse, caregiver incarceration and witnessing or exposure to domestic violence, mental health 

problems, physical and psychological abuse, and neglect and health-risk behaviours in 

adulthood (Felitti et al., 1998). 

 ACEs may significantly impact a child at different levels of development, including 

adolescence. As the count of ACEs increases, individuals' adversities also increase regarding 

behaviour, attendance, academic performance, and social-emotional functioning. It is noted 

that exposure to ACEs is a health concern for youth (Dube, 2018). Hughe et al. (2017) have 

indicated that individuals with a higher score of ACEs have more significant risks of health-

harming behaviours, as well as both infectious and non-communicable diseases.  

Holtzhausen and Campbell (2021) argue that ACEs can lead to antisocial behaviour in 

the future, and encountering an ACE early in life can be a risk factor for subsequent ACEs in 

later life. It is also noted that people who experience ACEs in their childhood or adolescence 

are at higher risk of experiencing physical or mental health problems compared to persons 

who have not experienced ACEs. Due to ACEs, one may experience other risk factors, 

disabilities, diseases and premature death (Gilbert et al., 2015).  

Prolonged stress due to the inadequacy of protective factors can become ‘toxic’ as a 

result of parental maltreatment of children, family violence, mental health problems and 

substance use (Holtzhausen & Campbell, 2021). Toxic stress refers to a condition in which 

the body's stress response mechanisms are overly or continuously activated without 

supportive relationships (Shonkoff et al., 2012). Shonkoff et al. further explain that toxic 

stress results from exposure to adverse experiences that are intense, frequent, or prolonged 
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and occur without adequate adult support; it can also arise from ACEs, which can have 

profound and long-lasting effects on physical and mental health. Toxic stress has been 

attributed to challenges of everyday life and adult morbidity has been associated with it, e.g. 

damage caused to the immune and nervous systems along with the cardiovascular and 

metabolic systems due to toxic stress (Gilbert et al., 2015).  

The prolonged stress that is toxic stress can impede one's learning and exacerbate 

other issues related to memory, emotional regulation, behaviour and executive functioning. 

An association between childhood adversity and mental health issues has been established 

(Maunder et al., 2019). Gilbert et al. (2015) further argue that in children who are exposed to 

toxic stress, their nervous system may be disrupted, affecting self-regulation of behaviour, 

emotional management, problem-solving capacity and planning, and potentially increasing 

the risk of unhealthy behaviour. 

Finkelhor et al. (2013) believe that apart from the categories of ACEs, events such as 

natural disasters, community violence, severe illness or injury, poverty, homelessness, peer 

victimisation and systemic racism are also some of the challenges that children experience. 

Childhood adversity, such as abuse and neglect, has been associated with factors that 

contribute to the complexities in an individual’s later life (Maunder et al., 2019). Stillerman 

(2018) emphasises that one must consider the effects of communal, structural and historical 

adversity when defining ACEs. Considering that children develop and learn from different 

resources, it is imperative to consider systemic factors' impact on children (Stillerman, 2018). 

The severity of the ACE has a more significant effect on the individual's mental health 

compared to the number of ACEs (Schilling et al., 2008). It is also noted that ACEs have an 

impact on mental health compared to other issues in an individual's life (Holtzhausen & 

Campbell, 2021).  
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An example is that in a patriarchal society, physical punishment may be normalised, 

which increases a child's experience/exposure to violence at home directly or indirectly (Ji & 

Finkelhor, 2015; Ozaki & Otis, 2017). Lansford et al. (2011) have highlighted that parental 

physical discipline (for example, physical punishment) affects not only the child but also the 

relationship between the parent and the child. There is evidence that maltreatment during 

childhood has resulted in adverse health outcomes, maladaptive behaviour, or mental health 

problems in young adult life and later.  

With the awareness of ACEs and their impact and recognition of possible solutions, 

Murray et al. (2019) suggest that there is a potential to shift the trajectory of young people 

through supportive relationships promoting self-regulation skills and environmental structure. 

Tolerable stresses promote resilience in an individual, which in turn aids in building 

characteristics of well-being and success. Skills, resources and support are vital for this; 

however, when adversities are intense and extend for a long period, the coping strategies may 

not be sufficient. Hence, the adversity begins to manifest itself as a trauma. Addressing the 

complexities of adversity may contribute to developing a diagnostic program to assist in 

targeting the sources (Maunder et al., 2019).  

Furthermore, due to the significant stress and trauma involved in migration, it could 

be considered as an ACE, impacting a child’s mental and physical health. Children who 

migrate often face multiple stressors, such as separation from family, friends and pets, loss of 

familiar environments, and disruptions of routines (Fazel et al., 2012; Marchetti-Mercer, 

2019). These factors could lead to feelings of insecurity, anxiety, and depression (Fazel et al., 

2012). 

The process of migrating can be highly distressing, particularly for individuals 

escaping from conflict or persecution. Being subjected to violence, hazardous travel 

circumstances, and uncertainty regarding the future might result in enduring psychological 
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trauma (Tsegay, 2023). Migrant children in host nations may face prejudice, language 

problems, and challenges in obtaining school and healthcare, which can intensify their stress 

and impede their development (Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011).  

Moreover, the expectation of assimilating into a different culture while experiencing 

financial difficulties and unpredictable living conditions can place additional stress on family 

relationships and support networks, thereby increasing the adolescent’s load. Research 

indicates that accumulating these stressors might result in enduring consequences, such as 

psychological disorders, scholastic obstacles, and challenges in social integration (Kirmayer 

et al., 2011). ACEs and migration are seemingly interconnected through the lens of stress, 

resilience and systemic influences of psychosocial development ACEs, such as abuse, 

neglect, and household dysfunction, create toxic stress during critical developmental periods, 

impacting emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, and interpersonal relationships (Felitti 

et al., 1998). Migration compounds this stress as it often entails loss, family separation, 

cultural dissonance, and exposure to discrimination (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). 

Migration may act as a contextual amplifier of ACEs, introducing new adversities 

(e.g., xenophobia, socioeconomic instability) while potentially exacerbating pre-existing 

trauma (Wray et al., 2023). Conversely, the migration process can also offer protective 

factors, such as increased opportunities or strengthened family bonds through shared 

challenges (Walsh, 2015). 

 As previously indicated, addressing the impact of migration as an ACE 

requires comprehensive support systems, including trauma-informed care, educational 

assistance, and community integration programs, to help migrant children and their families 

navigate these challenges and build resilience. Stillerman (2018) noted that his ACEs study 

was done on white participants who were middle-aged, educated, and insured, highlighting 
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the necessity to understand the impact of ACEs on adolescents who migrate from Asia and 

are of Indian origin. 

Conclusion  

This chapter has comprehensively discussed the reasons behind the decision to 

migrate, focusing on transnationalism, and the migration outcomes. It further discusses 

migration of people to South Africa, focussing on the Indian migration, analysing the trends 

of Indian migration, specifically to South Africa. The Indian family system and its structure 

have been discussed. The impact migration can have on an individual and the family has been 

examined. As adolescents are the focus of this study, the literature on their challenges has 

been duly noted in this chapter using the available literature. This chapter has closely 

examined the literature available on the FST and ACEs, which are the theoretical framework 

for this study, emphasising migration and the possible impact of ACEs on migrant 

adolescents. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter provides an outline of the methods used during this research. It presents 

the research aims and the research questions posed at the start of the project. It further 

describes the research design and the qualitative approach used. It describes the sample and 

sampling procedure, the data collection tools, and the participants' background information. 

The process used by the researcher to analyse the data collected from the participants is also 

included. This study's ethical considerations and qualitative trustworthiness are described. 

This chapter ends with the researcher's reflections on her identity and investment in this study 

and how these aspects may have impacted or influenced the research project.  

Research Aims 

The research project aims to explore the experiences of an adolescent Indian person 

migrating to South Africa. Specifically, the research project wanted to explore the factors that 

may have played a key role in their experiences, perceptions, and understanding of the world. 

It also wanted to look at their relationship with their families and other people around them in 

the host country (South Africa). 

Research Questions 

1. How did young Indian migrants experience the migration process during their 

adolescence? 

2. What were their experiences in the context of their family system? 

3. How has the migration experience impacted their current psychosocial functioning? 

Research Design 

A research design is a comprehensive plan outlining the investigation process, from 

the initial research questions through the methods to interpretation, and reporting (Creswell & 
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Creswell, 2018). This study followed an exploratory design. The aim was to gain insight into 

the under-studied experiences, which are relatively new, and vaguely defined (Saunders et al., 

2018). An exploratory design was thus deemed suitable for this research project as it 

highlights the experiences noted in the area of research that may need to be clarified and 

enable further development from a psychological perspective (Babbie, 2014). Therefore, the 

selected design may not provide a definitive solution or answer to the research questions but 

it can explore the research topic at several levels of depth (Ritchie & Ormston, 2014). 

Exploratory research is the foundation for more conclusive research, guiding decisions on 

research design, sample methodology, and data collection even in contexts with limited prior 

research (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Robson, 2011).  

Qualitative Approach 

A qualitative research approach is concerned with developing concepts that assist in 

understanding and exploring social phenomena in a natural setting; it emphasises the 

participants' meanings, experiences, beliefs, and views (Mohajan, 2018). It is viewed as 

naturalistic, interpretive, and exploratory as it considers the viewpoints and experiences of 

participants from the start (Flick, 2006). This approach emphasises interpreting and 

understanding the meaning of events, the environments, and the context in which the research 

has been set (Mohajan, 2018; Ormston et al., 2014). It seeks to explore the depth of the 

phenomenon under investigation and extract a possible answer (Elliott et al., 2014). 

Exploratory qualitative design assists in understanding the underlying values, concepts and 

conventions by adopting an open approach to encourage participants to take the lead and 

shape their narrative (Ormston et al., 2014). It may provide insight into the topic's 

complexities (Elliott et al., 2014). It is hoped that the findings from this type of study will 

shed light on the participants' phenomena being studied and so extend knowledge; by doing 
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so, the findings are placed in the relevant context, reflecting the subjective reality of the 

participants and their lived experiences.  

As the main objective of this type of research is to explore participants’ subjective 

experiences, Ormston et al. (2014) have highlighted that qualitative approaches account for 

the complexities of the depth of the information provided. Furthermore, qualitative research 

assists the researcher in determining how to proceed with the research depending on a range 

of factors: the researcher's beliefs about the social context, how knowledge is acquired, the 

purpose of this study and the characteristics of the participants (Creswell, 2014). The data 

collected can be in the form of narratives, word usage, observations by the researcher, and 

documents (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This design allows the participants to reflect on 

their narratives and the meaning they have for them (Rugunanan, 2020). It helps examine the 

participants’ experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This design places the research in a 

critical reflexivity position that can lead to knowledge production (Hook, 2007). It is also a 

way of learning about social reality (Leavy, 2014). It can lead to the final generation of a 

report which incorporates the participants' voices, the researcher's reflexivity, researcher’s 

interpretation and description of the problem, and the contribution of the literature in this 

study (Lune & Berg, 2017). 

Furthermore, it is imperative to note that the findings are placed in a particular 

context, and the results are unique; hence, as per Hardwicke et al. (2022), a research finding 

may be reproduced only in such environment and context. However, a researcher's discretion 

is necessary in order to build on existing evidence through systematic review. This highlights 

a need for qualitative rigour (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011), which will be discussed later in the 

chapter. 
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Sample and Sampling Procedure 

The sample collection from the sampling frame occurred in the following manner. A 

convenience sampling strategy (Babbie, 2014) was used for this research. Participants were 

selected as they responded to the advertisement on various social media platforms. Using 

these platforms for recruitment has been the most favoured method amongst the youth. The 

researcher used the social media platform to recruit participants as a convenience sampling 

source. Whilst using social media (Instagram and Facebook) as a convenient sampling 

source, a South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) volunteer reached out to 

participate in this study and expressed that they would be interested in this study and 

contribute to the knowledge base of Indian youth who migrated to South Africa during their 

adolescence. The researcher knew they would be an ideal candidate for this study and met all 

the prescribed sampling criteria. Furthermore, this participant shared the research poster on 

their personal social media account (as indicated by them), and a second research participant 

for the main study was referred to the researcher. Sampling continued to be a challenge until 

one participant showed interest, and then there was a snowball effect, and an appropriate 

number of participants was recruited for the project. Through this process, one participant 

brought in two more participants for the research, and a non-participant who did not match 

the criteria assisted in recruiting three participants. The remaining participants connected with 

the researcher after seeing the posters on the social media platform.  

The process is thus an example of snowball sampling, which involves checking with 

the current participants to identify other people they may know who could fit the selection 

criteria (Ormston et al., 2014). Goodman (1961) described snowball sampling as a method 

used to estimate the number of potential reciprocal relationships within a specific community 

where participants may identify each other. It is a method involving a three-person circular 

relation in a population, where each person names another in a sequence, creating a mutual 
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acquaintance among all three individuals. Snowball sampling is a method where all or some 

participants are asked to provide information about potential participants who are not directly 

recruited by the researcher but connected to them by the initial participants (Emerson, 2015; 

Marcus et al., 2017). This strategy was chosen as it was time-effective. 

The sample for this study consisted of eleven young adult Indian immigrants residing  

in various parts of South Africa living with their families, and who still have extended 

families residing in their country of origin (India). Most participants were born in India and 

were adolescents (between the ages of thirteen and seventeen) when they migrated to South 

Africa with their families. There were four males and seven females, all above the age of 

eighteen. The time the participants have lived in South Africa ranged from five years to 

twenty-four years. Of the eleven, three are employed, one is contemplating the choice 

between continuing education or starting an enterprise, and seven are furthering their 

education. The participants came from different geographical locations in South Africa.  

 The wide range of time between participants’ migration experiences and their 

interviews reflects the dynamic and varied nature of migrant populations. Short-term 

economic opportunities such as contract-based work often influence migration, which may 

result in individuals or families residing in a host country for limited periods (Haas, Castles & 

Miller, 2020). This variability in length of stay is particularly relevant in regions where 

immigration policies or economic demands prioritise temporary labour over long-term 

settlement (OECD, 2018). 

Capturing perspectives across this broad temporal range enriches the study, offering 

insights into how the migration experience is processed and interpreted over time. For some, 

the recent experience might highlight the immediate challenges of acculturation, while for 

others, a longer reflection may reveal evolving perspectives shaped by later life events. This 
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diversity enhances understanding of the migration process and underscores the heterogeneity 

of migrant experiences, both in duration and in lived outcomes. 

Data Collection Tools 

Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather the data. The semi-structured 

interview generates responses for predetermined questions and specific topics (Lune & Berg, 

2017). "It is defined as an interview to obtain descriptions of the life world of the interviewee 

to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena" (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, p.3) but 

also for some in-depth exploration and clarification of specific topics. This method of data 

collection is widely used in the humanities and social sciences (Brinkmann, 2014). Semi-

structured interviewing can produce knowledge through dialogue by engaging in the narrative 

the participants provide; by doing so, the interviewer invariably contributes to the knowledge 

production (Brinkmann, 2014).  

The data was collected using semi-structured interviews ranging from fifty minutes to 

one hour fifteen minutes. The time variations were directly proportional to the participant's 

engagement with the questions. Kvale (1996) notes that a semi-structured interview guides 

the process using open-ended questions, leaving room for the participant to deviate from the 

questions to engage with the information that could not have been anticipated but could be 

contextual. Therefore, this method of gathering data prioritises participants' knowledge and 

ensures a respectful approach to their language. 

The semi-structured interview used questions (Appendix A) that explored the 

experiences of young Indian adults who migrated to South Africa during their adolescence 

with their families and their experiences of growing up in South Africa. The participants' 

experience of the impact of migration and the challenges they experienced in the host country 
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were analysed in the context of ACEs. The decision not to ask participants about ACEs 

beyond migration stems from methodological, ethical, and theoretical considerations. From a 

methodological perspective, focusing solely on migration-	related ACEs allowed the study to 

maintain a clear and specific research scope, avoiding the risk of diluting the findings by 

introducing unrelated variables. Migration, as a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, can 

independently create or exacerbate adverse experiences (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). 

Exploring it in isolation ensured depth and relevance in understanding its unique impacts. 

Ethically, delving into broader ACEs unrelated to migration might risk retraumatising 

participants by compelling them to revisit deeply personal and potentially distressing 

experiences (Larkin & Thompson, 2012).  

Theoretically, migration often serves as both a context and a lens through which 

participants’ experiences are framed. By narrowing the focus, the study aligned with 

frameworks highlighting the intersection of systemic, familial, and cultural factors specific to 

migration (Bucher-Maluschke, Gondim & Pedroso, 2017). This enabled a more nuanced 

analysis of how migration-related ACEs uniquely shape development and adaptation, rather 

than conflating them with unrelated adversities.   Kvale (1996) highlights that an interview is 

an exchange of views between two people when discussing a theme in which both are 

interested; however, the researcher is interested in understanding the world from the 

participants' perspective to unveil the meaning in general from people's experiences. An 

interview is more interactive and engaging in collecting data from people than asking them to 

complete a survey or a questionnaire. It gathers descriptive data in the participant's own 

words, such that the researcher can develop insights into the participants' world and 

understand their world. Hence, interviewers require the skill of conducting them to yield rich 

and meaningful data. At the same time, the participants feel comfortable and safe sharing 

their complex or sensitive experiences with strangers (Kvale, 1996).  
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Data collection techniques  

The researcher employed probing techniques and follow-up questions as necessary to 

elicit comprehensive responses. The responses were meticulously recorded and subsequently 

transcribed for analysis. Further, it is to be noted that at some stage a level of saturation was 

reached, which was confirmed with the last participant and did not seem to add significant 

new information or insights to the research questions. The purposive questioning in the semi-

structured interviews goes beyond recollecting the events and reliving the experiences 

(Husband, 2020). The participants tend to reflect critically on their development; the 

researcher encourages critical reflection (Husband, 2020). Kallio et al. (2016) highlight that 

although the semi-structured interview is standard among qualitative research, it can 

contribute to the research through the trustworthiness and objectivity of this study itself, and 

the results are plausible. The data collection process took much longer than anticipated due to 

these factors.  

Interview process 

According to Creswell (2014), observation and interviews are part of data collection. 

Data is considered the raw material that is collected to study the topic. It contains records 

such as interview recordings, transcripts and observation notes.  

The primary data-gathering method in this study included individual interviewing and 

general participant observation. 

The participants were invited to participate in a face-to-face interview for this study. 

Two participants chose to participate in person; however, due to logistical issues and 

academic commitments, they had to transition to an online interview. The rest of the 

participants chose to be interviewed using an online platform for various reasons, such as 

their location, academic or employment commitments, and the availability of the participant 
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and the researcher. Archibald et al. (2019) highlight that online interviews are cost-effective 

and convenient compared to in-person interviews, mainly when the participants are spread 

over a large geographical area. Concerning the sample population, the researcher had to bear 

in mind that it would not have been economically feasible to reach the participant in the 

province where they lived or for them to come to Gauteng, where the interviews were 

scheduled. Out of the eleven, eight participants lived in Gauteng, whereas the rest of the 

participants lived in KwaZulu Natal. Participants chose to meet online, which was ideal 

(Salvador et al., 2020); however, load-shedding posed a challenge, and often the interviews 

would be rescheduled, as the participants could not come online. Other times, the internet 

service provider's bandwidth would be a challenge as the network would be interrupted 

(Boloka et al., 2021); at times, the researcher was informed that internet speed was affected 

by loadshedding. Online interviews were therefore economical and feasible, but not without 

abovementioned challenges. 

 Before the interview, the participants were briefed about the project and provided 

with the information participation sheet (Appendix B) and assured that their participation was 

entirely voluntary and that they could terminate the process should they feel discomfort 

during or after the interview. Participants were provided with consent forms (Appendix C), 

which amongst others sought consent for video recording and a discussion about the research 

study and interview questions. The video recording ensured the participants understood and 

were comfortable with the process. They were informed that their identities would remain 

confidential, a pseudonym would be assigned to each, and the recordings would be 

transcribed. The consent forms were then emailed to the participants prior to the interviews, 

and they were encouraged to sign and send them back; the documents were password-

protected individually.  
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The interviews were scheduled with participants who met the criteria. During the 

interview, the participants engaged with the questions and seldomly deviated from the topic; 

special attention was placed on clarifying questions to understand and avoid assumptions, 

such that the participants would have more room to express their opinions, thoughts and 

beliefs.  

The interviews were recorded using the Zoom platform and saved in a folder on the 

researcher's laptop. The laptop and the folder are password-protected to ensure only the 

researcher can access these recordings. The recordings were transcribed accurately and kept 

in a password-protected folder on the researcher's laptop. Pseudonyms were assigned to each 

participant according to gender. Transcription was done verbatim to ensure that transcripts 

were as accurate as possible.  

Background Information of the Participants 

Participant 1 - Ahana 

Ahana was a 25-year-old female completing her Bachelor's degree in humanities at 

the time of the research study, and she lived with her parents. Her extended family continues 

to live in India. She is originally from India but has briefly stayed in Ghana before migrating 

to Gauteng in South Africa. She was 13 when she arrived. She mentioned that she had a say 

in the migration process when her parents decided to move to South Africa. Initially, she was 

excited about the move as she thought she would have a similar experience to living in 

Ghana. However, she reported that the excitement was short-lived; she felt living in Ghana 

was better than in South Africa, as people were more accommodating. Being an only child, 

she initially struggled to express her difficulties to her parents. She felt lonely in South 

Africa, as most of her childhood friends were in India or Ghana. She reported that her 

experiences in South Africa have been unpleasant. She described that her reason for staying 
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in South Africa is due to her parents, who are currently supportive. Her home language is 

Bengali, and she was educated in English.  

Participant 2  - Akila 

Akila was a 22-year-old female who had started studying for her Bachelor's degree in 

Engineering at the time of the research study and was living with her parents and a sibling. 

She is originally from India. She was 14 when she arrived in Gauteng in South Africa. She 

stated that her parents' job prospects necessitated their relocation. Given that living with 

extended family in India or boarding was not feasible, she had no choice except to relocate. 

She stated that her family adheres to stringent regulations, and she receives assistance from 

her sibling, especially when struggling emotionally. She reported that she can talk more 

frankly about her experiences to her sibling than to her parents. She travels to India yearly 

and actively seeks opportunities to reunite with her friends. Her home language is Hindi, and 

she received an education in English in India. 

Participant 3  - Dev 

Dev was a 19-year-old male who had started studying for his Bachelor's degree in 

Computer Programming; however, he was thinking of changing the university at the time of 

the research study and living with his parents. His native language is Bengali, although the 

family alternates between conversing in Bengali and English. At 13, he migrated to Gauteng 

in South Africa with his family. He stated that his father's intra-company move sent the 

family to South Africa. He was compelled to move. While relocating, he maintained a strong 

emotional bond with his grandparents, who reside in India. He stated that he found it 

challenging to navigate friendships. He said he would occupy his time participating in online 

video games when he returned from school. 
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Participant 4  - Kumar 

Kumar was a 25-year-old male who had graduated in business analysis; he was 

considering starting a business of his own at the time of the research study and was living 

with his parents. He was 13 years old when he moved to South Africa. His native language is 

Hindi. He stated that his father's workplace transferred him to South Africa to expand the 

business, and the family moved to Gauteng in South Africa. He did not have a say in the 

moving process. The father had made the sole decision to settle in South Africa. It was a 

surprise for the family and scary for the children. Kumar recounts the conversation with his 

sibling about the move, especially the education system and the worries around settling in the 

new place; they saw the move as an adventure. He noted that the father had put in efforts to 

ease the family by bringing them on a vacation to experience the environment. Initially, at a 

surface level, they felt comfortable living in South Africa; however, it got challenging as they 

extended their stay.  

Participant 5 - Nala 

Nala was a 26-year-old female who had completed a Bachelor of Arts and 

contemplated studying for a Master's during the research study. She and her family 

predominantly speak English at home, and she reported that her parents converse in English, 

although they are all from India. She noted that she is fluent in Hindi, but it is not either of 

the parents' mother tongue. She was 14 when she moved to Gauteng in South Africa with her 

family. Before moving to South Africa, the family had lived in Dubai, which was a different 

experience; she recollected that there was a tendency to compare the living conditions in both 

countries. Dubai felt more like home as there was a large Indian community that they could 

access. However, such opportunities seemed limited for the first six months of their stay in 

South Africa. She reported that her father's job opportunity brought them to South Africa, and 

the family followed him. He had his work friends and could socialise, but her mother felt 
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lonely as she did not have a network here. During that time, Nala thought she had a peer 

network, but her school experience was challenging. She had memories of returning from 

school and crying every day, as she did not understand how the social groups functioned; she 

felt that the culture was different in South Africa. 

Participant 6 - Parul 

Parul was a 34-year-old female who had completed her Bachelor's degree and was 

employed at the time of the research study. She was 16 when she moved to KwaZulu-Natal in 

South Africa with her family, including her paternal grandmother. The move was initiated 

due to her father's job opportunity. She recollected that the family was briefed on the security 

and crime in South Africa. It was frightening for her and the family; they would not leave the 

house in the evenings. She reported that she was weary of the South African schooling 

system and the culture; there were mixed responses from the father's colleagues regarding 

safety; she was apprehensive, wondering if she would be able to adjust to the new place, and 

at the same time, excited about the opportunity of living in a foreign country. Hindi is her 

home language, and she was worried about her English language skills. She reported that her 

concerns about adjustment also included socialising with peers, making friends, and generally 

fitting in with friends and at school. As reported by her, her father supported their move with 

him, however, he gave the option to stay back, and they could prioritise their needs and 

choose to move if they wished. She recollected that the move here was a culture shock, as 

people's business hours and routines were different. Developing a circle of friends or 

friendships was challenging at school.  

Participant 7 - Raksha 

Raksha was a 36-year-old female who had completed her Master's degree in 

Administration and worked at a management level during the research study. She was 13 
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when she arrived with her family in KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa. Her father was 

transferred from India. She reported that the family did not have a say in the decision to move 

or not. However, they were accustomed to moving internally within India, and she had 

moved to Malta as a three-year-old; this was her second international move. She reported 

being apprehensive about it and did not like the idea. She had to leave her pet and 

grandparents behind, which she did not like. She noted that adjusting to a new environment 

as a teenager was difficult. She reported that as much as she was anxious, worried and 

concerned about her studies and social life, she wondered about the place; she would begin to 

imagine how exciting the new place could be for her and the family. Having moved to South 

Africa, the family was concerned about their safety, and during the early days, they had 

stayed indoors and would not venture outside; they were scared. Their freedom to move 

around was removed, contributing to their culture shock. In India, most people walk, and the 

shops are open until late evening.  

Participant 8 - Sulochana 

Sulochana was a 20-year-old female studying for her Bachelor of Commerce degree 

at the time of the research study. She was 13 when she arrived in Gauteng in South Africa 

with her family, due to her father's job transfer. Although she had little say in the decision, 

she informed her friends about the move. Sulochana missed her friends deeply, finding the 

transition harder than expected due to limited communication and fearing she would lose her 

connections. Her mother worried about finding familiar groceries and managing expenses, 

adding to their concerns. The family faced isolation due to their Punjabi language and 

inadequate transport services, which restricted their social life. Sulochana struggled to make 

new friends and missed the spontaneity of visits common in India. The move impacted her 

confidence, and frequent trips back to India disrupted her studies, making it hard to adapt to 

different educational systems. She felt pressured to excel academically despite facing bias 
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and a lack of support from school staff, affecting her self-esteem and balance between social 

and academic life.  

Participant 9 - Saurav 

During the research study, Saurav was 22 years old and contemplated continuing his 

education in India. He was 17 when he arrived in Gauteng in South Africa with his family. 

His father's job required relocation to multiple geographical locations, and Saurav relocated 

as a dependant for one last time and South Africa would be the last destination. Saurav 

reported that, as an Indian citizen, he was born in Egypt but has lived in India sporadically . 

He mentioned that he was not happy before coming to South Africa; however, the move to 

South Africa was concerning due to the crime reports in the media. After arrival, he felt it 

was isolating, and he had to always be alert; there was an innate sense of fear. The family 

witnessed an armed robbery during their first months, which was a frightening experience. 

Despite this, he was excited to live among a larger Indian diaspora outside India. Socially, 

living in South Africa has been positive as they quickly made connections and engaged with 

communities. Although his mother initially disliked the move, she eventually found South 

Africa to be beautiful and friendly. One challenge was the early closure of shops leading 

them to stay indoors in the evenings. As a 17-year-old, he found it difficult to develop new 

friendships but chose to explore them at 18. He felt pressured to excel academically due to 

stereotypes about Indian children but received understanding support from his parents.  

Participant 10 - Sneha 

Sneha was 37 years old and worked in the IT sector, assisting her spouse in their 

business during the research study. She was 13 when she arrived with her parents in 

KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa. Her father had found a job in South Africa, so the family 

immigrated. She reported that her father was briefed on the country's history and perception. 
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One of their most significant concerns were to survive, especially food habits. Additionally, 

the lack of public transport added to their challenges to move around. In the same vein, 

language posed a challenge as the family was predominantly Hindi speaking. As Sneha had 

previously lived in the Philippines, English was not a barrier for her, but her concerns 

revolved around social and educational activities. She described that her mother would look 

after the household and the finances, as her father had to stay closer to the office due to 

logistical issues. However, when the company closed its operations, the family had an option 

to either stay or move, and they chose to stay and take a chance by building a business. 

Meanwhile, at school, she reported that it was challenging for her to understand the South 

African accent and for her educators and peers to understand her accent. She reported feeling 

like an outcast as she tended to stay alone and was not involved in sports activities. She 

would not report any incidents at school or her difficulties to anyone, including parents and 

teachers. She had briefly moved to India but returned to South Africa with her husband and 

chose to live here. Meanwhile, her parents have moved back to India.  

Participant 11 - Nitin 

Nitin was a 19-year-old male who had started a Bachelor of Engineering degree at the 

time of the research study. He was 14 when he arrived with his family in Gauteng in South 

Africa. His father was transferred to South Africa, and they had to move. Nitin reported that 

he feared the move as he was in Grade 9, and it was an important year as it would decide his 

future subjects. He spoke about the stigma he had about South Africa; that it would be a 

dangerous place and a jungle, and that it was difficult for him to fathom living in a place like 

that. He reported that engaging in developing friendships was challenging for him. He would 

explore the scope to find a group and, when he did not like it, explore for another. However, 

at home, he reported it was different; his mother was feeling lonely and frustrated as she had 

to manage everything, and it was difficult to find a domestic worker; along with it, she had 
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yet to find friends, whereas his father had support from his colleagues at work. Before 

moving to South Africa, Nitin had lived in Dubai, where there was a sense of belonging as 

there were other families with whom they had bonded. Following a different educational 

system was challenging; however, once he understood how to work around it, he did well; it 

was an innate pressure to do well academically. He mentioned that being self-sufficient and 

self-reliant was essential to him, as it was difficult to rely on friends or others who were not 

family.  

Data Analysis 

The data was analysed using thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Thematic analysis is the process of identifying, analysing and reporting the themes 

within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher followed Braun and Clarke's (2006) 

six-step process, which is outlined below: 

Familiarising oneself with the data 

During this phase, the data (transcripts) is read and re-read as data, making notes of 

points of interest exploring the data. In other words, this involves immersing oneself in the 

data, noting what is familiar and what is not familiar, through which a deeper comprehension 

of the content is achieved.  

Coding the data 

Here, working systematically, the codes are generated as a code that captures the 

analytically interesting aspects concerning the relevant data. Codes are worked 

comprehensively.  

Generating initial themes 

The codes are then reviewed to identify the potential themes using thematic maps and 

tables; the relationship between them is thought about as the themes are generated, and their 
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distinctiveness and being a part of the larger objectives are ascertained. All the relevant data 

to each theme is gathered using the codes.  

Reviewing and developing themes 

Identifying the character or the nature of the potential themes starts here using a 

thematic map. The themes are continuously reviewed to identify whether they concern the 

extracted codes and the data.  

Refining, defining and naming themes 

At this stage, the details of each theme and the narratives within the analysis are 

refined. The number of themes is determined and organised around the central concept, 

including any sub-themes that highlight key aspects of the main theme. Each theme is then 

clearly defined and given a specific name.  

Producing the report 

Working with the data extracts and themes, the researcher presents the themes in the 

decided order. The themes are worked comprehensively with compelling examples of the 

data to illustrate each theme. The analysis of the examples is then related to the research 

question and the literature, concluding the themes to produce the final report. 

As all the interviews were conducted online, Braun et al. (2017) noted that online 

qualitative data collection methods can be replicated and complemented by in-person 

interviews. Braun and Clarke (2021) have indicated that the quality of data is vital; therefore, 

interactively collecting the data (e.g. interviews) and immersing oneself in the process of 

transcribing allows the researcher to build familiarity with the data. The researcher conducted 

the online interviews using the Zoom platform. Further, the researcher transcribed the 

interviews to understand the information before generating the codes using the data. Each 
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interview transcript was coded separately and extensively to identify the prominent themes 

and meanings in the data set (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

To begin with the coding process, Microsoft Excel application was used to generate 

the codes, emerging patterns or codes that shared similar meanings and combined to form a 

code. These codes were then grouped further to relate to the participants’ themes and address 

the research questions. To build the thematic map, the MindNode – Mind Map application 

was used to outline and visualise themes, such that they are organised, categorised, and 

prioritised to get a clear picture of the themes. The themes were reviewed to ensure they were 

closely related to the participants’ shared experiences, and coherent. Further, the relevant 

themes were noted across the interviews by comparing them with each other to be relevant to 

the participants. As the themes were identified and clarity was gained, they were tabulated in 

Microsoft Excel, grouping the codes and associating the participants' responses with their 

themes and sub-themes. A comprehensive list was completed for each participant, where the 

codes and themes were grouped as per their relevance. The most prevalent themes were 

identified across the dataset; a note was also made for the codes identified in limited 

interviews but not across the dataset. Braun and Clarke (2006) highlight that too many 

themes and sub-themes suggest a fragmented and underdeveloped analysis. In the same vein, 

they suggest that analysis without contradictions may be questioned and indicative of a lack 

of in-depth explanation. Throughout coding and identifying themes, the researcher returned 

to the data extracts and the transcripts to ascertain that the information and context were still 

relevant to the codes and themes in which they were grouped.  

This study acknowledges that participants’ narratives are influenced by memory’s 

inherent imperfections, as recollection is often reconstructed in the present and shaped by 

current emotions and perspectives (Merrill & Fivush, 2016). Memory is selective and 

interpretive, which means that participants may emphasise certain aspects of their migration 
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experiences while minimising or forgetting others. Additionally, the research context 

introduces demand characteristics, where participants might unconsciously align their 

responses with the perceived expectations of the researcher (Orne, 2017). In this case, the 

study’s design may have unintentionally emphasised recalling and narrating negative 

experiences due to its focus on challenges linked to migration. Reflexivity was essential to 

mitigate these biases, ensuring findings reflect participants’ authentic voices rather than 

reinforcing a negative framework. 

Ethical Considerations 

The University of Witwatersrand’s Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC-Non-

Medical) granted ethical permission (Appendix D). Before the data collection, a participation 

information sheet was sent to the participants, which had information explaining the nature of 

the research and the purpose, the identification of the researcher, the supervisor information, 

and the rights and responsibilities of the participants. The participants could connect with the 

researcher using the contact details provided to arrange an interview (Appendix B: Participant 

Information Letter; Appendix C: Informed Consent). The participant information letter 

highlighted to potential participants that their participation was voluntary and they could 

withdraw at any time; also, it made it clear that there were no direct or indirect benefits linked 

to participating in the research project. However, by participating, they would contribute to 

the understanding of the experiences of adolescents and the impact of their experiences 

thereon in the young adults’ lives. They were asked permission to video record the interview 

in the case of the online interviews. They were also informed that interviews would be 

recorded for transcription and analysis purposes only, and if and when necessary, quotes 

would be used to back up the findings. The researcher assured the participants that their 

identities would be kept confidential and protected in the research report. Pseudonyms were 

used to identify the participants. The researcher was conscious of the potential risk that the 
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topic may elicit discomfort and sensitivity to specific questions, but this study was 

categorised as low risk. After the interview, the researcher would debrief the participants and 

asked if the participants experienced any discomfort. As the topic is related to childhood 

experiences, it may be distressing for some to speak about it; in an event like that, 

arrangements were made such that the participant could access support services to engage in 

counselling sessions; they were then referred to SADAG and some participants had their own 

psychologists to reach out to for support. This aspect was clarified at the end of the interview. 

In every stage of the research project, the ethics were considered and followed diligently; 

from approval of the proposal to completion of interviews and information storage, followed 

by data analysis and reporting of the findings.  

Qualitative Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness strengthens the value of a qualitative study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that the essential trustworthiness criteria include credibility, 

transferability, dependability, confirmability, and authenticity. Polit and Beck (2008) define 

these five terms:  

• Credibility - refers to the confidence in the researcher's interpretation and 

representation of the data provided by the participants. This relies heavily on how 

effective the researcher immerses herself in the field and gains a deep understanding 

of the topic under study. Immersion requires the researcher to read extensively on the 

topic and understand the value, impact and gap in the literature. 

• Transferability - refers to applying the findings in other scenarios apart from the ones 

tested. This aspect calls for the researcher to be involved in providing rich, detailed 

descriptions that allow readers to judge if the findings apply to a different context. 

While the aim is not always to generalise the broader population, the detailed context 

will enable others to determine if parallels can be drawn with other settings. 
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• Dependability - refers to the consistency of the data and the fact that this study can be 

repeated in similar conditions. It also reflects the stability and consistency of this 

study over time. Dependability is increased through methods such as conducting an 

external audit of the research process, keeping a decision trail, and applying consistent 

processes throughout the research. For this study, it is to be highlighted that the study 

can be repeated under similar conditions due to the frequent migration and continued 

stay of the population in the host country. 

• Confirmability - refers to the fact that the data is representative of the participants’ 

views and the researcher's bias and viewpoints are not there; instead, it is the ability of 

the researcher to demonstrate the neutrality they hold towards the data. Here, the level 

of objectivity involved in interpreting and presenting data is maintained as it ensures 

that the findings genuinely reflect the participants' perspectives and not the 

researcher's personal biases. Clear, precise, and sufficient information about the 

methods used in the research is given to substantiate the cogency of the findings. 

• Authenticity - refers to the researcher faithfully expressing the feelings and emotions 

of the participants. This process required a high degree of reflexive thinking, and the 

researcher had to continually examine her assumptions and biases and how these 

might impact the interpretation of the data. By scrupulously representing the 

participants' perspectives and experiences, the researcher can produce meaningful, 

impactful insights that resonate with a broader audience, fostering a greater 

understanding of complex social phenomena. 

Darawsheh (2014) argues that monitoring the researcher's subjectivity to generate a 

credible finding can be challenging, and therefore, a strategy must be in place to establish the 

criteria for rigour. Dodgson (2019) suggests that a reflexivity journal will guide the 
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researcher in examining their behaviours, experiences, feelings and thoughts towards the 

participants and this study, along with participants' experiences.  

Amankwaa (2016) suggests that to maintain the trustworthiness of a study, every 

detail of the process must be noted. Also, a protocol must be put in place during the initial 

stages of the research within the research document to establish the trustworthiness of the 

qualitative research (Amankwaa, 2016). 

Researcher Reflexivity 

The researcher's worldview may impact qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggest that the worldviews are the researcher’s 

philosophical perspectives of the world and the nature of this study. An individual may 

develop a worldview based on their past research experiences, discipline orientations, and 

guidance from the research community (advisors, mentors and supervisors) (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Reflexivity is the researcher's awareness of her values, background and 

previous experiences that may affect the process (Cope, 2014). Therefore, reflexivity on the 

role of the researcher and her self-reflections are included in the qualitative research to 

increase the rigour of the approach (Jootun et al., 2009). It is an invaluable tool that promotes 

the researcher's role and the understanding of the phenomenon being studied (Jootun et al., 

2009). 

Reflexivity pertains to the mutual independence among all accounts of social settings, 

including descriptions, analyses, criticism, and the social settings that prompt them (Cohen et 

al., 2018). Yin (2016) defines reflexivity as a dynamic interplay between the researcher and 

the participant and their influence on each other. The participants’ presence and action may 

evoke the researcher's thinking and observations, and vice versa. Therefore, my reflexivity 

played a role in this project as the topic is seemingly similar to my experiences. Although I 
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did not migrate during my adolescence,  my two children were born in South Africa. I noticed 

at a very young age they have had to adapt themselves between a culture and norm which is 

at home and outside, for example, the school environment and the socialising environment. 

Growing up as an Indian Hindu, they have had exposure to celebrating Christmas at school 

and at friends’ homes; my children questioned the non-celebration of Christmas. We, 

however, celebrate Diwali at home, which was not celebrated at school or at friends’ homes. 

This difference in celebrations had to be explained incrementally. This also meant that the 

researcher could be affected; hence, they also needed a support system. The researcher used 

her supportive resources for debriefing. Hence, this topic is subjective and could be 

influenced by researcher bias. Therefore, to minimise the possible assumptions and biases, it 

is important to remain reflexive as the process of collecting data from the participants and 

working on it can be emotion laden. Reflexivity entails a conscious understanding of one's 

identity and the interconnection between oneself and the research context (Schippers et al., 

2015).  

Berger (2013) highlights the researcher's benefits and challenges of reflexivity, which can 

be discussed under: "1. Reflexivity when the researcher shares the experience of study 

participants; 2. Reflexivity is when the researcher moves from the position of an outsider to 

the position of an insider during the study; 3. Reflexivity when the researcher has no personal 

familiarity or experience with what is being studied" (p.221). With this in perspective, 

reflexivity assists in finding the spaces that may have potential for change. 

During this research project, as a researcher, I had to reach out to the Consulate 

General of India office in Johannesburg and try find participants. Despite efforts, there was 

still limited success, possibly because, as a co-national, potential participants may have 

perceived me as an insider. This could have led to concerns that their vulnerabilities might be 

exposed to the community; however, this remains an assumption. Carling et al. (2014) have 
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highlighted that being a co-national does not automatically make the researcher an insider; 

participants do not see the researchers as an insider because they share an ethnicity or 

nationality, and the increased consensus amongst the migration researchers confirms it. The 

participants, however, did not see me as an insider but were showing interest in the possible 

outcome of the research study. They were curious and said that they felt heard during the 

interviews, as they could share their experiences objectively.  

Tewolde (2023) highlights the importance of a co-national migrant researcher's 

subjectivities as an aide in producing co-constructed qualitative knowledge. In the same vein, 

Luttrell (2000) has suggested that the objective of reflexivity is to understand if there is 

compatibility and not strive to get a consensus. However, self-reflexivity guides the 

researcher in maintaining integrity and subjectivity within the process (Malaurent & Avison, 

2017). In the self-reflexive journal, as a researcher, one reflects on their inherent influences 

and how research is conducted, as well as the study's outcome, which is shaped by the 

process (Malaurent & Avison, 2017). Here, Schultze (2000) highlights that the immersion 

and experience of the researcher and participants are essential; as much as the researcher's 

presence makes a difference in the room, so does their (researcher) prior understanding of the 

project; similarly, the description of the participants' lives as observed and understood by the 

researcher in response to their (participant) interest project is discussed in the write-up. The 

researcher's focus should be increasing self-knowledge, monitoring personal experiences and 

biases, and aiming to work in a balanced approach with the research (Berger, 2015). 

During the early stages of the project, such as the proposal writing, I was made 

cognisant of the topic being close to home. I am a parent and have two children. Although 

both were born in South Africa, they are not citizens, but only permanent residents; hence, 

they are considered foreign nationals by educational institutions. From their school 

experiences (which they have shared) it seems like being an Indian national automatically 
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stereotypes them to be good at some subjects (e.g. Mathematics and Science) even though 

they have never been schooled in India. Similarly, as an older student, I have different 

experiences with the academic institutions of South Africa, which will be highlighted in 

further reflections. The study was designed with an awareness of the potential for participants 

to have experienced migration as a difficult or even traumatic process, and efforts were made 

to minimise any bias that could have affected the research. From an ethical standpoint, the 

researcher approached the topic with sensitivity, ensuring that data collection methods were 

inclusive and allowed for diverse experiences to emerge. This was achieved by framing 

questions in an open-ended manner, avoiding leading questions that might impose a positive 

or negative connotation on participants’ migration narratives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The 

researcher also remained reflexively aware of their position, acknowledging any personal 

beliefs or assumptions that could influence data interpretation. Strategies such as peer 

debriefing and iterative data analysis were employed to ensure that findings accurately 

represented the participants’ perspectives rather than the researcher’s preconceptions (Berger, 

2015). 

During the interviews, as the participants unveiled their experiences and I adhered to 

the interview questions, participants seldomly deviated from the questions; however, they 

produced rich information that could be highlighted in the research. Some participants would 

stay with the questions, which did not produce new data as data saturation had been reached. 

During this time, I realised that occasional probing and directions were futile.  

Additionally, the study sought to capture a wide range of experiences, emphasising 

both challenges and adaptive strategies. By including prompts that allowed participants to 

express difficulties without judgment, the researcher respected participants’ autonomy in 

sharing their stories. Such a balanced approach demonstrates a commitment to ethical 

integrity and rigorous methodology, ensuring that the study honoured the complexity of 
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migration experiences. It is essential to highlight that I as a researcher was not aware of the 

range of experiences that would be revealed. 

As the participants shared their experiences, I found it challenging not to be 

subjective, as I have had similar experiences. For example, participants highlighted that their 

classmates picked on them for being an Indian national and presumably better at 

Mathematics; this aspect was also experienced by my children. Additionally, living in a new 

country away from family can be arduous. When the choice has been made by the head of the 

family to migrate, it is challenging to express the difficulties experienced in educational 

institutions, for one could be labelled as lazy. I resonated with that feeling, as one is expected 

to be grateful to have a comfortable life. Noting the participants' narratives, I made the 

conscious decision not to succumb to the overwhelming emotional content, as some 

experiences have been very similar to that of mine, but rather focused on their experiences.  

Berger (2013) highlights that shared demographics may foster rapport, making 

participants feel understood and more willing to share personal experiences. This can result in 

richer, more detailed data, particularly when sensitive topics are discussed. However, this 

similarity may also introduce biases. The researcher may unconsciously interpret responses 

through their own experiences, limiting objectivity in analysis (Packer-Muti, 2016). For 

instance, assumptions about cultural norms based on shared nationality may lead to 

overlooking divergent perspectives within the participant group. There have been instances, 

where the participants assumed that I already understand certain contextual nuances (e.g. life 

in Durban as an Indian- which I have never experienced), resulting in incomplete 

explanations of critical experiences. In such conditions, I  had to probe and maintain 

authenticity and explain that I did not have a similar experience.  

Migrating to the new country, I have had to reflect on my possible choices and make 

sense of them and the psychological impact on me and eventually on my family, whilst in the 
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same breath, understanding my children's experiences. For example, before migrating to 

South Africa, I could drive and did not face much of a challenge with transportation from one 

place to another; I presupposed that the participants' parents would have similar skills and 

was surprised to discover that not having reliable transportation could be a hassle. It is these 

experiences that I have had to be conscious of and not stereotype or generalise but remain 

objective during the interview process.  

Another factor is that the participants are of Indian origin as I am. As I am a co-

national, the participants may have found me to be more relatable, which may have 

influenced them to be more open. Nevertheless, due to my spouse's prominent reputation in 

the community, I questioned whether any of the participants had made a connection and 

consequently displayed a lack of openness during the interview. Some male participants were 

seemingly reserved even after probing, compared to the female participants, who were open 

and shared their experiences. During this process, I have wondered if my children may go 

through these experiences even though they were born and raised in South Africa. At the 

same time, I also wonder if the influences and challenges they have or face may differ from 

that of the research participants. These aspects may have influenced the research project; 

nevertheless, being aware of them throughout the research process was essential. The 

objective of this research to examine the experiences of the participants who arrived in South 

Africa as adolescents is achieved.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, an outline of the methodology used was provided. The chapter started 

by addressing the research design, discussing the framework of this study and its qualitative 

nature, and its significance. That was followed by the participants’ description and the 

method used to gather data by identifying the participants, and the means to collect the data. 

The data collection procedures were explained in detail, as well as the instruments used to 
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collect the data. The data analysis process was followed by the ethical considerations, which 

are outlined clearly. Lastly, a reflexivity section was included, highlighting the significance 

of being aware of the researcher's involvement in the research project subjectively and 

emotionally and the factors that may influence the research project. In the following chapter 

the findings will be presented.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

This chapter presents the research study’s findings derived from the data analysis 

conducted using the framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The themes and sub-

themes that emerged from the data were carefully determined based on repeating patterns and 

supported by excerpts from the semi-structured interviews with the participants. This was 

done to demonstrate the reliability and transparency of the research process (Berger, 

2013). Four main themes were identified along with their subthemes: 1. The challenges 

related to the adaptation to a new country; subthemes – Sense of exclusion and 

marginalisation; Issues related to cultural adaptation; Feelings of nostalgia and homesickness; 

Looking for a sense of identity and belonging through academic achievements; Financial 

adjustments, 2. The challenges inherent to a new educational system; subthemes – Language 

barrier; Access to quality education; Academic stress and pressure; Educational support and 

resources; Bullying and discrimination,  3. The impact of the migration on different 

interpersonal relationships; subthemes – impact on familial relationships; Difficulty in 

creating new social relationships,  4. The impact of the migration on one’s emotional well-

being; subthemes – Social isolation and loneliness; Sense of anxiety and uncertainty; Sense 

of loss and grief; Adaptive responses; Personal growth and resilience. These themes will be 

discussed with the relevant sub-themes in detail below.  

The Challenges Related to Adaptation to a New Country  

This theme reflects the participants' experiences related to their adjustment to the host 

country, South Africa and the specific obstacles they faced. It recounts their first encounters 

with the country and the adaptations they needed to make. Despite most participants 

receiving financial and emotional support from their families in the host country, they still 
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maintained an emotional connection to their country of origin. More specifically the 

following sub-themes were identified. 

Sense of exclusion and marginalisation 

Most participants expressed feeling excluded and marginalised by their South African 

peers or teachers of South Africa.  

Raksha noted that it was difficult for her to engage with her peers, unlike in India: “I 

also felt like the Indian girls in my school didn’t really take a liking to me, I don’t know why, 

they used to gossip behind.”  

Sneha highlighted how she isolated herself : “Every lunch break or recess, I would 

find myself a quiet corner where there was absolutely no one who would question me and 

who I have to socialise with, because I literally have nothing to socialise with them about.”  

Akila mentioned that she did not take pride in her identity, as she was trying hard to 

find her space and fit into the system, seemingly leaving her isolated: “I just didn’t have a lot 

of pride in my own identity going in. And, of course, that’s like a big block, so I just didn’t 

really consider myself fitting in.”  

Parul spoke about her experiences of feeling excluded and demotivated to try to fit 

into a group. Her experiences were different from those of the rest of the participants. She felt 

marginalised from the beginning as she noticed there were prior group dynamics: “Like I 

could see that it was some kind of groups where I wouldn’t really fit in because these girls 

had grown up together and I didn’t really want to fit into that because I knew that I would 

still be like an outsider.”  

Dev described his experiences with teachers, stating that he reported his relationship 

with his teachers was not easy: “At breaks, I wasn’t hanging out with people right, so I had 

some time to actually go out and help the teachers with their technical issues. That they are 
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all like, struggle to open Microsoft Word… like…stuff like that… so I did have a very good 

relationship with teachers. I think it’s fine, still the same. It was external factors that led to 

the relationship deteriorating with them.” 

Issues related to cultural adaptation  

Each participant experienced challenges related to the new culture.  

Kumar expressed this as follows: “It was a bit of a culture shock.”  

Raksha experienced the change especially related to access to shops and independence 

to move around. It was an inconvenience to the family until they had adapted themselves: 

“It’s a big culture shock. Because even as kids in India, we are so used to just walking 

around, I mean, we just go down to the shop, and we just buy biscuits, or buy an ice lolly or 

whatever that is.”  

Nala expressed that she was open to adjusting and learning in South Africa, which 

was an aspect she was keen on: “I think, culturally adjusting to this new environment was 

what I was fixated on.”  

Feelings of nostalgia and homesickness 

Most participants said they missed their home country and observed that their mothers 

were particularly homesick.  

Akila described that while the family was initially excited to relocate to South Africa, 

the excitement soon died down: “But we were all about the beauty and opportunities we 

would get. Soon, we got tired of how quiet it was. We come from a very crowded place.” Her 

mother felt homesick and missed the help (in the form of multiple domestic workers) she 

used to get back in India: “My mom was probably a bit more in shock because she had so 

much help before in India.”  
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This experience is closely related to Parul’s description of her grandmother’s 

experience of isolation: “They felt a lot isolated, my grandmother, she was begging my dad to 

go back to India because she didn’t really feel comfortable.” Parul’s grandmother was not 

comfortable or content living in South Africa and craved to return to India, where she had her 

network of friends and family who supported her.  

Looking for a sense of identity and belonging through academic achievements 

For many participants, academic success was perceived as an important route through 

which they could feel like they belonged in the new country. It was how they had learnt to 

belong and identify themselves in society, family or at school back in India.  

For example, Dev describes his identity as attached to academics like other 

participants in this study. He took pride in his learning and application of the same: “It was a 

big morale, like one thing I was good at was studying… yeah.. I was.. like average… huh… 

then what am I good at? I don’t even...do sports or anything so… otherwise personally… just 

not fitting in was a general thing, it wasn’t because of me.. because I did not fit it with private 

school.”  

Akila expressed that she felt questioned by her mother about her identity, choices of 

friends or subjects, which angered her: “My mom used to make decisive statements about my 

identity and things that mattered in my life, so those were like instances where my anger sort 

of came out. She would make….”  

Nala expressed that her identity was attached to marks and the university that she may 

choose to go to later, referring to the pride one takes in going to the top universities 

worldwide: “If you want your child to go to a good university, but there are so many kids 

who didn’t do it, and they ended up getting far better grades and just ended up in different 

places like there's no guarantee that you do rigorous, and if you do rigorous curriculum and 
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you get bad grades then how are you going to get into a top institution you know you're not 

because what was the point in doing this curriculum”. 

Financial adjustments 

Most participants expressed that although their fathers had chosen to relocate to South 

Africa based on the job opportunity, their mothers would generally take care of the house's 

finances. Some participants mentioned that the employer/company paid for some necessities 

such as school fees and vehicles.  

Sneha explained that some of the family costs were related to groceries and visa 

applications, and that the family had to visit neighbouring countries to renew their South 

African visas: “No, I think the only exception was the groceries and the visa application 

procedure, which was quite hectic, going to another country altogether just to apply for a 

Visa that’s quite a thing.” Sneha also described that the company paid for the visa 

application, which had a minimal effect on the family's expenses, and that was comforting: 

“But I think it helped you know, that we didn’t have to bear those costs. The company that my 

father was going to be working for in South Africa they bore all the costs. So that certainly 

helped. I’m sure that was one of the blessings for my parents as well, that that cost was 

covered.”  

Raksha explained her family's concerns over the expenses, how they increased and the 

stresses brought in by the expenditure until the company took over and paid for the school: 

“And we used to convert and be like this place is expensive. And you know that was also 

another… and then like when I started school as well, the uniform was X amount, and then 

there was the bag that you had to buy, books that you had to buy and all of those things 

added up. Luckily, I mean with my dad… Actually, the first time we came, my dad’s company 

wasn’t covering for it, we had to pay for it out of pocket, only I think after… yeah in the 
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second year, my dad’s company started paying for it. Before that we had to settle our own 

expenses.” 

The Challenges Inherent to a New Educational System  

Language barrier 

Some participants noted that the language barrier had been a big challenge, for 

example, Parul highlighted: “But I think language was a big barrier initially, like I couldn’t 

understand the accent correctly, what the teachers were saying in class. I was finding it a bit 

hard to kind of follow.”  

Ahana further expressed her beliefs on the significant impact the language barrier had 

on her experiences of the new education system: “I think many other Indian immigrants 

experienced a problem with like language barrier and the understanding of like the different 

accents and even though I didn’t have. like I was like… somewhat used to different… foreign 

accent because of I stayed in Ghana.. .it… like my adjustment to other people in Ghana was 

so…innate.. like ingrained within me that I was like very just could not adapt to the South 

African system and things and accents and I found it very difficult to adjust and people would 

also like not understand me, also make fun of the way I would say something is different to 

them yeah it would clash a lot.” 

Akila expressed how when she was new in South Africa, she was conscious and 

judgemental about her accent: “There were just one or two other Indians in my grade, and so 

I was a little bit conscious of my accent definitely and my culture, because of everything that I 

had seen online. I just didn’t have a lot of pride in it, I felt like an outsider. And it wasn’t just 

something that I thought on my own, right? It was just a reflection of everything that I had 

seen online and among friends and households.”  
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Parul expressed that it was also challenging to get used to the South African accent, 

and her accent was different: “Just super difficult to get used to how people talked, especially 

because I did have a strong Indian accent.”  

Access to quality education 

Most participants were concerned about their transition and adapting to the new 

education system, their anxiety revolved around learning languages and the change in the 

educational method.  

Nitin expressed that school was challenging in the beginning: “The first week was 

hard in school. The first week in school was difficult because everyone has this stigma that 

when you come from India, you don’t know how to speak English, because they think that 

everything is done in Hindi, which is partially true but not really.” 

Kumar recounts his challenges with academics specifically with choosing subjects “I 

wasn’t interested in History, Geography, Design, and IT stuff so I just picked up Biology, and 

that was one thing that I realised was that Biology here was a lot harder than in India, it is a 

lot more practical based. Like literally I think 50 percent in grade 12 was your practical 

examination where you have to perform experiments and stuff.” Kumar continues to describe 

his experiences as overwhelming: “It became kind of overwhelming and basically, I told you 

I stopped doing sports and obviously there was the stress of the academics.” 

Parul’s experience was similar to Kumar regarding the subjects: “Especially like 

English as a language subject that we had to study, that was quite difficult because the level 

of… you know, maybe reading Shakespeare, reading all these plays, we wouldn’t have done 

it, it wasn’t part of our course work, like in India it wasn’t at that level. So, I found that quite 

challenging as in how I would be able to cope.” Parul continues to note that she had insight 

into her challenges: “And that was like very early on that I picked up that this was going to 
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be a big challenge for me, like I will have to work really hard to overcome this and it wasn’t 

just the case for like the English subject but it was the case for other subjects as well because 

it kind of fed into it.” 

Raksha’s experience was different, she chose subjects based on the length of her stay 

in South Africa; as an international student, her choices were different compared to the local 

students: “So, yeah because I was an international student, they allowed me to do that. Now 

suddenly I was ranked three so that actually created most of the problems with those Indian 

girls that were talking behind my back. Now suddenly everybody was like, who’s this girl, 

why is she coming… now they got competitive as well.” 

Sneha’s described her challenges as follows: “So, at the end of the school year here in 

December, he told us to go with my mom and live in Jaipur, which is close to a lot of where 

our relatives live in Jaipur and starts doing tuitions, because South Africa is behind by a 

couple of years, especially Maths and Sciences, so if we have to attend schooling in India, we 

have to bridge the gap. So, my mom with the help of the relatives in Jaipur, we found a nice 

coaching institute which was run by one of our extended relatives and they managed to find a 

house next door that we could rent. And our coaching classes would literally start at 6 

o’clock in the morning and run through till 8 o’clock in the night because there was so much 

to cover. And more so for my brother, because I was going to be in grade 11. So, I don’t have 

to do Hindi and Social Sciences, I don’t have to learn the Geography of India, because by 

that time you have already… in grade 11 you choose subjects in India.”  

Nitin was eager to study in South Africa, as it seemed conducive for him: “Once you 

migrate, you see there’s so much more to the world than just staying in India and yes, some 

people… like for me, it was good for me because I liked the system here, I liked the education 

here.”  
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Sneha reflected on the quality of education after having gone through the process: “I 

personally do like education to a certain extent and I… the teaching style in South Africa or 

at least that school I went to was brilliant, it’s a lot more interactive, and I guess I entered 

the stage where there was Physics and there was Chemistry and there’s Biology, so it’s a lot 

more… they take a very practical approach to teaching as well.” 

Academic stress and pressure 

Most participants experienced academic stress and pressure as expressed by Nala who 

did not know how to use the resources available to her: “I started slipping up in school 

because I was so afraid, and I just didn't know how to speak up at the right time and get the 

help I needed.”  

Conversely, Akila had other challenges where she felt a need to prove a point to 

people around by doing well at school: “So, I have this journey, and most of it, I’m surprised, 

but, most of it was me doubting my intelligence, like am I smart or am I not? And I had all of 

my energy on my academics just to prove a point.”  

Dev expressed that different learning styles were stressful and challenging: “It was 

hard to get used to learning unguided, actually taking out the notes and saying.. oh.. I have to 

infer all these from these notes… actually notes is another thing you we didn't use textbooks 

much… in South Africa.. we don’t use textbooks much, we use notes.. I am not used to that”. 

For Raksha, she recounts her thoughts regarding the process of emigration meant 

anticipatory loss of friends from her previous school in India and creating a new network for 

herself in South Africa, along with other factors of education concerning subjects and a new 

language: “Then I am going to lose all my friends, what if you have to learn new things like 

new subjects that I haven’t learnt in India, and then how am I going to cope with that? How 

am I going to cope with new languages?” 



 89 

Educational support and resources 

As described earlier there appeared to be a strong desire to do well academically, and 

therefore there was a need to access available educational support.  

Nitin expressed it as follows: “I can talk about myself. I sure, for one, was anxious the 

first I went because I had no clue what was going on. I remember going to the office, they 

were like, “this is your grade controller, you ask them for help if you need.”  

Nala mentioned that her relationship with teachers was good: “Them I have always 

been um…close with teachers.. teachers have been second parental figures, so we had two 

teachers who were kind of like parents to us, like our friend group we would always hang out 

in his or his husband’s classroom because he was always there for us and he was always, in 

fact, it wasn't even a counsellor but he felt like a counsellor.”  

Dev enjoyed a good relationship with his teachers: “My relationship with my teachers 

was a lot better than my peers yeah… it was like.. we had a tech support club at school… I 

was the one technically… helping all the teachers, doing…like breaks and whatever. At 

breaks, I wasn’t hanging out with people right,  so I had some time to actually go out and 

help the teachers with their technical issues.  That they are all like, struggle to open 

Microsoft Word… like…stuff like that… so I did have very good relationship with teachers.”  

However, Sulochana experienced it very differently and did not have a good 

relationship with her educators: “The educators that I didn’t have a good relationship with 

would always have that like negative tone or like just a negative atmosphere with me when I 

was in the room and like it impacted a lot of my studies as well.”  

Bullying and discrimination 

Nearly all participants experienced some form of discrimination linked to hairstyles, 

clothing or food habits. Most of them reported that they were bullied at least in one instance, 
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wherein four female participants reported that their peers selectively bullied them, and one 

participant reported that he was bullied by a teacher.  

Raksha describes her experience of being bullied as weird: “They were just talking 

behind my back and the biggest one was that one day when we were just sitting in class and I 

was sitting in the front bench and they were sitting like behind me and suddenly they were 

just like laughing, and I was like, what are you guys laughing about, please share the joke. 

And then they just like continued laughing, and I was like well, are you talking about me, it 

just felt weird.” 

Whereas Nala experienced it differently: “There was another group like I said that 

was a bit closed off and judgemental and there was there was stuff that would happen I was 

made fun of a bit I was…you know… people used to say things to me it was kind of like a mild 

poking fun at I wouldn't say I was like mild bullying, it felt that way… when I was in it.” 

Sneha described how she would withdraw unto herself when this happened: “I mean 

children do make fun of each other and that kind of thing, so I didn’t take it too seriously. 

When they did made fun, I just fell silent and move on to whatever you were supposed to be 

doing in the class, or something like that, so….” 

Akila describes that at the school she was at, her peers were not unaware of her 

(Indian) surname; which was notorious in the South African context due to political reasons 

which had caused an uproar she expressed that she seemingly “dodged” feeling miserable, 

escaped possible effects of being known by the name and feels good about it: “You know my 

surname is (surname) and I didn’t know I was… and luckily, I escaped most of that bullying I 

guess that I would have faced in a local school, because most people didn’t even know about 

that so.” She continued expressing that support and insight received by her teachers with 

respect to bullying, due to her surname: “The (surname) group, there was an incident at the 
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airport… My teacher pointed it out to me. She also said I was very lucky because if I were in 

a local school, I would have gotten some bullying for it, which I guess I didn’t get, so yeah, I 

am good on that.”  

On the other hand, Nitin described a negative experience with a specific teacher: “My 

teachers loved me apart from one teacher who I think was a bit, I don’t want to say the word 

racist, but she kind of was. So, there was this one teacher who used to just pick on us Indians, 

so we had, like in Maths group, not Maths group, sorry… my friends who I sat with and then 

there would be others. And if we were late or talking, she would pick on us more than others, 

but that’s just yeah.” 

The Impact of the Migration on Different Interpersonal Relationships 

This theme describes the impact of the migration on participants’ different 

interpersonal relationships.  

Impact on familial relationships 

Participants experienced various difficulties in the context of their families growing 

up in South Africa. For example, Akila expressed that she perceived her relationship with her 

father differently after arriving in South Africa: “Because it just showed me that he knew I 

was struggling, you know he saw that I was struggling and just that acknowledgment that I 

wasn’t a bad kid, I was just going through something. That is what it meant. Because you 

know, he didn’t really change his behaviour a lot after that, but it just gave me comfort.”  

This sense of support and enhanced interpersonal relationship with parents was 

evident in Raksha’s comment: “My mental state, at least for the first year, was terrible, and 

my parents could sense it because I was kind of keeping to myself, I was crying.” She further 

described that her parents had a prior experience of relocating when her older sister was a 

teenager and they had anticipated a similar experience and reactions to relocation from 
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Raksha. She explained that “My sister also went through it when we moved to Malta, because 

when we moved from India to Malta, she was a teenager” further alluding to her parents 

showing their support: “Exactly, so they kind of knew that probably there was something 

going on but I had all the support in the world, they always used to come to me, say you know 

what’s wrong, are you ok?” 

Adolescence was seemingly tense, there were differences between the children and 

the parents as described by Sulochana: “My relationship with my parents did change when I 

was younger… I think before the age of 17, there was always a tense environment between 

my parents and I, and there was never anything on either of our faults, it was just like, I am 

trying to adjust to the situation I’ve been having… you know it should… it would take for 

other children, but then it also became. … the fact that… because I was acting out, obviously 

there was a lot of arguments that we would have or lectures I would get.”  

Saurav shared that his parents' fear of living in South Africa affected him: “So right 

when we moved into our house, my mother made sure to install grills as soon as possible and 

install all kinds of security alarms and everything, and that is one thing I have not noticed 

being implemented so heavily in any other place I have lived in, so that was something that I 

noticed. And because of my parents’ fear that was also built in me, so I had to take 

precautions. And another huge fear was that, there was always of me walking on the 

pavement just like casually, either day or night, because of just these stories of mugging and 

crimes.”  

Sulochana expressed how her mother found it difficult to support her: “She handled 

the responsibility of being my mom and, on top of that, handling my anger and loneliness 

while dealing with her own problems. I at least got to go to school, even if I didn’t interact 

with people. She talked over the phone a lot, but yeah, that gap. She didn’t know how to help 
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me because, obviously, this was so new to her. So, that drastically closed me off, even to my 

family.” 

Difficulty in creating new social relationships 

Participants expressed that it was initially difficult to make new relationships, but 

when these were established, it made their stay comfortable in South Africa.  

Kumar highlights his mother’s insight into having a social group out of workplace 

acquaintances “My mom felt like that needs to change, we should not just be hanging out with 

your work colleagues but other people as well and it was a bit hard in the beginning, because 

my father, even though he was here for like five or six years.” He further notes that his 

mother put in effort in knowing people around: “I don’t think we had any social interaction 

with the locals I would say almost the whole first year. And then my mom started hanging out 

with some of our neighbours, inviting them to our homes.” 

However, Parul highlights the difficulties of not knowing the language to 

communicate isolated her mother and grandmother which was a hurdle in making 

connections: “My grandma and my mom, they didn’t speak English, so it was hard for them 

to communicate with our neighbours and make that bond.” However, meeting new people 

through her father’s workplace and her school alleviated that concern: “But I think later on 

when we started meeting new people through my dad’s work network and through my school 

and like my friend’s parents and stuff, I think they got a little better because I think they 

started having their own social groups and they became comfortable.” However, for herself, 

Parul expressed that forming a social relationship was a challenge: “I did feel there was some 

kind of a groupism that used to go around in school and that is coming from the fact that 

these girls have kind of grown up together” and she felt that she may not fit in; “So I 

wouldn’t be able to match up to that bond or be that person in their inner circle.” Initially, 
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she found it difficult to find a common ground to connect: “so I think that was one of the 

major differences I felt was harder for me to connect with people because they wouldn’t 

really have that reference point or something I would be talking about.” She further 

described that the school assisted her in finding the initial connection: “So, they gave me a 

buddy who would be with me, taking me to classes, showing me around, introducing me to 

other classes and stuff. So, I think that made it a little more comfortable” which later 

expanded her social circle. “Yeah definitely and even on the weekends, the friends or social 

circles kept expanding as we met people.” 

Nitin’s experiences were somewhat different , and he recalls a sense of isolation 

initially followed by a sense of community after building a new social connection: “But once 

you go out, you don’t really have that (familial support). So, basically it happens that they 

(friends) start helping you, so basically, they become, let’s… not really your new family, but 

your new family. So, if you need help, you go to them, if they need help, they come to you.”  

Sulochana expressed views similar to Nitin's: “Then just finding a community to grow 

in as well. We didn’t know that there was like a whole bunch of Indian families like the area 

we were living in. So, we were kind of, we felt isolated at that time.” Further, she explains: 

“When I was at that age of that, oh, you know, like it’s a quite jarringly different environment 

like you had to adapt to some extent and all of that. But when I was like 13, 14, it was more 

the issue of, ok, how do I make new friends and how do I start trying to get along with other 

people because I couldn’t make easier social connections than that because my self-

confidence in India was by like having these friends for so long. Moving to South Africa, it 

obviously went down quite a lot.” 

Saurav was excited about his newfound friendships and connection with the 

community at large: “I firmly believe that your relations with people make your living 

experience enjoyable or not enjoyable, and because we have had a lot of people to relate 
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within South Africa as I a Bengali person and we had a community named BASA which is the 

Bengali Association, it never felt out of place and, right… so we have built a lot of 

connections, we have made a lot of friendships and visited a lot of beautiful cities like Cape 

Town and lots of mountains, so right, yeah we have enjoyed the South African experience.” 

The Impact of the Migration on One’s Emotional Well-being 

This theme encompasses the participants' experiences of the impact of the migration 

on their emotional well-being. 

Social isolation and loneliness 

In contrast to living in a busy place like India, most participants described South 

Africa as quiet, isolating and lonely, which affected them. For example, Akila had built an 

expectation based on her previous relocation experience; however, she felt let down: “I had 

so many thoughts stuck on going to school because I thought I would meet friends, I would 

make friends, that all my loneliness would go. But when that didn’t happen, I think I got a 

little bit angry. So, the only person that I relied on… like my expectation from my mom 

grew.” Again, she struggled to make friends and often found herself to be isolated and 

lonely: “I didn’t make a lot of friends, and I just kept to myself.”  

However, Dev describes a different experience, he was seemingly isolated and 

struggled to trust people: “Yeah I didn't realise at the time was like I’m fine being alone. I 

was not fine being alone… no one is fine being alone… turns out… and you can be alone in 

bed as long as you know that there are people you can depend on, but they are not… which I 

didn’t have people to depend on… so I did not have people to depend on for example… to do 

anything…”  

Akila felt angry that she experienced loneliness due to lack of friendship: “I think it 

was just my loneliness that became… I wasn’t angry about shifting, I wasn’t angry about…” 
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Sense of anxiety and uncertainty 

In light of the previous theme, participants expressed their doubts and anxiety related 

to the relocation. For example, Akila notes that during her move, she was older in her class, 

and it created anxiety: “As soon as it did start, I realised I was really anxious because of how 

old I was and realised I was going to have to be with a completely different crowd… I didn’t 

really make an effort to reach out, I felt closed off.” She recounts her classroom experiences: 

“But I still felt like, very stupid, I was very anxious, and I would say stupid stuff because I 

was overly conscious of myself, and I was focusing too much on myself and the way I was 

behaving and what I was saying, the way I sounded, my voice, to really focus on what was 

around me.”  

Whereas Nitin recollects his experience of anxiety: “I remember my mom saying this, 

she said, “Don’t tell anyone that you’re writing exams to go out of your school, because if 

your teachers know that, and then you don’t get in, then they’ll basically just hate you for 

their entire lives.”  

Ahana explicitly explained her experiences as how they made her feel anxious and a 

tendency to think about her future: “I think like the most prominent effect that migration to 

South Africa's had is the constant insecurity that I will never fit in or belong and the fear that 

I have now like changing places like or like every time I have to encounter… something new 

and new whether that's a new workplace, a new environment for new coursework if there is 

anxiety that's like very familiar, it is at least it's familiar, but it's still it's not great feeling 

well.” 

Raksha recalled the challenges around losing friendships and investing in similar 

aspects in a different country, suggesting the experience of anticipatory anxiety prior to 

migration: “So I think that’s why there was always that mixed feeling because it was like that 
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excitement, yes, I am going to explore all these new things, but it’s also like that nervousness, 

what if it’s not like how I imagined it to be? What if… now I have all these friends and now I 

want to start over, I’m sure… I like making new friends, but what if people are not as 

friendly? It’s that unknown side where, yes It could be amazing, but at the same time it could 

be really bad. And then I am going to lose all my friends.” 

Sense of loss and grief 

The majority of participants alluded to an experience of loss, and in some cases 

specifically to grief as a result of the migration. The participants talked about the loss of 

connection with friends and family members, and, in general, the environmental experiences. 

Two participants expressed their experiences of grief; one participant lost a pet, and another 

participant lost an extended family member.  

Akila was saddened that her friends could be in contact with her, and she believed that 

they were her friends: “I was just lonely and then some of my friends that I thought were my 

close friends, then they couldn’t keep in touch with me, that also made me angry.”  

Wherein Ahana spoke about her mother’s experience of loss in terms of friendships 

and career and experiencing loneliness: “She moved to South Africa she’d had lost all of that 

she was also like it felt lonely as well.”  

Rachana grieved the loss of her pet dog: “when she passed away, that’s when like I 

got really bad, I was crying at school and I was crying all around, I was just crying. Like for 

three days I didn’t eat, because I was really close to my dog.” 

Adaptive responses 

Participants described their positive experiences which contributed to their ways of 

living and building resilience. They built a support system for themselves through self and 

family. The desire to be resilient and show support to the family. They were highlighting the 
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positives of the migration process. For example, Sneha vehemently expresses that she feels 

she is a person due to her well-rounded exposure: “I would say South Africa definitely made 

me fundamentally a very holistic person, it actually played a key role in my personality, my 

drive, my friendships, definitely social relationships as South Africa opened me up more in 

my later years, definitely in my last few years and months in South Africa, definitely opened 

me up more.” 

Raksha reflected on her flexibility especially with jobs: “I think it’s probably the 

change, the adaptivity, so where… you know, adapting to changes quite quickly, I think that’s 

what it’s helped me with because even now when… and I constantly change my job, I think 

that’s what’s happening now.” 

Sneha expressed that she is grateful for her exposure as she experienced two different 

worlds: “I am traditional, yet I would say I have a modern outlook because I can see the 

advantages and disadvantages of both worlds.” 

Personal growth and resilience 

As participants expressed their experiences, positive and negative, it was apparent that 

they indicated that the overall experiences led to their personal growth and building 

resilience.  

Akila recounted that her experience was turbulent in South Africa, while she initially 

felt lost and lonely, currently, she sees herself as a resilient person: “Oh it turned my world 

upside down literally and metaphorically, not only did I switch… yeah, I kind of lost that 

sense of community that I had in India, and I longed for… lack of loneliness for sure. But at 

the same time, I think I am a very tough person. I think I grew a lot because of that 

experience.”  
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Similarly, Parul highlighted that she has become quite adaptable to and can 

accommodate changes: “I think it gives you a bit of that quality of adaptability that wherever 

you are, you will be able to adjust.”  

Raksha seemingly had a similar experience to that of Parul: “I think it’s probably the 

change, the adaptivity, so where… you know, adapting to changes quite quickly, I think that’s 

what it’s helped me with.”  

Conclusion 

This chapter highlights the main themes that emerged from analysing the participants’ 

interviews. These themes have revealed the influence of expectations from the migration 

process and their experiences in the schools, communities and interpersonal relationships 

with peers and family. In the next chapter these findings will be discussed against the 

background of the existing literature described in Chapter Two.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The findings of this research study yield valuable information relevant to the research 

questions posed at the start of the project. While there are studies on the experiences of 

Indian spouses' migration to South Africa (Rugunanan, 2017), there are limited studies on the 

experiences of children who accompany their parents from India. This research study 

attempted to contribute to the field by exploring the experiences of young Indian adults who 

migrated to South Africa as adolescents and the roles their environment played, including 

families, friends, and academic institutions. 

The following research questions were posed at the beginning of the project.  

1. How did young Indian migrants experience the migration process during their 

adolescence? 

2. What were their experiences in the context of their family system? 

3. How has the migration experience impacted their current psychosocial functioning? 

Generally, the data analysis reveals that the participants' prime reason for migrating 

involved the transfer of their fathers to South Africa, often on a short-term work contract for 

six months to three years. However, most of them extended their stay for over five years. Ten 

out of the eleven participants originated from various parts of North India. It is home to a 

wide range of ethnic groups and languages. Cultural diversity, social structure, family and 

community structure, educational background, and understanding of mental well-being were 

noted through the participants' descriptions of their lives in the findings. Even though the 

participants are Indian by nationality, they were inherently unique in their culture, social and 

historical characteristics. Adapting to the new environment as a migrating adolescent was a 

challenging yet transformative experience. The findings highlight that the initial phase 

brought about feelings of isolation and homesickness as migrant youths navigated a new 
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culture, language and social norms. Although migration brought in both benefits and 

challenges, the most significant challenges were associated with their experiences at home 

and in the school where they studied, and some changed schools when the experiences 

became too difficult from an emotional perspective. The adverse experiences seemed to 

create a general sense of isolation and loneliness due to a sense of exclusion from their peer 

groups. As a result, they tended to maintain or form relational ties with people whom they felt 

welcomed them (e.g. in other parts of the school environment through migrant adolescents 

and educators). They established a social environment routine involving people with similar 

cultural and national identities. These spaces involved working with teachers, the local Indian 

diaspora, their parents' work colleagues and children, and families with similar backgrounds. 

The findings highlight that specific spaces were experienced as conducive to learning, such as 

schools and communities where they felt welcomed. However, a general sense of exclusion, 

isolation and loneliness was noted, highlighting the impact of the loss of connections and 

friendships previously cherished.  

The findings further highlight that the migration process also brings challenges 

regarding the relationship with one's parents. Migrant parents, while providing support, were 

also undergoing their own adaptation and experiencing stress, which impacted their ability to 

support their children sufficiently. Adolescents may feel pressured to succeed and assimilate 

quickly to alleviate their parents' burdens. Consequently, the findings noted generational 

conflicts regarding cultural integration, which occur at different paces and in various ways.  

Adapting to the new education system, culture, and language can be daunting for 

migrant youth. Considering the excessive pressure in educational settings, either intrinsic or 

extrinsic, the findings highlight that participants sought a sense of connection with their 

immediate family as it was a space where they felt a sense of security, connection and 

belonging in most cases. Some participants, on the other hand, felt that their parents were 
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unsupportive, possibly for the reasons noted above. Nevertheless, there seemed to be an 

inherent academic pressure experienced by the migrant adolescents and, at times, by the 

family. Support from one's family of origin is a crucial anchor, helping adolescents navigate 

cultural adjustments and language barriers in the new environment. Although financial 

constraints were experienced in some cases, this was not always the case. 

Further, the findings reveal that adolescent migrants experienced significant 

challenges associated with mental health during the migration process, which included 

adjusting to a new cultural environment, managing language barriers, experiencing social 

isolation and managing changes in family dynamics. This process can be stressful and 

navigating different cultural identities can be a source of internal conflict. While adapting to 

the new ways of living, bullying experiences were identified, especially in the school context. 

The findings specifically highlight a general sense of anxiety especially post-relocation. 

Overall, the findings suggest that ultimately these experiences during youth built adaptability, 

global awareness and a robust skill set over time, preparing them for diverse opportunities in 

adulthood. The support from family, peers, educators, and community resources played a 

crucial role in this process.  

The next part of this discussion will use the literature surrounding migration and 

ACEs discussed earlier and Bowen's FST (1978) to highlight the relational adaptations of 

migrant youths and their current psychosocial functioning. 

Adolescent Adaptation Context 

The literature on migration has highlighted the inflow of migrants in South Africa 

associated with employment and educational opportunities (Cowling, 2023; King & 

Raghuram, 2013; Rajan et al., 2013). The findings of this study strongly highlight the 

challenges related to the adaptation of adolescents in the migration process. The 
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participants described their challenges in their various experiences in home, school, and 

community environments. Considering their developmental stage, the participants' 

experiences reflect the literature, particularly that of Erikson (1963), where adolescents try to 

find their identity during this developmental phase. As migrant adolescents, the participants 

attempted to find their identity in the host country and navigate the various difficulties 

associated with migration. The participants' most significant challenges were at school, 

followed by home where they felt that they were questioned and doubted for their 

capabilities, which reduced their self-esteem. In such experiences, especially at home, they 

were reacting to the demands placed by their parents; however, their emotions were 

neglected, which led to emotional distress. 

Further to such responses, the participants placed significant academic pressure on 

themselves to perform better and be acknowledged and accepted by their parents through 

their academic performance. Kerr and Bowen (1988) identified such responses by children in 

a family as fusion, where a family member is responding to the demands of another without 

being able to think it through or discuss it. Erikson (1963), in his work on adolescents, notes 

that during this phase, they are going through identity vs role confusion; in the works of 

Louw et al. (1998) and Ross (2006), where an adolescent is learning about self and the world 

around them and, at times, giving into their self-fulfilling prophecies. Such frequent 

experiences are seemingly perceived to be due to inadequate support, leading to prolonged 

stress arising from ACEs such as parental maltreatment, including emotional abuse and 

neglect (Holtzhausen & Campbell, 2021; Shonkoff et al., 2012). 

Moving to another country such as South Africa for better opportunities often leaves 

the migrant family (often consisting of parents and children) longing for their home back in 

their country of origin (Rugunanan, 2020). This experience is evident in this study and 

contributes to the adverse experiences reported. The experiences of the participants point to a 
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sense of exclusion and marginalisation. They often found the South African environment 

challenging: “It's a big culture shock” (Raksha). As Berry et al. (2006) have described, a 

migrant is faced with different cultural norms that are different from their own. Arar (2017) 

and Lee and Bukowski (2012) echo similar sentiments that cultural misinterpretations may 

lead to misconceptions and miscommunication, further leading to conflicts. Such conflicts 

may enhance the sense of exclusion and marginalisation. Exclusion and marginalisation 

profoundly impact migrant groups, leaving those affected in significant isolation. Peer 

victimisation (Finkelhor et al., 2013) was evident, and participants experienced emotional 

distress in the school environment. It was not just about being left out but about being unseen, 

unheard, and undervalued. Participants described such experiences, which were noted in the 

findings. It has been indicated by the participants that they felt targeted and hence felt 

excluded. Participants described that it was evident that the local peers chose to isolate 

themselves from the participants which created tensions in the friendships. Such ongoing 

stress can give rise to ACEs, where the adolescents feel overwhelmed, leading to behaviours 

where they may withdraw themselves or experience academic challenges (Gilbert et al., 

2015). Bowen (1978) highlights the struggle of adolescents to maintain their sense of self 

while attempting to remain emotionally connected to others. The pressure of acculturation 

further complicates the process of developing a differential self (Berry et al., 2006). As 

indicated by Rugunanan (2020), men often accept the work offer, and the women focus on 

the transition and integration into the new country. Participants reported that they had to 

navigate different expectations from people around them, such as family, peers and 

educators, along with the residential move, which affected them emotionally. 

Whilst considering the assimilation context, the most predominant experiences 

reported in this study were the heightened feelings of nostalgia and homesickness for their 

country of origin. Nostalgia and homesickness are intertwined, creating a complex blend of 
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yearning. The participants often felt isolated and homesick, recalling experiences from their 

country of origin that they missed. For example, they were accustomed to crowded places, 

especially in the evenings. They recollected their experiences of visiting neighbours or going 

to small shops. This was in contrast to the quietness in the evenings of South Africa. 

Socialising was a challenge, especially in the evenings, and this was often related to a lack of 

resources, such as the lack of access to public transport or skills (e.g., driving).  

These feelings of nostalgia have a considerable influence on the feelings of 

homesickness. Homesickness is a deep, emotional, and intense craving for familiar comforts 

where a sense of belonging can only be found in one's home (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006), as 

homesickness alludes to yearnings of familiar surroundings and comfort of established 

routines. Bowen's (1978) concept of differentiation of self in the literature is relevant here, as 

migrant adolescents try to develop their own identity in a new country while still carrying the 

values of the country of origin. Participants alluded to the fact that they had experienced 

underhanded verbal abuse by their parents. In the works of Felitti et al. (1998) on ACEs, 

verbal abuse in the form of humiliation, insults and putting a person down qualifies as 

emotional abuse. Hence, for a migrant adolescent with ACEs, migration heightens feelings of 

nostalgia and homesickness as they are already at a higher risk of emotional and 

psychological challenges. In agreement with these findings, the challenges associated with 

assimilating in a new place are highlighted numerous times in the literature (Baldassar, 2007; 

Berry et al., 2006; Gonin, 2010; Portes, 2001; Sluzki, 1979). 

Exploration of the new country brings transnationalism's economic and social 

dimension, as Portes (2001) suggested. From an economic point of view, financial 

independence could be a motivating factor in migrating; however, it brings about financial 

adjustments due to unpredictable difficulties and living conditions (Kirmayer et al., 2011). 

The findings indicate that although employers initiated the migration process, families were 
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responsible for covering schooling expenses until the employers assumed that responsibility. 

Migrating adolescents experiencing financial adjustments face compound stress when viewed 

through Bowen's (1978) FST and ACEs. Financial stress disrupts family dynamics, often 

heightening the anxiety of family members and causing conflict within the family unit. 

Participants alluded to the financial concerns, however, did not go into details about the 

nature of financial difficulties. 

The literature supports that financial instability could hinder access to resources 

(Nunn et al., 2014; Östberg & Modin, 2008). Although the employers of the relocated fathers 

bore the cost of the visa applications it was an arduous process for the families to obtain their 

visas. This could add to the stress and disruptions for an adolescent as they experience 

difficulties at home, as highlighted by Nunn et al. (2014) and Östberg and Modin (2008), 

heightening a deep sense of insecurity and vulnerability as they are engaged in financial 

stresses of the family.  

More specifically, the findings added to the adolescents looking for a sense of 

identity and belonging through their academic achievements; they felt that when they did 

well or excelled in their academics, they were seen and heard by their educators and family: 

"I started slipping up in school because I was so afraid, and I just didn't know how to speak 

up at the right time and get the help I needed" (Nala). Bowen's (1978) theory confirms 

parental involvement in a child's education significantly predicts academic success. When a 

child is given support and encouragement, it contributes to better academic achievements. 

However, understanding the intricate relationship between identity and academic 

achievements is vital, as when misplaced or misidentified it may affect their engagement, 

motivation and perception of their capabilities in academic spaces. The migrant adolescents 

perceived that academic performance was used as a measuring scale to gauge their abilities, 

alleviating some of the negative effects of migration. Where participants felt unsupported and 
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demeaned by a parent, this was often related to academic performance, leading to feelings of 

resentment. Theoretically, two factors were highlighted, firstly, that certain communication 

patterns in the family can facilitate a better understanding of the child's needs if 

communication is open and effective; and secondly, the cultural and socio-economic contexts 

within which the family functions may play a role (Bowen, 1978). It was noted in the 

findings that in the first few years of migration as adolescents, participants had to balance the 

cultural expectations of their family with that of the host country, which led to internal 

conflict, affecting their motivations and ability to focus on their academic work. They further 

noted that teaching methods and syllabi differed from the country of origin and this was often 

challenging. Findings suggest that parents often were ignorant of this challenge. It confirms 

Agirdag's (2014) and Gibson and Ogbu's (1991) arguments that educational gaps in different 

curricula add to the adolescent's frustration and inadequacy. However, a lack of support from 

family and educational institutions may aggravate the situation (Agirdag, 2014; Sluzki, 

1979). In line with Erikson's (1963) theory, adolescents are trying to make meaning of their 

experiences; and this is closely related to their academic performance.  

Furthermore, as migrant adolescents are trying to navigate their life in a new country, 

the educational challenges seemingly contribute to their anxiousness and frustrations. The 

challenges linked to the language barrier was identified by all participants as an obstacle to 

integration in line with other research highlighting the importance of speaking and 

understanding the host country's language for a migrant adolescent (Agirdag, 2014; Lima 

Becker & Oliveira, 2022; Marchetti-Mercer & Roos, 2006; Östberg & Modin, 2008; Pierce, 

2009). Furthermore, the findings indicated that the adolescents were conscious of their 

accents as they felt that their South African peers and educators found their accents 

challenging to understand. The literature on the differentiation of self has highlighted that 

language barriers can inhibit adolescents' ability to express themselves fully at school and 
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home (Bowen, 1978; Józefczyk, 2023). In this study, the language barrier manifested in 

reluctance to participate in class discussions and challenges in making friends. However, it 

also created a communication gap between the adolescent and the parents at home, 

particularly when the adolescents tended to be more comfortable in the new language. 

Research has shown that when migrant youths learn the language of the host country more 

quickly than their parents, they may become interpreters between their family and the outside 

world, and the adolescent may become triangulated into adult issues (Berry, 2005; Bowen, 

1978), such as dealing with school authorities or other institutions. 

Being understood also means that one could take pride in who one is; however, the 

findings highlight that the participants’ experiences were different, precisely due to their 

accents; further exacerbated by facts observed on social media that a person would be 

ridiculed for their Indian accents and culture. The participants recounted being teased for 

their accents, especially during their initial school years, which in turn confirmed their 

observations on the internet. The adolescents tended to isolate themselves based on how they 

perceived the environment around them. The experiences were overwhelming as there was an 

innate pressure to conform (Cleary et al., 2018; Lima Becker & Oliveira, 2022). Additionally, 

the language barrier triggered past traumas, particularly for the migrant adolescents who had 

previously relocated and lived in other foreign countries. It revived past fears and insecurities 

as they were either punished for speaking up or struggled to communicate during past 

migration experiences.  

In addition to these experiences, the participants were also exposed to the additional 

challenges regarding access to quality education, as it is multifaceted and influenced by 

language barriers, cultural differences, economic constraints and social dynamics. Despite 

hoping to fit into the system and being anxious about the new learning environment, migrant 

adolescents frequently struggled with the new education system that has different teaching 
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methods, social norms and expectations. This led to stress, making it difficult for them to 

integrate and succeed in the new environment. The literature confirms that while new 

educational opportunities may be enticing for a migrant, the migration process can be 

overbearing for some (Berry et al., 2006; Sluzki, 1979; Tsegay, 2023). The findings suggest 

the importance of academics in the lives of Indian migrant youth as this may be associated 

with career success in the future. Shakya et al. (2010) acknowledge the importance of 

education in migrants' lives as it paves the way for a brighter future and empowers the 

person, which is why quality education is prioritised. The findings support this as 

participants' self-esteem and confidence increased (Lee & Bukowski, 2012) when the school 

supported them. The participants reflected on their choice of subjects at school, which was 

based on the perceived length of stay decided by the parents; often, the participants felt that 

they would not stay in South Africa for longer than two years. Learning in the new 

environment was conducive to most participants' circumstances as importance was given to 

academic performance; also, they had to seek external support (e.g. tutors, extra lessons at 

school). A school accommodating students’ needs was experienced as supportive. 

Furthermore, the family played a crucial role in the education process; their act of 

encouraging and supporting the completion of advanced education led to finding better 

employment opportunities which further led to enhanced financial stability for the household 

and disrupted the traditional gender norms; this change motivated the family members to 

pursue their goals (Chowdhory & Banerjee, 2022; Deviga & Varghese, 2020; Lester, 2011; 

Mahoney & Knudson-Martin, 2009).  

Most participants experienced academic stress and pressure; more often, it was self-

imposed, as discussed earlier. However, it was noted that they also experienced it through 

their parents, impacting their overall well-being in a new country. Bowen (1978) 

acknowledges that parents may project their aspirations onto their children, especially if they 
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view academic success as a means of upward mobility as a response to their own unmet 

ambitions. This corroborates the findings; the participants’ academics were affected, and they 

wondered about their access to support. Doing well in one's studies was seen as a way of 

being accepted by the family. Parents may feel anxious about their child's ability to succeed 

academically in a new environment, and this anxiety may be transmitted to the adolescent, 

amplifying their stress and feelings of inadequacy (Bowen, 1978; Sluzki, 1979). The 

adolescents may also assume the elders' roles and responsibilities, such as translating for 

parents or managing household tasks, which can detract from their academic focus (Bowen, 

1978; Lee & Bukowski, 2012; Pierce, 2009; Sluzki, 1979). 

Given that the migrant youth may have limited information about how the education 

system in the host country functions, they may seek educational support and resources to 

cater for their needs. Although the participants were uncertain about access to quality 

education (prior to migration), which was coupled with academic stress and pressure, 

findings in this study suggest that they tried to access educational support and resources 

where possible. Resources included school support, where educators could provide additional 

support, buddy systems to help a new student, and school counsellors to offer emotional 

guidance. When these support systems were present, the migrant adolescents experienced a 

sense of support within the school. Participants could relate to their teachers better than to 

their peers in some cases, and they were comfortable with it.  

Finding a supportive relationship in the host country may be helpful by learning the 

norms of the new country through intercultural activities. As much as the family is investing 

in the learning process, this may not be limited to the acculturation of the family, but at an 

individual basis where the supportive relationship facilitates the acculturation (Berry & Hou, 

2017). Whereby changes in behaviour are noted on an individual basis, as one may adapt 

quickly in comparison to the other, e.g. learning about their own beliefs, working on one’s 
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self-esteem, and learning about the larger new society (Aikins et al., 2005; Farella Guzzo & 

Gobbi, 2023; Jakobsen et al., 2022; Maunder et al., 2019). Such educational support may 

enhance migrant students' positive experiences by fostering a safe and conducive learning 

environment. However, in some instances, participants had negative experiences that affected 

them. For example, they did not always experience their educators as supportive, impacting 

their overall experience. In such situations, they felt intimidated by the educators because of 

their perceived negative tone, where they used words or expressions to criticise the 

participants, which affected their academic performance. This highlights that not all migrant 

students have positive educational experiences; the atmosphere can exacerbate their 

challenges due to cultural adaptations and language barriers (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Berry, 

1997; Sluzki, 1979; Stillerman, 2018). 

In addition to these negative experiences, participants also faced bullying and 

discrimination by their peers during their academic careers in South Africa. Literature 

highlights that experiencing bullying at school during adolescence may impact social 

integration into the community (Bianchi et al., 2021; Lee & Bukowski, 2012; Noack, 2021). 

The findings in this study suggest that, in many instances, migrant adolescents felt mocked or 

targeted for their cultural identity or accent. Finkelhor et al. (2013) have highlighted that 

ACEs are not limited to the categories noted earlier and that peer victimisation and systemic 

racism are some of the challenges experienced by children. Such challenges hinder the 

process of developing new friendships, and the individual may feel socially isolated, leading 

to experiences such as loneliness and alienation (Berry et al.., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998; 

James, 1997; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2015).  

Familial Dynamics  

The experiences of adolescents are strongly shaped by their familial contexts. They 

were further influenced by relational dynamics, consistent with Bowen's (1978) FST and the 
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concept of ACEs as outlined by Felitti et al. (1998). The literature suggests that the 

participants' adverse experiences in South Africa, along with their family challenges, 

highlight the presence of ACEs in migrating families. The findings suggest that migration did 

impact different interpersonal relationships, especially familial ones, which led 

participants to feel neglected and alone in a country where the family was meant to be their 

primary support system. Participants alluded to feelings of helplessness, which they 

experienced vicariously through their mothers, which was frustrating. This feeling led to a 

lack of support and guidance in managing emotions; participants sometimes disengaged 

themselves from the family. When an individual feels emotionally cut off, the issues tend to 

remain unresolved due to the deliberate severance or limited emotional ties between the 

members of the family (Bowen, 1978; Miller, 2023). Falicov (2007) has suggested that 

isolation can stem from migration, leading to negative psychological consequences. Within 

the family unit, one may experience psychological discomfort (Cepukiene & Celiauskaite, 

2022). This study's findings confirm this, as some participants indicated adverse experiences 

due to the lack of familial support associated with migration. As migrant adolescents, the 

participants experienced anxiety, isolation, and stress. They struggled to balance their 

family's expectations as they were learning about the host country's culture, leading to 

identity confusion and internal conflict. The literature confirms that the familial dynamics 

and differentiation of self may impact adolescent identity, and the stresses of migration make 

it difficult to achieve or maintain differentiation (Berry, 2005; Berry & Hou, 2017; Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988). 

ACEs often originate in the home and impact a person at different stages of 

development, and these experiences are not limited to family dysfunction, mental health 

problems or traumatic experiences (Felitti et al., 1998; Holtzhausen & Campbell, 2021; 

Shonkoff et al., 2012). The findings indicate that parental fears were often passed on to 
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adolescents, which fits Bowen's transgenerational transmission theory. For example, parental 

fears were imposed on adolescents concerning safety and security, especially in South Africa. 

Before migration, their parents advised the adolescents not to reveal information about their 

relocation (migration), particularly at school, as parents feared that the school might interfere 

with their academic report and it may affect the school admission in South Africa. The 

migration process impacts all members of the family unit, and parents tend to protect their 

children in a new environment as they try to acculturate (Berry, 2005; Berry & Hou, 2017; 

Hui et al., 2015). This study's findings suggest that parents struggle to find a way to manage 

themselves while looking out for their children, as noted by the participants. Participants 

noted that their parents were trying to manage the adolescents' emotions at home while 

managing their emotions; they were experiencing isolation and loneliness. Initially, parents 

tended to seek support from extended families living in India more than from the community 

in South Africa. In the literature, it is highlighted that Indian family structures are based on 

the hierarchy, and they tend to seek support from an extended family where multiple 

generations are present in the same household (Chadda & Deb, 2013; Deviga & Varghese, 

2020; Haralambos & Holborn, 2008). However, some studies have suggested that most often 

families tend to seek support from their family members rather than seeking community 

support; as they are adapting to the new environment, their participation in the migration 

process is crucial as it can affect the overall experience (Berry, 2005; de Hart, 2009). As di 

Belgiojoso and Terzera (2019) and Baizán et al. (2014) have shown, women often tend to be 

the emotional support of the family; however, Keita and Schewe's (2021) study shows that 

mothers also need support, which they access through friends and family. The findings 

suggest that the mothers of the participants tended to use their networks to seek the necessary 

support by communicating with family and friends in their home country through the use of 

information communication technologies. The literature confirms that the progress in 
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communication technology facilitates the maintenance of relationships and familial bonds 

through the internet and social media platforms. Thereby migrant families are connected to 

the family in their country of origin although international borders part them (Baldassar, 

2007; Madianou, 2016; Marchetti-Mercer & Swartz, 2020; Marchetti-Mercer et al., 2021; 

Marchetti-Mercer et al., 2023; Vertovec, 2001). 

Some participants experienced isolation as they did not have networks similar to those 

of their mothers/parents. This study's findings highlight the tense home environment the 

migrant adolescent witnessed as the family adapted to the migration process. This may have 

led to an emotional cut-off. During the migration process, the parents are expected to be 

supportive as they are usually the go-to people for children (Berry et al., 2006; Schiller et al., 

1992; Sluzki, 1979). However, on arrival in the host country, children may feel that they are 

neglected because the parents are not supportive due to their own acculturation stress leading 

to possible caregiver neglect; this is one of the ACEs identified by Felitti et al. (1998). 

Further to this, children who are emotionally cut-off tend to distance themselves from their 

parents as a coping mechanism to reduce emotional discomfort and manage unresolved 

emotional issues (Bowen, 1978; Miller, 2023). 

Where a family had a prior migratory experience, it seemingly alleviated some of the 

tension, and they tended to be more supportive; nevertheless, depending on the age of the 

children during the migration process, the result is a strong propensity for an adolescent to 

experience psychological distress (Anbesse et al., 2009; Arango, 2000; Bernard et al., 2021; 

Berry, 2022). Fazel et al. (2012) confirm that migration can distress an adolescent, as it is 

associated with disruptions and can lead to psychological consequences such as anxiety and 

depression.  

This study reveals challenges around creating new social relationships as migrant 

adolescents tried to find a balance and form an identity in the host country. Migrant 
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adolescents face several challenges in creating new social relationships, challenges such as 

language barriers, cultural differences, isolation, and loneliness. They may feel disconnected 

from peers, having to learn new social norms, fear being misunderstood, or experience 

feelings of exclusion, isolation, and loneliness. The findings suggest these challenges.  

Additionally, academic pressure and adherence to cultural traditions may limit 

migrant adolescents from engaging in social activities, further adding to the challenges of 

creating social bonds. The findings reflect these experiences as participants described their 

experiences post-migration: “I don't think we had any social interaction with the locals, I 

would say almost the whole first year” (Kumar). Literature highlights the importance of 

social relationships for adolescents, as they are undergoing considerable stressors, and mental 

well-being is essential to transition into adulthood (Coffey & Patton, 2016; Lawson et al., 

2023; Ormel et al., 2020).  

As highlighted before, language barriers may adversely affect the development of new 

social connections (Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011). The findings highlight that the families 

tended to stay isolated as it was challenging to communicate and establish a bond with 

neighbours. Often, the families developed connections with colleagues' families; however, it 

was a challenge for the adolescent to form new bonds. The adolescents have left behind their 

extended families, friends, and familiar environments; there is an inherent sense of anxiety 

and insecurity, especially around social connections in different environments (e.g. school, 

workplace, neighbourhood) (Fangen, 2010; Noack, 2021; Sluzki, 1979). Establishing new 

friendships and engaging in social groups was difficult due to the challenges mentioned was 

confirmed by the works of James (1997) and Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2015). 

Emotionally, participants felt isolated and neglected, which may be seen as a form of ACEs 

(Berry et al., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998). 
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Contextual Psychosocial Impact 

Felitti et al. (1998) indicate that traumatic events in childhood, including neglect, 

various forms of trauma, and household dysfunction, can pose significant risks. These risks 

include prolonged stress caused by exposure to family pressures, mental health issues, and 

parental maltreatment (Gilbert et al., 2015; Holtzhausen & Campbell, 2021; Shonkoff et al., 

2012). 

Furthermore, the literature has highlighted that prolonged stress for an adolescent is 

not limited to exposure at home but can also be experienced through peer victimisation, 

systemic racism, and communal and historical adversity (Finkelhor et al., 2013; Gilbert et al., 

2015; Maunder et al., 2019; Stillerman, 2018). To better understand the findings of this study, 

it is essential to focus on the role of the migration process and the associated costs, examining 

how these factors affect current psychosocial functioning and whether migration can be 

considered an ACE. 

The findings indicate that there was an overall experience of social isolation and 

loneliness. Participants longed for friendships; they wanted to meet new people and develop 

friendships. However, as previously discussed, they found establishing bonds with their peers 

at school challenging. Meanwhile, some had developed friendships with their parents' 

colleagues' children, but these did not fulfil their needs. They felt it was difficult to strengthen 

the bond as they feared their secrets would be exposed. Some doubted such friendships. As 

the families were trying to adapt to the new country, the adolescents were also trying to 

navigate their path; however, it was seemingly challenging as the migrating process itself 

(Berry et al., 2006; Fangen, 2010; James, 1997; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2015). 

Feeling alone and lonely in a new environment, especially when trying to find 

oneself, can be an arduous experience. Falicov (2007) discusses the psychological impact of 
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isolation experienced during the migration. The findings suggest that in many instances 

participants chose to be alone, as it felt more comfortable to do so; however, as an adult (at 

the time of interviews), it feels disconcerting to have experienced it. As the participants 

described their isolation and loneliness, they seemingly missed their country of origin, where 

they had friends. The evident social isolation and loneliness were a more significant part of 

their initial migration experience, leaving them alienated (Berry et al., 2006). The pressure to 

adapt to a new environment, coupled with isolation, seems to increase anxiety and stress 

levels. These experiences seemingly allude to feelings of being neglected. In the ACEs 

questionnaire of Felitti et al. (1998), one of the questions ask about families looking out for 

each other or feeling close and supported. The above discussion highlights that in many 

instances participants rather experienced a sense of loneliness and isolation. 

As such, the participants had to follow their parents into the host country; they were 

uncertain about what to anticipate, and the findings indicated that participants experienced a 

sense of anxiety and uncertainty. Based on the literature, the migration process is inherently 

stressful, which includes cultural adjustments, family separation, language barriers, 

discrimination and navigating unfamiliar social systems. To cope with anxiety within the 

family system, triangulations may develop where the adolescents respond to the anxiety in 

the system in an attempt to alleviate the tensions which are results of conflict between two 

people in the family. This situation can lead adolescents to attempt to reduce conflicts, but 

these efforts often unintentionally increase anxiety and uncertainty (Bowen, 1978; Fazel et 

al., 2012; Heiden Rootes et al., 2010). The findings suggest that participants tended to 

withhold information to smooth their migration process. Children did not divulge the 

migration information related to relocation (parent’s employment opportunities) to educators 

or extended families at home. Here, the parents were seemingly projecting their anxieties 

related to acculturation onto their children, increasing the adolescents’ sense of stress. The 
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findings highlight the anxiety experienced by the participants in their new schools; they felt 

less than their peers, making them conscious about their speech and behaviour. The 

uncertainty and anxiety revolved around fitting in with the peers and social groups. 

Participants further indicated that such experiences recurred every time they had to relocate 

or take up a new task.  

Literature highlights that for adolescents self-explorations and feeling accepted are 

essential, which is provided by a nurturing environment; however, an uncertain environment 

may give rise to conflicts or anger, where the adolescent anticipates neglect and feels 

unaccepted (Erikson, 1963; Farella Guzzo & Gobbi, 2023; Louw et al., 1998). The findings 

suggest that participants anticipated stressful adversities. They felt nervous about the new 

country and whether their needs would be met. These feelings of anticipatory loss and grief 

were often exacerbated by social media and the easy availability of information 

communication technologies which creates the assumption that people are always connected 

to their friends and family. However, Azami and Taremian (2021) argue that this is not 

necessarily true, as social media can actually lead to disconnection and unrealistic 

comparisons, negatively impacting individuals. The findings confirm that participants 

anticipated being in touch with their friends in their country of origin (Marchetti-Mercer, 

2023); however, this did not always happen. Adolescents face several challenges that 

significantly affect them, including their mental well-being; their relationships are paramount 

(Blakemore, 2018; Coffey & Patton, 2016; Ormel et al., 2020). In some instances, leaving a 

beloved pet behind was experienced as a loss, which is challenging for migrant children 

(Marchetti-Mercer, 2019). 

However, despite their adverse circumstances, the findings indicated that the 

participants in adulthood, eventually associated the migration process with personal growth 

and resilience. As the adolescents face the challenges of balancing their culture from their 
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home country and the host country, the family system may assist in promoting integration by 

alleviating confusion and reducing stress by engaging in school and community engagements 

(Berry et al., 2006; Lee & Bukowski, 2012; Sluzki, 1979; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

2015). The findings corroborate with the literature, where the adolescents have navigated 

their route. Despite the loss of community and heightened loneliness, participants eventually 

learnt to navigate the host country. On reflecting on their experience as adults, participants 

mainly see migration as a positive experience. Participants highlighted that their adaptive 

responses to the environments changed their perspective.  

Even though participants reflected on their flexibility as adults due to their migration 

experience as adolescents and the ability to navigate different cultures, they reportedly 

experience discomfort when they think about change or adapting to new situations. 

Reflecting on their adolescent experiences brought back some negative memories of events 

during the migration process, especially in school.  

Conclusion 

The findings in this study show that the migration experiences faced by Indian 

adolescents living in South Africa impacted them in various ways. There were challenges 

related to adaptation, where they experienced exclusion and marginalisation, discrimination 

by peers on the virtue of their language, and a sense of not belonging, and shame in their own 

cultural identity was present. This lack of pride was seemingly due to not fitting in with the 

host country's norms. 

During adolescence, individuals face various challenges related to identity, a sense of 

belonging, and cultural norms. Adolescents in the migration process must balance their 

familiar cultural practices with the host country's norms. Participants in this study sought 
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support primarily for their academic needs, often neglecting their emotional well-being due to 

ongoing experiences of discrimination, which made seeking emotional support difficult. 

The experiences of adolescents dealing with migration, academic stress, and ACEs 

reveal the complex interplay between family dynamics and individual development. The 

findings highlight how adverse experiences in adapting to a new country impacted them 

within the context of their family systems in response to the second research question. While 

the family is often seen as a source of support and safety, the migration process significantly 

affected the families as a whole. Participants faced both internal and external challenges, 

struggling to make new social connections. 

The importance of family support, communication, and the ability to navigate life 

challenges is emphasised in this study, as migrant adolescents have unique needs. The 

findings indicate that the migration experience affected their psychosocial functioning (the 

third research question) in adult life. Many commented on the fact that their sense of 

resilience and coping skills were increased as a result of the migration process. Various 

factors, including family, peers, and educators, played a role in shaping the adolescents' 

resilience and coping strategies. This support helped them mitigate the negative effects of 

migration and promoted healthy psychosocial development. 

Overall, the participants' reflections on their migration experiences in their youth 

highlight the ambivalent feelings towards the migration process. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This study aimed to contribute to the body of knowledge surrounding the experience 

of migration and ACEs in young adults who migrated in their youth. This was done by 

exploring the experiences of a group of young adult Indians who migrated during their 

adolescence to South Africa from India. It specifically sought to examine how ACEs might 

have impacted their psychosocial functioning as well as the role of their family relationships 

in the process using Bowen's (1978) FST and Felitti et al. (1998) ACEs study as theoretical 

frameworks. This study highlights the significant role of adaptation, relational dynamics and 

the impact of the psychosocial context on migrant adolescents migration experiences growing 

up in South Africa.  

The findings aligned with the literature describing the experiences of migration during 

childhood development and the complexities it carries with it in various spheres of the 

individual as well as the experiences concerning ACEs (Kirmayer et al., 2011; Stillerman, 

2018) and thereby on the family system (Bowen, 1978). Attention was drawn to the 

experiences of migrant adolescents' adaptability as their families adapted to the new 

environment, specifically relating to their experiences of the education system, where the 

adolescent migrants experienced marginalisation, discrimination and a general lack of 

inclusion. Coinciding with the literature, this study found that these experiences often lead to 

feelings of anxiety and lack of self-esteem, difficulties due to the language barrier, isolation, 

loneliness, neglect, and fear instilled by parents regarding living in South Africa. Migrant 

adolescents found it challenging to acculturate in the first few years as they were still 

navigating and building their identities trying to fit into society. The context has a significant 

influence, which exacerbates their anxiety. As such, these young people were torn between 

two cultures, leaving them confused and adding to the complexities of the migration 

experience. These challenges also affected their relationship with their family (specifically 



 122 

their parents). However, they continued to attempt to navigate their choices and identities 

through home, school and social activities.  

Further, this study revealed that the migration process in itself was difficult. 

Corresponding to the literature on migration studies and ACEs, this study found that as 

migrant adolescents, individuals experienced difficulties which were influenced by language 

barriers and cultural differences. It concurs with the literature that migrant adolescents' 

mental and physical health were affected during the process of migration (Bronstein & 

Montgomery, 2011; Tsegay, 2023). Migration has significant challenges, such as losing a 

familiar environment, separation from extended family and friends, and disruptions to one's 

routine. Despite such challenges, the findings reveal that through the years of living in South 

Africa, the young adults learnt and developed adaptive strategies to navigate their lives; 

however, they continued to experience an inherent anxiety and uncertainty about life in South 

Africa.  

Limitations 

Recognising the limitations of this study is essential in finding areas where future 

research can focus.  

The first limitation is the number of participants included in this study; eleven 

participants comprise a small sample. This may have provided a limited perspective into the 

experience of migrant adolescents in South Africa. This study was limited to a specific 

cultural group and may not reflect the experiences of migrant adolescents overall. Even 

though data saturation was reached, the possibility of more nuanced information regarding 

their experiences may have enriched this study further.  
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Secondly, although all the participants arrived in South Africa during their 

adolescence, their experience of South Africa differed based on the historical time when they 

arrived in South Africa, as some arrived during the early 2000s and some arrived around 

2013.  

Thirdly, although the data gathered was relatively in-depth, the interviews were 

conducted online, and the in-person interviews could have brought in more data whereby the 

non-verbal cues such as body language and nuanced facial expressions could be seen and 

validated with the verbal information. The data gathered highlighted that the participants 

belonged to middle-class families who already had an employment contract with reputable 

local or multinational companies but had experienced financial constraints; it would have 

been beneficial to collect data from families who did not fall into this socio-economic 

category, as this might have impacted their migratory experience. It would have been 

insightful to include other demographics and obtain a better understanding holistically. 

Fourthly, understanding the migrant adolescents' experiences from their families' 

perspectives may have yielded more results, especially by interviewing the mothers, who 

were inevitably the parent who stayed home for a significant period during the day with the 

adolescents.  

Lastly, the positionality of the researcher may have impacted the data collected, such 

as having a spouse who is a prominent figure in the community, as participants may have 

been reluctant to share too much personal information. Further, the power imbalance between 

myself as the researcher and the participants may have affected the data gathered. The age 

difference, social practices, and overall socio-economic position may have limited the 

participants' sense of comfort and trust during the interviews, limiting them when speaking 

and sharing their experiences.  
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Recommendations 

Although there are limitations, this study has started to focus on some of the gaps in 

psychological research in the area of the experiences of individuals who migrated during their 

youth. Furthermore, it has highlighted the need for additional psychological studies on this 

subject in South Africa. 

While there is a significant amount of material on the views of researchers towards 

adolescent migrant populations, there are few studies examining the psychological 

perspectives and experiences of migrants in the South African context. Therefore, additional 

studies should explore the experiences and views of adolescent migrants (from other 

countries of origin) from their standpoint to enhance our comprehensive understanding of 

migration in South Africa. 

Much of the family relationship literature focuses on adult migrants, whereas there is 

limited literature on adolescent migrants in South Africa, as previously mentioned. More 

research exploring the ACEs related to migration during adolescence may be useful going 

forward. 

This study also revealed that bullying and discrimination increased adolescent 

migrants' negative perceptions about schooling in the host country and were likely to affect 

their self-esteem. Adolescents have little control over the decision to emigrate; hence, they 

may be compelled to adapt and maintain a balance between their home and school 

environments, which could pose daunting challenges. Seeking support was challenging for 

these transnational families in South Africa. Research on non-affluent transnational families' 

help-seeking behaviour and psychosocial functioning would be needed.  

From a cultural and traditional standpoint, future research would benefit from 

exploring migration and family dynamics through a decolonized lens. This approach would 
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involve examining indigenous knowledge systems to challenge Eurocentric narratives and 

emphasize the diverse cultural traditions and lived experiences of migrants. It would 

highlight how colonial legacies continue to shape family structures and migration patterns. 

Additionally, it calls for an understanding of the family unit and migration process as shaped 

by individuals’ traditional and cultural value systems, while also considering their constraints 

(if any) and their perceptions of psychological research. This may assist in developing a 

further understanding of the realities of adolescent migrants with their transnational families 

in South Africa and further facilitate culturally competent training in family therapy.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview 

Semi-Structured Interview  

1. Where were you born, and how long did you live in India? 

2. How old were you when you moved to South Africa? 

3. Did you move to South Africa as a family? Explore.  

4. What were the reasons for moving to South Africa? 

5. How did you feel when you heard about the move to South Africa and were 

you involved in the decision to migrate? 

6. How did you experience the move to South Africa and how did the different 

members of your family experience it? 

7. What specific challenges and stresses did you and your family experience? 

8. Did you find any changes in your relationships with your parents and other 

family members? 

9. How did you experience school in South Africa and what challenges did you 

experience? 

10. How did you experience your relationship with your parents, siblings and 

educators when you moved to SA? 

11. How do you think the migration impacted you as an adult? 

12. Are you intending to stay here or return to India? Explain. 

13. From your experience how do you think migration impacts upon children? 
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

Dear Sir/Madam 

 

My name is Rekha Kangokar Rama Rao, I am a student in Masters in Community-

Based Counseling Psychology at the School of Human and Community Development at the 

University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. As a part of my studies, I must undertake a 

research project, and I am investigating the impact of emigration on young Indian adults who 

migrated to South Africa as children. The title of the project is “Young adult Indian 

immigrants’ experiences of Adverse Childhood Experiences”. I am being supervised by Prof. 

Maria Marchetti-Mercer. 

As a part of this project, I would like to invite you to take part in an interview. This 

will involve a single interview which will be between 45 and 60 minutes long. With your 

permission, I would also like to video record the interview on my computer. This recording 

will be stored in a folder on my personal laptop that is password protected and only myself 

and my supervisor will have access to this recording. It will be deleted after 5 years.  

There will be no personal costs to you if you participate in this project, you will not 

receive any direct benefits from participation but there are no disadvantages or penalties if 

you choose not to participate or if you wish to withdraw from the study at any time. You may 

withdraw at any time or not answer any question if you do not want to. The information 
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shared in the interview will remain confidential. When I share the results of the research 

study, I will not include your name or anything else that could identify you. The information 

you share with me will be held securely and disclosed only with my supervisor. If you 

experience any distress or discomfort at any point in this process, we will stop the interview 

or resume another time. If you need some support or counselling services following the 

interview, these are available free of charge through the SADAG helpline 0800456789. 

If you have any questions during or afterwards about his research, feel free to contact 

me on the details listed below. This study will be written up as a research report. With your 

permission the data collected from this research project may be used by other researchers in 

an anonymised format. If you have any concerns or complaints regarding the ethical 

procedures of this study, you are welcome to contact the University Human Research Ethics 

Committee (Non-Medical), telephone 011 717 1408, email hrecnon-medical@wits.ac.za 

 

Thank you 

Yours sincerely, 

Rekha Kangokar Rama Rao 

 

Researcher: Rekha Kangokar Rama Rao 2438283@students.wits.ac.za 

Supervisor: Prof Maria Marchetti-Mercer, Maria.Marchetti-Mercer@wits.ac.za 

 

  

mailto:hrecnon-medical@wits.ac.za
mailto:2438283@students.wits.ac.za
mailto:Maria.Marchetti-Mercer@wits.ac.za
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Appendix C: Informed Consent 

 

 

 

Informed consent 

Date: 

I, _______________________________________ (Full names) have read the research 
information sheet pertaining to “Young Indians immigrated as adolescents and their adverse 
experiences of family and parent relationship”.  
I hereby give consent to participate in this research study. 

The research study was explained to me. I understand what this study 

is about         YES  No 

 

I understand that I can volunteer to take part in the study   YES  No 

I agree that the interview may be audio recorded or video recorded  YES  No 

I agree that direct quotations from my interview may be used by the YES  No 
researcher in their research report 

 

I agree that my participation will remain anonymous (my name  YES  No 
will not be used by the researcher in their research report 

 

 

 

Signature:      Name: 



 163 

Appendix D: Ethics Certificate 

 

 

 

 
 
SCHOOL OF HUMAN AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
ETHICS COMMITTEE 
CONSTITUTED UNDER THE UNIVERSITY HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS 
COMMITTEE (NON-MEDICAL) 
 
 
 
CLEARANCE CERTIFICATE:   PROTOCOL NUMBER: 
MACC/22/05 
 
 
PROJECT TITLE: Young adult Indian immigrants’ 

experiences of Adverse 
Childhood Experiences 

 
 
 
 
INVESTIGATOR     Kangokar Rama Rao 
Rekha (2438283) 
 
 
SCHOOL/DEPARTMENT OF INVESTIGATOR  SHCD/Psychology  
 
 
DATE CONSIDERED      13 May 2022 
 
 
DECISION OF THE COMMITTEE   Approved unconditionally 
 
 
RISK LEVEL      Low Risk 
 
 
 
EXPIRY DATE      31 December 2024 
 
 
 
ISSUE DATE OF CERTIFICATE 23 May 2022  CHAIRPERSON 

____ ____ 
          
 (Dr Vinitha Jithoo) 
 
 
Cc: Prof. Maria Marchetti-Mercer (Supervisor) 
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DECLARATION OF INVESTIGATOR 
 
To be completed in duplicate and ONE COPY returned to the Chairperson of the 
School/Department ethics committee. 
 
I fully understand the conditions under which I am are authorized to carry out the 
abovementioned research and I guarantee to ensure compliance with these 
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