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Abstract
Using the UK Fourth National Survey of Ethnic Minorities, we document differences in inte-
gration patterns between Muslims and non-Muslims. We find that Muslims integrate less and
more slowly than non-Muslims. In terms of estimated probability of having a strong religious
identity, a Muslim born in the UK and having spent there more than 30 years is comparable
with a non-Muslim just arrived in the country. Moreover, higher levels of income as well as
higher on-the-job qualifications seem to be associated with a stronger religious identity for
Muslim immigrants only. Finally, we find no evidence that segregated neighborhoods breed
intense religious and cultural identities for ethnic minorities, in general, and, in particular, for
Muslims. (JEL: A14, J15)

1. Introduction

An intense political and intellectual debate is taking place in Europe on the effects
of immigration inflows. Rather than being centered on the economic costs and
benefits of such inflows, the debate has instead focused on the perceived costs
and benefits of cultural diversity.

This debate has been particularly intense with regards to Muslim immigrants.
The recent (November 2005) riots in Paris’ suburbs, the terrorist attacks in Madrid
(March 2004) and London (July 2005), and the riots in many Muslim communities
after the publications of vignettes representing the prophet Mohammed (February
2006) are all sparking doubts and worries about the ability and the willingness of
Muslim immigrants to assimilate into Western societies.
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Using the UK Fourth National Survey of Ethnic Minorities (FNSEM), we
attempt a first empirical analysis of religious identity. We especially examine
whether there are quantitative and qualitative differences in the process of cultural
integration between Muslims and other UK minorities (e.g., Caribbeans, Chinese,
non-Muslim Indians). Little is in fact known, even at the descriptive level, about
patterns of integration and about the relationships between the strength of ethnic
identity and socio-economic characteristics across groups.

Descriptive statistics show clearly a stronger intensity of religious identity
on the part of the Muslims. Muslim and non-Muslim immigrants, however,
differ also in terms of several demographic and socio-economic characteris-
tics, as, for example, age of arrival in the UK, education, and income, which
could in principle explain their different observed attitudes towards religious
identity and integration. A multivariate regression analysis of the relation-
ship between the intensity of religious identity and these variables documents
that the integration pattern adopted by Muslim immigrants in the UK con-
tains in fact several important specific aspects. In particular, Muslims do not
seem to assimilate with the time spent in the UK, or, at least, they seem
to do so at a much slower rate than non-Muslims. Also, education does not
seem to have any relationship with the attenuation of identity for Muslims.
Finally, job qualification as well as living in neighborhoods with low unem-
ployment rates seem to be associated with a higher rather than lower sense of
identity.

Moreover, for Muslims more so than for non-Muslims, there is no evidence
that segregated neighborhoods breed intense religious and cultural identities. On
the contrary, keeping constant other demographic and socio-economic charac-
teristics, intense identities in our data are more prominent in relatively mixed
neighborhoods. We cautiously interpret this last result as casting some doubts
on current integration policies in Europe, which seem to identify geographical
with cultural integration and consequently seem to favor the formation of mixed
neighborhoods.

2. Description of the Data

The FNSEM was collected in 1993–1994 in the UK by the Policy Studies Institute.
The FNSEM over-samples ethnic minority groups (see Modood et al. 1997 for
details) and provides extensive information about respondents’ identification with
their own ethnic and religious group. The ethnic population is composed of six
groups (Caribbean, Indian, Pakistani, African-Asian, Bangladeshi, and Chinese),1

1. For historical reasons black Africans were not included. Furthermore, the survey only covers
England and Wales.
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several of which having a significant Muslim component; notably Pakistanis
and Bangladeshis are predominantly Muslim, whereas Indians and African-
Asians have substantial Muslim minorities. The data are merged with the 1991
census in order to get valuable information of each individual’s residential
ward.2

The FNSEM contains a number of questions providing information on dif-
ferent dimensions of identity, in particular (i) importance of religion, (ii) attitudes
towards inter-marriage, and (iii) the relevance of ethnicity in influencing the kind
of school families want for their children. We use the answers to these questions to
measure the intensity of each individual’s religious identity. Each answer is coded
as a dichotomous variable. The first (i) takes value one if the individual considers
very important the role of religion in his/her life and zero otherwise; the second
(ii) takes value one if the individual would mind very much if a close relative
were to marry a white person; and the third (iii) takes value one if the reported
(desired) proportion of one’s ethnic group in the children’s school is more than
a half and zero otherwise. These three alternative indicators of religious identity
are used in our analysis in turn. We obtain a final sample of 5,963 individuals,
divided between 3,594 non-Muslims and 2,369 Muslims (roughly 40% of the
total).

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics of our variables, differentiating
between Muslims and non-Muslims. The average Muslim individual clearly
appears to be more attached to his/her culture of origin. Indeed, regardless of
the dimension of identity considered, the percentage of Muslims having an
intense religious identity is roughly twice as large as that of non-Muslims. A
greater resistance to cultural integration is also signaled by the percentage of
Muslims speaking English at home or with friends, always significantly lower
than for non-Muslims. Finally, Muslims have almost twice the probability of
having a marriage arranged by their parents than non-Muslims, also a sign of
attachment to cultural and religious traditions. Importantly, the stronger resis-
tance to integration for Muslims can hardly be related to differences in the
time spent in the UK since it is (on average) not statistically different between
Muslims and non-Muslims. On the other hand, Muslims are on average less edu-
cated than non-Muslims, with a lower household income, and with more than
a double probability to be unemployed. Muslims also live in more ethnic seg-
regated areas, which have higher unemployment rates. Is it then the case that
those individuals with lower education, household income, and job prospects
are the ones who harbor the most intense religious identity in the Muslim
communities?

2. A UK census ward contains on average 3,000–4,000 residents.
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3. Which Socio-Economic Factors Correlate with Strong Religious
Identity?

We estimate a probit model in which the outcome variable is the intensity of
religious identity. Our three indicators of identity are used as three alternative
dependent variables. The estimation results for these three different specifica-
tions are reported in Table 2, for Muslims and non-Muslims separately. In addition
to an extensive set of individuals’ observable characteristics, we introduce vari-
ables aiming at capturing the influence of the social environment (family, friends,
neighbors, workplace) in which individuals live. Differences in income and wealth
across individuals are accounted for by the inclusion of household income. We
also include the ward percentage of own ethnic group residents and the ward
unemployment rate. Finally, we include a measure of the average discrimination
suffered by individuals in the sample for each ethnic group. We report in Table 2
the estimation results for the model specifications that include the more extensive
set of explanatory variables.

This econometric exercise is clearly subject to potential endogeneity and
simultaneity problems and we therefore interpret our results as descriptive rather
than causal. We find that the responsiveness to the different variables varies largely
between Muslims and non-Muslims. For the latter, a high education level (being
highly educated in Britain) and a high qualification level (being a manager) are
among the factors that show the highest negative correlation with identity. For
Muslims, instead, education does not seem to have any relationship with the
attenuation of identity and, on the contrary, being a manager as well as having a
high income seem to be correlated with a stronger religious faith. Also, Muslims
living in areas with a lower unemployment rate seem to display a higher sense
of identity. Having in mind Table 1, the picture that emerges is that, although
Muslims are poorer and less likely to become managers than non-Muslims, those
who succeed show a stronger religious faith.

Most importantly, even after conditioning on the various individual and con-
textual demographic and socio-economic characteristics discussed previously, the
speed of cultural integration is lower for Muslims than for non-Muslims. Whereas
for non-Muslims, the longer the time spent in the UK, the more attenuated is the
attachment to their culture of origin, for Muslims the number of years since arrival
does not seem to be related to their inclination to assimilate.3 Being born in the UK
is negatively correlated to intensity of religious identity also for Muslims, but the
correlation is more than twice as high for non-Muslims than for Muslims. Further-
more, keeping constant the time spent in the UK, age at arrival, although not statis-
tically significant, is negatively correlated with identity for Muslims and positively

3. We tend to cautiously interpret this correlation causally. Although reverse causation is clearly
possible (e.g., if non-Muslim individuals who find it harder to integrate return to home countries
while Muslims do not), we find these explanations hardly plausible.
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correlated for non-Muslims. If we interpret this correlation causally, it possibly
indicates that a strong identity is picked up by the Muslims in the UK, rather than
being carried over from personal experiences or memories from the country of
origin.4 This also appears as a specificity of the Muslims’ integration pattern.

Interesting (and perhaps surprising) results are obtained also with regard
to the dependence of identity on the neighborhood composition. We find that
living in a more integrated neighborhood (i.e., with a lower percentage of own
ethnic/religious minority group) and speaking English at work, which signals a
mixed working environment, are both associated with a higher sense of identity.
This integration pattern is common to both Muslims and non-Muslims, but it
appears to be more marked for Muslims. It suggests that intense forms of identities
appear, perhaps we can even say “are formed,” in social contexts in which the
minority ethnic/religious trait is more exposed to the interaction with the majority
norm of behavior.

It should be noted that in our data episodes of harassment and discrimination
tend to have relatively higher frequency in less segregated neighborhoods. Indeed,
our analysis shows a positive relationship between the (average) discrimination of
own ethnicity experienced by individuals in the sample and identity. Furthermore,
such correlation is stronger for Muslims than for non-Muslims.5

However, if ethnic minorities congregate in specific neighborhoods because
of some unobservable characteristics that affect their religious identity, our anal-
ysis of the relationship between neighborhood segregation and identity would be
invalid and the estimates biased. More specifically, to invalidate our analysis, it
would be required that immigrants with stronger preferences for religious iden-
tity endogenously choose to reside in less segregated neighborhoods. Although
this appears counter-intuitive, we formally and directly address this issue in Bisin
et al. (2007) by showing that results are qualitatively unchanged when we restrict
the sample to a subset of respondents who are arguably “constrained” on where
they live.

4. Discussion of Results

Muslims in our data integrate less and more slowly than non-Muslims, even
after conditioning on a rich set of individual, contextual demographic, and

4. Also in this case, a reverse causality chain (e.g., if a strong religious faith induces Muslim
individuals to leave their country of origin earlier and non-Muslims later on in life) is possible but
not so obvious.
5. We shy away of even suggesting a causal interpretation here, because the issue of reverse causality
is most severe in the case of the relationship between discrimination and identity. Although identity
can be a a psychological reaction to being discriminated against, it might as well be that episodes
of discrimination are more likely to occur to (or to be perceived as such by) individuals showing
exterior signs of intense identity, for example, Muslim women wearing a head scarf or Sikh men
wearing a turban.
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Figure 1. Integration patterns over time.

socio-economic characteristics. As an illustration, we show in Figure 1 the integra-
tion patterns over time for first- and second-generation immigrants, for Muslims
and non-Muslims separately. These results are obtained from the estimation of
a specification of our model where interaction terms between the dummy “born
in the UK” and “time spent in the UK” (that is equal to “age” if born in the
UK and to “years since arrival” otherwise) and its square have been added. We
plot the marginal effects (i.e., the changes in the average probability of hav-
ing a strong religious identity following a one-year increase) for each point
in time that are obtained when using “importance of religion” as dependent
variable.6

Within each group, second-generation immigrants have a lower probability of
showing a high attachment to their culture of origin over time, but this reduction
is more marked for non-Muslims than for Muslims. More interestingly, years
spent in the UK is negatively associated with the level of religious identity of
non-Muslims, whereas it has virtually no relationship with the Muslims’ identity.
The marginal effects (i.e., changes in the probability of having a strong religious
identity following a one-year increase in the time spent in the UK) decline for
both Muslims and non-Muslims, but the average effect over time is less than
1% for Muslims and more than 3% for non-Muslims. Figure 1 also shows that,
when the effects of our large set of individual and contextual characteristics have

6. The graphs remain qualitatively unchanged when using our alternative measures of religious
identity.

http://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/jeea.2008.6.2-3.445&iName=master.img-000.jpg&w=277&h=197


Bisin et al. Muslim Immigrants 455

been accounted for, a Muslim born in the UK and having spent there more than
50 years has on average the same probability of having a strong religious identity
as a first generation non-Muslim who has been in the UK for less than 20 years.
Second-generation Muslims never achieve the (lower) level of probability of hav-
ing a strong religious identity of second-generation non-Muslims at any point
in time.

These results are at odds with those of Manning and Roy (2007) who, using
the UK Labour Force Survey in 2001, find “no evidence of a culture clash in
general, and none connected with Muslims in particular.” More specifically,
Manning and Roy adopt a measure of integration constructed from answers
to the question: “What do you consider your national identity to be? Please
choose as many or as few as apply.” Using this measure they document that a
large fraction of those individual in the sample who are born in Britain actu-
ally report a British national identity and that such fraction is larger for third
than for second-generation immigrants. The measure of integration adopted in
our paper is, however, conceptually distinct, as it is constructed from questions
regarding importance of religion, attitude towards inter-marriage, and impor-
tance of racial composition in schools. It is very possible that integration in
terms of national identity follows a very different pattern than the integration
in terms of attitudes towards religion, marriage, and schooling. Consistent with
this explanation, Constant et al. (2006) adopt a definition of integration that
accounts for several cultural and religious factors, including social interactions,
and find significantly different integration patterns for Muslims and Christians in
Germany.

Another result of our analysis is that we find no evidence that segregated
neighborhoods breed intense religious and cultural identities. Although this result
might appear surprising, it is consistent with other documented evidence of
identity formation. Notably, Fryer and Torelli (2005) find that “acting white”
behavioral norms among blacks in the US (i.e., associating academic success to
lack of identity) are more developed in racially mixed schools. Putnam (2007)
also documents a negative effect of ethnic heterogeneity at the neighborhood
level on social capital in the US. Finally, Bisin, Topa, and Verdier (2004) show
that religious socialization across US states is more intense when a religion is in
minority.

This is important because it stands in contrast with the intellectual foundation
of most immigration policies in Europe, which advocate social mixing in order to
assimilate or integrate ethnic minorities. The recent ethnic and racial riots men-
tioned in the Introduction are certainly an indication that the different European
integration policies have not been very successful. Our empirical results suggest
that the intense and oppositional identities that give rise to such social conflicts
are not directly favored by the segregation of the neighborhood in which ethnic
and racial minorities tend to live.
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