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How and why this disconnect 
might have a negative effect on 
mental health is one of the topics 
explored in a new book by Justin 
Thomas, an assistant professor 
teaching psycholog y and psy-
chotherapy at the Zayed Univer-
sity campus in Abu Dhabi, who 
believes that the extraordinary 
rate of social, technological and 
economic change has had a signif-
icant and unique effect on the peo-
ple living in the region. “The ar-
rival of oil wealth, combined with 
the rise of globalisation, has un-
doubtedly ushered in great mate-
rial benefits, along with fairly radi-
cal changes to the lifestyles of the 
Gulf’s citizens,” Thomas writes in 
Psychological Well-being in the Gulf 
States, the New Arabia Felix.

“While this prosperity and socio-
economic progress is widely cele-
brated, it is also frequently lament-
ed, sometimes viewed as presenting 
a challenge to the region’s tradition-
al Islamic and Arab cultural values.”

The complexity of blending tradi-
tional values with modernity can 
create problems, Thomas says, for 
Emiratis who attempt to “slip in 
and out of character”. Their pub-

lic persona, be it in the workplace 
or in a western university branch 
campus, can be very different to 
the values and behaviours they are 
expected to adopt while at home 
with their family.

It can especially affect local 
young people who are trying to 
navigate their way through an 
impressively modern world while 
maintaining their relatively con-
servative and traditional values.

This constant struggle between 
sticking to traditions and preserv-
ing national identity, while at the 
same time creating much more 
global environments with the huge 
numbers of expatriate workers and 
modern influences, has created a 
unique environment in which cer-
tain groups struggle to adjust.

“Sometimes it’s so easy when 
we have such a rapid shift that we 
don’t even have the time to pro-
cess these changes and integrate 
them, and to work out what this 
means for our lives,” says Carey 
Kirk, a counselling psychologist at 
the LightHouse Arabia in Dubai, a 
centre that has patients fly in from 
across the Gulf region.

“We just go ahead and do things 

without thinking first: ‘Is this in 
line with my values?’.”

Similar economic development 
has been witnessed in countries 
the world over but at a much slow-
er pace, giving everyone a better 
chance to understand and adjust.

“There is a huge generational tug 
of war happening,” Kirk says. “We 
see it a lot with third-culture kids. 
This is pretty much happening 
[here] without Emiratis having to 
move elsewhere. It’s a huge, rapid 
cultural shift within their home 
country. It’s such a shift in every di-
mension of their lives.”

The term third-culture kid, first 
used in the 1950s, refers to children 
who grow up in a different culture 
to their parents. That is, children 
who were born and raised outside of 
their parents’ home country. Mixing 
the two cultures together creates a 
new, third culture. It is usually asso-
ciated with expatriate children who 
have little connection with their 
homeland beyond a passport.

Existing and substantial research 
shows that these children are able to 
get along with people of any culture, 
but sometimes face something of an 
identity crisis themselves.

“[In the UAE] children are grow-
ing up with completely different 
ideals and completely different 
exposure to things; economically, 
culturally, socially and even tech-
nologically,” Kirk adds.

“There are so many western in-
fluences, especially in Dubai, and 
there is opportunity for more peo-
ple to be educated. In internation-
al schools, they come back [home] 
with very different perspectives.”

The solution, she says, is to bet-
ter explore how the culture in the 
UAE and similar countries has 
changed, and to look at the areas 
that might cause problems, espe-
cially for the younger generations.

It is also essential that there are 
good support systems in place.

Health care, and especially men-
tal health care, is still in its infan-
cy in the Emirates. There are few 
trained Emirati psychiatrists and 
psychologists, which is something 
Thomas is also trying to address.

Noof Al Qarni, a psychology stu-
dent at Zayed University, is one 
of his pupils. As well as being an 
Emirati with a passion for psychol-
ogy she has first-hand experience 
of struggling to balance her tra-

ditional values with the modern 
world in which she is immersed.

The result of the rapid changes, 
she says, is that today’s young gen-
eration is struggling to adapt and 
find its new identity.

“What I see here is people are 
confused. Why? Because we want 
to be modern and we want to be 
up-to-date like the rest of the 
world, but at the same time we 
want to stick to our culture and 
we don’t want others to think we 
aren’t sticking to our culture.

“The culture is quite conservative, 
and it prefers us to be quiet and nice 
and not extroverted. But the mod-
ern lifestyle tells us to be extroverted 
and say what we think, and be ‘who 
you are’. This is very different to 
what our culture tells us.”

In his book, Thomas also discuss-
es the effect of a rising divorce rate – 
something that is also often blamed 
on an increasingly modern culture. 
Statistics from Dubai show a 26 per 
cent increase in divorces from 2011 
to 2012, according to the Dubai Sta-
tistics Centre.
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cover { ’Has David Birnbaum solved the 
mystery of existence?’ by Oliver 
Burkeman, The Guardian

’Summa Metaphysics is nothing less than an effort to answer the most 
brain-bending question of all: why does anything exist in the first place?’

this week’s essential reading {

In his memoir, From Rags to 
Riches, Mohammed Al Fahim de-
scribes a place and its citizens a 
world away from the prosperous 
nation it is today.

“With the exception of a few 
prominent merchants and the rul-
ing family who had homes made 
of earth or clay, the majority lived 
in barasti houses fashioned from 
the large leafy branches of the date 
palm trees. Of course there were 
no amenities such as [running] 
water or electricity. People used 
wood, brought in on the back of 
camels by the Bedouin, as fuel for 
their cooking fires.”

There were no shopping malls 
filled with designer brands, or west-
ern university campuses teeming 
with students of all nationalities, or 
hospitals run by some of the world’s 
most prestigious private firms. Cru-
cially, there were also only a very few 
of the millions of expatriates who 
now inhabit the country.

As parts of the UAE and Gulf region 
have changed beyond recognition in 
a relatively short space of time, some 
argue it has become almost impos-
sible for this generation to compre-
hend how their grandparents lived.

The challenge 
of change
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Far left, an undated photo of 
pedestrians on the Maqta Bridge, 
once the only span linking the 
mainland to the island of Abu 
Dhabi. Near left, customers enjoy 
the opening day at The Galleria in 
August, checking out the stores 
and shopping at the brand new 
luxury mall at Sowwah Square on Al 
Maryah Island in Abu Dhabi. Courtesy 
Al Ittihad; Silvia Razgova / The National

A new book about psychological well-being in the Gulf states assesses 
the effect of rapid economic development on health and happiness 

and comes to interesting conclusions, writes Mitya Underwood 


