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The IS-Academy

The IS-academy on Human Security 

in Fragile States is a collaborative 

research project between the 

Disaster Studies chair at the faculty 

of social sciences, Wageningen 

University, the Peacebuilding and 

Stabilization unit at the Dutch 

ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 

five major Dutch NGOs Cordaid, 

ICCO, ZOA refugee care, OxfamNovib 

and the Netherlands Red Cross. 

The Academy’s mission is to better 

understand the processes of socio-

economic recovery and the roles 

of formal and informal institutions 

in conditions of state fragility. 

The research comprises several 

PhD trajectories and a number of 

short-term research projects, and 

is geared towards catalyzing cross-

fertilizing exchange between the 

domains of policy, practitioners 

and academia in the field of socio-

economic recovery in fragile states.

The IS academy produces research 

briefs on ongoing research. These 

briefs are intended to disseminate 

research results from the field, and 

to further and enhance dialogue 

between the stakeholders and the 

broader public involved in the field of 

socio-economic recovery in fragile 

and conflict-affected environments. 

The briefs are based on preliminary 

results and should not be considered 

definitive outcomes. They are 

intended to function as a window for 

exchange and enhance knowledge 

generation.
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RESEARCH BRIEF #6

Examining women 
in enterprise 
development in 
Afghanistan
Barriers and solutions
This research brief examines gender dynamics in women’s enterprise development 
in the fragile and traditional context of Afghanistan. It discusses the dual 
realities of women in business, and evolving socio-cultural dynamics. Drawing 
on research case studies, the paper looks specifically at the influence of non-
formal institutional barriers (social norms and attitudes) in women’s business 
development and formalisation. Major barriers to women’s micro and meso-
level enterprise development are highlighted vis-à-vis enterprise entry, scope of 
business/marketing, networks, and (formal) institutional interaction. Reflecting on 
field insights, the discussion finally suggests potential ‘solutions’ for strengthening 
women’s small business development in informal and less stable environments 
such as Afghanistan. 

Holly Ritchie

Wageningen, Disaster Studies, 2013
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Reality of Women in Business in Afghanistan

Gender norms mean that economic activities are particularly constrained for women in 
Afghanistan. Women are typically involved in domestic income generation of specific trades (e.g. 
handicrafts) and do not work outside the home. These cultural practices have shaped market 
functioning, actor behaviour, and the scope of traditional business development in Afghanistan. 
Whilst, several women-led businesses and associations have emerged in recent years, these 
are predominantly in the urban areas through elite business families (or those with political 
connections), and are often motivated by financial support from international donors such as 
USAID. For the most part, poorer women struggle to go beyond the status quo due to limited 
skills/knowledge, and restricted mobility, embedded in prevailing attitudes and practices. 

Gender dynamics in enterprise: Entry and 
development 

In exploring women in business, the research has examined selected women’s enterprises 
outside of the existing elite, exploring evolving cultural dynamics and subsequent business 
development. Cultural norms (especially purdah 1) determine the scope of women’s mobility, 
and shape all potential aspects of women’s involvement in business: production and marketing, 
the nature/scope of horizontal linkages (between similar firms) and vertical linkages (buyers). 
They also affect access to technology, (formal) institutional interaction and informal (support) 
networks. Table 1 summarizes the main aspects of the business influenced by prevailing purdah 
norms.

Whilst overcoming cultural barriers – particularly in attitudes towards women’s roles and mobility 
– may be a ‘boundary’ condition for women’s involvement in enterprise, cultural norms may also 
further change and evolve during economic empowerment for permitted women, influencing 
the nature of value chain development. Changes in individual mobility may thus gradually be 
observed during the course of enterprise development. The extent/speed of this (and for whom) 
may be determined by the individual women’s social position/status (influenced by factors such 
as ethnicity, age, marriage, education and wealth e.g. older, more educated women have more 
potential for mobility) and their character, motivations and interests. It may also be shaped by 
local actors (women and men), conditions and events. The degree of change in purdah habits, 
and for whom, affects the subsequent scope of group enterprise and value chain development.

1 Purdah: the practice in certain Muslim and Hindu societies of screening women from men or strangers, especially by 
means of a curtain, origin: early 19th century: from Urdu and Persian parda ‘veil, curtain’, Oxford Dictionary online. 
This is considered to be embedded and bound up within the local cultural codes (honour and shame), religion and 
social habits. Strict interpretations of purdah tend to confine the women to the household influencing the extent of 
women’s social and political life, access to services and resources, and engagement in economic activities.

Economic activities are constrained due to 
traditional cultural norms and practices.

Evolving cultural norms shape all aspects 
of enterprise development.
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Pervasive Barriers for Poorer Women in Enterprise

As indicated, barriers for women’s economic development are deeply rooted in informal 
institutional issues (social norms), in addition to historical legacies. This has led to the prevailing 
status of women’s mobility, women’s knowledge/skills, and women’s external relations. This 
section highlights how these factors influence different dimensions of women’s engagement in 
enterprise development: the business climate, business operations, business buyer linkages, 
access to services/resources, and business formalization.

 BARRIER 1  
 Business climate: conservative and intimidating 

Prevailing conservative social attitudes inhibit 
enterprise 
In Afghanistan, there are fundamental challenges for women 
engaging in non-home based work and business activities due 
to local culture norms and attitudes. Whilst support for women’s 
enterprise is evolving amongst the urban elites, for women from 
poorer ‘non-business’ and less educated backgrounds, there 
are still significant cultural barriers from both the family and the 

Traditional attitudes constrain women’s 
role outside of the home.

Poor women keep purdah norms.

Production / Marketing Horizontal 
linkages

Vertical 
linkages (to 
buyers)

Support 
service * 
linkages

Formal 
institutional 
links (e.g. 
government)

 · Type of product/service 

 · Scale of production 

 · Quality control 

 · Access to resources/
services/technology 

 · Location of operations 

 · Worker roles and 
responsibilities

 · Frequency/
scope of 
worker 
interaction

 · Buyer 
gender 

 · Location  

 · Frequency/
scope of 
interaction

 · Service 
provider 
gender 
 

 · Location 

 · Frequency/
scope of 
interaction

 · Office 
gender  

 · Location  

 · Frequency/
scope of 
interaction

* Support services include credit, internet, packaging, business development services, technical assistance. Services may be commercial or non-commercial. 

Table 1: Value Chain Dynamics: Influence of Purdah in Women’s Enterprise
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community. This seems to be most acute in more pashtun2, poorer and rural settings. For such 
women, there are few obvious formal support facilities. 

For poorer women engaging in enterprise, the first step is 
overcoming these traditional attitudes to participate in non-
home based enterprise. This requires confidence, and support 
of the family and community, particularly if the business is 
in a male-dominated sector such as electronics. Only after 
acceptance from community groups can women (freely) start 
their activities in enterprise and production (outside of the 
home). 

The second step is engaging in marketing. Typically (only) selected women with more permitted 
social mobility (e.g. married, older women) will be allowed to engage in marketing type activities. 
This may evolve over time and as the business develops. The extent of the women’s mobility in 
enterprise influences the scale and pace of business development. It also affects the robustness 
of the company, particularly if only a single woman can be involved in external relations. This can 
make the enterprise highly dependent on one individual. 

Cases of women in business (outside of the ‘elite’ family circles) often stem from NGO activities 
in vocational training, and/or micro finance. These external organizations have demonstrated 
that attitudes can be gradually overcome, particularly using education and religious messages, 
alongside skills development and enterprise support. Strong and persuasive community leaders 
(men and women) have also proved crucial in promoting new practices in local communities.
 

Security fears and harassment restrict female 
business interaction
The broader Afghan context is perceived as increasingly 
insecure. Uncertain city safety, unreliable government 
institutions (including police) and environmental hazards are 
cited as particularly concerning factors for fragile women’s 
businesses, constraining the scope of enterprise development. 
Sexual harassment and intimidation in working environments, 
and over the phone/internet are also significant. This is 
causing families to further discourage women’s business 

interaction. Women may be pressurized to remain in certain parts of the city, leave and return 
to the house at set times, and/or be accompanied by male relatives. This affects women’s 
participation in enterprise outside of the home, and interaction in the ‘market place’.

2 Pashtuns - The most populous ethnic group in Afghanistan, representing about 50 per cent of all Afghans. Pashtuns 
tend to be more conservative, abiding by strong tribal codes of honour and shame. This particularly affects women’s 
mobility.

Poor city environment limits 

women’s business interaction. 

Marketing is challenging.
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Poor women are mostly illiterate.

Choice of sector can be limited.

 BARRIER 2  
 Business operations: Constrained by limited skills and experience 

Low technical skills and traditional attitudes affect 
choice of sector
Poorer women’s skills are traditionally in handicrafts, kitchen 
gardening or in tending to small livestock (rural areas). This 
constrains possible business options without external training 
(e.g. by NGOs). Yet the choice of business may also be 
affected by prevailing attitudes on traditional business sectors 
(i.e. handicrafts are an acceptable ‘female’ sector). In entering 
new sectors such as electronics, not only do women face 

challenges in new skills development but also in attitudes related to their involvement in ‘male 
only’ sectors.

Limited literacy skills affect women’s business 
administration
An estimated 88 percent of women remain illiterate in 
Afghanistan.3 Whilst the rates of literacy are higher within the 
new generation, for women in the 25-60 years of age bracket, 
high levels of illiteracy are still the norm. In the research 
case studies, only the entrepreneur or enterprise head was 
found to be ‘literate’ (with Grade 10-12 education). This tends 
to delimit the roles and responsibilities of group members. 

Business administration, management, finance and marketing thus often fall heavily on a single 
semi-educated individual. Limited skills affects the capacity of women’s businesses to strategize, 
manage finances and develop firm business contracts. This often forces women’s businesses 
to employ a male relative to co-manage the business with mixed results for the dynamics of the 
women’s enterprise. 

 BARRIER 3  
 Business linkages: Constrained by limited networks 

Fragile and informal environment limits women’s 
networks 
The current business environment in Afghanistan is informal 
and one of low trust, where new entrants - and particularly non-
traditional entrants such as women - are viewed with suspicion. 
Despite extensive private sector support, Afghan markets 
remain embedded in traditional networks and social relations. 
Social organization is complex and diverse in Afghanistan, 
reflecting the linguistic, ethnic and geographical heterogeneity, 

and the importance of bonds and reciprocity (Maley 1998). Relations are further embedded 
in cultural norms, with women’s ties typically limited to close family. The persisting context of 

3 Afghanistan National Risk and Vulnerability Analysis, MRRD 2008

Women’s networks are limited.

High levels of illiteracy constrain business 
management 
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informality and fragility in Afghanistan arguably reinforces cultural norms, influencing the nature 
and scope of women’s market participation. 

Exclusive environment limits women’s market 
interaction
Business development is further inhibited by women’s 
exclusion from male-dominated public spaces. Whilst women 
can meet men in formal environments and introduce their 
business, in a traditional society such as Afghanistan, male 
informal (business) interaction also occurs in public spaces 
such as mosques and restaurants. Women tend to spend 
limited time in such places, and are also further restricted to 

segregated areas. Further, when women do secure new clients, confidence in women’s ability to 
deliver is low, particularly in less traditional sectors. Business development can thus be slower, 
and more difficult. There is also a risk of exploitation. 

Poor physical market interaction means that women’s businesses are poorly integrated into 
sector clusters. As a result, women in small businesses struggle to gain access to new buyers, 
training, and technology. This constrains upgrading of both staff skills and enterprise technology. 
It also means that women’s businesses may be slow to meet evolving market preferences in 
terms of suitable product development. For example, in the case of a women’s electronics 
business, the products soon became out-of-date causing the business to suspend sales.

 Barrier 4  
 Access to business resources and services: constrained by limited 
 options 
 
Poor access to appropriate credit and services constrains growth and development
Whilst microcredit providers have increased in recent years in and around urban centres in 
Afghanistan (including women-only microfinance institutions), access depends on women’s 
mobility and family support/permission (supporting documentation is required such as electricity 
bills or house documents, often in the name of a male family member). In addition, women are 
discouraged by rumours that credit is unislamic, or they are afraid of not meeting repayments. 
Flexible group products – where the group structure provides the collateral (such as Self Help 

A lack of flexible credit and business 
facilities constrain women’s business 
development.

Business links are challenging.

Networking is inhibited by tradition, 
low trust and social exclusion.

Women in small businesses struggle to 
gain access to buyers, training, and new 
technology.
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Tax documents are complex and 

there is little support.

Government interaction is difficult due 
to poor literacy, cultural factors and 
prejudice

Group products found in India) – remain elusive. In addition, many small women’s businesses 
face challenges in accessing safe and suitable business facilities (office space, internet, 
meeting rooms). This constrains business growth and development. 

 Barrier 5  
 Business formalization: Constrained by confusion and poor support 

Confusion/fear on formal registration and tax procedures
In Afghanistan, there is still a great deal of confusion related to business registration 
obligations and procedures. Due to a mixture of factors – including fear on tax issues, raised 
profile and a lack of support – some small women’s businesses are reported to prefer to 
remain informal, avoid tax ‘headaches’, and stay outside of the prey of corrupt government 
officials. There appears to be unclear motivation for formalization, particularly when small 
business can remain informal without any major apparent hindrance to their business. 

Small women’s businesses that are formally registered are 
expected to pay tax according to Afghan law. Extensive 
problems are cited to be faced during required tax reporting 
and filing. Not only are poor women disadvantaged in low 
knowledge and skills (with limited literacy), but they also 
face ‘cultural’ barriers in submission with ‘few powerful 
connections’. There is limited advice/guidance available, 
and the government office environments are described to be 
‘difficult’ for women. 

Overcoming barriers for micro/meso women’s 
enterprise
This research brief has highlighted pervasive barriers for poorer micro/meso women’s 
enterprise development in the challenging context of Afghanistan. Building off these field 
findings, this final section summarizes core barriers and presents possible solutions to 
strengthen women’s enterprise development in such fragile and less formal contexts. This 
includes support to the business climate, women’s business capacity, business linkages, 
access to services/resources, and business formalization. 
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Barriers Possible solutions

1. Business 
climate

 · Conservative attitudes on 
women’s economic roles

 · Insecure and non-female 
friendly city/working 
environment 

National and local advocacy for 
women in the workplace and in 
business: through media, such 
as radio and TV programmes, 
and through public fora such as 
mosques and schools

2. Business 
operations

 · Women’s technical skills limited 
 · Women’s literacy skills limited 

 · Weak management and 
business strategies 

 · Women’s vocational training 
centres in urban and rural 
areas with literacy component 

 · Subsidized business training 
package for new small women 
registered businesses

3. Business linkages  · Informal and low trust 
environment limit women’s 
networks/relations

 · Exclusion from public spaces 
limits contract development

 · NGO mentoring of new buyer 
links

 · Facilitating networks of small 
women’s businesses to create 
economies of scale and new 
marketing opportunities 

 · Women’s exhibitions and 
market places 

4. Access to 
services/resources

 · Lack of appropriate credit 
constrains growth and 
investment 

 · Lack of suitable business 
facilities inhibits business 
development

 · Group Finance Products - 
women’s SHG loan products 
with BDS  

 · Women’s only business office 
centres (subsidized) with 
offices, meeting rooms and 
communication facilities (e.g. 
computers, internet) in safe 
but central city areas 

5. Business 
formalization

 · Lack of motivation on 
registration (and fear) 
 
 

 · Reporting difficult due to lack 
of guidance

 · Appropriate tax laws for new 
small women’s businesses 
with possible short-term tax 
exemption (1-2 years)

 · Government-Supported 
Business Technical Assistance 
Office for Small Women’s 
Businesses

* Building on seven years of in-country experience, the PhD research has explored institutional transforation and 
construction in the course of women’s enterprise development in Afghanistan – International Institute of Social 
Studies, Erasmus University, The Hague (hollyaritchie@yahoo.co.uk). This research brief herein is derived from 
a series of commissioned papers on ‘Women in Business in Afghanistan’ for Harakat Investment Climate Facility, 
Holly Ritchie, Kabul (September 2011).
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Disaster Studies focuses on conflict, natural disasters and development, and on the dynamics of aid interventions. It offers education, research, 

PhD supervision and policy advice. It contributes with qualitative research to multi-disciplinary approaches. Disaster Studies combines academic 

teaching and research with a desire to enhance policy discussions and local and international responses to disaster and conflict.


