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Child Marriage in Serbia 

Child marriage – marriage under the age of 18 – is a fundamental 

violation of a girl’s human rights. It has devastating consequences, 

disempowering girls within their communities and in their own 

homes, harming their health and psychological wellbeing, 

excluding them from education, and denying them the opportunity 

to fulfil their potential. The persistence of harmful traditional child 

marriage practices not only hold back girls and women, but the 

communities in which they live and is a key factor in many places 

perpetuating poverty.  

 

 

Taking action to end child marriage is vital in order to protect girls 

and combat gender inequality and poverty globally. 

In Serbia, child marriage is rare within the general population but 

is very common in Roma settlements – segregated 

communities predominantly or exclusively occupied by ethnic 

Roma and commonly characterised by high levels of poverty and 

social exclusion– where more than half of girls (57%) are married 

before the age of 18 and almost one-fifth (18%) are married before 

the age of 15.  

 

The disparity in rates of child marriage between poor families in all 

segments of the general population and those from Roma 

settlement communities is dramatic – see figure 1, above. 

Moreover, the disparity is growing. While child marriage has 

become steadily less common within the general population over 

the past decade, it has become significantly more common in 

Roma settlement communities – see figure 2, below. 

 

Although child marriage is not solely constrained to Roma 

settlement communities, the evidence clearly indicates that these 

communities should be the primary target of action aimed at 

ending child marriage in Serbia, and that such efforts must seek to 

tackle the poverty and social exclusion that underlie it.  

Recognizing the need for action, UNICEF aims to support the 

establishment of a coalition of government and civil society 

stakeholders to work in partnership with the Roma community to 

end child marriage in Serbia by 2030 and build-up national and 

local capacities to undertake coordinated action across the key 

sectors of community outreach, social protection, law 

enforcement, education and health care. 

 

Context Specific Practices 

Research shows that economic concerns are commonly 

fundamental to the practice of child marriage within the Roma 

community in Serbia. In segregated settlements and in rural areas, 

where the practice of child marriage is most prevalent, limited 

educational and economic opportunities for girls increase the 

likelihood of early marriage. In addition, economic transactions 
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Figure 2 - Women married before 18
Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (UNICEF)



 

related to marriage, such as bride wealth, often place a value on 

youth, which pushes poor families to marry their daughters at a 

young age. Girls are perceived to be more valuable brides, in part, 

because younger wives are able to contribute more over time to 

the groom and his family. This is an illustration of how gender 

inequality, poverty and social exclusion are driving child marriage 

in Serbia.  

However, recent research by UNICEF also shows that practices 

and the circumstances in which child marriage occurs varies 

considerably from community to community. For example, 

documented cultural norms include, in one location, the practice of 

child marriage in order to preserve a girl’s chastity before 

marriage, and in another location, the common occurrence of girls 

choosing to ‘run away’ with a boy (or man) in order to gain 

independence.  

In order to develop long-term solutions that properly respond to 

the specific circumstances – cultural, social and economic – of 

each community, it is imperative to pilot models of support for 

young girls and their families in Roma settlements, along with 

developing and strengthening data collection, learning and 

knowledge sharing. 

 

The Impact of Child Marriage on Roma Girls 

Although boys and girls are both affected by early marriage, the 

brunt of harm is largely carried by girls.  

Research indicates that young girls usually enter marriage with 

little or no knowledge or preparation by family members of what to 

expect, so that their experiences of marriage, and particularly their 

first sexual experience, is often very traumatic. 

Young married Roma women commonly face domestic violence 

from their husbands and in-laws. 37% of Roma women believe 

that it is justified for a husband to beat his wife, which not only 

reflects negative cultural norms but also condemns their own 

daughters to a future of physical and psychological harm. 

Child marriage also fuels high rates of underage pregnancy 

among Roma girls. 40% of girls from Roma settlements give birth 

before the age of 18, and 5% do so before the age of 15 – far 

higher than the proportion of underage girls in the general 

population – see figure 3, below. 

 

 

Early childbearing exposes girls and their babies to numerous 

health risks and a heavy toll in lost lives. Child mortality rates in 

Roma settlements in Serbia are 14.4 per 1000, more than twice 

the national average – 6.2 per 1000 (SORS 2014). Globally, 

pregnancy related deaths are the leading cause of mortality 

among girls aged 15-19.  

Child marriage also strongly impacts on education. Parents often 

withdraw girls from school at a very young age (12-14 years old), 

in order to prepare them for marital life and motherhood. The lack 

of education among parents contributes to such practices.  

There is also a widespread perception within Roma settlement 

communities that education is of low value, because employment 

opportunities are so scarce. In this regard, the lack of educated 

role models for Roma girls in their families or communities is an 

obstacle to affirming the value of education. 

The impact on girls’ participation in education is severe. Research 

by UNICEF (MICS 2014) shows that less than half of girls (40%) 

from Roma settlements transition from primary school to 

secondary school – far fewer than the boys. Only a fifth (22%) of 

children from Roma settlements of appropriate age attend 

secondary school; less than 5% of the poorest Roma children do 

so – see figure 4, below. 

 

UNICEF will work to strengthen the role and leadership of Roma 

communities in tackling child marriage by providing information on 

alternatives – through community dialogue, direct support to 

families and engagement of successful young Roma role models. 

UNICEF will support girls from Roma settlements to benefit from 

education, employment and social resources like their peers, by 

making online services and training available to them. 

 

 

 

Key expected results: 

> Evidence-based intervention models for reducing child 
marriage developed and disseminated at a national level. 

> Roma girls empowered to seize communication and 
education opportunities through ICT and online resources. 

> Strengthened role and leadership of local Roma 
communities in the fight against child marriage. 

> Strengthened capacities of practitioners in the sectors of 
social protection, law enforcement, health care and education 
to drive improvement in action aiming to end child marriage. 

> Strengthened coordination and action at national level to 
end child marriage in Serbia by 2030. 
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Figure 3 Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (UNICEF) 
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