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Report summary – English and Bangla 

Background and objectives 

Despite the fact that youth employment is a government policy priority in Bangladesh, young 

people have higher unemployment rates than the overall working population. Young men 

and women with disabilities, many of whom live in rural areas, are the most vulnerable. They 

grow up with stigma and discrimination, low self-esteem and often inequitable access to the 

services and skills they require to earn a living and be active contributors to their country’s 

economic growth.  

As part of a multi-country project focussing on inclusive employment in the formal sector 

implemented in Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda and Bangladesh, we undertook a qualitative study in 

Bangladesh. We gathered information on how youth with disabilities are transitioning into 

formal employment, and the effects of this transition on their lives and livelihoods.  

We sought to understand what lessons can be derived to inform policy debates around 

disability inclusive employment, notably around the adjustments that young people with 

disabilities have to make to their lives, and how transition into formal employment affects 

their socio-economic situation.  

 

Methods 

Between February and June 2022, we conducted a qualitative study in five districts of 

Bangladesh. A workplace case study approach was used to assess and capture a range of 

experiences from a diverse group of participants through in-depth interviews. Participants 

included youth with disabilities employed at workplaces as well as their co-workers and 

supervisors. 

Participants were interviewed about the journey into formal employment for youth with 

disabilities and the factors which enable or constrain their transition and adjustment to 

enhanced opportunities for formal employment. Interview transcripts were coded and 

analysed using QSR NVivo software version 12 in a team-based general inductive approach. 
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Key findings 

Transition experiences were complex, but key features of transition into formal employment 

identified by our thematic analysis include the challenges, adjustment processes, and hope 

for the future. The desire for independent economic and social lives was the key driver of 

transition into formal employment and underpinned the processes of empowerment and 

actions for young men and women with disabilities in their journey into formal employment. 

Processes of reduced self-stigmatisation were clearly evident in their stories. However, some 

youth with disabilities continued to struggle throughout the journey into gainful formal 

employment because they anticipated stigma. Several participants described fearing gossip, 

rejection and their disability being used against them by employers and co-workers.  

Many were struggling economically and psychologically, but getting a job had enhanced their 

self-esteem and confidence. Support from co-workers, supervisors, friends, and family 

members had helped them to confront the challenges in their journey more positively and 

see hope for the future, motivating their efforts to lead independent economic and social 

lives. Many had also developed a new network of peer support through contacts they had 

developed during their training but were less likely to be members of organisations of people 

with disabilities (OPDs).  

Conclusions 

The study findings presented in this report seeks to build understanding of the transition 

process into formal employment for youth with disabilities. It also considers the factors 

enabling or hindering transition processes in a resource-limited setting, notably 

circumstances of poverty and exclusion.  

Our findings show that the process of transition into formal employment for youth with 

disabilities is not linear and takes time. Better understanding of this transition process, the 

challenges youth with disabilities face, and the support needed, is important for the success 

of disability inclusive employment programmes.  

 

প্রতিবেদবের সারাাংশ 

পটভুতি ও লক্ষ্য 

যুব কর্ মসংস্থান বাংলাদেশ সরকাদরর একটি অগ্রাধিকাররূ্লক নীধি হওযা সদেও, দেদশ 

সার্ধগ্রক কর্ মক্ষর্ জনসংখ্যার িুলনায িরুণদের দবকারদের হার দবধশ। গ্রার্ীণ এলাকায 

বসবাসকারী প্রধিবন্ধী যুবকরা সবদেদয ঝুুঁ ধকপূণ ম। এদের র্দিয অদনদকই কলঙ্ক, ববষর্য, স্বল্প 

আত্মসম্মান, জীধবকা অজমদনর প্রদযাজনীয পধরদষবা ও েক্ষিার অসর্ সুদযাগ এর সাদে দবদ়ে 

ওদে। ফদল, দেদশর অে মননধিক প্রবৃদ্ধিদি িাদের সদ্ধিয অবোন অপ্রিুল দেদক যাদে।  

একটি বহু-দেশীয প্রকদল্পর অংশ ধহসাদব আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মদক্ষদে অন্তরু্মদ্ধিরূ্লক 

কর্ মসংস্থাদনর উপর েৃটি ধনবি কদর দকধনযা, নাইদজধরযা, উগান্ডা ও বাংলাদেদশ প্রধিবন্ধী 

যুবসর্াজ কীর্াদব আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন ধনদযাদ্ধজি হদে এবং িাদের জীবন ও জীধবকার 



6 Transition study, Bangladesh | November 2023 

উপর এই পধরবিমদনর প্রর্াব ধক দস সংিান্ত িেয সংগ্রদহ আর্রা বাংলাদেদশ একটি গুণগি 

অিযযন কদরধি। আর্রা দবাঝার দেিা কদরধি দয প্রধিবধন্ধিা অন্তরু্মদ্ধিরূ্লক কর্ মসংস্থান 

ধবষদয নীধি ধবিকম সম্পদকম জানাদি কী পাে দনওযা দযদি পাদর, ধবদশষ কদর প্রধিবন্ধী 

িরুণদের আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন রূপান্তর করদি ধক ধক সর্ন্বয করদি হয এবং কর্ মসংস্থান 

কীর্াদব িাদের আে ম-সার্াদ্ধজক পধরধস্থধিদক প্রর্াধবি কদর। 

পদ্ধতি 

২০২২ সাদলর দফব্রুযাধর দেদক জনু পয মন্ত আর্রা বাংলাদেদশর পাুঁেটি দজলায একটি গুণগি 

সর্ীক্ষা পধরোলনা কদরধি। কর্ মদক্ষদে দকস স্টাধি পিধি বযবহার কদর এসকল এলাকার 

কর্ মদক্ষেগুদলাদি ধনদযাদ্ধজি প্রধিবন্ধী িরুণ, িাদের সহকর্ী ও িাদের সুপারর্াইজারদের 

অধর্জ্ঞিার রূ্লযাযন করদি অংশগ্রহণকারীদের ধনধব়ে সাক্ষাৎকার গ্রহন ও পয মদবক্ষণ করা 

হয। প্রধিবন্ধী যুবকদের আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন যাো এবং আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদনর বধি মি 

সুদযাগগুদলাদি িাদের স্থানান্তর ও সর্ন্বযদক সক্ষর্ কদর অেবা বািা দেয এর্ন কারণগুদলা 

জানদি অংশগ্রহণকারীদের সাক্ষাৎকার দনওযা হদযদি। QSR NVivo সফ্টওযযার সংস্করণ ১২ 

বযবহার কদর সাক্ষাৎকাদরর প্রধিধলধপগুদলাদক একটি েল-ধর্ধিক দজনাদরল ইন্ডাধির্ 

পিধিদি দকাধিং এবং ধবদেষণ করা হদযধিল। 

উবেখব াগ্য ফলাফল 

আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন রূপান্তদরর অধর্জ্ঞিাগুদলা ধিল জটিল। আর্াদের ধবষযধর্ধিক 

ধবদেষণ দ্বারা ধেধিি আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন রূপান্তদরর রূ্ল ববধশিযগুধলর র্দিয রদযদি 

র্ধবষযদির জনয েযাদলঞ্জ, সর্ন্বয প্রদ্ধিযা এবং আশা। স্বািীন অে মননধিক ও সার্াদ্ধজক 

জীবদনর আকাঙ্ক্ষা ধিল আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন রূপান্তদরর রূ্ল োধলকাশদ্ধি এবং 

আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন িাদের যাোয প্রধিবন্ধী যুবক ও নারীদের ক্ষর্িাযদনর প্রদ্ধিযা এবং 

কদর্ মর উপর ধর্ধি কদর। গল্পগুদলাদি স্পির্াদব উদে এদসদি িাদের আত্ম-কলঙ্ক (self-

stigma) হ্রাদসর প্রদ্ধিযা। িদব ধকিু প্রধিবন্ধী যুবকদের লার্জনক আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থান 

যাোর পুদরািা জদু়েই সংগ্রার্ করদি হদযদি। দবশ কদযকজন অংশগ্রহণকারী র্ীধিরূ্লক 

কোবািমা, প্রিযাখ্যান এবং ধনদযাগকিমা ও সহকর্ীরা প্রধিবন্ধী কর্ীদের প্রধিবধন্ধিা িাদেরই 

ধবরুদি বযবহার করদি- এর্াদব বণ মনা কদরদিন। অদনদক অে মননধিক ও র্ানধসকর্াদব 

সংগ্রার্ করধিদলন, িদব োকধর পাওযা িাদের আত্মসম্মান ও আত্মধবশ্বাসদক বাধ়েদয ধেদযদি। 

সহকর্ী, িোবিাযক, বনু্ধবান্ধব এবং পধরবাদরর সেসযদের কাি দেদক সর্ে মন িাদের 

রুপান্তর যাোর েযাদলঞ্জগুধলদক আরও ইধিবােকর্াদব দর্াকাদবলা করদি এবং র্ধবষযদির 

জনয আশা দেখ্দি সাহাযয কদরধিল, স্বািীন অে মননধিক ও সার্াদ্ধজক জীবনযাপদনর জনয 

িাদের প্রদেিাদক অনুপ্রাধণি কদরধিল। অদনদক িাদের প্রধশক্ষদণর সর্য গদ়ে ওো 

পধরধেধির র্ািযদর্ সহকর্ী সর্ে মদনর (peer support) একটি নিুন দনিওযাকমও বিধর 

কদরধিল। 

উপসাংহার 
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এই প্রধিদবেদন উপস্থাধপি গদবষণার ফলাফলগুধল প্রধিবন্ধী যুবকদের জনয আনুষ্ঠাধনক 

কর্ মসংস্থাদন রূপান্তর প্রদ্ধিযা সম্পদকম দবাঝার দেিা কদর। এটি একটি সম্পে-সীধর্ি দসটিং, 

ধবদশষ কদর োধরদ্র্য এবং বজমদনর পধরধস্থধিদি পধরবিমন প্রদ্ধিযাগুধলদক সক্ষর্ বা বািা 

দেওযার কারণগুধলও ধবদবেনা কদর। আর্াদের অনুসন্ধানগুধল দেখ্ায দয প্রধিবন্ধী যুবকদের 

আনুষ্ঠাধনক কর্ মসংস্থাদন রূপান্তদরর প্রদ্ধিযা বরধখ্ক নয। প্রধিবধন্ধিা অন্তরু্মদ্ধিরূ্লক 

কর্ মসংস্থান কর্ মসূধের সাফদলযর জনয, এই রূপান্তর প্রদ্ধিযাটি আরও র্ালর্াদব দবাঝা 

গুরুেপূণ ম, ধবদশষ কদর প্রধিবন্ধী যুবকদের েযাদলঞ্জগুধল এবং িাদের প্রদযাজনীয সহাযিা। 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background and rationale 

Compared to the general population, young people in Bangladesh as in many low- and 

middle-income countries (LMICs), face significant economic uncertainty and are at risk of 

poverty [1, 2].  

There is considerable evidence to suggest that poor working conditions, gender inequalities 

and limited employment opportunities continue to undermine the ability of young people to 

earn sufficient incomes and contribute to the economic growth of their countries [3-7].  

Young men and women with disabilities, many of whom live in rural areas, are the most 

vulnerable [8], growing up in a context of stigmatising social attitudes [9, 10], low self-esteem [11, 

12] and inequitable access to public services [13, 14].  

Disability-related stigma is often grounded in socially produced stereotypes that seek to 

legitimise the perceived low status of people with disabilities in society, and consequently 

enabling them to be placed in systems of disadvantage, discrimination or exclusion [15, 16].  

Despite the presence of legislation specifically targeted at promoting and protecting the 

rights of people with disabilities and diversity in the workplace [21, 22], studies in LMICs over 

the past ten years, including studies in Bangladesh, show that youth with disabilities do not 

experience the same access to work opportunities as their counterparts without disabilities 
[23, 24]. Even when employed, youth with disabilities are more likely to report fewer stable jobs 

and lower pay than their non-disabled counterparts [25, 26].  

To improve the long-term economic prospects of young people with disabilities and address 

gaps in knowledge regarding inclusive formal labour market systems, Inclusion Works (IW), 

a collaborative project focussing on inclusive formal employment, was implemented in 

Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda and Bangladesh between 2019 and 2022 with funding from the UK 

AID.  

In Bangladesh, this programme was implemented by international non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) Sightsavers in collaboration with the government of Bangladesh and 

several consortium partners in multiple districts across the country. The programme worked 

directly with organisations of people with disabilities (OPDs), other NGOs and prospective 

employers to promote and demonstrate inclusion of people with disabilities in the workplace 
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on an equal basis with others [27]. Within this programme, we set out to examine the 

experiences of transition into gainful employment for youth with disabilities participating in 

the programme and explore the factors affecting their transition experiences. 

In this report, the term transition is used to refer to young people’s journey into gainful 

employment and adjustment towards incorporating greater independence into their lives, 

including their wellbeing, self-esteem and interactions with others [28]. Transition to work has 

been the subject of substantial sociological research in the US and Europe [29-31]. However, 

to date, there has been little research on the transition into formal employment and 

associated adaptive strategies for youth with disabilities in Bangladesh.  

Routine programme monitoring and evaluation of the IW programme has already developed 

an understanding of the social structures within which inclusive employment for people with 

disabilities and the systems for its realisation are located [32]. But transition to decent work for 

youth with disabilities does not just happen after training or after prospective employers have 

been sensitised about disability inclusion. It is achieved by young people themselves taking 

action and making changes in various aspects of their lives and relationships [33]. It is 

therefore important to understand how young people with different impairments adjust to and 

manage the journey into gainful employment, and how this affects their lives and livelihoods.  

The journey into formal employment will have socio-economic repercussions for youth with 

disabilities, probably for the better in many cases, but perhaps there will be unexpected 

changes that could in turn threaten their safety and wellbeing. Research on this issue 

remains very limited, but there are indications, for example, that abuse and exploitation may 

be exacerbated by differential access to employment opportunities for young women with 

disabilities [34]. 

In this report, qualitative research findings narrate and describe how youth with disabilities 

are transitioning into formal employment, and how they experience the effects of this 

transition on their lives and livelihoods, with the view of the lessons these may offer for 

disability inclusive employment policy debates in Bangladesh and similar settings. These 

data are very timely, given the increased global focus on promoting disability inclusion in 

formal employment and creating an inclusive workplace environment across economic 

sectors in LMICs. 

 

Chapter 2: Methodology 

Study design and setting 

This research was exploratory, both in terms of its empirical ambition and in terms of the 

methodological design applied. Using aspects of a similar conversational interview 

methodological design previously applied in rural Uganda with youth with disabilities in the 

informal sector [35, 36], the study applied a qualitative case study approach, with a focus on 

the workplace.  
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Twelve workplaces where at least one youth with a disability had been able to get a job by 

February 2022 were selected purposefully. These workplaces are spread across five 

districts: Dhaka, Sirajganj, Mymensingh, Narayanganj and Gazipur.  

The selection of these districts was in part opportunistic, reflecting our established 

relationships and networks with employers and other local stakeholders, but also reflected 

our desire to engage with organisations based in the capital city as well as those based in 

more rural districts.  

Workplace visits were conducted over a period of four months and the methods of data 

collection were in-depth interviews (IDIs). The IDIs documented the experiences and work 

histories of youth with disabilities and assessed the effect of gainful formal employment on 

their everyday lives, livelihoods and plans for the future.  

Sampling 

We selected participants using a stratified, purposeful sampling strategy, as described by 

Palinkas and colleagues [37] to achieve our sample size. The sampling categories were 

chosen to ensure that a mix of experiences could be documented, in terms of gender, type of 

disability and economic sector for the workplace and whether a youth with a disability 

remains in active employment with the organisation at the time of the study visit.  

This mix allowed for comparison of how different categories of youth with disabilities were 

adjusting to transition into formal employment. For each of the 12 case study organisations 

(see Table 1 below), interviews were planned with four key informants – the young person 

with a disability engaged with the programme, their manager, and any two co-workers 

identified as playing a significant role in supporting or working closely with the young person 

in their day-to-day work.  

For each workplace, the administrative in charge was first approached for permission for us 

to conduct fieldwork on their premises. If there was site-level reluctance to participate, the 

workplace was excluded and replaced by the next workplace on our list. A total of 48 study 

participants were approached and 38 agreed to participate. Four managers and six co-

workers declined participation in the study, as they needed permission from their 

supervisors, which they could not obtain ahead of the interview.  

Table 1: Sample for the qualitative study (38 participants) 

 Type of employer Nature of workplace Location Study participants 

Government 
department 

Busy government office Dhaka 1 index participant 

NGO Local NGO, employs more than 
2,000 staff 

Mymensingh 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Service company Diversified conglomerate with 
more than 1,000 staff 

Dhaka 1 index participant 
1 co-worker 

NGO Local NGO that works for 
people with disabilities 

Sirajganj 1 index participant 
1 manager 
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University Private research university with 
more than 600 staff 

Gazipur 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 

Textile factory Garments manufacturing 
facility, employs over 6,000 staff 

Narayanganj 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Telecom firm Largest mobile telecoms 
operator with 3,500 staff 

Dhaka 1 index participant 
1 co-worker 

ICT firm Public company with more than 
1,000 staff 

Dhaka 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Paint manufacturer 
company 

Global company with 
nationwide dealer network, 
employs 800 staff 

 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Designing and 
washing  

Large garments washing plant, 
employs more than 4,000 staff 

Gazipur 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Food and beverage  Part of a national chain that 
manufactures and distributes 
food and beverages, employs 
more 2,000 staff 

Dhaka 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Textile factory  Locally owned fabrics company, 
employs over 3,000 staff 

Gazipur 1 index participant 
2 co-workers 
1 manager 

Data collection 

Face-to-face interviews took place between February and June 2022. Most interviews were 

conducted at the participants’ workplace. Two youth with disabilities chose to be interviewed 

away from their workplace. Data were collected by three trained interviewers (a woman and 

two men), all of whom had received a tertiary education and were proficient in both Bangla 

and English. The interviews were conducted in Bangla and lasted up to one hour. Besides 

audio-recording the interviews, interviewers also took field notes. The interviewers 

transcribed the interviews and translated the transcripts into English. The transcripts were 

reviewed throughout the course of the study by one of the co-investigators, to ensure quality 

and provide continuous feedback on interview content and format. 

Based on the literature, a topic guide was developed to address a broad set of topics:  

• The transition process 

• Experienced socio-economic change 

• Youth with disabilities’ sense of wellbeing 

• Their attitudes towards the job, work environment and co-workers/employers 

In-depth interviews with managers (or co-workers) at the workplace provided the opportunity 

for these study participants to share their experiences, perceptions and concerns about the 

working environment and relationships at work in their organisations. 
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The core questions were the same for all participants, while specific probes were added to 

explore the themes emerging from the interviews with youth with disabilities, their co-workers 

and managers, with the goal to build upon each interview, to reach saturation within feasible 

time and resource limits. Specific adaptations and supports (such as sign language 

interpretation and easy read formats) were provided to enable youth with a range of 

disabilities to participate fully and safely in the research.  

Data analysis 

Anonymised data were initially organised into broad codes using QSR NVivo software 

version 12 [38]. The transcripts were analysed thematically using both deductive and inductive 

approaches to explore themes and to distil key concepts and patterns from the interviews [39]. 

A team-based approach was used for iterative data collection and analysis. Team-based 

debriefs and field notes focused on key themes, observations, and possible revisions to the 

interview guide. At the first level of analysis, a subset of transcripts was read repeatedly by 

two investigators, and then coded independently by the two researchers.  

Frequent discussions within our multidisciplinary research team encouraged reflexivity: we 

all had our own lens to look at the data, but through dialogue and constant comparison with 

the data, we made sure our analysis was grounded in the data.  

Themes and subthemes were identified, based on the narrative content itself, examining 

each transcript line and paragraph in detail, but also based on the research questions and 

existing theoretical and empirical work. The codebook of themes and subthemes developed 

were then discussed in more detail by the investigators and the research assistants who 

collected and transcribed the data.  

To enhance trustworthiness and credibility [40, 41], a full day validation workshop was 

convened with representatives of study participants and the wider research team to explore 

whether our analysis and the transcripts correspond with their experiences and 

understanding of transition processes. Sharing preliminary analyses with members of those 

groups from whom the data were originally obtained for feedback and discussion is a 

strategy often used by many qualitative researchers to improve validity and credibility.  

During these member check sessions, similarities and differences in the coding were 

discussed, and the codebook was refined, and later applied to the remaining interviews by a 

senior researcher on the investigator team. Quotes used in the report are the words of the 

participants. Frequently, repeated expressions across the interviews are not quoted but cited 

using quotation marks. 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the 

Institute of Health Economics, University of Dhaka (IHE/IRB/DU/15/2022). Informed consent 

was obtained in writing from all participants and any information that might allow individuals 

to be identified has been deleted to ensure their anonymity. Pseudonyms are used in this 

report to maintain confidentiality. Those participating in the study were not paid but were 

served with refreshments during data collection.  
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Chapter 3: Findings 

Participant characteristics 

We carried out 38 IDIs (12 with youth with disabilities, 18 with co-workers and eight with 

managers) in total, distributed across 12 workplaces. 

Eleven of the 12 youth with disabilities interviewed were working in the NGO or private 

sector, ten of them were in their first job, and seven self-reported a physical disability and 

five a sensory disability.  

Only one young man with a mobility difficulty, a lawyer by training, was employed by the 

government of Bangladesh. Most had been in employment for less than two years, with the 

shortest period in employment being seven months for a youth who had been engaged on a 

short-term research assistant contract.  

The educational background of these youths, shown in Table 2 below, is similar to the 

educational background of their co-workers, with young men with disabilities being more 

likely to have received master’s degree or postgraduate training than young women with 

disabilities.  

Five of the eight young men with disabilities stated they were single, and all the four women 

with disabilities were married. Five of the 12 youth with disabilities were in possession of a 

disability card, which entitles them to a basic monthly allowance from the government. All the 

youth with disabilities interviewed had an adequate material standard of living, through their 

salaries or family support. A few indicated that they had signed a fixed-term contract with 

their employer, but the majority were not aware or could not recall signing an employment 

contract.  
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Table 2. Participant characteristics (38 participants) 

Among the 18 co-workers interviewed (eight men, ten women), eight had been with the 

organisation longer than the youth with disabilities interviewed, with the longest period being 

ten years. Fourteen worked in the same section or department with the youth with disability 

and eight worked under the same immediate supervisor.  

The majority (six out of eight) of the managers interviewed were middle-level supervisors. 

Two were women, and six were men. Most had been working as managers for four to eight 

years; only one had been in a supervisory role for less than a year. 

Early life experiences and adjustments  

Study participants talked about their early life experiences of living with disabilities and how 

these influenced their journey into formal employment. Their stories revealed two main 

themes. The first theme described young people’s challenges, their household economic 

difficulties, stigmatising attitudes and anxiety about future livelihood prospects. Some 

described how their family members and other people in the community doubted their ability 

to work and prosper:  

“He's a blind man and what would he do with his life? I was really upset to 

hear that, and I didn't say anything in reply, but just quietly put up with 

everything.” Male, visual disability, Dhaka. 

Characteristic 12 youth with 
disabilities 

18 co-workers 8 managers 

Age in years, mean (range) 26 (20–30) 26 (21–34) 34 (30–46) 

Sex, number (percentage) 

Female 4 (33) 10 (55) 2 (25) 

Male 8 (67) 8 (45) 6 (75) 

Marital status, number (percentage) 

Married 7 (58) 14 (78) 7 (88) 

Not married 5 (42) 4 (22) 1 (12) 

Education level completed, number (percentage) 

Secondary 1 (8) 0 0 

Bachelor’s degree 7 (58) 11 (61) 3 (37) 

Master’s degree 4 (33) 7 (39) 5 (63) 

Time in current employment, number (percentage) 

Less than 1 year 5 (42) 2 (11) 1 (12.5)  

1–2 years 6 (50) 10 (56) 1 (12.5)  

Above 2 years 1 (8) 6 (33) 6 (75)  
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As they grew up, young people with disabilities had to deal with negative social attitudes, 

labelling and discrimination which often affected their perception of themselves, their 

confidence and self-belief:  

“My two uncles used to tell me that I was blind and could not do anything in 

my life. When I grew up, I always felt like a burden to my father's family all 

my life. They always used to say such nonsense to my ears. Many of my 

neighbours and relatives used to make such negative comments about me.” 

Male, visual disability, Dhaka. 

The second theme arising from the interviews was coping strategies, adjustments and 

support. The majority of youth with disabilities managed to deal with the functional 

challenges they experienced and make the necessary adjustments in their lives.  

The data revealed three important factors enabling and supporting this adjustment process. 

1. Many participants received significant support from their family members and close 

friends without whom ‘they would have continued to be held back’ by feelings of anxiety 

and exclusion.  

2. Support from the available NGO programmes, such as the IW programme, was an 

important step that facilitated their access to vital training and support, which improved 

their skills and gave them hope. The participants spoke about these programmes as 

empowering spaces in which they could have important interactions, not just with the 

trainers, but with other youth with disabilities, to share experiences and encourage each 

other as they set out to look for jobs and build a livelihood for themselves.  

3. Study participants talked about their own courage and confidence, which helped them to 

actively search and apply for jobs. These personal characteristics helped them to request 

what they needed from their employers and other support structures. Some argued that 

they felt determined to “jump into the ring and tussle it out with others” rather than rely on 

disability quota entitlements. 

Feelings about formal jobs and independence  

Looking across these young people’s stories, they had summoned the confidence to step out 

and look for jobs, ensure they get employed, and remain gainfully employed, framed in terms 

of their livelihoods and responsibilities to their family and society.  

They talked about having been a burden to their families and being desperate to get a job, 

and what they saw as options available to them: continue to be a burden to others or 

aggressively work towards being economically independent. They had been encouraged by 

learning about and seeing other people with disabilities in gainful employment. They had 

made the decision to start searching and applying for jobs with different organisations. With 

time, they started to get invitations to job interviews, attended several, and eventually got a 

job offer. They can now earn and provide for themselves and their families.  

“Finding a good job and staying in that job was a serious job of its own for me.” This frequent 

expression indicates most young people were determined and committed to getting a job 

and remaining gainfully employed. Their stories revealed that they felt in control of their 

situation and, indeed, all but one who was employed in a short-term research assistant role 
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reported feeling less vulnerable to feelings of uncertainty and anxiety since gaining 

employment.  

This sense of control involved an ability to take decisions, manage change and reduce their 

dependence on others for livelihoods support. They were, therefore, mostly portraying 

themselves as ‘empowered young people’, pursuing and focused on finding a good job in a 

context of high unemployment and competition for jobs. To differing degrees, the young men 

and women with disabilities interviewed had moved from a situation of uncertainty to 

renewed hope for improved livelihoods and the future. They could aspire to feasible 

livelihood prospects which they had previously thought was out of their reach.  

“I want to see myself as a team leader after five years. Because of my 

performance, I have been promoted step by step. I think I can handle 

everything nicely, know my work, can manage staff and will not face any 

problems.” Male, physical disability, Mymensingh. 

Experiences with wages, promotion and job security 

The majority of the youth with disabilities interviewed acknowledged the existence of 

opportunities for growth and promotion at their place of work – two had been promoted more 

than once since joining the organisations. Several youth, however, indicated that ‘promotion’ 

actually meant an increase in workload but not necessarily an increase in take-home pay. 

A minority, in contrast, remained partly dependent on family and friends for livelihoods 

support. For this group, their monthly salary could meet basic needs, but not always, and 

could not cover additional expenses for items such as daily transport to work or school fees 

for siblings:  

“The salary I get is spent on my own expenses in Dhaka city and my 

education. Every month I try to save as little as I can by deducting all my 

expenses and from that I can give very little money to my father. Sometimes 

when I need money in an emergency, I have to borrow money from my 

father from time to time.” Male, physical disability, Dhaka. 

Salaries are generally very low for most entry-level jobs in this setting. However, youth with 

disabilities expressed more strongly than their co-workers without disabilities the frustrations 

around the lower-than-average salaries. We were not able to objectively verify the claims, 

but common expressions used to describe how they felt about their pay included: “My pay is 

so little, there has been no increment at all since I joined. I am surviving but not settled 

because of the meagre pay situation.” 

While their co-workers without disabilities could work overtime, and enhance their monthly 

take-home salary, most youth with disabilities were reluctant to work long hours due to poor 

health or other functional difficulties related to their disability. The experience of one of the 

four female youth with disabilities highlights specific functional and security challenges 

encountered by women around staying behind at factories to work overtime, late into the 

night.  

“There is a problem in leaving the office at night alone and that is 

transportation. The problem is that most people don’t understand sign 
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language. It is very difficult to communicate where I am going or to know 

how much to pay when I am not with friends who usually help me. It 

happens that the conductor comes and wants to know my destination, but 

due to not being able to explain it is often a problem. There are also cases 

where I am standing on the bus stand side of the road for a bus, but the bus 

is leaving because I can't hear its horn and there are not many friendly 

people around at night to help. I often get into a minor accident because I 

can't hear any rickshaw or car coming from behind while passing any road, 

so staying behind to work overtime is not for me.” Female, hearing disability, 

Gazipur. 

Another constant feature of these young people’s interviews was the challenge of job 

security and the need to be trusted, to be assigned more work by their supervisors. Some 

young men and women, notably those who had been in gainful employment for less than a 

year, were keen to keep searching and interviewing for jobs with the government of 

Bangladesh. Public sector employment was believed to offer enhanced job security, lower 

likelihood of discrimination and better job benefits.  

One young woman, for example, said she would immediately resign her current job with a 

telecom firm if she were to be offered a job in government, and another had invested a lot of 

time searching for a public sector job and thought only about the day she would “finally get a 

job with the government”.  

Generally, worries about job security were projected to a distant future and did not appear to 

undermine performance at the job for the youth with disabilities interviewed. 

Processes of transformation and empowerment 

Getting a job had profound implications for these young people’s social and economic lives. 

They felt appreciated and empowered: 

“I used to get help from my family. Now I am supporting my family. For me, 

it’s a huge matter to become happy. I used to feel bad when I only used to 

get support and I was only getting help, but I couldn't do anything for them. 

Now, I decide on family matters. I feel mentally confident now. Socially, even 

if a little, my dignity has increased.” Male, visual disability, Dhaka. 

Family and friends no longer shunned or asked them ‘out of group photos’. Some were 

running small side businesses or trades of some sort in addition to formal employment. 

Being in gainful employment was important to self-esteem and social identity.  

“One of the benefits of my job is that I am now quite well off. I can cover my 

personal expenses as well as pay for my studies. The people of the village, 

the neighbours, the friends all respect me very much.” Male, physical 

disability, Narayanganj. 

Overtime, one could re-engage with friends and family as a respected person who was 

‘working and earning’ regularly.  

“My parents are very proud of me and the people in my area who are living 

with different disabilities want to know about me and my struggles in life. 
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They want to do something in life, so they try to contact me and want to 

know different information about the study opportunities available for them 

and scopes of work for them. This thing creates a lot of encouragement for 

me.” Male, physical disability, Mymensingh. 

Two other young men who had been previously formally employed with other organisations 

expressed joy about being able to get a new job, about their enhanced status in the wider 

community and pride in being seen to be providing for their family and other relatives.  

They, like the majority of youth with disabilities interviewed, were not earning decent salaries 

to enable them save or invest in assets. However, being less dependent on others for 

livelihoods support was an important achievement and source of pride and self-esteem: 

“Alhamdulillah, I am much better than before.”  

However, there were tensions and challenges for the ten in their first job, as they adjusted to 

the routines of actively looking for a job or being in formal employment. Most had moved to 

the big urban centres and had to cope with staying alone in storied buildings with no lift, as 

well as the crowded and fast-paced nature of city life.  

They also had to cope with new threats to respectability and the stigma they feared would be 

enacted as they moved from one office to the other to inquire about job opportunities. They 

could not predict, for example, how prospective employers would react to ‘seeing’ somebody 

with a disability walk into their office for an interview, feared gossip at the workplace, and 

wanted to preserve their self-esteem and dignity in the process.  

Experiences of social and organisational support  

The material and emotional support provided by relatives and friends had been a critical 

factor in the journey into formal employment for young people with disabilities and continued 

to play an important role in their working lives. Encouragement from friends was a prominent 

theme. Young men and women with disabilities enthusiastically spoke about the practical 

advice and encouragement that friends had given them while looking for a job.  

“I received a lot of help from my friend, and I will admit it as long as I live. 

Rana, who lives next door to me, helped me with information, lent me money 

when I needed. Even till this day, I may owe him one to two thousand taka.” 

Male, physical disability, Dhaka, 

Disability youth networks were the other most frequently discussed source of support beyond 

friends and the family. Youth with disabilities were active in these small, often unregistered 

local networks. The networks provided opportunities for them to share experiences, get 

encouragement to work hard and stand out, tackle challenges, and offer access to 

information on training opportunities, business initiatives, as well as assistive devices. 

These peer networks appeared to have played a profound role in their resilience to 

joblessness, the economic and social effects of Covid-19, and in their determination to 

remain gainfully employed after getting a job.  

In contrast, of the 12 youth with disabilities interviewed, only one young man reported being 

a member of a formal organisation of people with disabilities (OPD). Most youth interviewed 

were aware that membership of OPDs would enable them to access more tangible 
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resources but in a setting where OPDs reportedly ‘exist mostly on paper’. Engagement with 

OPDs was rarely mentioned during the interviews. 

All youth with disabilities interviewed encountered difficulties at times with physical access to 

the workplace and lack of other relevant accommodations. A few individuals struggled more 

than the others. One young man, for example, with a physical disability, said he could not 

move around easily in an overcrowded office space housed on several floors of a storied 

building. He recalled how challenging it had been for him to manoeuvre his way to the room 

where the interview for his current role was conducted. In his words, “it was more like a 

punishment”. Nothing has changed more than a year now into the job.  

Another said that the absence of any form of sign language support within her work unit 

made her feel very isolated at the workplace, but that she could not bring herself to discuss 

the issue with management for fear of losing her job. She could not bear to be “on the streets 

again” looking for another job.  

Some supervisors had sought to help processes of integration for youth with disabilities into 

the workplace by asking co-workers to be supportive and ‘careful’ in their day-to-day 

interactions.  

“Some supervisors mentioned that employees with disabilities are very 

delicate to handle. We need to think before talking to them. Sometimes they 

cannot take work pressure.” Male, co-worker, Gazipur. 

The vast majority of the supervisors interviewed had very limited awareness around issues 

of diversity and inclusion in the workplace. Absence of policies on disability inclusion at the 

workplaces was evident during the interviews with supervisors. Supervisors’ accounts 

suggested that, where these policies existed, the supervisors did not seem to know about 

their existence.  

“Sorry. I don't have any clear idea about those policies so I would like to skip 

this question." Male supervisor, Gazipur. 

“No, I have no idea. I am basically a production-level supervisor. These are 

basically the things our HR admin and management can say.” Male 

supervisor, Dhaka. 

Similar accounts were provided by youth with disabilities themselves, as well as their co-

workers. At the time they started work with their current employers, some youth with 

disabilities and their co-workers recounted, to different degrees, the absence of any form of 

discussion or sensitisation around inclusion of people with disabilities at the workplace:  

“I do not know whether there is any policy to recruit persons with disabilities 

in our office.” Female, co-worker, Dhaka. 

“I don't think there is any awareness about the disabled workers here. The 

disabled workers are not given any special benefits in their work. All those 

who come to our factory with disabilities have to survive in the competition 

by doing the same work as other ordinary workers.” Female, co-worker, 

Gazipur. 
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“In fact, employers often encourage people with disabilities to apply for jobs, 

but in reality, they do not take people with disabilities into selection. They 

may have to say it institutionally, so they say, but, in practice, they never feel 

motivated to hire someone with a disability. I personally believe so and I 

have experienced it.” Male, physical disability, Dhaka. 

Experiences of self-stigma1 and discrimination  

After getting a job, study participants reported feeling more confident and their self-stigma 

had reduced. Most youth with disabilities interviewed spoke about their regained self-esteem 

and positive livelihoods outlook. At some organisations, their self-esteem was strongly 

reinforced as they settled into their jobs and felt appreciated by their supervisors and co-

workers. A powerful theme in the interviews was their joy about being able to earn their own 

money regularly, which enhanced self-esteem and reduced stigma related to dependency or 

feelings of burden: 

“Life before I got a job was miserable and sad, but life after getting a job is 

much easier and better than that. Before I got the job, my life was full of 

sadness, despair and frustration. When I was unemployed, I always had a 

kind of frustration and deprivation in my mind and I was always upset. Life of 

unemployment put me in such a bad situation that I was desperate to find a 

job to get out of there. Now that I have a job, I can at least enjoy the joy of 

living independently, at least I don't have to depend on anyone." Male, visual 

disability, Dhaka. 

Study participants also noted a positive effect of interactions with and support from co-

workers and supervisors at the workplace. These interactions created a sense of belonging 

at the workplace which, for many youth with disabilities, was a place where new friends and 

new positive identities and relationships had been forged:  

“My colleagues or co-workers are much more helpful and friendly, and it is 

because of their cooperative attitude that I am able to do my job properly. 

From the first day I started working at this place, my co-workers have always 

been very supportive, so I have been able to do my job properly.” Male, 

physical disability, Dhaka. 

However, in a few cases, the arrival of youth with disabilities at some of the workplaces 

created ‘murmurs’ and tensions within the workforce at the organisation. There was, for 

example, a selective ‘resistance’ and unwillingness by some co-workers to support the 

integration of youth with disabilities into the workplace:  

“We didn’t need any new worker at our workplace, and yet suddenly one day 

she was sent to our office to work. My line manager called us and asked to 

behave ‘normally’ with her. We don’t know what was the process of her 

 
1 When individuals internalise the prevailing values in society which negatively judge and 
label them, thus eroding their self-esteem 
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recruitment, and what salary and benefit she is getting.” Male, co-worker, 

Dhaka. 

Most youth with disabilities interviewed still anticipated the possibility of discrimination, which 

reflected some degree of continuing self-stigmatisation as well as fears of stigma. 

“I was not treated well as an employee. When any foreign buyer came to 

visit our factory, our supervisor and floor in-charge forced us to go to the 

toilet or hide somewhere for a long time, until the foreign buyers left the 

factory.” Female, hearing disability, Gazipur. 

They therefore adopted a range of strategies as part of their coping and smooth integration. 

These included choosing to ‘competitively’ apply for jobs with everybody else rather than 

seeking to be considered via the disability quota system. Coming in through the disability 

quota would arguably feed into stereotypical beliefs that associate employees with 

disabilities with a discredited work ethic and ‘problems’.  

Others strongly requested that their supervisors and co-workers do not go out of their way to 

help with daily job routines unless specifically requested for. One female youth with severe 

hearing loss demanded that she be allowed to work overtime just like her co-workers who 

don’t have a disability. Some bemoaned the end of Covid-19 transportation arrangements for 

everybody at the workplace, as that was a strong organisation-wide ‘statement’ that had 

demystified stereotypical beliefs of ‘special treatment’ and ‘high maintenance’ for employees 

with disabilities.  

They were of course concerned about their support needs, health and wellbeing, but also 

argued that they could not always be the ones who get less work, are allowed to use the lift 

exclusively, or go home early because that would serve to reinforce stereotypical beliefs 

among co-workers. One of the managers interviewed recognised the threat of stigma to the 

performance and productivity of two female staff members with a hearing impairment in her 

department: 

"They mostly interact with each other as other staff don’t understand sign 

language. I have noticed that sometimes they look sad when other staff are 

laughing and they don’t know what it is all about. If they need help, they 

cannot easily communicate to the others. Sometimes they are not able to do 

their job properly, and their co-workers give them a lot of awkward insults 

and abuse them, but they cannot hear and they just become sad. We have a 

long history of using abusive language when things are not going well. It's a 

real shame.” Female, supervisor, Dhaka. 

Aspirations for the future 

Young people’s future aspirations were consistently framed around further education and 

employment in a government office.  

“I actually want to finish my education. Then I want to be a primary school 

teacher. I wanted to be a teacher since my childhood. I am currently working 

as a computer operator in the garment sector. I can't really do the job for 
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very long. I am doing this job mainly just to cover my own education and 

personal expenses.” Male, physical disability, Sirajganj. 

With additional qualifications, most were positive about their chances of success at landing 

government jobs. While these young people held high aspirations for a job with the 

government of Bangladesh, and to a lesser extent with the private sector, they could not say 

how this would be achieved in an environment of few public sector formal jobs. The minority 

who had tried (and failed) to get government jobs in the past talked about their frustrations 

when they realised that they could not afford to pay the money ‘demanded’ before they could 

be given the government job, as this young man explained: 

“I was looking for a government job under one of the government entities. 

But they demanded a huge amount of money as a bribe from me. So, I lost 

interest in the job because I was unable to pay that amount later.” Male, 

physical disability, Dhaka. 

What the above quote illustrates is not necessarily something specific to disability (or a 

person with a disability) getting a government job. Demands for facilitation payments are, not 

surprisingly, common in this setting,  

Some of the young people also held aspirations that centred on setting up a business 

themselves. They wanted to ensure that they have something to fall back to when the time 

came for them to go back to their villages or when their health can no longer permit them to 

work.  

“Because of my physical disability, I may not be able to work as long as 

others, so one day I must go back to my village and do something like my 

own. In later life, I would like to run my own business with some savings and, 

like other people, I want to be self-sufficient and live with my family. I 

basically want to be an entrepreneur. I want to be self-sufficient through 

some petty business in my own area. I have plans in the future that if I can 

build a fairly good business then there will be job opportunities for physically 

challenged people in my business organisation. I want to do something for 

the poor, helpless people.” Male, physical disability, Mymensingh. 

There were also frequent references to the desire to raise awareness around livelihoods 

opportunities for other people with disabilities and offer support to them in the community, 

especially for young men and women with disabilities, just as they had been supported when 

they first embarked on the journey into formal employment.  

“I think the way I survive, competing like everyone else, will serve as a kind 

of inspiring example to others around our village. When I go to the village, I 

find that those who are younger than me, physically challenged, come to me 

and take inspiration and encouragement from me to do great things in life. I 

try to tell them stories of my life's struggles in various ways so that they can 

be encouraged to go out of their way and do something independently.” 

Male, physical disability, Dhaka. 

They argued that they are now seen as role models for other youth with disabilities to follow. 

This offered them a new purpose and sense of leadership among their peers. 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 
Our study explored the journey into formal employment for youth with disabilities in 

Bangladesh. The research has revealed different dimensions of transition, focusing on the 

lived experiences of young people before and after getting into formal employment as well as 

the experiences and practices of co-workers and supervisors at the workplace.  

Our study reveals that different factors influence this journey and highlight the importance of 

young people’s context and individual characteristics and ability to adapt. Our findings 

complement other research, which highlights the role of personal aspirations[42, 43], skills and 

supportive environments[44, 45] in the journey to formal employment and sustainable 

livelihoods.  

Our findings also show that young people’s hope for better livelihoods is often mixed with 

uncertainty, based on the realisation that opportunities to get promoted, earn a decent 

salary, change roles and have a true career path within an organisation are not guaranteed, 

an experience found in many settings [46, 47].  

The types of employment youth with disabilities acquire and the salary they get can vary and 

often depend on their educational qualifications and skills, as well as their employers’ 

policies and practices. Whilst the supervisors interviewed were keen to be seen to be 

supportive, recruitment processes and reasonable accommodation policies were not in 

place; and information about job opportunities was limited or unavailable to those in need. 

The study further highlighted the importance of education and formal qualifications, which 

are essential for participation of people with disabilities in an increasingly competitive labour 

market. 

All youth with disabilities interviewed in this study were grateful for the opportunities the IW 

training and associated support had given them to improve their livelihoods situation. 

However, they also highlighted that personal determination in searching for a job and 

adjusting to the routines of a workplace was equally important for success.  

Furthermore, in line with other research, our study confirmed that the role of supportive peer 

networks, friends and relatives was essential in the journey into gainful employment and for 

physical and emotional wellbeing of young people with disabilities. Other studies have also 

shown the importance of family and peer support [48, 49] and good relationships with co-

workers, and supervisors at the workplace [50].  

Youth with disabilities in our study had opportunities to discuss and reflect on their 

employment situation and vulnerabilities. Throughout the findings, an ongoing process of 

adjustment is evident, beginning with seeing themselves as skilled and employable. This 

gave them hope and courage to embark on searching for jobs, and eventually getting a job, 

which in turn boosted their self-esteem and reduced self-stigma. These adjustments were 

not necessarily always one way and positive, because youth with disabilities reported 

experiencing emotional setbacks that sometimes precipitate a fall back to a sense of 

uncertainty or loss of confidence [51]. 

As other studies have shown, the social context in our setting mediated young people’s 

strategies and processes of transition into formal employment [52]. Household and gender 

relations were important structural factors influencing young people’s decisions to actively 

embark on the journey into gainful formal employment.  
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An interesting finding in our study is that youth with disabilities seeking to get jobs appear to 

have a higher affinity for jobs with the government compared to jobs in the private sector. 

This reflects a widespread belief in this setting that jobs in the government come with a lot 

more benefits and stability.  

One important aspiration for this group of youth with disabilities identified in our study was to 

be seen by their family, neighbours and the wider community as working people contributing 

to and valued by society.  

The International Labour Organization (ILO) has advocated for increased focus on 

employability and employment for people with disabilities in the formal economy to reduce 

the vulnerability associated with informal jobs. Research on transition into formal 

employment for youth with disabilities can inform such strategies within national disability-

inclusive employment and other economic empowerment programmes.  

The ILO recognises that “access of persons with disabilities to decent work is important both 

as an essential right and in terms of the economic advantages it brings” [53]. It also highlights 

the importance of social and organisational support to help young people with disabilities 

navigate the transition into formal employment. However, emphasis tends to be on technical 

skills training, legislation, employers’ practices, and social protection. Of course, these 

factors are of great importance, but building confidence and self-esteem appears to be 

equally important and helps youth with disabilities to actively engage with the job market [54]. 

Our findings indicate that interventions would need to go beyond skills training, to address 

questions of self-esteem and self-stigmatisation for jobseekers with disabilities and calls for 

effective strategies that can foster a bolstered sense of self.  

Our study has a number of limitations, which need to be taken into account when interpreting 

the findings. First, we only had one young person with a disability and no co-workers or 

supervisors from the government sector. The perspective of such employees and employers 

may not be fully reflected in this research.  

Second, our study participants may not be representative of the majority of youth with 

disabilities in Bangladesh. Our participants tended to be educated to a relatively high level 

and received additional training and support as part of an economic empowerment 

programme. Many study participants reported significant levels of support from their family 

and friends, which means these individuals may have had substantial levels of social capital 

compared to other youth with disabilities.  

The majority of study participants worked for relatively large private sector employers with 

over 1,000 employees. The situation with adjustments or willingness to employ youth with 

disabilities in smaller enterprises may be different.  

Finally, all our findings are drawn from the subjective accounts of the experiences described 

by youth with disabilities or their co-workers/supervisors. We did not have opportunities to 

collect more objectively verifiable data or do workplace observations in this research.  

Implications for programmes 

The role of IW in providing skills training and other support that enabled the transition into 

formal employment for this group of youth with disabilities offers important lessons for other 

disability inclusive programmes and settings.  
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• Employers need to better understand young people’s transition challenges and work 

around those. 

• Programme support should take into account young people’s own economic 

empowerment perspectives and strategies, looking beyond the simple training initiatives 

and consider the role of the family and social contexts in which youth with disabilities live 

or work. 

• Some youth with disabilities experience more challenges with integrating into the 

workplace, especially those with hearing or communication impairments, and 

employment programmes need to target certain categories of youth with disabilities with 

career counselling and support, post-entry into a job. 

• In this study, we did not find many participants who had significant levels of support or 

engagement with the established organisations of people with disabilities. It is possible to 

better understand what types of support structures are most effective to support young 

people with disabilities in the journey to formal employment and to explore how national 

and local OPDs can better engage with this process. This may include practical, lived 

experience guidance which would help youth with disabilities to feel more confident in 

their journey into formal employment. OPDs may also encourage more peer support in 

the community and at the workplace and help them to manage other life challenges as 

they arise. Disability inclusive employment programmes need to strengthen local OPDs 

and their linkages with jobseekers with disabilities. 
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