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Brands are embracing diversity. 
 
We see noble attempts. ‘LGBT’ steering groups. ‘BAME’ committees. These go part of the 
way, but for company leaders and marketers trying to get it right, relying on broad brush 
segmentations and internal groups isn’t working. 
 
That’s why we created the Stereotype Study. Each study will focus on a specific minority 
group and break it down to provide a valuable resource to anyone who wants to improve 
their understanding of the world and their work. 
 
In this, our first, we delve into the habits of Muslims and highlight how brands can actually 
understand a market that consists of over 3.4 million people that is worth £20.5 billion in the 
UK. We have surveyed 1,000 Muslim people in the UK to delve into their lives and uncover 
habits. The results are surprising to say the least. 
 
Embracing diversity effectively is an art and a science. A well-considered strategy requires 
having the right voices at the table who can point out the nuances and the understanding of 
the different markets that create diversity. 

That’s what we provide at The Unmistakables. If you want to find out more, drop me a line: 
asad@theunmistakables.com. 

MOVING
FOREWORD

Asad Dhunna, 
Founder, The Unmistakables
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Generation Z (Gen Z) is starting to enter the workforce. Alongside Millennials, that’s another 
cohort of ‘woke’ young people who have grown up and been fed with cultural empowerment 
through their mobile phone. And they are about to gain serious spending power. In the Muslim 
diaspora, this burgeoning group is known as Generation M. Made up of young affluent Muslims, 
they share one overarching characteristic: that modernity is not mutually exclusive with faith. 
 
Yet, there is a conspicuous absence of brands who display an understanding of what it means 
to be alive today; how fluid the global culture has become. Huge swathes of cultures feel 
underrepresented, and brands are burying their metaphorical heads in the sand, avoiding eye 
contact for fear of the political correctness brigade or being “woke” in a very “un-woke” manner.   
 
In this day and age, being bold requires data. That’s why we decided to commission a survey 
of 1,000 Muslims in the UK in association with Coleman Parks.

WHY WE’RE
HERE

There are two reasons why I don’t do jokes about Muslims. 
(A), I don’t know a f***ing thing about Muslims and (B), neither do you. Frankly, 
it would be pointless. 

I could research and write the greatest Muslim base joke ever written “Hey, 
what’s up with the great golden horse that comes out of the hill once a year and 
hands cake to the children? What’s that all about?” and you’d be there going, 
“What, is that a thing? Well, you’ve really nailed the Muslims on that one, Dara, 
congratulations!” 

Apologies to any Muslims in the room, sitting there going, “What golden horse? 
What the f*** is the man talking?”

Dara O Briain, Comedian
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woke
verb
1. past of wake

adjective
2. alert to injustice in society, especially racism



READ ON & EDUCATE YOURSELF

MUSLIMS ON THE OUTSIDE
MUSLIMS ON THE INSIDE

MUSLIMS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS FOOD & DRINK

WE SPLIT OUR 
FINDINGS INTO 

THREE SECTIONS

1 
2 
3 

We chose to start with Muslim food and drink habits as there are distinct food and drink 
consumption patterns that are intertwined with Muslim beliefs. This provides a convenient 
stepping stone to broaden the conversation about what Muslims feel about themselves. 

Lastly, we address how Muslims are viewed as a community from the outside and how they 
have been represented.   
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MUSLIMS’ 
ATTITUDES
TO
FOOD
&
DRINK
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Yes, you would like a cucumber raita, an onion raita and a Paperback raita. 
I am going to assume that is a joke.

The crackling of mustard seeds. The slightly acrid smell of cumin. The heat of green chills offset 
by the cool peppery taste of coriander. The pop of colours that welcome you to the table. Food 
is an inextricable part of any culture, but especially so for immigrants who use it to retain a part 
of home in a foreign place. Incredibly personal, the sights, smells and tastes of your cuisine are 
one of the most natural ways to feel connected to your heritage. 

So it is no surprise our study showed that food ranked as the most popular way in how Muslims 
connected with their ancestral land, regardless of their ethnicity. As we will see later, 85% of our 
respondents consider themselves British. Yet, 45% of them indicate that over half their meals 
are South Asian, displaying a strong link to their heritage. 
 
The Millenials and Gen Z surprised us. They form the majority of Muslims who cook South 
Asian food, predominantly learning from their mothers and grandmothers. The number of 
people who said they did not not cook Asian food were overwhelmingly in the older 56-65 age 
bracket (63%).

Rowan Atkinson, Comedian

ONE PAPERBACK RAITA 
PLEASE!

ONE THIRD FEEL COMPELLED TO ORDER ON 
BEHALF OF NON SOUTH ASIAN FRIENDS AT 

INDIAN RESTAUARANTS
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YESNO

66%

34%

WHEN I EAT AT AN INDIAN 
RESTAURANT WITH NON-SOUTH 
ASIAN FRIENDS, I AM EXPECTED 
TO ORDER FOR EVERYONE 
BECAUSE OF MY HERITAGE.

7



WHICH OF YOUR FAMILY MEMBERS 
TAUGHT YOU HOW TO COOK SOUTH 

ASIAN FOOD?

When it comes to representing their culture in a mixed-group, about a third of our respondents 
(34%) felt they were compelled to order on behalf of their non South-Asian friends when they 
were at a South Asian place, like an Indian restaurant. Does it default to the brown person in 
the group because they are an expert? Is this necessarily a bad thing? The jury is still out. 

Regardless of ethnicity, there are two key areas where the food habits of Muslims differ from 
the other minorities because of their faith: the concept of halal, and Ramadan - the month-long 
fasting period before the Islamic New Year. Let’s take a look at how these factors affect the 
Muslim attitude towards food and drink.

2% Grandfather
7% Father

41% Mother

29% do not cook 
South Asian food11% Grandmother

10% never taught
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Aside from providing inspiration for Muslim dating app Muzmatch’s witty one liners and 
spawning Lionel Richie “Halal, is it meat you’re looking for” memes, the term halal literally 
means ‘permissible’, referring to what is allowed in traditional Islamic law. Similar to the 
Jewish concept of kosher, it is often used as shorthand to indicate what a Muslim may eat and 
drink. Islamic dietary laws prohibit pork and alcohol so they are not considered halal. Meat 
is considered halal when it has been slaughtered according to the prescribed requirements 
which include that the animal be killed quickly with a sharpened blade, by any Muslim, Jew or 
Christian, while invoking the name of God. 

The halal market is by no means small. The global halal-certified food and beverage market is 
the second biggest sector of the halal market, valued at US$415 billion annually and is expected 
to reach US$9.71 trillion by 2025, according to Adroit Market Research. While halal meat is not 
difficult to find in the UK, it is not without controversy. The Week examines the issue in detail 
but here’s a quick summary: while stunning animals before slaughter is compulsory under 
European law, exemptions exist for halal and kosher slaughter so animals are not required to 
be stunned. But, animal health experts and activists disagree with the traditional claim that 
slitting the throat stuns the animal. The British Halal Food Authority has permitted low-voltage 
stunning such as electrified water baths and electric tongs. 

While bigger supermarket chains such as Tesco do offer halal meat, they are hesitant to label 
it as such, as the slaughtering does involve stunning. Tesco has outlined its policy on how they 
approach this issue. If you feel that you have more time, feel free to indulge in the Daily Mail’s 
objective, non-controversial perspective of this issue (Obviously, we kid!)
 
Our study shows that 71% of our respondents only eat halal food. Keeping with the earlier 
trend, the younger demographic comprised of Millenials and Gen Z were most likely to eat only 
halal food. Could this be because the awareness and availability of halal food has increased, 
offering more opportunities to choose halal compared to earlier decades? Or, could it be that 
they are under the watchful eye of their conservative counterparts?

HAVE WE MEAT?
HALAL!
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YES NO

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

79% 82%

69%
63%

54%
50% 50%

21% 18%

31%
37%

46%

I ONLY EAT HALAL FOOD

This theory isn’t entirely borne out. More than 50% of the younger demographic choose a 
meatless option when dining out because there isn’t a halal option available. This suggests 
that most restaurants don’t think of Muslims as a separate market, similar to how vegetarians 
and vegans were treated a couple of decades back. 

This is also reflected in the sentiment that approximately 55% of those aged between 18-45  
feel major food brands are not providing enough options for them. 

AGE GROUP
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I OFTEN HAVE TO PICK THE 
VEGETARIAN/VEGAN OPTION WHEN 
EATING OUT BECAUSE I CAN’T FIND 
A HALAL MEAT DISH.

NO 56%

YES 44%
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It is possible that brands are intimidated by the regulations surrounding halal certification, 
creating a barrier to their investment in the halal food and beverage market. Surprisingly, they 
could take a page out of cottage industries. A 2017 article by The Guardian covers Lewis Pies, 
a Swansea family firm in the business of making staple British fare such as pies, pasties and 
sausage rolls for over 80 years. But in recent years, it chose to devote a third of its business to 
halal products. Why? In the words of managing director Wilf Lewis, halal is the future. “As a 
business, you set greyhounds off, and this is the one that’s running fastest.” he says. “We could 
get to the point during the next decade where halal is the majority of what we produce.” 

Let’s not forget, the lack of options from mainstream brands is one of the driving forces for 
Islamic entrepreneurship. In 2016, the Guardian reported on the burgeoning industry of how 
Muslim Millennials, known as Generation M (or more affectionately known as “Mipsters” or 
“Gummies”, an abbreviation of Global Urban Muslims, but we digress!) are stepping in to fill 
the gap. Dessert cafes, like former Great British Bake Off contestant Ali Imdad’s Artisan cafe, 
are popping up as alternative venues to after dinner nightcaps at the pub. Halal Dining Club is 
a discovery and booking platform for Halal verified local restaurants around the world, making 
it easier for global Muslim travellers to find the food they need.

52% AGREE THAT MAJOR FOOD 
BRANDS DO NOT TARGET THE 

MUSLIM MARKET
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Drinking alcohol is obviously another area where Muslims have different habits. An intoxicant, 
alcohol is not considered halal. In social situations that involve drinking, Muslims tend to 
consume soft drinks or water. While non-alcoholic drinks are entering the market, they do not 
seem to have gained the favour yet. 

Yes, alcohol is prohibited in Islam but approximately a third of all respondents indicated they 
did not drink because they did not like the taste of alcohol, rather than religious prohibition. 
Mirroring the trends observed in other areas of the study, this sentiment is lower for the younger 
demographics and climbs steadily as the demographic ages, peaking at 53% for those aged 56-
65 years.

FANCY A
DRINK?

soft

WHAT IS THE MAIN REASON YOU DO 
NOT DRINK ALCOHOL?

44% It is against my religion

34% I do not like the taste

15% I do not think it is socially acceptable

4% I am a recovering alcoholic

2% Other reasons
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Coca-Cola would be pleased with its return on advertising dollars as it comes out as the drink 
of choice when Muslims are hanging out. However, 52% of Muslims still feel that the choice of 
non-alcoholic beer and wine drinks are too limited and this sentiment is concentrated between 
Gen Z, Millenials and Gen X. This could also be why Coca-Cola is so popular. It just happens to 
be the familiar choice. 

64% OF MUSLIMS VISIT THE PUB 
OCCASIONALLY

WHICH DRINK WOULD YOU 
TYPICALLY CHOOSE WHEN 

RELAXING OR HANGING OUT WITH 
FRIENDS?

26% Coca Cola or equivalent

15% water

11% Zero sugar drinks

10% Sprite/lemondade

9% Juice
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THE CHOICE OF NON-ALCOHOLIC 
WINE & BEER IS TOO LIMITED 

Brands are definitely missing out on a prime engagement space with Muslim teetotalers. 60% of 
all respondents felt that non-alcoholic drinks have too much sugar. 56% also agreed that non-
alcoholic drinks needs to be tastier.  These results are definitely indicators of a potential market 
for healthier and tastier non-alcoholic beverages.

About 70% of our respondents have not tried non-alcoholic drinks but if they did, non-
alcoholic sparkling wine would be their drink of choice. Of those who had sampled non-
alcoholic drinks (wine, beer and spirits), more than half of them said they liked the taste but 
do not regularly drink the brand. This suggests that there has not been any focused effort by 
these brands to engage and resonate with the Muslim demographic. 

52% AGREE
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NON-ALCOHOLIC DRINKS HAVE 
TOO MUCH SUGAR 

60%

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

AGREE

DISAGREE

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
56%

44%

58%

42%

59%

41%

56%

44%

55%

45%

44%

56%

61%

39%

Table __ - Non-alcohol based drinks need to improve their taste

NON-ALOCOHOLIC BASED DRINKS 
NEED TO IMPROVE THEIR TASTE

AGREE
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Back to Ramadan - the time when Muslims fast from dawn to dusk. The Islamic calendar is 
lunar, which means Ramadan has no fixed date and cycles through the calendar year. Muslims 
start their fast with suhoor, a meal before sunrise, breaking their day-long fast at dusk with 
iftar, a communal feast. Community is central to Muslim food culture. Families typically host 
their own private iftars while mosques and other community organizations may offer large iftar 
meals, open to the public and meant to be shared. Sweets are a staple of Ramadan feasting.  

FASTING &
FEASTING

HOW MANY FASTS DO YOU KEEP 
DURING RAMADAN?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

ALL OF THEM

OVER 25 BUT NOT ALL OF THEM

BETWEEN 21 - 25

BETWEEN 16-20

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
35%

18%

11%

6%

37%

22%

16%

5%

41%

20%

12%

9%

33%

15%

11%

8%

34%

17%

8%

2%

25%

15%

7%

2%

30%

11%

7%

2%

BETWEEN 11-15

BETWEEN 6-10

BETWEEN 3-5

4%

3%

1%

6%

2%

1%

4%

4%

1%

5%

3%

1%

3%

2%

2%

2%

1%

-

-

2%

-

1 OR 2

I DO NOT FAST

2%

21%

2%

11%

1%

10%

2%

21%

2%

30%

2%

44%

2%

45%
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We applaud Tesco for showing Muslim families, among other multicultural families, celebrating 
the holidays in its 2017 Christmas ad. But Christmas isn’t the most important festival for people 
of other faiths (though it’s a great holiday!) and we couldn’t help but wish that Tesco had been 
bolder. Our study revealed that our respondents felt the same. 

About three-fifths of our respondents wished there was a focus around Eid, as there is for 
Christmas. While that doesn’t seem to be a lot, looking deeper shows that this sentiment is 
particularly pronounced in the age brackets 18-25 (66%), 26-35 (68%) and 36-45 (63%), which 
are the current and future consumer groups that brands need to engage with. Coincidence? 
We think not. 

Investing in timely marketing around Eid does not have to be complicated. Petronas, a Malaysian 
oil company, releases annual ads that celebrate family and community, for the significant 
festivals celebrated by the four major cultures in Malaysia. Similar to the John Lewis Christmas 
ads, these ads for Chinese New Year, Eid (also known as Hari Raya Puasa), Deepavali (also 
known as Diwali) and Christmas are eagerly anticipated by the public, cementing Petronas’ 
brand equity.

Ramadan is the time of the year when the food habits of the Muslim community radically shift, 
providing an exciting opportunity for brands to engage meaningfully with this community. For 
example, iHOP, a US pancake franchise, has become an unofficial icon for Ramadan. Known 
for its early hours, it is where Muslim families gather for their suhoor when the sun rises as early 
as 4am. While we haven’t seen any similar efforts by big brands in the UK, we were gratified to 
see the list of places released by blogger Halal Girl about Town, on places in London where a 
Muslim could break their fast.

British Muslims are fastidious about fasting. (See what we did there?). Our study found that 64% 
of Muslims stick to daily fasting at least 20 times a month, with a third of them fasting every day. 
Again, unlike the mainstream expectations of the younger demographic, the millennials and 
Gen Z seem to be more fastidious in their daily fasting than their older counterparts. The older 
generation is more likely to forgo fasting completely, quadruple the number of the younger Gen 
Z who would do the same. This could be due to an health complications which mean fasting 
is not obligatory. 

MILLENNIALS & GEN Z ARE MORE 
LIKELY THAN OLDER GENERATIONS 

TO FAST COMPLETELY DURING 
RAMADAN 
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I WISH MAJOR FOOD BRANDS 
CREATED SPECIAL PRODUCTS 
AROUND EID

18
-2

5

26
-3

5

36
-4

5

46
-5

5

56
-6

5

65
+

59%

TO
TA

L

66% 68% 63%
54%

32%
25%

Consider this: Chocolates have overtaken South Asian sweets as the gift of choice for festivals of 
Eid, but who is listening to this market? While South Asian sweets seem to be fashionable again, 
there is a huge opportunity for chocolate brands to identify with the Muslim market during 
these festivities. This could be by bringing new hybrid products, such as a chocolate barfi. 

Two great instances of timely and inspired advertising were by luxury chocolatier Godiva and 
mega skincare brand The Body Shop. Similar to an Advent calendar anticipating Christmas, 
Godiva’s Ramadan calendar featured a different chocolate to be eaten every evening, after 
breaking the daily fast. The Body Shop Ramadan countdown calendar featured pampering 
products and one of its signature  perfumes. The Body Shop also capitalized on this opportunity 
to give back to the community through The Peace Play Project, raising money for children 
affected by the Lebanon conflict. 
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If Muslims are cooking up a storm when they are not dining out, where do they get their supplies 
from? What we thought was a straightforward question was more subtle than we expected. 
While Islamic entrepreneurship is on the rise to fill in the gaps, more than 60% of Gen Z and 
Millennials still want major food brands to address them as a legitimate demographic. Forming 
one of the biggest groups with disposable incomes, brands would be wise to pay attention to 
Muslims. 

WISH MORE MAJOR FOOD BRANDS 
CREATED PRODUCTS TARGETED AT 

THEM & THEIR COMMUNITY

BRIMFUL OF ASHA
CORNERSHOP

56%
20



This complements our finding that most of the shopping takes place in world food aisles of 
regular supermarkets rather than the beloved corner shop. 53% of our survey respondents are 
most likely to shop in the world food aisle of a supermarket and only 36% would go to a South 
Asian store. Looking closer, the older generations are likely to patronize the supermarkets while 
the younger generations are choosing to spend their dollars at the South Asian stores. Clearly, 
the younger generations don’t feel that world food aisles are targeted at them. However, 65% 
of under 25s indicated that South Asian shops have what they needed.

WHERE DO YOU  NORMALLY BUY 
SOUTH ASIAN FOOD?

53% regular 
supermarket 
world food ailse

36% South 
Asian shop or 
supermarket

9% online 2% other
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SOUTH ASIAN 
SHOPS 

ALWAYS HAVE 
WHAT I NEED

I DON’T FEEL 
LIKE WORLD 
FOOD AISLES ARE 
TARGETED AT ME 
OR MY COMMUNITYYES NO

62%

38%

YES NO

58%
42%
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SOUTH ASIAN SHOPS ALWAYS HAVE 
WHAT I NEED

58% 63%64%
50%56%

47%
38%
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Observing this trend with a different lens, it seems that Indian and Pakistani Muslims feel the 
lack of diversity more keenly than Muslims from Bangladesh, Sri Lanka or Maldives. They also 
make up the majority of those who feel they get what they need from South Asian shops.

I DON’T FEEL LIKE WORLD FOOD 
AISLES ARE TARGETED AT ME OR 

MY COMMUNITY.
38%

49%
40%

29%
36% 35%

24%
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Like any other culture, food is the deeply personal thread that connects Muslims with their 
ancestral countries. If you’re going to feature Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan or Bangladeshi food, 
make sure you’re mixing the right spices. After all, you have seen what an India vs Pakistan 
cricket match looks like right? 

1. A CURRY BY ANOTHER NAME DOES NOT TASTE THE SAME

2. MILLENNIALS HAVE THE MUNCHIES
That is, for authentic food that reminds them of their roots. They eat more of it, cook more of 
it, and are holding onto it. And really, can we blame them?

3. HALAL, WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?
71% of Muslims only eat halal foods. The Muslim population is the most rapidly growing 
population. The halal food market is expected to become a trillion dollar industry in the next 
ten years. Need we say more? Making the switch  might benefit your bottom line...just don’t tip 
off the Daily Mail!

TL;DR*

4. TEA SWILLING TEETOTALERS?
Yes, we were just as surprised to learn that 34% of Muslims are choosing not to drink...because 
of the taste. One of their biggest gripes against non-alcoholic beverage options is also sugar 
content. Boost the taste, cut the sugar, and there is a beverage market waiting to turn wine into 
water. 

5. EID’S ABOUT TIME!
59% of Muslims want products that are focused on them. A month of fasting creates more than 
just a hunger for food! Eid is a time of celebration and great joy. For brands, this can translate 
into plenty of spending on new clothes, gifts and gear. 

If you want to curry up now, then you need to know curry is a British invention. (We’ll get to 
that soon). It also helps to keep these 5 things in mind:

* tl;dr = timely learning; do read
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For 23% of them it’s to visit the mosque daily. Our study also found that a similar number of 
people (22%) don’t visit the mosque at all. 
 
If we dig deeper into countries of origin, we’ll see that Indian Muslims are most likely to visit 
a mosque daily (30%) and Sri Lankan Muslims are least likely to visit the mosque at all (34%). 
 
Of the total, a third of Muslims (33%) visit the mosque once a week, most likely for Friday prayers.  
However the number of mosque visitors also varies significantly between men and women, 
largely due to the lack of Women’s Sections and the male majority of mosque leadership.

WHY DID THE MUSLIM
CROSS THE ROAD?

HOW OFTEN DO YOU VISIT THE 
MOSQUE?

33%  once a week

24% every day

3% a few times a year

5% once a month
6% only during Ramadan

10% once a fortnight

19% never
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Rather than relying on the number of mosque visits as an indicator of how people felt as 
Muslims, we explicitly asked the question: Would you say you are a ‘Good’ Muslim? 
The results show that the under 25s are most likely to say yes (77%) vs. the over 55s (23%). 
Naturally, measurement of the word ‘Good’ is subjective, however could we be seeing that as 
people age, they are more likely to do things that make them less Muslim, or do they just stop 
caring about what other people think? Or, could it be that social media has meant signalling 
how Muslim you are has become a daily pastime? 

YES 67%

NO 33%

WOULD YOU SAY YOU ARE A GOOD 
MUSLIM?

UNDER 25s ARE MOST LIKELY TO 
CONSIDER THEMSELVES ‘GOOD 
MUSLIMS’
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Quite often the signal of being Muslim is wearing a head covering. The debate about the hijab 
extends around the world, and the UK is no different. In 2016, David Cameron supported the 
removal of Muslim veils in schools, and just one year later his successor, Theresa May, backed 
the right to wear the hijab. It would seem that the conversation around being a hijabi (someone 
who wears a hijab) is not one for women to own for themselves any more. 
 
In 2019, we’ve reached a point where MuslimGirl.com founder, Amani Al-Khatahtbeh, says we 
have, what she calls, ‘the public hijabi’.

 
The Public Hijabi is the emerging profile of a Muslim woman, usually identifiable 
by her hijab, in the mainstream landscape, often tokenized to represent Islam 
or Muslim women. Long neglected from mainstream inclusion except through 
largely negative portrayals, the Public Hijabi marks a new age in the role we 
play and level of visibility we receive in society, and it’s one that comes with 
newfound potential, rewards, risks and challenges. The fact of the matter is that 
we are witnessing the rise of an image of a Muslim woman that is being tokenized 
and also stigmatized because our presence in the public eye is uncomfortable for 
both non-Muslims and the Muslim community alike. 

Public hijabis exist in the UK, but are rare. Beyond the realm of fashion influencers, one 
household name is Nadiya Hussain, winner of the Great British Bake Off. However, her choice 
to wear a headscarf places her in the minority amongst British Muslims. Our study found that 
just over a quarter (27%) of women wear a hijab. Surprisingly, this was higher among a younger 
audience. 34% of Muslim women under 25 wore a hijabi, the second highest age group after 
36-45 year olds.

THE QUESTION OF
COVERING UP

29

http://muslimgirl.com/48288/the-public-hijabi-syndrome/


Views on whether women should wear a hijab aren’t constrained to UK politicians. An article 
published as recently as May 5 2019 carried the headline: No one is impressed with man’s 
‘how to be a good Muslim wife’ checklist. ‘Be a hijabi’ was on said checklist, with Twitter rightly 
calling out how problematic such attitudes are. Our study surfaced views in this area, with 40% 
of Muslim men stating they think women should wear the hijab vs. 31% of Muslim women who 
feel the same. We are still a long way off true equality.
 
Why does this matter for organisations and marketers? Because, as Al-Khatahtbeh says, 
“...we are witnessing the rise of an image of a Muslim woman that is being tokenised”. 
 
Manal Rostom called out Nike in 2014 for not featuring any women that looked like hijabi 
women, and since then the sports brand has been joined by brands including H&M and Adidas 
in showing hijabi women in their advertising. However, could we be reaching a tipping point?
 
Quite often, we will see a call to include a woman with a headscarf in advertising, without 
any thought going into the stereotype this may be portraying, and whether that is the sort of 
image that would, in fact, align to the brand. This may be due to the rise of hijabi bloggers, and 
the growing aesthetic through Instagram, but are these faces representative of the majority of 
Muslim women who do not cover up?

DO YOU WEAR A HIJAB?

NO 73%

YES 27%
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The answer to the all of the above flows from the answer to the question of whether people 
consider themselves a ‘Good’ Muslim. What is obvious is that being a ‘Good’ Muslim is not the 
same as being a conservative Muslim. Neither is it the same as choosing to display the Muslim 
identity through outer symbols and fashion. Who is a ‘Good’ Muslim is a question that needs to 
be unpacked in the context of the pressures faced inside and outside of the community. What is 
clear is that faith is personal and there is no singular way to practice Islam (look, we didn’t say 
this would be easy). 

4. THE UNBEARABLE HEAVINESS OF BEING GOOD

1. THE MOSQUE MENTALITY
Rather than assuming everyone visits the mosque, it’s probably easier to assume just as many 
people visit the mosque as those who don’t. What is safe to assume is that visiting the mosque 
is not necessarily a reflection of faith. 

2. THE MODERATE MUSLIM MILLENNIALS
Younger people tend to see themselves more as ‘Good’ Muslims compared to older generations. 
It is yet to be seen whether this is because there are more varied interpretations on practising 
the faith or whether people tend to re-evaluate their stances as they grow older. 

TL;DR*

3. ONE HIJABI DOES NOT A MUSLIM ADVERT MAKE
Adding a woman in a headscarf to your advertising might feel like a salute to diversity but is 
there any depth to this decision? A majority of Muslim women in the UK do not wear the hijab. 
Representing Muslims (or any minority, for that matter!) in advertising has to be approached 
with nuance. 

If you want to understand the inner workings of a Muslim, then you need to keep these 4 things 
in mind:

* tl;dr = timely learning; do read
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In the context of Brexit, the construct of what it means to be British is under close scrutiny. Only 
19.1% of people in the UK consider themselves as ‘British only’ according to the 2011 census. 
London was the region that most strongly identified with ‘British’ (vs. English, Scottish, Welsh, 
Irish or other). Outside of the capital, Slough, Leicester, Luton and Birmingham were the most 
‘British’ local authorities. 
 
These Muslim cities help explain why 85% of Muslims consider themselves British (compared to 
English). The reasons for this are complex, however our findings demonstrate that the reality of 
being Muslim and being British are more intertwined than the headlines would have us believe. 
That said, our study highlights that the feeling of Britishness amongst Muslims appears to be 
declining. 78% of 18-25 year-old’s consider themselves British vs. 96% of those over 55.

CAN A MUSLIM BE
BRITISH?

DO YOU CONSIDER YOURSELF 
BRITISH?

YES 85%

NO 13%

PREFER NOT 
TO SAY 2%
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There seems to be a clear divide between how Muslims feel and how they are perceived to 
behave. In 2013 a YouGov study surfaced a negative attitude towards the progress of integration 
across migrant groups from Eastern Europe, African countries and Muslim countries. 71% of 
respondents described migrants from Muslim countries as integrating ‘not very’ or ‘not at all 
well’. This is at odds with 49% of our respondents saying they are a ‘Good’ immigrant and 
64% of Muslims who take on the British tradition of visiting the pub at least occasionally. 53% 
of Muslims say they don’t find socialising in environments where alcohol is being consumed 
difficult, and 63% say not drinking does not affect their ability to fit in. 

Could it be because just over a third of Muslims (37%) in our study say curry is a British dish?
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Jokes about curry aside, there is a very harsh reality about Muslim identity in the UK today. 
30% of people we surveyed have been the victim of hate crime, which aligns with ongoing 
findings from Tell MAMA, a service that allows people from across England to report any 
form of Anti-Muslim abuse. They saw a six-fold increase in reports to their monitoring service 
following the shootings at two mosques on 15 March 2019. What’s more, racist and religious 
hate crimes in London hit their highest levels in 12 months following the Christchurch mosque 
shootings. Of 1,630 hate offences recorded by the Metropolitan Police in March, roughly 10% 
were Islamophobic. 
 
The continued scrutiny and attack has led to a dramatic rise in Islamophobia in the UK. This 
has been felt more dramatically among Muslim women, with Tell MAMA reporting that 58% of 
victims of street-level anti-Muslim hatred were women. This continued feeling of attack could 
explain why 52% of Muslims think brands intentionally create insensitive products or campaigns 
in order to get headlines - in today’s climate, neither government nor businesses are sticking up 
for this growing demographic. This could also help explain why so few Muslim women choose 
to wear the hijab. 

HARSH
REALITY

30% OF MUSLIMS HAVE 
BEEN THE VICTIM OF A 

HATE CRIME
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Life for Muslims in the UK has been heavily impacted by the media. The words ‘Islam’ and 
‘British’ Muslim often feature alongside words such as ‘Terrorism’ and ‘Terror Attacks’ in scrolling 
news tickers and feeds. The breaking news stories are continually followed by opinion pieces 
carrying the sentiment of ‘not in my name’ from Muslims who are welcome to write unpaid in 
a bid to level the debate, rather than being employed and promoted within newsrooms. 
 
This imbalance would help explain why 67% of Muslims we asked feel the media portrays 
them in a negative light. We would argue that there has been a steady build up of anti-Muslim 
rhetoric over the past two decades since 9/11, which has impacted under-35s the most. Our 
study found that millennials are most likely to believe there is a negative media portrayal of 
Muslims (73%) vs. over-65s (58%). 

READ ALL
ABOUT IT

DO YOU FEEL THE MEDIA PORTRAYS 
MUSLIMS IN A NEGATIVE LIGHT?

YES 67%

NO 33%
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In Reporting Islam: Media Representations of British Muslims, Elizabeth Poole writes:
 

“The increasing visibility of Muslims to non-Muslims in the UK in a global 
mediated world, in which Muslims are homogenised, has resulted in 
their construction as a threat to non-Muslims. This ideological threat 
(in the UK) allows Muslims to be suppressed.”

A 2007 study found that 91% of articles about Muslims and Islam published in a single week 
were negative. In 2010, The Sun ran a headline ‘Al Qaeda Corrie Threat’ and  implied that 
producers of the show were being targeted by the terror group.  Almost three weeks later, 
a smaller correction piece stated “there was no specific threat from Al Qaeda as we reported. 
We apologise for this misunderstanding”. The extent to these sorts of incidents can likely be 
found in an Excel spreadsheet created by Miqdaad Versi, the assistant secretary general of the 
Muslim Council of Britain, who lodges formal objections with the Independent Press Standards 
Organisation (Ipso) when he sees inaccuracies like these. 
 
Further efforts to demystify Islam come through shows such as Muslims Like Us, which aired on 
the BBC in 2016 and more recently on SBS in Australia. The premise was a ‘Muslim Big Brother’ 
of sorts, bringing together a number of Muslim characters to help raise awareness of the rich 
tapestry of what it means to be Muslim. The British version received mixed reviews, with Alia 
Bano writing in the Guardian:
 

“You could almost see the producer ticking off each controversy from a 
list: racism, white privilege, imperialism, sexism, sectarianism and … 
onionism? It felt scripted, superficial and forced; just like most reality 
TV.”
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On average, 85% of Muslims consider themselves British. This is in stark contrast to the general 
population, where people are more likely to consider themselves English, Scottish, Welsh or 
Northern Irish. If you want to appeal, make sure you do so in a realm of Britishness. 

1. BRITISH VS. ENGLISHNESS

2. NEW TYPE OF BRITISHNESS
This realm of Britishness is different to the stereotypes and clichés of the Empire. You need 
to understand the hybrid identities Muslims carry, and look into how the second and third 
generations of migrants are evolving and question why they no longer feel British compared to 
their parents and grandparents. 

3. ISLAMOPHOBIA IS GROWING
From day-to-day incidents to political parties, the sentiment towards Muslims remains negative. 
This has an impact on a feeling of victimhood that appears to be everlasting.

4. INTENTION VS. OUTCOME
52% of Muslims think insensitive products and campaigns are made on purpose to perpetuate 
negative stereotypes and/or gain free publicity. Reconsider your briefs and ask yourself if you’re 
making lives easier or if you’re stirring negative sentiment. 

5. THE MUSLIM MEDIA MALAISE
Understanding the media narrative towards Muslims is key. If you’re seen to do anything 
positive you need to be armed to counter any far-right (read: Piers Morgan) outcry on social 
media. 

TL;DR*

* tl;dr = timely learning; do read
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We can’t deny it. We live in paradoxical times. There is a greater awareness and accessibility of 
global cultures today than before. Yet, as we’ve seen, the pressures of being an immigrant are 
more pronounced with trends reflecting that tolerance is declining with regards to immigration. 
Like anyone else, it is natural for brands to feel uncertain. And rather than face backlash, it may 
feel safer to stick to comfort zones.

But should they?
 
Nearly a third of black people, Asians and multiracial individuals continue to feel under-
represented in ads. More shockingly, representation in ads doesn’t necessarily spell good news 
as ads deal in cliches or stereotypes in the name of diversity. 34% of black people and 30% of 
Asians feel they are inaccurately portrayed in advertising compared to just 9% of whites people.  

The changing face(s) of the consumer is not a part of society - it is society. If brands want to 
remain competitive, they have to make sure diversity isn’t an afterthought - it has to get baked 
into the core. 
 
Listen to the 69% of British people who say they would feel more favourable about a brand if it 
was more representative of modern Britain.
 
The changing face of Britain. 

WHERE DOES THIS 
LEAVE BRANDS?

theunmistakables.com
@_unmistakables
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THE STATS 

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

YES

NO

PREFER NOT TO SAY

SIGMA

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
85%

13%

2%

100%

78%

19%

2%

100%

83%

15%

2%

100%

85%

13%

2%

100%

87%

10%

2%

100%

94%

4%

2%

100%

98%

2%

-

100%

Do you consider yourself British?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

YES

NO

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
67%

33%

73%

27%

73%

27%

67%

33%

66%

34%

44%

56%

57%

43%

Do you feel the media portrays Muslims in a negative light?

Would you say you are a ‘Good’ Muslim?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

YES

NO

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
62%

38%

78%

22%

69%

31%

68%

32%

57%

43%

21%

79%

25%

75%
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GENDER
TOTAL

MALE

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

DAILY

ONCE A WEEK

ONCE A FORTNIGHT

ONCE A MONTH

1000 504

24%

33%

10%

5%

28%

36%

8%

4%

FEMALE

496

20%

29%

11%

5%

ONLY DURING RAMADAN

A FEW TIMES A YEAR

I DO NOT VISIT THE MOSQUE AT ALL

6%

3%

19%

5%

3%

16%

8%

4%

23%

How often do you visit the mosque?

Do you wear a Hijab?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: FEMALE ONLY

YES

NO

496 93 146 140 76 32 9

73%

27%

65%

35%

74%

26%

66%

34%

87%

13%

91%

9%

100%

-
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AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

MOTHER

GRANDMOTHER

FATHER

GRANDFATHER

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
41%

11%

7%

2%

52%

11%

9%

2%

49%

10%

9%

1%

44%

14%

8%

2%

34%

14%

5%

1%

20%

4%

1%

1%

11%

5%

-

-

OTHER

NOT TAUGHT AT ALL

I DO NOT COOK SOUTH ASIAN FOOD

-

10%

29%

-

8%

18%

-

10%

20%

-

10%

23%

1%

12%

33%

1%

10%

63%

-

11%

73%

Which of your family members taught you how to cook South Asian 
food?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

DISAGREE

AGREE

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44

34%

66%

35%

65%

46%

54%

37%

63%

31%

69%

12%

88%

2%

98%

When I eat at an Indian restaurant with non-South Asian friends, I 
am expected to order for everyone because of my heritage.

46



AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

YES

NO

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
44%

56%

50%

50%

52%

48%

54%

46%

38%

62%

12%

88%

7%

93%

I often have to pick the vegetarian/vegan option when eating out 
because I can’t find a halal meat dish.

Major food brands do not target the Muslim market.

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

AGREE

DISAGREE

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
52%

48%

57%

43%

55%

45%

55%

45%

49%

51%

38%

62%

32%

68%

What is the main reason you do not drink alcohol?

AGETOTAL
18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: THOSE WHO SELECTED ‘CODE 3 
OR 4’ AT Q12

IT IS NOT ALLOWED IN MY RELIGION

I DO NOT LIKE THE TASTE OF ALCOHOL

626 112 174 167 98 45 30

34%

44%

29%

50%

30%

49%

35%

46%

34%

36%

53%

29%

40%

30%

I DO NOT THINK IT IS SOCIALLY ACCEPTABLE

I AM A RECOVERING ALCOHOLIC 4%

15%

1%

17%

5%

14%

4%

12%

5%

23%

4%

11%

7%

20%

OTHER 2% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 3%
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Which drink would you choose when relaxing with friends?

AGETOTAL
18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDENTS

COCA COLA OR EQUIVALENT

WATER

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44

15%

26%

14%

36%

17%

28%

12%

24%

17%

27%

15%

13%

9%

14%

ZERO SUGAR FIZZY DRINKS

SPRITE/LEMONADE 10%

11%

8%

14%

11%

13%

9%

12%

10%

9%

11%

4%

11%

11%

JUICE 9% 9% 8% 12% 5% 11% 11%

The choice of non-alcoholic wine or beer is too limited.

AGETOTAL
18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDENTS

AGREE

DISAGREE

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44

48%

52%

47%

53%

44%

56%

45%

55%

51%

49%

67%

33%

59%

41%

What do you gift to family members to celebrate important dates?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

SOUTH ASIAN SWEETS

CHOCOLATES

OTHER

NO GIFTS ARE GIVEN

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
37%

42%

1%

32%

49%

55%

2%

16%

44%

48%

*

23%

41%

53%

1%

25%

28%

33%

1%

46%

17%

23%

-

64%

14%

27%

-

66%
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How many fasts do you keep during Ramadan?

AGE
TOTAL

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDANTS

ALL OF THEM

OVER 25 BUT NOT ALL OF THEM

BETWEEN 21 - 25

BETWEEN 16-20

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44
35%

18%

11%

6%

37%

22%

16%

5%

41%

20%

12%

9%

33%

15%

11%

8%

34%

17%

8%

2%

25%

15%

7%

2%

30%

11%

7%

2%

BETWEEN 11-15

BETWEEN 6-10

BETWEEN 3-5

4%

3%

1%

6%

2%

1%

4%

4%

1%

5%

3%

1%

3%

2%

2%

2%

1%

-

-

2%

-

1 OR 2

I DO NOT FAST

2%

21%

2%

11%

1%

10%

2%

21%

2%

30%

2%

44%

2%

45%

Where do you normally buy South Asian food?

AGETOTAL
18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 65+

BASE: ALL RESPONDENTS

REGULAR SUPERMARKET WORLD FOOD

SOUTH ASIAN SUPERMARKET

1000 160 253 284 175 84 44

36%

53%

37%

54%

44%

44%

39%

51%

36%

54%

17%

69%

14%

73%

ONLINE 9% 8% 10% 10% 6% 10% 2%

OTHER 2% 1% 2% - 3% 5% 11%
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