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Excecu�ve Summary

Communication Challenges in Peace Talks

The Afghan peace process is fraught with challenges. The present study provides insight 
into one major challenge—the communica�on gap between interna�onal and na�onal 
stakeholders and the Afghan people—and how it shapes Afghans’ a�tudes toward the 
ongoing nego�a�ons and the phased US troop withdrawal. This report is an ini�a�ve of 
Rumi Consultancy, the culmina�on of three months of intense research by a team of 19 
professionals. Its aim is to assess the gap between the messages communicated by deci-
sion makers and the recep�on of these messages on the ground, and to inform the 
outreach strategies of domes�c and foreign stakeholders.

A�er a desk review of relevant material, a survey ques�onnaire of five mul�ple-choice 
ques�ons was designed and distributed to trained local researchers. Researchers asked a 
diverse sample of 600 Afghan par�cipants in 8 provinces (origina�ng from 22 provinces) 
to share their views on different aspects of nego�a�ons by selec�ng mul�ple-choice 
op�ons and elabora�ng on their responses. This was followed by five focus group discus-
sions with a subset of the sample to iden�fy deeper trends in opinion and reasoning. 

This study sought to gain insight into the whole spectrum of communica�on issues 
surrounding the peace talks. The major findings are as follows:

     ●  85% of par�cipants had heard about the peace talks, while the remaining 15%   
had not. Access to social media was the most significant explanatory variable in par�ci-
pants’ awareness of the peace talks, with a 21% disparity in social media access 
between those who had heard and those who had not. 

●   63% of par�cipants felt that their source did not provide sufficient informa�on 
about the peace talks. Par�cipants most o�en a�ributed this lack of informa�on to 
the closed-door nature of the nego�a�ons. The Afghan government’s absence from 
formal discussions between the US and the Taliban also heightened par�cipants’ suspi-
cions about the process. Par�cipants noted that greater transparency and regular com-
munica�on about the outcome of each round of talks would help alleviate their 
mistrust. 

●  61% of par�cipants iden�fied social media as their preferred source of informa�on, 
ci�ng its 24/7 availability, interac�ve nature, instant updates, entertainment value, 
and the accuracy of the informa�on it provided. 

●  When asked to iden�fy the best source of informa�on on the peace talks, none  of
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the par�cipants referred to efforts made by interna�onal stakeholders to communicate 
developments in the nego�a�ons. This reveals serious shortcomings in interna�onal 
par�es’ a�empts to convey accurate and comprehensive informa�on from the top down. 

●  Nearly half of par�cipants believed that the main aim of the peace talks was to  deter-
mine a power sharing arrangement with the Taliban. Furthermore, 2 in 5 par�cipants 
viewed  the expected US withdrawal from Afghanistan as evidence that the US has failed 
in the war effort. 

●  46% of par�cipants considered a successful ceasefire a vital test of whether the peace 
talks would make real progress.

●  When asked about the use of the term ‘peace talks’ for the nego�a�ons, more than 
one-third of par�cipants expressed serious skep�cism about the talks being intended to 
bring peace to Afghanistan. Rather, they saw the talks as a way for the US to secure a safe 
exit for its troops. Par�cipants derided the nego�a�ons with phrases like ‘anything but 
peace talks’, ‘waste of �me’, and ‘a joke’. Less than one-third of par�cipants felt that the 
term ‘peace talks’ accurately reflected the purpose of nego�a�ons. 

●  64% of par�cipants wanted to know the implica�ons of peace talks for the country’s 
stability, predica�ng other issues—like women’s rights, educa�on, and na�onal recon-
struc�on—on na�onal stability and security. Both male and female par�cipants consistent-
ly emphasized the importance of children’s educa�on and the need to preserve gains in 
this area. Women were especially anxious about the future of their rights. Many par�ci-
pants expressed suspicion about the US mo�ves in the talks, and 1 in 4 par�cipants stated 
that they had no idea what was being agreed on due to the secre�ve nature of the talks 
and unclear, inconsistent communica�ons from the involved par�es. 

●  More than one-third of par�cipants who expressed interest in the peace talks’ effect on 
na�onal stability also expressed interest in na�onal reconstruc�on. These two concerns, 
peace and development, were closely related in the minds of many par�cipants.

Data from the survey and focus group discussions along with input from provincial 
researchers reveals a widespread narra�ve among Afghans that the US has been forced to 
admit failure in winning the ‘war on terror’ and is merely seeking an exit strategy from 
Afghanistan, with li�le regard for how this will affect the country’s peace and stability. In 
this light, peace talks were merely a public rela�ons tac�c to jus�fy a US withdrawal. 
The prevalence and plausibility of this narra�ve for Afghans suggests that policymakers 
and other stakeholders must drama�cally revamp their approach to communica�ons. 
Although the US-Taliban phase of peace talks has concluded, messaging on the part of the 
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US and allied stakeholders is s�ll vitally important to support the rest of the peace 
process. One major reason for the suspicion and lack of acceptance surrounding the 
peace talks is the lack of reliable, publicly available, and easily accessible informa�on.
 
Stakeholders must adopt a two-pronged strategy of broadly targeted messages aimed at 
reassuring the Afghan public and specifically targeted messages that will resonate unique-
ly with different segments of Afghanistan’s diverse popula�on. They must also commit 
resources to sustained engagement with local leaders, such as elders and religious authori-
�es, to create a two-way channel of informa�on and feedback with the public.     
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Introduc�on

The recently concluded peace talks between the Taliban and US officials was the result of 
growing momentum for formal nego�a�ons to end the Afghan conflict since 2018. Howev-
er, the process has been marked by unpredictability, with an up�ck in violence, the 
absence of the Afghan government from formal discussions, and President Donald 
Trump’s abrupt termina�on of talks on the eve of a peace deal in September 2019. The 
spike in civilian casual�es over the course of the peace talks, the uncertain�es of proce-
dure and outcome, and the fact that discussions were out of the public view undermined 
many Afghans’ enthusiasm and confidence about the process. Now the peace process has 
entered the even more uncertain phase of intra-Afghan nego�a�ons. Confusion and suspi-
cion dominate the discourse on the ground. Exacerba�ng this situa�on is the fact that the 
US and other stakeholders have not made sustained, systema�c efforts to dispel miscon-
cep�ons and communicate a consistent narra�ve about the interna�onal community’s 
commitment to Afghanistan and the precise condi�ons for US troop withdrawal. On the 
contrary, communica�ons have been sporadic, conflic�ng, and unconvincing. Consequent-
ly, there is a wide gap between how peace messaging is intended and how it is received.

Afghans have deep misgivings about the role of regional states and the broader interna-
�onal community in the perpetua�on of the war. The conflict between the US and the 
Taliban—now nearly two decades old—and the longer history of foreign interven�on in 
Afghanistan, leading to recurring cycles of violence, color the way many Afghans perceive 
the peace process. Proponents of a nego�ated peace are already working at a disadvan-
tage when it comes to persuading the Afghan audience. Their efforts thus far have been 
undermined by a lack of effec�ve communica�on about the nature and intent of the talks. 
Without clear and consistent messaging from the US and related stakeholders, Afghans’ 
misgivings have only intensified. Since stakeholders did not apply a communica�ons strate-
gy preemp�vely, an�cipa�ng and countering fears and misinforma�on at the outset, the 
only remaining op�on is to intervene at a late stage in the peace process to change public 
percep�on.  

For strategic communica�ons to be effec�ve, communicators must first engage in ‘strate-
gic listening’. In other words, communica�on must be grounded in data on audience 
percep�on and the informa�on environment in order to be relevant and targeted. 
Although the US and aligned par�es have tried to communicate a posi�ve narra�ve about 
the peace process, these efforts have, to date, suffered from a lack of reliable data. With-
out an accurate understanding of audience psychology, stakeholders’ communica�ons 
will consistently miss the mark.  
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 Rumi Consultancy conducted the present study to fill a severe knowledge gap. This report 
is the culmina�on of three months of research involving 600 par�cipants in 8 provinces, 
capturing responses from a diverse sample that reflects the diversity of the na�on. It 
analyzes Afghans’ percep�ons and opinions about the peace process, specifically the talks 
between US and Taliban officials, providing a crucial gauge of the effec�veness of US and 
interna�onal messaging. The report is designed to inform researchers, government 
officials, peacebuilding prac��oners, and other interna�onal stakeholders in their efforts 
to build local support for the ongoing peace process. Such support is vital, because even 
though peace between the US and the Taliban has been formalized at the nego�a�ng 
table, it will prove unsustainable without broad acceptance from the Afghan public.

 Why Strategic Communica�ons?

This research is based on two premises: (1) that construc�ve engagement with the Afghan 
people is cri�cal for the long-term success of the peace process, which is defined as the 
realiza�on of a durable peace; and (2) that strategic communica�ons, as a framework for 
effec�ve messaging, offers the most compelling model for this engagement. 

Emily Goldman dis�nguishes strategic communica�on from generic communica�on: ‘Com-
munica�on is strategic when the scope of communica�on ac�vi�es are geared for mul�-
ple and diverse audiences . . . ; when it occurs con�nuously through �me . . . ; when com-
munica�on is receiver-centric, or tailored for suitability to audiences . . . ; and when words 
and ac�ons are marshaled to advance policy goals’. 1  Strategic communica�on(s) consid-
ers the whole context in which messages are sent (including how the sender’s ac�ons will 
affect the interpreta�on) and received. It prizes consistency, constant adapta�on to chang-
ing circumstances, nuance and flexibility for a variety of recipients, and a proac�ve rather 
than a reac�ve approach to shaping the narra�ve. 
 
In light of this defini�on, US and interna�onal efforts to communicate the purpose and 
benefits of the peace talks to the Afghan public performed poorly. These efforts were late, 
sporadic, and mostly geared towards the Afghan government rather than the Afghan 
public. 

1 Emily Goldman, ‘Strategic Communica�on: A Tool for Asymmetric Warfare’, Small Wars Journal, October 2007,
 h�ps://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/strategic-communica�on-a-tool-for-asymmetric-warfare. 
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The fact that there is a crisis of percep�on among many ordinary Afghans has not been a 
significant point of discussion among interna�onal stakeholders. There is powerful grass-
roots support for peace, as public momentum for local ac�vism (such as the Helmand 
People’s Peace) demonstrates, but it has been divorced from the top-down, formal peace 
process in Doha. Policymakers and nego�ators missed the opportunity to frame the peace 
talks as a complementary ini�a�ve and thus ride a wave of local support.

Other actors have more aggressively shaped the flow of informa�on about the peace 
process. The Taliban, foreign states, and prominent cri�cal voices within Afghanistan have 
exploited communica�onal gaps and ambigui�es to create confusion and fear about the 
nego�a�ons and what they mean for Afghan society. 

 The Informa�on Environment

Afghans live in a heavily saturated informa�on environment, with exposure to numerous 
conflic�ng messages sent through different channels.

First, there are a number of media ins�tu�ons ac�ve in the country that are affiliated with 
larger foreign networks and supported by foreign funding, such as BBC Dari/Pashto 
services, Radio Azadi, and Radio Ashna. They operate from a more global, western editori-
al outlook than their local counterparts2, are be�er resourced, and tend to give in-depth 
coverage to all the key players in the conflict, including the Taliban. The influence of 
foreign-sponsored media in shaping Afghan civil society and society at large deserves a 
separate discussion, but it is sufficient to note here that this influence has been consider-
able. 

Second, there is a large local media sector including several successful broadcast, print, 
and online news outlets. In contrast to foreign-sponsored media, these ins�tu�ons have 
compara�vely limited range of movement due to financial constraints, threats from 
extremist groups and powerful poli�cal figures, and a perilous security environment. The 
threat posed by the Taliban and the Islamic State in Khorasan Province (ISKP) is especially 
dire in the provinces, where both journalists and their families are o�en subject to in�mi-
da�on and violence. Given these constraints, the news produced by local media tends to 
be more straigh�orward and delve less into analysis and in-depth repor�ng. However, 
editorial pieces, special features, and roundtable discussions do exist, providing the audi-
ence with an Afghan media perspec�ve on the peace process. 

2 Siddiqullah Tawhidi, a media leader and former director of Bakhtar News Agency, personal communica�on, December 14, 2019. 
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The third channel for informa�on about the peace process is social media. Afghans’ access 
to the internet has increased drama�cally in a short span of �me, and pla�orms like Face-
book have become a major forum for exchanging views and updates about the latest 
events. Social media now wields formidable influence over popular opinion in areas with 
coverage3 . However, the rapid dissemina�on of informa�on generated by social media 
users to a large, diverse audience of other users makes the task of countering misinforma-
�on and communica�ng clearly all the more difficult. Online audiences are exposed to 
unverified, o�en sensa�onalized, claims, and Afghan poli�cal figures on Facebook exert 
powerful influence by airing mostly cri�cal or pessimis�c views about the peace process, 
which are then recycled by their supporters. Rumors and conspiracy theories quickly gain 
currency through shares and likes, followed by offline conversa�ons. 

Fourth, and finally, the Taliban have proven to be skilled social media users, quick to 
respond to new developments and adept at broadcas�ng their version of events. The 
group is ac�ve through Facebook, Twi�er, and their website Al-Emarah (‘The Emirate’), 
which publishes a high volume of news and other content. They have maintained a consis-
tent narra�ve about US atroci�es and civilian casual�es, Afghan government corrup�on, 
and their own role as Afghanistan’s protectors and liberators. Ar�cles on Al-Emarah 
constantly decry US and allied ac�vity in Afghanistan. A�er President Trump summarily 
suspended the peace talks in September 2019, Taliban news pieces said that the move 
had exposed the ‘evil satanic agenda of prolonging war in Afghanistan’ and that ‘war mon-
gers always see war and terror a much be�er alterna�ve to diploma�c solu�ons’.4 The 
group has de�ly framed events to support their message. 
      
How does messaging from various sources affect local Afghan percep�ons? Rumi’s previ-
ous explora�ons in this area suggest that Afghans are not uncri�cal consumers of mass 
media communica�ons. Rather, their percep�ons are heavily informed by the experience 
of forty years of war, which has ins�lled deep skep�cism about poli�cal guarantees, the 
neutrality of ins�tu�ons like the press, and the role of foreign states.  Since �ght-knit 
family and community networks provide one of the few guarantees of stability amid wider 
social instability, news and opinions filtered through these channels are more readily 
accepted.

3 Internews, Social Media in Afghanistan: Users and Engagement, October 2017,
 h�ps://www.internews.org/sites/default/files/2017-12/Internews_Afghanistan_SocialMediaAssessment_Altai_2017-12.PDF.
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In summary, Afghans live at the confluence of mul�ple, conflic�ng channels of informa-
�on. Not only do individual sources provide a grim outlook on the peace process, but 
collec�vely, the noise of so many compe�ng claims creates an enabling environment for 
misinforma�on and conspiracy theories. This study finds that stakeholders’ communica-
�ons have so far failed to convince most Afghans that the current top-down peace process 
is being responsibly orchestrated and will safeguard their rights and freedoms. Propo-
nents of the formal peace process must be excep�onally strategic if they wish to shi� 
the �de of public opinion at this late stage.

In September 2019, the UN Secretary-General's Special Representa�ve for Afghanistan, 
Tadamichi Yamamoto, told the UN Security Council that the peace talks must have the 
backing of the ‘whole spectrum of Afghan society’ to pave the way for a sustainable 
peace.  Although a peace deal has already been signed, the process itself is far from over. 
Effec�ve strategic communica�ons will play a pivotal role in convincing Afghan society 
that the interna�onal community and the Afghan stakeholders is playing a construc�ve 
role and that the formal peace between the US and the Taliban will prove to be in Afghani-
stan’s interest.

4 See ‘Cheerleaders of Trump in Kabul’, September 11, 2019, 
h�p://alemarahenglish.com/?p=31067; and ‘Occupa�on and Ceasefire’, September 21, 2019, h�p://alemarahenglish.com/?p=31064.

5 This observa�on is in keeping with Klapper’s theory of ‘selec�ve exposure’, which argues that audiences’ understandings do not change 
based on every new piece of informa�on to which they are exposed. Rather, they discriminate between informa�on that confirms their 
preexis�ng way of thinking and that which challenges it, generally assimila�ng the former while discarding the la�er. See Joseph T. Klapper, 
The Effects of Mass Communica�on (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1960).  

6 ‘“Whole spectrum of Afghan society must get behind peace talks”, UN envoy tells Security Council’, UN News, September 10, 2019, 
h�ps://news.un.org/en/story/2019/09/1046042.
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Key Figures and Demographics

 •  600 par�cipants sampled in 8 provinces; par�cipants came from 22 provinces
 
 •  62% urban, 38% rural
 
 •  68.33% male, 30.33% female, 1.33% chose not to specify7 
 
 •  85% of par�cipants were between the ages of 18 and 40
 
 •  70% of respondents were employed, 23% of them female
 
 •  56% single, 43% married, 1% engaged
 
 •  93% of par�cipants had received some level of educa�on 
 
 •  86% had access to social media

7 In most cases, figures in the report are rounded to whole numbers for ease of reading. Annex 1 provides the exact percentages with 
decimals.
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Figure 0.1 Political map of Afghanistan showing participants’ provinces of origin
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Methodology

Based on an analysis of current poli�cs and a desk review, the research team for this study 
dra�ed 11 mul�ple-choice ques�ons asking par�cipants to characterize their views on the 
formal peace talks between the US and the Taliban. Par�cipants would then be asked to 
elaborate on their responses, and this data would be analyzed to assess the impact and 
effec�veness of peace-related communica�ons by interna�onal stakeholders and Afghan 
stakeholders to the Afghan public. Since the project was �me-sensi�ve and there were 
limited resources for processing large quan��es of data in this �meframe, the ini�al 11 
ques�ons were condensed into 5. The survey also captured basic demographic details of 
the par�cipants.

Fi�een field researchers, 4 female and 11 male, were selected to conduct the survey. 
Researchers were based in the provinces of Nangarhar, Kandahar, Khost, Baghlan, Parwan, 
Ghazni, Herat, Balkh, and Kabul. The majority had prior journalis�c or research experi-
ence, but they were addi�onally trained on project goals and methodology in an intensive 
seminar for this study.   

The survey provided cri�cal data on the percep�ons of 600 randomly selected par�ci-
pants about the peace talks and, consequently, whether messaging from interna�onal 
stakeholders had succeeded in conveying to the Afghan public the nature and content of 
the talks. The sample was diverse by age, sex, language, loca�on, level of educa�on, and 
employment status. Because the topic of the study required a basic awareness of poli�cs 
and an ability to form opinions independently, researchers only selected par�cipants 13 
years old and above. Age categories were grouped as 13–17, 18–25, 26–40, 41–55, and 
55+. In Nangarhar, Kandahar, Kunduz, and Kabul provinces, researchers only interacted 
with par�cipants of the same sex, in keeping with cultural norms.      
 
Data was gathered through informal, semi-structured interviews. Researchers asked 
par�cipants to answer all 5 mul�ple-choice ques�ons and to elaborate on each response. 
These interac�ons lasted 12 minutes on average. Researchers coded responses to each 
ques�on on a special form and manually noted sugges�ons or addi�onal comments for 
each part of the ques�onnaire. Interviews were conducted in the prevalent local 
language(s): Pashto in Khost, Ghazni, and Kandahar; Dari in Herat, Balkh, Baghlan, 
Parwan, and Kabul; and Dari, Pashto, Urdu, and Hindko in Nangarhar.  

To further iden�fy pa�erns and the underlying logic in par�cipants’ responses, five focus 
group discussions were conducted involving members of the original sample, with 19 
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par�cipants in the first two groups and 7, 6, and 5 par�cipants in the next three groups 
respec�vely. These focus group discussions lasted 35–50 minutes.

Par�cipant responses are analyzed below. Interviewees’ cri�cal inputs and sugges�ons 
helped our content analyst grasp the full significance of the popula�on’s concerns and 
percep�ons. Par�cipant demographic variables were also analyzed for significant trends.

Limita�ons

The single greatest challenge during data collec�on was earning par�cipants’ trust. Given 
the poli�cal nature of the subject and par�cipants’ fear of reprisal, our researchers had to 
reassure respondents that this study would preserve confiden�ality. Female par�cipants 
and some university students were especially cau�ous, and par�cipants in Kandahar, 
Khost, Nangarhar, and Ghazni were wary about the purpose of the research. However, 
since most of our provincial researchers had prior journalis�c and research experience, 
they knew how to create a calm atmosphere, build trust with par�cipants, and reassure 
them that the study was not a poli�cal or foreign-funded ini�a�ve. 

One dis�nc�ve subgroup within the sample was Afghan Hindus, who represent a minority 
within a minority in the larger society. Because the community has faced extreme margin-
aliza�on and persecu�on over the past three decades, it was difficult to break through the 
barrier of suspicion. Interviewing male Hindu par�cipants proved especially challenging, 
since they adhered to a strict Pashtun code of gender norms and were re�cent speaking 
with the female researcher. However, par�cipants began sharing more freely a�er a few 
minutes of conversa�on. Perspec�ves from the Afghan Hindu community provided a 
unique window into minori�es’ fears and misgivings about the outcome of peace talks. 
    
Another limita�on was the short interac�on �me with par�cipants from certain demo-
graphics. Interviews with high school students, for instance, were much shorter on aver-
age than interviews with university students and working professionals or elderly par�ci-
pants.
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Data and Analysis
1. Awareness of Peace Talks

The first survey ques�on asked par�cipants in broad terms if they knew about the peace 
talks with the Taliban. Par�cipants were told that if they had previously heard the term 
‘peace talks’ or ‘peace nego�a�ons’, even if they knew nothing more about the subject, 
they should answer yes. Depending on the answer, researchers followed up with a prompt 
(in parentheses below) to generate discussion. 

 1. Do you know about the peace talks with the Taliban?

 A.  Yes. (How did you learn about it?)
 B.  No. (Why not?)

 1.1 Data 

Five hundred and eleven of the 600 par�cipants, or 85% of the sample, answered ques�on 
1 in the affirma�ve, while the remaining 15% responded that they did not know about the 
peace talks. Again, it should be emphasised that a yes response merely indicated an aware-
ness that peace talks existed, not that the par�cipant had further knowledge about them.  

Figure 1.1. Do you know about the peace talks with the Taliban?

15%

85%
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1.2 Profile Analysis

As table 1.1 shows, 93% of par�cipants who answered yes to ques�on 1 had received 
some educa�on, compared to only 82% of par�cipants who answered no.  

Table 1.1. Participants’ awareness of peace talks

16

Criterion                    Know about Peace Talks (%)

Age Bracket(Years)
13-17 
18-25 
26-40 
41-55 
55+ 

Sex
Male
Female

Education
None
High School Student/Graduate
University Student/ Graduate
Madrasa Education

Employment
None
Private Sector
Public Sector

Marital Status
Married
Single
Engaged

Access to Social Media
Yes
No

Area of Residence
Urban
Rural

90
84
87
85
59

87
81

69
86
87
75

78
89
87

83
87
86

88
65

87
83

10
16
13
15
41

13
19

31
14
13
25

22
11
13

17
13
14

12
35

13
17

Do Not Know about Peace Talks (%)
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1.3 Key Findings 

 ●  The strongest explanatory variable for whether par�cipants had prior knowl edge 
 of the peace talks was employment status. Par�cipants who answered yes were   
 over 1.3 �mes as likely as those who answered no to have a job.
 
 ●  The second-strongest variable in par�cipants’ awareness of the peace talks,   
 almost as strong as employment status, was access to social media: ‘yes’ respon  
 dents were just under 1.3 �mes as likely as ‘no’ respondents to have social media   
 access.  

 ●  Females in the sample were significantly less likely than their male counterparts  
 to know about the peace talks. Women accounted for only 29% of ‘yes’ responses   
 but 39% of ‘no’ responses to ques�on 1. 

 ●  Although par�cipants from urban areas cons�tuted majority against both   
 response, their propor�on is seven percent points higher in case of knowledge of   
 peace talks.

 ●  Factor like age distribu�on do not seem to have visible bearing on knowledge of  
 peace talks.

2. Sufficiency of Informa�on about Peace Talks 

Ques�on 2 asked par�cipants whether their source of news about the peace talks provid-
ed adequate informa�on. Par�cipants were asked to respond using one of four op�ons 
and to elaborate on their response.

 Does your source offer sufficient information about peace talks?

A. Yes.   
B. No.  
C. I don't understand that information much due to its complexity. 
D. I switch to other topics when my source starts sharing peace talks–related informa-
tion.

17
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2.1 Data
 
Sixty-three percent of par�cipants answered this ques�on nega�vely, with op�on B, C, or 
D, while 37% of par�cipants responded in the affirma�ve (op�on A). Par�cipants who 
chose op�on A were heavily cri�cized by those in the other response categories. 

Figure 2.1. Does your source offer sufficient information about peace talks?

Yes I don’t understand that information
much due to its complexity

I switch to other topicsNo

21%

35% 37%

7%
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2.2 Profile Analysis

Figure 2.1. Does your source offer sufficient information about peace 

Criterion                    Know about Peace Talks (%)

Age Bracket(Years)
13-17 
18-25 
26-40 
41-55 
55+ 

Sex
Male
Female

Education
None
High School Student/Graduate
University Student/ Graduate
Madrasa Education

Employment
None
Private Sector
Public Sector

Marital Status
Married
Single
Engaged

Access to Social Media
Yes
No

Area of Residence
Urban
Rural

58
36
37
20
12

38
35

14
47
35
13

29
39
43

29
43
29

40
18

36
38

42
64
63
80
88

62
65

86
53
65
87

71
61
57

71
57
71

60
82

64
62

Do Not Know about Peace Talks (%)
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2.3 Response Analysis

Communication Challenges in Peace Talks

This analysis is based on explanations given by survey and focus group participants and 
input from the provincial researchers.

●  Par�cipants who answered yes had significantly be�er employment status, educa-
�onal status, and access to social media than those in the other response categories. 

●  Analysis of responses to ques�on 2 revealed a limita�on in the ques�on itself, 
which was the ambiguity of the word ‘sufficient’. Based on an unexpectedly high rate 
of ‘yes’ responses, it seemed that many par�cipants had answered yes not because 
their source provided detailed informa�on but because they were only mildly interest-
ed in the subject of peace talks. For instance, 17 female students from Kandahar 
answered ques�on 2 in the affirma�ve. In their comments, they indicated that they 
were content with a headline or some other summary of the news and did not care to 
know more. This trend was true across all demographics. Others who said their source 
provided sufficient informa�on added that peace is elusive for Afghans anyway, 
sugges�ng that there was no point in following the news because the peace talks were 
sure to fail.

●  Based on focus group discussions, it is possible that a higher number of par�cipants 
than expected answered yes to avoid appearing uninformed, since there is some 
social pressure to present oneself as knowledgeable.

●  Focus group par�cipants who answered yes to ques�on 2 were frequently lambast-
ed by the rest of the group. ‘No’ respondents believed that ‘yes’ respondents were 
speaking from ignorance and complacency or had formed a hasty opinion based on 
insufficient informa�on. They also reasoned that journalists, entrepreneurs, extremist 
sympathizers, and supporters of certain warlords or poli�cians would answer yes 
because of their special access to influen�al circles in the peace talks. 

●  Par�cipants who answered no were generally more cri�cal of poli�cal develop-
ments and the security situa�on than those who answered yes. They opined that it 
was impossible to form an accurate impression of what was happening in the peace 
talks because of the many conflic�ng reports and the vested agenda of various media 
outlets. Par�cipants who had more access to informa�on were more likely to find it 
insufficient.  
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●  Par�cipants who answered with op�on C, that the informa�on on peace talks was  too 
complex to understand, characterized this complexity as a barrage of incoherent, illogical, 
and contradictory reports through various sources. This percep�on may well have 
decreased their curiosity about the topic.

●  Various explana�ons emerged for par�cipants choosing op�on D, which stated that 
they would switch sources whenever the subject turned to peace talks. One group of 
respondents was clearly uninterested in poli�cal developments around them, while
another felt certain they would be unable to process the informa�on. When researchers 
asked par�cipants why they were not interested in a topic pertaining to Afghanistan’s 
future, some answered that they were already exploring the possibility of emigra�ng. 
Others stated that the peace talks were hopeless because of the sheer length of the 
conflict, the interna�onal community’s failure to secure peace in Afghanistan, the lack of 
Afghan government representa�on in nego�a�ons, or the nefarious role of regional play-
ers. 

2.4 Key Findings

●  Roughly 3 out of 5 par�cipants felt that their source did not equip them with suffi-
cient informa�on about the peace talks. This was a�ributed to several factors, 
including lack of clear messaging, the complexity of the informa�on being present-
ed, and loss of trust in the media’s reliability. Many par�cipants cited bias in the 
media, arguing that media outlets varied their framing of the content depending on 
their source of funding and patronage. Some noted that media personnel are them-
selves poli�cal actors because they determine content and focus on certain issues 
over others. It is worth no�ng that par�cipants iden�fied social media as the 
preferred source of informa�on (61%), ranking it higher than media ins�tu�ons, in 
the following survey ques�on (although they also saw the shortcomings of social 
media).  

●  Based on the focus group discussions, three main reasons emerged for par�ci-
pants calling the informa�on about the peace talks insufficient: (1) par�cipants’ 
own lack of knowledge about the peace talks, and the sense that anyone who 
claimed to have special knowledge or a different perspec�ve on the talks was 
relying on ‘unbalanced’ informa�on; (2) the percep�on that the closed-door nature 
of the talks had created an informa�on gap for everyone on the outside, including 
the media and GIRoA, and that this gap fostered misinforma�on and disinforma-
�on; and (3) ironically, the sheer volume of informa�on from different sources, 
which par�cipants found difficult to make sense of. 

21



Communication Challenges in Peace Talks

● Par�cipants who were generally cri�cal of the Afghan government and/or US involve-
ment in Afghanistan, or who felt that messaging from par�es other than the Taliban had 
been unclear, were more likely to answer no to ques�on 2. Conversely,

3. Best Source of Informa�on

Ques�on 3 asked par�cipants which source of informa�on they found to be ‘the best’ for 
ge�ng updates and analysis on the peace talks. They were given five mul�ple-choice 
op�ons.

  What is the best means for you to obtain information?

               A. Social media
               B. Radio  
               C. TV   
                D. Newspaper  
               E. Other—mosque, government advertisements, billboards, etc.

3.1 Data 

Despite being asked to choose only one answer to the ques�on, 31% of par�cipants chose 
mul�ple op�ons. The survey was designed to provide respondents with all possible 
op�ons, facilita�ng an easier choice, but for ques�on 3, a significant number of respon-
dents were unable to select the ‘best’ op�on.

70.00%

60.00%

50.00%

40.00%

30.00%

20.00%

10.00%

00.00%

Social Media Radio Television Newspaper Other

61%

21%

46%

9% 9%
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●  Social media was the most popular source of informa�on, with 61% of par�ci-
pants selec�ng this op�on. Par�cipants cited a variety of reasons for why they 
preferred social media as a source of news and analysis on the peace talks: (1) its 
ability to provide accurate informa�on, since news and updates could be 
cross-checked immediately with posts by other users (as opposed to TV, radio, and 
print media); (2) access to the opinions of community/religious leaders, civil society 
representa�ves, and other influen�al figures (which emboldens readers to take a 
stand on the issues); (3) 24/7 availability via smartphone; and (4) social media’s com-
bina�on of educa�onal and entertainment value. Entertainment value, for par�ci-
pants, meant the ability to toggle between news and more light-hearted content, 
such as games, photos, and chats with friends and family. Respondents saw this 
feature of social media as modera�ng the nega�ve emo�onal impact of a constantly 
discouraging news cycle. Some stated that they preferred social media to broadcast 
media precisely because of this contrast. Moreover, par�cipants shared that they 
typically tuned in to TV and radio along with family members, and the group se�ng 
somehow intensified the atmosphere of nega�vity, whereas social media shielded 
the individual user. 

●  Although users engage in social media individually, it offers them unprecedented 
opportuni�es for interac�on and connec�vity with Afghans from different regions 
and walks of life. Par�cipants with a background in journalism asserted that some 
media agencies mine social media as their primary source of informa�on, paraphras-
ing users’ posts in their news content. The ability to broadcast one’s views while 
remaining anonymous on social media allows especially vulnerable segments of soci-
ety, such as women, journalists, ac�vists, and other civil society leaders, to engage 
in social and poli�cal discourse without becoming a target of extremist groups and 
their sympathizers.  

●  The demographics of the sample may at least par�ally explain par�cipants’ prefer-
ence for social media. Educa�on (93%) and employment (70%) rates were higher 
among the sample than in the general popula�on, and urban and male demograph-
ics were especially well represented. 

●  For par�cipants who chose radio or television as the best source of informa�on, 
accessibility was a key factor. Some par�cipants men�oned the discussions on TV 
news programs as an a�rac�ve feature, providing them with more than one perspec-
�ve. Par�cipants who preferred radio noted that they can con�nue with their tasks, 
even in some cases at the workplace, while they listen to news. 

3.2 Response Analysis
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●  Par�cipants who preferred the newspaper as a source of informa�on seemed to do 
so because it was an old habit or hobby. Interes�ngly, two par�cipants who preferred 
newspapers were illiterate. When asked to explain their choice, one woman said that 
she liked looking at the images to save �me, and an older male said that he enjoyed it 
when his grandchildren read the newspaper to him. In certain provinces, such as Bagh-
lan and Parwan, no par�cipants opted for the newspaper because their areas were 
deprived of �mely supply, rendering print news out-of-date by the �me it arrived.

par�cipants opted for the newspaper because their areas were deprived of �mely 
supply, rendering print news out-of-date by the �me it arrived.

3.3 Key Findings

●  Although data from the last response category, ‘other’, paints a complicated 
picture, it should be emphasized that no par�cipants in this group men�oned any 
ini�a�ves by interna�onal stakeholders to communicate developments in the peace 
talks.  

●  While females who selected ‘other’ tended to cite family members, friends, and 
neighbors as important sources of informa�on, males in this response category also 
listed community leaders, the mosque, and shuras.  

●   Nearly equal numbers of rural and urban par�cipants selected ‘other’ in response 
to ques�on 3—the highest rural-urban ra�o in any response category. Par�cipants in 
the ‘other’ category also had the lowest employment and educa�on rates of any 
response category.  

●  There was remarkable parity between male and female preferences for all five 
sources of informa�on.

●  All but two par�cipants in the ‘newspaper’ category belonged to the 13–40 age 
group. This is notable, since no strong age trends were observed in the social media 
category. 

●  Although most par�cipants iden�fied social media as their favorite source of infor-
ma�on, access to social media does not necessarily translate to a preference for it. 
While 86% of par�cipants reported having access to social media, only 61% said it was 
their preferred means of ge�ng news and analysis on the peace talks.
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●  Although female par�cipants were well represented in every other response catego-
ry, they only accounted for 26% of responses in the ‘newspaper’ category. This might 
be due to the lower educa�on rate among women in the general popula�on.

4. Percep�on of Topics Discussed in the Peace Talks

The objec�ve of this study was to analyze communica�on gaps in reaching the Afghan 
audience with informa�on related to the peace process. Answers to ques�on 4 were 
the most telling, in that they revealed a wide chasm between audience percep�ons 
and the narra�ve promoted by interna�onal stakeholders.

 What topics do you think are being discussed in the peace talks in Doha? And  
 why? 

 A. Power sharing arrangement with the Taliban
 B. Power sharing arrangements within major ethnicities/factions of Afghani  
 stan
 C. American withdrawal
 D. Ceasefire
 E. How peace can be brought to Afghanistan 
 F. Other (please specify) 
 G. I don't know

Par�cipants were free to choose more than one op�on from the list. Three hundred 
and fi�y-two par�cipants, or 59% of the sample, chose mul�ple op�ons, while only 
248 (41%) chose a single op�on.
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4.1 Data

Figure 4.1. What topics do you think are being discussed in the peace talks in Doha?
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4.2 Response Analysis 

●  The most widespread ra�onale for choosing op�on A (‘Power sharing arrange-
ment with the Taliban’) was that the poli�cal calcula�on behind the peace talks was 
to give the Taliban a share of power in order to legi�mize them in Afghan poli�cs, 
which in turn would enable a phased drawdown of US troops from the country. 
When asked why they held this belief, respondents gave varying responses, such as 
‘This is what I have read/heard’, ‘This is what people around me talk about’, ‘It’s 
common knowledge’, and ‘We have seen enough in this country to draw this conclu-
sion’. Par�cipants said that, having already experienced power less than two decades 
ago, the Taliban were determined to take advantage of the US’s loosening grip over 
security and return to power; thus, they were bargaining for the maximum advan-
tage in the peace nego�a�ons.

● Many respondents from Nangarhar, Kandahar, Kunduz, and Kabul stated that 
under the pretext of suppor�ng peace in Afghanistan, Pakistan was aiming to have 
greater sway in Afghan poli�cs. This wish would be realized only when the Taliban 
have a share of power. Ninety-four percent of these respondents were educated. In 
other respects they were representa�ve of the overall sample: 37% of par�cipants in 
this response category were rural (compared to 38% overall) and 26% were female 
(vs. 30% overall).  

●  When asked why they had selected op�on B, most par�cipants reasoned that in a 
war-torn, ethnically and regionally divided society like Afghanistan’s, power distribu-
�on among domes�c stakeholders would be a major determinant of peace and stabil-
ity; thus, intra-Afghan power sharing must be a topic of discussion in Doha. Although 
the mul�ple-choice op�on referred to ‘ethnici�es/fac�ons’, some par�cipants insist-
ed on adding ‘warlords’ to the list of those who would divide power. They named 
warlords as a major factor in Afghan poli�cs, no�ng that some were already part of 
local or central government.  

●  There was near-consensus among the 41% of par�cipants who chose op�on C that 
the US’s eagerness for peace talks was mo�vated not by a sense of goodwill or 
concern for Afghanistan but by its own na�onal interest in withdrawing troops. Par�c-
ipants only differed on the underlying reason for withdrawal: moun�ng domes�c 
pressure to bring troops home, the financial strain of overseas military involvement, 
or embarrassment on the world stage at being unable to end a nineteen-year 
conflict. 
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being discussed in the peace talks. Par�cipants stated that, irrespec�ve of the peace 
talks’ outcome (which many were not hopeful about), every stakeholder except the 
Taliban saw a ceasefire as the first step towards peace. The people and the govern-
ment wanted it, and the US could use it as a cri�cal test of the Taliban’s autonomy 
and control over their forces. Many par�cipants from Kandahar stated that if the 
Taliban failed to abide by a ceasefire, it would discredit their claim of being indepen-
dent, proving that they could not override decisions made by their foreign patrons.  

control over their forces. Many par�cipants from Kandahar stated that if the Taliban 
failed to abide by a ceasefire, it would discredit their claim of being independent, 
proving that they could not override decisions made by their foreign patrons.  

●  Op�on E (that the peace talks are about ‘how peace can be brought to Afghani-
stan’) elicited strong opinions. The 31% of par�cipants who selected it were unable 
to provide a robust ra�onale for their choice, merely following up with comments 
like ‘This is what the name [peace talks] seems to suggest’. Others insisted that the 
talks were ‘non-peaceful’ and cri�cized par�cipants who had chosen op�on E or 
being gullible for taking the misleading label ‘peace talks’ at face value. Many of the 
nearly 70% of par�cipants who rejected op�on E dismissed the nego�a�ons with 
phrases like ‘anything but peace talks’, ‘a waste of �me’, and ‘a joke’. The same trend 
emerged in focus group discussions. Some par�cipants argued that the peace talks 
were just a way for the US to salvage its reputa�on by showing the interna�onal 
community that it was serious about ending the Afghan conflict. They also accused 
Afghans who lobbied for peace talks as being ‘stooges of the west’ who stood to 
benefit the most from the nego�a�ons. 
    
●  Par�cipants who chose op�on F, ‘other’, commented on the fu�lity of peace talks. 
They came from all age groups, backgrounds, and provinces. Although their respons-
es did not directly address the ques�on, they provided valuable insight into the 
mindset of a large subset of the Afghan public and how nega�ve percep�ons of the 
peace talks had become deeply embedded. Some par�cipants in this category also 
volunteered opinions on what the peace talks should include, e.g., ‘Efficiency of 
local governance should be a topic of discussion’. The ra�onale for this argument 
was that poor local governance erodes trust in public ins�tu�ons, which in turn 
bolsters the credibility of insurgents, who thrive on local grievances.  
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●  Thirty-one percent of par�cipants accepted the term ‘peace talks’ as an accurate 
label, but the remaining 69% expressed serious skep�cism. Instead, they saw the 
talks as a US a�empt to save face and secure a safe exit from the country.

●  Among par�cipants who chose only one answer, op�on G (‘I don’t know’) was the 
most popular choice at 41%. It accounted for 26% of the total responses from the 
sample. As discussed above, most par�cipants took this opportunity to cas�gate the 
peace talks and the involved par�es. The second most popular choice was op�on A, 
accoun�ng for 25% of all responses.   

●  Although the majority of par�cipants expressed anxiety about giving the Taliban 
legi�macy through a poli�cal role, 48% believed that the crux of the peace talks was 
to determine a power sharing arrangement. While some par�cipants strongly 
object ed to the idea of nego�a�ng with the Taliban prior to them renouncing 
violence, others saw nego�a�ons as a chance (albeit a slim one) for peace. At the 
�me of the study, the US’s inability to secure a commitment from the Taliban to 
renounce violence, as well as President Trump’s abrupt termina�on of peace talks in 
September 2019, had le� both groups of respondents dismayed, cas�ng doubt on 
the intent of interna�onal stakeholders.  

●   Fi�y percent of par�cipants selected op�ons A and B together, about power shar-
ing arrangements with the Taliban and among different ethnic/religious fac�ons. 
Barely more than 1% of par�cipants selected op�on B alone. Par�cipants demon-
strated a deep understanding of how poli�cal elites have used ethnic iden�ty to 
consolidate support for their own agendas. Some young and elderly par�cipants 
voiced concern at this trend, which they believed would undermine na�onal iden�-
ty. They also opined that no real, sustainable peace could be achieved without a 
power sharing arrangement among different Afghan fac�ons, including warlords. If 
warlords were excluded from the process, they would upset the delicate equilibrium 
that exists. 

●  Two in 5 par�cipants believed that US withdrawal from Afghanistan (op�on C) 
was one of the main topics of discussion in the peace talks, sta�ng that it was a 
‘necessity’ rather than an ‘op�on’ because of domes�c pressure to bring troops 
home, unsustainable military costs, rising casual�es, and the failure to win the war 
a�er nineteen years. 
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5. What More Would Par�cipants Like to Know about the Peace Talks?

The survey’s fi�h and final ques�on was meant to iden�fy par�cipants’ concerns about 
the peace talks and on what topics they wanted clearer communica�on.

 If given a chance, what more would you like to know about the peace talks? And   
 why?
 
 A. If it is going to bring stability in Afghanistan
 B. If it is going to safeguard women's rights
 C. Will it impact the education of our children? 
 D. Will it lead to national reconstruction?8  
 E. What is actually being agreed upon? 
 F. What are the motives of the Americans? 
 G. How will it affect the future political setup of Afghanistan? 
 H. Other (please specify) 

As with the previous ques�on, par�cipants were told they could select more than one 
op�on for this ques�on as well. Whereas for ques�on 4, no single op�on was selected by 
more than half of par�cipants, for ques�on 5, op�on A (about Afghanistan’s stability) 
earned an absolute majority. 

8 Literally, ‘nation building’. However, ‘national reconstruction’ is used in this translation because of the political connotations of the former, 
which are absent in Dari and Pashto.
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5.1 Data 

Figure 5.1. What more would you like to know about the peace talks?

5.2 Response Analysis

●  Nearly all par�cipants stated that stability in Afghanistan was a prerequisite to 
ensuring any of the other goods—health, educa�on, etc.—men�oned in ques�on 5. 
Different demographics interpreted stability differently. Young par�cipants and male 
par�cipants spoke of poli�cal stability as a precursor to security, observing that an 
unstable, ethnically divided coali�on has hindered law and order and prevented the 
delivery of basic goods and services. This situa�on has also deterred foreign invest-
ment, leaving Afghans unemployed and frustrated. Some par�cipants noted that 
social stability directly affects na�onal unity and integrity. For elderly par�cipants, 
stability meant crea�ng an environment where their adult children would flourish, 
so much so that they would opt to stay in Afghanistan rather than leave. Female 
par�cipants said that stability meant, for instance, freedom to walk down the street 
to buy groceries without fear, and that a lack of stability would restrict their choices 
in life. Many par�cipants expressed sympathy for fellow Afghans and ANDSF mem-
bers, who are killed regularly and indiscriminately due to con�nuing instability. 
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●  Fi�y-five percent of those who selected op�on B, about women’s rights, were 
male; they also represented roughly the same urban-rural ra�o as the overall survey 
sample. However, male par�cipants interpreted women’s rights much more narrow-
ly than did the women themselves. While women men�oned equal opportunity and 
equal treatment, the right to vote, the right to educa�on, the right to work outside 
the home, and the right to free speech, men only spoke of the right to educa�on. 
They also stated that it is be�er for women to work at/from home or to restrict them-
selves to professions such as caretaker, nurse, midwife, or teacher. When asked why, 
some men said that these roles complement women’s inherent nurturing quality, 
while others reasoned that women would be interac�ng less with unrelated males in 
these professions. Female par�cipants expressed serious concern about how the 
Taliban returning to power would impact their future and voiced li�le to no sympa-
thy for the Taliban. Forty-five percent of respondents for op�on B were female, 15% 
more than their propor�on in the overall sample. The ra�o of working to non-work-
ing women in this response category was 1:1.  

●   Thirty-nine percent of par�cipants expressed concern about how a Taliban return 
to power would affect children’s educa�on (op�on C). This concern came from mem-
ories of Taliban rule, when the regime weakened the science curriculum and banned 
girls from a�ending school. Forty percent of par�cipants in this response category 
were married, and 30% were female (comparable to the overall sample demograph-
ics).

●   Most par�cipants who selected op�on C, about na�onal reconstruc�on, iden�-
fied themselves as Afghan first (i.e., before using an ethnic iden�fier) and voiced 
deep concerns for the future of the country. They wanted to know if the peace talks 
would lead to greater division or encourage unity. Par�cipants in this response cate-
gory were worried not only about the effects of Afghan ethnic tensions on na�onal 
development but also about subversive efforts by Afghanistan’s neighbors; Pakistan, 
Iran, Russia, and China. 
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concerns for the future of the country. They wanted to know if the peace talks would 
lead to greater division or encourage unity. Par�cipants in this response category 
were worried not only about the effects of Afghan ethnic tensions on na�onal devel-
opment but also about subversive efforts by Afghanistan’s neighbors; Pakistan, Iran, 
Russia, and China. 

●  One in four par�cipants cited the closed-door nature of the nego�a�ons and 
conflic�ng informa�on from various sources as the main causes for concern. Par�ci-
pants wanted to know precisely what was being agreed on with the Taliban (op�on 
E). 
●   Par�cipants who chose op�on F, about wan�ng clarity on US mo�ves, men�oned 
the exclusion of GIRoA from peace talks, President Trump’s abrupt cancella�on of 
the peace deal over the deaths of two US soldiers (a move that they saw as trivializ-
ing ANDSF deaths by comparison), the reversal of the US’s ini�al resolve to defeat 
the Taliban, and the fact that the US con�nues to collaborate with Pakistan despite 
Pakistan’s destabilizing role. Elderly par�cipants, Pashtuns, and residents of Kanda-
har were more likely to express these sen�ments. 
 
●  The 6% of par�cipants who chose op�on G, ‘other’, had a variety of concerns, 
including the implica�ons of the peace talks for Afghanistan’s sovereignty; whether 
foreign powers would guarantee non-interference in Afghanistan; what kind of prece-
dent a peace deal / power-sharing arrangement would set for other terror groups 
(e.g., Daesh); and the future of goods and services such as primary health care 
centers and potable water. It may be significant that one-third of par�cipants in this 
response category were Afghan Hindus, who are highly concerned about how the 
Taliban’s resurgence could affect their religious freedom, sites of worship, educa�on 
and emploment, and equality before the law as ci�zens.

●  Nearly two-thirds of par�cipants (64%) wanted more informa�on about Afghani-
stan’s future stability, raising a spectrum of issues ranging from personal safety to 
poli�cal, economic, and social stability. More than a third of these respondents 
(35%) also wanted to know how the peace talks would affect na�onal reconstruc-
�on. For many Afghans, Afghanistan’s stability and development are closely related 
issues.
  
●  The significant increase in educa�on levels and women’s presence in the work-
force, poli�cs, and society at large has increased awareness of women’s rights. Half 

3.3 Key Findings

5.3 Key Findings
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of all female par�cipants expressed anxiety about the future of their rights, and 50% of 
these were working women. Whereas the women in the survey construed women’s rights 
as freedom to make life choices, economic independence, and equal opportunity, the 
male par�cipants interpreted the concept much more narrowly. 

●  The importance of both sexes ascribed to children’s educa�on reveals a widespread 
desire to preserve gains in this area, as well as widespread anxiety about poten�al rever-
sals. As some married par�cipants noted, any setbacks in children’s educa�on would be 
reason enough to consider emigra�ng. Male par�cipants who were not par�cularly 
concerned about women’s rights in general were nonetheless concerned about the conse-
quences of the peace talks for children’s educa�on—especially their daughters’.
  
●   When par�cipants voiced suspicion of US mo�ves in the peace talks, the root cause was 
a sense that the US had failed to keep its ini�al commitment to defeat al-Qaeda and the 
Taliban. Having personally experienced violence and terror, many par�cipants rejected the 
idea of legi�mizing the Taliban through peace talks.

●   Par�cipants stated that there must be an inclusive poli�cal order with ethnic and region-
al representa�on in order to address the deteriora�ng security situa�on. In contrast to the 
current poli�cal climate, na�onal interests must come before personal gain.

●  Par�cipants overwhelmingly expressed disillusionment with the peace talks. Some 
believed peace was simply elusive for Afghanistan; others opined that even if peace came, 
it would be too li�le, too late; and s�ll others voiced concerns about the inability of 
Afghan leaders to guide the country, ethnicity as a factor in conflict, and a na�onal culture 
of impunity and strongman rule. External contributors to this sense of disillusionment 
included the cross-border sponsoring of terrorism and the suspicion of US mo�ves in the 
peace process, exacerbated by US military involvement in other parts of the Muslim 
world. The most visibly discouraged par�cipants were Afghan Hindus, whose fears about 
the peace talks were acute due to their status as a small, targeted religious minority in a 
country where pluralism is under threat.   
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Conclusion

The aim of this research was to explore Afghan percep�ons of an uncertain, shi�ing peace 
process and to assess the effec�veness of stakeholders’ communica�ons. This report is 
offered as a star�ng point for effec�ve listening, which will enable stakeholders to devise 
an effec�ve communica�ons strategy to support the implementa�on of the peace deal 
and the cri�cal intra-Afghan talks. Without understanding the concerns and percep�ons 
of the Afghan audience and targe�ng communica�ons accordingly, stakeholders will 
merely be one of many conflic�ng sources broadcas�ng messages into an already oversat-
urated, chao�c informa�on environment. 
  
This report finds that Afghans are largely reading the current peace process through the 
lens of the US’s policy ambivalence over the past nineteen years and the present adminis-
tra�on’s desire for a rapid troop withdrawal. By pressing for peace nego�a�ons, the US 
was perceived as seeking a face-saving exit that would release it from its responsibility for 
ensuring security and stability in Afghanistan. Other concerns, such as the absence of the 
Afghan government from formal talks and the US’s inability to secure an enforceable com-
mitment from the Taliban to renounce violence reinforced this percep�on.
 
For many Afghans, formal peace efforts over the past year and a half have sparked hope 
for an end to the conflict, but also fear, uncertainty, and heightened anxiety about the 
country’s future. The fact that less than one-third of par�cipants believed that the nego�a-
�ons had to do with peace strongly suggests that the US and other interna�onal stakehold-
ers failed to communicate their narra�ve effec�vely. Study par�cipants responded nega-
�vely to the peace talks because the informa�on they had received was contradictory, 
sporadic, complex yet incomplete, and, from their viewpoint, laden with media bias and 
malign poli�cal agendas. Rather than galvanizing public support for a formal peace 
process, US and interna�onal messaging on the subject has deepened Afghans’ suspicions 
and created a chao�c atmosphere of misinforma�on. 

Le� unaddressed, broad skep�cism among Afghans will make it impossible to implement 
a sustainable peace deal.  Although nego�a�ons have now moved to another stage, inter-
na�onal stakeholders s�ll have an opportunity to shape the peace narra�ve and execute a 
communica�ons strategy that is localized, nuanced, and responsive to public percep�on. 
The following recommenda�ons offer some prac�cal steps towards this end. 
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Recommenda�ons

Reshaping public percep�on of the peace process at this juncture will be far from simple. 
One fatal communica�ons error is to picture the audience as a blank slate on which new 
messages can be wri�en. On the contrary, history and context always give recipients a 
preexis�ng ‘template’ for processing new informa�on. This is especially true in regard to 
the Afghan audience, whose template includes two decades of US military and poli�cal 
involvement in Afghanistan and a longer history of conflict and foreign interven�on. As 
this study demonstrates, the US is opera�ng from a nega�ve balance of trust and legi�ma-
cy with the Afghan public. The task of communica�ng well is complicated by the country’s 
extraordinary diversity and the many other, conflic�ng messages about the peace process 
to which Afghans are exposed. Furthermore, building (or rebuilding) trust takes �me. Com-
municators should recognize the limita�ons of even the best communica�ons strategies, 
focus on the demographics most likely to reconsider their views, and maintain modest 
expecta�ons for outcomes.

A revamped communica�ons strategy should address the core grievances and nega�ve 
percep�ons raised in this report: that the peace deal is a cover for US failure, and that the 
US is seeking to withdraw troops regardless of how this impacts Afghanistan’s stability. 

Communicators should adopt a two-pronged strategy: 

(1) Frame messages to appeal to as broad and diverse an audience as possible. The ‘conver-
sion’ rate (i.e., percentage of the general popula�on who change their views) from these 
kinds of communica�ons will probably be low, but so will the risk of backlash from those 
who take issue with specific religious or cultural arguments.

(2) Target different demographics with different messages based on poli�cal inclina�ons 
(e.g., a�tude towards democracy, religious pluralism, women’s rights, or the US legacy in 
Afghanistan). The conversion rate will probably be higher than for (1), but this approach 
will require a greater expenditure of �me and financial resources. 

●  Interna�onal stakeholders should launch a concerted mul�media campaign high-
ligh�ng the gains of the last nineteen years and why an imminent peace is crucial to 
secure them. Conversely, prolonging the conflict might irretrievably jeopardize the 
country’s progress in areas like educa�on, health care, and the economy. 
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●  Messages should be clear, succinct, and consistent. Effec�ve messaging in the local 
context also requires a narra�ve approach that incorporates deeply personal stories and 
symbols drawing on cultural values and tradi�ons, with emo�onal impact.

●  Every possible medium should be used in order to reach every possible demograph-
ic—TV, radio, and print, but especially social media, since 61% of survey par�cipants iden�-
fied it as their preferred source for news and analysis on the peace talks, and because viral 
content on social media o�en gets picked up by the media establishment and amplified 
through coverage. Anima�ons, short videos, memes, and Graphic Interchange Format 
(GIF) images can be quickly and widely disseminated through popular pla�orms, especial-
ly Facebook.

●  The US government should appoint regional and provincial liaisons to network with 
district governors, elders, and mosque leaders, ac�ng as two-way conveyors of informa-
�on and feedback about US policy and the progress of the peace process. This will help 
dispel misconcep�ons and misinforma�on circulated at the local level. University 
students and civil society organiza�ons also represent important segments of society for 
fostering local movements in support of peace.
  
●   Communicators must give special a�en�on to not only communica�ng facts about the 
peace process but also framing these in terms of benefits for Afghan society. 

●   Communica�ons content should especially address the themes of children’s educa�on, 
women’s rights, na�onal stability, and reconstruc�on, which were overwhelmingly issues 
of concern for the study par�cipants. Communicators should reaffirm their commitment 
to Afghan society’s gains in these areas and explain how the US-Taliban peace deal lays the 
founda�on for preserving them.
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Annex I

Demographic Details

A total of 600 responses were collected from 8 provinces of Afghanistan.

Loca�on: 372 of 600 par�cipants (62%) hailed from urban areas, while the remaining 228 
(38%) were from rural areas.

Sex: Par�cipants had the op�on of selec�ng ‘male’, ‘female’, ‘do not wish to reply’, or 
‘other’. Four hundred and ten par�cipants (68.33%) iden�fied as male, 182 par�cipants 
(30.33%) as female, and the remaining 8 (1.33%) preferred not to specify. 

Age: To facilitate analysis and iden�fy any age-related pa�erns in opinion, par�cipants 
were divided into five age groups:

 •  13-17 years: 59 par�cipants (9.83%) - 37 male, 32 female.
 •  18-25 years: 275 par�cipants (45.83%) - 183 male, 92 female. 
 •  26-40 years: 209 par�cipants (34.83%) - 162 male, 47 female.
 •  41-55 years: 40 par�cipants (6.67%) - 35 male, 5 female.
 •  55+ years: 17 par�cipants (2.83%) - 11 male, 6 female.

It is noteworthy that nearly 85% of respondents fell in the age bracket of 18-40.
Employment Status: Par�cipants could select one of three op�ons. Response distribu�on 
and sex distribu�on were as follows: 

•  None: 181 par�cipants iden�fied as unemployed at the �me of the survey; 97 
male, 84 female.

•  Private: 269 par�cipants iden�fied as being employed in the private sector; 204 
male, 65 female.

•  Public: 150 par�cipants iden�fied as being employed in the public sector, i.e.,gov-
ernment in some capacity; 117 male, 33 female.

•  Thus, 69.83% of survey par�cipants (419) were employed and 30.17% uneployed.  
Women cons�tuted 23.39% of workers in the sample. 
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Marital Status: Although the ques�onnaire only provided two op�ons for this ques � o n , 
‘married’ and ‘single’, 7 par�cipants iden�fied themselves as ‘engaged’, leading to the 
crea�on of a third category for data analysis.

•  Married: 275 par�cipants (42.83%); 198 male, 59 female; 146 urban (116 male, 30 
female); 111 rural (82 male, 29 female).

•  Si 6 par�cipants (56%); 216 male, 120 female; 222 urban (131 male, 91 female); 114 
rural (85 male, 29 female). 

•  Engaged: 7 par�cipants (1.17 %).
Educa�on: Par�cipants could choose one of four op�ons for this ques�on. Response distri-
bu�on was as follows: 

•  None: 42 par�cipants had never received any educa�on, formal or informal. They were 
unable to read or write. 

•  High School / Graduate: 171 par�cipants were enrolled in high school at the �me of the 
survey, had graduated from high school but not pursued further studies, or had complet-
ed some high school studies but not graduated.

•  University Student / Graduate: 374 par�cipants were enrolled in university at the �me 
of the survey, had graduated from university, or had completed some university studies 
but not graduated.

•   Madrasa: 12 par�cipants iden�fied themselves as madrasa students.
Access to Social Media: Par�cipants were given a simple yes or no response op�on. 
Answers to this ques�on were compared against other demographic variables as follows:

•  8 par�cipants (86.33%) reported having access to social media; 366 male (70.66%), 152 
female (29.34%). 

•  325 of 518 par�cipants (62.74%) with access to social media were from urban areas and 
193 (37.26%) were from rural areas.

•  Of the 419 par�cipants in the total survey sample who reported being employed, 382 
(91.17%) had access to social media. 

40



Communication Challenges in Peace Talks

•  No: 82 par�cipants (13.67%) had no access to social media; 52 male (63.41%), 30 
female (36.59%). 

•  47 of the 82 par�cipants (57.32%) without access to social media were from urban 
areas and 35 (42.68%) from rural areas.

•  A majority (58.54%) of ‘no’ responses to the social media ques�on came from par�ci-
pants in the 13-17, 41-55, and 55+ age groups.
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