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Women’s walls have closed in.  
Their hopes have not.
Half a decade of escalating restrictions has narrowed where Afghan women 
can go, what they can do, and how they can live. And yet, when asked what they 
want from the years ahead, women describe futures of equality, income and 
independence. This brief follows that arc – from the constraints of the present 
to the aspirations that may yet outlast them – and summarizes findings from 
the Thematic Brief – Five Years On: Afghan Women’s Futures at a Crossroads. 
The brief builds on the results from two nationwide surveys reaching 3,284 
women and 1,717 men (see page 4 for methodology).

The typical Afghan woman leaves 
home once or twice a month;  

the typical man leaves every day.
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crossroads
2026

Nationally representative telesurvey · 2026

Nationally representative telesurveys · 2024, 2025, 2026

90%  
of women need a male 
family member’s permission 
before leaving the home.

75%  
of women feel unsafe 
leaving home without a male 
guardian (mahram).

66%  
of women limit what they 
say in public.

 
56%  
of women avoid public 
spaces, such as markets and 
health facilities.

Narrow opportunities draw even tighter
Following the near-total exclusion from education beyond grade 6 since 
2021, Afghan women see their remaining learning opportunities shrinking, 
with each passing year compounding the losses of the last. 

Women and 
girls are barred 
from education 
beyond grade 6 

76%  
of women reported 
reduced access to 
education since the 
Taliban takeover

33%  
of the same 
women surveyed 
in 2024 reported 
even further 
decline between 
2025 and 2026

2021 2024 2025 2026

56%  
of women 
reported a further 
decline in access 
in the preceding 
year alone

Women with no formal education 
are almost twice as likely as 
women with vocational or 
university education to rarely leave 
the home (59% compared to 31%).

52%  
of women  
leave their homes 
twice a month or less.

96% 
of men  
leave their homes 
every day.

https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2026/08/five-years-on
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A growing mental health crisis

7 in 10 women
describe their mental health 
as bad or very bad.

59% of women report 
worsening mental health in the 
past six months alone. 

Nationally representative telesurvey · 2026

UN Women focus group discussions · 2026

With each new restriction closing off 
avenues for education, work, mobility, 
and connection, women’s ability 
to cope with ongoing pressures is 
increasingly strained.

Mothers once centred their hopes on a 
daughter’s education. Now they describe 
arranging marriages instead – because “nothing 
else is realistic”. Daughters, in turn, increasingly 
see schooling as a dead end: “my mother 
studied but didn’t get anywhere.”

Share of parents judging their child’s life as worse 
today than they expected before August 2021,  
by child’s gender 

65% daughters  

35% sons

As a result, 

65% of women  
say life has turned out worse 

than they expected  
before August 2021.

Among women with vocational  
or university education,  

that figure climbs to 71%.
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Yet, women’s hopes and voices endure
Despite years of escalating restrictions, most Afghan women 
(68%) in 2025 remained hopeful about reaching their goals. Their 
hope is not passive. Afghan women have not accepted today’s 
restrictions as their permanent reality – they continue to advocate 

for the conditions needed to build the lives they want.

What women are reaching for
Ranked among top-three life goals, women choose 

rights and independence.

Nationally representative door to door survey · 2025

Nationally representative door to door survey · 2025

EQUALITY IS NOT AN ELITE IMPOSITION

Rural women prioritized equality more than 
urban women (41%, compared with 35%), directly 
challenging the narrative that women’s rights are 

an external or elite demand.

MARRIAGE: CHALLENGING EXPECTED ROLES

Only 13% of unmarried women name marriage  
a priority, against 37% of unmarried men.  

One in twelve women also prioritized changing 
norms in their homes and communities, signalling a 
continued determination to renegotiate the terms of 

household and community life that limit what women 
are permitted to want.

Why hope holds

Women view the decrees not as accepted truths, but as imposed restrictions.

37% of women say that 
Afghan women would 
do more in public were it 
not for the problems and 
criticism they face.

Nationally representative telesurvey · 2026

Equal rights between women & girls, men & boys  
(ranked highest of all goals)

Earning an independent income 

Owning their own home 

Starting or finishing education 

Getting married  
(among unmarried women only) 

A shift in gender norms at home & in community

40%

33%

24%

19%

13%

8%

While most women identify with Islamic values, they do not support 
how the de facto authorities have interpreted and applied them. 
Nearly all reject the bans on girls’ education and women’s work.

of women say that the de facto authorities do not share 
their values on girls’ education.

of women say that the de facto authorities do not share 
their values on women’s economic opportunities. 

Many women adjust their behaviour to align with community 
expectations, even when these do not reflect their own views. Fear of 
criticism and other social consequences can make women feel unable 
to act on what they believe, creating a gap between what women want 
to do and what they feel able to do.

91%
91%



The window is narrowing...
Each year of restrictions erodes the schooling, skills and 
networks that Afghanistan’s recovery depends on. Lifting these 
measures would not, by itself, restore what has been lost. 

What Afghan women describe needing is not rescue, but 
the conditions to rebuild what they never stopped wanting. 
The barriers to the futures of their choice are systemic and 
political, and the response from the international community 
must meet them as such.

48 focus group 
discussions, and 
  
36 in-depth 
interviews in Kabul, 
Nangarhar, Faryab, 
and Helmand

4 focus group 
discussions 
with 30 Afghan 
women in 
Kabul, Bamiyan, 
Nangarhar, and 
Herat

METHODOLOGY

2,190
people

2,811
people

80.5% rural  |  19.5% urban
44% rural  |  38% urban  |   

17% peri-urban

1,074
women

2,210 
women1,116

men
601
men

Gender Flagship Survey (2025) Monitoring the Status of Women (2026)

Recommendations

But women’s demands persist 
Since 2021, Afghan women have consistently asked 
for principled, conditional engagement on the political 
conditions shaping their lives. The UN Security Council’s 
2023 independent assessment echoed this in naming 
the immediate removal of restrictions on women’s and 
girls’ education, employment and movement a benchmark 
necessary for any advancement of Afghanistan’s 
reintegration into the international community.

1.	 Urge the de facto authorities to rescind, 
without conditions or further delay, all 
restrictions on women and girls, in line with 
Afghanistan’s obligations under the international 
treaties to which it remains a State party. 

2.	 Maintain principled engagement on 
women’s rights at the centre of engagement 
strategies with the de facto authorities, in line 
with the calls of Afghan women since 2021. 

3.	 Ensure Afghan women directly shape 
decisions about Afghanistan’s present 
and future. Women must not only be consulted on 
international strategies and priorities but must have a 
substantive role in shaping them. 

4.	 Advocate for women’s rights across every 
political and diplomatic forum. This is 
essential to prevent women’s exclusion from becoming 
“normalized” through silence or deprioritized as 
international attention shifts elsewhere. 

5.	 Invest in the skills and networks women will 
need for Afghanistan’s future.  Maintaining 
these foundations now will ensure that women can 
reclaim opportunities more quickly when restrictions 
are lifted, while better positioning them to meaningfully 
shape Afghanistan’s future.
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https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/2023_11_sg_special_assessment_report.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/2023_11_sg_special_assessment_report.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/2023_11_sg_special_assessment_report.pdf

