
 

                                                  

Project Title: 

Forgotten voices listening exercise - UK 

Project Description: 

To conduct an in-depth survey of the attitudes of young British Muslims, to provide a 

greater platform for their voices and greater understanding of these communities with 

which the UK Government had sought to engage. 

Learning Point: 

Listening provides a means to develop greater understanding of a community, it 

provides a means through which to empower that community, and through framing 

the terms of engagement through listening it allows the engagement to be on terms 

defined by the community, rather than the international actor. 

Organisation:  

Forward Thinking 

Case study 

 

Approaches: 

Listening 

Themes: 

Social Justice and Diversity  

Security 

 

Scenario: 
In the UK in 2008 events created a political climate in which mutual anxiety and 

distrust between Muslims and non-Muslims appeared to be on the rise. In an effort to 

counter this situation, greater emphasis has been placed on engagement with 

marginalised communities. These attempts at engagement are based on contemporary 

narratives that Muslim youth exhibit higher susceptibility to radicalism, increased 

disenfranchisement and greater social marginalisation. However, these narratives had 

not been studied in sufficient depth to ascertain their reliability.  

 

The contemporary approach to engagement with Muslim communities tended towards 

listening to those claiming to represent certain communities, rather than the 

communities themselves – a situation that has been particularly true of the 

engagement with young people. This either limited the impact of some attempts at 

engagement or, in some cases, resulted in initiatives that are counter productive. 

 

In a charged atmosphere it may be easy to confuse criticism with disloyalty, yet it is 

the diversity of opinion and cultural perspective that provide the potential for 

enrichment of our society. To realise this potential and ensure the most effective 



 

                                                  

engagement of potentially marginalised communities, the Establishment must learn to 

listen effectively and navigate the complex messages that may result.   

Program Activity:  

In this context the UK based charity - Forward Thinking, supported by City Parochial 

Foundation, the Bedford Charity (The Harpur Trust) and Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, 

conducted an in-depth peer identity review of the attitudes of young British Muslims. 

This listening exercise sought to engage views of a starting point for more effective 

engagement with young communities, and demonstrates the importance of listening to 

them directly. 

 

The listening exercise was conducted by their peers in a safe environment, it has been 

possible to investigate the nature of the key issues and experiences, as defined by 

those communities. In doing so, this exercise has demonstrated that many attempts at 

engagement have either been ineffectual or had only limited impact. 

 

The methodology employed in the peer identity review combined of two qualitative 

research methods. The basis of this project was formed by 73 open-ended, one-to-one 

interviews with young British Muslims from a variety of ethnic, denominational, 

educational and social backgrounds. The participants were aged 16 to 30 and came 

from Bedford, Blackburn, London, Nottingham and Manchester. The sample was 

balanced along gender lines, with men making up 52% of the sample and women 

48%. The individual interviews were followed by a focus group discussion and 

subsequent analysis of the interviewees’ attitudes, aspirations and convictions. In an 

effort to ensure a non-threatening interviewing environment and encourage a candid 

and empowered exchange, peer-interviewers were chosen to undertake the interviews, 

transcribe them and complete summary reports of their own thoughts and reflections 

on the process. As expected, we see the Muslim background of the interviewers as 

having helped significantly in creating a comfortable environment for the 

interviewees and allowing for open and constructive discussions to take place. 

 

The interviews themselves were divided into two sections: the first consisted of rather 

general questions that addressed the interviewee’s current concerns, aspirations and 

mindset; the second section was more closely concerned with the interviewee’s 

specific Muslim identity and the question of whether they regarded their faith identity 

to be in conflict with a notion of British-ness. 

 

The interviews served to reveal the perceptions and opinions of young Muslims in the 

sample group. The peer identity review did not aim to challenge or inform these 

views; it seeks to demonstrate the greater understanding that can be gained from 

listening directly to communities and making those views known to a wider audience. 

 

The report of these interviews was then published and subsequently launched in 

Bradford. Bill Rammell, Minister of State, Department for Innovation, Universities 

and Skills gave the keynote speech, and the conference brought together young people 

including the researchers who participated in the study, representatives from the 

diverse Muslim communities, national and local practitioners as well as politicians. 

 



 

                                                  

Following the launch in Bradford, in May 2008 an event was held in parliament to 

discuss the findings of the report and allow politicians to ask further questions about 

the findings. 

Analysis:  

While this specific example is conducted by a charity engaging with a domestic 

community, there are useful points for those seeking to engage with communities 

overseas.  

 

The report demonstrated that the opinions and experiences of these communities are 

often complex and sometimes ambiguous. As a result, well meaning attempts at 

engagement can have a negative effect if based on inaccurate assumptions about a 

certain community. This complexity necessitates direct engagement with the 

communities and grassroots groups. The report produced a series of findings and 

recommendations which allowed policymakers to better understand the communities 

and provided a means for members of these communities to have their voice heard.  

 

The use of peer interviews and the emphasis on hearing their voices, rather than 

providing evidence for a particular policy, provided a format through which the 

complexity of perspectives could be understood. It equally demonstrates the potential 

which listening exercises have for empowering those communities and in developing 

greater engagement with the communities.   

Sources and Links: 

Read full Report 

http://www.forwardthinking.org/data/documents/Forgotten%20Voices%283%29.pdf  

 

Launch in Bradford 

http://www.forwardthinking.org/default.asp?id=62&ver=1  

 

Launch in Parliament 

http://www.forwardthinking.org/default.asp?id=61&ver=1  

 

Forward Think website 

www.forwardthinking.org  

 

 

Case study written by – Ali Fisher 


