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Preface 
Having lived and worked in Afghanistan, more or less permanently, since 2010 has inevitably 

shaped my view of this part of the world, the Afghan population and the incredibly difficult 

circumstances they have to deal with on a daily basis. 

It was clear from the very beginning that I wanted this thesis to focus on the situation for 

entrepreneurs and smaller businesses in Afghanistan. An area that is largely unexplored and 

obscured by larger macroeconomic studies which shape the context as well as the general 

insecurity debate. Although life in Kabul is difficult and contains many risks, the Afghan 

population persevere and sometimes even thrive. Aiming to find deeper understanding and learn 

what drives some of the remarkable entrepreneurs of Kabul has created both motivation and 

humbleness. 

This research project would not have been possible without the assistance of Syed Musarat Shah 

Sadat, Alex Orlowski and the individuals I interviewed. Finally, my warmest gratitude and love 

goes out to my wife who has constantly provided the necessary inspiration for me to finalise this 

project.  

دارد راه خود سر هم باز باشد بلند قدر هر کوه  

[koh har qadar boland bashad baaz ham sar e khod rah darad] 

“There is a road to the top of even the highest mountain” 

 

 

 

……………………. 

Mikael Thorson 

Kabul, 2016-05-22 
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Abstract 
Title: Business on the Border of Breakdown: An Interdisciplinary Study of Entrepreneurs in Kabul, 

Afghanistan. 

Date: 2016-05-22 

Level: Bachelor Thesis in Business Administration, 15 ECTS 

Author: Mikael Thorson 

Supervisor: Klaus Solberg Søilen 

Keywords: Afghanistan, Entrepreneurs, Risk, Resilience, Self-Efficacy, Corruption, Force System 

Purpose: To reate additional understanding about Kabul-based entrepreneurs and how they 

operate under adverse conditions. 

Method: A qualitative study with data gathered from fifteen interviews with Kabul-based 

entrepreneurs  

Conclusions: Afghanistan has experienced a civil war since the last three decades that has caused 

enormous damages to infrastructure and incredible human suffering. Insecurity is not only from 

terrorists, many Afghans rank political gridlock and deeply rooted corruption as worse. A model 

by Bullough et al. provides risk perception, resilience and self-efficacy as determinants for 

entrepreneurial intentions. The study aggregates resilience and self-efficacy into a psychological 

perspective that, together with a non-monolithic perspective on risk, generates a new model of 

forces. Vectors illustrate how these forces can balance each other out. The result is a useful model 

to detail entrepreneurship under the adverse conditions in Kabul, where entrepreneurs experience 

kidnapping as their primary personal risk while administrative threats related to corruption, 

informality and poor governance are seen to carry an almost equal amount of risk. 
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Sammanfattning 
Titel: Business on the Border of Breakdown: An Interdisciplinary Study of Entrepreneurs in Kabul, 

Afghanistan. 

Datum: 2016-05-22 

Nivå: Kandidatuppsats i företagsekonomi, 15 poäng 

Författare: Mikael Thorson 

Handledare: Klaus Solberg Søilen 

Nyckelord: Afghanistan, entreprenörer, risk, motståndskraft, tilltro, korruption 

Syfte: Att undersöka afghanska entreprenörers upplevda riskexponering och hur de klarar av 

motgångar. 

Metod: En kvalitativstudie utifrån femton intervjuer med entreprenörer i Kabul. 

Slutsatser: Under de tre senaste decennierna har Afghanistan befunnit sig i inbördeskrig som 

orsakat stora skador på infrastruktur och enormt mänskligt lidande. Osäkerheten kommer inte 

bara från terrorism eftersom många afghaner anser att det politiska dödläget och djupt rotad 

korruption är värre hot än terrorattackerna. I Bullough m.fl. finns en modell kring ”Danger Zone 

Entrepreneurs" som visar på att riskuppfattning, motståndskraft och tilltro på egen förmåga är 

faktorer som bestämmer om en individ har avsikt att bli entreprenör. Den här studien betraktar 

motståndskraft och tilltro till egen förmåga ur ett psykologiskt perspektiv som tillsammans med ett 

detaljerat riskperspektiv bildar en ny kraftsystemsmodell. Vektorer illustrerar hur dessa krafter 

kan balansera ut varandra. Resultaten är en användbar modell på entreprenörskap under de 

ogynnsamma förhållanden som råder i Kabul, där kidnappning upplevs som farligast medan 

korruption, avsaknad av regler och dålig styrning anses nästan lika riskfyllt. 
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Introduction 
Afghanistan has been engaged in a state of civil war since the last three decades. Two months after 

the Al-Qaeda terrorist attacks in New York on 9/11 in 2001, a United Nations (UN) supported 

coalition, led by the U.S. initiated a military campaign to remove the terror network from the 

sanctuary it had enjoyed in Afghanistan’s border areas with Pakistan (Basam, 2015). This soon 

meant an end to the Taliban regime and the start of an ongoing, unprecedented international 

engagement to secure and rebuild the war torn country. Since then the insurgency has been in 

constant clashes with both international military troops as well as with the Afghan National 

Security Forces (ANSF). The recent surfacing of the Islamic State, or Daesh, consisting mainly of 

disgruntled ex-Taliban members attracted by the ISIS global ‘brand name’, has caused both the 

international community as well as Afghans to be seriously concerned about the future (Pajhwok 

Afghan News, 2016). 

The conflicts in Afghanistan from 2001 until 2015 has led to the death of approximately 26,000 

civilians and caused enormous damages to Afghan infrastructure (Watson Institute, 2015). There is 

no sign of these casualties to decline anytime soon. The United Nations Assistance Mission to 

Afghanistan (UNAMA), has documented a 2% increase, to almost 2,000 civilians killed by ground 

engagements, improvised explosive devices (IED), and various suicide attacks as well as 

assassinations, in the first quarter of 2016 compared to the same period 2015 (UNAMA, 2016). 

With the number of conflict-related civilian deaths rising, insecurity continues to pose a significant 

risk for private investment, public service delivery, economic growth and poverty “by damaging 

human capital, constraining productive economic activities, increasing social unrest, promoting 

unequal access to basic services, and increasing political instability” (UNAMA, 2016; World Bank, 

2014, 2015a, 2016). 

Insecurity is not only caused by the physical risks present in Afghanistan. Many Afghans rank the 

problems of the political gridlock and deeply rooted corruption as worse than the threat of terror 

attacks (Cusak & Malmstrom, 2010; Kabul Times, 2016; Scherer, 2015). In 2015, Thomas Scherer 

conducted interviews with Afghan business owners about violence as an explanation for its 

economic problems. The conversations often became focused on the current government; talking 

about problematic experiences with everything from corruption, taxation to ineffective 

bureaucracy. “These administrative problems, they explained, have a greater daily impact on 

business and the economy than do attacks by the Taliban and their allies” (Scherer, 2015). 
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The Afghan Government is feudal in nature and provides very little in terms of social security, rule 

of law, respect for human rights, stable economy, and transparent decision making (Nijat, 2014). A 

common view is that Afghanistan is in dire need of good governance and less of the omnipresent 

lack of system regulation, known as a condition of informality (Kabul Times, 2015; Nijat, 2014; 

Schütte, 2009; Sherzai, 2012). 

Afghanistan is placed at a non-desirable absolute bottom ranking in several country indices. It is in 

place 183 out of 187 on the World Bank’s Doing Business Index (World Bank, 2014) and 166 out of 

168 in the Transparency International’s Corruptions Perceptions Index (Transparency 

International, 2015). Unfortunately, the only country ranking where Afghanistan is close to being at 

the top is on the Institute for Economics and Peace’s Global Terrorism Index where it is runner up, 

in second place behind Iraq (IEP, 2015). 

The troublesome security situation is taking its toll on Afghanistan’s economy. Afghanistan has 

experienced a decline in growth, from an average of 9% during 2003-2012 to 3.7% in 2013 and 2% 

in 2014, while inflation and unemployment rates remain high (World Bank, 2015b). This stagflation 

is the result of a protracted political transition in 2014, from the administration of President Hamid 

Karzai to President Mohammad Ashraf Ghani, fuelled by a slow pace of reforms that reduce 

investor and consumer confidence in the economy (World Bank, 2015b). The World Bank notes that 

international donors and initiatives are starting to withdraw from the country claiming the “lack of 

security to be the most important constraint for private investment in Afghanistan” (World Bank, 

2015a, 2015b). 

A recent topic in the public debate on Afghanistan has been its widespread, or systemic, 

corruption. The debate commenced when John F. Sopko, the Inspector General of the U.S. Office of 

the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), published a series of (self)-

critical reports (SIGAR, 2016). The situation was aggravated when UK Prime Minister David 

Cameron singled out Afghanistan together with Nigeria as “possible the two most corrupt 

countries in the world” (BBC, 2016). The Afghan Government quickly rebutted and called Mr 

Cameron’s accusation “unfair” (BBC, 2016). However, President Ghani an accomplished scholar 

and technocrat from the World Bank, later acknowledged, during the 2016 London Anti-

Corruption summit, that indeed his country “is one of the most corrupt countries on Earth” (BBC, 

2016). Corruption in Afghanistan is nothing unique for President Ghani’s administration. Rampant 

corruption, as well as nepotism, existence of a criminal mafia and a proliferating drug trade was 

also present under the previous administration of President Karzai (Basam, 2015). 

Corruption alone is a serious problem to tackle for any state, much depending on the established 

links between corruption and insecurity (Kaufmann, 2004). In her book, Sarah Chayes describes 
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how many years of service in various postings throughout Afghanistan have shaped her opinion 

on the state of the Afghan nation. Ms Chayes is very frank in her verdict, claiming that Afghanistan 

suffers from a kleptocratic1 government that provokes civil unrest as well as violent extremism 

(Chayes, 2015). 

In 2015, 180,000 Afghans emigrated since they saw no viable future in the country anymore (Yalda 

Hakim, 2016). This exodus, of primarily young men, represents such a substantial drain of 

resources that President Ghani appealed to its citizens that they should stay at home and 

participate in building up the country instead of leaving (AAN, 2016b; Yalda Hakim, 2016). Maybe, 

the future for some Afghans is to develop the Afghan private sector rather than risking their lives 

on perilous journeys across land and sea to pursue their entrepreneurial intentions in foreign 

countries (Parvaz, 2016). 

Behind the insecurity and the poor governance there are glimpses of hope and faith in the power of 

the Afghan private sector to “be an engine of growth, jobs, goods, services and tax revenue, while 

growing a class of people with a vested interest in stability and order” (Cusak & Malmstrom, 2010). 

There are many entrepreneurs in Afghanistan, and indications that even more Afghans harbour 

entrepreneurial intentions to create a livelihood for them and their families (Farooq & Khan, 2013). 

But, this is a highly volatile business environment with many uncertainties. Therefore, it is 

understandable that Mohammad Bashir Dudyal, a Kabul-based economics lecturer states that “the 

courage displayed by business owners in Afghanistan is admirable” (Ekhtyar, 2013). This thesis 

will examine this courageous group of entrepreneurs, what makes some of them stay and adapt 

while others succumb or decide to move their money and business abroad (Peel, 2014). 

                                                           

1 Kleptocracy refers to government by those who seek chiefly status and personal gain at the expense of the governed 

(Merriam-Webster, 2016) 
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A group of local citizens surveying the damages done to their shops and houses from a huge truck bomb that detonated in a 

densly popoluated area of Kabul, in the early morning of 7th August 2015, killing more than a dozen civilians and injuring 

several hundreds more. Source: http://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-kabul-bomb-attack/27175490.html 

Background 

The idea of a potential research project with a ground level perspective on business owners in 

Kabul was conceived in 2013 when the author worked at the Swedish Embassy in Afghanistan. 

Kabul was at that time facing an upcoming presidential election in 2014 as well as the withdrawal 

of NATO International Security and Assistance Forces mission, both events likely to severely 

disturb security and political stability. It was difficult not to think about the local business owners 

and how they actually conduct businesses facing such uncertain and adverse conditions?  

Purpose 

There is very little academic research done about Afghan entrepreneurs apart from occasional 

reports published the Afghan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU), an independent research 

organisation and The Afghanistan Analysts Network (AAN) another independent non-profit 

policy research organisation, both based in Kabul. The rest are mostly covered in macroeconomic 

studies as part of aggregated data presented as private sector activity (World Bank, 2014, 2016). 
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The purpose of this study is to create additional understanding about Kabul-based entrepreneurs 

and how they operate under adverse conditions. Hopefully, this study will also put prior 

quantitative research into perspective, and allow for a better understanding of the individuals in 

focus. Any insights will therefore not only be useful for the academic community, but also to the 

Afghan Government, and Afghan entrepreneurs in general. There are other potential recipients 

since Afghanistan’s problem is not only contained inside its borders. Another group that could 

benefit is international decision makers that oversee and control funding for the internationally 

funded programmes and initiatives for good governance and private sector development. 

Research Problem 

The research problem for this thesis is how Afghan entrepreneurs perceive risk exposure and how 

they persevere under adversity. Living in Afghanistan, facing extremely insecure and informality 

(a lack of regulations as well as compliance) presents many problems. Several studies have 

revealed that individual adaptability and flexibility together with a capability to cope under 

adversity are necessary personal qualities in order to cope (Bader & Berg, 2014; Branzei & 

Abdelnour, 2010; Bullough, Renko, & Myatt, 2014; Kaufmann, 2004; Lammers, Willebrands, & 

Hartog, 2010; Willebrands, Lammers, & Hartog, 2012).  

The primary objective, due to the relation between poor governance and insecurity, is to examine 

how entrepreneurs are exposed to both physical as well as administrative risks. The reason for this 

is that while many models with economics and especially business mentions macro factors and 

how the firm is affected by its environment, the concept of business-oriented risk most often 

neglects to include the individual in focus, the entrepreneur. An additional objective is to examine 

personal traits of the entrepreneurs, since research indicates that doing business in a danger zone is 

related to possessing personal resilience and self-efficacy, two well-known psychological concepts 

(Bullough et al., 2014). The thesis objectives will be achieved using an inductive approach, opening 

up for either discovery or modification of knowledge based on the empirical findings.  

Research Questions 

The research problem is broken down into the following three research questions: 

1. How do Kabul-based entrepreneurs perceive exposure to physical and administrative 

risks? 

2. In what way is resilience demonstrated by Kabul-based entrepreneurs? 

3. In what way is self-efficacy demonstrated by Kabul-based entrepreneurs? 
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Definitions 

The term entrepreneur and business owner will be used interchangeably as synonyms. This is a 

deliberate choice over the non-gender neutral term businessman since the selected sample of 

participants includes two female entrepreneurs. 

An entrepreneur is "a person who organizes and manages any enterprise, especially a business, 

usually with considerable initiative and risk” (Tobak, 2015). To generalise, this describes a person 

engaged in a self-employed income-generating activity. In order to adjust for Afghan 

circumstances, the notion of an enterprise is not adhered to strictly. Thus, participants were not 

required to control a legal entity. In Afghanistan, the concept of business licensing and 

incorporation is neither always practical nor always mandatory since the border between 

formalised business activities and sole proprietorship is often vague (Schütte, 2009). The criterion, 

however, was that these individuals generate a substantial part of their income in a non-salaried 

manner and that they control their own business activities, including the responsibility for its 

success and/or failure. 

Disposition 

The thesis is divided into six chapters: 

1. Introduction - provides the reason for the study, the background to the research problem, 

defines the research questions. Key definitions and structure of the thesis is also provided. 

2. Methodology - provides an overview of the research methods and scientific approach 

used. Details of participants and analysis of the suitability of the sample are included. 

3. Theory – provides the theoretical base for the study, highlighting key contributing 

theoretical constructs and ideas that constitutes the building blocks of a conceptual 

theoretical framework. 

4. Empirical Framework - main chapter that discusses and analyses the results from the 

interviews. 

5. Conclusions - provides the final concluding thoughts on how well the research questions 

were answered, the applicability of the theoretical base to the empirical findings as well as 

the usability of the research methodology. 

6. Appendices and References - lists various sources building up the thesis as well as 

supporting documentation. 
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Methodology 
This chapter describes the research method and design used for the study, presents the research problem and 

discusses the selection of participants in the study. There is also an overview of the literature and existing 

research that forms the relevant academic body of knowledge in this domain. 

This study uses an inductive approach to seek an understanding and draw insights by conducting 

a qualitative study, using semi structured interviews. The empirical part consists of a series of 

fifteen semi-structured interviews with entrepreneurs in Kabul. The interviews were conducted 

between August 2015 and April 2016. 

Prior Understanding 

The author has since 2010 served in various military, diplomatic and international missions 

throughout Afghanistan. Over these years, many hours have been spent with Afghans, in offices, 

factories, workshops, shops and while walking in the streets. The author has spent an extended 

period in Afghanistan, enduring several stressors, observing, and interacting form the author’s 

lived experience. This very deep and personal experience forms a vital part of prior understanding 

for this study. It is incorporated not only in the reason for selecting the current research topic, but 

also into the analysis process and discussion of the results. 

Having conducted longitudinal observations of actual business practices in Kabul could be 

considered to constitute an element of ethnography, or a research methodology called 

participatory observation, where the researcher spends time ‘in the field’ to gain unique insights 

into complex phenomena that is difficult to observe during shorter studies (Fangen & Sellerberg, 

2011). Although not formally a part of the research for this study, this element was nevertheless 

used to widen the author’s understanding of the answers provided as well as to provide context 

during the analysis; something that is necessary to assess any statement or answer from 

interviewees that indirectly relates to a shared understanding of the cultural and historical frame of 

reference.  

Philosophy of Science and Approach to Research 

The philosophy of science deals with fundamental aspects of science, such as its purpose and its 

sometimes elusive relationship to ‘truth’. Research philosophies underpin how researchers view 

the world. There are two main branches of research philosophy, hermeneutics and positivism, 

where hermeneutics are based in social science and is aiming at providing an understanding or the 
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meaning behind a phenomenon (Gardner, 2011). Positivism has a scientific approach and descends 

from mathematics and demands that an assertion must be scientifically verified or provable. 

In addition, researchers also need to select a strategy or approach for formulating theories 

(Jacobsen & Sandin, 2002). The choice normally stands between the inductive and deductive 

approach, meaning that theories are either derived from observations (induction) or the world is 

understood using a predefined theory (deduction) (Jacobsen & Sandin, 2002; Trochim, 2006). Many 

researchers argue that such a choice represents too much of a dichotomy, and benefits can be 

achieved from combined approaches. The use of combinatory methods are referred to as abduction 

(Fangen & Sellerberg, 2011), pragmatic approach (Jacobsen & Sandin, 2002) or grounded theory 

(Wästerfors & Sjöberg, 2008).  

This study embraces not only hermeneutics, but also the pragmatic approach of being open to a 

combination of deduction and induction. Initially, literature studies of prior research were 

conducted and the main sources were found in scientific databases. These sources provided an 

overview and guidance in articulating the research problem and the research questions. It became 

apparent that there are mostly quantitative studies conducted on Afghanistan, especially when it 

comes to private sector activities. Very few researchers seemed to have, at least not for any 

extended period since the start of the civil war, actually visited Afghanistan. The main reason that 

prevents people from coming to Afghanistan is the security restrictions on how internationals can 

move inside the country. If they do conduct a field visit, researchers normally conduct surveys 

using local staff, meaning that they seldom interact with any respondents ‘face to face’.  

For Afghanistan studies, quantitative research is the favoured method, possibly because it provides 

‘harder’ facts that lends itself to statistical analysis, graphs and tables that serve as easily digested 

input for political and strategic decision making (Jacobsen & Sandin, 2002). 

The lack in qualitative studies further reinforced the intention to conduct semi-structured 

interviews in order to understand and gain insights. The outcome of such a research will 

complement existing quantitative studies and assist in describing other perspectives of Afghan 

entrepreneurs and their current business environment in this conflict ridden country. 

Research Design 

After selecting the approach and research method, the next step was to operationalise the research 

questions. Operationalising means going from a wider-stated problem, through the research 

question(s), down to precise questions used to extract or facilitate data gathering (Jacobsen & 

Sandin, 2002). 
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Initial studies and prior understanding, provided theory candidates that gravitated around risk 

management, risk perception and risk mitigation (Boholm, 2015; Caplan, 2000; Dobbie & Brown, 

2014; Luhmann, 2005). While discussing the research problem, with both internationals and 

Afghans, and while conducting pre-study interviews, it became apparent that the initial theories 

were not enough on their own to provide a complete or adequate explanation to the research 

problem. The method of testing assumptions about the reality using an initial contact with the 

‘field’ is a recommended approach when a researcher wants to develop relevant research questions 

and gain better understanding of the field of study (Halvorsen & Andersson, 1992). 

Conducting business in the borderland of conflict and outright war, where the Afghan government 

is not able to provide security or assistance to its population is compounding the risks faced by 

local business owners. These individuals not only face threats from terrorists, the government is 

also part of their problem, since it is either absent, dysfunctional, or corrupt (Scherer, 2015). When 

provided with this insight, from the interviews, it required incorporation of theories on informal 

economies and systemic corruption. After conducting further analysis of the material, it brought on 

additional theory candidates from the domains of psychology, social sciences, and human 

resources to better explain the complex dynamics of doing business in Afghanistan. 

As mentioned before, this study is conducted according to the inductive bottom-up method, going 

from observations to theories derived from empirical findings (Trochim, 2006). Therefore, the 

interview guide includes a broad range of questions to not limit the data collection around 

preconceived ideas or unarticulated hypothesis. Such limitations could have hampered discovery 

in later stages and prevented forming or adding theories to the initial foundation. This concept, 

aimed at developing new or altered theoretical models based from empirical data, is called 

grounded theory and stems from sociological research traditions of symbolic interactions as used 

by Anselm Strauss and Barney Glaser (Wästerfors & Sjöberg, 2008). Using grounded theory came 

after analysing the existing body of knowledge and its lack of suitable models that could explain 

the findings that started to emerge from the interviews. The ultimate goal of a successful use of 

grounded theory is also well aligned with the objectives of this study i.e. develop additional 

understanding and being able to contribute back to the research community with a new or 

modified theory rather than solely proving or testing existing theoretical foundations.  

To ensure that the interview questions covered enough topics, the 36 questions (see appendix A) 

were divided into themes. The literature studies had revealed a number of themes with bearing on 

how local entrepreneurs operates in Afghanistan (Branzei & Abdelnour, 2010; Bullough et al., 2014; 

Farooq & Khan, 2013). The themes derived from the study by Bullough et al., are risk perception, 

self-efficacy and resilience. 
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Based on personal experiences and input from people in the ‘field’, the concepts of good 

governance and corruption were included. Therefore, the final interview guide included questions 

about informality, which is an academic term to describe the lack of structures in a system, most 

often referring to a government or economic system and includes the notion of corruption and 

‘grey economies’ (Flodman Becker, 2004; Hart, 1985; Schütte, 2009). 

The rest of the questions were generic and designed to encourage open discussions that could lead 

in any direction that the informant felt was important for him or her. This design allowed the 

interviews to provide a varied and broad input to support the initial theoretical understanding, 

while still providing sufficient information for refining or providing additions of the theoretical 

framework, as called for in the grounded theory method (Wästerfors & Sjöberg, 2008). 

Since the study is based on interviews and thus qualitative, a conscious decision was made to 

combine the empirical results that would not be merited by a stand-alone discussion, with an 

interwoven analysis into a complete empirical framework section. This method of contextualising 

the empirical findings together with an analysis also helps to clearly underpin the foundations laid 

out as basis for the modified theoretical model.  

Selection of Participants 

In order to select suitable informants, the snowball method was used. The snowball method has 

been used successfully in other studies of either existing entrepreneurs or Afghans expressing 

intentions to become entrepreneurs (Bullough & Renko, 2013; Bullough et al., 2014; Cusak & 

Malmstrom, 2010). The reason for snowball selection to be successful in Afghanistan, according to 

these studies, is that Afghans are sometimes weary or unwilling of being contacted by strangers, 

without a proper introduction by a trusted intermediary. The snowball method ensures that the 

researcher is introduced via this trustworthy connection that can vouch for the researcher(s) being 

legit as well as explaining the purpose of the study. 

To initiate the snowballing, an initial contact was made with the British Embassy in Kabul. The 

criteria for selecting participants were, apart from the obvious criteria of being entrepreneurs and 

willing to participate: 

 They should operate fairly mature and stable businesses since they are more likely to have 

experienced and dealt with risks longer then start-ups. 

 Ideally, they should also be none sole-proprietorships, since adding the element of having 

employees and thus have ‘duty of care’ compound the risk situation and will provide 

additional insights for this study. 
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The initial ambition was to select individuals that spoke English to avoid using an interpreter. 

However, this soon proved too restrictive in the selection process. It would also present the 

obvious risk that the selection included only ‘westernised’ Afghans that are not representative of 

the larger population of Kabul-based business owners. To increase the reach of the selection 

process, interviewees were asked to suggest other persons to include in the study, since this has 

been proven a successful method to reach outside of the circle of ‘vetted’ Afghans that regularly 

interacts with the international community in Kabul (Bullough et al., 2014). 

In order to protect the participant’s anonymity a code letter is used when referencing or quoting 

them. The table below lists the 15 participants that participated in the study. A further analysis of 

how well these persons represent the wider business community follows below. However, since 

the study is purely qualitative and describe these individuals in a maybe unique situation, any 

reliable generalising of the results will not be possible. 

List of Participants 

 Age Gender Origin Education Line of Business 

A 44 Male Kandahar 12th grade Import of motor oil, scrap metal, 

etc. Import-Export 

B 28 Male Wardak 12th grade Construction and real estate 

C 42 Female Kabul Master’s degree Weaving, handicraft, tailor 

D 28 Male Wardak 12th grade plus 2 years medical 

training 

Owner of a clinic and laboratory 

E 40 Male Farah Primary Importing construction tools and 

machinery 

F 40 Male Kabul Islamic Study University Cleaning Material 

G 28 Male Khost Diploma in Political Law Construction company, media 

support company 

H 36 Male Kabul 12th grade Tailor 

I 45 Female Kapisa Diploma in Economics and 

Business Management 

Tailor, marketing for electronics 

J 38 Male Paktika 12th grade Construction Company and 

distribution of paint 

K 43 Male Balkh BA Computer Engineering Security Industry 
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L 45 Male Kabul 12th grade Optician 

M 35 Male Kabul 12th grade plus optical training Eye glasses and contact lenses 

N 42 Male Paktia 12th grade Construction company 

O 24 Male Nangarhar Law studies Refrigerators 

Table 1, overview of participants 

Analysis of Participants 

The businesses represented by the participants are four construction companies, three tailors, two 

import businesses and the rest covers other sectors. The construction business has been one of the 

larger businesses in Kabul ever since the international community intervened after the fall of the 

Taliban in 2001 (World Bank, 2015b). Many building projects were started to establish various 

camps and bases. In itself, the presence of a large international security force contributed to an 

inflated construction sector (SIGAR, 2016). There were also several rebuilding and development 

efforts channelled through the NATO Provincial Reconstruction Teams that were meant to 

development certain sectors or provinces (SIGAR, 2016). 

Gender Analysis 

Two of the fifteen participants were female entrepreneurs. This low number is primarily related to 

notorious problems in Afghanistan when trying to meet with women. The Afghan woman exists in 

a deeply gendered society that is very restricting and oppressed by the patriarchy and thus 

sensitive to cultural issues (Echavez & Miller, 2016; Khinjani, 2012). First, even progressive Afghan 

women hardly ever meet unrelated men without a male chaperon present. Second, there are 

simply not that many females that own and operate a business, outside of contributing to the 

family income by having beauty salons, hair dressing, doing minor handicraft and selling produce 

most of this done from home (Khinjani, 2012). 

The current numbers of female business owners in Afghanistan is hard to identify in any official 

data or authoritative sources. Although, a study from 2013 claims that “more than ever before, an 

unprecedented number of Afghan women are participating in the formal private sector economy 

as entrepreneurs, business owners, and employees” (Butler & McGuinness, 2013). Another study 

points to the fact that “out of 7,000 Afghan companies in its national database only 242 are owned 

by women” (McPherson, 2012). This translates to about 3.5% of Afghan businesses are owned by 

women or roughly in every twenty-eight. Compared to that number, this study has an 

overrepresentation of women by a factor of four, since the ratio in this sample is two to fifteen. 

However, the whole sample is small and for practical reasons two female participants must be 
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considered in line with the national baseline as well conforming with the political ambition to grow 

the number of Afghan female business owners (McPherson, 2012). 

Ethnic Analysis 

It is understood that accurate reporting on Afghanistan requires a careful analysis factoring in 

ethnic origins (Roehrs, 2014). Afghanistan is divided into ethnic groups as well as tribes and sub 

tribes. The largest ethnic groups are Pashtuns, Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazaras (Roehrs, 2014). 

However, it must be clearly stated that within these ethnic groups many disparities exist and they 

are not homogenous. It is common that various ethnic groups populate certain regions or 

provinces. To get a better distribution along ethnic groups, it is therefore important to select 

participants that originate from different provinces. Nine participants come from other provinces 

than Kabul, out of a total of 34 provinces in Afghanistan (for a map of provinces in Afghanistan 

please see appendix B). Given the limited number in the sample, this represents a fair distribution 

over the ethnic groups and regions to include the most significant variances in regional and ethnic 

perspectives. 

Conduct of Interviews  

This thesis was written, while the author worked at an international organisation present in Kabul. 

Due to the security restrictions and limited freedom of movement, the interviews had to be 

conducted in the author’s secure living compound. A heavily protected compound is normally the 

only environment secure enough for foreigners to live and work while staying in Kabul. This 

meant that the interviews had to be arranged on Fridays, the Afghan day off, when both the 

participants and the author were free from their other duties. 

Since the author neither speaks fluent Dari nor Pashto, the two main languages of Afghanistan, an 

interpreter was present during the interviews. Working with an interpreter presents its own 

challenges, since it deprives the interviewer from the nuances and subtleties of a free discussion. In 

this case, the interpreter had worked with the author before and the skills of the interpreter to 

provide accurate interpretation had already been tested. Prior to commencing the interviews, the 

author and the interpreter conducted a series of meetings and discussions on the background of 

the study. The purpose was to make sure the interviewing side was coordinated. An added benefit 

of this approach is that is allows for the interpreter to prepare certain vocabulary and to better 

understand questions and answers in the correct context. 

The actual interviews lasted approximately one to one and a half hour. However, there is a lot of 

formality and protocol surrounding meetings in Afghanistan. It is considered rude not to follow 

certain routines and courtesy measures, such as spending time on social talk, inquiring about 
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family and wellbeing, drinking tea and paying various forms of respect before approaching the 

subject at hand. This meant that each meeting lasted about two to three hours leaving time only for 

a maximum of two interviews each Friday. In many cases, interviews had to be cancelled or 

rearranged on short notice, often the same morning, due to unforeseen security incidents, bad 

weather or poor traffic that prevented interviewee to attend. 

For the sake of clarity and to allow for focused meetings, every interview started with the author 

asking for permission to use the information in the upcoming thesis as well as to record the current 

session for transcript purposes. Even if the interviewees were aware of the topic of the study prior 

to arriving, extra caution was taken to once again explain the purpose of the study, how the data 

will be presented and that they will be anonymous. It was carefully explained that their names will 

not be disclosed in the thesis. This was the single most asked question, originating in a deeply 

rooted concern that any public statement of dissatisfaction with the government or of powerful 

and influential people might have direct security implications. 

After conducting the first two interviews, using the interpreter, it was decided that this method 

severely limited the tempo and flow of the interview. The setup was changed so that the author 

only initiated the interview, by explaining the background, purpose and the security measures 

taken to protect the privacy of the interviewees. After sorting out these issues, the interpreter then 

performed the interview according to the guide in the language preferred by the participant, while 

the author observed and noted parts of the discussion for questions at the end. If a question 

presented a problem, the author was brought into the interview or discussion to clarify or expand 

on the topic so that the questions were fully answered. By the end of the interview the interpreter 

presented a summary which allowed the author to ask more pinpointed questions or hone in to 

certain topics of special interest. This method, using the interpreter more as a research assistant, 

worked out very well and allowed for much fuller answers. By observing the interview, it was 

obvious that both parts acted relaxed and that the information exchange was flowing faster and 

more intensively than while using simultaneous interpretation.  

After each interview, the interpreter brought the audio recording home and made a transcription 

as well as an English translation, which normally took him about three to five days to complete. As 

can be observed in some quotes, the use of English is somewhat lacking. The author has 

deliberately chosen not to correct the translations to preserve the authenticity. The way Afghans 

express themselves in English is sometimes indicative of how the think and what they stress as 

important. For those who speak Dari and Pashtu, some use of terms and words will probably make 

more sense since subtleties, proverbs, and terminology easily gets lost in translation. 
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Ethical Considerations 

It was early understood that talking freely about security issues, especially on topics such as 

corruption and mismanagement within the government comes with a large degree of risk. 

Therefore, it was made clear that participation was voluntary and that there will be no use of real 

names in the study. In one case, the participant felt uneasy with the use of an iPhone as recording 

device. This interview was therefore conducted using regular note taking. Any sign of unease was 

taken seriously and no pressure was applied in order to have the participants participate or to 

make them answer questions that they did not want to answer. 

Several of the informants are struggling with their businesses and expressed that they have a hard 

time meeting the cost of living. In order to prevent any wrong expectations, it was made clear 

during the initial approach about participating, that the meeting was unrelated to their regular 

operations of the international organisation where the meetings should be conducted, and only 

referred to a privately conducted academic study. The risk otherwise, is that the business owners 

might get the impression that such a meeting represents a way into a lucrative commercial contract 

or that there will be a monetary outcome from the relationship. 

To curb any risk of distorted answers (‘eager to please syndrome’) no money or reimbursement 

was paid to the participants. It is not an uncommon practice in Afghanistan, when internationals 

meet professionally with local Afghans that they reimburse various expenses such as taxi, lunch or 

phone scratch cards used for setting up the meeting. Since only traditional Afghan hospitality was 

observed, by offering tea and nibbles such as nuts or sweets, the participants were never put in a 

position of feeling at debt or the need to reciprocate. 

Analysis Process 

When using an inductive approach, the researcher makes observations about a situation or 

phenomenon. The analysis process used in this thesis followed a stringent logical process. The 

objective was to bring order into large amounts of unstructured input from transcribed interview 

answers. The number of transcribed pages exceeded well above 100. 

In order to observe any patterns or themes in the answers, a table was constructed for each of the 

analysed questions, 34 in total since two questions were only name and age. Each of these tables 

was populated with the answers from every interview. At the end of each row, a column was 

added for comments allowing reflections to be made on an individual level. Under the table, 

representing a unified perspective, there was a conclusion about the question as a whole. While 

this tabular view allowed for a fast and clear overview on how the answers to each question had 
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been answered, it also provided a convenient way of analysing the questions, both at a granular as 

well as on an aggregated level. Then, the tedious and time consuming task of finding similarities 

amongst the answers was performed using words sentences or even unspoken indications of 

certain views. This analytical method is often referred to as a thematic or cluster analysis using 

semantics, where data is grouped according to the similarities of elements to a central descriptive 

theme or cluster centre (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Even if this method of analysis is often a 

mathematical or computational exercise that is best done with highly structured information, it still 

carries value and merit amongst unstructured data such as text, where the analyst through 

semantics and lexical breakdowns can observe the occurrence of clusters around key topics. 

Thematic analysis has the added advantage of being theoretically-flexible meaning it can be used 

within different frameworks, to answer quite different types of research questions (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). 

The most frequent and obvious themes, keywords, and repeating answers were used in both 

developing the theories as well as input into the empirical framework chapter. By using the now 

emerging key topics, derived out of the actual empirical data, the final selection of the theoretical 

foundations for an adopted conceptual model became much easier. This processes made certain 

that the research was guiding not only by theory, but also from the empirical input from 

interviews, processed through a series of iterations that fine-tuned the theoretical base into an 

expanded conceptual model. In the end it had proven to be very iterative since new additions in 

the theory provided the incentive to re-examine the empirical raw data sheets looking for new 

insights. This was repeated until there was a good fit between the developed theory and the 

empirical framework. 

Validity, Reliability and Confirmability 

This is a qualitative study, which makes it difficult to discuss aspects of validity and reliability. 

Some method experts even argue that such a discussion should only to be reserved for quantitative 

studies (Jacobsen & Sandin, 2002). The issue of validity is addressed, as much as can be done in this 

type of research, by being clear with the use of methodology and how the interviews were 

conducted as well as the analysis process. By being transparent with the method used, its strengths 

and weaknesses, as well as the author’s own position and preconceptions, this thesis can hopefully 

provide a picture where the reader can form his or her own opinion about the validity of the study. 

Reliability is perhaps even more difficult to assess in a qualitative study so the steps taken to 

address this issue has been a clear description of the method, to share the interview guide and 

explain how the selection of participants was made and on what basis. There is of course a risk that 

interviews and the question design do not completely capture the empirical data that best reflects 
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what was meant to be studied. This is however, a more generic problem that is often discussed in 

sociological studies based on qualitative methods (Halvorsen & Andersson, 1992; Jacobsen & 

Sandin, 2002). Since an interpreter was used to facilitate the interviews there is a risk that there 

have been parts of the interviews that got lost in the translation process. This was rectified by 

letting using the interpreter as research assistant to perform interviews in native language, while 

the author acted as interview observer and chairman of the meeting session. While the author is 

not fluent in the language used in the sessions, the understanding is enough to ensure the 

interview were progressing according to the interview guide as well as allowing catching a few 

interesting works or sentences that provoked an end discussion after the formal interview ended. 

Two other safety catches existed to ensure high quality in data collection and the first was trust in 

the interpreter and confidence in his abilities, gained from a long previous period of working 

together with the author. The second is to use a recording device and transcripts, which in this case 

has generated a significant amount of verifiable material. 

The final issue to discuss around quality of the study is conformability, or the ability for the reader 

to get an insight into the actual underlying data used for analysis and conclusions. While the sheer 

amount of transcriptions is not feasible to include in the empirical part, a selection of direct quotes 

has been organised in tables for the reader to be able to accurately judge is the author draws the 

correct conclusions based on empirical data. 

Biases 

The risk for a researcher to carry various biases into the research process is often highlighted when 

discussing research design, methodology and the potential flaws in any study (Jacobsen & Sandin, 

2002). It is probably naive to state that any research that originates from a personal or professional 

interest can be totally free from biases since an interest is a manifestation of an individual’s 

priorities. An important aspect of biases is to accurately present to the reader, where the author 

comes from in terms of prior experiences, any linkages to interests that might have affected the 

analysis and conclusions drawn or if the author is aligned with any specific school of thought that 

influence how the world is perceived e.g. where a feminist acknowledges gender and hierarchies of 

power between the sexes as a lens in which the world should be understood (Tickner, 1992). 

The use of an inductive approach, collaboration between researcher and research assistant, careful 

explanation of the methodology and a transparent access to unfiltered quotes from the interviews 

coupled with a thorough explanation of the researcher’s prior understanding is in this study a 

safeguard against biases that could skew the results. 
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Literature Studies 

A large part of this study was spent studying literature on Afghanistan, business and 

entrepreneurs and how insecurity affects both the micro as well as macroeconomic levels. Using 

relevant search terms, e.g. Afghanistan, risk, entrepreneurs, corruption, risk perception, business, it soon 

became apparent that there is actually very little academic research done on Afghanistan in 

general, and on Afghan entrepreneurs in particular, in any of the scientific databases (Scopus, 

JStor, Web of Science, Google Scholar etc.). This scarcity is somewhat surprising, given the fact that 

Afghanistan has been receiving billions of dollars of various forms of aid since 2001, much of it 

with the ambition of promoting private sector growth (Lutz & Desai, 2015). 

Many studies or reports available are either published by international organisations such as the 

World Bank, the United Nations, and the European Union or by individual nations and their 

respective development agencies. Some are published through non-governmental organisations 

(NGO) working on various projects in Afghanistan. These reports are usually part of annual 

country studies, comparative indices or evaluations of programmes or initiatives, focusing on 

macro-level perspectives, inflation rates, illiteracy, public health, finances and indicators necessary 

for policy making. They are often longitudinal studies to compare measurements and factors over 

time to benchmark against other countries. Even though they are important instruments for 

decision making, these reports neither go into any details on individual businesses, nor are they 

formal studies according to academic standards. 

The articles that contributed to this research came from diverse sources and disciplines such as 

International Business Studies, Social Sciences, Iranian Studies, Entrepreneurship and Risk Studies. 

Below are the studies and works that are influential in this domain and have served as inspiration 

as well as sources when writing this thesis. The table does not represent the full list of works that 

contributed, for such a list please refer to the reference list at the end. This list should be seen as a 

critical overview of important works that have bearing on the research problem. 

Title Author(s) University/Institute Description 

Empirical Analysis of 

Entrepreneurial 

Intentions: A case of 

Kabul Based Business 

Students 

Syed Umar 

Farooq, 

Kalimullah Khan 

Kardan University, Kabul, 

Afghanistan 

This quantitative study of 264 students at the 

Kardan Institute in Kabul explores entrepreneurial 

intentions. The study finds that predicted variables 

(profession, attraction, entrepreneurial 

capabilities, self-reliance, self-independence and 

network support) demonstrates a significant role 

in entrepreneurial intentions of Kabul based 

business students. (Farooq & Khan, 2013) 
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Informal (in)security in 

Urban Afghanistan 

Stefan Schütte Centre for Development 

Studies, Freie 

Universität, Berlin, 

Germany 

This paper looks at how urban growth in 

Afghanistan is linked to rising levels of insecurity, 

and explores how the urban poor cope with risks 

through a range of informal arrangements. The 

paper establishes the term ‘informal security 

regimes’ to capture informality as a coping 

strategy such as relying on the community and 

family relationships. (Schütte, 2009) 

Afghanistan’s Willing 

Entrepreneurs: 

Supporting Private-

Sector Growth in the 

Afghan Economy 

Jake Cusack, Erik 

Malmstrom 

Centre for a New 

American Security, 

Washington DC, USA 

This policy brief, based on extensive field research 

done by two former US combat veterans, argues 

that “there is a huge potential to nurture an 

entrepreneurial economy in Afghanistan”. The 

authors find five characteristics of the local 

business environment a) businesses responds 

rationally to incentives, b) uncertainty and 

unpredictability, not physical insecurity, are 

fundamental obstacles, c) businesses adept 

through various security strategies, d) business 

people believes the Afghan government to fail in 

service provision and to be corrupt and e) 

international actors distort the business 

environment in harmful ways. (Cusak & 

Malmstrom, 2010) 

Danger Zone 

Entrepreneurs: The 

Importance of 

Resilience and Self-

Efficacy for 

Entrepreneurial 

Intentions 

Amanda 

Bullough1, Maija 

Renko2, Tamara 

Myatt3 

1 Thunderbird School of 

Global Management, 

Glendale, USA 

2 University of Illinois, 

Chicago, USA 

3 The American 

University of 

Afghanistan, Kabul, 

Afghanistan 

This study, based on quantitative surveys in 

Afghanistan, examines the effects of perceived 

danger, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, and 

resilience on entrepreneurial intentions under 

adverse conditions. The findings are that perceived 

danger is negatively related to an individual’s 

entrepreneurial intentions, but marginally so 

among highly resilient individuals. The study 

established that in a dangerous environment, self-

efficacy and resilience forms the infrastructure 

that supports entrepreneurial intentions (Bullough 

et al., 2014). 
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Another day, another 

dollar: Enterprise 

resilience under 

terrorism in 

developing countries 

Oana Branzei, 

Samer 

Abdelnour 

Richard Ivey School of 

Business, University of 

Western Ontario, Canada 

This study, based on archive data from six cities in 

Bangladesh, offers a two-stage explanation for the 

often paradoxical observation that enterprises 

flourish under extreme adversity. The novel finding 

is how enterprise resilience functions under 

terrorism conditions. They also conclude that 

resilience yields better outcomes or payoffs at high 

levels of terrorism, especially for informal 

entrepreneurs (Branzei & Abdelnour, 2010). 

Crime and War in 

Afghanistan: Part 1 - 

The Hobbesian 

Solution 

John 

Braithwaite, 

Ali Wardak 

College of Asia and the 

Pacific, Australian 

National University, 

Canberra, Australia 

This article, the first of two, analyses the run up to 

the modern day conflicts in Afghanistan using the 

perspectives of Thomas Hobbes and especially his 

theories of the Leviathan being a monarch or 

central authority that controls the state. Using this 

perspective, the authors see Afghanistan less as a 

war and more as a contest of criminalized justice 

systems. The Taliban actually provided the Afghan 

people with law and order under their harsh Sharia 

laws, claiming to provide them from the 

Mujahedin forces of ‘shar-aw-fasad’ meaning 

wickedness and corruption. In more recent years 

many of the people interviewed for the study 

complained that their current problems is not with 

the Taliban anymore, it is with the police 

(Braithwaite & Wardak, 2013). 

Risk Attitude and 

Profits among Small 

Enterprises in Nigeria 

Judith 

Lammers1, 

Daan 

Willebrands2, 

Joop Hartog3 

1 University of 

Amsterdam, Netherlands 

2 SEO Economic 

Research, Amsterdam, 

Netherlands 

3 Tinbergen Institute, 

Netherlands 

This paper uses survey data about SMEs in Lagos, 

Nigeria. The authors find that the business owner’s 

risk perception is significant and positively related 

to profits and the conclusion is that perception of 

risk matters, not the willingness to take risks as 

such. The distinction recognises that business 

owners often perceive risks differently (i.e. 

subjectively) from what they really are (i.e. 

objectively) (Lammers et al., 2010)  
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Corruption: The 

Unrecognized Threat 

to International 

Security 

Working Group 

on Corruption 

and security 

Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 

Washington DC, USA 

This paper represents the input from a wide 

representation of organisations. It claims that 

policy makers and private investors pay insufficient 

attention to corruption when they decide on 

policies or investments, and that systemic 

corruption has an unrecognized bearing on 

security. The working group than presents their 

key findings on security implications of severe or 

systemic corruption to be a) acute corruption 

should be understood as a functioning system of 

the ruling networks, b) system corruption evokes 

indignation in populations, provoking unrest and 

insurgency, c) contributes to other security threats 

such as organized crime, terror networks, and 

economic disruptions, d) corruption alone does not 

fuel these threats alone, they combine with ethnic, 

religious and other rifts and finally e) western 

policy makers promote immediate security 

imperatives over corruption results (Working 

Group on Corruption and Security, 2014)  

Corruption, 

Governance and 

Security: Challenges 

for the Rich Countries 

and the World 

Daniel Kaufmann World Bank Institute In this brief, the author argues that traditionally 

national governance and corruption has been 

divorced and seen as separate from security. The 

paper challenges this conception and provides a 

broad framework of analysis for corruption, 

governance and security. Using analysis of the 

Global Competitive Index and Executive Opinion 

Survey the reports proves that the level of 

development and quality of domestic institutions is 

weakly linked to terrorist threat, but strongly 

linked to other security challenges. They conclude 

by pointing to evidence that strongly suggests that 

governance and corruption continues to present 

major constraints to the investment climate and 

competitiveness in the emerging world (Kaufmann, 

2004) 

Table 2, overview of contributing research 
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Critic of the Methodology 

It is inevitable that after working in Afghanistan for many years, the author brings many personal 

preconceptions on how businesses and the Afghan larger society deal with the problem of security 

and corruption. As explained previously, this lived experience consciously and unconsciously 

generates knowledge about the Afghan state of affairs. In this thesis, it served the purpose of 

leading the author towards an initial problem statement, choice of theories, research design as well 

as aiding the analysis. 

However, a certain distance is necessary in order to assume an objective role as a researcher to 

avoid directing the interviews or having an analysis bias. The idea was to let the empirical data 

guide analysis without searching for confirmatory patterns or prejudice. Since the author has 

worked professionally with analysis, this particular phenomenon was well known and certain 

checks were put in place to secure the quality of individual assessments as well as the overall 

analysis and conclusions. This was achieved using the commonly used method of peer reviewing 

and method transparency. Several colleagues, all of them working fulltime as Afghan analysts, 

were informally consulted during the analysis process do ensure it conforms to undisputable facts, 

common sense, logics as well is supported by the empirical data. 

There is a risk that a researcher becomes too involved and for personal interests, transforms the 

study to confirm with what he or she already knows or wants the result to be. This is known as 

bias confirmation or vested interests and is a risk when studying an area where the researcher is 

too closely attached to the subject or area studied (Wästerfors & Sjöberg, 2008). What the author 

did not anticipate was the openness encountered by a majority of those interviewed, regarding 

their various difficulties and challenges. The author’s intention was always to approach each 

interview free from bias, neutrally and objectively. However, sometimes it became virtually 

impossible not to display emotions or sympathy, especially when shared experiences were 

discussed. For example, the author has, like some of the participants, also been subjected to terror 

attacks. This represents such an intensive experience with potential to affect objectivity and shape 

discussions in ways that are hard to foresee. However, there is a clear risk that by displaying 

emotions, either consciously or unconsciously, the researcher alters the path of the interview and 

influences the answers. Thus, a somewhat more objective and neutral method such as the use of 

questionnaires could have been used either in part or complementing the chosen interview 

method. This would have provided the possibility of using ‘triangulation’ or ‘multi-methods’. It 

has been suggested that through a combination of observations and interviews, a researcher can 

better capture the much coveted but hard to grasp answer to the question - “are your research 

subjects actually doing what they say they are doing” (Wästerfors & Sjöberg, 2008). 
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If this study would be done over again, additional time would have been spent upfront studying 

more about methods that have been used and are suitable in this field of study. It is also likely that 

using a combination of interviews, observations, and surveys would have been able to provide 

even more valuable insights and perspectives that were now out of reach. Unfortunately, a limiting 

factor was the problematic security situation and living conditions experienced over the duration 

of the study which restricted the conduct of any research activities outside of the author’s 

compound. 
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Theory 
This chapter explains the basic theory domains involved, describes the model that forms the foundation for 

the study. It expands on a chosen model to allow for complementing theories and insights that establish a 

more detailed theoretical model that will be used for analysing the empirical framework. 

This research deals with entrepreneurship under adverse conditions with a focus on the individual 

entrepreneur. Adverse conditions indicate that the environment works ‘against’ the efforts of the 

entrepreneur, a situation that can be translated to being exposed to various forms of risks. 

The concept of risk is according to the sociologist Niklas Luhmann described as “the possibility of 

triggering unexpected, unlikely, and detrimental consequences by means of a decision attributable 

to a decision maker” (Luhmann, 2005). Danger is related to risk, and according to Luhmann, 

differentiated by how an individual perceives the degree of manageability. Danger is threats that 

are external to a system and something from where you can only ‘flee’, whereas risk is threats 

internal to a system and as such something that can be mitigated or influenced (Luhmann, 2005). 

The concept of dealing with risk has been developed and expanded into modern theories of risk 

management (ISMI, 2014). In the discipline of risk management, risk is defined in a rather straight 

forward way as “an uncertainty that could have an adverse effect leading to loss, harm or damage” 

(Hillson, 2003). 

Psychologist Albert Bandura suggests that environmental events, cognitive factors and behaviour 

interact and contributes to human behaviour (Bandura, 1984, 1997). According to Bandura, self-

efficacy is the belief a person harbours about his own ability to succeed in specific situations or to 

accomplish certain tasks whereas resilience is the quality of being able to return quickly to a 

previous good condition after problems ‘to bounce back’. Both personal factors plays a major role 

in how individuals approaches goals, tasks, and challenges (Bandura, 1984). 

Combining risk theory with psychological factors or personal traits has been successfully 

employed in a previous study of entrepreneurs in Kabul. Bullough et al. conducted a quantitative 

study of 163 men and women that nurtured the idea of starting a business. The study measured the 

effect of resilience and self-efficacy on the respondents’ ‘entrepreneurial intentions’ which is used 

as a proxy indicator of business climate or how attractive business ventures are under certain 

conditions (Bullough et al., 2014). This thesis draws on this model that proves the importance of 

these factors that affects an individual’s entrepreneurial intentions (Bullough et al., 2014). Based on 

this use of the Bullough et al. model, it can be derived that there are two interdependent and 
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interacting theoretical domains that need to be further explored in order to better understand their 

effects on entrepreneurs and their activities. This relationship is depicted in the illustration below. 

 

Figure 1, overview of the applicable theoretical domains  

Entrepreneurship and Entrepreneurial Intentions 

Entrepreneurial intentions refer to the will and ambition to start an enterprise or to go into self-

employment. A study by Fini et al. elaborates on the importance of an entrepreneurs’ intentions 

since they directly influence the organisations they manage (Fini, Grimaldi, Marzocchi, & Sobrero, 

2009). This supports the assumption that entrepreneurial intentions are constantly present and thus 

are valid even after an individual has become engaged in a ‘live’ business activity. It is likely that 

an entrepreneur, especially under adverse conditions, constantly reaffirms their intention to 

continue with entrepreneurial activities. Therefore, the author argues, that the term 

entrepreneurship is a better suited concept to use in a theoretical model, than only entrepreneurial 

intentions, to analyse conditions where the initial intentions have been transformed into actual 

activities. 

Additionally, it can be debated if the ultimate goal for an Afghan entrepreneur is the 

entrepreneurship in itself or the benefits it might bring. There are numerous studies on 

entrepreneurial intentions, both in Afghanistan and elsewhere that indicates that the 

entrepreneurial spirit is high amongst individuals even in situations of hardship (Cusak & 

Malmstrom, 2010; Farooq & Khan, 2013; Lammers et al., 2010; Willebrands et al., 2012). In studies 

of the informal economies of Afghanistan and neighbouring Uzbekistan the findings indicates that 

many of the entrepreneurs are not ‘willing entrepreneurs’, but rather necessity-based 

entrepreneurs since they can simply not access any other viable means of supporting themselves 

and their families (Rasanayagam, 2011; Schütte, 2009). 
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Figure 2, the Bullough et al. conceptual model 

The Risk Perspective 

The concept of a danger zone implies the presence of a high level of danger or risk (Bullough et al., 

2014). In the article, Danger Zone Entrepreneurs, Bullough et al. conclude that perceived danger 

inhibits entrepreneurial intentions, but when in a danger zone resilience and entrepreneurial self-

efficacy enhance entrepreneurial intentions (Bullough et al., 2014). For an overview of the model 

used by Bullough et al., including their hypothesis, please see figure 2 above. 

Therefore, the first theoretical perspective to analyse and expand upon is the risk perspective. It 

consists of two major parts or forces, the threats and dangers that forms risk exposure and a 

counterbalancing force of mitigating or protection measures. Luhmann as well as risk management 

professionals refers to this as managing the risks (ISMI, 2014; Luhmann, 2005). Together they form 

the ‘balancing scales’ of an individual’s risk perception. 

 

Figure 3, the balance scales of risk exposure and protection mechanisms 

The figure above shows that if risk exposure increases, an equal counterbalancing force of 

protection needs to be added to the equation in order for the individual to remain risk indifferent. 

If security declines, risk levels will analogously increase, meaning that the security situation and 

the risks presents are intrinsically related to mitigation measures (Dobbie & Brown, 2014). 
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Risk researcher Martin Voss argues against Luhmann’s definition and especially against the 

current focus on an objective understanding of risk, danger and uncertainty (Voss, 2005). Current 

risk management discourse is about calculating and defining objective parameters that can be 

expressed in the formula; risk equals amount of damages multiplied with the probability of losses 

(Voss, 2005). This makes risk manageable since it now becomes objectively quantifiable and thus 

subject to measurement and evaluations. The question, raised by Voss and others is, if calculating 

risks by inserting numbers into a formula makes it appears as if the situation is under control, with 

easy to measure variables (Caplan, 2000; ISMI, 2014; Voss, 2005). Anyone, with real life experience 

from working with risk analysis knows that estimating accurate numbers for probabilities in 

regards to risk is an illusory goal at best. This has not stopped the emerging profession of risk 

management professionals to deal with identification of risks and risk mitigation and put the 

results in neatly coloured risk matrices and tables (ISMI, 2014). 

The most frequent options for risk mitigation is summed up according to the TEAR acronym 

meaning transfer, eliminate, accept and/or reduce risk (ISMI, 2014). The most likely candidates for 

regular entrepreneurs in Kabul are either to accept the risk or to reduce it to a level which is as low 

as reasonably acceptable. The option of eliminating and transferring risks, the latter meaning to use 

insurances, is not a viable option since this kind of business is not available to business owners in 

Afghanistan. Eliminating the major risks present in Afghanistan is outside the reach on any 

individual and from the experiences gained since the intervention fifteen years ago almost an 

insolvable problem for the Afghan Government as well as the international community as well. 

However, this study is focusing on the perceptions of risk and perceptions have a reality of their 

own. As first stated in the metaphysics of Immanuel Kant (McCormick, n.d.), the structuring and 

experiences in people’s minds makes them construct their own reality and thus make personal 

evaluations of risk according to very subjective perceptions. According to Ortwin Renn, intuitive 

risk perception is based on the source of information, how individuals process uncertainty and 

their earlier experiences of dealing with danger. This forms a constructed reality consisting of 

individual notions and associations guiding people in understanding their environment on which 

they base their actions (Ortwinn Renn, 2004). Clearly, Afghan entrepreneurs while constructing 

their own realities must have a system and ability not only to makes sense of their perceived risks, 

they must also be able to deploy protection measures in ways that are suitable to local practices in 

order to mitigate their risk exposure. 

Risks come in many forms and are not only related to bodily harm or major catastrophes; they can 

also be of a more administrative kind where the outcome is perhaps not physical but even so 

presents formidable threats towards an entrepreneur. Two of the primary characteristics of 



28 

Afghanistan today are systemic levels of corruption and omnipresent risks for significant insurgent 

activity (terror attacks) and those special cases of risk will be the main focus of this study. Article 

2b in the 1999 United Nations International Convention for the Suppressing of the Financing of 

Terrorism (United Nations, 1999) defines terrorism as: 

any act intended to cause death or seriously bodily injury to a civilian or to any other person not 

taking an active part in the hostilities in a situation of armed conflict when the purpose of such acts by 

their very nature or context, is to intimidate a population or compel a government or an international 

organisation to do or to abstain from doing any act. 

However, an entrepreneur is not limited to the exposure to only these two risk types, there are 

several more risks that is not covered in this study, such as finical risk, health risk, market risk, 

regulatory risk etc. (Hutter & Power, 2005; ISMI, 2014). In the later chapter, indicators of exposure 

to primarily physical risk and administrative risk will be the focus of analysis. There will also be 

screening for signs of balancing countermeasures employed by the entrepreneurs to mitigate for 

their perceived risk exposure. 

The Psychological Perspective 

The Bullough et al. study on danger zone entrepreneurs finds that “a capacity for resilience is 

critical when an individual faces adversity or hardship as is the social cognitive variable of 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy”(Bullough et al., 2014). The authors found that if an individual is 

highly resilient (a personal trait coming from the domain of psychology) the perceived danger (or 

risk) is only marginally affecting the individual’s willingness to become an entrepreneur. 

Individuals overcoming adversity (which is the tell-tale signs of a capacity for resilience) and 

believe in themselves (having self-efficacy, another personal trait coming from the domain of 

psychology) develop entrepreneurial intentions under conditions ranging in adversity and severity 

from challenging to outright war (Bullough & Renko, 2013; Bullough et al., 2014). They also 

conclude that the relationship between resilience and entrepreneurial self-efficacy is that 

“resilience and entrepreneurial self-efficacy intensify each other’s positive relationship with 

entrepreneurial intentions” (Bullough et al., 2014). 

Both resilience and self-efficacy are psychological concepts within social cognitive and social 

learning theories and can be viewed as counterbalancing forces that offsets various psychological 

stressors (Bandura, 1997). In the figure below, these factors are attributed to coping mechanisms 

that allows for an individual to stay psychologically in balance, while being exposed to adverse 

conditions. 
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Figure 4, the balance scales of stressors and coping mechanisms 

Other researchers have written extensively on expatriate behaviour under threats of terrorism and 

provide a conceptual model describing how they subdivide stressors into two categories (Bader & 

Berg, 2014). One category of stressor arises from the personal interactions a person has with others 

and the second category stems from situational factors i.e. terror incidents. Both kinds of stressors 

contribute to an increase in the subject’s level of stress. Higher levels of stress cause strain, which 

then leads to a negative outcome on the person’s work attitudes (Bader & Berg, 2014). According to 

Bader and Berg there are three ways to mitigate the impact of stress. One is to eliminate the cause 

of stress or stress inducing factors to arise in the first place. These stress management options 

resemble the previously introduced risk management options, and like the former, eliminating the 

terror induced stressors that plagues Kabul citizens is not possible for an individual, it is much 

larger systemic problem. 

The second approach is to apply some leverage on the emergence of stress to lower the influence 

that a stressor can cause. Similar to what we learned from Kant before, the level of stress that an 

expatriate experience from terrorism is determined by his or her individual perception, evaluation 

and appraisal of the threat, i.e. their risk perception. In other words, what eventually determines a 

person’s stress level in regards to terrorism is the subjective perception of terrorism, and this is 

where the lever should be applied. When an individual is particularly sensitive to a stressor, he or 

she shows a greater psychological response, causing a higher degree of strain (Bader, Schuster, & 

Dickmann, 2015). The buffer to resist stress or the margin is lower in sensitive individuals, as we 

will discuss further on. 

The third way is to address the stress that an individual has already experienced by increasing his 

or her psychological well-being to lower the effect of stress and strain on the person’s attitudes. 

Bader and Berg suggest moderators that are appropriate to diminish the occurrence of stress in the 

emergence phase such as social support, training and anti-stress programs (Bader et al., 2015).  
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This thesis draws on the Bader and Berg model and insights to analyse the empirical framework 

for signs of moderating factors to alleviate stressors present within the studied group of 

entrepreneurs. 

In studies done on Mexicans who had experienced catastrophic events, it was proven that there are 

“significant correlations between feelings of insecurity and both stress level and passive coping 

strategies”. Even if risk perception is very personal and subjective, it is still an important variable 

influencing both stress and coping responses in a severe risk situations (López-Vázquez & Marván, 

2003). 

An alternative theory that is used to understand how these individuals cope with adverse 

conditions is Howard McClusky’s theory of margin. This theory was originally developed for 

understanding adults’ lives, especially as they aged and various demands or pressures increased. 

McClusky argues that when a person matures they face continuous growth, change, and 

integration. To be able to deal with these challenges or fluctuations, a person uses available energy 

as a reserve for meeting normal living expectations. However, because people have less than 

perfect control over many aspects of their lives, they must find ways to be prepared to meet 

unpredictable crises or problems (Madsen, Susan R, John, Cameron R, & Miller, Duane, 2006). 

McClusky later expanded his original theory to create the power-load-margin theory. Important is 

the load the adult carries in living (the amount of stressors they are exposed to), and the power that 

is available to him or her to carry this load, which is a counterbalancing force. Margin is the ratio or 

relationship between the load of living and the power to carry the load. McClusky further divided 

load into two groups of interacting elements, one external and one internal. The external load 

consists of tasks involved in normal life requirements such as family, work, community 

responsibilities, and so forth. Internal load consists of life expectancies developed by people 

themselves, such as aspirations, desires, and future expectations (Madsen, Susan R et al., 2006). By 

nurturing entrepreneurial intentions an individual might be exposed to these internally generated 

loads while social and mundane financial hardship might constitute the external load applied on 

Afghan entrepreneurs. 

Resilience 

According to Bullough et al., resilience can be thought of as resources that individuals mobilise or 

tap into while enduring periods of stress (Bullough et al., 2014). This indicates that resilience is 

very similar to McClusky’s use of power in the power-load-margin theory (Madsen, Susan R et al., 

2006). Working under the adverse conditions in an insecure and hostile environment brings 

extraordinary amounts of stress to an individual thus changing the load balance which we already 

learned, through Bader & Berg, leads to strain and various negative outcomes. It can be inferred 
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from these theories that in order to cope under adverse conditions and successfully perform 

demanding duties, such as entrepreneurial activities, individuals rely on protection, resilience and 

self-efficacy as well as the psychological moderating or counterbalancing factors of social support 

and increasing well-being. 

According to Ayala and Manzano, who studied resilience amongst entrepreneurs, resilience is a 

multidimensional construct that comprises a network of favourable attitudes and behaviours 

(Ayala & Manzano, 2014). Resilience is not a single characteristic but a mix of several personal and 

behavioural qualities. In the Ayala and Manzano study they use a validated scale for measuring 

resilience, called the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale, which is an index consisting of 

resourcefulness, hardiness and optimism (Ayala & Manzano, 2014). 

Hardiness refers to control of oneself, an indication that an individual can deal with frustration 

when facing adverse situations. Such individuals are audacious and they continue to work hard to 

achieve their goals. Resourcefulness indicates that the entrepreneur has the resources, capabilities 

and skills necessary to control the various adverse situations they encounter. Resourcefulness also 

implies that the entrepreneurs believe in their own ability to control events and influence the 

outcome of situations in which they find themselves in. Finally, optimism is the capacity of the 

entrepreneur to maintain a positive attitude under difficult circumstances. It is the capacity of the 

entrepreneurs to learn from mistakes or problems and see them as an opportunity rather than a 

failure (Ayala & Manzano, 2014). 

These three qualities that constitute personal resilience will be used in the later chapter when 

analysing the empirical findings to screen for signs of resilience. 

Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy 

The factors to determine entrepreneurial self-efficacy are experience, role modelling, and social 

factor, where having experience or mastery of previous tasks is the most important factor 

(Bandura, 1997). Bandura also states that being successful in accomplishing a task raises self-

efficacy, while failing decreases self-efficacy. Remembering when a solution was discovered 

through endurance, serves as a reminder during future similar stressful situations. It will be 

learned that a solution sometimes presents itself with enough effort and patience. You will be 

confident in that it will work out well since this has been the case before. 

A person that displays high levels of self-efficacy often look at others, especially people with high 

standing or identified as role models with an attitude of “if they can do it, so can I” (Bandura, 1997; 

Føleide, 2011). When observing other people’s success there is an increase in self-efficacy, while 

seeing other people failing reduce self-efficacy. The effect is strongest when there are high levels of 
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identity-sharing with the person being observed (Bandura, 1997). Additional research indicate that 

a high level of social capital (e.g. a favourable reputation, extensive social network, etc.) assists 

entrepreneurs in gaining access to persons important for their success; however, the experienced 

outcome will be influenced by the entrepreneurs’ social competence (Føleide, 2011). These four 

factors discussed above will be used in the later chapter when analysing the empirical findings as 

an indication of entrepreneurial self-efficacy. 

The Refined Theoretical Model 

This chapter has presented the existing knowledge base and through these theories established a 

link between risk perspectives, psychological perspectives and entrepreneurship. Drawing on 

established research on risk perception, risk management, social cognition, social learning and 

behaviour as well as coping under risk, it has been possible to synthesise a refined theoretical 

model to be used in the later chapters of the thesis. The primary contribution in the refined model 

is the ability to view each perspective as having opposing internal balancing forces that enables a 

state of equilibrium. Should any of the perspectives become severely unbalanced, such as when an 

individual is exposed to extreme amounts of unmitigated risks or faces too many stressors without 

any means of coping, it is highly unlikely that such an individual will be able to perform 

entrepreneurial activities.  

 

Figure 5, the refined theoretical model 
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Empirical Framework 
This chapter discusses the empirical findings in the study. To provide a context of the answers provided 

during interviews, the chapter begins with an overview of the current state of three environment factors; 

security situation, political stability and economic development. After describing these factors, the rest of the 

chapter deals with analysing the results from the interviews using the theoretical model developed in the 

previous chapter. 

Current Security Situation 

The security situation within Afghanistan remains tenuous at present with ongoing conflicts in 

both the north and the south of the country. The infamous border region between Afghanistan and 

Pakistan provides a safe haven for various terrorist and criminal groups, including al-Qaeda, the 

Haqqani Network, Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, and recently 

the Islamic State (EPRS, 2016). 

On 12 April 2016, the Taliban announced the start of this year’s Spring Offensive called Operation 

Omari in honour of deceased former Taliban leader Mullah Omar. The statement emphasised the 

Taliban’s commitment to good governance and anti-corruption within territory they control as well 

as their commitment towards limiting civilian casualties (Voice of Jihad, 2016). Many 

commentators have remarked that this has been a much more mature announcement by the 

Taliban compared to previous years’ statements and there has been an effort made to play upon 

public criticisms of the National Unity Government (NUG) (Reuters, 2016). 

Joint intelligence-led operations between the Afghan National Police (ANP) and the National 

Directorate for Security (NDS) have yielded a number of arrests in and around Kabul of late 

(Khaama Press, 2016). This, combined with the restricted availability of resources for insurgents in 

the capital at present, has likely contributed to the current lack of significant incidents. However, 

these arrests are largely a short term solution aimed at preventing individual mass casualty attacks 

rather than targeting the planning and command elements of the insurgency. 

In February 2016, the UN released a report that lists not only the most official amount of civilians 

killed and injured but also what caused these causalities in 2015 (AAN, 2016a): 

 11,002 civilian casualties (3,545 civilian deaths; 7,457 injured), a rise of four per cent 

compared to 2014 (deaths down by 4%; injured up by 9%) 

 of these, 1,246 (11%) were women (333 deaths; 913 injured), an increase of 37 per cent 

compared to 2014; 
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 2,829 (26%) were child casualties (733 deaths; 2,096 injured), an increase of 14 per cent 

compared to 2014. 

The causes of these causalities were 37% from ground engagements, 21% from various IEDs and 

17% from suicide and complex attacks. The rest were spread amongst various other incident types 

such as assassinations. 

The National Unity Government 

The National Unity Government (NUG) under leadership of President Ghani and the Chief 

Executive Officer (CEO) Dr Abdullah Abdullah remains fragile with internal divisions that 

continue to hinder its effectiveness (Reyaz, 2016). The Afghan population is starting to display 

growing dissatisfaction with the NUG’s inability to successful appoint a candidate for positions 

especially within the Defence Ministry that appears to considerably hinder the ANSF’s cohesion 

and effectiveness (Reyaz, 2016). 

The U.S. Director of National Intelligence, James Clapper, recently spoke before a U.S. Senate 

Committee and delivered an intelligence assessment that was openly sceptical about prospects for 

political reconciliation in war-torn Afghanistan (VOA, 2016): 

Afghanistan is at serious risk of a political breakdown during 2016 occasioned by mounting political, 

economic and security challenges [...]. Kabul will be unable to effectively address its dire economic 

situation or begin to curb its dependence on foreign aid until it first contains the insurgency, which is 

steadily chipping away at Afghanistan’s security. 

The worsening security situation countrywide has damaged the NUG and there are serious doubts 

as to the government’s ability to effectively deal with the prospect of a revitalised and 

operationally focused Taliban (Reuters, 2016; Reyaz, 2016). There is risk of rising power by regional 

warlords as the public begin placing greater faith in Anti-Taliban militias to provide security ahead 

of the security offered by the central government. Meanwhile, the Taliban aims to demonstrate 

their capability to defeat the ANSF thus presenting the NUG with a choice between a protracted, 

and possibly unwinnable war, or to accept Taliban demands. Although the Taliban are faced with 

increased internal fragmentation, infighting, and international pressure they are expected to join 

the current peace process, even if recent public media announcement denounce this, just to be able 

to keep their strategic options open to them (Amini, 2016). Top diplomats from USA, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and China have already met three times to set up a plan and a road map for future 

discussions with the Taliban factions. However, resent attacks in Kabul has forced President Ghani 

to reassess his position on participating on the peace talk and instead choose a path of direct 

military confrontation with both the Taliban as well as with Pakistan, which are blamed to secretly 

support and harbour the Taliban leadership (Amini, 2016). 
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Economic Outlook 

According to data from the World Bank, economic growth in Afghanistan increased only 

marginally from 1.3% in 2014 to an estimated 1.5% in 2015 (World Bank, 2016). The reasons for this 

slow growth can be found in the deteriorating security environment and persisting political 

uncertainty. By having a significant lack of security the private sector confidence remains low and 

this affect economic activity in Afghanistan (World Bank, 2015b). 

A recent briefing document from the European Parliament provides an example of the kind of 

untapped economic possibilities that exists in Afghanistan should the security situation become 

better (EPRS, 2016): 

For instance, Afghanistan's mining and minerals sectors could significantly reduce its dependence on 

international aid flows but investment in those sectors – including from companies in India and 

China – is scarce due to the volatile security context and the slow pace of reform efforts to curb 

corruption, strengthen the rule of law, and empower the judiciary. At the same time, Afghanistan's 

security is in the hands of the under-staffed, under-equipped and insufficiently trained ANDSF. 

The World Bank’s conclusion is that deteriorating security and political uncertainty leads to a lack 

in business confidence and that future economic growth will likely remain sluggish in light of a 

continued decline in security (World Bank, 2015a). International as well as domestic demand 

remains weak, with no signs of a pick-up in private consumption or investment. The number of 

new firm registrations, measured as a proxy for business or private sector activities, indicate only a 

small increase in new investments in 2015, but it remains significantly below the levels of 2012-

2013 (World Bank, 2016). 
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Analysis of the Risk Perspective 

All of the participants in this study are exposed to risk. However, as previously discussed, risk 

perception is neither uniform nor objective, it is a personal perception and the variables 

constituting an individual’s overall perceived risk varies in magnitude and direction for each 

participant. By using an analogue to mathematics and physics this situation can be illustrated by 

the notion of vectors2. 

From the interviews, two main risk themes are clearly distinguishable, personal risk and 

administrative risk. Both of these risk types acts (normally) as left hand side downward oriented 

vectors in the balancing scales model. This section will now analyse the empirical results that 

further indicates in what way these forces affects the participant’s perceptions of overall risk. At 

the end of the section, some indications of mitigation or counterbalancing measures will be 

discussed, i.e. vectors affecting the right hand side of the model. 

 

Figure 6, personal and administrative risk types 

Personal Risks 

The majority of the participants state that they fear some of the various forms of threats listed in 

the table below, either directed towards them, their families or employees. The perpetrators of 

these threatening activities are either criminal elements operating as individuals or part of a more 

organised crime mafia or even from the government. It is not uncommon that Afghan policemen 

misbehaves and participate in gross human rights violations, theft, sexual assaults and beatings 

(Braithwaite & Wardak, 2013; EUPOL, 2015). 

                                                           

2 In mathematics, vector is a quantity having direction as well as magnitude (Merriam-Webster, 2016) 
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The risk that was most emphasised during the interviews was the risk of kidnapping. There has 

been increased attempts by the mafia that operates in Kabul to kidnap wealthy Afghans as well as 

foreigners (Press TV, 2015). The freedom of movement for foreigners significantly decreased after 

an attack in 2014 on a famous Lebanese restaurant, that was used by foreigners as a meeting place 

in the international community (Urquhart & Graham-Harrison, 2014). After foreigners decreased 

their presence outside safe zones, kidnappings are now focusing on affluent Afghans (Foreign 

Policy, 2010; Kabul, 2014). In an interview, G, express his view on the kidnapping risk in Kabul, the 

risk that he ranks as highest for a business owner: 

As you know that in Kabul there are so many businessmen kidnapped and they paid thousands or 

millions of dollars to kidnaper if they are not paid they killed them so, for a businessman the big risk 

can be kidnap (G). 

Person A says that the risk of kidnapping seems to be mostly directed towards the affluent and 

richer population of Kabul, especially business owners, while bomb blasts and collateral injuries 

are more prone to affect security forces personnel. “The danger risk for a businessman in Kabul can 

be kidnapping because the bomb blast and other attack can be only for security forces and their 

area but kidnapping is 100% for businessman” (A). This comment can be related to the fact the 

Taliban insurgency views the ANSF as representatives of an oppressive NUG and therefore 

legitimate targets for various forms of attacks (Voice of Jihad, 2016). 

Even if the police has tried to clamp down of the criminality in Kabul, with recent large number of 

arrests, the city continues to be considered extremely risky for both Afghans and foreigners 

(Khaama Press, 2016). An accusation often heard amongst residents is that the police is not only 

inefficient but also participates in various criminal activities. This is corroborated in external 

reports such as in the Afghanistan 2016 Crime & Safety Report, published by US Department of 

State (US DOS, 2016): 

The local law enforcement authorities are generally ineffective not just in deterring crime but also in 

responding to distress calls and alarms. More often than not, the response time is significantly longer 

than Western norms, resulting in a lack of disruption of the crime taking place and a mediocre record 

in apprehending suspects after the fact. Further, bribery is openly solicited at all levels of local law 

enforcement. In some cases, officers carry out crimes themselves which in turn creates a lack of trust 

among the civilian population. 

Below is a table that sums up key quotes from the interviews into aggregated threat themes by 

using the previously described lexical clustering analysis. These derived and prevalent threat types 

are very similar to the actual causes of civilian casualties in Kabul as published by the United 

Nations (UNAMA, 2016). The only difference is that these entrepreneurs seem to rank non-lethal 

attacks as a higher risk than what the real life statistics indicate. However, some caution needs to 
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be applied here. The UN reports on casualty numbers and these threats, while they can lead to 

causality, statistically counts as acts of criminality. 

 Type of Threat Description Example from Interviews 

Kidnapping To extort money for ransom. If ransom is not 

paid it is common the victim is killed. 

Sometimes, ransom is even demanded to 

return the body to the family. 

“One of my friends was kidnapped, they asked 

for $1 million. The family thought they just 

wanted to scare them and they didn’t pay a 

penny. Then the kidnappers killed him and said 

you need to pay $100,000 for the body and the 

family understood this was no joke” - D 

“I am sure if anyone want to kidnap us then 

police will tell them go and kidnap him but first 

give me my money” - G 

“Our kids can’t go far from home, we are afraid 

of kidnapping and it is too easy since we do not 

have any guards” - O 

“I am afraid of putting my money in bank 

because of we know that the person is also not 

trustable and can be the one who sends all our 

info to the mafia” - G 

“My friends and colleagues were kidnapped and 

released after the have paid them” - K 

Theft / Robbery Can occur in both in living compound, offices 

and while travelling.  

“There was some thief that come at 9pm to my 

home and they hit my mother in the head very 

hard to steal her gold stuff” - H 

“When we have more than 10,000 Afs then we 

feel at risk because you can’t walk on the road 

when you have cash” - O 

“My guest was coming to my house and he was 

stopped by a person in police uniform, when he 

opened the door one of them took his cell 

phone” - K 

Violence / Beating Although, random violence is not too common 

in Kabul, failed attempts at extortion, theft or 

even smaller disputes can rapidly escalate into 

beatings. Readily availability of guns makes 

this kind of clashes even more dangerous. 

Females stand a very special risk in 

Afghanistan due to their perceived lower 

standing. 

“For a female there is 100% risk for incidents 

when you go to face men” - C 

“We are afraid of the police sometimes as well 

because when they can’t get the criminal they 

will arrest someone like us just to show they have 

progress” - O 

“A man with big beard presenting himself as a 

Mullah suddenly him my wife on main road” - H 
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Targeted attack / 

Assassination 

High profile people attracts attention either 

because they are assumed to be rich and thus 

potential targets for kidnappings (which often 

turns into assassinations when the family 

cannot pay ransom) or they are vocal or 

engaged politically. These targeted attacks can 

be done using a suicide attacker or with 

improvised explosive devices (IED). 

“I had a contract from PRT Khost when insurgents 

attacked us with road side bombs, mines, rockets 

etc. We lost 30 persons” - G 

“My grandfather was also famous person in the 

area as a Parliament Member so I can say we are 

under threat, even my father was killed” - B 

Collateral damage This is the unfortunate event of ‘being at the 

wrong place at the wrong time’ and is a 

function of how many attacks takes place in 

Kabul and the way they are conducted. Recent 

attacks have had huge amounts of collateral 

damage since the terror groups have 

preferred to use larger vehicle borne bombs. 

“We had a suicide attack in front of our clinic and 

we lost a lot, our building and equipment” - D 

“There was a bomb blast right at the time when I 

was travelling only 50 m from my car” - N 

“When Gulbuddin (Mujaheed leader) attacked 

Kabul with rockets we had a huge watch store 

and they hit the store and we lost all our money” 

- L 

“When I was in Kabul University these was a huge 

attack on a police convoy 30 meters from us” - D 

“One day there was a suicide attack on the school 

where my kids study, we were assumed that they 

were killed” - M 

Table 3, overview of personal threat details 

Administrative Risks 

Since most interviewees are middle aged they remember Afghanistan before the fall of the Taliban 

in 2001 that marked a period of ‘warlordism’. This period saw the rise of blatant corruption and 

mismanagement of all kinds of governmental functions by the ruling warlords in order to graft, or 

openly just steal, as much as possible from both drug money, foreign aid money and military 

resources poured over them by the international alliance (Keefe, 2015). This situation while 

possibly induced by almost constant infighting amongst the warlords and their fight for power and 

resources to bolster their own ranks, has continued into modern days where the old fighting 

warlords are now politicians or power players in the government (Nijat, 2014). 

Several participants highlight personal and physical risk to be their primary concern, while other 

mentioned other risks and deficits in their environment that effected their operations. 

Today’s problem for a businessman in Kabul is: security, electricity, and raw material in market that 

we don’t have it here if we get all these fixed then we won’t have any problem (A). 

For example we don’t want the service as European environment but at least same or near to our other 

neighbours business system. There should be a clear rules and policy for business environment (F). 
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The highly corrupt and dysfunctional system has bred a sense of despair and loss of hope for many 

citizens. The outcome of this is the exodus of Afghan that most European countries experienced 

over the last years, with especially youth that undertake perilous journeys to enable a better future. 

I am moving my family from here to Iran so these days I am going to passport department and I saw 

that a lot of people going out from this country so its mean the situation is going to be bad (H). 

Like in the personal threat section, the table below summarize the primary indicators of the second 

risk type – administrative risks. 

Type of Threat Description Example from Interviews 

Corruption Can be any kind of misuse of power or 

influence to gain an advantage, both 

from officials as well as in the private 

sector. 

“Our main problem is corruption, when we move stuff 

to the customs they ask for money and also when we 

move goods from Herat to Kandahar” - E 

“The big problem is the corruption, bribes to officials 

because we do not have a good police system. If I 

complaint to the Taliban I get my stolen money back in 

two days, but if I got to the police they will take twice 

or triple the amount from me” - F 

“Corruption is the reason for instability” - G 

“The current challenge is security corruption in the 

current Government” - L 

“Too much corruption in government, you should pay 

the government workers to do your work if not you 

can’t go forward” - O 

“When I submit documents for getting a contract, they 

ask for money or to give them percentage” - N 

Unclear rules and 

regulations 

Different rules and regulations that also 

change over time and according to the 

person in charge e.g. taxation, customs 

declarations that follow no standards 

and without transparency. This provides 

no stability for future planning. 

“Current challenge is irregular government structure 

because we don’t know what will happen tomorrow so 

you can’t plan for your future” - B 

“There is no clear process for us in Government” - E 

“We can’t trust the Government as we don’t know how 

will be in power tomorrow” - G 

“There is no political stability, we don’t know what will 

happen tomorrow” - O 

Non-payments, 

defaults, theft, 

swindling 

The risk of losing money in contracts 

due to the other part defaulting, 

running way or simply swindling the 

funds away from the intended usage. 

“You can’t trust people because there is no banking 

system, no insurance, nothing. I know a British person 

who took my money and gone with it” - K 

“We had a big project and the sub-contractor failed to 

pay us $1,5 million because the US didn’t pay them” - K 



41 

Loss of reputation By being implicated in wrongdoings, 

accusations from officials, customer or 

partners that the entrepreneur is not 

trustworthy or lacks morale. 

“If I can’t provide good service in my contract I will lose 

my company name and status” - N 

Loss of customers Loss of contracts, shrinking markets, etc. “There is no work anymore, we are free these days so 

nothing to do” - B 

“It affects our customers, there is no one remaining to 

buy our stuff. We were selling at least four to five 

containers of construction tools in one month, but now 

I have imported one container and I still have it” - E 

“Current situation from the last 18 months affect us so 

much because there is no marketing, I mean a lack of 

customers, and there is no money in the market. 

Normally we sell our products now on credit but when 

we try to collect the money they don’t have it” - F 

“We had customer before, but after the security 

situation changed there is no customers” - O 

No access to 

finance 

Lack of investment capital from banks, 

private sources or governmental and 

international funds. 

“We do not have enough for investments” - C 

“The big problem is money for running a business and 

we don’t have any support from anywhere” - I  

“No one wants to invest, we don’t have the morale to 

invest because we don’t know about tomorrow” - G 

Table 4, overview of administrative threat details 

Systemic Corruption - Risk or Opportunity 

The topic of corruption and government mismanagement was so apparent during the interviews 

that it merits a special discussion, since it can be seen as a special type of administrative risk. 

The notion of informality was first coined by Keith Hart in 1973 when he studied informal 

employment in Ghana (Hart, 1985). According to Hart, the term ‘informal economy’ is a label for 

economic activities which take place outside the framework of official institutions. After Hart’s 

initial use, the term informal has widened to encompass more fields that lacks regulations and cuts 

across the vast and diverse range of informal employment activities and how they relate to formal 

sectors of society such as informal housing and social security (Schütte, 2009). In a wider sense, a 

condition of informality refers to the lack of regulation in a system; regulations that are normally 

found in the form of rules. It is not the same as a neoliberal free market, the sometimes idealistic 

notion of a business environment that is free from bureaucracy and state control (Schütte, 2009).  

The Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) claims that informality is a cross-cutting 

issue and that the term ‘informal sector’ is a better reference than informal economy to move away 
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from the idea that informality is confined to a specific sector of economic activity but rather cuts 

across many sectors (Flodman Becker, 2004). The SIDA report also emphasises the existence of a 

continuum from the informal to the formal and thus the interdependence between the two sides 

(Flodman Becker, 2004). 

The situation in Afghanistan is and has for a long time been lacking in security, in almost all major 

sector. Schütte links, in his study of urban Afghanistan, the lack of formal state institutions and the 

security situation (Schütte, 2009). Afghanistan has an economy that is to 80-90% considered 

informal (more colloquial terms are ‘black’ or ‘grey’ economies) and where the state is unable to 

supply social as well as economic security for the population (Schütte, 2009). An interesting link 

between informality and extreme adverse conditions such as terrorism is that during higher levels 

of terrorism the penalties for informality decreases, by lessen the gap between formal and informal 

enterprises (Branzei & Abdelnour, 2010). 

The fact that Afghanistan is deeply informal in most sectors makes it an ‘informal security regime’ 

(Schütte, 2009). An informal security regime depends heavily on arrangements where people rely 

on their social networks, especially their families, in order to meet their requirements on security. 

Since these relationships are often hierarchal and asymmetrical it creates situations where poorer 

people trade short term insecurity in return for long term dependency or vulnerability (Schütte, 

2009). If this is done under fragile conditions, where no rule of law exist, it often leaves people 

vulnerable in a convolution of insecurity (Schütte, 2009).  

For a business owner, lack of transparency, corruption and rule of law can be equally delimiting as 

the risk of suffering from a detonation by an improvised explosive device. Branzei and Abdelnour 

notes that informality tends to be more prevalent in times of adversity and conflict (Branzei & 

Abdelnour, 2010). Therefore, it is important, when analysing the context that affects Kabul business 

owners, to acknowledge the problems of acute informality, especially corruption that is considered 

widespread throughout Afghanistan. 

Vito Tanzi presents us with two variations on the definition of corruption. According to Tanzi, the 

most popular and simplest definition is the one used by the World Bank and that is “abuse of 

public power for private benefit”. Tanzi cautions us that from this definition it should not be 

concluded that corruption cannot exist within the private sector. Therefore, a more encompassing 

definition, according to Tanzi, is “corruption is the intentional noncompliance to gain advantage 

from this behaviour for oneself or for related individuals” (Tanzi, 1998). 

Corruption in Afghanistan is a widespread and growing problem(EUPOL, 2015; Hamid, 2016; 

Khomami, 2016). As indicated by several of the participants, corruption is omnipresent in Kabul 



43 

and something they as business owners need to deal with when they interact with both officials as 

well as in commercial contacts. Even if President Ghani has previously made promises to crack 

down on corruption, and reinforced this commitment while attending a Commonwealth anti-

corruption conference in London in May 2016, the majority of the interviewees believe this will 

have little effect in real life. This view is also shared by Transparency International’s index ranking, 

quoted by the Guardian where the actual numbers convey another picture than President Ghani is 

trying to convey (Khomami, 2016): 

Under Ghani’s leadership, Afghanistan has fallen in the index of corruption compiled by campaign 

group Transparency International to 166th – better only than North Korea and Somalia. 

The situation is even so bad the Attorney General’s Office amid a surge in public concern over the 

issue of corruption, announced that it has decided to take more robust action against the trend 

(Hamid, 2016).  

While the prognosis for a stable and peaceful Afghanistan remains unclear at best, it is without 

doubt that long term stability cannot be secured unless a sustained effort is made to tackle 

corruption in the country (Transparency International, 2016). Previous experience of post-conflict 

situations demonstrates that “widespread corruption undermines the authority of the state and its 

institutions and provides fertile ground for criminal networks to develop and insurgents to 

operate” (Transparency International, 2016). 

A major problem in Afghanistan is that people holding informal and/or formal power positions, 

can assert strong influence on law enforcement and judicial authorities. This creates a situation 

where power players act with impunity (Nijat, 2014). There are allegations that some government 

officials, parliamentarians and other powerful players, such as the old warlords, use law 

enforcement agencies to serve their own interests. The widespread use of employing friends and 

relatives, what is known as nepotistic appointments, especially amongst the ANSF has particularly 

undermined and weakened public confidence in law enforcement, a situation that is now even on 

the agenda of the European Union (EUPOL, 2015; Transparency International, 2016). 

There are many reasons why corruption has reached systemic levels in Afghanistan. President 

Ghani blames the West, for their demand of illicit drugs that drives the hashish and heroin 

industry (Khomami, 2016). But the problem is likely even more complex, since many of the 

international organisations that has taken an interest, through military interventions or more 

through development aid, has for very natural reasons put security on top of the agenda. A recent 

article in one of the larger newspapers in Kabul urged for a better balance of the priorities that has 
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made the fight against corruption stand back for the constant fight against the insurgency (Kabul 

Times, 2016): 

The government’s focus on other major national issues such as the anti-insurgency campaign and the 

peace efforts should not derail the efforts for declining corruption in Afghanistan. The pervasive 

corruption undermines the whole efforts for promoting good governance in the country. Millions of 

dollars have been spent to eliminate corruption and promote good governance. However, the efforts 

have failed to make tangible differences in curbing the ever-increasing corruption in the country. 

If this balance is not achieved there is a significant risk that the population will look for other 

options. One of the key messages send by the Taliban when they launched Operation Omari, their 

2016 spring offensive, was to overthrow the NUG and its corrupt practices or as they proclaim in 

their call to war “in areas under the control of Mujahedeen, mechanisms for good governance will 

be established so that our people can live a life of security and normality” (Voice of Jihad, 2016). It 

is clear that the Taliban want to present their movement in a more favourable light and as a viable 

option for governing Afghanistan (Reuters, 2016). One of the interviewees, F, retells an account of 

how corruption affects him and that the Taliban offers better access to justice. An experience that is 

corroborating studies done by Braithwaite and Wardak that depicts the Taliban justice as better 

perceived by regular Afghans than from the government (Braithwaite & Wardak, 2013). 

If you ask anyone about this question not only a businessman they will say the main problem and 

challenge is security for us and beside that for a businessman the big problem is the corruption, bribe 

to official in current government because we don’t have good police good system for working 

environment from the Government. Government taking all the taxes and pay for public services but 

they what they do for us I mean nothing and it affect our moral and business. If you ask anyone from 

businessmen that what is your problem then he or she will say the first problem that we have it is the 

government the main problem is in government. I trust if I go somewhere that is out of the 

government reach to sale or buy anything then I am sure I won’t have any problem and the people will 

help me to collect my money from my costumers. If someone slip money from me in Ghazni and then if 

I complain to Talban then I can get my money back in two days but if that happen in government area 

and go to police then I will use double or triple of that money and won’t get my money back. So if you 

want anyone or me I will say the big problem is the Government. 

An Afghan business owner needs to create and maintain relationship with the government in 

order to avoid officials causing problems. In one of the interviews, C mentions that one of the most 

important skills for a businessman is “to have a strong relationship in government, if you don’t 

then no one will leave or allow you to work, they will try to create problems for you and your 

business”. According to another interviewee, B, it is clear that the government should focus on 

providing security and not engage in corrupt tax practices. Person A escalates corruption to an 

even higher level and states that this is the primary risk for him in his business, even bigger than 

lack of customers: 
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The big challenge and the dangers risk for a business and businessman is the corruption and second is 

the security the lack of customers is not the big deal I can say you will get less benefits but you won’t 

stop it but in other two reasons that can stop you from running your work. For example if you are 

importing anything from China or Germany or America or anywhere else the first problem can be 

corruption; rules and policy getting your stuff from them movement and etc. after that if you don’t 

have security you won’t be able to move it to the target third can be the lack of customer but I think 

that can’t be big deal. 

The Flipside – Corruption as an Opportunity 

While it is clear that the majority of the participating entrepreneurs perceive the systemic 

corruption in Afghanistan as a risk, it can be debatable about the magnitude of this risk. 

Corruption, from a business owner perspective can be perceived as anything from a cost, an 

annoyance to something that has the possibility to seriously affect your operations. But, as with 

other risks, since the whole notion is deeply subjective there are possible upsides to such a corrupt 

environment. Looking back at the initial definitions of risk, it is obvious that the opposite position 

to a risk is an opportunity. Risk, according to the definition, relates to an uncertainty about the 

future (Luhmann, 2005). If the outcome has the potential to lead to negative outcomes, it is a risk 

and if the outcome has is potentially positive, it is an opportunity. This makes opportunity the 

flipside of risk or restated as a risk with negative impacts is a threat, whereas a risk with a positive 

impact is an opportunity (Hillson, 2003). The picture below shows this special circumstance where 

an administrative risk vector is ‘flipped’ and acts as an opportunity. 

 

Figure 7, corruption acting as an opportunity 

To support this argument are successful entrepreneurs in Kabul that has seized opportunities and 

viewed risks as opportunities. For example, media magnate and owner of Moby Group, a famous 

TV and media company, Saad Mohseni managed to attract foreign investments by media mogul 

Rupert Murdoch in 2012 (Peel, 2014). Other success stories includes Habib Gulzar, who invested 
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$25 million in a Coca-Cola bottling plant and the Zarang Motorcycle Company that began as a 

small family operation in Herat and now dominates the local market for three-wheeled rickshaw 

motorbikes (Cusak & Malmstrom, 2010). All of these businesses are success stories proving that 

even under adverse conditions, the right people will find opportunities to thrive. 

From last two or three years past there is a big change especially for small business owners I mean the 

small business owners get down because they have lost whatever they had but the people who had huge 

business they got more because they can afford if they lose anything of their investment but for small 

business owners very hard to afford so we came out from the ground. I can say that more money in 

Afghanistan can give you more success, you can have good relation with mafia and government and 

can changes what you want for your benefit. They can move their money easily to other safe places 

(N). 

A view expressed by several participants, like N above, is that wealthy business owners have more 

possibilities to manoeuvre around the system and create better outcomes for themselves. In this 

case it is a situation where corruption and informality works both ways, since they can pay off the 

necessary people they protect themselves from mafia and the government, while also getting 

access to lucrative contracts or graft, something more and more reported by watchdogs and public 

media (Kabul Times, 2016; SIGAR, 2016). 

The final comments, from M and D, provide an interesting insight into how Kabul-based 

entrepreneurs harbour dual feelings about informality in Afghanistan. On one hand, they 

understand that informality leads to corruption which in its turn in most cases directly drives 

insecurity. On the other hand, the value some of the freedoms that comes in an informal system, 

where rules are either flexible or non-existent. 

Very hard to answer this question but it’s true that we are moving forward and there are so many 

good things that you can hope for but again it depends on security. I visit so many countries but I 

think the best place for investment is Afghanistan you can more options because the ground is open for 

you so if you have any experience you can play that here (M). 

Business in Afghanistan is very good because it’s the basic start here so you can improve even there is 

a lot of security problems around. You can do whatever you want because everyone say it’s open 

marketing so there is no rules and law to outlawed you for example if you buy anything for 10Afs you 

can sale it for 20Afs3 (D). 

Risk Management 

As previously mentioned there are different ways to manage or mitigate risks. One is to avoid risk 

(ISMI, 2014). Several participants provided insights into their methods of staying out of harm’s 

                                                           

3 The Afghani (AFN or Afs) is the currency of Afghanistan. Exchange rate with the USD is 68:1. Source: XE.com 
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way and how to minimize the exposure to mainly physical risks. The most common strategy is 

apart from hiring guards, to behave in an inconspicuous way, to blend in and avoid being exposed 

as an affluent member of the society - it can be described as ‘the grey mouse strategy’. By being 

boring, these business owners can move around more freely and with less risk. 

The important is security awareness and security understanding and beside that you have to live 

simply to hide yourself between the people in society, good planning, and relationship with sources 

(A). 

You have to keep a low profile outside in order to be secure and comfortable with yourself that you are 

safe (K). 

As I mentioned before the simple way for small business owners is to live simply to not show what 

they do to not look VIP (O). 

Another technique of staying safe is to have, as K says, “situational awareness and situational 

understanding need to know what the threats are and who is related to the threat”. In essence this 

means that entrepreneurs need to perform their own intelligence process in order to acquire 

accurate situational awareness. Today, this is achieved using technology such as social networks, 

available on most smart phones like E does - “Now a day its technologies time so, everyone has 

internet and cell phones and we get aware of everything when it happens in Afghanistan”. 

By having trusted friends inside the security apparatus many of the participants get privileged 

access to timely information on threat warnings. 

It’s our country and I have good contact from my friends, NDS, ANP and local people in Kandahar 

and surrounding area the giving me information about everything (A). 

We have social network between the businessmen circle and have more contacts living among the 

people and have friends and relatives in government but it’s hard to get information before the 

incident (F). 

Just by living in a community and observing how the surrounding, often spotting what is known 

as ‘the absence of normality’ citizens immediately draw conclusions when something is about to 

happen. 

We are getting information from media and social media if there is something happening or going to 

happen then getting information from people around us (D). 

Honestly we can’t trust all but we compare and contrast media from our own channel I mean friends 

and relatives and our working environment friends (N). 
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Maybe the most direct observation the entrepreneurs can do is the one that has the most impact on 

the business and that is when their customers starts avoiding them, or that the security situation 

prevents them from doing their business activities. 

Normally we assume it from our customers if we have more customers its mean less risk if there is less 

customer its mean more risk. Basically people are afraid to come out for work because they understood 

everything is possible to happen (O). 

One method to deal with risk is to transfer the risks to someone else. This option is normally 

associated with various forms of insurances (ISMI, 2014). Several of the interviewees expressed the 

need for some kind of insurance system or investment protection policies that could allow them to 

recover some investments if they fail or their assets are lost. These two business owners below 

express the need for traditional insurance of their business assets, offices or production resources. 

My recommendation for afghan government and internationals is: to create an insurance policy for 

the businessmen to make sure that if something happens to their asset they will not broke; they are not 

going to lose all their money because there will be someone to help them and they will be able to 

continue in business (G). 

The first thing for the government and NGOs to have stability, rules and policy for business and 

businessmen, union to support businessmen; For example we don’t have any insurance policy to 

respond if we get any incident (H). 

While, this entrepreneur is more looking for the kind of investment protection that is traditionally 

associated with a governmental investment agency. 

First we have to think how we could offer the security package for a businessman and the security 

package is like for example you are spending a big amount of your money then government has to have 

insurance if you lost or anything happened to your money then there should be someone who will help 

you like Iran and other countries (K). 

Summary of the Risk Perception Analysis 

This section summarises the analysis of the empirical findings regarding the risk perspective. It 

was concluded that there are two distinguishable risk themes, personal risk and administrative 

risk. A special instance of administrative risk is corruption; due to individual perception 

corruption can be seen as both a risk and an opportunity. To balance for risk exposure, various 

mitigation measures are used. The most common mitigation techniques amongst the participants 

were modification of behaviour, gaining situational awareness and employing guards. There is an 

unmet need in Kabul for transferring of risk i.e. to have insurances. This market is not available 

yet. 
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Figure 8, summary of risk and protection vectors 
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Analysis of the Psychological Perspective 

In the psychological perspective, stress acts as the main downward vector in the balancing scales 

model while various coping mechanisms and processes such as resilience and self-efficacy acts as 

balancing countering forces. It is worth noting that according to psychologists, resilience is not a 

trait that people either have or do not have, rather it involves behaviours, thoughts and actions that 

can be learned and developed in anyone (APA, n.d.). 

 

Figure 9, resilience and self-efficacy as coping mechanisms 

Stressors 

Bullough et al. provides a series of stressors that according to their findings are relevant for Kabul-

based entrepreneurs (Bullough et al., 2014): 

(1) Fear of others perceiving the entrepreneur as successful and therefore to be a worthwhile target for 

extortion or kidnapping; 

(2) Loss of the business, employees, goods, or saved monetary gains if war activity comes too close to 

business operations; or 

(3) Theft or takeover of the business from insurgents or criminals. 

In the previous section, personal and administrative risks were discussed and empirical evidence 

found amongst the interviews that corroborates the Bullough et al. findings. Risk of kidnapping 

and risks related to corruption top the list amongst the participants in this study as well. The fear 

of losing the business or the means to earn an income is also mentioned in a majority of the 

interviews while the last stressor of losing the business through theft or hostile takeover seems to 

be a non-problem. 
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All risks do not have psychological effects on an individual; it depends on, first of all if the 

individual perceives the situation as a risk or an opportunity (López-Vázquez & Marván, 2003). 

This indicates a strong linkage between the risk and psychological perspectives, especially on the 

left hand side of the balancing scales. Below are quotes from interviews were the interviewee has 

expressed explicitly that they experience their situation as stressful or affecting them mentally: 

We always worry that we are at risk 24/7 because of kidnapping, instability, and a very week and 

corrupt government system (G). 

Yes of course my workers are afraid of this situation and they think if there is no work then what will 

happen? They think they will be fired one day from their job (E). 

I wasn’t able to get space from that suicide bomber and wasn’t normal till one week ago and was 

thinking about if I were killed there what would be the future of my family and who would be 

responding to them. I was abnormal mentally for one week (H). 

I try to not think so much about future and business because if you think and can’t find any good way 

then it hurts so much that’s why I want to be a way of thinking too much about that (N). 

We are confused we don’t know what to do, we don’t know what will happen tomorrow; we lost our 

mind and can’t decide what to do (L). 

In contrast, it should be said that in low levels, stress is considered a positive force and can assist in 

conquering fear or to provide extra endurance and motivation to get something done (APA, n.d.). 

In some individuals this moderate stress (‘butterflies in the stomach’) can have positive influence 

on self-efficacy, while others succumb and becomes paralysed (Bandura, 1997)  

Resilience as Coping Mechanism 

Several of the entrepreneurs originate from villages or small towns outside of Kabul, but after the 

security situation got worse in these parts they left for the capital. Often they left leaving their 

families behind, even if Afghan people prefer to live together as a larger extended family. The 

reason for living close to your family is to feel safe and live with honour, related to the many 

complex honour codes of Afghan tribes (Roehrs, 2014). If you live in an extended family group, the 

entrepreneur will not worry about his family when he (it is usually a man) leaves them while he is 

going somewhere else for work. 

The practice of have many children means having access to more resources able work and thus the 

family benefits especially when members get old, since Afghanistan lack a functioning retirement 

system or social welfare. Some of the interviewed participants had to divide their family members 

into smaller family units because of threats related to their person. This was often related to the 



52 

entrepreneurs working closely with people outside of their communities, especially foreigners, and 

this attracts suspicion and eventually threats. 

A majority of the entrepreneurs have had previous business experiences before their current one. 

They are often engaged in more than one venture at a time, because each of these ventures earns 

too little for their needs or ambitions. For example, G, is not only engaged in several business 

ventures, he is also a university student and harbours political ambitions: 

I work with construction and media and as I mentioned that I am a student in political law so I want 

to come to politics as well. Want to elect myself in coming elections in Khost province. 

From a resilience perspective, this indicates that these entrepreneurs have a high capacity to be 

resilient and to bounce back and return to business activities even if they suffered quite significant 

blows to their operations - like D mentions about how his clinic was destroyed in an attack: 

As I mentioned about the suicide attack be front our clinic and we lost everything as building 

damaged medicine and equipment and no one helped us and we did all by our own so, if something 

happen again we will do the same as we did before because there is no one to help us so we have to do 

it. 

Even if this group of entrepreneurs demonstrate a high capacity for resilience, it doesn’t come 

without personal costs. Several of the participants, complains about feeling constant fear, stress or 

even being deprived of their illusions. This describes well the actual effects of McClusky’s theory 

of margin (Madsen, Susan R et al., 2006). Margin is the relationship between the ‘load’ (of living) 

and the ‘power’ (to carry the load) and in this case several of the informants expressed signs of 

having a low level of margin to deal with unforeseen problems. 

It affected me badly and I got problems with my health, going three to four times per year to India for 

treatment because of always thinking on what will happen (B). 

I got mental problem and feeling disappoint when thinking about what will happen (I). 

In order to deal with stress and cope with the situation, these individuals used many different 

methods and strategies depending on their resources and needs. As discovered by Bader and Berg, 

in their study of expat behaviour under terrorism, these individual also perform various welfare 

related activities, such a escaping from Afghanistan on vacations, to increase their psychological 

well-being in order to lower the effect of perceived stress and strain. 

We are going abroad with family for vacation to come out of pressure (B). 

We are going out of Afghanistan with friends for vacation to UAE to India for 10 to 15 days (G). 
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The option of taking vacations abroad was not available to all of the entrepreneurs, mainly for 

costs reasons or problems with the Afghan bureaucracy in order to get passports and visas. 

Therefore, they resort to less costly methods of offloading stress and to regain composition under 

duress. 

Whenever we see or hear anything that can affect us we think under pressure that why it’s happening 

and when will be the end of these kind of incidents they only way to feel good and refresh whenever we 

treat anyone from our patient then think at least we did something positive for our people and we help 

them that makes us to feel comfortable. Without that there is nothing special without to get to gather 

with friends (D). 

Apart from the satisfaction of doing a good job, in this case treating patients, staying with friends 

or seeking support within their social networks or the often closely-knit communities represents an 

opportunity to relax. 

The influence of religion and the resort to faith is a very striking theme in many of the answers 

provided by this group.  

Always praying and reading the Holly Quran for coming out of pressure (J). 

Easy way to become relax and feel good is worship to your Allah and without that whenever I help 

others then feeling very good and relax (O). 

There is one way for us to feel comfortable and that can be to contact our Allah and to trust on Allah 

that can be good source of confidence (E). 

With Afghan measures most of the interviewed business owners are not extremely pious, rather 

the contrary since most of them have adopted rather modern and urban lifestyles. However, the 

comforting factor of having a strong belief, in a community where religion is of vital importance, 

does apparently provide a strong influence on an individual’s resilience, well-being and ability to 

shelter them from being too mentally affected by their harsh living conditions. 

The table below provides examples from the interviews that were mapped to the behavioural 

qualities according to the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale. 
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Indicator Description Example from Interviews 

Hardiness An indication that an individual is 

not easily frustrated when facing 

adverse situations, instead such 

individuals are audacious and they 

fight to achieve their goals. 

“Before I had IT store by the name of Soft computer agency we 

were selling laptops and different other IT stuff in Shar-e Now 

before that I had a private English course and etc. ” - J 

“Before 2001 I had an NGO and was logistic provider and after 2001 

I was food provider to ANA, ANP for 2 years in Uruzgan province, 

nothing is left, I mean to still trying to work hard to improve.” - A 

“And other we have to be brave to be comfortable to adjust and to 

not give up.” -A 

“The big secret is defence, resistance, and resiliency. Anyone who is 

resistance and never surrender to the situation he can go forward 

and especially in business sometimes you will lose but next time 

you will win.” - D 

Optimism The capacity of the entrepreneur 

to maintain a positive attitude in 

difficult circumstances, situations 

where there is great uncertainty 

regarding the outcomes. It is the 

capacity of the entrepreneurs to 

learn from mistakes and see them 

as an opportunity rather than a 

failure. 

“If you are working hard and work with hopes and good plans then 

you have to have good future so I am trying my best to be 

successful and I am sure I will make it. It’s not important to get 

more money in your work the important is to keep going on and 

not give up.” - A 

“Business in Afghanistan is very good because it’s the basic start 

here so you can improve even there is a lot of security problems 

around.” - D 

“I think Afghanistan is the suitable place for business even the 

situation is not good here and we have social problems, security 

problems, but for the business this country is auspicious and I trust 

its will get better in future by taking time.” - F 

“Insha Allah our future will be bright because it’s going to be good 

soon. There are so many parties who are working hardly for peace 

talk and stability.” - J 

Resource-

fulness 

The resources, capabilities and 

skills the entrepreneur possesses 

in order to control the various 

adverse situations they have to 

face. Resourcefulness implies that 

the entrepreneurs believe in their 

own ability to control events and 

influence the outcome of 

situations in which they find 

themselves in. 

“The important is security awareness and security understanding 

and beside that you have to live simply to hide yourself between 

the people in society, good planning, and relationship with 

sources.” - A 

“For a businessman it’s important to adjust with the living area and 

working environment and help the people around to make a good 

relationship with the people who are near to them and he should 

only focus on work. The culture is also to help others and they will 

help you because you can’t do anything by your own.” - D 

“It depends on location and working types to make a good plan and 

tactics for what you want to do and especially tight security plan. 

You have to select save area for living and working, good security 

plan, and good business plan.” - J 

Table 5, overview of resilience qualities demonstrated by the participants 
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Self-Efficacy as Coping Mechanism 

Determining if an individual has self-efficacy and especially entrepreneurial self-efficacy is about 

answering the question - does this individual believe that he/she has possess the necessary abilities, 

skills, experiences and education to perform the activities that a normally associated with not only 

starting up a business but also running it over time? 

There are two factors that are regularly mentioned, those are previous experience, often referred to 

as having mastered something, and role modelling (Bandura, 1997). Several of the participants 

have grown up in a family where their fathers and grandfathers were engaged in business 

activities or doing a craft such as being a tailor. Growing up in an entrepreneurial environment will 

naturally influence a person. There are plenty of opportunities to observe a role model and within 

the strong patriarchal bonds of Afghan families this is likely to have a strong impact. The other 

factor of having mastered certain skills can be found in the interviews. Many participants initiated 

their business activities at a very young age, often parallel to studies and borne out of a necessity to 

help with the family economy. Other participants claim they got inspired when working for 

another company where they learned the tools of the trade. 

After my graduation I start working with world Food program and after 2 years I left it and one day 

before 9/11 moved to the UNDSS also in Mazar-e Sharif and I work there for seven to eight years. I 

start working as Etisalat security director that was my first experience working with multination 

company and then I immediately I got idea how to go to privet sector and then I create my own risk 

management company (K). 

However, there are indications that business owners maybe overrate their own abilities, especially 

in running the business. This is something that has been observed when researchers measured 

entrepreneurial intentions amongst student cohorts. They often overrate their abilities as 

entrepreneurs, since they lack insights in the actual demands as well as prior experiences to make 

such informed forecasts of the future (Føleide, 2011). 

Signs of declining self-efficacy are indicated by frequent request for having foreign partners and 

external support, like J, who is currently “also looking for someone who have better experience 

than me for partnership”. 

As I mentioned before about the foreigners partnership so I think it’s important to have someone who 

can advise you in general that what is the standard and what you are doing (G). 

We also need to have foreigners advisor or partner to get basic and standard advise from there to let 

you know what is the standard, what you need to do with the circumstance, what is conditional 

requirement. This is the best way for improvement (O). 
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The table below maps the indications of entrepreneurial self-efficacy to factors provided by 

Bandura with the added component of social self-efficacy. 

Indicator Description Example from Interviews 

Mastery 

Experience 

Being successful in accomplishing a 

task raises self-efficacy, while 

experiencing a failure lowers self-

efficacy. Remembering a situation 

when a solution eventually was 

discovered through pure 

endurance will serve as a reminder 

that a solution will present itself 

with enough effort and patience. 

“I have RMC company and school in Mazar-e Sharif that is High 

School and also in Kabul district, these two Schools are the best 

School at ministry of education, we have got two Medal of best 

performance around the Afghanistan.” - K 

“I am working as a tailor from last 20 years and I am happy from 

my profession but not happy from working environment even I 

want to improve my workshop and workers but it’s not possible in 

current security situation in Kabul.” - H 

“My business is about eyes glasses and contact lenses, I have a 

small company optometry centre and equipment we have 

manufacturing the glasses and some other things that related to 

the optical business and I will say there is not any other way to do 

anything that’s why we prefer to do this because it’s our family 

business and we have experience with it.” - M 

Role 

Modelling 

Observing other people’s success 

will result in increased self-

efficacy, while seeing other people 

failing in their attempts will reduce 

self-efficacy. 

“As I said it’s from our grandfather business so we were working 

from long time from our childhood.” - L 

“To have a foreigner partner to advise you or to teach you what 

you should do and what you should not to do because we don’t 

have those skills here in our people in case if you can’t have 

anyone like that then you can hire someone as expat and assigned 

him in required area or position for management improvement.” - 

G  

“If we see Alakozay group of companies he is Afghan and he run 

his business all around the world but he stay in UAE because he 

know that we don’t have that environment to run the same as 

they doing it in UAE.” - G 

“I am also looking for someone who has better experience than 

me for partnership.” - J 

Social 

Persuasions 

Social persuasions increase self-

efficacy, while negative 

persuasions decrease self-efficacy. 

“Want to serve for my family and to live a normal live and to 

provide basics for my family and secondly I will be able to help my 

relatives, my area, valley, district, and my country.” - B 

“Whenever I am going somewhere to face men they look down 

because of I am a female even though there are some people who 

really don’t have the abilities or education that I have so they feel 

jealous.” - C 
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Social self-

efficacy 

The view that a high level of social 

capital (e.g. a favourable 

reputation, extensive social 

network, etc.) assists 

entrepreneurs in gaining access to 

persons important for their 

success, however, the experienced 

outcome will be influenced by the 

entrepreneurs’ social competence 

“Wanted to improve my work and want to be a good and 

professional designer to feed my family as a professional person 

in society.” - H 

Table 6, overview of entrepreneurial self-efficacy demonstrated by the participants 

Summary of the Analysis of Psychological Perspective 

This section summarises the analysis of the empirical findings from the psychological perspective. 

It was concluded that stress acts as the main downward vector in the balancing scales model while 

resilience and self-efficacy acts as a balancing forces. The relevant stressors applicable to 

entrepreneurs in Kabul are fear of others and loss of business, which can be mapped to the 

previously discussed two perceived risk types, personal and administrative risk corroborating 

other researcher’s findings that insecurity correlates with stress levels (López-Vázquez & Marván, 

2003). In layman’s terms this equates to the simple statement of ‘living with risk is stressful’. 

To overcome stress, individuals resort to coping. Being resilient (showing hardiness, optimism and 

resourcefulness) and self-efficient (showing mastery, following role-models and social skills) are 

the tell-tale signs of effective stress coping mechanisms, or that an individual have the necessary 

power to carry the load of living as a ‘danger zone entrepreneur’. Practically, this meant that the 

participants used coping techniques such as increasing their well-being by vacationing, seeking 

strength in their social surroundings, having strong religious faith, and bolstering their skills and 

capabilities by seeking external support. Access to external advisors and business partners are an 

unmet need of these participants since several participants expressed they wanted to have this 

kind of support, but only a few had managed to secure such a relationship. 
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Figure 10, summary of stress and coping vectors 
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Conclusions 
The research problem for the thesis is how Afghan entrepreneurs perceived risk exposure and how they 

persevere under adversity and three research questions were posed. In this chapter, each research question 

will be summarised to see how well it has been answered. At the end the suitability of the research method is 

evaluated and some suggestions for further research are provided. 

A New Conceptual Model 

This thesis combines related theories into a refined conceptual model used to analyse and put the 

empirical findings into a context. Drawing on an empirically proven model by Bullough et al. 

provided a solid foundation that was corroborated by qualitative findings that further reinforces 

the value of using risk perception, resilience and self-efficacy as determinants for individual 

entrepreneurial intentions. However, the author argues, based on the empirical findings in this 

study that the Bullough et al. model is limited in providing contextual understanding of how the 

environment and social surroundings actually affects the entrepreneurs. Therefore, an expanded 

conceptual model was created to provide an alternative view on entrepreneurship under the 

adverse conditions in Kabul comprising of acute corruption and insecurity. 

The primary contribution to the existing model by Bullough et al. is the notion that risk perception 

cannot be viewed as a monolith but needs to be seen as a system of forces. The other is to aggregate 

resilience and self-efficacy into a psychological perspective that acknowledges this as a system of 

forces as well. The notion of ‘vectors’ are introduced to describe these forces. Like a physical force, 

they have magnitude and direction and like vectors, they can balance each other out. This is exactly 

the idea of ‘risk management’ and ‘stress management’ i.e. finding ways to balance negative and 

positive influences on each system. The use of a higher resolution in the model allows for better 

mapping of empirical findings onto the positive and negative forces that affects each balancing 

scales. It is plausible that by using balancing scales, the elusive relationship and interactions that 

seems to exist within these domains can be better understood or at least described. 

A model is not an exact description of the world, especially not in social sciences. It serves as a 

construct that highlights certain elements or functions under complex dynamics in order to make it 

comprehensible. The use of conceptual modelling in this study has been very beneficial. It allowed 

the author to bring order to the empirical information and aided in logically structuring the thesis. 

While being peer reviewed by Afghanistan analysts, the model also facilitated discussions and 

served as a source for additional perspectives on the study. The model has been discussed with 

potential readers of the thesis and recommendation. It was very well perceived at a high-level 
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meeting with management of a micro-finance institute in Kabul that acknowledged both its 

applicability and usability on their client base. 

 

Figure 11, mapping of research questions in the conceptual model 

RQ1: How do Kabul-based entrepreneurs perceive exposure to physical and 

administrative risks? 

It is clear from the empirical findings that Kabul-based entrepreneurs experience different kinds of 

risks. These risks can be divided into two main categories; personal, often being a physical risk 

directed towards the entrepreneur or their family, and administrative, related to their role as 

business owners and their conduct of business operations. There is a linkage between risk 

perception and stress, where unmitigated risk negatively affects the stress levels of the 

entrepreneurs, as well as a linkage between successful employment of protection mechanisms or 

risk management techniques and psychological coping that leads to increasing resilience and self-

efficacy. 

Entrepreneurship 

Research 

Question 1 

Research 

Question 2,3 



61 

Amongst the interviewed entrepreneurs, the threat of kidnapping is considered the primary 

personal risk while administrative threats related to corruption, informality and poor governance 

are considered having an almost equal amount of risk, but this time more directed at their 

businesses. However, security and corruption are seen as two sides of the same coin and 

intrinsically linked. Another important finding is the duality of corruption. It is normally 

considered a negatively influencing risk factor that when present increase the entrepreneurs’ 

perception of risk. However, at the same time corruption, as well as the condition of informality, 

has the capacity to be viewed as opportunities. Such opportunities can be the flexible or non-

existent rules, access to contracts otherwise not eligible, lack of taxation and oversight etc. The 

underlying factors to decide if this condition should be viewed favourably or not are not fully 

examined in this study, but there are indications that they are related to psychological factors or 

individual disposition plus facilitating factors such as having access to funds and resources 

necessary to ‘capture the opportunity’. 

A question, not answered in this study, is how the relationship between corruption and security 

actually looks like, especially in terms of causes and effects? However, it is probably worth 

assessing terrorist activity separately from ‘war’ as used by Bullough et al. since according to the 

UN definition terrorism “causes death or seriously bodily injury to a civilian or to any other person 

not taking an active part in the hostilities in a situation of armed conflict” and as such becomes 

more of a direct threat towards the civilian population than modern wars that are per definition a 

declared act of aggression between armed regulated forces (Merriam-Webster, 2016). The Bullough 

et al. model, although assessing entrepreneurial intentions in Afghanistan, fails to include this 

difference and only comments on the fact that business owners under war conditions are likely to 

suffer from compromised business practices that leaves them with a weak rule of law (Bullough et 

al., 2014). Based on the findings in this study, there are indications that the weak rule of law (or the 

informality in general) is actually higher on the agenda for local business owners than was 

previously indicated in these models and should, together with terrorism activity, be included in 

future studies, either as a compounded part of the risk attribute or examined separately as key 

contributors to risk perception. 

RQ2: In what way is resilience demonstrated by Kabul-based entrepreneurs? 

The signs of personal resilience are perhaps the most striking observations when it comes to the 

individual traits of the participating entrepreneurs. Despite severe setbacks, including suffering 

financial losses as well as injuries, many of them have bounced back (again and again) and are 

continuing with their activities. They are not unaffected by these events, many of them suffer from 

mental problems, heightened stress levels and live in constant fear. Various coping techniques are 
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used to offload stress including leaving Afghanistan for shorter or longer periods to regain their 

mental strength. 

A finding in this study, which has neither been articulated in the Bader & Berg conceptual model 

nor by Bullough et al, is the links between reliance and religion since many of the entrepreneurs’ 

religious beliefs and worshipping are quoted as part of their coping mechanism. This might be a 

phenomenon that is local to the Muslim world, to Afghanistan or to the business community in 

Kabul. In any case, the influence of religion or the individual’s level of piety should be further 

investigated and understood when discussing individual resilience under adverse conditions. 

RQ3: In what way is self-efficacy demonstrated by Kabul-based 

entrepreneurs? 

In this study the self-efficacy demonstrated by the entrepreneurs are chiefly linked to their display 

of having shown previous mastery of the necessary skills or activities to be a business owner. There 

are indications that the tightly knit and close social networks, especially the extended family, 

promote the positive influence of role-models. When growing up with, and participating from 

early years in, family run business activities there is both a sense of social pressure that a craft or 

business should be inherited in the male line of the family. Observing male relatives, and other 

dominating figures, performing entrepreneurial activities establish the ‘I can do this too’ attitude of 

the entrepreneurs. However, many of the business owners interviewed complain that they lack 

foreign partners and access to skills and resources from outside of Afghanistan. This is not only a 

request for investment funding but also for international assistance in building their business 

through knowledge transfer. 

A consideration that was not analysed or controlled for in this study, due to lack of empirical data, 

is if the entrepreneur is a willing entrepreneur or has been forced into self-employment, as is 

indicated by other studies of Afghanistan where the extreme levels of informality (no welfare, 

social security, unregulated employments etc.) forces people to fend for themselves in any way 

possible, including setting up businesses that might not be commercial successes but still provides 

a limited source of income (Schütte, 2009). 

Assessing the Methodology 

Overall, the methodology used with its qualitative and inductive approach served the study well. 

By using only interviews, there was a limited possibility to draw firmer conclusions that carries a 

wider generalised applicability on entrepreneurs in Kabul. However, the objective was to provide 

additional insights into the research problem, to contrast or put previous quantitative research in 
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perspective. This purpose has been achieved. No hypothesis have been made that could have been 

falsified, but there are several interesting candidates for such hypothesis to be made using the 

insights gained from this method in future research project. 

Suggestions for Future Studies 

The proposed conceptual model lacks backing of quantitative data that can accurately describe the 

weight and relationships of the proposed vectors. By providing measures on how strong and 

directional these forces and correlations are, decision makers and researchers would gain better 

ability to make accurate forecasts about how manipulation of these vectors would affect the 

outcome - entrepreneurial activity, a vital knowledge for many countries and economies that exists 

under adverse conditions. 

A particularly interesting topic that surfaced during many interviews is the entrepreneurs and 

their capacity to perform a ‘business intelligence’ process. In this case, it might not be the notion of 

business intelligence for traditional managerial decision making, or as a performance optimiser to 

gain market shares. Business intelligence in extreme adverse conditions, such as in Afghanistan, 

might instead be similar to traditional intelligence processes of governments and security 

organisations, from where the concept trace it origins (Thorson, 1997). The use of social networks 

such as Facebook, Twitter on mobile platforms seems to have a vital importance for information 

collection, as does the age old discipline of human intelligence. There are many lessons to be 

learned here and valuable knowledge that if disseminated to other entrepreneurs in danger zones 

would allow them not only to be commercially successful but also to avoid becoming causalities of 

conflicts or criminality. 

Implications and Recommendations 

The implications of this study indicates that the current models and theories around risk and 

entrepreneurship, especially under adverse conditions have not been fully able to describe the 

rather complex interactions between external risks and the internal coping mechanisms of the 

entrepreneur. The model proposed in the study has been able to introduce new concepts of 

balancing scales and vectors can be perceived to influence its forces in positive and negative 

directions depending on various factors. These added insights will provide the academic 

community with a new perspective and tools to conduct further research into the field. 

Based on the conclusions in this study a number of recommendations are made to entrepreneurs as 

well as the Afghan Government and International Organisations focusing on providing 

development assistance.  The recommendations for Afghan entrepreneurs on how to deal with 
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adverse conditions are not specific to Afghanistan and should be seen as generic advice applicable 

in many similar conflict ridden countries or informal economies around the world. 

For Afghan Entrepreneurs 

When conducting business under extremely adverse conditions there are two important 

perspectives to bear in mind. The first is the risk perspective, which is the amount of risk exposure 

compared to protection measures or mitigation. Ideally, this balance should be equal otherwise the 

exposure to risk can increase over an acceptable limit or the constraints of the protection measures 

are too high or too costly. 

Risks are divided into two main categories, the personal risks that are primarily physical or 

monetary and the administrative risks that are non-physical and business oriented. A special case 

of risk is corruption or informality, meaning a rule-less system. This risk works in two ways, either 

as a risk factor or as an opportunity. 

Recommendation 1: Try to view perceived risks, especially administrative risks as opportunities. 

This might create new business opportunities or enable you to find alternative ways forward in 

difficult situations. 

The ideal situation is of course that risks are removed or eliminated. For an entrepreneur in Kabul 

this is in most cases not possible and therefore there is a need to find suitable techniques for 

mitigating risks. 

Recommendation 2: Try to always analyse your behaviour and appearance so that you do not 

present a picture that you are a suitable target for criminals, terrorist or corrupt government 

officials. This might mean that you need to alter the way you dress, what kind of vehicle you use 

and how you act in the neighbourhood. 

Recommendation 3: Try to always gather information from trustworthy sources about the current 

security situation and any present threats. Always observe the behaviour of people around you 

and be aware of the absence of normality. This can be the indicator of a coming attack. Use modern 

technology to keep abreast of threats and incidents. 

Recommendation 4: If you can afford it, hire guards and use professional protection services to 

give you advice on how to secure your work and living premises. Avoid carrying weapons since it 

can be both illegal and escalate confrontations. Observe that by using guards you must also 

consider recommendation 2 so that you do not attract more attention of potential perpetrators. 



65 

Even if all recommendations above are followed, most entrepreneurs are likely to feel a great deal 

of stress and pressure. This is a natural response and there are some tried coping techniques that 

can help alleviate the situation. 

Recommendation 5: Try to invest in your well-being by going away from the situations that makes 

you feel stressed. If you can afford the time and money, go on a vacation to a safe foreign land or 

make sure to spend times off at relaxing locations that are closer by. 

Recommendation 6: Try to use your social network to relax, talk and feel supported. By talking 

about a problem or a stressful situation you will get two benefits, first your share the burden with 

someone else and maybe they can offer comfort or provide another perspective on the situation. 

Recommendation 7: Try to seek comfort in your faith and beliefs. 

For the Afghan Government and International Organisations 

The current situation in Afghanistan in regards to insecurity and lack of good governance must be 

addressed immediately and given the highest priority. These are the root causes why Afghan 

entrepreneurs experience both exposure to great risks while suffering from significant mental 

pressure. Apart from these obvious rectifications the following recommendations should be 

considered: 

Recommendation 8: Provide better mechanism for the private sector to purchase insurances that 

can offset some of their risk exposure. Additionally, make sure that entrepreneurs are provided 

with accurate and timely threat warnings and recommendations on how to stay secure, especially 

their families. 

Recommendation 9: Provide better access to finance, investments and capital. By having access to 

capital, the entrepreneurs can not only develop their business operations but also afford to act on 

new opportunities and acquire better security measures. 

Recommendation 10: Provide better access to foreign experts and business partners. This is a much 

sought after resource and will allow for local entrepreneurs to get access to suitable role-models as 

well as additional experiences and ideas. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

1. What is your name? 

 نام شما چیست؟

2. How old are you? 

؟چند ساله هستی  

3. Tell me briefly about where you come from, where do you live now and other vital facts 

about your background? 

 معلومات مختصر در مورد شما سکونت اصلی و دیگر معلومات که شما میخواهید در موردسابقه کاری شما؟

4. Tell me about your family and family situation? 

فامیل شما؟ چگونگی در مورد فامیل و وضیعت  

5. What is your education? 

 تعلیمات و تحصیالت شما؟

6. Tell me about your business, the background, what do you do and how successful is it? 

ایا راضی هستید یا خیر؟ و راز موفقیت شما؟ در مورد کار و سرمایه گذاری شما که  

7. Have you owned or conducted business before? 

 پیش از این کار شما هم همچو یک مصروفیت داشتید؟ یعنی صاحب کار بودید؟

8. Is this your only business venture here in Afghanistan? 

 ایا شما صاحب همین یک مصروفیت و سرمایه گذاری هستید در افغانستان؟

9. What is your ambition and goal with this business venture? 

چه هست؟ هدف شما ازپیشبردن این سرمایه گذاری  

10. What are they key challenges and opportunities you face in your capacity as business 

owner? 

 به صفت یک سرمایه گذار مشکالت و چالشهای عمده که دامنگیر شما باشد چی است؟

11. How do you perceived the security situation for you personally? 

 به نظر شخصی شما وضیعت امنیتی فعلی برای شما چه قسم است ؟ یعنی شما وضیعت امنیتی را چه قسم ارزیابی مینکنید؟

12. How do you perceived the security situation for your family? 

 برای فامیل شما وضیعت امنیتی را چه قسم ارزیابی مینکنید ؟
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13. How do you perceived the security situation for your personnel? 

؟ وضیعت امنیتی را چه قسم ارزیابی مینکنید برای کارگران شما  

14. Can you provide some examples of incidents or situations where you felt being at risk or 

when you were the victim of violence or injustice? 

یک واقعه که شما به ان روبرو شده باشید یعنی خطر و واقعات که با شما رخ داده باشد همرای ما شریک بیسازید؟مثال  میتوانی  

15. Under what circumstances do you fell most at risk? 

 در کدام مقتضیات و وضیعت شما بیشتر احساس خطر دارید؟

16. How does the security situation affect your business operations? 

 اثرات عمده وضیعت امنیتی باالی سرمایه گذاری شما چه است؟

17. How does the security situation affect you personally? 

 ایا وضیعت امنیتی باالی روحیه شما تاثرات بد دارد و یا هم اثرات وضیعت امنیتی باالی روحیه و شخصیت خود شما چه خواهد بود؟

18. Can you provide some examples of how you have reacted to and how you have dealt with 

threats, incidents or other threatening situations? 

در برابر ان عکس العمل را شما چه بود؟ در مورد عکس العمل شما که سر گذشت حادثه که پیشروی یا باالی شما رخ داده باشه و   

19. How do you become aware of threats or situations that might expose you or your business 

to risk? 

چگونه مطلع می شوید؟ شما از خطر حادثات که امکان دارد باالی شما و سرمایه گذاری شما اثرات بد خواهد داشت  

20. What actors or resources do you trust when it comes to providing you with information 

about threats? 

 در مورد اطالعات و خبر رسانی باالی کدام مرجع خبری باور بیشتر دارید تا معلومات ان دقیقتر باشد؟

21. What actors or resources do you trust when it comes to providing you with protection 

from threats or risk? 

کدام مرجع اعتماد بیشتر دارید تا شما را همکاری کند؟ در وقت خطر برای نجات از خطر باالی  

22. What kind of counter-measures do you employ in order to stay as safe as possible? 

 شما بخاطر مصونیت خود از کدام اقدامات وقایوی استفاده میکنید تا از خطر مصون باشید؟

23. When something bad happens either to you, your family or the business how do you think 

and plan for the future? 

ان برای اینده تان چه تدابیر خواهد بود یعنی چه گذاری شما واقع شود بعد از ، فامیل شما، و یا به سرمایه گر کدام واقعه دلخراش به شما ا

 خواهد کرد؟



77 

24. Do you think you are more or less able then other in your surroundings to understand 

risks and deal with them? 

شما از دیگران که در محیط با شما یکجا هستند قوی و یا ضعیفتر هستید؟  ،اگاهی از خطردر مورد اطالعات و  به نظر شما  

25. What kind of risks that are present here in Kabul do you fear the most? 

شما کدام نوع خطر احتمال دارد خطر که شما ترس به وقوع پیوستن ان را دارید در کابل؟به نظر    

26. Can you rank the risks towards you or your business that are most likely to occur? 

به نظر شما احتمال اختطاف  ؟ یعنیایا میتوانید خطر احتمالی که به شما و یا به تجارت شما امکان ذیاد را خواهد داشت درجه بندی کنید

...انتحار انفجار   

27. Do you have any special strategy or way to remove the tension or pressure from being 

under threat or facing constant risk? 

ویش خطرات و چالشهای خطر خود را بیرون تش ایا کدام تدابیر مثبت و یا کدام راه بیرون رفت از کشمکش و فشار ذهنی را دارید تا از

 کنید؟

28. How do you view the future for you, your family and your business? 

اینده فامیل شما و اینده تجارت شما چه قسم خواهد بود؟ یعنی این همه را چه قسم ارزیابی میکنید؟  ،به نظرشما اینده شما   

29. Do you feel that you are in control of the situation and that your actions are directly related 

to how the future will look like? 

اینده شما چه  یا ربط عکس العمل شما به اینده دارد که که ایا شما فکر میکنید که شما و اینده شما در دست وضیعت و حاالت خواهد بود و

 خواهد بود؟

30. Is there anything else that you would like to mention that is related to the security 

situation and the risks facing a business man in Kabul today and in the future? 

ک سرمایه ایا چیزی دیگر هم است که میخواهی ذکر شود که در مودر به وضیعت امنیتی باشد و یا چالشهای عمده امروز و یا فردا برای ی

 گذار باشد؟ 

31. How do you do to understand if there are more or less risk present in a certain situation? 

 از کاهش و ازدیاد حضور خطرات چگونه مطمن واگاه میشوید که خطر ذیاد و یا کم شده است؟

32. What are the most important skills or assets you need to stay safe as a businessman in 

Kabul? 

 به صفت یک سرمایه گذار در کابل که مصـون باشید کدام مهارتهای مهم است تا با داشتن ان خود را مصـون نگهدارد؟

33. What is your recommendation to another businessman thinking about starting up his 

business here in Kabul? 

    شما برای ان سرمایه گذاران که میخواهد در کابل سرمایه گذاری کند چه خواهد بود؟ پیشنهاد و توصیه
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34. What is your opinion about the differences between a successful and a less successful 

businessman here in Kabul? 

رابطه به سرمایه گذاران که موفقیت شان نظر به دیگران کمتر است چه نظر شما در رابطه به سرمایه گذاران که بیشتر موفق هستند و در 

یعنی راز موفقیت انان چه است؟ ، خواهد بود  

35. Finally, what is your recommendation to the Afghan Government and the International 

Organisations present regarding the local business environment in order to make the daily 

life for businessmen more secure and safe?  

یه گذاری و مصونیت سرمایه گذار از ارگانهای دولتی و ارگانهای خارجی چه در اخر پیشنهاد و مشوره شما در مورد بهبود محیط سرما

 خواهد بود تا زندگی روزمره یک سرمایه گذار مصـون وبیرون از خطر باشد؟ 

36. How do you compare the risk of corruption, lack of customers, and lack of security?  

شما از قبیل خطرات خطر فساد اداری،خطر کمبود امنیت و خطر کمبود مشتری کدام از این سه خطرات خطر مضر برای سرمایه گذاری 

  میدانید؟
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Appendix B: Map of Afghanistan 

 

Source: http://edinburghint.com/insidetrack/afghanistan-weekly-security-report-20-august-2015-2-3-2-2-2-2-2-2/ 

Figure 12, map of Afghanistan’s provincial security situation in August 2015.  
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