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Summary. This study examines the trends and determinants of child marriage

among women aged 20–49 in Bangladesh. Data were extracted from the last
six nationally representative Demographic and Health Surveys conducted

during 1993–2011. Simple cross-tabulation and multivariate binary logistic

regression analyses were adopted. According to the survey conducted in 2011,

more than 75% of marriages can be categorized as child marriages. This is a

decline of 10 percentage points in the prevalence of child marriage compared

with the survey conducted in 1993–1994. Despite some improvements in edu-

cation and other socioeconomic indicators, Bangladeshi society still faces the

relentless practice of early marriage. The mean age at first marriage has increased
by only 1.4 years over the last one and half decades, from 14.3 years in 1993–

1994 to 15.7 years in 2011. Although the situation on risk of child marriage has

improved over time, the pace is sluggish. Both the year-of-birth and year-of-

marriage cohorts of women suggest that the likelihood of marrying as a child

has decreased significantly in recent years. The risk of child marriage was

significantly higher when husbands had no formal education or little education,

and when the wives were unemployed or unskilled workers. Muslim women

living in rural areas have a greater risk of child marriage. Women’s education
level was the single most significant negative determinant of child marriage.

Thus, the variables identified as important determinants of child marriage are:

education of women and their husbands, and women’s occupation, place of

residence and religion. Programmes to help and motivate girls to stay in school

will not only reduce early marriage but will also support overall societal develop-

ment. The rigid enforcement of the legal minimum age at first marriage could

be critical in decreasing child marriage.
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Introduction

Marriage is an important institution for the individual and society at large. For the

individual it is a significant and memorable event in the life cycle, as well as the foun-

dation of the family in societies where marriage is the only legal bond for the procreation

of offspring. In addition, marriage marks the transition to adulthood (Ikamari, 2005;

Palamuleni, 2011). Child marriage, which is defined as marriage under the age of 18, is
a reality for millions of women globally, especially in the developing world, and is a

health and human rights issue of grave concern. It persists particularly among the poor

and rural inhabitants of developing countries. It is projected that 142 million child

marriages will take place in 2011–2020, and 151 million in 2021–2030 (UNFPA, 2012).

One in seven girls in the developing world is married-off before the age of 15

(ICRW, 2007). The highest rates are in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, parts of Latin

America and the Caribbean (ICRW, 2006). Nearly half of the 331 million girls in

developing countries are expected to marry by their 20th birthday. At this rate, every
day more than 25,000 girls will be child brides in the next decade (Bruce & Clark,

2004). Countries with the lowest gross domestic product (GDP) tend to have the highest

rate of child marriage (ICRW, 2006). Poverty leads to a higher prevalence of child

marriage because poor families consider that they have fewer resources and incentives

to invest as alternative options for girls (Mathur et al., 2003).

Child marriage remains pervasive in South Asia, where more than half of total

‘child marriage’ occurs (Raj et al., 2009). In spite of well-meaning laws, the high inci-

dence of child marriage in the countries of southern Asia currently remains one of the
greatest human rights challenges for the development of the regions. A dangerous com-

bination of entrenched poverty and customs, deeply embedded in patriarchal societies,

continue to fuel the harmful practice of early marriage, particularly of girls. Economic

constraints, ‘customary law’, culture and tradition often trump national policies and

legislation and prevent existing education programmes from effectively retaining girls

in school. Consequently, the practice of child marriage continues to thrive in the

region, although the minimum legal age at first marriage for girls is an official agendum

(ICRW, 2012).
Marriage at a very young age has adverse health impacts on both young women

and their offspring. This includes increased risk of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs),

cervical cancer, malaria, maternal and child death during labour and obstetric fistulas

(Nour, 2006). The adverse health consequences of early marriage for young women

also include unintended pregnancy, preterm delivery, delivery of low birth weight babies,

fetal mortality and violence within marriage (Santhya, 2011). Girls of age 15–19 years

are twice as likely to die of pregnancy-related complications (ICRW, 2012). Women

who marry early will on average have a longer period of exposure to the risk of
pregnancy, which often leads to a higher risk of induced abortion and higher fertility

due to lack of contraceptive usage. Child marriage also directly impacts on girls’ educa-

tion, psychological well-being, human rights and economic survival (Walker, 2012).

Thus, child marriage has sufficient serious adverse social and health effects to draw

attention to the acceleration of its demise (Jones, 2001).
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One important impetus for marrying girls at an early age in traditional societies is

that it helps to prevent premarital sex. Many societies, like Bangladesh, prize virginity

before marriage; and this can manifest itself in a number of practices designed to
‘protect’ a girl from unsanctioned sexual activities. Consequently, parents, guardians

and society impose a large number of restrictions upon girls. They may, for example, be

secluded from social interaction outside of family.

In extreme family and social poverty, a young girl may be regarded as an economic

burden. Marriage of a teenage girl to an older, or even elderly, man is a common prac-

tice in some Middle Eastern and South Asian societies as a family survival strategy

(UNICEF, 2001). Some specific points relating to child marriage in Bangladesh will

now be discussed. Like other developing countries, Bangladesh has a long heritage of
early marriage, particularly for girls. Bangladesh is not only the champion of child

marriage within southern Asia but also in the world (Singh & Samara, 1996). Accord-

ing to recent statistics on child marriage in southern Asia, the prevalence of child

marriage in Bangladesh is highest at 71%, followed by Nepal (62%), India (59%) and

Pakistan (50%) (Godha et al., 2013). Poverty is not the only contributor to child

marriage, and the traditions, culture and social settings of Bangladesh are also powerful

drivers (ICRW, 2012). Caldwell et al. (1983) reported that parents are unwilling to post-

pone marriage beyond the teenage years because of the increased cost of dowries for
older brides. UNICEF’s 2002 study in Bangladesh in 2002 found the same 20 years

after the study of Caldwell et al. (UNICEF, 2002). Adherents of reproductive rights

believe that laws specifying a minimum age at marriage are rarely enforced; rather,

customary practice takes precedence over civil law (Boye et al., 1991).

In 1951, Bangladesh (as East Pakistan under the Pakistani regime) had only 11.3%

of females aged 15–19 who were never married, whereas this proportion rose to nearly

43% in 1991 (Islam & Ahmed, 1998), and further increased to 54.3% in 2011, indi-

cating a change of great social as well as demographic significance. Earlier studies
reported that older cohorts of women in Bangladesh had a lower mean age at first

marriage than their younger counterparts, revealing an increasing trend of age at first

marriage. The average age at first marriage was reported to have increased from 12.4

years in 1975 to 14.8 years in 1989 (Islam & Mahmud, 1996). During the period 1989

to 2011, the proportion of women marrying before the legal age at first marriage

decreased substantially (NIPORT et al., 2013). In the case of Bangladesh, some spe-

culate that the rise in age at marriage based on survey data is not real, but is rather a

reflection of the inflation of the reported age at marriage among adolescent females
who are aware of the minimum legal age at first marriage (Amin, 2000).

Eighteen is an internationally accepted age for women to marry. This age standard

is justified considering the economics and culture of developed countries, but without

identifying its contextual rationality almost all of the countries have been practising

the same limit. Research in Bangladesh is yet to establish the causal linkage among

early marriage, national economics and poor reproductive and health outcomes among

women and their children. This interest in early marriage reflects the concern of human

rights and reproductive health advocates who, in putting child marriage on the interna-
tional agenda, have emphasized the potential harmful consequences for young women

of marrying too early (Mensch et al., 2005). Despite the pervasiveness of child
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marriage and its potential adverse consequences for reproductive health outcomes,

there is relatively little empirical evidence available on this issue, which has hindered

efforts to improve the targeting of adolescent health programmes (Godha et al., 2013).
Age at marriage is one of the most important factors in population dynamics as

well as a public health issue as it affects fertility, mortality, and women’s and children’s

health. Age at marriage has a strong influence on a variety of social, economic, demo-

graphic and public health factors. Studies conducted so far on females’ age at first

marriage in Bangladesh have mainly focused on identifying the factors associated

with age at first marriage (see e.g. Islam & Mahmud, 1996; Islam & Ahmed, 1998).

Much less is known about the factors affecting child marriage. This study aims to

examine the trends and determinants of child marriage among women in Bangladesh.

Methods

The data used in this study were extracted from the last six consecutive Bangladesh

Demographic and Health Surveys (BDHSs). The surveys were conducted during 1993

to 2011. The BDHSs are large-scale, multi-round surveys conducted in a representative

sample of households throughout the country. The surveys are the outcome of collab-

orative efforts of many organizations in Bangladesh. These include the National Insti-
tute for Population Research and Training (NIPORT), Mitra and Associates, Macro

International, ICF international, US Agency for International Development (USAID)

and Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. The surveys include information on

several emerging issues such as marriage, fertility, fertility preference, family planning,

maternal health care services utilization, child mortality, knowledge and attitude

towards HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs) from ever-married

women. The surveys followed a two-stage cluster sampling procedure to collect infor-

mation from subjects covering rural and urban areas and all administrative regions of
the country.

To meet the objectives of the study, a new file was created extracting data from all

of the BDHSs. To examine the changing pattern of marriage, the extracted data files

were merged into one. The surveys conducted in 1993–1994 and in 1996–1996 gathered

information from ever-married women of age ranging from 10 to 49 years. The women

aged below 16 years were totally excluded from the study. Moreover, married women

aged 15–19 were excluded from the multivariate analyses as a large proportion of girls

in this age group remained unmarried at the time of survey and their inclusion might
have biased the findings of the study. Thus, the study sample was restricted to women

aged 20–49. The weighted sample size stood at 59,792 ever-married women.

Outcome measure

The main outcome measure was child marriage. This was made a dichotomous

variable based on the reported age at first marriage of women. It was categorized

as: ‘child marriage’ (marriage that took place before age 18); and ‘adult marriage’
(marriage occurred at age 18 or later).
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Exposure variables

The exposure variables included in the analyses were: survey years (1993–1994,

1996–1997, 1999–2000, 2004, 2007 and 2011), year-of-birth cohort (<1960, 1960–

1969, 1970–1979 and b1980), year-of-marriage cohort (<1970, 1970–1979, 1980–

1989, 1990–1999 and b2000), women’s and their husbands’ education (no education,

primary, secondary and higher), women’s current employment status (unemployed,
unskilled labour, semi-skilled labour and professional), place of residence (urban and

rural) and religion (Islam and other).

Statistical analyses

Simple cross-tabulation and multivariable statistical analyses were employed. The

outcome measure was made a binary response. Women who were married-off before

age 18 were coded as ‘1’, and ‘0’ otherwise. Binary logistic regression analysis was
judged to be suitable for this study due to the binary nature of the outcome variable.

Multicollinearity was tested prior to running the multivariate analysis and it was found

between year-of-birth cohort and year-of-marriage cohort. To avoid multicollinearity

and to examine the changing pattern of child marriage, a series of multivariate binary

logistic regression models were constructed for survey years, year-of-birth cohort and

year-of-marriage cohort. To examine the effect, the explanatory variables related to

socioeconomic and culture included in the multivariable logistic regression analyses

were: women’s and husband’s education, and women’s employment status, place of
residence and religion. In brief, the logistic regression model applied is as follows:

P ¼ 1

1þ e�bX
;

where P is the probability of the outcome measure, b is a vector of unknown coeffi-
cients and X is a vector of exposure variables that affect the outcome variable. Thus,

the general multivariate logistic regression model can be written as:

loge

Pi

1� Pi
¼ bX ¼ �bjXji;

which expresses the log odds of the outcome variable as a linear function of the
exposure variables, where Pi ¼ 1 if the respondent was married-off before age 18 and

0 otherwise, and Xj are variables representing the background characteristics that influ-

ence women being married-off before the age of 18.

The model-fitting process involved three stages of estimation. The first model

(Model I) was constructed to examine the unadjusted effects for survey years, year-of-

birth cohort and year-of-marriage cohort. Model II was constructed to examine the net

effects of different time points, such as survey years, year-of-birth cohort and year-of-

marriage cohort controlling for other background characteristics. The final model
(Model III) included interaction terms for education and either survey years or year-

of-birth cohort or year-of-marriage cohort. The interaction terms would help under-

standing the effect of education over time on child marriage. The results of the logistic

regression analyses are shown by odds ratios (ORs) with 95% confidence intervals

(CIs). The level of significance was set at 5%. Statistical analysis was performed using

IBM SPSS v21 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA).
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Results

Changes in socioeconomic status of women

Table 1 shows the changes in the socioeconomic status of the respondents by survey

year. It shows a drastic improvement in women’s education during the period 1993–

1994 to 2011. The proportion of women with ‘no education’ decreased by 31 percentage

points: from a high of 60% in 1993–1994 to 29% in 2011. During the same period, the

proportion of women with higher education increased by four-fold, from 2% in 1993–

1994 to 8% in 2011. The educational attainment of husbands also had an increasing

trend. Surprisingly, the rate of unemployment has increased in recent years. For

instance, the proportion of women engaged in unskilled jobs increased to a peak of
34% in 1996–1997 from 9% in 1993–1994, then decreased to the lowest level of 5% in

2011. Also, the rate of participation of women in formal work sectors has increased

slightly. The proportion of women living in urban areas increased by 14 percentage

points: from 12% in 1993–1994 to 26% in 2011. The proportion of non-Muslim women

decreased by 3 percentage points during 1993–2011.

Table 1. Percentage distribution of women aged 20–49 by survey year and background

characteristics, Bangladesh, BDHS 1993–2011

Characteristic

Survey year
Change in

1993–2011

(% points)

1993–

1994

1996–

1997

1999–

2000 2004 2007 2011

Women’s education

No education 59.9 56.9 49.3 46.2 37.8 29.4 �30.5

Primary 25.6 25.9 27.0 28.7 29.7 30.4 þ4.8

Secondary 12.2 13.9 19.1 19.7 26.3 32.5 þ20.3

Higher 2.3 3.3 4.6 5.4 6.2 7.7 þ5.4

Husband’s education

No education 45.4 45.0 40.6 40.2 37.0 32.8 �12.6

Primary 23.9 24.6 22.4 24.6 25.3 26.2 þ2.3

Secondary 21.3 20.6 24.2 23.6 25.1 26.7 þ5.4

Higher 9.4 9.7 12.8 11.6 12.7 14.3 þ4.9

Women’s working status

Unemployed 83.1 60.5 75.9 75.4 62.9 84.3 þ1.2

Unskilled labour 8.5 33.9 18.3 18.1 27.7 5.4 �3.1

Semi-skilled labour 7.6 4.3 4.2 5.7 8.0 8.2 þ0.6

Professional 0.8 1.3 1.6 0.8 1.4 2.1 þ1.3

Place of residence

Urban 12.1 12.1 20.5 23.3 23.3 26.4 þ14.3

Rural 87.9 87.9 79.5 76.7 76.7 73.6 �14.3

Religion

Islam 87.2 89.0 86.8 89.6 90.6 89.8 þ2.6

Other 12.8 11.0 13.2 10.4 9.4 10.2 �2.6

Total (N ) 8224 7681 8844 9692 9572 15,779 –
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Single status among women

Figure 1 shows the rate of single staus among women by age and survey year. The

proportion of never-married women aged 15–19 increased by 3 percentage points:

from 51% in 1993–1994 to 54% in 2011. Meanwhile, single status among women aged

20–24 increased from 12% in 1993–1994 to 19% in 1999–2000 and then gradually

decreased to 13% in 2011. Overall, the rate of single status among women aged 15–49

gradually increased to 23% in 2004 from 15% in 1993–1994 and then decreased again

to 15% in 2011.

Rate of marriage by exact age

Figure 2 shows the mean age at first marriage (MAFM) of women by survey year,

year-of-marriage cohort, year-of-birth cohort and women’s level of education for the

period 1993–1994 to 2011. The MAFM has increased by only 1.4 years over the past

one and a half decades: from 14.3 years in 1993–1994 to 15.7 years in 2011. Both the

year-of-birth cohort and year-of-marriage cohort reveal increasing trends in MAFM.

The MAFM increased from 13.7 years among women who were born before 1960 to
15.8 years among those born in 1980 or later. Besides, MAFM was only 12.5 years

among the women who got married before 1970 and increased to 17.3 years among

those who were married-off in 2000 or later.

Figures 3, 4, 5 and 6 capture the percentage distribution of women aged from 20

to 49 by exact age at first marriage and by survey year, year-of-birth cohort, year-of-

marriage cohort and women’s educational attainment, respectively. The cohorts for

year-of-birth and year-of-marriage both demonstrate an obvious trend of decreasing

child marriage. The prevalence of child marriage was 87% in 1993–1994, and declined
to 77% in 2011 (Fig. 3). More than 90% of the women who were born before 1960 were

married-off as children. The prevalence was reduced to 77% among those born in 1980

or later (Fig. 4). The prevalence of child marriage was nearly universal (99%) among

Fig. 1. Proportion of single status among women by current age and survey year.
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Fig. 2. Mean age at first marriage by women’s education, marriage cohort, birth cohort

and survey year.

Fig. 3. Proportion of women married by exact age and survey year.
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Fig. 4. Proportion of women married by exact age and birth cohort cohort.

Fig. 5. Proportion of women married by exact age and marriage cohort.
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women who were married-off before 1970. The rate of child marriage decreased to 59%

among women who got married in 2000 or later (Fig. 5). With regard to extreme early

marriage (marriage before the age of 15), more than three-fifths of women were mar-

ried-off in 1993–1994, which reduced to two-fifths in 2011 (Fig. 3). Both year-of-birth

and year-of-marriage cohorts reveal a sharp decreasing trend of very early marriage.

However, the survey years demonstrate fluctuations in very early and child marriage.

Women’s education level demonstrates a significant difference for very early marriage
and child marriage. The higher the level of education, the lower the rate of very early

marriage and child marriage (Fig. 6). The figures show that marriage before the age of

30 is almost universal for women in Bangladesh.

Change in child marriage during 1993–2011

Table 2 shows the change in the incidence of child marriage among women by

broad age group for the two time points 1993–1994 and 2011. Overall, the prevalence
of child marriage decreased by 10 percentage points during 1993–2011 among women

aged 20–49. When age was divided into broad age groups, it was observed that the

incidence of child marriage among women aged 20–29 and 30–39 decreased by 8

and 12 percentage points, respectively, over the study period. The incidence of child

marriage among women with higher education shows a modest decrease. For instance,

24% of the women aged 20–29 with higher education were married-off as children in

1993–1994, whereas this rate decreased to 22% in 2011. In addition, the rate of child

marriage among women aged 20–29 with secondary level of education decreased by 1
percentage point: from 71% in 1993–1994 to 70% in 2011. In contrast, the rate of child

marriage among women aged 30–39 with higher education was 40% in 1993–1994,

which decreased to 33% in 2011. Further, the prevalence of child marriage among

women aged 30–39 with secondary education decreased by 5 percentage points, from

80% in 1993–1994 to 75% in 2011. When women’s employment status was grouped

Fig. 6. Proportion of women married by exact age and their level of education.
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into unemployed, unskilled labour, semi-skilled labour and professional, the prevalence

of child marriage was found to decrease in all categories. Overall, the prevalence of
child marriage decreased by 8 percentage points among women engaged in profes-

sional jobs such as doctors, lawyers and teachers. On the other hand, the prevalence

of child marriage among the women aged 20–29 who were engaged in professional

jobs decreased by less than 2 percentage points during 1993–1994 to 2011. In rural

areas the incidence of child marriage decreased in all age cohorts. The rate of decrease

of child marriage was sharper among non-Muslim women compared with their Muslim

counterparts.

Results of logistic regression analyses

Table 3 captures the results of logistic regression modelling on child marriage by

survey year and other background characteristics. Although the unadjusted OR shows

a consistent trend of decreasing probability of child marriage by survey year (Model I),

the effect was attenuated when other socioeconomic characteristics were controlled.

Table 2. Change in percentage of child marriage among women aged 20–29, 30–39

and 20–49 during the period 1993–1994 to 2011 by background characteristics,

Bangladesh 1993–2011

Survey year and age group Change in child

marriage in 1993–2011

(% points)1993–1994 2011

Characteristic 20–29 30–39 20–49 20–29 30–39 20–49 20–29 30–39 20–49

Women’s education

No education 88.4 89.7 90.5 85.5 88.6 87.8 �2.9 �1.1 �2.7

Primary 85.5 93.2 89.3 85.3 84.9 85.4 �0.2 �8.3 �3.9

Secondary 71.4 79.5 74.4 70.4 75.0 72.1 �1.0 �4.5 �2.3

Higher 23.7 39.8 27.9 22.0 32.9 26.7 �1.7 �6.8 �1.2

Husband’s education

No education 88.8 90.5 90.7 86.3 88.8 87.7 �2.5 �1.7 �3.0

Primary 87.2 91.0 90.3 82.0 81.9 82.6 �5.2 �9.1 �7.7

Secondary 80.3 89.4 85.0 71.1 72.3 73.7 �9.2 �17.1 �11.3

Higher 55.3 72.7 63.3 44.8 43.3 46.6 �10.5 �29.4 �16.7

Women’s occupation

Unemployed 82.5 89.1 86.8 75.3 78.1 78.2 �7.2 �11.0 �8.6

Unskilled labour 89.8 88.5 89.9 83.0 82.1 82.6 �6.8 �6.4 �7.3

Semi-skilled labour 89.0 87.3 88.6 76.5 77.3 77.4 �12.5 �10.0 �11.2

Professional 22.7 45.5 36.0 21.2 27.8 28.3 �1.5 �17.7 �7.7

Place of residence

Urban 73.8 79.7 77.0 68.6 64.3 68.7 �5.2 �15.4 �8.3

Rural 84.4 89.8 88.1 77.3 81.1 80.4 �7.1 �8.7 �7.7

Religion

Islam 84.0 89.7 87.7 76.3 78.3 78.8 �7.7 �11.4 �8.9

Other 76.3 80.9 80.6 62.1 62.7 63.7 �14.2 �18.2 �16.9

Overall (%) 83.1 88.6 86.8 75.0 76.6 77.3 �8.1 �12.0 �9.5

Total (N ) 4045 2653 8224 6908 4900 15,779 – – –
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Table 3. Logistic regression modelling on child marriage by survey year and other

background characteristics

Model I Model II Model III

Characteristic OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Survey year

1993–1994 1.00 – 1.00 –

1996–1997 1.01 0.93–1.11 1.04 0.94–1.15

1999–2000 0.73*** 0.68–0.80 0.89** 0.81–0.98

2004 0.85*** 0.78–0.92 1.05 0.96–1.15

2007 0.69*** 0.63–0.75 0.90** 0.82–0.97

2011 0.52*** 0.48–0.56 0.78*** 0.72–0.85

Women’s education

No education 1.00 –

Primary 0.82*** 0.77–0.88

Secondary 0.39*** 0.36–0.42

Higher 0.07*** 0.06–0.08

Husband’s education

No education 1.00 – 1.00 –

Primary 0.93* 0.87–1.00 0.88*** 0.83–0.95

Secondary 0.80*** 0.74–0.86 0.71*** 0.67–0.76

Higher 0.66*** 0.60–0.72 0.52*** 0.48–0.57

Women’s working status

Unemployed 1.00 – 1.00 –

Unskilled labour 1.28*** 1.19–1.38 1.35*** 1.06–1.18

Semi-skilled labour 1.04 0.94–1.13 1.03 0.94–1.13

Professional 0.51*** 0.43–0.61 0.45*** 0.38–0.54

Place of residence

Urban 1.00 – 1.00 –

Rural 1.30*** 1.23–1.37 1.33*** 1.26–1.40

Religion

Islam 1.00 – 1.00 –

Other 0.50*** 0.47–0.53 0.49*** 0.46–0.52

Interaction terms

Primary� (1996–1997) 1.15† 0.98–1.34

Secondary� (1996–1997) 0.45*** 0.39–0.52

Higher� (1996–1997) 0.09*** 0.07–0.12

Primary� (1999–2000) 0.93 0.81–1.06

Secondary� (1999–2000) 0.41*** 0.36–0.46

Higher� (1999–2000) 0.08*** 0.06–0.10

Primary� (2004) 0.99 0.87–1.12

Secondary� (2004) 0.56*** 0.50–0.63

Higher� (2004) 0.10*** 0.08–0.12

Primary� (2007) 0.82** 0.73–0.93

Secondary� (2007) 0.45*** 0.40–0.49

Higher� (2007) 0.10*** 0.08–0.12

Primary� (2011) 0.73*** 0.67–0.80

Secondary� (2011) 0.41*** 0.38–0.44

Higher� (2011) 0.09*** 0.08–0.10

Constant 6.6*** 9.21*** 8.01***

Model w2 540.5*** 7906.4*** 7575.2***

2log-likelihood �54725.7 �46899.2 �47230.0

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.10.
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Model II of Table 2 shows that the risk of child marriage decreased significantly in the

survey years 1999–2000, 2007 and 2011 as compared with 1993–1994. Table 4 shows

that the probability of child marriage declined consistently among women who were

born in 1960 or compared with those who were born before 1960. The inclusion of

other socioeconomic covariates attenuated the predictive power of year-of-birth

cohort of women on child marriage. Similarly, Table 5 shows that the likelihood of

Table 4. Logistic regression modelling on child marriage by birth year and other

background characteristics

Model I Model II Model III

Characteristic OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Birth cohort

<1960 1.00 – 1.00 –

1960–1969 0.47*** 0.43–0.52 0.51*** 0.47–0.56

1970–1979 0.36*** 0.33–0.40 0.45*** 0.41–0.49

b1980 0.28*** 0.26–0.31 0.45*** 0.41–0.49

Women’s education

No education 1.00 –

Primary 0.86*** 0.80–0.92

Secondary 0.43*** 0.40–0.46

Higher 0.08*** 0.07–0.09

Husband’s education

No education 1.00 – 1.00 –

Primary 0.93** 0.87–0.99 0.93** 0.86–0.99

Secondary 0.78*** 0.73–0.84 0.77*** 0.72–0.82

Higher 0.62*** 0.57–0.68 0.55*** 0.50–0.60

Women’s working status

Unemployed 1.00 – 1.00 –

Unskilled labour 1.32*** 1.23–1.42 1.33*** 1.24–1.43

Semi-skilled labour 1.03 0.94–1.13 1.02 0.93–1.12

Professional 0.48*** 0.40–0.57 0.40*** 0.33–0.47

Place of residence

Urban 1.00 – 1.00 –

Rural 1.31*** 1.24–1.39 1.37*** 1.30–1.45

Religion

Islam 1.00 – 1.00 –

Other 0.48*** 0.45–0.52 0.49*** 0.45–0.52

Interaction terms

Primary� (1960–1969) 0.88** 0.80–0.98

Secondary� (1960–1969) 0.52*** 0.46–0.58

Higher� (1960–1969) 0.12*** 0.09–0.14

Primary� (1970–1979) 0.71*** 0.65–0.77

Secondary� (1970–1979) 0.34*** 0.31–0.37

Higher� (1970–1979) 0.08*** 0.06–0.09

Primary� (b1980) 0.68*** 0.61–0.75

Secondary� (b1980) 0.38*** 0.35–0.41

Higher� (b1980) 0.08*** 0.07–0.09

Constant 11.54*** 16.88*** 8.23***

Model w2 1058.3*** 8174.2*** 7834.9***

2 log-likelihood �54,208.0 �46,631.3 �46,970.7

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01.
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Table 5. Logistic regression modelling on child marriage by marriage year and other

background characteristics

Model I Model II Model III

Characteristic OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Marriage cohort

<1970 1.00 – 1.00 –

1970–1979 0.28*** 0.22–0.37 0.32*** 0.24–0.41

1980–1989 0.10*** 0.08–0.13 0.12*** 0.09–0.15

1990–1999 0.05*** 0.04–0.06 0.06*** 0.05–0.08

b2000 0.02*** 0.02–0.03 0.03*** 0.03–0.04

Women’s education

No education 1.00 –

Primary 1.13*** 1.06–1.21

Secondary 0.80*** 0.74–0.87

Higher 0.18*** 0.16–0.21

Husband’s education

No education 1.00 – 1.00 –

Primary 0.93* 0.87–0.99 0.97 0.90–1.04

Secondary 0.69*** 0.64–0.74 0.76*** 0.71–0.82

Higher 0.45*** 0.41–0.49 0.52*** 0.47–0.57

Women’s working status

Unemployed 1.00 – 1.00 –

Unskilled labour 1.20*** 1.11–1.29 1.23*** 1.14–1.32

Semi-skilled labour 1.05 0.96–1.15 1.03 0.94–1.13

Professional 0.42*** 0.35–0.50 0.42*** 0.35–0.50

Place of residence

Urban 1.00 – 1.00 –

Rural 1.30*** 1.23–1.38 1.34*** 1.27–1.42

Religion

Islam 1.00 – 1.00 –

Other 0.45*** 0.42–0.48 0.47*** 0.44–0.50

Interaction terms

Primary� (1970–1979) 2.74*** 2.28–3.30

Secondary� (1970–1979) 1.40** 1.16–1.69

Higher� (1970–1979) 0.29*** 0.22–0.40

Primary� (1980–1989) 0.94 0.85–1.04

Secondary� (1980–1989) 0.60*** 0.54–0.67

Higher� (1980–1989) 0.20*** 0.16–0.24

Primary� (1990–1999) 0.52*** 0.48–0.57

Secondary� (1990–1999) 0.34*** 0.31–0.37

Higher� (1990–1999) 0.08*** 0.07–0.10

Primary� (b2000) 0.28*** 0.25–0.31

Secondary� (b2000) 0.21*** 0.20–0.23

Higher� (b2000) 0.03*** 0.03–0.04

Constant 64.24*** 71.57*** 9.03***

Model w2 6105.7*** 11,137.8*** 9668.2***

2log-likelihood �49,160.5 �43,667.7 �45,137.3

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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child marriage decreased significantly among women who were married-off in 1970 or

later compared with those who got marriage before 1970.

Model II of Tables 3, 4 and 5 demonstrates that when other covariates were
controlled, women with secondary and higher education were significantly less likely

to be married-off as a child than those who had no formal education. The predictive

influence of primary education on child marriage was vague. For instance, Model

II of Tables 3 and 4 demonstrates that women with primary education as compared

with those who had no formal education were less likely to be married-off as a child,

whereas Model II of Table 5 shows that women with primary education were more

likely to be married as a child. The results of the multivariate analyses reveal that the

risk of child marriage decreased as husband’s level of education increases (Model II of
Table 3, 4 and 5).

The findings of this study show that non-Muslim women were significantly less

likely to be married-off as a child. For instance, the risk of child marriage among

non-Muslim women was almost 50 percentage points lower than that of their Muslim

counterparts (Models II and III of Table 3, 4 and 5). The likelihood of child marriage

was significantly higher among rural women than their urban counterparts. The logistic

regression models of Tables 3, 4 and 5 showed that women who were engaged in

unskilled labour were significantly more likely, and those who were engaged in pro-
fessional jobs were less likely, to be married-off as a child as compared with their unem-

ployed counterparts. The interaction terms included in Model III of Tables 3, 4 and 5

expose the higher predictive capability of women’s education level to postpone child

marriage. The interaction terms between education attainment and survey years, year-

of-birth cohort and year-of-marriage cohort of Model III imply the improvement of the

goodness of model fitting as compared with Model I in Table 3, 4 and 5. The estimated

log-likelihood values of Model III of these tables suggest that educational differentials

of child marriage have decreased and remained robust across successive survey years,
and year-of-birth and year-of-marriage cohorts.

Discussion

The patterns of covariates of marital timing among the study women reflect a society

in evolution. The analyses by year-of-birth cohort and year-of-marriage cohort reflect

that women in Bangladesh are in transition with regard to the timing of marriage. For

instance, women who were born in later cohorts and those married in recent years were
more likely to postpone marriage compared with their older counterparts. This may be

partly attributed to the higher education attainment of younger women as compared

with their older counterparts. These findings are similar to those of earlier studies

conducted using national survey data from Bangladesh (Islam & Mahmud, 1996; Islam

& Ahmed 1998; Kamal 2011) and other developing countries like those of sub-Saharan

Africa and Nepal (see e.g. Gupta & Mahy 2003; Arayal 2007).

The association between education and age at first marriage has a long history in

the field of demography. A number of studies have shown a significant negative rela-
tionship between education and fertility (von Elm & Hirschman, 1979; Lee 1982;

Wong, 2005; Jones & Gubhaju, 2009; Kamal, 2011, 2012). Studies on women in Kenya

and Nepal have shown that each additional level of education beyond primary school
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level lowers the probability of early marriage significantly (Choe et al., 2005; Magadi

& Agwanda 2009). Consistent with these earlier studies, this current study reveals that

the higher the post-primary education among women, the lower the probability of
child marriage. Moreover, the higher the level of education among husbands, the lower

the likelihood of child marriage among their wives. The effect of husband’s education

on child marriage was somewhat weaker than that of women. It is likely that a woman

with higher education will spend a longer period in schooling. Additionally, women

with higher education attainment would usually have higher occupational aspiration

and would want to have jobs suitable for them rather than getting married earlier

(Kamal, 2012). The completion of education is an important step in the normative

and economic conception of the transition to adulthood, and, in this way, becomes a
socially significant precondition for entering into marriage. Higher educated women

are expected to gain more control over household resources and personal behaviour

so that they can achieve better bargaining power in deciding the timing of their

marriage as well as the selection of grooms. Hence, due to prolonged schooling and

desire for career development, higher educated women are more likely to marry later

than their lower educated counterparts. Although higher education of both females

and males seems to play a protective role in child marriage, it is not the higher educa-

tion itself, but the environment and other external elements developed through educa-
tion that reduce the chances of child marriage.

The timing of marriage pattern depends on several changes, both cross-sectional

and longitudinal, in exogenous factors such as in the labour market, individual pre-

ferences for career development, duration of economic crises and so on, which directly

affect marriage conditions (Goswami, 2012). Previous studies of women in Bangladesh

(Islam & Ahmed, 1998) and Nepal (Aryal, 2007) have shown that respondent’s work-

ing status is an important determinant of age at first marriage. Consistent with the

findings of earlier studies, this study confirms that women engaged in unskilled labour
are more likely, and those engaged in prestigious professional jobs less likely, to be

married-off as a child than unemployed women. There was no significant difference in

the likelihood of child marriage and adult marriage between unemployed women and

those who were engaged in semi-skilled professions. In Bangladesh, only a small pro-

portion of women are engaged in professions. Women engaged in semi-skilled jobs are

mostly employed in the low-paid informal sectors like making ready-made garments

and non-government organizations, which do not significantly influence the postpone-

ment of marriage compared with unemployed women. According to existing theory,
work experience, particularly in the formal sector, exposes women to new ideas and

norms that discourage early marriage (Singh & Samara 1996). Moreover, employment

in formal sectors may provide the economic resources to allow the postponement of

marriage and an economic incentive for parents to encourage their daughters to remain

single during the economically productive period of young adulthood.

Place of residence partially explains the socialization process. It is likely that

discernable culture and rural–urban socioeconomic variations might have an impact

on the timing of marriage. Furthermore, religion is an indicator of faith and culture.
These variables plausibly reflect the family values that a woman would have grown up

with, and which would influence how she evaluates the costs and benefits of marrying

or remaining single (Kamal, 2011). The higher likelihood of child marriage among
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Muslim and rural residents reflects their cultural norms, traditional beliefs and social

values. The early socialization and values related to family formation and family life

may be somewhat different in rural and urban areas making a substantial difference
to the timing of family formation. Moreover, rural areas are disadvantaged in terms

of education and socioeconomic status. The respondents who were born and living in

rural areas are likely to reflect the more traditional behaviour of early marriage. These

findings are also consistent with those of earlier studies conducted in Bangladesh,

Hong Kong and a few other developing countries (Westoff, 2003; Wong, 2005; Kamal,

2011, 2012).

Child marriage is common in impoverished and culturally traditional settings.

Historically, Muslim women get married earlier than their non-Muslim counterparts
around the world. In most developing contexts, marriage is more of a cultural phenom-

enon than an individual one in that personal happiness is generally given much lesser

weight at the time of union formation (Goswami, 2012). However, it is not easy to

capture cultural aspects quantitatively. Culture is reflected in other variables, for

example religion, ethnicity and caste. It has been well recognized in the demographic

literature that as part of culture, religion can influence a wide range of social behav-

iours. Religious perception could affect marriage, fertility, women’s autonomy, access

to economic resources, and so on. For example, in India several studies have found
that the Muslim population has a strong, independent and positive effect on fertility

(Islam & Ahmed, 1998; Chattopadhyay et al., 2004; Kulkarni & Alagrajan, 2005).

However, the results of this study are substantially aligned with those of earlier studies

(Palamuleni, 2011; Kamal, 2012) that have shown that Muslim women are more likely

to be married as a child than women of other faiths.

The study has several strengths and limitations. The first limitation is that it

used cross-sectional and retrospective data sets that might have under-reporting error.

Surveys in developing countries, where vital registration systems are not properly
followed, are prone to error in under-reporting of respondent’s age, age at marriage,

age at first birth and so on. Secondly, due to scarcity of data, it was not possible to

include several important factors as exposure variables, such as parental education,

their socioeconomic status and respondent’s premarital employment status. Earlier

studies have shown that these are important variables in explaining the timing of first

marriage of women (Kamal, 2011). Thus, it is expected that the prevalence of child

marriage among those who start work before getting married and those who enter the

work force after marriage can theoretically be quite different. This is because factors
such as education level and nature of the work in which women are engaged may also

depend on the timing of entering into the work force. Thirdly, although one of the

primary goals of the MEASURE DHSþ programme is to produce high-quality data

and make them available for analysis in a coherent and consistent form, the findings

of this study, particularly the 2011 BDHS data, raise the question of identifying work-

ing women. While in recent decades the participation of women in self-employment

such as livestock husbandry and home-based manufacturing, and employment in the

informal sectors such as making ready-made garments, have increased to a large ex-
tent, their proportions in the 2011 BDHS are insignificant, suggesting either the change

of definition of working status of women or selection bias of subjects and the exclusion

of self-employed women from the ‘working’ category. Although in all surveys women
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were asked the same question regarding employment status (What is your occupation,

that is, what kind of work do you mainly do?) the options for the responses to this

question were not consistent in all surveys. For instance, the 1993–1994 BDHS had
sixteen options, whereas the 2011 BDHS included 21 options as a response to this

particular question. It is likely that the survey interviewers had difficulty classifying

respondents into perfect working status categories. Thus caution should be taken while

interpreting the findings of the study. Despite these limitations, the strengths of the

study are that it used a nationally representative, large sample and longitudinal data

sets that are globally recognized and used in research related to demographic and

public health issues.

Finally, the findings of the study show that although the mean age at first marriage
has increased and the incidence of child marriage has decreased among women in

Bangladesh over time, the pace has been distinctly sluggish. However, the increase in

age at marriage has been accompanied by major social structural changes such as

women’s education attainment and the urbanization process. The strong association

between women’s education and child marriage suggests that increasing woman’s

access to higher education and level of education attainment are the most effective

means of ensuring not only increasing women’s individual benefit, but also overall

development of the country. More privileges should be given to rural girls to encourage
them to become more highly educated. Public policy should pay special attention to

rural areas, where most of the child marriages of Bangladeshi women take place.

More job opportunities for competent women should be created within the formal

sectors. Rigidly enforcing legal action for infringement of the minimum age at first

marriage could be the critical factor that the Bangladeshi government should emphasize

to improve the child marriage situation. International schemes to tackle child marriage

might have a short-term effect, but a long-term solution is only possible if the contextual

reality is not ignored.

References

Amin, S. (2000) Gender, governance and the making of a new population policy in Bangladesh.

Paper presented at a panel discussion on ‘Globalization and Some Aspects of Recent Social

Changes in Rural Bangladesh’, at the Annual Meeting of the American Rural Sociological

Society, 14th August, Washington, DC.

Aryal, T. R. (2007) Age at first marriage in Nepal: differentials and determinants. Journal of

Biosocial Science 39(5), 693–706.

Boye, A. K., Hill, K., Isaacs, S. & Gordis, D. (1991) Marriage law and practice in the Sahel.

Studies in Family Planning 22(6), 343–349.

Bruce, J. & Clark, S. (2004) The Implications of Early Marriage for HIV/AIDS Policy. Popula-

tion Council, New York.

Caldwell, J., Reddy, P. H. & Caldwell, P. (1983) The causes of marriage change in South India.

Population Studies 37(3), 343–361.

Chattopadhyay, A., Bhagat, R. B. & Roy, T. K. (2004) Hindu–Muslim fertility differentials: a

comparative study of selected states of India. In Guruswamy, M., Arokiaswamy, P. & Roy,

T. K. (eds) Population, Development and Health in India: A Changing Perspective. Rawat

Publishers, Jaipur and New Delhi, India, pp. 138–156.

Child marriage in Bangladesh 137

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932013000746 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932013000746


Choe, M. K., Thapa, S. & Mishra, V. (2005) Early marriage and early motherhood in Nepal.

Journal of Biosocial Science 37(2), 143–162.

Godha, D., Hotchkiss, D. R. & Gage, A. J. (2013) Association between child marriage and

reproductive health outcomes and service utilization: a multi-country study from South Asia.

Journal of Adolescent Health 52, 552–558.

Goswami, B. (2012) An Investigation into the Pattern of Delayed Marriage in India. Working

Paper No. 275. The Institute for Social and Economic Change, Bangalore, India.

Gupta, N. & Mahy, M. (2003) Adolescent childbearing in sub-Saharan Africa: can increased

schooling alone raise ages at first birth? Demographic Research 8(4), 93–106.

Ikamari, L. D. E. (2005) The effect of education on the timing of marriage. Demographic

Research doi: 10.4054/DemRes.2005.12.1.

ICRW (International Center for Research on Women) (2006) Child marriage and poverty. In Too

Young to Wed: Advocacy Toolkit: Education & Change Toward Ending Child Marriage.

ICRW, Washington, DC.

ICRW (2007) New Insights on Preventing Child Marriage: A Global Analysis of Factors and

Programs. ICRW, Washington, DC.

ICRW (2012) Child Marriage in Southern Asia: Policy Options for Action. ICRW, Washington,

DC.

Islam, M. N. & Ahmed, A. U. (1998) Age at first marriage and its determinants in Bangladesh.

Asia-Pacific Population Journal 13(2), 73–92.

Islam, M. M. & Mahmud, M. (1996) Marriage patterns and some issues related to adolescent

marriage in Bangladesh. Asia-Pacific Population Journal 11(3), 27–42.

Jones, G. W. (2001) Which Indonesian women marry youngest, and Why? Journal of Southeast

Asian Studies 32(1), 67–78.

Jones, G. W. & Gubhaju, B. (2009) Factors influencing changes in mean age at first marriage and

proportions never marrying in the low-fertility countries of East and South East Asia. Asian

Population Studies 5(3), 237–265.

Kamal, S. M. M. (2011) Socio-economic determinants of age at first marriage of the ethnic tribal

women in Bangladesh. Asian Population Studies 7(1), 69–84.

Kamal, S. M. M. (2012) Decline in child marriage and changes in its effect on reproductive

outcomes in Bangladesh. Journal of Health Population and Nutrition 30(3), 317–330.

Kulkarni, P. M. & Alagrajan, M. (2005) Population growth, fertility and religion in India.

Economic and Political Weekly 40(5), 403–410.

Lee, K. (1982) Age at first marriage in Peninsular Malaysia. Journal of Marriage and Family

44(3), 785–798.

Magadi, M. A. & Agwanda, A. O. (2009) Determinants of transitions to first sexual intercourse,

marriage and pregnancy among female adolescents: evidence from South Nyanza, Kenya.

Journal of Biosocial Science 41(3), 409–427.

Mathur, S., Greene, M. & Malhotra, A. (2003) Too Young to Wed: the Lives, Rights and Health

of Young Married Girls. International Center for Research on Women (ICRW), Washington,

DC.

Mensch, B., Singh, S. & Casterline, J. B. (2005) Trends in the Timing of First Marriage Among

Men and Women in the Developing World. Working Paper No. 202, Population Council, New

York.

NIPORT (National Institute of Population Research and Training), Mitra and Associates & ICF

International. (2013) Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey 2011. NIPORT, Mitra and

Associates, Dhaka, Bangladesh and ICF International, Calverton, MD, USA.

Nour, N. M. (2006) Health consequences of child marriage in Africa. Emerging Infectious Dis-

eases 12(11), 1644–1549.

S. M. M. Kamal et al.138

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932013000746 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932013000746


Palamuleni, M. E. (2011) Socioeconomic determinants of age at marriage in Malawi. Interna-

tional Journal of Sociology and Anthropology 3(7), 224–235.

Raj, A., Saggurti, N., Balaiah, D. & Silverman, J. G. (2009) Prevalence of child marriage and its

effect on fertility and fertility-control outcomes of young women in India: a cross-sectional,

observational study. The Lancet 373(9678), 1883–1889.

Santhya, K. G. (2011) Early marriage and sexual and reproductive health vulnerabilities of

young women: a synthesis of recent evidence from developing countries. Current Opinion in

Obstetrics & Gynecology 23(5), 334–339.

Singh, S. & Samara, R. (1996) Early marriage among women in developing countries. Interna-

tional Family Planning Perspectives 22, 148–157 & 175.

UNICEF (2001) Early Marriage: Child Spouses. Innocenti Digest No. 7. UNICEF, Florence,

Italy.

UNICEF (2002) Baseline Survey Report on Rural Adolescents in Bangladesh: Kishori Abhijan

Project. UNICEF and Ministry of Women and Children Affairs, Dhaka, Bangladesh.

UNFPA (2012) Marrying Too Young: End Child Marriage. UNFPA, New York.

von Elm, R. V. & Hirschman, C. (1979) Age at first marriage in Peninsular Malaysia. Journal of

Marriage and the Family 41, 877–891.

Walker, J. (2012) Early marriage in Africa – trends, harmful effect and intervention. African

Journal of Reproductive Health 16(2), 231–240.

Westoff, C. F. (2003) Trends in Marriage and Early Childbearing in Developing Countries. DHS

Comparative Reports No. 5, Macro International Inc., Calverton, MD, USA.

Wong, O. M. H. (2005) The socioeconomic determinants of the age at first marriage among

women in Hong Kong. Journal of Family and Economic Issues 26(4), 529–550.

Child marriage in Bangladesh 139

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932013000746 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932013000746

