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Abstract

There is limited literature review and analysis of poverty in Afghanistan, particularly in the analysis of 
an urban area. Therefore, due to the limited information on the extent of poverty in Mazar-i-Sharif city 
especially at the micro/household level, this paper will provide such information and a more current 
one. To conduct the study, an actual data of 1060 households in Mazar-i-Sharif, obtained from a 
strictly random process, is used and applied the “Foster-Greer-Thorbecke (FGT)” measures of poverty 
to analyse poverty based on income and expenditure approach in two waves, before “COVID-19” 
(March 21, 2019-March 20, 2020) and during “COVID-19” (March 21, 2020-March 21, 2021). Also, 
the “Independent t-test” is applied to compare the mean of poverty indices in wave 1 compared to 
wave 2. It is found that, overall, the poverty rate is high in Mazar-i-Sharif, and more than two-thirds 
of the population severely suffers from the phenomenon, and it increased during the pandemic 
compared to pre-pandemic time. Also, the depth and severity of poverty are also serious issues and 
the indices increased in wave 2 compared to wave 1. Further, the study suggests that the government 
and international organizations should do urgent actions to save million lives and to overcome of this 
phenomenon.
Keywords: Headcount Ratio, Poverty Gap, Pandemic, Afghanistan
JEL Classification: O150, O120, I32, N15

1. Introduction

Economic development is highly desired by many developing countries, including Afghanistan. 
The first president of Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai, has developed the “Interim Afghanistan 
National Development Strategy (I-ANDS)” for 15 years to achieve Afghanistan’s Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) in 2020 (ANDS, 2005). Therefore, based on the strategy, many 
projects have been implemented by the Afghan government and foreign direct investment (FDI) 
to achieve the goal, unfortunately, the country is still so far from its MDGs and severely involved 
with a serious and dark phenomenon, poverty. According to Mohsen et al. (2021), Afghanistan is 
one of the poorest countries in the world.
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The poverty rate in Afghanistan has increased over time. According to “National Risk and 
Vulnerability Assessment” (NRVA), in 2007/08, the poverty headcount rate was 34%, raised 
to 38% in 2011/12 (NRVA, 2009, 2012), and 54.5% in 2017 (CSO, 2018). However, based on 
“Income, Expenditure, and Labor Force Survey” (IE&LFS 2020), the poverty rate decreased from 
54.5% to 47% in 2019 (NSIA, 2021), in 2020, due to the “COVID-19 pandemic”, the poverty rate 
again dramatically increased. The World Bank estimated that approximately 15 million persons 
were susceptible to the COVID-19 lockdown (April-June) in Afghanistan. The analysis showed 
that, in urban areas, the poorest percentile of the households experienced about a 35% decrease 
in their consumption while the richest percentile experienced about a 19% reduction. In contrast, 
in rural areas, the consumption of the poorest percentile of the households was reduced by about 
21%, while it was estimated to be about 24% for the richest percentile (Cancho & Pradhan, 2020). 
As a result, the pandemic caused the poverty rate to increase from 55% in 2017 to 72% in 2020 
(United Nations, 2021).

Besides, in July 2020, the ex-president of Afghanistan, Dr. Mohd. Ashraf Ghani, announced that 
90% of Afghan people are below the poverty line, $2 per person/day (AFN154), (Omid, 2020). 
Notably, the rate is expected to increase because of the recent political changes that have pushed 
the country into a predicament situation (UNDP, 2021a). On 15 August 2021, the Taliban took 
the power in Afghanistan, where its economy was already facing more developmental challenges 
such as insecurity, severe drought conditions which negatively affected agriculture production, 
and COVID-19, of which the third wave started in April 2021. Hence, the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) reported that about 97% of Afghans’ citizens would dive below 
poverty line by mid-2022 (UNDP, 2021b). Also, World Food Program (WFP) announced that 
95% of Afghans do not have enough food to survive (WFP, 2021). Furthermore, based on the 
UNDP (2021) report, the poverty gap was estimated to be 13.5% in 2019, increasing to 21% in 
2020 because of the pandemic. It is predicted that the poverty gap will rise to 30% by mid-July 
2022 if the poverty rate reaches 97%, considering the poverty line of AFN 2,268 or US$1. Thus, 
it shows that the poverty gap will be more than double in 2022 compared to 2019, and it needs 
urgent actions to save lives.

Besides, the poverty rate differs among the regions. For instance, according to the World Bank 
estimation, the headcount ratio for the southwest and central provinces was 0%-30%, for the 
north, west, and south provinces were 30%-40%, and for the western central, north-eastern, and 
eastern provinces of Afghanistan was 40%-50%. Also, it was mentioned that poverty concentration 
is highest in more urbanized and densely populated provinces (World Bank, 2015). So, this study 
focuses on one of the biggest and most populated cities, Mazar-i-Sharif. It is the provincial capital 
of Balkh province that was ranked as the fourth most populated province in Afghanistan with 
an estimated population of 1.5 million and is located in the north of Afghanistan in 2021 (NSIA, 
2021). It may seem significant to analyze poverty in the capital of the province because poverty 
was reported to be relatively high in the province and its capital (NRVA, 2009). For instance, 
the poverty rate and poverty gap were estimated to be between 61%-76% and 14.8%-18.5%, 
respectively, in Balkh province in 2008 (NRVA, 2009).
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Hall (2011) considered the per capita monthly total consumption of AFN1,289 and estimated 
that the poverty rate in Balkh province was 60.3%. Later, Hall (2014) conducted a research on 
poverty in different cities of Afghanistan and released that poverty in Mazar-i-Sharif city is 
serious and almost 81% of its inhabitants are under the poverty line (AFN1,710 per person/
month) based on expenditure approach and 83.5% based on the income approach. To go further, 
“Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit” (AREU) reported that the poverty rate, poverty 
gap, and Gini coefficient for the province’s consumption were estimated to be 60.3%, 17.4%, and 
27%, respectively (World Bank, 2013). Temory (2017) found that the Gini coefficient for Balkh 
province was 0.25 or 25%. Also, the income distribution inequality in the province was found to 
be 20.33% between the bottom 20% and the top 20%, which shows a huge gap between the first 
bottom quintile and the top quintile. Generally, in rural areas poverty looks more serious than 
urban areas; however, Kandahar, Kabul, Balkh, Herat, and Kunduz are the provinces where urban 
poverty is increasing because of trends in internally displaced people and returnees from abroad. 
It is estimated that 80% of urban poverty is distributed in these provinces (EASO, 2020).

As shown, poverty has been a big and challenging phenomenon in Afghanistan for a long time, 
particularly in Balkh province and its capital. Therefore, the article will provide a more current 
insight regarding the issue among households in the provincial capital of Balkh province of 
Afghanistan in two waves, 2019/20 and 2020/21, as well as examine the influence of the pandemic 
on the household poverty level. Besides, the article will address the subsequent research questions:

What is the nature and extent of poverty in Mazar-i-Sharif city? How does the pandemic 
influence the poverty level? For the study, poverty is measured based on two approaches, income 
and expenditure, by employing the data which are collected from 1060 households in Mazar-i-
Sharif city from May-July 2021. Further, the FGT measures of poverty and “Independent t-test” 
are applied to analyse poverty and test the significance of poverty indicators in the two waves.

2. Basic Concept of Poverty

The social sciences have faced difficulties in agreeing to a single definition of poverty due to its 
complex and multi-faceted nature (Chamhuri et al., 2012). Poverty is understood as the inability 
to meet a least level of living (World Bank, 1990). Gass and Adetunmbi (2000) and Raji et al. 
(2006) define poverty as a lack of resources that prevent individuals from achieving a basic level 
of social rights, such as ingress to food, water, shelter and clothing. Additionally, Tirkaso and 
Hess (2015) assessment poverty as an absence of sufficient income to afford the purchase of 
essential goods and services.

Furthermore, according to the traditional perspective, persons who do not have sufficient 
earnings or spending to raise them beyond a sufficient minimal level are measured as poor. 
Poverty line is often used to refer to this threshold. According to this perspective, poverty is 
primarily understood in financial terms. Another way that poverty may indeed be defined is as 
a lack of a particular good or service, such as housing, food, or health. These aspects of poverty 
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are often directly measurable, for instance, by assessing education or food. The capacity of the 
person to operate in society is the emphasis of the widest method to well-being (and poverty). 
Poor individuals often lack essential skills; they may not have enough money or schooling, be in 
poor health, feel helpless, or lack political liberties (World Bank, 2005). For instance, tracking 
achievement toward the Millennium Development Goals is often done using this simple 
monetary approach for measuring poverty (Sanchez-Martinez & Davis, 2014). The concepts of 
poverty given above include a variety of conditions, including absolute poverty, relative poverty, 
and the idea of the poverty line, which is succinctly described as follows.

2.1. Absolute Poverty

Absolute poverty is considered to be an absence of incomes essential to meet one’s basic needs, 
including food, water, shelter, healthcare, education, and other necessities. This type of poverty 
is gauged by a universal baseline that does not take into account others’ incomes or access to 
commodities, and failure to meet the baseline indicates poverty (Eskelinen, 2011). According 
to the United Nations (1995), absolute poverty relies on both income and access to services 
and is defined by extreme deprivation of essential human necessities. This type of poverty is 
more concerning in circumstances where there is a risk of starvation, rather than in areas where 
everyone has the means to provide for themselves (Ruggeri Laderchi et al., 2003).

2.2. Relative Poverty

The level of poverty experienced by a person is dependent upon how it is evaluated in comparison 
to the social norms of the country and culture they live in, and this can change over time (Sanchez-
Martinez & Davis, 2014). The relatively poor are individuals whose earnings are lesser than those 
of the rest of the population, even if they can obtain an appropriate subsistence level. In other 
words, relative poverty refers to those who are poorer than the rest of the community. Hence, 
the term “relative poverty” refers to the delivery of income and, consequently, the disparity of 
living circumstances within a population (Demeke et al., 2003). Measuring this kind of poverty 
is feasible only for developed countries (Ravallion, 1992). Thus, for least developed countries 
(LDCs), including Afghanistan, where the largest share of its population are living in absolute 
poverty (UNDP, 2021a), the emphasis on relative poverty is not of primary relevance.

2.3. Poverty Line

When measuring poverty in a certain nation and determining the most effective means of 
poverty reduction, one is naturally drawn to a poverty line that is deemed acceptable for that 
country (Hagenaars & de Vos, 1988). The beginning points for examining poverty is poverty 
line (PL), and it is often the most disputed. Methods to calculate the PL significantly impact 
poverty profiles, which are used to formulate poverty alleviation initiatives. PLs provide a variety 
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of functions. According to Ravallion (1992), “the poverty line is the minimum level of income 
deemed adequate in a particular country”.

Moreover, since poverty lines vary greatly across countries, the World Bank sets the international 
poverty line by considering the cost of living for essential food and non-food goods and services 
such as cloth, shelter, education, and health. Therefore, as a result, the United Nations and 
World Bank have chosen per individual poverty line of $1 and $2 per day/person for worldwide 
analyses, however for comparison of poverty inside a country, national poverty line will be 
more appropriate (United Nations, 2005). In July 2020, the Ministry of Economy of Afghanistan 
announced the national poverty line, $2 per person/day (AFN154), which contains food, cloth, 
shelter, healthcare, and education which follows the international poverty line. It means that if a 
person earns less than $2 per day, they identify as poor (Omid, 2020).

3. Measuring Poverty: Income or Expenditure Approach

The extent of poverty is largely ground on income or expenditure, which specify a person’s access 
to goods and services. This has been a focus of a great deal of research, particularly around the 
United Nations’ 2005 report, as it is often used to measure social and economic progress or failure. 
Lekobane and Seleka (2014) have argued that income and consumption are good indicators of 
well-being since they demonstrate a person’s capability to gain the necessities of life.

According to the studies such as Beverly (1999); Mayer (1997); Mayer & Jencks (1989) and 
Rector et al. (1999), the income approach has been acknowledged as a viable tool for capturing 
the financial situation of families. It has also been seen to be advantageous when it comes to 
examining administration and societal well-being policies, such as food stamps, medical aid, 
subsidies, job assistance, and other monetary transfers (Ringen, 1988; Melkamu & Mesfin, 2016). 
The income method could be a good proxy for showing the ability of households to purchase 
basic goods and services because it measures households’ resources, including individual tastes 
and preferences (Ali, 2019). Atkinson (1991) also stated that income is a well proxy for measuring 
living standards, generally difficult to quantify. Income is largely used to measure economic 
deprivation, and it is simpler to account accessible for much bigger samples (Meyer & Sullivan, 
2003).

On the other hand, expenditure is typically a superior predictor of living standards compared 
to income, especially in developing nations (Boskin et al., 1998; Cutler et al., 1991; Fisher et 
al., 2013; Mayer & Jencks, 1993; Slesnick, 2002, 1994). Therefore, the consumption approach 
to measuring poverty is becoming more common (Fox et al., 2015). For instance, data from 88 
developing countries showed that 36 countries used household income surveys, and 52 of them 
employed household expenditure surveys for measuring poverty or welfare (Ravallion, 2001). 
Consumption is thought to be more stable than income, especially in developing countries 
where income can often be subject to seasonal variation. To maintain a consistent level of utility, 
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households will use savings or debt to balance out their spending during years of high and low 
income (Atkinson et al.,1994).

This was supported by McKay & Lawson (2003) and Milanovic (1999). Milanovic (1999) stated 
that collecting income data is more complicated than data on consumption or expenditure of 
households, so the output of expenditure measurement is more accurate than income in transition 
countries. Duclos and Araar (2006) argued that, compared to income, consumption is a much 
better indicator of one’s accomplishments and the ability to meet fundamental requirements. 
Moreover, consumption can be observed, remembered, and measured in a much more accurate 
way than income, and there is less of an issue with underreporting. Furthermore, it is also 
important in understanding the necessity of consumption when it comes to determining poverty 
(Grosh & Glewwe, 2000).

It is shown that each approach has its advantages, and we cannot ignore them so in this article 
poverty indices are measured based on the two approaches to have a better analysis of poverty in 
Mazar-i-Sharif city, Balkh province of Afghanistan.

4. Foster-Greer-Thorbecke (FGT) Measures of Poverty

The most well-known indicators of poverty such as headcount ratio (HCR), poverty gap (PG), 
and poverty gap squared (PGS) indices initially defined by Foster et al. in 1984. All of the indices 
are often used in research (Duniya & Rekwot, 2015) to assess the incidence, depth, and severity 
of poverty respectively in a society (Bellù & Liberati, 2005; United Nations, 2017). The indices 
can be computed based on the income or expenditure approach. So, many scholars such as 
Dharmadasa et al. (2018); Imran et al. (2020); Le et al. (2019); Nahar et al. (2017); Olowa et al. 
(2013); Shroff (2009); and Adams et al. (2008) used per capita household income while Afera 
(2015); de Silva (2008); Etuk et al. (2015); Duniya & Rekwot (2015); Mussa (2014); Ogwumike & 
Akinnibosun (2013); and Oyekale et al. (2012) used per capita household expenditure to capture 
the FGT indicators and measure poverty. The FGT poverty index (Pα) can be broken down to 
show the amount of poverty experienced by various population sub-groups and how much of the 
overall poverty level is due to each sub-group (Borko, 2016). The formula for the FGT measure 
of poverty is as follows:
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z )
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𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

 

The Pα measure of poverty is determined by the values of indices Pα, 
where N is the total population (or sample), M is the number of people living under 
PL, z is the PL, yi is the per capita income or expenditure of the ith household, and 

The Pα measure of poverty is determined by the values of indices Pα, where N is the total 
population (or sample), M is the number of people living under PL, z is the PL, yi is the per capita 
income or expenditure of the ith household, and α is a measure of the sensitivity of the index to 
poverty. With values greater than 0, the measure is decreased when living standards are lower. 
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If α is greater than 1, the greater the poverty, the more the measure is impacted by a decrease in 

living standards. This is considered to be “strictly convex” in incomes, while “weakly convex” is 

applicable to α = 1. The indicator function I has the value of 1 if yi is less than z and 0 if yi is equal 

or greater than z. The Pα class model is described as follows:

P0 = HCR

P1 = PG

P2 = PGS

The equations for the poverty indices are as follows respectively.
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The P1 measures the depth of poverty. It shows that how far the poor is 
from the poverty line.  
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The P2 measures the severity of poverty. The measure puts more weight 
the further a poor person's observed income falls below the poverty line. 

In short, the correlation among the values of the above poverty indices is 
shown in following figure.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 $1=AFN77 

The P0 is the headcount ratio (poverty incidence) that measures poverty rate. If the per capita 

income of the household is less than $2  1 per day/person (AFN154), then the household is 

identified as poor otherwise non-poor.

α is a measure of the sensitivity of the index to poverty. With values greater than 
0, the measure is decreased when living standards are lower. If α is greater than 1, 
the greater the poverty, the more the measure is impacted by a decrease in living 
standards. This is considered to be "strictly convex" in incomes, while "weakly 
convex" is applicable to α = 1. The indicator function I has the value of 1 if yi is 
less than z and 0 if yi is equal or greater than z. The Pα class model is described as 
follows: 

 
P0 = HCR 
P1 = PG 
P2 = PGS 

 
The equations for the poverty indices are as follows respectively.  

 

𝑃𝑃0 =  1
N ∑ ((z − yi

z )
0

∗  I (y𝑖𝑖  <  z)) =  1
𝑁𝑁 ∑ 𝐼𝐼 (𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 < 𝑧𝑧)

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

=  𝑀𝑀
𝑁𝑁  

The P0 is the headcount ratio (poverty incidence) that measures poverty 
rate. If the per capita income of the household is less than $21 per day/person 
(AFN154), then the household is identified as poor otherwise non-poor.  

𝑃𝑃1 =  1
N ∑ ((z − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖

z )
1

∗  I (y𝑖𝑖  <  z))

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

 

The P1 measures the depth of poverty. It shows that how far the poor is 
from the poverty line.  

𝑃𝑃2 =  1
N ∑ ((z − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖

z )
2

∗  I (y𝑖𝑖  <  z))

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

 

The P2 measures the severity of poverty. The measure puts more weight 
the further a poor person's observed income falls below the poverty line. 

In short, the correlation among the values of the above poverty indices is 
shown in following figure.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 $1=AFN77 

The P1 measures the depth of poverty. It shows that how far the poor is from the poverty line.

α is a measure of the sensitivity of the index to poverty. With values greater than 
0, the measure is decreased when living standards are lower. If α is greater than 1, 
the greater the poverty, the more the measure is impacted by a decrease in living 
standards. This is considered to be "strictly convex" in incomes, while "weakly 
convex" is applicable to α = 1. The indicator function I has the value of 1 if yi is 
less than z and 0 if yi is equal or greater than z. The Pα class model is described as 
follows: 

 
P0 = HCR 
P1 = PG 
P2 = PGS 

 
The equations for the poverty indices are as follows respectively.  

 

𝑃𝑃0 =  1
N ∑ ((z − yi

z )
0

∗  I (y𝑖𝑖  <  z)) =  1
𝑁𝑁 ∑ 𝐼𝐼 (𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖 < 𝑧𝑧)

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

=  𝑀𝑀
𝑁𝑁  

The P0 is the headcount ratio (poverty incidence) that measures poverty 
rate. If the per capita income of the household is less than $21 per day/person 
(AFN154), then the household is identified as poor otherwise non-poor.  

𝑃𝑃1 =  1
N ∑ ((z − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖

z )
1

∗  I (y𝑖𝑖  <  z))

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

 

The P1 measures the depth of poverty. It shows that how far the poor is 
from the poverty line.  

𝑃𝑃2 =  1
N ∑ ((z − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖

z )
2

∗  I (y𝑖𝑖  <  z))

𝑀𝑀

𝑖𝑖=1

 

The P2 measures the severity of poverty. The measure puts more weight 
the further a poor person's observed income falls below the poverty line. 

In short, the correlation among the values of the above poverty indices is 
shown in following figure.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 $1=AFN77 

The P2 measures the severity of poverty. The measure puts more weight the further a poor person’s 

observed income falls below the poverty line.

In short, the correlation among the values of the above poverty indices is shown in following 

figure.

1 $1=AFN77



The Extent of Household Poverty in Afghanistan: A Case Study of Mazar-I-Sharif City, Balkh Province (2019/20 and 2020/21)

29

Figure 1: The Relationship Between P0, P1, P2
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Source: United Nations (2017) 
 

5.  Sample Size 

Initially, the study designed a questionnaire to collect data about 
household income and expenditure for the two periods, before the “COVID-19 
pandemic (March 21, 2019-March 20, 2020)” and during the “COVID-19 
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information about their income and expenditure in the two periods at the time of 
the survey. The study intended to survey 1100 households to raise the reliability 
of the result but from the original sample size, 1100 households, 40 households 
were not surveyed because of some problem such as unwillingness to cooperate, 
absence of the head of a family or a man at the house, having moved out, or being 
unavailable at home when the interview was conducted, so it ended up having only 
1060 households.  

6. Sampling Technique and Procedure 

The research used a multi-stage simple random sampling approach to 
pick 1100 houses in the study region, which may be stated as follows: 

1. Mazar-i-Sharif has 12 regions (Nahiyah). So, based on the lottery 
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randomly, which made up a total number of 8 Guzars. 

3. In the third stage, since each area consists of some streets, another 
simple random selection was made, and 7 streets were selected. This made up a 
total number of 56 streets. 

4. The last stage involved a systematic random sampling of 19 or 20 
households from each street, making a total of 275 households for each region 
(Nahiyah). 
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making a total of 275 households for each region (Nahiyah).

The stages of the sampling procedure are shown in figure 2.

Figure 2: Stages of Sampling ProcedureFigure 4.3 Stages of Sampling Procedure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author’s preparation. 
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According to a meeting that was held by the mayor of Mazar-i-Sharif, Abdul Haq Khurami, in 
May 2021, the four selected regions (Nahiyah) allocates more that 25% of the total population of 
the case study (484,492 people) to themselves. So, taking sample from these four regions could be 
a good representative of the total targeted population.

7. Descriptive Analysis

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics of the demographic characteristics’ of 1060 households head. 
The table shows that 88 per cent of the households’ heads were male while around 12 per cent were 
female. Around (47%) of the households’ heads fall above 50-year-old while the rest of the heads fall 
under the productive age group with 10% between the range of 18-28 years old and 44% between 
the range of 29-50 years old. In terms of marital status, a large percentage of the households’ head 
(90 per cent) were married people, followed by singles (6%) and divorced (0.5%) and widows (3.4%).

Regarding the education background, most households’ heads have primary and secondary 
education, lower and upper, with (30%) and (27.5%) respectively. 19.5 per cent with Islamic 
education and 15.5 per cent with university and above, while those who have zero level of education 
is 7.5%. Approximately 38 per cent of the households’ head have elementary occupations, 
professional (14%), manager (1%), plant and machine operators and assemblers (around 9%). 
The rest of the households’ head (38%) has some other occupations. Moreover, it indicates that 37 
per cent and 33 per cent of the households’ head were employed and self-employed, while out of 
the remaining 30 per cent, 6 per cent were unemployed, around 23 per cent were PAF 2, and only 
1 per cent were retired heads. The majority of employed heads work in the private sector (about 
78%), followed by government sectors (20%) and foreign institutions (2%).

2 The sum of the two groups persons seeking work but not immediately available and persons available to work but 
not seeking is called the potential additional labour force (PAF).”
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Households’ Head

Variables
No Remittance Internal 

Remittance
International 
Remittance Both Total

Obs. % Obs. % Obs. % Obs. % Obs. %
Gender
Male 451 97.6 234 75.7 245 87.5 7 77.8 937 88.4
Female 11 2.4 75 24.3 35 12.5 2 22.2 123 11.6
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Age
18-28 29 6.3 31 10.0 34 12.1 0 0.0 94 8.9
29-50 238 51.5 130 42.1 98 35.0 6 66.7 472 44.5
above 50 195 42.2 148 47.9 148 52.9 3 33.3 494 46.6
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.00
Marital Status
Single 25 5.4 21 6.8 18 6.4 0 0.0 64 6.0
Married 425 92.0 271 87.7 252 90.0 7 77.8 955 90.1
Divorced 0 0.0 3 1.0 2 0.7 0 0.0 5 0.5
Separated 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Widowed 12 2.6 14 4.5 8 2.9 2 22.2 36 3.4
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Education
No Education at all 35 7.6 30 9.7 14 5.0 0 0.0 79 7.5
Islamic School 99 21.4 60 19.4 44 15.7 4 44.4 207 19.5
Primary School 113 24.5 93 30.1 112 40.0 2 22.2 320 30.2
Lower and Upper 
Secondary School 140 30.3 79 25.6 69 24.6 3 33.3 291 27.5

University and above 75 16.2 47 15.2 41 14.6 0 0.0 163 15.4
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100
Occupation
Elementary 
occupations 187 40.5 103 33.3 111 39.6 1 11.1 402 37.9

Manager 7 1.5 4 1.3 1 0.4 0 0.0 12 1.1
Professional 69 14.9 38 12.3 40 14.3 1 11.1 148 14.0
Plant and machine 
operators, and 
assemblers

50 10.8 20 6.5 16 5.7 6 66.7 92 8.7

Others 149 32.3 144 46.6 112 40.0 1 11.1 406 38.3
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Status of Employment
Employed 211 45.7 96 31.1 87 31.1 1 11.1 395 37.3
Self-Employed 156 33.8 97 31.4 98 35.0 1 11.1 352 33.2
Unemployed 23 5.0 16 5.2 26 9.3 0 0.0 65 6.1
Retired 4 0.9 2 0.6 1 0.4 0 0.0 7 0.7
PAF 68 14.7 98 31.7 68 24.3 7 77.8 241 22.7
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
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Sector or Institution 
of Employment
Government Sector 41 19.4 22 22.9 16 18.4 1 100.0 80 20.3
Private Sector 166 78.7 71 74.0 70 80.5 0 0.0 307 77.7
Foreign Institution(s) 4 1.9 3 3.1 1 1.1 0 0.0 8 2.0
Total 211 53.4 96 24.3 87 22 1 0.3 395 100.0

Table 2 indicates other related factors, which are also important as far as the characteristics of the 
households’ heads are concerned. As can be seen from the table, 96.5 per cent of the households 
do not have any disabled person in their families, while 3.5 per cent represent having at least one 
disabled person in their family. In terms of households’ structure, it is demonstrated that almost 
half (49%) of the sample size has more females compared to males in their families, while 25 per 
cent of the households have a male majority. In the rest of the households (26%), the number of 
males and females are equal. Interestingly, it is shown that in all categories of the households, the 
number of households with a female majority is greater than the other two groups. Besides, half 
(50%) of the sample size have more than six members in their families, around 41 per cent have 
a family size between the range of 4-6 people, and a low percentage of the sample size (9%) have 
a family size between range of 1-3 people. There is 19 per cent of the sample size have received 
assistance from the ex-government and NGOs since 21 March 2020, while 81 per cent receive 
nothing. Households who received the assistance reported that most of them (81%) received 
non-cash assistance than cash assistance (5%); around 14 per cent of them received both types of 
assistance due to COVID-19.

In addition, non-cash assistances include food and non-food goods such as clothes, coal, and 
wood. So, 70.7 per cent of the assistance’s recipients received food while only 0.5% received non-
food, and the rest (28.9%) received both types of the assistance. In terms of Zakat, 2 out of 1060 
households received the Islamic assistance; however, our country is an Islamic country. Thus, 
the government should have a special look at these Islamic elements, which significantly affects 
poverty reduction in a country. Finally, it represents that around 11 per cent of the households 
take a loan to provide the basic needs while 81 per cent of them do not take a loan for daily needs.

Table 2: Other Important Characteristics of the Households

Variables
No Remittance Internal 

Remittance
International 
Remittance Both Total

Obs. % Obs. % Obs. % Obs. % Obs. %
Disability
Yes 13 2.8 13 4.2 11 3.9 0 0.0 37 3.5
No 449 97.2 296 95.8 269 96.1 9 100.0 1023 96.5
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
HH Formation
Male Majority 97 21.0 101 32.7 68 24.3 3 33.3 269 25.4
Female Majority 227 49.1 155 50.2 131 46.8 2 22.2 515 48.6
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Female = Male 138 29.9 53 17.2 81 28.9 4 44.4 276 26.0
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Household size
1-3 people 22 4.8 34 11.0 37 13.2 0 0.0 93 8.8
4-6 people 178 38.5 130 42.1 120 42.9 3 33.3 431 40.7
above 6 262 56.7 145 46.9 123 43.9 6 66.7 536 50.6
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Received Assist. 
Because of Covid-19
Yes 44 9.5 70 22.7 84 30.0 6 66.7 204 19.2
No 418 90.5 239 77.3 196 70.0 3 33.3 856 80.8
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Type of Assistances
Cash 0 0.0 8 11.4 3 3.6 0 0.0 11 5.4
Non-Cash 41 93.2 49 70.0 69 82.1 6 100.0 165 80.9
Both 3 6.8 13 18.6 12 14.3 0 0.0 28 13.7
Total 44 21.6 70 34.3 84 41.2 6 2.9 204 100.0
Type of non-cash 
assistance(s)
Food 35 79.5 50 71.4 58 69.0 1 16.7 144 70.6
Non-food 1 2.3 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 0.5
Both 8 18.2 18 25.7 28 33.3 5 83.3 59 28.9
Total 44 21.6 70 34.3 84 41.2 6 2.9 204 100
Received Zakat
Yes 1 0.2 1 0.3 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 0.2
No 461 99.8 308 99.7 280 100.0 9 100.0 1058 99.8
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0
Taking loan for 
basic needs
Yes 38 8.2 41 13.3 35 12.5 0 0.0 114 10.8
No 424 91.8 268 86.7 245 87.5 9 100.0 946 89.2
Total 462 43.6 309 29.2 280 26.4 9 0.8 1060 100.0

8. Result and Discussion

Table 3 shows the means of poverty indices based on income and expenditure approaches for the 
two periods, 2019/20 and 2020/21. First, based on income approach, the result indicates that about 
70% of the household are below the poverty line of $60 per month/person (AFN 4620) before 
the pandemic time. In contrast, the rate has increased to 77% during the pandemic time which 
shows a 7% increase in the headcount ratio. In terms of poverty gap, the finding demonstrates 
that, before the pandemic, the PG estimated to be 24% while during the pandemic time the PG 
increased by 4.5%. The severity of poverty is calculated 11% in the period of 2019/20 while in the 
next period, 2020/21, the severity of poverty increased to 13%.
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On the other hand, based on expenditure approach, the table represents that the headcount ratio 
was about 76% in wave 1 while the rate increased to around 88% in wave 2. The poverty gap is 
estimated to be around 25% before the pandemic and 34% during the pandemic, which shows a 
9% increase. In addition, the squared of poverty gap estimated about 11% in the first wave and 
16% in the second wave which shows the inequality among the poor themselves are high as well 
that should be considered in policy making.w

Table 3: Poverty Profile of Mazar-i-Sharif

Mean of Poverty 
Indices

Income Based Approach Expenditure Based Approach

2019/20 
(Pre-C) 2020/21 (D-C) t-test (Pre-C vs 

D-C)
2019/20 
(Pre-C)

2020/21 (D-
C)

t-test (Pre-C vs 
D-C)

HCR 69.6% 77.3% (-3.99)*** 75.7% 87.8% (-7.34)***
PG 24.2% 28.7% (-4.42)*** 24.7% 34.4% (-10.57)***
PGS 11.2% 13.4% (-3.41)*** 10.7% 16.2% (-9.25)***

(***), (**), and (*) represent the level of significance at 1%, 5%, and 10% respectively based on the result of Independent 
t-test.
Note: Pre-C = Pre-COVID-19; and D-C = During-COVID-19.

Figure 3: Household Poverty Indices in Wave 1 Compared to Wave 2 Based on Income and Expenditure 
Approaches
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In short, the findings of the study present that, either use income or expenditure approach, 
poverty indices increased during the pandemic time compared to before the pandemic which is 
clearly shown in figure 3. It means that during the pandemic more households slip into poverty 
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compared to pre-pandemic time; the PG and PGS indices also significantly increased in wave 2 
compared to wave 1. Moreover, according to the independent t-test, all changes between wave 1 
and wave 2 poverty indicators are statistically significant.

Figure 4 illustrates the differences between income and expenditure approach. It shows that 
in both periods, 2019/20 and 2020/21, poverty indices are estimated to be greater based on 
expenditure approach compared to income approach. It is because some portion of the household 
income might shift to saving and payment of loan that decrease the household expenditure 
(consumption). In addition, the figure represents that the differences between poverty indices 
based on expenditure approach compared to income approach is more in wave 2 than wave 1 
and it is because during the pandemic households may more interested to shift higher portion 
of their income into saving to use it later in urgent time. Therefore, we can conclude that since 
households may save more during the pandemic, it is better to measures poverty indices based on 
income approach rather than expenditure.

Figure 4: Comparison of Income and Expenditure Approach

9. Conclusion

Poverty has been a significant obstacle for the Afghan administration for quite some time. As a 
result, most of the population severely suffer from this phenomenon. In this study, we measured 
poverty indices based on two approaches, income and expenditure, in two different periods, 
before COVID-19 and During COVID-19, for provincial capital of Balkh province, Mazar-i-
Sharif city. Overall, the findings indicate that poverty is a serious issue in Mazar-i-Sharif city 
and almost two third of its population are below the poverty line in each period. In addition, it 
is found that either use income or expenditure approach, the poverty indices are estimated to be 
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high during the pandemic compared to pre-pandemic time. During the pandemic not only, more 
households fell into poverty but also the depth and severity of poverty among poor households 
also relatively increased. Furthermore, the result shows that poverty indices are estimated to 
be greater based on expenditure approach than income, and especially during the pandemic. 
Hence, it is matter whether use income or expenditure approach in measuring poverty indicators, 
particularly during the pandemic or other economic shock.

Besides, the main reason for poverty in Afghanistan is poor governance. Because for the last two 
decades a significant amount of money ($77 billion) was injected in the country through Official 
Development Aid (ODA) and around $2 billion was inflowed between 2002-2019 through FDI 
to develop the economy, but still, millions of people are suffering economically. So, it shows that 
the Afghan government did not achieve well, particularly in terms of poverty. Thus, the current 
study suggests that to reduce poverty rate in the country, Afghan government should focus on 
how to make a good governance and reduce corruption, economic and political instability to 
enhance the growth.
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