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BACKGROUND  
 
CAIR’s 2023 Muslim Community Travel Discrimination Survey presents a general picture of the 
experiences held nationwide by American Muslims between August 23 and September 12, 2023. 
This nonscientific, nine-question survey aims to shed light on a critical issue affecting the American 
Muslim community: the federal government’s discriminatory targeting and screening of Muslims in 
the U.S. and abroad. This survey was conducted just before the 20th anniversary of the Bush 
Administration’s September 16, 2003, Homeland Security Presidential Directive/HSPD-6, which led 
to the creation of the discriminatory and unlawful federal terrorism watchlist. 
 
This survey of American Muslims seeks to illuminate a concerning reality. CAIR's recent June 2023 
report, titled "Twenty Years Too Many, A Call to Stop the FBI’s Secret Watchlist," found that 98 
percent of the 1.47 million names on a 2019 leaked copy of the watchlist are of Muslim origin. A 
stark illustration of this fact emerges from CAIR’s analysis: the top 50 most frequently occurring 
names on the list are all Muslim names. 
 
The implications of an individual’s watchlist status are profound and far-reaching. Government 
agencies employ it to harass and humiliate people during their travels, outright forbid them from 
flying, deny licenses and permits, refuse employment, terminate existing jobs, and even delay or 
deny visas and applications for U.S. citizenship or a U.S. passport. 
 
After years of multiple federal lawsuits and conversations with American Muslim citizens wrongly 
placed on the watchlist, CAIR knows that the consequences of being on the list are wide-ranging 
and, at times, unpredictable, leading to lives being destroyed. Watchlisted individuals experience 
dangerous and humiliating travel difficulties, including invasive searches, extensive interrogations 
(including about religious beliefs), and searches of personal electronic devices. They also suffer 
immigration complications, harassment by the FBI, sudden closure of bank accounts, and the loss 
or denial of security clearances, licenses, and permits. Broadcasting to law enforcement that they 
are supposedly terrorists makes their interactions with law enforcement at all levels dangerous. 
 
The federal government not only uses the watchlist to inform its own policies and behavior but also 
distributes the list to tens of thousands of state and local law enforcement agencies, foreign 
governments, and private entities across the country. 
 
As an organization committed to civil liberties and justice, CAIR is seeking insights from a diverse 
range of participants to comprehensively understand the challenges posed by the watchlist system. 
The survey delves into various aspects, including experiences with travel restrictions, interactions 
with law enforcement, and the broader consequences of watchlist inclusion. 
 
CAIR will continue to fight to end the unconstitutional and Islamophobic watchlist. Every response 
to this informal survey provides valuable information to help CAIR stand up for the American 
Muslim community against the federal government’s two-decade effort to marginalize, target, and 
surveil them. 



METHODOLOGY 
 
This informal snapshot survey's goal is to shed insight on a pressing issue affecting the Muslim 
community and to aid in putting an end to the federal government's discriminatory and unlawful 
practice of discriminating against Muslims traveling in the United States and abroad. CAIR’s open 
survey included 583 overall participants who were asked if they self-identify as Muslims. Over three 
weeks, CAIR collected 524 responses from self-identifying Muslims. CAIR’s survey reports only on 
the responses and experiences of Muslims.  
 
The survey mainly questioned American Muslims on their demographics, whether "SSSS" 
(Secondary Security Screening Selection) had ever appeared on their airline boarding pass, whether 
their cell phone or other electronic devices had ever been seized while traveling to or from an 
international destination, whether they had ever felt that Transportation Security Agency or 
Customs and Border Protection representatives asked questions related to their faith or ethnicity 
rather than their reasons for traveling, and whether they personally knew anyone who had dealt 
with any of the previously mentioned travel issues. These are a few of the many questions this poll 
sought to answer.  
 
While having “SSSS” printed on your boarding pass, being questioned about your religion at the 
border, or even having electronic devices seized or searched at the border does not necessarily 
mean you are on the watchlist, these occurrences can correlate with watchlist status. 
 
CAIR designed and conducted a survey questionnaire using SurveyMonkey, an online survey 
software used to create professional surveys. This software automatically analyzed our data and 
gave us valuable insights with breakdowns of answers and comparisons to respondents based on 
their demographic information.  
 
For the questionnaire, CAIR chose questions that are related to the overall experiences of American 
Muslims that find their lives impacted by discrimination while traveling. Most of our questions took 
the form of multiple-choice. The survey was administered online using a generated link. In addition 
to emails sent to mailing lists used by American Muslims, social media platforms were used to 
advertise the survey. Platforms included Instagram and Twitter. The survey was also promoted 
through paid Facebook ads targeted at individuals in the United States who followed CAIR on 
Facebook. 
 
Survey respondents were first asked their sex, then ethnicity, and whether they are Muslim. The 
responses of respondents that answered “NO,” to the question “Are you Muslim?” were filtered 
out and not used in this report. The survey was conducted between August 23 and September 12, 
2023. The survey took only one minute to complete.  
 
Muslim survey respondents included 314 men (60%) and 208 women (40%) from across the nation. 
Muslims surveyed identified their race or ethnicity as being African (6%, 30), Black/African-
American (9%, 45, Caucasian/European (8%, 40), Central Asian (5%, 24), East Asian (7%, 34), 



Hispanic/Latin American (1%, 6), Middle Eastern- North African (25%, 133), Pacific Islander (0%, 1), 
South Asian (24%, 126), Southeast Asian (9%, 45), Other (5%, 25),  and Do not wish to disclose (3%, 
14). 
 
While the survey respondents’ racial or ethnic or gender makeup does not exactly match the 
demographic composition of the American Muslim community, any notable differences in 
responses based on gender and ethnicity are highlighted in the survey analysis section. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



HIGHLIGHTED FINDINGS 
 

• Overall, 36% (185) of Muslim survey respondents report having “SSSS” appearing on their 
airline boarding pass – compared to the 64% (326) who did not have such an experience.  

• By sex, Muslim men (40%, 122) were more likely than Muslim women (30%, 61) to report 
having “SSSS” appearing on their airline boarding pass.  

• By race or ethnicity, Muslim respondents more likely to report have “SSSS” appearing on 
their airline boarding pass were South Asian (54%,66), followed by Middle Eastern-North 
African (41%, 53), Southeast Asian (39%, 17), African (31%, 9), Caucasian/European (30%, 
12), and Black/African-American (20%, 9). 

• Overall, 13% (68) of Muslim survey respondents report having their cell phone or other 
electronic devices being seized while they were returning from or leaving for an 
international destination – compared to the 87% (455) who did not have such an 
experience. 

• By sex, Muslim men (16%, 50) were more likely than Muslim women (8%, 17) to report 
having their cell phone or other electronic devices being seized while they were returning 
from or leaving for an international destination. 

• By race or ethnicity, there was not a significant difference - within a margin of about 10% - 
in the distribution of Muslims who report having their cellphones or electronic devices 
being seized while traveling.  

• Overall, 35% (182) of Muslim survey respondents report feeling that TSA or CBP 
representatives have asked them questions that had more to do with their faith or ethnicity 
rather than their reasons for traveling – compared to the 65% (341) who did not have such 
an experience. 

• By sex, Muslim men (36%, 113) were more likely than Muslim women (32%, 67) to report 
feeling that TSA or CBP representatives have asked them questions that had more to do 
with their faith or ethnicity rather than their reasons for traveling. 

• By race or ethnicity, Muslim respondents more likely to report feeling that TSA or CBP 
representatives have asked them questions that had more to do with their faith or ethnicity 
rather than their reasons for traveling were South Asian (47%, 59), followed by Middle 
Eastern-North African (36%, 48), Southeast Asian (33%, 15), Caucasian/European (33%, 13), 
African (33%, 10), Black/African-American (29%, 13), and East Asian (26%, 9). 

• Overall, 64% of Muslim survey respondents report personally knowing someone who has 
dealt with issues raised in CAIR’s travel discrimination survey – compared to the 36% (190) 
who did not have such an experience. 

• By sex, Muslim women (68%, 142) were more likely than Muslim men (60%, 188) to report 
personally knowing someone who has dealt with issues raised in CAIR’s travel 
discrimination survey. 

• By race or ethnicity, Muslim respondents more likely to report personally knowing someone 
who has dealt with issues raised in CAIR’s travel discrimination survey were 
Caucasian/European (74%, 29), followed by Southeast Asian (71%, 32), South Asian (69%, 
87), Middle Eastern-North African (67%, 88), Black/African-American (58%, 26), Central 
Asian (54%, 13), African (53%, 16), and East Asian (44%, 15).  



 
 
 
 

Question 1: What is your sex? 
 
Answered: 522   Skipped: 2 
 

 
 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Male 60.15% 314 
Female 39.85% 208 

 
Muslim survey respondents included 314 men (60%) and 208 women (40%) from across the nation. 
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Question 2: What is your age? 
 
Answered: 523   Skipped: 1 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
18-29 8.22% 43 
30-49 40.92% 214 
50-64 31.17% 163 
65+ 19.69% 103 

 
Eight percent (43) of survey respondents were between the ages of 18-29, followed by 41% (214) 
were between the ages of 30-49, 31% between the ages of 50-64, and 20% were 65 years of age or 
older. 
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Q3: What is your ethnicity? 
 
Answered: 523   Skipped: 1 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
African 5.74% 30 
Black/African-American 8.60% 45 
Caucasian/European 7.65% 40 
Central Asian 4.59% 24 
East Asian 6.50% 34 
Hispanic/Latin American 1.15% 6 
Middle Eastern- North 
African 

25.43% 133 

Pacific Islander 0.19% 1 
South Asian 24.09% 126 
Southeast Asian 8.60% 45 
Other 4.78% 25 
Do not wish to disclose 2.68% 14 

 
Muslims surveyed identified their race or ethnicity as being African (6%, 30), Black/African-
American (9%, 45, Caucasian/European (8%, 40), Central Asian (5%, 24), East Asian (7%, 34), 
Hispanic/Latin American (1%, 6), Middle Eastern- North African (25%, 133), Pacific Islander (0%, 1), 
South Asian (24%, 126), Southeast Asian (9%, 45), Other (5%, 25),  and Do not wish to  
disclose (3%, 14). 
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Question 4: Are you Muslim? 
 
Answered: 524   Skipped: 0 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Yes 100.00% 524 
No 0.00% 0 

 
CAIR’s open survey included 583 overall participants who were asked if they self-identify as 
Muslims. Over three weeks, CAIR collected 524 responses from self-identifying American Muslims. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

100%

0%

Yes No



Question 5: Are you a U.S. resident? 
 
Answered: 523   Skipped: 1 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Yes, I am a U.S. citizen, a permanent 
resident (Green Card holder), or on a valid 
visa. 

95.98% 502 

No, I am not a U.S. resident. 4.02% 21 

 
Ninety-six percent of survey respondents reported being U.S. citizen, a permanent resident (Green 
Card holder), or being in the United Stats of American on a valid visa. Four percent of respondents 
reported not being a U.S. resident.  
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Question 6: Has “SSSS” ever appeared on your airline 
boarding pass? 
 
Answered: 511   Skipped: 13 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Yes 36.20% 185 
No 63.80% 326 

 
Overall, 36% (185) of Muslim survey respondents report having “SSSS” appearing on their airline 
boarding pass – compared to the 64% (326) who did not have such an experience.  
 
By sex, Muslim men (40%, 122) where more likely than Muslim women (30%, 61) to report having 
“SSSS” appearing on their airline boarding pass.  
 
By race or ethnicity, Muslim respondents more likely to report have “SSSS” appearing on their 
airline boarding pass were South Asian (54%,66), followed by Middle Eastern-North African (41%, 
53), Southeast Asian (39%, 17), African (31%, 9), Caucasian/European (30%, 12), and Black/African-
American (20%, 9). 
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Question 7: Has your cell phone or other electronic 
devices ever been seized while you were returning from 
or leaving for an international destination? 
 
Answered: 523   Skipped: 1 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Yes 13.00% 68 
No 87.00% 455 

 
Overall, 13% (68) of Muslim survey respondents report having their cell phone or other electronic 
devices being seized while they were returning from or leaving for an international destination – 
compared to the 87% (455) who did not have such an experience. 
 
By sex, Muslim men (16%, 50) were more likely than Muslim women (8%, 17) to report having their 
cell phone or other electronic devices being seized while they were returning from or leaving for an 
international destination. 
 
By race or ethnicity, there was not a significant difference - within a margin of about 10% - in the 
distribution of Muslims who report having their cellphones or electronic devices being seized  
while traveling.  
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Question 8: Have you ever felt that Transportation Security 
Agency or Customs and Border Protection representatives have 
asked you questions that had more to do with your faith or 
ethnicity rather than your reasons for traveling? 
 
Answered: 523   Skipped: 1 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Yes 34.80% 182 
No 65.20% 341 

 
Overall, 35% (182) of Muslim survey respondents report feeling that TSA or CBP representatives 
have asked them questions that had more to do with their faith or ethnicity rather than their 
reasons for traveling – compared to the 65% (341) who did not have such an experience. 
 
By sex, Muslim men (36%, 113) were more likely than Muslim women (32%, 67) to report feeling 
that TSA or CBP representatives have asked them questions that had more to do with their faith or 
ethnicity rather than their reasons for traveling. 
 
By race or ethnicity, Muslim respondents more likely to report feeling that TSA or CBP 
representatives have asked them questions that had more to do with their faith or ethnicity rather 
than their reasons for traveling were South Asian (47%, 59), followed by Middle Eastern-North 
African (36%, 48), Southeast Asian (33%, 15), Caucasian/European (33%, 13), African (33%, 10), 
Black/African-American (29%, 13), and East Asian (26%, 9). 
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Question 9: Do you personally know someone who has 
dealt with any of the above travel issues? 
 
Answered: 522   Skipped: 2 
 

 
 

Answer Choices Responses 
Yes 63.60% 332 
No 36.40% 190 

 
Overall, 64% of Muslim survey respondents report personally knowing someone who has dealt with 
issues raised in CAIR’s travel discrimination survey – compared to the 36% (190) who did not have 
such an experience. 
 
By sex, Muslim women (68%, 142) were more likely than Muslim men (60%, 188) to report 
personally knowing someone who has dealt with issues raised in CAIR’s travel discrimination 
survey. 
 
By race or ethnicity, Muslim respondents more likely to report personally knowing someone who 
has dealt with issues raised in CAIR’s travel discrimination survey were Caucasian/European (74%, 
29), followed by Southeast Asian (71%, 32), South Asian (69%, 87), Middle Eastern-North African 
(67%, 88), Black/African-American (58%, 26), Central Asian (54%, 13), African (53%, 16), and East 
Asian (44%, 15).  
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