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Does mosque location matter? Mosque and Islamic shops 
in the European context. 
 
Purpose:   

Mosques influence the surrounding neighborhoods' demographic patterns and motivate 

investors to establish new businesses and commercial activities. This study explores the impact 

of the mosque on the emergence of new businesses. Furthermore, we examine the demography 

of neighborhoods in which mosques are located. 

 

Design/methodology/approach: 

This study opts for an exploratory study using a retrospective analysis approach to explore the 

mosque's impact on the social and functional aspects of neighborhoods. The emerging shops 

around mosques in the city of Liège (Belgium) are analyzed using a logistic regression model. The 

criterion for the location of Islamic shops was cross-referenced with other variables, such as 

distance from the center, proximity to supermarkets and shopping malls, distance from the 

mosque, socio-economic variables (immigration, income nationalities, etc.), and bus accessibility 

data. Several zones around mosques, ranging from 100 to 1000 meters, are established to 

examine the correlation between types of businesses and distance to the mosque. Five types of 

businesses are identified: regular trade, light semi-regular trade, heavy semi-regular trade, 

Horeca, and services. Islamic shops are identified based on on-site observations and interviews 

and classified by type.   

 

Findings: 

The results show that mosques significantly impact the establishment of new businesses in the 

surrounding urban space (especially Islamic shops). In terms of the types of Islamic businesses 

surrounding the mosques, we found a strong presence of "Horeca" (cafes, restaurants, and snack 

bars), and "Light semi-regular trade" (mainly personal care). 

 

Originality/value : 

This study is one of the few studies that fulfill the need to understand the role of the mosque 

location in European cities, focusing on its impact on Islamic shops.  
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1. Introduction  
 

This paper focuses on the location of business activities oriented towards the Muslim community. 

This community's expansion within the European urban landscape has triggered population 

growth, which has contributed to an increase in the number of mosques, gathering places for 

prayer and worship, in the European public space. Muslims have thus contributed to the 

emergence of specific urban geography that challenges the social representation of the 

relationship between private and public spheres and the organization and structuring of public 

space (Conti, 2012; Göle, 2011). Islamic worship places have attracted other functions and 

activities, such as Islamic or Arabic language schools, libraries, restaurants, cafés, and markets.  

When looking at stores providing goods and services to Muslims (Islamic shops), the 

entrepreneur’s background affects his business because religion is one of the central pillars on 

which migrants build their individual and collective identity (Peach, 2006; Saint-Blancat, 2002).  

The literature lacks a standard definition of ethnic business activity and even more so for ethnic 

businesses oriented towards the Muslim community (this study's focus). Indeed, there is no real 

consensus in the scientific community in this regard, even though several researchers have 

already tried to define the concept (Haberfellner et al., 2000; Light & Gold, 2000; Peñaloza, 2018; 

Rossiter & Chan, 1998; Waldinger, 1995; Waldinger et al., 1990). 

The term “ethnic” has emerged to refer to contemporary urban phenomena (Rudder, 2002) and 

to define a culturally distinct group among the majority population (Kaplan, 1997). In terms of 

“ethnic trade”, the word is associated with all cultural goods involving general nourishment, but 

not just-food. This commerce type is expanding to meet demands for clothing, body care, jewelry, 

housing, and other services (Dassetto, 2013). Kesteloot (1987) considers ethnic commerce to be 

culturally distinct from the majority in terms of its owners, employees, and customers. For Guillon 

(1986), the term is used to represent a trade practiced by certain ethnic groups for their 

community. It is a process that allows migrants of different origins and generations to practice 

this commercial activity. This practice remains very similar from one ethnic group to another and 

from one period to another (Barou, 1999). 

Some researchers (e.g., Ma Mung & Guillon, 1986; Simon & Ma Mung, 1990) have considered 

commerce to be ethnic when the trader is of foreign origin. Ma Mung, Body-Gendrot, & Hodeir 

(1992) completed this definition by adding the ethnic solidarities on which the trader relies. Wang 

and Lo (2007) added the cultural marking of the product mix and presentation, the decor, the 

sign, the atmosphere of the shop, and the language used. Gradually, investment in ethnic trade 

has filled niches vacated due to business evolution towards a concentration in large entities 

(shopping centers and galleries) and to the aging of indigenous traders, known as a substitution 

phenomenon (Waldinger, 1995). 

Ethnic businesses are not necessarily businesses run by foreigners. A large proportion of them are 

run (or activated) by citizens, who have the country’s nationality, even if they are immigrants 
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(Battegay, 2011). The term “ethnic enterprise”, which does not mean foreign enterprise, 

originates from research that has differentiated between ethnicity and ethnic, which leads to 

these trades being regarded as indigenous productions of the host society and not as imported 

or transplanted culture (Martiniello, 1995). Since the definition remains vague according to the 

criteria used, one can capture a commerce’s culture by the person operating it (the trader), by 

the offered services and products, and by the majority of the clientele. 

 

This study seeks to better understand the rationale of ethnic business locations by applying 

several criteria. The central question of this research is, “Is there a significant link between 

ethnically oriented business for Muslim communities and the presence of mosques?”. To answer 

this question, this study follows a retrospective analysis approach to explore the mosque's impact 

on the social and functional aspects of neighborhoods. This study focuses on the city of Liège in 

Belgium. The presence of the Muslim community in the urban area, the presence of shopping 

centers, hypermarkets, and mosques, and many other criteria are therefore taken into 

consideration.  

 

2. Literature review 
 

Throughout time, migration has been an essential human prerequisite and a crucial constituent 

of economic development and human well-being. Migration is a decision that impacts the welfare 

of the household, the local community, and the whole economy in various ways (Azam & Gubert, 

2006).  

The organization of an ethnic business directly relates to the owner’s ethnicity and background. 

In this context, ethnicity is a crucial characteristic in pinpointing these groups. The organization 

of an ethnic business draws its strength from the family and community bond (Ma Mung, Body-

Gendrot, and Hodeir, 1992). Most ethnic business entrepreneurs tend to belong to groups with a 

strong sense of collective identity and a common interest (Barou, 1999). These ethnic 

entrepreneurial assemblies are related to the private sphere and characterized by specific 

features that differentiate them from others that have succeeded due to several factors 

depending on the setting and governmental procedures. 

The ethnic economy has been a frequently investigated subject (Jones et al., 2000; Mung, 2015). 

As previously mentioned, there are several definitions concerning this subject matter, and they 

may differ from one ethnic group to another and from one country to another. Muslim 

entrepreneurs, for example, have risen in Europe in the past decades as a means to create an 

environment that welcomes Islamic practices. 

Most studies that have analyzed this type of business have focused on the sociological aspects 

related to the study of ethnic trade and migration by using qualitative rather than quantitative 
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approaches. The main contribution of this paper is to study the locations of business activities 

oriented towards the Muslim community through a quantitative approach at the city level.  

 

2.1 Islamic shops in the mosque's radius 

 

The presence of Islam in the European public space has been progressively reinforced in all of its 

components. Under the impetus of a claim to identity, it has gone from minor visibility to a much 

more marked presence (Allievi, 2009; Cesari, 2005a; Dassetto, 1996). The mosque for Muslims 

represents a guidance beacon, as the ritual of prayer (the second pillar of Islam) provides rhythm 

to the believer's daily life. Generally, mosques in Europe are located in marginal areas, away from 

city centers and in the periphery (industrial uses with limited access), in buildings that were not 

initially designed for worship purposes (Arab, 2013; Gale, 2008; Kuppinger, 2011). The urban 

segregation of mosques may reinforce Muslims' social marginalization, and conversely, better 

integration of mosques within the city would improve their acceptance (Schinkel, 2009; Schmitt, 

2003).  

 

2.2 The allocation of Mosques 

 

Population growth (Manço & Kanmaz 2005), high mosque attendance (Dassetto, 2013), and the 

value that worshippers ascribe to the place of worship (Gagnon & Germain, 2002) are the main 

factors in the operation of mosques in the European urban landscape. Every year, Islam holds a 

greater place in Western cities' spaces (Allievi, 2010, 2014; Torrekens, 2007). To date, extensive 

work on Islamic worship places in Europe has been devoted to the socio-political dimension while 

referring to debates related to immigration, integration of the Muslim population (Allen et al., 

2007; Allievi, 2003; Behloul et al., 2014; Fadil et al., 2010; Manço & Amoranitis, 2005; Maussen, 

2006, 2009; Torrekens, 2009), or the conflicts generated by the allocation of mosques in the 

public space (Germain et al., 2008; Jonker, 2005; Landman & Wessels, 2005; McLoughlin, 2005). 

The mosque plays a vital role in Muslims' social and political organization at both the local and 

national levels (Galembert, 1995). It is a structure that guarantees a certain religious and cultural 

continuity while establishing territory in time and space (Dassetto, 1996). Perceived as a kind of 

refuge and meeting place, the mosque in its socio-cultural role can indeed adopt these 

functionalities (Maussen, 2009). This analysis will study the relationship between the allocation 

of these places of worship and the ecosystem created around them, recognizing that this 

integration occurs in a landscape of which they have been a part for only a few decades. This 

organization in the urban space is characterized by mass gravitation around a core (the mosque, 

in our case) and draws its fruits from the essays of H. Lefebvre (1970), who proposed a profound 

renewal of urban analysis and understood the city as a "spatial object". This enables us to grasp 

socio-spatial dynamics and how urban society is organized.  
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2.3 Mosque’s functions for different activities 

 

Mosques in Europe serve as community centers that are intended to be multi-functional (Conti, 

2016). It is interesting to note that some events in mosques are also organized with and for non-

Muslims (Cesari, 2005a). On this basis, other functions have been included in the mosque, such 

as Islamic schools, Islamic bookshops, cafés, restaurants, commerce, hairdressers, and many 

others, while creating an urban ecosystem revolving around the place of worship. By 

“ecosystem”, we mean the reciprocal interaction between different parts and components that 

organize themselves to form a unit (Marín, 1997). These specific economic activities of producing 

and marketing products make it possible to respect the Islam principles and disseminate their 

Muslim thought. These establishments create a parallel universe to the (existing) world of cities 

with these streets and landmarks. This phenomenon has become an essential avenue for Muslim 

investors (Dassetto, 2013). Business activity facilitates the organization in Muslims’ daily lives and 

the fulfillment of their obligations, namely, the practice of faith. 

Muslims, in general, have adopted this issue of ethnic economy in Halal practices, and an 

ethnoreligious universe has emerged, allowing Muslims to translate their faith aspect into daily 

life. By halal practices, we mean any use or rite considered lawful, and therefore halal, by Islamic 

religious norms (food, clothing, cosmetics, finance, etc.). Halal practices are important economic 

venues and can take different forms, ranging from structures (such as religious tourism agencies 

to Islamic holy places, Islamic undertakers) to products to be consumed, such as meat. There is a 

positive choice focused on a market niche in which the entrepreneur has a visible advantage or is 

forced to enter low-paying sectors rejected by previous incumbents (Jones et al., 1992). Muslim 

traders rely on their community's growing demand and the increasing preference for specific 

products (Ma Mung & Guillon, 1986; G. Simon & Ma Mung, 1990). Ethnic trade that is oriented 

towards the Muslim population has relied primarily on its community (Live, 1992; Manço & 

Akhan, 1994) and benefited greatly from a network of mutual support (Pécoud, 2012). From this 

initial community situation, this type of commerce has evolved, simultaneously with the 

community's growth, towards a greater diversity of activities (Wang & Lo, 2007). 

This paper aims to understand the establishment of Islamic shops while applying several analysis 

criteria. This research explores the hypothesis of a link between ethnically oriented businesses 

for Muslim communities and the presence of a mosque. Thus, the Muslim community's presence 

in the urban area, the presence of mosques, the presence of distribution groups or galleries, and 

other socio-economic criteria such as income are taken into consideration. 

 

3. Data and Methods 

 

To answer the question posed in the introduction, particular attention was paid to the existing 

literature's research methodologies. The majority of the methods regarding ethnic shops have 
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been based on synthesizing pertinent literature (Chiodelli, 2015; Teller et al., 2010) and 

observation (Devereux et al., 2007; Simon, 2000) or examination (Pieterse, 2003; Shaver & Flyer, 

2000). Nevertheless, other approaches have been used as well, such as surveys through 

simulations (Head et al., 1994); customer satisfaction (Léo & Philippe, 2002); super-diversity, 

which is diversity within minority groups (Yamamura & Lassalle, 2019); and even conditional logit 

analysis (Belderbos & Carree, 2002). These approaches have had several limitations. For instance, 

observational research is subject to potential subjectivity, which makes a form of quantitative 

data essential to ensure objectivity. Other approaches that have encountered challenges are 

those based on literature reviews that have failed to include present and new examples. 

However, quantitative data face obstacles as well, such as the case of super-diversity and its data 

collection challenges (Yamamura & Lassalle, 2019). An additional possible subjective method is 

customer satisfaction, but, in this case, bias can be generated by the sample. It then becomes 

difficult to differentiate between satisfied and loyal customers. These methods have both 

advantages and disadvantages that have limited researchers’ findings. The approach introduced 

in our study took these constraints into consideration.  

This study follows a retrospective analysis approach to explore the impact of the mosque on the 

social and functional fabric of an urban area. It is challenging to determine which Islamic shops 

were established first in a neighborhood containing mosques. However, what is essential is that 

the first mosques were accompanied by or were often close to commercial activities (grocery 

stores, halal butchers, and Islamic bookstores) (Dassetto, 2013). Therefore, this study focuses on 

three different contexts. The first is an urban area containing Islamic places of worship; the 

second is an urban area containing a Muslim community and ethnic businesses but lacking a 

mosque; and the third is an urban area containing a shopping center in order to determine 

whether such a structure attracts or drives out ethnic businesses. For each selected sample, a set 

of buffers (ranging from 100 to 1000 meters) was placed around it to measure this type of 

commerce's emergence. These businesses were identified and classified based on on-site 

observations and interviews. 

 

3.1 Definitions of variables (data and descriptive statistics) 

 

This research focuses on the city of Liège, a French-speaking city of Belgium, the capital of the 

province of Liège, and the economic capital of Wallonia. The municipality of Liège covers 69.39 

km2 and has a population of 195,875 inhabitants, with a population density of 2822.81 

inhabitants/km2. This makes Liège the fourth most populated city in the country (Liège, 2013). 

The city has geostrategic assets, with a Belgian inland port that ranks first in the country and third 

in Europe. A motorway network and rail links (TGV) connect Liège to major cities, such as Paris, 

Amsterdam, Aachen, Brussels, and Cologne. Liège is also well connected to the European Union's 



 7 

main cities. Liège has many religious buildings, including churches, mosques, and a synagogue, 

that manage to coexist.  

The establishment of the Muslim religion in the city is historical. Before 1971, Liège had no Islamic 

structure or prayer hall. In 1971, the priest of Saint Andrew's Church offered a room for early 

Muslims in the city to practice their prayers. They were all first-time migrants from Morocco who 

immigrated to work in Belgium. The “Masjid Drouj” was the first Muslim worship place in the city 

(El Boujjoufi, 2018). A few years later, this minority of migrants was growing. New Muslim 

migrants arrived, and space became minimal to accommodate them all as they practiced prayer 

at the same time, especially since the room condition had deteriorated. This was a decisive factor 

in finding another more extensive and more comfortable place for prayers. Today, Liège city has 

fourteen mosques disseminated across the city.  

 

3.2 Selected Samples  

 

Thirteen mosques in Liège were selected to form the first sample (1). The selected mosques are 

AL-Mowahidine, As-Salam, As-Sabil, Al-Itissam, Al-Imane, Al-Mouhsinine, Al-Mousslimoune, 

Bonne Compagnie, Bilal, At-Taqwa, El-Fath, Madani, and Merkez. They are located in residential, 

school, and commercial contexts (see fig. 1). Emerging commercial activities revolving around 

mosques (e.g., bakeries, bookstores, shops, cafés, and restaurants) and their interactions were 

explored. In addition to this first sample, two other urban areas containing ethnic businesses 

without a mosque nearby are included. These are the Guillemins and Sainte Walburge districts (a 

district containing a Muslim population [see map], linked to the history of migration) (sample 2), 

and finally, an urban area containing a shopping center (sample 3) was examined: the district of 

Angleur. Since no data on ethnic trades in Liège exist, it was essential to carry out a field survey 

to establish a database on the subject.  
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Fig. 1: The different samples selected.  
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3.3 Data-collecting procedure  

 

To set clear and strict criteria and determine an ethnic-religious category of an Islamic shop 

(oriented towards the Muslim community), a review of the abovementioned definitions was 

conducted. In the same vein as ethnic businesses in general, this study uses three criteria to define 

and identify Islamic shops: the trader, the clientele, and the offered products. To do so, in-situ 

observations and brief interviews with traders were performed as the basis of this exploratory 

work. After identifying the three samples, we explored the area. The survey began in January 

2019 and lasted three months. The interviews took place on weekdays between 10 am and 4 pm. 

The study's objective was explained to each trader, and participants were informed that the 

responses were anonymous and only within the framework of the study. Most traders did not 

hesitate to answer our questions. All of the stores present in this study area were classified in a 

table, which included the address, the type of activity, the name of the trader, the name of the 

store, the presence or absence of an ethnic Islamic sign or brand inside or outside the store, the 

language spoken in the store, the customers who frequent the store, and, if possible, the ethnic 

or religious origin. Identifying the trader's origin may raise a considerable number of questions 

and exceptions because "native" Belgian Muslim traders develop commercial activities oriented 

towards the Muslim community. Thus, all internal and external ethnic signs were considered 

(sign, writing language, spoken language, sold products, etc.). 

This work allowed us to identify 1185 commercial cells. Based on the criteria established for 

determining Islamic shops, 414 trades comprised our census. 

 

 

3.4 Location of the Muslim population in Liège city 

 

It is very interesting to cross-reference the presence of Muslim communities at the city level with 

mosques' establishment. This cross-tabulation has never been done in Belgium with statistical 

data.  Indeed, the state cannot collect data on political opinions, religion, ethnic origin, or 

language use. To address this lack of statistical data and to be able to approximately map the 

settlement of Muslim communities in the city, we relied on statistical data (Statbel, 2013) based 

on the nationality of origin. The data were processed in parallel with data provided by Liege 

(2013), which classifies the non-Belgian foreign population by country. This selection is limited to 

the top 20 nationalities, which have significant representation. Italy ranks first (7921), followed 

by France in second place (4652), and then Morocco in third place (3757). The latter is, first of all, 

a country outside of Europe, but what interests us here is that Morocco is a Muslim country. 

According to the PEW Research Centre (Hackett et al., 2012), 99.9% of the Moroccan population 

is Muslim. Continuing the ranking, Turkey comes in fifth place after Spain and is second as a 

predominantly Muslim country (98%). For this study, the limitation to the 20 most prevalent 
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nationalities of origin allowed us to base our calculation on the five countries that appeared first: 

Morocco, Algeria (with 97.9% of Muslims), Tunisia (with 99.5% of Muslims), Turkey, and Iraq, 

which ranks 16th (with 99% of Muslims).  

 

 

 

Table (1). The top 20 foreign nationalities domiciled in Liège in 2013. Source: Liège (2013). 

 

 
 

 

These data were used to identify the country of origin and religion, to define or estimate the 

location of the populations of these countries, to compare human and physical settlements 

(mosques), and to contextualize the presence of Muslim communities at the city level. It should 

be noted that this is an estimate based on the country of origin. This should be interpreted with 

care because we did not consider Muslims of Belgian nationality (converted or those originating 

from a Muslim country) since such data are not available in Belgium. 

 

This attempt allowed us to statistically estimate the geographical distribution of Muslim 

communities in Liege. A strong concentration of Muslims in Bressoux-Centre (more than 600 

Ranking Origin (by nationality) Number % of Muslims in the country

1 Italy 7921

2 France 4652

3 Morocco 3757 99%

4 Spain 2790

5 Turkey 1239 98%

6 Congo 1208

7 Romania 1181

8 Cameroon 815

9 Algeria 685 98%

10 Netherlands 586

11 Tunisia 471 99%

12 PORTUGAL 432

13 China 388

14 Guinea 387

15 Greece 384

16 Irak 382 96%

17 Russia 351

18 Germany 349

19 Bulgaria 342

20 Poland 330
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people) was found, followed by, in order: Bonne Nouvelle, l'Espérance, l'Yser, Amercoeur, 

Droixhe, Maghin, Delin-Hesbaye, le Quai, Sainte-Marguerite, Lduxembourg, Villettes, la Grotte, 

Sainte-Walberge, Bidaut, Dos-Fanchon, Saint-Christophe, Jean De Wilde, Bonne-Flamme, and 

Seeliger. 

 

Muslims are concentrated in some urban regions primarily due to the history of migration itself. 

Belgium's high demand for foreign labor in the early 1960s led migrants to settle in certain urban 

space areas, sometimes far from the center (Maréchal et al., 2007). This settlement occurred near 

places of employment, which tended to be located on the city’s outskirts. These areas were often 

reserved for the bourgeoisie and occupied by historic buildings, which allowed shops and 

workshops to settle outside the city and connect to river and train lines. Muslim immigration has 

been concentrated in a privileged manner in urban areas according to the functions assigned to 

Muslim origin populations when migrants first arrived (Dassetto, 1996). The regular distribution 

of Muslim communities is a remnant of Maghreb and Turkish immigration (Van Kempen, 2005). 

This settlement of Muslim communities tends to occur in the urban space according to their 

origin, language, customs, and family ties (Gale, 2008; Peach, 2006). The integration of migrants 

into a host society is a long process that depends on many factors and requires regular interaction 

between the former and the latter. It is a process that depends on the individual trajectory and 

contacts of each member with the host society. For reasons such as language, lack of knowledge 

of the host country’s culture, or very different customs from those practiced in the country of 

origin, these people choose to settle with fellow citizens of the same origin or even the same 

region. This is the case for the Turkish and Moroccan communities in Belgium (Ettourki et al., 

2017). In Liege, for example, according to the in-situ observations and interviews, southern 

Moroccans tend to settle in Glain, where they have developed a mosque (Bilal). In contrast, 

northern Moroccans tend to settle in Bressoux and Outremeuse and have developed five 

mosques. 

 

3.5 Commercial classification 

 

Once the businesses were located and identified based on in-situ surveys and interviews with 

traders, they were classified. According to the “Atlas du commerce de Wallonie” (Devillet et al., 

2014), five classes were considered: regular trade (including general food and specialized food: 

grocery stores, supermarkets, bakeries, butcher's shops, fruits, and vegetables, etc.), light semi-

regular trade (including clothing, personal care, decoration, and multimedia: clothing shops, 

perfume shops, hairdressers, decoration articles, CD-DVD, cameras, etc.), heavy semi-regular 

trade (including furniture, household appliances, DIY, transport and animals: kitchen, bedding, 

machines, construction materials, gardening articles, motorbikes, animal articles, etc.), Horeca 

(including hotels, cafés, restaurants, and snack bars), and services. The other parameter analyzed 
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in this research is whether the trade is oriented towards the Muslim community (Islamic shop), 

and this was cross-referenced with different socio-economic variables and parameters. 

Among the 1185 surveyed businesses, Horeca is the most prevalent (396). In second place is light 

semi-regular trade (370), followed by regular trade (261). In fourth place is heavy semi-regular 

trade (121), and last is services (38).  
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Fig. 2: Islamic shops surveyed and Muslim nationalities’ concentration per statistical sector 

(statistically) in Liège in 2013 (percentages of the total population). Source: Author's calculations. 
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3.6 Logistic regression model 

After identifying the focus of this research, defining the objectives, and presenting the conceptual 

framework underlying this paper, this section aims to outline the methodological guidelines 

followed in the research. 

This study uses a logistic regression model (logit) to examine the relationship between mosques 

and the emergence of Islamic shops. Logistic regression (logit) models are widely used in urban 

and spatial analysis studies (Hu & Lo, 2007; Mustafa et al., 2021). They predict the outcome of 

categorical variables using a set of quantitative predictors. Logit can include geophysical as well 

as socio-economic factors. The model’s ability to include as many factors as necessary allows us 

to better understand the main drivers behind the phenomenon being studied. Logit uses a logistic 

function to model the relationship between a binary dependent variable and a set of independent 

(explanatory) variables. The dependent variable is the business’s ethnicity (non-Muslim: 0; 

Muslim: 1), and the explanatory variables are Euclidean distances to the selected mosques, bus 

stops, Liege city center, major retail corporations, and shopping centers; median income; number 

of Belgian inhabitants; number of Muslim inhabitants; number of other inhabitants; elevation 

(relative to sea level); and slope. The locations of mosques, bus stops, major retail corporations, 

and shopping centers were digitized. Then, the median income, the number of Belgian 

inhabitants, the number of Muslim inhabitants, and the number of other inhabitants at the 

statistical sector level (the finest possible scale) were calculated. All of these variables were made 

available by Statbel (2013). 

Elevation and slope angles were calculated based on DEM data provided by the Belgian National 

Geographic Institute. As the data were measured in different units (meters, numbers, etc.), we 

standardized all values before running the logit model. This analysis also used a random approach 

to minimize the spatial autocorrelation effect that may bias the logit analysis outcome (Mustafa 

et al., 2018). 

The logit model's goodness-of-fit was evaluated with the area under the curve (AUC) of the 

relative operating characteristic (ROC) method. The ROC is an excellent method to estimate a logit 

model's quality (Hu & Lo, 2007). A ROC value of 0.5 means utterly random discrimination and 1 

means perfect discrimination. 

 

  

4. Results and discussions 

The criterion for the location of Islamic shops was cross-referenced with other variables, such as 

distance from the center, proximity to supermarkets and shopping malls, distance from the 

mosque, socio-economic variables (immigration, income nationalities, etc.), and bus accessibility 

data. This allowed us to determine whether a meaningful relationship was present. 
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Table (2). Logistic regression model showing the location of Islamic shops influenced by a mosque's 

presence. Source: Author's calculations. 

 
 

The logit analysis shows a significant negative relationship between distance to mosques and 

Islamic shops' locations. This means that these stores are more likely to be located near mosques. 

Support for this result can be found in Dassetto’s research (2013), which points out that the first 

European mosques were accompanied by commercial activities: grocery stores and or halal 

butchers. Distance from the city center and shopping centers (galleries) and elevation have a 

statistically significant relationship with the location of Islamic shops, but it is much less important 

than the distance from mosques. Distance from the city center is positively related to the location 

of Islamic shops, indicating that the majority of ethnic trades are located outside of the city 

center. This relationship supports the assertion of several researchers that most European 

mosques are located in marginal areas, far from the center and in the periphery (Arab, 2013; Gale, 

2008; Kuppinger, 2011). The influence of Muslim nationalities is positive but not significant 

compared to other variables. Today, the locations of Muslim communities are much more 

dispersed than mosques (Fig. 2), which then had greater explanatory power. Settling next to 

workplaces or next to mosques, as was the case for newcomers, has evolved among new Muslim 

generations. The choice of location for Muslims today is influenced by criteria such as accessibility 

to transportation, proximity to the city center and stores, proximity to reputable schools, and 

access to recreational activities such as parks and playgrounds. The AUC of the logit model is 0.72. 

AUC values higher than 0.70 are considered to be a reasonable fit (Cammerer et al., 2012; Jr & 

Lemeshow, 2004).  
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This result shows that Islamic shops are located near mosques, prompting us to identify the trade 

types that gravitate around them. Different buffers sizes, ranging from 100 to 1000 meters, 

around each mosque were used, intending to explore the dominant type of businesses within 

each buffer and even determine whether this representation varies with increasing distances 

from the mosque. 
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      Fig. 3: Distribution of different commerce types. Source: Author's calculations. 
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The analysis shows that light semi-regular trade (type 2) is predominant up to a radius of 250 m 

around the mosque. In this type of commerce, we find everything related to personal care, i.e., 

clothing stores, perfume shops, and hairdressers, but also retail related to decoration and 

entertainment. It is important to note that several ethnic hairdressing and beauty salons were 

surveyed around the mosques during the interviews and in-situ observations. The second 

dominant type of business is Horeca (type 4), with cafés, restaurants, and snack bars. Hotels, 

which are among this type of establishment, were identified only twice in our samples. However, 

the difference between business types (2) and (4) is marginal. The third type is the regular trade 

(type 1), including general and specialized food trade, grocery stores, supermarkets, bakeries, 

butchers (and halal), fruits and vegetables, etc. This business type (1) maintains the same 

prevalence, even within a radius of 1000 meters, whereas the two main types of shops, (2) and 

(4), reverse their frequencies in the 100- and 250-meters radius. Horeca (4) takes first place, and 

light semi-regular trade (2) ranks second. However, this time, the difference is significant. The 

presence of heavy semi-regular trade, which ranks fourth (type 3), and services (type 5), which 

ranks fifth, is not significant. This may be due to the areas chosen for our sample but also to the 

fact that several mosques and ethnic shops in Europe are located in marginal areas away from 

the city centers and on the outskirts: industrial areas that are difficult to access (Arab, 2013; 

Kuppinger, 2011) or residential areas. 

The strong presence of Horeca (type 4) in the mosques' vicinity can be explained by the 

importance of the first European mosques in Muslims' lives. Indeed, the mosque was considered 

a “halal café”, where tea was always served for free and where exchange, mutual help, and 

support were provided. The existence of these places of worship also allowed for discussions and 

meetings to help members of the community in their daily lives as a real social service (Dassetto, 

1996). Today, the cafés around the mosques partly play this role while providing opportunities 

for meetings, exchanges, and entertainment. Thus, cafés or restaurants allow for the faithful to 

meet once the prayer is over and serve as an extension to the mosque's space in the city. 

Regarding the presence of light semi-regular trade (type 2), primarily comprising personal care 

companies, we can link this to the historical establishment of hammams and hairdressers near 

mosques in Muslims’ cities (Asli & Jazi, 2008), where importance is accorded to body care. This 

importance is also explained by the Muslim religion itself, which encourages the practitioner to 

take care of himself and look beautiful and elegant before going to the mosque or in everyday life 

in general. 
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Fig.4: Graph showing the evolution of the different types of shops according to the buffers. 

 

In a commercial context, competition is particularly complex. Whereas some businesses tend to 

prefer locations associated with less competition, other companies prefer to set up near their 

immediate competitors in order to benefit from their visibility. Competition does not solely mean 

individual competition between stores. It is more generally related to competition between types 

of businesses, between locations, or even between different clienteles (Wayens, 2006). Thus, 

certain types of businesses tend to be grouped while ignoring competition's disadvantages. This 

grouping instead of isolation may provide better results. However, competition can take different 

forms. For this research, two types are very important to address. The first is that of competition 

or complementarity between urban businesses. If each business of one type sells almost the same 

goods as others, it cannot distinguish itself from competitors. Nevertheless, if there is a sufficient 

difference in assortment, the customer will be able to find all necessary goods in the same area, 

a phenomenon defined as complementarity. This makes it possible to have a commercial 

concentration in an urban area and to constitute an "open-air gallery" where the customer can 

find what he seeks while remaining close to the place of worship. The second type is competition 

between businesses of the same type. Different shops are set up in an urban area on the street 

or in the same space. This can generate customer loyalty to businesses (Grimmeau, 2006). 

The significant impact of mosques on establishing new businesses in the surrounding urban space, 

mainly Islamic shops, reinforces the existence of an urban ecosystem revolving around mosques. 

This leads us to consider the mosque as an architectural device that articulates the communal-

spiritual space and public space as a true space of transition. As such, the logic of "inside and 

outside" is transcended, and the mosque devotee organizes his travel to the mosque while taking 
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advantage of the existence of commercial, educational, and social activities in this spiritual space 

to buy his food, go to the hairdresser's, and then eat and have coffee with his friends. 

The mosque, a beacon of orientation for Muslims, can be considered a new structuring element 

in the urban environment but also as a new centrality in the contemporary European city. By 

centrality, we mean the action of an element on its immediate urban environment in terms of the 

organization of traffic flows, symbolic representations, or attractions of related activities, such as 

commerce or housing (Merlin & Choay, 1988). The results of this study, applied to a Belgian city, 

perhaps similar to other European cities. The collective facility of the mosque plays the same role 

in other European countries that have a similar migratory history (Dassetto, 2013) and where the 

development of mosques has proceeded through the same phases. 

 

5. Conclusions and Future work 

This study aimed to understand the role of the mosque location within European cities, with a 

particular focus on its impact on Islamic shops. Using a logistic regression model (logit), an 

exploration was conducted on the relationship between the locations of stores providing goods 

and services to Muslims (Islamic shops) and a set of variables, including distance from the city 

center, proximity to supermarkets and shopping malls, distance from the mosque, socio-

economic variables (immigration, income, nationalities, etc.), and public transport data.  

 

The logit analysis showed a remarkable influence of the mosque on the location choice of Islamic 

shops. Distance to the city center and shopping centers (galleries) and elevation have a 

statistically significant relationship with Islamic shops' locations, but the significance is far less 

than that of mosques' presence. The mosque, a guiding light for Muslims, is a structuring element 

in the urban environment, a collective facility in its own right, which is organizing the urban fabric 

in which it is inserted. The results of this article confirm that the mosque has a powerful influence 

on the location of Islamic shops. Indeed, ethnic economic activities are generating specific urban 

ecosystems that develop within European cities and are associated with specific landmarks and 

practices. Such urban ecosystems constitute an important business opportunity for Muslim 

investors, as they rely on the growing demand of the Muslim community and the increasing 

attractiveness of specific products (halal label). 

 

The results show that the concentration of populations from Islamic countries does not have an 

influence comparable to that of the presence of mosques when considering the location of Islamic 

shops. However, it has to be acknowledged that the location of mosques was initially influenced 

by the history of migration itself and the concentration of Muslim populations in some specific 

urban areas. 
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The other factor analyzed in this paper is the types of Islamic shops revolving around mosques. 

By drawing buffers around mosques, some businesses with a strong presence were identified. 

Type (4), called "Horeca" (cafes, restaurants, and snacks), and type (2), called "Light semi-regular 

trade " (mainly personal care), are the two most frequently encountered shops. The symbolic 

value can explain the prevalent presence of Horeca (type 4) surrounding mosques. The first 

mosques built in European cities were considered places for mutual assistance and support. They 

provide opportunities for discussions and meetings to help members of the Muslim community 

in their daily lives. 

 

For future work, we are interested in applying this methodology to other European cities in order 

to better identify the differences in the mosque's role from one urban context to another and to 

measure the evolution of Islamic shops over time while analyzing their concentration in urban 

areas. 
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