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Adolescent girls’ vulnerabilities and 
transitions in the context of COVID-19

COVID-19 has resulted in a loss of income, livelihoods, and lives. The pandemic has taken a toll on people’s mental 

and physical health, exacerbated various inequalities, and has entailed profound reverberations in the home. Given 

the poverty profile of Bangladesh, even under regular conditions, households have carefully balanced and allocated 

resources available to them. It is imperative to see how households replanned the allocation of the reduced resources 

faced due to the economic crisis driven by the pandemic. 

Depending on the pandemic’s impact on their livelihoods 

and their resilience, families may be compelled to make 

hard choices between keeping their children in school, 

getting them married, and putting them to work. The 

choices will have long and deep repercussions on the 

future life trajectories of these children. Any deprivations, 

risks, constraints, injustices, or inequities they might 

face during adolescence will be carried throughout 

their lives. In response to these global and national 

concerns, the Rule of Law programme, implemented by 

GIZ Bangladesh, commissioned the BRAC Institute of 

Governance and Development (BIGD) to undertake this 

research, which was supported by the German Federal 

Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(BMZ) and the UK Foreign, Commonwealth & 

Development Office (FCDO). This is a significant piece 

of research reflecting the urgency of the time. Germany, 

for its part, has been proud to support this work, in a 

year where it celebrates 50 years of partnership with 

Bangladesh.

The research was undertaken to explore the impact 

of COVID-19 on the capabilities related to the life 

trajectories of adolescents, particularly girls, through 

which the pathways to women’s access to justice can be 

better understood by policymakers and programmers 

concerned. This involves (1) understanding adolescents’ 

vulnerability to risks, particularly violence, through 

analyzing household decision-making strategies that 

determine the trajectories of their lives; (2) adolescent 

girls’ assessment of life transitions and vulnerabilities; 

and (3) adolescents’ knowledge of and access to 
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support that can help identify, negotiate, and seek 

recourse for the vulnerabilities and risks they face in life. 

SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

The research methodology included both quantitative 

and qualitative research methods. A total of  2,758 

households were surveyed and 3,139 adolescents 

were interviewed in 26 upazilas in Gaibandha (with a 

higher proportion of extreme poor), Narail (with a high 

prevalence of child marriage) and Cumilla (as more 

prosperous with high rates of international migrants), 

from 4 Oct - 17 Nov 2021. Qualitative interviews were 

carried out with 24 adolescent girls and 12 adolescent 

boys and 6 Focus Group Discussions were carried out 

with parents in these three districts. At least 15 Key 

Informant Interviews (KII) were held with school teachers/

headteachers, district education officers, probation 

officers, district judges, union parishad members, and 

law enforcement representatives in the selected districts. 

Furthermore, the research also draws upon a review of 

existing literature and studies about adolescents during 

COVID-19 and also pre-COVID-19 concerning child 

labour, continuing education, and child marriage and 

reviewed existing national policies and plans in this area.

FINDINGS

COVID-19 negatively affected household 
income, livelihoods and savings

There was a significant decrease in household income, 

particularly during the lockdown imposed to curb the 

spread of COVID-19 in all three districts. The most drastic 

impact was observed in the Gaibandha district, the 

poorest in the sample. Drop-in income was experienced 

by both male and female-headed households, but 

relatively more by the latter. Livelihoods such as daily 

wage work, transport work, and small businesses 

were affected immediately and for a long time resulting 

in reduced food consumption (28.6% of women in 

Gaibandha skipped at least one meal every day during 

the lockdown period) and diminished or spent savings. 

Loans were taken out to meet household consumption 

needs, but also for household repairs and dowry. Post-

lockdown recovery of livelihoods and income happened 

at various rates across the districts but was slowest in 

Gaibandha.

Figure 1.	 Household Income (BDT) across different periods segregated by household 
	 head sex (N=2,762) 
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School drop-out is low but learning loss high

COVID-19 did not significantly affect enrolment since 

schools were closed for a long time and reopening did 

not require a daily physical presence. Nevertheless, the 

proportion of out-of-school boys increased from 5.4% 

to 8.8% and for girls, it jumped to 3.6% from 1.9%. 

The highest drop-out was among Cumilla adolescents; 

however, no change was observed among Narail 

adolescents. The amount of time spent on education 

went down. Only 14% of students spent 3-5 hours on 

studies during the pandemic, which earlier was 35%. 

At least 31% of school dropouts who worked during 

COVID-19 were mainly boys who hoped to go back 

to school after re-opening. The percentage of married 

adolescents out of school increased from 33% to 55% 

during COVID-19. School closures negatively affected 

adolescents, increasing their anxiety and reducing their 

educational aspirations.  There is some evidence of a 

shift to madrasah education to cope with school closure. 

Participation in work increased during 
COVID-19 primarily among adolescent boys

Around 7.5% of adolescents were engaged in paid work 

during and after COVID-19, of whom 12% were boys 

and 5% were girls. They were engaged in work such 

as handicrafts, domestic animal husbandry, agricultural 

and non-agricultural labour, private tuition, and part-time 

jobs.  The frequency of days and the number of hours 

worked increased during the lockdown and in the post-

lockdown period until September 2021, when schools 

re-opened. Although the proportion working 8 hours 

decreased, it is higher than in the pre-COVID period. 

Figure 2.	 Hours studied before and after COVID-19

Figure 3.	 Average monthly Income of households whose adolescents are in work and income of those  
adolescents in work (N=200)
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Adolescents in Cumilla were least likely to be engaged 

in paid work.  Five % of households reported male 

adolescent migration for work and the majority cited the 

pandemic as an important factor in the decision. Work 

was seen as a means of keeping adolescent boys out of 

trouble by parents during this period. However, socially 

possible work options for girls were rare. Girls spent 

substantively more time in household work during the 

COVID-19 period. 

No evidence of an increased rate of early 
marriage during COVID-19 in the sample

There is no evidence in our study sample that suggests 

a higher rate of early marriage during COVID-19. The 

average age at marriage has not decreased after 

COVID-19; i.e., the pandemic has not forced marriage at 

younger ages than before. Primary reasons for marriage 

included school closure/reopening uncertainties; social 

norms against adolescent girls seen with free time 

to roam around and socialise; more free time and 

increasing use of mobile phones/internet leading to 

romantic relations, elopement, and “gossip” (social 

pressure and fear of shame). The last three reasons 

were related to parents’ concerns about the security 

of their daughters. Poverty due to COVID-19 was not 

given as the primary reason for early marriage. Twenty 

%  of households reported migration of adolescent girls 

for marriage during 2020-2021. While nearly 50% stated 

they would have gotten their daughters married anyway, 

the remaining half stated COVID-19 was affecting the 

decision for marriage. Qualitative data showed that 

married adolescents had all dropped out of school in 

Cumilla; some dropped out in Gaibandha and none 

dropped out in Narail. Five of the 11 adolescent girls 

married during COVID-19 were pregnant, which led to 

school drop-outs in all cases. The study also found a 

lack of up-to-date government data on trends in child 

marriage, and existing data from government and 

NGO sources did not match. While a strong influence 

of COVID-19 was not found, child marriage remains a 

matter of concern that is recognized by adolescents, 

parents, and the government, reinforcing the need to 

prevent child marriage as far as possible. However, 

the interviews also highlighted the need to supplement 

this approach with one which would not criminalise 

consensual relationships or marriages as rape or 

abduction.  

Figure 4.	 Proportion of child marriage among all marriages taking place across years (2018–2021)
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No notable change in violence and sexual 
harassment during COVID-19

Around a quarter of the adolescents faced some 

violence by household members or outsiders during 

the time of COVID-19, but this was not very different 

from pre-COVID-19 times. Younger boys (12-14 years) 

were more likely to face violence than older boys (15-

18 years). Physical abuse by family members did not 

change much. On the other hand, there was a slight 

increase in violence by outsiders faced by adolescent 

boys (6 % to 8%) during COVID-19. Prevalence of 

sexual harassment was higher among adolescent 

girls than boys (2% vs. 1%). But such harassment by 

outsiders was reduced during the time of COVID-19, 

probably because the mobility of girls was curtailed 

during this time. Harassment by outsiders was more 

likely to be considered a criminal offence than by family 

members by adolescents but female adolescents are 

much more likely to consider harassment as a criminal 

offence regardless of whether it is perpetrated by family 

or outsiders (33% female compared to 2% males). But 

on the whole, very few adolescents sought any support 

against violence. 

Concerns around other vulnerabilities and 
risks raised by the community and key 
informants

Due to the stigma attached to drugs, trafficking, and 

crime, adolescents and community members were 

unwilling to admit such incidents happen in their areas. 

However, key informants expressed concern about the 

perceived rise in substance use and trafficking, and the 

role of adolescents in drug sales and petty crimes to 

fund their substance use disorder. Key informants also 

raised concern about the increased trafficking of girls 

from some parts of Narail district, a popular trafficking-

prone area, although this perception was not supported 

by most of the respondents in the communities in 

the sample area. Key informants also mentioned the 

rise in youth gangs leading to greater conflict among 

male adolescents. They, however, were not able to 

substantiate their claims with data.

Figure 5.	 Abuse and sexual harassment (from outsiders) faced by adolescents before and  
during COVID-19 (N=3,139)
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Male and female adolescents are aware of 
protective government regulations 

The fact that the legal age at marriage for females 

is more widely discussed is clear from the correct 

knowledge of it among both boys (77%) and girls (88%). 

The accurate legal age of marriage for boys is less 

known in general and less known among boys (28%) 

than girls (47%). However, most of the adolescents 

identified premature childbirth and early pregnancy and 

child delivery problems as causes of early marriage. A 

higher percentage of female adolescents identified the 

problems compared to male adolescents. Although 

very few (5% of boys and 6 % of girls) knew the legal 

working age correctly, a majority reported it to be higher 

than 15 years. Around 70% of adolescents blamed child 

labour as the cause of depression and ill health. Older 

adolescents were more likely to link child labour with 

sexual harassment. Regarding cybercrimes, most of the 

adolescents reported a perceived increase during the 

lockdown (when mobile usage also went up) but did not 

admit to having faced any such crime themselves. 

High knowledge of justice service providers 
but low access 

Adolescents are aware of local government and other 

justice service providers, but very few have experience 

in accessing these. They are aware that they can go 

to the UP chairperson and members as well as local 

“matabbars” (community leaders) or school teachers for 

conflict resolution or to report violence, crime, drugs, 

child marriage, or such problems. However, they would 

prefer to go to their community’s elders first. They are 

also aware of the possibility of going to the police or 

courts but feel that they will not be given any importance 

by these agencies. It was also encouraging to know that 

many of the adolescents knew the various government 

helpline numbers and had learned about it in school 

through textbooks or the efforts of various government 

officials. While 80% of the adolescents said that the 

possibility of getting justice remained the same before 

and after COVID-19, they sought support more from 

family members and less from friends during and after 

the pandemic. At least 16% sought help from elders 

both before and during COVID-19.  Adolescents are 

aware of relief provided by government agencies during 

the COVID-19 period, although not all had received it.

 
CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, regarding the risks and vulnerabilities faced 

by adolescent girls due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

security considerations are more important than 

poverty for early marriage and withdrawal from school. 

Perceived reputational risks are an additional significant 

consideration for girls. Decisions to put boys in work are 

not only driven by economic considerations but out of 

security considerations as well, with boys more likely to 

join work, even while studying (even without COVID-19).

Some of the choices made by parents and female 

adolescents, which led to greater vulnerability included 

the choice of early marriage, which led to increased risks 

for reproductive health complications and domestic 

violence. The decision to migrate to work taken by 

underage boys led to them going through informal and 

unsafe channels, and the kind of work they were going 

into was not safe either. COVID-19 also led to increased 

phone and internet access for adolescents, especially 

boys, although parents and adolescents, again mainly 

boys, had very little knowledge of cyberbullying, 

harassment or cybercrimes. 

Family and friends were the main sources of support, 

with adolescents being fearful and doubtful of sources 

such as the UP, police or courts.  There was only partial 

support for economic needs; educational support was 

lacking as teachers could not maintain contact, and 

the lack of privacy and the fear of being identified were 

constraints to adolescents complaining to outsiders.  

Recommendation One:
Addressing vulnerabilities to make adolescent lives 
safe and secure

1.	 Increasing opportunities for education and providing 

“anti-fragile” equal access through vocational 

education; use of technology for online alternative 

classes, enabling continuation by married and 

working adolescents (inclusiveness). 
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2.	 Expansion of safe and age-appropriate work 

opportunities that would counter gender stereotypes 

and enable greater choices for girls that will be 

productive and provide life skill training and EIG 

support for adolescents by NGOs and respective 

government agencies

3.	 Preventing the prevalent trend of early marriage 

of girls by promoting alternative aspirations 

and opportunities for young girls and ensuring 

implementation of existing mechanisms to provide 

reproductive and sexual health education (including 

issues of consent) as well as health care for both 

young girls and boys with due consideration of 

confidentiality.  

4.	 Strengthening the role of school teachers, school 

management committees and Child Marriage 

Prevention Committees in preventing early marriage 

and encouraging social interactions among 

genders.

5.	 Define and encourage involvement of NGOs, CBOs 

and UP representatives to prevent child marriage 

(partnership between NGOs-CBOs and local 

government)

6.	 Recognizing mental health needs of adolescents 

and increase provision of support as envisaged in 

the Adolescent Health Strategy (face-to-face and 

on-line).

7.	 Orientation to be provided to students in secondary 

schools of risks of on-line violence and abuse; 

how to protect oneself and access to complaints 

mechanisms.

Recommendation Two:
Strengthening responsive and adolescent-friendly 
support mechanisms

1.	 Greater dissemination of information about 

emergency and legal services available on online 

platforms and expansion of essential, online and 

teleservices to overcome adolescent fear of law 

enforcement agencies. 

2.	 Training in child psychology and communications to 

be provided for all government staff, judges, lawyers 

and law enforcement staff involved in juvenile justice. 

3.	 Treating every court as Shishu Adalat whenever it 

deals with the children, as is being done by the Nari 

o Shishu Nirjaton Domon Tribunal. For example, 

if a magistrate deals with children, call it a Shishu 

Adalat, by amending the law.

4.	 Reform of the Child Marriage Restraint Act to 

provide that in cases of elopement and consensual 

relationships and marriages the underage parties 

are not penalised or criminalised as perpetuating 

abduction or rape. 

5.	 Increase accessibility to complaint mechanisms 

and ensure privacy of persons complaining (victim 

privacy protection and informant protection). 

Increase knowledge about school-level sexual 

harassment complaints committees and strengthen 

the role of UP/ward level elected women 

representatives in hearing and resolving sexual 

harassment complaints.

6.	 Enable greater access to social protection and relief 

for adolescents during disasters such as COVID by 

providing transparency about services available in 

all offices and charges at all levels.

Recommendation Three: 
Strengthening governance and ensuring 
accountability of government mechanisms and 
personnel

1.	 Holding those with a formal role in child marriage 

prevention, such as Kazis and UP members  and 

Chair and Child Marriage Protection Committees,  

to account for allowing child marriage

2.	 Holding local government representatives/law 

enforcement/school authorities to account for safety 

and security of girls and boys and freedom from 

harassment in public spaces, during commute, in 

schools and at work.
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3.	 Strengthening digitalisation of birth, marriage, 

and death registration nationwide to eliminate 

manipulation of age for marriage or justice purposes 

and ensure data is used by Government and NGO/

CSOs working in partnership. 

4.	 Data gaps to be addressed: e.g. no data on 

trafficking, contradictory data from government and 

NGOs on child marriage. 

The Rule of Law (RoL) Programme, implemented by 

GIZ Bangladesh is a joint initiative under the Ministry of 

Home Affairs (MoHA) and the Ministry of Law, Justice 

and Parliamentary Affairs (MoLJPA). The programme is 

working to improve people’s access to justice through 

prison and policy reform, particularly on issues of 

overcrowding in prisons and case backlog within the 

judiciary. The RoL programme is supported by the 

German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (BMZ) and the UK Foreign, Commonwealth 

& Development Office (FCDO).


