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A divorce becomes legal in court. It does not become legal in NADRA's records. 

Executive Summary 

A divorce becomes legal in court. It does not become legal in the records of the National 

Database and Registration Authority (NADRA), which continues to list a woman as married 

until she completes a separate, multi-step process with no fixed upper limit on how long it takes. 

Interviews conducted for this brief with ten divorced women found real timelines of five weeks 

to eight months, against NADRA's own stated processing window of 10 to 15 working days — 

and nine of the ten women believed, at the moment their divorce was granted, that their 

government records had already been updated. This brief is addressed principally to NADRA 

and the Ministry of Interior. It argues that the resulting gap is not the fault of any single hostile 

clerk or office, but of a process built from disconnected, manually triggered steps: registration 

with a Union Council first; an unpredictable wait; and, even after both hurdles clear, a former 

husband's record that often stays linked to a woman's file until she separately applies to have it 

removed. Every step requires an in-person visit; there is no online pathway for these particular 

changes. This sequencing disproportionately burdens women who lack the legal literacy, the 

time, or the money to chase down each correction themselves. 

The core recommendation here — an automatic data link between Union Councils and NADRA 

that updates marital status within the same transaction as a registered divorce decree — requires 

no change to family law, only to the routing of data the two agencies already hold, and would 

remove the burden of coordination from the woman herself. 

Introduction 

A Computerised National Identity Card (CNIC) anchors legal identity, custody claims, 

eligibility to remarry, and access to banking, healthcare, and social protection. When the record 

on it stops matching reality — because a former husband's information was never removed, or 

a name reversion was never filed — the mismatch does not surface immediately. Several of the 

women interviewed for this brief only discovered the problem when they tried to update banking 

details or apply for other services, months or sometimes years after their divorce, at moments 

that had nothing to do with the divorce itself (see Findings 1 and 4, below). 

Women face disproportionate barriers to identity documentation globally, though the size of 

that gap varies by country and income level. The Pakistani post-divorce population specifically 

has received almost no dedicated attention. The World Bank's ID4D initiative finds that, across 

lower-income countries as a group, gender gaps in identity-document access are widest, with 

nearly half of adult women lacking a foundational identity document against roughly a quarter 

of men — a global figure, not one specific to Pakistan.1 Pakistan is nonetheless flagged in the 

same research as a country with one of the larger gaps, traced in part to a circular problem: 

 
1World Bank ID4D, Identification for Development Program Flyer (2018), 

https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/325451527084344478-0190022018/original/ID4DProgramFlyerV52018.pdf. 



women often need one document to obtain another.2 That finding, however, is about first-time 

acquisition of an identity document. It does not by itself describe what happens to a document 

a woman already holds once her marital status changes — a related but distinct problem, and 

the one this brief examines: for the post-divorce population, the barrier is not access to a CNIC 

but the accuracy of the CNIC most of them already have. Evaluations of Pakistan's Benazir 

Income Support Programme have tied CNIC possession to real gains in women's economic 

standing and political voice within their own households.3 Set against that, a lapsed or 

inaccurate record after divorce is not merely paperwork — it is a status quietly reversed. 

What the existing research has not done is put these two literatures in the same room. Family-

law scholarship and legal aid organisations like the AGHS Legal Aid Cell document the 

slowness of divorce adjudication itself — the maintenance disputes, the custody battles, the 

years a dissolution can take — but the account stops the moment a decree is granted.4 Digital-

identity literature works at the level of the population; it does not ask what happens to one 

woman's record after her legal status has already changed. Between the two sits an interval 

nobody has mapped: what a woman does, step by step, once her divorce is legal and her identity 

record has not caught up. That interval is what this brief traces. The question is whether it is the 

structure of the process, not merely its existence, that produces the burden. 

Methodology 

Two sources of evidence. First, a review of NADRA's governing statute and its own procedural 

guidance on marital-status modification, CNIC re-issuance, and name reversion after divorce, 

read against secondary legal and policy commentary on how these procedures run in practice.5 

Second, ten semi-structured interviews, conducted in July 2026 and lasting roughly 45 to 60 

minutes each, with divorced women who have completed NADRA re-registration. Interviews 

followed a common question guide covering the sequence of offices visited, timeframes, costs, 

and points of confusion; they were audio-recorded with participants' consent and coded by 

theme across the ten transcripts to identify the patterns reported below. Two further interviews 

— with a NADRA registration officer and a family lawyer — provided the institutional side of 

the same story. All participants asked for anonymity and are identified here only by occupation 

and city, per their consent agreements. 

Participants were recruited through community contacts and a partner women's rights 

organisation. That recruitment channel likely skews the sample toward women with stronger 

social networks, greater legal literacy, or a stronger sense of grievance than the wider divorced 

population; women who lack any of these may be harder to reach through this method, and may 

face delays this sample does not capture, rather than milder ones. This is a small study. Ten 

interviews cannot establish how common a given delay is across Pakistan's entire divorced 

population, and they cannot cleanly separate procedural friction from the discomfort some 

women may feel discussing their divorce at all. What follows are documented patterns, 

illustrative of how the process can unfold, read against official procedure — not a claim about 

prevalence. 

Key Findings 

 
2Women’s World Banking, “Why Women Lack ID — and What Policymakers Can Do,” 2026, 

https://www.womensworldbanking.org/insights/why-women-lack-id-and-what-policymakers-can-do/. 
3Oxford Policy Management, Benazir Income Support Programme: Final Impact Evaluation Report (2016), 

https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/7328-evaluating-pakistans-flagship-social-protection-programme-bisp/bisp-final-

impact-evaluation-report.pdf. 
4AGHS Legal Aid Cell, “Legal Aid,” 2026, https://aghslaw.net/legal-aid-cell/. 
5National Database and Registration Authority Ordinance, 2000 (VIII of 2000), https://www.nadra.gov.pk/download/nadra-

ordinance-2000/; National Database and Registration Authority, “Computerised National Identity Card (CNIC),” 2026, 

https://www.nadra.gov.pk/identityDocument/cnic. 



1. The process is sequential, and NADRA is not the one holding the gate 

However final a divorce is in the eyes of a court, it is not treated as complete in Pakistan's civil 

records the moment it is granted. Under the Muslim Family Laws Ordinance, 1961, a divorce 

must first be notified to, and registered with, the relevant Union Council, which is required to 

convene an Arbitration Council and observe a 90-day reconciliation period before the divorce 

takes effect; only after that process concludes can a woman's NADRA marital-status record be 

updated at all.6 NADRA continues to treat a legally divorced woman as married until this 

separate institution finishes its half of the job. A woman who assumes the court decree settles 

the matter arrives at a NADRA centre and is turned away. 

2. Updating her own status does not remove her former husband's record 

NADRA does not sever a former spouse's information automatically once a marital-status 

change is filed; NADRA's own guidance on the Family Registration Certificate acknowledges 

that a former spouse can continue to appear on a divorced person's record, and that removal 

requires a separate application.7 A woman disentangles her identity from her former marriage 

twice: once to register the divorce, and again to actively request removal of a record NADRA 

would otherwise keep indefinitely. 

3. There is no online pathway. Every step requires showing up. 

Name and marital-status modifications following a divorce cannot currently be completed end-

to-end through NADRA's online channels; NADRA's own service guidance for CNIC 

modifications notes that biometric verification and photograph capture may require a visit to a 

registration centre.8 NADRA states 10 to 15 working days for standard processing, longer if 

documentation is incomplete or inconsistent. The interviews tell a different story: actual 

timelines ran from five weeks to eight months. The 10-to-15-day figure, it turns out, describes 

turnaround once a complete file is accepted — not the distance between a woman's first attempt 

and her last. Add the Union Council prerequisite, and she may need two separate government 

offices, in a specific order, before her record reflects reality. For a woman without independent 

income, without leave from work or caregiving, without someone to accompany her, this alone 

is exclusion — before she even gets to whatever friction waits inside the building. 

4. Lived experience: how these gaps are actually felt 

Ten interviews, eight cities — Lahore, Gujranwala, Karachi, Faisalabad, Islamabad, Multan, 

Bahawalpur, Rawalpindi. Delays measured in months, not weeks, for most respondents. 

Thousands of rupees in informal costs. And, running through nearly every account, the same 

complaint: no single office considered itself responsible for telling a woman what came next. 

Nine of the ten respondents believed, at the moment their divorce was granted, that their 

government records had already been updated. That single fact might be the most telling finding 

in this study. The Lahore schoolteacher found out otherwise only when she tried to update her 

banking details; she had assumed the court decree was enough, and it took five separate trips to 

NADRA before her file was finally accepted.9 The Lahore-based NGO programme officer, who 

had prior experience with women's rights organisations and moved through the process faster 

than most, said something worth sitting with: the women she met in NADRA offices were not 

 
6Muslim Family Laws Ordinance, 1961 (VIII of 1961), ss. 7–8, Government of the Punjab, 

https://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/777a.html. 
7National Database and Registration Authority, “Family Registration Certificate (FRC),” 2026, 

https://www.nadra.gov.pk/identityDocument/certificates/frc. 
8National Database and Registration Authority, “Computerised National Identity Card (CNIC),” 2026, 

https://www.nadra.gov.pk/identityDocument/cnic. 
9Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), government school teacher, Lahore, interview by Meher, July 

2026. 



asking complicated legal questions. They just needed someone to tell them which office to go 

to next.10 

Each office assumed the one before it had already explained the requirements, and that 

assumption produced trip after unproductive trip. The Gujranwala homemaker, eighteen years 

married, spent roughly four months moving between her Union Council and NADRA trying to 

reconcile what she experienced as conflicting document requirements. She eventually brought 

her brother, because she felt she couldn't navigate the offices alone — a detail that matters 

beyond her individual case. It points to a mobility and chaperone norm running underneath this 

process for many women: completing a bureaucratic errand required not just her own time but 

a male relative's, and a woman without a brother, or without one able or willing to take the time, 

faces a version of this process that the timeline alone does not capture.11 The Islamabad lecturer, 

who finished in a comparatively fast two months, still wanted to know why a divorce one 

government institution had already recognised needed proving all over again to a second one.12 

The formal NADRA fees were never the central issue — respondents consistently described 

them as manageable, around Rs. 1,500. The real cost sat elsewhere: transport, repeat travel, 

wages lost to unpaid leave. Among the seven respondents who gave a specific figure, total costs 

ranged from roughly Rs. 5,000 to Rs. 28,000. The highest figure, from the Karachi chartered 

accountant, combined legal fees with an urgent-category NADRA application and should not 

be read as typical of the group. Only two respondents in this sample involved a lawyer, and 

their outcomes did not track together — one finished in five weeks, the other took roughly five 

months — so these ten interviews cannot support a claim that legal help reliably speeds the 

process. What the accounts do suggest is a link between cost and the ability to take repeated 

unpaid leave: the Faisalabad domestic worker, who lost pay every time she went to a 

government office, said it plainly. NADRA itself was never the expensive part. Missing work 

was.13 

The two institutional interviews confirm this from the other side of the counter. A NADRA 

registration officer with twelve years' service said the most common misconception among 

applicants is that court proceedings update the citizen database on their own, and named missing 

documentation and premature arrival — before Union Council registration — as the leading 

causes of delay.14 A family lawyer with seventeen years' practice drew a line between legal 

finality and administrative recognition: a client leaves court believing the matter is closed, when 

administratively, it has only just started. The transition between institutions, she said, is where 

women actually get lost, not the law itself.15 Neither had spoken to the other. Both proposed the 

same fix: an automatic data link between courts, Union Councils, and NADRA. 

Recommendations 

NADRA's post-divorce process is a chain of independent, manually triggered steps. It should 

be one event, set off by a single authoritative record. The NADRA officer and the family lawyer 

interviewed for this brief never spoke to each other, and both landed on the same structural fix 

independently — suggesting the problem is already understood inside the system, even if no 

one has been tasked with acting on it. The four recommendations below are ordered by expected 

impact against implementation cost, from the structural fix that removes the burden entirely to 

the lowest-cost stopgap that could be piloted immediately. 

 
10Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), NGO programme officer, Lahore, interview by Meher, July 

2026. 
11Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), homemaker, Gujranwala, interview by Meher, July 2026. 
12Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), university lecturer, Islamabad, interview by Meher, July 

2026. 
13Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), domestic worker, Faisalabad, interview by Meher, July 2026. 
14Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), NADRA registration officer, interview by Meher, July 2026. 
15Interview participant (name withheld per consent agreement), family lawyer, interview by Meher, July 2026. 



1. Automatic data link between Union Councils and NADRA — highest impact, highest 

cost 

Owner: NADRA, in coordination with the Ministry of Interior and the provincial Local 

Government departments that oversee Union Councils. 

What it does: builds a data-sharing link so that a divorce decree registered with a Union Council 

updates a woman's NADRA marital-status record within the same transaction, with no second 

application required. 

Feasibility risks: Union Council digitisation is uneven across Pakistan — many rural councils 

still keep paper registers — so this fix cannot go live everywhere at once and should be 

sequenced by which districts already have digitised records. A live link between two 

government databases also raises data-protection and record-accuracy questions: an error 

entered at the Union Council end would now propagate automatically into NADRA's system, 

so the two agencies would need a shared protocol for correcting mismatches and for who may 

access a woman's data before the link goes live. 

Timeline: a multi-year systems project. A reasonable first phase would be a pilot in one or two 

districts with already-digitised Union Council records within 12–18 months, followed by 

phased national rollout. 

Success measure: the median time between decree registration and updated NADRA marital 

status, tracked from NADRA's own transaction logs, falling from the interview-reported range 

of five weeks to eight months toward NADRA's stated 10–15 working day standard. 

2. Default removal of a former spouse's linked record — moderate impact, low cost 

Owner: NADRA. 

What it does: a former spouse's linked record comes off automatically when a divorce decree is 

filed, rather than sitting there until the woman thinks to request its removal. If NADRA has a 

genuine reason to retain the data — pending litigation, for instance — that retention, not the 

removal, should be the thing flagged to her. 

Timeline: a rule change to an existing internal process rather than a new system; plausibly 

implementable within 6–12 months. 

Success measure: the share of divorced women's Family Registration Certificates still showing 

a former spouse linked more than 30 days after a registered divorce, tracked via periodic 

NADRA data audits, falling toward zero. 

3. Partial move online via the Pak ID app — moderate impact, moderate cost 

Owner: NADRA's digital services team. 

What it does: document upload and biometric verification could run through the existing Pak 

ID app, the way they already do for some other modification types, with one in-person visit at 

the end to confirm. Women would still register with their Union Council first, but would no 

longer need two separate NADRA visits to finish what one shorter visit could handle. 

Feasibility risk — the digital divide: the women most burdened by this process, as the interviews 

suggest — those without independent income, without smartphones or reliable data access, in 

rural areas — are also the least likely to benefit from an online channel. A poorly designed 

digital option risks widening the very gap it aims to close. Any online pathway needs to remain 

optional rather than a replacement for the in-person route, and NADRA centres should keep 

staff trained to assist women who cannot use the app. 

Timeline: 12–18 months, contingent on Pak ID app development capacity. 



Success measure: the share of marital-status update applications completed with a single in-

person visit rather than two or more, tracked alongside complaint volume from applicants 

without smartphone access, to confirm the option is additive rather than exclusionary. 

4. A one-page checklist at the point of divorce registration — lowest cost, immediate 

Owner: Union Councils, in partnership with legal aid organisations such as AGHS Legal Aid 

Cell. 

What it does: every woman receives a one-page checklist the day her divorce is registered with 

the Union Council, listing what NADRA will ask for and in what order. It costs almost nothing, 

requires no new system and no new legislation — just someone telling her, on day one, what 

half of the women in this study spent months finding out on their own. 

Specifics: printed and handed over by Union Council staff at the moment the divorce decree is 

registered, not left for the woman to seek out later; available in Urdu and the relevant regional 

language (Punjabi, Sindhi, or Pashto, depending on the district). AGHS or a similar partner 

could pilot distribution in a small number of Union Councils. 

Timeline: requires no new legislation or system; could be piloted within weeks. 

Success measure: checklists issued as a share of divorces registered, tracked through a simple 

counter tally, plus a short follow-up survey of recipients on whether it reduced the number of 

NADRA visits or the confusion documented in this brief's interviews. 

Conclusion 

A woman can be divorced in the eyes of the law and still married in the eyes of her government's 

own database. This does not trace back to one hostile clerk or one bad office. It comes from a 

process built out of disconnected steps, each one assuming she has the time, the money, and the 

information to chase it down on her own. The fix here is not a new law. It is better sequencing 

of the one that already exists. 
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