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The public acceptance of former enemy collaborators by local communities is crucial for preventing violent extremism. Few 

studies experimentally examine such acceptance, particularly from a gendered perspective in active conflict zones. We address 
this gap by centering the diversity of the defector population, highlighting how gendered experiences of entry into and exit 
from armed groups affect opportunities for peacebuilding. We argue that both gender and age are important determinants 
of public acceptance, and that the narratives through which women are perceived—especially as wives—shape reintegration 

outcomes. We test these expectations with a vignette experiment involving 880 respondents across 81 communities in seven 

cities in South Central Somalia. We find that respondents are more willing to accept female and child defectors, with accep- 
tance particularly high for those wedded to al-Shabaab fighters. These findings underscore the gendered and intersectional 
dynamics at play in reintegration and reconciliation processes, particularly in conservative Muslim societies, and suggest that 
the identities and social scripts attached to former enemy collaborators are central to understanding public attitudes toward 

peacebuilding in conflict-affected societies. 

La aceptación pública de antiguos colaboradores del enemigo por parte de las comunidades locales es fundamental para pre- 
venir el extremismo violento. Existen pocos estudios que examinen experimentalmente esta aceptación, particularmente desde 
una perspectiva de género en zonas de conflicto activo. Con el fin de abordar esta brecha, nos centramos en la diversidad de 
la población de desertores y destacamos cómo las experiencias en materia de género al ingresar en grupos armados y salir de 
ellos influyen sobre las oportunidades relativas a la construcción de la paz. Argumentamos que tanto el género como la edad 

son determinantes importantes de la aceptación pública, y que las narrativas a través de las cuales se percibe a las mujeres 
(especialmente como esposas) configuran los resultados de la reintegración. Ponemos a prueba estas hipótesis mediante un 

experimento de viñetas que involucra a 880 encuestados en 81 comunidades localizadas en siete ciudades del centro-sur de 
Somalia. Concluimos que los encuestados están más dispuestos a aceptar a mujeres y niños desertores, siendo la aceptación 

particularmente alta para aquellas mujeres casadas con combatientes de al-Shabaab. Estos hallazgos ponen de manifiesto las 
dinámicas de género e interseccionales presentes en los procesos de reintegración y reconciliación, particularmente en so- 
ciedades musulmanas conservadoras, y sugieren que las identidades y los guiones sociales asociados con los antiguos co- 
laboradores del enemigo resultan fundamentales para comprender las actitudes públicas hacia la construcción de la paz en 

sociedades afectadas por conflictos. 

L’acceptation publique d’anciens collaborateurs par les communautés locales est cruciale quand il s’agit de prévenir 
l’extrémisme violent. Peu d’études examinent cette acceptation sous la forme d’expériences, surtout d’un point de vue genré
dans des zones de conflit actif. Nous traitons cette lacune en nous centrant sur la diversité de la population de transfuges, 
soulignant l’effet des expériences genrées d’entrée dans des groupes armés et de sortie de ces groupes sur les possibilités de 
consolidation de la paix. Nous affirmons que le genre et l’âge sont tous deux des déterminants importants de l’acceptation 

publique et que les récits par lesquels l’on perçoit les femmes (notamment en tant qu’épouses) façonnent les issues de la réin- 
tégration. Nous testons ces attentes avec une expérience de capsule impliquant 880 participants dans 81 communautés de sept 
villes du centre et du sud de la Somalie. Nous observons que les participants se montrent plus enclins à accepter des femmes 
et enfants transfuges, l’acceptation étant particulièrement forte chez les individus liés par le mariage à des membres du Al- 
Chabab. Ces conclusions soulignent les dynamiques genrées et intersectionnelles en jeu dans les processus de réintégration et 
de réconciliation, notamment dans les sociétés musulmanes conservatrices, et suggèrent que les identités et scripts sociaux re- 
liés aux anciens collaborateurs sont décisifs lorsqu’il s’agit de comprendre les attitudes publiques à l’endroit de la consolidation 

de la paix au sein de sociétés touchées par le conflit. 
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Introduction 

I became involved with al-Shabaab when I was 20 years old
I was made a commander because they saw I could fight. I
ocial cohesion and conflict dynamics. My research builds on practical experience 
n conflict-affected settings, focusing on how peacekeeping, counter-insurgency, 
nd countering violent extremism intersect with economic and political dynam- 
cs. 

Defecting from Armed Groups during Conflict: Evidence from Somalia.
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nses/by/4.0/ ), which permits unrestricted reuse, distribution, and reproduction 
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was put in charge of the women … I did not get married and
did not have children when I was at the camp. Other girls had
babies … I escaped after I was sent to the market to buy food
… I sold my gun and used the money to return [home] … The
reaction from my family was not good and I am currently liv-
ing with friends but it has been difficult. I am jobless. I am not
doing well mentally … Current initiatives in our community
that work to counter violent extremism need to be strength-
ened … ”

—Khadija, former f emale al-Shabaab commander
( Ndung’u et al. 2017 , 33). 

At the age of 20, Khadija was abducted and recruited into
al-Shabaab, serving as a commander in charge of over 40
women. She was able to leave the organization, escaping
by selling her gun outside of an al-Shabaab camp and us-
ing the money to flee. Upon her return home, she was not
accepted by her family and faced community backlash for
being a member of the group. Khadija’s experience is not
uncommon. Across Somalia and conflict zones around the
world, thousands of individuals, including women and chil-
dren, leave violent organizations each year but face profound
challenges when attempting to return to civilian life. Under-
standing what determines their acceptance by local commu-
nities is not only a humanitarian concern but a critical fac-
tor in preventing violent extremism and building sustainable
peace. 

The social reintegration of armed group defectors is es-
sential for demilitarization and preventing violent extrem-
ism ( Knight and Özerdem 2004 ). 1 Without successful rein-
tegration, there is a risk of increased violence and displace-
ment. The scale of this challenge is substantial. Since 2019,
over 6,000 children have been recruited by armed forces
and groups in Somalia alone ( UNICEF 2024 ). An estimated
3,000 individuals—including approximately 600 women—
have participated in Somalia’s Defector Rehabilitation Pro-
gramme (DRP) since 2012 ( Sarfati and Donnelly 2022 ). But
these figures represent only those entering formal path-
ways. Many more attempt to reintegrate informally, “slip-
ping back” into communities without government knowl-
edge ( Stern and Peterson 2022 ). Without community accep-
tance, defectors face isolation, economic marginalization,
and potential re-recruitment by the groups they fled. For
communities, failed reintegration perpetuates cycles of vi-
olence. Rejected defectors may return to armed organiza-
tions or face retaliatory attacks from both the groups they
abandoned and the communities they hoped to rejoin. When
reintegration fails during active conflict, it can also deter
other potential defectors from leaving, thereby prolonging
violence as individuals remain with armed groups out of fear
that they have nowhere else to go. 

An expansive literature evaluates the reintegration trajec-
tories of former enemy collaborators, highlighting the com-
plex nature of the process (e.g., Annan et al. 2011 ; Bauer
et al. 2018 ; Blattman and Annan 2016 ; Gilligan et al. 2012 ;
Godefroidt and Langer 2022 ; Phayal et al. 2015 ; Kaplan and
Nussio 2018 ; Humphreys and Weinstein 2007 ). A growing
number of studies also experimentally examine public opin-
ion surrounding former enemy collaborators with a gen-
dered focus (e.g., Annan et al. 2011 ; Mironova and Whitt
2023 ; Kao and Revkin 2023 ). While important, our under-
standing of the reintegration of former enemy collabora-
tors is largely limited to the post-conflict period (e.g., Kao
and Revkin 2023 ; Kao et al. 2024 ), and the focus on gen-
der is mostly limited to empirical considerations of punish-
1 We use the terms disengaged person, former enemy collaborator, and defec- 
tor interchangeably. 
ment (e.g., Kao and Revkin 2023 ; Mironova and Whitt 2023 ,
2025 ). 2 As a result, we know little about how the gendered ex-
pectations of women in society and their counter-normative
participation in violent organizations inform public opinion
of former enemy collaborators beyond punishment. Addi-
tionally, much less is known about public perceptions of rein-
tegration while conflict is still ongoing—as in countries such
as Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, Nigeria, Somalia,
and Yemen—and whether there are differences in opinion
between the conflict and post-conflict periods. 

The challenges of reintegration take on distinct dimen-
sions for women and children who leave armed groups.
Women associated with violent organizations navigate con-
tradictory social expectations. They transgress gendered
norms about women’s roles in society, particularly in con-
servative contexts, yet they may also be viewed as less cul-
pable than men for violence (e.g., Annan et al. 2011 ; Kao and
Revkin 2023 ; Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 ). Children face differ-
ent questions of agency, moral responsibility, and develop-
mental capacity (e.g., Bauer et al. 2018 ; Faulkner and Welsh
2022 ). Despite their vulnerabilities and distinct roles within
armed groups, existing work focuses predominantly on adult
male combatants (e.g., Blattman and Annan 2016 ; Gilligan
et al. 2012 ; Kaplan and Nussio 2018 ). Without accounting
for these differ ences, r eintegration pr ograms risk misunder-
standing community receptivity and designing interventions
that fail to address the distinct challenges women and chil-
dren face upon return. 

To this end, this article centers on the diversity of the
ex-combatant population to examine how gendered expe-
riences of entry to and exit from armed organizations dur-
ing conflict affect opportunities for peacebuilding. We em-
phasize how social perceptions and expectations attached to
gender and age can alter preferences for reintegration and
the acceptance of armed group defectors. We test our pre-
registered expectations with a vignette experiment embed-
ded in an original survey of 880 citizens in seven cities across
South Central Somalia. The experiment randomizes the pro-
file of the armed group defector for each respondent. We use
gender and age as profile cues to develop two treatments: fe-
male (as opposed to male) defectors and child (as opposed to
adult) defectors. We also include post-treatment questions on
marriage to al-Shabaab fighters, as well as those intended to
probe the mechanisms at play, such as whether the role of
the defector in the organization or the context of their rein-
tegration program matters. 

Contrary to our hypothesis, we find the public is more will-
ing to reintegrate female and child defectors. We also find
that marriage to an al-Shabaab fighter influences citizens’ de-
cision to support reintegration, irrespective of whether the
marriage was forced. In probing our mechanisms, we find
that non-fighting roles and forced recruitment increase citi-
zens’ willingness to accept armed group defectors. The com-
pletion of a United Nations vocational training program is
important for the reintegration of female defectors. For child
defectors, having never killed someone and being financially
stable increases citizens’ willingness to accept them. Taken
together, our results emphasize the gendered dynamics at
play in reintegration processes, suggesting the gendered ex-
periences of entry to and exit from armed organizations ulti-
mately shape public preferences for acceptance in local com-
2 Notable exceptions include Godefroidt and Langer (2022) , Littman et al. 
(2021) , and Marks et al. (2023) , who focus on the reintegration of former Boko 
Haram affiliates in Nigeria. 



Reintegration of Women and Children Defecting from Armed Groups during Conflict 3 

 

w  

g  

m  

r  

2  

w  

s  

t  

m  

o  

c  

i  

a  

p
 

t  

c  

r  

m  

v  

i  

c  

a  

w  

a  

a  

M
 

p  

p  

a  

Q  

(  

t  

n  

t  

m  

c  

b  

v  

t  

c  

t  

i  

i  

t  

a  

p  

l

G  

g  

f  

W  

o  

p  

o  

W  

i  

i  

i
z

(  

a  

a  

t  

B  

t  

a  

r  

(  

a  

c  

o  

G  

t  

a  

d  

c  

W  

m  

w  

d  

g
 

i  

a  

c  

a  

C  

m  

m  

v  

W  

t  

n  

l  

t  

o  

2  

o  

i  

w  

a  

e  

o  

w  

o  

a
2  

e  

f  

c  

p  

a  

m  

t  

a
 

o  

a  

a  

2  

(  

t  

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isq/article/70/3/sqag044/8706485 by U

niversity of Essex user on 12 June 2026
This study makes three significant contributions. First,
e add to the literature on gendered trajectories of armed
roup exits by examining public opinion beyond punish-
ent. While recent work focuses on preferences for ret-

ibution in post-conflict Iraq (e.g., Mironova and Whitt
023 ; Kao and Revkin 2023 ), we examine attitudes to-
ard reconciliation and acceptance, revealing how gendered

cripts and age-based frameworks shape community recep-
ivity. The evidence that gendered trajectories matter for

icro-level peacebuilding processes joins a growing body
f work on gender in deradicalization and demobilization
ampaigns (e.g., Altier 2021 ; Cook and Vale 2018 ), allow-
ng policy-makers to consider more precise exit packages
nd long-term solutions aligned with the diversity of this
opulation. 
Second, our study is among the first to consider reintegra-

ion of defectors during active conflict, when community ac-
eptance faces distinct security constraints and when failed
eintegration can directly prolong fighting. By providing a

icro-level study during ongoing conflict in Somalia, we un-
eil how the public forms preferences for individuals leav-
ng violent organizations in particularly violent and volatile
ontexts. Our findings reveal that marriage to fighters cre-
tes pathways for acceptance regardless of coercion, and that
omen and children receive more favorable treatment than
dult men, showing how gendered and age-based consider-
tions operate even amid ongoing violence in conservative
uslim societies. 
Finally, our study provides insight into an increasingly im-

ortant context: the reintegration of Islamist insurgents in
redominantly Muslim countries. Several militant groups
cross the Middle East and Africa have committed to al-
aeda and Islamic State (ISIS) “brands” in recent years

 Warner and Hulme 2018 ). Our findings underscore that cul-
ural context shapes the pathways through which commu-
ities form preferences about reintegration: in conserva-

ive Muslim societies, gendered scripts around marriage and
otherhood create legible roles that facilitate women’s ac-

eptance in ways that may not operate elsewhere, while age-
ased frameworks of moral development appear more uni-
ersal. This means reintegration approaches must be tailored
o local contexts rather than applied uniformly. Given un-
lear policy directions for understanding Islamist organiza-
ions in reintegration frameworks during conflict, our study
s particularly timely and offers indication of what deradical-
zation and reintegration practices should prioritize in coun-
ering violent extremism in Somalia and beyond, thereby
ssisting in providing more sustainable, culturally informed
athways out of violent organizations for vulnerable popu-

ations. 

Exiting Armed Groups and Returning to Civilian Life 

overnments often introduce deradicalization and reinte-
ration programs to destabilize conflict and offer pathways
or individuals leaving armed groups to reenter civilian life.

e refer to these individuals as armed group defectors
r former enemy collaborators. 3 These programs typically
rovide defectors with security and alternative livelihoods
utside armed organizations ( Berdal 1996 ; Humphreys and
einstein 2007 ) and have become a “standard peacebuild-

ng strategy” ( Godefroidt and Langer 2022 , 411). Public opin-
on surrounding these programs is pivotal to their success
3 We refrain from using the term “ex-combatant” as not every individual leav- 
ng an armed group is an ex-combatant; some individuals participate in organi- 
ations in other ways. 

c  

t  

c  

t  
see Gilligan et al. 2012 ; Godefroidt and Langer 2022 ; Kaplan
nd Nussio 2018 ). Existing research identifies multiple mech-
nisms shaping community preferences over defector accep-
ance, including exposure to violence and victimization (e.g.,
alcells 2012 ), economic concerns over resource competi-

ion and contribution (e.g., Humphreys and Weinstein 2007 ),
nd heuristic assessments of threat based on defectors’ past
oles, radicalization, and signals of commitment to peace
e.g., Godefroidt and Langer 2022 ). Building on these mech-
nisms, scholars evaluate program effectiveness from so-
ial and economic perspectives, finding improved economic
utcomes for participants (e.g., Blattman and Annan 2016 ;
illigan et al. 2012 ) but a more complex and uneven social

rajectory (e.g., Gislesen 2006 ; Kao and Revkin 2023 ; Kaplan
nd Nussio 2018 ). This article focuses on social reintegration,
efined as the perceived acceptance of defectors within local
ommunities (see Gomes Porto et al. 2007 ; Humphreys and
einstein 2007 ). While longer term relationship-building
ay shape reintegration over time ( Kaplan and Nussio 2018 ),
e focus on perceived acceptance in the short term, given its
irect relevance to the aims of deradicalization and reinte-
ration programs. 

Qualitatively, previous research provides deep insights
nto the gendered trajectories of former enemy collaborators
nd defectors in conflict and post-conflict settings. Many ac-
ounts describe female and child defectors, particularly girls,
s victims of violence within armed groups (e.g., Beier 2015 ;
ohen 2013 ). However, there is also a focus on armed group
embership as empowering for women, particularly where
ilitary, leadership, and business skills are developed within

iolent organizations (e.g., Henshaw 2020 ; MacKenzie 2012 ).
omen’s roles in armed groups can be relatively similar to

hose of their male colleagues, but they primarily operate in
on-fighting roles ( Loken and Matfess 2024 ). There is a large,

ong-standing feminist critique of deradicalization and rein-
egration programs, highlighting concerns over the inclusion
f women, or lack thereof (e.g., Shekhawat 2015 ; Shepherd
017 ). In some countries, these programs exclude women
r resume and reinforce their oppressive, subordinate roles

n society. In others, however, national frameworks include
omen in the programs, offering gendered pathways out of
rmed groups, such as considering childcare needs for moth-
rs. The visualization of the female as a combatant or collab-
rator is important for public discourse on the perception of
omen and girls in armed groups. For example, the public
ften notes how surprisingly relentless or merciless women
nd girls appear as combatants (e.g., Gutiérrez and Murphy
023 ; Welsh and Faulkner 2025 ). This diversity in gendered
xperiences of entry to and exit from armed groups is critical
or understanding public attitudes toward reintegration be-
ause the public perceives individual defectors and their cul-
ability differ ently based on their gender and age. Without
ccounting for these differ ences, r eintegration pr ograms risk
isunderstanding community receptivity and designing in-

erventions that fail to address the distinct challenges women
nd children face upon return. 

Quantitatively, previous research underplays the diversity
f defectors and focuses predominately on attitudes toward
dult men (e.g., Agneman and Strömbom 2025 ; Blattman
nd Annan 2016 ; Gilligan et al. 2012 ; Kaplan and Nussio
018 ). There are some important exceptions. Annan et al.
2011) consider how gendered experiences of war affect rein-
egration success in Uganda. While gendered, the study
onsiders perceptions of acceptance reported by defectors
hemselves, which is not necessarily representative of the
ommunity-level acceptance required for social reintegra-
ion. Further exceptions include a range of studies on post-
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conflict preferences for punishment in Iraq (e.g., Mironova
and Whitt 2023 ; 2025 ; Kao and Revkin 2023 ) and receptiv-
ity to returning former Boko Haram associates in West Africa
(e.g., Littman et al. 2021 ; Marks et al. 2023 ). In Iraq, Mironova
and Whitt (2023) , for example, show how the gender of
ISIS collaborators in Iraq and public perception of women’s
agency affect preferences for post-conflict punishment. In
Nigeria, Littman et al. (2021) find that gendered perceptions
of the public matter more than the identity of the former af-
filiates themselves. Research on children formerly associated
with armed groups remains even more limited, with most
work focusing on psychosocial outcomes and service deliv-
ery rather than community acceptance (e.g., Betancourt et al.
2010 ). 

In a growing body of work, therefore, researchers em-
phasize the importance of gender for public perceptions of
armed group defectors. However, without a more detailed
discussion on how the gendered experiences of women in
armed organizations affect pr ef er ences toward reconciliation
and reintegration, our understanding of how gender affects
public attitudes toward former enemy collaborators is largely
limited to punishment in the post-conflict period. 4 Theoret-
ically and empirically, we know little about why the public
might prefer to reconcile with certain defectors over others
and, in particular, how citizens weigh the gendered expecta-
tions of women in society and their counter-normative par-
ticipation in violent organizations in this decision-making
process. 

Moreover, much less is known about how the public
perceives reintegration while the conflict is ongoing and
whether there are differences in opinion between the con-
flict and post-conflict periods. The timing of reintegration
matters for both theoretical and practical reasons. Theoret-
ically, post-conflict studies assume reduced security threats
and established peace agreements, conditions absent dur-
ing active conflict. Communities facing ongoing violence
must weigh acceptance against immediate risks of retalia-
tion from armed groups still operating in their vicinity. Prac-
tically, successful reintegration during conflict can shorten
war duration by encouraging additional defections and weak-
ening armed groups (e.g., Armand et al. 2020 ), while failed
reintegration may prolong violence by deterring potential
defectors who fear they have nowhere to go. While schol-
ars have considered reintegration during conflict in Nigeria
(e.g., Broeckhoven et al. 2024 ; Godefroidt and Langer 2022 ;
Littman et al. 2021 ; Marks et al. 2023 ), the assessment of
public opinion takes place in a context where many defec-
tor demographics, including women and children, are ex-
cluded from national reintegration frameworks. We there-
fore examine social reintegration in the more inclusive con-
text of al-Shabaab defectors in Somalia, centering the diver-
sity of former enemy collaborators to focus on how gendered
perceptions of civilians and the experience of armed group
defectors in conflict settings affect opportunities for peace-
building. 

Context: Al-Shabaab Defectors in Somalia 

We study reintegration in the context of former al-Shabaab
members in Somalia. This section provides the background
necessary to understand this setting, including the structure
of al-Shabaab and the institutional pathways through which
women and children exit armed groups. 
4 An important exception is Kao et al. (2024) , who randomized gender and 
focused on both revenge and reconciliation in post-conflict settings. 
Al-Shabaab emerged from Somalia’s civil war in the 1990s
as part of a loose alliance of shari’a courts and armed groups.
The organization capitalized on the 2006 Ethiopian inva-
sion, garnering support for a major military movement. Al-
Shabaab controls large swaths of territory in South and Cen-
tral Somalia and is the predominant rival to the Somali
Federal Government ( Karr 2023 ). The organization exploits
peer networks, religious identity, and socioeconomic cir-
cumstances to recruit civilians into their ranks (e.g., Botha
2014 ; Hassan 2012 ; Speckhard and Shajkovci 2019 ) and is par-
ticularly invested in recruiting children ( HRW 2018 ). Women
play a variety of roles within the organization and are key
to the success and secrecy of al-Shabaab throughout Soma-
lia. Some women serve in violent roles, including as fighters
or assassins, while others serve in non-violent support roles,
such as intelligence agents, recruiters, or cooks ( Stern 2019 ). 

In 2012, the Somali Ministry of Internal Security estab-
lished a DRP to support efforts to counter violent extrem-
ism associated with al-Shabaab. Unlike other settings, there
is no overarching program in Somalia but, instead, several
programs offered under government guidelines, supported
by different national and international organizations, includ-
ing the UN ( Sarfati and Donnelly 2022 , 6). The DRP is a
government-led program and is often preferred over path-
ways offer ed by traditional authorities ( Gelot and Khadka
2024 ; 2025 ). The program pays specific attention to the gen-
der and age of the former members and their levels of rad-
icalization and involvement in the organization. The So-
mali context, therefore, serves as a good case to examine the
gendered trajectories of defectors and public perceptions of
women and children in reintegration processes. 

We focus on women and children together rather than as
separate populations for both theoretical and empirical rea-
sons. In Somalia, reintegration institutions and community
practices frequently treat women and children as a shared,
protection-oriented category, emphasizing vulnerability, co-
ercion, and reduced culpability rather than combatant re-
sponsibility. At the same time, public evaluations of both
groups often rely on overlapping heuristics related to agency,
social roles, and perceived threat. Analyzing women and chil-
dren jointly within a single conflict context allows us to isolate
how gender and age cues shape acceptance—clarifying when
these cues produce similar versus distinct effects—without
conflating differ ences acr oss settings or r eintegration frame-
works. In what follows, we outline the formal government-
initiated pathways out of al-Shabaab and the reintegration
opportunities available to defectors in Somalia. 

The DRP 

The DRP aims to “provide support to low-risk al-Shabaab
disengaged combatants attempting to reintegrate” ( UNSOM
2016 , 4). 5 It has five active rehabilitation centers: three for
men and boys in Baidoa, Mogadishu, and Kismayo, and two
for women and girls in Baidoa and Kismayo. As of 2021,
over 3,000 individuals are estimated to have gone through
the program, including 600 women ( Sarfati and Donnelly
2022 , 6). The DRP comprises five phases: outreach, recep-
tion, screening, rehabilitation, and reintegration. 

Al-Shabaab employs various means to discourage its
members from leaving, including threats and punishment
( Bacon 2022 ; Hansen et al. 2019 ). Outreach activities seek
This section is based on several reports by implementing partners and ex- 
perts in Somalia: ACCORD (2019) ; EUAA (2023) ; Freeman et al. (2018) ; IOM 

(2021) ; and Sarfati and Donnelly (2022) . The reports obtain their information 
from primary data sourced through interviews with stakeholders, defectors, and 
citizens. 
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o spread information to individuals and communities
bout the DRP to encourage people to leave al-Shabaab
nd provide them with options to do so ( EUAA 2023 ).
pon defection, disengaged members—including women
nd children—are received by the authorities. On occasion,
omen and children defecting from al-Shabaab are not re-

eived directly by the authorities but registered through
ommunity elders, IDP camps, or relatives ( Stern and
eterson 2022 , 18). Adults and children have differ ent operat-

ng standards ( EUAA 2023 , 17). For adults, the main aim is to
ssess defectors’ roles within the organization. For children,
he main objective is to assess levels of radicalization. The
RP is only available to low-risk defectors. The assessment
f whether an individual is high- or low-risk is somewhat ar-
itrary and largely based on their role in the organization
 Freeman et al. 2018 , 15). Low-risk defectors are considered
oot soldiers, porters, and mechanics. High-risk defectors are
hose believed to be amirs [commanders]; these individuals
re referred for criminal prosecution. 

Those offered places in the DRP spend a varied amount
f time in rehabilitation centers. Depending on the individ-
al circumstances, this can range from 6 months to 2 years
or men, 6 months to 1 year for women, and 8–9 months for
hildren. Participants are offered basic education and differ-
nt types of vocational and skills training. In female centers,
omen are offered child-friendly amenities, such as super-
ised care for children under 5. The aim is to have the women
emain in their communities—with relatives or community
lders—and visit the rehabilitation center around three days
er week ( Sarfati and Donnelly 2022 ). However, there are
esidential opportunities for women who do not have a safe
lace to stay ( IOM 2021 ). In cases of disengaged children,
ost are offered a formal educational and vocational train-

ng program that ends with a graduation ceremony. Approx-
mately 30 percent of children in the centers are girls ( EUAA
023 ). Across the centers, the aim is to provide the same
eintegration package and services to all children, including
ounseling, psycho-social, and socioeconomic reintegration
ctivities. However, some children require more specialized
are. 

Upon completion of the program, access to financial
upport varies. Children are given start-up grants and al-
owances. Men and women are also given start-up grants,
ut these are not offered in every case and vary across
enters. An exit committee—“comprised of representatives
rom the rehabilitation center, implementing partner agen-
ies, and Somali government”—processes an individual’s
xit from the program ( Sarfati and Donnelly 2022 , 6–7).
he exit approval is based on several conditions, includ-

ng medical approval and confirmation that the reinser-
ion area is safe. According to ACCORD (2019) , the best
ractice is to relocate individuals to a differ ent ar ea than

heir community of origin. This final reintegration phase
omes with significant challenges, as some local commu-
ities are hesitant to receive former al-Shabaab members.
s a result, individuals may be stigmatized or isolated in

he reintegration process. Overall, community acceptance is
iewed as fundamental to reintegration success (see EUAA
023 ; Freeman et al. 2018 ; Sarfati and Donnelly 2022 ),
ut the conditions underpinning such acceptance remain
nderexplored. 

Theorizing Public Support for Reintegration 

n this section, we theorize how the public forms prefer-
nces for reintegrating former enemy collaborators into their
ommunities. 6 We draw upon previous research on iden-
ity and reintegration (e.g., Annan et al. 2011 ; Gilligan et al.
023 ; Godefroidt and Langer 2022 ; Jennings 2007 ; Kao and
evkin 2023 ; Phayal et al. 2015 ), as well as feminist work on

nternational relations and criminology (e.g., Berrington and
onkatukia 2002 ; Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 ), to determine
ow gendered experiences of entry to and exit from vio-

ent organizations affect public preferences for social reinte-
ration. Women associated with (e.g., Altier 2021 ; Henshaw
020 ; Schmitt et al. 2021 ) and children born or abducted
nto armed groups suffer significant stigmatization and rein-
egration challenges (e.g., Drumbl and Barrett 2019 ; Gislesen
006 ). In the rest of this section, we explore how social per-
eptions and expectations attached to these cues can shape
references for reintegration and develop hypotheses to test

hese expectations. 

Gender and Reintegration 

ender is a key determinant in shaping public prefer-
nces about the reintegration of armed group defectors.

hile women are often viewed as less violent than men,
nd women increase the legitimacy of armed groups (e.g.,
anekin and Wood 2020 ; Viterna 2013 ), scholars are divided

n how gender influences the social acceptance of women as
embers of violent organizations. On one hand, it is riskier

or women to return to local communities as former combat-
nts due to the stigma surrounding their involvement (e.g.,
orbin 2008 ; Knight and Özerdem 2004 ; Nordstorm 1991 ;
joberg 2016 ; Tarnaala 2016 ). On the other hand, women
ight receive less severe forms of punishment as they are

ess likely to be seen as responsible for violence than men
e.g., Annan et al. 2011 ; Kao and Revkin 2023 ). 

Conflict can call into play social perceptions of masculin-
ty and femininity. Violent, militarized masculinities are val-
ed during times of conflict. Women participating in armed
rganizations often perform activities associated with social-

zed masculinity ( Henry 2017 ). In al-Shabaab, women help
ecruit and radicalize members. They also gather intelligence
nd carry explosives ahead of attacks, taking advantage of
he fact that security forces tend to watch women less closely
han men ( ACCORD 2019 ; EUAA 2023 ). Moreover, women
lso serve as zakat collectors, madrasa teachers, preachers, and
ecurity agents. In a handful of cases, women carry out vio-
ent attacks themselves. 

The gendered militarization of women in armed organiza-
ions can both change social perceptions of women disengag-
ng from violent organizations and make it difficult for them
o access support. High levels of mistrust, traditional gender
oles, and economic insecurity place women who leave vio-
ent organizations at high risk of abandonment or violence.

e argue that women are likely to be perceived as just as vi-
lent as men and receive a penalty for their membership in a
iolent organization, with citizens perceiving them as mon-
ters ( Sjoberg and Gentry 2007 ). This narrative is an “exag-
eration of female deviancy,” in which participation in vi-
lence disrupts their femininity ( Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 ,
85). Women are “supposed to nurture and protect, not kill”;
herefore, when women commit crimes or engage in vio-
ence, “they are categorized and labeled as either ‘bad’ or
mad’” ( Berrington and Honkatukia 2002 , 50–9). This “oth-
ring” produces a stylized, gender-marginalizing narrative
f women’s participation in violent organizations, emphasiz-

ng a monstrous irrationality ( Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 , 177).
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7 Approximately nine out of ten Somalis own a mobile phone ( BRCiS 2021 ). 
Munguía et al. (2023) find that conducting remote surveys, such as our cell phone 
survey, is an effective alternative to physical data collection in insecure and in- 
accessible contexts such as Somalia. We, therefore, believe the results would be 
consistent across data collection methods. 
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As a result, women receive a larger penalty for collaborating
with the enemy because, as Mironova and Whitt (2023 , 5) ar-
gue, they transgress “socially constructed gender boundaries
about who can participate in violence.” This is especially the
case for Islamist organizations that operate in Muslim so-
cieties (see Wood and Thomas 2017 ). Therefore, we expect
women to be judged more harshly than men by the public
for their membership in an armed organization. 

H1 : Citizens are less accepting of female than male defectors.

Age and Reintegration 

Aside from gender, the age of an ex-combatant is important
for local community preferences surrounding reintegration.
Experiences of conflict and violence are qualitatively differ-
ent for children and adults ( Andvig and Gates 2010 ; Annan et
al. 2009 ). Children are unique socializing agents, and armed
actors often condition children to violence in a form differ ent
from that of adults (e.g., Welsh and Faulkner 2025 ; Faulkner
and Welsh 2022 ; Vermeij 2014 ). Around 800 children are an-
nually recruited by al-Shabaab ( EUAA 2023 ). Children asso-
ciated with the organization take on various roles; some are
actively engaged in combat roles, while others serve as cooks,
washers, spies, or logistical assistants. We argue the public
is likely to view children as less radicalized and more fit for
socialization than adults. Criminology research suggests the
public views children as less agentic than adults (e.g., Scott
and Steinberg 2003 ). Children are incapable of making ma-
ture decisions and do not think about the consequences of
their actions; thus, they should be protected from their de-
velopmental immaturity when considering liability ( Scott et
al. 2006 , 816). While it could be argued that citizens are in-
differ ent toward the reintegration of children and adults, the
public attributes less responsibility to children than adults for
the same crimes (e.g., Scott et al. 2006 ). 

Moreover, Bauer et al. (2018) find that child soldiering in-
creases individual trustworthiness and community engage-
ment. In the context of reintegration, it is easier to disasso-
ciate ex-combatants under the age of 18 from al-Shabaab,
particularly after 6–12 months, than it is adults, as older
ex-combatants often have more ties to the organization
that are difficult to navigate in the disengagement period
(see ACCORD 2019 ; EUAA 2023 ). Therefore, we expect more
citizens to support reintegrating children into their commu-
nity than adults. 

H2 : Citizens are more accepting of child than adult defectors.

Marriage and Reintegration 

Trust in women and children, particularly girls, and biases
toward their perceived deviance for participating in armed
groups are unlikely to be constant across all enemy collabo-
rators. Women and girls play a variety of roles in armed or-
ganizations. If their role in the organization is consistent with
society’s gendered expectations, we argue citizens should
be more willing to support their reintegration. Sjoberg and
Gentry (2007) suggest that one of the key visualizations of
women in society is that of the female as a wife and mother.
Women in supporting instead of fighting roles are common
in many violent organizations, especially those that promote
a policy or culture of marriage, such as al-Shabaab ( Benstead
and Lehman 2021 ; Donnelly 2019 ; Loken 2021 , 2022 ; Matfess
2024 ). We argue that if a woman or girl were wedded to a
fighter, the public would likely accept her reintegration. The
public should view women as less culpable and more de-
serving of reintegration as wives because their social per-
mission to serve “radical Islamic men” exceeds their permis-
sion to participate in violence ( Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 , 137).
Women still operate within the “socially scripted” r ole as a
mother and wife and, therefore, are generally viewed as non-
violent and domesticated. This essentialist notion of Mus-
lim women’s innocence “resides at an interesting crossroad
where a mother/woman is presumed innocent/peace-loving
owing to her gender and also presumed liberal owing to her
peacefulness” ( Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 , 142), creating cul-
turally recognizable pathway for public acceptance of these
defectors. 

While the acceptance of married women for reintegration
is akin to rebel wives adhering to the social and patriarchal
gender expectations of women in society, wives are not a ho-
mogenous group. When armed groups are still active and
constitute a threat, some women wedded to fighters might be
subject to distrust as defectors, particularly if their marriage
is viewed as voluntary and evidence of ideological support
( Matfess 2024 ; Stern 2019 ). An alternative possibility is that
marriage and motherhood can provide socially sanctioned
roles that facilitate rather than hinder reintegration. Scholars
describe this as “the other DDR” (see Shepherd 2015 , 2016 ),
whereby women are reclaimed into wife and mother identi-
ties as a pathway back into the community. In this view, wives
are less threatening because their roles are legible within pa-
triarchal scripts of domesticity and dependence, and their
identities are reframed as familial rather than political. 

However, these logics coexist uneasily. Marriage within
al-Shabaab is not uniform but stratified. As Benstead and
Van Lehman (2021) show, majority-clan women can enter
marriages voluntarily, often gaining social status and mate-
rial benefits, while Somali Bantu and other minority women
are disproportionately coerced into unions amounting to
sexual slavery. These distinctions suggest that communities
may interpret forced marriages as coercion that mitigates
women’s culpability, whereas voluntary marriages risk being
politicized as signs of ideological sympathy with the group.
We therefore expect that wives will generally be less ac-
cepted than other women, except in cases where marriage
was clearly forced, which provides a mitigating narrative of
compulsion rather than choice. 

H3 : Citizens are less accepting of women and girl defectors
if they were wedded to an al-Shabaab fighter. 
H4 : Citizens are more accepting of women and girl defectors
if they were forcibly wedded to an al-Shabaab fighter. 

Experimental Design 

To evaluate citizens’ attitudes toward the acceptance of de-
fectors for reintegration, we utilize a vignette experiment
embedded within a cell phone survey conducted in South
Central Somalia. 7 The experiment shows respondents short
descriptions of defectors to elicit their judgments. The ex-
periment is realistic in our setting, given the defector pro-
gram in Somalia. We believe it is also a more effective and
realistic way to observe public opinion about defectors than
a conjoint experiment. Scholarly work on public acceptance
often presents respondents with a forced choice between two
defectors based on a series of attributes, such as their role
and engagement in the organization (e.g., Godefroidt and
Langer 2022 ). However, the public rarely selects one collab-
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 Galkayo

 Dhuusamareeb

 Beledweyne

 Jowhaar

 Baidoa

 Xuddur

 Kismayo

Figure 1. Survey coverage in South Central Somalia. 
The seven cities where the survey took place are marked with a black cross. Mogadishu, the capital city, is indicated by the 
black square. It was not possible to survey the capital city due to ongoing political tensions leading to heightened security 
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rator over another in reintegration contexts and is, at least
nitially, unlikely to be aware of randomized attributes aside
rom their gender, age, and, to a probable degree, clan. 8 

We selected seven cities within the five Federal Mem-
er States to conduct the study: Baidoa, Beledweyne, Dhu-
samareeb, Galkayo, Jowhaar, Kismayo, and Xuddur. These
ities and their corresponding districts are highlighted in
8 Even in contexts where the public is presented with multiple defectors and 
imited resources in their community, there is still no forced choice in practice—
he public does not choose between defectors, nor are they aware of typically ran- 
omized attributes, such as the level of violence a defector previously committed 

n an armed group. We believe the vignette experiment is, therefore, more favor- 
ble. 

 

p  

l

d

gure 1 . Respondent-level descriptive statistics for each city
re in the Appendix . We had three criteria for selecting cities.
irst, cities had to be safe for enumerators. 9 Second, each

ocation had to have an active DRP process to make our vi-
nettes realistic and plausible. 10 Focusing on locations likely
o receive defectors is also more ethically sensitive. Finally,
e wanted geographic diversity in our sample. 
The subjects were chosen from approximately 3,000 cell

hone numbers that the UNDP Somalia Office collected at a
9 While we conduct the survey remotely, cell phone numbers had to be col- 
ected in-person. We provide more details of data collection in the Appendix. 

10 This included cities with active programs and those where disengaged in- 
ividuals were being reintegrated into local communities. 

https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/isq/sqag044#supplementary-data
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Table 1. Sample 

City Communities Respondents 

Baidoa 12 130 

Beledweyne 12 130 

Dhuusamareeb 11 130 

Galkayo 10 110 

Jowhaar 11 120 

Kismayo 12 122 
Xuddur 13 138 
Total: 81 880 
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household level from the seven cities between May and June
2020. We randomly selected up to thirteen communities in
each city, covering eighty-one in total. From the 81 commu-
nities, a total of 880 households were randomly selected to
participate in the survey. Subjects to be interviewed on the
phone were then randomly selected from each household.
We ensured all subjects were over 18 years of age. Subjects
were disaggregated by gender and age to match previous in-
ternational survey demographics. 11 Table 1 provides a break-
down of our sampling units. 

Enumerators belonged to a survey team under contract
with the Ministry of Justice and UNDP Somalia, from whom
they had already received significant training. The survey
team included seven enumerators and a team leader, all So-
mali citizens. We trained members of the team remotely be-
fore survey implementation. The data collection was carried
out from 3 to 17 August, 2021. 

Design 

The experiment randomized the defector profile for each re-
spondent. We included gender and age as profile cues. We
used the qualifier “below the age of 18” to identify a child. 12

The respondent is asked to consider the following prompt: 

In this section, we will ask some questions related
to former [ adult male/adult female/child ] al-
Shabaab members [ above/below] the age of 18
and their acceptance in communities. As you
know, there is an ongoing process of reintegrating
[ adult male/adult female/child ] individuals who
served with al-Shabaab. From your knowledge,
has your community accepted any former [ adult
male/adult female/child ] members of al-Shabaab
[above/below] the age of 18 for reintegration? 

We asked the respondents to select if their community
accepted defectors for reintegration and, if so, how many.
We then asked respondents about their reintegration pref-
erences: 

Regardless of whether [adult male/adult female/child]
former members are already re-integrated or
not in your community, in general, do you
think that your community should accept any
[adult male/adult female/child] former members
[above/below] the age of 18 for reintegration? 
11 Our sample corresponds well with samples in other studies on Somalia, as 
well as those of the World Bank. 

12 This follows the Paris Principles, previous work on child soldiering (e.g., 
Andvig and Gates 2010 ; Faulkner and Welsh 2022 ), as well as the requirements for 
child status in the DRP, and Article 29(8) of the Somali Provisional Constitution 
defining a child as a person under 18. 
After the respondent had read the profile, they were given
the following options, which comprise our dependent vari-
able: Yes; No; Don’t Know; and Refuse to Answer. We used
only responses with a clear yes or no for the analysis. 13 

Asking whether a respondent’s community accepted a de-
fector before asking their preference on reintegration is im-
portant for two reasons. First, respondents from communi-
ties that have already accepted defectors might be more will-
ing to accept further defectors. Relatedly, distinguishing be-
tween communities that have and have not received defec-
tors and assessing preferences for reintegration is helpful in
evaluating the success of the ongoing deradicalization pro-
cess. We also include post-treatment questions on what fac-
tors matter the most when deciding whether to reintegrate a
defector to probe the individual mechanisms at play. 

To determine how marriage to an al-Shabaab fighter af-
fects preferences for reintegration, we ask all respondents
questions on female and child marriage. 14 This portion of the
design is non-experimental in nature. We ask each respon-
dent the following questions: 

1. Would you support the reintegration of a former fe-
male member if she had been married to an al-
Shabaab fighter? 

2. Would you support the reintegration of a former girl
member (below the age of 18) if she had been mar-
ried to an al-Shabaab fighter? 

For each question, respondents are given the following op-
tions: No; Yes; Yes, but only if the marriage was forced; Don’t
Know; and Refuse to Answer. For the analysis, we remove the
uncertain or refusal responses. 15 

Research Ethics 

Conducting research in conflict settings poses significant eth-
ical challenges. These challenges risk respondent well-being
and can affect how r espondents answer questions on armed
groups (see Campbell 2017 ; Wood 2006 ). We took a vari-
ety of measures to ensure our study met the highest ethical
standards. We conducted enumerator training in collabora-
tion with our survey firm in Somalia. The enumerators at-
tended the sessions in person, and the research team vetted
and attended each session virtually. Since the surveys were
conducted remotely, we did not anticipate any COVID-19
risks. However, strict protocols were followed to ensure that
those involved in the exercise to collect individual cell phone
numbers from households were trained in an environment
that followed the World Health Organization standards for
COVID-19 safety. Enumerators were trained to ensure com-
pliance with best practices and particular concern was paid
to ensure their safety and the safety of the respondents. Re-
spondents were able to drop out of the survey at any time.
Given the nature of the cell phone survey, respondents’ lo-
cation and details were not disclosed to the enumerator; in-
stead, anonymized codes were used for each city, commu-
nity, and household. Respondents were also debriefed at the
end of the interview to ensure they understood the hypothet-
ical nature of the survey and its contents. 
13 Across all profiles, less than 10 percent of respondents refused to answer. 
Refusal rates are not correlated with any respondent-level demographics (see Ap- 
pendix C2). 

14 According to the Family Code (1975) in Somalia, the legal age for marriage in 
Somalia is 18, but girls can marry at the age of 16 years with parental authorization. 

15 Forced marriage is measured directly through the conditional response op- 
tion (“Yes, but only if the marriage was forced”), allowing respondents to state 
whether coercion is a necessary condition for their support. 
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Figure 2. Demographics of reinserted defectors in Somalia. 
Statistics above bar indicate the number of communities. 
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In the context of an ongoing conflict in Somalia, there is
oncern that respondents might suppress their true levels
f support for armed groups or fighter reintegration due to
ears of retribution or stigmatization ( Blair et al. 2014 ). To in-
estigate the extent of this concern, we follow Kao and Revkin
2023) and ask respondents questions on perceptions of vio-
ence and acceptance of ex-combatants both directly and in-
irectly. For violence, our direct question is, “Do you agree
r disagree with the following statement: al-Shabaab’s use of
iolence is sometimes necessary for them to achieve their
oals.” Our indirect question is, “If some people say that it
s acceptable to use violence for political ends, do you agree
r disagree?” For acceptance, we ask respondents to give their
pinions on reintegration as well as what they think their
ommunity’s opinion would be. We compute the differ ence for
oth. We find a 0.10 and a 0.04 difference, respectively. 16 The
esults suggest social desirability biases are unlikely to affect
he results. 

Analysis 

s an estimation strategy, we follow Hainmueller et al. (2013)
nd employ ordinary least squares regression to estimate the
verage marginal component effect (AMCE) of each of the
dentity cues. 17 This allows us to estimate the effects of these
haracteristics on preferences for reintegration, specified as
ollows: 

Acceptanc ei = αi + βidentifier + �i + εi . 

Our outcome, Acceptance , takes a value of 1 if respondent

 

elects to accept the ex-combatant for reintegration and 0
f respondent i declines. We run two separate regressions
16 The results of a t-test are presented in the Appendix. It is also worth noting 
hat no respondents declined to answer the direct questions. 

17 In our vignette design, the AMCEs are equivalent to average treatment ef- 
ects. 

c  

o  

v  

a  

J  
or our parameter of interest βidentifier , each separately as-

essing preferences for female and child ex-combatants. The
MCE can be interpreted as the average change in the prob-
bility that a preference for reintegration will be chosen
hen the vignette includes the listed attribute value instead
f the baseline attribute value ( Hainmueller et al. 2013 , 13).
or female ex-combatants, the baseline value is male ex-
ombatants. For child ex-combatants, the baseline value is
dult ex-combatants. To increase precision of our estimate,
e control for respondents’ gender, marital status, clan, eco-
omic situation, and education (represented by �i ), and in-
lude enumerator and city fixed effects (represented by αi ). εi 
epresents the error term encompassing any random vari-
tion and, importantly, additional determinants of prefer-
nces for reintegration not accounted for in our model. In
ll models, standard errors are clustered by communities. 

Results 

efore turning to the experimental results, we first present
escriptive statistics on defector reintegration in Somalia.
ost communities in our sample had received defectors at

he time of our survey. Figure 2 outlines the demographics
f reinserted defectors. 89 percent of communities had re-
eived children, 84 percent had received men, and 75 per-
ent had received women. Of communities with children,
 (11 percent of communities with children) received only
oys, and 64 (89 percent of communities with children) re-
eived both boys and girls. Public opinion on the acceptance
f defectors is relatively high, irrespective of age and gen-
er. We find that 76 percent of respondents are willing to ac-
ept defectors into their community. Moreover, 68 percent
f respondents are willing to forgive defectors for their in-
olvement in al-Shabaab. However, acceptance rates differ
cross the cities in our sample. Public acceptance is highest in
owhaar (95 percent) and lowest in Baidoa (58 percent). Low
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Male Defector

Female Defector

0 .05 .1 .15 .2 .25 .3

Full Sample Defectors in Community

Estimated AMCE

Male Defector

Female Defector

.6 .7 .8 .9 1

Full Sample Defectors in Community

Marginal Mean

Figure 3. Gender and the acceptance of defectors. 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals for two samples. Standard errors are 
clustered at the community-level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isq/article/70/3/sqag044/8706485 by U

niversity of Essex user on 12 June 2026
acceptance figures in Baidoa could be related to the high level
of exposure to al-Shabaab violence, the amount of conflict-
related displacement, or proximity to defector rehabilitation
centers. We consider some of these possibilities as we exam-
ine the experimental results. 

Figure 3 depicts the effects of our first treatment—female
defectors—on respondents’ reintegration preferences. The
figure includes the results from our full sample and a limited
sample of only communities with defectors present. The re-
sults suggest respondents are more willing to accept female
than male defectors. In the full sample, a female defector in-
creases the likelihood of acceptance by 5.5 percentage points
( p < 0.10). In the limited sample only on communities with
defectors present, this increase is by 11.4 percentage points
( p < 0.05). The results, therefore, stand in stark contrast to our
pre-registered expectations. Instead of a gendered backlash,
we find respondents are more willing to accept female than
male defectors. This finding suggests respondents are more
lenient toward women, aligning with recent work expecting
more favorable and less punitive attitudes toward women’s
involvement in violent organizations (e.g., Kao and Revkin
2023 ). It also suggests the monster trope associated with vi-
olent women (e.g., Sjoberg and Gentry 2015 ) may not extend
to enemy collaborators in conflict-affected societies. 

Moving to child defectors, figure 4 reports the effect of our
treatment on attitudes toward reintegration. Again, the re-
sults are displayed with the full sample and a limited sample
of only communities with defectors present. We find child
defectors increase the likelihood of reintegration acceptance;
relative to adult defectors, children increase the likelihood
of acceptance by 5.5 ( p < 0.05) and 10.7 ( p < 0.001) percent-
age points, respectively, in each of our samples. These results
support our pre-registered hypothesis and suggest respon-
dents are more accepting of child defectors. 
In figure 5 , we consider the extent to which marriage to
an al-Shabaab fighter influences respondents’ reintegration
opinions. The left panel displays the results for the effect of
marriage on female defectors. The right panel shows the ef-
fect of marriage on girl defectors. The results for both are
substantively similar. We find that being previously wedded
to an al-Shabaab fighter increases the likelihood of accep-
tance by 59 percentage points for women ( p < 0.001) and
53 percentage points for girl defectors ( p < 0.001). We also
find that being forcibly wedded to an al-Shabaab fighter in-
creases the likelihood of acceptance by 44 percentage points
for women ( p < 0.001) and 48 percentage points for girls
( p < 0.001). The results lend some support to our pre-
registered hypotheses. Marriage is clearly an important fac-
tor in reintegration preferences; however, there is no differ-
ence between forced and voluntary marriages on preferences
for reintegration. The results suggest that, even as members
of violent organizations, women and girls are viewed more
favorably when their role in the organization aligns with the
gendered and patriarchal expectations of women and girls
in society. This dynamic reflects what Shepherd (2015 , 2016)
terms the “other DDR,” in which women are reclaimed into
familiar patriarchal roles rather than assessed solely on their
participation in armed groups. 

The role of women as wives could be perceived as inher-
ently non-violent, even in violent organizations. It could also
be viewed as a lack of devotion to al-Shabaab’s ideology. To
investigate whether the public preference for women and
girls wedded to fighters is associated with the ideology of
marriage and not simply with a preference for women in
non-violent roles, we interact marriage responses with re-
spondents’ role preferences for defectors. Specifically, we as-
sess how and whether public preferences over marriage and
non-violent roles in al-Shabaab align ( Appendix C1 ). We find

https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/isq/sqag044#supplementary-data
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Adult Defector

Child Defector

0 .05 .1 .15 .2 .25

Full Sample Defectors in Community

Estimated AMCE

Adult Defector

Child Defector

.7 .75 .8 .85 .9 .95

Full Sample Defectors in Community

Marginal Mean

Figure 4. Age and the acceptance of defectors. 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals for two samples. Standard errors are 
clustered at the community-level. 

No, Never

Yes

Yes, only if forced

0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5 .6 .7 .8

Female Marriage

No, Never

Yes

Yes, only if forced

0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5 .6 .7 .8

Child Marriage

Figure 5. Marriage and the acceptance of defectors. 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals. Standard errors are clustered at the 
community-level. 
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hat, while the public does prefer non-violent roles, there is
n explicit preference for women and girls as wives in al-
habaab. Even when a female defector participates in vio-

ent roles, she is still more likely to be accepted for reinte-
ration if she served as a wife to a fighter. Violence, in this
ase, is not excused but is socially re-scripted when embed-
ed in normative gender roles. This underscores the impor-

ance of women as wives and the ideological and patriar-
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Never Killed

Non-Fighting Role

Member of Same Clan

Forcefully Recruited

Vetted by Government

Financially Stable

UN Vocational Training

-.1 0 .1 .2 .3

Female Ex-Combatants

Never Killed

Non-Fighting Role

Member of Same Clan

Forcefully Recruited

Vetted by Government

Financially Stable

UN Vocational Training

-.1 0 .1 .2 .3

Child Ex-Combatants

Figure 6. Factors toward acceptance. 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals. Standard errors are clustered at the 
community-level. 
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chal representation of women in society in the reintegration
process. 

To further probe the mechanisms at play, we asked respon-
dents what factors mattered most when deciding whether a
defector should be reintegrated. We asked this question as
a follow-up for each experimental profile cue. For example,
a respondent receiving the female defector treatment was
asked specifically about female defectors. To identify what
matters, we needed to detect individual circumstances that
could theoretically influence an individual’s preference for
reintegration. To do so, we relied on a combination of pri-
mary and secondary data. We identified seven possible fac-
tors: whether the defector (1) has never killed anyone; (2) has
served in justice or police instead of fighting units; (3) is from
the same clan as the respondent; (4) was forcefully recruited;
(5) was vetted by the government; (6) has some money;
and (7) has been provided vocational training by the United
Nations. 

Figure 6 displays the results from these tests. The left
and right panels contain the results for the female and child
defector treatments, respectively. There are some general
trends as well as noticeable differences. In both categories,
non-fighting roles and forced recruitment increase respon-
dents’ willingness to accept defectors; here, non-fighting
roles include involvement in justice and the police. The
finding on non-violence for women, alongside the finding
on marriage, suggests public acceptance is inherently gen-
dered and attached to the social and patriarchal expecta-
tions of women in society. For female defectors, being of the
same clan as the respondent matters for factors contributing
to acceptance. A female defector’s completion of a United
Nations vocational training program is also important. For
child defectors, having never killed someone and being fi-
nancially stable increases respondents’ willingness to accept
them. 

Proximity to al-Shabaab 

Along with our main analyses, we conduct a series of ad-
ditional tests that examine reintegration preferences and
respondent-level demographics, including clan. As a final
consideration here, we explore whether an individual’s phys-
ical and social proximity to al-Shabaab affects reintegration
preferences for each of our treatments. In Somalia, some
communities experience more violence than others, and in-
dividuals maintain varying preferences for al-Shabaab’s po-
litical campaigns ( Bakonyi et al. 2019 ; Felbab-Brown 2020 ).
To investigate whether such physical or social proximity is
important, we ask respondents additional questions on di-
rect exposure to al-Shabaab violence, perceived motivations
behind al-Shabaab violence, and observed al-Shabaab com-
munity activities. 18 

Direct Exposure to al-Shabaab Violence 

We expect individuals directly exposed to al-Shabaab vio-
lence to be less willing to support reintegration. To evalu-
ate exposure to violence, we asked respondents whether any
member of their immediate family (living in the same house-
hold) had been killed or seriously injured by al-Shabaab. We
also asked whether respondents had been displaced because
18 Our arguments on social and physical proximity were pre-registered. 
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Immediate Family Killed by al-Shabaab

Immediate Family Injured by al-Shabaab

Immediate Family Displaced by al-Shabaab

Immediate Child in Family Abducted by al-Shabaab

-.2 -.1 0 .1 .2

Female Defectors Child Defectors

Figure 7. Exposure to al-Shabaab violence and reintegration preferences. 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals. Standard errors are clustered at the 
community-level. 

Create Fear and Terrorize Civilians

Challenge the Legitmicay of the Government

Weaken and Defeat the Somali Security Forces

Weaken and Defeat AMISOM Forces

Win Support of Local Communities

Repel Foreign Forces

-.05 0 .05 .1 .15

Female Defectors Child Defectors

Figure 8. Perceived motivations for violence and reintegration preferences. 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals. Standard errors are clustered at the 
community-level. 
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f al-Shabaab or had any children in their families abducted
nto the organization. We display the results in figure 7 . We
nd respondents who have had immediate family members
illed by al-Shabaab are, in both female and child treatments,

ess likely to accept ex-combatants ( p ≈ 0.059 and p ≈ 0.065,
espectively). Conversely, we find respondents who have had
hildren abducted into al-Shabaab are more likely to accept
x-combatants in the female treatment ( p ≈ 0.086), but not
he child treatment ( p > 0.10). While many of the statistics fail
o reach conventional standards for significance, their inter-
retation is useful descriptively and the results complement
revious work on how individuals’ exposure to violence hin-
ers pathways to reconciliation (e.g., Balcells 2012 ; Pham et
l. 2004 ). 
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Correct Teaching and Practice of Islam

Teachings Regarding Decolonization

Providing Justice Through al-Shabaab Courts

Activities Against Illegal Check Points

All of the Above

-.1 0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5

Female Defectors Child Defectors

Figure 9. Observed community activities and reintegration preferences 
Figure displays point estimates with 90 percent and 95 percent confidence intervals. Standard errors are clustered at the 
community-level. 
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Perceived Motivations behind al-Shaabab Violence 

Perceptions of al-Shabaab’s motivations for violence likely
shape reintegration preferences. To evaluate this social prox-
imity to al-Shabaab, we asked respondents why they believe
al-Shabaab uses violence and what they believe their primary
objectives to be. Using primary and secondary sources on al-
Shabaab violence, respondents were asked to choose from
six possible motivations: (1) create fear and terrorize civil-
ians; (2) weaken Somali Security Forces; (3) weaken African
Union Mission to Somalia (AMISOM) forces; (4) win sup-
port of local communities; (5) challenge the legitimacy of
the government; and (6) repel foreign forces, such as AMI-
SOM or US forces. While many of these are non-mutually
exclusive and inter-twined, providing six potential motiva-
tions is useful for probing perceptions on the group’s pri-
mary motivations. The results are displayed in figure 8 . For
our female treatment, we find individuals who believe al-
Shabaab’s primary objectives are to challenge the legitimacy
of the government ( p ≈ 0.047), weaken AMISOM forces ( p
≈ 0.054), and win the support of local communities ( p ≈
0.054) are more willing to accept defectors. For our child
treatment, we find individuals who believe al-Shabaab’s pri-
mary objectives are to weaken AMISOM forces ( p ≈ 0.057)
and repel foreign forces ( p < 0.001) are more willing to accept
defectors. 

Observed al-Shabaab Community Activities 

Finally, we believe the type of activities individuals observe
al-Shabaab carrying out in their community likely affect
preferences for reintegration; specifically, observing posi-
tive or corrective, non-violent behavior by al-Shabaab should
increase sentiment toward defectors. To assess this expec-
tation, we asked respondents whether al-Shabaab carried
out the following activities in their community: (1) correct
teaching and practice of Islam; (2) teachings regarding de-
colonization; (3) provision of justice through al-Shabaab Is-
lamic Courts; and (4) activities against illegal checkpoints or
tax collectors. We also provided an option for respondents
to select whether al-Shabaab completed all or none of these
activities. While these categories do not represent every ac-
tivity carried out by the organization, they are some of the
most common across the cities we examined. The results
are displayed in figure 9 . For the female treatment, we find
those who said al-Shabaab carried out activities against illegal
checkpoints or tax collectors are more accepting of defectors
( p ≈ 0.003). For the child treatment, no activities are statis-
tically significant, suggesting views on the defectors’ profiles
prevail in acceptance decision-making over situational fac-
tors related to al-Shabaab. 

Conclusion 

Understanding whether the diversity of the defector popu-
lation matters for social reintegration is pivotal for ensuring
equality and fairness in demilitarization processes. Our re-
search has important theoretical and substantive policy im-
plications for the case of al-Shabaab in Somalia and beyond.
The gender and age of the armed group defector matter
for reintegration preferences: The public favors women and
children. We also find context is important for reintegration:
The public is more likely to favor women who were wives of
al-Shabaab fighters, aligning with social and patriarchal ex-
pectations of women in society. Moreover, those who already
host defectors in their community are more likely to support
defector reintegration, suggesting there may be some hesi-
tancy in communities unexposed to existing reconciliation
efforts. Relatedly, citizens’ social and physical proximity to al-
Shabaab is important. Those more aligned with the organi-
zation’s political ideology are sympathetic toward defectors.
Conversely, direct victims of al-Shabaab violence hold less
favorable preferences. Thus, individual-level factors—both
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elated to the defector and the public—inform preferences
or the reintegration of armed group defectors. 

Our work leaves several important dimensions for future
esearch. First, additional mechanisms, such as trust and fear,
hould be further examined. Second, future work should take
ur work on social and physical proximity to violence fur-
her to consider other forms of exposure. Some communi-
ies face violence from other conflict actors, including the
overnment and external actors, for example, the United
tates drone strikes in the region. Exposure to these forms of
iolence might affect reintegration preferences. Third, our
esign could be employed elsewhere to better understand
eintegration in similar contexts across the Middle East and
frica, particularly in Islamic insurgencies. 
Given the lack of focus on reintegration in these con-

exts beyond the Islamic State (e.g., Kao and Revkin 2023 )
nd Boko Haram (e.g., Godefroidt and Langer 2022 ), a fur-
her focus on reintegration of Islamic insurgents in predom-
nantly Muslim societies would provide important insights
nto this understudied context. Finally, future work could
onsider social reintegration beyond acceptance by looking
t relationship-building in host communities. Our findings
uggest defectors are largely accepted in the short term, but
hether such acceptance continues in the long run remains
nderexplored. 
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