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PREFACE
Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People is the twelfth edition of our annual public opinion survey
exploring critical social, economic, and political issues in Afghanistan. Since 2004, the Survey has gathered the
opinions of more than 87,000 Afghan men and women, providing a unique portrait of public perceptions as
they have evolved over time. This year’s Survey polled 12,658 Afghan respondents from 16 ethnic groups in all
34 provinces, including insecure and physically challenging environments. It reveals a nation facing complex
changes, with rising uncertainty about its future.
Afghans in 2016 are more fearful for their security, more dissatisfied with the economy, and less confident in
their government. The national mood continued to decline, and this year marks the lowest level of optimism
since the Survey began in 2004. Early 2016 saw the failure of peace talks with the Taliban, and security
in Afghanistan has since deteriorated, with new incursions by the Taliban and record civilian casualties.
Repercussions from the withdrawal of international troops in 2014 can still be felt in the Afghan economy,
while slow job growth has contributed to high rates of urban unemployment, and more than one-third of
Afghans say their household financial situation has grown worse in the past year. The promise of electoral
reform, a key issue ahead of the upcoming parliamentary elections, remains stalled, and most Afghans say
they have no confidence in the Independent Elections Commission to do its job. Confidence in every level of
government appears to have fallen since 2015.
This year’s Survey also provides some reasons for optimism, however. Despite the worsening economic and
security environment, the desire to emigrate fell to a record low this year, a striking change from 2015, as large
numbers of previous emigrants have returned from European countries where disincentives to immigration
have been on the rise. More Afghans, particularly rural Afghan men, support women’s right to vote and
women’s right to work outside the home than ever before. Although corruption rates remain very high, the rate
at which Afghans report actual encounters with corruption, in the customs office or their provincial governor’s
office, has decreased. When asked what is going well in their local area, many Afghans mention development
in education. Internet access continues to increase rapidly, and rising television viewership appears to predict
changes in the way that viewers see women’s role in society.
With its broad scope and long duration, A Survey of the Afghan People is a map of social change over time,
highlighting the Afghan experience in a rapidly transforming nation. Through this annual project we hope to
provide a deeper understanding of Afghanistan, while also contributing to the knowledge environment for
policymaking and programming as the Afghan government sets its own course towards peace. For international
partners, this year’s findings point to a need for patience and strategic thinking, as well as sustained support, as
Afghanistan weathers ongoing political challenges and economic hardship.
David D. Arnold
President, The Asia Foundation
December 2016
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Afghanistan in 2016: A Survey of the Afghan People is The Asia Foundation’s twelfth annual public opinion
survey in Afghanistan. The longest-running barometer of Afghan opinions, the Survey has gathered the views
of more than 87,000 Afghans since 2004 and provides a longitudinal portrait of evolving public perceptions of
security, the economy, governance and government services, elections, media, women’s issues, and migration.
Unique in its broad scope and long duration, the Survey tracks trend lines on questions of special interest to
Afghans and the international community alike.
This year, the downward trajectory in national mood which began in 2013 has continued: in 2016, just
29.3% of Afghans say the country is moving in the right direction, the lowest level of optimism recorded
in the Survey since it began in 2004, and down from 36.7% in 2015. While the drop in 2015 can be partly
explained by post-election disappointments after the exuberance and campaign promises preceding the 2014
presidential elections, the lower optimism in 2016 appears to reflect a sustained change in sentiment related to
perceptions of security, the economy, and government achievements. Early 2016 saw the failure of peace talks
with the Taliban, while a recent peace agreement with Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and Hezb-i-Islami has not been
welcomed by all Afghan political groups. Afghans appear to have less confidence in every level of government,
yet they also have less desire to emigrate. Despite a worsening economic and security environment, Afghanistan
has seen a high number of returnees from European countries.
This year’s Survey polled 12,658 Afghan respondents, 52.7% of them male and 47.4% female, representing 16
ethnic groups from all 34 provinces in the country. Face-to-face interviews were conducted between August 31
and October 1 by a team of 1,003 trained Afghan enumerators matched with respondents by gender (men
interviewed men and women interviewed women). All enumerators are indigenous to the provinces where they
conducted interviews. Survey results have been weighted to be gender balanced and nationally representative
using the most recent population data (2015–2016) released by the Afghan Central Statistics Organization.
The total sample consisted of 25% urban households and 75% rural households, and this year’s margin of error
is ±1.6%, based on a design effect of 3.45 and a confidence interval of 95%.
The Asia Foundation’s longstanding research partner, the Afghan Center for Socio-Economic and Opinion
Research, conducted all survey fieldwork and logistics, while its parent company, D3 Systems, Inc., provided
analytical and methodological support. As in the 2013, 2014, and 2015 surveys, Sayara Research conducted
third-party validation of fieldwork, a best practice for survey research in challenging environments. Together
with its partners, the Foundation is committed to quality-control processes guided by principles of validity and
reliability. The survey data is available for further analysis at www.asiafoundation.org.
This year’s Survey includes several new questions proposed by key users of the survey findings. New questions
explore Afghans’ views on what is going well in their local area, their awareness of legal rights and public
defender services, Internet access, reasons to migrate, and remittances from family abroad. A question on
whether respondents have a tazkera (national identity card) and a six-item scale used to measure the prevalence
of disabilities were added. As before, the Survey includes measures of both fact and opinion. An in-depth
discussion of the survey methodology is provided in Appendix 1 of this report.
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NATIONAL MOOD
•

Direction of the country. The highest rate of optimism was recorded in 2013, when 58.2% of Afghans
said the country was moving in the right direction. The downward trajectory of optimism beginning
the following year has continued, and this year just 29.3% of Afghans say the country is moving in the
right direction, the lowest level of optimism recorded since 2004. Residents of the Central/Kabul region
report the lowest level of optimism (16.3%), followed by the North East region (25.8%), and the Central/
Hazarajat region (26.4%). Meanwhile, respondents from the East are most likely to say the country is
moving in the right direction (41.1%). By province, respondents are least likely to say the country is
moving in the right direction in Panjshir (4.6%), Kabul (13.3%), and Parwan (16.1%).

•

Reasons for optimism. Among Afghans who say the country is moving in the right direction, the most
commonly cited reasons are reconstruction and rebuilding (32.5%), good security (26.6%), active Afghan
National Army (ANA) and Afghan National Police (ANP) (10.4%), and newly opened schools for girls
(10.3%). Rural respondents are more optimistic overall compared to urban respondents (31.7% vs.
22.2%, respectively), a pattern consistent with previous years.

•

Reasons for pessimism. As in all years since 2007, insecurity is the reason most commonly given for why
the country is moving in the wrong direction (48.8%), followed by unemployment (27.5%), corruption
(14.6%), bad economy (10.4%), and bad government (8.7%). The proportions of Afghans citing
insecurity, unemployment, and corruption have increased from last year by 4.2, 2.1, and 1.6 percentage
points, respectively. The proportion citing bad government has decreased by 2.7 points.

•

Local mood. The Survey asked respondents what is going well in their local area, and their responses
echo an overall pessimism, with 30.0% saying they don’t know and 17.0% saying that nothing is going
well in their local area. Development reasons are most frequently cited by those who give a reason. When
respondents were asked to name up to two of the biggest problems in their area, 31.5% said unemployment,
and 22.7% said security issues/violence.

•

Biggest problems facing women. When asked to name the two biggest problems facing women in
their area, education/illiteracy remained the most cited problem at 36.1%, up from 20.4% in 2015.
Unemployment, at 22.9%, was up significantly from 11.3% in 2015, and domestic violence was cited by
22.1%, an all-time high. As in previous years, women cited domestic violence more frequently than men.

•

Biggest problems facing youth. Respondents were first asked in 2015 to describe the two biggest
problems facing youth. Their responses have changed little since last year. A majority of respondents
list unemployment (71.2%), while a minority say illiteracy (25.7%), poor economy (16.0%), or drug
addiction (13.8%). Lack of higher education opportunities was a more common concern in 2015 (15.3%)
compared to this year (7.9%), while lack of youth rights decreased 3.8 percentage points from last year,
to 1.8% in 2016.
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SECURITY
•

Fear for personal safety. Overall, 69.8% of Afghans report sometimes, often, or always feeling fear for
their personal safety, the highest level in over a decade. As in 2015, fear for personal safety is most salient
in the South West region (82.0%). Within this region, Helmand stands out, with 55.4% of respondents
saying they are always afraid for their personal safety, 22.6% often afraid, and 14.3% sometimes afraid.
Afghans in the East region (80.1%) also report high levels of fear for personal safety. Since last year, the
largest changes in perceived insecurity appears in the North East, where it rose from 57.1% to 63.2%, and
in the North West, where it rose from 58.1% to 66.5%.

•

Experience and reporting of crime and violence. In 2016, the percentage of Afghans with a family
member who was a victim of crime or violence increased by 1.2 points, to 19.4%. Most frequently cited
are physical assaults (35.8%), theft of livestock (20.0%), and racketeering (17.4%). Murder (13.4%)
and kidnappings (12.4%) also affect Afghans substantially. Of war-related incidents, suicide attacks are
the most frequently reported (15.2%). The proportion of respondents who reported their experience
of a crime or violence to another party remained stable from previous years, with 64.3% saying they
approached an authority outside the family in 2016. The ANP remains the preferred authority, with
50.1% of those who experienced a crime or violence reporting the incident to the ANP.

•

Perceptions of the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). A narrow majority (53.7%) say the ANA
is getting better at providing security, while 20.0% say it’s getting worse. On the Afghan Local Police
(ALP), 39.6% say it is getting better, 26.4% say it is getting worse, and 32.6% see no change. Of the
three, views of the ANP’s ability to provide security appears the most mixed, with 34.6% saying better,
and 30.7% saying worse.

•

Reconciliation. Confidence that the peace process can help stabilize the country remained comparable
to 2015 (62.9%). The percentage of Afghans who say they feel sympathy for armed opposition groups
(AOGs) decreased 10.8 percentage points this year, from 27.5% in 2015 to 16.7% in 2016. More Afghans
in 2016 perceive AOGs as motivated by the pursuit of power (23.1%) compared to 2015 (18.9%) or 2014
(15.6%).

•

Fear of encountering armed forces. Opposition forces uniformly trigger fear among Afghans, with 93.0%
reporting fear of encountering the Taliban. Afghans still consider an encounter with the ANSF to have
comparatively little risk, with 44.8% reporting some or a lot of fear when encountering the ANP, roughly
the same as in the previous two years. Fear of encountering the ANA was reported by 42.1% in 2016.

•

Knowledge and threat of ISIS/Daesh. General awareness of ISIS/Daesh has increased, from 74.3% in
2015 to 81.3% this year reporting familiarity with the group. Overall, perceptions of ISIS/Daesh as a
security threat decreased, from 54.2% in 2015 to 47.9% in 2016.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

7

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND EMPLOYMENT
•

Perception of the economy. Among the 65.9% of Afghans this year who say the country is moving in
the wrong direction, the second-most common reason for pessimism after insecurity is unemployment
(27.5%). Other economic reasons for pessimism include a bad economy (10.4%), lack of reconstruction
(4.8%), and high prices (2.9%). Afghans also cite the economy when things are perceived to be going well.
Among the minority of Afghans (29.3%) who are optimistic about the future of the country, 53.3% cite
economic reasons for optimism, including reconstruction and rebuilding (33.0%) and economic revival
(9.7%).

•

Household economic situation. When asked about their household financial situation, 36.6% say their
financial situation has worsened this year, compared to 29.7% in 2015. Only 18.8% of Afghans say their
household financial situation has improved in 2016, compared to 21.0% in 2015.

•

Employment. The Survey asks Afghans if they are involved in any activity that generates money, and
45.0% of all respondents in 2016—80.6% of men and 9.4% of women—say that they are. Almost twothirds of respondents (59.9%) say that employment opportunities for their households have worsened,
while 31.6% say they remain unchanged, and just 7.6% say they have improved since last year.

•

Women and the economy. After a gradual trend upward since 2009, this year only 19.1% of Afghans say
that a woman contributes to their household’s income, down from 22.6% in 2015. When asked if they
agree that women should be allowed to work outside the home, more respondents agree in 2016 (74.0%)
than ever before in the Survey.

•

Assets. Compared to rural Afghans, urban Afghans are more likely to report having household appliances
that require electricity, such as a television (83.2%), a refrigerator (61.4%), or a washing machine (61.4%).
Rural Afghans, on the other hand, are more likely to have a bicycle (51.3%), a motorcycle (51.8%), and a
sewing machine (70.9%). Household mobile phone ownership continued to rise, from 82.3% in 2015 to
88.8% in 2016, while land ownership increased from 53.7% in 2015 to 59.3% in 2016.

•

Household income. This year, respondents report an overall average monthly household income of AFN
10,949 (USD 165), with urban areas reporting higher incomes (AFN 14,284/USD 215) than Afghans
living in rural areas (AFN 9,845/USD 148). Residents in the South West region report the highest average
monthly income (AFN 15,052/USD 226).

DEVELOPMENT AND SERVICE DELIVERY
•

Electricity. This year, 43.4% say their household electricity has worsened since last year (up from 40.3% in
2015), while 13.9% say it improved (down from 15.0% in 2015). For many Afghans, access to electricity
is affected by changes in the economy, including relative purchasing power for fuel and solar panels, or the
affordability of electricity bills. Afghans in urban areas are significantly more likely to report improvement
(22.4%) in access to electricity since last year compared to Afghans in rural areas (11.1%).
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•

Health. Healthcare access and nutrition remain two central areas of concern. When asked to describe the
quality of food in their household diet compared to 12 months ago, 16.1% of Afghans say it has improved.
This figure represents a nearly 25 percentage point decline from five years ago, when 40.9% reported an
improvement in household food quality. Poor nutrition appears particularly severe in provinces with high
rates of insurgent violence. This year in Helmand province, for example, 75.9% of respondents indicate
that the quality of food in their diet has worsened in the past year, the worst of any province.

•

Education. More than half of Afghans (52.0%) report having no formal or informal government or
private education, including two-thirds (66.4%) of women and 37.7% of men. Just over half (51.0%)
of women say they have never been to a government school nor a madrasa for any type of education,
compared to less than a quarter of men (23.4%).

•

Awareness of development projects. Public awareness of new development projects has increased in
every category of the Survey since last year. More than one-third of respondents (34.3%) say they are aware
of a project to build or repair roads and bridges in their community, a significant increase from last year’s
rate of 30.3%. Awareness is greatest in Wardak (69.4%) and Laghman (68.6%), and lowest in the Central/
Hazarajat area. The biggest increase in awareness is of new mosque construction, which rose from 21.9%
in 2015 to 30.8% in 2016. Across all categories of development, levels of awareness are well below peak
levels in 2011, which coincided with high levels of international and military aid expenditure.

GOVERNANCE
•

Satisfaction with government performance. Following a sharp decline in 2015, Afghan perceptions of
how well government institutions do their job again declined to historically low levels in 2016. Only 49.1%
of Afghans surveyed say the National Unity Government (NUG) is doing a good job, down from 57.8%
in 2015. Satisfaction rates are also low for provincial governments (52.9%), municipal governments in
urban areas (42.4%), and district governments in rural areas (50.7%). Women (52.7%) are slightly more
likely to express satisfaction with the NUG than are men (45.4%).

•

Conﬁdence in public institutions. In most categories related to confidence in government and
nongovernment institutions, nationwide rates in 2016 were the lowest recorded in the 10-year history
of this survey. Afghans say they have the lowest levels of confidence in national government institutions,
including Parliament as a whole (37.0%) and government ministries (35.6%). By comparison, Afghans
express the highest levels of confidence in religious leaders (66.1%), the media (64.5%), and community
shuras/jirgas (62.1%). Only 24.3% of Afghans report that their member of Parliament (MP) has done
something positive for their province. When asked which issues they believe their MP cares about most,
34.7% of Afghans say personal interest, 22.2% say ethnic interests, 18.7% say provincial issues, 12.0% say
district or municipal issues, and 9.8% say national issues.

•

Corruption. There appears to be a small gap between perceptions of corruption and the experience of
corruption. In 2016, nearly all Afghans say corruption is a problem in all areas of daily life, with 61.0%
calling it a major problem and 28.2% saying it is a minor problem. This represents no significant change
from 2015. Urban residents (72.1%) are significantly more likely than rural residents (57.3%) to see
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everyday corruption as a major problem. While the perception of corruption remains unchanged since
last year, however, the rate at which respondents report actual encounters with corruption in various
government institutions has decreased. If this decrease continues, perceptions may eventually “catch up,”
but overall perceptions do not yet show a reaction. Afghans most frequently report directly experiencing
corruption in the courts and judiciary (59.5%) or the municipal and district governor’s office (58.9%).
Rates of reported corruption decreased the most for the customs office, and other small but statistically
significant decreases are seen for municipal government, the ANP, and the ANA.
•

Justice and dispute resolution. As a new question in 2016, the Survey asked Afghans about the role that
defense lawyers play in their lives. Responses indicate low levels of awareness of the kind of work defense
lawyers generally do. While 74.3% of Afghans correctly identify defense lawyers as professionals who help
people who have been arrested or detained, some respondents believe they manage marriage proposals
(47.0%) or work in Parliament (35.3%). A majority of Afghans (79.3%) say that individuals arrested
for a crime should have the right to a defense lawyer, regardless of whether they are guilty or not. When
respondents are asked what kind of defense lawyer they would trust to defend their rights, 64.0% say
that they would trust a government defense lawyer, followed by an independent lawyer (58.4%), a lawyer
from a civil society organization (49.0%), and a lawyer from an international organization (40.1%). Use
of national and local judicial institutions has remained steady over the past 10 years. Approximately one
in five Afghans report that they have turned to the Huquq (rights) Department or a neighborhood shura/
jirga to resolve a dispute in the past two years. Of those Afghans who used a dispute resolution institution,
43.5% report using a neighborhood shura/jirga.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
•

Basic political freedoms. The percentage of Afghans in 2016 who say they felt fear while voting in a
national or provincial election (53.7%) shows a slight decrease compared to 2015 (56.0%). The survey
data shows that women (57.5%) and rural residents (56.9%) are more likely to express fear while voting
than men (50.0%) and urban residents (44.4%). Similarly, a high percentage of Afghans (71.6%) say
they would feel some fear or a lot of fear participating in a peaceful demonstration, and an even higher
percentage of respondents (74.7%) say they would experience some fear running for political office.
Notably, in the Central/Kabul region, fear while participating in a peaceful demonstration jumped from
54.9% in 2015 to 70.6% in 2016. This change may be a response to high-profile suicide attacks on
peaceful protests within Kabul city. The Survey also asked Afghans how safe they feel criticizing their
government in public. Just over half of Afghans (54.5%) say they feel safe criticizing their government,
while 44.3% say they feel somewhat unsafe or very unsafe.

•

Inﬂuence over local government. The percentage of Afghans who believe they can affect local government
decisions (44.2%) is the lowest recorded in the past decade, and continues a declining trend since a recent
high in 2014, just after the presidential election. This low percentage is similar among women (41.7%)
and men (44.9%), as well as residents of urban areas (40.2%) and rural areas (44.4%).

•

Religion and politics. A majority of Afghans (57.2%) say that religious leaders should be involved in
politics. This is the lowest rate in the last 10 years of the Survey, down from a high of 69.5% in 2011. Men
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(58.4%) and women (56.1%) report similar views on the role of religious scholars in politics, although
residents of rural areas (58.9%) are slightly more likely to support an active role for religious leaders in
politics than residents of urban areas (52.1%).
•

Women and politics. A majority of Afghans (88.2%) say women should be allowed to vote in elections,
up slightly from 83.4% in 2009. Women (90.6%) are more likely to hold this view than men (85.8%),
as are urban Afghans (94.1%) compared to rural Afghans (86.3%). This year, 56.8% of Afghans say that
women should make electoral decisions independently, whereas 21.3% of respondents say men should
decide for women, and 20.8% say women should decide in consultation with men. The Survey also asks
whether respondents prefer to be represented by a man or woman in Parliament. One-third of Afghans
(34.4%) say they prefer being represented by a man, 31.6% say they prefer being represented by a woman,
and 33.0% say it makes no difference.

•

Attitudes towards democracy. This year, the percentage of Afghans who express satisfaction with
democracy is 55.9%, a slight decrease from 2015 (57.2%). Women (57.9%) are slightly more likely to
express satisfaction with democracy than are men (53.9%). The Survey also asks Afghans to rate how well
members of Parliament perform key duties. Just over half (54.9%) say their MPs do a good job of listening
to constituents and representing their needs.

ACCESS TO INFORMATION
•

Sources of news and information. As in previous years, radio remains the most common source of
information, with 70.5% of respondents receiving news and information from the radio, followed by
television (66.4%), mosques (47.5%), and community shuras (39.0%). Mobile phones, which 57.0%
used as a source of information in 2013, are now used by only 42.1%, possibly an effect of the 10.0%
tax on all phone calls introduced in 2015. Use of the Internet to obtain news and information showed a
significant increase of 8.4 points, from 3.2% in 2013 to 11.6% in 2016.

•

Mobile phone ownership. This year, respondents are asked how many members of their household have
mobile phones, and in many cases, a single household has more than one phone. The overwhelming
majority of respondents (89.0%) say there is at least one mobile phone in their household. When asked
about personal ownership, however, only 55.9% of respondents personally own a mobile phone, including
74.3% of urban and 49.9% of rural respondents, with men twice as likely as women to have access to a
mobile phone.

•

Television ownership and viewership. TV ownership has not increased this year, possibly the consequence
of a sluggish economy. Ownership is concentrated in urban areas, where electricity is more dependable, and
corresponds to increased household income. The Central/Kabul region exhibits the highest TV ownership,
with 53.3% of households having one TV set, followed closely by the East and South West regions. Nearly
two-thirds of Afghans (64.5%) report watching TV programs. Tolo TV is the most watched network in
Afghanistan, with 36.3% of viewing respondents, followed by Ariana TV (9.6%), Shamshad TV (8.9%),
and Lemar TV (8.2%).
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•

Access to Internet and use of social media. Nationwide, 40.0% of respondents say they live in an area
that has access to the Internet, including 32.6% of respondents in rural areas and 62.2% of respondents
in urban areas. Only 11.2% of respondents say they personally have access to the Internet, which might
involve a personal mobile phone with cellular Internet or some other personal means of access. Use of
social media has increased in Afghanistan among politicians, youth, the private sector, and insurgents
alike. Notably, three times as many men (17.0%) as women (5.5%) say they have personal access to
the Internet. Barriers to Internet access include affordability, electricity, network coverage, conservative
cultural views, and illiteracy.

•

Role of television in public opinion and behavior. The Survey explored whether television viewership
affects public perceptions in three areas: (a) support for women’s rights, (b) confidence in government,
and (c) perceptions of insecurity. Respondents who watch more hours of television appear more likely
to support women’s rights. This association also holds true in “intercept interviews,” conducted with
respondents from highly insecure and inaccessible areas. A simple association suggests that people who
watch more television are less likely to express confidence in the National Unity Government, whereas
those who listen to radio are less likely than those who do not to say that the NUG is doing a very bad job.
Afghans who watch more hours of television are significantly less likely to express confidence in various
levels of the Afghan government. TV viewership also affects the perception of insecurity. Respondents who
watch TV are more likely to say ISIS is a threat to their area than are those who do not watch TV, and
significantly more likely to report higher levels of fear for their personal safety.

WOMEN IN SOCIETY
•

Access to justice. Women who have used the state courts are more likely than men to say that they
treat men and women equally (55.4% vs. 45.3%, respectively), a finding consistent with the common
perception that state courts are more protective of women’s rights than the alternative, traditional justice
mechanisms. Among those who say there is a place for women in their area to resolve their problems, a
variety of places are cited. As in past years, the most commonly named place is the Directorate of Women’s
Affairs (51.1%), followed by the Human Rights Commission (8.6%), a district office (6.9%), women’s
shura (5.4%), or elders (4.5%).

•

Customs and tribal practices. Overall, 65.4% of Afghans strongly disagree that the practice of baad,
where a daughter is given to another party as a penalty or payment for some offense, is acceptable, with
slightly more men than women strongly disagreeing (67.1% vs. 63.7%). Attitudes toward baddal reflect
more ambiguity, with fewer Afghans expressing strong disagreement (45.1%). A majority of respondents
(63.0%) agree that a daughter or wife is entitled to miras, or family inheritance, usually from a deceased
father.

•

Perceptions of women’s attire in public. A third of Afghans (34.0%) say that the burqa (a full-body
covering) is the most appropriate public dress for women, while the niqab (a veil that covers the full face,
with the exception of the eyes) is preferred by 27.1%. Only 1.1% say that it is acceptable for women
to appear in public with no head covering. There have been no significant changes here since 2015.
Compared to men, women prefer more liberal public dress for women.
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•

Political participation. Afghans have divided views on the acceptability of women in political leadership
positions. This year, fewer than half of Afghans overall (44.5%) say that political leadership positions
should be mostly for men, while a similar percentage (42.3%) say they should be for men and women
equally. More than half of men (58.3%) say that political leadership roles should be mostly for men,
compared to 30.6% of women. Respondents view the idea of women in local leadership positions more
favorably than national leadership roles such as a cabinet post or president.

•

Education. This year 80.7% of Afghans say they agree that women should have the same educational
opportunities as men, with 38.5% expressing strong agreement. As in past years, however, this agreement
is conditional. While most Afghans agree that women can be educated in an Islamic madrasa (93.6%) and
in primary school (86.1%), more than half disapprove of a woman studying outside her home province
(58.1% of men and 46.9% of women) or studying abroad (69.4% of men and 57.2% of women).

•

Work. In 2016, three-quarters of Afghans (74.0%) agreed that women should be allowed to work outside
the home, a significant increase from 64.0% in 2015. Part of this increase appears to be explained by
poverty and the need for additional household income. Despite rising support for women working outside
the home, the percentage of Afghans who say that women contribute to household income has decreased
slightly, from 22.6% in 2015 to19.1% in 2016. Slightly more rural Afghans (20.3%) compared to urban
Afghans (15.5%) say that women do contribute to household income.

•

Employment venues. Most Afghans say they agree with the idea of women working in female-only schools
(85.9%) and in hospitals or clinics (84.4%), and high numbers agree with women working in government
offices (68.1%) and co-ed schools (66.6%). Just less than half of respondents approve of women working
for NGOs (45.8%) or for private companies where employees are all-female (45.5%). Afghans are least
likely to agree with women working in the army or police (36.5%) and in private companies where men
and women work together (32.9%).

MIGRATION
•

Desire to leave Afghanistan. Between 2011 and 2015, there was a steady increase in the number of
Afghans saying that they would leave Afghanistan and live somewhere else if given the opportunity. This
year, the percentage of Afghans expressing a desire to emigrate decreased significantly, from 39.9% in 2015
to 29.6% in 2016, the largest drop on record in the Survey. Afghans living in the Central/Kabul region
(36.1%) and the North East region (37.1%) are most likely to say they would leave Afghanistan, while
those in the South West region are the least likely (17.8%). There is a wide variation across provinces.
Over half the respondents in Baghlan (58.6%) say they would leave Afghanistan if given the opportunity,
compared to much smaller numbers in Nuristan (11.7%), Helmand (12.0%), and Zabul (14.9%). By
ethnicity, the Hazaras are most likely to express a desire to emigrate (38.6%), followed by Tajiks (32.0%),
while Uzbeks (28.8%) and Pashtuns (24.3%) are least likely.

•

Reasons for leaving. Motivations to emigrate include a combination of “push” and “pull” factors. Push
factors are domestic circumstances that motivate people to leave their country, such as economic, social,
political, or security problems. Pull factors are external influences that attract would-be migrants to a
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particular destination, such as the destination’s reception and resettlement policies, or the presence there
of family and friends. Respondents who say they would leave Afghanistan are asked to give two reasons.
Almost three-quarters (73.6%) cite insecurity as one of two reasons, including answers such as “Taliban are
killing people,” “suicide attacks,” “fear of ISIS/Daesh,” and “kidnappings.” Another 28.8% of respondents
cite concerns relating to weak government. Desire to leave Afghanistan is greater among those who think
the National Unity Government is doing a very bad job than among those who think it is doing a very
good job (33.2% and 26.5%, respectively). More than half of Afghans (51.5%) cite unemployment as a
reason they would leave the country if given the opportunity.
•

Decrease in desire to emigrate. The decrease in stated desire to emigrate runs counter to the expectation
that key push factors would increase emigration from Afghanistan. For example, compared to 2015, this
Survey shows that Afghans’ fears about personal safety have risen, their optimism about the direction of
the country has fallen, and their satisfaction with the national government has dropped. One explanation
is that pull factors, rather than push factors, may have greater influence on migration decision-making this
year. Broader developments in the global migration context since 2015 may further explain the reduction.
Primary among these changes is a significant shift in the reception policies of a number of European
countries.

14

AFGHANISTAN IN 2016

1. NATIONAL MOOD
Each year, the Survey begins by asking Afghans whether the country is moving in the right direction or the
wrong direction and why. The level of optimism, which rose more or less steadily from 2006 to an all-time
high of 58.2% reported in 2013, dropped sharply in 2014 and has continued to decline since. This year’s
survey shows the lowest level of optimism recorded, dropping from 36.7% in 2015 to 29.3% in 2016. A
record 65.9% of Afghans say the country is moving in the wrong direction. As in previous years, the most
cited national problem is security, more so than in 2015. Respondents living in rural areas, as in previous
years, report more optimism than those in urban areas. They cite reconstruction and rebuilding, good security,
active Afghan National Army (ANA) and Afghan National Police (ANP), and newly opened schools for girls
as reasons for optimism.
The precipitous drop in optimism seen in the 2015 survey was attributed in part to a realignment of
expectations, primarily a fundamental shift in what Afghans could expect from their democracy as they saw a
new government at work and a huge reduction in foreign troops. This year’s continued decline is not interpreted
as realignment, but rather as a genuine drop in optimism. Confidence in every level of government appears to
have fallen, including the executive branch, the justice system, and the military.
While 2015 witnessed a rise in Afghan emigration–largely to European nations–the desire to leave the country
has declined in this year’s Survey. Pakistan declared it would return approximately 1.5 million Afghan migrants,
many of whom have been living in Pakistan for decades, while other Afghan migrants became returnees from
European countries.1 During the October 2016 Brussels Conference on Afghanistan, held shortly after the
conclusion of the Survey fieldwork, there were intimations that future donor funding could become contingent
on the forced repatriation of Afghan migrants, despite the worsening economic and security environment and
Afghanistan’s lack of infrastructure to absorb these people.2
Security in Afghanistan has deteriorated, with record Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) and civilian
casualties, ISIS incursions in the east, Taliban incursions in Helmand, and a second major assault and takeover
of Kunduz. The debut ISIS bombing in Kabul, at a civil protest over the TUTAP route led largely by Shia
Hazaras,3 killed at least 80 and wounded hundreds, shook confidence in the government, and exacerbated
ethnic tensions. A perceived drop in aid funding has left many uncertain about the economic future.
Late 2015 and early 2016 saw the high-profile attempt and failure of the Afghan government to hold
quadrilateral peace talks including the Taliban leadership. Later in the year, it was announced that the National
Unity Government (NUG) had made peace with politician Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, and armed Islamist group
Hezb-i-Islami, a decision that not all Afghan groups greeted as a step forward. Skirmishes in early fall between
supporters of First Vice President Abdul Rashid Dostum and supporters of the late King Kalakani left many in
Kabul nervous about the potential for high-level power struggles.
This chapter explores Afghans’ opinions about the trajectory of Afghanistan’s future, the problems and positive
changes in their local areas, the difficulties facing youth and women, and self-reported levels of personal
happiness.
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Satisfaction with democracy explains 19.7% of the variance in how happy a person says they are.14 The
perception of corruption as a major problem in Afghanistan decreases the likelihood that respondents will
say they are happy, although direct experience with corruption does not have a significant relationship with
happiness.15
Importantly, however, these are simple associations and are not suggested to be causes or consequences of
happiness. Happiness here is measured using a self-report question from the World Values Survey.16 How a
person responds to the question may be influenced by a wide set of cultural and circumstantial factors.17 For
example, respondents in the Survey are significantly more likely to report feeling happy if one or more elders
are present and observing the interview, suggesting that a positive answer to the question may be a response to
social desirability bias.18 This association holds even when controlling for age and gender of the respondent.
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2. SECURITY
Over the past year, the rapid deterioration of security in areas including Kunduz City, Baghlan, Uruzgan, and
Helmand has threatened to undermine public confidence in the National Unity Government (NUG). The
capability of the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) to reorganize and respond to ongoing threats will
remain a key focus of domestic and international policy discussions in the coming year.
Since the completion of the security transition in December 2014, the ANSF has been in charge of managing
the war efforts against armed insurgencies including the Taliban and ISIS, and providing everyday security
services to the Afghan people. Under Operation Freedom’s Sentinel (OFS), which replaced Operation Enduring
Freedom, and Operation Resolute Support, the successor mission to the International Security Assistance
Force (ISAF), only a small contingent of 13,000 NATO troops has remained in the country to “train, advise,
and assist” the ANSF.1 The advance of the Taliban in several provinces in 2015, however, revealed structural
weaknesses in the composition and readiness of the ANSF, requiring a more active role for NATO and OFS,
including on-the-ground mentoring and air strikes.2 This is reflected in the Survey findings for 2016, which
show a continuing erosion of public confidence in the Afghan National Army (ANA) and Afghan National
Police (ANP). In spite of this, Afghans who express positive views of the ANP and the ANA are still far more
numerous than those who express criticism of them. The decline in approval rates for both since 2014 shows
the perception of their achievements after Afghan security forces assumed control of security decision-making.
The ANA’s protection of civilians remains an issue, provoking further public scrutiny.
The Survey conducted fieldwork from September to October this year, which happened to fall in the middle
of the fighting season. The typical spring harvest launch of the Taliban fighting season was delayed by several
circumstances this year, including the assassination of Taliban leader Mullah Mansoor in May, and the holy
month of Ramadan, which fell this year in June. Before fighting, the Taliban were forced to address the question
of succession.3 Although skirmishes were recorded across the year, serious clashes began to erupt only after the
end of Ramadan, as the Survey fieldwork began.
The 2016 Survey shows an increase in Afghans reporting fear for their personal safety (69.8%), as well as an
increase in the number citing insecurity as a reason for pessimism about the future of the country. The findings
also point to geographic and social factors, with urban residents (73.5%) being more afraid for their personal
safety than the rural population (68.6%).
Once the opposition forces launched their offensive, the geographic focus of armed clashes remained similar to
2015. The first province under serious pressure was Uruzgan, where the Taliban had already made significant
advances in 2015, capturing several districts. In September 2016, the provincial capital was attacked, and
the local government escaped after ANSF reinforcements arrived from Kandahar. Armed opposition forces
temporarily captured Kunduz in 2015, and have increased their activities in the province over the past 12
months. In October, shortly after survey fieldwork was completed, the Taliban penetrated the outer areas
of Kunduz City, approximately one year since their first capture of the city. Helmand, Nangarhar, and the
provinces in the North West also saw spikes in insecurity. By July, the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan
Reconstruction (SIGAR) determined that Afghanistan had lost control over an additional 5% of its districts.4
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In 2016, more Afghans living in urban areas (73.5%) fear for their personal safety than those living in rural
areas (68.6%). For instance, residents of Jalalabad (86.7%) fear for their safety more than respondents in the
districts outside that provincial capital (81.7%), including those who have witnessed heavy fighting. The trend
towards considering urban areas dangerous is a recent development in the Survey, as data in 2015 still showed
the urban population trailing rural residents by 9.2 points in fear for their personal safety.
In addition to general concerns for personal safety, the Survey asked about fear of selected activities and groups
(Fig. 2.3). With the deterioration of security, fear of cross-province travel has reached an all-time high, with
81.5% of Afghans reporting some or a lot of fear when travelling to other parts of Afghanistan. This is an
increase of 5.1 points over 2014, and 20.5 points since 2008. These findings correspond with the evolution
in military tactics of armed opposition groups (AOGs), which increasingly focus on cutting off major traffic
routes connecting population centers in the country.11
Activities related to civic participation are also affected by the growing sense of insecurity. While fear of voting
in elections showed a minor decline, from 55.6% in 2015 to 53.7% in 2016 (a year in which no major elections
took place), the percentage of Afghans who consider it dangerous to run for public office has increased slightly,
by 1.9 points, to 74.8%. Afghans’ fear of participating in peaceful demonstrations also increased slightly this
year, from 69.1% to 71.6%. A high-profile attack on a demonstration in Kabul in July 2016, which killed 80
and triggered a temporary government ban on public gatherings, likely contributed to this fear.12
Afghans still consider an encounter with the ANSF to have comparatively little risk, with 44.7% reporting
some or a lot of fear when encountering the ANP, roughly the same as in the previous two years. Fear of
encountering the ANA was reported by 42.1% in 2016, after reaching a peak of 48.4% in 2013 and then
dropping to 41.1% the next year. There are significant regional and provincial differences, however. In the
South West, particularly Helmand, where the local population has been caught up in fighting between the
ANSF and opposition forces, both the ANP (82.9%) and the ANA (80.9%) are met with high levels of fear.
In contrast, opposition forces uniformly trigger fear amongst Afghans, with 93.0% reporting fear of
encountering the Taliban and 94.6% reporting fear of encountering ISIS/Daesh. These findings remain
consistent when viewed on a regional level, but some individual provinces show contrasting trends. In Paktika,
which in previous years reported lower levels of fear of encountering the Taliban, respondents answering “no
fear” increased another 8.4 points in 2016, to 18.9%. Overall, residents of Zabul report the least fear of the
Taliban (“no fear,” 56.8%). For ISIS, no such clear outliers could be identified, with the possible exception of
Wardak and Laghman, where 42.7% and 46.4% respectively say they have little or no fear of encountering
ISIS/Daesh.
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point to the figure most responsible for providing security in their area.
Although its sample size is too small to be statistically significant this year (n=60), Paktika also is of interest, as the ALP, with
42.2%, appears to be the dominant security force in a province that is one of the few displaying positive trends in the perception
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3. ECONOMIC GROWTH AND EMPLOYMENT
Roughly one-third of Afghanistan’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is attributed to agriculture activity, with
the illicit commercial production of poppy equivalent to between 7 and 12% of GDP.1 Afghanistan’s service
sector has grown but the economy remains characterized by small-scale export of goods, endemic poverty, and
high unemployment. With the infusion of billions of dollars in foreign aid after the fall of the Taliban, GDP
growth picked up, reaching a high of 14% in 2012. While the sectoral composition has changed since 2001
and the service sector has expanded, the aid-dependent economy still relies chiefly on agriculture and remains
vulnerable to climate shocks, such as droughts or extreme temperatures. Geological surveys have suggested
that Afghanistan’s mountains may hold several trillion dollars of untapped mineral reserves.2 However, the
exploration and exploitation of these reserves have faced setbacks due to insecurity and bureaucratic delays.
The Afghan currency has depreciated steeply against the U.S. dollar3 due to an unfavorable business environment,
loss of foreign investments, and low export potential. The inflation rate in August 2016 was 7.3%, a substantial
increase from last year’s 1.2%.4 Higher inflation has in turn, reduced household purchasing power, particularly
for imported goods. The Afghani depreciated 2.9% relative to the U.S. dollar between the time of fieldwork
in 2015 and 2016, and the average monthly household income reported in the Survey declined from 11,229
Afghanis ($174 USD) to 10,949 Afghanis in 2016 ($165 USD).5
In cities, population growth has outpaced growth in jobs and industries, contributing to high rates of
unemployment. Afghanistan’s most profitable agricultural crop continues to be opium poppies, which are used
to produce more than 90% of the world’s annual consumption of heroin and illicit opiate products. By UN
estimates, opium production increased 43% between 2015 and 2016. Within Western countries, this supply
shock has contributed to lower prices for illicit opiates and higher rates of addiction.6
The Afghan economy suffered after the withdrawal of most international troops in 2014. Coupled with
worsening security conditions and a drop in foreign investment, GDP growth slowed to 1.5% in 2015.7
The National Unity Government (NUG) responded by instituting reforms to reduce corruption, including
customs reform initiatives through the Ministry of Finance (MoF), reopening the Kabul Bank corruption case,
and reviewing Ministry of Defense (MoD) fuel contracts to reduce waste. To generate government revenue,
the NUG established revenue collection targets in collaboration with the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
and in 2015 it imposed a 10% tax on all mobile phone calls, harnessing the revenue potential of a strong
telecommunications sector. The World Bank (WB) currently projects that GDP growth will be 1.9% in 2016.8
While the WB projects that the economy will grow at a slower rate in coming years, the commitment of
the international community, including donor pledges of USD 15.2 billion at the Brussels Conference for
Afghanistan in October, has raised hope that the NUG will be able to stimulate economic growth. A central
message of the Brussels Conference was the need to explore regional cooperation by taking advantage of
Afghanistan’s location as a potential regional transit hub. These opportunities include the transport of electricity
from Central Asia to Pakistan and India as well as increased export in the agriculture and extractive mining
sectors. In July of this year, Afghanistan became the 164th member of the World Trade Organization (WTO).9
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4. DEVELOPMENT AND SERVICE DELIVERY
After the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001, Afghanistan experienced a surge in development projects targeting
health, infrastructure, education, and economic growth. To date, the international community has invested
approximately $130 billion in this nationwide reconstruction plan.1 Notable results of these development
projects have been increased electrification and connectivity by roads and bridges, an increase in life expectancy
at birth from 45.3 years in 2000 to 60.4 years in 2016, and an increase in expected schooling at birth from 2.5
to 9.3 years. Girls, barred from education under the Taliban, now account for 39% of public school students
in Afghanistan.2
Afghanistan still ranks low among nations in most development indicators, however. The latest ranking by
the United Nations Human Development Index, which measures health, education, and income, ranks
Afghanistan 171st out of 187 countries, a decline from its standing of 169th in 2015. It remains one of the
poorest countries in the world, with a poverty rate of 36%.3
Progress has been slow and geographically uneven, with areas in the North East, East, and Central/Hazarajat
regions of the country disadvantaged by remoteness, climate, lower levels of aid, and fragility. Afghanistan still
relies heavily on donor support for survival, and 80% of its budget is financed by international aid.4 In many
areas, development has stagnated due to a resurgence of violence, the fiscal crisis, and poor oversight.
A light economic recovery is expected for 2017. Government revenue has improved significantly, which may
reduce the need for emergency budgetary assistance, but the county will continue to require significant outside
aid to sustain government services, including technical support to build local capacity, salaries for the police
and army, and infrastructure projects.5
Each year, the Survey asks Afghans about awareness of development projects, as well as household indicators
of development and well-being. Significantly more Afghans this year than last year report that their household
situation has worsened in terms of employment opportunities (59.9%), electricity supply (43.4%), and the
availability of products in markets (41.4%). Meanwhile, awareness of development projects in one’s local
area has not significantly increased since 2015. Notably, awareness of development projects in one’s local
area (excluding awareness of government-supplied electricity in the city of Kabul) robustly predicts increased
confidence in the National Unity Government (NUG), as well as increased national optimism about the future
of the country, compared to a lack of awareness. In other words, the awareness of service delivery appears to
have a strong positive effect on public perceptions.
This chapter reviews several perception measures related to service delivery, including access to electricity and
healthcare, disability, education, and awareness of different types of local development projects.
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Afghans (52.9%) report satisfaction with provincial governments. The percentage of urban residents who are
satisfied with municipal government performance (42.4%) and rural residents who are satisfied with district
government performance (50.7%) also declined slightly from 2015.
Pashtuns (57.1%) are more likely than Tajiks (43.5%), Uzbeks (49.6%), and Hazaras (41.3%) to say they are
satisfied with National Unity Government performance. Women (52.7%) are slightly more likely to express
satisfaction with the National Unity Government than are men (45.4%). Residents of rural areas (51.8%) are
more likely than their counterparts in urban areas (40.7%) to say the National Unity Government is doing a
good job.
Afghan perceptions of their provincial government, and by extension their provincial governors, are of
particular interest in 2016. Provincial governors can be very powerful in the Afghan political system, and they
play a central role in coordinating services provided by the national government. President Ashraf Ghani has
expressed a strong interest in improving governance at the provincial level.5
In many ways, Afghan perceptions of provincial government align with perceptions of national government,
including across gender and ethnic categories. Yet, while perceptions of national government performance
are almost evenly split among residents of urban and rural areas, rural residents (55.6%) are more likely than
urban residents (44.6%) to express satisfaction with their provincial government. Residents report the highest
levels of satisfaction with provincial governments in Laghman (82.4%), Samangan (77.4%), and Nangarhar
(75.7%). Residents report the lowest levels of satisfaction in Helmand (32.7%), Zabul (29.9%), and Kabul
(29.8%).
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ethnic and linguistic lines. For example, Pashtuns are less likely to say that defense lawyers manage marriage
proposals (38.4%) than are Tajiks (51.5%), Uzbeks (59.8%),9 and Hazaras (46.5%). In a subsequent question,
respondents are asked about defense lawyers in the context of defending a person accused of a crime. A majority
of Afghans (79.3%) say that individuals arrested for a crime should have the right to a defense lawyer, regardless
of whether they are guilty or not.
While the defense bar and the legal profession in general have expanded in recent years,10 national casemanagement systems indicate that legal defense services are still used in only a small fraction of criminal cases.11
However, roughly one in five Afghans (21.0%) say that they or someone they know has been represented by a
defense lawyer in a criminal case. This challenges the perception that defense services are rare, and appears to
support the view advocated by the defense bar and legal aid providers that case-management systems are not
capturing the extent of defense services being provided.
Of those who say that a defense lawyer has represented them or someone they know in a criminal case, over half
(54.5%) state that the defense lawyer received compensation from the defendant or the defendant’s family. The
Afghan Ministry of Justice and NGO legal aid providers suggest that most criminal defense is provided through
legal aid services, pointing to a lack of private defense lawyers in most areas of Afghanistan. However, this year’s
survey data suggests that a significant proportion of legal aid lawyers may be receiving some compensation
from their indigent clients in addition to their salaries.
When respondents are asked what kind of lawyer they would trust to defend their rights, roughly two-thirds
(64.0%) say that they would trust government defense lawyers, followed by an independent lawyer (58.4%),
a lawyer from a civil society organization (49.0%), and a lawyer from an international organization (40.1%).
Levels of confidence in each category of lawyer vary greatly by province, however, with Zabul reporting the
lowest trust in government defense lawyers (36.1%) and Badakhshan reporting the highest (84.1%), for
example.
Use of national and local judicial institutions for dispute resolution has remained steady over the past 10 years
(Fig. 5.6). Approximately one in five Afghans report that they have turned to the Huquq (rights) Department or
a neighborhood shura/jirga to resolve a dispute in the past two years. The Huquq Department was established
by the Afghan Ministry of Justice to facilitate the resolution of local-level disputes, such as those arising from
debts, property, or rights violations. Residents of rural areas (25.6%) are more likely to say they have used
Huquqs, shuras, or jirgas than are residents of urban areas (12.8%). Use of these institutions is highest in Ghor
(43.5%), Samangan (43.0%), and Baghlan (40.9%) and lowest in Kabul (7.2%), Panjshir (6.8%), and Bamyan
(6.0%).
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6. POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
In 2016, the Afghan political system was enveloped in gridlock and uncertainty. The brokered political settlement
of the disputed 2014 presidential election resulted in the formation of the National Unity Government
(NUG), in which Dr. Ashraf Ghani and Dr. Abdullah Abdullah share power as president and chief executive
officer (CEO), respectively. The 2014 NUG agreement stipulated that within two years, the government would
convene a loya jirga to decide whether to institutionalize the CEO position as an “executive prime minister.”
Two years on, however, the complicated process of convening a loya jirga, including parliamentary and district
council elections to choose delegates, has been postponed.1
The NUG agreement also outlined steps to reform Afghanistan’s electoral process. A Special Electoral Reform
Commission (SERC) has proposed multiple reforms, including measures to strengthen political parties, thus
reducing the power of Afghanistan’s many small parties to represent the interests of a small minority. Parliament
rejected many of the SERC’s proposed changes, however, including changes to the structure and membership
of the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC).2 Meanwhile, ethnic and religious tensions have undermined
government efforts to distribute electronic identity cards (e-tazkeras), a program designed to prevent voter
fraud.
During the 2014 presidential election, Afghans defied Taliban threats of violence to vote in record numbers.
It remains to be seen, however, if Afghans will maintain their enthusiasm for the political process despite the
political stalemate. In the 2016 Survey, Afghans report greater fear for safety while voting (53.7%) than in
2014, less ability to influence local government decisions (43.3%), and lower satisfaction with democracy
(55.9%).3 At the same time, Afghanistan is home to a vibrant media that has allowed Afghans to view and
express satire and criticism of their political system.4 This year, 54.5% of Afghans say they feel comfortable
criticizing their government in public, down from 60.5% in 2015.
The role of women in the Afghan political system continues to evolve. The Afghan Parliament sets aside 69 of
its 249 seats in the lower house for women (27.7% of total seats), and currently includes 67 active female MPs5,
while the upper house includes an additional 27 female MPs out of its 102 members. Some female MPs have
successfully campaigned against and beaten male challengers to win their seats outright.6 In this year’s Survey,
nearly all Afghans (88.2%) say they approve of women voting, while 31.6% say they prefer to be represented
in Parliament by a woman, and a further 33.0% say the gender of their MP makes no difference to them.
Experts say that cultural and religious norms, along with low levels of education among women, continue to
prevent women from fully participating in the political process and taking responsibility for their own electoral
decision-making.7
This chapter examines Afghan views of the democratic process, including attitudes towards participation in
a variety of political activities and the role of women in Afghan politics, during this critical time of political
change in Afghanistan.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 117

End Notes
Barnett Rubin and Georgette Gagnon, The U.S. Presence and Afghanistan’s National Unity Government: Preserving and Broadening
the Political Settlement (New York: NYU Center on International Cooperation, August 2016), http://cic.nyu.edu/sites/default/
files/national_unity_government_final.pdf.

1

Martine van Bijlert and Ali Adwar Adili, Pushing the Parliament to Accept a Decree: Another Election without Reform? (Afghanistan
Analysts Network, June 10, 2016), https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/pushing-the-parliament-to-accept-a-decree-anotherelection-without-reform/.

2

In 2014, 45.8% reported “some” or “a lot” of fear when voting, while in 2015, 44.5% reported “some” or “a lot” of ability to
influence local government decisions, and 57.2% reported some level of satisfaction with democracy.

3

Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2016: Afghanistan,” Freedom House website, https://freedomhouse.org/report/
freedom-world/2016/afghanistan.

4

The 2009 Parliamentary election resulted in 69 female MPs. Since then, one female member resigned, and one passed away. See
also World Bank, “Proportion of Seats Held by Women in National Parliaments,” World Bank website, http://data.worldbank.
org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS.

5

National Democratic Institute (NDI), “Afghan Women Take Seats In Parliament, Prepare For Road Ahead,” NDI website,
February 9, 2011, https://www.ndi.org/afghan_women_seated_in_parliament.

6

Idrees Ilham, “As Election Nears in Afghanistan, Women’s Political Participation Is Critical,” InAsia, September 18, 2013, http://
asiafoundation.org/2013/09/18/as-election-nears-in-afghanistan-womens-political-participation-is-critical/.

7

Joshua Partlow and Kevin Sieff, “Afghan voters defy Taliban, casting ballots for president on a relatively peaceful day,” Washington
Post, April 5, 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/afghan-voters-defy-taliban-cast-their-ballots-for-a-new-presidentregional-councils/2014/04/05/c092f260-bc7b-11e3-96ae-f2c36d2b1245_story.html.

8

Using OLS regression, Afghans’ perceptions of their degree of influence on local government decisions were regressed on a variety
of demographic and attitudinal measures, including age (d2), income (d7 & d8), geographic location (m6b), fear of participating
in political activities (scale), confidence in ANA (scale), exposure to corruption (scale), confidence in President Ashraf Ghani
(q35a), confidence in Chief Executive Dr. Abdullah Abdullah (q35b), confidence in government institutions (scale), access to
information (scale), confidence that guilty party would be punished (q24), satisfaction with the way democracy works (q28),
safety while criticizing government in public (q30), sympathy with armed opposition groups (q39a), education (d10b), ethnic
group (d14a), female contribution to income (d9), and overall life happiness (d24). The full model explains 23.6% of the variance
in whether or not an Afghan expresses ability to influence local government decisions. (n=10,218; R2=0.236; F(21)=150.03;
p<0.0001). To replicate the full model, contact the survey team; all code for analysis is available in Stata.

9

128 AFGHANISTAN IN 2016

7. ACCESS TO INFORMATION
Afghans get news and information about current events from multiple sources–radio, TV, friends and family,
local shuras and mosques. The news and information landscape continues to evolve, with new technology
changing the way Afghans learn about current events and culture, politics and their government, and the
broader world.
Afghanistan’s media sector operates within a constitutional framework that codifies freedom of the press and
freedom of expression and includes the Mass Media and Access to Information Laws that prohibit government
censorship.1 But the free flow of information is often impeded by restrictions on content deemed antiIslamic or a threat to national security, and implementation of existing media laws protecting the free press
is inconsistent.2 As the National Unity Government (NUG) strives to make good on its inaugural promise
of an open, transparent government, journalists say there is uneven enforcement of laws governing access to
information and freedom of the press.3
The telecommunications industry has been the fastest-growing segment of Afghanistan’s media sector in the
past decade and a half.4 When the Taliban regime ended, the country had some 20,000 working phone lines to
serve a population of 27 million. In 2001, the Afghan Wireless Communication Company (AWCC) introduced
wireless technology in the city of Kabul,5 and telecommunications networks now cover some 90.0% of the
national population.6 Five mobile operators serve 25 million subscribers, and 3G service, launched in 2013,
serves two million mobile broadband users. Mobile subscribership has grown 5.0% to 10.0% every year.7
In rural areas, radio remains the most common source of news and information, used by 74.4% of rural
respondents in the Survey. The use of radio has declined over time, however, among both rural and urban
respondents. The use of television for news and information, on the other hand, has grown. In urban areas,
92.4% of respondents say they use the television for news and information, and 57.8% in rural areas say the
same.
Use of the Internet for news and information has grown as well. In 2013 only 1.1% of rural Afghans and 10.6%
of urban Afghans said they used the Internet for news and information; this year, 7.2% of rural respondents and
24.9% of urban respondents say they do. This growth in Internet use has increased the role that Afghanistan’s
media sector plays in shaping public perceptions. In addition to the rising use of social media such as Facebook,
the country now has 174 radio stations, 83 private television stations, and 22 state-owned provincial channels,
including Radio Television Afghanistan (RTA), the country’s oldest media outlet.8
This year showed a small but significant decrease in confidence in the media, from 66.6% to 64.5%, and
in community shuras, from 64.1% to 62.1%. A slight increase in trust in religious leaders, from 64.3% to
66.1%, makes them the most trusted of all categories of officials, institutions, and organizations, including the
media. Afghans tuned into television tend to express less confidence in the performance of the National Unity
Government and more confidence in the media.
Among TV viewers, 30.7% have “a lot of confidence” in the media to do their job, while 20.4% of non-viewers
say they feel the same. Most TV viewers (37.1%) and most non-viewers (38.2%) have “some confidence” in
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8. WOMEN IN SOCIETY
As Afghan and international stakeholders met for the Brussels Conference on Afghanistan in October 2016, a
side event was held on women’s empowerment at which donors, led by the European Union, pledged continued
emphasis on assistance to women in Afghanistan. Among all stakeholders there remains stakeholders there
remains anxiety that the deteriorating security situation, including Taliban territorial advances and waning
international attention, will put the modest but hard-won progress in women’s status at risk. Many criticize the
exclusion of women from peace negotiation efforts to date,1 and the lack of a specific work plan or timeline for
the country’s new National Action Plan for Women.
While support for women’s rights gradually declined prior to the National Unity Government (NUG), 2016
marks a second year of incremental growth in acceptance of women working outside the home. In 2016,
three-quarters (74.0%) of Afghans say they agree that women should be allowed to work outside the home,
a significant increase from 64.0% in 2015 and the low of 62.5% in 2011. Notably, more men this year say
women should decide for themselves whom to vote for (53.8%, compared to 48.3% in 2015), and significantly
more Afghans agree this year than in 2013 that women should be allowed to vote, an increase seen especially
among rural Afghan men. Other indicators, however, such as support for women in leadership positions, have
shown little change.
Due to social desirability bias, stated support may exceed actual support. For example, the overwhelming
majority of respondents in 2016 (80.7%) say they agree that women should have the same opportunities as
men in education. However, when asked about equal access to education at specific levels, support tapers off.
Most Afghans support women receiving basic education, such as in an Islamic madrasa (93.6%), but far fewer
say women should receive higher levels of education, such as at a university (72.1%). Support drops further
when there is an expectation of travel between the home and school. Only 47.1% of respondents support
women studying outside of their home province. Overall, in keeping with previous years, women and urban
residents are more likely to support women’s equal access to education, freedom to work outside the home, and
other opportunities than are men and rural Afghans.2
One factor that may explain the gap between stated support and actual support is the growing awareness that
protecting women’s rights is a government priority. This year, the NUG made public statements in support
of advancing women’s rights,3 and Afghanistan’s first lady, Rula Ghani, took an active public role advocating
for gender equity.4 For the first time, a woman was appointed to a leadership role in the Attorney General’s
Office, and Afghanistan appointed a woman as its representative to the Human Rights Commission of the
Organization of Islamic Cooperation. The two members of Parliament from Nimroz province are women, and
notably, Nimroz also has a female prosecutor in its appellate court who focuses on cases of domestic violence
against women. More women have taken up posts in provincial government departments, and the NUG
announced its intention to allocate 30% of government posts to Afghan women by the year 2018.5
As institutions like the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission continue to improve data collection
on violence against women, the growing use of social media in Afghanistan has enabled Afghans to share
stories and express reactions to coverage of gender issues.6 Reporting of individual incidents has increased this
year, including notable cases such as Nafisa Nouri, a young mother doused in acid while walking in the street
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A majority of respondents (63.0%) agree that a daughter is entitled to miras, including 24.9% who somewhat
agree, while 7.6% somewhat and 4.2% strongly disagree, with little difference between female and male
respondents at each level. Urban respondents are more likely than rural respondents to strongly agree that a
daughter is entitled to miras (73.5% vs. 59.6%). Rural respondents are more likely than urban respondents
to somewhat disagree (8.9% vs. 3.7%). Strong agreement is highest in Central/Kabul (72.3%) and the North
East (71.6%), and lowest in the South East (50.9%) and the East (53.9%). Support for miras rises as education
increases, with 58.3% of those with informal schooling strongly agreeing with miras, compared to 85.4% of
university graduates. Support for miras has remained stable since the question was introduced in the Survey,
ranging from 87.3% in 2014 to 87.9% in 2016.

PERCEPTIONS OF WOMEN’S ATTIRE
Since 2014, respondents have been shown images on a show-card of six women wearing different types of
dress (Fig. 8.3) and asked to point to the woman they think is most appropriately dressed for public places.
Overall, 33.9% of respondents in 2016 point to the woman wearing a burqa in Image 1, while 27.1% point to
the woman wearing a niqab in Image 2, and 15.2% prefer the chador (headscarf ) in Image 3. Only 1.1% say
that wearing no head covering is acceptable for women in public. Male and female respondents differ slightly,
however, as indicated in Figure 8.3. The greatest gender differences appear in responses to Image 1, which is
selected by significantly more men (38.0%) than women (29.9%), and to Image 4, which is preferred by more
women (19.4%) than men (12.9%). Rural/urban differences are even greater than gender differences: 38.5%
of rural respondents prefer Image 1, compared to only 20.3% of urban respondents, while twice as many urban
as rural Afghans prefer Image 4 (24.9% vs. 13.3%) and Image 5 (10.3% vs. 5.0%).
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9. MIGRATION
Since 2011, the Survey has asked Afghans whether, given the opportunity, they would leave Afghanistan and
live somewhere else. Between 2011 and 2015, there was a steady increase in the number of Afghans saying yes
to this question. This year that trend is reversed. The percentage of Afghans willing to leave their country if
given the chance dropped from 39.9% in 2015 to 29.6% in 2016. This represents a significant decrease over
the past year.
Migration in Afghanistan is described as “mixed,” with complex population flows, both internal and external,
driven by a range of factors. These flows include the emigration of refugees and asylum seekers; seasonal
and permanent economic migrants; internal displacements due to conflict, environmental changes, and
persecution; and voluntary and forced returnees from neighboring countries.1 The consequences of migration
for Afghanistan are also mixed. Migration can create opportunities, for example through increased education
and income through remittances: in 2014, remittances to Afghanistan from abroad were estimated at USD
636 million.2 On the other hand, it can lead to the flight of intellectual and skilled labor, and a perception that
extremism is being exported.3
There is no single trigger for the movement of Afghans,4 but Afghan migration experts tend to agree that
insecurity, economic inequality, and governance issues are key drivers of emigration from Afghanistan.5 In
2015, almost 13.0% of all Afghans lived outside their country of origin,6 and the Afghan refugee population
was estimated at 2.7 million people worldwide.7 Historically, Afghanistan has been the world’s largest source
of refugees. The majority of Afghan refugees reside in Pakistan (1.6 million) and the Islamic Republic of Iran
(951,100).8 It is now the second-largest source of refugees, next only to Syria.9
This year, the Survey again reports on the willingness of Afghans to leave their country. For the first time,
however, it explores this willingness in detail. This chapter sets out the demographic and geographic variations
among Afghans who would leave their country if given the opportunity and those who would not. It examines
a range of “push” and “pull” factors10 traditionally associated with migration, and it explores the significant
decrease since 2015 in the number of Afghans indicating a willingness to leave.
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Some migration experts emphasize push factors in the migration behavior of Afghans.19 Domestic insecurity,
as the Taliban and other militant groups compete for control in a number of districts, is one significant push
factor. The perception that governance is weak and corruption is rife in Afghanistan (particularly since the
withdrawal of the International Security Assistance Force, ISAF) is another important push factor. Other push
factors include unemployment or underemployment, especially among young Afghans.
A key pull factor is thought to be exposure to higher global living standards.20 The growing availability of
television, the Internet, and mobile phones across the country has given Afghans unprecedented access to
information, from the media and from overseas networks of friends and family, about the quality of life
elsewhere and the chances of resettlement.21 This in turn may inform decision-making about whether to leave
Afghanistan.

PUSH FACTORS
INSECURITY
Respondents who say they would leave Afghanistan were asked to give two reasons. Almost three-quarters
(73.6%) cite insecurity as one of two reasons.22
Responses to questions about groups such as Daesh/ISIL/ISIS23 also reflect concerns about insecurity. For
example, the knowledge that Daesh exists is associated with an increased willingness to leave Afghanistan.
Specifically, Afghans who have heard of Daesh more frequently express willingness to leave Afghanistan (31.5%)
than those who have not heard of Daesh (21.5%). Interestingly, the desire to migrate is equally prevalent
among Afghans who think Daesh poses a threat to their district (31.3%) and those who do not (31.5%).
Fear for their own safety or that of their family is also associated with Afghans’ willingness to leave Afghanistan.
A somewhat higher proportion of Afghans who always fear for their own or their family’s safety say they would
leave (31.6%) than of Afghans who never fear for their own or their family’s safety (26.9%). Likewise, a greater
proportion of Afghans who report having suffered from violence or some other criminal act in the past year are
willing to leave Afghanistan (36.3%) than those who have not (28.1%).
The belief that reconciliation between the Afghan government and armed opposition groups (AOGs) will
lead to stability does not appear to diminish the intention to migrate. Of the Afghans who do not believe
reconciliation efforts will lead to stability, 28.8% say they would leave the country, compared to 30.1% of those
who believe reconciliation will lead to stability.

WEAK GOVERNMENT
This year, 28.8% of respondents cited concerns relating to weak government as a reason they would leave
Afghanistan if they had an opportunity.24 This finding is supported by other findings in the Survey. For
example, as confidence that government institutions and officials will do their jobs decreases, the willingness to
leave Afghanistan increases (Fig. 9.6).
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infrastructure development has little effect on the willingness to leave Afghanistan. In similar proportions
(more than six projects, 29.7%; fewer than six projects, 27.8%), respondents say they would leave the country
if they had the chance. This finding is consistent with the view of some migration experts who question the
effectiveness of development approaches in conflict-prone regions.25
Afghans were also asked whether their household financial situation is better than, worse than, or the same as
the year before. Respondents who say their situation is worse are only marginally more willing to leave (30.8%)
than those who say their situation is better (26.9%).
The willingness to leave Afghanistan was also found in similar proportions of Afghans who believe that
religious leaders should be involved in politics, and those who believe they should not (29.5% and 30.1%,
respectively); Afghans who are very satisfied with the way democracy works in their country, and those who are
very dissatisfied (29.0% and 29.8%, respectively); and Afghans who feel very safe expressing opinions about
the government, and those who feel very unsafe (28.6% and 29.4%, respectively).

UNEMPLOYMENT
Unemployment is cited by just over half (51.5%) of Afghans as a reason they would leave the country if they
could. This may not be surprising, given that unemployment in Afghanistan is currently around 40.0%.26 That
said, those who believe their employment opportunities have deteriorated in last 12 months are only slightly
more likely to express a willingness to leave than those who believe their employment opportunities have
improved (31.2% and 27.6%, respectively).

NATIONAL MOOD
The Survey asked Afghans a range of questions that intuitively should be associated with a desire to migrate, but
are not. While a record number of Afghans believe the country is moving in the wrong direction (66.0% of all
respondents), this appears to have relatively little bearing on their willingness to leave. Of those who think the
country is moving in the wrong direction, 31.1% indicate a willingness to leave, compared to 27.1% of those
who believe the country is moving in the right direction. Similarly, the degree to which Afghans feel generally
happy does not appear to influence their desire to leave their country. Respondents expressing overall happiness
in their daily life express a willingness to leave Afghanistan in virtually the same proportion (27.8%) as those
expressing overall unhappiness in their daily life (27.9%).

EQUAL RIGHTS FOR WOMEN
There is a general trend suggesting that those who are concerned with the rights of women, and with equality
between men and women, are more willing to leave Afghanistan. A higher proportion of Afghans who strongly
disagree with the practices of baad and baddal 27 say they would leave (31.7% and 31.0%, respectively) than
of those who strongly agree with the practices (22.0% and 23.5%, respectively). Strong support for equal
education for men and women is also associated with a marginally higher willingness to leave than opposition
to equal education (33.7% and 28.3% respectively). Likewise Afghans who believe that women should be
allowed to vote are marginally more willing to leave than those who do not think women should be allowed to
vote (30.3% and 25.3% respectively).

MIGRATION 179

PULL FACTORS
DESTINATION COUNTRIES
Historically, the borders between Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan and Iran have been porous. Afghans
have traditionally moved across these borders for livelihood and security reasons.28 More recently, there has
been a marked increase in both voluntary and forced returns of Afghans from these countries. For example,
on June 1, 2016, Pakistan began enforcing a strict visa regime that will affect Afghans’ ability to remain
in that country.29 Iran, too, has reportedly tightened its policy on asylum seekers and is taking a stronger
stance on Afghan irregular migrants.30 Research suggests that when Afghans are sensitive to the reception and
resettlement policies of destination countries, they will look for alternatives when these policies become more
restrictive.31 In 2015, there was a significant increase in the number of Afghans looking to Europe for asylum,
with 190,013 individuals applying for asylum in EU member states such as Germany, as well as Norway, and
Switzerland.32
Research also points to a relationship between preferred migration destinations and tribal associations. For
example, Germany is the preferred destination for Afghans from Herat, especially Tajiks.33 In the Survey,
Afghans who say they would leave Afghanistan if given the opportunity were asked to provide two choices of
destination countries. Respondents most frequently cite European countries, particularly Germany (42.7%),
as a place they would want to live. This is followed by Iran (37.9%), Turkey (26.7%), and Pakistan (8.6%).

RELATIVES ABROAD
Having family abroad is also widely accepted as a pull factor in migration decisions.34 A recent roundtable of
migration experts suggests that Afghan families seeking to move abroad often send one family member first
(usually a male) to build assets and networks in preparation for moving the whole family later.35
This year, the Survey asked Afghans whether they have any family members or close relatives living abroad. The
results reveal that 38.5% of Afghans have an immediate family member or close relative living abroad, and over
a third of those relatives (37.3%) provide financial assistance to them. When asked to list up to two countries
where these relatives live, respondents cite 48 different countries, including Iran (43.0%), Turkey (16.5%),
Germany (23.9%), Pakistan (10.6%), the United States (7.8%), and Saudi Arabia (7.1%).36 Combining up to
two answers, most respondents (87.1%) report having a family member in a Western country, while roughly
one-third (30.5%) report a family member in a non-Western country.
Having a family member abroad may be a factor associated with willingness to leave Afghanistan. Afghans
with relatives abroad are over twice as likely as those without to say they would leave the country if given
the opportunity (44.1% and 20.6%, respectively). Whether these relatives help financially, however, appears
to be less important. The proportion of Afghans with relatives abroad who indicate a willingness to leave is
very similar for those whose relatives abroad do, and do not, provide financial assistance (46.4% and 43.2%,
respectively).
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ACCESS TO MEDIA
The increased reach of electronic communications is also thought to play a significant role in the decisions
Afghans make to leave their country,37 and the Survey data this year suggests that access to information is
strongly associated with a desire to leave Afghanistan. Afghans who live in an area with Internet access are
more likely to indicate migration intentions than those who live in an area without access (36.1% and 25.0%,
respectively). The same pattern of migration intentions is evident for Afghans with, and without, personal
access to the Internet (44.1% and 33.0%, respectively). Likewise, a considerably higher proportion of Afghans
who use the Internet to obtain news and information, compared to those who do not, indicate they would be
likely to leave Afghanistan (42.9% and 27.9%, respectively).
There is a similar trend across a range of other media. For example, there is a large difference in migration
intentions between those who do, and those who do not, rely on television for news and information (33.8%
and 21.4%). A smaller difference is evident between those who do, and those who do not, rely on a mobile
phone for news and information (33.6% and 26.8%). This compares to a marginal difference in migration
intentions between those Afghans who do, and those who do not, rely on the radio for news and information
(30.7% and 27.3%, respectively). Differences in migration intentions are smaller—less than 3.0%—between
those who do, and do not, rely on mosques, shuras, or family and friends for news and information.
The significance of the media in migration decisions is also evident when looking at Afghans’ confidence in
the media (Fig. 9.7). Willingness to leave Afghanistan is noticeably higher among Afghans who have a lot of
confidence in the media than it is among those who have no confidence in the media (32.7% and 22.2%,
respectively). This relationship remains robust even after controlling for demographic factors such as education,
age, income, gender, region, and whether the respondent lives in an urban or rural area.

MIGRATION 181

By way of contrast to these sizeable decreases, the difference observed in North East Afghanistan is significantly
less dramatic. In 2015, 40.0% of respondents said they would migrate if they could, compared to 37.1% this
year. As previously noted, parts of the North East, specifically Baghlan, have been subject to intensive Taliban
activity recently.45 This suggests that insecurity, a known push factor, may feature more prominently in the
migration intentions of Afghans in the North East.
Broader developments in the global migration context since 2015 may explain this year’s dramatic reduction
in willingness to leave Afghanistan. Primary among these changes is a significant shift in the reception policies
of a number of European countries.46 Afghans in 2016 are significantly less likely to successfully resettle in their
destination country, an important consideration for potential refugees.47 For example, 27.0% of Afghan asylum
applications in Germany were rejected in 2015, compared to 46.0% so far in 2016.48 The number of assisted
returns of Afghans from Europe increased from 1,400 in 2015 to over 5,000 in the first half of 2016.49 Further,
in March 2016, Turkey made an agreement with the European Union to take back asylum seekers who travel
from Turkey to Greece, and many Afghans have reportedly been forcibly returned as a result.50 Meanwhile,
efforts to repatriate undocumented Afghans from neighboring Iran and Pakistan have intensified.51
Against this landscape, a number of countries in Europe52 and elsewhere53 have launched information
campaigns to deter potential Afghan refugees from leaving home, noting the well-publicized perils of these
journeys. There has also been a reported rise in attacks on migrants in many European host countries,54 and
a growing perception among Afghans seeking asylum that their needs are viewed as less pressing than those
of other asylum seekers, principally Syrians.55 At the same time, the Afghan government and other groups,
running campaigns such as “Afghanistan Needs You,”56 have sought to encourage citizens to stay at home
and help rebuild the country.57 This is all taking place in a context where access to electronic media such as
television and the Internet is increasing dramatically across Afghanistan.58
Perceptions of insecurity, poor governance, and unemployment are important push factors contributing to
Afghans’ willingness to leave, along with growing fear for personal safety, waning optimism, and less satisfaction
with government than in 2015. Yet, Afghans appear more reluctant to leave their country this year than last.
This finding may point to an increased role of pull factors in the past year, including more restrictive reception
policies in preferred destination countries, and more robust measures to return Afghan immigrants from
Pakistan, Iran, and some parts of Europe back to Afghanistan.
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APPENDIX 1: METHODOLOGY

1. SUMMARY
The Asia Foundation’s annual Survey of the Afghan People is Afghanistan’s longest-running nationwide survey
of the attitudes and opinions of Afghan adults. Since 2004, over 87,000 Afghan men and women have been
surveyed, representing more than 400 districts in all 34 provinces. All data is public and free for immediate
download here: http://asiafoundation.org/afghansurvey.
Face-to-face, paper-based interviews were conducted between August 31 and October 1, 2016, by 1,003
trained enumerators matched with respondents by gender (i.e., men interviewed men, and women
interviewed women). All enumerators are residents of the provinces where they conducted interviews.
Interviews ranged from 13 to 102 minutes in duration, with the average interview lasting 38 minutes. Field
supervisors noted any political, social, or other newsworthy events during the survey fieldwork that may have
affected the survey, and a report is available on the website.
As in previous years, fieldwork was conducted by the Afghan Center for Socio-Economic and Opinion Research
(ACSOR), and third-party monitoring was conducted by Sayara Research. ACSOR’s parent company, D3
Systems, Inc., provided statistical tools for the construction of survey weights and logic tests for quality control.
The Asia Foundation provided other quality-control measures, including additional logic tests and independent
monitoring of the central training, provincial trainings, and fieldwork.
The 2016 Survey is based on a sample of 12,658 men (52.7%) and women (47.3%) above 18 years of age
residing in all 34 provinces of Afghanistan. The sample was stratified by province and by geography (urban/rural
status) using the most recent population estimates (2016–2017) released by Afghanistan’s Central Statistics
Organization (CSO). The total unweighted sample consisted of 25.0% urban and 75.0% rural respondents.
The 2016 Survey differs from previous years in two important respects. First, the sample size includes a
booster sample in selected districts within the provinces of Badakhshan, Takhar, Kunduz, Balkh, Baghlan, and
Samangan. Responses from these oversamples are weighted down to their proportional population estimates
by district, so as not to bias national or provincial statistics. Second, mobile tablets were utilized for data
collection for the first time in a limited, Kabul-based, randomized control study with 528 men and women to
determine the impact of this new method on public opinion. Results from the pilot suggest that this does not
bias responses.
Sampling points in the Survey are determined using random selection techniques. However, in cases where a
sampling point is not accessible to enumerators (due to insecurity, weather, village could not be found, etc.),
an alternative method called an “intercept interview” is sometimes used for comparison.1 Responses from
these interviews are used to estimate the direction of potential bias on survey questions caused by sampling
replacements. In this method, male enumerators “intercept” a sample of male respondents at public locations,
such as bus stops or hospitals, as they are traveling to or from a highly insecure sampling point not otherwise
accessible to enumerators. These responses are then compared to the responses of men in the main sample
to estimate possible bias on specific questions. Sampling points that were designated for female respondents,
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but which could not be accessed safely by female enumerators, were replaced with different female interviews
within the same strata (same province and urban/rural designation). Intercept interviews do not include
women due to cultural and security concerns. All statistics reported in this book represent the main sample of
11,623 randomly selected respondents (92% of the overall sample), unless otherwise identified as an intercept
interview (8% of the overall sample).
Each year, the overall margin of error (MoE) for the survey is estimated on the basis of the binomial question,
“Overall, based on your own experience, do you think things in Afghanistan today are going in the right
direction, or do you think they are going in the wrong direction?” The estimated design effect is 3.45.2 Using
this estimate, the complex margin of error at the 95% confidence level is ±1.6% for the probability sample.3 This
MoE takes into account both the complex survey design, which contains disproportionate stratification and two
levels of clustering (the district and sampling point), as well as the weighting for provincial representativeness.
Disposition outcomes for all interviews were tracked by ACSOR staff using the standard codes of the American
Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR), which have been adapted to the Afghan context. For this
sample, the contact rate is 86.8%, the response rate is 79.8%, and the refusal rate is 5.0%.

2. QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN
Questions are determined annually on the basis of inputs from the Afghan government and other stakeholders.
Each year, The Asia Foundation removes questions yielding low analytical value, while preserving trend-line
questions for longitudinal comparison. Proposed new questions are vetted to ensure that they meet international
standards—by ensuring, for example, that they can be easily understood by respondents, that they are not
threatening or leading, and that response scales match question wording. In total, this year’s questionnaire
went through 11 iterations before being approved for translation. All surveys were administered in either Dari
or Pashto versions.
The 2016 survey questionnaire included 31 administrative questions (such as the date and time), used to
track and manage each interview, 30 demographics questions (such as age and gender), and 110 substantive
questions. Of the 110 substantive questions, 19 were new and four were selected from previous years of the
Survey. Eighteen districts in the booster sample received an additional questionnaire after the main survey,
which included 35 substantive questions. The questionnaire addresses infrastructure and development, rule
of law, governance, security, corruption, elections, reconciliation, women’s issues, migration, and social issues.

3. SAMPLE DESIGN
The sample was drawn using a multi-stage, systematic sampling approach consistent with previous years for
meaningful longitudinal comparisons.
Target population:
Target sample:
Achieved sample:
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Afghan adults in 34 provinces.
9,600 Afghan adults in 34 provinces (main sample) + 3,000
respondents in oversample districts.
9,650 Afghan adults in 34 provinces4 (main sample) + 3,008
respondents in oversample districts.

Determining the sample followed six steps:
Step 1: For the main sample, a base sample was first stratified disproportionally by province, desired margin of
error, and power estimates. A minimum of 200 interviews were carried out in each province, with the exception
of Paktika, where fieldwork had to be redone due to quality control flags in the initial fieldwork. Within each
province, the sample was then stratified by urban and rural population figures from the 2016–2017 CSO
estimates. Each of the 65 strata is allocated at least one primary sampling unit (PSU) to ensure that the entire
target population has a probability of selection. After the urban and rural strata of each province receive a
cluster, the remainder of the province’s sample is allocated proportionally. For the booster samples in the
northern provinces, the base sample was stratified disproportionally by district, with each district as its own
stratum.
Step 2: Districts were selected via probability proportional to size (PPS) systematic sampling. Districts serve as
the PSU. Each PSU contains two sampling points, one of male respondents and one of female respondents.
This is done to allow for gender-matched interviewing, which is a cultural requirement of working in
Afghanistan. Each PSU is chosen via PPS sampling within its stratum. In order to obtain some information
on the perceptions of those living in insecure areas, areas inaccessible to the enumerators conducting random
walk, intercept interviews were performed with people coming out of those areas to towns, bazaars, bus depots,
or hospitals in more secure areas, usually in a neighboring district. For the 2016 survey, approximately 8% of
the interviews (n=1,035) were intercept interviews. Intercept interviews were done in 75 districts across 25
provinces. These intercept interviews are identified by the variables “Method” and “Method2” in the data set.
Step 3: The settlements within districts were selected by simple random sampling. These serve as the secondary
sampling unit (SSU). Within urban strata, neighborhoods (called nahias in cities and towns) were used,
while in rural strata, villages were used. Because population data for settlement sizes does not exist, a simple
random selection among all known settlements was used to select locations. In this survey, six interviews
were conducted per sampling point, which equates to approximately one full day of interview work for one
enumerator, including travel time.
The instability and frequent fighting in some provinces can cause a sampling point to be adjusted or replaced to
keep interviewers out of areas with active violence. At the time of the fieldwork 16.9% of males were inaccessible
to male interviewers, while 28.7% of females inaccessible to female interviewers. A complete listing of replaced
sampling points for the 2016 sample, along with reasons for each replacement, can be downloaded from the
Survey website.5 A total of two replicate draws were provided to the field team prior to the launch of fieldwork,
each a random assignment. Settlement/nahia-level replacements are done by supervisors in the field, where
neighboring accessible settlements are chosen as replacements whenever possible.
In compliance with Afghan cultural norms, interviews conducted by ACSOR enumerators were genderspecific, with female enumerators interviewing women and male enumerators interviewing men. Some districts
with significant insurgent activity, military operations, or lack of transportation had male-only samples. In
cases where a sampling point designated for female interviews was only accessible to male enumerators, it
was replaced with a female sampling point from within the same strata (same province and same urban/rural
status).
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Step 4: Field managers used maps generated from several sources to select starting points within each SSU.
In rural areas, the system required enumerators to start in one of five randomly selected locations (northern,
southern, eastern, or western edges of the rural settlement, or in the center). In urban areas, because it is
more difficult to differentiate neighborhood borders, a random location (north, south, east, west, or center)
was provided to the enumerator, who started from an identifiable landmark in the vicinity (e.g., a school or
mosque).
Step 5: To improve the randomization process, each sampling point was also randomly assigned a different
first-contacted house: either the first, second, or third house the interviewer arrived at following the start of
the random walk. After approaching the first-contacted house, the interviewer then used a set interval to select
all other households for inclusion in the sample— selecting every third house on the right in rural areas, for
example, and every fifth house on the right in urban areas.
Step 6: After selecting a household, enumerators were instructed to use a Kish grid for randomizing selection
of the target respondent within the household. Members of the household were listed by name and age in
descending order, and the respondent was selected according the rules of the Kish grid. The Kish grid provides a
random selection criterion based on which visit the household represents in the enumerator’s random walk and
the number of inhabitants living in the household. Column numbers in the Kish grid that accompanied the
questionnaire were pre-coded in order to help prevent fraud or convenience selection based on available people.
Enumerators were not allowed to substitute an alternate member of a household for the respondent selected by
the Kish grid. If the respondent refused to participate or was not available after callbacks, enumerators moved
on to the next household according to the random route.

4. CONTACT PROCEDURES
Under no circumstances were enumerators allowed to substitute an alternate member of a household for
the selected respondent. If the respondent refused to participate or was not available after three visits, the
enumerator then moved on to the next household according to the random walk. These visits were made at
different times of the same day, or on different days of the field period, in order to provide a more flexible
schedule for engaging the respondent. Due to security-related concerns, the field force had difficulty in many
rural areas meeting the three-visit requirement prior to substitution.
In this survey, while interviewers were able to complete some callbacks, most interviews were completed on
the first attempt:
•
•
•

First contact, 97.0%
Second contact, 2.5%
Third contact, 0.5%

Due to the high rate of unemployment, and the choice of an appropriate time of day for interviewing,
completion on the first attempt is common in Afghanistan.
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5. WEIGHTING
Weighting is a method of making the survey sample representative of a population. It usually assumes a
random selection of respondents, and that the true population is known. The weight used for the 2016 survey
(labeled “w” in the data) was constructed as a proportional weight. Eight weights were created by two strata,
one stratum of provincial population and one by urban/rural proportions using CSO data. The base weight,
also referred to as the probability-of-selection weight or design weight, is simply the inverse of the probability
of selection for each respondent. However, two assumptions were made in the sampling design that resulted in
treating the sample as approximately EPSEM (equal probability of selection method):
1.

All settlements are of equal size. Since population estimates at the settlement level are unavailable
and/or unreliable, the sample design selected settlements using a simple random sample (SRS).
Under the assumption that the settlements are of equal size, the SRS condition of equal probabilities
of selection holds true.

2.

The random route procedure is equivalent to a simple random sample of households and
respondents. Random route and Kish grid procedures were used for respondent selection. The
assumption is that these procedures are equivalent to performing a simple random selection of
households and respondents at the settlement level.

A fully EPSEM method results in a self-weighting design, or rescaled base weights of 1. However, base weights
are still needed to correct for any disproportionate stratification that may be the result of oversampling,
rounding for the cluster design, or removal of interviews due to quality control. The base weights are thus
computed as follows:
Bi=(ni/Ni)-1

wi=Bi-1

BI= PROBABILITY OF SELECTION FOR A RESPONDENT
WI= BASE WEIGHT FOR RESPONDENTS
NI= SAMPLE SIZE IN STRATA I

Ni= total population in strata i
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“Don’t know” (i.e., non-response) test: determines the percentage of “don’t know” responses for each
enumerator’s cases. Typically, interviews with 40% or higher “don’t know” responses are flagged for
further investigation.
Duplicates test: compares cases across all enumerators and respondents to check for similarity rates.
This test will flag any pair of interviews that are similar to each other, and surveys with 96% similarity
or greater are removed. The percentmatch program command in the Stata software is used for this test.
For these tests, six cases were deleted for having an interviewer average of over 90% similar responses (i.e.,
failing the equality test), 504 cases were deleted for being over 96% similar in substantive responses to another
interview (i.e., failing the duplicates test), and no cases were deleted for consisting of over 40% “don’t know”
responses (i.e., failing the “don’t know” test).
In total, 31 logic tests were used and 7.1% of all interviews were removed, including 514 by ACSOR and 460
by The Asia Foundation.
During the data entry process, 20% of all paper questionnaires (2,610 out of 13,089) were randomly selected
by ACSOR’s data entry managers for double entry to check for keypunching errors. These questionnaires were
given to a different team for reentry, and data results from this independent entry were then compared to the
primary data set. Discrepancies and errors were identified by data coders. For all errors, questionnaires were
then reviewed, and the correct data included in the final data set. The error rate for data entry for the 2016
Survey was 0.14%, which is acceptable under international quality control standards and slightly lower than
the 0.18% error rate in 2015.

9. MARGIN OF ERROR
Focusing on the portion of the sample that is probability based (i.e., excluding intercept interviews), the
added variance from a multi-stage stratified cluster design can be estimated via a design-effect estimate for the
survey’s variables and, in turn, used to estimate the complex margin of sampling error. Design-effect estimates
provided in this section account for both the complex sample design and the weights. The sample was stratified
by urban/rural status and province with two stages of clustering: district and settlement. The design effect, for
reporting purposes, is estimated for a key question of interest: “Overall, based on your own experience, do you
think things in Afghanistan today are going in the right direction, or do you think they are going in the wrong
direction?” The following table provides design-effect estimates for each response category of this key variable
using the statistical software called R (survey package). In an effort to provide the reader with a survey-wide
design effect, a “weighted mean” design effect was calculated as the average across each response category of the
variable when weighted by frequency of response (Fig. 10.4).
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End Notes
The booster districts utilized a different replacement protocol: due to the need to conduct district-level analysis in these districts,
sampling points that were not accessible to women were replaced by male sampling points within the same district. As a result, this
year’s overall sample contained slightly more men than women, but the results were then weighted to a 50:50 gender distribution.

1

2

The design-effect estimate is a weighted average across individual response option design effects for this key question of interest.

3

The probability sample excludes intercept interviews from variance estimation.

The target n-size for this survey was 12,600. The initial data set delivered by ACSOR had an n-size of 9,615. A total of 344
interviews were removed as a result of quality control by ACSOR and client logic checks, which reduced the total n-size in the
final data set to 9,271.

4

5

http://asiafoundation.org/afghansurvey

6

https://www.aapor.org/AAPOR_Main/media/MainSiteFiles/FindingE.pdf

7

“Wgt5” variable in the data set. Distribution of the weighted sample by province is approximately the same for all four weights.

8

The margin of error for a binary response is maximized when the proportions are set equal to each other (p=.5)
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