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In this new longitudinal study, AAN has followed a number of families,
across Afghanistan and over time, to better understand how the
country’s economic trajectory has played out for individual households.
When we first spoke to our interviewees in late 2021, all of them,
including those who had previously been wealthy, were struggling and
living off the dwindling resources they happened to have to hand or the
credit they managed to secure. A few weeks later, in early 2022, some
were already doing a little better, but it was difficult to predict what
their individual trajectories would be. This year, Martine van Bijlert and
the AAN Team decided to revisit the original interviewees - the ones
who could still be reached - to see how they had fared.

The picture that emerged is one of starkly diverging paths. Households
who had been better placed before the economic crisis hit - with
multiple assets, solid employment and strong networks of trust - were
much more likely to recover. Those with less valuable assets, weaker
networks and, most importantly, a narrower range of resources,

often saw their situation degrade, simply because it did not improve.
For them, the economic decline tended to be cumulative and self-
reinforcing, often trapping them in a cycle of debt, forcing them to
defer necessary maintenance or sell off belongings they would need in
the future. It became increasingly difficult for them to plan, save and
invest and, as a result, many of them saw their chances of economic
recovery dwindle. An informal welfare system, made up of donations,
loans, deferred repayment deadlines and in-kind support, helped our
interviewees survive or weather economic shocks.

The households in our sample would, in normal times, have been
considered middle or lower-middle class. They were the people

who could, usually, be expected to both benefit from and underpin

a country’s economic growth. Instead, many of them depended for

their survival on their informal networks of support, which have been
crucial, but drawing on them comes at a high cost. Taken together, these
accounts show the limitations of both Afghanistan’s modest economic
growth, and of what pure macroeconomic data can tell us.
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Inside Afghanistan’s Unequal Economic Recovery: How households have fared since 2021

By analysing the experiences of a small group of individual households over a
period of several years, this study aims to bridge the gap between high-level
macroeconomic reporting, which provides a structured but relatively abstract
picture of Afghanistan’s economic trajectory, and existing household-level reporting,
much of which is part of funding appeals and tends to focus on aid dependency and
negative coping strategies. Instead, this report explicitly focuses on households that
in the past used to get by financially - albeit some more comfortably than others.

By looking at households that formerly belonged to the middle and lower-middle
classes, this report seeks to explore the trajectories of a demographic that, under
normal circumstances, could be expected to benefit from an overall economic
recovery. They would also, normally, undergird and reinforce an economic recovery,
as they could be expected to have the necessary disposable income to buy goods
and services, save money, make modest investments and be generous to those
around them. As the findings of this study show, that has often not been the case.

This is partly borne out in the macroeconomic data. Although Afghanistan’s
economy has shown signs of modest growth, this has not necessarily translated
into a better economic situation for individual households. In its latest Afghanistan
Development Update in May 2026, the World Bank pointed to the country’s rapid
population growth, driven by a high birth rate and mass returns from Iran and
Pakistan, as the reason that average per capita income was declining, even as GDP
was growing. Such average figures, however, cannot tell us how steep the decline
for individual households has been or how wide the divergence between those who
are doing better and those who are not. This study thus seeks to provide greater
insight into the two parallel trajectories over the last five years, and more: the overall
modest recovery at the macroeconomic level and the starkly diverging paths at the
individual household level.

The interviews, conducted over almost five years, show that prospects for recovery
for individual households were highly uneven. There was moreover a continued

and deep vulnerability to economic shocks, even among those who had done better
than others, while those who did not manage to improve their situation often faced
crippling debt and a deep dependence on informal support networks. Even among


https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/fc5f2174f83b5e1f650db6068db3347f-0310012026/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-May-2026.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/fc5f2174f83b5e1f650db6068db3347f-0310012026/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-May-2026.pdf
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these households, which had previously been middle or lower-middle class, many
struggled to cover their basic expenses, amid rising prices and shrinking incomes.

The interviews reveal that the uneven recovery was to a large extent rooted in an
unequal distribution of factors that preceded the country’s economic collapse.
These factors included pre-existing assets (capital and property), the strength and
wealth of the households’ networks of trust and the employability of key household
members. For those who did not manage to re-establish their sources of income, the
decline has been cumulative and self-reinforcing, as households have amassed debt,
sold off belongings, deferred essential maintenance and cut back on education. The
interviews also highlight the key role of countless small acts of informal support that
each household has experienced over the years. These were often insufficient to turn
their situation around, but were crucial in preventing the decline from accelerating
further. This informal welfare system is vital, but also dangerously strained and often
comes at a considerable cost to all involved. For many interviewees, migration was
considered an important coping strategy, although few could afford to migrate and
their attempts did not always work out well.

AAN will be publishing a second, complementary study, ‘Surviving poverty in
Afghanistan: Household strategies in the face of economic crisis; that will hear from
families whose very survival is threatened. It details the daily calculations, the sacrifices,
the relentless determination to try to keep their households afloat and the point at
which they are forced to consider the unthinkable. This companion report finds that
families typically begin by exhausting savings, increasing household labour and
seeking informal sources of income, including going into debt, before resorting to more
harmful measures, such as child labour, migration and sending children to residential
institutions such as madrasas or orphanages. When all options are exhausted,
household survival can mean resorting to damaging and irreversible measures:
marrying off young daughters, both to reduce living costs and get a bride price* or even
selling children into adoption, actions which upend the future even as they seek to
ensure today’s survival.

! Bride price, known as walwar in Pashto-speaking areas and toyana and sherbaha in Dari-speaking areas, is
an Afghan tradition where the groom’s family gives money and/or goods to the father of the bride.
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BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY

The research that underlies this report has its roots in an earlier research project,
‘Living Under the Taliban’, which drew on interviews with civilians living in insurgent-
controlled districts, carried out by AAN researchers in what turned out to be the

last years of The Islamic Republic (2018-21).2 We took up this research topic again

as districts, provinces and ultimately Kabul rapidly fell to the Taliban in the late
spring and summer of 2021, asking Afghans all over the country how their lives had
changed as the Islamic Emirate took charge.? It became clear very soon that the
economic collapse caused by the fall of the Republic was what preoccupied people
the most and we launched a new research project, ‘Living in a Collapsed Economy’,
aimed at gaining a detailed understanding of how households were faring. Some 35
households were interviewed, twice, in late 2021 and early 2022, about what their
economic situation had been like ‘in normal times’ and what it was like at the time
of the interviews. We asked detailed questions about earnings, expenses, properties,
prices, loans, sales, investments, savings and taxes: what they could and could

not afford, whether they had received or given any support, how they had tried to
improve their situation and what their plans and hopes for the future were.*

2These reports were gathered together in AAN Dossier XXIX: Living with the Taleban, 12 July 2021.

3 See for instance, Martine van Bijlert’s 28 December 2021 report, Afghanistan’s Conflict in 2021 (1): The
Taliban’s Sweeping offensive as told by people on the ground and Kate Clark’s 26 January 2022 report Who
Gets to Go to School (1): What people told us about education since the Taliban took over.

*This earlier research on household economy resulted in the four-part series Living in a Collapsed Economy.
The first instalment on 7 December 2021, Living in a Collapsed Economy (1): A cook, a labourer, a migrant
worker, a small trader and a factory owner tell us what their lives look like now, looked at the immediate
impact of Afghanistan’s sudden economic freeze on five households; three of whom are revisited in this
study. The second instalment on 23 December 2021, Living in a Collapsed Economy (2): Even the people
who still have money are struggling, focused on households that used be wealthy or who had multiple
income streams; four of them are revisited in this report. The third instalment on 13 March 2022, Living in a
Collapsed Economy (3): Surviving poverty, insecurity and the harsh winter, contained brief updates for 32
households who told us how they had survived winter; while in the fourth instalment on 20 October 2022,
Living in a Collapsed Economy (4): The desperation and guilt of giving a young daughter in marriage, we
heard from fathers who had given their underage daughters in marriage because they needed the money,
and now regretted it. A follow-up report on 23 May 2022, Food Aid in a Collapsed Economy: Relief, tensions
and allegations, focused on the impact of food aid on household economies. All but one of the reports

in this series were authored by Martine van Bijlert, based on interviews carried out by the AAN team. The
report on fathers who had given their young daughters in marriage was researched and written by Ali



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/dossiers/aan-dossier-xxix-living-with-the-taleban/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/afghanistans-conflict-in-2021-1-the-talebans-sweeping-offensive-as-told-by-people-on-the-ground/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/war-and-peace/afghanistans-conflict-in-2021-1-the-talebans-sweeping-offensive-as-told-by-people-on-the-ground/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/rights-freedom/who-gets-to-go-to-school-1-what-people-told-us-about-education-since-the-taleban-took-over/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/rights-freedom/who-gets-to-go-to-school-1-what-people-told-us-about-education-since-the-taleban-took-over/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-1-a-cook-a-labourer-a-migrant-worker-a-small-trader-and-a-factory-owner-tell-us-what-their-lives-look-like-now/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-1-a-cook-a-labourer-a-migrant-worker-a-small-trader-and-a-factory-owner-tell-us-what-their-lives-look-like-now/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-2-even-the-people-who-still-have-money-are-struggling/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-2-even-the-people-who-still-have-money-are-struggling/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-3-surviving-poverty-food-insecurity-and-the-harsh-winter%ef%bf%bc/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-3-surviving-poverty-food-insecurity-and-the-harsh-winter%ef%bf%bc/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-4-the-desperation-and-guilt-of-giving-a-young-daughter-in-marriage/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/food-aid-in-a-collapsed-economy-relief-tensions-and-allegations/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/food-aid-in-a-collapsed-economy-relief-tensions-and-allegations/
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In 2026, we decided to revisit those in the original sample who could be contacted
in two further rounds of in-depth interviews, covering the same topics and
probing what had changed in the intervening years. This second sample consisted
of ten households out of the original 35. The choice was determined solely by
circumstances and informed by which of the researchers who had conducted the
original interviews were still available to recontact the people they had spoken to
in 2021-22. An important factor in the original selection was that the interviewees
needed to feel comfortable discussing their financial and family matters in some
depth with a researcher, as these are topics that are generally considered private.
This meant they were either already known to the researcher or had been introduced
by a trusted person. It was important to maintain this continuity.

The semi-structured interviews that underlie this longitudinal study were conducted
in four rounds: twice in the first six months after the August 2021 takeover (in
November/December 2021 and again six to eight weeks later, in January/February
2022), and twice in 2026 (in February/March and in June 2026). The interviews were
conducted by phone or in person, depending on the circumstances.

In the original selection of the interviewees, in 2021-22, we sought to include a range
of experiences and backgrounds, as well as a geographic spread, but we were not
aiming for representativeness. This current sample of ten is small, but its strength
lies in its depth and detail. What is most notable about them is that they were by no
means among the country’s poorest. The sample as it emerged largely represented

a range of (some formerly) middle-class households that used to have enough
income to broadly cover their basic needs and, in many cases, had money left over
for savings, repairs and investments. A few had been notably wealthy. Most of them
owned, or co-owned, the house they lived in and, even if it was small or in poor
condition, this meant they did not need to pay rent. Most of the respondents also
owned a piece of land somewhere, although few were able to cultivate it or get much
income from it. Most of the respondents either were, or aspired for their family to be,
part of the educated class.

Mohammad Sabawoon. For more AAN reporting on the early years of Afghanistan’s economic collapse,
see The Afghan Economy Since the Taleban Took Power: A dossier of reports on economic calamity, state
finances and consequences for households, 23 May 2023.



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/dossiers/the-afghan-economy-since-the-taleban-took-power-a-dossier-of-reports-on-economic-calamity-state-finances-and-consequences-for-households/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/dossiers/the-afghan-economy-since-the-taleban-took-power-a-dossier-of-reports-on-economic-calamity-state-finances-and-consequences-for-households/
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Women buy food from a small roadside restaurant at a market in Kabul.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 25 February 2025

The main weakness in the sample is that, of the ten interviewees, only one

was a woman. In 2026, of the original researchers who were still available to
re-interview, all were men and had originally interviewed mainly men. As a result,
the report contains relatively little detail about women’s economic activities;

in most households in the sample, the women did not work or had not worked

and, according to our interviewees, often did not aspire to do so. This will be
remedied with the upcoming second report, ‘Surviving poverty in Afghanistan:
Household strategies in the face of economic crisis’. Written by an Afghan woman,

it features accounts by women of what they have done as they faced progressive
impoverishment. The choice to focus largely on women in this second reportis a
reflection of the harder circumstances many women face, especially those without a
male breadwinner, whether because they are widows or have husbands who cannot
work or find work.

For this current report, of the ten people we re-interviewed, seven lived in an
extended family with siblings, parents or adult children and their families, with
household sizes ranging from 8 to 16 people (and, at some point, as few as 3 and as
many as 26). Three interviewees lived in nuclear families: one was a young urban
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family, one a rural itinerant family moving around in search of work and one had
previously lived with his extended family, before his mother and brother’s family left
for Iran. Two of the ten households shrank considerably during the research period
as married children or siblings moved out.

In terms of geographical spread, three of the respondents lived in Kabul, although
they had originally come from elsewhere (Parwan, Ghazni and an unknown
location). Three lived in one of the southern provinces, namely Kandahar, Zabul
and Helmand; two of these lived in the provincial centre, while the third had spent
some time in Lashkargah in search of work, but had mostly moved between various
districts (and later moved to his ancestral village in Zabul). Three respondents lived
in the southeastern provinces, namely Paktia, Paktika and Khost; all three lived in a
district rather than the provincial centre. Finally, one respondent lived in the north,
in Mazar-e Sharif. All in all, six of the ten respondents lived in either the capital city
or a provincial centre, although most had maintained some link, through land or
family, with their home province or district. Six were Pashtun, three were Hazara or
Shia Sayed and one was Tajik.

A final note on currency conversions - in this report, we have used the following
currency rates, to both reflect and simplify the fluctuations over the years: for the
period before August 2021, 1 USD = 75 afghanis; for the years immediately after
Afghanistan’s economic collapse (2021-22), 1 USD =90 afghanis; and for the current
period (2025-26), 1 USD = 65 afghanis. For any currency conversions relating to the
intervening years (2023-24), which were often unspecified, we have used 1 USD = 77
afghanis. For the Pakistani rupee, we use a 2022 conversion rate of 1 USD = 175 PKR
throughout the report.° The figures are rounded for readability.

The first section of the report discusses the trajectory of Afghanistan’s gradual
economic recovery and how, at the household level, this recovery has been highly
uneven, based on a pre-existing uneven distribution of assets, employment
opportunities and networks of trust. The importance of pre-existing assets is

> The Emirate banned the use of foreign currency transactions shortly after it came to power (BBC) and
specifically ordered an end to the use of Pakistani rupees in October 2022 (Khaama Press). In the first two
rounds of interviews, in late 2021 and early 2022, interviewees in the eastern provinces of Khost, Paktia and
Paktika were still using Pakistani rupees for almost all transactions. By the time we interviewed them again
in early 2026, all transactions were in afghanis.


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-59129470
https://www.khaama.com/taliban-bans-use-of-pakistani-currency-in-afghanistan-67485/
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illustrated in the case studies of a factory owner from Kandahar and a landlord
from Kabul who both, eventually, manage to leverage their assets - property,
savings, shares — and restart their businesses. The importance of employment, the
second factor in trying to turn around a family’s fortunes, is illustrated in the cases
of an NGO worker from Zabul who continued to move in and out of jobs, and a
government employee from Paktika, who managed to be rehired. The section
concludes with a discussion of the importance of networks of trust.

The second section of the report explores what decline looked like for those

who did not have a strong starting point and whose situation deteriorated
cumulatively simply because it did not improve. This can be clearly seen in the
cases of a former gardener in Kabul who tried and failed to set up a small taxi
business, a farmer from Zurmat who used to work in the Gulf and tried to run an

- ultimately unsuccessful - restaurant and a blind muezzin from Mazar-e Sharif
who saw his community support dwindle as the economy contracted. All three had
been faced with misfortune that predated the 2021 economic collapse and that they
could not manage to recover from.

The third section of the report looks at how households are forced to cope when
faced with cumulative decline. It discusses the crucial but highly precarious
informal welfare system made up of a web of loans, credits, donations, deferred
deadlines and in-kind support. The case study in this section is that of an itinerant
mullah from Helmand, who depends on community support and jobs on the

side for his livelihood. This section then explores the role of migration as an
economic strategy through the lens of the case of a former journalist from Khost,
who eventually joins his brother in Dubai, and that of the family of a former cook
in Kabul, who sees her siblings leave for Iran and the US. For both families, the
remittances are a crucial part of the household’s income.

In the last section of the report, we look at the social and psychological cost of
economic precariousness on Afghanistan’s households, as well as the increased
exclusion of women from Afghanistan’s economy. In the concluding remarks about
the costs of uneven recovery, we note how the interviewees represent what should
be Afghanistan’s middle and lower-middle class; households that should normally
both benefit from and undergird the country’s economic recovery by spending,
saving, investing and making plans for the future. Instead, many of them are caught
in a cycle of self-reinforcing decline or, at the very least, still vulnerable to economic
shocks.
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For many Afghans, their own economic decline preceded the 2021 economic
implosion. Agriculture, trade and investment opportunities had already been

hit hard in the years before the fall of the Republic, by the combined impact of
drought, Covid-19 lockdowns, sustained fighting, declining aid and government
mismanagement, particularly from 2020. This was exacerbated when, in 2021,

the Taliban started to rapidly gain ground. From mid-July onwards, crucial border
crossings and provincial capitals fell into Taliban hands, one after another,

leading to a sharp decline in government revenues and drastic expenditure cuts,
including the suspension of government salary payments. In the weeks and months
preceding the takeover, along with intensified fighting and increased civilian
casualties, there was already notably less cash, less consumption and less demand,
leading to an across-the-board decline in earnings.

As the Taliban entered Kabul on 15 August 2021, the president fled and the previous
regime melted away. Public services, government spending and salary payments
came to a complete halt. The central bank’s reserves held in the United States and
Europe were frozen and US and United Nations sanctions made getting money into
Afghanistan difficult. The Afghan banking system, which up to then had been linked
to the global banking network, collapsed, while the US stopped flying in dollars.
Afghani bank notes that were worn out could no longer be replaced with newly
printed ones. The new authorities closed the banks to stop people taking out all
their savings, which saved the banking sector, but left Afghans without cash.®

The first round of interviews, which took place in November-December 2021, clearly
showed the effects of the economy’s complete freeze on the households’ incomes
and spending. Whether the interviewees had been wealthy or economically more
precarious in the past, each of them now had to survive on what little cash or credit

® As AAN’s Kate Clark wrote in November 2021: “Even as the Taliban celebrated their unprecedented victory
on 15 August 2021, Afghanistan was transformed. It was poorer, more isolated and extremely fragile,
economically. Most aid stopped, sanctions came into effect against the Taliban government and foreign
reserves were frozen. Economic disaster came on top of the worst drought in years and the ill-effects of
the only recently-ended conflict. Just a month after the fall of Kabul, the World Food Programme assessed
that only one in twenty Afghan households had enough to eat.” For more details see Kate Clark, Killing the
Goose that Laid the Golden Egg: Afghanistan’s economic distress post-15 August, AAN, 11 November 2021.



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/killing-the-goose-that-laid-the-golden-egg-afghanistans-economic-distress-post-15-august/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/killing-the-goose-that-laid-the-golden-egg-afghanistans-economic-distress-post-15-august/
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they had to hand. Even those who had previously lived very comfortably suddenly
found themselves drastically cutting expenses, often to the point of eating less,

no longer travelling by car and no longer entertaining guests. The first round of
interviews showed in clear detail how the economic collapse had in many ways been
a brutal social equaliser.”

After the initial economic freefall, Afghanistan’s economy settled into what the
World Bank dubbed in October 2022 “a low-level equilibrium.” The resumption of
off-budget aid and the establishment of direct cash shipments helped restore the
country’s cash flow.? The new administration started paying government salaries
again, including the months of arrears from the Ashraf Ghani government, providing
households with much-needed cash. Trade restarted and banks allowed in-person
withdrawals again, albeit only at a trickle and with great difficulty.’ In October 2022,
the World Bank reported that the proportion of households that could not afford
their basic food and non-food needs had somewhat decreased from 70 per cent to -
a still very high - 64 per cent.

And indeed, in the second round of interviews, which took place six to eight weeks
after the first round, in early 2022, some of the households had begun to feel a
reprieve, as some jobs restarted and the government started paying salaries in
arrears. Some businesses picked up a little. A few of the interviewees started to pay
off some of the loans they had taken out to buy food and winter fuel. One of the
two businessmen in the sample had been awarded a government contract, which
he hoped would be the start of a better streak. But for others, their situation had
worsened, simply because it had not improved: they still had next to no income,
prices were still rising and their debts were mounting up.

" According to the World Bank’s April 2022 Development Update, close to 90 per cent of the heads of
household they surveyed had reported a decline in income in late 2021, while prices had risen. In January
2022, food price inflation peaked at 42 per cent. A staggering 70 per cent of all Afghan households were
found to be unable to meet their basic food and non-food needs, with 37 per cent unable to afford

basic food. Pay had been paused for all civil servants and security personnel (with the 420,000 civilian

civil servants accounting for eight per cent of the total formal workforce). International banks stopped
processing almost all payments into and out of Afghanistan, undermining trade, remittances and the work
of the humanitarian sector.

8 For more on the impact of direct USD cash shipments by the UN, see the World Bank Development Updates
from April 2022 and October 2022.

° AAN report’s The Daily Hustle: Going to the bank, from December 2022, described the difficulties people
faced at the time to withdraw even small amounts of cash from the bank.



https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/10/18/afghanistan-s-economy-faces-critical-challenges-as-it-adjusts-to-new-realities
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/d7d49962c0c44fd6bb9ba3bfe1b6de1f-0310062022/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-October-2022.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/5f01165822f3639224e0d483ba1861fc-0310062022/original/ADU-2022-FINAL-CLEARED.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/5f01165822f3639224e0d483ba1861fc-0310062022/original/ADU-2022-FINAL-CLEARED.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/d7d49962c0c44fd6bb9ba3bfe1b6de1f-0310062022/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-October-2022.pdf
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/the-daily-hustle/economy-development-environment-the-daily-hustle/the-daily-hustle-going-to-the-bank/
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From 2022 onwards, Afghanistan’s economy continued to show signs of stabilisation
and even modest growth. Initially, poverty levels were reported to have returned

to pre-crisis levels: in 2023, the World Bank estimated that just under half of the
population (48.3 per cent) lived below the poverty line, a proportion roughly
comparable to the pre-Covid-19 levels in spring 2020.1° In other words, although
Afghanistan was recovering from the acute crisis, overall levels of poverty and
precariousness remained high.

In 2024, the situation was trending downward again, with the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) estimating that 75 per cent of the population
was ‘subsistence-insecure’, up from 69 per cent in 2023 (it had been 85 per cent in
2022).* The figure remained unchanged for 2025, according to UNDP’s May 2026 _
Socio-Economic Review, with three out of four Afghans still unable to meet their
basic needs. The total number of people living below the poverty line had, however,
increased, as the population had rapidly grown due to mass returns from Pakistan
and Iran. The influx of 2.9 million returnees during 2025 meant that an estimated
additional 1.4 million Afghans were pushed into economic hardship. UNDP,
moreover, estimated that in 2025, more than 80 per cent of households had been in
debt and found that, despite minor changes, subsistence insecurity had essentially
remained the same, with no improvement over the past three years, “indicating a
continued state of hardship for households with few signs of recovery.”

Average monthly household income had increased incrementally, UNDP

found, while expenditures had decreased. Although that sounds like a positive
development, these are in fact indicators of a worsening decline, since “the income
gains were partly driven by borrowing” and the contraction in household spending

0 |n its October 2023 Development Update, the World Bank wrote: “Despite conflict ceasing, one in two
Afghans remain poor, and recent gains in welfare have come at the cost of possibly exhausting all coping
strategies and household resources ... the current level of monetary poverty is comparable in magnitude
to the one observed in spring 2020, with 48.3 per cent of the population being poor as of April-June 2023
... in a country where conflict has largely ceased, and households have already done their best to cope by
mobilizing available resources.”

11 ‘Subsistence insecurity’ is a multi-dimensional poverty measure developed by UNDP, in the absence of

a recent Income, Expenditure and Labour Force Survey (the last one was in 2019-20) and other relevant
statistics. UNDP’s Subsistence Insecurity Index (Sll) seeks to analyse household insecurity based on well-
being across three domains: health, living conditions and livelihood. It bases its findings on data from

the Whole of Afghanistan Assessment, which is made of the aggregated available data from National
Statistics and Information Authority (NSIA), the UN’s Trade and Development Agency UNCTAD and other UN
agencies. See the UNDP’s 2026 Socio-economic Review for more background and details.



https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/publications/afghanistan-socio-economic-review-mass-returns-time-growing-insecurity-2024-2025
https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/publications/afghanistan-socio-economic-review-mass-returns-time-growing-insecurity-2024-2025
https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/publications/afghanistan-socio-economic-review-mass-returns-time-growing-insecurity-2024-2025
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
https://www.undp.org/afghanistan/publications/afghanistan-socioeconomic-review
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reflected a “depletion of financial buffers.” In other words, people were on average
borrowing more and spending less, while the proportion of household income
spent on food rose - from 43 per cent in 2024 to 50 per cent in 2025 - also indicating
increased poverty levels. A decline in health spending, rather than suggesting
declining costs or a general improvement in health, indicated that families were
often forced to forego medical care, even more so than in the past.

A money changer counts banknotes at a currency exchange market in Kabul. After the fall of the Repubilic,
the afghani depreciated sharply, before gradually recovering against the US dollar.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 26 January 2025

The World Bank’s update in May 2026 highlighted that despite modest economic
growth in 2025, “this growth is not improving people’s lives,” because rapid
population growth “outpaced economic expansion.” Furthermore, rising inflation
in 2026 was putting more pressure on household purchasing power, with overall
economic growth forecast to slow in the coming two years (pp vii, 36).

Although the overall picture at the household level was one of economic stagnation
or decline, the third round of AAN interviews in early 2026 showed that some people


https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/fc5f2174f83b5e1f650db6068db3347f-0310012026/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-May-2026.pdf
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were doing significantly better than in 2022, after the first economic shock had
been weathered. For others, the situation had grown incrementally worse. Several
of the interviewees had found they had less and less money to spend, in large part
because they had to set aside a greater share of their income to pay off loans and
goods bought on credit, so that they could continue borrowing in the future. Those
with chronic health expenses increasingly struggled to afford their medicine, even
occasionally. A clear picture of uneven recovery was emerging.

By the time we did our fourth round of interviews in June 2026, the situation for
most of our interviewees had deteriorated. Food and fuel prices had risen even
more as a result of the conflict with Pakistan (roughly, from October 2025 to date)
and the US-Israeli attacks on Iran (from February 2026 to date), as Afghanistan
depends on its two neighbours for a large part of its food imports, either as source
countries or important transit corridors.'? Interviewees told us how border closures
by Pakistan affected exports from Afghanistan and in some cases led to a collapse
in demand for farmers and export-dependent businesses, while prices for products
that would normally be imported from Iran and Pakistan rose. Losses to farmers,
traders and businesspeople were combined with increased costs and further
shrinking consumption, as the gap widened between those with disposable income
and those without. Even for the interviewees who had done better, the gains

they had made in the last years suddenly looked more vulnerable than they had
expected. But they were still much better placed to face these economic setbacks
than many of the others.

12 See for instance, Iran war regional impacts: Growing food security risks in Afghanistan by Sediqa Zaki
from 26 April 2026 by the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) on the effects of the Iran war
and Pakistan’s border closures on Afghanistan’s food supply.



https://www.ifpri.org/blog/iran-war-regional-impacts-growing-food-security-risks-in-afghanistan/
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What clearly emerges from this study is that not all households have been affected

in the same way. Afghanistan’s 2021 economic implosion may have been a brutal
equaliser in the period that immediately followed it, but the chances of economic
recovery were unevenly distributed from the start. As a result, the paths to regaining
or losing ground have increasingly diverged, particularly in terms of income and
opportunities, between those who had been doing relatively well before the collapse
and those who were not. People with assets had largely returned to their pre-2020*
income levels, or were doing even better, and those in business have been ready to
invest in their enterprises - although they, too, remained vulnerable. Professionals
who used to be steadily employed partly recovered their jobs, particularly those

with specific skills and networks, although their salaries were often much lower, in a
context of costs continuing to rise. Those who used to be in salaried support jobs and
small tradespeople tended to struggle, while households that always had to depend
on multiple members earning an income found themselves having to live on much
less. It is a self-perpetuating cycle: those who were better off are also better placed to
create and make use of economic opportunities and have more reserves to weather
economic shocks. Those who struggle to meet their basic needs, have very few
resources with which to improve their predicament - although, as we shall see, this
does not stop them from relentlessly trying.

Most importantly, economic recovery appears to have diverged because of three
pre-existing factors that were not random - assets, networks and employment.
These three factors were rooted in structural inequalities that predated the economic
collapse: where people were before the economic decline hit, to a large extent,
shaped where they are today. The playing field was not even to start with and this
has only been amplified, not in the first place during the country’s economic freefall
when almost everyone was struggling, but in the period of modest recovery that has
followed. Whoever had less to start with seems set to keep losing what they had.

13 Afghanistan’s economic decline already started in early 2020, as the Covid-19 crisis pushed its economy
into rapid contraction, instead of the projected modest growth. See the World Bank’s July 2020 Afghanistan
Development Update and the GDP per capita graph for the period 2018-27 on page 32 of its November 2025
Afghanistan Development Update.



https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/132851594655294015/pdf/Afghanistan-Development-Update-Surviving-the-Storm.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/132851594655294015/pdf/Afghanistan-Development-Update-Surviving-the-Storm.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/ece486358b8822699ada5d12cdb5cd09-0310012025/original/Fall-ADU-November-2025-Final-for-Publication.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/ece486358b8822699ada5d12cdb5cd09-0310012025/original/Fall-ADU-November-2025-Final-for-Publication.pdf
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Although the years under the Republic had provided enormous opportunities for
enrichment for those who were strategically networked, most small to medium-
sized businesses had found that their success remained vulnerable to political
meddling, security threats and economic shocks. As a result, many of them had
diversified their income streams. This not only spread the risk in a ‘normally’ volatile
economy, but also increased their chances of recovery after the economic collapse
of 2021. Although these assets initially did not translate into access to cash, they
provided important opportunities for recovery if the owner managed to weather the
immediate crisis and hold on to them.

A case in point is the factory owner from Kandahar who, alongside his business,
owned various assets - land, houses, factories, a shop - which meant he could pivot
and try different options when he needed to. Although he initially failed to sell any
of them - their value had imploded, but still, there were few buyers - they were
important to his recovery later on. He was, moreover, connected to traders who
knew and trusted him well enough to supply him with raw material on credit and had
access to business loans at crucial times. These were important relationships of trust
that will be discussed in a later section. In 2021 he had feared he might have to sell
his factory if he could not reactivate it; by early 2026, he was doing well, although he
felt the effects of the war with Pakistan and the attacks on Iran and he was suddenly
again unsure what would happen to his business.

When the Taliban took over in August 2021, his business - processing beans and
lentils - had not yet been firmly established: he still had to pay back loans, his
business was vulnerable to market fluctuations and electricity supply in the area had
become patchy. He had tried to sell his shop and second house to keep the factory
running, already before the takeover, but the deal fell through once the banks halted
operations, as he explained in late 2021:

I sold one of my houses for 65,000 [US] dollars before the takeover, even though

I had bought it for 90,000, but now the buyer doesn’t have the money to pay me.
I can’t even sell it for 50,000 dollars because nobody’s buying. If | hadn’t invested
more than 350,000 dollars in the factory, | would just leave and go to another
country. But | can’t even sell it for 100,000.
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The family, which used to be wealthy, now cut down on spending, eating less meat,
using less cooking oil, no longer buying things for the house and deferring repairs
at the factory. However, his situation was still better than that of many others, as he
could still afford his children’s university fees, his wife’s medical treatment and the
use of his car once the weather turned colder.

He told us how, after nine months of inactivity at the factory, five before the fall
of the Republic and four after, he had managed to secure a batch of unprocessed
lentils on credit from a trader in Herat that he used to work with, which provided
him with an opportunity to finally earn some much-needed cash.

By early 2022, he had been awarded a government contract for 3,000 sacks of
lentils, from which he expected to make a modest profit of around USD 3,000. His
factory was running again, but he had been forced to sell one of his houses for USD
31,000, rather than the USD 65,000 he had agreed to before the takeover. Even so,
his spending indicated that he was already doing better. In the short period since
we had first spoken to him, he had managed to pay for a son’s wedding (a relatively
modest affair, costing around USD 2,500), bought a new noodle-making machine
and was reconsidering an old expansion plan to add a dairy factory. He had also
been able to help other people. “I slaughtered a cow recently and distributed the
meat to the poor,” he told us. “I also bought clothes and shoes for the labourers

in my factory, lent some of them money and distributed around 20 large sacks of
lentils to people in need.”

At this point, it was difficult to predict whether he would continue to do better.
Indeed, in the intervening years, between 2021 and 2026, his fortunes have
fluctuated, driven by price hikes and crashes beyond his control. In early 2026, he
told us:

I had some big losses in the last few years when the prices of lentils and peas
suddenly dropped after | had bought them. The sudden closure of trade routes
to Pakistan meant | could no longer export. | lost around two million afghanis
[over USD 30,000] on the lentils and around 1.5 million afghanis [USD 23,000]
on the peas. But recently, my lentils have done very well because the huge
numbers of returnees in Nangrahar province are buying and eating them a lot.
So I’'m sending them there and making a good profit.

During the lean times, he had sold a piece of the factory’s land for USD 60,000 and
taken out a USD 80,000 loan from the Agriculture Development Fund, which he



19 Inside Afghanistan’s Unequal Economic Recovery: How households have fared since 2021

managed to pay off in 2025 after his business picked up again. His income, though
fluctuating, seemed to have returned to at least pre-crisis levels and he was able to
save, spend and invest. He bought a car for one of his sons (for USD 9,000), went to
Mecca with his wife (which cost around USD 5,000) and planned to open a clinic and
a medical store for two sons who were about to graduate from medical school.
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Aroadside fruit and vegetable market in Mazar-e Sharif. While shops and markets have remained well
supplied, for many households the challenge is not food availability but affordability.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 21 June 2025

He had clearly done relatively well and looked poised to be on a steady footing for
the time to come. Yet, he remained vulnerable to price fluctuations and the market’s
general fickleness. When we spoke to him again in June 2026 to see how his business
was doing, he was at a loss:

For the past month, none of our products have been selling. Nothing. | don’t know
whether this is because fresh vegetables are readily available now or because
people ate more meat during Eid and don’t have money, but they’re not buying.
This has happened before, but only for a few days, never this long. I've had to let
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six employees go because there’s no work and if we’re not selling anything, | can’t
pay their salaries.

Suddenly, he was worried again about his household’s expenses and the future
looked a lot less bright:

Our living costs are too high, especially with my sons going to university and
private schools. They’re young and they spend a lot. If business doesn’t pick up,
we’ll really face problems. When I think about the future, | don’t feel good. There
are so many barriers for traders, and for everyone. | also have a young daughter
at home. She’s very frustrated. She always asks me: What kind of country is this,
when | can’t go to school, not even to an English course?

Like several others, he was hit just as his business seemed to have stabilised and his
family had regained relative wealth - they had, for instance, recently bought a car
costing USD 30,000. While it is likely he will manage, possibly sacrificing one of his
several assets if the situation persists, it shows how fragile the economic equilibrium
is, particularly for businesses that depend on imports and exports.

Another case study showing the importance of assets is that of a landlord in Kabul,
who, in better times, had rented out six of his seven houses. Like the factory owner,
the income from his business was highly dependent on market fluctuations, but he
did not face the same level of investment, and risk, for any profit that he made. He
also had a salaried job as a journalist and used to have a share in a business (that,
however, ceased to exist when his business partner left the country after the fall of
the Republic).

When we first spoke to him in December 2021, only three of his six houses were
occupied and rents had crashed.** Where he used to receive around USD 200 per
house per month, totalling USD 1,200, the previous month, he had received only USD
260 in total, since half of the houses were empty and the remaining tenants were
unable to pay the full rent.

Initially, he was very worried. His properties were losing value fast, as were loans he
had given to various people, totalling around 300,000 afghanis (in dollar terms, those

14 AAN has explored the crash and then hike in rent and house prices in a report by Sayed Asadullah Sadat
and Kate Clark, A Place to Call Home: What is driving up house prices in Kabul and pushing the poorest
residents into homelessness?, 14 December 2024.



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/a-place-to-call-home-what-is-driving-up-house-prices-in-kabul-and-pushing-the-poorest-residents-into-homelessness/
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loans dropped in value after the takeover from USD 4,000 to around USD 3,000). He
could not access his money in the bank; the day before we spoke to him in 2021, he
had managed to withdraw 4,000 afghanis (USD 45) with great difficulty. As a result,

he had a serious cash-flow problem and struggled to pay for what had been regular
costs, which he explained at the time:

I used to travel to the provinces a lot, but | don’t anymore because of the high
fuel prices. I now use a shared taxi whenever | can and | no longer invite friends
over for parties. Our family hasn’t had our monthly medical check-up for four
months. And I've had to stop helping my brothers, sisters and other relatives,
who I’'ve been financially supporting for the last ten years. | just don’t have the
cash in hand.

He had been forced to carry out urgent repairs to the houses he was renting out,
which had cost him around USD 600, but had been unable to pay the required
safayee taxes (municipal sanitation fees) of 20,000 afghanis (USD 220) and had
received a written warning.

By early 2022, his economic situation had gradually worsened. His salary had
become irregular, rents remained low and he still could not access his bank account.
Bills remained unpaid. “Last time | told you | was given a warning because | didn’t
pay my taxes,” he told us. “This time | received another warning, together with a
4,000 afghanis fine (USD 45). | also need to pay my water and electricity bills. | really
need to do that, or they’ll cut me off.”

He had been very close to borrowing money to buy food and take his mother to
hospital, but had received his salary and some rent just in time. This also meant he
had been able to help some relatives again, giving them around 15,000 afghanis
(USD 165). Although, in early 2022, he complained that his economic situation had
worsened compared to just after the takeover, he was aware that he was much
better off than many others: “I can still afford good food, but | don’t buy it as much
as before. | want to save money. I’m also ashamed to buy fruit and meat in front of
other people when | can’t support them.”

In the years since, his situation has gradually improved. He regained access to his
bank accounts and, over time, the rents picked up again. But he had also resigned
from his job and when we asked him, in February 2026, whether anything had
changed, he led with that:
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Yes, our household’s economic situation has changed. | left my job and that has
affected my life. | was a journalist and the agency wanted me to report on some
sensitive matters. It was difficult to do it properly and | didn’t want to risk being
arrested and defamed. Before | resigned, | used to support my family with both
my salary and the rent from my houses. Now, | have only the rent.

By 2026, he was earning a steady income from the rent on his houses and from

the telecom antennas installed on them: around 80,000 afghanis, or USD 1,250, in
total per month. The release of his money from the bank was presumably what had
allowed him to buy another house in mid-2025 (which cost USD 150,000, aided by

a USD 20,000 loan from friends, which he paid off in three months). He was clearly
doing well and was now able to help his relatives again, supporting “between
fifteen and twenty families.” Still, it bothered him that he had had to resign from his
job and he felt dispirited by the direction the country had taken:

The property market has strengthened and assets like land, shops and houses
have appreciated. Industry and businesses are flourishing and the Afghan
currency is stronger. But overall, | don’t feel good. | was a person who was
working in an office and | was obliged to leave my job. | don’t have any plans at
the moment. | feel dejected and | have no trust in where the country’s going.

Like the factory owner, he had benefited from having had many assets to start with:
seven houses, a share in a trading business, a salaried job and significant savings in
the bank. Both the shares and the savings had been of little use during the first few
years of the Emirate, but once the money became available again, it could be used
for further investments. And unlike the factory owner, his investments seemed to
carry fewer risks, as income from rent may dwindle, but he was likely insulated from
significant losses.

At the more modest end of the spectrum, when it came to asset owning, were the
interviewees with a single house or a small piece of land. Although this did not offer
the same economic opportunities as in the cases above, for most of them, owning a
family home provided just enough stability to weather the crisis. Two interviewees
in our sample did not own a house, but both were helped by people who gave them
a place to live for free. One of them, the mullah in Helmand, who will be introduced
below when discussing the informal welfare system, was often given a place to stay
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in exchange for his mosque duties. The other, a former cook in Kabul, said she and
her extended family lived rent-free in a house that a relative had obtained through a
deposit-based tenancy arrangement (geraw), thereby reducing one of their largest
potential expenses. None of our interviewees were having to pay rent at the time

of any of the interviews and all had a place to live (although one had been deeply
worried that he would lose the house he had mortgaged and another, a mullah, told
us he had paid rent on occasion, when he had not managed to find accommodation
in exchange for his mosque duties). While, for some, living conditions had
deteriorated over the years - because families grew larger and house repairs were
deferred - this single asset provided crucial stability. It also painfully illustrated the
lack of options some people have. One of our interviewees, the mullah from Mazar,
described feeling trapped, as he could neither afford to migrate nor move elsewhere.
“Owning a house and not having money also means being stuck in one place,” he
told us.

Most of the interviewees also owned a piece of land in their place of origin, including
those who lived in cities. For some, it provided a place to live, but in terms of extra
income, it did very little for most of them. Harvests, in the last few years, have
generally been small or non-existent, due to drought and water shortages. In most
years, many interviewees told us, their land lay fallow and was not used at all,
although at least one interviewee - the government employee from Paktika - told us
his family had paid 70 kilos of wheat in ushr (a religious tithe) last year. Two families
leased their land to a dehgan, or sharecropper, who would send them one-third

of the harvest, if there was a harvest. The cook in Kabul told us they had received
money only once in the last five years (9,000 afghanis, equivalent to USD 115);
otherwise, their land had yielded nothing.

Those who did cultivate their land have had to constantly weigh whether it was
worth the cost. Declining groundwater levels meant that plots that had previously
been irrigated had become rain-fed. Those who could afford it bought solar panels to
draw water from the ever-deepening wells, but none had enough power to irrigate all
their land.® As a result, none of the interviewees had agriculture as their main source
of income, although one of them, the farmer from Zurmat, who will be discussed
below in the section on cumulative decline, did try.

13 See the section ‘Agricultural expansion by groundwater and its limits’ in Mohammad Assem Mayar’s
Can Afghanistan Feed ltself? Agriculture, trade and food security under pressure, AAN, 24 May 2026, for a

discussion on the impact of the unregulated use of solar-powered boreholes to extract groundwater.


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/can-afghanistan-feed-itself-agriculture-trade-and-food-security-under-pressure/
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There were also the smaller assets, such as furniture, jewellery or a motorcycle, that
could be sold when the family was in need of money, although these resources were
finite and, in many cases, their sale irreversible. For the salaried interviewees, like
the NGO employee in Zabul or the government employee in Paktika, this happened
only occasionally, to pay for an unexpectedly large expense. For others, like the
muezzin in Mazar or the former gardener in Kabul, selling their belongings was one
of their few remaining ways to raise money. They could not expect to replace what
they had sold and as time went by, their houses emptied, until only the very bare
essentials remained - sometimes not even that, as they had given up things they
would later need, such as heaters or a bread oven. Such dynamics will be explored in
the section looking at the cumulative decline of several of our households.

After holding assets, the second important factor that determined a household’s
chances of meeting its daily needs and making an economic recovery was
employment. The trajectories of our interviewees made it clear that not everyone
had the same chance of finding work in Afghanistan’s altered economy. On the
one hand, the Emirate is largely recruiting from a different demographic than the
Republic did, with a far greater emphasis on religious training, a preference for
people from within their own ranks and drawing on narrower ethnic and tribal
networks. On the other hand, general employability and employment history still
played an important role. Though jobs were few and interviewees complained that
nobody was being hired, those who had good jobs before clearly still had a better
chance now (although this continued to depend on connections and their position
within the new political system).

The case studies make clear that employment, even when precarious or low-

paid, is a stabilising factor for household trajectories, both economically and
psychologically. It provides not only income, but also a sense of dignity and

hope that the situation may turn around. It also helps explain the significant
underemployment found in many households, as we shall see in several case studies
below, particularly among young men who are working in low-paid or even unpaid
jobs to keep up their skills and improve their chances of eventually getting hired in a
(better) paying job.
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The family of a veteran NGO employee in Zabul had been relatively well-off in the
past, as both he and his son had brought in NGO salaries. After the takeover, his son
lost his job and, like everyone else, they had been unable to access their savings in
the bank. The family drastically cut back on their expenses and, as he told us in late
2021, things only got worse:

My son’s unemployment and the high cost of everything have really changed our
lives. We stopped buying meat and expensive food. We don’t buy dried fruit for
guests anymore. And now my wife and | have decided to stop eating dinner. We
tell our children we’re on a diet or that we can’t sleep if we eat at night. | sold

my car last month because my parents were sick and | needed money for their
medical treatment. Also, my two daughters are about to graduate from high
school. | wanted them to go to a private medical university, but I’'m afraid | won’t
be able to afford the fees.

Shortly after, his father died and he lost his job. By that time, his son had managed
to find work, but it paid far less than they needed and the funeral expenses weighed
heavily on him. He told us in January 2022:

I lost my job, but my son found work with an NGO. The problem is that his salary
is only 10,000 afghanis [USD 110), whereas | used to earn 70,000 afghanis [worth
USD 930, before the economic collapse] a month. | also spent a lot of money after
my father passed away. Our whole family had to go to Ghazni and there were

so many guests and we had to provide them all with food. | spent almost 50,000
afghanis [USD 550], although my brothers also spent a lot. Losing my job and my
father really affected me, emotionally and economically.

Earlier, in late 2021, he had told us he had felt uncomfortable and vulnerable since
the political change, in the face of a new government that might not look favourably
on him:

My economic situation isn’t good, but the biggest change for me is that | now
have to be careful around the police and every single government employee. I’ve
worked in different NGOs in this province for more than a decade and everybody
knew and respected me. Now, nobody cares. Anyone who worked for NGOs or the
previous government is no longer valued or respected in this city.
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A handcart vendor selling persimmons waits for customers on a road on the Pul-e Behsud in Jalalabad.
Since the economic crash, many people who once held regular jobs have turned to handcart vending and
casual labour to earn a living.

Photo: Wakil KOHSAR/AFP, 28 October 2025

It turned out that, although his position was not as stable as it used to be, he and his
son have regularly managed to find work in the past few years, as they have moved
in and out of employment. When we spoke to him in March 2026, they were both
working for a local NGO and had a combined salary of 70,000 afghanis (now worth
USD 1,100). Although this was what he used to earn on his own, the joint income
was still far more than many of the other interviewees had and he was able to afford
to buy more. He had, for instance, bought several solar panels for his brothers in
Ghazni (for 250,000 afghanis or USD 3,900), hoping this would allow them to irrigate
at least part of the family land.

A few months later, in June 2026, he was feeling the effects of a strained economy
again, as although both still had jobs, their salaries had decreased significantly.

He had been forced to sell a car he had just bought because he could not repay the
loan. His three daughters, two of whom had been planning to go to university when
the Republic fell, had to stop going to madrasa and English courses because he
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could no longer afford the monthly 7,000 afghani fee (USD 110). Earlier in the year,
he had told us he was sending half of all his earnings to his brothers, but that had
become much more difficult. “We have to spend less on our own expenses,” he said,
“so we can still, occasionally, send them money.”

He had, on and off, considered borrowing money to start a business, but kept
changing his mind about whether it was better to be employed or to work
independently. On the one hand, he felt that people working in government and
NGOs were more affected by changes in regimes than businessmen were; on the
other hand, he felt wary about investing when he was uncertain where the country
was headed.

Indeed, his situation was not as good as that of the two businessmen discussed
above, but the income he and his son brought in had allowed them to (briefly) own
a new car, generously support his brothers in Ghazni and invest in solar panels

for them on the family land, at least when things were looking up. His experience
and connections made him relatively employable. The case also clearly shows the
vulnerabilities when employment is patchy and salaries levels may dip suddenly,
even for experienced workers. Finally, it shows how the stabilising effect of
employment is spread thin when income has to be shared among many. As he told
us in early 2026, before his salary had decreased, “None of us saved any money.
Instead, | recently sent around 40,000 afghanis (USD 615) to my brothers in Ghazni.”

The government employee from Paktika, who used to work as a civilian in the
security sector under the Republic, also came from a family in which, in normal
times, two members brought in money. When we first spoke to him in late 2021, he
had recently lost his job and was deeply troubled by his economic dependence on
his elder brother. He told us:

Before the Taliban came, | worked for the government, but now, however hard

I try, | can’t find a job. | saved money because | wanted to get married, but | had
to spend it on our day-to-day expenses and on taking my mother to Pakistan for
medical treatment. | feel really depressed and stressed. | can’t just sit around
and let the whole burden fall on my brother’s shoulders.

His brother ran a livestock business that had already been in decline during the
Republic’s final years, due to the drought and conflict in the area. After the Taliban
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takeover, his brother found that, although stability had returned, the market had
collapsed because many people simply did not have the money to buy meat. He sold
his sheep cheaply because he could not afford to feed them, and the money was
largely spent on household expenses.

When we spoke to the government employee again a few weeks later, in early 2022,
he had found a temporary job as a guard in an aid organisation. His salary was not
very high, but finding work had significantly improved his mental wellbeing:

I was really anxious and had psychological problems, but I’'m busy now and |
have an income. Our overall economic situation hasn’t changed that much,
but it’s better than the last time we spoke. I’'m happy. | make 10,000 afghanis
[USD 110] a month. At least | can pay off some of my loans and help with the
family expenses.

About a year later, based on his connections, reputation and skills, he was asked to
return to his previous government department, where he now works in a managerial
job. He still did not earn much, but his job made him feel more secure. Also, his
brother’s business had stabilised:

Our economic situation is better now. Back then, when the Republic’s
government collapsed, I’d lost my job and we were all in a state of uncertainty.
Now, the security situation has improved and I’'ve got my job back. Although my
salary is low - 12,000 afghanis [USD 185] a month - | can cover our daily costs
and | don’t need to borrow money. Back then, we were in a really bad situation.
I had to take out loans and my brother suffered losses in his business. But thank
God, our economic situation is now better than before and also compared to
others in the area.

Although, in early 2026, he reported that the household was doing better, the rising
cost of living had limited the family’s ability to achieve greater financial independence:

There are many things we need to do, but can’t. For example, | need to buy
chemical fertiliser and bring a tractor in to plough the land, but it has become so
expensive that the harvest won’t even cover its own costs. But if prices go down,
I’ll cultivate more land, especially with rapeseed and turnips, so we can feed our
livestock and don’t need to buy feed in the market. | also dream of buying a car. |
can’t afford it now, but I hope to buy one in the coming year.
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Just a few months later, the household was facing financial insecurity again, as his
brother’s livestock business took a sudden turn for the worse. Expecting strong sales
during Eid al-Adha, which fell in late May 2026, the brothers had invested heavily,
only to find they had overestimated demand:

My brother’s business always did well at this time, but this year, it seemed no one
could afford a cow or a calf. Prices had gone up because the livestock that used to
come from Pakistan didn’t arrive. A two-year-old calf that cost around 30,000 to
40,000 afghanis [USD 450-600] last year now costs twice as much. We borrowed
one million afghanis [USD 15,000] from my brother’s friend in Saudi Arabia and
bought more than 50 cows and calves. We sold only a few of them. We hope to
sell the rest to the hajjis [pilgrims] who come back from Mecca, so that we can at
least pay off the loan.

The income from his job, however limited, provided important stability for the family.
In general, we found that people with skills and networks that enabled them to be
regularly employed were, in economic terms, roughly positioned between those who
had largely bounced back and those whose situation was deteriorating. They had a
certain level of stability, but it was weak. Their situation remained precarious.

A third important factor in the economic recovery or survival of households was
having pre-existing networks of trust. These connections with friends, relatives,
former colleagues, business contacts and other well-placed people provided access
to credit, contracts, employment and support, outside the formal channels. All our
interviewees relied on such networks of trust, whether for small daily loans and acts
of support or for big favours at crucial moments, including large loans, deferred
repayment deadlines and donations. None of our interviewees would have made

it as far as they had without this informal capital. This theme runs through every
case study.

As with the assets and employment opportunities, these connections were not
equally distributed, nor did all networks and relations carry the same weight. The
factory owner from Kandahar could not have restarted his factory without the help of
a trader, who agreed to send him his first post-crisis batch of raw materials on credit.
He continues to run his factory based on this system of trust, paying for the raw
material only after he has processed and sold it. The itinerant mullah in Helmand,
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on the other hand, had to close his small shop after his credit network broke down, as
his suppliers no longer wanted to send him their wares without payment, as we shall
see further below.

This was not the only difference between them. The factory owner from Kandahar
was generally surrounded by people who were doing well. “I live in a well-off
township in Kandahar,” he told us. “All the people living here are in a good economic
situation, most of them far better than me.” Being part of a network of people

who have money and the ability to weather shocks is in itself a potential source of
protection, support and opportunity.

For those with strong pre-existing networks, these relations of trust were a potential
source of stability, economic recovery and growth. Others depended on such
relations to help them survive and weather economic shocks. For instance, the
former cook from Kabul, whom we will hear from in the section on migration, told us
in late 2021:

In the past, we’d buy flour, oil, rice and other necessities and pay for it when we
gotour salaries. We faced no problems because | could pay the shopkeeper every
month and he trusted me and my family. Now | still get things from his shop, but |
can’t pay for them at the end of the month. | have to wait until my brother brings
home some money. So | can’t buy as much as before.

These relations of trust are crucial, for both economic recovery and survival, but for
those who were struggling, there is always the added stress that patience might run
out. And in most cases, the networks could not stop the economic decline, as we shall
see in detail below.
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For those who did not have the necessary assets, jobs or networks, the economic
decline was cumulative and self-reinforcing, often trapping the individuals and their
families in a cycle of debt and forcing them to defer necessary maintenance and even
sell off belongings they would need in the future. The three cases below represent
three different experiences of how decline can happen. The first - the former gardener
in Kabul - is an example of urban decline, showing how a single setback, which

took place before the Republic fell, proved almost impossible to recover from. The
second case - the farmer from Zurmat - is one of rural decline, driven by a relentless
determination to improve his family’s life, whether as a Gulf worker, an unsuccessful
village restaurant owner or a farmer who is still contemplating new business ventures.
The third case - a disabled muezzin from Mazar-e Sharif - highlights the fragility of a
family that has long depended on dwindling financial support.

The problem for the first two was not so much that their economic situation had been
fragile to begin with, but that they had invested and were met with misfortune.

The former gardener from Kabul used to work for an NGO, earning 20,000 afghanis
(USD 270) per month. After he lost his job in the spring of 2021, he borrowed 200,000
afghanis (USD 2,700) from a microfinance bank and bought a car to start a small taxi
business. Within months, misfortune struck. His taxi was stolen and his son, who had
been attacked while he was driving it at night, was hospitalised for several weeks.

In desperation, the former gardener joined the crowds at the crossroads where
casual day labourers were hired, hoping for work. At this point, the Republic was

still in power. “At first,” he told us in December 2021, “l could still earn some money
to support my family, but since the Taliban came, there’s been no work. | haven’t
properly worked or earned anything for months.” He said that every day the people
from the bank came and asked him for money to repay his loan, but he had nothing to
give them. With practically no income, he depended on new loans to pay for the day-
to-day costs:

I have to borrow money, but no one will lend me any. We have nothing at home,
just some tea and bread. Seven kilos of flour costs 320 afghanis [USD 3.5]. | can’t
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afford it. | can barely make a hundred afghanis [USD 1] a day. | got food on credit
from the shopkeepers near our home, but now they won’t give me anything. We
mostly eat low-quality rice, without oil. We just boil it in water and eat it. When
our economic situation was good, we used to buy a big can of oil, but now we
can’t even afford a single litre.

To survive, he had started selling the family’s belongings - the fridge, bread oven, a
carpet, his bicycle - so he could at least repay the shopkeepers and receive food on
credit again. He managed to raise around 40,000 afghanis (USD 450), which he spent
on food and his wife’s medical expenses. “She has diabetes, high blood pressure and
nerve problems. | already spent 18,000 afghanis (USD 200) on her treatment,” he said.
“And each new prescription costs 3,000 afghanis (USD 35). But | have to get whatever
the doctor prescribes. It’s the worst thing if you don’t have the money to get a sick
person treated.”

After food and medical expenses, there was no money left for other essentials.
Necessary house repairs had to wait and he was unable to repay his loan to the bank,
which threatened the loss of the only source of stability he had:

The house is in a very bad condition - it leaks in winter, the windows have no
glass and I’'m afraid the roof will cave in on us one day - but | don’t have the
money to repair it. | haven’t paid the electricity bill for six months and now they’ve
finally cut us off. | only pay the water bill because no one can live without water.
And it’s been five months since I last paid the bank. Every day that passes, | get
fined even more. Last week, they said that if | don’t pay, they’ll sell my house. |
don’t know what to do or where to go. This old house on the hill is all I have.

After a few months, his rapid downward spiral seemed to slow. His son found a job at
a car wash, earning 200 afghanis (USD 2) per day, enough to buy bread for the family,
and the bank agreed to waive the interest on his loan. But his income was still low
and he continued to borrow money and sell belongings.

When we spoke to him again four years later, in February 2026, he had almost nothing
left. What he spent his money on showed which costs could not be delayed:

I sold almost everything we owned. We only have an old carpet and some dishes
left, which we need and no one wants to buy. | also borrowed money many times,
most recently 20,000 afghanis [USD 300] from a friend for my mother’s funeral
and 7,000 afghanis [USD 100] from my sister to pay the property tax because the
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municipality had sealed my house. | also bought mud to repair the roof of my
house, which was in a bad condition.

Along with his mother, a brother had also died in the intervening years and his son
had decided to live separately, which had deeply affected him, both financially and
emotionally:

| was devastated, especially by my brother’s death because I’m left to take care
of his family, since they have no guardian. The separation from my son is also
very painful for me. I’d grown accustomed to having my grandchildren around -
they were a source of joy for us. My wife, who is ill, spent hours with them. When
my son left, it truly broke me. I’d hoped he’d support me as I’m getting older, but
it turned out differently. | know we had many financial problems, but we could
have faced them together. Instead, he chose an independent life. This truly
torments me.

The sons of his deceased brother joined him in his construction work and he fell into
a hand-to-mouth rhythm, working simply to pay off the shopkeeper:

We haven’t had any major expenses because | don’t have the money and no one
will lend it to me anymore. Even if they do, how will | pay it back? On days when
I work, | buy groceries with cash. If there’s no work, a kind shopkeeper gives me
what | need. For every day | buy something with cash, there are two days when
I borrow. This is our life; we have just enough to eat, nothing more. My sole
objective is to repay the shopkeeper, so | can keep borrowing from him.

Even then, more misfortune followed him. When we last spoke to him in June

2026, he told us he had been working in a house in Paghman with his nephews and
cousins, when on the last night they were attacked by armed robbers. They got into
a fight and a nephew and one of the robbers were killed. Grief-stricken over the loss,
he also recognised what a heavy blow it was financially:

It’s a very bitter incident that happened to our family. We were really happy
because we’d worked for two weeks and it had paid us well. For a whole week
now, I’'ve been busy with the mourning ceremonies. We haven’t gone to work at
all. All the money we earned was spent on the funeral and | owe the shopkeeper
around 10,000 afghanis [USD 150] for this week’s food. Truly, life has turned
against us from every side.
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Farmers winnow soybeans at sunset in the Bodana Qala area of Sholgara district, Balkh province.
Agriculture remains the main source of livelihood for many rural households, despite the threats of
climate change.

Photo: Atif Aryan/AFP, 22 October 2025

He initially forgot to tell us what had happened to the microfinance loan that had
threatened to cost him his house, as this piece of good fortune had long been
eclipsed by the day-to-day worries of survival. It turned out that a nephew who

lived in Europe had responded to his plea for help and given him the money he

still needed, as a garz al-hasanah (benevolent loan). This is an interest-free Islamic
loan that needs only to be repaid when the borrower has the funds and which the
creditor can opt to forgive. This is one of the clearest examples of both the impact
and limitations of informal support. On one hand, itis crucial as it helps slow or even
stop what would otherwise have a been a disastrous worsening of the situation (the
loss of the family home). On the other hand, it is clear that even such a generous and
pressure-free act of help is not enough to solve the family’s precariousness.
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The case of the farmer from Zurmat is one of rural decline, driven by a relentless
determination to improve his family’s life. In better times, he used to work as a taxi
driver in Saudi Arabia, sending money home to his family, who lived comfortably
on his earnings. When he came home for a holiday, shortly before the Covid-19
pandemic hit, he was stranded - first by travel restrictions, then by fighting in his
district and finally by the fall of the government in Kabul. Eventually, his visa expired.
Failing to find a job in his home district, he took up farming again. It was not easy.
The land he owned had become rain-fed after his well had dried up and the ganats,
or local irrigation canals, no longer carried enough water. He rented some irrigated
land and things seemed to go well at first, until he was hit by the consequences

of border closures with Pakistan and the subsequent collapse of the agricultural
market. He told us in late 2021:

Since Covid-19 spread in our country and restrictions were imposed, my
economic situation worsened. | couldn’t go back to Saudi Arabia, so | lost my
source of income. Little by little, | rented some farmland to grow wheat, onions
and tomatoes and for a while, everything went well. The transit routes to
Pakistan were open and even during Covid-19, traders came to buy from farmers
at good prices. Then the borders and transit routes were closed and most of

the farmers’ produce didn’t sell and was spoiled. For example, last year we sold
seven kilos of onions for 200 Pakistani rupees [USD 1.15], but this year seven kilos
of onions didn’t even sell for 50 rupees.

He and his sons tried to find work as daily labourers, but jobs were scarce and wages
had fallen. One son, a teacher, still had a job, but had not been paid in months. The
fact that the family used to have a good income helped him find people who would still
loan them money, but it was not easy and by November 2021 they had sunk into debt:

I don’t know what to do, | haven’t worked for several months. We have nothing

in our home, not even bread. Last week, | had to borrow 120,000 rupees [USD
685] to pay for medical treatment, firewood and food. Over the past six months,
I’ve taken out a total of 380,000 PKR [USD 2,200] in loans from friends. How long
should I borrow from others when so many people have nothing to lend? We’re all
in the same terrible situation.

He told us he hoped to start a small business - friends in Saudi Arabia had promised
to lend him money - and indeed, when we spoke to him again in February 2022,
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he had opened a small restaurant in the district centre, using a 100,000 afghanis
loan (1,100 USD at the time; now worth 1,500 USD). Unfortunately, the restaurant
was not doing well. There were very few customers, he told us, since most
people simply did not have the money to eat out, and it was unclear whether his
investment would pay off:

Shopkeepers in the district bazaar used to buy food from restaurants, but now
they bring their own food from home. And almost no one comes in from the
villages. The government offices aren’t active and people have no money to
spend. We make around 200 PKR [1.15 USD] a day and most of the time the
food we cook isn’t sold. My partner wants to quit and | can’t do this alone.

He hoped the winter snows would bring a good harvest and that his business
would start to pick up. However, when we spoke to him again four years later, in
February 2026, his restaurant had gone bankrupt and his sons were unemployed
or underemployed. Efforts to earn money from farming had also been hit-and-miss
and his family was struggling:

Our family’s financial situation has hit rock bottom. | had to close my
restaurant and my eldest son, who was a teacher, was dismissed from his

job. My other sons, who graduated from university, don’t have paying jobs
either. One worked for an NGO for six months last year and his salary covered
the entire family’s cost of living, but the organisation was shut down by the
Taliban. My other son, who graduated from nursing college, works in a private
clinic in Gardez. He started out working for free to gain experience. Now they
pay him 5,000 afghanis [USD 75] a month, but that doesn’t even cover his
expenses. At least he won’t forget what he’s learned.

The reasons for the restaurant’s failure were not straightforward. Over the years, as
the situation in the district had changed, the problem was not lack of customers.
Rather, customers’ tastes had changed as some people became more wealthy:

The problem was that my restaurant was too basic. There are many new

and modern restaurants in the district now and people don’t go to simple
restaurants anymore. We didn’t have the money to renovate the place. The
rent and taxes were too high, as were the prices of the ingredients we bought,
and our sales were too low. Sometimes, we made 200 afghanis [USD 3] a

day, sometimes a bit more, but | had two partners and, in the end, there was
nothing left for me. We were forced to close down.
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The years of borrowing had left the family with significant debts. By 2026, his
outstanding debt had grown to 300,000 afghanis (USD 4,600) and this was after he
had sold a jerib of land to repay a loan whose deadline could not be deferred. The
size of the debt far outweighs what he can reasonably expect to make, especially
since he lacks the means to invest. His dependence on the goodwill of others - to give
him seeds and fertiliser on credit - had made his prospects even more vulnerable.

When we contacted him again in June 2026, we found that, like many of the other
interviewees, he was facing new problems. Two of his brothers had recently been
deported from Pakistan, along with their families, and were now living with him. The
household had more than doubled in size, from 12 to 26 people, in a house that had
already felt too small before they arrived. He hoped, not for the first time, for a good
harvest, so he could afford to move out and create a better life for his family:

Living together in one house with so many people has become very difficult. One
of my brothers has a family of nine and his sons are grown men. The other has

a family of five. I’'m afraid it will inevitably lead to conflict. | wanted to get my
second son engaged, but there’s no space to have a wedding now. I’m trying to
move out. I've lived here for years and renovated the place, but it’s my father’s
house and my brothers are co-owners. If they get angry with me and leave, I'll
have to pay them their share. But if | move out, they’ll have to pay me mine. If
my wheat and bean harvest is good this year and my son keeps his job, | want to
build a new house and move out of this one.

What stands out in these two case studies, and in several others, is not just the
cumulative economic decline, but also the interviewees’ relentless determination
to try to reverse their fortunes. Both men were constantly seeking and pursuing
opportunities, despite the fact that their resources so far have been insufficient and
they have been met by repeated setbacks.

Until he lost his sight to an injury around 20 years ago, the muezzin from Mazar-e
Sharif used to own a small shop. After that, he supported his family through his work
as a muezzin and religious teacher and by pooling resources with his brother, with
whom he shared a house. Even after his brother left for Iran, in 2018, he could still
manage, as he earned around 8,000 afghanis (USD 100) per month from his teaching
fees and the community’s contributions to the mosque. He also received occasional
financial support from friends.
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Workers sort crates of raisins in Kandahar. Processing agricultural products creates seasonal employment
beyond the farm itself.
Photo: Sanaullah Seiam/AFP, 7 January 2026

When the economic crisis hit in 2021, his income dwindled to around 2,500 afghanis
(USD 25) per month, as he had almost no students and the people in his area
struggled to pay him. His son found a job at a wholesale pharmacy, but earned only
enough to cover his car fare. When we spoke to the muezzin in December 2021, he
had started to sell his belongings to pay for food and winter fuel:

I sold a turquoise ring for 9,000 afghanis [USD 100] to buy coal, and | buy food
on credit from shopkeepers who don’t ask me to repay it quickly. I’'m waiting for
help from different friends who send me money a few times a year. The last time
was three or four months ago: 100 Canadian dollars [USD 80], which | used to
pay my electricity bill. | owed more than 7,000 afghanis [USD 75], so that helped
me a lot.

His children’s education suffered. He could no longer afford the English and
mathematics courses that both his son and daughter attended and his son had
to stop his university studies after one semester, as the family could no longer
afford the additional costs of books, bus fare and lunch. Medical expenses were
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an additional strain on the household. His wife suffered from health problems

and needed continuous treatment. “I took her to the doctor three times and each
visit cost 2,000 afghanis (USD 22),” he told us. “I had to borrow money to buy her
medicine; otherwise, she would have been bedridden.” The doctor ended up
prescribing daily physiotherapy at a cost of 2,750 afghanis (USD 30) every ten days,
which he paid for whenever he could.

When we spoke to him in March 2026, he was no longer earning any money at all,
since the local people did not have the means to pay him. His daughter had briefly
worked in a tailoring factory, but had lost her job when the company folded:

Her cousin was working in the factory and introduced her. She made 500 afghanis
[USD 8] a week and worked there for about six months until the company went
broke. They couldn’t compete with the businessmen who brought clothes from
other countries and were dealing with major companies in the city. There was
another tailoring company, but it was too far from where we live and it would
have cost too much to get there. Now, she’s at home and does house chores.

His son had found a job at a pharmaceutical company where he was supposed to
earn around 2,000-3,000 afghanis a month (USD 30-45), but he had not been paid
since border closures by Pakistan had disrupted the company’s imports. With all
other income gone, the family was now fully dependent on donations from his
better-off friends. The last donation he received had been 6,500 afghanis (USD 100),
part of which he had spent on repaying a partial loan. His house needed repairs. Both
the water tank and the traditional cooling system were damaged, but he could not
afford to fix them. He bought a fan instead, to get through the summer.

Over the years, he had sold more belongings - carpets, beds, all his wife’s gold

- to buy food and pay for his wife’s medical treatment. He now had nothing left
worth selling. The total sum of his debts had reached around USD 500, an almost
insurmountable amount, given his complete lack of earnings. Still, he keeps up hope:

If we talk about what we can no longer do, there are so many things. My family
and | can’t eat fruit. We can’t eat red meat and we rarely eat chicken. For
breakfast, we can’t have cheese, milk or eggs - only tea with bread. We don’t
have new clothes for special occasions like Nawroz and Eid. | just hope the future
will be better. | read in the Holy Quran that with hardship there is also ease and,
after every darkness, there is light. That’s why | never lose hope.
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The next sections look at how households coped when their own resources were
no longer enough. They show how the same inequalities that shaped the uneven
recovery also shaped who had access to which strategies when recovery proved
elusive. For those with few resources to fall back on, the exhaustion of one option
could force them towards another, often more precarious, survival strategy. One
of the most important fall-backs for those who were unable to make ends meet
was Afghanistan’s makeshift informal welfare system. This web of loans, credits,
donations, deferred deadlines for paying back loans or items bought on credit,
and in-kind support slowed what would have otherwise been a much more rapid
economic decline for many. At the same time, the deep dependence on such
support, which is in itself highly precarious, only adds to the strain, particularly as
help needs not only to be received but also to be given. A second important way
that households coped with economic distress, mentioned by practically every
interviewee - although it was not equally available to everyone - was migration, as
a way to be able to send remittances home or simply spread the costs of living.

All our interviewees received crucial help from others and several of them have
depended on this support to survive or weather economic shocks. The main
exception, possibly, was the landlord in Kabul who seemed to have had some cash
reserves when the banks closed and who had solid assets, but he too received
loans from friends when he needed them. Some, like the muezzin from Mazar, have
no income other than the financial support they receive from people who have
taken it upon themselves to help him and his family survive. Other interviewees
depend on the temporary reprieve offered by loans, credit, donations, deferred
deadlines and in-kind support. It is an informal welfare system that slows the
economic decline for those with insufficient resources and that aids the recovery
of those who are better positioned.

The role of donations - money or in-kind support given as a gift that does not need
to be paid back - was striking. There were the regular donations and remittances
by family members, relatives and close friends that could be counted on, but also
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irregular or one-off financial and in-kind support by neighbours, friends of friends
and even strangers. Such support has been crucial to all the interviewees, whether it
was well-timed financial help, a free place to stay, or in-kind support such as cooked
meals, a stack of firewood or an introduction to a wealthy friend who might be able
to help.

The former cook from Kabul gave us an overview of the different forms of help her
family had both received and given, even at the height of the economic crisis, in
late 2021:

I’d always liked to help friends and relatives and anyone in need, but | can’t do
that right now. However, last month, when | got my one-month salary, | gave
1,000 afghanis [USD 11] to my aunt who is a widow and who lives with her
stepchildren. Our family used to help her in the past, but now we can’t. ... A
friend and former colleague, who’s in Canada, sent me 5,000 afghanis [USD 55].
She sent it to her family to give to me. It was really useful. Sometimes, even if
someone gives you only 500 afghanis [USD 5] at a critical time, it can still help.
Our family also got help. For example, last year [before the crisis] a relative
arranged a house for us through geraw [a deposit-based tenancy arrangement].
He paid the owner 500,000 afghanis [USD 5,500] and asked us to live there. That
has been a major help because we wouldn’t have been able to pay rent.

Very different is the support provided by loans and credit, which is double-edged.
Loans for many had been a crucial lifeline. Yet, for some, accumulated debt
threatened to become an unshakeable affliction, especially for those whose income
never seemed to match their day-to-day expenses. At one end of the spectrum
were the large loans that were used to make significant investments or weather
large setbacks, as in the case of the factory owner in Kandahar, the unsuccessful
case of the farmer-cum-restaurant owner in Zurmat and the ‘benevolent loan’ that
a nephew gave the former gardener in Kabul, enabling him to pay the mortgage
on his home. At the other end, were the countless small and medium-sized loans
that allowed our interviewees to buy food and winter fuel and pay for medical
expenses, bills and necessary house repairs at times when they had no cash. Local
shopkeepers who continued to provide food on credit, even though payment was
inconsistent, ensured they could still eat.

In many ways, the extent to which someone was able to help others was a fairly
good indicator of how comfortable, or desperate, their own economic situation had
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become. For instance, with the factory owner from Kandahar we see a progression

in the help he gives and receives. In late 2021, he gave “a little money” to people
who could not buy flour. In early 2022, when things started to look up for him, he
distributed food, clothes and shoes and provided loans to his labourers. By 2026,

he provided cash to people who asked him for help for medical treatment, or who
posted appeals on Facebook (usually 5-10,000 afghanis or USD 75-150), even if he
did not know them well. He himself had received no help, he said, other than an NGO
that he owed money to, which had extended the repayment deadline by six months.

Avendor sells homemade soup on the Maranjan Hill (also known as Nader Khan Hill) in Kabul.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 9 December 2025

Even those who had very little would often still share. The farmer in Zurmat told us
in 2021 that they gave food to a neighbouring family whenever the wife came asking.
A few years later, he committed to stepping up his support, telling us in 2026:

We send them some of whatever we cook at home because their situation is
completely dire. There are six young children in the family. Their mother died in
childbirth and their father has mental health problems. Of course, other people
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help them too, but this is a commitment | have taken upon myself - to send
them food every day.

Similarly, the NGO worker from Zabul, in late 2021, told us, “Apart from my parents
and brothers, | haven’t helped anyone because | can’t. | don’t have the money. |
only helped two families by buying some cooking oil for them.” Throughout the
interviews, we see evidence of the continuing social contract among Afghans,
whether based on religious and humanitarian reasons or basic human empathy, to
share with those who have less, even when one is struggling themselves.

Within families, money was also set aside to look after one another. For instance,
the former gardener in Kabul, who had sold almost all he had and who fed his
family through a combination of loans and casual labour, still managed to carve
out money for his wife’s medication, as well as for the education of his younger son
who was deaf (the school was free, but it was far away and transport cost 2,000
afghanis or USD 30 per month). He showed an almost stubborn determination,
which was also found in several of the other interviewees, to keep trying for a
better future, at least for his children. In 2026, he told us:

These days, my wife’s medication has become very expensive because of the
border closure with Pakistan. We can’t really afford it, so she now takes it every
few days. I’'m also struggling to pay my son’s bus fare, but | do it for his future.

| take it out of the family’s expenses. When there’s no work, it’s really difficult
and sometimes I’m torn between paying for the family’s food or for my son.

... In my current situation, | don’t have any plans. All my efforts and struggles
are just to support my family. My only hope is that God will help my [deaf] son
finish his studies and find a job, so he won’t depend on anyone. | worry about
him because of his disability. As a father, my heart aches for him.

Itis an important informal system of giving and receiving, but it is also highly
unstable and stressful. Support was often difficult to secure or given only
reluctantly. Several interviewees expressed embarrassment, even shame, at
having to ask for help when almost everyone else was struggling too. And there
was always the threat that patience would run out and relationships fray. As the
farmer from Zurmat told us in 2026:

It has become very difficult to borrow money these days. I’'ve had many bitter
experiences. Most of the time, | ask for loans from those who are very close to
me, but many of them have refused me or made excuses, even though they
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have the money. No one lends easily in these circumstances, and even if they
do, they specify a time by which you must repay it. This has really affected my
morale and | feel very weak.

The muezzin from Mazar had also noted that it had become more difficult to secure
support, not for himself, but for others who also needed help. “| sometimes ask

the friends who help me to also help others,” he said. “For instance, those who are
sick and can’t pay for treatment. But now they all have relatives who have returned
from Pakistan and Iran and are in a bad condition. They prefer to help them.”

The itinerant mullah from Helmand had lived on a combination of support from
tribal elders and village communities that he served, supplemented by a range

of other jobs and small businesses. Taken all together, it was still not enough to
cover his family’s costs. When we first spoke to him in late 2021, he had given up
his duties at the district mosque because the community could no longer sustain
him: harvests had been meagre due to the prolonged drought and he could not live
off the food and ushr (a religious tithe, often paid in kind) that the community gave
him.*® He used to run a small traditional Unani medicine shop on the side,*” but
after the fall of the Republic, the system of credit had broken down and retailers
were no longer sending him anything he could sell. He closed his shop and moved
to Lashkargah, the provincial capital of Helmand, to try his luck as a signboard
writer, but it was not going very well:

My source of income used to be my shop. | sold Unani medicine and supplied
other shops in different districts. Around four months ago, the big dealers
stopped giving me medicine on credit and | couldn’t run the business anymore.
| started writing signboards, but the income isn’t enough to feed my children.

| went to Greshk to write boards for a few shopkeepers and earned a total of

16 In most of the Muslim world, ushr - and zakat - are given as voluntary alms. This still happens in
Afghanistan. However, under the Islamic Emirate, both are also taken as taxes (ushr on the harvest, zakat
on any increase in livestock) by the Ministry of Agriculture and channelled to the Office of the Amir. For
more, see Kate Clark and the AAN team, Taxing the Afghan Nation: What the Taleban’s pursuit of domestic
revenues means for citizens, the economy and the state, 28 September 2022.

7 Unani medicine is based on the use of herbs and medicinal plants and rooted in ancient Greek medical
practices, as developed during the Islamic era by scholars like Ibn Sina. The Emirate’s Ministry of Public
Health established a General Directorate for Unani Medicine in 2025, to try gain greater control over its
practitioners (Pajhwok).


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/new-aan-special-report-taxing-the-afghan-nation-what-the-talebans-pursuit-of-domestic-revenues-means-for-citizens-the-economy-and-the-state-2/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/economy-development-environment/new-aan-special-report-taxing-the-afghan-nation-what-the-talebans-pursuit-of-domestic-revenues-means-for-citizens-the-economy-and-the-state-2/
https://pajhwok.com/2025/11/24/unani-medicine-in-afghanistan-public-views-doctors-warnings-moph-role/
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3,000 afghanis [USD 35], but last month, | didn’t make any money. Sometimes, |
do the work and then it turns out that the people can’t pay me or they arque with
me about the price. My economic situation is very bad.

He had been given a place to live out at the far edge of the city by someone he knew.
It was very small for a family with five children, but at least he did not have to pay
rent. Without it he would have struggled even more. To feed his family, he sold his
motorcycle for 30,000 afghanis (which he had bought for 40,000) and borrowed
another 30,000 afghanis (USD 335) from a landowner he was friends with, although
he had no idea how he would repay it.

Soon after, he ran out of signboards to paint and moved back to one of Helmand’s
districts, where a local tribal elder promised him a place to stay and an income of
10,000 PKR (USD 60) per month, in exchange for teaching his children English and
computer skills. He told us he had struggled to make it through the winter of 2021-22:

We were a family of seven. Now we’re six because my two-year-old son died. He
was sick and | didn’t have money for his treatment. When we spoke last time, |
couldn’t afford anything and I still can’t. | sold my phone and used the money
to buy medicine for my wife. She became sick after our little one died. It really
affected us a lot.

After two years in Nad Ali, as it had become harder to find work, he decided to try his
luck in his district of origin in Zabul, where he found a job in the district government.
He did not say so, but his background as a mullah and his ties to the place, even if he
had barely lived there, had probably helped. His salary was not enough to live on, as
it covered only about half his expenses, but he had built up a network and managed
to secure a place to stay and some land. He told us in early 2026:

Sometimes I’'ve had to rent a house, but for the time being I live in the house
belonging to the mosque. I've been the mullah of the mosque for a few months
now. The people may give me some money after they’ve collected the harvest. |
didn’t even know the people in my own village when | came here, but now | know
many people, especially in the district centre. | also now have six jeribs [roughly
0.2 hectares] of land. It used to be barren land, but this year | dug a borehole and
sowed some wheat.

From his salary, he could pay for minor extra expenses, such as the 500 afghanis (USD
8) private school fee for his younger son, but he could not pay off his loans or make
more substantive investments, for instance, on his new land. He told us in March 2026:
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I earn 8,000 afghanis [USD 135] a month, but | spend about 16,000. This is why
I’m still in debt. The total I still owe is 70,000 afghanis [USD 1,100]. And there’s
the work needed for my land that | can’t afford. | need more solar panels for my
well, but | don’t have the money. | used to have savings during the Republic, but
now | only have debts. If | had money, | wouldn’t be doing this job because it
can’t fully support us.

He had also been helped by the support of others, for instance a recent donation
from a friend (13,000 afghanis, or USD 200) and a batch of food aid through the local
wakil-e gozar (neighbourhood representative). It was clear that his situation would
have been significantly worse without the ongoing support provided by old friends
and new networks.

However, when we spoke to him again in early July 2026, his situation had become
incrementally worse. The family’s income had decreased and people no longer
wanted to support him, as they assumed that as a salaried government employee,
he would be able to look after himself. He was now pondering yet another move in
search of work:

There have been changes in the economic situation of our family. My salary
decreased and my overtime was cut. My son was working in the municipality,
but it was only for three months and his job ended too. I’'m continuously taking
out loans for day-to-day living costs. Nobody has helped me because people
think I don’t need it because I’'m working in the government and have a job.

I need to leave this job and find another. If | can’t do that, my plan is to go to
Kabul and start a vegetable shop there. I've done it before. | simply can’t live off
this salary.
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Migration is a higher-stakes version of the same coping logic. It requires networks
and capital, but can be transformative, if the migrant can get to a place where he
(itis almost always a man or boy) can work and send money home. Opportunities
for migration were again highly unequal, but that did not stop every interviewee -
except the mullah from Helmand/Zabul - from considering the possibility, whether
as a serious plan, a wish, an unattainable dream or an option of last resort.

For those who seriously considered leaving, the reasons and destinations varied.
The men from Loya Paktia (Paktia, Paktika and Khost) all aspired to go to the Gulf

to either work or set up business. Most of them knew others who had gone before
them and who had done well. They intended to travel without their families and
expected to send money home, as the farmer from Zurmat (Paktia) had done during
the Republic, when he worked as a taxi driver in Saudi Arabia. Others were living off
the money that their relatives sent, like the extended family of a former journalist
from Khost. After several years, frustrated by his inability to find a job in Afghanistan,
the former journalist decided to join his brother in Dubai, where he is now working
and considering investment opportunities. His case is discussed below.

The demographic of those who chose Iran as a possible destination is a different
one: on the one hand, there are single (often Hazara) men or even boys, who once
arrived, tended not to earn enough money to send any home; on the other, whole
families, who migrated in search of both work and an education for their children.
Both groups are exemplified in the family of the former cook in Kabul, whose case
is also discussed below. Two of her nephews, sons of a widowed sister, had already
left, years earlier, and in early 2022, a third nephew had joined them “because
there was no work in Kabul.” He had told her thatin Iran he could at least work for
himself and not be a burden on the family. Not long after, her older brother and
sister had also left for Iran, with their whole families. They, too, sent no remittances
home; the split of the extended family seemed mainly aimed at easing the pressure
on whoever was earning in Kabul, as well as increasing the children’s chances of a
future. Notably, the three siblings who remained in Kabul did not have children.
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Only one of the ten interviewees, the NGO employee from Zabul, mentioned
Pakistan as a possible destination.!® He had been looking for a place where his
daughters could still go to school, but had been unable to afford it. He told us:
“When the girls’ schools closed, | wanted to move my family to Pakistan, so

my daughters could seek higher education there. But because of my economic
situation, | couldn’t do it. I still can’t do it.”** In an earlier interview, he had also
mentioned plans to possibly join friends and relatives in Dubai to work there.?®

A few of the interviewees had hoped to be included in the post-2021 evacuation
and relocate to a Western country. The man who used to work as a gardener for an
NGO in Kabul told us in 2022: “None of us have left the country, but we’re trying

to. The NGO | used to work for asked us to send our documents and told us they
would take us out of Afghanistan. They haven’t responded and now they’re no
longer answering their phone. We’d hoped they’d help because we’re in a very bad
situation.” The landlord in Kabul also said he had been eligible for evacuation,

but had changed his mind about going to Europe after he heard about the
“behaviour of Western countries, especially the US, against refugees and Afghans
in particular.” There was one case of successful migration to the West during the
interview period, with the younger sister of the former NGO cook leaving for the US
to join her husband. The money she sends to her siblings in Kabul far exceeds what
her brother, the only other earner in the remaining family, makes as a teacher.

The promise and near-impossibility of migration, felt by several interviewees, was
well summarised by the farmer in Zurmat, who hoped to send one of his sons to
Saudi Arabia:

8 The muezzin from Mazar had also pondered leaving for education reasons, or sending his children to
another country, presumably Iran where his brother already lived. He told us, in 2021: “I had planned to
send my children to university, so we could all stand on our own feet and have a good life, but that didn’t
happen. My daughter can’t go and | don’t know about my son. If I can, I'll send them to study in another
country.” However, he did not have the means: “I’d really like to leave the country, like my brother and
other relatives, but | don’t have money.”

9 Opportunities to study in Pakistan have significantly decreased for Afghans, as the scope of
deportations has widened and students find themselves unable to get student visas. See Rama Mirzada,
Afghan Students in Pakistan: Lost dreams or a life in the shadows?, AAN, 17 June 2026.

2 The NGO worker in Zabul told us in December 2021: “I’m working on a plan to get some loans from
relatives and friends who are living in Dubai. | want to open a shop or any other kind of business. If my
office extends my contract, | will try to do this and then my son can run the business. If my office doesn’t
extend my contract, then | want to leave my family with my son and try to go to Dubai myself, to work and
support my family.”



https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/reports/regional-relations/afghan-students-in-pakistan-lost-dreams-or-a-life-in-the-shadows/
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My three sons graduated from university, but they’re disheartened. They feel
their education has been in vain. All educated young people are facing a bleak
future and many of them have gone abroad. In general, the economic situation
is better for those who have family members abroad; the rest are just getting
by. I’'m trying to send one of my sons to Saudi Arabia. A friend who lives there
has promised to help me, but the situation has become very difficult, almost
impossible. Most people go on a Pakistani passport. | don’t know if we can do it.

A man sells bottles of gasoline on a street on the outskirts of Herat. As formal employment has declined,
many Afghans have turned to small-scale informal businesses to try to earn a living.
Photo: Mohsen Karimi/AFP, 9 October 2025

Case study: Former journalist from Khost

The former journalist from Khost had lost his job in the wake of the 2021 takeover

which had burdened him with the psychological strain of no longer being financially
independent. In late 2021, he told us:

In normal times, we had two incomes. My older brother, who works in the United
Arab Emirates, supported our extended family and I could provide most of what
my own wife and children needed with what | earned. We still don’t have a lot
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of economic problems, but when you’re young and, all of a sudden, you’re
unemployed, it makes you anxious. It’s shameful to ask your brother or other
people for money, for instance because your child or wife is sick, or because
you need to buy clothes. Recently, | sold my motorcycle for 10,000 afghanis
[USD 110] so | could take my daughter to the doctor. | couldn’t ask my brother
to pay for it.

The family had cut down on spending, but had still managed to pay for the
wedding of a younger brother, which had cost 800,000 afghanis (USD 9,000)

and was considered a necessity, since he had been engaged for several years.
Personally, the former journalist was mainly frustrated by his inability to find a new
job and was considering all his options, including joining his brother in the UAE.

I’m always thinking about how to earn some income. But if you don’t know
anyone or don’t share the Taliban’s ideology, you can’t find a job in the
government offices. If | had money, | could have started a business, importing
cars from the UAE or goods from Pakistan, but | spent all my savings and I’'m
afraid that | might only lose money. The situation is so ambiguous. If nothing
changes, I'll go to the UAE and work there so | can support my family and so my
children can study.

When we spoke to him again in February 2026, he had indeed left for Dubai after
struggling with unemployment for several more years. He told our interviewer by
WhatsApp:

I couldn’t find a job, no matter how hard | tried, and | worried about myself and
my children. No one can expect their brother to cover all their expenses forever.
So, I asked him to arrange a visa for me and | came here. I’'m working as an
apprentice in a shop now, but a large part of my wages goes towards paying
off my visa, which cost USD 5,000. My brother and | send home around 30,000
afghanis [USD 460] a month, which is more than we earned in previous years,
even when | still had a job. But at the time, | was happy because | was working
in my own field.

We recently bought a car for the house [in Afghanistan] because they needed
one. Now my brother, who is at home, can use it for household matters and
emergencies, for instance when someone is sick. We also had plans to start a
furniture showroom in Khost city, so our other brother could have a job too, but
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the situation seems unstable now. It’s not the right time to invest. This war with
Pakistan has made people very worried.

Although he was happy that he was working and could now provide for his family,
he sometimes felt frustrated that his experience and education seemed to be
worth so little:

The three years of unemployment really crushed the dreams | had, for myself
and my children. There were days when | was in need of just 100 afghanis

[USD 1]. Now I’m here and at least I’'m working, but it bothers me that any
uneducated person can clean a shop and earn the same salary as me. Still, at
least my financial situation is a lot better than it was a year ago and | can send
money home to my children.

By the summer of 2026, he had been promoted and his salary had increased

from 1,500 to 1,800 Emirati dirhams (USD 415 to USD 500) per month because, he
explained, “l work a lot and the customers are happy with me.” He still owed USD
2,000 for his visa. With the money they earned, the two brothers could support
several friends and relatives, including their married sisters and a maternal uncle:

One of my sisters is really struggling economically; her husband drives a taxi in
the city and he earns very little. We send her money so she can cover her basic
needs. We also sometimes send money to our maternal uncle who is older and
his sons don’t have any real income. They have some farmland, but it often
yields nothing. And we sent money to my brother for Ramadan, so he could buy
food for people in the two villages we’re from. He also spent around 100,000
afghanis [USD 1,500] on digging a deep well at home. Our other well had dried
up and they needed the water for the garden and general use because our
family is large and we use a lot of water.

They continued to ponder business ideas, including how to create employment for
their other brother, but were still uncertain whether the time was right. The former
journalist reiterated the link between unemployment and migration:

We had a plan to start a car lubrication or oil business, but we postponed

it because of the conflict between Afghanistan and Pakistan. We want to
launch the business, so our other brother can also be employed and we

can become our own bosses. In the rural areas, especially our district, so

many young people have no work, including many of my friends. Truly, most
educated youths are either unemployed or have emigrated. They’re struggling,
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economically and psychologically. | can understand them because | was in the
same situation. A person can even be driven to suicide.

The former NGO cook in Kabul was the only female interviewee. In better times,
her extended family of six siblings - fourteen people in total - had comfortably
shared four salaries. She and her sister had worked for an NGO, as a cook and a
cleaner, while a younger sister worked at the Ministry of Economy and the eldest
brother worked as a tailor. A widowed sister did not have a job, nor did her younger
brother, a university graduate, although he had tried. Their situation began to
decline in the waning years of the Republic, as earnings dwindled and government
salaries went unpaid, but they had still managed. Then the Republic fell and the
family went from four salaries to only one, almost overnight:

We always had our salaries, even during Covid-19. | used to earn 20,000
afghanis [USD 265] a month, plus money for medical treatment and winter
clothes, and | could take home leftover food. When the economic situation
deteriorated, our salaries decreased, but when the Taliban took over, we all
lost our jobs. My oldest brother, who is a tailor, is the only one still working, but
he barely earns 2,000 afghanis a week [USD 20].

In early 2022, all three sisters had begun getting paid again. But their salaries were
low and their futures uncertain:

My contract ends in two months and | don’t know if they’ll extend it. | also earn
less because the NGO doesn’t have enough funds. My youngest sister, who
works for the government, still can’t work, but she did get four months’ salary.
Ourincome is still low and life is getting more expensive, but at least we can
now pay our electricity bill on time, even though it’s difficult.

When asked what their plans were, she told us:

Our whole family is trying to find a way to leave Afghanistan. It’s really hard to
live here. We want to go somewhere where the children of our family can study
and build a future and where we can work and live peacefully. In the past, we
planned to work hard and buy a house for the whole family and we planned
for my youngest brother to get married, but everything has changed and

now we’re only thinking about leaving. But not all our family members have
passports and we can’t afford to go either.
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By the time we spoke to her again in February 2026, the family had dispersed. The
youngest sister had married and left for the US to join her husband, ending the
income that she still received from her government job. The elder brother and the
widowed sister had sold their belongings and relocated to Iran with their families.
The former cook lived with her remaining brother and sister, all single, in one
house, along with two new arrivals.

Two of my nephews have been deported from Iran and live with us now. The
younger one wants to go back to Iran, illegally, because he can’t find work
here. He doesn’t have a passport, nor does he have money to get one. He’s
been trying to go, but so far, he hasn’t made it.

Her younger brother was now the sole provider for their pared-down extended
family of five, earning 6,000 afghanis (USD 90) per month as a teacher at a private
school. Although their family size had decreased, their economic situation had not
improved and they depended on the USD 100-150 that her younger sister sent from
the US every other month. The brother and sister who had moved to Iran with their
families did not send money home, but seemed to earn enough to cover their own
expenses in Iran and, on occasion, send their two sons in Kabul a little money.

Thanks to remittances from the US, the family had managed to get through the last
five years without incurring debt or selling off belongings, but they continued to
live frugally, amid rising food prices. What the former cook missed most was her
own income and independence:

My sister and | are both looking for work, but no one can hire us. | just hope
the situation changes and the Taliban let women work again. My former
colleagues sometimes call me to say they really need me as a cook, but
unfortunately the Taliban don’t allow it.
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The past five years have exacted social and psychological costs that go beyond the
loss of income and economic pressures and that affect even those who are relatively
well off. These pressures include shame over being dependent on others, family
fragmentation, erosion of social networks and loss of professional identity. The
former journalist from Khost is a case in point. He felt ashamed of being dependent
on the money his brother sent from the UAE. He felt frustrated that his years of
education meant nothing and that feeling has remained, even after he migrated,
found new work and recovered financially. He told us in 2026:

Things have changed and are now the other way round in Afghanistan. People
who had jobs in government and some who were in business have lost them.

The jobs have been given to those who had previously fought or opposed

the government. With what hope and motivation are today’s young students
supposed to study when they see all these educated people - some with master’s
and doctoral degrees - in such a situation? | used to work in an office too, but

I had to leave my job. Now there’s no difference between me, who studied for
sixteen years, and an uneducated person.

He was happy to have a job, but he missed his family, his country and his old identity:

Being away from my family is difficult. | studied for years and had hoped to serve
my homeland, but after the Taliban came, everything was lost. The sectors | used
to work in - none of those media outlets are active now, or if they are, only in a
very limited way. This bothers me a lot.

The mullah from Helmand/Zabul told us in late 2021 how his sense of self had
changed after he had to close his shop. “People used to come to me in my shop,”
he said. “But now | have to go around asking shopkeepers if they need me to write
something on a signboard.” Later, after he had found a district government job,

he still felt the loss of his professional identity. He told us, “My profession and the
professions of many people have become useless. All | do is wait for my salary. If |
had money, | would have started a business. Any job where you work for others is a
kind of prison.”
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A man carrying medicines leaves a pharmacy in Kabul. Unexpected medical expenses are a common
reason households are forced to borrow money or sell assets.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 9 February 2026

Several of the interviewees, when asked what their plans and hopes for the future
were, told us they were not in a position to make any. The former cook in Kabul
told us in 2026: “We can’t plan anything in this situation. We can’t work and we
can’t leave the country either because we can’t afford it. | just hope the situation
changes and the Taliban let women work again.” Others felt dejected over the
instability of the country’s economic situation. For instance, the factory owner in
Kandahar, who had just been hit again by price and import fluctuations, told us:
“So far, there has been no change to my plans. But honestly, if the demand for
our products dries up, all our plans and hopes fade away. When | think about the
future, | don’t have a good feeling. Life is not good here, there are so many barriers
for traders, and for everybody.”

In several cases we encountered the fragmentation of families and the erosion of
social relations. The farmer from Zurmat told us that, early on, pre-2021, he used to
live with one of his brothers, who had left because of overcrowding and economic
problems. “Now his situation is good,” he told us. “Everyone wants to work for
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themselves and their own families, these days.” The former cook in Kabul saw
several family members leave for Iran to try their luck, as had the muezzin in Mazar,
a few years earlier. The former gardener in Kabul felt defeated and lonely after his
son left the family home, taking the grandchildren with him. It was then that the
weight of constantly looking for work became unendurable:

Before my son left, life was still bearable. He was employed and | would

go to the intersections to look for work as a casual labourer. After my son’s
separation, all responsibility fell on me. Now, whether I’'m healthy or sick, |
have to go look for work. Sometimes | return empty-handed after being in the
street from morning to night. There’s just not a lot of work. When someone
comes to hire a labourer, dozens of men gather. Every morning, | go to the
intersection and there are hundreds of men waiting for work.

The economic situation of most families has hit its lowest point in recent years.
So many dastarkhans [communal eating places] are empty because people
can’t afford to buy food. They’ve reached a dead end and no longer have the
strength to endure the hunger and unemployment. There are thousands of
educated people like me, who just wander around hoping for work, but we
can’t find it. So many of our young people have fallen into mental health
problems or turned to drugs.

Many interviewees spoke of the psychological burden of cumulative decline with
no real end in sight. They also expressed a sense of loneliness, fearing they would
be slowly abandoned by the people they counted on, either because they too
struggled or because they had simply grown tired of helping.
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With only one female interviewee, and the male interviewees not telling us much
about the women in their families, it is difficult to generalise from the findings of this
study. However, a few things stood out. First, households become more vulnerable
when women’s employment disappears, increasing dependence on the remaining
male breadwinners, as was starkly illustrated in the case of the former cook’s family.
With three women in the family losing their income, the pressures on the male
breadwinners increased and migration became a more pressing possibility.

Second, the unemployment of women was, in most families, not grieved in the same
way as the unemployment of the men and, in most cases, was not acknowledged

at all. The muezzin in Mazar was the only one who mentioned, unprompted, that

his daughter had briefly worked as a tailor in a factory, but he seemed to take for
granted that she would not work again (even though he had intended for her to go to
university). He told us:

Since she lost her job, she’s at home doing household chores because her mother
can’t do them anymore. She’d like to work again, but can’t. She has to take care
of our home because her mother is often sick and can’t do these tasks. The other
reason is that the Taliban won’t let women work or study.

Two interviewees - the farmer in Zurmat and the NGO employee in Zabul - told

us they had a daughter who had taught in community-based education, until the
Emirate shut the programme down. Another daughter of the farmer from Zurmat was
attending an income-generation course, for which she was paid and where she was
taught cooking and sewing. She was also interested in establishing a community-
based classroom.

A few of the interviewees mentioned handicrafts as a theoretically possible source of
income for women, but they dismissed it as a viable option. The muezzin from Mazar,
for instance, said his wife used to knit sweaters and gloves and used to do khamak
dozi (a form of traditional Afghan embroidery), but that she was now too unwell

to do so. The former cook in Kabul also said her sister used to do khamak dozi,

but her eyesight had declined. Moreover, the former cook said, “people wouldn’t
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buy it anyway. They can’t afford it and nowadays they can buy machine-made
embroidery, much more cheaply.”

The remaining interviewees told us that the women in their households were

not engaged in paid work, nor had they been in the past. The government
employee from Paktika explained that, although he supported income-generating
opportunities for women in general, particularly for those who were poor, his
province was conservative:

Paktika is a traditional province. Women generally don’t work here, so people
aren’t very interested in their women working. But there are aid organisations
that help poor families and returnees. Some of them have made chicken
incubators for widows or have distributed sewing machines so they can
support their families. But it’s very limited, only for a few people.

The former journalist from Khost noted that although the women in his own
family did not work, he was aware that other women who had worked during
the Republic would very much like to. His answers reflected a mixing of worlds
in which traditional shame and more pragmatic ideas on women working can go
hand in hand:

In our family, no woman has ever participated in any economic activity -
either now or in the past - because in our area it’s considered shameful if
women work outside the house; also, most of our women are illiterate. But
other women are active in home-based businesses and they contribute to
their families’ finances. There is also a special women’s market in Khost city;
mostly women who were educated or employed under the Republic work here.
And women who do embroidery at home can come and sell their products.

... None of the women in our family are looking for a job, but in the local area
many women are, especially the ones who used to study and work during

the Republic, and especially our colleague journalists. Most of them are
unemployed and at home. Unfortunately, there are no job opportunities for
them. There are no job opportunities in general, not only for women but also
for men.

Itis worth noting that the men who were most adamant that the women in

their household had not worked and would not do so, were relatively stable,
economically speaking. The others often simply pointed to the fact that it was
currently not possible. Given the difficulty several of the households had to make
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ends meet, it is likely that more women would work, or try to work, if the obstacles
were not so great.

A woman buys bread at a roadside market in Kabul. For many Afghans, bread is one of the few foods they
can still afford.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 16 December 2024

Finally, it is remarkable that when women were mentioned, it was mainly in the
context of medical ailments and expenses. Almost all the male interviewees spoke
about needing to pay for the medical treatment of their wives and mothers (and to
a much lesser extent, their fathers and children). This probably reflects how they
view their responsibilities as a provider for dependents.?

2|t may also point towards a genuinely higher incidence of medical complaints among women, partly
tied to somatically expressed psychological distress. See for instance Qais Alemi et al, Afghan Mental

health and psycho-social well-being: thematic review of four decades of research and interventions,
BJPsych Open, July 2023.


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10375890/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10375890/
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The ten cases in this longitudinal study, spanning the period from late 2021 to the
summer of 2026, represent a range of households that formerly belonged to the
middle or lower-middle class. They could, under normal circumstances, be expected
to both benefit from and feed into a country’s overall economic recovery. They are
traders, teachers, civil servants, small business owners, salaried workers and skilled
professionals who would normally - and often still try to - save money, buy local
goods and services, pay school fees, invest in small enterprises, plan for the future
and be generous to those around them. However, as Afghanistan has embarked on
a trajectory of partial economic recovery, the economic recovery of its households
has been fraught, halting and highly uneven. Some households had done (much)
better than others, based on an interdependent interplay between the households’
pre-existing assets, relations of trust and employment opportunities, and the range
of options they entailed. Others faced a cumulative and self-reinforcing decline,
accompanied by crippling debt and a deep dependence on informal support
networks. Many struggled to cover their basic needs, amid rising prices, shrinking
incomes and a steady depletion of what savings and property they had.

An added stress, particularly in the context of the recent regional conflicts, has been
Afghanistan’s continued dependence on imports. Border disruptions and higher
transport and fuel costs quickly translated into higher prices in the market, as
echoed throughout all the interviews. Imported essentials such as rice, cooking oil,
fuel and fertiliser, as well as specialised machinery and raw materials have become
more expensive, more difficult to find or subject to destabilising price fluctuations.

Humanitarian reporting tends to emphasise Afghanistan’s continued dependence
on outside aid. Indeed, aid remains important to the overall economy and helps
individual households. All interviewees who were, by their own account, in need
of support had received some form of formal aid in the last five years.?? Some had

2 The four interviewees who had not received any formal aid were those who had been better off from the
start: the factory owner from Kandahar, the former journalist from Khost, the landlord from Kabul and the
NGO employee in Zabul. Two of the six people who received aid had been employed by the government at
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at some point been included in a World Food Programme (WFP) four-month food
distribution, while others had received a one-off donation of either cash or food
aid. None seemed to have received aid more than once. All interviewees said the
formal aid they received had been a great help, as it had temporarily eased the
pressure to spend money they did not have. At the same time, its overall role in
their lives had been relatively minor, given the magnitude of the disparity between
the households’ incomes and needs and the fact that it had been a one-off event
over which they had no control. In their daily economic struggles, Afghans relied
on support from their own networks of trust, both within and outside the country.

Labourers in Kabul stand, wheelbarrows at the ready, waiting to transport food for distribution during the
fasting month of Ramadan.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 25 March 2025

the time, while one had been working as a guard for the NGO doing the food distribution, which seems
to suggest their positions helped them be included in the distribution lists. This does not mean that they
were not deserving of support, but it could indicate that, with such a huge proportion of the population
being food insecure, the available aid might not fan out beyond those who are responsible for the
distribution, especially as aid has been dwindling.
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The 2021 economic crisis was a brutal social equaliser, but it is Afghanistan’s
uneven economic recovery that seems to have resulted in the erosion of large
parts of its middle class. Many of our interviewees now have to behave like poor

or subsistence-insecure households - because that is essentially what they have
become - with food taking up an outsized proportion of theirincome and small
price increases having large consequences for what their household can still afford.
And practically all our interviewees, including the ones who have done relatively
well, were highly vulnerable to relatively small downward adjustments of their
income or businesses.

The significance of these vulnerabilities goes beyond the hardships of individual
households. With only a relatively small proportion of the population having
enough disposable income and economic security to significantly spend, save or
invest, Afghanistan’s economic recovery remains highly dependent on outside
factors. The individual households, in the meantime, depend on their own
networks of support, which have been crucial but come at a high cost, as well as
their formidable determination to keep going and the continued hope that their
fortunes may yet turn. These interviews show that what makes a difference is often
not that grand: a steady salaried job, a regular remittance, a piece of land that
yields a harvest, and, most of all, a diversity of options.
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Cover: A vendor sells second-hand household goods on a pavement in Kabul. Many families, including
several interviewed for this study, have been forced to sell possessions to pay for unexpected expenses and
everyday living costs.
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