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Executive Summary

This Afghanistan Case Study Report makes recommendations to support research systems and strength-
en the interface between knowledge, policy, and citizens with the objective of contributing to a resilient 
Afghan knowledge ecosystem. The recommendations focus on the challenges that have emerged since 
the 15 August 2021 take-over of Kabul by the Taliban, and the lessons that can be drawn from Afghanistan 
for other fragile contexts. This includes, for example, continued support to individuals and organisations 
(Afghan research NGOs, media institutions of higher education) both inside and outside of the country. 
Many Afghan researchers are now part of a growing ‘diaspora’. Hence, engaging and integrating Afghan 
researchers with technical, methodological, and analytical skills into research-related organisations and 
exchange programmes abroad should be a priority. Going beyond Afghanistan, adequate investments in 
context knowledge are needed prior to programming, to gain a solid understanding of where support for 
research inputs, outputs and outcomes is likely to have the most sustainable effects. 

The report is grounded in in-depth interviews and desk research that assess the knowledge ecosystem 
in Afghanistan. Seventeen respondents (all Afghans, except one) from different institutions (think tanks, 
research NGOs, ministries, media, universities) shared their insights into the workings of the research 
system in Afghanistan and ways of supporting a more resilient system. The Afghanistan report studied 
the entire process of knowledge production and policy uptake, including research inputs, institutional 
norms, research outputs, and outcomes. As the other case studies, the approach taken was to follow 
‘threads’ within the ecosystem: people and organisations (the biography and trajectory of researchers, 
research organisations, and academics), funding, and ideas (interface of research and policy). 

In the post-2001 period, the demand for short-term, policy-relevant, and mostly social science-oriented 
research outputs in support of the international reconstruction project was high. The near entirety of this 
demand for research outputs was exogenous, and research inputs in the form of funding overwhelming-
ly came from international actors (western governments, development agencies, peacebuilding actors, 
military). The Afghan government is largely absent from the research system and has made very limited 
use of research outputs for policy making. A highly competitive market populated by numerous non-prof-
it and for-pro�t think tanks and development NGOs with research activities developed, while the Afghan 
university system provides practically no research inputs and continues to focus on teaching. While most 
funding still comes from foreign sources, the Afghan research system was increasingly shaped by Af-
ghans who had built their own capacity inside (working for research NGOs) and outside of the country 
(pursuing MA and PhD studies). At the same time, the withdrawal of NATO military forces by early 2015 
and the growing escalation of armed con¤ict and insecurity reduced the presence of international re-
searchers inside Afghanistan. 

The 15 August 2021 takeover of Kabul by the Taliban represents a shock that will strongly reshape the 
entire Afghan knowledge ecosystem. The Afghan research community has for the most part left the coun-
try. The international disengagement in Afghanistan will continue, leading to an overall decrease in the 
levels of research funding inside the country although some exogenous demand for data and information 
production as part of technical and engineering baselines and feasibility studies as well as M&E is likely 
to continue. As a result of the reduction of funding, the number of domestic and foreign institutions do-
ing research within the country will decrease drastically. Domestic government counterparts are likely 
to exert much greater control on any kind of research activity, but academic and research freedom will 
become highly restricted. 

4



5

The research project ‘strengthening knowledge ecosystems’ is part of IDRC’s endeavour to strengthen the con-
tribution of research support in ’high-risk’ contexts. The jointly designed research foresaw case studies to better 
understand research in con¤ict-affected contexts and to inform effective pathways and modalities for sup-
porting research in such settings. The project comprises in-depth case studies on Afghanistan, Laos and South 
Sudan, which were conducted jointly with locally-based research consultants. Additionally, �ve shorter-term 
case studies were conducted in Cambodia, Côte d’Ivoire, El Salvador, Ethiopia and Lebanon, building mainly on 
desk research as well as key informant interviews.

This study looks at ‘knowledge ecosystems’ as a whole, covering the full process of knowledge production from 
agenda setting, getting funding, and selecting partners to conducting research (i.e. choice of methodology and 
research design, data collection and analysis, publication), to doing outreach and policy uptake (see the Synthe-
sis Report for more information on the conceptual background of this study). 

With this research, we aim to understand best practices of knowledge production and policy uptake of research 
in high-risks contexts. In order to understand knowledge ecosystems, a political economy approach was adopt-
ed, by following four ‘threads’ within these systems: 

1. Follow the persons to understand the biography and professional life of researchers and acade-
mics;

2. Follow the money to understand the sources, salaries and ¤ow of funds into research activities;
3. Follow the organisations (research and higher education institutions, think tanks, NGOs, etc.) to 

understand the operational logic and degree of in¤uence with regard to research and policy;
4. Follow the ideas to understand the pathways and relevance of scienti�c content towards outre-

ach and policy in the respective context.

This allowed us to assess the research environments and its actors from various angles, all departing from the 
respective case study contexts. To this end, a semi-structured questionnaire was developed, covering these four 
tracks (persons, money, organisations, ideas).

The overall research design for the entire “Strengthening Knowledge Ecosystems” project centered on captur-
ing local perspectives and insights from researchers of the ‘Global South’. In this vein, data collection and rec-
ommendation generation for this Annex focused almost exclusively on the Afghanistan context seen through 
‘Afghan eyes’. For the same reason, this report only includes additional sources or references to a limited extent.

Based on this understanding actionable recommendations to strengthen knowledge ecosystems in different 
types of high-risk contexts are suggested. Thereby, this research aims to contribute to improved and relevant 
research, academic careers and policy uptake. Thus, we aim to promote resilient, locally-driven research eco-
systems, support the research community to conduct con¤ict sensitive research, and lastly, to improve the op-
portunities and the security of research partners in the Global South. Overall, this shall valorize research for 
development outcomes as well as towards democratic governance.

1. Introduction to the Knowledge 
Ecosystems Approach
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Visualising Characteristics of Knowledge Ecosystems

The knowledge ecosystems assessed in these case studies are all characterised by a low to medium 
demand of research that is in many cases externally driven. They are characterised by an environment 
that is not (much) enabling for researchers. In order to visualise these characteristics, we illustrate the 
strengths and weaknesses of six dimensions of knowledge ecosystems. This helps our understanding 
of a context and informs our conclusions as to what kind of strengthening measures could be taken by 
stakeholders and donors to facilitate knowledge production and research, information uptake and evi-
dence-based decision-making in con¤ict-affected or authoritarian contexts.

The dimensions were developed thinking from a context/researcher’s perspective. The case study con-
texts are situated along these dimensions based on a qualitative assessment (scale: high/strong – low/
weak) to give a rough indication of the system’s characteristics:

A simple scaling of these dimensions of knowledge ecosystems from 1 (low) to 4 (strong) covers the fol-
lowing ranges, informed by a list of indicators (see Synthesis Report for further information) as well as a 
context-informed decision by the respective case study researcher(s).

DIMENSIONS

Infrastructure 
that is inducive 

for research 
(internet, 

database, …)

Safety for 
researchers is 
guaranteed vs 

researchers 
are particularly 
prone to risks. 

Finances 
available for 
research and 

conducive 
funding 

modalities, 
reliable income 
for researchers

Good 
governance 
of research, 

academic 
freedom is 

guaranteed, 
independence 

of research

Type of 
government: 
democratic 
government 

or weak/
authoritarian 
government

Reliable policy 
relevance & 

research uptake 
(e.g. validation 
of knowledge, 

role of local 
researchers)

S
C
A
L
I

N
G

1 no research 
infrastructure 

available

high-risk 
context for 

researchers, 
very dif�cult 
to guarantee 
any safety for 
researchers

zero research 
funds available

zero academic 
freedom

authoritarian or 
dysfunctional/

weak 
government

zero research 
uptake
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research 

infrastructure 
for researchers

safe 
environment 
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even if they 
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fully-funded 
research 
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long-term 
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available for 
researchers

fully 
guaranteed 

independence 
of research

democratic 
government

fully-
implemented 

science-policy 
dialogues, 
research 

uptake works 
for majority of 

issues
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Characteristics of the Afghan Knowledge Ecosystem 

The knowledge ecosystem in Afghanistan can be characterised as distorted with international actors playing 
a crucial role in shaping research inputs, outputs, and outcomes. While international donors have invested in 
research infrastructure and increased the demand in research products since 2001, the security situation for 
researchers, the research uptake and the academic freedom were on a low level even before August 2021. Since 
the take-over of the Taliban on 15 August, a severe blow has been dealt to research institutions, practices, �-
nances, and liberties.
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Afghanistan is a mountainous, land-locked country situated between Central and South Asia and roughly 
the same size as France. Mountains comprise 39% of the country1 and the massive Hindu Kush Moun-
tains divide the country from northeast to southwest. The country’s once vast forests have been depleted 
to about 3% land coverage2 because of illegal logging of timber for fuel and for construction purposes. 
Past and ongoing deforestation has sped up environmen¬tal degradation, and soil erosion. Recurrent 
droughts have worsened Afghanistan’s humanitarian situation, with adverse impacts on the agricultural 
sector, and leaving many Afghans in need of life-saving assistance.3 In 2018, about 435,000 people were 
displaced due to dis¬asters, mostly by drought, joining 372,000 con¤ict-induced internally displaced 
persons.4

Afghanistan’s population is currently estimated at around 37.2 million, with an annual popula¬tion 
growth of 4.2%.5 With an average life expectance of 65 years,6 the 2016-17 Afghanistan Living Conditions 
Survey estimates that two-thirds of the population is under the age of 25, making it the third youngest 
population in the world and youngest in the Asia-Paci�c.7 Afghanistan’s population is ethnically and lin-
guistically diverse country. There are no of�cial numbers on the size of ethno-linguistic groups, but the 
Pashtuns are generally estimated to be the largest (~ 35-40%), followed by Tajiks (~ 30%), Hazara (~9-
15%) and a range of smaller ethnic groups (e.g., Uzbeks, Turkmen, Baloch, Aimak, Nuristani, Pashai and 
Qizilbash). Dari and Pashtu are the two commonly spoken languages. Many of the ethno-linguistic groups 
who live in border areas have kin in neighbouring countries.

Afghanistan’s state formation is commonly traced to the year 1747; the country was ruled as a monarchy 
until 1973.  In the 19th century, state-building processes were embedded in the context of the ‘Great 
Game’, the confrontation between the British Empire (with which three wars were fought, the so-called 
Ango-Afghan wars) and Russia over supremacy in Central Asia in the 19th century, through which the 
country’s current borders were established. 

Since 1973, life in Afghanistan has been shaped by protracted political con¤ict, frequent regime chang-
es, and war. The current con¤ict cycle was triggered by the bloodless coup d’état of July 1973, where the 
King Mohammed Zaher Shah was deposed by his cousin Mohammed Daoud Khan, replacing the parlia-
mentary monarchy with a Republic. The coup d’état ampli�ed Afghanistan’s underlying social, economic, 

1 Central Statistics Organisation (CSO) (2018) “Afghan Living Conditions Survey 2016-17”. Kabul, CSO. http://cso.gov.af/Content/�les/ALCS/ALCS%20
2016-17%20Analysis%20report%20%20English%20_compressed(1).pdf

2 Ibid.

3 OCHA (2019) “Humanitarian Response Plan. January 2018 – December 2021”. https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/�les/resources/afg_2019_huma-
nitarian_response_plan.pdf

4 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) (2019) “Afghanistan”. http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/afghanistan

5 UNFPA (2019) State of World Population 2019: Un�nished Business, the pursuit of rights and choices for all. UNFPA Division of Communications; https://
afghanistan.unfpa.org/sites/default/�les/pub-pdf/SWP19%20-%20EN%20report-web-%204%20April_4.pdf

6 Ibid.

7 Central Statistics Organisation (CSO) (2018) “Afghan Living Conditions Survey 2016-17”. Kabul, CSO. http://cso.gov.af/Content/�les/ALCS/ALCS%20
2016-17%20Analysis%20report%20%20English%20_compressed(1).pdf
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and political tensions and the Afghan ruling class monarchy was henceforth challenged by Islamists and 
communists who opposed dynastic, hereditary rule. This led to the communist coup d’état in 1978, the 
Soviet Invasion in 1979, as Afghanistan was caught in a web of complex international relations in the context 
of the Cold War era. This history of con¤ict and the complex relations continue to shape international rela-
tions and has produced large communities of Afghans in neighbouring countries, India, Gulf Arab countries, 
and the Global North. 

2.1. Country Context since 2001

Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) started in October 2001 as a U.S.-led military campaign to topple the Tal-
iban regime in Afghanistan following the 9/11 attacks. The military intervention created the conditions for the 
initiation of a vast international ‘post-war’ reconstruction programme. As Suhrke has pointed out, the aim of the 
intervention was de�ned in terms of eliminating terrorist safe havens and as developing the Afghan economy 
and modernising Afghan society.8

This agenda for development and modernisation was a project of social change with international actors in a 
very prominent role; it was also accompanied by a ‘research scramble’ and immediate policy-relevant knowl-
edge to guide ‘post-war’ reconstruction efforts and reshaped the knowledge ecosystem in Afghanistan to meet 
international donors’ demands.9 Provision of research inputs (human capital and funding), institutional norms 
(autonomy of research actors, types of knowledge called for and supplied), as well as demand for research out-
puts were strongly shaped by Western actors, although a substantial change happened in the provision of re-
search inputs as Afghan researchers assumed more leadership positions and responsibilities in anticipation of 
the withdrawal of NATO forces by February 2015. 

Despite the massive international presence, the Taliban re-emerged as an insurgency as early as 2003. Armed 
con¤ict escalated gradually over the following years, with growing numbers of civilian casualties, internally dis-
placed persons, and restrictions in the freedom of movement for Afghans and ex-pats in the country. Hence, 
insecurity related to the armed con¤ict between the Taliban, international military forces (IMF), and the Gov-
ernment of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GoIRA), as well as the presence of other armed opposition 
groups and criminal networks was high, strongly shaping the conditions of research production. Levels of civil-
ian casualties kept rising, and access to large parts of the country became increasingly dif�cult, leading to an 
ever-worsening humanitarian situation. According to OCHA (2019), the number of internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) stood at a record high of around 2.6 million, with no indication that this trend would reverse. Many interna-
tional organisations involved in the ‘post-war’ war’ reconstruction programme shifted to ‘remote management’ 
of project activities. Eventually, in 2018, the United States began direct negotiations with the Taliban that culmi-
nated in the 29 February 2020 signing of an agreement between the two parties, and the announcement of U.S. 
troop withdrawal by 1 May 2021 (later postponed to 31 August). 

Two weeks before the last U.S. troops left Afghanistan, on 15 August 2021, the Taliban forces entered Kabul, 
effectively ending the war, and becoming the de facto sovereign power in the country. The analysis and recom-
mendations below must keep this in mind. The Taliban takeover of Kabul on 15 August 2021 also represents a 
shock that will strongly reshape the entire Afghan knowledge ecosystem as it existed between 2001 and 2021, 
including research inputs and outputs and the structure and nature of the demand and supply of research. The 
brain drain from Afghanistan, which had already accelerated in the years prior has been ampli�ed massively 
since 15 August 20201 and will sap much of the human capital inside the country built up over the last years. 
The international disengagement in Afghanistan will continue while partly shifting to humanitarian assistance, 
leading to an overall decrease in the levels and a reorientation of for knowledge production. The window for 
social science research will close rapidly and strongly but the exogenous demand for data and information pro-

8 Suhrke, Astri. 2007.

9 Monsutti, Alessandro. 2013
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duction as part of technical and engineering baselines and feasibility studies as well as M&E will continue. As 
a result of the reduction of funding, the number of domestic and foreign institutions doing research within the 
country will decrease. The relationship between research producers and users will also change. Domestic gov-
ernment counterparts are likely to exert much greater control on any kind of research activity but have even less 
understanding of research activities. 

2.2. Data Production and Validation 

This report is based on a combination of desk research, three exploratory interviews, ten semi-structured 
interviews (each over one hour in length), and a validation workshop. It includes a brief description of the 
context and discusses the structure of research inputs (human capital, funding), institutional norms (agenda 
setting), research outputs, and research outcomes. The use of secondary literature is limited because the 
research design for the “Strengthening Knowledge Ecosystems” project focused on understanding local per-
spectives from researchers from the ‘Global South’. Data production and recommendations focused on the 
insights derived from Afghan interlocutors, except for the literature retrieved during the desk research. 

Data collection for this case study occurred from September 2020 to April 2021 and involved swisspeace staff 
(exploratory interviews, desk research) as well as a lead consultant. Based on a semi-standardised catalogue 
of questions, which allowed for follow up questions, a total of 17 respondents with different institutional 
backgrounds (one from a public university; one from a private university; three from different government 
ministries; eleven from think tanks and development NGOs with research activities; one with media). These 
interviews were lengthy, between one and two hours long, and in four cases iterative; they were carried out 
virtually and in English. A virtual validation workshop led by the consultant was held in July 2021 and focused 
on the recommendations. 

As indicated above, the COVID-19 pandemic impacted data collection and the validation of the �ndings. In-
terviews and the validation workshop were conducted virtually. Besides this, the insecurity related to the U.S. 
troop withdrawal further complicated the research. Data collection had to be postponed several times and 
was pushed into the time after the announcement of U.S. troop withdrawal by U.S. President Joe Biden. The 
availability of interlocutors was limited, and scheduled interviews postponed several times. The preliminary 
research �ndings and possible recommendations were presented and discussed at a half-day virtual valida-
tion workshop with 10 participants. Findings and recommendations were then compiled in this report.
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3. Organisations and People: Human Capital, 
Diversity of Actors, and Capacity

11

This section focuses on the research inputs provided in the form of human capital provided by different en-
tities involved in the process of knowledge production in Afghanistan. The entities discussed below include 
public and private universities, university linked research centres or institutes, development NGOs with re-
search activities, and research departments linked to or embedded within government ministries. 

In the immediate post-2001 period, the high demand for immediate, policy relevant knowledge and the limi-
tations of available research on Afghanistan was high. At the same time, Afghan research capacity was highly 
limited, leading to an ‘import’ of research skills from abroad. Especially social scientists (as opposed to natu-
ral scientists)10 from around the world with a particular skill set (command of the English language, stronger 
writing, and methodological skills) that matched western demand assumed research positions of responsi-
bility in research organizations. This human capital consisted mostly of expats working in Afghan organiza-
tions, and to a lesser extent by Afghans returning from Europe, North America, or Australia. Consequently, the 
contribution of Afghans, who had lived in Afghanistan and who had not studied abroad, made up little of the 
total inputs into research activities accompanying the international development and modernisation project. 
As Suhrke noted in 2008, “[w]hile there are individual exceptions, the general impression is of a set of highly 
unequal (some would say colonial) relationships that inhibit the growth of an independent Afghan research 
community.”11   Others noted that in the years 2001-2011 research capacity improved because of a combina-
tion of the education system, international academic exchanges, exposure to technical and analytical �elds, 
and the in¤ux of donor money, but remained, in particular human resources, overall low.12 The role of Afghans 
was often limited to data collection,13 and only a few international donors focused on meaningful capacity 
building for Afghan researchers.14

After 2014, the Afghan contribution (in the form of human capital) to research processes changed substan-
tially. Afghan researchers assumed more leadership positions and responsibilities beyond data gathering. 
At least four processes supported this change more: �rst, the presence of Afghan returnees with advanced 
social science degrees in the country; second, the substantial build-up of Afghan research capacity between 
2003 and 2014; third, organisational structures, which allowed for this capacity build up, and where organi-
sation’s top management supported the promotion of Afghans to leadership positions through internal pro-
cesses and funding structures; fourth, the withdrawal of NATO forces by February 2015 and the simultaneous 
reduction of civilian ex-pats working in Afghanistan. 

10 Authors interview, 2014, Kabul

11 Suhrke, Astri et al. 2008: 7.

12 Fishstein et al. 2012.

13 Interview 27 April 2021.

14 Interview 27 April 2021; September 2020.
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3.1. Research Centres and Development NGOs with Research Activities

Social science research activities at Afghan universities have generally been neglected by international donor 
programming and remain relatively weak (see below). However, a highly competitive market for social science 
research to accompany the international reconstruction project, mostly in the form of policy-related research 
or M&E, developed outside the university system.15

The structure of research inputs described above, which leaned heavily on international capacity, is valid for 
the research centres and development NGOs with research activities. The initial in¤ux of money for research 
into Afghanistan to support programming could not be handled by Afghans alone and the objectives of in-
ternational donors (short-term thinking, demand for quick delivery of research outputs) did not match the 
objective of building capacity, which is a mid-to long-term process and needs corresponding investments.16  
However, as one respondent pointed out, the trend to substitute Afghan with international research inputs 
changed after 2014. 

Our research department is all Afghan, there is not a single international in there. And they 
are not just there for the data gathering but actually authoring (…) This was not always the 
case… when the [new, Afghan] director joined in 2016 (…) our research department was 
heavily skewed towards internationals (…) So she then institutes a capacity building pro-
gramme where she brings in more Afghans, ones that are already there, to be given the 
opportunity to write. And to be mentored. Because they had already been working there for 
a number of years. So, what we are seeing now, over the last 3-4 years, is this shift from in-
ternational researchers who were doing the writing and Afghan researchers who were doing 
the �eld work, to a very good balance between. We still have internationals; they are there 
temporarily. So the bulk of our writing, bulk of our research, as well as our outputs, is now 
done by in house Afghan staff. And I think that is one of the fundamental changes over the 
last 4 years.” 17

This statement highlights the substantial build-up of Afghan research capacity between 2003 and 2014 and 
the importance of organisational structures and top management support in promoting Afghans to leader-
ship positions through internal processes and funding structures. IDRC’s historic (until 2009) and recent (af-
ter 2009) programming18 arguably supported such processes generally speaking as it focused on strength-
ening human resource capabilities in Afghanistan. Since IDRC efforts focused mostly on Afghan universities, 
regional university cooperation and media, they are discussed further below. 

One respondent described the organisation’s capacity building strategy thus: 19

15 Suhrke, Astri et al. 2008. Applied Social Science Research in Afghanistan. An Overview of the Institutional Landscape. Bergen: CMI. Page 7.

16 Interview October 2020.

17 Ibid

18 See IDRC Afghanistan Learning Study (p. 5)

19 We should note that none of the respondents mentioned IDRC, and the main documents used for the desk review did not discuss IDRC either.

“

”
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What is capacity building for us? It is three things. One is that we provided funding 
for any one of our staff members, not just researchers, it can be anyone, that is en-
rolled in a university. Where if they are getting above a certain percentage mark, we 
will pay for their degree. A sizeable chunk of their education…Secondly what we do 
is, we try our best to have capacity building built into most, if not all of our projects. 
And how that works is that we have a certain amount of money that can only be used 
for capacity building. The third thing is, in house capacity building both by myself and 
other people who are there, so for example, one of my national colleagues who is ex-
tremely good with numbers, statistics, it just comes to him naturally. So he has run 
data course, actually been teaching people how they should use data... So, he had a 
structured course I think it was once a week on a Thursday morning, you bring your 
coffee and tea down and sit down for two hours in our conference room. What I was 
doing was helping staff, a course writing for publication.” 20

Hence, there is today a critical mass of Afghans with advanced science degrees and research capacities and 
increasingly found in leadership and senior positions in organizations with research departments. Over the 
last 20 years, dozens of Afghans had gone abroad to study and returned to Afghanistan, others studied at the 
American University of Afghanistan (AUAF) which is known to offer education of high quality, to take on leading 
positions in research centres or development NGOs with research activities21 Considering the ongoing exodus 
of this research capacity from Afghanistan since the Taliban take over on 15 August 2021, the question arises 
how to build on this investment in research capacity and support Afghan researchers outside of the country.

 

3.2. Institutions of Higher Education: Public and Private universities 

Several university-linked research centres were mentioned in the literature ascertained through the desk 
review (2008, 2012) but not in the semi-structured interviews. It is not entirely clear to us if the omission of 
these research centres in the interviews resulted from a loss of importance over time. This includes the UN-
DP-supported Center for Policy and Human Development (CPHD), which cooperated with the National Center 
for Policy and Research (NCPR) established by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the Ministry of Higher 
Education in 2003 at the Kabul University to serve as a research and training facility in the �elds of law, polit-
ical and social science, and economics. 

The Kateb University Law Clinic was another example provided for a higher education facility combining 
teaching and applied research. However, while speaking to respondents (2021), the Law Clinic was still in its 
very early stages and would have needed a long-term perspective to grow and have a larger impact beyond 
the research facility itself. In addition, the University was also successful in obtaining a one-year grant from 
the United States Institute of Peace to conduct research on peace in Afghanistan within the university, an 
effort linked to setting up the Kateb Peace Centre. Finally, the Kateb University also planned on establishing 
the Kateb University Institute of Public Policy and Administration to conduct research around public policy 
(especially Sustainable Development Goals), provide executive education in public policy and administration, 

20 Ibid.

21 Ibid.

”

“
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and integrate some modules into postgraduate programs (e.g., how to write policy notes, how to write policy 
briefs, how universities can take part in this undertaking). The Taliban takeover of Kabul on 15 August 2021 
brought these efforts to an abrupt end, and it may be worth considering how to salvage inside or outside of 
Afghanistan (e.g., Central Asia, other neighbouring countries).

As indicated in the IDRC Afghanistan Learning Study, part of IDRC’s programming focused on strengthening 
human resource capabilities of Afghan universities, one program example focusing on Kabul University, an-
other linking Afghan researchers to the Himalayan University Consortium. The Afghanistan Learning Study 
found that the institutional culture of Kabul University was insuf�ciently understood for institutional capac-
ity development to be more successful. One of the conclusions of the learning study was that capacity-build 
up happened at the individual level among Afghan faculty members (and some Afghan ministry staff), but not 
at the institutional level, with internal university procedures cited as an obstacle to meaningful outcomes.22

These conclusions from the Learning Study are supported by the �ndings in this research. As respondents 
pointed out, historically speaking, research activities occupy a marginal place in Afghanistan’s higher educa-
tion system.23 The focus of both the public and private universities has been and continues to be on teach-
ing and education (see more on the �nancial question below). In the pre-war times prior to 1979, domestic 
research capacity was weak, research was mostly conducted by foreign academics, and social science as-
sociated with Marxism.24 Research centres established before 2001, such as the Academy of Sciences of 
Afghanistan founded in 1978 with support of the Soviet Union, were described by respondents as irrelevant 
today as most of its staff is of an older generation with little understanding of methodological advances in 
research. Event today, while research capacity in Afghanistan generally increased, the Afghan public and 
private universities produce little research, and the research capacity of university staff is low, except for 
the U.S.-funded American University of Afghanistan.25 The lacking roots of research in Afghan universities 
can also be explained through ‘institutional norms’, especially the incentive structures, which are discussed 
under section 2.4. 

Another IDRC effort to support research in Afghanistan (as well as Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan) was implemented 
in collaboration with the Agha Khan Foundation.26 These efforts focused on research inputs (strengthening re-
search capacity) as well as research outputs and outcomes such as evidence-based policy-making through a 
partnership with the University of Central Asia, focusing in part on Afghan researchers, civil servants and policy 
makers. One challenge identi�ed in relation to the project in the IDRC learning study was the dif�culty of �nd-
ing programme participants who could “absorb the training”, concluding that there was a possible mismatch 
between the level of capacity of participants and the offer. This is in line with �ndings made in this report for the 
research capacity of the public sector of higher education in Afghanistan more generally.  

The Taliban takeover of Kabul on 15 August 2021 implies a different set of problems for those that remain in the 
country and work at Afghan universities. While it is too early to give an adequate account of how institution of 
higher education will be affected, a substantial brain drain set in immediately after 15 August 20201. This has 
led to a shortage of 200 lecturer positions at Afghan universities, as many of those who left were relatively edu-
cated, massively reducing the human capacity available in the country. 

As of now, the Taliban have been giving con¤icting policy messages concerning access of women to education. 
On the one hand, they have stated that women will be allowed to study and have been focusing on implementing 
dress codes and gender segregation at institutions of higher education. The practical problem is that the uni-
versities lack women lecturers; hence, the access of women to institutions of higher education will shrink. On 
the other hand, with the start of the school year 2021/2022, they have so far only opened schools (primary and 
secondary) for boys.

22 We note that interviewees did not mention these IDRC-supported efforts. 

23 Interview 24 April 2021

24 Suhrke, Astri et al. 2008.

25 Interview 27 April 2021; Interview 23 February 2021; Interview 10 May 2021

26 As for the above, interviewees did not mention the IDRC-Agha Khan collaboration through the University of Central Asia.
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3.3. Afghan Government Entities

Several interviewees pointed out the need for reform the existing government research institutions, so that the 
Afghan knowledge ecosystem functions better. However, Afghan government entities are largely absent from 
the demand and the supply side of applied research. They provide very little research inputs in the form of hu-
man capacity or funding, do not shape institutional norms (research agendas), or produce research outputs. As 
one respondent put it: 

(…) [m]ost of the ministries have a research wing, for example the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs, they have a Center for Strategic Studies (…) Who are the members of this center? Very 
incompetent diplomats who have not been able to work in any other department within the 
ministry, so they are sent to that center. They do not know how to do anything not even bu-
reaucratic work, leave aside research. So, it is a kind of hub for those who, you want to send 
someone to exile, you send them to that institution. So, see the mentality of the government 
at how they understand research centers, you send useless people there.27

Hence, while there are research institutes linked to government ministries, and some government departments 
have research wings, their capacity is very low. One example is the Center for Strategic Studies linked to the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and which produces independent research as well as research outputs mandated 
by the Ministry, the National Security Council, and the President’s Of�ce. As one respondent noted, he could 
not think of a single government department that had produced any research and that all their websites were 
under construction, stating “coming soon”.28 The same respondent gave the speci�c example of an initiative by 
international donors to �nance (with millions) the Afghanistan Institute for Banking and Finance to conduct 
research, adding that to date the entity had not produced a single publication. Another mentioned that the staff 
of the Centre for Research and Evaluation (RCRE) at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to date not produced any 
kind of research.29 

3.4. Media 

The media and journalism-based research are an interesting aspect of the Afghan knowledge ecosystem. It is 
dif�cult to make causal attributions, but the development of Afghanistan’s media sectors over the last twenty 
years could be considered one of the most successful stories because the capacity of Afghan journalists de-
veloped rapidly after 2001. As noted in IDRC’s Afghanistan Learning Study, working with media organisations, 
and training of Afghan journalists to strengthen interactions and communications between researchers, pol-
icy makers and local communities (in essence, local publics), was part of IDRC’s early programming (2007-
2009). The Taliban take-over of Kabul on 15 August and their restrictive handling of the freedom of the press 
and of speech will constitute a major challenge in the time to come. The freedom of media in Afghanistan was 
ensured by the international engagement and presence in the country and its support to the now-defunct 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. Like in the research sector more generally, many Afghan journalists have left 
or will leave the country. Nonetheless, the role of Afghan media in producing and communicating research to 
the public and to government of�cials provides lessons for elsewhere. 

27 ibid.

28 Interview, September 2020

29 Interview 25 February 2021

“

”
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4. Funding and Financing 

16

This section discusses research inputs in the form of funding of research activities, including the struc-
ture and problems with the modalities of funding, prior to the Taliban takeover of Kabul on 15 August 
2021. Virtually all entities of the knowledge system in Afghanistan, including research centres, develop-
ment NGOs with research activities, or private universities, receive foreign project-based and core-fund-
ing. 

Among the six non-governmental organisations spoken to in this research, two were �nanced exclusive-
ly through projects, two had a mix of core-and project-based funding, and two were �nanced entirely 
through core-funding; among the latter, one of the organisations was relatively new and in the process 
of diversifying its funding sources. For the two organisations �nanced through a mix of core-and pro-
ject-based funding, core funding in 2020 accounted for 60% of the total budget. For those research NGOs 
organizations receiving core funding, the funding radio appears to have shifted since 2014 towards a 
greater importance of core funding. This implies that as the overall budget became smaller over time, it 
was mostly project based funding that dropped. 

Although it was not possible to get systematic numbers about the volume of funds for research, respond-
ents suggested that the levels of �nance for research activities were highest in the years of the so-called 
‘surge’ (2009-2011). Since then, the overall volume of funds for research by NGOs has shrunk considera-
bly and the number of research organisations declined, particularly after the 2015 end of the ISAF mis-
sion in Afghanistan. In 2021, the steady escalation of violent con¤ict throughout the country has shrunk 
the space for research in Afghanistan even more.30  And because of the Taliban takeover of Kabul on 15 
August 2021, the space and nature of research conducted inside Afghanistan will transform substantial-
ly. The focus of international funding is shifting to humanitarian needs,31 which will probably lead to a re-
duction in funds for research. Thus, the future of research centres and development NGOs with research 
activities inside the country is highly uncertain. 

Better supported by international organisations, Afghan NGOs were able to offer better employment 
packages to researchers than government entities or universities, thus attracting those with greater ca-
pacity. Hence, persons with talent in training for research prefer to work in NGOs or international organi-
sations that will pay them signi�cantly more than either public or private universities.

This situation has not improved with the overall reduction of international funds to the Afghan govern-
ment, which has also taken a heavy toll on the existing government research entities. The budget is al-
located primarily for technical research for development projects such as dams, canals, and their envi-
ronmental impact, but even these projects have been stalled in summer of 2021 as budget was shifted 
to the Afghan National Security Forces to support the �ght against the Taliban.32 The three Afghan gov-

30 Validation workshop, 5 July 2021

31 Virtual validation workshop held on 5 July 2021.

32 Interview, 10 May 2021
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ernment of�cials spoken to stated that funds the funds for their research departments came from the 
government budget but the amounts provided were next to nothing. Donors had stopped funding due to 
COVID-19, but prior to this funding had after a merger of two ministries. 

The �nancial model of public and private universities is different from the research NGOs in so far as it relies 
on two main sources: tuition fees paid by students and the budget allocated by the Ministry of Higher Educa-
tion. This �nancial structure incentivizes universities to maximize the number of students paying tuition fees 
but creates no incentives to attract research funding. One respondent33 noted the example of an academic 
who published a paper and was entitled to AFN 2,000, which equals not even US$30. Some respondents 
suggested that the �nancial model of public and private universities must be reformed, and funding sources 
diversi�ed, to strengthen resilience. Taking the example of the Covid-19 crisis, one interviewee suggested 
that the closure of the university during the pandemic led to the collapse of the universities’ income, since 
students no longer paid their tuition fees. The Covid-19 pandemic had thus exposed the �nancial structure 
as highly vulnerable to external shocks, showed that the universities reliance on student fees as a source of 
funding was problematic and that universities needed to diversify their sources of income.34  

Project-based and short-term funding were identi�ed as two problematic aspects of the way support for 
research activities or research activities themselves is structured. The relatively short time span, with which 
both core and project-based funding is allocated does not allow for much organizational and individual de-
velopment (see recommendations). Another problem is that funding for research activities does usually not 
include explicit provisions for capacity building of local researchers, nor for advocacy and the communication 
of research results to policy makers or citizens. Furthermore, the short term and project-based funding forc-
es research NGOs must expend considerable resources for acquisition efforts, thus diverting from research 
activities in the narrower sense. 

33 Interview, 23 February 2021

34 Ibid
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5. Ideas: Transfer and Exchange

18

The following section focuses on ‘institutional norms’ such as agenda setting and the autonomy of research 
actors as well as research outcomes in the form of relations between research producers and users, the na-
ture of the policy-making process and its openness to evidence and the presence of knowledge brokers to 
facilitate the wider circulation of research. 

5.1. Agenda Setting

The autonomy of research actors is limited. This resulted from the competitiveness of the research supply mar-
ket  and international actors’ (foreign aid actors, embassies, and ministries) control of research inputs in the 
form of funding, and the subsequent power to de�ne research agendas. Thus, the themes and topics researched 
re¤ected the interests of international donors engaged in Afghanistan in both a military and civilian endeavor 
set within counterinsurgency on the one hand and a broader modernisation agenda on the other. Afghan gov-
ernment entities rarely funded research activities and were largely absent from the demand and the supply side 
of applied research.

The demand for research was largely uncoordinated and fragmented, as foreign embassies and ministries tend-
ed “to commission new studies without exploring whether relevant information already exists.”  This was both 
an effect of the relations between, but also within, international institutions characterized by frequent staff 
rotations and poor knowledge management systems, which produced many research outputs but used inputs 
(funding) inef�ciently. 

As a result, Afghanistan is now an over-researched context  albeit some topics have received more attention 
than others. Respondents were not consistent in describing which topics were over-researched or where ob-
vious gaps existed. For example, some respondents indicated that banking and �nance were not suf�ciently 
researched, also pointing to SDGs, natural resources, and natural disasters.  However, the 2012 report Mapping 
of Research Capacity in Afghanistan noted that research had focused on certain topics, providing the examples 
“(…) democracy and elections, justice and rule of law, corruption, peacebuilding, livelihoods, micro�nance, the 
opium economy, access to education, quality of education, women’s rights”.  The perception of under-researched 
topics may also re¤ect the researchers own interests. 

Research agendas and topics are not only shaped by international actors and agendas. Local sensitivities 
around questions of religion, especially political Islam, and gender also shape the limits of researchers’ freedom. 
One respondent  acknowledged that questions of governance have been researched but he also diagnosed a 
lack of research on speci�c topics such as centralism, decentralization, federalism, as well electoral and party 
systems, since these questions (of decentralization and federalism) were contrary to the interests of some of 
Afghanistan’s political elites. One respondent suggested that the discussion of speci�c topics also depended on 
the location within the country.  Referring to gender-based violence, human rights, women’s rights, rule of law, 
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the respondent stated one could have these discussions far more openly in Kabul than in the other provinces.
The autonomy of research actors is limited. This resulted from the competitiveness of the research supply 
market35 and international actors’ (foreign aid actors, embassies, and ministries) control of research inputs in 
the form of funding, and the subsequent power to de�ne research agendas. Thus, the themes and topics re-
searched re¤ected the interests of international donors engaged in Afghanistan in both a military and civilian 
endeavor set within counterinsurgency on the one hand and a broader modernisation agenda on the other. 
Afghan government entities rarely funded research activities and were largely absent from the demand and 
the supply side of applied research.

The demand for research was largely uncoordinated and fragmented, as foreign embassies and ministries 
tended “to commission new studies without exploring whether relevant information already exists.”36 This 
was both an effect of the relations between, but also within, international institutions characterized by fre-
quent staff rotations and poor knowledge management systems, which produced many research outputs but 
used inputs (funding) inef�ciently. 

As a result, Afghanistan is now an over-researched context37 albeit some topics have received more attention 
than others. Respondents were not consistent in describing which topics were over-researched or where ob-
vious gaps existed. For example, some respondents indicated that banking and �nance were not suf�ciently 
researched, also pointing to SDGs, natural resources, and natural disasters.38 However, the 2012 report Map-
ping of Research Capacity in Afghanistan noted that research had focused on certain topics, providing the 
examples “(…) democracy and elections, justice and rule of law, corruption, peacebuilding, livelihoods, micro-
�nance, the opium economy, access to education, quality of education, women’s rights”. 39 The perception of 
under-researched topics may also re¤ect the researchers own interests. 

Research agendas and topics are not only shaped by international actors and agendas. Local sensitivities 
around questions of religion, especially political Islam, and gender also shape the limits of researchers’ free-
dom. One respondent40 acknowledged that questions of governance have been researched but he also diag-
nosed a lack of research on speci�c topics such as centralism, decentralization, federalism, as well electoral 
and party systems, since these questions (of decentralization and federalism) were contrary to the interests 
of some of Afghanistan’s political elites. One respondent suggested that the discussion of speci�c topics also 
depended on the location within the country.41 Referring to gender-based violence, human rights, women’s 
rights, rule of law, the respondent stated one could have these discussions far more openly in Kabul than in 
the other provinces.

5.2. Non-�nancial Incentives 

Concerning the incentive structures shaping the knowledge system in Afghanistan, we should note that the 
production of research outputs to accompany the international reconstruction project, mostly in the form 
of policy-related research or M&E, was embedded in a a highly competitive market including research insti-
tutes, development NGOs with research activities, and for pro�t-consultancy �rms. The market was com-
petitive both in the search for donor funding and quali�ed staff, and many developed a speci�c niche “(e.g., 
in survey research, provincial pro�ling related to the insurgency, corruption, human rights monitoring)”.42 The 
different research entities had little collaboration between each other, and many research entities also relied 

35 Suhrke, Astri. 2007.

36 Fishstein et al. 2012: 2

37 Monsutti, Alessandro. 2013. 

38 Interview, 23 February 2021

39 Fishstein et al 2012: 2

40 Interview, September 2020.

41 Interview, October 2020

42 Suhrke, Astri et al. 2008: 7.
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on one or two principal donors, which cemented relationships but also produced dependencies. Following 
the NATO withdrawal in early 2015, some development NGOs with research organisations appeared to see 
the need for greater cooperation to attract funds, at times operating in consortia. However, re¤ecting the 
competitiveness and rivalries, which are also embedded in Afghan culture more generally, consortia did not 
become a successful model.43

While a highly competitive market for social science research developed outside the university system, social 
science research activities at Afghan universities were generally neglected by international donors and rel-
atively weak.44  According to respondents, the Ministry of Higher Education allocates no budget for research 
activities (see also section on Finance below). There appear to be no obligations for staff employed at Afghan 
public or private universities to produce and publish research;45 one respondent noted, however, that Kabul 
University had recently introduced obligations for academics to publish to keep their jobs. Apparently, this 
has resulted in these academics going to other South Asian countries to co-publish with other researchers 
but done little to build capacity in the short term.46

Academics at public universities also face bureaucratic hurdles that disincentivize academics from produc-
ing research. One respondent explained that a public university’s bureaucratic procedures delayed the publi-
cation of a professor’s article by a year.47  An additional problem is related to a student culture which confuses 
title with capacity. One respondent pointed out that many university graduates assumed that after owning a 
degree there would be no need to continue to improve their reading and writing skills.48

The ‘institutional norms’ shaping the functioning of the Afghan state bureaucracy do not include incentive 
structures, which would facilitate a productive exchange with research producers. As a result, the research 
outcomes are weak. Government entities’ relationship with other entities involved in the production and cir-
culation of research is relatively weak and usually based on the interests of individual of�cials. Furthermore, 
there was no discernable political will in improving human capacity since the establishment of research cen-
tres established in ministries appears to be little more than an exercise of ‘ticking the box’ for international 
donors. 

5.3. Research Outputs and Research Outcomes 

The demand for short-term, immediately policy-relevant knowledge also shaped the form of research out-
puts, which has mostly taken on the form of grey literature. Arguably, many funders of research activities 
lacked the interest to allocate resources for research published in peer reviewed journals, instead looking for 
recommendations to direct policies and programming. As Suhrke et al (2008) argued, access to information 
took priority over thorough social science analysis.49 

Furthermore, most research outputs was in English, with only few in Dari or Pashto, thus catering to the in-
ternational donor community as the main audience. This contributed to the disconnect between researchers 
and local communities also noted in the IDRC’s Afghanistan learning study, although the disconnect is not 
just a question of language but forms of knowledge. A notable exception is the research produced by AREU, 
which translates publications into Dari and Pashto and makes all research available on its website. The re-
search outputs of other NGOs are much harder to access or restricted to donor use. Also, Afghan universities 
do not have journals with well known international researchers as board members.50  

43 Observation by one of the authors while working in Kabul.

44 Suhrke, Astri et al. 2008

45 Interview 27 April 2021

46 Interview 23 February 2021

47 Interview 23 February 2021

48 Interview 27 April 2021

49 Suhrke, Astri et al. 2008.

50 Interview 23 February 2021
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IDRC’s Afghanistan Learning Study noted the inability of policy actors to translate research into policy and in-
dicated this as an important element of a ‘distorted’ research system. Furthermore, the IDRC Learning Study 
on Afghanistan suggest that signi�cant corruption would undermine evidence-based policy-making. The 
�ndings from this research suggests that this is only a partial reading of the Afghan knowledge ecosystem. 
The problem is not only the inability, but the unwillingness of policy actors to translate research into policy. 
The point made here is not merely semantic. Inability suggests a basic willingness for evidence-based poli-
cy making if the lack of capacity and resources was recti�ed. We found little support for this viewpoint. For 
government of�cials, the problem is not only lack of capacity but a lack of understanding and interest in 
research. It is not so much corruption, which undermines evidence-based policy-making but, a lack of recog-
nition for the value of research by many of�cials working in the Afghan administration, because policy deci-
sions are taken based on political considerations,51  majorities, and alliances. We note that this is of course 
not a particularity of the Afghan political system, or of a fragile context. In Switzerland, too, policy-making and 
decision taking is majority, not evidence-based. 

One respondent provided the following example. 

I think you have heard of this new document that will be presented in Ge-
neva, the ANDPS 2. This is a kind of basic, fundamental road map for both 
the peace and development outlook for Afghanistan from I think 2021 to 
2025 (…) So, they drafted this without any kind of analysis and review and 
evaluation of the previous strategy, which was ANDPS1. Any kind of poli-
cy you should like to make should be based on a kind of evaluation of the 
previous document you have. What were the successes, what were the fail-
ures, where you want to improve? […] Was it [ANDPS2] based on some sort 
of analysis or evaluation of the previous one? Not at all. Of course, the state 
cannot do this, they need to outsource it to think tanks or researchers to 
do that for them, either consultancies or other. But they don’t. Either be-
cause they don’t believe it and secondly there is no �nancial resources to 
do that.52

Hence, research is seen as something new and is weakly anchored in the country’s bureaucracy,53 which has 
little appreciation of research efforts.54 Decision makers do not rely on research. And even in cases where 
research is mandated, changes in senior leadership frequently lead to reversing or burying research results. 
As one respondent stated: 

[…] it is also a political issue. Sometimes, especially for social and political science, research 
topics may not be easy to deal with. Highly sensitive and political in the sense that, if you serve 
the interests of the incumbent policy makers, they may cooperate, but if you do not, because 
they have control over institutions, they might create problems for you, they may not allow you 
or that might have certain implications for you. So, the state is not a research friendly institu-
tion. Everything is judged, understood, and evaluated from a particular ideological or political 
standpoint. So, you need to be quite cautious while dealing with them and whether you are 
hurting their interests, economic interests, political interests or if its identity politics.55

51 Fishstein et al. 2012.

52 Interview, September 2020.

53 Interview, 10 May 2021

54 Interview, 10 May 2021; Interview, 11 May 2021

55 Interview, September 2020.

“

”

“

”



22

As Afghan society more generally, the administration works based on patronage and networks,56[13] where 
personal relations play a crucial role. Consequently, it is personal relations between researchers and govern-
ment of�cials (introductions),57 and the interest of speci�c individuals within the administration,58  that affect 
research processes. Personal relations in research processes also shape access to data. As one respondent 
explained, research in Afghanistan suffered both from a lack of good data and from the fact that access to 
data hinged upon connections and personal relationships. 

As a researcher you require, �rst of all, data, right? The �rst problem is that, 
of course there might not be any data at all. For example, just visit most of the 
websites of the ministries in Kabul. Either there is simply no updated data, or if 
there is, on certain areas you might be interested in and where multiple insti-
tutions which are working in a particular sector, they might give you contradic-
tory information. So that is the �rst problem, lack of data or contradictory data 
produced in a particular sector…. A second problem is the unwillingness of the 
institutions and politicians to cooperate with you, right? Let’s say, I would like to 
work on the accountability of local institutions. Basically, I can just approach the 
IDLG for this. But it will really take you time to build up relations and friendship, a 
network, to know someone to give you some information. So, apart from of�cial 
relationships you always need to use your network to get access. 59

The importance of personal relations extends to advocating and lobbying based on research reports. One 
respondent provided the example of a research report including recommendations translated into local lan-
guages and presented to the Ministry of Public Health in 2017. Initially, the report was strongly rejected by 
the Ministry. Through an entry point with an epidemiologist within the Ministry it was possible to slowly build 
relations with other departments within the Ministry until the acceptance of the report and its recommenda-
tions had taken on a critical mass and could not be ignored any longer. 60

Other respondents highlighted that the government was highly fragmented, and that value of research was 
unevenly grounded with different departments. He pointed out that besides the Ministry of Defense, the Min-
istry of Urban Development, IDLG, and Kabul Municipality had more comprehensive capacity building pro-
grams for staff including educational opportunities, elaborate trainings, and certi�cation programs. Staff 
working for these ministries would return from training and continue to lead reforms based on credible re-
search efforts. 61

Another respondent highlighted problems in horizontal relations. For instance, one respondent pointed out 
that breaking silos, competition, and creating cooperation was also necessary between NGOs and universi-
ties.62 Improving coordination and making research produced by NGOs available to Afghan universities would 
strengthen the circulation of knowledge between students at Afghan universities and researchers at NGOs.

In explaining the problems in the relations between research producers and government of�cials, not all re-

56 Bijlert, Martine van. 2009.

57 Interview, 27 April 2021

58 Interview, 10 May 2021

59 Interview, September 2020

60 Interview, 31 March 2021

61 Interview, 10 May 2021

62 Interview, 23 February 2021, Kabul
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spondents put blame on the government alone. One re-
spondent argued that the government did value research 
but that they had concerns about Afghan universities’ ca-
pacity. Thus, when working on a speci�c policy framework, 
the government would rely on consultants from the poli-
cy’s main funder. 63 The weakness in the university sector 
also affected its capacity to produce new generations of 
Afghan researchers.64

Another respondent explained that in the speci�c subject 
matter of peace processes, the government could not rely 
on indigenous scholars and was heavily reliant on external 
support from research institutions and scholars globally.65 
Other respondents pointed out that researchers were too 
often content with producing a report but did not know 
how to communicate their arguments and recommenda-
tions effectively to a policy audience (see recommenda-
tion).66

The impact of research �ndings on policy is not always di-
rect. One respondent stated that researchers must make 
a conscious effort and resources need to be dedicated to 
supporting public debate through outreach and advoca-
cy. Media present an important avenue for researchers to 
communicate their �ndings, not only to make study re-
sults accessible to the public, but to use public opinion 
as a pressure to in¤uence policy makers.67 Despite the re-
peated attacks on journalists, media in Afghanistan today 
is described as dynamic.68  This includes social media, as 
access to digital telecommunication services now con-
nects many Afghans to information.69 “According to the Ministry of Communication and IT Technology, out of 
a population of 34 million people, more than 9 million, almost 28 percent of Afghanistan citizens have direct 
access to Internet, mainly but not only in urban areas. Radio covers 73 percent of the population and TV covers 
almost 40 percent.”70  Some Afghan television outlets, such as TOLO, regularly provide space for researchers 
and analysts to discuss their �ndings, in particular on matters of public interest such as the peace process 
or security. Hence, even if research does not have a direct and substantial impact on policy, the stance that 
policy makers must take in public venues on policy questions matters. Hence, media’s role is even more stra-
tegically important considering the otherwise general reluctance of government of�cials to engage seriously 
with research processes. 

The media in Afghanistan also contributes through investigative reports that in some cases lead to heated 
debates. One respondent mentioned publishing reports about corruption scandals in the policy budget de-
partment of the Afghan government.71  For media, the barriers are similar to other researchers. Depending, on 
the subject, for example corruption, high-ranking authorities are involved and not supportive of the research. 

63 Interview, 23 February 2021, Kabul

64 Fishstein et al. 2012.

65 Interview, 10 May 2021, Kabul

66 Validation workshop 5 July 2021.

67 Interview, September 2020.

68 https://www.�les.ethz.ch/isn/46714/sr198.pdf

69 https://www.boell.de/en/2018/02/07/you-are-what-you-share-how-social-media-changing-afghan-society

70 https://medialandscapes.org/country/afghanistan

71 Interview, 28 April 2021

Two illustrations of research/policy 
maker relations

One respondent provided the example of 
the highly expensive and ultimately un-
successful research that produced the 
Kabul Urban Development Framework. 
While the framework was developed 
during one Mayors’ time, the entire proj-
ect was dropped after the mayor was re-
placed, thus wasting public funds. 

The same respondent also provided a 
positive example of research informing 
the policy of logistics and supply chains 
in the Afghan defense sector and carried 
out by international military (ISAF and 
RS). The respondent pointed out that the 
research �ndings were adopted by one 
Minister and continued by his successors. 
The reason was that the research was not 
linked to individuals but perceived as an 
institutional mandate. He argued that the 
Ministry of Defense had a stronger sci-
ence/policy nexus because research was 
decoupled from individuals. 

https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/46714/sr198.pdf
https://www.boell.de/en/2018/02/07/you-are-what-you-share-how-social-media-changing-afghan-society
https://medialandscapes.org/country/afghanistan
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In other cases, barriers to conduct research are set up by government of�cials ranging from the local author-
ities to those in the ministries in Kabul for more mundane reasons, such as extracting bribes. 72

As mentioned above, the Taliban takeover of Kabul casts a new set of problems on research and education 
at Afghan universities as well as research NGOs. Academia and research is a space for debate. Lecturers are 
often person with opinions, who, at times, speak and write controversial issues or at least issues which are 
subject to debate and challenge. In the future, Taliban of�cials with no quali�cation will likely seek to control 
and reshape curricula in accordance with their ideological standpoints, imposing drastic limitations in the 
�elds of social science and philosophy. Repression of lecturers teaching anything considered controversial 
from a Taliban perspective will increase. More generally, the space for free thinking, debate, and criticism of 
the government will shrink as the Taliban embody a culture intolerant towards challenges to their authority.

We do not conclude that the chances of capacity building programmes are generally low, but that they need 
to be embedded in a clear understanding of the actors involved and the genuine interests they have. As noted 
in IDRC’s Afghanistan Learning Study, working with media organisations, and training of Afghan journalists to 
strengthen interactions and communications between researchers, policy makers and local communities (in 
essence, local publics), was part of IDRC’s earlier programming (2007-2009). These efforts also emphasised 
the production of outputs in local languages (Dari and Pashto) and focused on research inputs (research and 
communication capacity of journalists), outputs (local languages), and outcomes (reducing the disconnect 
between different entities of the knowledge ecosystem). While there is no indication available to us as to why 
these programmes stopped, they provide important lessons learned and recommendations for research sup-
port in other areas. We would argue that the Afghan case shows that concentrating capacity building compo-
nents of research support programs and collaborations with committed media, think tanks and NGOs, with 
certain conditions attached, would have produced better outcomes than collaborations with and inclusion of 
individual government of�cials, and public sector institutions with incentive structures that discourage initi-
ative and dif�culties in retaining quali�ed staff.  We note that in terms of research outcomes, the media (and 
collaborations with think tanks and research NGOs) have proved an important provider of opportunities and 
constraints for research uptake by state actors and citizens, because media can contribute to build public 
pressure that forces of�cials to engage with research. 

Based on the analysis above, we make recommendations with the purpose of guiding how IDRC could con-
tribute strengthening the knowledge ecosystem in this setting as well as other fragile contexts with similar 
characteristics. These recommendations relate to 

 — research inputs (human capital, infrastructure, funding, actors involved in research activities 
such as research NGOs and institutions of higher education);

 — institutional norms (agenda setting, incentive structures);

 — research outputs (e.g., collect grey literature, translate, and develop into academic journal work, 
and lessons learned policy papers);

 — and research outcomes (relationship between research producers and users, nature of the policy 
making process, opportunities for research uptake).  

However, the recommendations below must be situated in the context of the Taliban takeover of Kabul on 15 
August 2021. Under the new Taliban regime, academics and researchers face insecurity of a different quality 
than before. Risks to life because of war will recede, but new risks linked to repression of freedom of opinion 
and freedom of speech will increase. The obligation of academics and researchers to publish and participate 
in public debate critically will be strongly limited as the Taliban regime shows no tolerance in matters 

72 Ibid
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of public criticism. Crack down on lecturers teaching anything remotely controversial from the Taliban’s 
ideological point of view are likely. Furthermore, the international community will shift/change/trans-
form its engagement in Afghanistan substantially. We expect overall levels of funding for research to 
decrease and the window for all social science research to close rapidly, leading to a reduction of the 
number of research institutions. Data production for technical, engineering studies and humanitarian+ 
projects, including related M&E, will continue. The new government will be more engaged in research but 
strictly from a controlling and oversight perspective. The brain drain from Afghanistan, which has already 
set in strongly, will continue over the next six months at least, considering the lack of perspectives in the 
country. 

Recommendations Relating to Afghans inside and outside of Afghanistan
Considering the high international and Afghan investments in building up research-related human capi-
tal over the last twenty years, we recommend several ‘salvaging’ steps. 

 — Encourage the continued provision of high-quality knowledge on Afghanistan by 
 › engaging the Afghan research community now living in the ‘diaspora’ outside Afghanistan (work-

shops etc.), and facilitate academic dialogue and research cooperation among them;

 › �nancially and institutionally supporting partnerships between institutions of higher education 
in the Global North and the Afghan research community now living in the ‘diaspora’ to build mu-
tually bene�cial relations;

 › providing unbureaucratic access and scholarships for promising Afghans in higher education in-
stitution in countries of the Global North; while all researchers need support, particular attention 
should be paid to female researchers through scholarships in countries neighbouring Afghani-
stan, especially those with close cultural ties to Afghanistan, i.e., India, Iran, Pakistan, and pos-
sibly Central Asian countries.

 › admitting Afghan researchers still living in Afghanistan into international post-doctoral research 
programs, as this will allow their mobility between Afghanistan and other countries and possibly 
protect them from repression.

 — Consolidate the technical, methodological, and analytical skills of Afghan researchers 
capable of producing high quality research by integrating them into research-related organisations 
in countries outside Afghanistan.
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 — Ensure the management of and access to data and information on Afghanistan by consolidating 
the research produced on Afghanistan over the last twenty years by building and supporting digital 
repositories and archives on Afghanistan outside of the country.

The stance of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan on higher education is unclear; however, access to higher 
education in particular for women is likely to become more restricted. 

 — If possible, expand digital education offers and virtual course design inside Afghanistan, which 
will allow in particular women a continued access to higher education offers. 

 — If possible, engage the new Taliban government on ways of supporting institutions of higher edu-
cation, and in which areas of research could still be supported. 

Beyond Afghanistan

 — Considering the lacking success of building the capacity of research-related public sector and 
government actors in Afghanistan, we recommend several steps for future programming else-
where. 

 — Prior to programming, IDRC should invest in context knowledge to gain a strong understanding of 
where building capacity (technical, methodological, analytical skills) of research actors is likely 
to have sustainable effects. 

 — Provide stable, long-term funding and encourage productive ratios of core-and project-based 
funding, which allows the build-up of research capacity and resilience to ¤uctuations in demand, 
even if the total of overall allocated resources is less. 

 — Encourage the participation of research staff in research projects abroad through long term in-
stitutional partnerships.

 — Condition research projects to capacity-building components and encourage the inclusion of ca-
pacity-building components also in commissioned research. 

 — Invest not only in the methodological and analytical capacity of researchers but in their ability to 
effectively communicate and advocate (the purpose of research and research results and recom-
mendations) with the Afghan public and a policy-making audience.

 — Invest in building relationships between research NGOs, universities, and media, especially in 
contexts where government actors lack the capacity, willingness, or openness to consider re-
search-based evidence in policy making.

 — Encourage a diversi�cation of funding sources in public institutions of higher education (seeking 
research grants outside the country), coupled to incentive structures that allow to retain talented 
research capacity, at public institutions that focus solely on teaching and neglect research.

 — Ensure that working and employment conditions at public institutions of higher education can 
compete with the NGOs research sector. 
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