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Is there assimilation in minority groups’

national, ethnic and religious identity?

Lucinda Platt

Abstract
Ethnic and religious minority identity is a subject of intense public
debate and academic scrutiny. While assimilation theories anticipate
convergence of identity across the generations, discussions of reactive
ethnicity, transnational identification and religious revival suggest that
there may be a deepening or shifting of minority identity in the second
generation. Yet the empirical evidence in support of these different
perspectives is far from conclusive. Drawing on a rich data source for the
UK, this paper addresses the question of whether minority ethnic groups
in Britain show identity assimilation in the second generation. It concludes
that both public and private forms of identification with the majority
increase across generations, and minority identities tend to become less
salient. This is true across ethnic groups, although there are differences in
underlying levels and patterns of identity, reflecting variation in contexts
of reception and migration.

Keywords: ethnicity; identity; religiosity; generation; UK; national identity.

Background

Ethnic and religious identity is currently a subject of intense public
and policy debate in European societies. The development of ethnic
identity has long been explored as a key element of psychological
function; but minority identity is also widely regarded as being
informative about, and consequential for, the societies in which
those minorities live (Berry 2005; Leach et al. 2008). In the UK,
identification of minorities with the national story is considered to be a
barometer of society (Parekh 2000), and has been used to evaluate
community cohesion and the success of the multicultural project
(Cameron 2011). Particular anxiety has focused on the second
generation of minorities, with the concern that ‘home-grown extre-
mism’ is being fostered among those who are alienated or who
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subscribe to identities that put them at odds with ‘national’ values.
However, despite a range of competing claims about minority groups’
identification with national or minority identities across generations,
these claims have not been extensively tested for the UK’s minority
ethnic groups. This paper sets out briefly to elaborate the theoretical
positions that currently inform our understanding of generational
identity continuity and change, before evaluating the extent to which
they are supported by analysis using a unique, large-scale, nationally
representative data set.

Broadly speaking, there have been two theoretical positions on
changes in minority identification over time. First, in line with broader
assimilation theory (Alba and Nee 2003), it has been argued that there
is convergence in identities, as minority identification gives way to
majority identification. Gans (1979) proposed that third and sub-
sequent generations would adopt an attachment to ‘symbolic’ forms of
ethnicity, but that this would not undermine the overall trend. Counter
to this, there have been a range of arguments that indicate a
heightening of minority identity, even if the type of minority
identification changes. Here, the persistence of identity claims are
not ‘symbolic’ but are rooted in responses to local context or broader
global trends. I treat the two opposing positions in turn.

Minority ethnic identification has traditionally been regarded as
part of wider sociocultural assimilative processes, whereby strength of
minority identity can be expected to decline over time and across
generations. Nevertheless, the extent to which this occurs is likely to
shape as well as derive from the brightness or blurriness of ethnic
boundaries (Alba 2005), and may or may not parallel patterns of
structural integration (Portes and Zhou 1993). Ethnic identification
may be a strategic response to circumstances; it may have an instrumen-
tal role (Barth 1969) but it is critically shaped by the context facing
individuals from specific groups. Different contexts support different
opportunities and expectations for identification, whether through
histories of migration and patterns of settlement, through classification
systems (Waters 1990), through policies, or through contexts of reception.

While identity assimilation has traditionally been conceived of as
movement along an axis from minority to majority identification
(Gordon 1964; Maliepaard, Lubbers and Gijsberts 2010), in fact it
should be conceived of as two interrelated but not symmetric processes
(Van de Vijver and Phalet 2004; Casey and Dustmann 2010; Verkuyten
and Yildiz 2007), whereby majority identification increases and/or
minority identification decreases. The acknowledgement of comple-
mentary axes of majority and minority psychological acculturation has
been popularized by Berry (1997; see also Verkuyten 2007; Manning
and Roy 2010; Schaafsma et al. 2010) and it has been influential in
rethinking how we conceive of cultural integration (Berry 2005).
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A further element of measurement of ethnic identity has been to
emphasize not only the axes of identity (national/majority versus
minority/ethnic) but also to recognize the components of identity
(Phinney 1992; Ashmore, Deaux and Mclaughlin-Volpe 2004; Leach
et al. 2008), that is, that in-group expression takes different forms,
which themselves have different implications. While Leach et al. (2008)
demonstrate five such components � individual self-stereotyping,
in-group homogeneity, satisfaction, solidarity, and centrality � they
collapse these in their hierarchical model to two broader measures of
self-definition and self-investment, which correspond to those identified
in classical sociological theory. Their two key dimensions of identity
expression can crudely been seen as linked to the distinction in social
identity theory between social and personal identity (Tajfel 1981; Hogg
and Abrams 1988; see also Phinney 1990). Social identity theory thus
draws attention to the potential distinctiveness of, but also the poten-
tially complex interplay between self-definition and expressions of
group belonging (Abrams and Hogg 2001). Within the limitations of a
multi-purpose data source, it is important to attempt to address both
components, since transitions between the two may well be part of the
story of generational change, as the second generation responds to a
context in which personal identity becomes publicly salient.

From this discussion, three implications follow. From an assimilation
perspective we would expect to see an increase in majority identification
and/or a decrease in minority identification in the second generation.
Second, we would nevertheless expect to find that there would be
substantial variation across groups, reflecting their different contexts of
reception and (first-generation) starting points. Third, it is important
to evaluate whether conclusions relating to assimilation were robust to
both social and personal measures of identity.

By contrast to assimilation theory, there have been a number of
arguments that second-generation minority identities are intensified
relative to the first generation. Expectations of a general weakening of
own group identity among minorities across generations arguably do not
pay sufficient attention to the ways in which the second generation may
feel at odds with a society in which they experience discrimination and
racism, and their life chances are different to those from the majority
alongside whom they have grown up. This has led to some claims of
‘ethnic revival’ in the second generation, or to discussions of reactive
ethnicity, which highlight ‘the role of a hostile context of reception in
accounting for the rise rather than the erosion of ethnicity’ (Rumbaut
2008, p.3). While there have been some attempts to assess the existence of
‘reactive ethnicity’, there is little conclusive evidence currently in the
European context. Diehl and Schnell (2006), for example, using a diffuse
set of measures of ‘ethnicity’, argue that their findings for Germany are
more in line with an assimilation theory than with reactive ethnicity.
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Others have argued that second-generation identities reflect a shift
away from identification with parental ethnicity and homeland, not
towards national majority identity but towards alternative, less locally
specific and more global identities. For those who continue to find
themselves located as a minority or a marginalized group, but who
feel little direct connection with their parents’ locally specific ethno-
cultural orientation, religious identity may provide an alternative
expression (Ysseldyk, Matheson and Anisman 2010), or individuals
may adopt pan-ethnic or transnational identities (Lopez and Espiritu
1990; see also Muttarak, this issue).

A comparable argument is that in the second generation, ethnic
identity becomes subsumed within an emphasis on religious identity,
which can be simultaneously transnational in scope but located in
specific local experience (Jacobson 1997; Alam and Husband 2006).
From these perspectives, we would expect to see either a strengthening
of ethnic or religious identity or a shift from ethnic to religious
identification in the second generation.1

At the same time, as well as � or as part of � substitution of religious
for ethnic identification, there have also been claims of religious
identity revival (see the discussion in Purdam et al. 2007). To the
extent that minority religious expression is a form of minority identity,
we might therefore expect to see, rather than a decline in minority
identity, an increase in the second generation. The arguments have
tended to focus on Islamic religious revival, but the broader claims
apply to minority religious identity more generally. Gans (1994), with
a study focused predominantly on American Jewry, demonstrated that
the process of religious acculturation took rather different forms from
that of ethnic acculturation.

While current evidence might suggest that there is no clear indication
of such religious revival, at least for Muslims (Güveli and Platt 2011;
Voas and Fleischmann 2012), nevertheless, Islam in particular is argued
to have shown considerable persistence and is able to accommodate
shifting expectations and values as responds to transformations across
cohorts (Georgiadis and Manning 2011).

In this paper therefore, I set out to weigh up these competing
theoretical perspectives, proposing on the one hand increased majority
and/or decreasing minority identity in the second generation, or, on
the other hand, an increase in second-generation minority identifica-
tion, possibly realized as a shift from ethnic to religious identity.
Specifically, I address the following questions:

1. What evidence is there for identity assimilation across generations in Britain?

2. Do we find a substitution of religious for ethnic identities in the second generation?

3. Is there any evidence for reactive ethnicity or religiosity?

Is there assimilation in minority groups’ identity? 49
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Critically, the analysis explores whether the overarching story varies
with minority group/identity. While the role of group reception is
explicit in theories of reactive ethnicity, where the level of perceived
or experienced discrimination is expected to influence the degree
of reactive ethnicity, it also applies to consideration of the other
questions. The UK’s minority ethnic groups have distinctive histories
of migration, patterns of residence, occupational niches and economic
outcomes (Platt 2007). They also vary in their levels and strength of
ethnic and religious identity. Thus, attention to variation across the
groups is a necessary part of any analysis. Moreover, to the extent that
there are common findings across groups, the diversity between the
groups will render them that much more compelling.

I address the three questions using a data set that is uniquely placed
to do so for the UK: the Ethnic Minority British Election Survey
(EMBES) for 2010. Not only does this data set contain large samples
of the UK’s principal minority ethnic groups, it also incorporates
multiple measures of identity and belonging, which capture national,
minority ethnic and minority religious identity and allow a considera-
tion of two identity components in the form of proxies for personal
(‘self-investment’) and social (‘self-definition’) measures of identity. As
well as these rich measures of ethnic identity, the survey also includes a
range of relevant socio-demographic variables that are also likely to be
linked to identity and the context of identity formation, such as age,
economic position or social class, region and marital status, which also
vary with ethnic group.

In the next section, I discuss the data and measures more fully.
There follow analyses of the three research questions. In the final
section I briefly discuss the results and draw some conclusions.

Data and measures

The Ethnic Minority British Election Study (EMBES) was carried out
in 2010, with a sample focused on reaching analytical sample sizes for
five major minority groups: black Caribbeans, black Africans, Indians,
Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. The total sample size comprised 2,787
cases, which also includes small numbers from other ethnic groups.

The survey has a measure of country of birth, which allows exploration
of generational difference; but, as a cross-sectional survey, conclusions
on generational change are subject to the caveat that the analysis treats
two, potentially very different, cohorts, who are being surveyed at the
same time. The findings can therefore not be interpreted as indicating
generational transmission (or its lack), but whether the current first
generation differs from the children of earlier immigrant cohorts.

A further limitation is that identity expression is widely regarded as
highly contingent and context specific. In a non-experimental setting
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such as a general, national, face-to-face survey such as this, it is highly
likely that there are a number of contextual factors that are not well-
captured that influence the responses. Moreover, identity questions are
also sensitive to issues of interpretation. One way to address this issue
is to include multiple measures to ascertain if the results are robust to
different ways of operationalizing identity � and that is part of the
approach in this paper. A second is to ensure that a range of
observable factors that may affect response are included; thus there
are a comprehensive set of controls included, even when they are not
statistically significant. However, some uncertainty must undoubtedly
remain as to the robustness of the measures and the lack of means to
account for unobservables.

Dependent variables

The EMBES has a rich store of measures of identity, attitudes and
values relating to ethnic and religious self-categorization and to the
perspective of others on these categories.

As discussed, the key dependent variables relate to (1) majority
identification, (2) minority ethnic identity and (3) minority religious
identity; and within these, between social and personal identity
measures.

1. British identity
Personal majority (British) identity is operationalized in the question
‘What do you consider your national identity to be?’, which is coded as
either British or other. Social majority identity is operationalized in
the question ‘And how much do you feel you have in common with
other British people in general?’, which is coded to a three-point scale
of nothing/not very much, a fair amount, and a great deal.

Comparison between British and minority ethnic and religious
identities is covered by the question ‘Some people think of themselves
first as British. Others may think of themselves first as [group] /
[religion]. Which best describes how you think of yourself ?’, where
there is a graduated scale of five possible responses, which have been
recoded to a binary variable of British or equal versus mostly or only
minority.

2. Minority ethnic identity
There is no proxy for a personal measure of ethnic identity. To proxy
for a social measure of ethnic identity, two behavioural measures are
employed: the share of friends of own ethnic group, coded to a four-
point scale; and whether the respondent has visited their country of
origin. In addition, a comparable measure of belonging to that used
for British identity is also employed: ‘And how much do you feel you

Is there assimilation in minority groups’ identity? 51
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have in common with other [group] people in general?’, which is coded
in the same way as the British people version.

3. Minority religious identity
Personal religious identity is operationalized in the question ‘How
important is your religion to you?’, with responses on a five-point scale;
and in personal religious practice ‘In the past 12 months, how often did
you do religious activities on your own? This may include prayer,
meditation and other forms of worship taking place at home or in any
other location.’ The answers to this question form a six-point scale.

A public measure of religious identity/practice is captured in the
question ‘In the past 12 months, how often did you participate in
religious activities or attend religious services or meetings with other
people, other than for events such as weddings and funerals?’ which is
coded to a six-point scale; and in the question ‘And how much do you
feel you have in common with other [religion] people in general?’,
which is coded in the same way as the ethnic group and British
versions of the question.

The trade-off between ethnic and religious identity is captured in the
question ‘Some people think of themselves first as [religion]. Others
may think of themselves first as [group]. Which best describes how you
think of yourself?’ To capture substitution, this is coded as a binary
variable constructed as [religion] only or more [religion] than [group]
versus equal or more [group] than [religion].

Independent variables

The key independent variables are those distinguishing between the
first (immigrant) and second (UK-born) generations, and ethnic/
religious group. Generation is straightforwardly defined based on
country of birth.

To assess the question on reactive ethnicity, variables were required
that indicated a hostile social context. This was captured in five binary
measures of: whether the respondent had experienced ethnic discri-
mination; whether the respondent had experienced religious discrimi-
nation; whether the respondent believes non-white people are held
back by society; whether they disagree or strongly disagree that the
government is fair to people like them; and whether they disagree or
strongly disagree that the government is fair to people of their ethnic
group, compared to any other response.

Controls

Since there are substantial differences in age distribution between the
first and second generations, age (broadly banded to eighteen to
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twenty-nine, thirty to forty-four and forty-five and over, given the lack
of overlap between the two generations above the age of fifty) is
employed as a control in all multivariate analyses. Gender differences
are only found on some measures, but nevertheless gender is included
in all models. Further controls were included in the analyses for
marital status, employment status, highest qualification and region of
residence. In many cases these lacked statistical significance and the
coefficients are not reported.2

Weights to adjust for sample design and non-response are employed
in all analyses. Weighted distributions of all the variables used in the
analysis, broken down by generation, are given in Table 1.

Results: 1. What evidence is there for identity assimilation across
generations in Britain?

This section forms the major part of the paper. It tests the claims for
identity assimilation in both personal and social identification. The
analysis assesses first whether majority (British) identity increases
among minorities over generations; second, whether there is also a
decline in the numbers asserting the primacy of minority identity over
British identity; and, third, it considers whether, as a consequence of
the two preceding processes, the importance of British identity relative
to minority identity increases in the second generation.

Trends in majority identity

First, we look at the extent to which minorities claim a British national
identity. The rates are high and are much higher among the UK-born
(99 per cent) than among the non-UK-born (71 per cent): see Table 1.
The data show a clear and statistically significant move towards
greater British identification in the second generation. Given that
British identification is commonly associated with citizenship, it is
scarcely surprising that it is almost universal across the second
generation. Nevertheless, it clearly establishes that the minority second
generation do almost universally perceive themselves as British.

Since British identification is 99 per cent (or higher) for all groups
in the second generation, any ethnic group variation can only be
explored for the first generation. Focusing on the first generation
provides the opportunity to establish if time since arrival also increases
the probability of British identification (as was found by Manning
and Roy 2010), which would also enhance the temporal picture
found across generations. I therefore estimate a probit model of
probability of identifying as British among the first generation. Since
identification as British is closely related to citizenship, and since
Indians cannot hold dual citizenship, with consequences for the
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for first and second generation minorities

1st gen: 0.65
(N�1762)

2nd gen: 0.35
(N�997)

All (N�
2,759)

Ethnic group
Indian 0.21 0.20 0.21
Pakistani 0.24 0.25 0.24
Bangladeshi 0.11 0.07 0.09
Caribbean 0.16 0.39 0.24
Black African 0.26 0.07 0.20
Other 0.02 0.01 0.01

Religious group
None 0.07 0.20 0.11
Christian 0.33 0.27 0.30
Muslim 0.44 0.38 0.42
Hindu 0.10 0.06 0.09
Sikh 0.05 0.08 0.06
Other 0.01 0.01 0.01

British identity 71 99 81
Amount in common with British people

Nothing / not much 0.16 0.10 0.14
A fair amount 0.54 0.59 0.56
A great deal 0.30 0.31 0.30

More/equally British as ethnic group 0.61 0.78 0.67
More/equally British as religion 0.51 0.61 0.54
Amount in common with ethnic group

Nothing / not much 0.11 0.16 0.13
A fair amount 0.36 0.50 0.40
A great deal 0.53 0.34 0.47

Friends from same ethnic group
None 0.02 0.03 0.02
A few 0.21 0.25 0.22
About half 0.21 0.28 0.23
Most 0.46 0.39 0.43
All 0.11 0.04 0.08

Visited country of origin 0.77 0.43 0.66
Importance of religion

Not at all 0.03 0.05 0.4
Somewhat 0.07 0.17 0.10
Very 0.47 0.42 0.46
Extremely 0.43 0.36 0.40

Private religious activity
Not at all 0.05 0.10 0.06
Only special occasions 0.03 0.01 0.05
At least once a month 0.05 0.08 0.06
At least once a week 0.15 0.19 0.16
At least once a day 0.41 0.33 0.39
Five times a day 0.31 0.21 0.28

Public religious activity
Not at all 0.10 0.10 0.10
Only special occasions 0.06 0.13 0.08
Occasionally 0.13 0.18 0.15
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Table 1. (Continued )

1st gen: 0.65
(N�1762)

2nd gen: 0.35
(N�997)

All (N�
2,759)

At least once a month 0.11 0.15 0.12
At least once a week 0.42 0.32 0.39
At least once a day 0.17 0.12 0.15

Amount in common with co-religionists
Nothing/not much 0.07 0.09 0.07
A fair amount 0.36 0.56 0.42
A great deal 0.57 0.36 0.50

Religion more important than
ethnicity

0.46 0.48 0.47

Experience of ethnic discrimination 0.25 0.38 0.29
Experience of religious

discrimination
0.06 0.11 0.08

Non-white are held back by
prejudice

0.49 0.46 0.48

Disagree government treats people
like me fairly

0.16 0.22 0.18

Disagree government treats people
of ethnic group fairly

0.19 0.25 0.21

British citizenship 0.70 0.99 0.80
Mean years since arrival 21 � 21
Age band

18�29 0.22 0.48 0.31
30�44 0.36 0.40 0.37
45� 0.42 0.12 0.32

Female 0.49 0.53 0.51
Partnership status

Married 0.61 0.34 0.52
Living with someone 0.03 0.06 0.04
Separated 0.05 0.06 0.04
Divorced 0.04 0.03 0.04
Widowed 0.04 0.00 0.03
Single 0.23 0.54 0.34

Employment status
Employed 0.46 0.60 0.51
Student 0.09 0.17 0.12
Unemployed 0.11 0.17 0.12
Looking after home / family 0.15 0.07 0.12
Other inactive 0.18 0.02 0.13

Highest qualification
None 0.27 0.08 0.20
Other 0.08 0.05 0.07
Level 2 0.04 0.10 0.06
GCSE 0.15 0.24 0.18
A-level 0.20 0.25 0.22
Degree and above 0.26 0.28 0.27

Is there assimilation in minority groups’ identity? 55

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
L

iv
er

po
ol

] 
at

 0
2:

05
 0

5 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 



numbers of British citizens in the first generation, the model controlled
for citizenship as well as for educational qualifications and employ-
ment status.

Table 2 shows that time since arrival is, indeed, positively associated
with British identification among the first generation. Thus, time � or
exposure � as well as generation is important in confirming feelings of
Britishness. We can see from Table 2 that among the minority ethnic
groups, Pakistanis were more likely than Indians to assert that they
were British, controlling for age band (older respondents were more
likely to say they were British), gender and time since arrival. While
rates of British identity were high among citizens (around 88 per cent)
and low among non-citizens (around 25 per cent), they were higher
among Pakistanis in both instances.

Majority identification is rather a crude measure of identificational
assimilation, but the findings so far are consistent with an assimila-
tionist perspective on identity change. Is this still the case when
looking at the public measures of feelings of commonality with British
people? The short answer is ‘yes’. As shown in Table 1, there is some
decrease across the generations in the proportions saying that they
have nothing or not very much in common with British people and an
increase in those saying that they have a fair amount in common.
These generational changes, though they do not appear especially
large, are statistically significant, and continue to be so when adjusted

Table 2. Probit model estimates of British identification and time since arrival
among first generation

British identification

Time since arrival 0.01** (0.01)
Ethnic group (ref �Indian)

Pakistani 0.53** (0.17)
Bangladeshi 0.35� (0.18)
Black Caribbean �0.06 (0.18)
Black African 0.11 (0.16)
Other �0.95* (0.40)

Age band (ref �18�29)
30�44 0.01 (0.15)
45� 0.02 (0.18)

Female 0.04 (0.11)
Citizenship (ref �Citizen)
Not citizen �2.02*** (0.12)
Constant 1.07*** (0.24)
N 1517

� pB.10, *pB.05, **pB.01, ***p B .001.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Additional controls for employment status,

partnership status, highest qualification and region not shown.
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for ethnic background and additional controls (see Table 3, Model 1).
While there were ethnic group differences in feelings of commonality,
there was no significant interaction with the second generation; this

Table 3. Ordered probit estimates of amount in common with British people in
general

Commonality with British people

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

2nd generation 0.36*** 0.39*** 0.43***
(0.08) (0.09) (0.10)

Time since arrival 0.01** 0.01*** 0.01***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Ethnic group (ref �Indian)
Pakistani �0.04 �0.00 �0.00

(0.08) (0.09) (0.09)
Bangladeshi 0.14 0.11 0.11

(0.11) (0.12) (0.12)
Black Caribbean 0.12 0.19* 0.19*

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
Black African 0.20* 0.24* 0.24*

(0.09) (0.10) (0.10)
Other ethnic group 0.06 0.09 0.10

(0.22) (0.21) (0.21)
Age band (ref �18�29)

30�44 �0.12 �0.11 �0.12
(0.08) (0.09) (0.09)

45� �0.09 �0.12 �0.12
(0.10) (0.11) (0.11)

Female �0.07 �0.05 �0.05
(0.06) (0.06) (0.06)

Ethnic discrimination 0.00 0.00
(0.07) (0.07)

Religious discrimination �0.03 �0.03
(0.12) (0.12)

Disagree government fair to people like me 0.01 0.01
(0.09) (0.09)

Disagree government fair to people of ethnic
group

�0.15� �0.09

(0.09) (0.11)
Non-white held back by prejudice �0.32*** �0.32***

(0.06) (0.08)
2nd gen*Government not fair to group �0.15

(0.14)
2nd gen*Non-white held back �0.01

(0.12)
N 2,511 2,263 2,263

� pB.10, *pB.05, **pB.01, ***pB.001.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Controls for employment status, partnership status,

region and highest qualification, and cut points not shown.
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was a consistent finding across the analyses of assimilation. Thus,
ethnic group variation in levels of identification did not appear to
translate into different generational trajectories.

Trends in minority ethnic and religious identity

Turning to the generational trends in strength of minority identity, we
do not have a measure of personal identity for ethnic identity.
However, we can draw on the measure of feelings of commonality
with own ethnic group, as well as behavioural measures in order to
assess the extent to which social identity across multiple dimensions
declines over time in line with assimilation expectations.

Table 1 illustrated that commonality with those of one’s ethnic
group does reduce across generations, and these differences were
statistically significant. Multivariate analysis that adjusted for
ethnic group and additional controls supported this finding (Table 4,
Model 1). Social/behavioural measures, such as having most of one’s
friends from the same ethnic group or having visited country of origin,
are also significantly different across generations, and remained so

Table 4. Ordered probit estimates of amount in common with own ethnic group

Commonality with ethnic group

Model 1 Model 2

2nd generation �0.44*** (0.08) �0.47*** (0.09)
Time since arrival �0.00 (0.00) �0.00 (0.00)
Ethnic group (ref �Indian)

Pakistani �0.11 (0.09) �0.10 (0.09)
Bangladeshi �0.15 (0.11) �0.19� (0.11)
Caribbean 0.45*** (0.09) 0.46*** (0.10)
Black African 0.24* (0.10) 0.24* (0.10)
Other �0.39* (0.17) �0.29 (0.18)

Age band (ref �18�29)
30�44 �0.09 (0.08) �0.06 (0.08)
45� �0.02 (0.11) �0.03 (0.12)

Female �0.04 (0.06) �0.05 (0.06)
Ethnic discrimination 0.01 (0.07)
Disagree government

fair to people like me
0.03 (0.11)

Disagree government fair
to people of ethnic group

0.08 (0.10)

Non-white held back by prejudice 0.05 (0.06)
N 2,416 2,176

� pB.10, *pB.05, **pB.01, ***pB.001.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Controls for employment status, partnership status,

region and highest qualification, and cut points not shown.
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after adjusting for confounders (Table 5). This is despite the fact that
the overall differences are not always that large. For example, as we saw
in Table 1, the proportion with most or all friends from the same ethnic
group decreases from 57 per cent in the first generation to 43 per cent
in the second.

For religion, we have both social and personal identity measures. We
have personal measures of importance of religion and of private
religious activity (such as praying). For social measures, we have
feelings of commonality with co-religionists and communal religious
activity. The patterns across generations are summarized in Table 6,3

which shows that there are clear generational declines in both personal
or private and public or communal religious identities.

While there are variations in the levels of religiosity across groups,
with religion being very or fairly important for over 90 per cent of
Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and black Africans, the generational decline
is true across groups. The exceptions are that importance of religion
maintains its significance for Muslims in the second generation, and,
while personal religiosity declines across generations, for this group
communal demonstrations of religious identity do not.

As with the findings for British identity, the generational pattern,
with only a couple of specific exceptions for Muslims where there is no
clear pattern, appears to be clearly one of assimilation, or seculariza-
tion, across generations. Around 11 per cent of the sample do not

Table 5. Ordered probit (friends) and probit (visit) model estimates for
behavioural measures of ethnic identity

Share of friends of
same group

Has visited country of
origin

2nd generation �0.18* (0.08) �0.45*** (0.10)
Time since

arrival
�0.00 (0.00) 0.02*** (0.00)

Ethnic group (ref �Indian)
Pakistani 0.13� (0.08) 0.38*** (0.11)
Bangladeshi 0.11 (0.11) 0.30* (0.14)
Black
Caribbean

�0.17* (0.08) �0.19� (0.11)

Black African �0.04 (0.08) �0.30** (0.11)
Other �0.34 (0.33) �0.32 (0.28)

Age band (ref �18�29)
30�44 �0.01 (0.07) 0.06 (0.09)
45� 0.12 (0.10) 0.04 (0.12)

Female 0.09 (0.06) 0.05 (0.07)
N 2,494 2,543

� pB.10, *p B .05, **pB.01, ***pB.001.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Controls for employment status, partnership status,

region and highest qualification, and cut points not shown.
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affiliate to any religion, so questions on religious salience or activity
are not asked of them. They are therefore excluded from the analyses.
However, if they were included with the weakest category they would
only enhance the generational trend observed, given the increase in
this group between generations.

The findings are consistent with other studies, but show that there is
very little basis from this analysis to support claims of ‘religious
revival’ or to dispute an overarching generational trend towards
identity assimilation among second-generation minorities.

Relative British and minority group identity

Finally, in this section we address the implications for assimilation
deriving from estimates of the relative importance of British to
minority identity. Figure 1 shows the extent to which people prioritize
either their minority ethnic or their religious or their British identity
over each other, and how this varies across first and second
generations. From Figure 1 we can see that mostly people define
themselves as equally majority and minority, and this is slightly more
likely to be the case among the second compared to the first
generation. Although the differences are not very large, among the
first generation the minority or religious identity is statistically
significantly more likely to be emphasized.

Estimates from binary probit models (Table 7) showed that Pakistanis
were more likely than Indians, and Caribbeans and black Africans were
less likely than Indians to perceive Britishness as equal with or more

Table 6. Overview of assimilation in religious identity

Decline
between

generations
significant?

Decline between
generations

significant after
inclusion of religious
group and controls?

Decline between
generations

significant for
Muslims

specifically?

Private / personal measures
How important is

your religion to
you?

Yes Yes No

How often do you
engage in private
religious activity?

Yes Yes Yes

Public religious identity
Commonality with

those of own
religion

Yes Yes No

Communal
religious activity

Yes Yes No
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important than their ethnic identity. Christians, Hindus and Sikhs were
more likely than Muslims to weight Britishness equally with or greater
than their religious identity. There are clear suggestions then that ethnic
identity is more ‘sensitive’ for the black groups, while religious identity
is more salient for the Muslims (of whatever ethnicity). The strong effect
of generational change was, nevertheless, robust to the inclusion of
ethnic/religious group and additional controls.

Overall, then, the generational effect appears clear. Even if the
differences are not always very substantial, and there are clear
differences across groups, the findings indicate an unambiguous
trend of generational assimilation towards majority and away from
minority identity for the UK’s minority ethnic and religious groups.
Moreover, this is the case whether we treat identities as competing
or as co-occurring, whether we consider social or personal forms of
identity, and is largely consistent across all minority groups.

Results: 2. Do we find a substitution of religious for ethnic identities in
the second generation?

This next section builds on the findings of the previous section to
address the second question. In the face of the clear trends identified
above, is there nevertheless a prioritization of religious over ethnic
identity in the second generation? Figure 2 compares respondents’
relative attachment to their ethnicity and religion. Here, the first

Figure 1. Relative weight of British and minority identities, by generation
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generation is marginally more likely to claim equality of identities and
the second generation is marginally more likely to prioritize religious
over ethnic identity, although the differences in this instance are not
statistically significant. Even though the differences do not appear
statistically significant in the simple picture, confounding may arise
because the measures do not tell us about their overall strength. Thus,
it would be possible to be ‘equally’ Christian and Caribbean and to
feel both identities strongly, or to feel both identities weakly.

To attempt to understand the position between identities more
clearly, therefore, a multivariate model was estimated for the probability
of prioritizing religious over ethnic or equal identities, which
controlled for the personal importance of religion over and above
other potentially relevant factors. Interactions for generation and
ethnic/religious group were also included, to allow for assertions of
primacy of religious identity to vary across ethnic or religious group,
since most of the claims of religious substitution for ethnic identity

Table 7. Probit model estimates of British relative to minority identity, for
ethnic and religious identity

British as / more
important than ethnic

identity

British as / more
important than religious

identity

2nd generation 0.95*** (0.10) 0.56*** (0.10)
Time since

arrival
0.01*** (0.00) 0.01� (0.00)

Ethnic group (ref �Indian)
Pakistani 0.33** (0.11)
Bangladeshi 0.21 (0.13)
Black
Caribbean

�0.38*** (0.11)

Black
African

�0.09 (0.11)

Other 0.67* (0.33)
Age band (ref �18�29)

30�44 0.20* (0.10) 0.17� (0.10)
45� 0.22� (0.13) 0.23� (0.13)

Female �0.06 (0.07) �0.13� (0.08)
Religion (ref �Muslim)

Christian 0.18* (0.09)
Hindu 0.54*** (0.13)
Sikh 0.37** (0.14)
Other 1.04** (0.32)

Constant 1.51** (0.53) 0.28 (0.33)
N 2,345 2,045

� pB .10, *p B.05, **p B .01, ***p B .001.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Controls for employment status, partnership status,

region and highest qualification not shown.
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have focused on Pakistani Muslims (see e.g. Jacobson 1997; Voas and
Fleischmann 2012). Overall, the estimates from the binary probit
model suggested that there was no generational shift from prioritizing
ethnic to religious identities. However, the one group where there was a
statistically significant change in the second generation towards
greater stress on religious identity was, interestingly, among Indian
Hindus. Predicted probabilities, illustrated in Figure 3, draw out this

Figure 3. Predicted probabilities of prioritizing religious over ethnic identity, by
generation

Christian 1st Generation

Christian 2nd Generation

Muslim 1st Generation

Muslim 2nd Generation

Hindu 1st Generation

Hindu 2nd Generation

Sikh 1st Generation

Sikh 2nd Generation

20 30 40 50 60 70

Predicted probability of prioritising religion over ethnicity

Probability 95% confidence interval

Note: All other variables set to their means.

Figure 2. Relative priority of ethnic and religious identity in the second
generation
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intriguing finding, since the interactions render the model coefficients
complex to interpret.4 What clearly stands out is that for most
religious affiliations, there is no difference across the generations.
There is no increase in the preference for a religious identity over an
ethnic one across generations � with the Hindu group as an exception.
For this one group, there is a clear shift between the first and second
generation, and, interestingly, it is in the direction of favouring a
religious identity.

To my knowledge this is not a phenomenon that has been noted or
explored in the UK context. It represents an interesting case to
examine further in terms of the role of religion in identity and a
potential religious revival. It should be noted, though, that since this is
a cross-sectional study, the differences may relate to immigrant cohort
differences. That is, current Hindu migrants may be less attached to
their religious identity than previous migrant families who were
parents of the current second generation.

This section of the results thus suggests that, with the one exception
of the Hindu religious group, there is little evidence to support claims
of identity substitution from the first to the second generation, at least
as far as prioritizing a religious personal identity over one’s ethnic
identity is concerned.

Results: 3. Is there any evidence for reactive ethnicity or religiosity?

We now consider the final question set by this paper as to whether
there is evidence of reactive ethnicity or religious identity in the second
generation. That is, do hostile contexts promote an enhanced sense of
group identity in the second generation? Given the earlier findings that
clearly tended towards a process of identity assimilation across groups
over the generations, it may seem that this question has already been
answered. However, it is possible to build on the earlier analysis to
investigate: (1) if perceptions of hostile/discriminatory contexts
enhance co-ethnic or co-religious identification and reduce British
identification; and (2) if this effect is stronger in the second generation.

The analysis therefore focuses on perceptions of ethnic and racial
discrimination and of whether the government and society are
prejudiced and unfair. We saw in Table 1 that these perceptions were
more common in the second generation than the first, consistent both
with greater exposure in the second generation to a wider range of
contexts and with the higher expectations of equal treatment
engendered by growing up in the country (Heath and Roberts 2008).
As Heath and Demireva’s paper in this issue also shows, the second
generation are more embedded in non-group contexts, but are,
doubtless partly as a result of that, somewhat more sensitive to
inequalities within the wider society.
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We therefore re-estimate the models on feelings of commonality
with British and with co-ethnics (Tables 3 and 4) and estimate
comparable models of commonality with co-religionists (Table 8).
We use the measures of commonality with group, because they form a
consistent measure across majority and minority identification, and

Table 8. Ordered probit estimates of amount in common with own religious
group

Commonality
with religious

group Model 1

Commonality
with religious

group Model 2

Commonality
with religious

group Model 3

2nd generation �0.41*** �0.43*** �0.46***
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)

Time since arrival �0.00 �0.00 �0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Religion (ref �Muslim)
Christian 0.08 0.09 0.09

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Hindu �0.12 �0.09 �0.10

(0.11) (0.12) (0.12)
Sikh 0.01 0.00 0.00

(0.13) (0.13) (0.13)
Other 0.40 0.44 0.43

(0.25) (0.28) (0.28)
Age band (ref �18�29) (.) (.) (.)

30�44 �0.07 �0.04 �0.04
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)

45� �0.02 0.02 0.02
(0.12) (0.13) (0.13)

Female 0.06 0.10 0.11
(0.07) (0.07) (0.07)

Religious discrimination 0.42*** 0.29�
(0.12) (0.17)

Disagree government fair to
people like me

�0.04 �0.04

(0.11) (0.11)
Disagree government fair to

people of ethnic group
0.00 0.00

(0.11) (0.11)
Non-white held back by

prejudice
0.09 0.09

(0.07) (0.07)
2nd generation*

Discrimination
0.25

(0.22)
N 2,176 1,955 1,955

� pB.10, *pB.05, **pB.01, ***pB.001.

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Controls for employment status, partnership status,

region and highest qualification, and cut points not shown.
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allow us to explore potential impacts on the general pattern of
generational change. To address the question of reactive ethnicity, we
first add respondents’ perceptions of discrimination or unfairness of
society to the base model (Model 2), to ascertain if they reduce
commonality with British people or increase it with their own ethnic
group. In Model 3 any statistically significant measures are interacted
with whether UK-born, to identify if any associations are stronger for
the second generation.

As Model 2 in Tables 3, 4 and 8 show, there is a limited extent to
which perceptions of discrimination at an individual or collective level
decrease feelings of commonality with the majority and, in the case of
religious group, increase feelings of commonality with the minority
group. The view that non-white people are held back, and the view
that the government treats those of one’s own group unfairly, are both
associated with a lower level of common feeling with British people;
while experience of religious discrimination enhances common cause
with those of one’s own religious group. None of the measures of
social hostility affect feelings about commonality with the respon-
dents’ own ethnic group.

The overall generational trend is, however, little affected by the
inclusion of these additional measures, suggesting that even if they
are more common in the second generation, they do not moderate
the generational effect. Moreover, as Model 3 shows, there are no
statistically significant interactions between the perceptions of a hostile
environment and generation. Such interactions would have implied a
reaction or reversal in the identity assimilation for the British born
specifically, among all those more sensitive to social inequalities around
them. Thus, we can only conclude that there is little evidence for
‘reactive ethnicity’ emerging or taking hold in the British context.

Conclusions

This paper set out to answer three questions relating to generational
change in minority group identities in the UK. First, it evaluated
competing theoretical positions relating to whether minority identifi-
cation might be expected to decrease over generations, and majority
identification increase � the assimilation thesis � or whether there has
been an ‘ethnic revival’ in minority identification. The evidence from
the analysis was overwhelmingly supportive of identity assimilation
across generations.

This is not an especially surprising finding. What evidence there is
has indicated that the direction of change is towards greater majority
and lower minority identity in the second generation (Platt 2013).
Nevertheless, this paper has been able to demonstrate this conclusion
more comprehensively and across a wider range of measures than in
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previous UK analyses. The degree of consistency provides a basis for
building on the developments in the ‘new’ assimilation theory in the
USA and investigating how they might be relevant to understanding
the experience of the UK’s minorities more broadly, despite the
unpopularity of the term itself (Alba and Nee 2003). Moreover, if
identity assimilation is truly a marker of the success of a multicultural
society, as politicians frequently claim, then there is little justification
for the extent of the anxiety that is commonplace in European
discussions of immigration.

Engaging with discussions of transnational identities and moves
from local ethnic to global religious identities, the analysis also tested
whether religious identity dominated ethnic identity in the second
generation. Here, the evidence did not indicate generational change
towards religious identity, except for Hindu Indians. Much of the
discussion of religious revival or of substitution of religious for ethnic
identities has focused on Muslim groups, such as British Pakistanis.
They are also a group, however, who have a high level of religious
identity in the first generation, which appears to be stronger than their
ethnic identity. Indians/Hindus, by contrast, are not marked for the
strength of their ethnic identity, which is stronger in the UK among
black Caribbeans and black Africans, and where it is associated with
experiences of discrimination, and potentially alienation (see Heath
and Demireva, this volume). Nor are they a group especially noted for
the strength of their religious identity. Thus, their identity profile in the
first generation allows the potential for greater flexibility or movement
in the second.

As noted, the cross-sectional nature of this data set should lead to
caution in interpreting the generational shifts conclusively as temporal
changes rather than a comparison of different, independent cohorts.
With that in mind, it is still possible to argue that the finding for the
second-generation Hindus of greater religious attachment and the lack
of findings for the other groups relates to processes of transmission that
are weaker, and that give more scope for change, and thus facilitate
this reversal of position. In line with the original theory positing
religious identity substitution, we could also argue that this is a group
that is more likely to look beyond local, regional affiliations expected to
underpin the first generation’s sense of Indian identity, and instead to
see a broader, more encompassing � and also more politicized � identity.

Third, the analysis considered whether perception of the social
context as hostile to oneself or one’s group reduced majority or
enhanced minority identification, and whether this constituted a form
of reactive ethnicity. Here the findings indicated that while perception
of discrimination and prejudice was associated with lower feelings of
commonality with British people, it made no difference to minority
ethnic identification. Perception of religious discrimination increased
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feelings of commonality with co-religionists, although there is the
possibility of reverse causation in that association. Thus, the context,
while important, does not seem to be linked to specific generational
processes. Moreover, the fact that perceived hostility reduced majority
identification, but did not increase minority identification, raises
questions about the extent to which it can stimulate a process with
the positive connotations of reactive ethnicity, rather than pointing
towards marginalization.

There are clearly limitations to the analysis. As noted, a cross-
sectional survey is not the most appropriate way to measure
generational change if conceived of in terms of processes of transmis-
sion. We do not, for example, know if our second generation differ
from their parents in their identities, only that they differ from the
current first generation, which will combine newer immigrants with
their parents’ generation. However, it is unusual to find a longitudinal
resource that has the wealth of measures collected here, and it would
take time before it was able to speak to current concerns and interests.
The measures of identity are clearly proxies for more complex scales or
more fully developed, multi-component measures. They are also likely
to be subject to context effects. Finally, the complexity and variation in
the profiles of the ethnic groups make it challenging to support and
sustain an analysis that speaks across them. The very substantial
differences between the UK’s ethnic minority groups leads to a
proliferation of answers to even the apparently most simple questions
� and a simple narrative needs to be hedged around with exceptions
and cautions. Nevertheless, the overall consistency of the findings and
the absence of any evident � or at least statistically significant �
interactions between minority group and generation does suggest
that the identity assimilation story may be one that is constant across
groups. Even in its modesty it may provide the basis for further
development of theories of identity that are able to accommodate the
levels of diversity that we find here.

Notes

1. As the issue of pan-ethnicity is treated in a different chapter in this volume, I do not

consider it here.

2. Full tables available from author on request.

3. Full tables available from author on request.

4. Tables available from author on request.
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