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ACCELERATORS FOR IMPROVING THE WELLBEING 
OF ADOLESCENTS LIVING WITH DISABLED HEAD-OF-
HOUSEHOLD 

The Accelerating Achievement for Africa’s Adolescents (Accelerate) Hub 
generates evidence that identifies specific development accelerators that 
can best support adolescents in Africa in attaining the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Accelerators are services, provisions, 
or policies that lead to progress across multiple SDGs and dimensions of 
development1. The Hub’s research has shown that interventions such as 
social protection, safe schools, food security, parenting programmes, and 
psychosocial support when combined, are development accelerators that 
support young people in achieving their full potential. The Accelerate Hub 
has been identifying development accelerators that can achieve multiple 
positive impacts on adolescents’ well-being, including improved educational 
achievement, mental health and SRHR outcomes, reductions in violence 
against children, HIV incidence, child marriage  and other SDG-related 
outcomes. 

Zambia has implemented several interventions that can be considered 
development accelerators. One potential accelerator example is Zambia’s 
flagship social protection programme which started in 2010 to address 
extreme poverty. In 2019, the programme reached an estimated 70% of 
extremely poor households with monthly cash payments to help them afford 
a meal daily for a month. Households are eligible to receive cash transfers 
if they are identified as extremely poor through standard-of-living measures 
that satisfy one or more household criteria. Others are life-long learning and 
mobile phone access, often bundled with the social cash transfer programme. 

1  Cluver , L. et al. Improving lives by accelerating progress towards the UN Sustainable Development Goals for adolescents living with HIV: a prospectivecohort study. The Lancet Child and Adolescent Health (2019)

BACKGROUND  

More than 1 billion people worldwide are living with 
disabilities, many of whom face particular challenges in 
accessing essential services and realising their full potential. 
Promoting adolescent health and well-being is critical to 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Key 
challenges threatening their future achievement include 
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) infections, mental 
disorders such as depression, suicide and lack of access 
to education. Furthermore, these challenges are worse for 
adolescents living with disabled heads of households and 
negatively impact immediate adolescents’ Sustainable 
Development Goals-aligned well-being and successful 
transition into safe adulthood.
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RATIONALE, RESEARCH 
AIM, DATA, STATISTICAL 
APPROACH   

Social protection programmes have been 
shown to improve well-being and include 
people with disabilities through the delivery 
of cash and other services via mobile 
phone to individuals and households2. The 
study sought to explore whether the receipt 
of social cash transfers, in combination 
with other provisions, could potentially be 
accelerators that can support adolescents 
in households headed by persons with 
disabilities in Zambia. 

AIM: To examine associations between 
accelerators (interventions impacting ≥2 
SDG targets) and SDG-aligned well-being 
indicators among adolescents aged 16 - 
24 in Zambia.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

  About half (51.7%) of the adolescents who lived with household heads with disabilities reported 
difficulties in mental, physical, and social well-being. Many socio-demographic characteristics 
and SDG-aligned targets indicators differed significantly between adolescents living with 
household heads with and without disabilities; the three hypothesized accelerators did not 
differ.

  Receipt of social cash transfers, life-long learning, and mobile phone access was significantly 
associated with no poverty, receipt of informal cash transfers, good health, seeking mental 
support, no suicidal ideation, school enrolment, and no health access restrictions related to 
disabilities for adolescents living with household heads with and without disabilities (Figure 1).

2   Nations U. Disability and Development Report. Realizing the Sustainable Development Goals by, for and with Persons with Disabilities 2018. New York: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2019).  
Report No.: 9789210479035(PDF).

DATA: A representative sample of 1,725 
adolescents 15-24 years (51.1% female) 
living across four districts of Luapula 
province. The household data were 
drawn from 90 community welfare action 
committees (CWACs).

STATISTICAL APPROACH: Multivariate 
logistic regression controlling for five 
socioeconomic covariates.

The figure above presents absolute differences in percentage points in adjusted probabilities of 
adolescents reporting no poverty, access to informal transfers, school enrolment, and no disability 
health access restrictions from no provisions to combined provisions (social cash transfers, life-
long learning, and mobile phone access. The differences are presented for adolescents living in 
head-of-households without disabilities (A) and with disabilities (B).

  Adolescents living with a head of household with disabilities had a higher probability of 
reporting lower social, physical, and mental health outcomes than their counterparts without a 
head of household with disabilities. 

  Combinations of potential accelerator interventions were associated with changes in the 
probabilities of experiencing adequate levels of SDG-aligned targets indicators outcomes for 
adolescents living with head-of-household with and without disabilities. 

Figure 1:   
Changes in the probability levels of SDG-aligned outcomes for adolescents living with 
household heads without (A) and with disabilities (B) from synergies of interventions.

Figure 1:   
Data representative sample.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS  

  In Zambia, interventions that combine social cash 
transfers, lifelong learning, and mobile phone 
access had a higher potential for improving 
vulnerable adolescents’ SDG-aligned well-being 
than individual interventions. Therefore, leveraging 
the existing Zambia Social Cash Transfer flagship 
social protection programme to identify households 
needing additional support and linking these 
households to other services that deliver mobile 
phone access and lifelong learning could improve the 
well-being of adolescents in Zambia.

  Interventions that deliver lifelong learning may 
reinforce and complement the effects of social 
protection and cash transfer programmes by 
bringing participants together, potentially increasing 
their social networks—mitigating the need for mental 
health support—and increasing opportunities for 
informal cash transfers.

  Adolescents benefit from programmes unequally 
depending on the disability status of their head of 
household and combining existing interventions may 
not overcome these inequalities. Therefore, policies 
to correct disability-related inequalities (“disability 
gaps”) may be required. These could include policies 
that target adolescent–parent relationships, augment 
social cash transfers, life-long learning, mobile phone 
access, psychosocial, mental health, and financial 
support to offset disability-related inequalities. 

  Urgent and coordinated government action is 
needed both to realise the rights of people living with 
disabilities and address the needs of young people 
living with a disabled head-of-household. 
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