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Introduction

Vulnerable children and their families significantly benefit
from social protection (SP) services, especially cash
transfers (Bastagli et al.,2019). One notable benefit is
the reduction of child labour in developing countries
(Dammert et al., 2018; de Hoop & Rosati, 2013).
Increasingly, cash transfer programs are combining
complementary supports such as coaching or skills
training (often referred to as “cash-plus”) (Roelen et al.,
2017), which are likely to be more effective in improving
child welfare.

However, critics argue that mainstream child labour
policies and relevant efforts tend to be counter-
productively targeted, top-down, and technical (Aufseeser
et al,,2018; Bourdillon & Carothers,2019; Bourdillon
etal.,2010; Howard & Okyere, 2022; LeBaron et al.,
2018; Maconachie et al., 2022; Sabates-Wheeler et al.,
2023).These approaches often leave out many children
who need support, isolate children from their social
environments, and disregard their individual needs and
the primary motivator for child labour—poverty—
resulting in a failure to promote child well-being.

Child Labour

Action-Research-Innovation in South and South-Eastern
Asia (CLARISSA), a global consortium, developed a cash-
plus social protection intervention, which aims to address
these limitations by prioritizing individual needs and
relationships and providing unconditional and universal
cash transfers to all households in a community.

In Bangladesh, the intervention was piloted in a high-
density, low-income neighbourhood in Dhaka—North
Gojmohol—from October 2021 to December 2023.All
households in the neighbourhood received monthly cash
transfers of BDT 2,000 each for six months, along with

a host of need-based services from trained community
mobilizers (CMs).The program also significantly differed
from mainstream cash-plus interventions in that it
empowered the households to choose what services and
how much interaction with the CMs they wanted based
on their needs and constraints.

The intervention aims to increase the capacities of
individuals, families, and community groups to manage
economic shocks, build alternative livelihoods, and



improve well-being, which, in turn, are expected to reduce
child labour.

The pilot intervention in Bangladesh began with a
situational analysis and needs assessment, demonstrating
the widespread poverty and vulnerability in the target
neighbourhood of North Gojmohol. Monthly household
earnings ranged from BDT 6,000 to BDT 25,000 (roughly
USD 70-300), with seasonal fluctuations.The households
experienced a variety of shocks. During the program
period, the community was impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic, high inflation, and rising cost of living. Job
losses and disruptions were also frequent.Yet, access to
existing social protection services and health support was
extremely limited.

Though most households want to save, they are unable
to do so due to low income and the diverse shocks
they face. Unsurprisingly, the need to borrow money

is widespread.They prefer borrowing from non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), but this option

is not accessible to all who need it. Thus, they often
resort to informal loans, which typically come with
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exorbitant interest rates and strict penalties. Repayment
is universally acknowledged as challenging, and borrowers
face harassment and verbal and even physical abuse when
they fail to repay on time.

Driven by poverty, children’s engagement with work in
North Gojmohol is widespread. Based on qualitative
estimates, 80—90% of the children, mostly aged 10 and
above, are engaged in some form of work.

In this context, the CLARISSA intervention was
welcomed by the entire community.

The CLARISSA program is led by the Institute of
Development Studies (IDS) and funded by the UK
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office
(FCDO).The intervention was implemented by Terre des
hommes (TDH) in Bangladesh. IDS collaborated with the
BRAC Institute of Governance and Development (BIGD)
and researchers from the University of Bath and the
Open University, UK, to evaluate the intervention.




Research Methodology

Periodic qualitative data were collected through in-
depth interviews (IDls), focus group discussions (FGDs),
and key informant interviews (Klls) in three rounds
between December 2022 and December 2023.Thirty
households were selected for in-depth exploration with
children and their parents, including households that

are vulnerable, female-headed, and have working and
school-going children. In the third round, the BIGD team
conducted three IDIs with CMs.A total of 22 FGDs were
conducted in three rounds with various stakeholders
(e.g., teenage working boys, or parents). Klls targeted 25
influential or knowledgeable community members, such

Key Findings

as schoolteachers, NGO workers,and employers in the
community like leather businessmen.The use of diverse
research tools helped us triangulate the findings and elicit
a nuanced perspective on children’s work,“exploitation,”’
and the effectiveness of the intervention.

Every four months, we hosted reflection workshops
between the research, CM, and data collection teams.
These workshops enabled an ongoing assessment of
the intervention, its successes, failures, and impact on
participating households, charting the causal pathways.

The first round of the study provides an in-depth view of the lives of the children and their families in Gojmohol. The
second and third rounds capture the impact of the CLARISSA intervention.

Lives of the Children in Gojmohol:
Findings From the First Round of the Study

Living conditions: The houses are congested, small,

and often made with corrugated tin, plastic sheets, and
bamboo, lacking proper ventilation and lighting. Children
and adolescents enjoy little privacy in their homes,
although some have private rooms. Some shared toilets
do not even have doors, making it uncomfortable for
them to use, especially for girls.A few adolescents live in
multi-storey, half-constructed buildings that frequently
are not built to code, for example, without railings on the
stairs.The overall living conditions seem to be unhealthy,
risky, and dangerous.

Adolescents’ life within the community: The
interviewed adolescents reported that there are no
children- and adolescent-friendly public places in their
community.Although there are two playgrounds near
the neighbourhood, they are off-limits for girls due to
prevailing gender norms restricting their mobility. Female
adolescents reported that boys and men openly taking
drugs and gambling make it risky for them to go out.
Many girls reported experiencing sexual abuse on the
street. They have all faced repeated requests for phone
numbers and romantic relationships, verbal harassment,
and catcalling. Interactions between a girl and a boy are
automatically given a romantic label by onlookers. None
of them ever share these incidents with their parents as
they fear being blamed for “encouraging” these actions.

They have also heard stories of violent sexual assaults and
rape in the area, intensifying their feelings of insecurity.
Even their neighbours seem to have a say in their public
appearance, which is typically limited to walking between
their homes, schools, and workplaces. On the contrary,
most of the male adolescents hang out and play with their
friends on the street. However, they too report that most
parts of their community are unsafe for them, especially
at night, facing robbery and physical abuse, primarily by
older boys addicted to drugs.

The impact of domestic violence on adolescents:
Many adolescents reported facing or witnessing domestic
violence. Usually, they watch their fathers beating or
verbally abusing their mothers,and when they try to
protest or protect their mothers, often they too face
violence from their fathers.These children feel scared,
ashamed, and unprotected, and their emotional closeness
to their mothers makes them extremely vulnerable.
Some of the female adolescents reporting witnessing or
facing domestic violence experienced depression and
withdrawal syndromes. Due to the close proximity of the
dwelling units, domestic violence often becomes public
knowledge, making the children and adolescents feel
humiliated.

Health shocks: Health shocks are among the most
frequent and detrimental shocks faced by the households,
and their impacts are multidimensional. Treatments are
often costly and sometimes ineffective. If an earning
member is ill, it causes a loss of income. Long-term



illness or death of earning members can also mean going
back to the village.The COVID-19 pandemic had an
unprecedented financial impact on these households as
most faced income and job losses. Consequently, many
adolescents dropped out of school and joined paid
work.The long-drawn pandemic made these households
precarious, leaving them stressed, debt-burdened, and
with depleted savings.

School dropout: Secondary-level school dropout is quite
common in the community, primarily due to poverty—
specifically, the inability to meet the costs of education
and the need for adolescents to work.To protect

female adolescents from sexual harassment and male
adolescents from substance abuse, their parents are often
reluctant to send them to school. For female adolescents,
child marriage is another major reason for dropping out
of school.

Joining paid work and working conditions of the
adolescents: For most adolescents, dropping out of
school means joining paid work, mostly in the leather
factories, which are the major employers in their
neighbourhood.The primary reason for children’s
engagement in these hazardous factory jobs is poverty,
often stemming from health shocks including disability,
illnesses, and death of adult family members. Children’s
wages ranged from BDT 2,000 to BDT 10,000, affected
by age, skill level, and gender. Both boys and girls work,
but girls tend to take part in home-based livelihoods
alongside chores, reflecting strong patriarchal norms.
Boys typically earn more than girls.Working children
contribute a significant portion of their earnings to
household expenditure.

Working conditions for children are often poor and

at times dangerous, with risks of physical and verbal
abuse, exposure to harmful substances, and accidents.
That said, many children and parents report satisfactory
work environments, and children and families frequently
exercise agency in “upgrading” working conditions
through negotiation or by shifting employers.

Both working children and their parents have mixed
feelings about working. Children often accept the
need to work and feel proud to contribute, but they
also expressed sadness over missing school. Some
children were found to combine work and study, and
their earnings often facilitate their education, but this
is mentally and physically challenging for them. Parents
of working children expressed regret and a desire

to prioritize their children’s education if financial
circumstances allow, but the reality of needing children
to contribute economically often prevails. Community

members argued that additional income is vital for dealing
with poverty and shocks, paying for children’s education,
building up savings, and creating income-generating
opportunities.

Impact of the CLARISSA Intervention:
Findings from the Second and Third Rounds
of the Study

Children’s experience of engaging with
CLARISSA:

Participation in the children’s group: The adolescents
involved with the CLARISSA children’s group reported
increased participation in collective activities. The
consistent presence of CMs in the community and
long-term relationship-building, combined with the cash
transfer, generated trust and encouraged children to
participate in group activities.An adolescent girl explained
that initially, her parents were very wary about letting
her join group activities away from home, particularly

if groups were mixed. However, the CMs were able to
establish the trust of her parents, allowing the girl to
participate. It should be noted, however, that TDH also
provided basic food rations to group participants to
compensate for their time—a few kilograms of rice or
lentils each month, which various children and adults
described as “helpful,” “beneficial,” and often central

to their decision to participate. This demonstrates the
synergy between material and relational offerings.

Adolescents’ experience with the program:
Adolescents reported feeling that they were the

main focus of the CLARISSA program, unlike other
development programs in their area.They also found

it participatory.To begin with, the children’s groups
drew community maps.They felt that they could freely
express their thoughts in the group. In the group, children
prioritized the challenges in their community and
suggested actions to address them.With the support
of CMs, children organized activities such as drama
performances to create awareness on issues like child
marriage and cleanliness of the neighbourhood, garbage
management campaigns, and surveys to identify school
dropouts and take action to re-enrol them. Children
went to the factories to raise awareness among owners
about the need for a safe work environment.They

also organized a fair and a photography exhibition.

The adolescents reported that other NGO programs
involving them do not engage them as actively, and

in most cases, they are passive recipients of program
activities.



Impact of the cash-plus program on the households
of the adolescents: The study finds that the cash-plus
program led to improvements in household ability to
earn more by enabling investments in productive assets. It
reduced stress and promoted a greater sense of agency as
a result of improved financial resilience. There was broad
consensus that cash transfers would make it possible to
build up savings.There is significant evidence of livelihood
diversification. Respondents emphasized the importance
of cash transfers for investment in businesses and other
income-generating activities, for example, buying sewing
machines.These findings held across genders and levels of
poverty.

The improved financial resilience was reflected in the
households’ capacity to weather shocks, for example,
sudden changes in work or health,a pre-assumption
of the CLARISSA program. It also helped to dampen
the impact of the price hikes that took place between
late 2021 and 2023, thereby reducing food insecurity.
Most of the adolescents spoke of improvements in
food consumption in their households made possible
by the cash transfer.They said that their parents spent
the money to meet various household needs other
than food—schooling, repairs, debt servicing, medical
treatment, and more—which speaks to one of the core
powers of cash assistance, namely its fungibility.

We find that CMs often played a significant role in

supporting investment and livelihood diversification for
the children’s families. In Bangladesh, government social
assistance schemes such as the Old Age Allowance and
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the Allowance for Persons with Disabilities are difficult

to access and often unknown to eligible persons. CMs
supported these households in accessing relevant
allowances by making community members aware of their
eligibility for schemes, assisting individuals in obtaining
national identification cards—a requirement for accessing
the schemes—and establishing a referral and linkage
system between the community and service providers.

Impact of the cash-plus program on children’s
education and work: The program facilitated the re-
entry of many children who had dropped out of school—
with unconditional cash transfers lowering financial
barriers to entry and CMs acting as liaisons between
families and schools. Parents reported that their children’s
school attendance had improved over the last month,
with a notable spike at the time of the start of the cash
transfers. Cash transfers were seen as a potential solution
to enable children to return to school, with many parents
and adolescents expressing that additional income would
directly support educational re-enrolment.

One mother explained that as a result of the cash
transfers and the small business she now ran with
advice from CMs, she decided to pull her son out of

the demanding and hazardous factory work and instead
placed him in a grocery store, where he would earn less,
but the lighter, part-time job would allow him to return
to school.

However, the study also found that many dropouts in
the community did not go back to school. There was a




consensus that older children, especially male adolescents,
are less likely to return to school once they have started
working or understood the value of money. Despite the
cash transfer, the economic factor remains an important
explanatory aspect of school dropout, especially among
poor households.

Impact of the CLARISSA intervention on children’s
overall well-being: While the impact of the program

on children’s work is mixed, the study found a clear
improvement in the overall well-being of the children
participating in the program. Most children reported
improvements in their education, life in the slum,and
hopes for a better future over the six-month duration of
the program, reflecting a general enhancement in their
sense of well-being. The positive impact of cash on mental
well-being, particularly through the reduction of stress,
was evident in interviews with the parents. For some,
the reduction of stress contributed to increased family
harmony.

Dignity emerged as a major theme from interviews

with the children regarding the intervention’s impact.
Participants repeatedly celebrated how CMs approached,
spoke to,and treated them with respect.They also

reported that their participation in community

development through the program earned them respect
from community members. Moreover, children reported
feeling valued within their families, as their parents sought
and respected their opinions on matters regarding their
well-being and even other family issues.

The impact on the children’s well-being was evidenced
in many highly personal stories of change enabled by the
intervention.

This intervention also focused on issues including
parent-child relations, the safety and cleanliness of slum
buildings, and the lack of recreational youth activities.
Older adolescents worked with young male children at
risk of delinquency, and, from our observational data, we
found that this had a meaningful impact on their social
reintegration.Adolescent group members developed
campaigns and sensitization activities to encourage
neighbours to dispose of their trash in bins rather

than on streets and stairs of buildings. They held street
theatre performances, painted walls,and made door-to-
door visits to raise awareness.These activities are likely
to improve the living conditions of the children and
adolescents in the program area.




Conclusion

In communities like North Gojmohol, characterized

by poverty and deep vulnerabilities, the combination

of unconditional cash and relational support can have

a significant positive impact—reducing poverty and
deprivation, supporting livelihood diversification, and
increasing shock resilience.The intervention offered a
buffer against food insecurity and supported school re-
entry, whilst also enhancing people’s sense of agency and
capability in the face of life’s difficulties.

While cash transfer was the central contributing factor,
this evaluation also attests to the power of participatory
community support—what we have termed relational,
needs-based community organizing. Data show that CMs
operated like 2 human last mile, connecting residents

to services and opportunities, facilitating individual
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