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Today as many as 33% of adolescent girls in Bangladesh are married

before the age of 15.

BBC-UNICEF (2007), Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey Bangladesh 2006, Key Findings, BBS-UNICEF, Dhaka



This brochure presents highlights of the primary findings of the baseline

survey of the second phase of the Kishori Abhijan - Empowerment of

Adolescents - project, which UNICEF supports with financial assistance from

the European Commission.

An independent agency,  A House of Survey Research (SURCH Bangladesh),

conducted the baseline survey between November 2006 and February 2007.

Research officers with the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health (US)

provided technical assistance for the data collection and evaluation and produced a

detailed report of the findings. The larger report is available through UNICEF

Bangladesh upon request.
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Empowering adolescent girls and boys through enhanced participation

and active social citizenship.
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UNICEF initiated a pilot project in 2001 to improve the lives of adolescent girls in

Bangladesh by transforming the social environment in which they live. In the current

environment, adolescent girls are likely to be pulled into underage marriage through

arranged relationships and dowry practice.  Kishori Abhijan is an intervention long

overdue. Statistics indicate that 33.1 per cent of women in Bangladesh aged 15-49

years were married before their fifteenth birthday. 

Adolescents in Bangladesh make up 22 per cent of the country's total population of

140 million; 48 per cent are girls.  Despite the law, early marriage is a likely prospect

for many adolescent girls due to financial struggles and cultural practices. It remains

a child protection issue of considerable concern.

Now in its second phase, the Kishori Abhijan project informs girls, boys and their

parents about gender roles, discrimination, health, hygiene, nutrition and their legal

rights. It also offers adolescent girls the opportunity to acquire life, livelihood and

leadership skills. The primary topics concentrate on child marriage, dowry, child rights,

reproductive health, HIV and STD prevention, family planning, birth and marriage

registration and domestic violence awareness.

The Ministry of Women and Children's Affairs (MoWCA) oversees the project, which

is being implemented in collaboration with two national non-government

organizations: the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) and the

Centre for Mass Education and Science (CMES). In addition, Save the Children

Australia (SCA) created the issue-based life skills curriculum and materials in

cooperation with all partners and selected adolescent boys and girls.

KISHORI ABHIJAN  

Empowerment of Adolescents
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Kishori Abhijan aims to improve the quality of life of vulnerable adolescents,

especially girls, in selected intervention sites by

empowering adolescents to participate meaningfully in decisions that affect

their lives and to become active agents of social change

creating and sustaining a supportive environment for adolescent girls'

development at household and community levels

Goal and Objectives

Adolescence is a critical period.
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Using a peer-leader approach, the project aims to reach 600,000 adolescents. 60%

of whom are girls - in 28 districts over a five-year period. This target includes rural

girls, aged 14-19,  who attend secondary school and rural girls, aged 10-19, who do

not attend school. Both of these groups are especially vulnerable to early marriage.

Project Sites

Adolescent girls and boys - addressing social norms and attitudes.
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Baseline Survey

The baseline survey looked to understand the social environment of

adolescents, against which an end-of-project evaluation could gauge social

rather than individual change. It involved 10,816 respondents from a

randomly selected sample of the Kishori Abhijan project sites (equally

representing the NGOs involved) and control sites (villages near project

intervention sites that were not involved in any project activities). 

The evaluation consisted of three questionnaires targeting the five types of

respondents involved in the project's activities: 1) adolescents, 2) peer

leaders, 3) mothers, 4) fathers, and 5) influential community members

(Union Parishad chairmen and members, religious leaders and teachers).

The questionnaires were prepared in English and pre-tested in Bangla.

The sample included 679 peer leaders, 4,774 adolescents, 1,800 mothers,

1,755 fathers, 1,695 influential community members and 48 teachers. 6,504

respondents were directly involved in project intervention activities and

4,312 were from control sites. The non-response rate was very low at

approximately 0.6 per cent. Frequently, multiple responses were possible. 
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Considerable awareness on early marriage,
dowry and the legal age of marriage

1

Among the different adolescent groups in KA sites, high levels of knowledge were

observed - more than 60 per cent of respondents reported awareness on what the

legal age of marriage for girls and boys is and what defines an early marriage.

There was consensus among the respondents that dowry is prevalent and on the rise.

Although child marriage was perceived to have declined (over the previous five

years), adolescents believed that young people were often married before they

reached legal age. 

A considerable number said that they were aware of dowry practice. More than 80 per

cent could properly define dowry - many by the negative perception that dowry is

something forced and paid under duress. Boys and fathers were less likely than

female respondents to see it as something forced on a bride's family. 

Among the respondent groups, adolescents and community influentials (CIs) have

relatively high levels of knowledge about child marriage and the legal age of marriage

for girls and boys. 

Baseline
highlights
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More than half of the respondents (53 to 73 per cent varying across respondent

categories) reported that the rate of dowry has increased over the past 5 years.

Between 64 and 84 per cent of respondents reported that the incidence of dowry had

decreased.

Figure 1: What child marriage means

Figure 2: Perceived changes in dowry practices over the past 5 years
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Lack of knowledge on child right laws

Other than awareness of the legal age for marriage, there was a clear knowledge

deficit among all respondents on other laws pertaining to dowry, registration of births

and marriages and child rights. As many as 70 per cent of respondents confirmed their

lack of knowledge in these areas, by stating that they could not define birth and

marriage registration or child rights.

2

Figure 3: Percentage of respondents with no knowledge on child rights and, birth and marriage registration 
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Limited engagement in project activities

Participation in activities intended to result in the achievement of the Kishori Abhijan

objectives was extremely limited. Awareness of the activities was also relatively low.

Overall, less than 50 per cent of peer leaders and less than a third of other

adolescents cited their Kishori Abhijan weekly meetings as a key project activity.

Ability to name the peer leaders in their community was low among adolescents and

among influential community members.

Peer leaders exhibited higher levels of knowledge and higher levels of self-efficacy

(believing they can achieve things). They also reported taking actions in relation to the

Kishori Abhijan topics as well. Even so, the actual level of positive responses did not

exceed 61.5 per cent, and was often significantly lower.

More girl peer leaders than boy peer leaders reported an increase in actions taken in

their communities on Kishori Abhijan issues. However, this must be interpreted

cautiously, as it could reflect the newness of the boys' programme in some of the sites. 

Most of the reported actions involved discussions with other adolescents, with the

most common objectives listed as changing child marriage practices and changing

dowry practices. Peer leaders reported discussing the negative impact of an

impending early marriage with the parents concerned and occasionally notifying

people of the need to register a marriage or a birth. However, researchers did not find

these actions in significant numbers.

Up to a half of peer leaders and up to 22 per cent of other adolescents had taken

actions within the community based on their exposure to Kishori Abhijan

Parents rarely reported taking any project-related action.

3
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Widespread lack of awareness on
reproductive health issues

Very few respondents overall were able to articulate what reproductive health meant

to them. Among the adolescents, girls knew more about reproductive health than

boys. Various significant knowledge gaps were identified. Many did not know that a

female can get pregnant the first time she has intercourse or that masturbation does

not cause serious health damage. Boys generally knew about wet dreams but not

about menstruation, with the reverse true for girls. 

A third of the girls and approximately half of the boys did not know of any birth control

methods. Of those who were aware, most cited modern temporary methods (the pill,

injection, condoms, IUDs).

Across all respondent groups, there was a widespread lack of awareness on

reproductive health issues and puberty in general. 

4

Adolescents have the right to participate in decisions affecting their lives.
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Figure 5: Level of awareness on reproductive health issues

Figure 4: Proportion of respondents taking action within the community based on their exposure to Kishori Abhijan
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Little knowledge of sexually transmitted
infections and diseases, but considerable
awareness of AIDS

The level of knowledge on sexually transmitted infections/diseases was very low

among adolescents (including peer leaders) and mothers. 

Many adolescents and influential community members (more than 80 per cent) knew

about HIV and AIDS. However, only a very small proportion of mothers had heard

about AIDS - as low as one in ten. Most adolescents reported learning about AIDS

from family, television or radio. 

HIV/AIDS knowledge was significantly higher among adolescents and community

influential than among parents. 

5

With improved knowledge on key issues, my daughter will be empowered.
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Knowledge of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) was low for both adolescents and

parents.

Figure 7: Knowledge of sexually transmitted infections (STIs)

Figure 6: HIV/AIDS knowledge
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Strong gender divisions among social groups

In the areas where there was no mixing of boys and girls in peer education sessions,

the social networks of girls consisted of same-sex friends, mothers, sisters and

sisters-in-law. Where there are co-ed peer sessions, male friends appeared in the list

of those people that girls open up to and with whom they play or relax. 

A large proportion of female peer leaders noted that they talk about the Kishori Abhijan

topics (early marriage, dowry, registrations of marriage and births and child rights)

with each other and with parents.  Fewer boy peer leaders said they spoke about

these issues outside their peer sessions. 

Other than peer leaders, adolescent girls and boys (up to a third in some sites)

reported that they do not talk about topics covered under Kishori Abhijan. Higher

education, livelihood, child marriage and dowry were among the topics most

commonly discussed. 

Fathers emerged as a strong negative influence for many children. Among those

adolescents who did not have a completely negative experience, many reported

having little positive interaction with their fathers. Mothers emerged as the people that

all adolescents turned to for discussion of personal matters. 

Peer leaders and adolescents, both boys and girls, discuss private topics with

mothers and friends.

6
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Women's mobility restricted, yet inclusion in
decision-making process is strong

Gender has the greatest influence on mobility, followed by status as peer leader. Girl

peer leaders were still far less mobile than boys. A large portion of girls in all groups

were not allowed to go where they chose in their village during the daytime. Their

mobility was even more restricted outside the village. 

The majority of respondents across all groups reported that male and female

members of the family jointly make decisions on the marriage of adolescents and their

dowry. 

7

Figure 8: Decision makers in the household on the marriage of adolescents
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Figure 9: Proportion of population feeling that a husband is justified in hitting his wife in various circumstances

Domestic violence considered acceptable and a common
occurrence

The largest segment of respondents who agreed that wife beating is justified in some circumstances were female - peer leaders,

adolescents and mothers - with 39-69 per cent of respondents reporting that it is acceptable for a man to hit his spouse. A large

proportion of adolescents had witnessed the abuse of their mother. Even among influential community members, 25 -50 per cent

said that they approved of wife beating in certain circumstances. 

There were high levels of personal experience with physical abuse among all adolescents, especially boys (75-83 per cent). The

proportion of girls reporting physical violence was 50-57 per cent.

Over half of all female peer leaders reported being physically abused, in most cases by a family member. This figure is higher

than among other adolescent respondents. Interestingly, there is a significant difference between adolescent girls in intervention

and control sites with regards to having witnessed physical abuse at home: 40.1 per cent of adolescent girls in intervention sites

responded in the positive compared to 34.4 per cent of adolescent girls in control sites. 

8
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Television is the best medium to reach
adolescents and parents

Television is likely to reach the largest audience with social messages; more than 90

per cent of all adolescents and 80 per cent of fathers had at least some access to

television. Radio also has considerable reach, with more than 70 per cent of all

respondents - excluding mothers - having some exposure to radio. A strikingly larger

proportion of adolescents (two-thirds) than their parents (a third or less) in project sites

could access newspapers.

Mothers reported the least exposure to mass media, with eight out of ten reporting no

access to newspapers; five out of ten reporting no access to radio; and more than a

third reporting no access to television.

9

Figure 10: Percentage of respondents that have had medium or high exposure to television, radio and newspaper
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Recommendations

Given these baseline survey findings, the researchers made the following

programmatic recommendations to the Kishori Abhijan project: 

Focus more on child rights and the legal dimensions of child marriage,

dowry, and birth and marriage registration.

Include reproductive health and emerging public health issues.

Urgently address gender and domestic violence norms. 

Provide a potential for behavioural modelling by using peer leaders  as

potential role models to enhance life skills among enrolled adolescents. 

Expand social-support systems to encourage mixed-sex networks.

Positively challenge social relations, particularly with weekly meetings at

an adolescent centre, which should offer a forum for discussion and

action.

Strengthen the involvement of parents and influential community

members, especially of fathers. 

Promote peer leaders as 'agents of change' and enable all adolescents to

contribute to changing their social environment



Adolescents engage in dialogue with parents and community influentials to

support tolerance - building and a culture of respect of adolescents’ rights.
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