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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Youth with disabilities face persistent barriers to decent work. STAR+ is a Received 15 August 2025
disability-inclusive adaptation of a mainstream skills training program in Accepted 4 June 2026
Bangladesh that provides apprenticeships, classroom training, and

disability-specific support. This process evaluation assessed the

program’s reach, dose, and fidelity using mixed methods, including

survey data from 675 youth and interviews with participants and

implementers. Of the youth invited, 72 per cent participated in at least

one program component, with high levels of engagement and

satisfaction reported with each. However, challenges were identified,

including mismatches between disabilities recorded on government-

issued identity cards and program assessments, underprovision/poor fit

of assistive products, and trade selection practices that sometimes

restricted youth choices based on impairment type. Despite these gaps,

most components were delivered as intended and well received by

participants. Findings highlight both the feasibility and complexity of

implementing inclusive employment programs and provide suggestions

for future implementation.

Introduction

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) defines decent work as productive work in conditions of
freedom, equity, security, and human dignity (ILO 1999). Persons with disabilities make up 16 per
cent of the global population (WHO 2022a, 2022b), yet they continue to face significant barriers
to accessing decent work opportunities. For instance, work-related disability stigma and discrimi-
nation is widespread, particularly the belief that persons with disabilities are not competent
(Rohmer and Louvet 2018). Moreover, workplaces are often inaccessible and persons with disabilities
face barriers to obtaining needed assistive products that would allow them to participate in the
workforce (Wickenden et al. 2020). Consequently, the labour force participation rate of persons
with disabilities is notably low, with persons with disabilities being half as likely to be working as
persons without disabilities across 90 countries (United Nations 2024). Exclusion from decent
work and employment is a key reason why persons with disabilities are at an increased risk of experi-
encing poverty (Banks, Kuper, and Polack 2017). However, there is little evidence about “what works”
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to improve access to employment for persons with disabilities (Hunt et al. 2022) including for youth
with disabilities in Bangladesh.

Literature review

While global data indicates that persons with disabilities are half as likely to be employed, youth with
disabilities face specific transition challenges. In Bangladesh, young people with disabilities encoun-
ter significant barriers when navigating the journey into formal employment, largely driven by
limited access to skills training, inaccessible environments, and widespread discrimination
(Bechange et al. 2024). Despite legislation promoting equal rights, their exclusion from the labour
market is further compounded by implicit biases; research demonstrates that, compared to
people without disabilities, individuals with disabilities are frequently subjected to automatic
societal and employer stereotyping that characterises them as “warm but incompetent,” directly
undermining their perceived professional capabilities (Rohmer and Louvet 2018). Additionally,
women with disabilities in Bangladesh face a “double burden” of gender and disability, resulting
in systematic exclusion from education, employment, marriage, and community participation.
These multifaceted barriers compounded by a gender-biased culture and poor infrastructure signifi-
cantly increase their vulnerability to violence and lead to poorer health outcomes (Quinn et al. 2016).
They are often treated as a “curse” or a financial burden, leading to high rates of abuse, social iso-
lation, and being blocked from basic needs. Because of these deep-rooted cultural biases, they
struggle much more than men with disabilities and need special help and laws that focus specifically
on their rights and safety (Sarker 2025). Evidence from India, Nepal, and Bangladesh suggests that
while men with disabilities might still be encouraged to pursue livelihoods, women are often rele-
gated to the most precarious forms of informal work or excluded entirely due to protective cultural
norms (Buettgen et al. 2015). This exclusion is often tied to extreme social isolation; for many women
in Bangladesh, the lack of financial independence is inextricably linked to a diminished sense of
agency within the household (Sarker 2025). Furthermore, social stigma in South Asia often frames
disability through a lens of “charity” rather than “productivity,” a perception that is particularly
rigid for young women (Thompson 2020).

The right to work for all persons is essential for human dignity, and decent work underpins good
physical health, mental wellbeing, and economic security (United Nations 2022). For persons with
disabilities, this right is protected through Article 27 of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which recognises the right that persons with disabilities have
to work on an equal basis with others. Despite this, there is little evidence about “what works" to
improve access to employment for persons with disabilities (Hunt et al. 2022). Skill development
training is one promising strategy to help individuals gain economic independence. Among
persons with disabilities, skill development training has been suggested to increase social partici-
pation, for example by enhancing engagement in family and community life (Ebrahim, Lorenzo,
and Kathard 2022). However, the “problem” of how to get persons with disabilities into employment
is complex and difficult to solve, with many interconnected issues to address (Shaw et al. 2022).
Complex problems require complex interventions. Complex interventions like STAR+ run the risk
of being a “black box” (Hameed et al. 2022) — impenetrable to those that seek to replicate them.
Process evaluations are crucial to understanding what happens during complex interventions.
This study is part of a broader process evaluation and cluster randomised controlled trial of
STAR+ (Banks et al. 2022). The current findings focus on the reach, dose, and fidelity of the
intervention.

Program and country context

Skills Training for Advancing Resources [STAR+] is an adaptation of a mainstream skill development
program called STAR. Both programs are implemented by the NGO BRAC in Bangladesh. STAR
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targets out of school youth living in poverty and implements core skill development activities com-
prising (1) “on the job” placements with employers at local marketplaces, and (2) classroom-based
training over a period of six months. STAR+ specifically targets out of school youth with disabilities
living in poverty and adds disability-specific support with (3) assistive products provision, (4) work-
place and classroom modifications, and (5) sensitisation workshops designed to challenge disability
stigma and discrimination (Banks et al. 2022). At the conclusion of formal STAR+ delivery, short-term
job linkage support lasting 1 month duration is also given to participating youth.

The mainstream program STAR has been found to produce short-term (post-six months) increases
in employment participation and a sustained increase in earnings as program participants move
from casual work to employment (Das 2021). However, these longer-term earning benefits are
larger for men because STAR induces a shift from casual work to self-employment for women, but
to wage employment for men (Das 2021). Hence, the long-term effectiveness of STAR for women
may be constrained by ingrained and socially restrictive gendered norms (Banks et al. 2024).
Similar restrictive norms around disability could affect program coverage, delivery, and youth partici-
pation in STAR+ which is the focus of this paper, as well as the program’s effectiveness in the longer-
term. Although 11 per cent of STAR graduates are youth with disabilities as of 2021 (Banks et al.
2022), these youth may not have gotten equitable access, because they were not receiving disabil-
ity-targeted additional support (Shatil et al. 2024). STAR+ adds these components and it is conse-
quently important to evaluate its reach, dose, and fidelity. This is particularly the case because
although disability inclusion programs may be designed inclusively, there is a risk of drift during
delivery, where stakeholders move from inclusive approaches to charity-model “we know best”
thinking (Coe and Wapling 2010).

Recent estimates indicate that approximately 7 per cent of Bangladesh’s population of 169 million
live with some form of disability (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics [BBS] 2023). Bangladesh has ratified
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and passed the Persons with Dis-
abilities Rights and Protection Act (2013) to ensure support, protection, and inclusion for persons
with disabilities in various sectors of society (Nuri et al. 2022). The 2013 Act makes provision for a
Golden Citizen card which operates as a form of disability certification in Bangladesh, granting
holders access to services. However, despite being recognised as a vulnerable group, persons
with disabilities experience widespread social exclusion and discrimination (Foley and Chowdhury
2007). Due in part to this discrimination, an estimated 66 per cent of persons with disabilities are
unemployed, with the rate rising to 87 per cent among women with disabilities (BBS 2023). Addition-
ally, only 3 per cent of all persons with disabilities are believed to have received any form of skills
training (BBS 2023). The lack of access to skills training that persons with disabilities experience in
Bangladesh makes a process evaluation of STAR+, as a skill development intervention, particularly
informative for future national interventions.

Research question

This process evaluation addressed the following research questions:

1. What was the reach, dose, and fidelity of STAR+?
2. What operational and implementation challenges affected the delivery of STAR+?”
3. How did implementation practices shape fidelity to disability-inclusive principles?

Method

This study is part of a broader process evaluation of STAR+. It is taking place alongside a cluster ran-
domised controlled trial [cRCT] as part of a comprehensive evaluation of STAR+ carried out by the
Programme for Evidence to Inform Disability Action [PENDA] project, funded by the Foreign, Com-
monwealth, & Development Office.
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Design

This process evaluation utilises the Medical Research Council [MRC] framework (Moore et al. 2015) as
its conceptual framework as it provides a structured taxonomy by which to evaluate complex inter-
ventions. This framework identifies four core aims of process evaluations: (i) How delivery is
achieved? (e.g., structures and resources used to deliver the intervention); (ii) What is actually deliv-
ered? (e.g., dose, reach, and participant responsiveness); (iii) How does the intervention work? (e.g.,
mechanisms of impact); and (iv) context. The focus of this study is on the second component.

We provide elaborated descriptions of each focal subcomponent in the MRC framework and key
quantitative measures used to assess them in Table 1.

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected by the study, with the qualitative data used
to explore the patterns observed in the reach/dose/fidelity data within the trial endline.

Procedure

The STAR+ endline survey was conducted in March 2024, approximately 1.5 years after the con-
clusion of the STAR+ intervention. This survey included a module that was asked to the intervention
group about the extent to which they had been exposed to key components of STAR+ (e.g., fre-
quency of apprenticeship/classroom training attended; satisfaction with apprenticeship/classroom
training; see Table 1). We triangulated this with interview data from both youth with disabilities
and different implementers involved in the delivery of STAR+ that were collected in March 2023
(about 6 months after the conclusion of the intervention). Interviews asked about participants’
experiences with the different components of STAR+. Semi-structured interview guides were pre-
pared in English and translated into Bangla. Interviews were scheduled based on participants’ avail-
ability and conducted in accessible, convenient locations. Depending on participants’ preferences,
interviews were carried out in either standardised Bangla or the local dialect. Interviews generally
lasted around an hour. Interviewees were purposively drawn from three of the 45 clusters where
STAR+ was delivered (Darshana and Pirgacha from Rangpur district & Tala from Satkhira district).
Selection aimed to obtain a diversity of research sites in terms of urbanity and marketplace con-
ditions, but priority was also given to ensuring that the selected clusters retained implementers
who had been in post during the STAR+ rollout. Selection of these STAR+ beneficiaries was designed
to obtain a diverse range of viewpoints from youth with disabilities based on gender and impairment
type. Informed consent was obtained for all interviews. Ethical approval for the study was obtained
from the institutional review boards at London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine and BRAC
University.

Trained researchers employed a range of inclusive practices. These included ensuring accessible
interview environments and allowing more time for the participant to talk and take comfort breaks.
Additionally, interviews with youth with communication impairments were facilitated with the help

Table 1. Focal subcomponents and their descriptions.

Focal

subcomponents MRC Description Key quantitative measures

Reach The extent to which the target audience  STAR+ uptake (% invited who then participated);
comes into contact with the demographics of participants
intervention

Dose How much intervention is delivered to the  Frequency of apprenticeships/classroom training sessions
participants attended (both measured on a 4 point Likert Scale; 1= All or

almost all; 4 = None or almost none).
Fidelity The quality of delivery Satisfaction with selected trade/apprenticeships/classroom

training/accessibility modifications (all measured on a 4-
point Likert Scale; 1 = Very Dissatisfied; 4 = Very Satisfied).
Helpfulness of assistive device (5-point Likert Scale; 1= Not
at all, 5 = Completely).
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of family members as interpreters, given that many persons with disabilities in Bangladesh do not
learn formal Bangla sign language. Interviews prioritised rapport-building and timekeeping flexi-
bility, allowing participants to set the pace in comfortable, familiar environments to mitigate
power imbalances. Researchers maintained culturally and gender-sensitive practices throughout,
for example seeking prior permission from men in the family to interview women participants
and maintaining additional distance during mixed gender interactions.

Participants

Twelve youth with disabilities were interviewed. Of these, five had physical disabilities only, two
had intellectual disabilities only, and the remainder had multiple disabilities (e.g., speech and
hearing; physical and hearing). There was an equal balance of men and women among the
youth.

Interviewed implementers included both those with central delivery responsibility for STAR+ (i.e.,
BRAC and partner organisation staff; N=15) and trainers who were recruited during the inception
period (N =17) to deliver the trade-based apprenticeships' and classroom training.

Analysis

Interview recordings were transcribed in Bangla and professionally translated into English. The trans-
lated transcripts were imported into NVivo 12 for qualitative analysis. Coding was guided by the
Medical Research Council framework for process evaluations of complex interventions (Moore
et al. 2015), with a focus on reach, dose, and fidelity (see Table 1). Identification of discrete com-
ponents and activities of the STAR+ intervention used a mixture of deductive and inductive
coding, guided by the project Theory of Change (see Figure 1). Codes with related content were sub-
sequently grouped into higher-order themes to support interpretive analysis.

STAR+ intervention

Intermediate changes
components

Primary outcomes

Disability-inclusive Youth with disabilities o
' [ncreased retention in

trade apprenticeships have increased

. - PR T employment
and classroom training employer-relevant
practical skills [
Improved opportunities
\ for decent work —
Job placement support . Employer —_
for youth with Connections to — | willingness to hire Increased earnings

disabilities after training employers youth with
disabilities

Secondary outcomes

/

Assessment and

provision of assistive

devices

Workplaces are more Improved quality of life

accessible

Accessibility

assessments and
workplace modifications Improved social

participation

Families and

communities are more

Sensitisation of family
and marketplace
community (including
employers & customers)

7

supportive of youth with

disabilities working
(including women with
disabilities)

Figure 1. STAR+ theory of change (Carew et al. 2026).

Decreased stigma and
discrimination
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Findings
Youth selection process

To assess the reach of STAR+, we considered the extent to which the population group targeted by
STAR+ came into contact with any part of the intervention delivery. An important element of this is
that the intervention selected the intended eligible target group, out-of-school youth with disabil-
ities (for full criteria see Banks et al. 2022). In STAR+, assessment of disability was done through an
initial household survey, supported by a later medical consultation to identify support needs. If
youth already had a disability identification card (called a Golden Citizen Card) prior to selection,
they were automatically deemed to meet the disability part of the eligibility criteria.

However, the process evaluation identified that implementers faced barriers to the intended cov-
erage of STAR+ related to the Golden Citizen card. For some youth who already had the card, its
information, and the youth’s disability did not appear to match:

Some people had the card, but we could not identify their disabilities ... .on the disability card, it was written
that they were suffering from Down syndrome. | did not find any Down syndrome symptoms in them. In
other cases, the card stated that the person had Down syndrome, but in reality, they had vocal and hearing
impairments. (BRAC staff, Khulna Tala)

This was noted as challenging for implementers since “what is given by the government remains like
that” - meaning official classifications cannot be formally contested. However, where the recorded
disability type varied between the Golden Citizen Card and the STAR+ identification process, imple-
menters would offer support to youth based on the latter, negating the impact of inaccurate classifi-
cations in the former.

In our data, we also observed instances where selecting implementers did not invite youth with
some impairments to join the program, despite these individuals meeting the technical STAR+ eli-
gibility criteria:

So, while selecting, | checked the physical condition of the disabled to identify whether she or he was capable of

completing the six-month training. You may know that we train in several trades which are so demanding ...

Now, you can see when anyone wants to work in any trades | mentioned, if she or he doesn’t have healthy hands,
they can't do any of them. (BRAC staff, Khulna Tala)

Hence, implementer judgements of this type were also a barrier to the intended coverage of STAR+,
which did not have impairment severity-related exclusion criteria, aside from deafblindness and
severe intellectual disability. In practice, this also appears to represent fidelity drift whereby percep-
tions of “severity” became an implicit basis for exclusion during program delivery.

STAR+ uptake among youth with disabilities

Another important condition for reach is whether the youth chosen for the STAR+ program decided
to join it once invited. Of the 1481 youth with disabilities, 730 were allocated via cluster randomis-
ation to receive STAR+, with the rest allocated to control conditions. At endline, 675 of these youth
were surveyed, for reasons of participant attrition over the study period. These data show 72 per cent
(N = 483) participated in some part of the STAR+ program, while 28 per cent (N =192) did not.

Of the 192 that did not join, most (63 per cent, N = 120; 18 per cent of total sample) said they were
not invited to join. Forty youth (21 per cent) said their family prevented them from joining, while 25 (13
per cent) did not think it would be useful to them. Overall, a slightly higher proportion of men (30 per
cent) chose not to join compared to women (27 per cent). However, in terms of individual reasons, this
trend was reversed for family refusals, where a higher proportion of women (27 per cent) relative to
men (15 per cent) cited this as the key reason they did not join. This fits with our qualitative data,
which highlighted many instances of family resistance to youth with disabilities working that were
rooted in disability and gender stigma, particularly for girls with disabilities. For example, some
parents/caregivers did not want youth with disabilities to take the training and become self-reliant,
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and some did not want to allow them to go outside due to safety concerns In these circumstances, the
persistence and skill of implementers at convincing resistant family members were crucial to ensure
uptake and continuing participation of youth in STAR+ (Carew et al. 2026). However, despite best
efforts at the outset of the program, families could not always be convinced due to cultural beliefs
about disability, and about gender, leading to non-participation in the program:

Maybe someone from [STAR+ ] went to teach the work, but the guardians didn't allow it ... They said, ‘Brother,
we won't teach them to work because my son is disabled or my daughter is disabled, what will they do by learn-
ing this work’. That is why they did not join the program. It is the guardian’s negligence. Therefore, not everyone
was able to enter. (MCP, Rangpur Pirgacha)

Therefore, although 63 per cent of non-participating youth reported not being invited by implemen-
ters to join, in many cases this was likely because program staff had already encountered resistance
from their parents/caregivers. It may also reflect operational challenges in recruitment, although this
was not stated within implementer interviews. Overall, STAR+ uptake was similar to the mainstream
STAR program (Das 2021), despite the additional barriers that youth with disabilities in Bangladesh
face (e.g., stigma). Notwithstanding, findings identify the risk of distinct dynamics, particularly family
resistance, that are relevant to similar disability-inclusive programs being conducted in Bangladesh.

Trade selection

After joining STAR+, youth were matched to an apprenticeship in a selected trade (Shatil et al. 2024).
Trade selection depended on the availability of MCPs and businesses in the local marketplace, as well
as cultural considerations around gender. The program matched youth to eleven defined trades. Just
four trades - tailoring (51 per cent), carpentry (12 per cent), IT support (9 per cent), and mobile servi-
cing (8 per cent) — accounted for the trades learned by four-fifths of participating youth. However,
the vast majority of women studied only tailoring (77 per cent) or as a beautician (13 per cent). Men
had more diverse training, with notable participation in mobile phone servicing (17 per cent), tailor-
ing (17 per cent), carpentry (25 per cent), and IT support (12 per cent).

Our data suggests these gender differences were primarily due to cultural norms and learner and
family preferences arising from those norms:

| wanted to learn to work in a beauty salon but as it is prohibited in our religion, that’s why | did not. However, |
wanted to learn tailoring more than this because it would help me to stitch dresses for me and my baby
... [BRAC staff member] also asked if | wanted to learn computers but | told him that | don't. | did not want
to learn neither computers nor salon work. (Female, physical impairment, Rangpur Darshana)

As this excerpt indicates, often decisions about which trade to assign to whom were made in discus-
sions between youth with disabilities and implementers/family members. Over two-fifths (43 per
cent; N=209) of participating youth said they had at least some level of input into what trade to
learn and rates were similar among women (45 per cent) and men (42 per cent). Interviewed imple-
menters said their input was directed towards guiding youth towards trades and apprenticeships
that were practically feasible, considering (for example) market availability. Some youth were inter-
ested in trades where quotas are already filled, requiring program staff to guide them towards
alternative options. Our data suggest that implementer expertise (e.g., about what trades were in
demand in the marketplace) was important to provide youth with the right apprenticeship oppor-
tunities. However, the process evaluation also identified instances where the trade preferences of
youth were restricted or overlooked because of judgements about disability-specific suitability:

For example, a woman learner with a leg impairment chose the beauty parlour trade. However, beauticians are
required to stand for long periods. So, we told her to consider that issue and suggested working in a tailoring
shop where she could work while sitting. Then, she agreed with us. (BRAC staff, Khulna Tala)

As this excerpt highlights, the process in these circumstances was not that youth chose the trade
independently and then assistive products and workplace modifications were provided to make
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the apprenticeship disability accessible. Rather, trade selection itself often operated as a practical dis-
ability accommodation. There are two contrasting interpretations as to whether this brought STAR+
closer to its intended goal of disability-inclusive employment. First, implementers pointed to the
inherent challenge of inaccessibility in the Bangladesh labour market and the practical demands
of placing several youth with disabilities in constrained marketplaces:

For example, there is a shop on the second floor. If | assign a learner who has leg impairment, they can’t go to the
shop using the stairs. So, rather | will assign another learner there who doesn’t have any leg impairment or |
won't select that shop. Then, | need to find out another shop for the particular PWD learner where they can
move easily. (BRAC staff, Khulna Tala)

Hence, some level of trade targeting by disability suitability was needed. However, there were signs
that implementers sometimes misjudged the capabilities of youth with disabilities in allocating
trades, which could have unduly contributed to impairment-segregated rather than “inclusive”
employment:

Again, if anyone had a hand impairment, we couldn’t assign them to the furniture trade. Because in the furniture
trade, the workers are supposed to lift heavy materials. Then we suggested choosing the mobile servicing trade
where they didn’t need to lift any heavy objects. (BRAC staff, Khulna Tala)

| saw a situation in [marketplace] where | told [colleague] that the selection wasn’t correct, meaning that one of
[youth’s] hands was entirely problematic. When he started working at the furniture shop, at first glance, |
thought he wouldn't be able to handle the job. | saw something without saying anything initially and later |
asked [the MCP] ... [He] said that ‘When I'm working, it feels like he’s helping me in every task. One hand is pro-
blematic, but with the other hand, it seems like he can perform more effectively than people with two functional
hands’. (BRAC staff, Rangpur Pirchaga)

Of the youth who participated in STAR+, about half had physical disabilities (49 per cent), followed
by speech (31 per cent), and intellectual disabilities (19 per cent). Accordingly, youth with physical
and speech disabilities generally had the highest participation across various trades. However, most
IT support training — the 3rd most commonly learned trade — was taken up by individuals with phys-
ical disabilities (86 per cent). This pattern may reflect actual fit between specific impairments and
trade demands, with MCPs also highlighting that higher levels of education in general were impor-
tant to the IT trade. However, it is also consistent with the risk that implementer assumptions some-
times adopted paternalistic charity-model thinking in their allocation decisions in ways that limited
inclusive choice:

I: Was there any alternative choice ... involved in selecting something or considering something else [other than
tailoring]?

R: (Explains with signs).

Sister [interpreting]: There was an opportunity to learn how to use the computer but it was not given for the
reason that she couldn’t hear or talk. (Female, speech, and hearing impairment, Rangpur Pirchaga)

Nevertheless, most youth were “very” (65 per cent) or “somewhat” (27 per cent) satisfied with their
chosen trade, suggesting from the perspective of STAR+ beneficiaries the trade-matching part of
the intervention worked well.

Apprenticeships and classroom training, accessibility modifications and assistive
products

Youth participated in a six-month apprenticeship in their chosen trade given by MCPs, supporting by
weekly classroom training in trade-related theoretical material and soft skills. Prior to these appren-
ticeships, MCPs were given disability-inclusion training, workplaces and classrooms were modified to
be accessible (e.g., ramps, adapted seating), and some youth were provided with assistive products,
like crutches or hearing aids (Shatil et al. 2024). Youth reported high levels of satisfaction with these
components (Table 2), suggesting that youth were receptive to these activities. Similarly, most youth
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Table 2. Youth satisfaction with apprenticeships and classroom training.

Satisfaction with ... Somewhat satisfied Very satisfied
Workplace apprenticeship 115 (24%) 292 (60%)
Classroom training 123 (25%) 310 (64%)
Workplace accessibility 136 (28%) 301 (62%)
Classroom accessibility 107 (22%) 337 (70%)

Note: Total N = 483 STAR+ participants. 1= Very Dissatisfied, 2 = Somewhat Dissatisfied, 3 = Somewhat Satisfied, 4 = Very Satisfied.

reported that they could fully (68 per cent) or partially (24 per cent) move around their workplace
with ease.

Similarly, attendance was high with over four-fifths of youth (82 per cent) reporting going to all
the classroom training and over three-quarters (76 per cent) missing no time from their apprentice-
ships. Additionally, only a minority reported missing most or all of the classroom and workplace
training (range: 6 per cent-7 per cent). Of those that missed some classroom or workplace training,
the most common reasons given were sickness/poor health (range: 65 per cent-67 per cent) and
family discouragement (8 per cent-12 per cent).

Our process evaluation highlighted a few reasons why. First, the initial attitudes and teaching
methods of MCPs. At the outset of training, Master Craftspersons (MCPs) typically introduce
persons with disabilities to equipment and tasks by starting with simpler activities and progressing
to more complex ones. Training methods are adapted based on the nature of the learner’s disability;
for example, individuals with intellectual disabilities often required extended instruction time, while
communication may be more challenging for those with speech or hearing impairments. Most MCPs
were unfamiliar with teaching individuals with disabilities and reported investing considerable effort
and patience, particularly during the initial stages of training:

In the first 15-20 days, they gave me a hard time. | had to put in a lot of effort. They couldn’t understand any-
thing at once; | had to explain it twice. (MCP, Rangpur Darshana)

Despite these challenges, MCPs generally maintained a supportive attitude, attributed in part to a
deliberate selection and training process that encouraged MCPs to help youth with disabilities.
Nevertheless, some interviewed youth felt they were not taught key skills by MCPs by the end of
the apprenticeships:

She says that if given another opportunity, meaning if she can learn a little more in detail like how others were
given importance and taught with assistance and if she is allowed to perform cutting then she will be able to
learn properly. (Female, speech & hearing impairment, Rangpur Pirchaga (family member interpreting))

Second, relatively few youth in our evaluation reported receiving assistive products through STAR+
(15 per cent; N=70). Assessment of need for youth with physical impairments was handled by
trained implementers through observation and self-reports, with additional referrals to doctors
made for youth with visual and hearing impairments. Our data suggested this process missed
some in need individuals:

| wanted to inform [BRAC staff] that my hand aches occasionally while using the machine. Also, | experienced
pain in my hand and legs at the initial period of training. But | did not have the courage to tell him just for a
simple reason like this. That's why | did not share it with him. (Female, physical impairment, Rangpur Darshana)

Moreover, a quarter of youth (25 per cent) who received an assistive product said that it did not help
them “at all” or “not much”, with the most common reason why being pain or discomfort (76 per
cent). Most respondents who reported being dissatisfied with the accessibility of workplaces and
classrooms were individuals who did not receive assistive products (range: 87 per cent-90 per
cent). Participants in qualitative interviews also reported discontinuing the use of assistive products
(e.g., hearing aids) due to pain. This all points to the need to improve the quality and coverage of
assistive product provision in future programs.
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Third, although youth were mostly satisfied with accessibility provisions, implementers pointed to
gaps in other formal accommodations within STAR+ for youth with communication impairments:

... we had some learners who were vocally impaired and Master Crafts Persons and Technical Trainers were sup-
posed to teach them and if [they] don’t understand the sign language, how could they teach? [We] worked
closely with [MCPs & TTs] but none of us had any idea how to communicate with a vocally impaired learner.
(BRAC staff, Khulna Tala)

Implementers tried to circumvent this lack of formal accommodation by asking the parents/care-
givers of youth to attend apprenticeships and classroom training to help with communication
(Shatil et al. 2024). Almost a quarter of youth (23 per cent) who participated in STAR+ reported
that their parent/caregiver attended classroom training with them always/most of the time, and
16 per cent said the same for the apprenticeships. Parental/caregiver support was also needed to
help a significant proportion of youth (24 per cent) travel to workplaces:

| brought her there for 6 months. People used to say many things such as she has no husband and where [do] |
take the girl every day. It saddens me to think about that. (Mother of youth with physical and hearing impair-
ment (caregiver-assisted interview), Rangpur Pirchaga)

While this was an important form of support for youth with disabilities, many parents/caregivers
found it difficult to accommodate through the six-month apprenticeships.

Discussion and conclusion

This study evaluated the reach, dose, and fidelity of the STAR+ program, a skill development
program in Bangladesh. Overall, STAR+ reached its intended target population and core com-
ponents (trade-matching, apprenticeships & classroom training, accessibility, and assistive product
provision) were delivered with high levels of participant satisfaction. Additionally, the evaluation
observed high fidelity to planned activities, but there were important fidelity challenges relating
to equitable disability inclusion. Such challenges in implementation and unequal participation
across youth with disabilities with different impairment types reveal important lessons for similar
disability-inclusive employment interventions. Taken together, this evidence is important as the
inner workings of “complex” interventions like STAR+ are often unclear (Hameed et al. 2022),
meaning it is important to understand how they are delivered and any inherent challenges in
these processes, particularly to solve a “wicked” problem like disability-inclusive employment
(Shaw et al. 2022).

Most youth invited to participate in STAR+ did so, and uptake levels were comparable to main-
stream STAR, despite some family resistance towards youth with disabilities participating. Moreover,
most youth attended all, or almost all, of the apprenticeship and classroom training sessions. Youth
satisfaction with these components was also high, indicating strong program fidelity. MCPs, despite
limited prior experience with disability inclusion, largely succeeded in adapting their teaching
approaches over time, highlighting the importance of MCP selection and orientation (Shatil et al.
2024). However, the reported lack of accessible formal accommodations, especially with regards
to transport, and for youth with communication impairments, points to gaps in inclusive delivery.
Reliance on parents and caregivers to bridge these gaps, while pragmatic, is ultimately burdensome
and raises questions about the sustainability and equity of STAR+ for certain youth (e.g., those with
communication impairments) in a similar fashion to criticisms of mainstream STAR regarding its
effectiveness for female youth (Banks et al. 2024; Das 2021). Moreover, while some youth benefitted
from the assistive products provided, others reported pain or discontinued use, highlighting chal-
lenges and inadequacy with product quality and suitability. In many countries, the range and
quality of assistive products are limited, contributing to poor suitability for users (WHO 2022a,
2022b), which could have been a factor. Additionally, some youth who might have benefitted
from assistive products did not receive them, suggesting implementation challenges with this
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component of STAR+. These point to areas where future iterations of the STAR+ program and similar
interventions need to provide more support.

Youth reported high levels of satisfaction with trade selection, but examination of the process
revealed moderate fidelity challenges. In many cases, trade choices were shaped less by youth pre-
ference and more by implementers’ discretionary assessments of what was feasible, given youth'’s
impairments and the constraints of the local marketplace. The extent to which this was “good”
for fidelity (i.e., supporting the aim of disability-inclusive employment) depended on the accuracy
of these implementer judgements. The majority made appropriate assessments, considering for
example which workplaces/trades could be made accessible for youth, given resources and infra-
structure constraints. But the process evaluation identified cases of over-generalisation and misinter-
pretation about what it was possible for some youth to do given their impairments, representing a
drift into paternalistic, charity-model thinking during implementation (Coe and Wapling 2010). As a
result, program fidelity in these instances was uneven and reinforced impairment-based segregation
under the guise of inclusive employment. Future implementer training for STAR+ and similar pro-
grams should emphasise a “presumption of capacity” approach, where support and adaptations
are offered first, rather than filtering options based on assumed limitations. In parallel, in settings
where resources are available, investments in accessibility should expand the range of viable
trades, reducing reliance on impairment-matched placements and enabling broader, less segregated
participation. In the study context, trade selection was also influenced by structural gender norms.
This is representative of the wider situation in Bangladesh (Sarker 2025) and the South Asian context
more broadly (Buettgen et al. 2015) and points to the need for implementers to consider gendered
issues in disability-inclusive employment programs.

Like all research, this study had limitations. First, while the process evaluation draws on both
quantitative and qualitative data, the qualitative data we report is limited to three of the 45 clusters
where STAR+ was implemented, which may restrict the generalisability of qualitative findings.
Second, all data were collected retrospectively, including self-reported participation and satisfaction
measures, which may be subject to recall and social desirability bias. Third, we do not have interview
data from youth who were deemed ineligible for STAR+ by implementers during program delivery
for impairment-related reasons or other sources of data to assess trade suitability. Neither do we
have qualitative data on reasons for refusals for parents/caregivers of non-participating youth.
These sources would have provided helpful insights about whether implementers were applying
STAR+ eligibility and trade criteria in an “appropriate” way.

This paper contributes to the limited evidence base on how disability-inclusive employment inter-
ventions function in practice. By investigating the reach, dose, and fidelity of STAR+, a disability-
inclusive employment program, the paper provides insight into how such interventions are deliv-
ered, and implications for future programming. In particular, the findings highlight trade-offs
between practical accommodations and genuine inclusion in trade selection that pose fidelity chal-
lenges. Such lessons are important for informing future iterations of STAR+ and the design, delivery,
and scaling of other inclusive employment programs.

Note

1. Apprenticeship supervisors are known as Master Crafts Persons within STAR+.
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