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Abstract
Introduction: Early marriage exposes young brides to a lot of ills, which are not limited to emotional and mental distress, school
drop-out, early widowhood, Vesico-vaginal stula (VVF) disease, etc. This study, therefore, aims to present the proportion of
young girls in Africa within age groups 15-19 and 20-24 years who are married, along with the percentage of those within age 2024 years who got married before age 15 or 18.
Methodology: This study made use of secondary data from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), 2017, on the proportion
of child brides in the 29 African countries. The raw data was inputted into the Microsoft Excel 2019, analyzed and presented in
sentences, percentages, and tables.
Results: Niger had the highest proportion (61%) of girls within the age 15-19 years who were married while Namibia had the
lowest (5%). Out of 28 countries, 19 countries had less than 25% of teenage girls (15-19 years) who were married. Niger also
accounted for the highest proportion (91%) of young brides married by the age 20-24 years, while Namibia had the lowest
percentage (20%) of brides within the age 20-24 years.
Conclusion: African countries rank among the rst twenty with a high prevalence of child marriages. This practice affects the
health, economic status, quality of life of these “innocent girls” both in the present and in the future. Therefore, measures to
tackle this menace as recommended by UNICEF and UNFPA and emphasized by this study needs to be put in place to change
this sad narrative.

Introduction
Early marriage is de ned as any form of marriage involving a boy or girl younger than the age of 18 [1]. It is more prevalent in
girls, as boys enjoy greater independence and fewer restrictions [2]. The prevalence of young brides was reported to be highest in
Sub-Africa ranging from 23% in Kenya and 40% in Uganda [1]. Early marriage exposes young brides into emotional and mental
distress, intolerance, school drop-out, Vesico Vaginal Fistula (VVF) disease, early widowhood, frustration, among others [3]. All
these do not only affect the girl child but their children, families, and society at large [4].
An estimated 60% of young mothers within age 15–24 years in Gombe, north-eastern part of Nigeria, had only primary school
education. Also, the majority of them had complications before or after the delivery of their child(ren) [4]. Child brides’ education
is usually truncated and may reinforce gender bias [5] and also increases the risk of poverty [6]. Early marriage hinders the girls’
ability to continue schooling after marriage which exposes them to several adverse sociological and health-related outcomes [7].
These include compromised sexual and reproductive health, increased risk of mental problems e.g. depression, suicidal thought
among others, [8, 1], higher risk of partner violence [9], decreased social and physical mobility and decreased autonomy in
decision-making within and outside of the household [10, 11]. Child marriage also predisposes young girls to high risk of early
pregnancy, maternal morbidity, and maternal death [12].
Against this background, this study aims to present the proportion of young girls in Africa within age groups 15–19 and 20–
24 years who are married along with the percentage of those within age 20–24 years who got married before age 15 or 18.
Furthermore, this study aims to present the impacts on these proportions of the African girl child and the society at large. This
unique study not only presents the result but goes the extra mile in discussing it in line with real-life and practical issues.

Methods
This study made use of secondary data on the proportion of child brides in the 29 African countries with available data. The data
was made available by the UNFPA [13]. The raw data was inputted into the Microsoft Excel 2019, analyzed and presented in
sentences, percentages and tables. Furthermore, as the study also focused on presenting the result in light of the future of the girl
child and the society; a comprehensive search of related and supporting studies was conducted on Google, Google Scholar, and
PubMed.
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Results
Niger had the highest proportion (61%) of girls within the age of 15–19 years who were married while Namibia had the lowest
(5%). Only two countries (Ghana and Namibia) had less than 10% of girls aged 15–19 years who were married. A total of 19
countries had less than 25% of teenage girls (15–19 years) who were married. The top 5 countries with the highest proportion of
late teenage (15–19 years) brides in decreasing order were Niger (61%), Mali (43%), Chad (38%), Mozambique (37%) and Guinea
(33%).
An estimated 91% of young girls within the age of 20–24 years in Niger were married making her the country with the highest
proportion of young brides (20–24 years) among the 29 countries surveyed. However, Namibia had the lowest percentage (20%)
of brides within the age 20–24 years. Only three countries (Namibia, Gabon, and Ghana) had less than 50% of girls within the age
of 20–24 years who are married. All the 29 countries surveyed had a larger proportion of older brides (20–24 years). (Table 1).
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Table 1
Percentage of girls between age groups 15–19 years and 20–24 years who are married.
Country

15–19 years old

20–24 years old

Benin

14

61

Burkina Faso

32

81

Cameroon

24

62

Chad

38

78

Comoros

16

53

Congo

19

53

Cote d'Ivoire

21

56

Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo

21

60

Ethiopia

19

60

Gabon

14

44

The Gambia

24

58

Ghana

6

38

Guinea

33

68

Kenya

12

55

Liberia

14

53

Malawi

23

76

Mali

43

85

Mozambique

37

75

Namibia

5

20

Nepal

29

77

Niger

61

91

Nigeria

29

65

Senegal

24

60

Sierra Leone

19

59

Togo

13

54

Uganda

20

67

Zambia

17

56

Zimbabwe

20

62

The data on the percentage of young wives within the age of 20–24 years becomes clear when the data on when they got
married is presented (Table 2). An estimated 38% of Chad girls within the age of 20–24 years who were married got wedded
before the age of 15. This country had the highest proportion of girls in this category. However, Namibia had the lowest
percentage (2%) in this category. Six (6) of the 29 African countries surveyed had more than 15% of young wives (20–24 years)
who got married before age 15.
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Furthermore, about 67% of wives within the age of 20–24 years in Chad got married before age 18 making Chad the country with
the highest percentage in this category. However, 7% of wives aged 20–24 years in Namibia got married before age 18. Only 5
countries (Gabon, Ghana, Namibia, Togo, Kenya) of the 29 surveyed had less than 30% of young brides aged 20–24 years who
married before age 18. (Table 2).
Table 2
Percentage of girls within the age group of 20–24 years who were married before age 15 or 18
Country

Married before age 15

Married before age 18

Benin

11

32

Burkina Faso

10

52

Cameroon

13

38

Chad

30

67

Comoros

10

32

Congo

6

33

Cote d'Ivoire

10

33

Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo

10

37

Ethiopia

16

41

Gabon

6

22

The Gambia

9

30

Ghana

5

21

Guinea

21

52

Kenya

4

23

Liberia

9

36

Malawi

12

50

Mali

23

60

Mozambique

14

48

Namibia

2

7

Nepal

10

41

Niger

28

76

Nigeria

17

43

Senegal

12

33

Sierra Leone

13

39

Togo

6

22

Uganda

10

40

Zambia

6

31

Zimbabwe

4

32

Discussion
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Child marriage is de ned as any legal or customary union involving a boy or girl younger than the age of 18 [1] while child
marriage prevalence is the percentage of women 20–24 years old who were rst married or in union before they celebrated their
eighteenth birthday [14]. Despite the increasing global commitment and awareness by countries to halt the harmful practice of
child marriage, it has been discovered that 15 million girls are married off before the age of 18 yearly in the developing world [8].
So, this study presented the proportion of young girls in Africa within age groups 15–19 and 20–24 years who are married along
with the percentage of those within age 20–24 years who got married before age 15 or 18. Child marriage is not isolated to any
continent, region, geographical, culture, or religion. It is widespread in numerous tribes and cultures across the world with the
highest prevalence in sub-Sahara Africa [8].
In ve African countries (Comoros, Mozambique, Niger, Ghana, and the Congo Democratic Republic) child marriage prevalence
rate ranges from 32% in Comoros to 76% in Niger (Table 2). An estimated 32% of girls born between 1990 and 1994 were
reportedly married before the age of 18 in Comoros which represents the least proportion of child marriages in Africa in 2017
while 10% were married before age 15. The high rate of this harmful practice may be attributed to the country’s low economy,
high sexual violence, and limited educational opportunity for girls. Also, 18% of the Comoros population lives in rural areas and
lives below the international poverty line [15]. Furthermore, nearly 13.9% of adolescent girls (15–19) in Comoros have
experienced some form of physical or sexual assault [16]. Also, according to the net enrolment index, only 50% of girls of primary
school age are given admission into the primary school [17]. Among the enrolled female primary school pupil, only a few
progress to the university, as it involves travelling overseas to France or neighboring countries.
The percentage of older brides who married before age 18 in Nigeria (43%) is high due to the remarkably high proportion of girls
who have no formal education (73%). These girls have little to no economic resources to sustain their livelihood and therefore
end up getting married to men “older than their father”. Also, in some parts of Nigeria, girls are married off at young ages to
enhance political and economic ties among the rich or pay back debt among the poor [18].
Mozambique, which is located in the Eastern part of Africa, has 48% of married women between ages 20–24 who were married
before age 18. This country has the highest prevalence of child marriage among the African countries in the Global Program, with
the except for the Sahelian countries of Burkina Faso and Niger [19]. The major drivers of child marriage, which is one of the
most serious challenges against national development in Mozambique, are initiation rites linked to puberty among ethnic groups
in northern and central regions [19, 20] and deteriorating economic situation due to ooding and other natural disasters [21]. This
result is similar to the prevalence reported in Somalia (45%) due to the high rate of female genital mutilation, low investment in
girl-child education, etc [22]. It was also observed that Bangladesh about 59% of wives between 20 and 24 years who married
before age 18 [23]. This high proportion is attributed to the pressure on the central government from the conservative religious
groups, coupled with high rates of natural disasters and poverty which makes the government unable to implement plans to
reduce child marriage [19, 24].
Niger has the highest prevalence of child marriage in Africa among the countries surveyed. An estimated 76% of married women
aged 20–24 were married off before the age of 18. This high proportion may be attributed to various factors such as low
autonomy and decision-making power for females about their reproductive rights, low literacy rates among females, poverty,
political instability, high fertility rates, and environmental crises along with other development challenges facing the country [19].
The only country with a close value is Chad which had 67% of married women aged 20–24 who were married off before the age
of 18. This relatively high rate is contributed by the rampant practice of giving out the young in marriage to reduce the parental
cost of raising them; this further increases the fertility rate of the country (25).
Ghana recorded a relatively lower proportion of child brides as 21% of married women between ages 20–24 got married before
age 18. According to UNFPA-UNICEF [21], this is the lowest prevalence of all the African countries included in the global
programme against early marriage. However, there exists a strong disparity between the southern, where there is the low
prevalence and northern Ghana, where the prevalence is higher. Also, the International Centre for Research on Women (ICWR)
study on child marriage in Ghana revealed that there are two different types of child marriage. Type I Child Marriage is
characterized by strong social norms and limitations on the autonomy or freedom of adolescent girls; it is common in the
northern and Sahelian regions of the country. Type II Child Marriage is common in the southern coastal part of Ghana where
adolescent girls have the freedom to choose and make the decision about their sexual and reproductive rights [19]. Other African
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countries with a lower prevalence of child marriage are Gabon (22%) and Kenya (23%) proportion. This similarity may be due to
the governments’ willingness to partner with the National Action Plan (NAP) of the United Nations International Children
Educational Funds (UNICEF) to end child marriage and adolescent pregnancy.
It was reported that 37% of females of 20–24 years were married before age 18 in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). This
proportion is higher in rural areas than urban ones [26]. In 2010, women between 20 and 24 years living in rural areas were 1.7
times more likely to get married before 18 than their urban counterparts [26]. Poverty, gender inequality, and harmful cultural
practice in the con ict-ridden areas are the possible underlying factors. In some of the rural regions of DRC, there exists a cultural
belief that girls should marry at the onset of menstruation as it indicates the start of child-rearing age. The majority of South
Asian nations have the prevalence of child marriage in the same range as that of DRC who had about 40% prevalence rate [14].
This can be due to some similarities in cultural and societal beliefs and practices.

Research In Context
This section discusses the results of this study in light of the present state of child marriage, gender inequality, health disparities,
human rights violation that concerns the girl child and the African society. Child marriage is a global issue but the proportion of
children, mostly females, affected varies from one region to another. The current trend of this harmful practice is alarming and
measures are taken by the United Nations International Children Education Funds (UNICEF), to effectively combat it. Child
marriage has been pointed out to be a major violation of the fundamental human rights of girls to be free to make informed
decision that affect their lives and live by the consequences or bene ts from shared decision making. According to a statement
made by, the Executive Director of UN Women, Michelle Bachelet M.D., [27], “No girl should be robbed of her childhood, her
education and health, and her aspirations. Yet, today, millions of girls are denied their rights each year when they are married as
child brides.” In certain clime, the girl child is ready to be given out to a man as soon as she starts menstruating, signifying the
beginning of child bearing. So, it is safe to say that a child is expected to start raise another child at a tender age of 18 years or
below. A high percentage of girls in Ethiopia (25%) and Mali (45%) had given birth before the age of 18 compared with only 1% in
Germany and 10% in the United States [28].
Early marriage exposes young girls to the risks of “too-early pregnancy”, child bearing and motherhood before they are physically,
psychologically and emotionally ready for these duties and responsibilities. Pregnancy suppresses the immune system, [29] thus
increasing the risk of acquiring different illnesses and infections Reasons for the high maternal mortality among child brides are
eclampsia, postpartum hemorrhage, HIV infection, malaria, obstructed labour, etc [30]. Other health implications of early marriage
vary from sexual assault, physical violence, and mental torture among others. Girls of young age given in marriage face serious
health risks of suffering sexual or domestic violence as their “husbands” may not be too patient to understand their yet
developing body. The visible changes that accompany puberty misinform the men seeking the hands of these young girls in
marriage. Changes like development of breast, menarche, rapid increase in height and weight, and other signs of physical
development make them believe they are of “marriageable age” without considering the mental and emotional maturity of these
girls. They do not fully understand the concept of marriage and almost nothing is done to prepare and equip them for sexuality,
conception, and motherhood. Many girl brides who marry as children are likely to experience intimate partner violence (which
affects their physical, social and mental health) compared to those who marry later. Their rst sexual encounter will most likely
be described as forced because of the circumstance surrounding their marriage. That rst forceful encounter leaves a lasting
mental scar that might negatively affect them for life, hereby affecting their future. In many regions in Africa, health facilities and
services are not easily accessible to the general populace not to talk of child brides due to gender inequality.
High rate of child marriage in sub-Saharan Africa may also be attributed to the unequal quota system utilized for the admission
of children to primary and secondary schools in most part of the regions [19]. Figure 1 presents the prevalence of child marriage
in 111 countries. This limits the ability of the girl-child to pursue her educational ambition and hence, limiting her from a bright
future. In Niger, Chad, and Burkina Faso and some other countries, the major reason for this violation of the girl-child right is a
wrong perception of the unnecessary waste and cost invested in the education of their girl-child, who would eventually be married
off to men and would not need their education degree for marriage. This failure to adequately prepare for the future of the girlchild through acquisition of good education impacts the economic sustenance of the girl, her children and family in both short
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time and also in the long run. Lack of educational opportunity can be seen as a key factor that speeds up rst sexual activity in
some regions [8]. All these wrong and harmful practices, no matter the justi cation seal a poor and bleak future for the African
girl child even from a very young age.

Limitations
This study focuses on the proportion of child marriage within the regions of Africa. Although the result will help to point the rate
at which child marriages are conducted based on this staunch beliefs and norms of culture, however, it did not include the current
trend of this harmful practice and/or estimated population of girls aged 15–24 years who may have been affected. These are key
indicators that may guide in programmes on child marriage in Africa. Also, the estimated birthrate of young brides who have
begun child bearing was not considered. This value would guide in developing proper policies and programmes for the girl-child
and the gender equality space.

Recommendations
In line with the developmental framework produced by the combined efforts of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), strategic measures have been provided to tackle the recent trends of child
marriages. The leading drivers of early marriages include poverty, weak government policy, gender bias to education, restricted
access to basic health facilities, and failure of the judiciary system to enact laws to protect the rights of girls.
The conglomerate body of the African Union needs to be proactive in ensuring a comprehensive and combined approach from
the advocates of girls’ rights in combating the challenge of maligning girls from enjoying freedom of shared decision. The
judiciary system should also ensure that all perpetrators of this wicked act are brought to book. The national governments are
encouraged to reach a standpoint of developing comprehensive national strategies against child marriage, share best practices
with one another, and support non-government organizations in the quest to put an end to this trend.
All strata of government must ensure that all children have access to a compulsory primary education and an incentive- lled
secondary education with scholarship, grants and other awards to encourage parents to keep their female children in school. The
Federal Ministries of Health should develop and implement national policies aimed at promoting adolescent reproductive health
with a strong focus of getting health information and services across the nation. Furthermore, there should be improvement in
child delivery and emergency obstetrics care available to the young women affected by early marriage to reduce maternal
mortality rate.

Conclusion
Poverty and socio-cultural norms play central role in the damaging practice of child marriages across Africa. Girls who marry
early tend to come from poor family or have low level of education. This practice affects the health (social, mental, physical,
emotional), economic status, quality of life of these “innocent girls” both in the present and in the future. It also has long lasting
and damaging consequences on the health, economy, security, education, etc. of the nations involved. Therefore, measures to
tackle this menace as recommended by UNICEF and UNFPA and emphasized by this study needs to be put in place to change
this sad narrative.
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Figure 1
Figure 1. Note: The designations employed and the presentation of the material on this map do not imply the expression of any
opinion whatsoever on the part of Research Square concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its
authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. This map has been provided by the authors.
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