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Early childhood is a critical period in a child’s development. Brain research suggests that 

for young children, physical and intellectual well-being, as well as socio-emotional and cognitive 

development, are all interrelated (Shonkoff, et al., 2012). Synapses develop rapidly during a 

child’s first 1,000 days, forming the basis of cognitive and emotional functioning later in life 

(Nelson, 2000). Poor conditions early in life affect not only children’s physical growth, but also 

their brain development and capabilities, with lasting consequences in adulthood (Black et al., 

2016).  

A child’s family is the first and most important support system to ensure healthy growth 

and development. This is why, when identifying 25 essential interventions for early childhood 

development (ECD), Denboba et al. (2014) include a dozen interventions that are part of a family 

support package. But this also means that when the family and especially the mother is 

vulnerable, this can have lasting negative consequences for young children.  

This article illustrates the impact that family conditions can have on ECD by considering 

the specific case of child marriage, defined as a girl marrying before the age of 18, as well as 

early childbirth, defined as a girl having a child before the age of 18, itself often a consequence 

of child marriage. The article discusses how child marriage affect not only the girls who marry 

early, but also their young children. It also discusses interventions that could help in reducing 

both the likelihood of child marriage and its intergenerational impacts. The discussion is global, 

but additional data are provided for Niger to illustrate for one country the importance of these 

issues1. 

1 The author is with the Education Global Practice at the World Bank. This article was prepared as part of work for 
two tasks at the World Bank – a task on out-of-school and disadvantaged children which benefited from funding 
from the Global Partnership for Education, and a task on the economic and social impact of child marriage 
implemented in collaboration with the International Center for Research on Women with funding from the Children 
Investment Fund Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Comments from two anonymous 
reviewers are gratefully acknowledged. The opinions expressed in this article are however those of the author only 
and need not represent those of the World Bank, its Executive Directors, or the countries they represent.  

                                                           



 

Child Marriage 

Child marriage affects more than 40,000 girls each day, especially in sub-Saharan Africa 

and South Asia where almost half of girls continue to marry before the age of 18 (UNFPA, 2012; 

UNICEF, 2014). The practice is decreasing, but only slowly. In the past 30 years, the share of 

girls marrying before the age of 18 decreased by only 11 percentage points across a set of 60 

developing countries (Nguyen and Wodon, 2015). In some countries, little progress has been 

accomplished. In Niger the share of women ages 18-22 who married before the age of 18 was 77 

percent according to the latest Demographic and Health Survey implemented in 2012. This share 

has not changed much over the last 25 years, with almost half of women ages 18-22 having their 

first child before the age of 18. In most countries with high rates of child marriage, the timings of 

first marriage and first birth suggest that having a child before the age of 18 is typically due to 

child marriage. 

Multiple and complex factors lead to child marriage, but discrimination between genders 

is a major determinant. For example, when poverty makes it hard for a household to send all 

children to school, boys may in some cases receive preferential treatment for investments in 

schooling, at least at the secondary level. When overlaid with a culture that assigns specific 

gender roles to men and women, this may leave few options for girls but to marry early, 

contributing further to a lack of empowerment for women in adulthood (Klugman et al. 2014).  

The case of Niger is a good example of such mechanisms at work. On the basis of in-

depth qualitative work conducted with researchers embedded in villages for significant periods 

of time (which tends to provide more reliable insights than those obtained from rapid focus 

groups or in-depth interviews), Perlman et al. (2016) show that menarche is often seen by parents 

as suggesting readiness for marriage. Parents also see marriage as a way to keep their daughters 

safe. Some girls may have to drop out of school due to the pressure from their parents to marry 

early. But the causality runs both ways. When girls are already out of school before marriage—

whether this is due to disinterest, failing the primary school completion exam, a lack of 

secondary school nearby, or a lack of income in the family to pay school fees—parents prefer 

seeing them married than idle. Perlman et al. (2016) suggest that most girls in the Maradi region 

– an area with high poverty and traditional values - want to marry early, whether this is due to 

cultural pressure or the fact that girls have few career choices outside of marriage and child 



rearing. Said differently, within the context of the gender roles prevalent where the girls live and 

lack of other opportunities, being a successful wife and mother is the life path to which most 

girls aspire, often as soon as they are able to.  

Peculiarities of local cultures also play a role. In Niger, a particular feature of Hausa 

communities further contributes to child marriage. Women do not work outside of the home, but 

they rely on their daughters to sell door to door or on markets the goods they produce at home. 

As girls may stay out late to peddle goods, they are at risk of being sexually harassed when they 

get older. This further contributes to pressures to marry early to avoid sexual activity outside of 

marriage. Finally, again due to cultural pressures but also lack of access to contraception, when 

girls marry early, they also have their first child very quickly, leading to early childbirth. 

 

Impacts of Child Marriage on Girls and Women 

Child marriage can have dramatic negative consequences for the girls who marry early 

and their household (Parsons et al., 2015). On the basis of physiological and social criteria and 

data from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), Dixon-Mueller (2008) suggests that children 

aged 14 and younger are almost universally too young for sexual, marital, and reproductive 

transitions, while 15-17-year-olds often are too young. Among other risks, girls marrying and 

having deliveries at a young age face a higher likelihood of complications such as obstructed or 

prolonged labor as well as fistula. In part as a result, they have a higher risk of maternal mortality 

(Nove et al., 2014). Child marriage may also reduce voice and agency for women (Klugman et 

al., 2014) and increase risks of intimate partner violence (Carbone-Lopez, 2006; Solotaroff and 

Pande, 2014; Le et al., 2014). Econometric estimates by Savadogo and Wodon (2016a) suggest 

that marginal effects are not necessarily large, but they are statistically significant in several 

countries.  

Some of the best documented negative effects of child marriage relate to its impact on 

fertility as well as girls’ education. Consider first fertility. Child marriage leads women to have 

children earlier and more children over their lifetime than if they had married later. These effects 

have been documented especially in South Asia using various techniques – while the analyses do 

not necessarily imply causation, they do suggest associations (Raj et al., 2009; Santhya et al., 

2010; Santhya, 2011; Kamal, 2012; Godha et al., 2013; Nasrullah et al., 2013; Kamal et al. 

2015). Additional econometric estimates by Onagoruwa and Wodon (2016a) suggest that in the 



case of Niger, after controlling for a wide set of other variables that also affect fertility, girls who 

marry as children have 1.35 more children on average over their lifetime in comparison to girls 

marrying later. The authors provide estimates for 14 other countries. For these other countries 

effects are smaller, but still large. This has consequences among others for poverty, since the 

probability of being poor increases with the number of children in the household.  

  



Consider next education. Two main approaches have been used in the literature to try to 

estimate the impact of child marriage on education. The first approach is very simple. It consists 

in relying on the reasons mentioned by parents in surveys for why their children have dropped 

out of school.  For example, Lloyd and Mensch (2008) find for a set of African countries that for 

girls aged 15 to 24, child marriage and pregnancies directly account for between 5 percent and 

33 percent of drop-outs, depending on the country. The second approach relies on regression 

techniques with instrumental variables to model the decision to marry, but not education 

outcomes conditional on the decision to marry. Field and Ambrus (2009) use variation in the 

timing of menarche (puberty) as the instrumental variable for the age at first marriage, given that 

in many cultural and religious traditions, including in Bangladesh, girls often are not allowed to 

marry before reaching puberty. They find that each additional year of delay in the age of 

marriage increases schooling by 0.22 year and the likelihood of literacy of 5.6 percentage points.   

For Uganda, Wodon et al. (2016) use both approaches and find that child marriage has a 

large impact on secondary education attainment with both the statistical approach based on the 

perceptions of both parents (as well as principals), and the econometric approach on the 

correlates of attainment. In Niger, using the econometric approach, Nguyen and Wodon (2016) 

find that each of early marriage before the age of 18 reduces the probability of completing 

primary education by 4.5 percentage points, while effects at the secondary level are not 

statistically significant probably in large part because so few girls complete their secondary 

education. Importantly, by reducing education attainment and literacy for the girls who marry 

early, child marriage also curtails their future opportunities to compete for well-paying jobs and 

thereby reduces earnings. 

These effects of child marriage on fertility and education attainment have implications for 

population growth as well as economic welfare. Ending child marriage today could reduce 

Niger’s population in 2030 by about five percent versus business as usual scenarios. With no 

change in the adult population in the same time frame, this would generate an equivalent five 

percent gain in Gross Domestic Product and welfare per capita. This gain would be valued at 

about half of the net development assistance received by the country in recent years, which is 

large (Wodon, 2016). In addition, through higher education attainment for girls, ending child 

marriage would also yield gains in earnings which are far from being negligible (Savadogo and 

Wodon, 2016b). 



 

  



Impacts of Child Marriage on Young Children 

 By reducing fertility and increasing girls’ education as well as earnings in adulthood, 

ending child marriage could translate into a substantial reduction in poverty. This, in turn, would 

generate conditions more favorable to ECD, as shown for example by Valadez-Martinez (2016) 

for Mexico. Given that maternal education is a key predictor of child health and development, 

apart from its effect on children through household livelihood and poverty, child marriage has an 

additional negative effect on ECD by lowering maternal education. 

 To the extent that child marriage has negative effects on domestic violence and mental 

health for women, this also generates negative spillover effects for early childhood development. 

If child brides are be at heightened risk of violence in the home and feel more isolated, this can 

lead to maternal depression, which also affects children. Toxic stress responses on the part of 

children can have damaging effects on learning, behavior, and health later in life. There is even 

evidence that when children are exposed to domestic violence in utero, they tend on average to 

have worst health at birth and increased mortality rates (Aizer, 2011). 

 Through all those various channels, child marriage may have important indirect negative 

effects for children’s development. But even more importantly, child marriage also has major 

negative effects on young children through early childbirth because children born of mothers 

younger than 18 have higher risks of under-five malnutrition and mortality than children born of 

older mothers (e.g., Raj and Boehmer, 2013; Raj et al., 2014; Fall et al., 2015; Degarege et al., 

2015). Part of the reason is that as mentioned earlier, some young mothers may simply not yet be 

ready to give birth. Especially when mothers are poorly nourished, this may put their children at 

higher risk of intrauterine growth restriction (Sawant and Venkat, 2013).  

Recent econometric analysis for 15 countries by Onagoruwa and Wodon (2016b, 2016c) 

suggests that controlling for a wide range of other factors that affect mortality and malnutrition 

for young children, when a child is born of a mother younger than 18, the risk of under-five 

mortality increases by 3.5 percentage points on average versus the risk observed for similar 

children born of mothers between 18 and 34 years of age. For under-five malnutrition (as 

measured through stunting), the average impact is at 6.3 percentage points. In Niger, both 

impacts are statistically significant, at 3.0 points for under-five mortality and 6.9 points for 

stunting.  

This again has major implications for the children not only at an early age and when they 



grow up, but also throughout adulthood. With respect to stunting, research suggests a loss in 

productivity of two percent or more for each percent loss in adult height (Caulfield et al. 2006, 

Strauss and Thomas 1998), with similar results observed for micronutrient deficiencies. Horton 

and Steckel (2013) estimate that undernutrition may lead to a loss of one tenth of Gross 

Domestic Product in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia due to lost productivity. While ending child 

marriage would not by itself end under-five malnutrition and mortality (since only a small share 

of children are born of young mothers at the time of their birth), it would contribute to reducing 

both threats. 

 

Potential Solutions 

The impacts of child marriage on the girls who marry early and their children are large. 

Interventions should be implemented to end child marriage, and reduce risks for young children. 

This is the right thing to do ethically. It is also a smart economic strategy because the returns to 

ending child marriage, including through gains in early childhood development for young 

children, tend to be high. The good news is that guidance is available on what could be done.  

Consider first policies to reduce the practice of child marriage. A useful starting point is 

the review of 23 programs with some evaluation of impacts conducted by Malhotra et al. (2013). 

The authors identified five main types of strategies to prevent or delay early marriage: 

empowering girls with information, skills, and support networks; educating and mobilizing 

parents and community members; enhancing the accessibility and quality of formal schooling for 

girls; offering economic support and incentives for girls and their families; and finally fostering 

an enabling legal and policy framework. 

While all five strategies should be pursued, some are likely to be more effective than 

others. In many countries, laws have been adopted to prevent marriage below 18 years of age, 

but they are often not enforced. Laws are needed, but they are not enough. Reframing the 

transition of girls to marriage requires dialogue with religious and community leaders who have 

a great deal of influence on those issues (on the role of religion, see for example Walker, 2015, 

and Wodon, 2015, in the case of Islam). Meeting with these leaders to critically examine the 

causes and consequences of early marriage can help in building support for policies. In some 

countries, this dialogue can be part of broader discussions on family law reform and women’s 



empowerment as they relate to legal rights and opportunities (Hallward-Driemeier and Hasan, 

2013; Prettitore, 2015).   

Yet dialogue is not enough. Specific interventions are also needed, with interventions 

reducing the cost of schooling and improving the quality of the education often showing the most 

promise. As discussed earlier, child marriage reduces a girl’s education prospects. But 

conversely a lack of education opportunities together with limited employment prospects for 

better educated girls are some of the main factors leading to child marriage. This is why in an 

influential position paper, Brown (2012) suggested to look at 'tipping-point' policies in education 

for ending child marriage, including programs to reduce the cost for girls to transition to 

secondary school.   

In order to reduce the cost of schooling for girls, conditional cash transfers are often 

mentioned. These transfers may reduce child marriage indirectly through the effect of increased 

schooling on marriage, although the impact on schooling must be large to obtain a substantial 

indirect effect on child marriage. Other interventions, such as better proximity of secondary 

schools, public transportation for girls to go to school, and improvements in the quality of 

schooling so that the incentives for girls to pursue their education are higher, may also have 

beneficial indirect effects on child marriage. Given the economic impetus for some families to 

have girls marrying early, unconditional transfers could also help reduce child marriage. Still 

another alternative is to condition transfers, whether in cash or in-kind, directly on not getting 

married. One of the first such programs with encouraging albeit small sample evidence in terms 

of positive impacts was Berhane Hewan in rural Ethiopia (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2007, 2009). 

In their broader review on interventions with high quality evidence for their impacts on 

child marriage, Kalamar et al. (2016) show that a range of interventions to promote education, 

including cash transfers, school vouchers, free school uniforms, reductions in school fees, 

teacher training, and life skills curricula, may help. In some cases the evidence is mixed, but in 

most cases interventions are found to reduce child marriage, or at least increase the age at first 

marriage.  Interventions however do not always have the full desired effects. Apni Beti Apna 

Dhan (Our Daughter, Our Wealth) is a program in the state of Haryana in India that has provided 

for two decades financial incentives to parents to marry their daughters after the age of 18. 

Several evaluations have suggested that the program has a positive impact on girls’ education 

attainment. But a recent evaluation found no impact towards reducing child marriage, and when 



marriage took place after the age of 18, it was often as soon as the girls turned 18. This may have 

been because the transfers were used to pay for the costs associated with marriage (Nande et al., 

2015). 

 In addition to preventing child marriage, interventions aiming to ensure optimal 

development for young children, including those born of young mothers, are also needed (for a 

rapid review of priorities for ECD, see in this journal issue Caceres et al., 2016). Several 

agencies have introduced frameworks to address the holistic needs of young children. One such 

framework used at the World Bank advocates for 25 interventions considered as essential for 

ECD (Denboba et al., 2014). The interventions are organized around five packages of services 

provided at different times in the life of the child: a family support package that should be 

provided throughout the ECD period, a pregnancy package, a birth package, a child health and 

development package, and a preschool or early learning package. These interventions could be 

targeted in priority towards children facing high risks, such as children born of very young 

mothers. As already mentioned, these interventions tend to have high returns. For example, using 

data for Guatemala, Hoddinott et al. (2013a, 2013b) suggest that children who benefited from a 

nutrition supplementation program were less likely to become stunted and had improved 

cognitive abilities and higher wages as adults. Every dollar invested could generate $25 in 

benefits later in life.  

One of the essential interventions listed by Denboba et al. (2014) is efforts to improve 

maternal education. The link between maternal education and positive outcomes for young 

children is essential and one of the main channels through which child marriage contributes to 

poor ECD outcome. Better maternal education improves the ability of women to demand 

appropriate services from service providers as well as their ability to take advantage of those 

services to support the growth and development of their children to the fullest extent of their 

potential. This capacity on the part of mothers to adopt the behaviors that children need, 

including through early stimulation, is greatly enhanced when the mothers have a better 

education. This link between child marriage, maternal education, and improved child outcomes 

deserves emphasis, including in terms of research that could be conducted on the potential 

impact of child marriage on cognitive on non-cognitive outcomes for young children (Asadullah 

et al., 2016). 

 Finally, it is worth noting that ending child marriage would also help in generating 



resources for investments in ECD. In countries with a high incidence of child marriage, ending 

the practice would reduce population growth quite substantially. This would in turn reduce the 

investments needed to serve the basic needs of the population since, for example, fewer children 

would need to enroll in school or receive care. The savings generated in public budgets through 

lower population growth could be invested in improving the quality of existing services and 

ensuring that essential interventions are indeed available to all young children who need them.  

 To conclude, the international community is becoming aware of the negative impacts of 

child marriage on the girls who marry early and their children. It is also becoming aware of the 

need to invest more in ECD. But the link between child marriage and ECD is rarely made 

explicitly. Ending child marriage and in the process dramatically reducing the risk of early 

childbirth would benefit not only the adolescent girls who would otherwise marry early, but also 

the opportunities available to their young children. In that sense ending child marriage should be 

a key and necessary step towards promoting optimal early childhood development for all 

children. 
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