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Voices from the Middle East

A cross-country digital survey examining views from men and women 
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) on aspects of ISIS’s 

ideology toward the role of women in society.

A project by the Digital Public Square
and Small Media
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In January 2015, the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham’s all-female Al-
Khansaa Brigade released, Women in the Islamic State: Manifesto 
and Case Study, which clearly defined the roles and opportunities 
available to Muslim women living within their controlled territory.
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It depicts a stark reality of the limited role of Muslim women…

A	Women’s	Role
The	primary	function	of	a	woman	“is	in	the	house	with	her	
husband	and	children”.

A	Woman’s	Education
Women	are	to	be	educated	from	the	ages	of	seven	to	fifteen,	
but	only	in	religious	studies,	housekeeping,	and	childrearing.

A	Woman’s	Mobility
Women	are	inherently	“sedentary”	and	it	is	only	permissible	to	
leave	the	house	if	they	are	studying	theology,	a	female	
physician	or	teacher,	or	to	engage	in	Jihad.
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Informed by this, we designed a survey that sought to determine what Arabic-speaking 
women across the Middle East themselves saw as their current and future roles in 
societies throughout the region. 

30,000 people responded, 10,000 of  which were women.

Large samples of  men and women in each country allow for the direct and 
anonymous sharing of  opinions on various aspects of  ISIS’s ideology, especially 
around women’s rights to education, free movement, and labour.

Objective of  the platform demonstrate the preferences of  women across countries and 
to highlight the tension between preferences expressed by women and ISIS ideology.

Digital Survey: 
Women and ISIS

The DPS Engagement
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The	survey	was	conducted	online	using	RIWI’s	proprietary	intercept	
technology	which	connect web users directly with survey technology. In 
a short period of time thousands of users can connect anonymously.

The	results	can	be	generalized	to	the	population	and	demographics	of	
internet	users	in	the	following	countries:	

UAE,	Algeria,	Egypt,	Iran,	Iraq,	Jordan,	Kuwait,	Lebanon,	Libya,	Morocco,	
Oman,	Palestinian	Territories,	Saudi	Arabia,	Tunisia,	Yemen,	and	Turkey.
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Response Breakdown
On Digital Polling

UAE
7495

Algeria
5454 

Egypt
5975

Iraq
4269

Jordan
4322 

Kuwait 
5878

Lebanon
1999

Libya
2784 

Morocco
6211 

Oman
4190

Palestinian 
Territories 
4198 

Saudi Arabia 
5949

Tunisia
4615

Yemen
3250 

Iran
4045 

Turkey
7065



§ Respondents were queried on four policies related to women. 

§ Q: “Girls should have as much access to education as boys.”
§ Q: “Girls should have no more restrictions on their movements than boys.”
§ Q: “Married women should stay at home to take care of  the house and family.”
§ Q: “When women are sexually harassed in public, those harassing the woman are in the wrong.”

§ Higher scores always indicate a more liberal view.

§ Views across issues vary substantially, both across countries and within individuals.

§ Views also vary between men and women.
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Women and ISIS

Views on Women’s 
Rights



§ Women are consistently more 
supportive of  equal education 
opportunities for girls and boys. 

§ Not much variation across 
countries on this issue.
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Views on Education
Q: “Girls should have as much access to education as boys.”



§ Women are generally more 
supportive, but not overwhelming 
so.

§ Substantial division in each 
country on this issue.
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Views on Movement 
Restriction
Q: “Girls should have no more restrictions on their movements than boys.”



§ Women are generally more 
supportive, but not necessarily the 
majority.

§ Substantial division in each 
country on this issue.
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Views on Working Outside the Home
Q: “Married women should stay at home to take care of  the house and family.” 
(scoring is reversed).



§ The average position is closest 
near the mid-point. 

§ No measurable differences 
between men and women, or age 
group. 

§ Those who believe women are not 
to blame are less likely to support 
Sharia.
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Views on Sexual Harassment
Q: “When women are sexually harassed in public, those harassing the woman 
are in the wrong.” 



§ We have grouped respondents according to their views on all three issues. 

§ This generates 8 different groupings, some with substantially more individuals 
than others (women only): 

AGREE: on education, free movement, and working outside the home: 48%
AGREE: on education and free movement, not working outside the home: 24%
AGREE: on education and working outside the home, not on free movement: 17%
AGREE: on education, not on free movement or working outside the home: 7%
DISAGREE: on education free movement, not on working outside the home: 2%
DISAGREE: on education, not on free movement or working outside the home: 1%
DISAGREE: on education and working outside the home, not on free movement: 1%
DISAGREE: on education, free movement and working outside the home: 0%

Digital Survey: 
Women and ISIS

Clusters of  opinion



§ Netting out country effects, women hold more liberal views on 
three of  the four issues. 

§ Largest gender effect is on working outside the home. 

§ Young people hold measurably more liberal views on women’s movement. 

§ Views on education, working outside the home, and sexual harassment do not 
appreciably vary by age group, netting out country effects. 
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Views on Women’s Rights
Results for Consideration (1 of  3)



§ Views on one issue are not consistently related to views on another issue. 

§ Views vary more on working outside the home and on movement than 
they do on education and sexual harassment. 

Digital Survey: 
Women and ISIS

Views on Women’s Rights
Results for Consideration (2 of  3)



§ There are important strategic implications for the “delinked” or internally 
inconsistent nature of  these opinions for civil society, governments, and 
Digital Public Square programing.  

§ Appeals to conservative positions on one issue will be limited by more liberal 
positions on other issues.

§ This suggests inherent opposition to political arrangements that restrict 
all rights. 
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Views on Women’s Rights
Results for Consideration (3 of  3)



§ While there is sometimes substantial expressed support for the goals of  the Islamic 
State, this is not substantiated by support for actual policies of  ISIS. 

§ There is a clear tension between what women believe and ISIS has on offer.

§ We think interesting programming could compare the stated policies of  ISIS around 
employment, education, and free movement and what women actually believe. 
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Implications for 
programming



§ Our results include survey respondents from Syria and Iraq. Due to the difficulty of  
sampling, non-universal internet coverage, the presence of  ISIS, these results should 
be treated with more caution. 

§ We are presently geo-locating respondents to compare results from inside and outside 
of  ISIS held-territory. 

§ The results presented suggest that in both Syria and Iraq there is still comparatively 
similar support for women’s rights as in other countries. 
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Syrian and Iraqi 
Results



§ Studies were conducted simultaneously in all countries in October and November 
2015. 

§ Proprietary RIWI intercept technology was used to generate sample. 

§ Results can be generalized to the population of  internet users in each country. 

Digital Survey: 
Women and ISIS

Methodology
On Digital Polling and Analysis (1 of  2)
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Turning Data to Dialogue

To	develop	online	participation	and	a	conversation	around	
these	issues,	we	visualized	and	made	the	findings	interactive.

Building	Community
Users	of	the	interactive	micro-site	are	able	to	view	the	
opinions	of	others	across	the	region	by	age,	gender,	and	
location.

Individual	Exploration
People	are	able	to	see	for	the	first	time	where	their	opinions	fit	
amongst	people	inside	and	outside	of	their	communities.	
Importantly,	without	judgement,	and	anonymously.
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aswat.me | digital documentary
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We asked users after they engaged with the platform if they felt like they 
now know more about what other people think about these issues.

67%	
said	YES

70%	
said	YES

Men… Women…
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Over one month…

93	million
facebook impressions

100,000
individual	participants

230,000
facebook video	views

500,000
website	visits
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Findings: aswat.me moves the needle

The	video	content	had	the	largest	estimated	positive	
impact	on	disapproval	of	ISIS,	generating	a	3%	
average treatment	effect	for	all	viewers	across	all	
countries,	and	as	high	as	5%	in	Libya.	

Overall,	all	content	tested	through	the	RCT	demonstrated	
positive	treatment	effects	on	disapproval	of	ISIS.		
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“nitrofural	
metabolites,	an	
allegedly	carcinogenic	
substance.”
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Over 890,415 guesses about food rumours have been answered to date.
The game has had a confirmed 137,000+ players.

Users feel more knowledgeable about food issues and are more likely to participate 
in public discussion on food issues after playing the game. Taken from onsite polling 
post-participation in 1, 10-card round.

When asked if “our experts” answers to their questions in a live-AMA style forum helped 
increase their understanding of food safety”, 78.71% replied yes (from a total 4058 
responses taken directly on the project event platform).

General web statistics such as impressions and unique users will be published on 
digitalpublicsquare.com after completion of project of May, 2017


