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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify the barriers and strategies for implementing health policy in Afghanistan and to present an indigenous model
aligned with the country’s political, institutional, economic, and socio-cultural conditions. This qualitative study was conducted using
thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework. The participants consisted of 16 health policymakers, executive managers,
physicians, nurses, frontline health workers, and academic experts in Afghanistan who were selected through purposive sampling. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was reached. All interviews were recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and repeatedly reviewed. Data analysis was performed through open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA 2020 software.
The analysis resulted in the extraction of 512 initial codes, which were organized into three main axial categories: financial resources,
budgeting, and allocation efficiency; infrastructure, technology, and implementation readiness; and participation, accountability,
transparency, and public trust. The selective code, entitled “reproduction of inefficiency in health policy implementation,” indicated that
Afghanistan’s health system is trapped in a defective cycle that begins with financial dependence on external sources, continues through
short-term and non-analytical budgeting, is intensified by weak infrastructure and technological capacity, and ultimately leads to
implementation failure through insufficient transparency, accountability, and public trust. The proposed indigenous model suggests that
improving health policy implementation in Afghanistan requires evidence-based budgeting, strengthened technical and information
infrastructure, human resource capacity building, institutionalized community participation, enhanced transparency and accountability, and
greater managerial stability. This model can serve as a practical framework for narrowing the gap between health policy formulation and
implementation and for improving health governance in Afghanistan.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Health policy implementation is one of the most critical stages of public policy because the effectiveness of any policy
ultimately depends on its translation into sustained institutional action, equitable service delivery, and measurable population-
level outcomes. Public policy is not merely a formal statement of governmental intention; it is a structured process through
which public problems are defined, priorities are selected, resources are allocated, and collective action is organized (Aiyede,
2022; Howlett, 2023). In this sense, health policy implementation requires more than technical planning, because it is shaped
by governance capacity, political stability, financial sustainability, human resources, local culture, public trust, and institutional
accountability (Alvani & Sharifzadeh, 2024; Kalaherian & Khastar, 2011; Mehrara & Motavalli, 2025). The literature on policy
implementation emphasizes that the gap between policy formulation and policy execution often emerges from weak
coordination, limited resources, unclear responsibilities, insufficient evidence use, and poor adaptation to contextual realities
(Harrison & Shortell, 2021; Petridou & Mintrom, 2021; Sari, 2023). This challenge is especially visible in fragile and conflict-
affected settings, where health systems must operate under conditions of insecurity, institutional fragmentation, dependency
on external aid, and reduced public confidence (Bogale et al., 2024; Percival et al., 2023; Ugwu et al., 2025).

Afghanistan represents a particularly complex context for health policy implementation. Decades of conflict, chronic
political instability, economic fragility, ethnic and cultural diversity, weak infrastructure, and dependence on international
assistance have generated a highly vulnerable health system (Arif et al., 2023; Basij-Rasikh et al., 2024; Nagra et al., 2024).
Recent socio-political changes have further complicated access to care, health governance cooperation, financing mechanisms,
and service continuity, particularly in relation to maternal health, primary healthcare, cancer screening, and services for
vulnerable groups (Ibrahimi et al., 2025; Lamberti-Castronuovo et al., 2025; Paterson et al., 2025; Shahid et al., 2026).
Evidence from comparable health system reforms also indicates that effective implementation depends on community trust,
referral systems, digital infrastructure, value-based resource allocation, coordination with non-governmental actors, and
organizational learning (Chen et al., 2026; Doshmangir et al., 2025; Touchton et al., 2026; Ye et al., 2023). Previous studies in
health and public policy have highlighted barriers such as financial constraints, weak infrastructure, centralized decision-
making, inadequate human resource capacity, poor intersectoral coordination, and insufficient social participation (Ahmadi,
2023; Ahmadi & Aftabi, 2022; Chatarchi, 2022; Hodoudi et al., 2022; Kiani, 2025; Miri Nejad, 2024; Nematian Saghi, 2025).
Moreover, implementation theories suggest that both top-down authority and bottom-up adaptation are necessary, especially
in complex public systems where frontline actors reinterpret policy in practice (Agustin & Solikin, 2021; Buzogany & Pulzl,
2024; Maisarah & Yusran, 2025). Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the barriers and strategies for health policy
implementation in Afghanistan and to present an indigenous model appropriate to the country’s institutional, financial,
infrastructural, cultural, and social conditions.

Methods and Materials
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This study was conducted using a qualitative research design and thematic analysis. The qualitative approach was selected
because the implementation of health policy in Afghanistan is a complex, context-dependent, and multidimensional
phenomenon that cannot be adequately understood through numerical indicators alone. The study sought to explore the
experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of key actors involved in the health system and to extract a grounded
understanding of the barriers and strategies affecting policy implementation.

The participants consisted of 16 individuals selected through purposive sampling. They included health policymakers,
executive managers, physicians, nurses, frontline health workers, hospital administrators, academic experts, and individuals
with practical or scholarly experience in Afghanistan’s health system. Selection continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, meaning that further interviews no longer generated substantially new analytical insights. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews, allowing the researcher to follow a flexible but systematic interview guide. The questions
focused on participants’ experiences of health policy implementation, perceived barriers, institutional and financial challenges,
infrastructural weaknesses, public participation, accountability mechanisms, and practical strategies for improving
implementation.

All interviews were recorded with participants’ permission, transcribed verbatim, and checked against the audio files to
ensure accuracy. The transcripts were read several times to achieve deep familiarity with the data. Data analysis was carried
out through open, axial, and selective coding. In the open coding phase, meaningful units related to the research questions were
identified and labeled. In the axial coding phase, conceptually related codes were compared, grouped, and organized into
higher-order categories. In the selective coding phase, the central phenomenon was identified and integrated with the main
categories to construct the final indigenous model. MAXQDA 2020 software was used to organize and manage the coding
process. To enhance credibility, the coding process was reviewed by more than one researcher, and the final themes were
refined through continuous comparison with the interview data.

Findings

The analysis of the interview data resulted in the extraction of 512 initial open codes. These codes reflected a broad range
of experiences and perceptions regarding the challenges of health policy implementation in Afghanistan. Through axial coding,
the initial codes were organized into three main categories: financial resources, budgeting, and allocation efficiency;
infrastructure, technology, and implementation readiness; and participation, accountability, transparency, and public trust. The
selective code of the study was identified as “reproduction of inefficiency in health policy implementation,” which represents
the central phenomenon explaining how multiple barriers interact and reinforce one another within Afghanistan’s health system.

The first axial category, financial resources, budgeting, and allocation efficiency, showed that health policy implementation
in Afghanistan is severely constrained by unstable financing, high dependence on external aid, short-term budgeting, non-
analytical allocation of resources, weak financial accountability, and limited use of economic evaluation. Participants
emphasized that many health policies and programs are shaped by donor priorities rather than population health needs. The
findings indicated that resources are often allocated according to historical patterns, organizational habits, or external funding
requirements instead of disease burden, regional disparities, cost-effectiveness, or equity considerations. This situation weakens
sustainability and makes health programs vulnerable to political changes and reductions in international aid.

The second axial category, infrastructure, technology, and implementation readiness, revealed that weak physical and
technical infrastructure is a major obstacle to policy execution. Participants referred to unstable electricity, poor internet access,

inadequate equipment, fragmented information systems, limited data collection capacity, and shortages of trained information

O

Copyright: © 2027 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

J%JM}}W};}&}}ATG&;{‘){'M

technology personnel. The findings indicated that even well-designed health policies cannot be implemented effectively when
local health centers lack the basic infrastructure needed to collect data, communicate with higher administrative levels, monitor
performance, and provide timely feedback. Implementation readiness was therefore found to depend not only on facilities and
equipment, but also on human capacity, data literacy, organizational continuity, and structured feedback mechanisms.

The third axial category, participation, accountability, transparency, and public trust, indicated that the success of health
policy implementation depends on the relationship between the health system and the public. Participants emphasized the
absence of effective complaint and feedback mechanisms, limited attention to people’s voices, weak civil society participation,
inadequate transparency in decision-making, and low public trust. The findings showed that when communities are excluded
from policy processes, even technically sound policies may face resistance, indifference, or ineffective implementation. Public
participation, social accountability, transparent reporting of health indicators, and formal channels for community feedback
were identified as essential elements for improving the legitimacy and effectiveness of health policy implementation.

The final model suggests that Afghanistan’s health system is trapped in a defective cycle. Financial dependency leads to
donor-driven priorities and unstable program continuity. Non-analytical budgeting weakens efficiency and equity. Poor
infrastructure prevents reliable implementation and monitoring. Limited participation and weak accountability reduce public
trust. These factors interact and reproduce implementation inefficiency, preventing the emergence of institutional memory,
organizational learning, and sustainable health governance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study show that the main problem in health policy implementation in Afghanistan is not the absence of
policy documents or formal health programs, but the persistence of a self-reinforcing cycle of implementation inefficiency.
This cycle is produced by the interaction of financial dependency, weak budgeting systems, inadequate infrastructure, limited
technological readiness, insufficient human capacity, weak accountability, and low public trust. Therefore, implementation
failure should not be interpreted as a purely administrative or technical weakness. Rather, it reflects a deeper governance
problem in which institutional fragility, financial instability, and social distrust continuously reproduce one another.

The study also demonstrates that improving health policy implementation in Afghanistan requires an integrated and context-
sensitive approach. Financial reform is essential, but it is not sufficient unless accompanied by evidence-based budgeting,
strategic purchasing, economic evaluation, and stronger financial accountability. Similarly, investment in infrastructure and
technology will not generate sustainable change unless health workers and managers are trained to use data for decision-
making. Public participation is also not merely a symbolic component; it is a necessary condition for building trust, improving
responsiveness, and aligning policies with local needs. In this regard, local health centers should be recognized not only as
service delivery units but also as sources of field evidence, community feedback, and practical knowledge.

The proposed indigenous model provides a framework for reducing the gap between health policy formulation and
implementation in Afghanistan. It emphasizes the need to move from short-term, donor-dependent, and reactive decision-
making toward evidence-based, participatory, accountable, and sustainable health governance. Practical implementation of this
model requires stable leadership, institutionalized feedback mechanisms, transparent performance reporting, strengthened
health information systems, improved data literacy, and structured community participation. Overall, the study concludes that
Afghanistan’s health system can move out of the cycle of reproduced inefficiency only through coordinated reforms that

simultaneously address financing, infrastructure, human capacity, accountability, and public trust.
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