
TOO YOUNG TO WED:  Education & Action Toward Ending Child Marriage

Child Marriage and EDUCATION
Child marriage is associated with lower levels of schooling for 
girls in every region of the world and is a barrier to international 
development goals.1  A lost opportunity for education is 
not only harmful for girls, but has wide-reaching repercussions 
for their children and communities. Educating girls creates 
many positive outcomes for economic development and poverty 
reduction by improving a girl’s income-earning potential  
and socio-economic status.

Child Marriage impedes  

Girls’ Education

The education a girl receives is the strongest 
predictor of the age she will marry, according to 
ICRW analysis in 18 of the 20 countries with the 
highest prevalence of child marriage.2,3 The chart 
shows regions of the developing world and the percentage 
of girls who marry by 18 by their years of schooling.4,5 In all 
regions, girls with higher levels of schooling are less likely 
to marry as children. In particular, girls with 
secondary schooling are up to six times less 
likely to marry as children when compared to 
girls who have little or no education.

Girls may be married at young ages due to a 
lack of other alternatives, such as educational 
or economic opportunities, or girls may be 
pulled from school to be married. In the 
Amhara region of Ethiopia, 30 percent of girls 
who were not in school said that the primary 
reason was marriage.6

After marriage, young girls’ access to formal 
and even nonformal education is severely lim-
ited because of domestic burdens, childbear-
ing and social norms that view marriage and 
schooling as incompatible.7 

• �In Nicaragua, 45 percent of girls with no 
education are married before they turn 
18, compared to 28 percent of girls with 
primary education, 16 percent of girls with 

a secondary education and 5 percent of girls with  
higher education.8 

• �In Mozambique, some 60 percent of girls with no education 
are married by 18, compared to 10 percent of girls with  
secondary schooling and less than 1 percent of girls with 
higher education.9 

• �In Senegal, 41 percent of girls with no education are mar-
ried as children, whereas only 14 percent of girls with a 
primary education marry as children.10 
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Education Deters Child Marriage

Educating adolescent girls has been a critical 
factor in increasing the age of marriage in a 
number of developing countries, including Indo-
nesia, Sri Lanka, Taiwan and Thailand.11 In India 
and Pakistan, increased school enrollment has likewise been 
associated with a decline in marriage among girls younger 
than 14.12 

Programs that provide or increase educational and economic 
opportunities for girls can help delay marriage. Working with 
parents to delay marriage can be critical in getting girls edu-
cated. For example, 

• �The Christian Children’s Fund’s (CFF) Naning’oi Girls 
Boarding School project in Kenya delays age of marriage 
of Maasai girls by encouraging parents to “promise” their 
daughters to school, instead of promising them in mar-
riage. Parents of children in the Naning’oi promise to enroll 
their daughters for eight years of school. A strong sense 
of honor keeps parents from breaking this promise. The 
Naning’oi girls’ school has a 98 percent completion rate. 

• �The Campaign for Female Education (CAMFED) Inter-
national has been working to increase girls’ education in 
Zimbabwe since 1993. CAMFED provides locally man-
aged safety net funds to support vulnerable girls to attend 
school. To increase community support for girls’ educa-
tion, CAMFED program staff work with parents to delay 
the marriage of their daughters until they have completed 
school.13 Parental support in delaying marriage has proven 
necessary to keep girls in school.
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