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INTRODUCTION

August 2026 marks five years since the Taliban
returned to power in Afghanistan. Since then, they
have built and continue to consolidate a system of
gender control that is rapidly narrowing women’s
opportunities, prospects and hopes for a dignified
future: a dense web of decrees has institutionalized
restrictions on women's rights; essential services
still available to women are shrinking; and
sweeping, ever-expanding controls on women's
freedom of movement are deepening their isolation.

The systemic erasure of women from public life,
including their exclusion from higher education and
employment, removes the visible role models that
show what is possible and narrows what Afghan
women and girls can imagine for their own futures.
Within this restrictive environment, conservative
interpretations of gender roles are increasingly
shaping public and private expectations, creating
pressures that limit women's choices, even though
pockets of quiet dissent persist.
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Yet Afghan women'’s aspirations for the future have
not disappeared, even as the conditions that make
those aspirations imaginable and attainable steadily
erode. Instead, their aspirations are increasingly
constrained, deferred and reshaped. There comes
a point at which deferred aspirations either sustain
hope or begin to harden into structural loss.

This brief warns that Afghanistan may now be
at that threshold. The consequences for women
and girls, and for the communities in which they
live, are profound. Responding to the current
situation requires more than restoring individual
opportunities. It requires confronting the systems of
exclusion that regulate which futures are considered
possible, permissible and attainable. Drawing on
Afghan women's own voices, this brief sets out what
they still want for their futures, how far those futures
have receded and what the international community
must do now to keep them within reach.



BOX 1

Methodology

This brief draws on two rounds of nationwide mixed-methods research: a nationally representative
door-to-door survey conducted in February—March 2025, and nationally representative telesurveys
conducted in April-May 2026.

See the Annex for further methodological details.

2025 GENDER FLAGSHIP SURVEY 2026 MONITORING THE STATUS OF
WOMEN IN AFGHANISTAN SURVEY

Quantitative: Quantitative:

2,190 people (1,074 women, 1,116 men; 80.5 2,811 people (2,210 women, 607 men; 44 per

per cent rural, 19.5 per cent urban) cent rural, 38 per cent urban, 17 per cent peri-
urban)

Qualitative: Qualitative:

48 focus group discussions and Four focus group discussions with 30 Afghan

36 in-depth interviews across Faryab, women in Bamyan, Herat, Kabul and Nangarhar

Helmand, Kabul and Nangarhar

While the two modes of data collection differ (door-to-door versus telephone surveys), they provide
complimentary views of the same broad trajectory when taken together. The 2025 survey offers a
nationally representative snapshot of women’s and men’s circumstances and attitudes. The 2026
telesurvey provides a more recent picture of how women across the country perceive their influence,
autonomy and prospects, and of how restrictions are increasingly followed through self-restraint
and the anticipation of consequences. Rather than treating the two rounds as measurements of
change between fixed points, the brief uses each to illuminate different dimensions of how Afghan
women’s imagined futures are being reshaped as restrictions on their rights become increasingly
entrenched.
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Afghan women’s lives in 2026

Half a decade of escalating restrictions has narrowed where Afghan women can go, what they can
do, and how they can live. The results are alarming.

Women'’s lives have become increasingly confined

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

90%

of women need a male family member's permission before leaving

the typical man the home.
leaves every day. 75%
52% of women of women feel unsafe leaving home without a male guardian
(J
mahram).
leave their homes twice a month or less ( )
66%
of women limit what they say in public.
56%

96% of men

| of women avoid public spaces, such as markets and health
leave their homes every day.

facilities.

©000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 o

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 of women reported of women reported of the same women

from education reduced access to a further decline surveyed in 2024 reported
beyond grade 6 education since the in access in the even further decline

Taliban takeover preceding year alone between 2025 and 2026

A growing mental health crisis AN/ |

S e ° & o o S 7 in 1 0
R R R x R R R women describe their mental health
as bad or very bad.

With each new restriction closing off
avenues for education, work, mobility,
and connection, women's ability

to cope with ongoing pressures is
increasingly strained.

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

Source: UN Women. 2026. Monitoring the Status of Women Survey



1. THE HORIZONS
OF AFGHAN

WOMEN AND GIRLS
CONTINUE TO NARROW

“WE WILL HAVE AMBITIONS
IF SCHOOLS, UNIVERSITIES
AND WORKPLACES ARE
OPEN TO WOMEN AND GIRLS.
NOW THAT ALL OF THESE
ARE CLOSED TO US, WHAT
AMBITION CAN WE HAVE?”

— AWOMAN INTERVIEWED IN KABUL

Restrictions have increasingly confined Afghan
women and girls to their homes. Access to
education, employment and public life has been
steadily closed off, leaving women to pursue the few
remaining opportunities that remain online or behind
closed doors." Yet exclusion has not extinguished
aspiration. Women continue to imagine a different
future — one where they can learn, work, contribute
and live with equality and dignity.? These aspirations
are not only personal; they are political. They
represent women'’s refusal to accept the shrinking
boundaries of their lives, and a vision for a different
Afghanistan: one in which women are free to shape
both their own futures and that of their country.

1. Even the online lifeline available to women and girls is precarious. In September—October 2025, the de facto authority imposed a
nationwide fibre-optic Internet shutdown, cutting women off from online learning, remote work and support networks: UN Women.
2025. GENDER ALERT - Impact of telecommunication shutdown on women-led organizations in Afghanistan. Access is also

constrained at the device level: women's phone ownership remains far lower than men'’s, with UN Women consultations conducted
in October 2024 (unpublished) recording accounts of women being denied SIM cards or required to register them through a male
relative. In June 2026, all administrative and military personnel were reportedly banned from using smartphones under threat of
legal punishment: Afghanistan International, ‘Taliban Military Court Orders Ban on Smartphones for State Employees’, 16 June

2026.
2. UN Women. 2025. Gender Flagship Survey.
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1.1. Five years on,women'’s
lives are worse than
they expected

The gap between women's lives today and what they
expected before August 2021 is wide and growing.
In the April-May 2026 telesurveys, 65 per cent of
women said their lives had turned out worse than
they had expected before the Taliban takeover,
including 30 per cent who said their lives were “much
worse” . The ever-increasing restrictions are central

to this loss of possibility. Among women who say
their lives were worse than expected, nearly half (47
per cent) pointed to reduced access to education, for
themselves or their children, while four in ten cited
other rules restricting women's lives. By closing off
education and many forms of employment, these
restrictions compound the economic pressures
already felt by most women. They are taking a
profound personal toll: nearly half report rising
stress, worry and pressure, consistent with wider
evidence of deteriorating mental health

FIGURE 1

What is driving the decline: reasons cited by women who say life is worse than expected.

D,

49%

Rising stress, worry
or pressure

77%

Changes in the household
income or employment

Source: UN Women. 2026. Monitoring the Status of Women Survey.

Younger, urban and university-educated women
were more likely to point to structural restrictions
on women'’s rights, suggesting that the loss is felt
most sharply by those who had the mostinvested in
the opportunities that are no longer available.> Some
77 per cent of women with vocational or university
education said life was worse than expected,

40%

De facto authority rules
affecting women

47%

Reduced education access
for them or their children

compared with 61 per cent of women with no formal
education. For many educated women, this meant
watching a future they had already begun to build -
through education and work — being progressively
closed off. But women described a loss that goes
far beyond skills or income. Education connects
women and girls to life beyond the home. Its

3. Only 14 per cent said life had turned out better than expected. The reasons for this were more varied and more closely tied to
personal circumstances than the reasons given by women who said life was worse than expected. The most common reason
was still household income or employment (46 per cent), followed by major family events (35 per cent), safety and security

(33 per cent), and social support (29 per cent). This suggests that more positive assessments were often linked to household
circumstances, family stability, safety or support networks rather than broad structural conditions or changes in women'’s rights or
public participation. This finding should also be interpreted carefully: ‘better than expected’ does not necessarily mean that life is

good, only that it is better than respondents had anticipated.

4.1n 2026, nearly six in ten women respondents to the telesurvey (59 per cent) said their mental health had worsened over the
previous year, including 23 per cent who reported that it had become significantly worse.

5. De facto authority rules affecting women were cited by 48 per cent of urban women, compared with 32 per cent of rural women.
The proportion rose to 55 per cent among women aged 18—24 and 82 per cent among women with a bachelor’s degree. Reduced
access to education followed the same pattern, cited by 54 per cent of women aged 18-24 and 61 per cent of those with upper

secondary education or a bachelor’s degree.
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removal severs not only a pathway to work but also
a tether to social and civic life, shrinking the world
where a future can be imagined.®

Men reported a broadly similar sense of decline:
a majority also said life was worse than they had
expected.” But the reasons differed. For men,
worsening circumstances were tied more closely
to economic pressure; for women, restrictions on
education, movement and participation played a
far greater role.® This gendered divide emerged in
the 2025 survey findings, in which women were far
more likely to identify structural and institutional
barriers to their goals: 51 per cent cited restrictions
imposed by the de facto authorities, compared with
31 per cent of men, while 25 per cent cited lack of
education — almost twice the proportion of men (13
per cent). Men, meanwhile, were more likely to cite
a lack of social support and limited opportunities
to leave the country. These experiences differ from
those reported by women, but they are not separate:

restrictions on women’'s employment, for example,
reduce household income and contribute to the
economic pressures that men themselves identify.
The constraints placed on women's lives therefore
affect entire households and communities.

Parents’ fears for the future reach into the next
generation, with a stark divide between daughters
and sons. In the 2026 telesurveys, 65 per cent of
parents with daughters aged 12-17 said their
daughters’ lives were worse than expected,® almost
twice the 35 per cent reported by parents with sons
of the same age.’ The reasons diverged sharply.
For daughters, the overwhelming concern was lost
access to education; for sons, it was household
income or employment.’ For many women, hopes
for their daughters have narrowed accordingly.
They spoke of simply finding ways for them to
keep learning through whatever options remained:
enough to acquire knowledge, practical skills and,
eventually, some economic independence.

WORSE THAN

FIGURE 2

Parents’ expectations for daughters and sons aged 12-17 (percentage of valid responses).
BETTER THAN ABOUT THE
EXPECTED SAME

Sons aged 12-17

Daughters aged 12-17 |1/ 28

Source: UN Women. 2026. Monitoring the Status of Women Survey.

6. UN Women focus group discussions, 2026.

EXPECTED

n =856

65 n =856

7. Some 57 per cent of men said their lives were worse than they had expected before August 2021. Only 14 per cent said life was
better than expected, while 26 per cent said it was about the same.

8. The leading reasons cited by men were household income and employment (90.9 per cent), followed by stress (22.6 per cent),
displacement (15.6 per cent), and major family events (13.8 per cent).

9. Shares were similar among men (64 per cent) and women (66 per cent). Only 7 per cent said their daughters’ lives were better
than expected, while 28 per cent said they were about the same.

10. Shares were similar among men (35 per cent) and women (36 per cent). Among respondents with sons aged 12-17, 35 per
cent said their sons'’ lives were worse than expected, 53 per cent said they were about the same and 12 per cent said they were
better. For sons, some respondents worried about the pressure on them to provide in a weak economy and about migration and
insecurity narrowing young men's options at home.

11. Among parents who said their daughters’ lives were worse than expected, 86 per cent cited reduced access to education;
among those who said the same of their sons, 80 per cent cited household income or employment.
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In the 2026 focus group discussions, women
described this as a fundamental break from the
past. Earlier generations of mothers feared for
their children’s physical safety, including bombings,
conflict and the dangers of leaving home. Today,
many mothers fear something different: that their
daughters will be denied the chance to build a future
at all, including through education beyond grade 6.

That fearis already shaping decisions inside families.
Parents described directing daughters towards
madrasas, clandestine home-based learning or
early marriage, while sons remainin school. Itis also
visible in how girls see their own prospects. Some
are still in primary school but already expect their
education to end there. Teachers are already seeing
the consequences. In 2026 focus group discussions,
one teacher described the difficulty of motivating
girls who asked what future they can expect when
they already know they may be forced to remain at
home after grade 6.1

1.2. The futures Afghan
women want

Afghan women's aspirations today are less an
expression of optimism than a form of resistance
under pressure: deferred, conditional and, in many
cases, redirected towards the next generation. In
focus group discussions, many women described
economic hardship, lost access to education and
restrictions on their rights as reshaping what they
can realistically expect from the future. Yet, even
as they spoke of their exclusion from public life,
some also described becoming more adaptable,
resourceful and determined while holding onto
ambitions to lead, advocate and become role models

for other women and girls.” These are not simply
individual aspirations: Afghan women'’s aspirations
express a shared vision of a more inclusive and well-
governed society.'

Equal rights between women and men

When asked in 2025 to identify their top three goals
for the future, 39 per cent of women included equal
rights for women and girls — making equality the
most commonly selected aspiration.’® The fact
that 61 per cent did not rank equality among their
top three goals should not be read as opposition
to it. Rather, women seem to weigh it alongside
immediate needs such as earning an income and
ensuring the well-being of their families.

Women consistently linked equality to collective
well-being and social cohesion, arguing that
national strength depends on recognizing women's
contributions to society. Specifically, they described
that equality is not simply a matter of individual
rights, but part of a stronger future for Afghanistan.
One woman stated: “We would be stronger if
they let women speak and let us, together, build a
stronger future®

Support for equal rights was particularly
pronounced among rural women, who were more
likely than urban women to prioritize it. This
challenges the idea that demands for women'’s
rights in Afghanistan belong primarily to an urban
elite or represent an external imposition.’” Instead,
it may reflect the fact that rural women may face
a more intense loss of opportunity, driven by
greater limitations on their mobility, weaker digital
connectivity, and fewer alternatives once formal
pathways close.

12. UN Women focus group discussions conducted in May 2026 with a schoolteacher in Nangarhar.

13. Some women in the Kabul focus group expressed ambitions to become community leaders, advocates for women'’s rights or
role models who could support and empower other women and girls: UN Women focus group discussions, 2026.

14. Many women framed their aspirations in collective terms, describing the issues they raised as belonging to the whole
community and extending their visions to governance — a responsive state that listens, protects rights, and enables access to
education, healthcare and livelihoods: UN Women focus group discussions, 2026.

15. Equal rights were more commonly selected by women aged 30-44 (40.6 per cent) than by those aged 18-29 (31.6 per cent) or

those aged 45 and older (27.8 per cent).

16. UN Women. 2025. Gender Flagship Survey. Focus group discussion in Kabul.

17. Some 40.5 per cent of rural women prioritized equality, compared with 35.1 per cent of urban women.
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Support for equality also extends beyond women
themselves: one in five Afghan men included equal
rights for women and girls among their top three
goals, alongside priorities such as supporting their
families, earning an income, migration, marriage
and home ownership.’® Together, these findings
suggest that support for women’s equality cuts
across gender as well as geography.

Yet the legal and policy framework imposed by the de
facto authorities is moving in the opposite direction.
Restrictions on women'’s education, employment
and participation in public life are embedding their
exclusion ever more deeply, placing the future that
many Afghans — women and men alike — envision
increasingly out of reach.

Economic empowerment and
independence

Economic independence remains central to the
future Afghan women imagine for themselves.
Nearly one third of women surveyed in 2025 (33
per cent), included earning an independent income
among their priorities, while almost one quarter
(24 per cent), aspired to own their own home. The
latter is particularly striking in a country where, even
before the de facto authorities took power, fewer
than five per cent of land ownership documents
included the name of a female family member.™
For many women, financial stability is not an end in
itself, but a foundation for greater independence and
the ability to pursue other ambitions.

While some forms of employment still remain open
to women, their economic exclusion has deepened
sharply since 2021. The labour market has narrowed
largely to home-based and traditionally female-
dominated professions, including embroidery,
handicrafts and small-scale agriculture, alongside
the limited sectors where women may still be
permitted to work, such as in health and primary
education. Successive restrictions have steadily
pushed women out of much of the formal economy:
from the 2021 order for women government
employees to remain at home, the December 2022
ban on women working for national and international
non-governmental organizations, its extension to
United Nations entities in April 2023, and the closure
of beauty salons in July 2023.

18. Among men who ranked equal rights in their top three priorities, two-thirds were aged 30-59 (34 per cent aged 30—-44 and 32
per cent aged 45-59). One-quarter were aged 18-29, and 8 per cent were 60 or older.

19. Housing, Land and Property Task Force Afghanistan. 2020. A Brief Guide to Women’s Land Rights in Afghanistan.
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FIGURE 3

Thinking about your future, what are three things that you would like to succeed in (n=1,074)

See equal rights for women and girls

Earn an independent income

Support my family

Be happy

Own my own home

Learn a vocational trade

Start or finish education

Have peace in my community

Have children

Shifts in norms in my home/community

Marry

The effects extend far beyond employment. Pushed
out of public life and increasingly absent from
television and radio, women are also being made
less visible. ?® A generation of girls is growing up
with fewer visible models of a woman's life beyond
the home, narrowing not only what they may do but
also what they can imagine wanting.

Against this backdrop, the persistence of women's
economic ambition is itself an act of quiet resistance
to a system seeking to confine their futures. The
same resistance may also be reflected in the low

gl

N
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UN Women. 2025. Gender Flagship Survey.

priority women assign to getting married and
in their prioritization of changing norms in their
homes and communities. Marriage ranked low
among women’s life goals, with just 13 per cent
of unmarried women naming it as a priority,
compared with 37 per cent of unmarried men.”'
One in 12 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.?

20. Restrictions on women in the media include a nationwide order requiring women television presenters and journalists to cover
their faces while on air, issued on 21 May 2022, and the removal of women'’s faces from television and their voices from radio
between 2021 and 2023. See UN Women. 2022. Media Restrictions and the Implications for Gender Equality in Afghanistan; UN

Women. 2025. Gender Index 2024: Afghanistan.

21. Figure 2 reflects all women and men, including those already married.

22. Women ranked ‘shifts in norms in my home and community’ above marriage (8.1 per cent of women and 7.6 per cent of men).

23. Similar shares of rural and urban respondents prioritized this response: 7.9 per cent and 7.7 per cent, respectively.
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Education as a conduit for opportunity

Women were nearly twice as likely as men to name
education as a priority: 19 per cent, compared with
10 per cent of men. The persistence of this priority
is striking given that the door has largely been shut.
Girls have been barred from secondary school for
nearly five years, while women have been excluded
from universities and most professional training,
including medical training since December 2024. Yet
education remains part of the future women want
for themselves.

Education is among the losses women mourn
most deeply. In qualitative consultations, women
who had once planned to pursue higher education
and careers described those futures as no longer
attainable. Formal restrictions had closed off those
paths, while financial constraints meant that even
alternatives such as online learning were beyond
reach for some. Women repeatedly connected the
loss of education with the loss of dreams, purpose
and future opportunities. When asked in 2026 what
they would do first if restrictions were lifted, women
in focus groups said they would prioritize the return
to education — for themselves and their daughters
— before anything else.

24. UN Women focus group discussion, 2026.

Women did not describe education simply as one
aspiration among many. They saw it as something
that made other ambitions possible: a gateway that,
as one participant put it, “opens the way for future
opportunities”.?* Loss of education therefore limits
expectations for work, independence and the lives
women might build. Some women also described
a more troubling shift: after years of exclusion, the
belief that education could change their lives was
beginning to weaken. One participant observed that
younger women are discouraged from studying
precisely because they hear educated women
guestioning what their own studies achieved. Survey
data point in the same direction, with women more
likely than men to report that education mattered
less to them than it once had.?

Read alongside women’s grief over lost schooling
andtheir desire to return toiit, this suggests that what
has eroded is not belief in the value of education
but confidence that, under current conditions, it can
lead anywhere. Women still value education; what
they are losing is faith in the opportunities it once
promised.

25.1n 2025, 44.4 per cent of women said primary schooling had mattered more to them than it did at the time of the survey,
compared with 31.7 per cent of men. Women were likewise more likely than men to say that they had valued girls’ secondary
education more highly before August 2021: 36.1 per cent of urban women and 43.6 per cent of rural women, compared with 29.3
per cent and 35.5 per cent of men, respectively. Most men reported no change in their views on girls’ education.
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2. WOMEN'S ASPIRATIONS

ARE INCREASINGLY
OUT OF REACH

“EVEN IF | HAVE HOPES OR
DREAMS, | KNOW | WILL NOT
BE ABLE TO ACHIEVE THEM...
BECAUSE IT IS NOT WHAT IS
EXPECTED OF WOMEN."

— WOMAN INTERVIEWED IN NANGARHAR

Five years on, the effects of these closed pathways
are reaching beyond women’'s immediate
circumstances and into their expectations for the
future — not because women accept their exclusion,
but because years of blocked opportunities and the
daily reality of living with these restrictions make
alternative futures harder to see. This narrowing
shows up in several ways at once: in what women
believe they can achieve, in the hopes they hold for
their children, and in the psychosocial toll of dreams
repeatedly deferred. The longer these conditions
persist, the greater the risk that a generation of
women and girls grows up with an ever-smaller

sense of what they can aspire to, leading to the
internalization of diminished possibilities as an
enduring reality.

2.1. Restriction isthe
new normal

As conservative social norms embolden under the
current legal and policy framework, they do more
than shape behaviour: they reshape the futures
women believe they are entitled to imagine or
pursue. In 2025, 17 per cent of women surveyed
identified harmful social norms — including child
and forced marriage — as barriers to achieving their
goals. Among separated or divorced women, that
figure rose to 31 per cent.

Increasingly, the pressure women experience
comes not only from formal rules, but from the
people around them. In 2026, 39 per cent of women
surveyed said pressure to change their behaviour
had increased in the previous year alone — a sign
that constraints are not static but tightening, and
that their sources are widening beyond formal
decrees. Women described neighbours monitoring
how they dress, where they go and who they speak
to, with the reputational risk — and the threat of being
reported — shaping their decisions.?® Activities that

26.In a 2024 survey, just 17 per cent of women reported ‘a lot of trust’ in their neighbours, compared with 74 per cent who
reported this level of trust in their immediate family: UN Women. 2025. Gender Flagship Survey. Decree No. 12 (January 2026)
sharpens this phenomenon by authorizing any Muslim man who witnesses an offence to administer ta’zir punishment, legitimizing
community-level enforcement and self-policing and creating strong incentives for surveillance and reporting. See UN Women.
2026. Gender Alert: Afghan women'’s and girls’ rights under Decree No. 12 on Criminal Rules of Court..
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were once ordinary, from travelling independently
and attending social gatherings to working outside
the home and maintaining social and support
networks, were increasingly seen as inappropriate.
That shift from danger to perceived impropriety is
significant: it suggests that surveillance is not only
changing women’s behaviour in the short term but
also risks reshaping the norms against which that
behaviour is judged.

External constraints are also seeping into families,
passing in between generations. In 2026 focus
groups, mothers described hopes once centred
on their daughters’ education giving way to
arranging their marriages because “nothing else
is now realistic”. At the same time, daughters were
beginning to question the value of education itself:
“My mother studied but didn't get anywhere.”

Women feared what this could mean over time.
If girls grow up surrounded by restrictions on
education, work and movement, what one
generation experienced as a profound loss could
come to seem normal to the next.?” The danger is
not only that girls have fewer choices today, but that
a generation could grow up with a much narrower
sense of the choices women should have at all.

2.2. A coerced consensus
risks hardening into
areal one

There is a striking gap between what women

themselves believe and what they think their
communities expect of them. Many women adjust

their behaviour accordingly — not necessarily
because their own views have changed, but because
the social consequences of acting on them can
be severe.

Women's own views were consistently more open
than the views they attributed to their communities.
More than 81 per cent personally considered girls’
primary education important, yet only 69 per cent
believed their community felt the same — a gap
of close to 12 percentage points. Similarly, 55 per
cent considered it appropriate for women to work
outside the home, compared with just 42 per cent
who believed their community would agree. In other
words, women may perceive the society around
them as more conservative than the private views
of women within it actually are.?®

Overtime, that gap carries its own risk. When women
see others conforming, they may assume that those
around them genuinely support the restrictions they
are following. Where people mistake conformity
under pressure for personal conviction, they grow
more likely to conform themselves, allowing a
perceived consensus to harden over time into a
real one.?

Yet this apparent consensus masks persistent signs
of quiet dissent. In 2026, 37 per cent of women
said women like them would participate more in
public life if they did not face criticism and other
barriers.®° In focus groups, women repeatedly
described adapting out of necessity rather than
agreement. They also described how fear of social
and practical consequences made it difficult to know

27. These outcomes are fuelled by policies of the de facto authorities, most notably Decree No. 18 (Code on Judicial Separation
of Spouses, May 2026), which implicitly permits child marriage and makes it difficult for women and girls to leave a marriage. In
practice, their ability to do so is often dependent on the husband's consent, deepening their dependence on men. See UN Women.
2026. Gender Alert: Decree No. 18 on the Judicial Separation of Spouses.

28. This is compounded by women'’s reliance on observation rather than candid conversation to gauge how others feel, meaning
that the conservative consensus each woman perceives is partly an artefact of everyone’s mutual silence. In focus groups, women
described relying on changes in others’ behaviour and participation, rather than direct conversation, to understand how they were
coping. Fear of judgement, privacy concerns and uneven levels of trust kept many from speaking openly.

29. This dynamic, in which individuals publicly conform to a norm they privately reject, while each misreads others’ compliance
as genuine belief, has been widely documented across authoritarian and totalitarian settings. It can sustain unpopular orders far
longer than their actual support would predict and is often termed ‘preference falsification’. See Kuran, T. 1995. Private Truths,
Public Lies: The Social Consequences of Preference Falsification. Harvard University Press.

30. UN Women. 2026. Monitoring the Status of Women in Afghanistan Survey.
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what other women truly believed because few could
speak openly. Beneath the appearance of social
consensus, significant disagreement remains.

Women's adaptation to these restrictions should
not be mistaken for alignment with the de facto
authorities. While 61 per cent of women felt that
the authorities shared their values when it came to
a general ‘respect for Islamic law’, 91 per cent said
the authorities did not share their values on women's
economic opportunities, and 91 per cent said the
same of girls’ education.®’

This distinction matters. Many women identify
strongly with Islamic values while rejecting
restrictions imposed on their education, work
and participation in public life — demonstrating
that these measures are viewed by many not as a
requirement of their faith, but as policy choices by
the de facto authorities. This legitimacy gap provides
a foundation for the possibility of reform, grounded
in the fact that restrictions perceived as illegitimate
are more likely to be challenged and undone.

What keeps the hope for change alive is a shared
recognition that compliance is coerced. That
recognition depends on remembering a time when
things were different. For now, many women
remember girls going to secondary school, women
going to university and working alongside men.
That memory provides a point of comparison:
evidence, from their own lives, that things have
been - and therefore can be - different.

But memory fades across generations. As
restrictions become woven into everyday life,
girls are growing up with fewer memories of an
Afghanistan in which women could study, work
and participate more freely. What their mothers
experienced as a sudden loss, their daughters risk
coming to know simply as the way life is.

That is perhaps the deeper danger of prolonged
exclusion. The gap between what women believe
and how they live could eventually narrow not
because they have been persuaded, but because the
memory of alternatives has faded. What is imposed
today risks becoming what is expected tomorrow.

2.3. Grieffor lost futures
exacts a mounting
psychological toll

Restrictions take a psychological toll on women
both inside and outside the home. For those largely
confined at home, days can lose their structure,
purpose and connection to the outside world. For
those who do leave, movement can require constant
calculation of where they can go, how they should
dress and behave, and how their presence may be
perceived.®” In focus groups in May 2026, women
described how prolonged confinement was eroding
their sense of purpose and resilience, with some
saying that even hope had begun to feel “useless” *

31. Fewer than 4 per cent of either women or men felt that the authorities shared their values to a great extent’ regarding women'’s
access to public space, women's economic opportunities or girls” education. Respondents were asked: ‘To what extent do you

feel the current authorities share your values on the following?' The proportions answering ‘to a great extent’ were 3.7 per cent of
men and 4.0 per cent of women for women's access to public space; 0.6 per cent of both men and women for girls” educational
opportunities; and 1.0 per cent of both men and women for women’s economic opportunities: UN Women. 2025. Gender Flagship
Survey.

32. Men's mental health is deteriorating too, although for different reasons. In 2026, around 44-45 per cent of urban and rural men
reported a decline, driven mainly by economic pressure and displacement — a pattern reinforced by the 83 per cent who reported
feeling safe leaving home when accompanied by a woman. Livelihoods played a clear role: 50.3 per cent of unemployed men
reported poor mental health, compared with 28.3 per cent of employed men. Yet 28.3 per cent is far from negligible, suggesting
that the distress runs deeper than income alone and is also shaped by the broader strain of life under Taliban rule.

33. Prolonged confinement appears to be a major factor in poor mental health. Among women who left home at least once a day

in 2026, 49.2 per cent reported that their mental health had worsened, compared with 68.8 per cent of women who left home less
than once a month. The pattern echoes research on COVID-19 lockdowns, except that these restrictions are neither temporary nor
expected to be lifted, suggesting that the psychological cost may be greater rather than merely comparable: United Nations. 2020.
Policy brief: COVID-19 and the need for action on mental health.
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Survey findings point to the same connection
between agency and expectations for the future.
Among the 44 per cent of women who felt they had
very little control over what would happen in their
lives over the next year, 73 per cent said their lives
had turned out worse than they had expected.®*

When women recalled life before the Taliban
takeover in August 2021, they described days filled
with more possibility: studying, working outside the
home, moving through public spaces, and using
phones and the Internet to learn and connect.®®
Much of that structure has since disappeared.
More than half of women (52 per cent) reported
leaving home twice a month or less, rising to 62
per cent of rural women, compared with 42 per cent
of urban women. This likely reflects tighter mobility
constraints in rural areas and greater dependence
on male accompaniment.® By contrast, 96 per cent
of men reported leaving home daily.

Leaving home carries its own psychological burden.
Women described constant vigilance over dress,
speech and movement needed to avoid sanction or
judgement.®” The 2026 telesurveys showed a clear
association with mental health: among women
who reported increased pressure to adjust their
behaviour, 70 per cent said their mental health had
worsened over the previous year, compared with
53 per cent of those who reported no such increase
in pressure.

Pressure to adjust their behaviour was reported
most often by women with vocational or university
education: more than half (55 per cent) reported
greater pressure to adjust their behaviour than a year
earlier, compared with 30 per cent of women with
no formal education. For women who had studied
and begun building careers, this adds another layer
of loss: not only have many of those opportunities
disappeared, but navigating life outside the home
now requires them to continually monitor how
they dress, move and behave. The two pressures
compound each other: isolation wears women
down, while the effort required to appear safely in
public exhausts those who do venture out.®

34. This compares with 37 per cent of women who reported having a lot of control. The pattern also held in reverse: just 10 per
cent of women with very little control said life was better than expected, compared with 34 per cent of those with a lot of control.

35. As one participant put it, “Five years ago, women woke early, finished their housework quickly, went to their jobs and studied on

returning home.”

36.1n 2026, only 16 per cent of women reported leaving home at least once a day. Women in rural households were particularly
isolated: 62 per cent reported rarely leaving home, compared with 42 per cent of urban women. Furthermore, 58 per cent of rural
women rarely engaged with women outside their household, compared with 51 per cent of urban women.

37.In June 2026, the consequences of these dress requirements — and the fear they instil — were brought into sharp relief in Herat,
where the reported detention of women over alleged violations of hijab rules triggered protests on 8 June. Similar detentions were
reported that week in Mazar-e-Sharif. In the Afghan context, a woman'’s detention can carry severe and lasting consequences,
damaging her family’s and community’s perception of her honour and her standing as a prospective wife. The United Nations
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan has separately documented torture and ill-treatment in de facto detention. United Nations
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan. 2025. Update on the human rights situation in Afghanistan: April — June 2025.

38. Some 66.2 per cent of women respondents reported limiting the topics they discussed outside the family.
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3. YET POCKETS OF

HOPE PERSIST

“EVEN THOUGH MY
OPPORTUNITIES HAVE
CHANGED, I STILL WANT
TO LEARN, SUPPORT MY
FAMILY, AND CONTRIBUTE
TOMY COMMUNITY IN ANY
WAY | CAN.”

— WOMAN INTERVIEWED IN HERAT

Despite years of escalating restrictions, most
Afghan women remain hopeful that they can still
reach their goals, as do most men.* This hope exists
alongside a clear understanding of the barriers they
face. Women draw strength not from the system
around them, but from their families, their faith and
the belief that their circumstances can still change.
Hope, in this context, is not the expectation that life
will improve on its own. It is what allows women

to imagine a life beyond the restrictions of the
present — and to resist seeing those restrictions as
permanent.

3.1. Family, friends
and faith carry
women through

In focus groups in 2025 and 2026, women described
the personal sources of strength that sustain them
when so many opportunities have been closed off.
Family and community were central to women'’s
endurance. Women drew strength from relatives
and networks of other women, while many mothers
increasingly redirect their aspirations towards their
children — especially their daughters — prioritising
their children’s futures above their own.*® Where
formal education ends after primary school, they
described finding other ways for girls to keep
learning, including home-based learning and
practical skills, in the hope that their daughters might
one day have the opportunities that are currently
denied to them.

39. Asked in the 2025 survey how hopeful they felt, the largest shares of respondents described themselves as ‘hopeful’ (33.5 per
cent of women and 28.9 per cent of men) or ‘somewhat hopeful’ (34.5 per cent of women and 38.8 per cent of men). Men were
more than twice as likely to describe themselves as ‘very hopeful’ (14.0 per cent, compared with 6.1 per cent of women), a gap

that mirrors how many more pathways remain open to them.

40. Many women described informal gatherings and conversations as spaces where they could express concerns, receive
encouragement and feel less isolated. In the few cases where this remained possible, participation in women's groups, local
initiatives or community-based activities also contributed to a sense of solidarity and collective resilience.
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Those hopes extend beyond economic security.
Women identified safety, dignity, respect and strong
family relationships as central to a good future.
Above all, they wanted their children to grow up
respected and free from discrimination.

Faith offers another, more personal source of
resilience. Women described trust in God helping
them live with uncertainty, remain patient and hold
onto hope. Importantly, they did not describe faith as
a substitute for education, work or rights. It helped
them endure their loss while continuing to hope for
atime when those opportunities would open again.

3.2. Hope is strategic and
conditional

Women also described hope not as passive
waiting, but as strategic and conditional: a basis for
action. In focus groups across the country, many
acknowledged that their original aspirations had
become harder to reach, yet stressed the importance
of keeping them alive and within reach by setting
goals, making plans and continuing to learn so that
they would be ready when circumstances changed.*!

One woman from the Central Highlands said that
she was focusing "more on learning skills from
home and finding alternative ways to continue my
personal development”.#2 In Kabul, another woman
who had been unable to complete her own degree
described supporting her children with their studies
and encouraging them to keep learning. Across
the discussions, women emerged as strategic
thinkers about their futures, not passive subjects
of restrictions.

The conditions they attach to hope are concrete.
In 2025, financial support was the most cited
requirement for reaching future goals, identified
by 71 per cent of women and 77 per cent of men.
In addition, more than half (53 per cent) said

restrictions on women and girls would need to be
lifted, compared with 29 per cent of men. More
than one-quarter (26 per cent) identified family
permission as necessary, compared with 18 per cent
of men. Women's choices are therefore constrained
attwo levels: by restrictions imposed on their public
lives and by decisions made within their homes.

Within those limits, women continue to find
ways to exercise influence — advising husbands,
encouraging their daughters to learn and supporting
other women in their communities. Some described
becoming “more strategic in balancing personal
ambitions with social expectations and family
responsibilities”.** These actions allow women to
navigate, and sometimes subtly soften, constraints,
even where they do little to redistribute substantive
power within the household.

This enduring hope sits side by side with grief over
lost futures. Some women described plans kept alive
for a different future, while others spoke of hope
beginning to wear thin. Yet, again and again, women
said that if conditions changed, they would return
to education, careers, business and community
leadership. Their ambitions remain intact and held
in readiness for the moment opportunities reopen.

3.3. The chance
that remains

The speed of deterioration makes the urgency
clear. In just five years, Afghanistan has gone from
a country where women participated — however
unevenly — in political and public life, worked across
a range of professions and attended university,
to one where women are excluded from public
decision-making and many forms of employment,
and girls’ formal education ends after grade 6.

41. A journalism student described enrolling in a midwifery course to pursue an alternative pathway for professional development.
Other participants reported taking online courses, learning business-related skills and exploring digital learning opportunities. UN

Women focus group discussion, 2026
42 Ibid.
43. Ibid.
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As those pathways close, the futures available to
women and girls are becoming increasingly confined
to the home, marriage and childbearing.

Each additional year erodes skills and weakens
professional networks, years of education are
missed, and girls grow up with fewer memories
of women studying, working and participating in
public life. Lifting the restrictions would therefore not
immediately restore what has already been taken
away. As one participant in a Kabul focus group
said: “Even if the government changes, the years
already lost cannot be compensated for." Even if
conditions improve, women expect that attitudes
within families and communities may take far longer
to change, limiting their opportunities long after
formal restrictions are lifted.*

But that point has not yet been reached. Women'’s
ambitions remain clearly expressed and are still
waiting for room to surface. The loss, however far
advanced, is therefore not yet complete. Women
have not folded their hopes to fit the constraints.
Asked what they would do if restrictions were
lifted, women in focus groups answered without
hesitation: they would return at once to education,
careers, business and community leadership, their
ambition intact and waiting.

As this brief has shown, these aspirations have
not faded under five years of restriction. They have
been deferred, held in readiness and consistently
voiced. What Afghan women describe needing is not
rescue, but the conditions in which they can rebuild
what they have already shown they never stopped
wanting. The chance remains, but it narrows with
every passing year. Action to preserve it cannot wait.

44. That risk is compounded by shifting family attitudes. Women described male relatives who had once actively supported their
education, work and social participation becoming more cautious and less supportive, often encouraging them to remain at home.
This shift was driven by a combination of formal restrictions, commmunity expectations and fears for their safety: UN Women.
2026. “Now there is security, but we do not feel safe at all” - Women's lived experiences of safety and security in Afghanistan.
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4. WHAT NOW:

PRIORITIES FOR
COLLECTIVE ACTION

This brief shows that Afghan women'’s exclusion
is deepening with each passing year. Skills
and networks are being lost, opportunities are
disappearing, and there is a growing risk that
restrictions imposed today will become expectations
inherited by the next generation. Yet it shows just
as clearly that women's aspirations have been
suppressed but not extinguished.

The factors closing that future are not incidental
hardships. Restrictions on education, employment,
freedom of movement and participation in public
life are the direct result of policies imposed by the
de facto authorities. The response must therefore
address the political and systemic nature of
women's exclusion. Technical cooperation and
service delivery remain essential, but they cannot
substitute for sustained principled engagement
aimed at changing the systemic drivers of women'’s
exclusion.

Since August 2021, Afghan women have
consistently called for international engagement
that is principled, conditional and responsive to
the political conditions shaping their lives.*® The
international community has affirmed the same
principle. The 2023 independent assessment

mandated by the Security Council identified the
immediate removal of restrictions on women'’s
and girls’ education, employment and freedom
of movement among the benchmarks necessary
for progress towards Afghanistan’s reintegration
into the international system.*® Five years on,
those restrictions remain in place while their
consequences deepen. The recommendations
that follow are therefore not only as relevant as
they were when first made, but increasingly urgent.

1. Urge the de facto authorities to rescind,
without conditions or further delay, all
restrictions on women's and girls’ education,
employment, freedom of movement
and participation in public life, 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. Technical
cooperation should be accompanied by

45. One year after the Taliban takeover, surveyed women prioritized facilitating direct dialogue with the Taliban (26 per cent) and
linking international aid to improved conditions for women (26 per cent) above all other options. International recognition of the
Taliban ranked lowest (11 per cent): Bishnaw survey, ‘Afghan women's opinions regarding political priorities and expectations’,

August 2022.

46. United Nations Security Council. 2023. Report of the independent assessment pursuant to Security Council resolution 2679

(2023) (S/2023/856). United Nations. The report also notes that the situation of women and girls, particularly restrictions on girls’
education, was the single most common issue raised across the assessment’s consultations.
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a clear strategy to address the systemic
drivers of women'’s exclusion, with progress
measured against tangible improvements
in women's access to education, work and
public life.

. 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 meaningful role in shaping
them. This should include pathways for
Afghan women to engage directly with the de
facto authorities, where women themselves
consider this valuable and appropriate, and
meaningful participation in the international
processes and decisions that affect

their lives.

Ossroads

. Advocate for women’s rights across every

political and diplomatic forum. The full
spectrum of women'’s rights should be
consistently raised across bilateral and
multilateral engagement, rather than confined
to dedicated discussions on women or
gender. This is essential to prevent women’s
exclusion from becoming normalized through
silence or deprioritized as international
attention shifts elsewhere.

. Invest in the skills and networks women

will need for Afghanistan’s future. Ensure
that programmes operating under current
constraints preserve and strengthen women'’s
skills, qualifications, and professional and
community networks. 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.



ANNEX:

METHODOLOGICAL
APPROACHES

This brief draws on data and analysis from two rounds
of mixed-methods research. The following sections
summarize the methodological approaches used

2025 Gender Flagship Survey

Between February and March 2025, UN Women conducted
a nationally representative door-to-door survey on
imagined futures and social norms, collecting primary data
through individual interviews using Kobo. A total of 2,790
respondents (1,074 women and 1,116 men) participated
across all regions of Afghanistan: Central, 14 per cent; East,
12 per cent; North-East, 13 per cent; North-West, 13 per
cent; South-East, 12 per cent; South-West, 19 per cent; and
West, 18 per cent.#” Some 80.5 per cent of participants
lived in rural localities and 19.5 per cent in urban localities,
proportionate to the national rural—urban distribution.

The survey was complemented by 48 focus group
discussions and 36 in-depth interviews conducted in late-
2025 across Faryab, Helmand, Kabul and Nangarhar. The
four provinces were selected to capture regional, ethnic and
rural-urban diversity across Afghanistan. Together, they
span distinct socio-economic, linguistic and agro-ecological
contexts, allowing the qualitative findings to reflect a range
of lived experiences while remaining feasible to access
given prevailing security and operational constraints. The
research design ensured balanced gender and geographic
coverage.

47. Figures may not total 100 per cent due to rounding.

2026 Monitoring the Status of Women in
Afghanistan Survey

This multi-round telesurvey collects quantitative data
disaggregated by geography — urban, peri-urban and rural —
and by identity markers (gender, age, ethnicity, marital status
and education). It seeks to understand the circumstances
of diverse women and men across Afghanistan, particularly
in relation to restrictions introduced by the Taliban since
August 2021. It examines the challenges women face, their
safety concerns and mental health, and the effects of de
facto authority policies and practices on their lives. The
sample was designed to provide representation at both
national and regional levels.

Following on from earlier data collection,*® telesurveys held
in April-May 2026, on which this brief principally draws,
reached 2,210 women and 601 men across all 34 provinces.
They also included a longitudinal panel recontacting 978
women and 330 men firstinterviewed in Round 2, enabling
analysis of change over time within a core group of
respondents.

UN Women focus group discussions

To add qualitative depth to the 2026 telesurvey findings,
UN Women conducted four focus group discussions with
Afghan women in May—June 2026 in Bamyan, Herat, Kabul
and Nangarhar. The four provinces were selected to capture
regional and ethnic diversity across Afghanistan. A total of
30 women were recruited through snowball sampling. The
discussions explored women's perceptions of influence,
control and aspirations, as well as the lived effects of
ongoing restrictions.

Further methodological details are available upon request.

48. Earlier data collection comprised three rounds. Round 1, conducted in August 2024 before the public announcement of the Law
on the Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, surveyed 5,309 women and 1,157 men across all 34 provinces using a random-
dialler methodology, with a 95 per cent confidence level and a 5 per cent margin of error at the provincial level for women and the
regional level for men. Round 2, conducted in October—November 2024, recontacted 3,022 women and 867 men from Round 1 using
the callback method. Round 3, conducted in July—August 2025, surveyed 2,872 women and 503 men. Rounds 2 and 3 both reached
all 34 provinces, with a 95 per cent confidence level and a 10 per cent margin of error at the regional level.
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UN WOMEN EXISTS TO ADVANCE
WOMEN'’S RIGHTS, GENDER EQUALITY
AND THE EMPOWERMENT OF ALL
WOMEN AND GIRLS.

As the lead United Nations entity on gender equality and secretariat of the UN
Commission on the Status of Women, we shift laws, institutions, social norms
and services to close the gender gap and build an equal world for all women
and girls. Our partnerships with governments, women’s movements and the
private sector, coupled with our coordination of the broader United Nations,
deliver lasting changes. We make strides in four areas: leadership, economic
empowerment, freedom from violence, and peace, security and humanitarian
action.

UN Women keeps the rights of women and girls at the centre of global
progress — always, everywhere. Because gender equality is not just what we
do. It is who we are.
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