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• American media’s generally negative portrayal of Islam seems 
to reach most young Muslim Americans and affects many of 
them psychologically. 

• Although they may not acknowledge or realize it, exposure to 
such narratives likely shapes young American Muslims and 
their self-perceptions. 

• American media is powerful, and the depictions of Muslims and 
Islam both on the news and in film and television do influence 
young Muslims’ self-perceptions. 

• Evidence from this study also indicates that with age, self-
discovery, and time, young Muslim Americans become more 
able to tune out the media, permitting their self-perceptions to 
come more from within. 

Discussion

Acknowledgements: We would like to thank the survey respondents, without whom none of this 
would have been possible, Dr. Abou el Fadl and Dr. Ibrahim, whose guidance and expertise 
proved invaluable, and Dr. Atwell, for her tireless support and unparalleled encouragement.

Methods
• Survey: Likert-scale and narrative questions, posted on Reddit & UCLA Muslim Student Association 

Facebook.

• Respondent Characteristics: 15 young American Muslims between the ages of 15 and 25. 
• Male: n = 8; Female: n = 7
• All respondents are currently studying in college or high school.
• Ethnicities: Arab, North African, South Asian (Pakistani, Indian, and Kashmiri), Afghan, Swiss, English, 

Palestinian, Kurdish, White, and Lebanese.
• 14.2% of respondents were born abroad (in Iraq and Pakistan).
• 35.5% have lived abroad for an extended period between 1 and 5 years (in Egypt, Turkey, and Pakistan).

My research explores the effects of characterizations of Islam and 
Muslims by Western media on young Muslim Americans, specifically 
the problem of incomplete media representation.  Interviews with 
young Muslim Americans sought to determine the extent of, and effects 
of, dissatisfaction with portrayals of Muslims and Islam in mainstream 
American media.  This study found that mainstream American media 
generally misconstrues narratives about Islam and Muslims, and that 
this misrepresentation has a negative psychological effect, especially on 
young Muslim Americans, at a pivotal stage in their emotional 
maturation and development of self-perceptions. 
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Results
• 50% of respondents watch/read the news every few days; another 42.9% read the news at least once a day.  
• Most common sources of news: Twitter, Reddit, the BBC, and CNN.

• 50% felt that the news outlets they consume do not accurately reflect 
their experiences as an American Muslim through the stories they 
broadcast; the other 50% felt that news outlets only somewhat accurately 
reflect their experiences.

• 78.6% felt that American movie and TV representation does not reflect 
their experiences at all, while the remaining 21.4% only feel somewhat 
represented by American movies and television. 

• Just a few respondents cited TV shows and movies that accurately 
represented their experiences; four participants mentioned the Hulu show 
Ramy as the only program that has accurately reflected them.

• More than 60% reported that media 
coverage has affected their self-perception 
as an American Muslim. 

In recent decades, Western media sources have frequently characterized Muslims 
in a negative light, and public opinion of Muslims and Islam has also trended 
negatively since 9/11.

• A Georgetown University study of Islam in 
American media found more than a 25% decrease 
in positivity in the tone of coverage of Muslims, 
Muslim religious leaders, and Muslim organizations 
from 2007 to 2013 (Bridge Initiative, 2014).

• According to the Pew Research Center (2017), 
Americans are more skeptical about Muslims and 
Islam than other religious groups, express more 
unfavorable views about Muslims, are more 
likely to support racial profiling of Muslims, 
and increasingly believe that Muslim-Americans 
cannot be trusted in positions of government authority. 

• President Donald Trump has communicated negative views of Islam, Muslims 
and specifically American Muslims in interviews, speeches and tweets. 

• A recent FBI report on hate crimes since Trump took office revealed that anti-
Muslim attacks rose by 19%. Anti-Muslim incidents also make up a quarter of 
all crimes motivated by religious bias, although Muslims account for just 1% of 
the U.S. population (Allam, 2017).

• However, little data and reporting exist on the effects of 
mischaracterization in the portrayals of Islam and Arab culture in popular 
media, despite an increase in overall depictions in the decades after 9/11.
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unfavorable self-perceptions among young American Muslims.
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