
Child Marriage 
Child marriage, although uncommon in British modern society it is extremely common worldwide, 

with prevalence rates reaching up to 76% in countries. Every year, 12 million girls marry before the 

age of 18. Child marriage happens across countries, cultures and regions. Many people in Western 

society have no idea what child marriage is, and the lasting consequences on brides and their 

families. 

The UNICEF definition of child marriage is “a marriage of a girl or boy before the age of 18 and refers 

to both formal marriages and informal unions in which children under the age of 18 live with a 

partner as if married.” 

Child marriage is a truly global problem that cuts across countries, cultures, religions and ethnicities. 

Child brides can be found in every region in the world, from the Middle East to Latin America, South 

Asia to Europe. 

So why does child marriage happen? To be honest, there is a wide range of reasons that vary in 

different areas across the globe. But overall, at its heart, child marriage is rooted in gender 

inequality and the belief that girls and women are somehow inferior to boys and men. 

• In many communities where child marriage is practised, girls are not valued as much as boys 

– they are seen as a burden on their family. Marrying your daughter at a young age can be 

viewed as a way to ease economic hardship by transferring this ‘burden’ to her husband’s 

family. Child marriage is also driven by patriarchal values and the desire to control female 

sexuality, for instance, how a girl should behave, how she should dress, who she should be 

allowed to see, to marry, etc. Families closely guard their daughters’ sexuality and virginity in 

order to protect the family honour. Girls who have relationships or become pregnant 

outside of marriage are shamed for bringing dishonour on their family.  

• Child marriage is a traditional practice that in many places happens simply because it has 

happened for generations. In some communities, when girls start to menstruate, they 

become women in the eyes of the community. Marriage is therefore the next step towards 

giving a girl her status as a wife and mother.Harmful traditional practices can be linked to 

each other. In southern Ethiopia for instance, child marriage usually follows the practice of 

female genital mutilation/cutting, which is considered a rite of passage to womanhood. 

Traditional practices often go unquestioned because they have been part of a community’s 

life and identity for a very long time.  

• More than half of girls from the poorest families in the developing world are married as 

children. Where poverty is acute, families and sometimes girls themselves believe that 

marriage will be a solution to secure their future. Giving a daughter in marriage allows 

parents to reduce family expenses by ensuring they have one less person to feed, clothe and 

educate. Families may also see investing in their son’s education as more worthwhile 

investment. In some cases marriage of a daughter is a way to repay debts, manage disputes, 

or settle social, economic and political alliances. In communities where a dowry or ‘bride 

price’ is paid, it is often welcome income for poor families; in those where the bride’s family 

pays the groom a dowry, they often have to pay less money if the bride is young and 

uneducated. 



• Many parents marry their daughters young because they feel it is in her best interest, often 

to ensure her safety in areas where girls are at high risk of harassment and physical or sexual 

assault. Child marriage can increase in humanitarian crises, such as in conflict or after a 

natural disaster. When families face even greater hardship, they may see child marriage as a 

coping mechanism in the face of poverty and violence. Nine out of the ten countries with the 

highest child marriage rates are considered fragile states.  

Currently there are laws against child marriage all over the world, but they differ. Some countries 

have the limit at 18 years old with no exceptions whereas others have no laws whatsoever with all 

exceptions considered. Even laws, however, are not enough to end child marriage. In India, for 

example the law is the legal age of marriage is 18 years with no exceptions taken into account 

however in spite of that 26% of children in India are married before the age of 18. This shows that 

even though governments can put laws into place it takes a lot more power to break traditions. 

But drivers will vary from one community to the next and the practice may look different across 

regions and countries, even within the same country. 

Since the war broke out in Syria, child marriage rates have risen sharply. Before the war, child 

marriage did happen. But conflict has exacerbated many of the factors that push families into 

marrying their daughters off, such as insecurity, poverty and lack of education. In just three years 

from 2011 to 2014, child marriage has tripled. This is the story of a girl who suffered the 

consequences of the Syrian civil and was forced to marry as a mere child. 

“My name is Hanan. I am 16 years old and I’m from Syria. When I was in Syria, I was in school. I 

was able to go play with my friends and I was very happy. When I came to Lebanon, I was no 

longer allowed to study or see my friends, my neighbours, or get together with anyone. When I got 

married I was 13 years old. And I had a really big responsibility. I could not handle the cooking or 

the housework. It was a huge responsibility. I used to look at my friends, and wish I could return to 

the days of childhood again. My dream now is to finish my education and become a doctor. I want 

to give a message to every girl out there: focus on your education and the goals you have set for 

yourself. Do not leave your education at an early age. Keep up a sense of ambition.” 

Child brides face huge challenges because they are married as children.  

• Isolated and with limited freedom, married girls often feel disempowered. They are deprived 

of their fundamental rights to health, education and safety. 

• Child brides are neither physically nor emotionally ready to become wives and mothers. 

They face more risks of experiencing dangerous complications in pregnancy and childbirth, 

contracting HIV/AIDS and suffering domestic violence. With little access to education and 

economic opportunities, they and their families are more likely to live in poverty 

• Systems that undervalue the contribution and participation of girls and women limit their 

own possibilities for growth, stability and transformation. 

• Child marriage directly hinders the achievement of at least six of the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

 

 



In recent years child marriage has gained increasing prominence on international and national 

development agendas. Today, we have a unique opportunity to act on this momentum and 

accelerate our efforts to help change the lives of girls and young women all over the world. 

Ending child marriage requires us to understand the complex drivers behind the practice in different 

contexts and adapt our interventions accordingly. 

Ending child marriage also requires increased, targeted investments from both international donors 

and governments in high prevalence countries. The funding that is currently available is nowhere 

near large enough to match the scale of child marriage worldwide. 


