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History: 
Child marriage is defined by global organizations as a formal marriage or informal 
union entered into by an individual before reaching the age of 18. Even though child 
marriage affects both young girls and boys, it is much more common among girls.  
 
In the medieval times, it was common for girls to be married before the onset of 
puberty and arranging the marriage of a young girl was one of the privileges of her 
father. In the Middle Ages marriage was linked to puberty leading to most girls being 
married around puberty. In Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome early marriage was 
encouraged for both boys and girls. Girls typically married above the age of 12 and 
boys above the age of 14. 
 
Religion is said to play a huge role in determining marriageable age. Historically the 
Catholic Church set the minimum age for a valid marriage at 14 for males and 12 for 
females and allowed dissoluble betrothal (a Canon form of engagement used by 
medieval rulers in cases when one or both future spouses were minors) at the age of 7. 
The Code of Canon Law passed in 1917 raised the minimum age for a valid marriage 
to 16 for males and 14 for females. 
 
In Islam marriageable age is not fixed and marriage is allowed when the girl and her 
guardians feel that the she has reached sexual maturity. Jewish scholars and rabbis 
strongly discouraged marriage before the onset of puberty, but in exceptional cases 
allowed girls ages 3 through 12 to be married by their fathers. 
 
Background Information:	  
“Child marriage” is generally understood to mean marriages that take place before the 
age of 18, but for many girls, marriage occurs much earlier, in some countries girls as 
young as 7 or 8 are forced by their families to marry much older men. The reasons 
girls are married are diverse. Worldwide, more than 700 million women alive today 
were married before their 18th birthday. More than one in three (about 250 million) 
entered into union before age 15. Moreover, child marriage among girls is most 
common in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, and the 10 countries with the highest 
rates are found in these two regions. Niger has the highest overall prevalence of child 
marriage in the world. However, Bangladesh has the highest rate of marriage 
involving girls under age 15. South Asia is home to almost half (42 per cent) of all 
child brides worldwide; India alone accounts for one third of the global total.  
 
Some families force their daughters into marriages at a young age because as age 
increases, the dowry (property or money brought by a bride to her husband on their 
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marriage) increase and the bride price (amount paid by the groom to the parents of a 
bride for them to consent to him marrying their daughter) decreases. Some families 
also forcibly marry their daughters young if they live in poverty as the girl becomes 
an economic burden to them, due to social pressure as people often believed that if a 
girl is not married by the age of 18 she becomes too old for marriage or to protect her 
from forced migration and slavery. 
 
Traditions play a significant role in some societies and traditions are regarded as 
superior to the law, there is also a lack of law enforcement and reporting cases of 
child marriage. Girls are usually not aware of the protection they may receive from 
social organizations and will therefore not speak out.  
 
The lack of educations of girls and their families is often seen as a major reason 
contributing to child marriage. Girls are not aware of the health problems associated 
with child marriage or their rights and after marriage, girls usually get pregnant and 
start a family therefore putting an end to their education and opportunities as well as 
facing major health implications when giving birth.    
 
In December 2011 a resolution adopted by the United Nations General Assembly 
(A/RES/66/170) designated October 11 as International Day of the Girl Child. On 
October 11, 2012 the first International Day of the Girl Child was held, the theme of 
which was ending child marriage 
 
Child marriage has serious and long lasting consequences on 
girls and the economy, these include: 
Health-‐related	  consequences	  
 
Child marriage directly threatens the health and well-being of girls: complications 
from pregnancy and childbirth are the main cause of death among adolescent girls 
aged 15-19 in developing countries. Girls aged 15 to 20 are twice as likely to die in 
childbirth as those in their 20s, and girls under the age of 15 are five times as likely to 
die. 
 
These consequences are due largely to girls’ physical immaturity where the pelvis and 
birth canal are not fully developed. Complications in labor are exacerbated where 
emergency obstetric services are scarce, as is the case in many societies where child 
marriage is prevalent. 
 
Pregnancy for adolescent girls poses a serious risk of developing obstetric fistula, 
since their smaller pelvises make them prone to obstructed labor. Fistula leaves its 
victims with urine or fecal incontinence that causes infection, pain, and a bad smell. 
A child born to a girl under 18 has a 60 percent greater chance of dying in the first 
year of life than one born to a woman 19 and older. 
 
Researchers found that girls under 18 who get married are 41% more likely to 
experience mental health problems, including depression, anxiety and bipolar 
disorders. They are also more likely to become dependent on alcohol, drugs and 
nicotine. 
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Education-‐related	  consequences	  
 
Child marriage frequently ends a girl’s education forever. Girls who marry young are 
often expected to take on responsibilities at home that are prioritized over attending 
school. A lack of education limits girls' choices and opportunities throughout their 
lives, not just when they are children. The price of this exclusion is often poverty. 
 
Without education, girls and adult women have fewer opportunities to financially 
provide for themselves and their families. Research shows how limited education may 
make girls and women more vulnerable to persistent poverty when their spouses die, 
abandon, or divorce them. 
 

Violence	  against	  married	  girls	  
 
Married girls and young women between the ages of 15 and 19 with low levels of 
education are at a much greater risk of domestic and sexual violence from their 
spouses than older and more educated women. Research cites spousal age difference, 
typical of child marriage, as a significant risk factor associated with violence and 
sexual abuse against girls. 
 
Non-consensual sex can have especially devastating mental health consequences for 
young girls because they are at a formative stage of psychological development. Child 
brides also often face emotional abuse and discrimination in the homes of their 
husbands and in-laws. Confined to a home that may be removed from their hometown 
and familiar surroundings, they are isolated from friends and family. 
 
Child marriages lead to a violation of women’s rights as a forced marriage takes away 
the freedom of choice from women, the freedom of speech and control over their 
bodies’. 
 

Consequences	  on	  the	  economy	  
 
In countries where child marriage is prevalent, girls are forced to terminate their 
education in order to raise a family. The lack of education of girls makes them 
unqualified to get decent jobs therefore making them unable to contribute to the 
workforce of the economies they live in which in turn results in a less productive 
economy with a workforce that is primarily composed of men. 
 
 
 
Child marriage is a violation of numerous international 
treaties and conventions such as but not limited to: 
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Article	  16,	  The	  Universal	  Declaration	  of	  Human	  Rights	  	  
 
(1) Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or 
religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They are entitled to equal 
rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution. 
 
(2) Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending 
spouses. 
 
(3) The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 
protection by society and the State. 
 

The	  Convention	  on	  the	  Rights	  of	  the	  Child	  
 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child was carefully drafted over the course of 
ten years from 1979 to1989. The CRC recognizes that children are entitled to human 
rights in their own right. Thus, the CRC reflects a movement away from the view of 
the child as a recipient of privileges bestowed at the discretion the family, community 
and the State towards a more progressive view of the child as the bearer of legal rights 
under international law

 

 

The	  CRC	  Provisions	  Relating	  to	  Child	  Marriage:	  	  

Article 1: A child means every human being below the age of eighteen years unless, 
under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier                           

Article 2: Freedom from discrimination on any grounds, including sex, religion, 
ethnic or social origin, birth or other status                                                                

Article 3: In all actions concerning children...the best interests of the child shall be a 
primary consideration.                                                                                               

Article 6: Maximum support for survival and development                                      

Article 12: The right to express his or her views freely in all matters affecting the 
child in accordance with age and maturity                                                               

Article 19: The right to protection from all forms of physical or mental violence, 
injury or abuse, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the 
care of parents, guardian or any other person                                                           

Article 24: The right to health and to access to health services; and to be protected 
from harmful traditional practices                                                                             

Articles 28 and 29: The right to education on the basis of equal opportunity            

Article 34: The right to protection from all forms of sexual exploitation and sexual 
abuse                                                                                                                         
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Article 35: The right to protection from abduction, sale or trafficking                    

Article 36: The right to protection from all forms of exploitation prejudicial to any 
aspect of the child’s welfare  

Article 16, Convention on the Elimination of all forms of discrimination against 
women                                                                                                                    

Countries must eliminate discrimination against women in marriage and family 
relations. Countries must ensure that women have equal rights as men in their choice 
of whom to marry and whether to marry, and any matters relating to the birth, 
adoption, and raising of children. The marriage of a child has no legal effect and 
countries should take steps to set a minimum age for marriage.  

The	   Convention	   on	   the	   Consent	   to	   Marriage,	   Minimum	   Age	   for	   Marriage	   and	  
Registration	  of	  Marriage	  	  

This Convention requires the state parties to take legislative action to specify a 
minimum age for marriage and stipulates that no marriage shall be legally entered into 
by any person under this age, except where a competent authority has granted a 
dispensation as to the age, for serious reasons, in the interest of the intending spouses.  

The Convention calls upon parties to eliminate the marriage of girls under the age of 
puberty and requires that states to stipulate the minimum age of marriage. 

Article	  23,	  International	  Convention	  on	  Civil	  and	  Political	  Rights	  	  
1. The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 
protection by society and the State. 
 
2. The right of men and women of marriageable age to marry and to found a family 
shall be recognized. 
 
3. No marriage shall be entered into without the free and full consent of the intending 
spouses. 
 
4. States Parties to the present Covenant shall take appropriate steps to ensure equality 
of rights and responsibilities of spouses as to marriage, during marriage and at its 
dissolution. In the case of dissolution, provision shall be made for the necessary 
protection of any children. 

Article	   1,	   Convention	   against	   Torture	   and	   Other	   Cruel,	   Inhuman	   or	   Degrading	  
Treatment	  or	  Punishment	  

According to Article 1 of the CAT, the acquiescence of the law enforcement in failing 
to prosecute rape in child marriage, especially in countries where rape covers both 
marital and non-marital rape, provides the necessary requirement of Article 1 (1) that 
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the act be inflicted “...with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other 
person acting in an official capacity.”  

Timeline	  of	  events:	  
1945: The UN Charter reaffirmed a faith in fundamental human rights and in the 
equal rights of men and women and encouraged respect for fundamental freedoms 
without distinction as to sex. 
 
1948: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states in Article 16 that marriage is 
to take place only if both intended spouses agree. 
 
1964: Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and 
Registration of Marriages outlines that state parties to the convention must set a 
minimum age for marriage. 
 
1989: The Convention on the Rights of the Child is adopted recognizing a child as 
any individual below the age of 18. 
 
2011: Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting. 54 Heads of Government 
commit to taking action. 
 
2012: 1st International Day of the Girl Child. Focuses on child marriage and 50 Girls 
Not Brides members from 29 countries call for action. 
 
2013: September. 1st ever HRC resolution on child marriage co-sponsored by 100+ 
countries puts child marriage on the HRC agenda. 
 
2013: December. 1st ever UNGA resolution on child marriage highlights child 
marriage as a barrier to development. 
 
2014: April. 1st OHCHR report on child, early and forced marriage. 
 
2014: July. London Girl Summit. The first global summit to mobilize efforts to end 
child marriage and FGM/C within a generation. 
 
2014: 2nd UNGA resolution on child marriage 
 
2015: May. Commonwealth Kigali Declaration adopted by 15 National Human 
Rights Institutions. 
 
2015: June. Common African Position on Ending Child Marriage in Africa adopted 
by all African Union Member States calls for comprehensive action and minimum age 
of marriage at 18. 
 
2015: September. Sustainable Development Goals address child marriage and aims to 
end child marriage by 2030. 
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MAIN FIGURES/COUNTRIES/ORGANIZATIONS INVOLVED:  

UNFPA: The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) is the lead UN agency for 
delivering a world where every pregnancy is wanted, every childbirth is safe and 
every young person's potential is fulfilled. UNFPA’s sectoral efforts on child 
marriage bring together an understanding of population dynamics, and age- 
appropriate sexual and reproductive health information and services including those 
for family planning, maternal health and HIV, while accounting for gender dynamics 
and cultural context. 

UNICEF: one way UNICEF is addressing the issue of child marriage is through the 
promotion of girls’ education. research has shown that higher levels of education for 
girls prevent child marriage. UNICEF is the lead agency for the United nations Girls’ 
education initiative, which works to ensure that all children everywhere will be able 
to complete primary schooling. 

Girls	  Not	  Brides: Girls Not Brides is a global partnership of more than 300 non-
governmental organizations from over 50 countries committed to ending child 
marriage. Members are based throughout Africa, South Asia, the Middle East, Europe 
and North America and work on child marriage in many different ways – by working 
directly with girls and child brides in their communities or focusing on research and 
advocacy to bring greater attention to this neglected problem. By coming together in 
partnership, Girls Not Brides members are raising their voices to call for action on 
child marriage locally, nationally and all over the world. 

India: India has the highest number of child brides in the world. It is estimated that 
47% of girls in India are married before their 18th birthday. Girls are married as 
children because they are seen as a burden to their families and once married their 
responsibilities are transferred to their husbands. To combat the issue, India has set 
the minimum age for marriage for girls to 18 years of age, in addition, India is a part 
of the UNFPA and UNICEF’s Programme to Accelerate Action to End Child 
Marriage. 

Niger: Niger has the highest rate of child marriage in the world. 3 in 4 girls marry 
before their 18th birthday. The main reason for child marriage in Niger is poverty and 
a hope to increase the social status of the girl and her family. The legal age for 
marriage in Niger is 15 but there is a proposed law to raise it to 18. Niger is a part of 
the UNFPA and UNICEF’s Programme to Accelerate Action to End Child Marriage. 

Canada: Canada’s offices abroad are taking action to end child marriages by raising 
awareness in Bangladesh, helping girls speak out in Nigeria and empowering women 
and girls to reach their full potential in Guatemala. 

RESOLUTIONS	  THAT	  HAVE	  PASSED/MAIN	  EVENTS	  THAT	  OCCURRED:	  
On Thursday 2 July 2015, the United Nations Human Rights Council unanimously 
adopted a resolution co-sponsored by over 85 States to strengthen efforts to prevent 
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and eliminate child, early and forced marriage, a practice that affects 15 million girls 
every year. The resolution is the first-ever substantive resolution on child marriage 
adopted by the Council. 
 
It recognizes child marriage as a violation of human rights “that prevents individuals 
from living their lives free from all forms of violence” and that has “wide ranging and 
adverse consequences on the enjoyment of human rights, such as the right to 
education, the right to the highest attainable standard of health, including sexual and 
reproductive health”. It also recognizes child marriage as a “barrier to sustainable 
development” that “helps to perpetuate the cycle of poverty”. 
 
Supported by a cross-regional group of 88 States, including from countries with high 
rates of child marriage, the resolution demonstrates global support for ending child 
marriage and making it a human rights and development priority in the post-2015 
development framework. 
 
It complements the resolution adopted by the UN General Assembly the previous year 
by bringing a human rights perspective to national efforts, which will be essential to 
protect girls from child marriage and support those who are already married. 

SUGGESTIONS	  FOR	  RESOLUTIONS:	  	  

Bearing in mind that all countries allowing child marriage have voted for The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

Noting with satisfaction the slight fall in the rates of child marriage globally,  

1. Encourages legally enforcing eighteen years as the minimum age for marriage 
globally with no exceptions;  
 

2. Expresses its hope that governments allow organizations such as the United 
Nations to intervene as to put and end to child marriage. 

GUIDING	  QUESTIONS	  FOR	  RESEARCH	  

1. How can you help end child marriage in your community? 
2. What are your country’s policies on child marriage? 
3. What do you think the main factors contributing to child marriage are? 
4. Do you think education plays a role in child marriage? Why? 
5. Why is child marriage prevalent in developing regions of the world? 
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