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BURKINA FASO
Percentage of women aged 
20–24 who were first married or 
in union before age 18.

Source: Burkina Faso Demographic and Health 
Survey 2010. Note: This map is stylized and not to 
scale. It does not reflect a position by UNFPA or 
UNICEF on the le gal status of any country or area 
or the delimitation of any frontiers.

The country context

Burkina Faso is home to 3 million child brides. Of these, 500,000 married before age 
15. The country has not shown evidence of progress in reducing the prevalence of 
child marriage in the last 25 years, with the prevalence being stagnant at 52 per cent 
of all girls being married in childhood. Hence, without any observed rate of change, 
the projected prevalence of the harmful practice will remain the same as today’s levels 
until signs of progress are evident.1

Girls in Burkina Faso are not only at risk of child 
marriage, but also the harmful practice of female genital 
mutilation (FGM). An analysis of the relation between the 
two practices in the country showed that of all women 
(aged 18–49 years), 42.3 per cent had been subjected 
to both child marriage and FGM, whereas 9.5 per cent 
had been married in childhood but had not undergone 
FGM. This means that about 4 out of 5 child brides in 
the country are also survivors of FGM. While the practice 
of child marriage has not declined, FGM has declined 
slightly in the country in the past decade.2

Unlike in Burkina Faso, globally the proportion of young 
women who were married as children decreased by 
15 per cent over the past decade, from nearly 1 in 4 to 
1 in 5 girls being married before they turn 18 years old. 
This means that, over the last 10 years, the marriages 
of some 25 million girls have been averted. This 
remarkable accomplishment is now under threat due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Over the next decade, 

UNICEF estimates that up to 10 million additional girls 
globally will be at risk of child marriage as a result of the 
pandemic.3

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) estimates that nearly 24 million 
children and adolescents, including 11 million girls and 
young women, may drop out of school due to the 
pandemic’s economic impact.4 This poses a big risk for 
girls in Burkina Faso, as women in the country without 
any education are 3.7 times more likely to experience 
child marriage than women with a secondary education 
or higher. The economic impact of the pandemic 
constitutes a further risk, as women in the poorest wealth 
quintile are twice as likely to be married in childhood 
than women in the richest wealth quintile.5

In addition, while the world grappled with the COVID-19 
crisis in 2020, Burkina Faso was also grappling with an 
ongoing security situation. As described in the February 
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2021 Situation Report from the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, over the past 
two years, there has been a sharp deterioration in the 
security situation across Burkina Faso’s northern and 
eastern regions due to the presence of non-state armed 
groups. Violence has resulted in the emergence of an 
unprecedented humanitarian emergency in a country 
more traditionally subject to chronic food and nutritional 
insecurity than to armed conflict. Violence led to the 
displacement of more than 1 million people in just two 
years and has left 3.5 million people in need of assistance 
– a 60 per cent increase between January 2020 and 
January 2021. Food insecurity and malnutrition remain at 
alarming levels, especially in areas affected by insecurity. 
As of January 2021, more than 10,000 cases of COVID-19 
were confirmed, along with 118 deaths. Humanitarian 
needs are at their highest since 2018. In response to 
the pandemic, more than 2,000 schools were closed, 
affecting over 300,000 students and 11,000 teachers.6

The Sahelian region of Burkina Faso (the northern parts 
of the country) has a higher prevalence of child marriage 
than the national average. UNICEF analysis shows that 
in five of the nine countries spanning the Sahel, levels of 
child marriage are higher in states or provinces inside 
the region compared to those outside the Sahel, as is the 
case for Burkina Faso. While the national prevalence of 
child marriage is 52 per cent, it is 48 per cent in non-
Sahelian regions and 65 per cent in Sahelian regions.7

Despite these challenges and setbacks, the elimination 
of child marriage by 2030 remains a priority under 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5 on gender 
equality. This monumental task puts pressure on the 
global community to deliver on effective interventions 
and policies at scale, generating calls for coordinated 
efforts and renewed commitments from stakeholders, 
particularly governments, to invest more to accelerate an 
end to child marriage.

Burkina Faso is home to 3 million 
child brides. Of these, 500,000 
married before age 15. Is the data 
from the first page of the Burkina 
profile, so the proportion would be 
1/6 married by 15.



married by 15.

1/6

Source: UNICEF analysis based of the Burkina Faso Demographic and 
Health Survey 2010.
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120,629  

adolescent girls and  

48,183  

boys aged 10–19 years engaged in 
life-skills training and comprehensive 
sexuality education in 

3,279 

adolescent clubs and safe spaces, 
including 

151
girls living with disabilities, and 

1,211
girls at risk of child marriage supported 
in developing income-generating 
activities.

Key highlights

The adolescent clubs’ 
facilitation guide was revised 
to incorporate COVID-19 and 
gender-sensitive parenting 
modules in addition to 
modules on sexual and 
reproductive health, 
gender-based violence, girls’ 
rights and the consequences 
of child marriage.

adolescent girls were supported by the programme to enrol and 
remain in primary and secondary school despite the disruptions in 
schooling due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Close to 

  10,000 
community leaders were 
capacitated through 
training and sensitization 
platforms to lead change 
in the transformation of 
social norms and to create 
an environment for the 
protection of adolescent 
girls from harmful 
practices.

237,555 
individuals were newly enrolled and engaged in community dialogue sessions on consequences 
of and alternatives to child marriage, the rights of adolescent girls and gender equality.

The ‘Thanks to Us’ initiative, with 
a focus on positive masculinity 
and strengthening intersectoral 
coordination for adolescents, was 
launched, reaching 176,775 men and 
boys in 630 new villages and 34 
husbands schools supported by the 
programme. 



32,956
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The skills adolescent girls acquire empower 
and enable them to better take control of 
their sexuality and guide them in making 
responsible and informed decisions about their 
sexual and reproductive health.

2020 Achievements

1,110 
girls from the safe spaces programme 
adopted contraceptive methods through 
counselling and support.

120,629 
adolescent girls have strengthened their 
life-skills and their knowledge about 
child marriage.

The programme reinforced the focus of 
maintaining 

32,956 

girls in school.

Providing intensive support to marginalized girls

Through the Global Programme, 120,629 adolescent girls 
have strengthened their life-skills and their knowledge 
about child marriage. This was achieved through their 
participation in activities and training at 3,279 clubs 
and safe spaces in 7 of the 13 regions of the country. 
The adolescent club facilitation guide has been revised 
to take into account COVID-19 and gender-sensitive 
parenting, in addition to modules on sexual and 
reproductive health, gender-based violence, girls’ rights, 
and the consequences of child marriage. The skills these 
adolescent girls acquired empowered and enabled them 
to better take control of their sexuality and guided them 
in making responsible and informed decisions about 
their sexual and reproductive health.

In view of the COVID-19 epidemic and the preventive 
measures put in place at the national level, the 
programme’s implementation partners have been 
supported to ensure continuity of services through the 
provision of protective equipment, including masks, 
hand-washing equipment such as alcohol-based hand 
gels, and in accordance with social distancing rules. The 
programme reinforced the focus of maintaining 32,956 
girls in school. These girls were systematically identified 
by the programme as the most at risk and families were 
encouraged to support their stay in school.

Enhancing the family and community environment

Community-targeted approaches remain critical in 
Burkina Faso, given its history, social and political 
organization, and culture. The capacity of nearly 10,000 
community leaders was reinforced through training and 
sensitization sessions designed to encourage them to 
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become agents of change in the transformation of social 
norms, and the creation of a favourable environment 
for the protection of adolescents against traditional 
harmful practices such as child marriage. These leaders 
– including customary and religious leaders, women’s 
leaders, members of village development committees 
and municipal councillors – have been encouraged to 
respect girls’ fundamental rights to education, sexual and 
reproductive health information, and to make choices 
about when and with who to seal marriage ties without 
coercion. The training of religious leaders in intervention 
villages has enabled the start of marriage registration in 
1,069 villages out of 1,350 (78 per cent of the intervention 
villages) in 2020.

To build social consensus for the abandonment of 
child marriage, nearly 240,000 men, women, girls and 
boys were involved in community dialogues, which 
continued through focus groups and educational 
talks. Such community dialogues aimed to bring 
about favourable change for the rights of women and 
girls, particularly through strengthening parenting 
skills, family planning, COVID-19 risk communication, 
information on the consequences of child marriage, 
the rights of adolescent girls, and the benefits of 
keeping them in school. In 2020, some 630 new villages 
publicly declared the abandonment of the practice of 
child marriage. With the aim of supporting the social 
dynamic against child marriage, monitoring units 
have been set up in the villages. These villages and 
their leaders have committed to ensuring compliance 
with the commitments made by the communities and 
continuing the dialogue on social issues. To ensure 
the effectiveness of their post-reporting actions, 400 
monitoring cells from 400 villages that had already 
made declarations in the eastern and north-central 
regions benefited from capacity-building sessions.

Strategic alliances have been forged with local media, 
amplifying messages against the practice of child 
marriage to promote its abandonment. Fifty journalists 
from television, radio, print, online and institutional 
press were trained on the issue of child marriage, and a 
network of journalists was set up following the training 
to promote the abandonment of child marriage. The 
UNICEF ‘Don’t Call Me Madam’ campaign8 to combat 
child marriage launched in 2019 continued with all 
stakeholders. The local population, especially teenagers 
and young people, have taken active part in the caravans 
organized by SMARTY, a famous Burkinabe musician, 
champion for the promotion of the abandonment of child 
marriage, and UNICEF’s National Goodwill Ambassador 
to Burkina Faso. SMARTY has also contributed to 
the public’s awareness of this issue, including its 
consequences and alternatives to child marriage, 
especially with his flagship song ‘Shadow of the Night’.

A study conducted by UNICEF confirms the key role of 
communication interventions for social and behavioural 
change. For example, 69.2 per cent of people in five 
regions of the country surveyed (Boucle du Mouhoun, 
North Central, East, North and Central Plateau) are aware 
of the legal age of marriage for girls compared with 
45.6 per cent for the legal age for boys. The proportions 
are higher among those who know the harmful 
consequences of child marriage (85 per cent) and those 
who refuse to marry their child before the age of 18 
(81 per cent).

Given that social relations in Burkina Faso between 
women and men are marked by the subordination of 
women and girls to men who have the authority, power 
and management of household assets, it is appropriate 
to support the strengthening of boys’ capacities to 
understand gender equality, to respect and protect 
their sisters and later their wives and children for a 
more equitable and human rights-based society. The 
programme had a gender-synchronous approach 
focused on building the self-protection capacity of 
adolescent girls involved in clubs and involving boys to 
support behavioural change in communities. Positive 
masculinity is an important factor in changing standards 
to ensure the dignity of girls and women. Boys and men 
enrolled in 34 husbands schools as part of the ‘Thanks to 
Us’ initiative have received training on issues of positive 
masculinity and their role in harmful traditional practices 
such as child marriage and FGM, and committed 
to protecting at least one girl from child marriage. 
An additional 48,183 boys were supported through 
modular sessions on life-skills, gender, human rights, 
gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health, 
and other topics.

Challenges, lessons learned and next steps
The effectiveness in implementing the programme’s 
activities at the community level was limited by 
COVID-19 containment measures, including travel 
restrictions, physical distancing, restrictions on mass 
groupings, mandatory wearing of masks, and hand-
washing measures. In addition, insecurity in some 
communities, marked by killings and abductions of 
civilian populations, has compromised the ability to 
carry out community activities requiring groupings 
such as meetings of large groups. One of the next steps 
is to strengthen support to families in displaced and 
host communities to better protect children from child 
marriage, sexual abuse and exploitation.

Strengthening systems

The implementation of the advanced strategy for the 
identification of at-risk children at the community 
level and supporting them through life-skills training, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CcP7Qb8qPC8
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economic empowerment, and improved relationships 
with parents has decreased the child marriage risk for 
110,471 girls and boys.

The involvement of state technical services at the 
municipal and provincial levels, including child protection 
networks at all levels of the national child protection 
system, has enabled the delivery of cross-sector services 
to 1,078 girls who were victims of child marriage, and 
to protect 490 girls who were promised in marriage. 
The provincial directorates in charge of women, 
national solidarity, family and humanitarian action, and 
community social services in all 45 provinces were 
supported to integrate gender-sensitive approaches 
into their activities. The gender-sensitive parenting 
module served as the basis for training all community 
support technicians and 1,150 community actors (550 
men and 600 women) involved in outreach. Fifty-five 
service delivery points in programme areas providing 

adolescent-friendly and minimum-standard health 
services at all levels of the health system have been 
strengthened. Some 220 health-care providers have 
been trained in the minimum initial service package for 
sexual and reproductive health in crisis, and in adolescent 
sexual and reproductive health, family planning and HIV 
protocols to ensure high-quality services to adolescents 
as needed. As a result, 1,110 girls from the safe spaces 
programme adopted contraceptive methods through 
counselling and support.

Addressing poverty

Social protection programmes to support vulnerable 
children at risk or victims of child marriage have been 
implemented with three types of partners. The Family 
and Child Branch is part of a pilot programme to 
prevent and protect children from child marriage in 
areas of high security challenges. This pilot programme 

The gender-sensitive parenting module 
served as the basis for training all community 
support technicians and 1,150 community 
actors (550 men and 600 women) involved 
in outreach.
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served as a framework for understanding the new 
vulnerabilities of children affected by the crisis to 
child marriage, raising awareness among internally 
displaced populations and host communities about the 
abandonment of child marriage, child protection and 
the adoption of child rights-friendly social practices. 
It was also used to implement cash transfers for 200 
adolescent girls doubly affected by insecurity and at 
risk of child marriage to strengthen their autonomy 
and resilience. The one-time unconditional transfer of 
35,000 CFA (about US$60) per girl was combined with 
psychosocial care and family mediation, where parents 
also had their skills strengthened for better supervision 
of children while respecting their rights. Seven public 
and community centres were supported to provide trade 
training for 821 girls, married and unmarried. And finally, 
non-governmental organizations developed income-
generating activities for 190 adolescent girls (as part 
of a wider programme), who received equipment, raw 
materials, cash and savings accounts.

In response to a consistent demand from adolescent 
girls coming to safe spaces, and in alignment with the 
theory of change, the programme invested in providing 
opportunities for girls to learn a trade. Some 1,211 
adolescent girls at risk of child marriage were supported 
in developing income-generating activities through 
several strategies: technical training and internships, 
equipment, endowment of raw materials, and cash 
transfers. Soap-making, weaving, sheep-fattening, 
poultry farming and household arts are some of the 
trades that were taught.

Challenges and lessons learned
Adolescents are demanding empowerment programmes 
for their emancipation and in response to the economic 
pressures driving parents to marry off their children. 
However, the conditions for their implementation 
are limited because the supply is insufficient and 
undiversified. This weakness in supply increases the cost 
of training, development and equipment, which does not 
allow this activity to be easily scaled up. There is also 
a lack of integration with other youth and employment 
support programmes, which limits the possibilities of a 
wider enlistment of beneficiaries. An upcoming impact 
evaluation will provide additional understanding and a 
path forward to improving these components.

The security crisis resulted in massive displacement and 
reduced the capacity of households to meet the basic 
needs of children, potentially an aggravating factor in 
marriages in the most affected communities.

Efforts to combat child marriage, particularly through 
educational talks, community dialogues and safe clubs/
spaces, make important secondary contributions to 

child protection activities, in terms of both referencing 
violence against children and birth registration. As a 
result of child marriage programme interventions, 578 
abused children, including 383 girls, were identified, 
referred and cared for according to their needs in social 
services in the various communities.

Facilitating supportive laws and policies

The multisectoral platform to end child marriage, 
coordinated by the Government, served as an 
accountability framework. This active platform allowed 
monitoring of progress during the year and the proposal 
of solutions to address various challenges, including 
adaptation to COVID-19.

The programme supported the annual session of the 
piloting and coordination platform for the National 
Strategy for the Prevention and Elimination of Child 
Marriage. The session resulted in establishing the budget 
for the implementation of the operational action plan 
of the strategy, and the presentation and adoption of 
the draft 2021 plan. Additionally, the action plans of the 
Ministry for Social Action and National Solidarity in all 
45 provinces and 13 regions now include specific lines 
of intervention to end child marriage in their various 
localities.

During 2020, advocacy for the adoption of the revised 
Code of Persons and Women was continued at the 
national level. A national workshop helped build 
consensus on the major changes expected, particularly in 
terms of harmonization and raising the minimum age of 
marriage. At the community level, there is a growing level 
of civil society involvement, as well as that of customary 
and religious leaders, and local government actors 
in support to adolescents and the reporting of child 
marriages, particularly when they involve students who 
are taken out of school for marriage.

In addition, with the support of other programmes, 
the country has adopted the National Child Protection 
Strategy 2019–2023 and its Operational Action Plan 
and the National Action Plan to Combat Child Violence. 
These programmatic tools will help promote the 
abandonment of child marriage, clearly identified as a 
vulnerability of children at the country level.

Lessons learned and next steps
More effort is needed to encourage actors at all levels 
to adopt gender-transformative approaches for the 
real involvement and accountability of men and women 
in promoting the rights of girls and women. The 
programme will be supporting the development and 
advocating the adoption of a three-year Operational 
Action Plan 2021–2024 to end child marriage.
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Generating and applying data and evidence

An impact study of interventions to support adolescent 
girls aged 15–19 in the development of income-
generating activities and increase their economic 
empowerment was carried out during 2020. It aims 
to analyse the economic and social benefits of this 
component of interventions on beneficiaries (direct and 
indirect), as well as on the status of adolescent girls; 
and analyse the potential effects and impacts of the 
intervention on accelerating the abandonment of child 
marriages. The report of this study is being finalized.

A comparative analysis between the results of 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) 2010 and the 
Continuous Multisectoral Survey 2015 was carried out 
with the technical support of the Institut National de 
la Statistique et de la Démographie. In 2015, more than 

half of young women (51.3 per cent of 20- to 24-year-
olds) had entered their first union before the age of 
18, a situation almost identical to 2010 (51.6 per cent). 
Prevalence of marriage before age 15 was 8.9 per cent 
in 2015, slightly down from 10.2 per cent in 2010. For 
men aged 20–24, the prevalence of marriage before 
18 was 1.6 per cent, down by more than 2 percentage 
points from 2010 (4 per cent) and was virtually nil for 
marriage under the age of 15. Women living in rural 
areas (63 per cent), the Sahel region (76.6 per cent), 
or the poorest households (70.5 per cent) were most 
affected. For marriage before age 15, prevalence has 
increased in the North-Central and South-Central 
regions, and decreased in the Sahel region.

An impact evaluation of community interventions for 
the elimination of child marriage, FGM and violence 
against children has been initiated and will be 
completed in 2021.

Partnerships and working as one

In 2020, the Global Programme engaged 304 partners 
across regional and country offices – an increase from 
249 partners in 2019. In Burkina Faso, 14 partners were 
engaged by the programme. Of these, 11 are civil society 
organizations and 3 are government bodies. Among 
the civil society organizations, Association Trait d’Union 
des Jeunes Burkinabe is youth-led, ensuring that young 
people’s voices are heard and taken into account in 
programming and policymaking. The government bodies 
have a focus on gender, women and children.

The complementary interventions of UNFPA and UNICEF 
have been deepened through four joint initiatives 

in 2020: coordinating sessions of the multisectoral 
platform on child marriage; revising the facilitator’s 
guide to incorporate key COVID-19 prevention messages; 
supporting advocacy for the adoption of the revised 
Family and Persons Code; and supporting the action 
and lobbying group GALOP, an association mainly 
composed of the wives of senior officials and chaired by 
the First Lady. In view of the transition to a larger-scale 
programme, the two organizations regularly analyse 
the areas of interventions for optimal geographical 
convergence and joint delivery, to take advantage of 
each organization’s comparative advantages to achieve 
results and deliver a consolidated package of services.

Communicating the need to end child marriage

In 2020, musician SMARTY became a UNICEF National 
Goodwill Ambassador in Burkina Faso.9 SMARTY has 
been part of the campaign ‘Don’t Call Me Madam’ 
(Ne m’appelez pas madame), which aims to raise 
awareness around child marriage in the country 
and change norms around the practice to enable its 
elimination.10 In 2019, for example, SMARTY travelled 
across Burkina Faso to help raise public awareness 

around child marriage, notably through his flagship 
song ‘Ombre de la Nuit’.

To further increase public awareness around child 
marriage, the programme supported a workshop with 
journalists and media stakeholders during the year, where 
the participants pledged to promote the elimination of 
the practice in the country through media.11

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Wew_E5SUVDrrJoGqiwc8rNYoE-VEYVZm/view?usp=sharing
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Summary of output indicator performance (2020)  

Indicator Target Result

Indicator 1111: Number of adolescent girls (aged 10–19) who actively participated in life-skills or 
comprehensive sexuality education interventions in programme areas 156,529 120,629

Indicator 1121: Number of girls (aged 10–19) supported by the programme to enrol and/or remain in primary 
or secondary school 7,752 32,956

Indicator 1211: Number of boys and men actively participating in group education/dialogues that address 
harmful masculinities and gender norms 35,000 176,775

Indicator 1221: Number of individuals (boys, girls, women and men) who participate in group education/
dialogue sessions on consequences of and alternatives to child marriage, the rights of adolescent girls, and 
gender equality

156,151 237,555

Indicator 1222: Number of individuals (boys, girls, women, and men) reached by mass media (traditional and 
social media) messaging on child marriage, the rights of adolescent girls, and gender equality 1,527,014 3,000,000

Indicator 1223: Number of local actors (e.g., traditional, religious and community leaders) with meaningful 
participation in dialogues and consensus-building to end child marriage 300 9,978

Indicator 1231: Number of civil society organizations newly mobilized by the Global Programme in support of 
challenging social norms and promoting gender equality 2 4

Indicator 2121: Number of primary/secondary/non-formal schools in programme areas providing quality 
gender-friendly education that meets minimum standards 43 0

Indicator 2131: Number of service delivery points in programme areas providing quality adolescent-
responsive services (health, child protection/gender-based violence) that meet minimum standards 120 0

Indicator 2211: Number of partnerships (both formal and informal) established to deliver adolescent-
responsive social protection, poverty reduction, and economic empowerment programmes and services 3 4

Indicator 3111: Number of policies or legal instruments addressing child marriage drafted, proposed or 
adopted at national and subnational levels with Global Programme support 3 1

Indicator 3211: Number of pieces of evidence and knowledge generated that focus on what works to end 
child marriage 2 1

Indicator 3212: Number of pieces of evidence and knowledge generated that apply a gender analysis 2 2

Indicator 3221: Number of South–South cooperation activities (conferences, expert visits, peer consultations, 
study tours, communities of practice) supported N/A N/A

N/A, not applicable.
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