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Abstract 
 

This study aims to test the acculturation theory researching the case of Russian-speaking female 

immigrants in Sweden. Special attention is given to the role of religious and spiritual practices in 

the acculturation and adaptation processes. The research is based on data collected during semi-

structured interviews with nine Russian-speaking females residing in Sweden. 

 

The findings affirm that acculturation strategies chosen by Russian-speaking female immigrants 

corroborate the data received in previous equivalent studies. The correlation between language 

proficiency, employment, and length of stay with the choice of integration or assimilation was 

confirmed. It can be seen from this small sample that cultural context plays an enormous role in 

the choice of the strategy and the ability to accomplish it. Psychologically Russian-speaking 

women demonstrated a high level of tolerance and capability to resign themselves to the 

inevitable, implementing nevertheless their chosen strategy and not resigning.  

 

The study showed that religion or spirituality served as no barrier to integration or assimilation. 

Previous religious beliefs (if the woman had them) remained for private life and never interfered 

with the integration process which can be partially explained by the very nature of religiosity in 

Sweden described by the Swedish religious scholar David Thurfjell as “private religiosity”.  
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Chapter 1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Topic and Context 

 

In the Soviet Union where I was born religion was prohibited and considered as something 

dangerous, like brainwashing. It was a hostile ideology that had to be banned and extirpated. 

None in my family was religious or even discussed this topic. However, which is extremely 

interesting, there were some old icons in the wooden house of my grandparents in the tiny village 

in the Pskov region, the region that was under German occupation and partially depopulated 

during the World War II. Both me and my brother were baptized in the early childhood while 

officially there was no such organization as the Russian Orthodox Church till 1991.  

 

After 1991 the revival of the religion happened in Russia. It was the time of my adolescence, and 

I remember very clearly how quite popular slot-machine parlor was rebuilt and transformed into 

the first functional church in my small hometown in the Moscow region. I learned about the 

Orthodox Christianity at that time. I came a long way from the neophyte and very strict believer 

through hesitations and to the total transformation of my attitude to the religion, the faith, and the 

Church. While separating from the Church I kept my faith and thereafter kept the permanent 

interest to the whole idea of the processes of accepting the faith, keeping the faith, and (or) 

practicing religion.  

 

The current topic – the role of spiritual practices in the process of integration of the Russian-

speaking women in the Swedish society – is just another angle of researching the issue of the 

religious and spiritual in the everyday life. When I came to Sweden with my family 3 years ago, 

I felt like a tiny boat in the illimitable ocean. Everything was new and different, and I had to look 

for the answers to my never-ending questions about how, where, when, and why? I had no 

established network in this new place and had to create one before I could rely on it. As a 

mother, as a wife, and as a well-educated professional I had some extra puzzles to solve. Instead 

of an independent, self-reliant, worthy, respected specialist I began to feel myself like a child, 

sometimes not visible, and very often inaudible, since I could not speak Swedish language. 

When I started interviewing women for research, my own knowledge suddenly proved to 

become part of a whole social pattern that had not yet been fully explored. I realized that many 

women from the former Soviet Union countries who grew in the same cultural environment as 

myself were in the similar situation with some variations. How they formed their networks, what 
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helped them feel more confident in the totally new cultural scene, what gave them energy, hope 

and motivation to move on? Can it be religion or spiritual practices?   

 

It is generally thought that it is easier for an immigrant to connect with the community of the 

same language and culture. There is another conventional wisdom stating that to become a part 

of the host society an immigrant has to make friends with the natives. As a person who learned 

by experience the difficulties of the path of an immigrant and adaptation aspects in Sweden, I am 

quite aware that both abovementioned formulas are oversimplified and rather primitive. This 

knowledge helped me in interviewing, but at the same time I tried to stay objective while 

performing the following analysis.  

 

So, I wanted to learn more about other Russian-speaking women’s experience, their paths of 

adaptation to the host society and accompanying feelings which, I dare to hope, might help to 

make this path simpler or at least more straightforward.  

 

Research background 

 

While researching the studies on female immigrants I have found that one of the most popular 

angles for the research is the integration of immigrants into the labor markets and institutions of 

welfare. So, basically, the level of well-being and effective integration depends on the ability to 

enter the labor market on a decent position with an acceptable salary. I would not question that, 

but for female immigrants, the situation is slightly more difficult. Many women arrive in Sweden 

having a family or they have children after marriage in Sweden. That means that they have to 

spend a great amount of their time and efforts on setting up and running a home. While husbands 

might have good positions and make reasonable money, that would not necessarily be the same 

for female professionals. 

Reviewing the peculiarities of acculturation of immigrant children and women Sam (2006, b) 

admitted that for decades, international migration studies, and in particular those dealing with 

labor issues, either explicitly focused only on men or implicitly assumed that most migrants were 

males. Women’s participation in international migration was regarded as negligible even at a 

time when several Western countries were seeing large numbers of female migrants. Women 

were deliberately considered as staying within the private sphere and so excluded from the 

public discourse.  
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Since 1990-s the situation began to change due to the collapse of the socialist regimes and the 

beginning of the enlargement of the European Union to the East. It led to the intensification of 

migration at large and made it possible to speak about “the feminization of migration in Europe” 

(Saarinen & Calloni, 2012), in particular. Thus, gender has become one of the central categories 

to explore within the migration studies. 

Acculturation theory which is being used for the purpose of my study used gender as an 

important variable. Obviously, problems of female migration, identity issues and ways of 

integration into the host-society were researched profoundly. I found various research devoted to 

the acculturation strategies of Russian-speaking immigrants in the European countries 

(Grigoryev & Berry, 2017, Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2008, Lerner, 2020) and some papers devoted to the 

Russian women in Nordic countries (Sverdljuk, 2010), but there was no specific study of female 

immigration to Sweden. So, my attention will be focused on a rather small case - the issue of 

integration of Russian-speaking female immigrants into the Swedish society.  

 

Aim 

 

My general aim is to check if the findings I shall get during my research corroborate studies on 

acculturation strategies of Russian-speaking immigrants in other countries. 

 

Moreover, I intend to study such variable as religion and therefore test my hypothesis. In the 

case of religion some research on the correlation between acculturation strategy and religion 

showed that strong ethnic and religious identification may facilitate the orientation of immigrants 

to their ethnic group, and strong ethnic identification prevents assimilation.  

 

My hypothesis is that Russian-speaking female immigrants in Sweden who identify themselves 

as Orthodox Christians or consider themselves believers would sacrifice it for the sake of 

establishing reliable networks based on other types of ties which can be partially explained by 

the social and religious contexts in Sweden and necessity to ensure any possible type of support 

(including spiritual, which can happen to be of any religious denomination or type of spiritual 

practice).  
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Research question 

 

My main research question is twofold. Firstly, I plan to test the acculturation theory researching 

the case of Russian-speaking female immigrants in Sweden. According to Berry (2017, p.15), 

there are three key issues to be examined: “how people choose to acculturate, how well they 

adapt to intercultural living, and whether there are any systematic relationships between how 

people acculturate and how well they adapt”.  

 

Secondly, I intend to address specific attention to the issue of religious and spiritual practices by 

answering the question – do Russian-speaking female immigrants use any religious or spiritual 

practices to make their adaptation process better or easier? 

 

There are some additional research questions: 

What are the main strategies of acculturation of Russian-speaking female in accordance with the 

acculturation theory? 

How well do these women adapt socio-economically and psychologically?  

What kind of religiosity/spirituality do they develop?  

 

Value  

 

According to Statistics Sweden agency (Statistiska centralbyrån) there are about 22 700 

immigrants from Russia, 11 900 – from Ukraine, and about 5 000 – from Belarus and Moldova 

in Sweden by 2020. Roughly counting they constitute about 0,4% of 10 mln people population of 

the country1. Statistics show that these numbers have been constantly growing in the recent 

years.  

 

Russian-speaking community is enlarging while most of the immigrants are eager to stay in 

Sweden permanently and make their best to adapt. I believe that the study on their acculturation 

patterns as well as private experience of adaptation to the host society would contribute to the 

existing body of knowledge and better understanding of migrant adaptation.  

 

 
1 Statistiska centralbyrån. Population by country of birth, age and sex. Year 2000 – 2020. Available at: 
https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/sv/ssd/START__BE__BE0101__BE0101E/FodelselandArK/?rxid=78fa
4165-d9e7-4379-b21d-e1e7302bbe19 
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Overview of the structure 

 

The paper consists of seven chapters and a summary. In Chapter 1 the outline of the topic and 

context as well as the general aim, research questions, and value of the study are presented.   

 

Chapter 2 is devoted to the review of previous research on the acculturation strategies of the 

Russian-speaking immigrants in Europe, and, particularly, the role of spiritual and religious 

practices for immigrants.  

 

The theoretical framework on which the current study is based is described in Chapter 3.  

 

Chapter 4 outlines the methodology used within the research. It touches upon the use of the 

semi-structured interviews in qualitative studies, sampling, detected limitations, and ethical 

ramifications considered while conducting interviews. 

 

In Chapter 5 the immigration issue in Sweden, as well as the cultural context of Russia and 

Sweden, are described. It provides the cultural and social basis for researching female 

immigrants experience in Sweden and in Russia.   

 

Chapter 6 features the analysis and valuable findings from the research. It presents an 

examination of my respondents’ ways of acculturation as well as supporting factors and 

hardships they experienced during the process of adaptation. It also describes their religious or 

spiritual practice during that journey.  

 

The discussion of findings is presented in Chapter 7 which is followed by an overall summary of 

the research and suggestion for the ways it can be developed and expanded in the future. 

 

In the appendix, at the end of the paper, the Consent Form template can be found. 
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Chapter 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Introduction to the literature review 

 

The sources I have been using for my study can be divided into four groups. In the first group 

publications on acculturation theory and its implementation in the studies are presented. 

However, the more profound analysis of the theoretical framework can be found in the 

Chapter 3. The second group includes studies devoted to the acculturation strategies of the 

Russian-speaking immigrants in Europe. These publications serve as a point of reference for my 

own analysis as far as they describe findings and nuances in previous research. 

 

The studies on the role of spiritual and religious practices for immigrants are allocated to the 

third group. Religion as a variable is used and analyzed in acculturation studies rather rarely. 

To be able to put my study into the wider context I reviewed the papers on religious aspects of 

immigrant’s life which were not necessarily based on acculturation theory. The last group of 

sources contains studies on some issues about gender and migration. My research is devoted 

particularly to the acculturation of female immigrants, and it is widely acknowledged that 

women’s well-being, status, and acculturation strategies are very different from men’s.   

 

Acculturation framework in general 

 

To put my research into the wider context I have been studying the acculturation theory fostered 

by John Berry. This theory has been elaborated by Berry in various publications, however, I 

started my acquaintance with his works from the chapter Immigrant Acculturation: 

Psychological and Social Adaptations (Berry, 2011). He states that not all immigrants settle into 

their new lives in the same way and not all receiving societies (or host societies) attempt to settle 

them in the same way. So, in his analysis Berry poses three questions: how immigrants and host 

societies seek to acculturate; how well they adapt; and what is the correlation between ways of 

acculturating and levels of successful adaptation. His research is based on a study of immigrant 

youth from 24 societies who are settled into 13 countries.  

 

It is evident, that Berry’s study provides the solid theoretical basis for any current research on the 

settlement of immigrants. I intend to follow his theory and major results which show that those 

immigrants who embrace both their culture of origin and the society of settlement have better 



12 
 

psychological and social adaptation than those who are oriented toward one or the other (or 

neither) group (Berry, 2011, p. 279).  

 

It is also useful that Berry presents the concept of acculturation strategies, which shows that 

there are multiple variations in how and how well immigrants would acculturate. So, it is 

important to distinguish between strategies at the societal and cultural level (what two groups in 

contact are attempting to do) and at the individual level which stipulates variations within the 

cultural group (education or occupation) and within their families (gender or position in a 

family). 

 

Berry (2011, p. 287) states that there is no incompatibility between having two identities, being 

competent in two languages, or having two sets of daily behavioral repertoires. Here he 

introduces the concept of bicultural identity integration which I plan to base my research on. 

Elaborating on the concept Berry notes that at the societal or cultural level it is possible to 

manage duality by merging cultural practices (in the domains of cooking, clothing, and forms o 

social relationships). On the other domains, such as religion, family, and gender relationships 

such merging might not be possible, he asserts, so it is useful to perform an alternation between 

cultural practices by making a clear distinction in the private (home, cultural community) public 

spheres of daily life (Berry, 2011, p. 287). 

 

In my research I shall test his theory in relation to the personal level of acculturation especially 

within the religious domain. The more profound analysis of the theoretical framework can be 

found in the Chapter 3. Thus, the conceptual background of the theory is presented in the paper 

by Sam (2006, a), specificity of acculturation in the Nordic countries is described by Westin 

(2006), and even the recent update on theoretical findings is given in Berry (2016).  

 

Among numerous researches on acculturation I used the study of Besevegis and Pavlopoulos 

(2008). It is a quantitative study of acculturation patterns of immigrants in Greece in relation to 

their economic and psychological adaptation. It can be called a classical model of such study in 

the sense of what questions are examined and how data is processed within the acculturation 

theory. Data collection was done through structured interviews and the sample was rather large, 

namely 601 immigrants from 35 countries. The study confirmed a relationship between 

acculturation patterns and immigrant adaptation. It is worth mentioning that immigrants from 

Russia and former USSR countries generally tend to integrate or assimilate and have relatively 

high scores on psychological and socio-economic adaptation levels. It is explained in particular, 
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by the fact that such demographic factors as country of origin and length of stay in the host 

culture shall substantially contribute to immigrants’ well-being. 

 

Acculturation strategies of the Russian-speaking immigrants in Europe  

 

The theoretical part of my research is largely based on works of Jasinskaja-Lahti who has been 

working on acculturation attitudes and adaptation among Russian-speaking immigrants in 

Finland for last twenty years.  

 

The first paper (Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000) specifies and typifies a set of internal psychological 

outcomes of acculturation as well as characteristics to assess the level of sociocultural adaptation 

among immigrants. The sample her study is based on is quite representative and allows to use the 

findings as a framework within which to understand migrant adaptation. Besides she makes a 

distinguish between interactive and dynamic nature of acculturation which enables me to make 

the analysis more profound. In a later study of Jasinskaja-Lahti (2008) one more adaptation 

dimension is described - economic adaptation, which refers to how well work is obtained and to 

the sense of participation in the economic life of the host society. Having done a longitudinal 

investigation of the three different dimensions of long-term immigrant adaptation (i.e., 

psychological, sociocultural, and socioeconomic adaptation) she also presented the relationships 

between them. 

 

Another study by Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. (2011) examines the time-, context- and outcome-

specificity of the effects of acculturation attitudes on immigrant psychological and socio-

economic adaptation in order to increase the explanatory power of the acculturation model. The 

participants were 172 immigrants from Russia and the former Soviet Union residing in Finland 

and Israel for approximately six years. The main point of this research is that the role of 

acculturation attitudes in immigrant adaptation is not only time-specific but also context-specific. 

In other words, the separation attitude will be more beneficial at the beginning of the 

acculturation process, especially in a culturally diverse society such as Israel. While the role of 

integration and assimilation attitudes will be especially adaptive at later stages of the 

acculturation process and in a country low in cultural diversity such as Finland (Jasinskaja-Lahti 

et al., 2011, p. 1427). 

 

One more significant feature of the study is the usage of such demographic variables as sex, age, 

year of immigration (the length of residence), ethnic background, mother tongue, citizenship, 
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marital status, and education. Thus, the findings of the study provided more nuanced picture of 

the adaptation patterns among immigrants.  

 

The study I found extremely useful is the one by Grigoryev and de Vijver (2017) which 

investigates how various modes of acculturation of first-generation Russian-speaking immigrants 

in Belgium are associated with their socio-economic adaptation. This research is based on a 

quantitative analysis with the focus on an individual-level model in a single country.  

 

Nevertheless, authors follow the similar research logic and come to the corresponding 

conclusions as were described previously. Thus, it is stated that the orientations towards the host 

society (integration and assimilation), better host language proficiency, and longer length of stay 

in the host country are associated with more socio-economic adaptation. It is also pointed out 

that the role of acculturation strategies in immigrant adaptation may be not only time-specific but 

also context-specific, as Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. (2011) suggested. In other words, “the individual 

characteristics of immigrants largely explain their result of advances in acculturation towards 

socio-economic positions that allow immigrants to completely participate in the social and 

economic life of the host society” (p. 798). Apart from that the authors made several remarks 

which can be very valuable and relevant for my research. First, it is mentioned that the 

relationship between strategies of acculturation and employment prospects in the EU may 

depend on the type of acculturation and labour market policies implemented in the country 

where the immigrant lives. More flexible labour markets help immigrants more to access the 

labour market. With regard to gender, it is stated that it is an important predictor of socio-

economic adaptation, as many women among immigrants are unemployed. One of the reasons is 

that foreign qualifications of highly educated immigrant women are largely undervalued.  

 

Another piece by Grigoriev and Berry (2017) is based on the same sample of first-generation, 

highly educated, Russian-speaking immigrants in Belgium. The exception is that the study 

examines not only the roles of language skills and length of stay in Belgium, but the role of 

ethnic and religious identification in acculturation preferences in immigrants’ adaptation.  

 

Exploring the correlation between ethnic identification and the choice of acculturation strategy 

Grigoriev and Berry (2017) argue that acculturation preferences change easier than ethnic or 

religious identity. Put it simply, the strong ethnic or religious identity would inhibit assimilation 

as far as this identity is perceived as an essential part of immigrants’ self-construction which 

cannot be easily transformed or sacrificed. Thus, authors make a hypothesis that strong ethnic 
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and religious identification prevents the assimilation of immigrants and promotes the choice of 

the separation preference. However, it was not confirmed. Authors concluded that significant 

negative association between religions identification and a preference for assimilation was not 

found, perhaps “because in a secular country like Belgium, that guarantees freedom of religion, 

giving up one’s religious views is not so important for acculturation or adaptation” (Grigoriev & 

Berry, 2017, p. 551).  

 

The role of spiritual and religious practices for immigrants 

 

In her article Antje Röder (2014) provides qualitative research concerning the religious 

affiliations of immigrants in comparison to the native population. It is written in the framework 

of the acculturation theory and can serve as a good example of a case study for my own research.  

Röder focuses mainly on the gender role attitudes among immigrants, however, she describes the 

patterns of women’s religious orientation which can be useful for my study. Thus, she asserts 

that “acculturation for longer staying migrants is partly explained by declining religiosity, with 

some evidence for a decoupling of attitudes from religious beliefs among female migrants” 

(Röder, 2014, p. 2615). Those are quite useful points which I shall test in my paper.  

 

Ryan (2014) uses the sociological concept of boundaries to explore the processes through which 

migrants may be included in or excluded from national, ethnic, and religious collectivities. Her 

paper examines how on the one hand, religion can work as a means of building bridges across 

communities of insiders and outsiders, overcoming the potential divisions of ethnicity and 

nationality. On the other hand, it can be used to build walls, dividing people, emphasising 

differences and reinforcing processes of exclusion. 

 

It is stated in the research (Ryan, 2014, p. 58) that religion may perform many different roles in 

the migratory experience and, indeed, migration may in turn shape religious expression. Another 

interesting finding (Ryan, 2014, p. 63) that religious beliefs and worship can be fluid and change 

in different contexts and at different points through the life course, in particular, religious 

identity may change in the context of migration. 

 

Researching Orthodox diasporas in Norway Thorbjørnsrud (2015) states that the majority of 

immigrants are struggling with the double process of settling in a new country while still 

remaining in touch with their home country. She argues that religious institutions may serve an 
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important role in such processes, and that the intertwining of religion and ethnic identities may 

support people's efforts to adapt. 

 

Even though the focus of this research is far from my own there are several crucial observations 

about the role of religion for immigrants. Including in particular the notion that religious group 

may offer a refuge in the sense that it both creates a sense of belonging and provides a shelter 

from feelings of loss and the many painful adjustments necessary in a new country. Such groups 

may likewise provide an alternative source of respectability for those who feel they are denied 

social recognition and/or suffer downward occupational mobility. Additionally, within 

immigrant religious groups, new social networks are established in which information and 

different kinds of support and assistance are transmitted (Thorbjørnsrud, 2015, p. 571). 

 

While formulating interview questions for my respondents I kept in mind some of the phrasings 

used in this research. It was stated that church meetings gave lonely immigrants the chance to 

rejoice, to feel themselves like “adults capable of controlling the situation according to their own 

expectations”, to be in the place where they could “help each other, be culturally active, and 

where they could celebrate the church feasts” (Thorbjørnsrud, 2015, p. 584). Apparently, the 

congregations tend to serve as welcoming committees of sorts and as a kind of information 

service on “how everything is done in Norway”, concluded Thorbjørnsrud (2015, p. 585).  

 

Religion is often studied in connection with ethnicity and identity issues. Thus, 

Ysseldyk et al. (2010) explore religion from a social identity perspective. Defining religion as a 

belief system that offers epistemological and ontological certainty researchers suggest that it 

ought to serve a uniquely powerful function in shaping psychological and social processes. They 

conclude that religious identification offers a distinctive “sacred” worldview and “eternal” group 

membership, unmatched by identification with other social groups. In this sense, “religious 

identity might give a person a sense of stability and safety while reducing levels of psychological 

distress” (Ysseldyk et al., 2010, p.61-62). The study of Raijman and Pinsky (2013) is devoted to 

the social construction of ethnic and religious identities of Christian immigrants from the former 

Soviet Union arriving in Israel. The analysis focuses on the complex relationships between 

ethnic and religious identities and illustrates how different religious organizations propel 

immigrants to forge different patterns of identity along ethnicity. The role of religion is 

specifically discussed in connection with the process of assimilation of new immigrants.  
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Explaining immigrant religiosity as a part of a longitudinal, ethnographic and narrative research 

of Russian-speaking migrant women in Israel Lerner (2020) asserts that in migrant studies 

religion is seen as a tool of repair and stabilization, as a device of integration, due to the many 

resources (cultural, social, psychological and economic) that religious institutional frameworks 

offer to immigrants, as a source of identity for immigrants as religion provides symbols, rituals 

and practices that immigrants can use to affirm or reinvent who they are vis-à-vis the host and 

the home countries. Consequently, religion in immigration can be considered as a strong  

device of belonging and well-being. 

 

I shall mention here four publications which do not directly refer to the role of religious practices 

for the immigrants. However, they are very significant since they describe the cultural and 

religious environment in Sweden. This is the context in which female immigrants have to adapt 

and choose their acculturation strategy.  

 

Prominent Swedish religious scholars Berglund (2013), Thurfjell (2015; 2020), and Willander 

(2019) make a retrospective journey into the history of Sweden and its religious domain stating 

that until 1956 being a Swedish citizen meant being a member of religious congregation. Today, 

the Lutheran former state church has been redefined as a national church, but not state.  

Currently, according to Metter Buchardt (2013, as cited in Berglund, 2013, p. 177), we can speak 

about “a Nordic model of secularization – with Protestant ideas as a pivotal force”. This duality 

seems to be what made the ideas workable to Social Democrat reformers who still draw on such 

ideas – basically a Neo-Lutheran idea put to work in interplay with the governing forces from 

not least the Social Democracies. The culturalization of religion seems to be partly the basis for 

dividing church and state matters and partly a way to maintain religion as a resource for creating 

cohesion between citizens and the state body. 

 

Describing the foundations, the roots of religious beliefs of Swedish people Thurfjell (2015) and 

Willander (2019) assert that even if the Swedes beliefs has changed, it should not be seen as a 

clear process of secularisation in the sense that religious thought patterns are about to disappear. 

It is rather the relationship to institutionalized Christianity that has changed than religious beliefs 

in general. 

 

Another very significant difference and truly Scandinavian feature about religion can be called 

religious individualism. As Thurfjell (2015, p. 27) puts it, the Swedes express the opposite of the 

belief in absolute values or an absolute truth. Every human being has the right and opportunity to 
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create his or her own truth that is highlighted, which is an example of the far-reaching 

individualism. To describe the religiously ambivalent attitude of the majority Swedes with 

individually crafted belief systems and views on life the term “privately religious” 

(privatreligiösa) has been used (Thurfjell, 2015, p.30). 

 

Reflecting on the current religious situation in Sweden further Thurfjell (2020) states that nature 

has become the Swedes' new religion. Interviewing Swedes about that Thurfjell found out that a 

walk into the forest gives them a sense of belonging to other species and to the universe. Another 

common answer was that the interviewees see nature as a reflection of their own feelings. 

 

Gender and migration - general issues 

 

In the study of Sverdljuk (2010) the process of integration of Russian immigrant women into the 

Nordic (Finnish, Swedish, and Norwegian) labor markets and institutions of welfare is analyzed. 

However, the central concept the study is based around is social justice as a necessary condition 

to enjoying social and economic rights by all members of a society. It is argued that the 

Western/Nordic systems of social welfare should be transformed to embrace both economic 

redistribution (i.e., providing immigrants with the necessary means for economic survival) and 

cultural recognition (i.e., allowing immigrant women to get worthy social positions within their 

new societies). 

 

As far is my research is concerned, this study explores problems and difficulties encountered by 

immigrant woman of Russian origin in their everyday lives within local social structures. In 

particular, it pays attention to such problems immigrant women encounter as: the deprivation of 

unrestricted access to material and social goods distributed on the public level; occasional 

imputation of using so called “nuptial strategy” to enter the country; a lack of attention to family 

immigrants from the authorities or institutions responsible for immigrant integration (mainly in 

Norway); involvement in so-called “atypical kinds of employment,” i.e., different forms of short-

term jobs, part-time work, unstable project-related tasks, or work connected to public integration 

programs (Sverdljuk, 2010, p. 238).  

 

While conducting interviews with my respondents I tried to keep in mind those abovementioned 

problems while formulating and specifying questions. The answers could provide more detailed 

data or new indices for the following studies.  
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Continuous research led by Ryan was devoted to the accession or establishing social networks by 

immigrant women. Although she pursued her studies within the social network theory some of 

the problem issues immigrant women encounter in the host society seemed worth taking into 

consideration.  

 

Thus, the main question of her study (Ryan, 2007, Ryan et al., 2008) was how migrant women 

access and sustain social networks, both locally and spatially dispersed. Researching the female 

migration, she stated some points which I kept in mind approaching my interviewees. In 

particular, she noted that there was a tendency to associate women with family migration, in 

other words, to see women just following men’s lead which simplifies women’s role as active 

agents in migration. Another major point was that arriving at the host country immigrants had to 

establish local ties, but they could not simply slot into networks that provide them with jobs, 

housing and emotional support. The existing networks had to be accessed or new ties had to be 

established. While defining the concept of networks she insisted that it was not just a way of 

social interactions, but it was necessary to analyze aspects of network formation and structure.  

 

Moreover, she had a very timely point stating that the very existence of a circle of friends and 

relatives did not mean that support was necessarily available, so she distinguished between the 

different types and levels of support available through kinship and friendship networks. How 

those networks are shaped and mediated and what role they play for an immigrant woman will 

be a point of research for me too.  

 

Describing the types of support which immigrants needed she differentiated between emotional, 

informational, and instrumental support. In particular, she stated that informational support, such 

as how and where to register with a doctor, or which is the best school in the area, may be sought 

from different sources such as colleagues or neighbours who are more familiar with the local 

environment. Instrumental (or practical) support with jobs or housing may be sought through 

close ties, but also through transient acquaintances, or ‘weak ties’, who have the necessary 

knowledge and know-how but who may be outside one’s intimate social circle (Ryan et al., 

2008, pp. 674-675). I assume that the choice of one or another type of support would define the 

acculturation strategy of the immigrant, so I tried to identify it in my interviews.  

 

The significant limitation of her study (especially regarding my research) is that she interviewed 

Irish women immigrated to Britain during the period from the 1940s to 1970s. That means that 
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we deal with the very different society as well as social and cultural environment, where social 

networks did not mean social media or any online groups and forums.  

 

Ritsner et al. (2001) conducted a cross-sectional community survey of 1,062 adult Russian-born 

Jewish immigrants to Israel in order to assess gender differences in psychosocial risk factors 

among immigrants. It was found that the levels of adjustment and distress for immigrants are 

influenced by individual and environmental factors, including premigration personal and social 

problems, as well as postmigration factors (i.e., unemployment and economical status, culture 

gap between the country of origin and country of immigration). The correlation between gender 

and the emotional well-being and common mental health disorders of recent immigrants has 

been proven strong. It is stated even that women have higher rates than men.  
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Chapter 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 

Introduction to the acculturation theory 

 

This research is predominantly built on acculturation theory. The current definition of the term 

was given by Berry (2017), who stated that at the individual psychological level, acculturation 

involves changes in people’s behavioral repertoires (including their food, dress, language, 

values, and identities) and their eventual adaptation to these intercultural encounters. 

Acculturation is a multifaceted and mutual process in which these changes take place in all 

groups and individuals in contact with each other. 

 

Defining the acculturation 

 

The term “acculturation” is widely used in immigration studies, but its meaning and 

operationalization within the social sciences still remain elusive, states Sam (2006, p.11). Its 

elusive nature is often explained by the unclarity or vagueness in the interpretation of the term.  

 

Initially, the notion “acculturation” was attributed to psychological changes caused by cross-

cultural exchange. From an anthropological perspective the term was used to describe the 

process of cultural evolution of societies from savagery to civilization and enlightenment. In 

sociological studies acculturation was defined as a two-way process of mutual accommodation. 

The term “assimilation” as the process of adjustment was used as a synonym to “acculturation” 

which created confusion for a long period of time. Moreover, the definition of the term is 

complicated by the fact that “acculturation” and “assimilation” have sometimes been used not as 

synonyms, but as sub-sets of each other (Sam, 2006). 

 

The definition given by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in 2004 stated that 

acculturation is “the progressive adoption of elements of a foreign culture (ideas, words, values, 

norms, behavior, institutions) by persons, groups or classes of a given culture”2. According to 

Sam and Berry (2006), it neglects the fact that acculturation can imply both adoption of some 

cultural elements of the host culture and “rejection of” or “resistance to” them.  

 

 
2 International Migration Law. GLOSSARY ON MIGRATION (2004). Geneva: International Organization for 
Migration. https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_1_en.pdf 
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New dimensions and therefore updated theoretical framework for acculturation have been 

proposed by Berry in 1980-s and elaborated later on. Berry suggested that acculturation process 

can vary depending on the degree to which the person simultaneously participates in the cultural 

life of the new society and maintains his or her original cultural identity. In simple terms the 

contact between cultural groups and their individual members lead to cultural and psychological 

changes. These changes are inevitably followed by various forms of adaptation. The framework 

for conceptualizing acculturation is shown in Figure 1.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. A framework for conceptualizing and studying acculturation (Berry, 2017). 

 

As can be seen from Figure 1, there are two levels of interaction – cultural (group) level and 

psychological (individual) level. For the purpose of my research, I shall concentrate on the 

individual level, but present the short overview of the cultural environment (or cultural level). It 

is also stated that investigation of the nature of contact relationships and the purpose of the 

contact between groups is essential. Three dimensions can be distinguished: voluntary-

involuntary, sedentary-migrant, and permanent-temporary. In the current research these 

dimensions can be pre-determined: I am writing only about voluntarily migrated women who 

perceive their expatriation to Sweden as permanent. 
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Researching acculturation process  

 

While researching acculturation process three key issues are examined: “how people choose to 

acculturate, how well they adapt to intercultural living, and whether there are any systematic 

relationships between how people acculturate and how well they adapt” (Berry, 2017, p. 15). 

 

Answering the first question, how individuals acculturate, Berry proposed four possible 

outcomes or “acculturation strategies” which he called assimilation, integration, separation and 

marginalization. As noted by Sam (2006, p.19), it is supposed that an individual may adopt 

different strategies at different times depending on the circumstances, life choices and 

challenges. Besides, strategies could be considered as different phases “which an individual may 

pass through over and over, using several strategies at any given time”. 

 

Figure 2. Acculturation strategies in ethnocultural groups and the larger society (Berry, 2017). 

 

I am intended to use the given schematic illustration of acculturation strategies as the foundation 

for my analysis of the patterns chosen by my respondents. Berry explains (2017) that these 

strategies consist of two components: attitudes and behaviors which are demonstrated in 

everyday cultural interaction. Attitudes can be defined as something what an individual prefers, 

pursues, and is comforted with. Behaviors means what he/she can actually do, being in many 

situations bound by norms, regulations, opportunities, or even limited understanding of his rights 

and the situation at large.  
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It can be assumed that individuals are not always interested in close contact with the culture of 

the host-country. Hypothetically, not everyone would like to change his/her culture and behavior 

just to be able to blend in the host-society. Thus, we can speak about two types of acculturation 

strategies when individuals are oriented towards the larger society. Integration happens when 

individuals are eager to keep their cultural identity, and assimilation means the dissolution in the 

culture of the host-country. Two other types of strategies presuppose that an individual seeks to 

avoid interaction with the others. Separation happens when individuals try to hold on to their 

original culture, while marginalization means little possibility or interest in cultural maintenance.  

 

Berry (2017) describes several inevitable limitations to the choice of the integration strategy. It is 

possible for individuals to pursue this strategy if the society is open and inclusive. “The strategy 

requires non-dominant groups to accept the basic laws and norms of the larger society, while at 

the same time maintaining the core values and interests of their own group. As a counterpart to 

this acceptance, the dominant group must be prepared to adapt national institutions (e.g. 

education, health, labour) to meet better the needs of all groups now living together in the plural 

society” (Berry, 2017, p. 23). Among psychological preconditions for the success of this strategy 

he specifies the acceptance of the value to a society of cultural diversity, relatively low levels of 

prejudice, positive attitudes among all ethnocultural groups, and a sense of identification with the 

larger society by all individuals and groups. The choice to assimilate is also constrained by the 

possibility of individuals to be accepted by the host-society. Sometimes physical appearance, 

accent or style of dress might become an obstacle.   

 

Another limitation which should me mentioned is the inability to measure the “level” of 

acculturation. Berry (2017) suggests that only the level of support for each of the four 

acculturation strategies can be referred to. This remark is of highly importance for the case of 

this research. This is a qualitative analysis and therefore no measurable data can be presented. In 

this sense “level of support” sounds like the only applicable quantity.  

 

Applying the theory to my research I use the interpretive Weberian approach. That means that as 

a researcher I try to understand how the studied groups (or individuals) actively construct the 

reality of their lives adjusting certain meaning to their decisions and actions, beliefs and values, 

and social relationships with people and institutions. Thus, I use the data from interviews with 

female immigrants in order to understand their perspective on their experience as the immigrant 

in Sweden. Then I can interpret their answers and fit them into the acculturation theory 

framework and define the chosen strategy.  
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Religion as a variable 

 

It should be mentioned that the term “religion” does not appear in the acculturation theory 

framework. It is perceived to be a dependent variable which is used for the specific research 

purposes alongside other variables. Moreover, most of the research within this theoretical 

framework that I came across were based on the various quantitative methods. This means that 

much larger samples were used for the study, which, in turn, allowed to track some 

interdependence between religion and the choice of acculturation strategy. In my case I try to test 

the theory in general, while searching for some individualities in the use of spiritual and religious 

practices. 
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Chapter 4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

Semi-structured personal interviews  

 

This is qualitative research based on semi-structured personal interviews. This method proves to 

be the most appropriate because I was interested in understanding people’s thoughts, attitudes, 

beliefs, and experiences. Only semi-structured interviews allow not only to get the information 

or the exact answer, but to dig deeper, to get to the bottom of people’s experiences in the world 

by asking additional and clarifying questions. It should be specially noted that the approach is 

phenomenological, which means that it is people’s experiences of the world that are to be 

explained, not the world in itself (Davidsson Bremborg, 2011, p.311).  

 

The best metaphors describing the interviewer as a miner or as a traveller were given by 

Kvale (2008). As a miner the interviewer tries to get knowledge as a buried valuable metal that 

should be detected and extracted. The interviewer gets the knowledge out of a respondent’s pure 

experiences by asking the right questions. As a traveller the researcher embarks on a journey to 

unknown places and starts conversations with those he or she meets. During those conversations, 

the interviewer determines people to speak freely, to let their stories flow. What is specific about 

this metaphor is that the knowledge from these stories is collected and interpreted by the traveller 

himself. Besides, as Kvale (2008, pp.19-20) underlines, “the journey may not only lead to new 

knowledge; the traveller might change as well. The journey might instigate a process of 

reflection that leads the traveller to new ways of self-understanding, as well as uncovering 

previously taken-for-granted values and customs in the traveller's home country”. These 

metaphors represent ideal concepts of knowledge production. The miner approach has a static 

view of knowledge and thus a positivistic epistemological viewpoint. The traveller approach sees 

the knowledge as socially constructed and offers a postmodern constructive epistemological 

understanding. 

 

Among the complications of taking the interview are the language barrier, cultural differences 

and necessity to understand histories of the religious tradition of respondents. In my case, I 

happily avoided most of those problems. I took interviews in my mother tongue and my 

participants’ native Russian language which allowed us to understand each other better and I 

could be absolutely sure that I got the message right, was able to interpret all idioms and saw the 

hidden meaning. We also had the same cultural roots and I most cases belonged to the same 

religious tradition (or at least shared the same history of religious development in the USSR and 
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then Russia and other post-Soviet) countries. In other words, we saw the same TV-programs, as 

one of my respondents said. All this in general means that the risk of inaccurate representations 

of my respondents’ answers is minimal. Since I was using Russian as the main language of 

communication, it was possible to enter into trustful relations with my informants and discuss 

often complicated and delicate issues in an informal and very personal way, which made the 

process easier for both sides. 

 

Sampling  

 

To be representative and produce reliable knowledge in the case of time-bound master’s essay 

the survey sample must be limited. My initial plan to limit the selection by Russian women 

living in Stockholm permanently for at least 3 years proved to be inapplicable. After the first call 

for the interviews, I realized that most of the volunteers were Russian-speaking women from 

former Soviet Union countries (FSU countries), e.x. Ukraine, Belorussia, Moldova, Lithuania, 

and Kirgizia. That is why I limited the sample just by the length of stay in Sweden, by minimum 

3 years. Reasons behind the choice of this period were as follows. First, it is enough time to 

know the country better, learn basic Swedish, and decide for the future stay. Second, if the 

person came to do the master’s degree, it would be enough time to finish the education and find 

the job.  

 

So, my respondents were recruited through Internet advertisements in the largest and most active 

female immigrants Facebook groups and the snowball method afterwards. It is worth noting that 

none of the interviewees was my acquaintance or friend. I also have not made it a condition that 

participants must be Christian Orthodox or follow any religion. It has been done intentionally, 

because I was more interested in the possibility of having spiritual (or religious) beliefs and 

networks rather than adhering to the Church. I was also interested in the transformation of those 

beliefs over time. By making “being religious” status a direct proviso, I risked not getting the 

necessary information or receiving information of only a religious and ceremonial nature.  

 

As I mentioned the questions, I asked respondents within semi-structured interview varied 

greatly. However, I had the basic structure of some main themes and concrete questions as it is 

recommended (Davidsson Bremborg, 2011, p.312, Kvale, 2008, pp.52-66, Ritchie & Lewis, 

2003, pp.138-169).  
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Questions I asked all of my respondents were as follows: 

1. Name and current residence 

2. Where do you come from and how you arrived in Sweden? 

3. What were you doing before the immigration? Occupation or studies? 

4. What were you doing during your first couple of years in Sweden? Did you and how you 

learned Swedish?  

5. How did you feel during the first years after you moved to Sweden? How did you cope 

with possible negative feelings? 

6. When have you begun to feel comfortable in Sweden and why? 

7. What kind of social networks did you have in Sweden? Did they help you to feel more 

comfortable and set in Sweden? 

8. Do you miss Russian culture and how do you balance Russian and Swedish cultural 

elements in your daily life? Do you think it is necessary to pass the elements of the 

Russian culture to your children? 

9. Did you have any spiritual or religious experience before you arrived in Sweden? Do you 

practice any religious or spiritual practices now? What do they mean to you? 

10. What gives you support and energy to move on? 

 

Depending on the answers of my interviewees and their personal situations I asked additional 

questions, or they brought up theirs. Among them were the questions about cultural peculiarities 

and differences of the Russian and Swedish culture, social cohesion, job hunting and the 

concomitant hardships, making friends, parenting and the upbringing of children, sport activities, 

hobbies, stereotypes, education, and nature.     

 

Almost all the interviews were taken online. This modus of interaction would certainly not be 

recommended a couple of years ago. However, the COVID-19 pandemic and the following 

restrictive measures of social distancing became this spark which made digitalization of social 

sphere inevitable and widespread.  

 

Limitations 

 

Because of the very limited time and highly sensitive topic, I could not prepare the questionnaire 

to be distributed to volunteers beforehand, as described by Davidsson Bremborg (2011, p.310). I 

realize that it would give me the chance to choose for the interview those who provided more 
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complex insights and had more relevant experience. Instead, I conducted 15 interviews in total 

with those women who were able to give interviews within the time allotted to me. I could use 

only nine of them for the purpose of my study. This was due to the fact that the other six 

(interviewees) had not mention any religious or spiritual practices at all.  

 

Ethical ramifications 

 

As described by Creswell (2014) researchers need to anticipate the ethical issues that may arise 

at all levels of studies: before conducting the study, at the beginning of the study, while 

collecting, analyzing, reporting, sharing, and storing data.  

 

I acknowledge that at the stage of collecting data I should avoid collecting harmful or sensitive 

information. My study is devoted to the religious topic which is very sensitive itself. Not to harm 

the religious feeling or religious authorities I avoided collecting (or disclosing) information of 

controversial nature. 

 

While analyzing data it is essential to avoid disclosing only positive results. According to 

Creswell (2014, p. 132), in research, it is academically dishonest to withhold important results or 

to cast the results in a favorable light to the participants’ or researchers’ inclinations. In 

qualitative research, this means that the inquirer needs to report the full range of findings, 

including findings that may be contrary to the themes. A hallmark of good qualitative research is 

the report of the diversity of perspectives about the topic. Considering this I collected and 

analyzed all types of data and reported all the relevant findings.  

 

At the stage of reporting, sharing, and storing data several issues should be kept in mind. First, 

any falsifying and scientific misconduct should be avoided. Second, plagiarism is inappropriate. 

Third, it is essential to use unbiased language appropriate for audiences of the research. Keeping 

in mind that my topic is of religious nature I was deliberate in articulating my thoughts and 

avoided any prioritization, inappropriate generalizations, or labels.  

 

In accordance with the Swedish Ethical Review Act (SFS 2003:460) no harm or risk of harm 

must be posed towards the research subjects involved. To comply with the Act, I showed respect 

for human dignity, human rights, and fundamental freedoms, prioritized the well-being of 

humans ahead of the needs of society and science, and asked sensitive questions only for the 

sake of the development of new knowledge through my research. 
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I conducted interviews with women who came to Sweden from FSU countries in the last three to 

ten years for the purpose of study, work, marriage, or family unification. So, in general 

participants were between twenty to fifty years old. Stating this I would like to underline that no 

vulnerable participants were recruited3. Anyhow, interview questions were about personal 

experiences and might seem sensitive or emotionally difficult or lead to reliving recurrent painful 

experiences. Considering this, I repeatedly stated that all answers should be volunteer, and no 

pressure was made on the participants when answering sensitive questions. 

 

It is also worth noting that some of my interviewees confirmed that they profess the Christian 

Orthodox religion. As far as religious beliefs are considered a special category of personal data 

that may entail a higher ethical risk, I shall follow the suggestions of how to mitigate the risks 

involved provided by the European GDPR4. One of the obvious and the most effective ways to 

mitigate the ethical concerns in this case is to anonymise personal data. That is why before even 

arranging the interviews I provided my potential interviewees with the detailed information 

about the scope and goal of my research and promised the protection of their answers. To 

achieve that I decided to use pseudonyms, which was also discussed with participants before the 

actual interview.   

 

Furthermore, before conducting interviews, I provided participants with the detailed explanation 

(in oral and written forms) of the purpose of my study, the full description of the interview 

process, and the clarification of the possible risks that may occur associated with the conducted 

research5. 

 

 

 

 

  

 
3 The vulnerable participants are, for example, children, prisoners, persons who are mentally disabled, pregnant 
women, and people that belong to groups that are socially and/or economically vulnerable. (SATORI. Principles 
and Approaches in Ethics Assessment Human Subjects Research Authors: Johanna Romare and Göran Collste, 
Linköping University June 2015). 
4 https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/grants_manual/hi/ethics/h2020_hi_ethics-data-
protection_en.pdf 
5 The Consent form template can be found in the Appendix I. 
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Chapter 5. CULTURAL CONTEXT 
 

Immigration issue in Sweden and tolerance  

 

Currently, the problem of integration is one of the central in political, social, cultural, and 

religious debates. It has implication for public policy and for the general public’s understanding 

as far it influences the society and makes it to transform.  

 

Sweden has been building a multicultural society. The multicultural policy that was officially 

adopted in 1975 was characterized by an endeavor for recognition of minority rights, but it could 

be defined as an extrapolation of the Swedish welfare model; the goals of equality was enlarged 

with the goal of “freedom of choice”, by assuring the members of ethnic and linguistic minorities 

a genuine choice between retaining and developing their cultural identity and assuming a 

Swedish cultural identity, wrote Roth and others. In the mid-1990’s a distinctive shift in Swedish 

multiculturalism policy took place. The issue of inclusion of migrants into society was by and 

large transformed to a matter of inclusion of migrants into the labor market, and integrations 

policy consisted mainly of measures promoting employability – although the legal rights of the 

minorities were left unchanged (Roth et al., 2013). 

 

After the unprecedented immigration wave in 2015 within the general European refugee crisis 

the political attitude has changed. According to such surveys as the European Social Survey 

(ESS) and the Diversity Barometer (Mångfaldsbarometern) in Sweden the attitude of Swedish 

society to the immigration and immigrants has been changing. More specifically, it showed that 

the negative attitudes toward ethnic and cultural diversity in general, and migrant population in 

particular, have increased to some extent and with respect to certain issues (Ahmadi et al., 2020).  

 

Swedish and Russian cultural contexts 

 

Difficulties in defining the concept of “culture” is considered as a limitation of the acculturation 

studies and interpretations of the results. For researchers, it can be challenging even to 

demonstrate the existence of cultural differences. That is why I shall find out which 

characteristics, notions, and routines respondents consider to be culturally different. For the same 

purpose, I intend to describe the peculiarities of the Russian and Swedish cultural environment. 
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Undergoing the change after intercultural contact seems to be very individual process. Thus, two 

points are especially important to make for the purpose of my research. First, to describe and 

interpret the cultural and psychological changes of a person it is necessary to understand the 

cultural context he is being immersed into. Second, “not every group, nor every individual 

engages the process in the same way, nor evidences the same outcome” (Berry, 2017, p. 16). 

 

To illustrate the cultural context and show the cultural differences for Sweden and Russia I am 

using the map based on the World Values Survey’s data6.  

 

 

Figure 3. World Cultural Map - WVS wave 7 (2017-2021) 

 

The map presents the changes along two major dimensions: Traditional values versus Secular-

rational values and Survival values versus Self-expression values. 

 

As explained by researchers Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel, traditional values emphasize 

the importance of religion, parent-child ties, deference to authority and traditional family values. 

People who embrace these values also reject divorce, abortion, euthanasia and suicide. These 

societies have high levels of national pride and a nationalistic outlook. 

 
6 Inglehart–Welzel Cultural Map. https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp 
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Secular-rational values have the opposite preferences to the traditional values. These societies 

place less emphasis on religion, traditional family values and authority. Divorce, abortion, 

euthanasia and suicide are seen as relatively acceptable.  

Survival values place emphasis on economic and physical security. It is linked with a relatively 

ethnocentric outlook and low levels of trust and tolerance. 

 

Self-expression values give high priority to environmental protection, growing tolerance of 

foreigners, gays and lesbians and gender equality, and rising demands for participation in 

decision-making in economic and political life. 

It can be seen from the Map that both Russia and Sweden have high scores in Secular-rational 

values. However, there is a large gap between Survival and Self-expression values, where Russia 

is more prone to Survival values and Sweden to Self-expression.  

 

Another one of the best-known frameworks for cross-cultural communications is Geert 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions7. Over the years, his study led to six cultural dimensions on 

which countries can be ranked: Power Distance, Individualism/Collectivism, 

Masculinity/Femininity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long-term/Short-term Orientation and 

Restraint/Indulgence. In my research it can be used as a reference point which helps to determine 

in which dimensions the large gaps can be found.  

 

Figure 4. Russia (blue) vice Sweden (violet) cultural profiles by Hofstede 

It is clear from Figure 4, that the largest gap and therefore the possibility for misunderstanding is 

in Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance, Individualism, and Indulgence. For this research I 

shall elaborate more only on individualism8. 

 
7 Hofstede Insights. https://www.hofstede-insights.com/ 
8 All other dimensions are equally important but are not as relevant for this research. 
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The high score at the Individualism dimension makes Sweden an Individualist society. In 

general, this means that people are supposed to look after themselves and members of their 

immediate families only. This influences their values, choices, and relations with others. From 

the early years Swedish children are raised as separate independent and self-reliant individuals. 

Young people in Sweden are encouraged to question authorities and elders (Westin, 2006, 

p. 379). A high level of individualism implies that everyone has the right to their own opinion, as 

well as the right to their own mistakes.  

 

According to the sociologist of religion Thorleif Pettersson (as cited in in Thurfjell, 2015, p. 27) 

who was one of the researchers working on the World value survey, the Swedes' appreciation of 

the individual's right to shape their own life is so strong that it is possible to speak of a 

sacralization of the individual's right.  

 

In Collectivist societies to which Russia belongs people are part of the groups that take care of 

them in exchange for loyalty. This characteristic is especially true for those who were born and 

raised in the Soviet time (before 1991). It is still very common to hear – “What are you doing, 

what people would say?” or “One's as good as none”. The contrast will be even harsher if we 

read the common Swedish idiom – “Ensam är stark” which can be translated as “There is 

strength in being alone”. Formal respectful communication would rather be seen as suspicious 

unless it transforms into personal and trustful.  

 

Global religious decline 

 

According to the available surveys, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, religion seemed 

to be on the rise, but after 2007 things began to change surprisingly quickly. As Inglehart (2020) 

explains, the ideological vacuum after the collapse of communism and the Soviet bloc was filled 

by Orthodox Christianity. Newly elected American President George W. Bush proclaimed the 

rise of evangelical Christianity as a political force in the country. And after 9/11 the whole world 

oversaw the strengthening grip of political Islam in the Muslim world. Analysis of the data on 

religious trends in 49 countries from 1981 to 2007 showed that in 33 of them people became 

more religious during those years. But from about 2007 to 2019, 43 out of 49 countries became 

less religious, and this decline in belief was not confined to high-income countries, but appeared 

across most of the world (Inglehart, 2020, p. 110). 
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The researcher asserts, that for most people, religious faith was more emotional than cognitive, 

while for most of human history, sheer survival was uncertain. Religion gave hope that if people 

follow the given rules and practices it would help to get rewarded (even after death).  

 

Economic and technological development allowed people to escape starvation, cope with 

disease, and suppress violence. They became less dependent on religion—and less willing to 

accept its constraints, including keeping women in the kitchen and gay people in the closet 

(Inglehart, 2020, p. 114). Another reason for this global religious decline is a transformation of 

human fertility norms. Religions protected pro-fertility and reproduction norms and presented 

them as moral rules because of the high infant mortality and low life expectancy. Currently this 

argument has lost its relevance.  

 

Summing up the results, Inglehart (2020, p. 118) makes it clear that “modern societies will not 

descend into nihilistic chaos without religious faith to bind them, but that may not always have 

been the case. In early agrarian societies, when most people lived just above the survival level, 

religion may have been the most effective way to maintain order and cohesion. But 

modernization has changed the equation. As traditional religiosity declines, an equally strong set 

of moral norms seems to be emerging to fill the void. Evidence from the World Values Survey 

indicates that in highly secure and secular countries, people are giving increasingly high priority 

to self-expression and free choice, with a growing emphasis on human rights, tolerance of 

outsiders, environmental protection, gender equality, and freedom of speech”. 
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Chapter 6. ANALYSIS and FINDINGS  
 

Testing the acculturation theory 

 

The general aim of this research was to check if the findings I shall get from the case-study of 

Russian-speaking female immigrants in Sweden corroborate studies on acculturation strategies 

of Russian-speaking immigrants in other countries. 

 

As it was predetermined, all the women I interviewed emigrated to Sweden voluntarily and 

perceived their expatriation to Sweden as permanent. It means that my respondents are relatively 

permanent participants in the new host-society. This in turn determines how they engage in the 

acculturation process and what kind of motives, values, and abilities they shall prioritize during 

it.  

 

In accordance with the acculturation studies, there are three key questions to be answered: 

 

What strategies of acculturation do Russian-speaking female choose? 

How well do women adapt to the host culture? 

Is there any correlation between how they acculturate and how well they adapt? 

 

Feeling well and doing well 

 

There are four types of acculturation strategies, namely assimilation, integration, separation and 

marginalization. Those strategies can be adopted at different times depending on the 

circumstances, life choices and challenges. Besides, an individual may pass through different 

phases in his life using several strategies at the same time or changing them due to the state of 

affairs. 

 

It is proved that acculturation patterns are related to adaptation, the quality of adaptation, to be 

precise. 

 

In line with the most research (Berry, 2017; Berry & Grigoriev, 2017; Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000) on 

acculturation patterns of immigrants I identified two groups of characteristics to measure the 

level and quality of psychological adaptation or the emotional/affective domain and sociocultural 

adaptation or the behavioural domain.  
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Psychological adaptation can be assessed by such questions as: how well individuals feel 

themselves, how well they succeed in the group or in the larger society, whether they can 

maintain their self-esteem unchanged, whether they achieve personal satisfaction in the new 

cultural context.  

 

Psychological adaptation usually involves changes at the individual level, in particular, 

behavioral changes, façade changes (dress, food habits, language knowledge and use), or deeper 

changes (cultural identity, cultural values, and even personalities). 

 

Sociocultural adaptation indicates how well individuals are doing. It is most frequently assessed 

with the help of the following indices: the amount or intensity of social contacts or friendship 

patterns with host nationals, the adoption of customs, habits, language, lifestyle, behaviour and 

family ideology of a host culture, success at school and work, and community life (Berry, 2017, 

p. 20; Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000, p.20). 

 

Some research suggest also to measure the level of social-economic adaptation. Among various 

indicators of it are a certain level of correspondence between actual income and planned and 

achieved financial goals; occupational status; permanent or desirable job, with monthly savings, 

economic benefits, professional development, and improved financial and occupational status; 

the level of professional achievement in the new culture; and ownership of housing (Besevegis & 

Pavlopoulos, 2008; Grigoryev & van de Vijver, 2017; Grigoriev & Berry, 2017). 

 

Turning back to my research it should be reminded that all my respondents are professionally 

accomplished (or are on a fast track to this goal) and live in Sweden permanently. All of them 

speak Swedish and most of them use the language at job. They have families and more or less 

close friends. Does it mean that they have accomplished acculturation strategy and if so – how 

well are they socio-culturally and psychologically adopted?  

 

At the beginning of every interview, I asked women about their first years in Sweden. Some of 

them came to husbands, some got job and had some relatives in Sweden, some came with a good 

knowledge of English or even Swedish language, but nevertheless their answers were very 

similar: we felt lonely and stressed.  

 



38 
 

I was 24 and had to face the fact that I had no friends. I felt very lonely. (…) Sweden 

opened up to me not very cheerfully. I had an emotional vacuum in terms of relationships 

with people, I really missed it after my active and stormy youth in Russia. (…) Sweden 

knocked me down emotionally. And we have so different mentality. (Alena) 

 

First years in Sweden… it was difficult anyway. I felt terribly lonely. I came from a 

family, from mom and dad, and ended up in the student dormitory, where everyone goes 

home for the weekend and returns with jam, and I have nowhere to go. (…) And I had 

some culture shock too. When the students were parting, they were just waving to each 

other. In Russia we used to stop, to talk, hug, and part in comfort. For me it seemed like 

no one cared about me, which was basically true, and it was very offensive and difficult. 

(Nelli) 

 

It was very stressful in the beginning. (…) My husband studied and worked and I was 

alone all the time. I almost never left the house. I could run out to the store and tried not 

to talk to anyone. (Lilia) 

 

In Moscow, I was a sought-after specialist. When I moved to Sweden I almost 

immediately started working with my clients online. But I could not communicate with 

people at work or at the Swedish classes (SFI). (…) So first two years after emigration I 

was in a severe depression. (Lada) 

 

The first year was very difficult for me. (…) I suffered. I was depressed. I wanted to leave. 

I am a very social person, but here I had no friends or acquaintances. Back home I had 

everything, I was a person with two higher educations, with a prestigious job and 

everything else. And here I am nobody from nowhere. It was a huge shock for me. 

(Valentina) 

 

Despite those feelings which are widely described in literature as acculturation stress all of my 

respondents were eager to interact with the society fostering their socio-cultural ties. They began 

to learn Swedish and confirmed that it gave them more confidence and made them closer to the 

society.  

It seems to me that if you have moved to another country, you should be ready to 

somehow adjust to it. And the most efficient way to adapt to a new culture is language. 

For me, at least. (Nelli) 

 

I finished my studies here to become a nurse. I started learning professional Swedish and 

began closely communicating with the Swedes. They are very nice. But we understand 

each other little. (Alena) 

 

It became easier when I sent my son to the kindergarten… I went to work and could talk 

and socialize there. (…) I am a terrible chatterbox and I tried to practice Swedish. There 

was a lot of talk. It helped to break down the barriers. (Lilia) 

 

I went to SFI in the beginning. (…) Then I finished Basic (Grund) level quickly and 

thanks to that got a part-time job at school. (Arina) 



39 
 

 

Getting a job is not a straightforward accomplishment for an immigrant. However, this is the best 

and probably the easiest way to begin learning about the host society and gradually 

understanding it better. As an immigrant myself I can readily confirm that neither classes on 

culture, nor books or films are as much effective as professional communication at work.  

 

Thanks to work. New acquaintances appeared, we began to go to some events, just 

communicate. So I could just call someone and chat. That's when it got easier. (Nelli) 

 

Work most of all, of course. When I came to Arbetsförmedlingen (The Swedish Public 

Employment Service) for the first time with my ordinary English teacher diploma, they 

said: we need you so much. And this, of course, gave me strength. (Arina) 

 

Another source of support for female immigrants were Swedish in-laws and friends. It should be 

underlined that my respondents were talking first and foremost of the members of the Swedish 

society, not their compatriots. These relations with the natives appear to be very crucial in the 

process of acculturation since they are perceived as a kind of approval of your personality from 

the whole society. 

 

What helped me? My relatives from the Swedish side and some members of the Swedish 

society helped me to put down roots here. Not friends, but buddies. They seem to give you 

the right to feel at home here, legitimize, legalize your presence. It is like they, the 

indigenous people, approve of you here, we accept you, you are one of us. (Mila) 

 

When I moved, my father-in-law - he is 70 and he worked as a waiter all his life, speaks 5 

languages, very cheerful person – he took me to fika, to lunch, so that I would not sit 

alone. My first friend. The fact that I had someone to visit without my husband cheered 

me up. (Lada) 

 

My husband's family is a very big help. (…) It helps a lot, and you feel good, because 

there are people who will take care of you. (...) Family gets together on holidays; they 

follow some traditions. You immediately feel very comfortable with all of this. (Rita) 

 

Mastering their socio-cultural adaptation in Sweden and obviously succeeding in it my 

interviewees still did not feel fully comfortable. Most of them admitted that neither food nor 

cultural traditions or appearances gave them such discomfort as the difference in mentality. None 

of them spoke about any negative attitude or intolerance. They rather meant that huge cultural 

gap in mentality which was described by both Hofstede and Inglehart in their models. The 

“sacred” individualism caused many troubles to their souls. They confessed that the fake smile 

was difficult to understand as surely as strictly scheduled meetings. 
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It is interesting to explore the cultural side of Swedish mentality. My husband and I are 

on excellent terms, and we communicate often. But sometimes I just shrug. Probably, I 

will never understand what he thinks, this mystery box will never open. Just think about 

it, in the childhood we watched different cartoons, ate different food and so on. (…) 

Hence, the values are different. For example, Russian hospitality when we invite to join 

the table a friend if one occasionally drops by. In Swedish families it is not accepted. 

Everything is by invitation only, or as scheduled. (Mila) 

 

But I miss meetings with my people. When we gather in the kitchen. Just drop by, sit and 

chat over a mug of tea with a cookie. It’s very Russian. Here meetings need to be booked. 

If you want your friends to come to your birthday, you need to announce it three weeks in 

advance. (Valentina) 

 

When I first came to my future husband's home, I took off my coat and hoped that he 

would pick it up and hang it up, but he did not, and the coat fell off. And I thought - I 

want to go home. And then we came to visit his parents, and his dad is much older, a 

different generation, and he grabbed my coat. And I thought – ok, I'll stay. (Nelli) 

 

In a small town where I lived, I was an outlander. The society is very closed, very 

conservative. It is very difficult to integrate there. Yes, you can go for a visit. But you are 

still a stranger. You are a stranger. (Irina) 

 

At the same time, one of my respondents explained that for her personally that side of Swedish 

culture was very comfortable. As a matter of fact, she suffered from an unreasonable friendliness 

and undue familiarity. For her the Swedish culture appeared to be just normal. 

 

I am very prone to small talk. In Russia people sometimes could not understand my idea 

of personal boundaries. In this sense, I feel very comfortable here. We meet with my 

husband's friends, talk about something, have fika and are all very happy. We have 

socialized. (Lada) 

 

As I assumed gender specific issues inevitably came up in the interviews. Numerous research 

confirmed that female migration normally takes one of two forms: family reunification or labor 

migration, with an overwhelming majority as family reunification. In my case-study this 

statement was completely confirmed: most of my respondents got married and moved to 

Sweden.  

 

Sam (2006b, pp. 409-410) suggests that aacculturation constitutes a double transition for married 

female immigrants in that both the individual and the marriage adapt to the new culture. First, 

women who migrate as part of family reunification program have very insecure status as they are 

heavily dependent on their husbands. If we add the huge cultural shock caused by necessity to 
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adjust all and every aspect of life to the new realities, we can appreciate the severity of the 

burden.  

 

Moreover, family reunification adds new tasks to the traditional unpaid tasks a woman has. 

These new tasks include ensuring the survival of the culture of the family and that of the heritage 

culture in a possibly non-supportive social environment; socializing a child in multiple cultures; 

maintaining cordial social networks of kin and networks of obligations, including economic 

remittances (Sam, 2006b). As one of my respondents, who got married to a Swede and came to 

Sweden with three young children, told me: 

 

I learned Swedish in a year. And asked my husband to let me go to work. I was 

uncomfortable without my own money. (…) In general, I had practically no money. This 

was very tight, especially because I used to have financial freedom. (…) It was so 

humiliating. When you come to SFI and can’t afford to buy coffee. It was so 

embarrassing. (Irina) 

 

It seems that there is one way to avoid such situations – get prepared yourself. When I asked how 

one of my interviewees found her bearings in the Swedish bureaucratic system, she replied that 

her Swedish husband did not help her. She just took her time to prepare as much as possible.  

 

I was still in Moscow, and we were waiting for documents. I spend a lot of time reading 

the information on the virtual club for Russians leaving in Sweden. I had read all the 

information there. I knew what benefits I should receive and where to go for my child’s 

needs. I was ready and did everything myself. (Arina) 

 

Here we come to another aspect of female immigrants’ adaptation process. And it is children.  

Sam (2006b) explains, that in addition to their own efforts to adjust to two cultural systems (as 

part of their acculturation), immigrant women, and in particular mothers, have the added 

responsibility of helping children deal with adjusting to two or more cultures, including the 

values of their own ethnic group, and those of the society of settlement. For instance, mothers try 

to support their children in the learning of their heritage language, as well as training them in the 

national language. Furthermore, as culture bearers, women bear the responsibility of ensuring the 

survival of their traditional culture in the society of settlement. According to my own 

observations as a female immigrant and a mother, it often makes no difference whether the 

children were born in another country or already in Sweden. One of my respondents told me in 

the very beginning that despite good and permanent job and high level of social and economic 

adaptation at large, she did not like it in Sweden. On my question why she could not return she 

said that it was for her child’s sake, and not only she answered the question like that: 
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My child is at the final grade. A lot of effort went into both work and school. The first 

three years I still didn’t understand, I didn’t feel that I want to go back, and then when I 

started to understand all these things, that what’s missing, that’s not enough, I already 

understood that the child was in the process. It was painful for him to move here; it was 

associated with certain psychological difficulties and I still understand that maybe it will 

come back to haunt sometime. I saw what changes were in it. It's good that we have 

already gone through all this, it has all passed, gone. Thank God I had a lot of free time 

to do it. I didn’t work 100% and it wasn’t necessary at first. I understand that if we return 

to the Russian school system now, it would be like hell for my child. So since we have 

already decided to bear the burden, we must now adequately hold on to it in order to get 

the most out of it. (Arina) 

 

Going back to our case-study there is one question left, namely the possible correlation between 

how immigrants acculturate and how well they adapt. Basing on Berry’s acculturation typology, 

many research suggest (see Jasinskaya-Lahti, 2000, p. 17) that the earliest or unexamined stage 

is equivalent to assimilation, and individuals at this stage wish, and perhaps try, to be part of the 

larger society and may deny or downplay their own ethnicity. During the second stage, they 

become deeply involved in exploring and understanding their own culture, and thus may appear 

to be oriented towards separation. Finally, with ethnic identity achievement, they accept and 

value both their own group and the larger society, and so appear integrated (i.e., oriented towards 

both the maintenance of their own culture and contacts with the larger society). One of my 

participants confirmed: 

 

There are several stages of the integration. At first, I was in love with the country. (…) 

Then problems in my family began, we started the divorce proceedings, and then I saw a 

different side of Sweden. (…) I went through this stage, the stage of hatred towards 

Sweden ... now I see everything in true colors. What is bad, what is good. I am not 

adjusting myself. Let's say, I have integrated. I feel good here. (Irina) 

 

Many acculturation research suggest that differences between immigrants and natives disappear 

over time and across generations (Jasinskaya-Lahti, 2000; Röder, 2014). Besevegis and 

Pavlopoulos (2008) also asserted that such demographic factors as country of origin and length 

of stay in the host culture shall substantially contribute to immigrants’ well-being. But what one 

of my respondents says after 18 years in Sweden: 

 

I don’t feel myself as Swedish. Neither my kids. It all depends on what environment the 

person came from. I had everything (back home in Russia), and all was great. (Alena) 

 

This answer provokes a very significant questions within the acculturation research. As in the 

case of this woman, she had been in Sweden for 18 years, has a family, children, permanent job 
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with a good salary. She managed to combine customs, habits, language, life style, behavior and 

family ideology of a host culture with her own, she also established good connections with some 

host nationals and made friends with immigrant compatriots. What was missing? What else 

could possibly contribute to the better level of adaptation?  

 

One of the answers within my group of interviewees was about making friends with Swedes and 

understanding Swedish cultural code better: 

 

When you have friends, you can cope with everything. And I have such friends both in 

Sweden and in Russia. (…) Swedes are good, very good. They are very afraid to do 

something wrong: hit someone where it hurts, make a mistake, break some code. If you 

show clearly that your boundaries are mobile in relation to people, then people will be 

very responsive. (Nelli) 

 

Another very well-though-out answer came from a woman who lived in Sweden for 10 years and 

had some ups and downs during the process of adaptation: 

 

Now I feel like I am home. Well, it’s not a single point, it’s a process. I have put down my 

roots here and they began to nourish me. What gave the roots? Firstly, my very beautiful 

apartment I got two years ago. It feels like real home now. My husband and friends here. 

My daughter was born here, it is her country. It seems like through her I have the right to 

be here. (…) I guess I have already given so much to Sweden that I have the right to feel 

at home. Like “time in service”, you know. (Mila) 

 

One more response which I shall present was given by a woman who had been in Sweden for 

only three years and is still in the process of settling down. But she observed her life in Sweden 

in a very reflexive way which helped her to come up with such an answer: 

 

When I arrived here I found myself in a rather vulnerable position. (…) This vulnerability 

stems from the fact that I am still an outlander. In Russia I know everything. And here – 

nothing. (…) Now this feeling is passing off, and the reason is that I belong here. For 

example, today I went to a nice place for lunch. (…) I formulated this for myself as - I 

know where I am going. There is a place where the waiters already know me, where I like 

to sit. So, the place recognizes me. I am visible. (…) Make an order in Swedish, pay with 

a Swedish card. This means that I am visible to Swedish culture, and I belong. (Lada) 

 

Those answers allow me to conclude that my case study and its findings coincide with many 

other research on acculturation strategies. In line with them, I assume that acculturation attitudes 

and adaptation outcomes are not only time-specific but context-specific. What was often missing 

in the previous research due to their quantitative nature, was the influence of a person-specific 
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factor. Through the interviews, it could be shown that Russian-speaking females in Sweden 

followed the observed patterns of acculturation and adaptation in general. With the only 

exception which could be seen only in a personalised approach: even high levels of socio-

cultural adaptation would not lead to satisfactory existence. The combination of demographic 

and socio-cultural indices appeared to be unique for every person and lead to a slightly different 

level of adaptation. For larger quantitative research this would be just some margin of error, but 

qualitative study can show such components of personal acculturation profiles on an enlarged 

scale.  

 

The role of spirituality 

 

Religion as a variable does not appear often in the quantitative studies of acculturation patterns. 

Supposedly, it is considered as peripheral. As described in Grigoriev and Berry (2017), religion 

is perceived as a form of social and cultural identity. Many researchers admit that the study of 

the role of identity in acculturation has often ignored the religious factor. At the same time, for 

immigrants who have to start almost new life in a new society, religion could have a significant 

influence on adaptation. Religiosity may help overcome social isolation while certain religious 

identity can support personal and social distinctiveness in a multicultural context, it can preserve 

identity, maintain group cohesion, and ethnic and national heritage. At the same time, I realized 

that religious connections can be seen by some immigrants as very fluid and could be sacrificed 

for the sake of establishing reliable networks based on other types of ties. 

 

In the title of the thesis, I have deliberately used the term “spirituality” instead of “religion” as 

far as my respondents were not any parishioners or church goers. During interviews I kept in 

mind definition of religion given by Levitt (2003, as cited in Ryan, 2014, p. 58), who suggested 

that it was “not a fixed entity, but a dynamic web of shared meanings used in different ways in 

different contexts”. So, I was looking for any signs of such meanings, formulating and 

reformulating my questions as if I was solving and scrambling Rubik’s cube.  

 

It is obvious that religious beliefs or spiritual practices are not something that can be easily 

shared with a stranger even for the research purpose. I let my interviewees know beforehand that 

I plan to ask them about religion, but I never did it at the beginning of the communication and 

tried to establish some trust and connection. Still, sometimes I had to ask two or three additional 

questions to get the answer about spirituality.  
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Asking about believing or churchgoing I got the following answers: 

 

I cannot say that I am very religious, no, I have my own relationship with God. I think 

there is only one God, definitely. (…) Children? We read the children's Bible. We are not 

a religious family. But I believe that you don't have to be deeply religious to be a good 

person. (Irina) 

 

I would not call myself a very religious person, but there was such a moment (I don't 

know, maybe I wanted to pay tax to the Swedish church), but I felt it was a cultural 

heritage, my cultural heritage. We are Christians, regardless of whether you are 

Orthodox, Protestant or Catholic. (Nelli) 

 

When we come to Russia we definitely go to some church. After that you are full of 

energy. I do not know how to explain. You go there empty, but you are filling with 

something…light, maybe. (…) I can go and sit in Swedish churches. Although it is not so 

beautiful there, it cannot be compared. Russian churches are such a fairy tale and beauty 

compared to Swedish ones. But sometimes I go to Swedish and sit. (Alena). 

 

There is also an observation that church attendance is dependent on the availability of religious 

services (Smits et al., 2010 as cited in Röder, 2014). As one of my respondents mentioned: 

 

I had such a period when I used to go to church a lot. There was an opportunity. But 

from here (where I live) it might take one hour to go one way. If you live nearby, then it's 

different (Alena). 

 

Or Irina who lives in a small town in Sweden when answering my question if there was any 

Orthodox church in the town, said: “No, I think there are only in Stockholm and Gothenburg”. 

 

Some of my participants are very familiar with religious teachings, have attended church in their 

home-countries and keep the faith inside (at least some elements). However, more than once I 

heard answers with a deep criticism of the Orthodox teaching or current church policy of the 

Russian Orthodox Church. It sounded very similar to my own thoughts and experience as a 

believer longing for faith but being offered rather strict soulless rituals during which the body 

gets tired, and the soul gets depressed. I would say that cultural religiosity which defines you as a 

person (here I mean historical and cultural roots, ethnicity, family graves, the language you can 

easily and masterly use, etc.) highly contradicts to the realities of changing society and what 

ROC can offer to fulfil the needs. 

 

I know what religiosity is and I had a difficult Orthodox childhood. When I started 

working with a psychologist, I found a balance for myself. In terms of religiosity, I am 
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such a quantum believer. I would say that if there is something there, then it is good. But 

it is quite possible that there is nothing there. I am much more interested in life before 

death than after. I have a very bad attitude towards what is happening in the Orthodox 

Church now. I consider thick-headed religiosity to be a great danger. (Lada) 

 

In terms of religion (Orthodox), I am embarrassed that I am called “servant to God”, 

“slave to God”. Although I know that I am not a slave, I am a daughter. It is confusing. 

But I really love icons and churches. (Alena) 

 

Religion may perform many different roles in the migratory experience and, indeed, migration 

may in turn shape religious expression. For example, religion may play a significant role in 

enabling migrants to imagine themselves within collectivities that span beyond the nation-state. 

Church going may fulfil many functions for migrants, not only spiritual, but also practical and 

social (Ryan, 2014, pp. 32-33).  

 

I joined the church choir. At the Catholic church. It was a momentous event for me. And 

they rehearsed the song of our Russian composer Sergei Rachmaninov – Ave Maria. So, 

when I came, they said - oh, you proved to be a real godsend to us. I thought, well, I came 

to the Swedish choir to sing a Russian song. It was significant for me. I cannot say that I 

am very religious, no, I have my own relationship with God. (…) It was not a problem for 

me to go to the Catholic churches here. (…) By the way, the icon of Mary was presented 

by the Orthodox Church presented and it stands in the Catholic church in my town. I go 

there and talk to the icon there. (Irina). 

 

Receiving those confessional, open-hearted answers I could not help but remember my own 

experience as a student in London in 2006-2007. Obviously, the situation was quite different, as 

I was not going to stay in the country permanently and so was and therefore was relieved of the 

burden of solving a multitude of bureaucratic and practical problems. Nevertheless, there was a 

point in my life there when I needed support, so I went to the morning service at Russian 

Orthodox Cathedral of the Dormition. I heard my language, I saw familiar icons and talked to 

some people, and at the end I was relieved and full of energy. It was very similar to the case very 

vividly described by Thorbjørnsrud (2015, pp. 586-587): immigrants “may come prepared for 

the loss of language, i.e., that they will have to learn a new language and thus be forced into 

another period of linguistic childhood. They may be vaguely aware that they will lose some of 

their cultural and social capital, but few seem to be prepared for the extent to which this will 

affect their perception of being respected adults. They may arrive with the sense of being 

somebody in terms of their family history, their education, their career, their general 

resourcefulness, etc., but then, suddenly, they are turned into people defined mainly in terms of 

what they do not have: language skills, local knowledge, a social network, and so forth. Some 

suffer downward occupational mobility, and many suffer from a lack of social recognition and 
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sometimes even discrimination. Their previously respected resourcefulness has to be recreated 

by new means. Being among others who are familiar with this painful experience is therefore 

helpful. As said by a Russian woman, "You lose so much by moving here, it is very good that we 

have a Russian Church!" And another, "Life here can be very hard, but in the church we meet 

other people who are in the same situation”.  

 

Some of my respondents had positive answers about going to the church, but most of them never 

looked for support within church community or had negative experience. 

 

I went to the Swedish Church of St. Eleanor on the Östermalm. I went almost every day. 

Just listen to the Lunch concert with my daughter. I think this was about support. This is 

not about religion, this is about faith. In my hometown I went to the church as well. It's 

like an island in this noisy world when you walk into a church. I cannot say that there are 

icons or lamps in my house. But any temple for me is a place where a believer, regardless 

of belonging to religion, confession, can enter and contact the divine. Without 

intermediaries. (Mila). 

 

Sometimes I go to the Cathedral for a walk. It gives me a sense of peace. I think about the 

eternal. I don't even sit down, I just walk around and light a couple of candles. But it 

makes no difference for me - I can go to the synagogue and stand there. (Nelli) 

 

I was in the central church in Stockholm two years ago for a wedding. (…) Everything 

was so good and beautiful there. But I didn't feel myself there the way I would like to feel 

myself in the church. It wasn't the right feeling. I like it much more when I go to the 

Catholic church in my town. (…) That is, if it is a prayerful place, then it is prayerful, and 

it does not matter whether there were an Orthodox Christians there or ... there you 

already feel as you would like to feel. (Irina) 

 

And when we had such a difficult period, when no one was around, my mother said, 

maybe you can contact parishioners in Stockholm. I got in touch. We travelled to 

Stockholm for the service, tried to communicate with them, but it was one meeting. 

Personally, it all seemed to me fake, not real, far from the simple emotional 

communication that was needed, which I hoped for. It turned out to be worse, I realized 

that people seemed to be driven into circumstances not of their own free will. In general, 

it was not a good impression. (Arina) 

 

Still in the answers I heard the longing for support, not necessarily religious, but kind of spiritual.  

 

When I came and started looking for something, I was drawn into esoteric knowledge. At 

that time, they were brothers and sisters in my hobbies, people who were in a sacred 

quest. (…) So I went to meditations, intuitive meditative drawing classes. There I could 

get support and find like-minded people who speak my native language. (Mila) 
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But now I have met online people who preach about the sun, that we are powered by the 

sun. A bit pagan. (…) I now have favourite places where I can stand - on the rocks, near 

the bay and in the forest. The sun is shining, everything is so beautiful, and I get energy 

from the sun and water and mountains. (Alena) 

 

According to Ysseldyk et al. (2010) even atheism can be considered religion in some way. As a 

belief system it also offers potential explanations regarding what can be known and what can 

exist and is likely to be of great import to those whose self-identification as an atheist is central. 

As such, identification may be motivated, interpreted, and valued differently across religions. 

  

I used to listen to the podcast “Let’s be honest” by Russian-speaking immigrants in 

Sweden. I hero-worship them. It can be said that they were my Russian-speaking support 

at the beginning of my time in Sweden. This is my faith, I would say. (…) They speak like 

your girlfriends from Stockholm. You feel that you are not alone. (Valentina) 

 

In conclusion, it must be stated that even specifically focused on religious aspect of acculturation 

strategy studies admit that strong ethnic and religious identification would promote the choice of 

the separation strategy, but only strong ethnic identification shall prevent the assimilation 

preference (Grigoriev & Berry, 2017). In other words, religious affiliation would not necessarily 

prevent the choice for acculturation. And that is exactly what was observed during the 

interviews. 
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Chapter 7. DISCUSSION 
 

This study was predominantly focused on the strategies chosen by Russian-speaking female 

immigrants in Sweden and what role spiritual or religious practices played in their adaptation 

process. The analysis allowed to explore which acculturation strategies were more common for 

my respondents, how they succeed in their adaptation process and how these two phenomena 

were corelated. The religion as a variable in the acculturation theory was also explored. The 

research shed light on the comprehension of religious and spiritual practices by Russian-

speaking female immigrants in Sweden and the meaning of those practices for them during the 

adaptation process.  

 

Acculturation strategies of Russian-speaking female immigrants 

 

First, it has been shown that Russian-speaking female immigrants in Sweden tend to choose the 

acculturation strategy as well as adaptation mechanisms in the same way as other Russian-

speaking immigrants in Europe. In particular, previous research on this subject showed that 

integration and assimilation were the most common strategies. Furthermore, the choice of these 

strategies allows to attain the higher levels of psychological and socio-economic adaptation. My 

respondents have shown the great willingness and readiness to interact with the host society, 

follow its written and unwritten rules and practices, which in most cases required much more 

effort than at their homelands. Almost all women confirmed the importance and necessity of 

developing the Swedish language proficiency to be able to speak the same language, to be on the 

same page with the society. 

 

Despite the undertaken efforts towards adaptation each and every woman confessed that the first 

two years were very depressive and lonely. Even good knowledge of Swedish could not help to 

overcome acculturation stress easily. As one of my respondents said: “I knew everything in 

Russia, and here I know nothing”. This can be especially frustrating for those who are highly 

educated and succeeded in their career or were demanded specialists. During this period of 

transition most of the women I were talking to were more prone to separate from the host society 

and concentrate on the family or make connections with their immigrant compatriots. It does not 

mean the exclusion from the host society but rather detachment. Previous acculturation research 

confirms that the separation attitude might be more beneficial at the beginning of the 

acculturation process. 
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According to Berry (2011, p. 283), psychological problems of immigrants often increase soon 

after the contact, followed by a general decrease over time, while positive socio-cultural 

adaptation typically gradually improves with time. Returning to the language proficiency issue I 

can agree with Jasinskaya-Lahti (2000, p. 53) who pointed out that it can clearly increase self-

esteem and sense of mastery but cannot give life satisfaction. In other words, language gives a 

key to the host society, but cannot help an immigrant to adjust all previous life and culture 

experience to the new reality. 

 

Second, my respondents admitted that another significant factor for a better adaptation process 

was getting a job. In many cases the job was not similar to the one they had before in their home 

countries, however they did not complain about it, because they were ready to go along this way 

of acculturation. Acquiring a job, nevertheless, was a step that made them closer to the society, 

allowed them to make acquaintances and friends, made them feel included and rooted.  

 

Consequently, employment indeed provides positive association with assimilation and 

integration strategies. This consistent pattern, however, does not corelate with the length of stay 

in the host country and greatly depends on the ethnic and cultural background of every 

individual. Such a conclusion supports the argument that the individual characteristics of 

immigrants largely explain their result of advances in acculturation towards socio-economic 

positions (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2011). 

 

The nature of my inquiry based on a rather small sample provided the opportunity to look at 

every of my respondents’ stories personally. Thus, I had an opportunity to define how such 

demographic variables as sex, age, ethnic background, mother tongue, citizenship, marital status, 

and education influence the acculturation strategy and adaptation patterns in every specific case. 

Thus, I can very carefully argue (given, however, that the sample was very small) that gender, 

ethnic and cultural background seem to matter in the adaptation process and its success for 

Russian-speaking female immigrants in Sweden.  

 

Many Nordic gender researchers point out that Nordic countries are characterized as ‘women-

friendly’ welfare states, or even ‘paradises’ for women and children (Saarinen & Calloni, 2012, 

p. 80). At the same time, it has been proved that women have higher rates of any kind of 

psychological disorder than men (Ritsner et al., 2001; Birman et al., 2014). My analysis showed 

that women found themselves under great pressure after arriving. Their marriage and relations 

with husbands were put through test and they often had to find sources and techniques to deal 
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with stress on their own. At the same time as mothers, they had to prioritize their children’s 

needs and demands which in turn influenced their choice of strategy and the adaptation capacity. 

For children’s sake they not only chose to integrate further but managed to overcome 

psychologically traumatic situations. Some of them acknowledged that they would leave Sweden 

even after six or more years, but had to move on, because their child would not get through 

another relocation. 

 

One more argument supported by my inquiry stated that the adoption and endorsement of 

acculturation attitudes are not only time-specific, but context-specific or culturally-specific.  

 

Those contextual variables affecting acculturation and adaptation are related to characteristics of 

the country of origin and the country of settlement, specifically the cultural distance and societal 

dissimilarities between them. The greater the distance and dissimilarities the weaker the 

orientation towards the host society and the more problematic the acculturation process. My 

study showed that Russian-speaking females perceive the Swedish culture and traditions mostly 

as very similar to their own. Neither food, nor holiday rituals, appearance or sociocultural 

traditions seem alien to them. That made the choice of integration or assimilation strategy very 

common and easily achievable for my respondents. As I have shown by describing cultural 

differences and values presented in the World Values Survey or Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

framework, Swedish and Russian cultures are quite close in many parameters. 

 

At the same time, confirming my expectations, the large gap between Individualism vice 

Collectivism dimensions influenced the perception of the Swedish people by immigrants to a 

great extent. Many of my respondents mentioned the lack of warm-heartedness and compassion, 

formal style of communication, false smiling, extreme privacy and closedness. At this point 

almost all of them said the phrase – we are very different. The sacralization of individual’s rights 

which is perceived by Swedes as their very basic value is sensed by Russian collectivist soul as 

extremely alien and incomprehensible. I could not find any evidence that this cultural gap 

prohibits the choice of integration or assimilation strategy, but I must confirm that for the first-

generation immigrants this difference is unsurmountable.  

 

Although not a primary focus of the study, an interesting psychological adaptation pattern was 

found. Respondents confessed that only after 8-10 years of living in Sweden and going through 

different stages of the acculturation and adaptation process, they were able to feel like full 
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members of society, because they proved to be worthy of society and therefore deserved this 

status. That was their way to reach the “feel well and do well” state of mind. 

 

Role of religious and spiritual practises 

 

Researching the role of religion, I presupposed that female immigrants in Sweden would be 

stressed and disoriented and so they might be looking for some spiritual or religious support. 

Secondly, I intended to verify the correlation between acculturation strategy and religion which 

had been found in some previous research. Namely, it was stated that strong religious 

identification might lead to separation. Thirdly, I was intended to test my hypothesis that 

Russian-speaking female immigrants in Sweden who identify themselves as Orthodox Christians 

or consider themselves believers would sacrifice it for the sake of establishing reliable networks 

based on other types of ties.  

 

As found in other studies, religion might serve as one of the main barriers to immigrant 

integration in Europe as ethnic and religious beliefs cannot be changed so easily as acculturation 

patterns (Röder, 2014, Grigoryev & Berry, 2017). During my research, such a pattern was not 

identified. Previous religious beliefs (if a woman had them) were kept for the private sphere and 

never encumbered the integration process. Moreover, the religious component of life was not 

perceived by my respondents as a key to interaction with their compatriots or barrier to the 

communication with the host society. Accordingly, my findings support the hypothesis that 

female immigrants would not stick to their religious identity and prioritize the establishing of 

reliable networks based on other types of ties. 

 

One of the possible explanations is directly linked to the term religion and the connotations it has 

for many immigrants from the former Soviet Union countries. Those respondents who confirmed 

their Orthodox identity claimed that they tend to keep personal relations with God, Church, and 

faith at large. Put it more precisely, they went to the church when they needed, prayed with their 

own words, and were not interested in taking communion, making confession, and 

communicating with a priest. It might be a point for further theological discussion, but for the 

purpose of this study I shall just say, that this religious attitude would be considered by the 

Orthodox tradition as anticlerical.  

 

Nevertheless, some of my respondents, who had previous experience of religious practice said 

that they were deeply disillusioned by it, or priests, or religious rules/ or even elements of the 
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Orthodox doctrine. At the same time almost all of them came to a church to get some peace and 

quiet or just talked to God with their own words. Such statement combined with the one about 

private religion allowed me to conclude that my respondents had an immense need for 

spirituality or the sacred as a source of support or guidance in their everyday lives.   

 

The findings of my research contributed to the notion of context-specific and cultural-specific 

outcome of the acculturation process. As ethnic identity may be expressed differently in different 

social contexts, so as religious beliefs and worship can be fluid and change in different contexts 

and at different points through the life course, including the context of migration (Ryan, 2014). 

  

As described previously, it is always worth considering the present social, cultural, and religious 

environment of the host country. Sweden is and often proclaimed to be one of the most 

secularized countries in the world. Given that fact we can assume that the process of 

acculturation or adaptation in the country might include the adjustment to the religious and 

cultural environment here, or put it in other words, becoming less religious. Findings from the 

European Social Survey indicated that immigrants exhibited higher levels of religiosity in more 

highly religious countries (like Poland) than in more secular ones (like Sweden) (Kivisto, 2014, 

p. 61). That assumption has been completely confirmed by my inquiry.   

 

Previous research suggested that religion appears to have less influence on the values and beliefs 

of those living in Western countries than it did previously. Moreover, people who still belong to 

a religion or consider themselves religious do not necessarily adopt all of the values promoted by 

this religion and prefer to keep it as a private issue (van Tubergen, 2006, Röder, 2014). More 

profound study of religiosity in Sweden reasserts this tendency: the tendency “for religion to 

become a resource linked to self-realization, health, and well-being that individuals can use in 

various combinations and to the extent they wish” (Thurfjell, 2015, p.32). Thus, my study proves 

that the term “privately religious” which is used to describe this tendency can typify the type of 

religiosity or spirituality my respondents have demonstrated.  
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SUMMARY 
 

The current study employed a small sample size, which can limit the ability to generalize. I 

chose to exclude participants who could not refer to their engagement with any spiritual or 

religious practices. My research was limited methodologically as far as the qualitative nature of 

the inquiry did not allow me to analyze different variables more profoundly. Another possible 

objection is the risk of subjectivity. Considering this I tried to detach myself as mush as possible 

and examine women’s answers and experiences subjectively. The quality of content might be 

questioned as well because people sometimes find it hard to reflect on their beliefs or 

experiences. At the same time, those possible vagaries or discrepancies in the answers were 

indeed thought-provoking and reflected the psychological state of mind of my interviewees.  

 

Despite these limitations, the findings affirm that acculturation strategies chosen by Russian-

speaking female immigrants corroborate the data received in previous equivalent studies. The 

correlation between language proficiency, employment, and length of stay with the choice of 

integration or assimilation was confirmed. It can be seen from this small sample that cultural 

context plays an enormous role in the choice of the strategy and ability to accomplish it. 

Psychologically Russian-speaking women demonstrated high level of tolerance and capability to 

resign oneself to the inevitable, implementing nevertheless their chosen strategy and not 

resigning.  

 

As other studies show, religion can serve as one of the main barriers to the integration of 

immigrants in Europe, since ethnic and religious beliefs cannot be changed as easily as 

acculturation patterns. In the course of my research, such a pattern was not revealed. Previous 

religious beliefs (if the woman had them) remained for private life and never interfered with the 

integration process. Moreover, the religious component of life was not perceived by my 

respondents as a key to interacting with compatriots or a barrier to communicating with the host 

society. Accordingly, my results support the hypothesis that immigrant women will not adhere to 

their religious identity and prioritize building robust networks based on other types of 

connections. 

 

The findings allow to assert that further research is much needed. First, it is essential to go to the 

individual level of every interviewee to understand the acculturation attitudes and actual degree 

of acculturation. That is why a multivariate approach to the study of the acculturation process is 
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important as well as the application of the mixed methods. It is worth comparing samples from 

other countries and female vice male approaches.  

 

Finally, the adaptation of immigrants in Sweden is a rather acute issue nowadays. This process is 

not unilateral: immigrants are adapting to the host society while the society is developing as a 

reaction to this interaction. The analysis of various immigrants’ groups and their communication 

with the host society allow to influence the type of an emerging society. The combination of both 

anthropological and psychological attitude would enrich the studies.   
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Appendix I 
 

Interview Consent Form 

Purpose of Interview: The study aims to research the problem of integration of Russian-speaking female 

immigrants into the Swedish society through establishing networks, including religious ones, and the 

interview is conducted to gather perspectives in relation to this. It is being undertaken as part of the principal 

researcher’s thesis for the Master Programme in Religion in Peace and Conflict at the Uppsala University, 

Sweden.  

I agree to participate in a research project conducted by Yulia Ustinova from the Uppsala University in 

Uppsala, Sweden.  

1. I have received sufficient information about this research project and understand my role in it. The 

purpose of my participation as an interviewee in this project and the future processing of my personal 

data has been explained to me and is clear.  

 

2. My participation as an interviewee in this project is completely voluntary. There is no explicit or 

implicit coercion whatsoever to participate.  

 

3. Participation involves being interviewed by a researcher from the Uppsala University. The interview 

will last approximately 45-60 minutes. I allow the researcher to take notes during the interview. I also 

may allow the recording of the interview and subsequent dialogue by audio/video tape. It is clear to me 

that in case I do not want the interview and dialogue to be taped I am fully entitled to withdraw from 

participation.  

 

4. I have the right not to answer questions. If I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, 

I have the right to withdraw from the interview and ask that the data collected prior to the withdrawal 

will be deleted.  

 

5. I have been given the explicit guarantee that the researcher will not identify me by name or function in 

any reports using information obtained from this interview, that my confidentiality as a participant in 

this study remains secure. Personal data will be processed in full compliance with the European Union 

General Data Protection Regulation. The researcher may be contacted for any questions concerning 

data protection. 

 

6. I have carefully read and fully understood the points and statements of this form. All my questions were 

answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  

 

7. I obtained a copy of this consent form co-signed by the interviewer.  

 

Participant’s Signature:      Participant’s Name:  

Date:  

 

Researcher’s Signature:      Date:  

 

 

For further information, please contact principal researcher Yulia Ustinova at yulia.ustinova@gmail.com  

mailto:yulia.ustinova@gmail.com
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