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Executive
summary

M arriage is widely regarded as a
place of safety to shelter from
the risks of adolescence. In

many parts of the developing world, parents
and policy makers see marriage as a walled gar-
den where cultural and family values protect
young girls from defilement and stigma.
Particularly in poorer and rural areas, there is
pressure on parents to marry off their daugh-
ters while they are very young before they
become an economic liability. Millions of girls
reluctantly enter into marriage while they are
still children, just sexually mature but unready
in every other way for this profound change in
their lives. Typically, an adolescent bride knows
little of her new husband or new life, has little
control over her destiny and is unaware of the
health risks that she faces.

When an adolescent girl starts a sexual rela-
tionship with a man 10 years older than she is,
he may be sexually experienced. If he is infect-
ed with a sexually transmitted infection  (STI)
or with HIV, a marriage certificate offers no
protection. In the context of the AIDS pandem-
ic, it is a chilling fact that the majority of
unprotected sex between an un-infected adoles-
cent girl and an infected older man takes place
within marriage with the blessing of parents
and community. Neither AIDS nor STIs respect
marriage as a place of safety.

Early marriage below the age of 18, and par-
ticularly very early marriage below the age of
16, distorts the life pattern of young girls. It
often brings an end to their education and their
hopes of an independent income. It places a
young girl in a position of isolation, detached
from her own family and friends and living
within a household where she may not be val-

ued until she has proved her fertility.
The newly married couple must try to create

a life-long relationship under conditions where
they have little or no pre-existing knowledge of
each other, there is no sense of equality and
they have little support. They have unprotected
sex, under pressure for the young bride to con-
ceive within the first year of marriage. If sex is
not freely given by the girl, it may be taken as a
right by the man.

In sub-Saharan Africa the risk of HIV infec-
tion is very high, and everywhere there is a risk
of sexually transmitted infection. Such infec-
tions may damage the fertility of a young
woman, and cause the stigma that early mar-
riage was supposed to avoid.

An adolescent bride who becomes pregnant
receives new status as a mother-to-be, but also
faces new dangers. Pregnancy and delivery
carry increased risks for adolescent first time
mothers, who may be neither physically nor
psychologically ready for childbirth.

In the case of very young mothers risks may
arise from becoming pregnant before the body
is fully grown and prepared. In the case of older
adolescents, the risks are mainly those associat-
ed with a first pregnancy. The young mother
knows little about her own body or warning
signs, and lacks sufficient money and status in
her new household to access antenatal care or a
skilled attendant at the birth. There is unlikely
to be a system for her to receive obstetric care in
an emergency. These circumstances lead to
death in childbirth for too many young moth-
ers, while for every girl who dies, another 30
suffer a pregnancy related illness, injury or dis-
ability. Some injuries cause a young married
girl to be abandoned by her husband and new
family and left with no means of support.

This picture of too early marriage is reflected
in South Asia, parts of sub-Saharan Africa, and
some parts of Western Asia1 and Latin America.

1. In line with current UN usage, this document uses Western Asia for what was previously referred to in English as the Middle East,
except when referring to  data collected and cited as being for ‘the Middle East’.
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Mothers who were unable to make choices for
themselves, are often under pressure to compel
their daughters to repeat the cycle.

Early marriage often takes away a girl's
human right to choose when to marry, to
choose her husband or to consent to sex. It pre-
vents her from making informed choices about
protected sex based on an understanding of the
risks and the options.

Even when legislation protects girls from
early marriage and early childbirth, deep root-
ed cultural customs may slow the pace of
change. However, in many places there are pro-
grammes designed to delay marriage, to
encourage adolescent girls to stay in school and

to delay the birth of the first child. Programmes
also seek to ensure that young married girls
have a better chance of a healthy pregnancy, safe
delivery and good quality postnatal care. The
most promising programmes engage adoles-
cent girls, parents, husbands and in-laws, as
well as  social and cultural issues, so that the
rights of adolescent girls can be protected by
the societies in which they grow and develop.

The Millennium Development Goals for
international development cannot be achieved
without tackling early marriage. This document
explores these issues and outlines some promis-
ing programmes in countries where early mar-
riage and early childbirth are common. ■

Millennium Development Goals
Tackling the ill-effects of early marriage has a direct bearing on six of the eight Millennium
Development Goals agreed in September 2000 as development priorities until 2015.
Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Young brides are less likely to have the training and opportunity to earn, and less likely to be
able to access resources.
Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education
Eliminating the worst examples of early marriage, below the age of 15, will allow girls to
complete primary education, and acquire skills to increase their chance to earn an income.
Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women 
Giving adolescent girls a choice in whether to marry and providing alternatives to early
marriage will give girls greater self-confidence and choice. Girls who marry will have greater
confidence to control their own fertility, and to seek treatment for infections or when pregnant. 
Goal 4: Reduce child mortality
Delaying first births and improving antenatal, delivery and postnatal care for young first time
mothers will have a significant impact on child mortality figures.
Goal 5: Improve maternal health 
The target is to reduce by three-quarters the ratio of women dying in childbirth by 2015. Young
first time mothers have double the chance of dying during or after childbirth. Very young
mothers below the age of 15 have a five-fold chance of death. 
Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
Adolescent girls who marry older men have a heightened risk of HIV. Reducing levels of
adolescent marriage is an essential part of an overall programme to reduce the risks of HIV. 
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What do we
mean by 
early marriage?

TT he UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC) marks the age of 18
as the dividing line between child-

hood and adulthood. However, the legal frame-
work for marriage varies between countries
and can be different for males and females. In
some cultures, religion or tradition permit
marriage at the age of 12 or earlier.

The CRC promises children the right to edu-
cation and the highest attainable standards of
health, and the right to be protected from men-
tal and physical violence, sexual abuse and sex-
ual exploitation. Children have the right to
have their views taken into account and not to
be separated from their parents against their
will. Anyone below the age of 18 is a child
“unless under the law applicable to the child,
majority is attained earlier”1. In some countries
marriage automatically confers adult status.
Girls who marry below the age of 18 can lose
the protection of the CRC.

International conventions have insisted for
more than 50 years that marriages should be
freely entered into. The Universal Declaration
of Human Rights says marriage shall only be
entered into “with the free and full consent of
the intending spouses”. However, the legal
framework in countries may lack sufficient
power to offer this protection. As an example,
in Ethiopia, the Civil Code says that consent
obtained by force for marriage is invalid.
However, the Code says that an agreement
based on 'reverential fear' for a parent does not
invalidate a marriage.2

The Committee that oversees the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) has
recommended that 18 should be the minimum
legal age for marriage for both males and
females. However, 20 countries are not parties
to CEDAW and another 23 have made reserva-
tions, withholding support from Article 16
which guarantees equal rights in marriage.3

The legal age of marriage varies from 14 in
Bolivia to 21 in Cameroon. Traditional mar-
riages are often allowed at ages well below the
legal age and there are still many marriages ini-
tiated as soon as the girl becomes sexually
mature as defined by the onset of menarche,
typically around 12 to 14 years of age. In
Ghana, young people below the age of 18 can
marry with the consent of a parent or guardian.
In Colombia, the legal age of marriage is 18 for
boys and girls, but boys over the age of 14 and
girls over the age of 12 can marry with the con-
sent of their parents. Turkey has a legal age of
15 for girls and 17 for boys, but religious mar-
riages can take place at younger ages.2

Variations in marriage
There are social and cultural variations in mar-
riage. Marriage is not always one fixed event
and the processes are changing throughout the
developing world. Even within arranged mar-
riages there is a huge variation in practice. A
girl may be betrothed at a very young age but
not live with her husband until later.4

1. Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 1.
2. Haberland N et al. 2003. Married Adolescents an Overview, presented at WHO/UNFPA/ Population Council Technical Consultation on

Married Adolescents, Geneva.
3. Figures for accession and reservations are as at August 2005. The status of accession to CEDAW by individual countries can be

checked on the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights website. Go to http://www.unhchr.ch/ and click on Treaties.
4. Brady M. 2003. Differentiating risk perception and protection needs across the marital transition,  presented at WHO/UNFPA/ Population

Council Technical Consultation on Married Adolescents, Geneva.

The Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC) defines a child as anyone
under the age of 18. The World Health
Organization defines an adolescent as a
person aged 10-19. 
Young people are defined as persons
aged 10-24, while youth are defined as
15-24-year-olds. 
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