
enhances women’s influence in
household decision-making and
opens up opportunities for women’s
economic and political participation. 

Protection from abuse,

exploitation, discrimination

and violence

Preventing child marriage

Child marriage is a violation of child
rights, compromising the develop-
ment of girls and often resulting in
premature pregnancy and social
isolation. Although child marriage 
is not directly addressed in the

Convention on the Rights of the
Child, it is linked to other rights 
and is recognized in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights as 
the “right to free and full consent 
to marriage” (article 16). The
Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against
Women states that “the betrothal
and the marriage of a child shall
have no legal effect” and calls upon
states to set legal minimum ages for
marriage and to make marriage reg-
istration compulsory (article 16).
Despite international commitment to
change, many societies and commu-
nities continue the marriage of their

young daughters and sons due to
strong social pressures at the com-
munity level. Worldwide, more than
60 million women aged 20–24 were
married before they reached the age
of 18.14 In the developing world
excluding China, the latest interna-
tional estimates indicate that 36 
per cent of women aged 20–24 were
married or in union before the age 
of 18. In some regions, the incidence
of child marriage is particularly 
high, at 49 per cent in South Asia,
and 44 per cent in West and Central
Africa, according to the latest 
estimates.15

In addition to an increased risk of
maternal death from pregnancy and
childbirth, adolescent wives are also
susceptible to violence, abuse and
exploitation. Child marriage also
increases the risk that adolescent girls
will drop out of school – with atten-
dant negative implications for mater-
nal and newborn health and for
income-earning capacity, described
previously. This, in turn, contributes
to the vicious cycle of gender discrimi-
nation, with poorer families being
more willing to permit the premature
marriage of daughters out of econom-
ic necessity.16

Given the health risks associated with
adolescent pregnancy and birth (see
page 32), the greater likelihood of ado-
lescent pregnancy for girl wives, and
the high incidence of this practice
across several developing regions, it is
evident that improving maternal health
requires ending child marriage. This
will require, among other actions,

Creating a supportive environment for maternal and newborn health

requires challenging the social, cultural and economic barriers that 

perpetuate gender inequity.
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Gender parity in attendance has improved markedly,

but there are still slightly more girls than boys out of

primary school

Figure 2.3

* Sub-Saharan Africa comprises the regions of Eastern/Southern Africa and West/Central Africa.

Source: Estimates derived by the Statistical Information Section, United Nations Children’s Fund,
using attendance data from household surveys (Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple
Indicator Cluster Surveys) and UNESCO Institute of Statistics.  




