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INTRODUCTION

Women’s economic empowerment is an essential 

component of the gender equality agenda and 

an important vehicle for economic development 

and prosperity of any society. Enabling women’s 

active participation in the formal labor requires 

political will and strategic planning as well as 

implementation of a wide array of interventions. In 

the past 13 years, the international community and 

Afghan government have emphasized women’s 

rights and empowerment as a key agenda item in 

the official rhetoric. In action, the legal framework 

has been adjusted to some extent to recognize 

women’s legal rights and several big donor and 

government initiatives have focused on women’s 

empowerment.  However, the progress with 

Afghan women’s access to their full rights has been 

slow, and the gains are yet fragile.
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Afghan women have had some encouraging gains 
in access to health and education, as well as some 
significant steps in the direction of a more influential 
political representation.  Women’s participation 
in economy is however, less studied and less 
invested upon. Unlike gains in health, education 
and political representation that are often tracked 
and highlighted, women’s economic participation 
and contribution is harder to measure and less 
publicized. The recognition that social and political 
gains rest on economic empowerment was also 
acknowledged later in the initiatives. Women’s 
participation in economy is also hindered by several 
infrastructural issues that go beyond the mandate 
of a single ministry or organization (unlike health, 
for instance).  All these factors have contributed to 
the gap in policy literature on this significant aspect 
of women’s contribution to the development of 
Afghanistan. 

Considering the gap in the policy literature and the 
importance of women’s economic empowerment, 
this report aims to provide a comprehensive 
baseline on women’s existing economic situation 
in the four provinces, Herat, Ningarhar, Balkh 
and Bamyan, that had the most level of attention 
and investment after Kabul in the past 13 years. 
The report sets out to capture 1) An assessment 
of the current policies, program and projects for 
women’s economic empowerment implemented 
by national economic institutions, 2) Assessment 
of the women’s access to markets, 3) Mapping of 
the institutions supporting women in the income 
generating activities, 4) Undertaking a situation 
analysis of the challenges faced by women to get 
access to economic opportunities and assets. The 
findings and recommendations of this baseline will 
be utilized by United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP)’s Gender Equality Program (GEP) to design 
and implement specific interventions intended 
to improve women’s economic engagement and 
impact. 

In the report, the literature review covers the 
assessment of current policies, programs and 
projects for women’s economic empowerment.  
In the second section, we have included a list 
of institutions supporting women’s economic 
empowerment in all the four target provinces, Herat, 
Ningarhar, Balkh and Bamyan. We discuss women’s 
access to market and a situation analysis of the 
challenges faced by women through comparative 
provincial profiles of the four study provinces in the 
third section.  This section is supplemented with 
background data and statistics gathered by our 
fieldworkers on women’s business returns, access to 
loans and registration of their businesses. 

We have conducted 240 interviews in 4 provinces 
for the purpose of this report. Our key informants 
consisted of businesswomen, businessmen 
employing women, women rights activists, economic 
experts, directors and representatives of women’s 
business associations and stakeholders in public and 
private institutions i.e. Ministry of Women’s Affaires’ 
Directorates, Provincial Chambers of Commerce and 
representatives of specific donor initiatives. 

Our research findings are constrained both by 
time and scope limitations. The recommendations 
are based solely on the literature review and our 
findings from the field research in the four provinces. 
We hope that this report provides a set of initial 
insights into the challenges and opportunities of 
the economically active women in Afghanistan 
and its findings can be utilized in designing and 
implementing effective and thoughtful interventions 
that reflect the hopes and concerns of these and 
more women. 

METHODOLOgy
Qualitative research was identified as the optimal 
approach to study the status of women’s economic 
participation and empowerment in Afghanistan. In 
depth interviews with respondents allowed for a 
nuanced understanding of the economic landscape, 
opportunities and challenges faced by women across 
Afghanistan.  

The research was conducted in two phases. First, 
a thorough study was conducted of existing 
literature on the participation of Afghan women 
in the economy. The literature review surveyed 
evolving legal/institutional frameworks alongside 
assessments of programming related to women’s 
economic empowerment over the past decade.  
Insights obtained from the literature review were 
used to guide the second phase of the study – field 
research and data analysis. The section below details 
the approach to field research. The literature review 
follows this outline of the research methodology. 

Respondent Profiles: Field research was undertaken 
in four provinces: Balk, Bamyan, Herat and 
Ningarhar. The four provinces were chosen to reflect 
variations in geographic, ethnic, and economic 
patterns across the country. Sampling was also 
spread out between provincial urban centers and 
rural districts. 
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The research was conducted in two phases. First, 
a thorough study was conducted of existing 
literature on the participation of Afghan women 
in the economy. The literature review surveyed 
evolving legal/institutional frameworks alongside 
assessments of programming related to women’s 
economic empowerment over the past decade.  
Insights obtained from the literature review were 
used to guide the second phase of the study – field 
research and data analysis. The section below details 
the approach to field research. The literature review 
follows this outline of the research methodology. 

Respondent Profiles: Field research was undertaken 
in four provinces: Balk, Bamyan, Herat and 
Ningarhar. The four provinces were chosen to reflect 
variations in geographic, ethnic, and economic 
patterns across the country. Sampling was also 
spread out between provincial urban centers and 
rural districts. 

Four categories of respondents were selected from 
each province:
1. women running businesses in the formal and 

informal sectors; 
2. Specialists in local economics and women’s 

affairs; 
3. Male-owned businesses which employ women;
4. High level professionals from public and private 

institutions engaged in promoting women’s 
economic empowerment. 

The four categories were chosen to obtain a holistic 
picture of the economic conditions and challenges 
women face in each province.  A total of 240 

Figure 1: Breakdown of 
interviewees in the four 
provinces

interviews were conducted across the four provinces 
and respondent categories. 

We have used the term businesswoman relatively 
loosely in this report.  Women we spoke to include 
women who just want to make a living through their 
activities (selling eggs or handmade hats) as well as 
women who wanted to expand their business in the 
region and globally. Some of the women we talked 
to were self-employed because they are illiterate and 
cannot get government jobs, while there are other 
women who have created employment for hundreds 
of people. A few of the women we talked to in 
each province are only involved in production while 
the revenue from their products go to men in the 
family.  We have categorized all these individuals as 
businesswomen but we have provided more details 
about their work in the annexed list of respondents.

Questionnaire: The questionnaire predominantly 
included open-ended questions, with a few close-
ended questions to provide basic demographic 
statistics. Before commencement of the field 
research, the questionnaire was pre-tested in Kabul 
with 12 respondents. The combination of semi-
structured questions, with specific as well as open-
ended questions, was deliberately designed for 
better understanding women’s business and work 
environments. The questionnaire was divided to four 
main parts: questions regarding businesses owned 
by women in both formal and informal sectors; 
businesses owned by men employing women; 
questions for public and private institutions working 
for women’s economic empowerment; and questions 
for economic experts. 

Representative of Public or Private Institution

Businesswomen 

Businessmen employing women

Economic Experts

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Nangarhar

Herat

Bamyan Balkh

Bamyan 
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sampling Method: The snowball sampling was 
used to optimally study this specific subject matter. 
The difficulty in identifying and approaching 
businesswomen and women employees without 
a reference was the primary reason for using this 
method.  Our field researchers made initial contact 
with people involved in women’s empowerment 
issues in each location as a launch point to identify 
subsequent respondents. 

Province
Fieldwork Time line Monitoring Time line 

Planned Actual 

Herat 22th march- 5th April 29th March-15th April 31th March - 3th April 2014

Bamyan 22th march- 5th April 24th march- 7th April 24th- 27th March 2014

Nangrahar 22th march- 5th April 29th March-15th April 13 thApril 2014

Balkh 22th march- 5th April 29th March-15th April 13th-  14thApril 2014

Research Team: Senior staff based in Kabul 
developed the questionnaire. Two field interviewers, 
one male and one female, with prior research 
experience, were employed from each province. A 
total of 8 field researchers were hired for the project. 
The field researchers attended a day-long training 
in Kabul on the interview methods and goals for the 
project. A set of questionnaires1 was distributed to 
the researchers and a list of potential respondents 
in each province was finalized in consultation with 
them. Each interviewer conducted 30 interviews with 
respondents from urban district centers and rural 
districts.  

Data Collection: Field researchers recorded 
respondent answers in writing and later typed 
them into the computer. When possible, interviews 
were also recorded on voice recorders. A Dropbox 
account was set up for all researchers to share their 
data on a daily basis. This enabled project managers 
in Kabul to address any shortcomings in data in a 
timely manner. 

Field Research Monitoring: Senior staff visited 
each province to monitor the researchers’ interviews 
during fieldwork. During these field visits, the senior 
research team conducted interviews with high profile 
respondents and advised the field researchers on 
technical as well security and scheduling issues. 
Data Analysis: Senior staff in Kabul analyzed the 
data collected. Our methodology relied on a SLEPT 
(Social, Legal, Economic, Political and Technological) 

1    Please refer to the annexes

analysis model of the data from the field alongside a 
thorough desk research.

REsEARCH LIMITATIONs
Timing of the project (in particular coinciding 
with the electoral calendar in Afghanistan), poor 
security, and limited access to businesswomen 
posed as challenges to fieldwork. In Ningarhar and 

Bamyan, fewer business or employed women were 
interviewed due to their limited presence and lack of 
access to businesswomen respondents. 

Timing Conflict and Unavoidable Delays: Due 
to the concurrency of the fieldwork with the 
Presidential and Provincial Council (PC) Elections 
research was delayed. Some of the interviewees 
were involved with the campaigns, either as PC 
candidates or as supporters of presidential election 
candidates. In addition to the Presidential and 
Provincial Council Elections, the Afghan New 
Year holidays delayed our fieldwork. Our senior 
researchers conducted some of the interviews during 
their monitoring trips to prevent further delays.

Poor security and Cultural Restrictions: Volatile 
security conditions in districts caused the 
cancellation of some of our scheduled interviews. 
In Herat, due to security concerns and previous 
incidents of kidnappings of the family members 
of the businesswomen, some of the identified key 
informants were initially reluctant to speak to us. To 
remedy this problem, we hired a local research team 
consisting of well-known and well-respected local 
researchers. The mobility of the research team and 
access to women respondents was most challenging 
in Ningarhar relative to the three other provinces.  
Poor security limited access to some districts. 
Cultural practices often restricted access to women 
respondents. It was also significantly more difficult 
to find businesswomen who were willing to be 
interviewed in Ningarhar. Further, cultural restrictions 
limited the mobility of our female field researchers.

Figure 6: Fieldwork Timetable
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LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review summarizes the legal and 

policy environment affecting women’s economic 

empowerment in Afghanistan. It also studies 

current statistics of women’s participation in the 

workplace. Statistical data is primarily drawn from 

the National Risk and Vulnerability Assessment 

(NRVA) undertaken by the Afghan Government 

in 2007-2008. (The 2003 and 2005 NRVAs 

do not cover statistics on women’s economic 

participation.) The last two sections cover major 

government, bilateral/multilateral donor and 

NGO programs focused on women’s economic 

empowerment and an overall assessment on the 

effectiveness of these efforts over the past decade.

This literature review has benefited from the 

recent AREU report on “Women’s Economic 

Empowerment in Afghanistan: 2002-2012”. The 

study provides a substantive listing of projects 

focused on women’s economic empowerment and 

more broadly women’s rights.  
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LAW AND POLICy RELATINg TO 
ECONOMIC sTATUs OF 
AFgHAN WOMEN 
Afghan government has taken some significant steps 
for creating a legal framework protecting women’s 
rights in the past 13 years. Recognizing gender 
equality in Afghanistan’s Constitution, the ratification 
of “the Elimination of Violence Against Women 
(EVAW)” by the President, and Afghanistan’s signing 
on “the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Discrimination against Women” – among other 
international conventions – are examples of those 
efforts. Furthermore, the Independent Directorate of 
Local Governance (IDLG) has pioneered a nationwide 
anti-harassment policy guideline to ensure safer 
working environments for women. 

Specifically on women’s right to work, Article 
48 of the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan protects the right to work of every 
Afghan and grants them freedom to choose their 
occupation. Women and men have equal labor 
rights under the Constitution. The Afghan Labor Law 
details provisions under Article 48. Under the Afghan 
Labor law Chapter 11 women are provided special 
rights and exemptions to enable greater access 
and protection against gender inequalities in the 
workplace. In particular, provisions ensure pregnant 
or nursing women and mothers of young children are 
provided safe and enabling work environments1.  

Below are some women specific provisions of the 
Afghan Labor Law: 

Article 9: During the period of pregnancy and 
[after] the birth of a child, and in other cases 
stipulated by this Law and other legislative 
documents, women in the workplace shall be 
entitled to the specified rights.

Article 29: An Administration may conclude 
part time contracts (work during parts of the 
day, parts of the week, contract based on work 
output or piece work) with retired or disabled 
persons or women engaged in household 
duties or in raising their children, or any other 
person who are skilled and able to perform the 
work.   

Article 31: For pregnant women- 35 hours per 
week.

1    Afghan Labor Law available at: http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct
=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CDwQFjAA&url=http%3A%2
F%2Fwww.aisa.org.af%2Flaw%2FLabour-Law.pdf&ei=o0gfU8erD6PT0Q
HDn4CIBA&usg=AFQjCNFz2TgxL1CvBRfxqyOjMnfSZPdREg&sig2=IHL_
2UkMto76ldjwtaH6Kg&bvm=bv.62788935,d.dmQ

Article 38 (3): Night shift Employees, 
Employees engaged in underground work and 
work injurious to health, and pregnant women 
or women who have children below the age of 
two years shall not engage in overtime work.

Another key legal issue that impact women’s entry 
to business is women’s rights to property, in laws 
and in reality. Laws and regulations relating to 
property ownership are outlined in the Afghan civil 
code [Qanoon-e-madani]. The civil code was written 
and approved in 1977 - earlier than the current 
constitution - and has not been updated since.  
The section on property laws (volume four) is the 
largest section in civil code. This section discusses 
property rights, the ownership and sale of property, 
inheritance and settlement of property disputes. 

The civil code, as the constitution, recognizes any 
citizen’s right to own and sell property. In Islam 
and in Afghan laws, a woman’s property is hers 
only, and her husband and other male and female 
relatives have no right to interfere in its management 
for as long as the woman is alive. A woman can 
sell her property out of her own free will, and she 
can donate it, if she chooses to do so. The legal 
framework clearly states that Afghan women can 
gain property through marriage and inheritance, as 
well as purchase it with their own money. In theory, 
these avenues of access to property should lead to 
women’s land ownership, thereby making them more 
capable of starting small to medium-sized businesses 
by using property as collateral for access to finance.  

However, women’s property ownership is a rare 
case in Afghan society.  Most women do not know 
about their legal and religious rights to property 
and/or they do not claim property in marriage or as 
inheritance. Inheritance goes to male heirs as they 
are seen as providers for the family. Women are 
hesitant about having family disputes or referring 
to courts, thus in most cases they never claim their 
inheritance. Women with an income often spend 
most of their salary on their families rather than 
investing on property or other assets. Thus, despite 
having the legal right to property, women have 
minimal access to property in Afghanistan as a result 
of social and cultural norms and pressures.  

Constitutional and legal provisions are further 
supported by development policies that recognize 
the need for the economic empowerment of 
women. The National Action Plan for the Women 
of Afghanistan 2008-2018 (NAPWA) published by 
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA) envisions 
a very pro-active role for the government, which 
prioritizes uplifting the economic status of women. 
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It also highlights the importance of ‘gender 
mainstreaming’ which pushes for gender sensitivity 
in programming across all ministries, not just MoWA 
and related women focused agencies. The NAPWA’s 
overarching goal with regard to women’s economic 
empowerment is to “create an enabling economic 
and social environment that is conducive to the full 
development and realization of women’s economic 
potential.2” 
Key indicators or outcomes proposed include: 
1. A gender sensitive legislative and regulatory 

framework including inheritance, property and 
labor laws; 

2. Equitable access of women to skills development 
programs and vocational training; 

3. Progressive increase in the access of women to 
gainful employment; 

4. framework, including inheritance, property and 
labor laws economic and social.

The 2008 Afghanistan National Development 
Strategy (ANDS) also recognizes the need to 
empower women’s economic access, endorsing the 
objectives laid out by MoWA. One specific objective 
worth noting is to increase women’s elected and 
non-elected participation at all governance levels 
to 30% by 2020. The 2010 Kabul process led to the 
identification of National Priority Programs in line 
with ANDS objectives. NPPs outline Afghanistan’s 
commitment to The Tokyo Mutual Accountability 
Framework (TMAF) through linking the 22 NPPs to 
TMAF indicators. Women’s Affairs is a component 
of Human Resource Development cluster. This 
cluster also included Skills Development and 
Labor, Education for All, Higher Education, and 
Capacity Building for Health3. Women’s rights is 
also emphasized upon in the governance cluster, 
Human Rights component. The three other key 
NPP clusters Infrastructure Development,  Private 
Sector Development and - Agriculture and Rural 
Development all emphasize women’s participation. 
The private Sector Development Cluster proposal 
on Integrated Trade and SME Support Facility, for 
instance highlights key programs improving women’s 
economic participation: 

2    Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Afghanistan. ‘National Action Plan for  
Women of Afghanistan: 2008-2018’. 
Available at: http://mowa.gov.af/en/page/6686 . Accessed: March 2014.
3    Ministry of Finance, Afghanistan. ‘National Priority Programs’. Avail-
able at: http://mof.gov.af/en/page/3976 Accessed: March 2014.

“A key program in this regard is the Industrial 
Parks and SME Development program which has 
the potential to generate increased employment 
opportunities for women. To ensure gender balance 
and equal participation within the programs, MoCI 
will begin plans to establish a specific department 
for gender in the Ministry4“. 

Apart from Afghan legal provisions and policies for 
women’s economic empowerment, Afghanistan is 
signatory to the United Nations Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW). Under CEDAW obligations, 
the Afghan government is required to guarantee 
legal equality and safe working environment for 
men and women in the marketplace5. Another 
important Afghan human rights organization, the 
Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission 
(AIHRC), has also recognized equal rights and 
benefits for men and women in the workplace. It 
calls for the State to play an active role in eliminating 
discrimination in this area.  

The next sections will review the current status of 
women in the workplace, projects focused on the 
economic empowerment of women as well as the 
challenges posed to promoting their participation in 
the workplace6. 

WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE: 
IN NUMBERs 
According the UNDP Human Development Index 
(HDI), the participation of Afghan women in the 
formal labor force has been negligible. The .19 
female to male labor ratio in 1990 fell to .166 in 
2000 and rose back to .196 in 20127. In this category, 
Afghanistan ranks 175 out of 186 countries assessed 
by HDI. This ratio does not account for the large 
informal sector labor force, which is estimated at 80 
to 90% in Afghanistan. 

In Afghanistan, there is a particular dearth of 
statistical information on employment conditions of 
women. The 2007-2008 National Rural Vulnerability 
Assessment (NRVA) published basic statistics related 
to women’s employment. According to the NRVA, 
the gender gap in Afghanistan is high even in 
comparison to its South Asian neighbors, which tend 

4    Ministry of Finance, Afghanistan. ‘National Priority Programs’. 
Available at: http://mof.gov.af/en/page/3976 . Accessed: March 2014
5    United Nations General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted on 
December 18, 1997, Article 11.
6    Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission. ‘Fifth Report 
Situation of Economic and Social Rights in Afghanistan.’ December 2011.
7    Data accessed from UNDP website on monitory Millenium Develop-
ment Goals. Available at: https://data.undp.org/dataset/Labour-force-
participation-rate-female-male-ratio-/mtkz-495d Accessed March 2014.
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to have lower overall employment rates. Only 47% of 
working age women actively participated in the labor 
force in 2007 – a small increase from 38% in 20038. 
By comparison, 84% of Afghan men were active in 
the labor force in 2007. More women participate 
in labor in rural communities due to higher levels 
of female participation in agricultural and pastoral 
family-based roles, approximately 60 to 70%. A 2010 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report 
found that women constitute approximately 32%9 of 
active labor in the agricultural sector. In urban areas, 
female participation is approximately 19%10.  

Regarding occupation types commonly found 
among women, the NRVA found that approximately 
90% of women are self-employed or family workers. 
Agricultural and livestock work constitute the highest 
percentage of female representation (44%). Women 
also dominate the home-based crafts industries 
like weaving carpets or handicrafts.– approximately 
70%. 20% of employed women are own account 
workers, 3% are salaried and 1% are daily wage 
workers. In urban areas, women and men appear to 
have equal levels of participation in the education 
and manufacturing industries, respectively 49% 
and 48%. More women than men are engaged in 
agriculture and livestock sectors in urban areas. 
In the government sector, women employees are 
around 20%, a decrease from 2005 and 2006, when 
they constituted 31.2% and 22.3% respectively. 
Between 2005 and 2007, women‘s presence in 
the Government has decreased by 11.2%11. This 
decrease in percentage is likelier to be an outcome 
of more male recruitments for newly established or 
activated positions around the country, as opposed 
to termination of employment of female employees. 

Wage wise, the 2007-08 NRVA found that women’s 
share in non-agricultural wage is a miniscule 8%, 
suggesting a serious disadvantage for women 
in obtaining paid jobs. Approximately 75% of 
employed women are unpaid family workers when 
compared with only 11% among men. There is also 
a large discrepancy between average male and 
female wages. A 2003 study found that in rural 
areas, women’s agricultural daily wage was 50% 
that of men’s; non-agricultural daily wages were 

8    Central Statistics Organization, Afghanistan. ‘National Risk and 
Vulnerability Assessment 2007-08’; Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Afghani-
stan. ‘Handbook on Men and Women in Afghanistan.’ June 2012.
9    Food and Agriculture Organization. “The State of Food and Ag-
riculture 2010-11: Women in Agriculture Closing the Gender Gap for 
Development.” 2011. Avaialble at: http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/
i2050e/i2050e.pdf
10    Central Statistics Organization, Afghanistan. ‘National Risk and 
Vulnerability Assessment 2007-08’
11    NRVA

merely 20 to 30% of men’s12.  The NRVA states that 
“employed women have a 41% greater likelihood 
of being in vulnerable employment, characterized 
by informal work arrangements, insecure jobs, low 
productivity, and unstable and inadequate earnings. 
As employed women also work fewer hours than 
men, Afghan women face a cumulative disadvantage 
on the labour market: fewer work, for less hours and 
in less secure jobs.13” Female headed-households 
suffer acutely from labor force discrimination and are 
among the most vulnerable and poorest in society14.   

A tailored nationwide study conducted on 298 
Afghan businesswomen and employees reported 
the following statistics: Over 5,500 workers are 
employed by these businesswomen, 78% are small 
businesses (1-10 employees); 81% were unable 
to access any credit or financing; Above average 
earnings: 38% report a monthly income between 
AFN 30,000 and more than AFN; 50,000 (from $545 
to more than $908), with just over half of these in 
the highest income bracket15. The report found that 
majority of these women entered the marketplace 
after 2006. 

PROjECTs AND PROgRAMs 
FOCUsED ON WOMEN’s 
ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT
There are four general conduits for major 
development programming – including women’s 
economic empowerment – in Afghanistan: Central 
Government or GIROA, multilateral organizations 
such as the UN or World Bank funded, bilateral 
foreign programming through development arms 
such as USAID or DIFID and local/international 
NGOs. Often times, programs funded by major 
bilateral or multilateral donors are carried out 
by GIROA or local and internationals NGOs or 
contractor organizations. Below a number of 
major programs impacting or focused on women’s 
economic empowerment are listed. This listing is not 
exhaustive. 

gIROA LED PROjECTs
This section will review GIROA projects that have 
pursued gender sensitive strategies or projects 
related to women’s economic empowerment. As 
stated earlier, most ministries outside of MoWA, 
tend to ignore the gender dimension in their 
policies, outreach, and programs. There are some 

12    Central Statistics Organization, Afghanistan. ‘National Risk and 
Vulnerability Assessment 2007-08.’
13    ibid.
14    Amélie Banzet et al. ‘Research on Chronically Poor Women in Af-
ghanistan,’ Groupe URD, 2008
15    Ainsley Butler and Kate McGuinness. ‘Afghan Women’s Economic 
Participation,’ Building Markets, 2013.



16 Afghan Women in the Workplace  |  UNDP 2014

exceptions like the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation 
and Development (MRRD) and smaller agencies 
that have pro-actively or reactively shaped policies 
concerning women’s economic empowerment. 

MRRD’s AREDP: 
Since 2011, the MRRD has set up a Gender 
Directorate and also has a women’s shura to 
help guide gender policy. Two large-scale MRRD 
programs provide degrees of prioritization 
for women’s economic empowerment. The 
Afghanistan Rural Enterprise Development 
Program (AREDP) aims to improve employment 
and income of rural men and women, and the 
sustainability of targeted local enterprises16. AREDP 
programs offer business development services, 
access to credit, saving platforms, appropriate 
technologies, market linkages, training and 
exposure visits17. Two of ARDEP’s project indicator 
outcomes specify women: “(1) At least 30% 
increase in direct and/or indirect employment 
by Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and 
Enterprise Groups – at least 35% of those 
employed will be women; (2) 50% of supported 
Enterprise Groups are still operating 2 years after 
start-up – at least 35% of these will be female 
Enterprise Groups.18” In 2013, 47% of AREDP’s 
Saving Groups members were women. Women’s 
Saving Groups were most prevalent in Ningarhar, 
Parwan, Kandahar and Balkh19 AREDP In Focus 
Reports20 showcase success stories of the program 
and can be an inspiration for similar interventions 
aiming to empower rural businesswomen. 

Lack of access to capital, or inability to exercise 
mobility in support of their businesses often 
limits the involvement of women in collaborative 
business ventures. Given AREDP’s initiatives are 
mostly at the micro-to-medium level, and based 
in the localities of the participants, the barriers to 
involvement of women in their activities are less 
than other programs.

NsP:
Another MRRD program, the National Solidarity 
Program (NSP) established in 2003, has also 

16    Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development. Afghanistan Rural 
Enterprise Development Program Website. ‘Program Development Ob-
jectives.’ Available at: http://www.aredp-mrrd.gov.af/?page=program-
objectives&lang=en Accessed: March 2012.
17    Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development. ‘AREDP Quar-
terly Progress Report,’ June 2013. 
18    Ibid.
19    Ibid.
20    Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development. Afghanistan Rural 
Enterprise Development Program Website. AREDP in Focus 
http://www.aredp-mrrd.gov.af/?page=aredp-in-focus&lang=en. Ac-
cessed: August 2014

noticeable if mixed impact on women’s social 
and economic participation in rural areas. The 
program aims to “develop the ability of Afghan 
communities to identify, plan, manage and monitor 
their own development projects21.” The NSP is 
primarily concerned with local governance, which 
has significant, often direct, impact on women’s 
economic empowerment. As a result, a number of 
NSP identified outcomes specifically target female 
participation. One outcome directly measures 
the increase of female involvement in economic 
activities22. 

However, it does not program specifically for the 
facilitation of that involvement given NSP’s model 
is more of focused community collaboration in 
support of their own identified development or 
basic services needs.

A number of studies suggest the impact of NSP 
on women’s involvement in public affairs and 
economic empowerment is mixed. The program 
continues to struggle with overcoming cultural 
norms that exclude women from the decision 
making process23.  

AIsA: 
The Afghanistan Investment Support Agency 
(AISA) was set up in 2003 with the mission 
promoting investment and support for building a 
business friendly environment for private sector 
development24.  While AISA’s mandate does not 
take gender into consideration, an AREU report on 
women’s economic empowerment suggests that 
the agency has found itself inadvertently promoting 
women entrepreneurs and creating supportive 
policies for women clients. According to the AREU 
report, female members of ASIA include handicrafts, 
furniture, excavation, marble and jewelry. While 
investment by women is relatively modest 
compared to men, AISA representatives found 
women entrepreneurs to be eager participants in 
exhibitions. The agency has taken small informal 
steps to facilitate greater participation of women 
in AISA activities. For example AISA has organized 
women visits abroad countries for training. They 
also provide some leeway in fulfilling formalities that 
might hinder the participation of women25.   

21    Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development. National Solidar-
ity Program Website. ‘NSP Basic Introduction.’ Available at: http://www.
nspafghanistan.org/default.aspx?sel=109 . Accessed: March 2014.
22    ibid
23    Sippi Azarbaijani-Moghaddam. ‘A Study of Gender Equity through 
National Solidarity Programme’s Community Development Councils ‘If 
Anyone Listens I Have a Lot of Plans.’ DACAAR, 2010.
24    AISA Website Available at: http://www.aisa.org.af/vision.php 
Accessed: March 2014
25    Lena Ganesh et al. ‘Women’s Economic Empowerment in Afghani-
stan 2002-2012: Information Mapping.’ Afghanistan Research and Evalu-
ation Unit, July 2013.
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EPAA: 
Led by a woman executive, Ms. Najla Habibyar, 
the Afghanistan Export Promotion Agency (EPAA) 
under the Ministry of Commerce and Industries 
(MoCI) has taken strides towards promoting female 
owned businesses and their products in regional 
and international markets. EPAA’s support to 
female owned businesses has included arranging 
roadshows and product exhibitions, facilitating 
participation in business summits and creating 
business-to-business (B2B) interactions between 
Afghan and foreign owned businesses. 

In our research, it was evident although difficult 
to prove empirically, that the appointment of 
a female executive in EPAA has increased the 
interactions of the institution with female business 
owners. Given cultural constraints, as well as the 
deficit of confidence that arises from the micro 
nature of most women owned businesses, utilizing 
the facilities of EPPA can be a slow process for 
female entrepreneurs. As female owned businesses 
grow in size and also standardize their products 
and processes, EPPA can be a useful partner in 
introducing them to international markets.

AFgHAN NgOs FOCUsED 
ON WOMEN’s ECONOMIC 
EMPOWERMENT
Afghan Women’s Business Federation (AWBF) 
serves as the umbrella organization for Afghan 
women-owned and operated enterprises 
in Afghanistan. Its services include capacity 
building, management development, marketing 
and promotion, assistance with product design 
and production among others26. In 2007, AWBF 
organized the “AfghanMark” initiative, which 
represents a consortium of independent privately 
held Afghan carpet companies employing 26,000 
weavers. The concept is meant to brand Afghan 
products abroad and increase easy access to the 
global market for remote Afghan craftswomen27.  
AWBF is a good potential partner for GEP 
considering its national reach. 

Afghan Women’s Network was established in 1995 
and advocates for women’s rights across a spectrum 
of issues. While the organization is not solely focused 
on women’s economic empowerment it engages in 
capacity building through the provision of technical 
assistance, awareness raising, exposure visits/travel, 

26    Afghan Women’s Business Federation Website available at: http://
www.awbf.com.af/about_us.php
27    Gayle Tzemach. ‘When a rug covers more than the floor,’ NYT, 
September 14, 2007.

and in-country training programs28. The website did 
not provide details on the exact types of training and 
assistance. AWN can be a good advocacy partner 
for GEP on issues related to women’s legal rights. 
AWN has worked closely with other women-led 
organizations and the Afghan legislature and has 
valuable experience in advocacy for legal rights. 

Other women economic empowerment focused 
organizations include the Afghan Women 
Development Foundation, Kabul Women Union, 
Afghan Women Council, Zardozi and All Afghan 
Women’s Union among others. One assessment 
conducted by USAID states that there are 86 
women’s associations in Kabul and 125 associations 
throughout the country, many focused on 
handicrafts29.  

MULTILATERAL 
ORgANIZATION PROgRAMMINg 
World Bank: The World Bank has invested over USD 
4 billion in development projects in Afghanistan 
over the past decade. As of summer 2014,  about 
five hundred million was allocated directly and 
indirectly toward women’s empowerment. Some of 
the economic empowerment programs for women 
funded by the Bank include the ARDEP program 
run by the MRRD (30 million USD). The USD 30 
million Expanding Microfinance Outreach and 
Improving Sustainability program was implemented 
by the Ministry of Finance in 2006. It was meant 
to specifically target women and reach the goal 
of 75% active women clients30. Afghanistan Skills 
Development Project (ASDP) of World Bank has 
a component on training of youth and vulnerable 
groups, as well as chronically poor women, 
equipping them with employable skills. The National 
Institute of Management and Administration set up 
under ASDP trains women and men in accounting, 
management and information-communication 
technology.  Additionally the bank directly addresses 
women’s economic empowerment through its 
private sector development arm, the International 
Finance Corporation. Through a joint project with 
Afghanistan’s First MicroFinance Bank (FMFB), IFC 
assisted 64,000 borrowers, 16% of them women. 
Another project of IFC, the Business Edge Initiative,  
has launched its second phase in 2014 that aims 

28    Afghan Women’s Network Website: http://www.afghanwomennet-
work.af/Resources.html#
29    Also see, ‘Economic Empowerment Strategies for Women,’ USAID 
Rapid Assessment, 2012.
30    See World Bank Report on ‘Expanding Microfinance Outreach Im-
proving Sustainability Program Report’. Available at: http://documents.
worldbank.org/curated/en/2012/04/16235781/afghanistan-expanding-
microfinance-outreach-improving-sustainability-p104301-implementa-
tion-status-results-report-sequence-08 Accessed March 2014.
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to facilitate business skills training for over 5000 
individuals, including 35% women. The Bank has also 
funded the NSP over a number of its phase s and 
other education and health project, which aims to 
indirectly improve  women’s economic status. 

United Nation and Its Agencies: The United 
National Development Organization (UNDEP), 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), United 
Nation High Commission for Refugees (UNHRC), 
United Nations Industrial Development Organization 
(UNIDO), International Labor Organization are 
some of the agencies that have funded women’s 
economic empowerment programs in Afghanistan. 
These programs range from providing agriculture 
assistance, vocational trainings, business and 
entrepreneurship training and veterinary training31.
  
MAjOR BILATERAL DONORs
Canadian International Development Agency 
(CIDA) supports a number of women’s economic 
empowerment projects in Afghanistan. Types of 
programming include midwifery training; market 
integration; and community support. The project 
‘Through the Garden Gate: Integrating Women 
into Markets’ was implemented by Mennonite 
Economic Development Associates of Canada  (ME 
DA) in collaboration with Afghan Women’s Business 
Council. The project aimed to “support the efforts 
and build the capacity of public institutions and 
private citizens, primarily women, to improve living 
standards through enhanced participation in a 
more efficient and effective horticultural markets.” 
Innovative models, training techniques, improved 
market access and enhanced support service 
provision for kitchen garden crops were provided 
for women affected by conflict32. The project ran 
from 2006 to 2011. MEDA reports that during this 
period the project improved productivity for 2250 
female farmers through training on appropriate 
technologies and techniques for both production 
and post-harvest handling. It further supported 
approximately 3,000 female producers to access 
loans33.  

CIDA’s ‘Afghan Women’s Community Support’ 
program project “provides women with education, 
vocational skills, and microfinance training to enable 
them to become self-sufficient entrepreneurs. It also 

31    Lena Ganesh et al. ‘Women’s Economic Empowerment in Afghani-
stan 2002-2012: Information Mapping.’ Afghanistan Research and Evalu-
ation Unit, July 2013.
32    MEDA Website. ‘Through the Garden Gate: Integrating Women 
into Sustainable Markets in Afghanistan.’ Available at: https://www.
meda.org/women-s-economic-opportunities-weo/past-projects-weo/39-
seeds-of-hope-integrating-women-into-sustainable-horticulture-markets-
in-afghanistan Accessed: March 2014.
33    ibid

offers them small loans and ongoing professional 
and peer support to help them launch their own 
small businesses. In addition, preschool childcare 
is provided to the women involved in the project.” 
CIDA reported that as of mid-2011, 200 women 
graduated from the vocational training program and 
have been successfully repaying the small loans. An 
additional 200 women are nearing completion of 
the vocational training program. The women have 
received training in vocational skills, microfinance, 
basic numeracy, literacy, health and hygiene, 
parenting, and women’s rights. The women also 
received psychosocial support and peer counseling 
through village organizations and steering 
committees34. CIDA’s experience and lessons learned 
can be valuable for GEP and its interventions for 
women’s economic empowerment. 
UK government’s Department for International 
Development (DFID) funds a number of small 
scale skills training programs like sewing classes 
run by Zardozi, which links chronically poor female 
home workers (tailors and embroiderers) to local 
markets through use of female sales agents35.  
Since 2006, Zardozi has led to over 2,500 jobs 
and income opportunities for women in Kabul, 
Mazar and Jalalabad36. DFID has also funded the 
First MicroFinanceBank of Afghanistan, which has 
provided micro loans to over 400,000 women and 
men37. 
  
The United states Agency for International 
Development (UsAID)38 has an Afghan gender 
strategy that specifically considers economic 
empowerment of women. This strategy is 
coordinated with NAPWA and ANDS objectives. 
Its pursued objectives include “encouragement 
of broad-based, public support from leaders in 
civil society, politics, and the private sector for 
Afghan women’s full participation in all sectors 
of the economy; support education and training 
opportunities that improve women’s professional 
skills and enhance their competitiveness as 
employees and entrepreneurs; and facilitate 

34    Canadian International Development Agency Website. ‘Project 
profile: Afghan Women’s Community Support.’ Available at:  http://www.
acdi-cida.gc.ca/cidaweb/cpo.nsf/vWebCSAZEn/3115F0D7636721E0852
57B490035D8B7 Accessed: March 2014.
35    UK Government Website. ‘Case Study: Sewing a better future for 
women in Afghanistan.’ Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
case-studies/sewing-a-better-future-for-women-in-afghanistan Accessed: 
March 2014.
36    ibid
37    UK Government Website. ‘MDGs in focus - MDG 3: Promote 
gender equality and empower women.’ Available at: https://www.gov.
uk/government/case-studies/mdgs-in-focus-mdg-3-promote-gender-
equality-and-empower-women Accessed: March 2014.
38    Also see, ‘Economic Empowerment Strategies for Women,’ USAID 
Rapid Assessment, 2012.
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increased access to financial services and markets 
to help women open businesses or support existing 
enterprises.”  

USAID funded relevant projects include: USD3.5 
million micro loans to women’s businesses; support 
for 2,300 women-owned enterprises; support to 
establish 400 new businesses; training more than 
5,000 women in local handicrafts, value-chain, 
and fine-arts businesses. Female entrepreneurs 
also receive assistance in several areas including 
horticulture, food processing, veterinary science, 
and cashmere harvesting. USAID established the 
first Women’s Farm Service Center in Kabul, serving 
10,000 women39.  

PROMOTE, initially named Women in Transition, is 
a four hundred million dollar major USAID initiative 
that supports what the program Afghanistan’s “new 
generation of women” aged 18-35. The program, 
still in bidding phase, has articulated its goal as 
strengthening women’s contribution to Afghanistan’s 
development including support to participation in 
the economy40.  

The Embassy of Germany and the New Zealand Aid 
Program have also funded projects to increase the 
presence of women in policing41.  

INTERNATIONAL NgOs  
The Aga Khan Foundation, Agency for Technical 
Cooperation and Development (ACTED), Asian 
Development Bank, Bangladesh Rural Advancement 
Committee (BRAC), CARE International, Danish 
Committee for Aid to Afghan Refugees (DACAAR), 
MercyCorps, and Norwegian Refugee Council 
are among the many international NGOs that 
implement programs related to women’s 
economic empowerment. Majority of the projects 
implemented by these organizations are funded by 
larger bilateral or multi-lateral donors listed above. 
Types of projects include microfinance; agriculture 
training and support; handicraft; poultry raising; and 
entrepreneurship trainings among others. 

International Center for Afghan Women’s 
Economic Development 
International Center for Afghan Women’s Economic 
Development (ICAWED), located in the American 
University of Afghanistan, was established in 2012. 

39    United States Agency for International Aid Website. ‘Afghanistan: 
Gender and Participation Training.’ Available at: http://www.usaid.gov/
afghanistan/gender-participant-training Accessed: March 2014.
40    http://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/usaid-an-
nounces-long-term-commitment-afghan-women
41    Lena Ganesh et al. ‘Women’s Economic Empowerment in Afghani-
stan 2002-2012: Information Mapping.’ Afghanistan Research and Evalu-
ation Unit, July 2013.

The Center aims to function as a national hub to 
coordinate women’s economic activities in public 
and private sectors42. The center has held national 
conferences for business women and hosted launch 
events for major reports on women’s economic 
participation. 

sTATUs OF WOMEN’s ECONOMIC 
PROgRAMMINg IN AFgHANIsTAN 
Despite ample provisions within the Constitution 
and government policies for gender equality and 
the economic empowerment of women, Afghan 
women face some of the highest structural and 
socials barriers to participation in the workplace. A 
major obstacle to economic participation involves 
inheritance and property law that are often 
disadvantageous to women. A number of studies 
have shown that ownership of land or production 
resources are required to obtain capital for private 
ventures. Women in Afghanistan are rarely direct 
inheritors and depend on male member of their 
family for majority of household economic decisions. 
Therefore, they lack collateral and thus access to 
finance and decision-making authority that is critical 
to economic empowerment. 

Another obstacle is the poor execution of strategies 
defined at the policy level. One assessment on 
women and poverty states that despite the emphasis 
on economic empowerment of women at the policy 
level, “a continued reluctance to address gender 
equality and women’s advancement is manifest in 
the fact that the individual ministerial goals and 
objectives for gender equality that were agreed 
with the MoWA and UNIFEM and included in the 
NAPWA have not been reflected in most of the 
individual sector plans of the ANDS.” – which 
laid out the overall development strategy for 
Afghanistan from 2008 to 2020. Further, the concept 
of ‘gender mainstreaming’’ is neglected. Most 
ministries continue to consider ‘women’s issues’ the 
responsibility of MoWA alone and ignore including 
progressive gender balanced policies within their 
agencies and programs43.  

Most reviews of Women’s economic empowerment 
programs tend to suggest questionable success 
over the past decade. The general neglect of 
comprehensive and long-term programming 
to promote economic empowerment has been 

42    International Center for Afghan Women’s Economic Development 
Website: http://auaf.edu.af/about/international-center-for-afghan-wom-
ens-economic-development/ Accessed September 8 2014
43    Lena Ganesh et al. ‘Women’s Economic Empowerment in Afghani-
stan 2002-2012: Information Mapping.’ Afghanistan Research and Evalu-
ation Unit, July 2013.
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reported as a major obstacle to the failure of efforts 
in this area. The existing socio-cultural constraints 
to women’s active participation in the economy is 
compounded by the lack of a concerted effort to 
design programs that produce long-term dividends. 
The AREU report assessing women’s economic 
empowerment over the decades states that: 
“Overall, Afghan women’s economic engagement 
has generally been overlooked in favor of vocational 
training and micro-jobs, which have had no specific 
market outlets and which, moreover, have had 
extremely limited impact on income enhancement. 
Representatives from organizations working on 
women’s rights and economic empowerment point 
out that the donor-led projects, besides using 
de-contextualized, non-participatory and opaque 
programming, tended to focus on occupational 
training and neglect to support the input side or 
marketing and sales. MoWA has recognized the 
problem of poorly designed programming in the 
2008 NAPWA. According to the policy strategy,“the 
government acknowledges that the development of 
human capital does not start or end with trainings 
or capacity building interventions. It will pursue the 
development of women’s human capital throughout 
their life cycle and in all spheres of life44.”  

Despite large obstacles remain in promoting 
economic empowerment, it is undeniable that 
more women have joined the workforce in the 
past 13 years. According to the Afghanistan 
Women’s Business Federation (AWBF), women’s 
entrepreneurship and economic activity has 
been increasingly undertaken in groups. Such 
arrangements afford new women entrepreneurs 
“greater confidence, mobility and ability, and 
widening networks of contacts and knowledge, 
along with improved responsibility, decision-making 
and household, community and economic status45.”  
A report focused on Afghan businesswomen found 
that these women were optimistic about their future 
as entrepreneurs. The study also states that the 
nearly 300 business women interviewed primarily 
had international clients for their products46. While 
women’s economic empowerment in Afghanistan 
has taken steps forward, it has done so largely 
on the shoulders of the international presence in 
Afghanistan. Although there is much reason for 
optimism, the empowerment of women’s economic 

44     Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Afghanistan. ‘National Action Plan for 
Women of Afghanistan: 2008-2018’. Available at: http://mowa.gov.af/en/
page/6686 . Accessed: March 2014.
45    Lena Ganesh et al. ‘Women’s Economic Empowerment in Afghani-
stan 2002-2012: Information Mapping.’ Afghanistan Research and Evalu-
ation Unit, July 2013.
46    Ainsley Butler and Kate McGuinness. ‘Afghan Women’s Economic 
Participation,’ Building Markets, 2013.

role in Afghan society might face greater challenges 
after 2014. 
Some findings of the literature review were 
confirmed through our field research in the four 
provinces of Herat, Bamyan, Ningarhar and Balkh. 
Lack of programmatic thinking on the part of donors 
and government and social and cultural barriers to 
women’s empowerment has limited the scope of 
women’s business activities and prevented growth, 
albeit to varying degrees in different provinces. 
A detailed analysis of our fieldwork findings are 
included in the coming sections of this baseline 
report. 
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PROFILE OF 
REsPONDENTs FROM 
FIELD REsEARCH
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A total of 240 interviews were conducted by our 
researchers. The majority of interviews (136) were 
conducted with the businesswomen and women 
running income-generating activities in formal and 
informal economic sectors – Balkh (40), Bamyan 
(31), Heart (31) and Ningarhar (34). Additionally,  
provincial economic specialists were interviewed 
to obtain a holistic understanding of the economic 
landscape within which women entrepreneurs and 
employees participated. The information gathered 
from these interviews enabled an assessment of the 
challenges women entrepreneurs face in accessing 
local, national and international markets. Male 
business owners were also interviewed in cases 
where their businesses employed a significant 
number of women. These interviews provided 
a window into the status of women’s economic 
participation beyond entrepreneurship. It also 
shaped an understanding of the level of skills of 
women employees and the environments within 
which they work. Finally, an assessment of current 
policies, programs and projects focused on 
women’s economic empowerment was conducted. 
Respondents interviewed included directorates of 
the public and private institutions in the targeted 
areas – Bamyan (9), Balkh (11), Herat (11) and 
Ningarhar (12). The chart below shows a breakdown 
of interviews conducted in each province by 
respondent category. 

Figure 7:  Profile of businesswomen across all four provinces

TyPEs OF BUsINEssEs 
MANAgED By WOMEN
An overwhelming percentage of women from all 
provinces run small-scale home-based businesses in 
the handicrafts, embroidery and carpet weaving – 
over 70% in each province. This is an expected result 
given the significant social and economic restrictions 
faced by women entrepreneurs. The limited mobility 
of women outside the home restricts their income-
generating activities to products that can be made 
at home, i.e. carpet weaving, tailoring, etc. Another 
reason for higher ratio of home-based industries 
is limited access to capital and technology/tools 
required to run more sophisticated operations in 
the agriculture, horticulture or other formal sectors. 
Herat is an exception to high levels of home-
based income generation with increasing number 
of women involved in the saffron horticulture 
industry. Herat is the center of saffron production, 
which contributes significantly to the country’s 
income. While women in Heart are involved in the 
production and packaging of saffron, the marketing 
is primarily undertaken by men1.  Between 7 to 
10% of respondents in Balk, Bamyan and Ningarhar 
were also involved in horticulture. In these areas 
horticulture products tended to include raisons and 

1     World Bank, ‘Afghanistan - Supporting female saffron producers 
in value addition activities in Herat Province (Vol. 1 of 3) : Final report’, 
2011. 
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dried fruits among others. In all four provinces a 
small minority of women, around 10%, ran service 
oriented businesses such as women’s salons, coffee 
shops etc. (Services are categorized as ‘other’ on the 
charts) 

A sizable number of our women respondents in 
Balkh, Heart and Ningarhar are involved in the  
home-based crafts businesses. We have talked 
to relatively fewer women who are involved in 
horticulture and agriculture as most of them are 
unpaid family laborers, rather than running their own 
businesses. 

TRENDs FOR BUsINEss 
REgIsTRATION WITH THE 
gOVERNMENT
Predominantly, women owned and managed 
businesses were unregistered with the government. 
Bamyan was the only exception to this trend with 
nearly 67% of the respondents registering their 
businesses. It was the only province in which data 
showed a greater ratio of registered to unregistered 
businesses. Our respondents claimed that the 
presence of a female governor  has created a female 
friendly environment in all relevant government 
institutions and eased registration. Additionally, 

Figure 8: Types of businesses managed by women in Bamiyan, Balkh, Herat and Nangrahar
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security and ease in mobility may have contributed 
to women’s business registration in Bamyan.  In 
Ningarhar, the reverse trend of Bamyan was 
observed, where the number of unregistered 
businesses was approximately three times that of 
registered business. Herat and Balk showed middling 
trends. In these two provinces a greater proportion 
of women’s businesses went unregistered, however 
the difference was less than 50% of the total number 
of registered businesses (Herat 72% registered; Balk 
77% registered). The primary reasons for lower rates 
of registration include: 
1. women’s involvement in informal economic 

activities, which often do not require government 
licensing; 

2. deterrence by the rigorous and complex 
registration procedures; 

3. intention to evade taxes. 

TRENDs IN BUsINEss PROFITs
Given reluctance to share records and in the 
absence of official tax declarations on business 
returns, businesswomen interviewed were asked to 
estimate their monthly profits. A significant majority 
of respondents across all four provinces earned 
profits under AFN 20,000 per month. However, 
the variation among provinces is notable. While 
approximately 75% of businesswomen in Bamyan 
and Herat earned profits under AFN 20,000, only 
55% of women in Balk and 65% in Ningarhar earned 
profits within the same bracket. 

A particularly interesting difference in profit amounts 
above the AFN 20,000 per month category was 
observed among the four provinces. In Balk and 
Herat, a greater proportion of women earned 
profits between AFN 20,000 and AFN 80,000 – 23% 

Figure 6: Monthly Net Profit of Women in Four Provinces

Figure 5: Registration of Businesses with the Government
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and 26% respectively. In Herat, a very significant 
16% of respondents earned over AFN 80,000. By 
contrast, only 7% of women in Bamyan and 18% in 
Ningarhar earned between AFN 20,000 and AFN 
60,000. None of the respondents who answered the 
question in these two provinces earned over AFN 
80,000. A possible reason for this discrepancy lies in 
the types of terminal markets for products from the 
different provinces. While products from Ningarhar 
and Bamyan are targeted for local and neighboring 
district markets, businesswomen in Balk and Herat 
produced commodities distributed to provincial, 
national and international markets. The farther reach 
applies in particular to women from Herat engaged 
in the production of saffron. 

Improving women’s access to market has a 
significant impact on their income and profit. 
The first step for increasing access to market is 
conducting sector specific market assessments and 
sharing the information with the businesswomen. 
Trainings on marketing, packaging and product 
quality can also assist women in widening their 
reach in the national as well as international markets. 
Organizing exhibitions for businesswomen around 
the country can additionally increase the demand for 
certain products. 

LITERACy LEVELs OF 
BUsINEssWOMEN REsPONDENTs
Significantly varied levels of education were found 
among interviewed businesswomen. Bamyan 
recorded the highest rates of illiteracy among 
women businesswomen at 40%. This trend is 
expected given greater isolation of Bamyan from 
provincial centers and relatively limited exposure to 
Kabul and neighboring countries. Approximately, 
40% of businesswomen in Bamyan had a 12th 
Standard degree, again lower in comparison to the 
three other provinces. Ningarhar had the second 
highest illiteracy rate at approximately 30%. Notably 
approximately 70% of businesswomen interview 
from Ningarhar had earned a 12th Standard degree 
and none had earned a Bachelors degree. This 
may be due to the cultural restraints against co-
ed higher education, observed in Ningarhar and 
some other conservative areas.  In contrast, a small 
percentage of women in Bamyan, 6.25%, had a 
bachelor’s degree. Businesswomen in Herat and 
Balkh had overwhelmingly lower rates of illiteracy, 
11% and 5% respectively. They also had much 
higher levels of 12th Standard and bachelor’s 
degrees relative to their counterparts in Bamyan and 
Ningarhar. In Herat, a high 22% of businesswomen 

Figure 7: Education levels among business women across provinces
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had a bachelor’s degree followed by 12% in Balkh. 
Similarly, 61% of women in Herat had a 12th 
Standard degree, slightly higher than the 57% in 
Balkh. While no causation can be established with 
the data collected, the correlation between higher 
levels of education of businesswomen in Herat and 
Balkh with higher proportion of net profit earners 
over AFN 20,000/month in these same provinces is 
noteworthy. 

Many women we spoke to stated that literacy and 
higher levels of education could help them expand 
their businesses and decrease costs. Women in 
Bamyan needed the support of family or tribe 
members to fill out paper work or conduct the basic 
accounting for their businesses. Similarly, women in 
all four provinces stated that access to education 
and some basic computer and Internet knowledge 
could help them reach out to new customers and 
update their designs.

sEx RATIO OF THE REsPONDENTs 
The gender specific nature of the study resulted 
in well over 70% women being interviewed in 
each province. Women interviewed included 
businesswomen in formal and informal economic 
sectors as well as management in public or 
private institutions. The small percentage of men 
interviewed were either the management in public 
or private institutions, economic specialists or the 
owners of factories and companies which hired a 
significant number of the female employees. 

Figure 8: Sex Ratio of Respondents
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OVERVIEW OF 
ExIsTINg FINANCIAL 
sCHEMEs IN TARgET 
PROVINCEs 
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Financial schemes such as micro-loans and other 
credit services have been viewed as an important 
tool to empower women’s participation in the 
Afghan economy. Respondents in each province 
were asked about their access to credit and their 
opinions of existing loan schemes. Below is a list of 
financial institutions offering loans to businesswomen 
in the four target provinces.

The survey concluded that despite the existence of 
multiple financial institutions in each of the targeted 
provinces, businesswomen rarely obtain or apply 
for loans or micro-credits. The primary reason for 
low rates of loans taken out by businesswomen 
included religious prohibitions against conventional 
(non-Islamic) interest based loans; complexity of the 
process; rigorous terms and conditions of the loan; 
and poor loan availability for business expansion 
activities. Businesswomen in the study provinces 
often complained about the lack of financial sources 
to develop their businesses.  

Respondent businesswomen loan application/
acquisition levels showed that in all provinces 
businesswomen interviewed rarely applied for 
loans. In Ningarhar none of the businesswomen 
interviewed had applied for loans and nearly half 
of them were unaware of loan offering. Similarly in 
Bamyan, only 6.45% of businesswomen had applied 
for or received loans but many were unaware 
of such financial services. Those who borrowed 
loans in Bamyan tended to do so from the AKDN 
Foundation. In Herat 6.45 % of the businesswomen 
had received loans and micro- credit from EDF 
bank. Unlike Bamyan and Ningarhar, the majority 
of businesswomen respondents were aware of 
financial schemes but were reluctant to request 
loans on religious grounds. Balkh had highest rate 
of loan taking among the four provinces at slightly 
over 15%, predominantly from AKDN. As in Herat, 
the majority businesswomen in Balkh were aware 
of loan programs but were reluctant to borrow for 
slightly different reasons. Businesswomen in Balkh 
were deterred by stringent payback conditions, 
which kicked in a month after receiving the funds. 
Given the highly unstable business environment in 
the country, respondents were anxious of becoming 
indebted over the long-term. 

Of note was the growing popularity of community-
based loans in some districts of the Bamyan such 
as Yakavlang.  Businesswomen in the informal 
sector participated in a Rural Credit Fund in the 
absence of formal banking institutions. These 
funds were based on pooling money on a weekly 
basis and loan recipients were decided through a 
lottery. This system appeared to be popular among 
businesswomen as they were not required to pay 
interest on the capital or profit. Similar schemes 
were observed and preferred in Heart, Balkh and 
Ningarhar. 

HERAT
Micro Finance Bank; Azizi Bank; 
Barak Bank; EDF Bank; FIDA Institute; 
Ghazanfar Bank

NINGARHAR
Kabul Bank; Azizi Bank; Barak Institute; 
Micro Finance Bank 

BALKH

AKDN Foundation; Access Bank; Finka 
Bank; Zardoozi Institute; Hand-in-
Hand Institute; Cooperative Loan Bank 
(Kholm district)

BAMYAN
FMFB Bank; Kabul Bank; Azizi Bank; 
Ghazanfar Bank; AKDN Foundation

Figure 9:  Financial Institutions Offering Loans to Businesswomen in 

Target Provinces

Figure 10: Loan Taking Patterns in Four Provinces
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gENERAL FINDINgs
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Women faced several common marketplace 
issues across the four provinces, as well as varying 
business sectors, sizes, revenue brackets, levels of 
market access and planning. Insecurity; social and 
cultural restrictions; a lack of access to markets; 
complications with access to loans; and poor 
business skills were challenges expressed by 
businesswomen across all four provinces, although to 
varying extents. Frustration with the donor agencies 
and the government for perceived or real corruption; 
ineffective and short-term empowerment projects; 
and inaccessibility beyond the urban centers were 
other complaints shared across the provinces. 
On the bright side, in all the four provinces, a 
small subset of businesswomen interviewed had 
successfully utilized the opportunities of the past 
13 years to lead competitive, vibrant and growing 
businesses.  All respondents agreed that the working 
and business environment for women had improved 
over the past 13 years. The Afghan constitution 
and continued advocacy for women’s rights have 
brought greater legal protection for women. This 
in turn has encouraged more women to step out 
of the four walls of their houses and participate 
in all aspects of life. International aid has created 
and improved opportunities for women’s skill 
development and has in some cases provided seed 
money for women businesses. All these factors 
have provided Afghan women for opportunities for 
economic empowerment.  That said, many women 
also criticized the insufficiency and inefficiency of the 
current initiatives and the need for serious reform. 

Insecurity meant different things for women in 
different provinces. In Bamyan, insecurity prevents 
women from travelling outside the province and 
sending their products to markets in Kabul and 
abroad. In Balkh, physical insecurity is limited to 
some of the districts. In Herat, the main source of 
insecurity is criminal activity that impacts male as 
well as female businesspeople. In Ningarhar, the 
major security concern for most of our respondents 
was suicide attacks, which are a part of daily life 
across the province. 

socio-Cultural Restrictions were identified as a 
critical challenge by a majority of respondents. 
Wealth and property belong to men in Afghan 
society. Despite women’s right to property under 
Islam, Afghan women are routinely denied this 
right. Women’s work is unpaid, underpaid, and 
unappreciated. For many, women’s income is only 
considered acceptable if the work is conducted 
within the walls of her house and the income is 
handed over to the men in the family. The majority 
of society considers women who interact with men 

in public amoral and unethical. They are often 
socially stigmatized in the districts and rural areas of 
Afghanistan.  

Businesswomen respondents in the four provinces 
suffered from these social pressures to varying 
degrees. While women in the city of Mazar (Balkh) 
demanded safe areas for setting up their shops and 
canteens for fear of street harassment, even male 
family members of businesswomen in Ningarhar 
were chastised and threatened. In Herat, where 
there is a bigger pool of educated women and a 
creative business environment, many women are 
deterred to work or start businesses by the gossip 
and shaming of other self-employed women in 
their communities.  In Bamyan, the degree of 
social pressure on businesswomen had decreased 
considerably over the past 10 years. A decade ago, 
women were shamed for opening beauty salons 
in the city market, which was no longer the case.  
One of the recommendations suggested by women 
encountering these social challenges was to find 
ways to make elders and religious scholars in the 
community stakeholders and supporters of women’s 
economic empowerment. 

Lopsided investment strategies in women’s 
empowerment programming has emphasized 
supporting the supply side without a clear 
understanding of the product demand and 
competition. Women have received training, raw 
materials and in some cases financial assistance to 
start businesses without proper market assessments 
to identify the demand for their products. While 
it is important to continue supporting women’s 
new businesses, there must be an equal degree of 
attention paid to linking women to markets for their 
products. This supply driven strategy has led to 
negative consequences: 
•	 Some women close their businesses within a 

few months due to losses. Their products fail to 
compete against imported substitutes or there is 
no demand for it. 

•	 Women end up competing with and undermining 
each other as their skills and market reach are 
similar, such as handicrafts, horticulture and 
livestock.  This trend of market saturation is 
exacerbated given that beneficiaries of supply-
driven programs often share similar profiles. 
They tend to be poorly educated and unable 
to explore more advanced opportunities for 
employment like working for the government or 
male dominated options like construction work. 
As a result, a majority of them flock to starting up 
small, home-based businesses. 
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Regional competition from neighboring countries 
is another key challenge faced by Afghan 
businesswomen. Women carpet weavers highlighted 
the issue of lower demand in domestic market for 
their products due to competition from cheaper 
Turkish and Iranian carpets. Similarly women tailors 
in Mazar told us that they resort to marketing 
their clothes as Turkish to attract customers. This 
issue impacts the Afghan business community as a 
whole, but pricing and competition pose a greater 
challenge for women-run small businesses that lack 
the price advantage derived from mass production. 

Poor Business skills inhibit the majority 
businesswomen from keeping their businesses 
successful over the long run. Across the four 
provinces, businesswomen’s participation in the 
formal economy is recent. Women are often unaware 
of the basics of starting and running a professional 
organization. They are not trained in finances and 
record keeping. A majority of women are not 
familiar with new technologies and the possibilities 
offered by Internet. In rural districts across the four 
provinces, illiteracy is still a major obstacle that limits 
women’s access to technical support and their ability 
to expand their businesses. 

Dependence on Donor support has exacerbated 
the problem of poor business planning and 
management by businesswomen. Many of the 
businesswomen respondents, particularly women 
owning very small home-based businesses, expected 
the donors to assist them through direct funding. 
This reliance on donors is partly a function of a 
lack of clear, long-term business strategies by 
businesswomen. While we interviewed at least 
eight to ten highly ambitious businesswomen in 
each province who were keen to expand their 
businesses and had a clear strategy, many others 
expect donor funding to increase their current level 
of income. Along with this expectation, there is a 
high degree of disappointment with donor-funded 
projects. Women complained about inequality in 
treatment, alleged corruption and the low quality 
of the training and equipment provided by the 
donor agencies. One of the key recommendations 
from women respondents, perhaps in response 
to low-budget, short-term donor projects, was to 
build companies or factories employing hundreds 
of women. Women felt that the short-term projects 
focused on livestock rearing or distributing a few 
sewing machines are no longer helpful or relevant 
to meeting their expectations. Some also suggested 
that the approximately AFN 20,000 being spent per 
repeated training could be used as small capital to 
employ a few women. 

Poor support Networks negatively impact the 
potential for women to run successful business. The 
impact for inadequate women’s business networks 
is particularly noticeable in rural communities across 
all four provinces. While many of the established 
businesswomen in each province know each other 
and have networks with the government as well as 
civil society and elected bodies, women in districts 
feel isolated and marginalized. In the absence 
of strong social support and networks of peers, 
businesswomen have many odds to overcome to 
compete with their male counterparts. 

Overall satisfaction was expressed with legal and 
official processes such as registering a business or 
renewing licenses. Public sector stakeholders, like 
AISA, MoWA, MoE, have collaborated to develop 
mechanisms to ease the process for women. For 
instance, AISA brunches prioritize assisting women 
businesses with the processing of their paperwork.  
However, there were complaints about the 
complicated taxation system and the other expenses 
involved. 

Community savings groups were an enabling factor 
across all four provinces. These groups are run and 
managed by women and function as small banks 
offering interest free loans to women. There are 
successful examples of these saving groups in all 
four provinces. However, this system only provides 
very small loans and women would still need to 
approach banks and formal establishments for larger 
loans.  These community saving groups are however 
an indication of the potential that lies with women’s 
collaboration and can be used as a mechanism for 
mobilizing and assisting businesswomen. 

In each province gEP has potential partners in 
both public and private sector. Close collaboration 
with DoWA, provincial directorate of Ministry of 
Commerce and Industries and provincial Chambers 
of Commerce is necessary for establishing the 
initial contact with the business women and for 
getting a better sense of the on-going interventions 
and programs. Additionally, AKDN or AKF work 
directly with businesswomen in several provinces.  
Depending on the timeframe, USAID may have 
different projects working for the economic 
empowerment of women, FAIDA for instance 
was one of its key recent interventions.  For local 
organizations, women’s business associations are 
the best partners as they are umbrella organizations 
with wider reach. We have provided the name and 
details of key focal points from all listed women 
organizations in the annex. 
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PROVINCIAL PROFILEs
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Provincial profiles below provide an in depth 
understanding of the overall comparative findings of 
the previous section. Information gathered from the 
provinces is treated separately and includes a: 
•	 Mapping of public and private institutions 

involved in women’s economic empowerment
•	 Description of the business environment, 

challenges and opportunities faced by women in 
the workplace

•	 Short case study of a businesswomen 

MAPPINg
At the time of this survey, seventy women-led 
economic institutions were registered in Bamyan. 
Women businesses predominantly included 
handicrafts, embroidery, knitting, food processing, 
and the packaging and sale of dairy products. Public 
institutions such as Chamber of Commerce and 
Industries and the Directorate of Women Affairs as 
well as national and international NGOs provide 
training and support to businesswomen in Bamyan. 
These institutions also link women-run businesses 
to local, regional and international markets. 
Financial Access for Investing in the Development of 
Afghanistan (FAIDA), Aga Khan Foundation (NGO) 
and the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) (International NGO) have 
been particularly active export promotion of 
products made by Bamyani women. There are also a 
number of financial institutions supporting women’s 
businesses through long and short-term loans – the 
most well known among these are Azizi Bank and 
Kabul Bank.

Public Institutions 
•	 Directorate of Labor and Social Affairs
•	 Directorate of Women’s Affairs
•	 Directorate of Commerce and Industries
•	 Directorate of Education
•	 Directorate of Agriculture and Livestock

Private and Non-governmental Institutions 
•	 Aga Khan Foundation 
•	 Gowharshad Women Association
•	 Salsal  Women’sBusiness Association
•	 Folladi Women’sBusiness Association 
•	 Momtaz Women’s Business Association 
•	 Rabea Balkhi Radio (Women Radio) 
•	 GIZ (International NGO) 
•	 Gharghanato Dairy Products Institute
•	 Roshan Institute

BUsINEss ENVIRONMENT, 
CHALLENgEs AND OPPORTUNITIEs
Women’s economic activities in Bamyan are highly 

BAMyAN

seasonal. Handicrafts are a predominantly winter 
business while sale of agricultural projects are the 
focus of the spring season. Significantly, handicraft 
businesses were popular as it worked well with the 
lifestyles of women in Bamyan. Not having to leave 
their homes to run handicraft business made the 
activity highly preferred over others. In a number of 
cases, women would send their products to market 
with male family members or other middlemen. 
The study found a few male-owned businesses 
employing women, particularly in carpet weaving 
cottage industries. Women who own land or have 
access to land grow potatoes and other agricultural 
products.  

Most businesswomen offer their products in the local 
markets where they compete with both local and 
foreign products. Overall, here has been a notable 
increase in women’s participation in the economy 
over the past decade. Women are now relatively 
more comfortable in the market place than just a few 
years ago.  Women’s presence in the markets is no 
longer a novelty and draws less unwanted attention 
compared to the first few years. 

“When women were new in the market, it was 
like Karzai visiting the market, everyone stared. 
When we opened our shop, men were jealous 
and didn’t want us to work there. But we had 
to work and we did. Slowly, men who worked in 
NGOs brought their wives to market to do the 
shopping.  Eventually, the men that did not like 
us brought their wives to Bazar to shop from us. 
You can say that the businesswomen in Bamyan 
made it possible for women consumers to come 
to market.” – Belqis Suhaila, director of business 
association in Bamyan

However, the study observed an overall perception 
of businesswomen’s economic regression coinciding 
with the decrease in international attention and 
international customers. Bamyan appeared to have 
the most women-friendly environments among 
the four provinces. However, fewer socio-cultural 
obstacles did not translate into higher levels of 
economic participation by women of Bamyan relative 
to their counterparts in other target provinces. 
Poor access to markets and a lack of business and 
technical skills considerably reduced the ability of 
Bamyani women to participate in income generating 
activities. 

Poor access to markets is the most important 
challenge for Bamyani businesswomen relative to 
other provinces. High insecurity on the Bamyan-
Kabul highway and few Bamyan-Kabul commercial 
flights severely limit access to national, regional 
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and global markets. Further compounding the 
problem, women in Bamyan provincial center can 
sell their products in the city only once a week on 
market day (Thursdays). Their customers include 
residents of Bamyan as well some tourists and 
international and national visitors.  Women in 
provincial centers enjoy better access to markets 
compared to businesswomen in the districts of the 
same province.  Women in rural districts cannot 
take advantage of market days, which are set up in 
the provincial center. Their access is hampered by 
transportation and connectivity, as well as the lack 
of access to technology.  Women in rural districts, 
like Yakawalang, that have few shops, contract 
middle-men to sell their products in markets 
further away, thus losing some of their profit. 
The creation of local women only markets was a 
frequent recommendation cited by respondents. The 
municipality has promised to build a women’s-only 
market but it has yet to deliver on the promise. 

Bamyani women have little or no exposure to 
capacity building initiatives. Most capacity building 
initiatives are focused on Kabul, the national capital, 
followed by major provincial centers like Mazar 
and Herat. This limits businesswomen’s access 
to opportunities their counterparts have in other 
provinces. Bamyani women with poor business skills 
are forced to depend on literate family members or 
men in the community for assistance with accounting 
and financial records.  They also approach school 
teachers for help. Most of the businesswomen 
interviewed said none of the local or international 
organizations offered assistance with such activities. 
Accounting and marketing were cited as two key 
needs for capacity building. An even more basic 
skill cited was literacy. Many businesswomen 
respondents were illiterate and expressed the need 
for free literacy courses.   

Bamyani businesswomen cited competition from 
imported products that had penetrated the 
local market as a major challenge. Handicrafts 
businesses were a prime example in this regard. 
Clothes and products produced in China are 
cheaper and often considered ‘fancier’ by 
customers. Local businesswomen’s products fail 
to compete with them. On the positive side, this 
competition drives greater awareness of design 
and quality. Additionally, there is a growing trend 
promoting local fashion and textile that could 
increase the demand for products made by Afghan 
businesswomen. 

When I watch Indian or Turkish dramas, I pay a 
lot of attention the design and embroidery of 
women’s clothes. I have used several of the designs 

on my products and the sales are good. – Zahra, 
Aahangaran district, Bamyan. 

Lack of infrastructure increases business costs 
and impacts the willingness of women to start 
businesses. Apart from poor and unsafe road 
networks and transportation, women in Bamyan 
cited the lack of access to electricity as one of their 
key challenges. For example, the lack of electricity 
prevents women from weaving carpets at night. 
Most businesswomen in Bamyan remained hesitant 
to acquire loans. They cited the lack of collateral, 
complicated bureaucratic processes and their fear 
of failing to repay as the primary reasons. Most 
businesswomen women in rural areas in Afghanistan 
do not have national IDs or Tazkiras, which is an 
additional obstacle to applying for loans. As an 
alternative, several businesswomen in Bamyan 
mentioned starting or expanding their business 
using loans from women’s funds or community 
groups. 

The lack of collateral or property is a 
serious challenge that disadvantages Afghan 
businesswomen compared to men.  Women 
traditionally do not own property in Afghanistan 
and they are not in the same social position as men 
to be able to borrow seed money. This severely 
limits women’s ability to start businesses. Many of 
the respondents in Bamyan suggested that donor 
or government support for seed funding would 
dramatically increase their ability to start businesses. 

In Bamyan, respondents were increasingly 
adopting multiple strategies to improve their 
product marketing. Exhibitions were cited 
as good opportunities for women to display 
and sell their products, build a client base and 
learn about competitor offerings. Respondent 
women highly valued domestic and international 
exhibits and demanded access to more of them. 
They also wanted women from other provinces 
to attend exhibitions in Bamyan as a means of 
knowledge transfer given the limited exposure 
Bayan businesspeople have to other parts of the 
country. Some women also found that expanding 
access to and familiarity with the Internet could 
benefit Bamyani women’s businesses. They could 
use Internet for learning about new products, as 
well as displaying and selling their products. Some 
progressive trends in marketing were observed in 
Bamyan. In some instances the survey team was 
given business cards by Bamyani businesswomen 
upon introduction. A number of businesswomen also 
mentioned using Facebook for product promotion. 

When I go to exhibitions outside Bamyan, I 
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distribute my business card. When people like my 
products, they call me and order products. I send 
the products to clients through cars. I know the 
phone numbers of all Kabul-Bamyan drivers by 
heart. – Zahra Kazemi, head of a women business 
association.

I use my Facebook account and my blog for 
advertising our products. I put the photos of our 
new designs on Facebook. Some foreigners reach 
out to me through Internet and when their friends 
visit Kabul, I send them our products through these 
friends. – Zahra Nazeri, financial officer in a women-
run business association:

The decrease in foreign customers is adversely 
impacting sales of handicraft products made by 
Bamayni women. Increasing insecurity and political 
turmoil in Afghanistan since 2006 alongside the 
recent withdrawal of international forces has led to 
fewer foreigners working or visiting the province. 
As a result, Bamyani businesswomen have to been 
forced to shift their focus to the Afghan customers. 
This change has required adjustments in both design 
and price. 

Women who are members of associations 
have a better chance of selling their products. 
Associations are more successful at negotiating 
longer-term contracts with hotels and restaurants in 
Bamyan that have international and Afghan visitors. 
The National Plan for Rural Development Program 
Union at the village level is one type of association 
that has been particularly effective in Bamyan. The 
Unions levy a fee of AFN 30 per month, which is 
collected by women representative. The collected 
money is pooled over time until there is a sufficient 
fund from which to disburse interest free loans 
to women. To qualify for the loan, the woman 
entrepreneur has to explain her business plan and 
receive approval. If businesses started with this 
money succeed, the businesswomen enter a second 
round of the program. These women receive free 
technical training and support. The program helps 
them with accounting. They are also invited to 
attend meetings and exhibitions. 

A majority of businesswomen respondents in 
Bamyan found the legal regulations to conduct 
business relatively easy. Local organizations, like 
the Bamyan Chamber of Commerce, appeared to 
be supportive of businesswomen. The Chamber 
of Commerce has a regular interaction with 
businesswomen and provides advice as/when 
required. The Chamber also supports women 
by introducing them to exhibitions and training 
opportunities. A Women-First approach in these 

organizations across Afghanistan can be an 
important factor in improving the business climate 
for women. The process of license renewal was also 
found to be similarly easy.  However, some of the 
respondents complained about high taxes and the 
lack of legal advice regarding taxation. 

CAsE sTUDy 1: BELQIs sOHAILA, BAMyAN 

Belqis Sohaila is the director of Govharshad 
Association in Bamyan. She runs the most popular 
and highest revenue generating handicrafts and 
hairdressing businesses in the city. Ms. Sohaila’s 
salon is located in Bamyan Market. The Govharshad 
Association started by her has 13 members and 
40 female employees. It provides raw materials for 
40 women involved in handicraft production. The 
association also trains women members and sells 
their products in Bamyan, Kabul and Ghazni markets. 
Govharshad Association was registered in 1389. It 
has been generating profits of approximately AFN 
80,000 per month during a few months prior to the 
interview. 

Sohaila sold her gold to obtain the initial seed money 
needed to start her business ten years ago. When 
she launched the first beauty salon in the city, men 
in the market pressured her to close the store. They 
told her that the salon brought shame to the city 
and contradicted religious values. In spite of these 
social and cultural challenges, Sohaila continued her 
work, expanded her business and created income 
generating opportunities for other women. 

Sohaila has participated in many training programs 
organized by AKDN, FAIDA (USAID) and GTZ. She 
has received training in accounting, marketing and 
business management. She has also participated 
in exhibitions around the country and abroad. The 
trainings and exhibitions enabled her to learn new 
skills and expand her network. 
The key elements in Sohila’s success have been her 
own determination, the relatively woman friendly 
environment in Bamyan business community and 
government organizations and her capacity to 
utilize the opportunities provided by trainings and 
exhibitions. 

Sohaila has succeeded in establishing and expanding 
her business in a difficult environment. She has also 
been able to expand her business and employ other 
women. Unlike many women small business owners 
in Bamyan, she focuses on strategies beyond survival 
and geared toward expansion of her business 
beyond the Afghan market. 
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HERAT 

MAPPINg
Herat has significantly higher levels of women’s 
participation in the economy. As a reflection, 
the institutional framework promoting women’s 
economic activities and entrepreneurship is 
much more sophisticated. The Ghoryan Women’s 
Saffron Association is one example of successful 
empowerment networks. Herat province is a major 
hub for saffron production. The Ghoryan Women’s 
Saffron Association holds an impressive record of 
facilitating and coordinating women’s involvement 
in saffron production and sale. It has a presence in 
the largest and most important districts, such as 
Ghoryan, Pashtun Zarghun, Zindajan, and Kuhestan. 
The association’s goal is to increase household, 
particularly women’s, income in these districts. 

Handicrafts and carpets are also popular and 
lucrative sectors for women-run businesses in Herat. 
The products are predominantly made from with 
local silk. More recently, women have been playing 
a bigger role in the service sector. Roya Mahboob 
from Herat is a well respected woman entrepreneur 
in the Information Technology sector. 

There are also men-owned businesses in Herat that 
employ significant numbers of women, ranging 
between 30 to 80 percent of their employees. Pamir 
Cola, Arya Sehat and Super Cola Company are well 
known examples. 

There is higher level of organized business and 
financial support for women in Herat relative to other 
provinces. The Microfinance Bank provides financial 
support for businesswomen to promote business 

expansion strategies. Khadija Kubra Women’s 
Business Center is the first and only market that is 
run by women in Herat. The shops at the market 
carry accessories and clothing items. The market is 
the main local center for the businesswomen offering 
their products. 

Public Institutions:
•	 Directorate of Rural Rehabilitation and 

Development
•	 Directorate of Labor and Social Affairs
•	 Chamber of Commerce and Industries
•	 Directorate of Women’s Affairs
•	 Directorate  of Agriculture Department
•	 Directorate of West Banks Zone

Private and Non-governmental Institutions:
•	 HeratWorkers’ Union
•	 Khadija Kobra Market
•	 Nagin Zafran Company 
•	 Habib Printing Company
•	 Super Cola Company
•	 Aria Sehat Company
•	 Micro Finance Bank
•	 FAIDA Institute
•	 Pamir Cola
•	 Rezaye Company
•	 Neday-e-Zan Organization

BUsINEss ENVIRONMENT, 
CHALLENgEs AND OPPORTUNITIEs
Herat is a regional trade hub bordering Iran. Its 
strong commercial reputation and robust economy 
indirectly facilitate greater participation of women 
in the economy relative to other target provinces. 
Unlike Bamyan, socio-cultural restrictions heavily 
weigh on Herati women’s ability to start businesses 
or work outside the home. Herat is one case where 
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women’s economic empowerment is moving faster 
than their access to social and cultural freedoms. 
Nonetheless, Herati women are significantly more 
involved in the economy than their counterparts 
in other provinces. Established businesswomen in 
this city have been ardent supporters of increased 
economic participation and public presence of 
women. One on hand, Herat’s location, business 
tradition and wealth create space for greater 
women’s economic participation. On the other social 
limitations, poor demand assessments and difficulty 
accessing loans hinder the expansion of women-run 
businesses in the province.

Women’s income-generating activities in Herat 
span a wider spectrum relative to the three other 
provinces. Women are active in traditional sectors 
of agriculture and horticulture (such as saffron 
production or dried fruits), livestock (producing 
yogurt, selling eggs) and handicrafts (silk production, 
embroidery), as well as services such as running 
restaurants, Internet clubs and soft industries 
(production of sweets).  The businesses vary in 
size. There are small, home-based, family-centered 
income generating activities as well as businesses 
that employ hundreds of women. Herat hosts some 
of the largest women-run businesses (Saffron and 
silk production) and some of the largest businesses 
hiring women (carpet factories, soft drink companies 
and sanitary products factory). 

Higher levels of business activity and competition 
among businesswomen in Herat has resulted in more 
sophisticated and versatile marketing strategies. 
Some of these include visiting houses in the village 
to market wares, sending gifts to loyal customers 
on birthdays and uploading the photos of their 
products on their personal Facebook pages. Women 
use a variety of mediums including radio, TV, social 
media, business cards, brochures and personal visits. 
Women who make clothes or jewelry market their 
products to schools through students and teachers. 
Herati women have also had success in marketing 
their products across Afghanistan and internationally 
using some of these strategies. For example, Herati 
saffron is sold globally, while silk scarves made in 
Herat are sold in the UK and different provinces 
across Afghanistan.

Women respondents in Herat listed social and 
cultural limitations as the biggest obstacle to 
the expansion of their business. For example, 
one women respondent’s family would not allow 
her join an institution to learn new skills or ask for 
assistance. Gossip and rumors are strong social tools 
used against employed and self-employed women 
in Herat’s rural districts. Even in cities, women fear 

social backlashes to their businesses. Similarly, men-
owned businesses that employ women are wary of 
protests and routinely a target of social pressure. 

Well, women are not allowed to leave their houses. 
Men have imprisoned them in their houses. Women 
have no money or capital of their own. Everything 
belongs to men. Women are mostly illiterate. They 
have no skills but domestic work. All of these 
are problems – Mariam, illiterate, 30 years old, 
homerun business, food production, Herat 

The finding on social and cultural limitations on 
women in Herat may sound surprising considering 
the level of social activism in Herat as well as 
women’s active participation in the labor force 
there. But women’s complaints about social and 
cultural limitations in the province could be best 
understood in a comparative light, considering the 
relative acceptance of women’s employment in 
Kabul. Additionally, it is noteworthy that women in 
Herat compare their level of social and economic 
engagement with Iranian women across the border 
and thus have a stronger sense of frustration with 
the situation. 

A related consequence of social pressure is 
restricted access to markets, particularly in rural 
areas. Rural and illiterate women were more likely to 
rely on family members and middle-men to market 
and sell their products. Several of the rural women 
respondents interviewed worked for others. In 
most cases their incomes were directly handed to 
male members of their families. In cities, businesses 
interviewed for the study were predominantly staffed 
and led by women. These businesses circumvented 
some of the pressures of rural areas by basing their 
headquarters within the city of Herat, which was 
relatively more accepting of women working. 

Limited access to information about existing 
support structures is another obstacle. The level of 
awareness about organizations and initiatives varied 
based on the business size, location and literacy 
level of the businesswoman. Women who are further 
from the provincial center had less awareness of and 
access to organizations supporting women. Varying 
levels of information regarding loan conditions 
is a prime example. Also, generally, women in 
Herat knew less about organizations compared to 
women in Bamyan. This phenomenon despite Herati 
women’s active participation the economy could be 
attributed to in part to their limited physical access 
to the market place and lesser need to reach out to 
organizations in a thriving business environment. 

Similar to other provinces, only a small percentage 
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of Herati women draw loans to start businesses. 
Four factors deter women from taking out loans: 
1. religious prohibitions against loans with interest;
2. fear of being unable to re-pay; 
3. lack of collateral; 
4. the perception or reality of complicated 

regulatory process.  Several of the more skilled 
women interviewed were reluctant to invest 
more resources to expand businesses resources 
due to the increasing uncertainty of the market. 
A key recommendation for Herat would be to 
support expanding existing businesses while also 
focusing on facilitating the link between supply 
and demand (i.e. contracting all school uniforms 
to female tailors) to ensure greater certainty. Like 
elsewhere, businesswomen in Herat prefer taking 
loans from Community Saving Groups that do 
not require collateral and or charge interest.  

Herat was unique regarding the presence of 
numerous large business establishments that 
employ women as well as men. These co-ed 
environments posed opportunities as well 
challenges for women employees. Majority of the 
employers in this category were impressed by 
the commitment and capabilities of their women 
employees. The director of Super Cola claimed 
that approximately 100 out of its 700 employees 
are women. Of these women 20% are skilled 
workers and handle complicated machinery. The 
director mentioned that male run business employ 
women primarily due to lower salary expectations 
of women. However, he also claimed that Super 
Cola is committed to equal-pay. The director 
further mentioned that women’s inability to work 
night shifts is considered a deterrent to employing 
them. Another businessman in the publishing 
business noted that women who were trained by the 
company tended to be more loyal and less of a flight 
risk than their male counterparts. 

Women working in men-run businesses faced 
a number of challenges. Women often do not 
have privacy (i.e. women only toilets). They work in 
isolation from each other and are therefore more 
exposed to sexual harassment. Apart from being 
paid less, women employees also face other kinds 
of gender discrimination. A male respondent who 
employs women did not hire women who have many 
children because he claimed they could not work 
efficiently. 

“Our most important problem is our men. We 
have no rights. We work like slaves and we don’t 
have the right to utilize the income or speak about 
business” (Ziagul, Woman, 24, Carpet Weaver) 

CAsE sTUDy 2: sIMA gHORyANI, HERAT

Mrs. Ghoryani is the head of Ghoryan Saffron 
Company and Manager of Women’s Saffron Union 
in Heart. The Union covers all the women’s saffron 
associations in Heart, has 482 employees and 
operates in the key districts of Heart: Ghoryan, 
Pashtun Zarghun, Zindajan, and Kuhestan. The 
Union supports various women saffron associations 
in production, packaging and marketing. 70% of 
the saffron produced by the union is purchased by 
the global customers some of which include the 
United Arab Emirates, Spain, Italy and France. 25% 
of the saffron is sold in Kabul and the rest is sold 
in the local market in Herat. The Union advertises 
the products by participating in national and 
international exhibitions. It also employs online 
advertisement platforms.

Under the management of Sima Ghoryani, 
the Ghoryan Saffron Company has obtained 
four international certificates of quality. Mrs. 
Ghoryani claims that her company has the best 
quality saffron in Afghanistan. She has received 
management and marketing training, which 
was offered by the USAID projects. She works 
on promoting Herat’s saffron in international 
markets. The main challenges she faces are lack 
of equipment, particularly advanced agricultural 
machinery and the absence of horticulture experts 
in Saffron. 

Ms. Ghoryani started the Women’s Saffron Union 
in Herat because she believes that Herat has one 
of the finest saffron in the world and that women 
are the major contributors to Saffron production. 
Eighty five percent of the people who work in the 
association are women. Women who cultivate, 
collect, and process saffron have always worked on 
the farms. Their husbands have no issues with this. 
However, Mrs. Ghoryani wants to change the way 
income is distributed. She wants women to get 
control of their earnings. Traditionally, women have 
worked on the farm but the income always went to 
their husbands. 

Ms. Ghoryani is a major name in business 

security conditions in Herat have been increasingly 
volatile with a marked increase in criminal activity 
directed at the business community. The province 
has witnessed the kidnapping of well-known 
business leaders as well as threats to families and 
children of prominent women and men. Several of 
the women respondents lis
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BALKH 

MAPPINg
Several joint donor and government initiatives 
support women’s economic empowerment in Balkh. 
Rabia Balkhi, a women-run market in provincial 
center Mazar-e-Sharif, is a key initiative spearheaded 
by DoWA and the municipality. The market provides 
women with a safe space to display and sell their 
products, which predominantly include handicrafts 
and clothes.  The market receives mostly women 
customers. However, due to the lack of publicity 
and relatively higher prices, the market does not 
receive many customers. Provincial Chamber of 
Commerce officials were aware of the poor client 
base of Rabia Balkhi and recommended the transfer 
of management to the private sector to promote its 
growth. The suggestion on the transfer of authority 
to private sector came from Nasir Qasimi, CEO of 
Provincial Chamber of Commerce but it is yet to be 
taken seriously and implemented. 

Another initiative by MoCI, funded by World 
Bank, helps qualified businesses professionalize 
and expand. Specifically, the organization 
supports new businesses with registration, skills 
training, advertising, marketing and obtaining ISO 
certificates. With regard to women run businesses in 
Balkh, MoCI facilitates marketing of their products 
outside Afghanistan for 8 months to a year. 
The Developing New Market Office, supported 
by World Bank and the Directorate of Economy 
and Industries, provides technical support for 
businesswomen in Balkh. Additionally, chamber of 
Commerce and Industries and Directorate of Women 
Affairs assist women’s economic activities through 
providing capacity building programs. At the district 
level, non-government organizations helped women 
start livestock businesses in addition to providing 
skills training.  

In Balkh, the Agha Khan Foundation, BARAK 
bank and Finca Bank provide financial support 
for businesswomen to expand their businesses. 

community in Herat and has established one of most professional businesses in the country. She is ambitious 
and determined to continue expanding her business.  Ms. Ghoryani owes her success to her keen business 
instinct in identifying a product with vast market, and her familiarity with global standards through the 
trainings and exhibitions she has attended. Ms. Ghoryani’s products stand out because of their fine quality 
and global standard packaging. She has access to a global market due to the links she has made through 
international exposure visits and training programs, as well as her familiarity with Online advertising. She has 
community support for her business which allows the business to expand. The community support comes 
from the business’s ability to create safe and acceptable income generating work for women. 
Ms. Ghoryani’s success can be an example for aspiring businesswomen around the country. Identifying 
the right product, investing on human resources and connecting to the markets has helped her establish a 
business that generates income for hundreds of women in her community.
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However in most cases, women are hesitant to 
take out loans due to religious prohibitions against 
interest-based borrowing. 

Public Institutions: 
•	 Directorate of Labor and Social Affairs
•	 Directorate of Women’s Affairs
•	 Chamber of Commerce and Industries

Private and Non-governmental Institutions: 
•	 Aga Khan Foundation (NGO)
•	 The First Microfinance Bank (FMFB)
•	 Social Organization for Support of Youth and 

Women
•	 BRAC (Financial Institution)
•	 Rabia Balkhi Market 
•	 ACTED

BUsINEss ENVIRONMENT, 
CHALLENgEs AND OPPORTUNITIEs
Balkh’s provincial center, Mazar e Sharif, is the 
largest trading center in northern Afghanistan. 
Mazar has a wide spectrum of businesses ranging 
from oil processing companies to factories that 
process minerals. Major carpet and dried fruit 
businesses operate out of the city. The provincial 
center’s relative security and geographic location 
neighboring Uzbekistan and Tajikistan have 
encouraged investment and consistent growth. 
Women comprise a small segment of Balkh’s 
business community and employee pool. Traditional 
sectors such as handicrafts, agriculture and livestock 
rearing tend to be key employers of women. 
Businesswomen usually invest in companies such 
as food, clothes and jewelry production. While 
women in Balkh feel relatively more secure than 
women in Herat or Ningarhar, they still face social 
restrictions and suffer from a lack of well-structured 
and accessible support systems in the commercial 
arena. Overall, in Balkh, there is scope for growth of 
women’s participation in the economy. 

Unequal access to capacity building and 
marketing opportunities among women was 
notable trend observed in Balk. Several of the 
prominent businesswomen interviewed had 
attended numerous training programs on business 
development, marketing or accounting. On the 
contrary, women running smaller businesses 
inside the city or particularly women in the rural 
districts had received no training opportunities. 
One of the more established businesswomen 
respondents admitted that she attending multiple 
training sessions on similar topics while none of 
her employees were given the chance to attend. 
Incentives attached to training programs, such 
as per diems and transportation costs, are a key 

reason for monopolizing on opportunities. Similarly 
with exhibitions, a few businesswomen have been 
attending domestic and international exhibitions 
over the years, while new entrants have been 
deprived of such opportunities. Even though 
the pool of qualified women for such business 
training and trade exhibitions has expanded, donor 
organizations are still making selections based on 
the lists and information gathered in 2003 and 2004. 

general access to supporting organizations and 
banks also varied from the urban centers to the 
rural districts. Majority of small businesswomen in 
districts were unaware or poorly informed about 
organizations supporting entrepreneurs by linking 
women to markets and opportunities. In districts 
where organizations were better known, complaints 
about corruption, short-term nature of the projects 
and ineffectiveness were rife. The level of awareness 
was similar with banks. As in other provinces, 
Women in Balkh also preferred borrowing from 
community savings groups to conventional loans. 

“I got a loan from Agha Khan Bank once. Then I 
applied for a loan from FAIDA and this last time, I 
got loans from ACCESS. I had no problems getting 
a loan. It was easy and quick” (Nafisa Majidi, 55 
years old, shopkeeper in women’s market, resident 
in Nahrshahi district) 

Customer preference for imported products 
was a major challenge for local businesswomen 
in Balkh. Several of the women respondents who 
owned tailoring businesses branded their products 
as Turkish to increase sales. While many of the 
businesswomen were not bothered by having to 
rebrand, some complained that having to do so 
hindered development of a client base for their own 
brands. 

“I have to say that I can’t at all compete with my 
foreign competitors. The quality of their work is 
much better and the standard is higher. I prepare 
pickles and other conserved food, but I don’t have 
the machinery to properly package my products” 
(Najia Ghafarzada, 55, businesswoman)

The study found far less developed marketing 
strategies in Balk in comparison to Herat. In one 
case, Ruqia, an 18 year old who assists her mother 
at their Afghan Candle-making Factory mentioned 
a positive impact from documentaries they had put 
together about the business. The project significantly 
boosted their confidence while attracting customers. 
Overall, it was found that greater exposure to 
varied advertising mediums and media could help 
businesswomen in Balkh. 
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CAsE sTUDy 3: sORAyA AHMADI, BALKH

Soraya Ahmadi is a well-known seamstress and 
founder of Derakhshan Shomal Company based in 
Mazar. She founded her business in 2005. Ahmadi 
began by teaching knitting, designing, and tailoring 
to the housewives who are unable to work outside 
their homes. In collaboration with these housewives, 
Ahamadi later founded the Derakhshan Shomal 
Company, which takes orders for sewing from within 
and outside the country. The Company trains women in 
sewing skills alongside producing and selling clothes. 
 
Ahamadi’s company has grown dramatically since its 
humble beginnings. She started her business with 
AFN 11,000 and 16 sewing machines.  Since then the 
company has trained and hired 50 women as permanent 
seamstresses.  Another 500 women work in temporary 
capacity. Currently, Ahamadi’s company turns a net 
profit of over AFN 100,000 a month. 
Derakhshan Shomal Company offers some courses in 
management, accounting and marketing supported 
by GIZ and UN Habitat. Ahamadi herself has attended 
numerous local, national and international exhibitions. 
The company markets products through traditional 
and modern methods. The use of advertisement 
brochures and participation in national and international 
exhibitions have been the most effective strategies 
in growth of the company. Despite the success of the 
Derakhshan Shomal brand, Ahmadi has often resorted 
to branding her products as ‘made in China’, particularly 
during the economic downturn. 

Ahmadi expresses concern about the increasing levels 
of insecurity as a challenge for her business going 
forward. Another cause of concern mentioned was the 

lack of skilled labor, especially for utilizing advanced 
machinery. Ahamadi cited her supportive family and her 
own hard work as main reasons behind her success.

Ahmadi considered her own skill set before starting her 
business. She also identified the demand in the market 
for new and creative designs that are well-tailored. In 
the beginning, Ahmadi only approached the skilled 
women who needed to be linked to the market. Later, 
when her business expanded and the demand for her 
products increased, she started investing on human 
resources through training new groups of tailors. The 
trainings also brought in extra revenue in addition to her 
main business of cloths selling and production. 

There are hundreds of traditional tailor shops in Balkh 
province, run by women and men. The factors that 
made Ahmadi’s work competitive in that market was 
her knowledge of the new designs and her innovative 
marketing techniques. She started with publishing and 
distributing brochures of her products and she uses 
the local and national exhibitions as opportunities for 
advertising. 

However, one of the key limitations for Ms. Ahmadi’s 
work is the customer preference for imported products.  
This preference drives her to market some of her 
company’s products as Turkish and Chinese. Our 
research illustrates that this is particularly the case in 
Mazar e Sharif. Investing on credibility of the local 
brands and “buying local” campaigns are potential 
windows for influencing customer perception and 
preferences.
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MAPPINg
Businesswomen in Ningarhar struggle with a 
multitude of challenges alongside little institutional 
support. Unlike Herat, Balkh or even Bamyan, there 
are very few Ningarhar-centered capacity building 
initiatives. A lack of these initiatives requires women 
to travel to Kabul for capacity building courses or 
technical support. However, since most Ningarhari 
women cannot travel safely without a Mahram (an 
accompanying male) due to cultural restrictions, 
programs often exclude them from participation. 
The few public and non-profit organizations that 
have some women’s empowerment initiatives are 
listed below: 

Public Institutions: 
•	 Directorate of Agriculture and Livestock
•	 Directorate of Commerce and Industries
•	 Directorate of Labor and Social Affairs

Private and Non-governmental Institutions: 
•	 Mulakhil Milk Cooperative
•	 Navid  Afghan Handicraft Company
•	 Mohre Doozi Association 
•	 Bibi Ayesha Association 
•	 Babarkhil Council Leader 
•	 Afghanistan Scientific and Social Research 

Institute  

BUsINEss ENVIRONMENT, 
CHALLENgEs AND OPPORTUNITIEs
Ningarhar province is the thoroughfare for trade 
between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Jalabad city is 
the capital of Ningarhar and a major commercial 
hub.  Unlike the enabling impact the bustling 

NINgARHAR
trade hubs of Herat and Balkh have on women’s 
empowerment, eastern Afghanistan’s stringent 
socio-cultural norms overwhelmingly restrict 
women’s economic participation in Ningarhar. As 
expected, the research team observed the smallest 
community of businesswomen in Ningarhar relative 
to other provinces. Women’s businesses were 
domestic focused and discretely operated. Many 
women sell their products to neighbors or in the 
local community and have no access to national or 
international markets. Identifying and convincing 
women involved in income generating activities 
to interview with the survey team was a major 
challenge. 

In Ningarhar, women’s participation in income-
generating activities is primarily driven be dire 
necessity and survival. Women respondents in 
Ningarhar operated under strict security and 
cultural limitations. They were often victims of 
child marriages or forced marriages. A majority 
of women respondents ran small, home-based 
businesses generating little income. Several of the 
women we talked to had no men in the family. In 
circumstances where women could not rely on male 
family members, women had little option but leave 
their homes risking threats and backlash from their 
communities.  

“Women’s work at home is praised, but work 
outside home is considered a shame... Islam allows 
us to work, but our community considers women’s 
income-generating work dishonorable. I go to the 
neighbor’s house and teach carpet weaving to my 
students. There are hundreds of rumors about me 
just for this. It is interesting that women in the village 
make up these rumors.” – Zia Gul, 40 years old, 
carpet weaving teacher in a village in Kama district
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In another respondent’s case, the interviewers had 
to piece together a young former businesswoman’s, 
Nasrin, story by speaking with others in the 
community as she refused to speak with the team 
directly.  Nasrin is an orphan who initially set up a 
small shop but subsequently gave up because of the 
harassment she faced. Currently, Nasrin works as a 
school teacher. 

In some cases, men of the family handle the public 
facing aspects of marketing and sales for women 
made products. Male family members of income-
earning women are also routinely shammed. For 
example, one 60 year old male respondent, Zahir, 
from Jalalabad who sells clothes made by his wife 
and daughters is regularly ridiculed by shopkeepers 
for earning his living through women’s work. 

“When I started my honey production business, 
there was increasing need to talk to business 
people and to organizations. My family was 
comfortable with this initially. But my son suffered 
listening to what people said outside. He fought 
with me several times. I finally convinced him. If 
a woman goes out of home, specially for income 
and business, people gossip about her. I think 
the cultural challenge is the biggest challenge. 
- Sharifa, 45 years old, education till grade 9, 
Behsoud District, runs a honey production facility

Compounding the conservative social environment, 
high levels of insecurity further limit the growth 
and expansion of women-run businesses in 
Ningarhar. Poor security also impacts the presence 
and reach of aid organization in the province. Those 
organizations that do have a presence on the ground 
are largely limited to urban Ningarhar city and a few 
other secure districts. 
There were rare examples of women working 
for non-related men from the community. One 
carpet weaving business hired women who could 
work from home and get paid based on the quality 
of their work. Another carpet weaving business 
run by 28 year old Samiullah (illiterate man, from 
Ningarhar, Surkhroad, Sahak village) has begun 
hiring children due to the difficulty in finding women 
employees, even if home-based. Overall, women 
working for male-run businesses are a rarity as such 
arrangements are complex to carryout. 

“I think wherever a woman works, the work 
environment needs to be reliable and safe. She 
should not feel scared or threatened. I have 
observed that women’s collective work is more 
effective. They feel safer in an environment where 
other women are working as well.“ -Shirshah Sartur, 
42 years old, runs small leather production facility

Benefits of donor projects on economic 
empowerment often go to the families of village 
elders and strongmen, with whom donor agencies 
coordinate. Women themselves do not approach 
these organizations directly as it could be construed 
as socially inappropriate. In part, sustained radical 
campaigns through mosques alleging infidelity 
of women associated with aid organizations 
further ingrains existing social limitations for those 
interested undertaking income-generating activities.  

Abdul Waseh Muhabat, Manager of NGOs in 
the Directorate of Economy, mentioned turning 
down numerous organizations seeking to help 
businesswomen in the province, as local women are 
not willing to work with these organizations. 
I went to a training of sewing and knitting for six 
months. After the training finished, the donors 
also gave us a sewing machine and equipment for 
knitting. They told us “Now you have learned the 
work, go and do that’. Learning was easy but it 
was much harder to find work. I started sewing and 
knitting, but when I sent the products to the market, 
the prices were so low that I was in the loss. Now 
I have a job as a teacher and BRAC pays me AFN 
3000 for it every month. I am much happier with this 
job.“ – Fazila, a 20 year old woman from Behsod 
district 

security risks are another major reason for 
avoiding association with NgOs, particularly 
foreign organization. Working with organizations, 
like USAID, routinely lead to security threats in some 
parts of the province. Every woman interviewed 
mentioned the potential for suicide attacks a major 
security concern and a serious limitation on their 
movement. 
The low literacy rate among women is 
another major obstacle to women’s economic 
empowerment in Ningarhar. Most women cannot 
calculate, read signs or keep records. They have 
to rely on men in the family. Illiteracy also prevents 
them from learning about available institutional 
support for businesses. The presence of few 
women in public and non-governmental institutions 
dramatically decreases the chances that women will 
visit these establishments seeking help. 

Similar to the three other provinces, the majority 
Ningarhari women respondents expressed 
frustration over the strict requirements for loans. 
They did not have the same access to collateral as 
men in the community. They also found it extremely 
difficult to convince members in the community to 
stand as guarantor. Additionally, the religious taboo 
associated with taking out interest-based loans 
was as much of a problem in Ningarhar. The study 
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CAsE sTUDy 4: NAFAs gUL, NINgARHAR

Nafas Gul, 52, owns Zamry Afghan Shoe Making 
Company and Ferdows Barin Starch Production 
Company in Jalalabad. She was married at twelve 
years of age and set-up a small business at age 
sixteen.  Currently, her two companies employ 40 
women. The products of both companies are sold 
throughout Ningarhar and other provinces in bulk. 
She has developed successful marketing strategies 
using brochures, catalogues and other informal and 
traditional methods. Nafas Gul received some training in 
management, accounting, marketing from the American 
University in Kabul and the Chambers of Commerce and 
Industries in Ningarhar. 
Nafas Gul is not a high school or university graduate, 

found that community savings groups were present 
and preferred to conventional loans by Ningarhari 
businesswomen. 

“We have a saving group and we are confident that 
we can continue our work through that, even if no 
one supports it.“ - Ghutai, Surkhrud, Runs a savings 
group

Despite the severe limitations to women’s income-
generating activities in Ningarhar, pockets of 
progress were identified. One businesswomen 
respondent who runs a honey production facility 
was keen to expand her business and was further 
encouraged her participating in an exhibition in 
India. Another businesswoman sells embroidered 
textiles to her clients in Pakistan. She had developed 
her contacts in bordering markets while living as a 
refugee in Pakistan. 

“Women have some opportunities compared 
to some parts of Afghanistan. The security is 
somewhat good. We are close to Karachi, Pakistan, 
the main exporting and importing border. There 
are three industrial parks in Ningarhar and these 
parks will soon have electricity. Registering 
businesses and renewing licenses are easy. And the 
organizations working in commerce are committed 
to enhancing women’s presence in economy.” 
– Shair Alam, 40 years old, Director of Commerce 
and Industry

“I sell my products to foreigners, mostly Paksitanis. 
My customers are Pakistani shopkeepers. I take 
orders from them. These customers have stayed to 
me since our time of migration in Pakistan” (Najla, 
30 years old, different kinds of ethnic.” 
– Sindi, Baluchi, Kuwaiti, embriodery

but she has attended tens of different trainings. She 
has utilized these trainings to build a wide network 
with all organizations investing on women’s economic 
empowerment. She is among the very few women in 
Ningarhar who has registered her business with AISA to 
ensure legal protection for expansion and for getting 
formal contracts.  Her confidence is specially remarkable 
in the conservative city of Jalalabad and it has opened 
many doors for her. Many organizations who work with 
women in Ningarhar are familiar with Nafas Gul and her 
work. 

Nafas Gul listed poor security and the lack of access 
to technical and financial resources as key challenges 
to expanding her business.  These technical and 
financial setbacks make it difficult for her to compete 
with prevalent Chinese and Pakistani products. Nafas 
Gul believes that her business and those run by 
other women in Jalabad can play an important role 
in Afghanistan’s economic progress. She strongly 
encourages other housewives in her village to fight 
with the cultural obstacles and increase their skills to 
participate in income-generating activities. Nafas Gul 
has faith in the ability of Afghanistan to become self-
sufficient and stop relying on imports by efficiently using 
the vast natural resources available at home.  
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RECOMMENDATIONs 
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1. Establishing and strengthening the link 
between production and market

•	 The link between production and market does 
not exist for most businesswomen. To create 
and sustain this link, the first step is identifying 
the market  demand. Most startups, particularly 
those run by women, do not have the resources 
to conduct market assessments. Women’s 
business associations and similar organizations 
need to be supported to conduct these 
assessments and share the information with 
women.  

•	 Many women we talked to relied on men in 
their family to sell their products, which impacts 
their income. Women do not feel comfortable 
running their own shops in the male-dominated 
markets. Allocating markets to women could 
partly address this issue. However, these markets 
need to be well-advertised, accessible and well-
managed. 

•	 Trainings on marketing, packaging and product 
quality can also assist women in widening their 
reach in the national as well as international 
markets.  These trainings need to be designed 
considering businesswomen’s literacy level, the 
provincial context, as well the range of products, 
to be effective. 

•	 National and international exhibitions are a 
great opportunity for women to market and sell 
their products. Businesswomen attending these 
exhibitions need to go through an orientation to 
ensure they can best utilize the opportunity.

2. systematic Financial support 

•	 Increasing women’s access to property will 
decrease the gender inequality in access to 
collateral.  One practical instrument of increasing 
women’s access to property is to incentivize 
women’s property ownership for families. For 
instance, charging lower taxes on women-owned 
property can encourage families to lease and buy 
property under the name of the female members 
of the family.

•	 Access to small interest free loans will allow 
businesswomen to upgrade their businesses and 
improve their products.

3. Capacity Building

•	 Literate women are equipped to make the most 
of the existing opportunities for businesswomen. 
They can better utilize the trainings and 
exhibitions, they have read about businesses in 
other parts of the world, they can oversee the 
finances of their own business, they can apply 
for loans and navigate the registration and 
other formal processes. There are ambitious 
businesswomen who are not literate. By investing 
on their literacy, GEP can enable them to 
widen their reach and make the most of the 
opportunities.

•	 Computer/Internet literacy. Internet is a great 
tool for learning about the new products around 
the world, and publicizing and marketing. 3G 
technology has expanded access to Internet in 
Afghanistan. Familiarizing women with Internet 
with a customized course on Business and 
Internet that would also draw on resources 
available in Dari and Pashtu would help with 
learning new skills and marketing products. 

•	 Customized, need-based trainings for new 
and emerging businesswomen. Several of the 
established businesswomen we talked to had 
tens of certificates for similar training programs 
while many of the ambitious women in rural 
areas  and some of the less connected urban 
businesswomen have never participated in any of 
the trainings or exhibitions. Creating a complete 
database of businesswomen with registered or 
unregistered businesses in consultation with local 
NGOs and DoWA can partly address this issue.  

•	 Some of the trainings are ineffective because 
they do not translate to competitive work 
opportunities for women and/or are irrelevant 
to the context.  For instance, women in several 
communities had received short term training 
in sewing. However, they did not have the 
equipment, designs and access to customers to 
compete with existing tailor shops. 

•	 Learning from role models.  Businesswomen 
could learn from each other’s stories and 
struggles. Organizing open Women and Business 
sessions with successful business women as 
speakers can be a great opportunity for learning. 
Similarly, GEP and other programs can utilize 
Video Conferencing facilities to connect women 
in different provinces to each other. Broadcasting 
women’s stories of success through radio and TV 
could also be effective. 
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4. Community savings groups

•	 Community Savings Groups were an enabling 
factor across all four provinces. These groups 
are run and managed by women and function 
as small banks offering interest free loans to 
women. GEP could provide a seed money as 
incentive for starting community saving groups 
for the economic empowerment of women. 
Women can then generate regulations to prevent 
misuse of community savings. For instance a 
ceiling amount of annual withdrawal/loan can 
be established for all members. Additionally, 
the legitimate reasons for taking loans can be 
listed and considered to ensure the loans are 
supporting businesses. 

5. Broadening and strengthening the support 
structure 

•	 There are a set of regulations and policies 
supporting Afghan women on paper. NPP is 
the most recent national program that outlines 
women’s rights and gender balance in several 
of its clusters and components. GEP and other 
programs focused on women’s economic 
empowerment can advocate for implementation 
of all the women-related commitments of the 
Afghan government as per the NPPs. 

•	 The broader legal framework around women’s 
legal rights can improve or hinder women’s 
economic empowerment.  The Elimination 
of Violence Against Women Law as well as 
Family Law both directly impact women’s lives 
and choices. GEP can join the advocacy for 
protection of women’s rights through these laws 
and strengthen the alliance. 

•	 There is need for broad-based support of 
businesswomen to overcome social and cultural 
difficulties. Creatively engaging elders, religious 
scholars and the community stakeholders in 
support of women’s economic empowerment 
would be one way to create this infrastructure of 
support. 

•	 General access to supporting organizations, 
banks, training opportunities and exhibitions 
varied from the urban centers to the rural 
districts. Majority of businesswomen in districts 
were unaware or poorly informed about 
organizations supporting entrepreneurs by 
linking women to markets and opportunities. In 
districts where organizations were better known, 
complaints about corruption, short-term nature 
of the projects and ineffectiveness were rife. 

The level of awareness was similar with banks. 
Increasing awareness by going beyond the urban 
center can improve access and accountability. 

•	 Businesswomen’s Associations.  Strong 
businesswomen associations will allow the 
women to multiply their forces and strength. 
The associations can be a platform for engaging 
women in trainings and exhibitions, pushing for 
legal reform and easing registration and license 
renewal. Women’s collaboration carries a great 
potential that can be realized through strong, 
united and well-established Businesswomen 
Associations. GEP can initiate the process of 
starting these associations in provinces where 
they do not exist, and strengthen the existing 
associations. 

•	 Institutional support. Easing ID card (Tazkira) 
process for women would not only help them 
with registering their businesses and applying for 
loans, but can also help women with their legal 
cases. 
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Annex 1: Questionnaire 

PROVISION OF A BASELINE SURVEY ON THE EXISTING ECONOMIC SITUATION OF WOMEN AND 
MAPPING OF RELEVANT INSTITUTIONS

Preliminary Questionnaire 
March 2014 

NOTE TO INTERVIEWERS:
Please make the respondent comfortable and remember that this interview is a CONVERSATION. Stay 
engaged with the interviewee and do not read from the paper. 

Explain the purpose of the study as learning about the economic situation of women and about the 
institutions that support women’s income generating activities. Make sure that the respondent knows that 
his/her real name will not be used in the final product without her/his consent. Ask the respondent for his/
her consent to record her/his voice. The voice recording will not be made public in any manner and is only 
used to ensure accuracy of the quotes in the report. Please inform the respondent that the final report of this 
survey will help UNDP and Ministry of Women Affairs to design projects that can help women in the future. 
Please do not make any promises. 

Personal Information:
Name:       Level of Education: 
Gender:       District/Province: 
Age:       Occupation: 

Questions:
I. Business Owned by Women [Formal and Informal Economy]:
1. Let’s start by talking about types of businesses owned by women in this area. What are the main kinds of 

businesses run by women in your provinces? 

2. What is the nature of your business? 
 a. Agricultural: forestry, crops, farm labor
 b. Horticulture: dried fruits [raisins, nuts, almonds, saffron etc.] 
 c.  Livestock: feeding, grazing, milking, watering, purchasing, and selling livestock
 d.  Handicrafts: embroidery, carpet weaving etc
 e.  Service Industry
 f.  Others [Please describe]: ______________________________ 

3. How many people work with you in your business? 
 a. Are they family or non-family members? 

4. Is your business registered with the Government? 

5. How much would be the monthly revenue of your business, if you could give us an estimate?

ANNExEs



49Afghan Women in the Workplace  |  UNDP 2014

6. Marketing is very important in a business. From your experience, how do women market their products? 
[If the individual owns a business, ask her question 2.1 – 2.4?

 2.1. Can you please tell us about your target customers? 
 2.2. How do you reach your customers? 
 2.3. Who are your main competitors in the market? 
 2.4. How do you differentiate your products from your competitors’ products?
 2.4. How do you promote your products?
 2.5. How do you determine the price for your products? 
 2.6. What types of training have you had in marketing? 

7. What are the challenges that limit women’s access to market both within the country and abroad? 

8. Now, let’s talk about money. A woman who either has a business or wants to start one, what type of 
financial resources, such as loans and micro-credits, are available to her? 

9. Are there financial institutions, such as micro-finance banks or savings groups, in this area that support 
women’s business? If yes, please name the ones you know. 

 a.  If yes: As a woman, is it easy to get a loan from these institutions? If not, please explain. 

10. Technical resources are as important as financial ones. If a businesswoman needs technical support, such 
as preparing a business plan or doing accounting, where does she go? 

11. Are there institutions or programs that can help her with technical side of her business? If yes, please 
name them. 

12. How would you describe the main skills and abilities that you CURRENTLY have that helped you start 
your business and run it? 

13. What skills and abilities do you NEED to expand your business or run it more efficiently? 
 a.  If the person does not have a business: what are the employable skills that women need to enter  
      and advance in business? 

14. Are there programs in your area to help you improve your skills? 

15. In your opinion, what are the social, legal, economic, political and technical obstacles that limit 
women’s participation in the economy in this area? This is an important question. If the person does not 
understand it, please rephrase the question. 

16. What are the opportunities for businesswomen and entrepreneurs in your area? 

17. What are the security concerns for women in business? 

18. Do you know of institutions that support women’s economic activities in this area? If yes, please name 
them. 
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ANNExEs

II.  Businesses Owned by Men

19. How many employees does your business/enterprise have? 

20. How many of those are women? 

21. And in what positions do women work in your firm e.g. managerial, clerks, cleaners, cooks?

22. How would you describe the work environment for women [outside the house] in general, and in your 
firm in particular? 

23. In your opinion, what skills and abilities should women have to increase their chance of getting jobs in 
this market?  

24. Could you tell us about some of the reasons for hiring (or not hiring) women in your company?

III. Institutions – Public and Private

25. What programs and services does your institution offer [have offered or plan to offer] to support women’s 
economic empowerment? 

26. Could you please tell us about other institutions, public or private, that work on improving women’s 
economic situation in this city/area? If yes, please ask them to talk about programs, effectiveness etc.

27. From your experience, what are some of the skills and abilities that women need to learn to take a more 
active role in the economy? 

28. What type of programs should the government and international organizations should create to improve 
women’s [both in the formal and informal economy] economic situation? 

29. What resources [technical, financial etc] women need to improve their economic situation? 
 
30. What are some of the cultural, social, legal, political and technical barriers for women’s success in the 

economy? 

Annex 2. Complete list of interviewees (annexed separately as Excel Sheets). 

Annex 3. Full Transcripts for 240 Interviews (included in a CD annexed with this document)
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“When I started my honey production business, 

there was increasing need to talk to business 

people and to organizations. My family was 

comfortable with this initially. But my son suffered 

listening to what people said outside. He fought 

with me several times. I finally convinced him. If 

a woman goes out of home, specially for income 

and business, people gossip about her. I think 

the cultural challenge is the biggest challenge.” 

- Sharifa, 45 years old, education till grade 9, 

Behsoud District, runs a honey production facility


