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Given growing restrictions on women’s access to income and work
opportunities, women-owned businesses in Afghanistan have become a
major source of income for them, their families, and other women.

With women’s employment at just 7% (in 2024) and increasing restrictions
on mobility and access to jobs, these businesses have become one of
the few viable alternatives for income and jobs, especially for women-led
households.

Eighty percent of women-led enterprises rely on their business revenues
as their primary source of income. Since 2022, UNDP has supported
80,000 of these businesses, creating 425,000 jobs and providing
vocational training, employment, and livelihood opportunities for over
2.7 million people (including their employees and their families).

This briefing, based on a survey of 610 micro, small, and medium-sized
enterprises, provides an update on how growing restrictions, particularly
following the promulgation of the PVPV Law in August 2024, are affecting
them. It also outlines their current needs and identifies key areas where
international partners can make a meaningful impact.

Building on UNDP’s previous report “Listening to Women Entrepreneurs
in Afghanistan: Their Struggle and Resilience,” this update provides
insights on opportunities to support these businesses and the women
behind them.



https://www.undp.org/afghanistan/publications/listening-women-entrepreneurs-afghanistan-their-struggle-and-resilience
https://www.undp.org/afghanistan/publications/listening-women-entrepreneurs-afghanistan-their-struggle-and-resilience
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The impact of restrictions:

Resilience

In August 2024, Afghanistan’s de facto authorities (DfAs)
promulgated the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of
Vice Law -PVPV - (the Morality Law), which codified and
formalized extensive restrictions on public behavior and
appearance, the free movement of women and their abil-
ity to participate in public life. In November 2024, UNDP
Afghanistan surveyed 610 micro, small and medium-sized
enterprises (MSMEs) across the country, particularly on
women-owned businesses.! The findings show that 71% of
business operators are aware of the law’s effects, yet only
19% know of any complaint process to address violations
or abuses.

Thirty percent of business owners reported being visited
by DfA officials monitoring compliance with a primary focus
on women’s adherence to dress code (20 percent), work-
force separation between men and women (18 percent),
and segregation of interactions with clients and suppliers
(8 percent). The appearance of men was also monitored,
albeit to a significantly lesser extent (7 percent), with DfA
officials advising against shaving beards, encouraging reg-
ular prayers and discouraging music.

Have you had a visit from the DfA authorities to
your premises, to monitor implementation of the
PVPV Morality Law?

=
No

What did the visit focus on?

Women’s dress code/
appearance

Seperation of men

workplace

Gender segregated
interactions with clients

and partners/suppliers

20%

Men’s dress code/ 7%
appearance

Other

Resilience and Opportunity

Business owners reported a wide range of
challenges stemming from the Morality Law...

Almost half of all business owners (49 percent) reported
that the Morality Law has restricted their marketing op-
portunities, with 45 percent reporting limited access to fi-
nance, in a prevailing climate of reluctance to lend money
to women-owned businesses.? Women being prohibited
from coming to work, unable to travel or not wanting to
work/choosing to quit because of restrictions also ranked
in the top five at 40, 35, and 30 percent respectively. Loss
of clients/ buyers (28%) and increased costs related to
compliance, such as mahram costs (18%) or a need to re-
organize businesses to ensure gender segregation were
also reported. These factors collectively undermine busi-
ness sustainability.

What areas of your business have been impacted
by the Morality Law?

Restricted marketing "
i
opportunities
Women prohibited from o
!
coming to work
Women unable to travel on
-
work-related business

Women not wanting to come to

work/ choosing to quit because

of the restrictions.

Loss of clients/ buyers

Increased business

costs (i.e. mahram costs,

increased travel costs}
Access to other inputs (your o
supply chain}
Dealings with suppliers and
dealers/ buyers i

Interaction with public bodies
? 15%
for certification or other official

Need to reorganize the business

to ensure gender segregation/
compliance with the law

Other I 2%

' The survey was conducted in 29 provinces across the eight regions of the
country, with 83 percent women business owners and 17 percent men. 74
percent of businesses employed only women (including women sole busi-
ness operators).

2 Listening to Women Entrepreneurs report, page 30, first para of 4.4
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... And many business owners anticipate
further impacts in the future.

About a third expect that women will be prohibited from
coming to work, or unwilling to come to work (24 percent).
Other anticipated impacts include restrictions on oppor-
tunities to sell goods (24 percent), continued interference
from the de facto authorities (20 percent), and unwilling-
ness from suppliers and buyers to continue working with
the business.

Do you anticipate the Morality Law will impact, or
further impact your business over the coming year?

ves
No

In what ways do you anticipate your business
will be impacted?

oot s o
to work (i.e. prohibited) 35%

Women unwilling to

come to work/ ceasing

employment
Suppliers unwilling to
work with my business 15%
Buyers unwilling to o
work with my business

Restricted opportunities
to sell my goods

Continued interference

from authorities making

business operation
difficult/impossible

Other l 2%
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Over a quarter of business owners reported facing
increased discrimination as a result of the Morality
Law (28%), and 45% experienced revenue losses.

Have you/ your business faced increased
discrimination following the promulgation of the
Morality Law?

Yes 28%

No 72%

Has the Morality Law caused a decrease in
your business revenue (through reduced sales,
increased costs or loss of business opportunities)?

Yes 45%

No 55%

Nearly a quarter of business owners plan to
adjust their operations in response

The most prevalent adaptation planned is transitioning to
home-based work (14 percent), a practical way to avoid
scrutiny from de facto authorities but a measure that, if
taken alone, risks further isolating women from pubilic life.
Other strategies, each reported by about 5 percent of busi-
ness owners, include shifting to digital solutions for online
transactions, replacing women workers with men, or clos-
ing the business entirely.

Do you plan to modify your business operating model
due to the implementation of the Morality Law?

No

What measures will you take to adapt to the
new Morality Law? (multiple answers)

Home based working [T
Close business

Digital solutions (more 6%
online buying/ selling) )

Replace women workers
with men
Relocate the business to
another location
Switch industry
Other - 2%
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UNDP Afghanistan Response:

Opportunity

Since 2022, UNDP Afghanistan has been providing crit-
ical support to women entrepreneurs and women-led
MSMEs. They are a vital lifeline for households, helping
generate income and sustain livelihoods in the face of the
ongoing economic crisis. MSMEs are particularly crucial for
female-headed households, who have few other employ-
ment or income-earning opportunities.

Despite severe socio-economic challenges and restric-
tions to women, UNDP’s core resources empower nearly
80,000 female-led MSMEs in Afghanistan, generating ap-
proximately 400,000 jobs and supporting Afghan women
entrepreneurs amidst adversity.

Through its eight regional offices, UNDP is developing
Women'’s Access Strategies to test localized solutions that
expand women’s access to development initiatives. The
strategies will be piloted in four regions where UNDP has
already reached a significant number of women.

As restrictions on women'’s social and economic rights
tighten, UNDP continues to amplify the voices of wom-
en entrepreneurs through research and advocacy. The
2024 report ‘Listening to Women Entrepreneurs in Af-
ghanistan: Their Struggle and Resilience’, based on ex-
tensive research with women entrepreneurs,* guides
the design and implementation of UNDP programmes.
Raising awareness both nationally and internationally of
the challenges facing women-led businesses remains
critical, as does advocating for banks and microfinance
institutions to better accommodate the needs of wom-
en-led MSMEs.

With additional resources, UNDP Afghanistan
could strengthen its support to women-led
MSMEs, enhancing their resilience.

Addressing the challenges posed by the Morality Law re-
quires a multifaceted approach that combines advocacy
with targeted programmatic support to MSMEs. UNDP can
play a pivotal role in mitigating the adverse effects on wom-
en-owned MSMEs and fostering a more inclusive economic
landscape through the following measures.

Resilience and Opportunity

Advocacy for Women in Businesses

Use evidence-based advocacy to highlight the negative
impact on women and the broader consequences of ex-
cluding them.

Engage community leaders and male counterparts through
targeted awareness campaigns and workshops to foster a
supportive environment for women’s economic activities.

Digital Capacity Building and Psychosocial support

Provide training programmes for women entrepreneurs,
focusing on literacy, legal awareness, digital skills, and
entrepreneurial skills.

Offer psychosocial support services, recognizing the im-
portance of mental and emotional well-being as a part of
women’s economic empowerment.

Adaptation of Business Models and Provision
of Business Support Services

Support women-owned MSMEs to adapt business mod-
els through technical assistance and access to digital
tools. This includes partnering with technology providers
and building capacity for women-led MSMEs to use digi-
tal technologies.

Encourage financial institutions to provide loans and
credit specifically tailored for women-led MSMEs. Further
develop existing credit guarantee schemes to reduce the
risk for lenders.

Promote the use of digital financial services to facilitate
women’s access to banking and financial products. This
includes investment in digital public infrastructure, such as
digital identity systems and payment platforms, to integrate
women entrepreneurs into the formal financial system.

Create safe and accessible workspaces for women entre-
preneurs.

Establish mentorship programmes and networking op-
portunities to connect women entrepreneurs with experi-
enced business leaders.

3 Data for the year to 11 November 2024.

4 Available here: https://www.undp.org/afghanistan/publications/listening-wom-
en-entrepreneurs-afghanistan-their-struggle-and-resilience



