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What does a family do when every option to survive has run out? This
report asks that question. It follows Afghan households that have moved
beyond the coping strategies explored in our recent report, Inside
Afghanistan's Unequal Economic Recovery. There, some households
were beginning to stabilise while others continued to fall behind. Here,
guest author Gulhan Durzai* examines what happens when recovery

never comes and survival demands choices no parent should ever have
to make.

Since the economic collapse that followed the Taliban’s return to power
in August 2021, Afghanistan's economy has shown signs of a fragile
recovery. Yet recovery has eluded millions of Afghan families. Jobs

are scarce, rents have skyrocketed and girls remain excluded from
secondary education. Statistics capture these trends, but they cannot
communicate how households experience relentless decline, nor can
they convey the daily calculations over food and rent, the exhaustion of
savings and support networks to the point at which survival demands
the unthinkable.

In this report, Durzai hears from Afghans, especially women, who have
run out of road and yet are still determined to find ways to keep their
families afloat - from the loss of formal employment to the exhaustion
of savings and the sale of assets, from mounting debt and the decline
of support from family and the community to increasingly desperate
measures -withdrawing children from school, sending sons abroad,

or placing children in residential madrasas. Some measures are
irreversible - a young daughter married off, or, in the most desperate
cases, a child given up to another family in exchange for money. The
interviews also show how poverty spreads through communities and
how one household's collapse can drag down another that depended
on it. Yet family, friends and neighbours still step in to help where they
can, from a few afghanis to a few hundred or even sharing their portion
of food with another more in need — a sign that Afghanistan's social

contract still holds, even as it frays because everyone is in need.

*Gulhan Durzai is a Politics, Philosophy and Economics (PPE) graduate from the School of Oriental and
African Studies (SOAS), University of London. She has worked as a freelance researcher for AAN since 2023
and as an archive researcher, interpreter and assistant in documentary film production.
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This study illustrates how macro-economic trends play out at the household level
and, in particular, the strategies taken by Afghan families to try to survive economic
crisis: Afghans describe how these become ever more desperate and harmful if their
struggles to escape deepening poverty fail. It complements a recently published
longitudinal study by AAN, Inside Afghanistan’s Unequal Economic Recovery: How
households have fared since 2021, which heard from households that had once
been middle or lower-middle class. It found that the 2021-22 crash affected almost
everyone and in many ways was a brutal social equaliser, but as the economy made
a modest recovery, households saw sharply diverging outcomes. Households with
assets, employment and strong networks of trust had more options and were better
placed to recover; those with fewer resources often entered a cumulative and self-
reinforcing decline.

This report looks further down that trajectory, asking what families do in the face of
severe economic crisis, as the options to turn their fortunes around progressively run
out. It begins with an overview of the available economic data on growth, poverty
and employment as the context for looking at families that are struggling to survive.
They typically begin by exhausting savings, putting more family members to work
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. They may finally take
irreversible measures, marrying off young daughters, both to reduce living costs and
get a bride price! or even selling children to private adopters.

Taken together, the interviews suggest the hard logic of these choices. Afghan
households often move through a sequence of strategies aimed at trying to recover
from economic crisis, eventually resorting to actions which ensure today’s survival
only by imperilling the future. In relaying accounts of how Afghans try to survive
impoverishment, the author seeks to convey what economic indicators alone cannot.

! 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.


https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/economy-development-environment-themed-reports/inside-afghanistans-unequal-economic-recovery-how-households-have-fared-since-2021/
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/themed-reports/economy-development-environment-themed-reports/inside-afghanistans-unequal-economic-recovery-how-households-have-fared-since-2021/
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She conducted in-depth interviews with five women and two men. Six spoke

about their own lives, while the seventh, an aid worker, described families she

had encountered directly through her work. One interviewee also spoke about the
situation of two other women, one who had worked for her as a cleaner and the
other a distant relative. For these additional cases, direct interviews were attempted,
but proved impossible to arrange, given limited access to phones, poor internet
connectivity, or the lack of financial means to pay for phone or internet access. These
two accounts are presented as relayed, rather than as first-hand interviews, because
they help broaden the picture of how Afghans cope.

All interviews were conducted via phone or online calls in January 2026. In some
cases, a trusted relative or neighbour helped by providing access to a phone or
internet connection to enable the interview. As some of the interviewees speak
about having relations in Iran or planning to go there, it should be mentioned that
interviews were carried out before the United States and Israel attacked Iran, on 28
February 2026.

Given the widespread nature of extreme poverty and hardship in Afghanistan,
potential interviewees were in their millions. Participants were selected through the
author’s personal contacts, but always with an eye to illustrating the different ways
Afghan families are trying to cope with economic hardship and income loss. They
were drawn largely from Kabul and the northern provinces, reflecting the author’s
networks and came from a range of ethnic backgrounds, primarily Tajik, but also
Pashtun and Uzbek. The sample included both men and women, to reflect the
different ways in which households experience and respond to economic hardship.
However, the weighting towards women is deliberate, given the harder circumstances
many women face, especially those without a male breadwinner, who are widows or
who have husbands who cannot work or cannot find work.

The names of the interviewees have been changed to protect their anonymity. Any
details that might identify them have also been removed.
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I had to feed my other children. My daughters are all under 17. They can’t go out
to work alone. | couldn’t find a job. My mother-in-law was gone. What would |
feed them all tomorrow? No mother would make such a decision unless she

was forced.

Sakina, a 34-year-old widow living in Kabul, is the sole breadwinner for her family.
Her story, told in full detail later in this report, is not an isolated tragedy. Rather,

it illustrates the kinds of decisions some Afghan households have been driven to
make after prolonged economic hardship has steadily eroded their resources,
exhausted alternative coping strategies, and left them with few remaining options.
By the time Sakina made the decision she later described with profound anguish,
she had already tried everything available to her. She had relied on her mother-
in-law’s meagre earnings as a traditional birth attendant and on the largess of
neighbours who sometimes gave her rice and flour. When her mother-in-law also
died, Sakina was left alone with her children, with no source of income, no reliable
support network and little prospect of finding work. Each source of support that
disappeared, narrowed her options further, until none remained.

How do households reach this point? While the economic indicators presented

in this section reveal the scale of Afghanistan’s economic crisis, they cannot fully
capture what prolonged hardship means for individual households or the decisions
families are ultimately forced to make. To answer that question, it is first necessary
to understand the broader economic context in which such decisions are made and
the broader factors at play that have pushed so many Afghan families to the edge.

Since the Taliban’s return to power in August 2021, Afghanistan has experienced

a severe economic contraction. According to the World Bank’s October 2023
Afghanistan Development Update, the economy shrank by 20.7 per cent in 2021
and a further 6.2 per cent in 2022. The contraction reflected the abrupt collapse of
foreign income - including military support, spending by foreign forces deployed
to Afghanistan and civilian aid - as well as the loss of access to foreign exchange
reserves, reduced access to international banking, disruptions to the public



https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023
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administration and a sharp fall in aggregate demand. Although some civilian aid
resumed in the winter of 2021/22, it has since declined again. The World Bank’s 2025
Afghanistan Development Update: Sustaining Returns: Challenges and Opportunities
noted that the economy was showing gradual signs of recovery, but stressed that

the recovery was fragile and not enough to outpace population growth. So, for
households, living standards have continued to fall.

One of the millions of Afghans forced to return from Iran and Pakistan since autumn 2023. The mass return
has forced up rents, swamped the labour market and put severe strain on host families, communities and
public services.

Photo: Abdul Majeed/AFP, 23 August 2025

Afghanistan’s population increased by around 11 per cent in financial year 2025
(March 2025 to March 2026), largely because of the return of some 3.7 million
Afghans from Iran and Pakistan, resulting in a 5.6 per cent decline in GDP per capita.?
The growth in the population is fuelled not only by a high birth rate but also by the
return - often forced - of over 6 million Afghans from Iran and Pakistan since late
2023 (International Organization for Migration, June 2026). In 2025 alone, 2.9 million

2 See World Bank Afghanistan Development Update, May 2026, p11.


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
https://dtm.iom.int/reports/afghanistan-returnee-resilience-overview-june-2026
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/d8a0c1c661ccdcf25dee0b6e3bfba2a0-0310012026/original/Spring-ADU-May-2026.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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returnees arrived, followed by another 600,000 in the first four months of 2026. A
further 2.8 million returns are projected by the end of 2026, which could bring the
total number of returnees since late 2023 to nearly 9 million (UNAMA). That massive
influx of people - many of whom had never lived in Afghanistan, or had not done so
for years or even decades - has placed acute pressure on households, communities
and public services. It has also pushed up rents - housing inflation reached 17.6 per
cent year-on-year by March 2026, driven largely by demand from returning migrants
- and flooded the already fragile labour market with more workers needing jobs.?

Multiple overlapping shocks have continued to strain the economy: severe and
recurrent droughts and earthquakes; sanctions and the resulting difficulties in
processing international banking transactions;* border closures, especially with
Pakistan; a reduction in aid overall and the complete cessation of United States aid in
particular; temporary shutdowns of internet and telecommunications services; and
the restrictions on women’s paid employment outside the private sector. Together,
these shocks have compounded pre-existing vulnerabilities and kept poverty and
food insecurity at the centre of Afghanistan’s economic crisis.

There is also far less money in the government’s coffers than there was under the
Islamic Republic. With the collapse of the Republic, foreign support (both civilian
and military) to the budget disappeared. Between 2019 and 2022, total public
expenditure fell almost 60 per cent while development expenditure fell more than 90
per cent.’ Although spending has since risen, reaching 278.6 billion afghanis (USD 4.1
billion) in financial year 2025, it remains well below pre-2021 levels.

There are also questions about the Emirate’s decisions on how to spend its money
- more than 60 per cent of operating expenditure in 2022 was concentrated in the
Ministries of Interior and Defence and the General Directorate of Intelligence. While
that proportion has fallen to about 50 per cent, security-related spending continues
to consume the largest single share of the budget. Development spending, though

3 See World Bank Afghanistan Economic Monitor, March 2026, pp2-3.

* Although United Nations and United States sanctions include waivers and exemptions intended to permit
humanitarian and other transactions, international banking transactions involving Afghanistan remain
extremely difficult, creating a significant drag on trade and economic activity.

5 Total public expenditure fell from 424.3 billion afghanis (USD 5.4 billion) in 2019 (usually taken as the
last ‘normal’ year of the Islamic Republic, before the response to the Covid 19 pandemic drove up both
international support and government spending) to 195.2 billion afghanis (USD 2.2 billion) in 2022.
Development expenditure fell from 143.1 billion afghanis (USD 1.8 billion) to just 10.8 billion (USD 122
million) over the same period. See the World Bank Development Update, October 2023, p15.



https://unama.unmissions.org/en/news/un-and-ngos-launch-529-million-usd-response-plan-for-27-million-afghan-returnees-from
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/0e8fcc8d331f2b21790da93ea0eacfc1-0310012026/original/Afghanistan-Economic-Monitor-March-2026.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
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up by 27.7 per cent, reached only 28.3 billion afghani (USD 415 million) - still a
fraction of the pre-2021 level. This reflects what the Bank’s 2023 Development
Update described as the Emirate using available resources “largely to pay for
security, teachers’ salaries and core civil and administrative functions while leaving
donors to finance healthcare, food security, broader education needs and the agri-
food system.”

Agirl selling pens on the roadside in Mazar-e Sharif has fallen asleep.
Photo: Wakil Kohsar/AFP, 21 June 2025

The combination of reduced aid and limited government funds directed towards
the welfare of the population has contributed to persistently high poverty and
elevated vulnerability.

The collapse in aggregate demand has profoundly disrupted Afghanistan’s labour
market. With limited job creation and declining job quality, households have been
left with few options other than putting more family members to work, any work, to
survive. Data from the World Bank’s October 2023 Afghanistan Welfare Monitoring.
Survey (AWMS) showed a sharp increase in labour force participation compared to



https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/975d25c52634db31c504a2c6bee44d22-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Welfare-Monitoring-Survey-3.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/975d25c52634db31c504a2c6bee44d22-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Welfare-Monitoring-Survey-3.pdf
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pre-2021 levels. Male participation rose from 69 per cent in April-June 2020 to 86 per
centin 2023, while women’s participation tripled over the same period. Yet labour
supply has substantially outpaced demand, resulting in higher unemployment,
which has doubled compared to pre-2021 levels. Youth unemployment is especially
severe: nearly one in three young men aged 14 to 24 seeking work is unemployed,
while the rate among young women is almost twice as high. Underemployment has
risen by approximately one-quarter in 2023, with many workers engaged for fewer
than 40 hours per week.® This suggests that the increase reflects distress-driven
labour supply rather than more employment opportunities. Most new jobs are
informal, low-paid and insecure.

For women, increased participation has largely taken the form of home-based self-
employment and small-scale manufacturing, with even meagre earnings helping
to keep households afloat. Their employment opportunities remain constrained

by restrictive social norms, limited mobility and exclusion from a lot of public-
sector employment and many NGO and UN jobs. Bans on secondary and university
education are also progressively reducing the number of girls and young women
who can obtain the qualifications needed for skilled work.

These labour market pressures have been compounded by sharp increases in the
cost of living, squeezing households from both sides: declining earning opportunities
and rising essential expenses. Rent - one of the major costs for most households

- has soared - particularly at the lower end of the market, according to the World
Bank, where, for example, rent in Kabul for less permanent, non-concrete structures
went up by more than 60 per cent from the summer of 2024 to 2025.” The biggest
driver of rent increases is the forced return of Afghans from Pakistan and Iran.®

¢ World Bank Afghanistan Welfare Monitoring Survey (AWMS), October 2023, pp12-13.

" According to the World Bank’s November 2025 Development Update, rents in Kabul increased by 27 per
cent for concrete (permanent) dwellings and 61.9 per cent for non-concrete dwellings between April and
August 2025 compared to the same period a year earlier. Significant increases were also recorded in Takhar
and Nangrahar, although rises were more modest in Herat. In Takhar province, rents were up by 26.1 per
cent and 36.1 per cent respectively; in Nangrahar, by 15.6 per cent and 10 per cent; and in Herat, by 6.7 per
cent and 1.4 per cent.

8 Residents and estate agents in Kabul speaking to AAN in late 2024 also mentioned other factors driving up
rent and house prices: an influx of people from the countryside coming to live in the capital; bureaucracy
making it more difficult to move; house demolitions by the government; and better-off Taliban moving to
the capital.


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
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/975d25c52634db31c504a2c6bee44d22-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Welfare-Monitoring-Survey-3.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/ece486358b8822699ada5d12cdb5cd09-0310012025/original/Fall-ADU-November-2025-Final-for-Publication.pdf
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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The depth of deprivation remains severe. The UNDP 2025 Afghanistan Socio-
Economic Review estimated that three-quarters of the population lived in
households struggling to meet even basic needs. Inflationary pressures have also
intensified, with headline inflation rising to 7.6 per cent in March 2026, driven
primarily by food and essential costs (see World Bank data). While some food
insecurity indicators have improved - for example, the proportion of households
facing crisis-level acute food insecurity fell from 50 per cent in late 2021 to 40

per centin spring 2023 - poverty remains widespread. The Bank’s October 2023
Development Update found that more than 80 per cent of households relied on
at least one negative coping strategy, such as reducing food intake, lowering food
quality, or borrowing to meet basic needs.

Poverty patterns also vary geographically. Monetary poverty has declined modestly
in rural areas, from 51 to 44 per cent, according to the World Bank’s 2023 AWMS
report, but remains highly sensitive to bad weather and climate shocks. By contrast,
in urban areas, poverty has stagnated or worsened. In cities, limited job creation,
high living costs and the influx of returnees have all intensified deprivation. Despite
these differences, many households in both urban and rural areas live with the
persistent fear that they will fall deeper into poverty.

It is against this backdrop of fragile economic recovery, persistent poverty and
restrictions on women working that the following case studies illustrate how Afghan
households have tried to survive. Read together, they trace the progression from
loss of formal employment to reliance on informal labour to the drying up of social
support networks and ultimately, for some, to extreme and irreversible decisions
involving their children.


https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2025-04/undp-afg_so_review-2025-screen.pdf?fbclid=IwY2xjawNYz5RleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETAxOU15RWJMTTJmYzlzS0VLAR71zK3hfHWx0OVI_cXdmA2G0u9_T-8yO1NP3Z-SDnYTT_yGvofU_0YVgh33Rw_aem_vJSRBqJZF2EtvJjHxcXDqw
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2025-04/undp-afg_so_review-2025-screen.pdf?fbclid=IwY2xjawNYz5RleHRuA2FlbQIxMABicmlkETAxOU15RWJMTTJmYzlzS0VLAR71zK3hfHWx0OVI_cXdmA2G0u9_T-8yO1NP3Z-SDnYTT_yGvofU_0YVgh33Rw_aem_vJSRBqJZF2EtvJjHxcXDqw
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/0e8fcc8d331f2b21790da93ea0eacfc1-0310012026/original/Afghanistan-Economic-Monitor-March-2026.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/210d5f24dc33a3460beff3447fceadcf-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Development-Update-20231003-final.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/975d25c52634db31c504a2c6bee44d22-0310012023/original/Afghanistan-Welfare-Monitoring-Survey-3.pdf
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Aziza was once a university lecturer and NGO worker, but lost her jobs after the
re-establishment of the Islamic Emirate. The crisis was compounded by her husband,
who had been a senior civilian government official, also losing his job. The virtual
exclusion of women from public life, including the Emirate’s legal restrictions on
what paid work they can do, has pushed such formerly self-reliant households as
Aziza’s to the edge.

Aziza’s story also illustrates how the loss of income in one family can set off a
chain of deprivation. She used to employ a widow, Khatera, to cook and clean, but
when Aziza could no longer afford to employ her, Khatera and her children were
pushed into extreme poverty. Because Khatera had no access to the internet and
it proved impossible to get a clear phone connection, her story is relayed by Aziza.
Nevertheless, it seemed an important story to tell.

Aziza, who is from Kabul, worked for more than twelve years as a university lecturer
and NGO worker. Until the fall of the Republic, she and her husband were both
employed and able to run their household. Even after August 2021, Aziza managed
to continue working for about a year, trying to maintain some income. When that
was no longer possible, she and her family survived for nearly another year using
personal savings. These disruptions threatened theirimmediate livelihood, but
also permanently interrupted her academic trajectory: “I had a master’s degree and
was studying for my PhD,” she said. “If the situation hadn’t changed, | would have
finished it by now.”

Aziza attempted to continue teaching privately from home, but this quickly became
impossible. She was summoned by the authorities, questioned and warned to

stop. Fearing for her safety and with no viable income, the family fled to Iran. “We
stayed in Iran for two years under very difficult conditions. There were no real job
opportunities. The only thing we managed to bring from Afghanistan was some cash
and jewellery, which we sold gradually just to survive.”
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Her husband had held a senior position in government and had been a university
lecturer, but in Iran, he struggled to find work that matched his qualifications.
Cultural expectations and loss of status compounded the hardship:

The only work my husband could find was manual labour. For a man who’d held
a respected position, working as a labourer was extremely difficult. We lived

in [a room] in someone’s garden because we couldn’t afford rent. My husband
was out of work for some time, then worked as a guard, opening and closing
the gate of a compound. In Afghan culture, a man who’s once held a respected
government position isn’t expected to do such work. This wasn’t just about the
income; it was emotionally difficult for him.

Aziza eventually also found a job as an accountant in a shop and supported the
family, though her income barely covered daily survival. “It was bekhor namir
[earning just enough to eat and not die].” When their visas expired, the threat of
deportation intensified, forcing them to hide and live in fear. “Eventually,” she said,
“we were deported. | was pregnant. We were kept at the border for a long time. That
period is very painful even to talk about.”

Aziza, pregnant and with no income coming in, decided to move to Kabul and live
with her mother, a widow since the Covid-19 pandemic, whom she now relies on
entirely. Aziza’s husband feared moving back to the capital because of his former
work, even though it was a civilian post, so the family had to split up. Aziza’s mother
has sold her jewellery and uses rental income from a house that had belonged to
her late husband to support herself, her daughter and her three grandchildren.

“[My mother] tells me: ‘You supported me when you could. Now you need help,

I’m here.” Her mother’s only income, Aziza said, is that rent. “Whatever she eats,
she shares with me and the children. One way or another, we manage to eat.” Aziza
recognised her relative privilege compared to others around her:

When | see women begging on the streets, | thank God that at least | have my
mother. Many people go days without food. It hurts when someone asks for help,
when they stretch out their hand and you have nothing to give, you can’t even
support yourself,

During the Republic, Aziza had been able to pay Khatera to clean, cook and care
for her children, providing Khatera with a modest but stable income. Following the
restrictions on women’s employment and Aziza’s migration to Iran and then back
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to Kabul, Khatera’s source of livelihood disappeared. “When | could no longer support
myself and had to rely on my mother, | could also no longer help Khatera.”

Khatera’s husband had died a few years earlier, leaving her to care for four children -
three daughters and a young son. She was now forced to take her children onto the
streets, where she sold plastic bags, which her son would sometimes help her sell.
“She sells plastic bags,” said Aziza, “although most of the time, people just give them
money. It’'s more begging than selling.”

As food shortages worsened and rent went unpaid, Khatera tried to reduce the number
of mouths to feed. In an act of maternal desperation rather than abandonment,

she sent her young son to an orphanage so that he could eat regularly and increase

the family’s chances of survival, but the authorities returned him after a year,
explaining that orphanages were reserved for children with no living relatives. With

no alternatives left, Khatera took her son back onto the streets to help her sell plastic
bags. Given she also had three daughters, aged 7, 8 and 12, Aziza said that Khatera
even considered child marriage as a survival strategy:

She asks me, ‘Could you find someone that | can give her to?’ She was even willing
to marry her eldest daughter to a Talib, asking only whether there might be a
‘better option.’ They’re so young, so beautiful and innocent. I’'m afraid that if
anyone finds out about them, they’ll marry them.

Aziza finds all this unbearable:;

As a mother, | can’t hold back my tears. What can | tell her? ‘Don’t do it, there is
help, when there clearly is not? Which mother would send her son to an orphanage
or think about marrying off her 12-year-old daughter unless every other means to
survive had failed?

Aziza also reflected on how drastically Afghan girls’ aspirations have changed:

I married at 30, which is considered late in Afghan culture. We dreamed of
education and independence. Now, girls, even my own nieces, dream only of
marriage, because there’s no study, no work, nothing else to hope for. | want to
encourage them, guide them, but what can | say? They feel they’re a burden on
their parents.

Aziza described Khatera’s daily life as defined by the need to put food on the table that
day, by long walks across the city trying to sell her meagre wares and the constant
pressure of rent payments. Her rent is 2,000 afghanis (USD 32) and, when she fell five
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months behind, her landlord threatened to evict her. While Aziza was in Iran, her
mother called to say that Khatera had come to their house seeking help. Despite
her own limited means, Aziza’s mother did help, ensuring Khatera had shelter and
helping to pay part of her debt. “The landlord isn’t a bad person,” Khatera had
explained to Aziza’s mother. “Life is hard for everyone. He needs money, too.”

Aziza said that Khatera’s meals often consisted solely of tea and bread, or rice cooked
in water and only occasionally in oil. Meat is entirely out of reach. Even before the
current crisis, the family had lived in poverty. Aziza recalled being shocked when she
discovered that Khatera did not even recognise certain fruits and vegetables. ““We’ve
never eaten this, she’d say. ‘l don’t know how to cook this.” However, at least before,
Khatera could earn some income through domestic work and her husband could
contribute when he was alive. Now, even those who were once able to hire her can
barely afford to help, although they try. Sometimes, Aziza said, she shares her own
food, given by her mother: “Sometimes all | can do is share what | have on my plate.
Occasionally, when Aziza hears of a wedding, she calls Khatera, who waits until the
end of the event to collect leftovers. “She waits for the left-over food after others
have eaten. It breaks your heart, but this is all we can do.”

»

Aziza’s story illustrates how having even one relative who can help - in this case her
mother - can stave off the worst consequences of income loss. It also demonstrates
how the impoverishment of formerly self-reliant, middle-class households can
directly affect the poorer families who had depended on them for employment and
as a personal support network. Khatera’s story illustrates how prolonged economic
collapse erodes income, dignity, choice and the future of children and how it forces
mothers to consider decisions that could permanently alter their families’ lives. The
Emirate’s restrictions on women’s work compound the problems. These patterns are
not unique to Aziza or Khatera.
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Households that attempt to cope through increasing the work they do often still
struggle to meet basic needs. One such example is Amina, a widow living in the Khair
Khana area of Kabul, with four daughters and one son. She earns a small income
cleaning houses and washing clothes by hand. Her work is irregular and depends
entirely on whether others can afford domestic help. On days when she washes
clothes from morning until late evening, she earns around 300 afghanis (USD 4.7); on
shorter days, approximately 150 afghanis (USD 2.4). During the winter months, work
becomes scarce. Summing up her situation, she said: “There’s no light in our lives. We
don’t know what we’ll eat during the day or at night. | can’t even ask my neighbours
for help; everyone is in the same situation.”

Unable to support the household by herself, she relies on her daughters, who had
completed only grade five before she was forced to take them out of school. Through
personal connections, she found work for them embroidering lace for clothing.

My daughters wouldn’t be able to study beyond grade six anyway [after the
Emirate closed girls’ secondary schools] and we can’t survive on my income alone,
so | had to take them out. They earn 80 afghanis [USD 1.3] for 18 metres of lace,
which takes three days of work - from early morning prayers to late at night.

Food insecurity dominates their daily life. Meals are often limited to rice cooked in
water, without oil or other ingredients. “My children don’t like the food | make,” she
said, “especially my young son, who says it’s bland. They don’t want to eat it, but they
have no choice. And they get sick very often, but | can’t afford medicine or a doctor.”
She added: “We never eat meat - only during Eid might we see meat.” Asked about
her children’s future, Amina said:

How can limagine a future when the present is so dark? | never wanted my
children to live like this. | struggled my whole life so they could study and have a
better future. I had hope. But now, even if they finished grade six, they’d be forced
to work. We must survive first before we can dream. | don’t know if we’ll even have
the chance to hope anymore. The only thing | can do is pray.
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A boy paints shoes in a factory in Mazar-e Sharif, one of the many working children in Afghanistan whose
income families rely on.
Photo: Atif Aryan/AFP, 28 February 2024

Before the fall of the Republic, some women, particularly those who were educated
or had jobs, could afford to hire domestic workers, providing livelihoods for poorer
women. With restrictions on women’s employment, these opportunities have all
but disappeared. Most women are now confined to their homes, eliminating a key
source of informal income for households already living in poverty. While taking

on piecework - embroidery, carpet-making or food production - may pay derisory
per-hour rates, there is little opportunity cost: How could Amina’s daughters
deploy their time to earn better wages? Even their tiny marginal income helps the
household survive.

In another such case, illness has rendered an adult household member unable to
work. As a result, the family’s children have also had to contribute to household
survival, at the cost of their education. Helai, a widow in her early 30s, originally
from Kandahar, lives in Kabul with her three children. She used to earn a living
cleaning and working in other people’s homes. However, a recent operation to
remove her ovaries has left her seriously ill and unable to work:
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After my husband died, | worked in other people’s houses for five years, leaving
my young children at home and asking neighbours to look after them. Now that
I’m sick, I have no choice but to send my daughter instead.

Her daughter is 11 years old. She now works in the home of a pregnant woman who
lives with her elderly mother-in-law, assisting with household chores such as cleaning
and washing dishes and typically earns around 1,000 afghanis (USD 16) a month, or,
sometimes, as much as 2,000 afghanis (USD 32). The money is given directly to Helai,
who tries to make it stretch: “l divide each meal to make it last [so that it’s as if we’re]
eating twice.” Describing her family’s living conditions, Helai said:

We don’t have heating or hot water in winter. There’s no money to buy firewood.
The situation is extremely grim. When there’s electricity, | boil water and put itin
a pot under a blanket so it can give some warmth to my children and me. This is
how we survive the winter.

Sometimes | go without food so that my children can eat. My son, who’s 13,
studies and sometimes sells plastic bags after school, although the Taliban often
stop him from working on the streets, as they’ve prohibited this kind of work

on roadsides. If he manages to work, he brings something home; if not, we

have nothing.

Helai struggled to contain her emotions as she described the lack of support
available to her family, noting that aid cuts and the practice of distributing assistance
through personal connections meant that assistance rarely reaches people like her:
“The little support that sometimes comes to our community is [meant] for the poor,
but it never reaches us. They give it to the people they know.”

As her illness worsened and with no secure income, Helai decided to withdraw her
daughter from school and send her out to work: “This was her last year anyway. She
wouldn’t be allowed to study further. Even if she doesn’t finish this year, at least

we survive. First, she has to live.” Reflecting on the future, she added: “l don’t see
any future for them except becoming a cleaner in someone else’s house like me, or
maybe I’ll find good people to marry them so they can have a better life.”
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When local labour markets collapsed and opportunities for work within Afghanistan
narrowed further, migration became a more common survival strategy. Families sent
sons, often minors, abroad through irregular routes, primarily to Iran. This was despite
the high risk not only of violence, especially at the border, but also exploitation, arrest
and deportation. If the son could get to Iran, get a job and manage to stay there, their
remittances would become a critical lifeline, financing food, rent and winter expenses
for extended households back home. However, this strategy also introduces a new
vulnerability - deportation or job loss can abruptly eliminate a household’s primary
source of income. The case below demonstrates how migration can function both as a
survival mechanism and a source of enduring risk.

Zahir lives in Khwaja Bahauddin district in Takhar province with his wife, one son and
seven daughters. Before the change of government in 2021, the household was poor
but managing. He worked as a rickshaw driver, his wife earned income as a tailor and
all the children were going to school. During this period the two elder daughters, after
completing their schooling, were married. While the family’s financial situation was
fragile, they were able to meet their basic needs.

Following the fall of the Republic, the local economy deteriorated sharply. Income
opportunities declined and the family’s situation worsened. One daughter was
married to a man in Iran, partly as a strategy to reduce household expenses and
temporarily secure some support through the bride price (the payment made by

the groom’s family to the bride’s father). Zahir’s work became scarce and his wife’s
tailoring income dwindled. There was no longer sufficient money coming in to sustain
the family. After about a year of struggling, Zahir decided to withdraw his 13-year-old
son from school and send him to Iran to work, with the help of his son-in-law there.
“We knew the risks of the illegal route,” he said, “but everyone goes to Iran, works and
sends money to their families, so we thought this was better for him and for us. He
was our only option, [he had to] work so we could survive.”

On his first attempt to get into Iran, the son was turned back at the border, but the
family tried again, and the second time he succeeded. In Iran, the boy first worked in
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a bakery alongside his brother-in-law for six months. Then he was able to get a job
as a construction worker. For nearly two years, he was sending approximately 5,000
afghanis (USD 79) per month back to his parents.

During this period, the father remained largely unemployed. He sold his rickshaw
and exhausted his savings. For about six months, he found temporary work in

Kabul selling bottled water, earning around 6,000 afghanis (USD 95) per month, an
income insufficient for a household of his size. As financial pressure mounted, he
resorted to marrying off another daughter, aged 15, in exchange for a bride price of
approximately 300,000 afghanis (USD 4,760). “That money lasted about a year,” he
said. When the funds were depleted and the household again faced acute hardship,
he married off another daughter for a similar amount. This time, the money was used
to finance the migration of all the remaining family members, male and female, to
Iran, so they could work alongside their son.

In Iran, his wife worked as a carer for an elderly person, while Zahir worked as a
guard in a garden. With fewer household members and three income earners, the
family was able to cover rent and basic expenses. However, this stability was short-
lived. In 2025, they were deported from Iran and returned to Afghanistan.

Back in Khwaja Bahauddin, the son began working with his grandfather, who owns
a small shop and some agricultural land. The boy helps in the shop two days a
week and assists with farming during the summer season. He earns around 3,000
afghanis (USD 48) per month and his food and personal expenses are covered by
his grandfather.

The wife has resumed tailoring, but income is irregular and largely seasonal, with
demand increasing slightly around Eid. The daughters assist her when possible. The
father is currently unemployed, occasionally finding short-term agricultural labour in
spring and summer, such as during rice planting or harvesting time. “We’re surviving
on [my son’s] 3,000 afghanis for now,” he said. His three remaining daughters still
living at home, aged 12, 13 and 14, are too old for school under the Islamic Emirate.
Their father said that if he finds someone willing to pay a good bride price, he will
marry them off as well.

All the children in the household were previously going to school during the
Republic. Today, none are studying and education does not appear on Zahir’s list of
priorities, or possibilities, at all: “l don’t think about school at all. The only thing that
matters is survival. We need money to live.”
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As economic pressures intensify, some households have turned to institutions as

a means of reducing the size of their household and securing basic provisions for
their children. For some families, madrasas are used not primarily for religious

or ideological reasons, but as informal social protection systems offering food,
shelter and small stipends, with children sent to live there, away from their families.
Sending children to a madrasa can represent a survival calculation aimed at easing
immediate financial burdens. The following cases illustrate how families have relied
on these arrangements when neither labour nor migration could sufficiently sustain
the household.

Wakil also lives in Khwaja Bahauddin district in Takhar province, where he supports
a large household consisting of his wife, four sons, three daughters, a daughter-
in-law and two grandchildren. During the Republic, he worked as a supervisor

on rural reconstruction projects under the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and
Development. A year after the fall of the Republic, he lost his job but managed to
survive for a time on savings. When these were exhausted, he decided to send one
of his sons, then around 21 years old, to Iran for work. The son was deported once,
but succeeded on the second attempt and is still there. Wakil borrowed money to
pay for the journey, hoping his son would eventually send remittances home: “He’s
a guard in a garden and also a labourer, working from morning until late at night. He
sends us 15,000 to 20,000 afghanis [USD 240-320] per month.” Because his son lives
in a remote agricultural area and does not enter the cities, Wakil said, he has so far
avoided deportation: “Our biggest fear is that he’ll be deported. If that happens, we
don’t know what we’ll do, or how we’ll eat.”

Before the remittances began to trickle in, the family had survived at a subsistence
level. Even now, the income is insufficient for a household of this size, particularly
during winter. The family has some livestock, with their cows providing milk, some
of which is turned into yoghurt and their chickens supplying eggs. Wakil’s daughters
sometimes help collect fodder from nearby forests to feed the animals.
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Boys study the Quran at a madrasa in Argo district, Badakhshan province. For some families struggling
with poverty, boarding madrasas offer a way to lessen the number of mouths to feed at home.
Photo: Omer Abrar/AFP, 12 May 2026

Wakil and one of his sons also work as street vendors, selling seasonal goods

such as fruit, snacks, gum, dried fruit and juices. They work only on market days,
Mondays and Thursdays, because demand is otherwise low and working additional
days would not increase sales. So the household remains under constant financial
pressure. “We earn about 200 to 300 afghanis [USD 3.2 - 4.8] per week,” he said.
“There is no point in working more. People won’t buy more.”

Faced with persistent financial strain, Wakil decided to withdraw his younger sons
from formal schooling and enrol them instead in residential madrasas.

Initially, one of his sons, aged around 12, was sent to a newly established jihadi
madrasa with a residential campus.® The decision to send him there was driven

® Jihadi madrasas are state-run institutions that answer directly to Amir Hibatullah Akhundzada. They are
well-resourced, typically with residential campuses, and may provide students with stipends and other
financial incentives. For more on these and madrasas in general, see Hamrah Network Taliban Madrassas:
Ideological Consolidation, Gender Persecution and Afghanistan’s Future Stability, June 2026.



https://hamrahnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Taliban-Madrasa-Report.pdf
https://hamrahnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Taliban-Madrasa-Report.pdf
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primarily by poverty and the need to reduce household expenses. “In a madrasa,

all expenses are covered: food, accommodation and they also give some money, 50
afghanis [USD 0.8] weekly,” he said, “that reduces the burden on us. School costs
money, but madrasa pays.” To ease the financial pressure and provide food for his
large household, he decided to send another son, aged 15, to a jihadi madrasa, but
was unable to enrol him in the local madrasa due to limited intake; only one child
per household is accepted because of high demand. Through personal connections
(wasita), Wakil managed to send him to a madrasa in Dasht-e Archi district in Kunduz
province, where he now lives and studies.

He also believes madrasa education may offer better employment prospects under
current conditions. “Most jobs now go to madrasa graduates. So, | think this is better
for their future,” he said. Wakil noted that this strategy is widespread in his village,
explaining, “From almost every household, one or two children are now in these
madrasas because of financial difficulties.” He also gave the example of a local man,
Abdullah, whose son is an armed member of the Taliban. Despite this, his salary is
insufficient to support the family. Because his son works for the Taliban, he has been
offered places for three additional sons in these madrasas.

Wakil’s account highlights how poverty, unemployment and prospects of future
employment have reshaped household decisions about labour, migration

and schooling. For some poor families, residential madrasas provide food,
accommodation and sometimes a small stipend. They go far beyond education
and serve as a substitute for social protection where families have few alternatives.
Wakil’s decision to send his sons to madrasas appears to have been driven by
economic necessity rather than ideology, as well as by his belief that this form of
education will improve their future employment prospects. Poverty may therefore
shape not only whether children remain in school, but also the kind of education
they receive and their longer-term social and employment trajectories.

All of Wakil’s daughters remain at home and do not attend school.
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For some families, as earlier accounts have shown, coping mechanisms have
extended to extreme and irreversible measures. One of these is arranging marriage
for daughters at a very young age, or to men the family would not normally consider
as suitable, for example because they are already married or are much older or are
from outside the gawm (clan). In this way, family members are themselves treated
as economic assets, albeit something driven by economic desperation rather than
cultural preference.?

Daughters may be married off because the bride price the family gets can be
used to cover food, pay off debts or fund sending another family member abroad.
Interviewees framed their decisions explicitly as driven by the household’s need
to survive. However, the relief provided by a bride price was short-lived, while the
long-term consequences for the girls, including early pregnancy and health risks
were severe (education is already lost for this age group because of the closure of
secondary schools).

Two other accounts have already touched on early arranged marriages for young
daughters: Zahir, the former rickshaw driver from Khwaja Bahauddin, and Khatera,
who used to cook and clean for Aziza, the former university lecturer.

However, in this section, other cases are relayed by a third party: Nadia, who works
for an international organisation and whose work covers rural areas of Badakhshan
province. She shared her first-hand experiences of witnessing such desperation. In
one rural district, she said she had encountered a girl of about 14 years old who was
to be married to a man in his early 60s:

| went to the [girl’s] family and told the father that this shouldn’t happen - she
is very young. He told me, ‘I can’t provide for my children anymore. Poverty is

0 For an earlier look at the experience of child marriage as told by the fathers of the girls, see Ali
Mohammad Sabawoon, Living in a collapsed economy (4): The desperation and guilt of giving a young
daughter in marriage, AAN, October 2022. A decree which regulates divorce, issued in May 2026, was
criticised by the UN Women Special Representative in Afghanistan and Amnesty International for changes
that both said amounted to “normalizing” child marriage.



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/living-in-a-collapsed-economy-4-the-desperation-and-guilt-of-giving-a-young-daughter-in-marriage/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/statement/2026/05/un-women-afghanistan-statement-on-decree-no-18-issued-by-the-de-facto-authorities
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2026/06/afghanistan-new-code-enabling-child-marriage-compounds-dismal-situation-for-womens-and-girls-rights/
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worse than it’s ever been. No matter what | do, | can’t afford our living expenses.
After hearing this, | couldn’t say anything. | became numb.

The girl, said Nadia, was one of seven children, five girls and two boys. The father
was disabled and the mother earned a small income washing clothes in other
people’s homes. Her income was the household’s only source of survival. The sons
were unemployed because there were no jobs and the daughters were out of school
and being forced to marry. The family’s resources had been exhausted very quickly.

A woman prepares to accept a proposal to settle a debt by marrying her youngest daughter to the
creditor’s son. Her husband had borrowed the money and subsequently abandoned the family. Marrying
girls off for their bride price is an extreme wat for families to raise cash.

Photo: Bilal Guler/Anadolu Agency via AFP, 5 January 2022

They had adopted multiple survival strategies, including drastically reducing their
food intake, said Nadia: “The family was often surviving on tea and bread three times
a day.” Occasional support from neighbours provided only temporary and limited
relief, as most were facing similar hardship. At one point, the family even mortgaged
their home simply to buy food. When that money ran out, they not only lost their
income but also their home, continuing to live in a house that was no longer legally
theirs. With no employment and no remaining savings, the bride price from such
marriages provides only temporary relief. Families often exhaust the money within
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months, after which they return to the same conditions of deprivation, this time
without their daughters.

Early marriage carries severe health consequences. Girls who become pregnant
at a very young age are at greater risk of life-threatening complications during
childbirth:

In another district | visited,” said Nadia, “I witnessed the marriage of a 14-year-
old girl to a 55-year-old man [given] because of her father’s debt burden.
Despite the marriage, the family remained impoverished. The girl became
pregnant early, suffered complications and died during childbirth.

Nadia said that girls in the area were being married as second, third or even fourth
wives to men aged 50, 60 or even 80.

Such extreme coping strategies, said Nadia, were one element of a crisis
characterised by worsening malnutrition. Yet they do little to help secure food for
anything but the short term. She said such persistent poverty remained one of the
primary drivers of malnutrition in Afghanistan, particularly among children and
especially girls, who are often the last ones to eat, as families lack both the income
and resources needed to secure adequate food:

We can only help families a few times. There are so many of them in need. Some
people are forced to make these decisions just to survive for a short time and

then they return to the beginning of the cycle. If this continues, God knows what
people will do to survive. | see all of this with my own eyes. My throat feels tight;
my eyes fill with tears and | cry. | wish | could do something, but | can do so little.

Nadia also said she had seen what is the most desperate of survival strategies,
“people selling their children and for very little money.”



Pushed to the Limits: The struggle to survive deepening poverty in Afghanistan

The sale of children into informal private adoption is a final resort, the most
extreme and devastating coping strategy observed in this research. Such cases are
the endpoint of prolonged economic collapse in which all survival options have
been exhausted. The following cases illustrate how acute hunger, social isolation
and the absence of support forced two mothers into a decision that caused them
profound psychological trauma.

Sakina, whose words began this report, is a widow, living in Kabul: her husband, a
police officer during the Republic, was killed three years ago, following the Taliban’s
return to power. He had been the sole breadwinner for the family. After his death,
she was left alone with her children and elderly mother-in-law. For the past three
years, her mother-in-law had been the family’s primary source of support, helping
her and her children survive, as did informal community networks. The following
accounts describe two such instances.

Sakina’s mother-in-law worked as a daya - a traditional birth attendant - assisting
women who cannot access clinics or hospitals due to distance, cost or social
restrictions. In return, she was paid between 50 and 100 afghanis (USD 0.8-1.6) per
birth or was sometimes given food. “Some families can’t go to clinics, or they don’t
allow women to leave the house. They ask me to come and help. Whatever they
have, they give,” she said.

In addition, she baked bread in traditional tandoors (clay ovens), travelling to
households that lacked baking skills. For this work, she earned similarly small
amounts or a little of the bread she had baked. None of this work was regular or
sufficient to sustain the household and survival depended heavily on the support of
the community, as Sakina explained: “Sometimes when we had nothing to eat and
no way to earn, neighbours would share a kilo of rice or flour. This is how we lived.”

Shortly before the interview, her mother-in-law died of a stroke. With her death,
the family lost its last source of support. Within days, food supplies ran out. With
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no income, no food, no prospect of work and facing an uncertain future, Sakina saw
no choice but to make an unimaginable decision. She sold her three-year-old son to
a childless family, arranging the sale through a neighbour who was a relative of the
family. The price was 20,000 afghanis, or about 317 US dollars.

I had to feed my other children. My daughters are all under 17. They can’t go out
to work alone. | couldn’t find a job. My mother-in-law was gone. What would | feed
them all tomorrow? No mother would make such a decision unless she was forced.

The decision brought no relief. In the days that followed, she became emotionally
overwhelmed, crying constantly and falling seriously ill. Her daughters grew
increasingly concerned as she withdrew, unable to sleep without medication. Her
condition alarmed the neighbours, who intervened. When the local mosque and
community elders learned of the situation, they collectively raised money, small
amounts ranging from 10 to 500 afghanis (USD 0.2-7.9), gathering approximately
6,000 afghanis (USD 95). The elders approached the family who had taken the child,
apologising on the mother’s behalf and asking for the boy to be returned.

They explained that, while they understood the family’s desire to adopt a child, the
mother could not survive without her son. On hearing this, the man agreed to return
the child and also refused to accept the money collected by the community. “It felt
like my life was given back to me,” said Sakina. “| regretted my decision so much, but
| had no other choice. | only wanted to hold him again. | don’t know what I’ll do in the
future. | don’t know what decisions I'll make.”

The family’s situation remains dire. With no breadwinner, no income and no access to
education or work, Sakina relies on sporadic community support. “Sometimes | ask
neighbours for old clothes,” she said. “I swear, if | didn’t need to, | would never ask. I'm
forced to, because | have children.” She described the future as dark and uncertain.
Her daughters are out of school, food remains scarce and the possibility of being
forced into similarly irreversible decisions remains ever-present.

Sakina’s case is not unique. Aziza, the former lecturer and NGO worker now living in
Kabul with her mother, described the visible suffering in her community and how
extreme poverty there was also pushing mothers toward taking drastic measures.

She recounted the story of a woman called Nilofar, whose husband was unemployed
despite actively searching for work. Nilofar sold her newborn baby to a distant relative
who could not have children. When she went into labour, said Aziza, Nilofar called the
family to collect the baby on the day of birth. “Imagine giving your child away on the
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first day,” she said. “A mother cannot want this.” The price, 30,000 afghanis (USD 476),
would last a few months at best, “and then what?” Aziza asked. “Imagine selling your
own child for that amount of money. She gave away a piece of herself.” Aziza, herself
the mother of a two-month-old baby, struggled to process such stories. “l can’t
imagine it,” she said, her voice breaking. “As a mother, it shatters my heart.”
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Taken together, the case studies reveal not simply a range of coping strategies, but a
progression through them as households exhaust one option after another. Families
draw first on whatever resources are available to them - savings, assets, their own
labour and support from relatives or neighbours. As these prove insufficient, they
seek new sources of income through informal work, migration and the labour of
other household members, including children. For some, prolonged economic
pressure ultimately leads to decisions that permanently alter family life: withdrawing
children from school, sending them away to madrasas or orphanages, marrying off
young daughters or, in the most extreme cases, selling a child into adoption. These
are not isolated responses to sudden crisis, but the cumulative result of households
progressively running out of alternatives.

Households, however, do not enter this progression from the same starting point.
The squeeze on incomes in Afghanistan is not universal. For every family marrying a
young daughter off for her bride price, there is a man who can pay several thousand
dollars and envisage supporting his new bride, bearing in mind, as well, that she
may not be his only wife or become the only mother of his children. The resources

a household has at the outset therefore shape both the options available to it and
how quickly it is forced towards more harmful coping strategies. As our recently
published longitudinal study, Inside Afghanistan’s Unequal Economic Recovery: How
households have fared since 2021, which re-interviewed individuals whom we first
heard from during the 2021 crash, found, households did not enter economic crisis
from the same starting point. Their pre-existing assets, employment and networks
of trust shape the options available to them and their prospects of recovery. The
accounts in this report show the other side of that finding: how households with
fewer resources can be pushed towards increasingly harmful survival strategies as
those options disappear.

It is not by chance that so many of the studies in this report are about women,
especially those who have been widowed. It is far more difficult for women, in
general, to find work. For those who have no male breadwinner, or some sort of
wider family support, it is doubly arduous to try to both work and look after children,
especially if those children are young. The Emirate’s social policies have made it
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more difficult for women to find paid work, particularly outside the private sector.
The authorities have also not created exemptions or provided alternative forms of
support for women without a male breadwinner. Restrictions on accessing training
and employment and requirements for a mahram (close male relative as an escort)
place additional obstacles in their way. For these women, when their own labour
is insufficient or unavailable, the last resort is ‘monetising’ their children - and for
those with only daughters, that may mean marriage.

The case studies also suggest that similar coping strategies are narrated differently
depending on the interviewees’ gender. Both male and female respondents
described trying a range of strategies, including work, debt and migration, before
resorting to measures such as child marriage or relying on bride price. Male
respondents tended to frame such decisions in pragmatic and economic terms,

as part of a broader calculation of household survival under severe constraint. By
contrast, female respondents - particularly widows or sole breadwinners - spoke
about the emotional burden of such decisions and the cumulative exhaustion of
alternatives, describing them as measures of last resort marked by significant moral
anguish. These differences may reflect the different positions men and women
occupy within households, their responsibilities and their access to livelihood
opportunities, as well as gender norms about expressing emotions.

Zahir, for example, described his decisions largely in terms of household survival.
After his work dried up and his wife’s tailoring income dwindled, he sent his
13-year-old son to Iran for work, but the money his son sent home was not enough
to sustain his large family. As financial pressure mounted, Zahir arranged for two
teenage daughters to be married and said he would arrange marriages for his

three remaining unmarried daughters, for a good bride price: “With fewer family
members, there’s less responsibility and more chance of survival.” Zahir’s account
frames these decisions primarily as a sequence of economic calculations: reducing
the number of dependants, securing a lump sum and financing migration in an
effort to sustain the household. Nadia relayed similar pragmatic approaches in
other male-headed households, where fathers described marrying young daughters
as a response to debt and severe financial hardship after other strategies - including
eating less, mortgaging property and seeking casual work had failed.

Female respondents, by contrast, expressed anguish about such decisions,
describing the reluctance with which they made them and the emotional cost.
They described the cumulative exhaustion of seeking alternatives and consistently
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portrayed the outcome as a painful measure of last resort, considered only after
every other available option had failed. Khatera, for example, had relied on informal
work and sent her son to an orphanage so he could eat regular meals and to reduce
pressure on the household. Only after this had failed did she consider marrying

off her eldest daughter. Amina, meanwhile, described how she had hoped her
children would continue in school and “have a better future,” but instead saw them
withdrawn from school to undertake poorly paid work. Helai similarly spoke of child
marriage as one of the only remaining options she could imagine for her daughter,
beyond continued poverty. For Sakina, the decision to entrust her son to another
family came only after losing her family’s sole breadwinner. The loss of her son so
overwhelmed her with grief that neighbours and community elders intervened to
have him returned.

The case studies also reveal the stark impact on children of a family falling on hard
times. In most cases, only once adult labour, savings and migration failed to ensure
survival did households begin to draw on their children’s labour. Across the case
studies, numerous cases of child labour emerged, reflecting the inability of families
to survive on the income of adult breadwinners alone. Children were withdrawn from
school and pushed into work, reflecting a calculation in which immediate survival
outweighed the family’s investment in their future. Boys were sent to work on the
streets, placed in orphanages or madrasas, or sent on dangerous journeys to Iran for
work, while girls, whose educational opportunities were already cut off at grade six
by the Emirate’s closure of girls’ high schools, found themselves doing piecework

at home for a pittance or sent to work as domestic labourers in other households.
Families with only daughters, or headed by women with no male breadwinner, faced
a narrower and grimmer set of options - with lower earning potential themselves and
fewer of the partial escapes available to households with sons.

For some families, subsistence was their only aim. Explaining why she had taken her
girls out of school to make lace at home, Amina said: “We must survive first before
we can dream.” Helai, who took her 11-year-old daughter out of school a year before
the Emirate would have forced her to leave, so that she could work as a domestic
help in another household, expressed herself similarly: “Even if she doesn’t finish this
[school] year, at least we survive. First, she has to live.” For such families, education
has become a luxury they can no longer afford, thus increasing the chances of
poverty persisting into the next generation.
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Persistent debt is another feature running through many of the accounts: Khatera
fell months behind on rent, Wakil borrowed to finance his son’s journey to Iran,
and one of the families in Badakhshan mortgaged their home simply to buy food.
While debt helped the family survive briefly, it did little to resolve the underlying
crisis and often compounded households’ vulnerability over time. In the absence
of formal credit or adequate social protection, informal debt - from landlords,
neighbours or family members - has become a key survival mechanism for many
households. Yet such debts are inherently fragile - because repayment depends on
uncertain future income. When that income fails to materialise, debt can tip a family
from precariousness into deeper crisis. Rather than resolving financial insecurity,
borrowing often traps households in a cycle in which today’s survival comes at the
cost of tomorrow’s stability.

Another theme running through many of the accounts is the importance of
communal solidarity. Interviewees described receiving support from neighbours
and others, including small sums of money, food, or even sharing meals, such

as when Aziza shared food with Khatera. Sakina described more organised
community support when the neighbourhood representative, the wakil, collected
small donations from local people to help her get her son back after she had sold
him. Such goodwill, manifested through informal social networks, is, literally,

a lifesaver in Afghanistan. Yet this support is tenuous when everyone is poor.
Sakina’s neighbours pulled together, each providing tiny amounts of money that,
collectively, could save her from calamity, but they could do little in the long term.
In the absence of meaningful economic recovery, such supportis invaluable, but it
is also a fragile fallback mechanism.
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