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A B S T R A C T

This paper shows that a youth empowerment program in Bolivia reduced the reported prevalence of violence
against girls during the COVID-19 lockdown. The program offered training in soft skills and technical skills,
sexual education, mentoring and job-finding assistance. To measure the effects of the program, the study
conducted a randomized control trial with 600 vulnerable adolescents. Results indicate that 7 months after
its completion, the program increased girls’ earnings and decreased violence against girls. Violence was
measured with both direct self-report questions and list experiments. These findings suggest that multi-faceted
empowerment programs can reduce the level of violence experienced by young women during high-risk
periods.
1. Introduction

Throughout the world, strict containment measures caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic have increased risk factors associated with domes-
tic violence. Media and institutional reports have indicated an increase
of domestic violence and in particular of violence against women
and children in countries affected by COVID-19 (e.g., Reynolds, 2020;
Taub, 2020; Ritz et al., 2020). Several recent studies provide evidence
of this by showing increases in violence against women (VAW) due
to the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown measures (Aguero, 2021;
Boserup et al., 2020; Leslie and Wilson, 2020; Mahmud and Riley,
2021; Ravindran and Shah, 2020; Silverio-Murillo et al., 2021). The
reported rise in VAW due to the COVID-19 pandemic has been named
by UN Women as the ‘‘Shadow Pandemic’’ (United Nations Women,
2020).

In this paper, we study the effects of a youth empowerment program
on the prevalence of violence against youth during the COVID-19
lockdown in Bolivia. The program combines training in soft skills and
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technical skills with sex education, mentoring and job-finding assis-
tance. We conducted a randomized control trial with 600 vulnerable
youth who applied to the program in four cities in Bolivia. Our data
include an in-person baseline survey and a follow-up survey conducted
by phone due the social distancing restrictions imposed by the COVID-
19 pandemic. The follow-up survey was carried out seven months after
the end of the program and six months into the lockdown.

The program was designed to strengthen youth’s income-generating
capacity by developing their skills, and by offering job-finding assis-
tance. Its main target outcomes were total earnings and soft skills. It
was not designed to directly address violence against youth. However,
given the alarming levels of violence reported at baseline, the increased
relevance of violence against youth during the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the possibility that both changes in soft skills and earnings could
affect this outcome, we included violence as our third main outcome.

We find that the program significantly reduced violence experienced
by treated girls. The prevalence of violence reported by girls fell by
vailable online 5 August 2021
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10 percentage points, over a mean of 21 percent in the control group.
For boys, we do not find significant reductions in violence. To address
concerns about self-reporting bias, we use item list experiments, which
confirm our main findings. The level of violence among girls, as mea-
sured by a list experiment included in our follow-up survey, is much
lower in the treatment group than in the control group, while it is
not lower for treated boys than for control boys. We present evidence
that the program had a positive effect on earnings for girls, but not for
boys. This is consistent with an improvement in girls’ bargaining power
within the household or a reduction in income-related stress, both of
which may explain the decrease in violence against girls. We do not
find evidence for mechanisms related to changes in soft skills, as we do
not see any effects of the program on a set of targeted soft skills.

The paper contributes to a burgeoning literature studying the causes
of violence in general, and violence against girls in particular. Eco-
nomic crises, conflicts and natural disasters are often linked to in-
creased prevalence of violence against women and children (Anastario
et al., 2013; Weitzman and Behrman, 2016; Fraser, 2020; Thurston
et al., 2021). A recent study by Ravindran and Shah (2020) shows
an increase in domestic violence complaints in India in districts with
the strictest confinement rules. In a related study, Bandiera et al.
(2020) show that temporary school closures during the 2014–16 Ebola
epidemic in Sierra Leone increased teenage pregnancies and lowered
school enrollment among girls, and a program that provided safe spaces
(in the form of community clubs) and training in soft skills lowered
these negative impacts. We contribute to this emerging literature by
showing that multi-faceted youth empowerment programs can be one
way to curtail the rise in violence against girls during high-risk periods,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing lockdowns.1

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 explains the
etails of the program. Section 3 describes the design of the experiment
nd sample characteristics. Section 4 presents the results. Section 5
iscusses the results, and Section 6 concludes.

. Youth empowerment program

The program Adolescents: Protagonists of Development has been im-
plemented by the NGO Save the Children in Albania, Bolivia, Nepal and
Uganda since 2016. Its main aim is to help vulnerable youth find a job,
improve their working conditions and strengthen their income genera-
tion capacity. The target population consists of vulnerable adolescents
aged 15 to 18.

To identify the sample for this study, adolescents were recruited in
four cities in Bolivia. Several recruitment strategies were used: fliers
in markets and other public places, Facebook ads, cooperation with
neighborhood associations and schools offering night shifts, and press
conferences. Interested adolescents filled a form containing information
used to measure their social vulnerability (e.g., housing conditions,
access to health care, violence, substance use) and their economic
vulnerability (e.g., household income, child labor, lack of economic
support from the family).2 The program staff selected 600 adolescents
that fulfilled at least one of the vulnerability criteria, giving priority
to those with higher levels of vulnerability and who also showed
willingness to participate in face-to-face interviews.

Table A2 compares key characteristics of the sample of recruited
youth with those of a sample of youth aged 15–18, living in the four

1 See Kerr-Wilson et al. (2020) for a recent survey of interventions to
revent violence against women and girls. Our findings are in line with Yount
t al. (2017), who conduct a systematic review of reviews on the impact
f interventions to prevent violence against women and girls (VAWG) and
onclude that bundled interventions with multiple components typically had
ore favorable impacts on VAWG than single-component interventions.
2

2

Table A1 presents the list of vulnerability criteria used by the program. r
cities of our study, obtained from the representative Bolivian House-
hold Survey.3 While we see similarities in some variables (television,
computer and internet ownership and having children), and only a
small difference in enrollment rates, it is clear that the study sample is
more vulnerable as indicated by a higher probability of working, living
in precarious dwellings, alcohol consumption, and being in a household
with income below the minimum wage.

The program provided youth with soft skills and technical skills
training, sex education, mentoring and support in finding a job or
starting a business. In particular, it offered the following activities:

• General Training

– Personal empowerment (Module 1, 16 h)
– Sexual and reproductive health (Module 2, 16 h)
– Economic empowerment (Module 3, 16 h)
– Basic competences (Module 4, 16 h)

• Technical-skills training in predefined areas according to market
demand (70 h)

• Work insertion or business development

The four modules covering general training were taught by Save
the Children. Module 1 focused on self-esteem and leadership while
providing adolescents with an opportunity to get to know each other
and increase trust. Module 2 discussed contraceptive methods and
teen pregnancy. Module 3 covered material on market analysis, en-
trepreneurial soft skills, sustainable business models, workers’ rights
and how to prepare for a job interview. Finally, Module 4, taught basic
math and literacy. These four modules were taught over the course of
4 four-hour sessions each.

After this general training, the project trained youth in specific
technical skills. Participants selected up to three training courses from
a menu designed based on market demand studies by Save the Chil-
dren in cooperation with private partners in each region. The training
was implemented by the local partners. For example, in La Paz, the
most common choices were gastronomy, customer service and graphic
design. The total length of these activities was approximately 70 h.

The final activity of the project was to help adolescents find inter-
views with employers offering jobs that match adolescents’ skill levels
and satisfy certain standards (e.g., they are compatible with schooling,
they do not involve risky activities,4 and they offer a wage no lower
than the minimum wage5). Working conditions were monitored for up
to three months from the start of the jobs. The program also offered
adolescents who did not want to find a job the opportunity to start
their own business. However, this happened with only one adolescent
in our sample.

3. Methodology and sample characteristics

3.1. Methodology

To estimate the effects of the program, we conducted a randomized
controlled trial (RCT). The RCT was designed and implemented through
our collaboration with Save the Children Bolivia and the support from
Save the Children Italy. The evaluation covered four metropolitan cities
in Bolivia: Cochabamba, La Paz, Oruro and Santa Cruz. The first step
of the evaluation involved selecting a sample of eligible youth. The
program team identified 600 youth satisfying the criteria for selection
into the program as explained above. All selected youth completed an
in-person baseline survey.

3 Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadistica (2019).
4 Under the Bolivian law, minors cannot work in certain tasks, such as
ining or lifting heavy objects.
5 Informal employment is common in this context and minimum wage
equirements are not strictly enforced for informal jobs.
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We then conducted a private lottery using Stata to randomly select
300 youth who would be offered to be part of the program starting
from 2019 (treatment group), and 300 youth who would not be offered
to be part of the program in 2019, but would have the chance to
participate in the program after the evaluation (control group). When
conducting the randomization, we stratified the samples on region,
gender, age, whether the adolescent was working at the time of the
interview and, only for Cochabamba and La Paz,6 whether s/he was a
victim of violence.

The general training modules started in August 2019, and ran for ap-
proximately three months. The technical skills training was temporarily
suspended during the election-related violence in October–November
2019, which translated into four weeks of highly reduced economic
activity, but it was completed by December 2019 in all sites. In Febru-
ary 2020, the project started offering job-finding assistance. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the country entered a strict lockdown on March
22, 2020 (March 16 in Oruro). In two of the four cities (La Paz and
Oruro), the program managed to offer job-finding assistance to most
treated youth; while in the other two cities (Cochabamba and Santa
Cruz), it only completed the training, with no significant job-finding
assistance. In what follows, we assess the heterogeneity of treatment
effects along this geographical dimension.7

Due to the COVID-related mobility restrictions, we conducted a
ollow-up survey by phone in the last two weeks of September 2020.8

e were able to survey 511 adolescents (85% of the sample). Response
ates were similar across treatment arms, and we do not find any
vidence of differential attrition (see Table A4 in the Appendix).9

Both the in-person baseline and the phone follow-up survey in-
luded a module to elicit sensitive questions on violence. To guarantee
espondent’s safety, enumerators were trained in each case by an expert
n Child Safeguarding Policy following stringent ethical guidelines
n how to ask these questions. Enumerators were instructed to take
easures to verify the privacy of the interviews. Same-sex enumerators
ere used when possible. In the case of phone interviews, additional

teps were taken to prevent potential perpetrators from listening to
articipants’ answers. In particular, the interviewer provided examples
f what types of actions are considered as violent; participants were
sked to answer only ‘‘yes’’ or ‘‘no’’ and given the option of not answer-
ng the question if they did not feel comfortable with it. Respondents
ere also provided with a list of all the institutions where a violence
ictim can receive help and protection as well as the procedure to file
complaint (Appendix A.2 shows pictures of the material given to

articipants). Finally, enumerators received an adverse event protocol
xplaining what they had to do in cases of abuse.

6 In Oruro and Santa Cruz there was not enough variation to stratify on
iolence.

7 Note that we are highly underpowered to detect regional heterogeneity of
reatment effects by gender of the participants. As such, the analysis pertaining
o regional heterogeneity should be seen as merely suggestive evidence.

8 Due to the pandemic, the country entered a strict lockdown in March
020. Most of the population was forced to stay at home, except for those
mployed in priority sectors. In the beginning of June, some of the lockdown
easures were relaxed and many economic activities restarted.
9 Due to the pandemic, we had to adapt our methodology relative to what
e had pre-registered in the AEA’s RCT registry. In particular, we had to

witch from in-person to phone-based follow-up survey, which required using
shorter questionnaire than what we had originally planned. As a result, we
ere not able to collect detailed information on all the registered outcomes,

uch as youth’s employment status. We decided to focus on outcomes that we
eemed to be more relevant during the pandemic, such as violence, for which
e introduced the list experiment.
3

3.2. Sample characteristics

Overall, 63% of the youth in the sample are girls. Table 1 presents
summary statistics by gender on youth who completed both the base-
line and follow-up surveys. Baseline characteristics of both boys and
girls in the treatment and control samples are well balanced.10 Youth
in the sample are 15 to 18 years old; around 65% of them are 17 or
18 years old.

The baseline data document a high level of violence experienced
by both boys and girls. More than half of these youth reported having
ever experienced some type of violence. Table A7 shows that most
violence seemed to be happening at home: around a quarter of girls and
boys affected by violence reported that the perpetrator was the father
and/or the mother; 13% of boys and 20% of girls reported violence
from siblings. This is in line with the finding in Devries et al. (2018)
that the most common perpetrators of violence against both boys and
girls are household members. However there is also an important role
of violence perpetrated by friends (around 30%) and other relatives
(16% for boys and 9% for girls). Finally, 12% of boys and 9% of girls
reported suffering violence from the partner, and 7% of girls and 4%
of boys from teachers in school.

Violence is classified into 3 categories: physical, psychological, and
sexual.11 Levels of physical and psychological violence are higher for
boys, and the level of sexual violence is higher for girls. This high
prevalence of violence is in line with that reported in other data sources
in Bolivia (INE and UNICEF, 2005; UNICEF, 2014).

Average monthly earnings are higher for boys than for girls: Bs.
441 (64 USD) and Bs. 406 (59 USD), respectively. To put this in
context, the national minimum wage during this period was Bs. 2,122
(307 USD) per month. In terms of sources of income, 26% of boys
and 22% of girls receive some income from wage-employment, 3% of
both girls and boys receive self-employment income, around 38% get
informal transfers from family or friends and close to 2% get formal
transfers from the government or an NGO. In order to measure soft
skills, we used the ‘‘Employability Assessment (EA)’’ tool developed by
Save the Children with the aim of measuring employability skills. The
EA tool is a questionnaire with 24 items that produces quantitative
scores for 6 categories of soft skills: self-concept, self-control, social
skills, communication skills, conflict resolution skills and job-searching
skills.12

3.3. Estimation of treatment effects

In order to estimate the average treatment effects of the program,
we use the following equation:

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽 ⋅ 𝑇𝑖 + 𝛾 ⋅ 𝑇𝑖 ⋅ 𝐹𝑖 + 𝜆 ⋅ 𝑦𝑖0 + 𝛩𝑖0 + 𝜖𝑖𝑡, (1)

where 𝑦𝑖 is the outcome of interest for respondent i at the follow-
up survey, 𝑇𝑖 is a dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent was
allocated to the treatment group, 𝑦𝑖0 is the baseline level of the outcome
for individual 𝑖, 𝐹𝑖 is an indicator variable that is equal to 1 if the
respondent is female and 0 otherwise, and 𝛩𝑖0 are randomization strata
(dummies for each strata used in the randomization, including regional
dummies). The estimate for 𝛽 corresponds to the treatment effect on
males, the estimate for 𝛾 correspond to the differential effect of the

10 Table A3 shows that the same holds for the full sample of youth who
completed the baseline.

11 See Appendix 2 for details of the questions used to measure violence at
baseline.

12 The detailed questions used in the tool are presented in Table A8. Each
component of the index is constructed by first standardizing the responses to
the individual questions (by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard
deviation of the control group) and then averaging across the standardized

outcomes.
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Table 1
Baseline characteristics and balance, panel sample.

Boys Girls

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Control Treatment-control Control Treatment-control
Mean Diff. Mean Diff.

Age 17 or 18 0.629 −0.029 0.658 −0.020
(0.486) (0.072) (0.476) (0.053)

Enrolled in school 0.927 −0.049 0.886 −0.019
(0.261) (0.044) (0.319) (0.037)

Any violence (ever) 0.515 0.018 0.500 0.018
(0.502) (0.073) (0.502) (0.056)

Physical 0.309 −0.032 0.278 −0.068
(0.465) (0.067) (0.450) (0.048)

Psychological 0.351 0.061 0.335 0.104*
(0.480) (0.071) (0.474) (0.054)

Sexual 0.021 0.002 0.057 0.009
(0.143) (0.021) (0.233) (0.027)

Income (last month) 441.278 −50.445 405.994 29.085
(782.309) (110.113) (719.834) (77.297)

Wage-emp. 0.258 −0.036 0.222 −0.041
(0.440) (0.063) (0.417) (0.045)

Self-emp. 0.031 −0.020 0.032 −0.008
(0.174) (0.021) (0.176) (0.018)

Informal transfer 0.361 0.050 0.392 0.053
(0.483) (0.072) (0.490) (0.055)

Formal transfer 0.021 −0.021 0.019 0.011
(0.143) (0.015) (0.137) (0.017)

Self concept −0.092 0.003 0.049 0.013
(0.609) (0.091) (0.675) (0.080)

Self control −0.089 −0.018 0.068 0.020
(0.676) (0.097) (0.625) (0.070)

Social skills −0.149 −0.049 0.172 −0.119
(0.714) (0.110) (0.658) (0.076)

Communication skills −0.085 0.014 0.041 −0.016
(0.788) (0.107) (0.723) (0.083)

Conflict resolution skills −0.001 −0.049 0.075 −0.111
(0.704) (0.103) (0.671) (0.077)

Skills to look for a job 0.017 −0.054 0.037 −0.045
(0.736) (0.110) (0.764) (0.088)

Observations 97 187 158 324

Notes: The sample includes respondents who were successfully tracked and re-interviewed at the follow-up
survey. Column (1) shows the mean and standard deviation for boys in the control group. Column (2) shows
the coefficient of an OLS regression of each covariate on an indicator for treatment, robust standard errors
are included in parentheses. Columns (3) and (4) show similar statistics for girls. The randomization was
conducted within region and stratified on a dummy for age 17 or 18 (age 15 or 16 is the omitted category),
a dummy for gender, for currently working and for reporting being victim of violence (only for Cochabamba
and La Paz). * 𝑝 < 0.10, ** 𝑝 < 0.05, *** 𝑝 < 0.01.
reatment on females relative to males, while the sum 𝛽+𝛾 corresponds
o the treatment effect for females. We use standard errors that are
obust to heteroskedasticity. For a few observations with missing values
n the baseline value of the dependent variable, we replace those values
ith zero and add dummies for missing observations.

Our main table presents results for the three main outcomes: a
ummy for any violence reported, monthly income and a soft skills
ndex. We report p-values adjusted for the fact that we are testing for

main hypotheses (3 outcomes and 2 groups — boys and girls).13 We
hen look at more detailed variables for each of these outcomes: types
f violence, sources of income and components of the soft-skill index.

. Results

.1. Main outcomes

Table 2 presents the effects of the program on the three main
utcomes: reported violence in the 3 months before the survey, monthly
ncome during the month before the survey and soft skills. We do

13 We obtain family-wise adjusted p-values using the implementation by
ones et al. (2018) of the free step-down procedure of Westfall and Young
1993).
4

not see any statistically significant effect for boys. For girls, there is a
marginally significant effect on monthly income and no effects on soft
skills. We do see a significantly larger reduction in reported violence by
girls, which survives the adjustment for multiple hypotheses testing.14

We study this effect in more detail below.

4.2. Effects on violence: details

Table 3 presents more details on the effects of the program on the
prevalence of violence. In the follow-up survey, enumerators asked par-
ticipants about violence experienced during the previous three months.

We find a negative and significant treatment effect on violence
reported by girls, but not by boys. In particular, female participants are
9.5 percentage points (ppt) less likely to report suffering any violence.
The point estimate for boys is positive (7.2 ppt) but not statistically
significant. The differential treatment effect on girls relative to boys is
16.8 ppt and statistically significant. In terms of magnitudes, the 9.5 ppt

14 Our power calculations considering 15% attrition indicate that the mini-
mum detectable effect to obtain 80% power at a 5% level is 0.21–0.22 standard
deviations of the outcome for the full sample, 0.26–0.28 s.d. for the subsample
of girls and 0.34–0.37 s.d. for the subsample of boys. Thus we are significantly
underpowered to detect effects for boys.
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Table 2
Main outcomes.

(1) (2) (3)
Any violence
(last 3 months)

Income (last
month)

Soft skills
index

Treat 0.072 −79.072 0.073
(0.049) (100.555) (0.065)
[0.435] [0.683] [0.540]

Treat × Female −0.168*** 198.477 −0.037
(0.065) (121.704) (0.084)
[0.050] [0.338] [0.659]

Observations 507 511 511
Treatment effect for females −0.095** 119.404* 0.036

(0.042) (67.434) (0.053)
[0.085] [0.242] [0.709]

Control mean, male 0.073 539.794 0.027
Control mean, female 0.210 294.114 −0.019

Notes: OLS regressions controlling for baseline value of the outcome and randomization
strata. We replace missing values in covariates with zeros and include dummies for
missing observations. Robust standard errors in parenthesis and p-values adjusted for
multiple hypotheses testing in squared brackets. We adjust for 6 hypotheses (3 outcomes
and 2 groups — males and females). At the bottom of the table we present the
adjusted p-values for the effects for females, which is a linear combination of the other
coefficients, and not a new hypothesis. ‘‘Control mean’’ refers to the mean in the control
group of males/females at follow-up survey. Any violence: dummy variable equal to 1
if the respondent reported having experienced one of three types of violence during the
3 months preceding the follow-up survey (See Appendix A.1 for details). It is defined
as missing if any of the answers for the different types of violence are missing. Income:
otal income the month before the follow-up survey, in Bolivianos. Soft Skills Index:
ndex constructed out of 24 questions reported in Table A8 and a dummy variable = 1

if the respondent overestimated the number of correct answers provided to five general
knowledge questions. The stars are based on the p-values before adjusting for multiple
hypotheses. * 𝑝 < 0.10, ** 𝑝 < 0.05, *** 𝑝 < 0.01.

reduction in the prevalence of violence against girls in the treatment
group is a large impact, corresponding to a 46% reduction relative to
the control group where 21% of girls reported having experienced any
type of violence.

The rest of Table 3 shows the effect on the different types of
violence: physical, psychological and sexual. For girls, the program
had a negative effect on all three types of violence, lowering the
prevalence of physical violence by 3 ppt (56% relative to the control
group), psychological violence by 10 ppt (50% reduction) and sexual
violence by 3 ppt (103% reduction). The effect on physical violence
is imprecisely estimated at conventional levels, while the effects on
psychological and sexual violence are statistically significant at the
95% confidence level. We also find a marginally significant increase
in psychological violence for treated boys. In particular, boys in the
treatment group are 8 ppt more likely to report having experienced
any psychological violence relative to the control group.15

A potential concern with measuring sensitive topics, such as the
prevalence of violence, through direct survey questions is reporting
bias: respondents may not want to report violence due to shame or con-
cerns about anonymity. To address this concern, a strategy commonly
used in the literature is to rely on indirect elicitation techniques, such
as list experiments (e.g., Rosenfeld et al., 2015). During the follow-up
survey, we conducted a list experiment to elicit rates of violence among
youth. In particular, respondents were asked to report the number of
statements from a list of 4 or 5 items that applied to them.16 Every

15 The violence figures are not directly comparable to those reported at
aseline. First, because the baseline survey was conducted in person, while the
ollow-up was conducted by phone. Second, because at baseline the question
as about having ever suffered violence, while the follow-up asked about the
ast three months. See Appendix A.1 for details.
16 Respondents were read the following script: ‘‘Now I’m going to read some
tatements about many different things. Some of these statements will be true
nd some will not. After I read all statements, please tell me how many of
5

hem are true for you. I don’t want to know which ones, just how many’’.
respondent was randomly assigned to one of two groups (group A or
group B). Respondents in group B were presented with a list of 4 items,
which did not include any sensitive item; while respondents in group
A were presented with a list of 5 items, one of which was the sensitive
item.17 The only difference between the two lists was the presence of
the statement ‘‘You have suffered some kind of physical violence in the
last week’’ in the list presented to group A but not to group B. In order
to calculate the percentage of youth for whom the sensitive item is true
(i.e., the percentage of people who have suffered some kind of physical
violence in the last week), we look at the difference between the
average number of statements reported as true by respondents in group
A relative to B. Since the assignment of individuals to group A or B is
random, there is no reason why the number of true statements in the
two groups should be different, other than the presence of the sensitive
item. To ensure that the randomization was balanced within gender
and treatment group, we randomized female and male respondents in
treatment and control groups separately.

We conduct a number of validity checks for the list experiment.
First, Table A5 in the Appendix shows that Group A and Group B are
balanced in terms of their baseline characteristics within gender groups.
Second, we chose items whose evaluation should not be affected by
the inclusion of sensitive items. To formally test for the existence of
design effects, we use the likelihood ratio test proposed by Blair and
Imai (2012). Table 3, column 5, reports the 𝑝-value of this test, which is
1. Thus we fail to reject the null hypothesis of no design effects. Third,
the items in the list experiment were designed so that few respondents
in the control group would answer affirmatively or negatively to all
of them. Indeed, we observe few extreme responses: less than 10% of
participants answered negatively or positively to all items. Therefore,
floor or ceiling effects are unlikely to affect our results.

We run a linear regression of the number of correct statements on
dummies for the randomly allocated group, treatment, female, all dou-
ble interactions and the triple interaction among these variables. The
last column of Table 3 reports the coefficient on the interaction between
treatment and randomly allocated group (Treat), which captures the
effect of treatment on physical violence for boys, and on the triple in-
teraction between treatment, group and female (Treat X Female), which
captures the differential treatment effect for girls. Two findings are of
note: first, the rate of physical violence in the control group is 32% for
boys and 39% for girls, which is much higher than those reported in
the direct survey questions referring to even longer reference periods
(6% for females and 3% for males). One explanation of this difference is
that participants tend to under-report sensitive questions when asked
directly about the sensitive topic. Second, consistent with the direct
survey question, the effect of the treatment in reducing violence is
driven entirely by females, which is confirmed by a large interaction
coefficient (−50 ppt) significant at the 10% level. The effect for boys is
an increase of 15 ppt, whereas the effect for girls is a reduction in 35
ppt, both coefficients are imprecisely measured.

Overall, results from the list experiment show a similar pattern as
the direct questions in the survey: the program reduced the likelihood
of experiencing violence among girls, but not among boys.

4.3. Effect on violence: possible mechanisms

There are several channels through which the program may have
led to a reduction in the prevalence of violence among treated girls.
In this section, we discuss and test for some of the key mechanisms
that have been highlighted in the literature. We discuss other potential
mechanisms which we, unfortunately, do not have information on, in
the discussion section.

17 More specifically, respondents in group A were given the following 5
statements: ‘‘(1) You have been to Peru, (2) You can play the guitar, (3) You
have a family member who lives in La Paz, (4) You have seen the movie
Avengers: Endgame’’ and the sensitive item ‘‘(5) You have suffered some kind
of physical violence in the last week’’; while respondents in group B were only

given the first 4 statements.
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Table 3
Violence.

Self reported (last 3 months) List exp. (last week)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Any violence Physical Psychological Sexual Physical

Treat 0.072 0.010 0.082* 0.019 0.149
(0.049) (0.026) (0.049) (0.023) (0.268)

Treat × Female −0.168*** −0.042 −0.185*** −0.053* −0.501*
(0.065) (0.035) (0.063) (0.028) (0.296)

Observations 507 511 508 510 507
Treatment effect for females −0.095** −0.032 −0.103** −0.033** −0.353

(0.042) (0.025) (0.042) (0.016) (0.235)
p-value no design effects 1.000
Control mean, male 0.073 0.031 0.063 0.021 0.320
Control mean, female 0.210 0.057 0.209 0.032 0.391

Notes: OLS regressions where the dependent variable is a dummy variables = 1 if the respondent reported having experienced:
in column (1) any violence during the 3 months preceding the follow-up survey defined as missing if any of the answers
for the different types of violence are missing (See Appendix A.1 for details); in column (2) any physical violence, which
‘‘includes cases when someone hits or slaps you, or pushes or pulls your hair’’, in column (3) any psychological violence,
which ‘‘includes cases when someone insults, threatens, verbally abuses, ridicules or makes fun of you’’, in column (4) any
sexual violence, which ‘‘includes cases when someone touches your body without your permission, or forces you to have
sex’’. The last column presents the results of the list experiment: respondents were randomly allocated to a group given 5
statements (including a sensitive item) or a group given 4 statements. The sensitive item was ‘‘You have suffered some kind
of physical violence in the last week’’. We run a regression of number of correct statements on the randomly allocated group,
treatment, a female dummy and all interactions among these variables. The table reports the coefficient on the interaction
between treatment and group, and on the triple interaction among treatment, group and female. All regressions control for
randomization strata and an indicator for having ever experienced the corresponding type of violence at baseline. The test for
the presence of design effects is based on the likelihood ratio test proposed by Blair and Imai (2012). ‘‘Control mean’’ refers
to the mean in the control group of males/females at follow-up survey. Robust standard errors in parentheses. * 𝑝 < 0.10, **
𝑝 < 0.05, *** 𝑝 < 0.01.
.3.1. Effect on earnings
To the extent that the program increased earnings for girls in the

reatment group, this may have lowered the prevalence of violence
gainst them through two mechanisms: First, a change in women’s
ccess to economic opportunities (such as employment or other earn-
ngs) may decrease or increase the prevalence of violence, depending
n the initial allocation of bargaining power within the household and
hose reservation utility is binding (Tauchen et al., 1991; Eswaran and
alhotra, 2011; Bloch and Rao, 2002; Anderson and Genicot, 2015).18

f the program increased girls’ earnings, this could have improved
heir outside options within the household and enabled them to leave
busive relationships. Second, economic insecurity and poverty-related
tress caused by the lockdown measures are likely to increase the
isk of domestic violence towards women and children (Peterman and
’Donnel, 2020; Conrad-Hiebner and Byram, 2020). An increase in
arnings due to participation in the program may have mitigated the
igher stress levels linked to economic insecurity and lowered the
revalence of violence.

Table 2 shows that girls in the treatment group earned Bs.119 more
han girls in the control group and this effect is significant at the 10%
evel. Compared to the mean income of females in the control group
Bs. 294), this corresponds to a 41% increase in total income. We have
o be cautious because if we consider that income was one of our three
ain outcomes and adjust for multiple hypotheses correction, the effect

oses statistical significance.
Table 4 tests if the program affected the different sources of income.

iven the short length of the phone survey, we only have information
n the extensive margin of these sources and not the value of earnings
rom each source. We find that treated girls are 8 ppt less likely
o report earnings from wage labor. They are 2 ppt more likely to
eport having income from self-employment and 3.5 ppt more likely
o have earnings from formal transfers (government or NGO provided),

18 The existing evidence on the effects of labor market opportunities and
ncome of women relative to men on the prevalence of domestic violence is
ixed (Aizer, 2010; Andenberg et al., 2016; Angelucci, 2008; Bhalotra et al.,
021; Bobonis et al., 2013; Chin, 2012; Heath, 2014; Heise and Kotsadam,
015; Hidrobo and Fernald, 2013).
6

but these effects are imprecisely estimated. We cannot identify which
source is driving the increase in earnings of females reported in column
(1).

Tables A6 presents results on the regional heterogeneity of the treat-
ment effects on the three main outcomes. We find that the treatment
effects for females on both violence and earnings are concentrated on
the Cochabamba/Santa Cruz subsamples, as opposed to La Paz/Oruro.
This supports the idea that in places where the program succeeded in
increasing girls’ earnings, it also led to a reduction in the prevalence of
violence targeting them. Moreover, this provides additional evidence
that the increase in earnings is not linked to the job-finding assistance
provided by the program, since Cochabamba and Santa Cruz were
precisely the two regions where the program did not manage to offer
this type of assistance as noted in Section 3.1 above.

Overall, the results in Table 4 provide some evidence that the
program helped girls increase their income, even if it was not through
helping them find a better job as originally planned. This increase in
girls’ earnings may explain why they experienced lower violence — ei-
ther because of their improved bargaining power within the household;
or because the higher earnings lowered the prevalence of stress-related
violence against girls.

4.3.2. Effects on soft skills
To the extent that the program succeeded in changing girls’ soft

skills, such as self-confidence and expressiveness, this may have em-
powered them to leave or better face abusive relationships. Table 5
presents more details on the treatment effects on soft skills.

Overall, we do not find significant effects on soft skills — the
aggregate index combining the seven standardized indices included
in the table shows no significant treatment effect (column 1), neither
for boys nor for girls. When we examine the effects on individual
components of the index, we only see significant treatment effects for
girls in one of the seven soft-skills indices — that on job-searching
skills. Column (8) of Table 5 reports the effects on a task we added
in the follow-up survey to measure self-confidence.19 The program has

19 This task is a simplified, non-incentivized version of that developed in
Blavatskyy (2009). Respondents were asked five general knowledge questions:
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Table 4
Income.

Income source

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Income (last month) Wage-emp. Self-emp. Informal transfer Formal transfer

Treat −79.072 −0.006 0.058* 0.017 −0.016
(100.555) (0.062) (0.032) (0.061) (0.057)

Treat × Female 198.477 −0.072 −0.041 −0.008 0.048
(121.704) (0.076) (0.043) (0.075) (0.068)

Observations 511 511 511 511 511
Treatment effect for females 119.404* −0.078* 0.017 0.009 0.032

(67.434) (0.043) (0.029) (0.044) (0.037)
Control mean, male 539.794 0.289 0.021 0.206 0.165
Control mean, female 294.114 0.234 0.057 0.203 0.120

Notes: OLS regressions. The dependent variable in column (1) is total income of the respondent during August 2020, the
month before the follow-up survey, in Bolivianos. The dependent variables in columns (2)–(5) are dummy variables = 1 if the
respondent had any earnings from wage-employment, self-employment, informal transfers (from family or friends) or formal
transfers (from the government or NGOs), respectively. All regressions control for randomization strata and the baseline value
of the dependent variable. ‘‘Control mean’’ refers to the mean in the control group of males/females at follow-up survey.
Robust standard errors are presented in parentheses. * 𝑝 < 0.10, ** 𝑝 < 0.05, *** 𝑝 < 0.01.
able 5
oft skills.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)
Soft skills
aggregate index

Self concept Self control Social skills Communication
skills

Conflict
resolution

Job search
skills

Confidence

Treat 0.073 0.033 0.008 0.044 0.015 −0.038 0.047 0.178***
(0.065) (0.105) (0.086) (0.109) (0.093) (0.098) (0.096) (0.069)

Treat × Female −0.037 0.011 −0.026 −0.110 0.005 0.049 0.221* −0.184**
(0.084) (0.133) (0.108) (0.136) (0.124) (0.129) (0.124) (0.090)

Observations 511 511 511 511 511 511 511 511
Treatment effect for females 0.036 0.044 −0.018 −0.066 0.020 0.010 0.268*** −0.006

(0.053) (0.081) (0.065) (0.080) (0.081) (0.083) (0.079) (0.057)
Control mean, male 0.027 0.029 −0.010 −0.042 0.015 0.031 0.141 0.546
Control mean, female −0.019 −0.018 0.006 0.026 −0.009 −0.019 −0.086 0.519

Notes: OLS regressions with robust standard errors. All regressions control for randomization strata and the baseline value of the dependent variable. We replace missing values in
ovariates with zeros and include dummies for missing observations. The dependent variable in column (1) is constructed by first standardizing all outcome variables in columns
2)–(8) with respect to the control group (subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation of the control group), then taking their average and standardizing again
ith respect to the control group. The dependent variables in columns (2)–(7) are constructed based on the EA tool developed by Save the Children, by first standardizing the

esponses (by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation of the control group for each outcome) and then averaging across the standardized outcomes. See
able A8 in the Appendix for the individual components of the indices in columns (2)–(7). The dependent variable in column (8) is a dummy variable = 1 if the respondent

overestimated the number of correct answers provided to five general knowledge questions. ‘‘Control mean’’ refers to the mean in the control group of males/females at follow-up
survey. * 𝑝 < 0.10, ** 𝑝 < 0.05, *** 𝑝 < 0.01.
an effect on self-confidence only for boys. While 55% of boys in the
control group are classified as over-confident, this share increases by
18 percentage points in the treatment group. For girls, we see a similar
share of 52% classified as over-confident in both treatment and control
groups (we do not see any effects for girls on being classified as under-
confident either). Overall, the evidence suggests that the program did
not have a significant effect on soft skills. This could be because soft
skills are in general hard to measure, and the methods we used in the
phone survey are not ideal to capture changes in soft skills.

As noted in Section 4.2, we find a small increase in the prevalence of
psychological violence among boys in the treatment group. This may be
linked to the increase in boys’ overconfidence caused by the program.
One hypothesis is that as they became more confident, boys may have
tried to assert their opinions more strongly in their households or social
networks, leading to an increase in arguments and verbal clashes. An
alternative explanation could be that the program did not lead to an
increase in boys’ earnings and this may have increased verbal abuse
and conflict with their families or friends.

‘‘(1) How many strings does an electric guitar have, (2) What country is Bad
Bunny from?, (3) What kingdom do mushrooms belong to?, (4) What was
the profession of Vincent van Gogh?, (5) What is the capital of Colombia?’
Then, they had to guess how many of these questions they answered correctly.
Overestimating the number of correct answers is taken as an indirect measure
7

of overconfidence.
5. Discussion

Our findings indicate that a multi-faceted program designed to
strengthen youth’s income generating capacity can have significant
downstream effects on reducing violence against girls. This finding is in
line with the evidence presented in the review by Yount et al. (2017),
which concludes that bundled interventions with multiple components
show more favorable effects on violence against women and girls than
single-component interventions. The intervention we evaluate com-
bines various components aimed towards improving skills, agency and
social networks. Future work should study how to build the package of
interventions that is most effective to reduce the prevalence of violence.

Our analysis provides some evidence that the program increased
girl’s earnings, which could have improved their outside options and
their economic empowerment. But there are alternative mechanisms
through which the program may have diminished the prevalence of
violence against girls. One is by lowering exposure to abusers. Confine-
ment measures may put women and children living in abusive relations
at even greater risk of violence because of increased exposure to their
abusers. Exposure theories suggest that when perpetrators spend more
time outside the home, victims are less exposed to potential abuse
(Chin, 2012; Mobarak and Ramos, 2020). If the program decreased
girls’ chances of being exposed to their abusers during the lockdown
(for instance, if they were more likely to have jobs in the ‘‘priority
sectors’’ that were allowed to remain open or if the youth were able

to find safer housing away from the perpetrators of violence), this may



Journal of Development Economics 153 (2021) 102716S. Gulesci et al.
have reduced violence within the treatment group. However, we do
not have any evidence that points in that direction. Another alternative
mechanism could be improvements in girls’ knowledge of and access to
support services. To the extent that the program succeeded in providing
support to girls in the treatment group that experienced violence prior
to the lockdown, this may have increased their knowledge of and access
to support services. Their abusers may have also become more aware of
girls’ improved access to support in case of violence. Unfortunately, we
do not have any information to test this mechanism. The information
we have indicates that the program did put in contact with support
services those adolescents who reported abuse at baseline, but it did
so equally in the treatment and control groups. Another mechanism
might be improved social capital. The youth may have built better
support networks during the program and this could have offered them
an avenue to cope with or combat violence during the pandemic. These
are all potential mechanisms that are worth exploring in future research
evaluating youth empowerment programs.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we present results on the effects of a multi-faceted
youth empowerment program in Bolivia. We find that the program
significantly reduced violence reported by girls during the lockdown
period. While we do not have strong evidence on the mechanisms that
generated this effect, we see some weak evidence for an increase on
girls’ earnings that are coming from activities unrelated to wage work.
This increase in earnings could have improved girls’ outside options
and their economic empowerment and played a role in the reduction
in violence against them.

The main contribution of our study is to show that multi-faceted
interventions aiming to empower vulnerable youth can be particularly
effective in reducing violence against girls (but not boys) during periods
of heightened risk, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Many studies
have provided evidence of a sharp increase in violence against girls
and women during the COVID-19 pandemic, but to our knowledge,
this is the first paper reporting causal evidence of an intervention
that significantly reduced violence against girls during the COVID-19
pandemic.
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