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The Islamic State has lost its final territory in Syria, but 
the international community now faces an array of com-
plex and difficult challenges, in particular those related to 
the up to 52,808 foreigners now recorded by the authors 
with the group including up to 6,902 foreign women and 
up to 6,577 foreign minors. Of unique concern are the mi-
nors born to parents in the ‘caliphate’ established by the 
Islamic State who represent up to 60 percent of total mi-
nors currently accounted for in countries with strong data 
on this issue. Returning home to varied state responses, 
up to eight percent of the up to 8,202 returnees are now 
recorded as women, and up to 20 percent minors. Thou-
sands more remain in limbo in the region, however, and 
significant gaps in the data leave this picture incomplete.

I n March 2019, the Islamic State lost the final territorial 
remnant of its ‘caliphate’ in Baghouz. Yet its demise has left 
the international community with a myriad of complex and 
difficult challenges, including how to deal with the many 
women and minors from across the globe recruited by, taken 

by, or born into the group. In July 2018, a dataset compiled by the 
authors revealed that of 80 countries beyond Syria and Iraq, wom-
en accounted for up to 13 percent (4,761)1 a and minors 12 percent 
(4,640) of the total 41,490 foreign persons who were recorded to 
have traveled to, or were born inside, Islamic State territory.2 b These 
figures were unprecedented and the direct result of the territorial 
and governance ambitions of the Islamic State, which drew ‘citizens’ 

a In this article, women are defined as adults aged 18 and above. See Joana 
Cook and Gina Vale, “From ‘Daesh to ‘Diaspora’: Tracing the Women 
and Minors of Islamic State,” International Centre for the Study of 
Radicalisation, July 2018, p. 13 for further discussion.

b In this article, minors are defined as those 17 and below. Minors are further 
distinguished as teenagers (15-17), children (5-14), and infants (0-4). See 
Ibid. for further discussion.

from around the world. Yet, at that time (July 2018), only 26 states 
had published reliable information for both of these two interrelat-
ed, though distinct populations, raising the likelihood of significant 
underestimation. 

Beyond the fall of the caliphate, three trends have prompted a 
reexamination of the status of Islamic State-affiliated women and 
minors. First, due to the group’s duration of occupation, an increas-
ing number of Islamic State-affiliated women have borne children. 
Of the 10 countries with strong data on minors, 44-60 percent have 
been reported as infants born in theater, highlighting the potential 
scale and long-term implications of this matter.c Second, a signif-
icant number of women remained with the Islamic State until its 
final stand in Baghouz and now require varied responses. Some are 
devout, battle-hardened members, while others may seek to leave 
this chapter of their life behind them. Third, due to the tens of thou-
sands of adult males killed in counter-Islamic State and Islamic 
State operations,d the proportion of women and minors present in 
the remaining Islamic State population in Syria and Iraq is higher 
than ever and therefore must be reflected in all responses to the 
group.e 

This article reexamines the status of Islamic State-affiliated 
women and minors, and the present challenges posed by these two 
distinct populations. Updating the authors’ dataset from July 2018,3 
this article compiles the most recent figures for Islamic State-af-
filiated travelers, returnees, and detainees, and for the first time 
includes distinct figures for Islamic State-born infants. It considers 
how states have been responding to returnees and the long-term 
inter-generational concerns associated with these diverse popula-
tions, and it also provides considerations for international actors 
going forward. 

Methodology
Obtaining precise figures for foreigners affiliated with the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria remains a challenging task. The method-
ology for the original dataset in 2018 has been repeated.4 Figures 

c These countries include Albania, Belgium, Bosnia, Canada, France, Kosovo, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, and Sweden. All figures are in Table 1.

d The Islamic State actively recruited and utilized males under the age of 
18. However, there are currently no clear figures of how many male minors 
were killed in battles against the Islamic State. Discussing the entire Islamic 
State foreign fighter population, Edmund Fitton-Brown, the Coordinator 
for the ISIL (Daesh)/Al-Qaida/Taliban Monitoring Team at the United 
Nations, estimated an attrition rate of “over a quarter,” but acknowledged 
“nobody knows the true figures.” Paul Cruickshank, “A View from the CT 
Foxhole: Edmund Fitton-Brown, Coordinator, ISIL (Daesh)/Al-Qaida/Taliban 
Monitoring Team, United Nations,” CTC Sentinel 12:4 (2019).

e Estimates that account for both foreign and local Islamic State followers 
killed have ranged from 25,000-70,000 and do not distinguish between 
men, women, and minors. A discussion on casualties on the battlefield is 
discussed at length in Cook and Vale, pp. 41-42.
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have been updated based on information released between July 
2018 and July 2019, cross-referenced with the previous dataset, 
and where possible verified by regional experts. Several challeng-
es remain. Many countries continue to not publish figures; others 
have only acknowledged ‘foreign terrorist fighters’ (FTFs)f or do not 
distinguish women and minors.g Others may not have the means to 
track the movement of all their citizens. Some states have increas-
ingly released figures, while others’ data proves contradictory and 
diverse, which is reflected in the dataset, particularly seen in the 
ranges included.

Updated Global Figures 
Two developments impact the issue of returnees: more countries 
have clarified figures for women and minors who became affiliated 
with the Islamic State,h and there are an increasing number of re-
corded foreign Islamic State-born infants. This has raised not only 
the authors’ global estimates of all foreign Islamic State affiliated 
persons (men, women, and minors), including those now deceased 
to 44,279-52,808, but specifically women to 6,797-6,902 and mi-
nors to 6,173-6,577.i Increasing numbers of women and minors 
have also returned to their countries of origin.

Returnees 
A number of observations emerge. First is the important distinction 
between state-managed repatriation initiatives and independent 
return. Where governments control the flow and return of persons 
back to their country, they are better able to manage them, while 
those who return independently may be unmonitored or unac-
counted for.j Second, the post-return realities of Islamic State affil-
iates vary by country. Some face immediate arrest, prosecution, and 
imprisonment. Others receive deradicalization and rehabilitation 
services or differing extents of physical, economic, or psycho-social 
support and return to normal life. Almost all, including women 
and minors, face social stigma for their time with the Islamic State.

f The Rescue Association of Tunisians Trapped Abroad acknowledged 970 
“fighters” have returned from Syria and Iraq. Lindsey Snell, “The ISIS 
recruits that won’t be coming home,” Daily Beast, March 20, 2018.

g The United Kingdom has only acknowledged 40-50 percent have returned 
without distinguishing women and minors in these. Matthew Offord 
and Sajid Javid, “UK Nationals Returning from Syria – in the House of 
Commons,” theyworkforyou.com, February 18, 2019; Kim Sengupta, “War 
Against Isis: Security Services Bracing for Possible Return of Thousands of 
Jihadists as Group Loses Territory,” Independent, September 5, 2016.

h This article uses the word “affiliated” to account for the distinctions 
between both the roles of various persons within the group (not all of whom 
picked up arms), as well as the level of volition present in their joining the 
Islamic State. This is particularly true for minors who were forcibly taken 
by their parents, or infants born into the organization, who must now be 
addressed in comprehensive responses to the Islamic State. 

i This figure of 44,279-52,808 comprises all foreign persons who between 
2013 and June 2019 became affiliated with the Islamic State in its 
Levantine territory. A significant number of these persons were killed in 
Syria and Iraq so it does not represent actual figures for populations being 
responded to today.

j The United States has offered its assistance to any country willing to 
repatriate its citizens and has facilitated a number of returns, while others 
such as Kazakhstan have been active in independently repatriating 
hundreds of its citizens (though reportedly with U.S. mediation). “5 ISIS 
militants, families returned to Kazakhstan with US mediation: SDF,” Rudaw, 
January 7, 2019. 

Yet, many countries do not publicly acknowledge their citizens’ 
return.k Women and minors may also be excluded or undistin-
guished in returnee figures or may return undetected. However, 
total confirmed returnees have increased in the authors’ updated 
dataset, albeit minimally since June 2018—from 7,145-7,3665 to 
7,712-8,202—with the greatest proportion found in the Southeast 
Asia region (up to 33 percent of those who traveled to, or were born 
within, the Islamic State) and Western Europe (28-29 percent). 

Women  
In 2018, only 256 women (five percent of total returnees) who had 
traveled to join the Islamic State had been recorded as returned to 
their country of departure.l By July 2019, up to 609 women of those 
who traveled had been recorded as returned, comprising up to eight 
percent of all returnees, or nine percent of women who traveled. 
However, these figures may not accurately capture the true picture. 
Statements from the United Kingdomm and European Unionn have 
suggested that women and minors have been returning more fre-
quently than men over the past two years, even if these were not 
acknowledged or distinguished at the country level. 

Media portrayals of Islamic State-affiliated women have gener-
ally oscillated between victims taken or duped by their husbands, 
naive ‘jihadi brides,’ or active security concerns. Where framed in 
security terms, there appears to be less political will or public accep-
tance to return women. In contrast, where viewed more in terms of 
victimhood or naïveté, prospects for redemption and rehabilitation 
may appear more in public discourses. 

Russia had been actively repatriating women up to November 
2017, whereafter only minors were accepted due to women being 
perceived as security risks.o Kazakhstan has taken a proactive ap-
proach, repatriating 137-139 women through its three-part ‘Opera-
tion Zhusan’ between January and May 2019. Upon arrival, women 
are isolated at a rehabilitation and reintegration center and face 

k The reasons for this are varied and may include security or intelligence 
motivations; political motivations driven by fear of public backlash; and 
privacy and safeguarding issues (particularly in the case of minors).

l The word “recorded” acknowledges that even when greater numbers 
of women have returned, these are not publicly acknowledged or 
distinguished in some cases.  

m In the United Kingdom, women and minors have generally been noted 
to be returning, even though the authors’ table records only two women 
and four minors have been publicly recorded as returned. The United 
Kingdom’s 2018 CONTEST counterterrorism strategy noted, “The majority 
of those who have returned did so in the earlier stages of the conflict, and 
were investigated on their return. Only a very small number of travellers 
have returned in the last two years, and most of those have been women 
with young children.” The reason for not distinguishing these women and 
minors within total U.K. returnee figures is unclear. “CONTEST: The United 
Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism,” HM Government, June 2018, 
p. 18.

n In a January 2017 interview, Wil van Gemert, Deputy Director of Europol and 
Head of Operations, noted that “those recently fleeing back to Europe have 
mostly been women and children,” though he did not spell out how this was 
manifested country by country in the European Union. Paul Cruickshank, “A 
View from the CT Foxhole: Peter Edge, ICE Acting Deputy Director, and Wil 
van Gemert, Europol Deputy Director,” CTC Sentinel 10:1 (2017).

o The concern of female militancy is particularly acute in Russia where 
women have been active in Islamist militancy, including in the Chechnya 
context as the so-called ‘black widows’ who acted as suicide bombers. Ilya 
Arkhipov, “Putin Shows Rare Soft Spot to Rescue Russia’s ISIS Children,” 
Bloomberg, February 1, 2019.
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questioning by security services. While many return home and 
continue to be monitored, at least five women have been charged 
with terrorism-related offenses.6 Indonesia, with 54 confirmed fe-
male returnees, has also managed a large-scale rehabilitation and 
reintegration program.7 At least one woman went on to attempt 
an explosive attack and now faces the death penalty.8 Here, rein-
tegration at the community level has been specifically tailored to 
women, including economic empowerment programs.9 With such 
programming, public safety must remain a paramount concern. 
Adequate planning, resources, and gendered considerations must 
be integrated at every step, together with the active participation 
and support of community organizations and families.10 Yet, such 
tailored programs remain rare.

Some women have been prosecuted upon return, including Brit-
ish woman Tareena Shakil.11 ‘Jennifer W.,’ a 27-year old German 
returnee, was charged with the murder of an enslaved Yazidi child, 
war crimes, membership in a foreign terror organization, and weap-
ons violations.12 Sabine S. also became the first woman convicted in 
Germany of belonging to a foreign terrorist organization.13 Yet, this 
route remains challenging as the type of evidence obtained against 
men, such as recordings of their direct involvement in Islamic State 
activities, is more limited for women who rarely appeared in pro-
paganda.p However, women within the Islamic State may also have 
been privy to information that may help facilitate the prosecution 
of other members.

There has also been increased focus on the gender dimensions of 
criminal justice responses to counterterrorism14 and evidence that 
women may be arrested, charged, and sentenced differently (often 
more leniently) than men.15 Countries such as the United Kingdom 
and the United States have opted to strip or deny citizenship, as 
demonstrated in the cases of Shamima Begum or Hoda Mutha-
na,16 raising broader questions about rights and identity of first- and 
second-generation immigrants in these countries. Though many 
trajectories remain possible for Islamic State-affiliated women, 
repatriation, prosecution, rehabilitation, and reintegration (as ap-
propriate) remain the most feasible for their successful long-term 
monitoring.

Minors
By July 2018, 411-1,180 minors were recorded as confirmed and 
in-process returnees. A constant trend from 2018 is the interna-
tional community’s prioritization of repatriation of minors. In to-
tal, 1,460-1,525 minors (22-25 percent) have now returned to their 
country of departure (or the country of their parents), representing 
up to 20 percent of total returnees. For some states, such as Ta-
jikistan and Saudi Arabia, this is the result of proactive collabo-
ration with local authorities to identify and return their underage 
nationals.17 Yet, these efforts are predominantly framed as ‘rescue’ 
missions to recover young children whose Islamic State affiliation 
was not through their own volition. This was epitomized by the 
reunion of a Trinidadian mother and her two sons, which was facil-
itated by Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters.18 This framing of the issue has 
put mounting pressure on hitherto unresponsive governments. For 
some, repatriation of the most vulnerable Islamic State-affiliated 

p As women’s roles were primarily prescribed in the domestic sphere, 
offenses were more likely to have occurred in the home with local or 
enslaved women, making such evidence even harder to attain.

population can be presented as a politically acceptable concession.19 
A salient example is Norway’s repatriation of five orphans,20 out of 
40 minors in the conflict zone. This arguably creates a ‘hierarchy of 
victimhood,’ in which those seen to be most helpless and unthreat-
ening are prioritized.

Despite increasing awareness and efforts to repatriate minors, 
national initiatives remain limited and ad-hoc. In February 2017, a 
French official stated approximately 700 French minors were in the 
conflict zone.q It was boldly announced, “they will return to France, 
it is just a question of time.”21 France later tapered this, pledging to 
return only 150 minors, stipulating “the mothers of any repatriated 
children would be left in Syria.”22 Yet, by June 2019, only 107 mi-
nors had been confirmed as returned.r In contrast, Kazakhstan has 
repatriated 357 minors in quick succession.23

The repatriation of minors, particularly infants, also raises the 
issue of separation from their Islamic State-affiliated parent(s). 
Although Islamic State-affiliated parents have endangered their 
children through their travel to Islamic State territory, separation 
could also exacerbate trauma experienced by minors. Furthermore, 
blanket separation policies may prove harmful if custody is grant-
ed to other family members also holding extremist views.24 This 
reinforces the need to assess the parameters of repatriation and 
rehabilitative needs for minors on a case-by-case basis.

Despite momentum shifting toward repatriation and rehabil-
itation, some countries have adopted a security-first approach, 
adding additional barriers to minors’ return. In Australia, Islamic 
State-affiliated minors from age 14 can have their citizenship re-
voked under recent legislation.25 This also applies to children of 
‘suspected terrorists.’26 Denmark introduced legislation that refuses 
the automatic assignment of citizenship to infants born to Islamic 
State-affiliated parents27—the result of increasing public fears of the 
security threat that minors may pose upon return. Some officials 
have also (unhelpfully) referred to these children as a “ticking time 
bomb.”28 It is important that countries acknowledge and address 
minors’ indoctrination through the Islamic State’s education and 
training programs.29 However, approaches that generalize, secu-
ritize, and further victimize minors—instead of addressing their 
developmental needs—will compromise the effectiveness and sus-
tainability of rehabilitation and reintegration initiatives. 

Detainees
Another critical issue is the predicament of thousands of foreign Is-
lamic State affiliates imprisoned in Iraq and detained by the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) in Syria of which foreign women account-

q It was noted that of the 700, half are under the age of five and a third were 
born inside Islamic State territory. “700 mineurs français vont rentrer de 
Syrie [700 French Minors Will Return from Syria],” Figaro, February 2, 2017.

r Ninety-five minors were repatriated up until April 2019, with a further 12 
repatriated in June 2019. Paule Gonzalès, “95 enfants de djihadistes rentrés 
en France depuis 2015 [95 French Children of Jihadists Returned to France 
Since 2015],” Figaro, April 1, 2019; “Syrian Kurds transfer 12 orphans from 
jihadist families to France for repatriation,” France 24, June 10, 2019.
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ed for up to 5,350 and foreign minors 8,580.s Iraq has tried thou-
sands of persons in controversial court proceedings,30 and indefinite 
SDF-detention in Syria is unlikely. Several considerations pertinent 
to women and minors detained in the region have become visible.31 

Women 
In Iraq in 2018 alone, 616 foreigners were tried and convicted of 
Islamic State membership, receiving varied sentences of up to life 
in prison, or even the death penalty. A staggering 466 of these were 
women, 108 of these minors, and only 42 of these men, and it was 
noted that “most of the women sentenced for ISIS links were from 
Turkey and republics of the former Soviet Union.”32 For those who 
did receive the death sentence, these have not yet been carried out. 
For countries that oppose capital punishment, there are reports 
that Iraq has been willing to commute these sentences, for a price.t 
However, serious concerns over flawed and swift trials and human 
rights violations in detention remain.33 If paid, Iraq has also offered 
to receive, try, and hold thousands of foreigners currently in SDF 
custody, including women, only compounding these concerns.34

Women currently in SDF custody face similar potential trajec-
tories as men. These were well outlined recently by Brian Michael 
Jenkins in this publication, who identified eight local and multilat-
eral options for dealing with these detainees.35 Yet, the proportion 
of women makes these options more complex and demands gen-
dered considerations at every step. Of the three major SDF-admin-
istered refugee and internment camps in northeast Syria out of its 
total population, al-Hol alone hosts 12,000 Islamic State-affiliated 
foreigners—4,000 are women and 8,000 are minors. In contrast, 
SDF forces are holding only 1,000 men deemed ‘fighters’ across its 
prisons.36 These persons do not have access to fair trial and cannot 
be held indefinitely—an important pillar of international law and 
another reason to repatriate citizens.37

For women currently detained in the region, there is a challenge 
of identifying persons in custody. Upon arrival in Iraq and Syria, 
many foreigners destroyed or surrendered their identification and 
may seek to conceal their identity.u There is also a lack of deradical-
ization and rehabilitative services available while detained or upon 

s It should be noted here that there is a disconnect between this figure 
and the authors’ dataset, which only shows a number of foreign minors 
affiliated with the Islamic State up to 6,577. The significant number of 
countries that still do not publicly record disaggregated data for minors 
reinforces that the figure in the authors’ dataset continues to be an 
underestimation. Iraq: 1,350 women and 580 minors. Syria: 4,000 women 
and 8,000 minors. Margaret Coker and Falih Hassan, “A 10-Minute Trial, 
a Death Sentence: Iraqi Justice for ISIS Suspects,” New York Times, April 
17, 2018; Ben Hubbard, “In a Crowded Syria Tent Camp, the Women and 
Children of ISIS Wait in Limbo,” New York Times, March 29, 2019; Quentin 
Sommerville, “There are 12,000 foreigners in Kurdish custody. 4000 
women- 8000 kids. Men, 1000+ From more than 50 countries. That’s not 
including Iraqis and Syrians,” Twitter, April 12, 2019.

t In the case of 11 French citizens, the Iraqi government reportedly requested 
$1 million per person to commute their death sentences to life in prison. 
It is not clear if these citizens included women or if women will be treated 
differently in such cases. David Chazan, “Iraq offers to commute death 
sentences of French Isil members for ‘millions of euros,’” Telegraph, June 2, 
2019.

u Reasons for concealment of identity may include avoiding authorities if the 
individual has committed a crime or if they do not wish to return home and 
hope to stay in the region. Thanks to Petra Ramsauer for highlighting this 
last point.

release, highlighting long-term hurdles for reintegration. While 
many detention facilities, particularly in Europe, have segregated 
areas for those convicted of terrorism offenses, such units do not 
(as far as the authors are aware) exist in Iraq for women, meaning 
that women who still adhere to the Islamic State’s ideology may 
radicalize others or their children.v While SDF camps have segre-
gated annexes for foreign women and minors suspected of being 
associated with the Islamic State, the same concern related to their 
children remains.w The potential for inter-generational radicaliza-
tion has already been highlighted as a long-term strategic concern 
by senior officials.x 

Minors
Despite more promising rates of repatriation and return for Islamic 
State-affiliated minors, thousands languish in limbo within prisons, 
camps, and detention centers in Iraq and Syria. According to a Re-
uters report in March 2019, an estimated “1,100 children of Islamic 
State are caught in the wheels of Iraqi justice.”y For the youngest, 
detention in Iraqi government facilities is the direct result of their 
parents’ Islamic State affiliation and conviction for terrorism offens-
es.38 Foreign infants and toddlers are now being raised in crowded 
and unsanitary cells.39 Two hundred foreign infants have reportedly 
been born inside one Baghdad prison alone.40 Before the decision 
was taken to separate and repatriate only the children,41 seven mi-
nors have perished in the poor conditions.42 Recently, mothers from 
countries such as Tajikistan have refused permission for their chil-
dren to be repatriated without them, resulting in 17 Tajik minors 
remaining in Iraqi prisons.43

In line with the national minimum age of criminal responsi-
bility, Iraqi authorities deem children from the age of nine to be 
legally accountable for their involvement in the Islamic State.44 This 
contravenes international standards, which stipulate that children 
recruited to non-state armed groups are “primarily victims who 
should be provided with assistance for their rehabilitation and re-
integration.”45 Charges and prosecutions range from illegal entrance 
into Iraq to fighting for the Islamic State, and 108 foreign boys and 
77 foreign girls have received sentences from a few months to up to 
15 years in juvenile detention.46 Of even greater concern are reports 
of arbitrary arrest, forced confessions, and torture of juvenile Islam-
ic State suspects in Iraqi and Kurdish custody.47 Such actions can 
be harmful and counterproductive, and may create further barriers 
for minors to reintegrate into society upon release, psychologically 
and physically alienating individuals branded as ‘Islamic State-sup-

v Such a scenario is reminiscent of Camp Bucca, where the forging of 
relationships and the hardening of ideological convictions preceded the 
rise of the Islamic State.

w In contrast to Iraq, women or minors have not been charged or tried in 
SDF-held territory. OCHA, “Syria: Humanitarian response in al-Hol camp,” 
Situation Report No. 5, July 5, 2019.

x Major General Alexus Grynkewich, deputy commander of Operation 
Inherent Resolve who oversees joint and coalition operations, recently 
stated the potential for radicalization in these camps is “the biggest 
long-term strategic risk” outside of active military operations in efforts 
to counter the Islamic State. Richard Hall, “‘Hardcore’ Isis ideologues 
held in Syrian camps represent long-term risk, warns US-led coalition,” 
Independent, July 3, 2019.

y These comprise both foreign and local minors. Raya Jalabi, “Special Report: 
Forgotten victims - The children of Islamic State,” Reuters, March 21, 2019.
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porters.’ 
Minors face even greater uncertainty and insecurity in SDF-con-

trolled camps. Al-Hol currently holds 73,000 foreign and local 
Islamic State ‘family members;’ 49,000 are minors, of which 95 
percent are under the age of 12.48 Many sustained injuries prior to 
accessing these camps and have since contracted diseases and suffer 
from severe malnutrition, with more than 300 children dying in the 
first weeks after they departed Baghouz.49 This concern is further 
compounded by the scarcity of resources divided among residents 
that far exceed the camp’s maximum capacity.50 Approximately 
8,000 of these are foreign children either born into or relocated to 
Islamic State territory with their parents, several hundred of whom 
are now separated or orphaned.51 z For Islamic State-born infants, 
undocumented status and legal statelessness can restrict access to 
short-term benefits and aid inside camps, as well as long-term em-
ployment opportunities and permanent residency upon release.52

The continued security-first approach to Islamic State-affiliated 
minors has led to few state-level repatriations, leaving thousands in 
limbo or at the mercy of rapid judicial processes. While recogniz-
ing the complex legal and logistical issues involved in repatriation, 
such lags in response appear to neglect minors’ welfare and devel-
opment. This risks further alienation and stigmatization, deepening 
their ‘Islamic State-affiliate’ identity and fueling similar grievances 
that provided fertile soil for the Islamic State’s rise.

Conclusion
Over the last year, modest but important progress has been made to 
address issues resulting from the Islamic State’s territorial collapse. 
The need to recognize, record, and assess the status of women and 
minors in relation to political violence at every step is clear. It en-
ables nuanced analysis of the demographic of the Islamic State, and 
the strategies, tactics, and objectives it engages, while informing 
responses to other groups who pursue state-building.

Returnee figures recorded for women since July 2018 have al-
most tripled, and the plight of minors and infants has captured 
international attention. The disaggregated figures for women and 
minors in this dataset demonstrate the need to act in accordance 

z The authors’ 2018 dataset records less than 8,000 minors, excluding those 
already returned. This demonstrates that not adequately and publicly 
acknowledging women and minors can produce consequences such as 
underestimations, which may limit preparation and response for such 
significant populations.

with their status as interrelated, though distinct populations, with 
the flexibility and nuance to respond to each case in turn.

For women, it is critical to assess the varying levels of individual 
agency based on their unique circumstances of joining, the plurality 
of their roles in the group, and possible continued support for, or 
disavowment of, the group. Assessments should take into account 
the risk that some women may pose, both in security terms and 
the possibility of radicalizing others. Action must also be taken in 
accordance with legal norms and with respect of human rights, in-
cluding access to fair trials and gender-conscious rehabilitation and 
reintegration programs. Stripping citizenship of adults has poten-
tially adverse implications. Such policies foster societal tensions and 
alienation born from a ‘hierarchy’ of citizenship and risk pushing 
these individuals to countries who may not be willing or adequately 
equipped to manage them.

For minors, stripping or denying citizenship is even more prob-
lematic. This creates barriers to access benefits, rights, and services 
that are needed to facilitate true reintegration into society. Fortu-
nately, repatriation and rehabilitation of minors is a more common 
point of agreement and concession, yet still appears to prioritize 
specific groups, such as infants or orphans. Minors should have 
their rights and development put first, and initiatives that address 
healthcare, education, and psychosocial support should be priori-
tized. A rehabilitation-first approach responds to individual needs, 
provides an effective counterpoint to the Islamic State’s indoctri-
nation, and offers a new ‘non-Islamic State’ identity on which to 
build a future. 

Justice and recovery for the victims of the Islamic State, as well 
as prevention of future instability and conflict in the region, is 
paramount, but it is jeopardized by states’ inaction or hesitancy 
to manage their citizens.aa This is an inter-generational challenge, 
one that requires a nuanced and long-term approach. A transpar-
ent and rights-based process will provide justice for both Islamic 
State members and their victims, as well as demonstrate the values 
of the international community in contrast with the Islamic State. 
This, however, is the long game. It requires courage to overcome 
the temptation of vengeance; flexibility and collaboration to work 
across national jurisdictions; and patience to implement tailored 
and sustainable solutions.     CTC

aa This is exemplified by some states’ public acknowledgment of “losing 
track” of their Islamic State-affiliated citizens. “Germany loses track of 160 
‘Islamic State’ supporters,” Deutsche Welle, June 23, 2019.



Country Minor 
Affiliates 
(includes 
traveled and 
born in 
theater)

Infants 
(confirmed 
born in 
theater)

Female 
Affiliates

Total 
Affiliates

Minor 
Returnees

Female 
Returnees

Total 
Returnees

Middle East and North Africa (MENA)

Algeria 17553-27854 655 456 11657

Bahrain 10058

Egypt 10 ICR59 5 ICR60 60061 60062

Israel 4 ICR63 3 ICR64 6065 3 ICR66 1 ICR67 1068

Iran 1669 2170 1671 2172

Jordan 3,000-3,95073 30074

Kuwait 15075 676

Lebanon 6 ICR77 1 ICR78 90079 5 ICR80 1 ICR81 14 ICR82

Libya 60083 84

Morocco 39185 29386 1,69887 1588 5289 25390-30891

Saudi Arabia 4692 3,24493 2 ICR94 76295

Sudan 19 ICR96 70-14097 2 ICR98 1 ICR99 5 ICR100

Turkey 476101 1 ICR102 2,000103 7,476-9,476*104 243105 243106

Tunisia *107 700108 4,000109-
6,500110

970111

Yemen 1 ICR112 110113

Total 877 2 3,083 22,204-
27,827

276 75 3,300-3,355

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

3-4% 11-14% 8% 2%

Eastern Europe

Albania 38114-41115 13116 29117-35118 157119-163120 44121-45122

Azerbaijan 19123-22124 200125 900126 22127 71128

Belarus 3 ICR129 3 ICR130 3 ICR131 3 ICR132

Bosnia 230133 150134 70135 500136 7137 6138 56139

Bulgaria 10140

Croatia 4-5141 7142

Georgia 1 ICR143 17144 41145-200146 3 ICR 15-20147

Kosovo 98148 40149 55150 446151 77152 39153 243154

Latvia 2155

Macedonia 6 ICR156 15157 161158 72-86159

Moldova 1160

Montenegro 4161 1162 5163 27164 1165 1166 10167

Poland 20-40168

Romania 1169

Russia 1,600170 57 ICR171 1,000172 4,000-5,000173 145174-200175 24176 452-507177

Serbia 15178 20179 59180 7181

Slovakia 6182
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Slovenia 10183 2184

Ukraine 5 ICR185 3 ICR186 8 ICR187 1 ICR188 1 ICR189

Total 2,019-2,025 261 1,418-1,425 6,359-7,544 259-314 70 976-1,051

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

27-32% 19-22% 25-32% 7%

Central Asia

Kazakhstan 649-749190 150191 1,136-1,236192 420193 137194-139195 594196

Kyrgyzstan 130-140197 188198 863199 63200

Tajikistan 293201 279202 1,899203-
2,000204

131205-141206 1 ICR207 400-410208

Turkmenistan 2 ICR209 360210-500211

Uzbekistan 92212 1 ICR213 1 ICR214 1,500215-
2,500216

91217 59218 148-300219

Total 1,164-1,274 1 620 5,758-7,099 642-652 197-199 1,205-1,367

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

16-22% 9-11% 47-54% 14-17%

Western Europe

Austria 20220-40221 2 ICR222 37223 256224 1 ICR225 13226 94227

Belgium 175228 142229 93230 602231 25232 26233 160234

Denmark 18235 150236 72237

Finland 42238 12239 20240 122241 2 ICR242 43243

France 460244-700245 150246-233247 300248-382249 1,910250 107251 78252 376253-410254

Germany 290255 *256 165257 1,268258 19259 53260 357261

Iceland 1262

Ireland 2 ICR263 2 ICR264 1 ICR265 30266 1 ICR267 1 ICR268 2269

Italy 11270 12271 138272 1 ICR273 8274-12275

Luxembourg 1276

Netherlands 185277 117278 105279 432280 12281 17282 67283

Norway 40284 40285 10286 140-150287 5288 45289

Portugal 2 ICR290 2 ICR291 4 ICR292 15293 2 ICR294 2 ICR295

Spain 17296 1 ICR297 21298 208299 37300-46301

Sweden 80302 30-40303 75304 341-351305 12 ICR306 1 ICR307 160308

Switzerland 20309 12310 99311 1 ICR312 3313 17314

United 
Kingdom

50*315 *316 150317 900318 4 ICR*319 2 ICR*320 400321-425322

Total 1,394-1,654 498-591 1,023-1,105 6,613-6,633 189 197 1,840-1,912

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

21-25% 15-17% 10% 10-11%

South-Eastern Asia

Cambodia 1323

Indonesia 100324 113325 800326 ~60327 ~54328 183329-300330
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Malaysia 17331 14332 102333-154334 2 ICR335 1 ICR336 34337

Philippines 1 ICR338 1 ICR339 100340

Singapore 5 ICR341 2 ICR342 8 ICR343

Total 123 130 1,011-1,063 62 55 217-334

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

12% 12-13% 19-29% 16-25%

Eastern Asia

China ~350344 ~350345 1,000346

Japan 1-5347 5348-9349

South Korea 1350

Total ~350 ~351-355 1,006-1,010

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

35% 35%

Americas, Australia, and New Zealand

Argentina 23351

Australia 70352-90353 2 ICR354 30-40355 232356 9357 1358 48359

Brazil 3360

Canada 26361 18362 18363 110-120364 2 ICR365 1 ICR366 19367

Chile 1368

New Zealand 11369 12370

Trinidad & 
Tobago

60371 30372 130373-250374 4 ICR375 1 ICR376 5377

United States 14378 2 ICR379 38380 272381 14382 4383 59384

Total 170-190 22 127-137 783-913 29 7 131

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

19-24% 14-17% 22% 5%

Southern Asia

Afghanistan 385

Bangladesh 1 ICR386 2 ICR387 40388 25389

India 19-22 ICR390 6391-8 ICR392 67393-75394 1 ICR395 5396-11397

Maldives 17398 13 ICR399 12 ICR400 61401-200402

Pakistan 12 ICR403 15 ICR404 100405

Sri Lanka 7 ICR406 1 ICR407 1 ICR408 32409-36410 1-4 ICR411 1-4 ICR412

Total 56-59 14 36-38 300-451 2-5 31-40

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

12-20% 8-13% 5-16%

Sub-Saharan Africa

Kenya 2 ICR413 100414

Madagascar 3415
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Senegal 1 ICR416 1 ICR417

Somalia 1 ICR418

South Africa 10-15419 7420 140421-163422 3423 1 ICR424 11425

Total 10-15 9 245-268 3 1 12

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

4-6% 3-4% 25% 8%

Global Totals

Total all 
countries

6,173-6,577 798-891 6,797-6,902 44,279-
52,808

1,460-1,525 604-609 7,712-8,202

Women and 
minors as % 
of total

12-15% 13-16% 18-20% 7-8%

As a 
proportion 
of returned 
women and 
minors

22-25% 
of minors 
that were in 
theater have 
returned

9% of women 
that were in 
theater have 
returned

15-19% of 
all persons 
that were in 
theater have 
returned

* ICR refers to “individual cases recorded.” ICRs are not comprehensive and offer little numerical value to the dataset, but they do indi-
cate that indeed women and minors were departing from, or returning to, these countries, prompting the need for further examination.
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