
A New Paradigm for On-the-Job Training of Afghan Civil Servants
Results and lessons from UCA’s Pathways to Innovation Program

This case study showcases key lessons and impacts from the University of Central Asia (UCA)’s 
Pathways to Innovation (P2I) program, a three-year program to promote knowledge and analytical 
skills in mathematics, science, and economic policy in Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. The 
program was funded by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) and the Aga Khan 
Foundation Canada (AKFC).

Problem statement

Years of conflict and instability have had a lasting impact on the quality of education in Afghanistan
and eroded its revenue base, which have in turn undermined efforts to recruit and retain a capable
and qualified civil service that can ably support the country’s leadership in pursuing the country’s 
development plans. At the Ministry of Finance (MoF), a pivotal institution that has overall 
responsibility of the country’s fiscal and economic policy, including overseeing the spending of the 
country’s massive development budget, the capacity gap is particularly acute in middle 
management, with director level post-holders lacking adequate analytical support and advice from 
mid-ranking staff to effectively discharge their functions. In this context, the MoF and other 
government bodies remain highly dependent not just on donor funding but also on international 
technical assistance programs and experts. These are however not sufficiently reflective of the 
country’s realities and may be driven by a range of external considerations that are not well 
aligned with the country’s developmental agenda. Further, while many capacity building programs 
for the Afghan civil service have been implemented over the years with support from the 
international community, these have not had the desired impact due to their short-term focus, and
an overall poor linkage to professional roles and institutional priorities of government staff and 
ministries.  

UCA’s Response
It’s against this backdrop that UCA, via its Institute of Public Policy and Administration of the 
Graduate School of Development, built an ambitious partnership with the Ministry of Finance of 
Afghanistan to develop a new Executive Master’s Program on Economic Policy (EMEP). This 
program was built off a previous collaboration that saw UCA offer a Certificate Programme in Policy
Analysis to 26 civil servants at the MoF.  Ministry leadership was impressed with the skills 
graduates gained in the program but deemed that a longer and more complex program was 
needed to elevate the calibre of staff and better position them for promotions in the upper ranks 
of the civil service, with an executive master being a legal prerequisite for career progression. The 
resulting EMEP drew on lessons of previous capacity building programs by better focusing  on on-
the-job and job-relevant learning, longer time-frames for knowledge assimilation and systematic 
assessment of learning. The EMEP was designed as a 12-month program, administered over three 
terms at UCA’s campuses in Bishkek and Naryn, with some preparatory components later 
organized in Kabul, and combining residential with online learning, and policy knowledge and skills 
development with opportunities for application. Courses on methods of policy analysis were 
complemented by specialized modules on important sectoral policies, such as trade, extractive 
industries, and agriculture. Students were also required to write and defend a policy paper before 
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a panel from Afghanistan’s Ministry of Finance. Two rounds of EMEP were offered to a total 57 civil
servants, national technical advisors and other participants. 

Key lessons and impacts
Co-creation and co-funding increased shared ownership of the program. The signing of an MOU 
between UCA and the MoF in 2017 created strong incentives for collaboration, with each 
institution committing financial resources and inputs to the program. The MoF was involved at key 
stages of the program to ensure the program would be aligned with its institutional priorities. For 
instance, in order to recruit the most relevant and deserving civil servants, UCA and the MoF 
created a joint selection committee consisting of MoF and UCA staff, and a representative of civil 
society. Similarly, the MoF also provided overall guidance on research priorities to focus student 
capstone projects on policy issues of relevance to Afghanistan and the priorities of the institutions 
that individuals hail form. Finally, joint, high-level graduation ceremonies with ministerial 
attendance were organized at the end of each cycle to impress on students the importance of the 
education they had received and the need to make the most of it in discharging their professional 
duties.  

The link to promotions and remuneration uplifts created strong incentives for student 
performance at the course. All the 57 participants that attended the two rounds of the EMEP 
actively engaged with the program and all except one successfully passed its requirements to 
successfully graduate.1 This is an unusually high success rate that may be explained among other 
reasons by the promotion and higher remuneration opportunities linked to the completion of an 
executive master.  

The program actively promoted women’s access, with women performing marginally better than
men. During selection, a special effort was made to recruit female students. Women represent 8% 
of the total Ministry of Finance staff, 7% of ranks 1-4 (out of 8 ranks). During two rounds of EMEP, a
total of 40 civil servants and 9 NTAs were trained, of whom one third were women, a substantive 
accomplishment given Afghanistan’s traditional gender norms and the inequities and barriers 
women often face in accessing professional development opportunities. Also, women on average 
obtained marginally higher grades than men in both rounds of EMEP, including in complex subjects
such as statistics and quantitative methods. To celebrate their achievement, female students of the
first cohort were invited to attend a private meeting with Afghanistan’s First Lady, where they had 
the opportunity to share their learnings and experiences with the program (see pictures). 

1 The total number of participants for both cohorts included: 40 civil servants, 9 NTAs, 7 employees of the Aga Khan 
Foundation network and two other self-funded participants. All participants graduated except one NTA form the 
2019 EMEP. 
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Students led important research on issues of relevance to Afghanistan and their roles. While in 
some instances student research preferences limited applicability to their immediate professional 
roles, a sizeable number of students wrote capstone projects with direct relevance to the 
institutions they originated from and their day to day roles. Topics covered include options to 
increase the effectiveness of aid spending, public financial management reform, the impact of 
climate change in North Afghanistan and available policy options, fiscal regime reform and the 
promotion of investment in strategic sectors among others.

One of these capstone projects, “The Role of Women in the
Economic Development of Afghanistan” was elevated to the
rang of an UCA Working Paper and published as a joint
research paper of select IPPA faculty and advisors as well as 5
EMEP students in September 2019. Since its publication, the
paper was viewed 779 times on UCA’s website, more than any
other paper published as part of the same compendium on
economic policy. It was also cited twice in third-party research
that looks at the role of women in development.2  

Future perspectives 
With the approval by UCA’s Board of Trustees of the EMEP
curriculum, the program has now become an integral part of
UCA’s offerings, which bodes well for its sustainability. 
Interviews with program stakeholders suggest that there is still room to improve on progress made
to date, by further tightening the selection requirements and the co-definition with the MoF of 
capstone project priorities to ensure that all students admitted generate research that they can 
realistically apply to their day-today functions in their host government institutions. Further, UCA 
has been navigating the complexities of obtaining an official certification for the course from the 
Ministry of Higher Education in Afghanistan, which remains essential to unlock promotion and 
remuneration opportunities for students that have participated to date and may want to join 
future editions of the EMEP. Also, there is also overall consensus between the program’s 
institutional partners that future editions should be partly taught in Kabul, leveraging where 
possible the expertise of Afghan academics, something that has already been tested with some 
degree of success by organizing a pre-course refresher on mathematics in Kabul during the second 
edition of the EMEP. This will also help reduce the costs of running the course by reducing the 
amount of travel to Kyrgyzstan. Despite some room for improvement, UCA and the MoF have  build
solid foundations for a new paradigm in professional development that goes beyond the short-
termism and limited applicability of traditional capacity building offerings that have been seen in 
the country to date. Demand for the course remains high in the civil service, within and beyond 
the Ministry of Finance. Identifying options to run this course in the future on a sustainable basis 
remains an important priority for UCA and its Afghan counterparts.    

2 Parwiz Mosamim, Ida Widianingsih, and Oekan S. Abdoellah, “Positive Discrimination Action and Women’s 
Participation in Public Service in Afghanistan: searching the impacts and effectiveness (May 2020); Doan Van 
Truong, Nguyen Giao, and Le Thi Thuy Ly, “Factors affecting the role of women in the economic development of 
rural household families in Vietnam: A case study in Trieu Son district Thanh Hoa province” (February 2020).
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“My experience at UCA has
given me a chance to

sharpen my skills…I learnt
many new things in a very
short period of time, and

EMEP has provided me with
the necessary tools to

become more successful.” 

E. Hilali, Director of Cash
Planning and Systems,
Treasury, 2019 EMEP

participant
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