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1. Executive summary 

1.1. A lack of information about what people think in Afghanistan 

Commentary published in early 2010 by both Major General Michael T. Flynn of the US Army and 

Right Honourable Bob Ainsworth MP, former UK Secretary of State for Defence, indicated both a lack 

of information about what Afghans think and a need to listen to what they have to say, if the 

international military presence is to achieve its objectives in Afghanistan. i to i research, in 

association with D3 Systems, therefore undertook a survey across the whole of Afghanistan in May 

2010 to start building greater depth of understanding of the indigenous population. The main 

findings and implications are summarised in this report. 

1.2. Perceptions about life in Afghanistan are many and varied 

The post-2009 election optimism seems to be dwindling 

as the realities of the challenges facing Afghanistan 

become more apparent. There is evidence to suggest that 

the great hope for the future, which in spite of corruption 

ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎΣ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ YŀǊȊŀƛΩǎ ǊŜ-election, is 

being tempered by continued security problems and other 

day-to-day difficulties. It is also clear that optimism about 

the future, particularly in terms of peopƭŜΩǎ own lives, is 

directly related to the level of security in their local 

neighbourhood, and also, although to a lesser extent, the 

experience of reconstruction in their local area.  

 

Afghans relate to the concept of happiness and, although what makes people happy can vary from 

one country to the next, it is evident that they are not as happy as their neighbours in Pakistan, India 

and China.  

 

Perceptions about life in Afghanistan, whether measured in terms of optimism and happiness, or 

local security and reconstruction, do however vary enormously by province and also by ethnic group, 

thus emphasizing fragmented points of view. Other studies carried out by i to i research, which 

include measures of satisfaction, indicate further differences of opinion not only at the province 

level, but when drilling down by district.  

 

1.3.  Making Afghanistan more stable 

Over one-half of Afghans believe that security must be achieved before Afghanistan can be re-built, 

although a third of them believe that the country can be re-built at the same time as making it more 

secure. In both cases, security is the number one priority, although there is an opportunity to address 

higher order needs including creating jobs and providing education, as well as removing corruption, 

reconstruction and reducing poverty. Again, there are variations in the relative importance attached 

to these priorities when drilling down by different geographies. 
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The Afghan government and ANA/ANP are perceived to be the authorities primarily responsible for 

maintaining security, and also for removing corruption and preventing crime. Less than 1% of 

Afghans specifically mention ISAF as being primarily responsible for the maintenance of security. 

When asked who is actually providing security in their neighbourhood, two-thirds of Afghans 

mention either the ANP or ANA, although about one in five state that security is provided by either 

the village elders or the people themselves suggesting the need for self-reliance in some parts of the 

country. 

 

Three-quarters of the Afghan population want the government to negotiate a settlement with the 

Taliban, although the majority of them believe that this should only happen if the Taliban stop 

fighting. The wish to negotiate is particularly strong amongst the Pashtuns, and there are significant 

differences by province. 

 

1.4. A better sense of governance and a clear division of responsibilities 

Afghans wish to be masters of their own destiny with a clear majority indicating that their 

government and relevant ministries are primarily responsible for providing essential infrastructure, 

such as education, healthcare, electricity/power and clean water. 

 

Around two-thirds of the population are confident that their Provincial Governor has both the 

authority and the funds needed to deliver what people need. Levels of confidence are, however, 

greatest amongst people who are optimistic about the future and in communities where local 

security is good. 

 

In the case of murder, adultery and robbery, there is a clear willingness to use the state justice 

system, but for civil matters and other criminal matters like fraud and physical injury, there is a 

preference to refer the case to an informal justice body, such as a shura/jirga or tribal/community 

leader. 

 

Afghans are not convinced about democracy with less than one-quarter of them indicating that they 

believe it is the best political system for Afghanistan at this time. This is re-enforced by the fact that 

less than one-ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

voting freely for leaders can work in their country.  

 

1.5. Afghan led reconstruction and development 

More than two-thirds of the population believe that the 

responsibility for reconstruction and development in local 

communities should sit primarily with central, provincial or 

local Afghan leaders.  They do, however, want support 

from the international community in the form of funding, 

passing on knowledge/skills and managing the actual 

reconstruction and development. 
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1.6. Willingness to take personal responsibility 

More than three-quarters of Afghans indicate that they are prepared to take responsibility for 

different aspects of developing their local community, and although the willingness to participate is 

slightly lower amongst women than men, a clear majority of the female population are also prepared 

to take responsibility. 
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2. Implications for the international community 

The people of Afghanistan have indicated a wish to 

be masters of their own destiny. They see their 

own government and the ANA/ANP as being 

primarily responsible for maintaining security, 

removing corruption and preventing crime, and 

also believe that the government and relevant 

ministries are responsible for providing essential 

infrastructure. In terms of developing local 

communities, they envisage a triad of central, 

provincial and local leaders to enable the process. 

They are equally clear, however, that they want the support of the international community in the 

form of funding, passing on knowledge and managing the actual reconstruction and development, a 

view which, in principle, appears to reflect the preferred stance of Western governments.  

 

There is also an apparent willingness amongst individual Afghans to take responsibility for helping to 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎǊƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǿƛƭƭΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

harnessed in practice. 

 

This clarity of vision does, however, hide many complexities. Although optimism about the future is 

still positive, post-election euphoria is waning, and it is evident that Afghans 

are not as happy as citizens in nearby countries. It is also clear that their 

perceptions about life in Afghanistan, whether measured in terms of 

optimism, happiness, satisfaction, experience of insecurity or development 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

approach is unlikely to be successful, and so confirms the point made by 

Major General Michael T. Flynn and Right Honourable Bob Ainsworth MP that 

it is essential to put the Afghan people (and their differing views) at the centre 

of policy making.  

 

The need to understand the views of different segments within the Afghan population is also 

essential in terms of driving strategic communication. Only by understanding which communities, 

whether defined in terms of geography, an urban/rural location, ethnicity or another criterion, 

subscribe to a particular point of view, is it possible to communicate appropriate messaging. 

 

The differences in perceived optimism, happiness, satisfaction and life experience expressed at the 

provincial and even district level indicate that it is essential to use a basket of measures to evaluate 

the effect of both military and non-military action undertaken by the international community. As 

knowledge grows through the use of thorough and appropriate evaluation, actions can be tailored in 

line with the potentially differing views of various segments of the population.  
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3.  Introduction 

In January 2010, Major General Michael T. Flynn of the US Army published a 

review of intelligence needs1 in Afghanistan recommending a shift in focus 

from insurgent groups to the people of Afghanistan. Quoting General Stanley 

aŎ/ƘǊȅǎǘŀƭΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ΨƻǳǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΧŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

make decisions with.Ω He noted amongst other things that there is a lack of 

information about local economics, local powerbrokers and how they might 

be influenced, and the relationship between development projects and the 

willingness of villagers to cooperate. As important as it is to stop the 

destructive activities of the insurgents, he pointed out that it is also essential to understand the 

Afghan people and their environment in order to engage effectively in Afghanistan.  He further 

emphasised the importance for senior decision makers in having information about what is 

happening not only at the national level and in the larger provinces, but at the district level too, 

because that is where the war will be won or lost.  

 

At the same time, the former UK Secretary of State for Defence presented the 

issues for the Strategic Defence Review2 to Parliament, which emphasised that 

ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ L{!CΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-insurgency strategy in Afghanistan, together with 

the associated efforts to build the capability of the Afghan National Security 

Forces so that they can provide security without the need for international 

troops, would not be achieved by military efforts alone. The Right Honourable 

Bob Ainsworth MP highlighted the need to ensure that local people are at the 

centre of policy. Not only will their knowledge and underǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ L{!CΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ 

stability in the short-term, but he also noted that they have a right to be consulted in this matter and 

will ultimately determine whether Afghanistan can achieve and maintain self-sustaining stability.  

 

Another key aspect of the UK Strategic Defence Review is recognition of the role of strategic 

communications, which historically have been treated as a supporting activity rather than an 

integrated function. With the developments in communications over the last decade, the views of 

individuals and non-government groups have come increasingly to the fore. It is no longer sufficient 

to simply communicate with governments, it is essential also to communicate with the broader 

population. ISAF partners have therefore embarked on a campaign to Ψǿƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘǎΩ ƻŦ 

the Afghan people. As part of the broader effort to promote stability in Afghanistan, there is a need 

to explain military and other activities both clearly and transparently to the Afghan population, who 

ǿƛƭƭ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ 

 

It is clear from these published sources that we do not know enough about what people think in 

Afghanistan nor how to communicate effectively with them. i to i research, in association with D3 

Systems, therefore decided to carry out a study aimed at filling this information gap. In May 2010, a 

survey was undertaken with a representative sample of over 2,000 people in Afghanistan to 

determine their views about key aspects of their lives. 

                                                           
1
 ΨCƛȄƛƴƎ LƴǘŜƭΥ ! .ƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ aŀƪƛƴƎ LƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ wŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƛƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩ ōȅ aŀƧƻǊ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ ¢Φ Cƭȅƴƴ ¦{!Σ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ 

Matt Pottinger USMC and Paul D. Batchelor DIA 
2
 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜ DǊŜŜƴ tŀǇŜǊ Ψ!ŘŀǇǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΥ LǎǎǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜ wŜǾƛŜǿΩ /a ттфп 
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4. Objectives 

The objectives of the survey are to understand what Afghans think about life in Afghanistan, 

particularly with respect to ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ stability, governance and development:  

 

Attitudes towards life in Afghanistan 

 

 Is Afghanistan moving in the right direction? 

 ²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ƴƻǿΚ 

 How happy are they? 

 

Stability 

 

 [ŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘ  

 Who is providing security? 

 What is the preferred method of policing? 

 Is security needed before reconstruction can take place? 

 What are the most important issues that must be addressed to make Afghanistan a more stable 

country? 

 

Governance 

 

 ²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΚ 

 How confident are people that their Provincial Governor has both the authority and funds to 

deliver what people in the province need? 

 What is the preferred political system? 

 Satisfaction with the final outcome of the 2009 Presidential election 

 Preferred method of resolving civil and criminal legal matters 

 Attitudes towards negotiations with the Taliban 

 

Reconstruction and development 

 

 Who should be responsible for reconstruction and development in local communities? 

 Who should be the main provider of funds? 

 Who should carry out the actual work? 

 What should be the role and level of involvement of the international community? 

 Have tribal/community leaders been consulted about development projects? If so, by whom? 

 

Taking responsibility 

 

 How willing are people to become involved in the development of their community? 

 How willing are they to defend development projects from attack by anti-government elements? 

 How willing are people to report a crime? 

 How much influence do people have with their tribal/community leaders? 
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5.  Research Findings 

5.1. Perceptions about life in Afghanistan are many and varied 

5.1.1 Post election optimism is dwindling  

While there has been a generally optimistic view about the direction Afghanistan is going, the sharp 

post election upturn has started to fall away. Added to this is the finding that optimism, as measured 

in terms of the proportion of people who believe Afghanistan is moving in the right direction, is 

currently much lower in the South Central region (37%) and neighbourhoods where local security is 

considered to be bad (32%). The level of optimism actually varies across the country, as is shown by 

the provincial chart below, and in terms of ethnicity, the Pashtuns (55%) are the least optimistic 

group. 
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