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sume full responsibility for dependent fam-
ily members.4

Because of concern about these negative
consequences of early marriage among
women, much of the discussion about the
“girl child” at the recent International
Conference on Women in Beijing focused
on the problem of girls marrying at very
young ages, in some cases ages even
younger than countries’ legal minimums.5

Many women’s organizations regard early
marriage as having detrimental conse-
quences for women, and international or-
ganizations, advocacy groups and some
national governments have responded
with policy recommendations and pro-
grams to delay first marriage.6

Across the developing world, women’s
traditional patterns of early marriage are
giving way to later ages at first marriage;
nonetheless, the age at which women
marry continues to vary widely both
across and within countries. This article
describes these differentials and trends
over time and examines their association
with socioeconomic development. Such
information provides insight into past and
future trends in women’s age at marriage
and assists policymakers and service
providers in planning to meet the current
and future educational, employment and
health care needs of young women.*

We begin by describing women’s cur-
rent patterns of marriage timing and
changes in the age at marriage over time.
How frequently do women in developing
countries marry at relatively young ages?
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Early Marriage Among Women 
In Developing Countries
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T
he timing of the first marriage or
union is an important dimension of
women’s reproductive behavior

with far-reaching consequences, particu-
larly for their reproductive health and so-
cial status. In many developing countries,
between one-half and three-quarters of all
first births to married women occur less
than two years after the women enter their
first union.1 Thus, early marriage typically
coincides with childbearing at a young
age. Early pregnancy poses great health
risks for a young woman and, if she car-
ries the pregnancy to term, for her infant;
these risks are exacerbated by poverty and
inadequate access to maternal and child
health services.2

Moreover, women who marry at a young
age are likely to find motherhood the sole
focus of their lives, at the expense of de-
velopment in other areas such as formal ed-
ucation and training for employment, work
experience and personal growth. Even their
marriage may be jeopardized: An early age
at first marriage is associated in the long
term with a higher probability of divorce
and separation.3 In turn, marriage dissolu-
tion creates social and economic challenges
for women who, as single parents, often as-

How has their age at first marriage
changed during the past 20 years?
Throughout, we adopt a broad definition
of marriage that encompasses formal or
legal marriage as well as cohabitation;
hence, we use the terms “marriage” and
“union” interchangeably. Although our
focus is on developing countries, we in-
clude when possible comparable data on
marriage timing for women in three de-
veloped countries—France, Japan and the
United States—to locate the experiences
of women in developing countries with-
in a broader, global context. 

In seeking possible explanations for
variations in marriage timing, we exam-
ine the links between socioeconomic de-
velopment and early marriage. Socioeco-
nomic development entails many changes
in societies, ranging from industrializa-
tion, urbanization, economic growth, and
structural change in the labor force to
ideational change associated with the
spread of formal schooling and develop-
ments in transportation and communica-
tion technologies. Yet, the literature sin-
gles out three factors that are especially
relevant to women’s age at first mar-
riage—female labor force participation,
women’s acquisition of formal education,
and urbanization. 

Women’s increased access to paid em-
ployment—a typical outcome of structural
change in the labor market accompany-
ing economic development—is thought
to influence both women’s and their par-
ents’ desires and ability to postpone mar-
riage. According to existing theory, work
experience, particularly in the formal sec-
tor, exposes women to new ideas and
norms that discourage early marriage.7

Moreover, employment may provide the

A study using data from 40 Demographic and Health Surveys shows that a substantial pro-

portion of women in developing countries continue to marry as adolescents. Overall, 20–50%

of women marry or enter a union by age 18, and 40–70% do so by their 20th birthday. Early

marriage is most prevalent in Sub-Saharan Africa and in South Asia, and least common in North

Africa, the Middle East and Southeast Asia. Women aged 20–24 are less likely to have mar-

ried by age 20 than are women aged 40–44; the differential is at least 10 percentage points in

most countries and reaches 30–40 percentage points in some countries. Education and age

at first marriage are strongly associated both at the individual level and at the societal level: A

woman who has attended secondary school is considerably less likely to marry during adoles-

cence, and in countries with a higher proportion of women with a secondary education, the pro-

portion of women who marry as adolescents is lower. 

(International Family Planning Perspectives, 22:148–157 & 175, 1996)
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*In this article, we focus exclusively on women’s expe-
riences, in large part because few fertility surveys have
collected marriage data for men. In addition, early mar-
riage is much less common among men. The mean age
at the first marriage for men in developing countries has
typically been several years older than that of women:
Census data for a large number of developing countries
show that the mean age at marriage for men ranges be-
tween 24 and 28 years, even in countries where the mean
age at marriage for women is as low as 17–19. The pro-
portion married among men aged 15–19 is typically very
low, in most cases less than 5% (see: United Nations, Pat-
terns of First Marriage: Timing and Prevalence, New York,
1990, Tables A1, A2, and A3).
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educational attainment and labor force
participation, and differences in the sex
ratio and marital-status distributions re-
sulting from migration).13

Yet, there are reasons why place of res-
idence might exert an independent effect
on marriage timing. These explanations
include urban women’s greater exposure
to modern values that favor marriage
postponement, urban women’s greater
distance from community- and kinship-
based forms of social control over their
sexual behavior and their selection of part-
ners, and their greater opportunities for
nonmarital sexual relationships (includ-
ing those with “sugar daddies” and mar-
ried men).14 Each of these attributes asso-
ciated with urban residence is anticipated
to lower the likelihood that women living
in urban areas will marry at a young age.

Demographic factors may also influ-
ence marriage timing. Theory emphasizes
the availability of marriage partners:
When one sex is in relative oversupply,
members of that sex will be less likely to
marry, and those who do will marry at
older ages. However, empirical research
on the association between sex ratios and
marriage timing has uncovered relative-
ly weak associations.15 These findings may
be attributed, in part, to the difficulty of
identifying operative marriage markets,
an especially daunting task in research
that involves a large number of cultural-
ly and socioeconomically heterogeneous
countries. Yet, even if researchers were
able to successfully identify operative
marriage markets, empirical research sug-
gests that the payoff would be minimal:
The sex-ratio effect is generally over-
whelmed by other aspects of socioeco-
nomic development that influence both
sex ratios and marriage timing, and by the
tendency of social groups to adapt by
changing their preferred age at marriage.16

Cultural factors may also underlie some
of the observed differences in marriage
timing across countries. Unfortunately, ex-
isting data do not permit us to evaluate the
direct effect of culture on women’s age at
marriage. Yet the data assembled here on
variation in marriage timing by country
and region may suggest hypotheses con-
cerning the relationship between cultural
factors and age at marriage that merit fur-
ther research. Because of our inability to
measure cultural influences, we restrict our
investigation to the relationship between
key factors of socioeconomic development
involving women—their educational at-
tainment, labor force participation and res-
idence in urban areas—and the likelihood
that they will marry at an early age.

economic resources to postpone marriage
and an economic incentive for parents to
encourage their daughters to remain sin-
gle during this economically productive
period of young adulthood.8

Education is another key variable in the-
oretical discussions of women’s age at
marriage. In most developing countries,
access to formal schooling has increased
enormously over the past 30 years. Yet, in
spite of the demonstrated commitment of
many governments and families to the
concept of universal education, educa-
tional opportunities for girls vary widely
across countries. This variation is thought
to be systematically associated with vari-
ation in age at marriage, because an early
marriage may involve forgoing the op-
portunity to obtain a secondary or high-
er education. 

But perhaps more commonly, educa-
tional attainment works alone and in
combination with labor force participation
to delay marriage. By itself, formal edu-
cation beyond the primary level may con-
flict directly with early marriage because
married women are generally not enrolled
in schools in developing countries.9

Moreover, formal education narrows a
woman’s range of potential marriage part-
ners, since women are generally expect-
ed to marry men at least as educated as
themselves.10

Formal schooling also shapes ideas and
values. Some argue that one effect of for-
mal schooling, particularly at advanced
levels, is increased exposure to Western
values and behavior.11 Moreover, educa-
tion may indirectly delay marriage by in-
creasing women’s ability to regulate their
fertility. Education is positively associat-
ed both with contraceptive knowledge
and with greater decision-making power
in areas related to contraceptive choice.12

This indirect effect is likely to be the
strongest in contexts where marriage is the
socially encouraged response to un-
planned pregnancy. Finally, educational
attainment works in conjunction with
labor force participation to offset the at-
tractiveness of early marriage and to re-
duce the economic motivation for early
marriage by raising wage rates and in-
creasing access to better jobs.

Urbanization is the third component of
socioeconomic development that appears
to influence women’s age at marriage in
developing countries. Some have sug-
gested that urban-rural differences in mar-
riage are explained, not by place of resi-
dence per se, but by differences in the
composition of the populations living in
urban and rural areas (e.g., differences in

Data and Methods
Sources of Data
Our principal sources of data on age at
first marriage are the Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS). The 40 countries
for which we have DHS data include 16
Sub-Saharan African countries, six coun-
tries in North Africa and the Middle East,
seven countries in Asia and 11 countries
in Latin America. Geographic coverage of
Sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa and
Latin America by the DHS surveys is quite
extensive; coverage of Asia and the Mid-
dle East is much less so. 

The DHS surveys in Sub-Saharan
Africa, Latin America, Morocco and the
Philippines sampled all women aged
15–49,* whereas DHS surveys in the other
North African, Middle Eastern and Asian
countries sampled ever-married women
in that age-group. For the latter group of
countries, we supplement the data on
ever-married women with data from the
DHS household surveys—which gather
basic demographic information on all
household members—to calculate the pro-
portion never-married, by age, place of
residence and education. 

We obtained most of the measures used
in this article from the DHS data files but,
in the cases of India and Bangladesh, we
rely on data from published country re-
ports because the data files for those coun-
tries were not available at the time we con-
ducted our analyses. Because the surveys
were carried out as early as 1985 and as re-
cently as 1994, the data sets for the 40 de-
veloping countries in our analysis are not
equally current; this fact should be kept
in mind when comparing countries.

Data for the developed countries come
from three independent fertility surveys.
For France, the source of data is the 1994 En-
quete sur les Situations Familiales et l’Em-
ploi, a survey of all women aged 20–49 con-
ducted by the Institut National d’Etudes
Demographiques and the Institut Nation-
al de la Statistique et des Etudes Eco-
nomiques.17 The data for Japan are mainly
from the 1992 (Tenth) National Fertility Sur-
vey, a study of 8,844 couples in their first
marriage, carried out by the Ministry of
Health and supplemented by census data.18

The data for the United States come pri-
marily from the 1988 National Survey of
Family Growth, a survey of 8,450 women
of all marital statuses aged 15–44, carried
out by the National Center for Health Sta-
tistics. We also draw on a number of statis-
tical compilations of indicators for eco-

*In Brazil and Guatemala, all women aged 15–44 were

included in the survey.



At the same time, our measure of mar-
riage timing has drawbacks, particularly
its exclusion of entry into socially recog-
nized, noncohabiting unions (visiting
unions, for example).* Moreover, defining
the beginning of union involvement in
terms of cohabitation may be too restric-
tive for some parts of Sub-Saharan Africa
where marriage is a process rather than a
discrete event.20 For example, a visiting
sexual relationship may precede the be-
ginning of cohabitation and a first birth
may occur before cohabitation or mar-
riage. In this respect, our measure is like-
ly to understate the true prevalence of
early unions that influence reproduction
and women’s status. Yet, given the wide-
ly varying forms that socially recognized
unions take in the countries and regions
under investigation, we consider our mea-
sure the most suitable one available for
this comparative research.

In our examination of population sub-
groups, our measure of urban residence
refers to the woman’s current place of res-
idence. Our measure of exposure to formal
schooling is a dichotomous variable that
distinguishes women with some sec-
ondary education (i.e., seven or more years
of formal schooling) from women with less
education.† Regrettably, only the early
DHS surveys collected information on
labor force participation prior to marriage,
limiting our ability to examine this factor.

At the country level, our measure of
early marriage is the proportion of women
married by age 20. Our measure of ur-
banization is the proportion of the popu-
lation living in urban areas and our mea-
sure of women’s education, the proportion
of women aged 20–24 with at least some
secondary schooling. We also include in
the aggregate analysis a measure of
women’s relative access to education, the
number of girls per 100 boys in secondary
school. We examine the prevalence of
early marriage in relation to two measures
of female labor force participation—the
proportion of women who are in the labor
force21 and the proportion of women aged
20–29 who reported in the DHS survey
that they were currently working. 

We also analyze the association between
change in the proportion married by age
20 and two measures of socioeconomic
change. The first is change in the propor-
tion of women with some secondary
schooling, based on the same age-groups
for which change in marital timing is mea-
sured (women aged 20–24 and 40–44). The
second is the change in the proportion of
the population that is urban from 1965 to
1990, a period that approximates the in-

nomic, social and educational conditions,
published by the United Nations, the Unit-
ed Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cul-
tural Organization and the World Bank.

Measurement Issues 
Because we are interested in the conse-
quences of long-term, socially recognized
unions for reproduction, women’s health
and women’s status, we define marriage
broadly to include both consensual or co-
habiting unions and formal marriages.
Age at first union is defined here as the age
at which the respondent first started liv-
ing with her husband or male partner. The
measure is calculated from questions in
every DHS survey asking women for the
month and year when they first started
living with their husband or partner and
the age at which they did so. 

Insofar as we are concerned with re-
production-related risks, defining union
involvement as cohabitation is a refine-
ment over traditional measures based on
definitions of marriage as religiously or
legally sanctioned marriages. For exam-
ple, in a few Asian countries (especially
Bangladesh and India), cohabitation often
begins well after the formal marriage. In
Latin America, as in France and the Unit-
ed States, consensual or cohabiting unions
are socially recognized and a substantial
proportion of couples are in such unions.19

In Sub-Saharan Africa, cohabiting unions
are also common, and the DHS question
is likely to have captured these unions as
well as formal marriages. 

terval for which the change in age at mar-
riage is described.22

Quality of Data
The standard DHS survey asks each
woman to provide the month and year she
started living with her first husband or
male partner. If a woman cannot provide
at least the year of the first union, she is
asked how old she was at the beginning of
this union.23‡ When the proportions ever-
married in the DHS surveys are compared
with external data, either these sources
agree or the DHS shows higher propor-
tions married because of its more inclusive
definition of marriage. Nonetheless, we
find some evidence of missing data, round-
ing and heaping, and age misreporting.

In nearly all of the countries under in-
vestigation, the proportion of women who
could give neither the year of their first
union nor their age at first union was quite
low—usually less than 1%.24 Because the
proportion imputed is in general very low,
this should not affect the estimates pre-
sented here to any significant degree.
However, there were a few exceptions. In
Mali, 25% of women were unable to pro-
vide either the year of their first union or
their age at first union, and 9% of women
in Guatemala could not provide either
piece of information. To impute the age at
first union for these women, the DHS as-
sumed that the first union occurred in a
range between some minimum age (usu-
ally 12) and a point at least seven months
prior to the birth of their first child. Since
imputation depended on the age at first
birth, the bias is toward an age at first mar-
riage that is older than the actual age. 

The data for women who provided the
year of the first marriage suggest some
heaping on rounded numbers (0 or 5), es-
pecially in Latin America. This propensi-
ty to round may be more common in Latin
America because of the high prevalence
of informal first unions. These unions tend
to be temporary, and their beginnings may
be more difficult to recall because they are
not usually marked by any social or reli-
gious ceremony.25

Finally, there is also some indication that
women in the oldest age-groups (those
aged 40–44 in the current analysis) over-
stated their age at first union. Again, this
pattern is most noticeable in areas where
informal and consensual unions are com-
mon. Age misreporting is most likely to
influence our analysis of change over time;
specifically, older respondents’ age mis-
reporting is likely to lead us to understate
the actual amount of change in the preva-
lence of early marriage.26
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*The sole exception is Trinidad and Tobago, where
women were specifically asked about visiting unions, a
recognized type of union in that country.

†We considered using a more detailed measure of educa-
tional attainment that distinguished between women with
no education, those with an incomplete primary educa-
tion, those with a complete primary education and those
with some secondary schooling. However, in several of
the Sub-Saharan African countries under investigation
(e.g., Burundi and Niger), there are too few educated
women to permit analysis within more detailed educa-
tional attainment categories (e.g., the proportion of women
aged 20–24 with complete primary education who mar-
ried before age 18). For most of the Latin American coun-
tries under investigation, we encounter the opposite sit-
uation; there are too few women at the low end of the
distribution to use the four-category classification scheme.

‡Several countries deviated slightly from this standard

format (see A. K. Blanc and N. Rutenberg, 1990, reference

23). Interviewers in the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, In-

donesia, Peru and Thailand asked all ever-married women

for both the date of the beginning of their first union and

their age at the time. Inconsistencies were resolved via

“subjective and largely unrecorded decisions...based on

the survey staff’s opinion about which was the more re-

liable piece of information” (p. 43). In Mexico, only the

question on the date of first union was asked. This appears

to have produced more complete information because in-

terviewers had to probe more intensively to collect a com-

plete date for the first union from each respondent.



151Volume 22, Number 4, December 1996

where the median age at
marriage is younger
than 16, and in Botswana
and Namibia, where the
median age at marriage
is about 24–25. Although
entry into the first union
is late in Botswana and
Namibia, the proportion
of women having an
early first birth is high,
falling within the range
found in other Sub-
Saharan African coun-
tries.27 Widespread mi-
gration of men to obtain
work is believed to be an
important reason for the
late age at marriage
among both women and
men in these countries.28

The median age at first
marriage is 20 or older in
four of the 13 Asian and
North African countries
in our study, although
there are a few countries
in these regions with rel-
atively low medians
(Bangladesh, India and
Yemen). Across Latin
America, the median age
at first marriage is rela-
tively homogeneous. It is
between 19 and 21 in all
but four countries (Brazil,
Colombia, Guatemala
and Peru).

Trends in Timing
Table 2 (page 152)
shows the proportion of
women married by age
20 for three cohorts—
those aged 20–24, 30–34
and 40–44 at the time of
the survey. Women in-
creasingly delay mar-
riage—the proportion
married by age 20 has
decreased over the past
two decades in all countries except Mali,
El Salvador, Guatemala and Trinidad and
Tobago, and the small increases shown
there may be the result of inaccurate re-
porting by the oldest age-group.29

Although delays in marriage are found
in most countries, the magnitude of the de-
cline in the proportion married before age
20 varies substantially across regions. The
table presents the total absolute difference
in the proportion married by age 20 be-
tween the cohort aged 20–24 and the cohort

Levels and Trends
Prevalence
Marriage during the teenage years is com-
mon in developing countries. Nevertheless,
the situation varies greatly by country and
region. In Table 1, we present three age-spe-
cific indicators of marriage timing—the
proportion of all women aged 20–24 who
had married by ages 15, 18 and 20. Women
are most likely to marry at a young age in
Sub-Saharan Africa: In all but a few coun-
tries in that region, 60–92% of all women
aged 20–24 had entered their first union by
age 20. We also find a high prevalence of
early marriage in a few countries in other
regions: In Bangladesh, Guatemala, India
and Yemen, 60–82% of all women aged
20–24 had married by age 20. 

Although marriage during the teenage
years is less common in Latin America,
Asia, North Africa and the Middle East
than in Sub-Saharan Africa, it is by no
means rare. Typically, one-fifth to one-third
of 20–24-year-olds in those regions had en-
tered their first marriage by age 18, and one-
third to one-half had married by age 20. 

Even in France and the United States,
11% of all 20–24-year-olds had begun their
first marriage or cohabiting union by age
18, and 32% had done so by age 20. Japan
is exceptional in the rarity of marriage
during adolescence: Only 2% of 20–24
year-olds had married by age 20. 

In a few developing countries, marriage
by age 18 is relatively uncommon. The
proportions of women married by age 18
(10–14%) in Botswana, Namibia, the
Philippines, Sri Lanka and Tunisia are sim-
ilar to those in France and the United
States, and the proportions married by age
20 (19–29%) are lower.

Beginning the first marriage before age
15 is common only in Bangladesh and
Niger, where about half of women aged
20–24 had married by that age. Neverthe-
less, the incidence of very early marriage
ranges from 10% to 27% in seven Sub-Sa-
haran African countries (Cameroon,
Liberia, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, Togo and
Uganda) and six countries in other regions
(Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Pakistan,
Sudan and Yemen). 

Reflecting these differences, the median
age at first marriage (the age at which 50%
of all women have entered their first mar-
riage or union) shows wide variation with-
in and across most regions. In general,
women in Sub-Saharan Africa marry
early—11 of the 16 countries included from
that region have a median age between 16
and 19 years. Yet, we find exceptions to this
pattern in Mali and Niger, countries with
a predominantly Muslim population,

aged 40–44. Declines are largest in North
Africa and the Middle East (four countries
of the six included here had declines of
32–41 percentage points in the proportion
married by age 20), and are greater in Asia
and Sub-Saharan Africa than in Latin
America. The decline in the proportion
married by age 20 varies between 10 and
21 percentage points in 11 of the 16 Sub-Sa-
haran African countries represented here,
and varies between 10 and 25 percentage
points in six of the seven Asian countries

Table 1. Percentage of women aged 20–24 who married as ado-
lescents, by age at marriage; and median age at marriage among
all women; according to country, 1985–1994

Country and % of women 20–24 married by Median age
survey year

Age Age Age
at first

15 18 20
marriage

Sub-Saharan Africa
Botswana, 1988 3 10 19 23.9
Burundi, 1987 2 17 44 19.5
Cameroon, 1991 21 58 73 16.5
Ghana, 1988 9 41 63 18.1
Kenya, 1993 5 28 46 18.8
Liberia,1986 17 32 64 17.2
Mali, 1987 27 78 92 15.7
Namibia, 1992 2 11 20 24.8
Niger, 1992 50 84 90 15.1
Nigeria, 1990 27 52 68 16.9
Senegal, 1986 15 59 70 16.4
Tanzania, 1991–1992 7 37 61 17.9
Togo, 1988 10 44 63 18.3
Uganda, 1988–1989 18 53 73 17.0
Zambia, 1992 9 43 64 17.4
Zimbabwe, 1988–1989 7 33 53 18.6

North Africa and the Middle East
Egypt, 1992 7 27 41 18.5
Jordan, 1990 2 16 30 19.6
Morocco, 1992 3 18 31 19.7
Sudan, 1989–1990 12 27 37 17.8 
Tunisia, 1988 1 10 21 21.1
Yemen, 1991–1992 20 49 63 15.8

Asia
Bangladesh, 1993–1994 47 73 82 14.1
India, 1992–1993 18 51 70 16.1
Indonesia, 1991 10 34 51 17.7
Pakistan, 1990–1991 11 32 49 18.6
Philippines, 1993 2 14 29 21.4
Sri Lanka, 1987 1 14 28 22.4
Thailand, 1987 2 20 37 20.5

Latin America
Bolivia, 1989 5 24 41 20.3
Brazil, 1986 4 22 40 21.2*
Colombia, 1990 3 22 37 21.2
Dominican Republic, 1991 9 30 47 19.0
Ecuador, 1987 6 26 44 20.1
El Salvador, 1985 6 38 59 19.0
Guatemala, 1987 12 41 60 18.6*
Mexico, 1987 6 28 44 19.9
Paraguay, 1990 2 24 40 20.9
Peru, 1991–1992 3 18 31 21.1
Trinidad & Tobago, 1987 6 34 54 19.6

Developed countries
France, 1994 0 11 32 22.5
Japan, 1992 0 0 2 26.4
United States, 1988 1 11 32 22.0*

*Women aged 25–44. Sources: Developing countries—Percentage of women married by
exact ages: Special analyses of DHS data (individual country reports used except for Egypt,
Indonesia, Jordan, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Thailand, Tunisia and Yemen); median age
at first marriage: C.F. Westoff, A.K. Blanc and L. Nyblade (see reference 1) and DHS country
reports. France—Enquête sur les situations familiales et l’emploi, 1994. Japan—1992 (Tenth)
National Fertility Survey. United States—1988 National Survey of Family Growth.



How universal are these relationships at the
national level? That is, do we find low na-
tional levels of early marriage only among
the more socioeconomically developed
countries? Are low levels of socioeconom-
ic development always associated with a
high prevalence of early marriage?

Urban Residence and Urbanization
We focus initially on urban-rural differ-
ences in the prevalence of early marriage
within countries. The first two columns of

included. In Latin America, however, the
proportion entering their first union by age
20 declined substantially only in the Do-
minican Republic and Peru (14–16 per-
centage points). Either small declines (less
than seven percentage points) or small in-
creases occurred in almost all of the other
countries in Latin America.

To examine how recently the changes in
the timing of marriage have occurred, we
divide the total change in proportion mar-
ried by age 20 into two parts—the pro-
portion that occurred in the earlier period
(between women aged 40–44 and those
aged 30–34) and in the most recent period
(between women aged 30–34 and those
aged 20–24).* On average, about 72% of the
total change in the proportion married by
age 20 occurred in the more recent period.
In more than half of the countries studied
(including France and the United States),
75% or more of the decline in early mar-
riage occurred in the more recent period
and, in 11 of these countries, all of the
change occurred in that period. In North
Africa and the Middle East, declines in
early marriage began during the earlier pe-
riod but continued during the more recent
period; in three of the six countries in those
regions, the proportion of change in each
period was 42–58%. Sri Lanka and Brazil
are exceptional in that almost all of the de-
cline occurred during the earlier period. 

Socioeconomic Correlates
Next, we examine the empirical linkages be-
tween marriage timing and three dimen-
sions of socioeconomic development—
urbanization, women’s educational attain-
ment and women’s labor force participation.
In looking at individual countries, we pose
the following questions: Are young women
who have greater exposure to socioeco-
nomic development and modernizing in-
fluences less likely to marry at an early age?

Table 3 show the proportions of women
aged 20–24 in urban and rural areas who
had married by age 20, and the third col-
umn gives the ratio between the two fig-
ures. As we expected, urban women are
less likely than rural women to marry dur-
ing their teens in all but a few countries.†

The largest differences occur in the
Asian and North African countries, where
urban women are generally only two-
thirds as likely as rural women to marry
by age 20. Moreover, urban women in
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Table 2. Percentage of women married before age 20, by age-group, absolute decrease in early
marriage between the oldest and youngest women, and percentage distribution of the decrease,
by country

Country Age-group Decrease % change
from oldest between age-groups

40–44 30–34 20–24
to youngest

40–44 30–34age-group
and 30–34 and 20–24

Sub-Saharan Africa
Botswana 33 32 19 14 7 93
Burundi 58 58 44 14 0 100
Cameroon 85 79 73 12 50 50
Ghana 77 72 63 14 36 64
Kenya 67 63 46 21 19 81
Liberia 81 71 64 16 56 44
Mali 90 93 92 0* na na
Namibia 28 25 20 8 38 63
Niger 94 94 90 4 0 100
Nigeria 71 76 68 3 0 100
Senegal 86 79 70 16 44 56
Tanzania 76 70 61 15 40 60
Togo 69 71 63 6 0 100
Uganda 83 79 73 10 40 60
Zambia 81 78 64 17 18 82
Zimbabwe 69 70 53 16 0 100

North Africa and the Middle East
Egypt 59 55 41 18 22 78
Jordan 62 52 30 32 31 69
Morocco 64 50 31 33 42 58
Sudan 78 60 37 41 44 56
Tunisia 54 36 21 33 55 45
Yemen 80 82 63 17 0 100

Asia
Bangladesh 97 93 82 15 27 73
India 83 79 70 13 18 82
Indonesia 76 67 51 25 36 64
Pakistan 61 63 49 12 0 100
Philippines 38 37 29 9 11 89
Sri Lanka 41 29 28 13 92 8
Thailand 47 45 37 10 20 80

Latin America
Bolivia 43 49 41 2 0 100
Brazil 44 35 39 5 100 0
Colombia 42 42 37 5 0 100
Dominican Republic 63 54 47 16 56 44
Ecuador 50 49 44 6 17 83
El Salvador 58 57 59 0* na na
Guatemala 56 63 60 0* na na
Mexico 53 53 44 9 0 100
Paraguay 44 43 40 4 25 75
Peru 45 40 31 14 36 64
Trinidad & Tobago 52 53 53 0* na na

Developed countries
France 35 42 32 3 0 100
Japan 3 2 2 1 100 0
United States 41 39 32 9 22 78

*Increases are shown as 0 because the percentage distribution is based on the overall decline. Note: na=not applicable. Sources: De-
veloping countries—C.F. Westoff, A.K. Blanc and L. Nyblade (see reference 1), Table 6.1, p. 28, and special analyses of DHS data
(country reports used for Bangladesh, Egypt, India and Yemen). Developed countries—See Table 1 sources.

*Change in the proportion marrying before age 20 be-
tween two age-groups that are 10 years apart actually oc-
curs not at a point in time, but over a period that is some-
what broader than the decade before the survey. For
example, adolescent marriages among women aged
20–24 in 1990 occurred during the period 1981–1990. For
cohorts aged 30–34 and 40–44, adolescent marriages oc-
curred during the periods 1971–1980 and 1961–1970, re-
spectively.

†Although the differential in age at first marriage is not
in the expected direction in Botswana, there is almost no
difference between urban and rural women in the tim-
ing of the first birth (see AGI, 1995, reference 1, Appen-
dix Table 5). In Burundi, the proportion of the total pop-
ulation that is urban is extremely low (4%), which may
account for this unexpected, nonsignificant differential.
In Trinidad and Tobago, the differential is influenced by
the fact that the African ethnic group, which has a
younger age at first union, is concentrated in urban areas,
while the Indian ethnic group, with its higher age at first
union, mainly lives in rural areas.
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marriage, many factors other than urban-
ization determine levels of early marriage. 

Women’s Educational Attainment
In examining the relationship between
women’s formal schooling and marriage
timing, we first focus on differences in the
prevalence of early marriage by educa-
tional subgroups within countries. The
fourth and fifth columns of Table 3 show
the proportion of women aged 20–24 with
at least some secondary schooling who had
married by age 20 and the proportion with

Egypt and Indonesia are only about half
as likely as rural women to marry by that
age. In most of Latin America, urban
women are about 75% as likely as rural
women to marry before age 20, but in Peru
urban women are only 41% as likely as
rural women to marry that young. In Sub-
Saharan Africa, urban-rural differences are
smaller: Urban women in most countries
are about 70–90% as likely as rural women
to marry before age 20. Nonetheless, Nige-
ria, Senegal and Togo show larger than av-
erage differentials for this region, in that
urban women are only 57–60% as likely
as rural women to marry before age 20.

We now shift our focus to the cross-na-
tional analysis. Figure 1 (page 154) depicts
the association between the level of ur-
banization and the prevalence of early mar-
riage in the 40 developing countries in our
study. In general, the higher the proportion
of a country’s population living in urban
areas, the less likely it is that women in that
country will marry before age 20 (r=–0.36).*
Close examination of the figure reveals
some intriguing patterns. First, among the
highly urbanized countries (those with 70%
or more of the population in urban areas),
we find none in which more than 55% of
women marry before age 20.

Second, we find countries clustering
more tightly around the regression line at
higher levels of urbanization. Converse-
ly, we find considerable heterogeneity in
the prevalence of early marriage at the
lower end of the urbanization spectrum.
For example, among the countries with
less than 40% of the population living in
urban areas, the proportion of women
marrying before age 20 ranges from 19%
in Botswana (which, as noted earlier, has
an unusual combination of early age at
first birth and late age at marriage) to 92%
in Mali. In short, while the level of ur-
banization is associated with the timing
of marriage, the relationship is not as
strong as theory may lead us to expect.

An analysis of the association between
changes in urbanization and changes in the
prevalence of early marriage revealed no
statistically significant relationship (not
shown). The partial correlation between
the absolute increase in the proportion of
the population living in urban areas and
the absolute decrease in the proportion of
women who had married before age 20
(40–44-year-olds compared with 20–24-
year-olds), when the initial levels of ur-
banization and early marriage are ac-
counted for, is 0.04 (p=.788). This result
suggests that despite the significant cross-
sectional association between the level of
urbanization and the prevalence of early

a primary education or less who had mar-
ried by that age. The educational differen-
tial is more consistent than the residential
differential—in every country, women with
at least some secondary schooling are less
likely to have married at a young age than
are women with less education. 

The educational differentials are also

Table 3. Among women aged 20–24, percentage who married before age 20, by residence and
education, according to country

Country Residence Education

Urban Rural Urban as % With ≥7 With <7 More educated
of rural years of years of as % of less

schooling schooling educated

Sub-Saharan Africa
Botswana 22 17 128 15 26 58
Burundi* 51 44 116 25 45 56
Cameroon 66 80 82 49 90 54
Ghana 54 68 80 55 73 75
Kenya 34 50 69 36 70 51
Liberia 61 75 81 42 74 57
Mali* 87 94 93 79 93 85
Namibia 17 22 79 12 32 38 
Niger* 70 95 74 28 92 30
Nigeria 46 76 60 33 83 40
Senegal 49 86 57 28 75 37
Tanzania 51 65 78 54 80 68
Togo 45 75 60 28 71 39
Uganda 55 76 73 55 79 70
Zambia 53 75 70 48 85 56
Zimbabwe 46 58 80 28 75 37

North Africa and the Middle East
Egypt† 29 58 49 21 69 30
Jordan† 29 31 96 27 47 57
Morocco 23 41 56 11 38 29
Sudan† 26 45 58 17 52 33
Tunisia*,† 16 28 57 9 25 36 
Yemen*,† 47 68 69 26 68 38

Asia
Bangladesh u u u u u u
India 52 77 67 u u u
Indonesia† 32 63 52 23 70 33
Pakistan† 36 56 65 19 57 33
Philippines 23 38 62 23 50 46
Sri Lanka† 19 30 65 u u u
Thailand† 24 42 57 14 47 30

Latin America
Bolivia 37 47 79 30 53 57
Brazil 36 49 73 24 53 45
Colombia 35 45 77 26 52 50
Dominican Republic 41 60 69 36 77 47
Ecuador 39 52 75 30 63 48
El Salvador 52 70 75 33 73 46
Guatemala 45 69 65 28 67 42
Mexico 38 62 61 26 66 39
Paraguay 34 49 71 24 53 45
Peru 24 58 41 21 64 33
Trinidad & Tobago 59 49 120 52 62 84

Developed countries
France u u u 28 52 54
Japan‡ u u u 2 27 7
United States‡ 16 37 43 16 45 36

*Percentage married by age 20 among women with seven or more years of schooling is based on 45–100 unweighted cases. †Women’s
survey included only ever-married women. Weights derived from the household survey were used to calculate the proportions married
by age 20 among all women. ‡Education measured as 12 or more years and fewer than 12 years. Note: u=unavailable. Sources: De-
veloping countries—special analyses of DHS data. Developed countries—See Table 1 sources.

*The correlation between the proportion of women aged

40–44 who had married before age 20 and the level of ur-

banization was even stronger in 1965 than the cross-sec-

tional association in the more recent period (–0.47 for the

earlier period versus –0.41 for the more recent period).



found in Latin America.
Within countries, we also examine the

simple correlations that summarize the
strength of the individual-level association
between age at first mar-
riage and years of formal
schooling. Because this
correlation can be com-
puted only for women
who have been in a
union, we base the cal-
culation on ever-married
women aged 30–34. We
chose that age-group be-
cause most women are
married by age 30, and
the amount of bias that
we inadvertently intro-
duce by excluding the
experience of never-mar-
ried women from the
calculations is therefore
reduced. Moreover,
choosing this age-group
rather than an older
group (for example,
women aged 40–44 or
45–49) permits us to ex-

greater than the residential differentials
(columns 3 and 6). As with the compar-
isons based on residence, Asia and North
Africa exhibit the largest educational dif-
ferentials: In most countries, women with
at least some secondary education are only
about one-third as likely as less-educated
women to have married before age 20. In
Latin America, the region with the next
largest differentials, women with at least
some secondary schooling are about
40–50% as likely as less-educated women
to have married early. Sub-Saharan Africa
has the smallest differentials: In 10 of the
16 countries studied, women with at least
some secondary education are about
50–85% as likely as less-educated women
to marry at a young age. However, in the
remaining six Sub-Saharan African coun-
tries, the differentials are as large as those

amine more recent behavior.* We compute
this correlation both for the country as a
whole, and for urban and rural areas.

Table 4 displays the distribution of
countries according to the strength of their
correlation between age at first marriage
and years of schooling. The results indi-
cate that in most countries the relationship
is strong and highly significant: The cor-
relation coefficients range between 0.30
and 0.60 in the majority of countries in all
the regions studied. The correlations by
place of residence indicate that in the ma-
jority of countries, women’s educational
attainment is more closely related to age
at marriage in urban than in rural areas.
The correlation coefficient is 0.30–0.60 in
urban areas of 27 countries, but is that
strong in rural areas of only 10 countries.
The correlation between age at marriage
and years of formal schooling is 0.47
among Peruvian women living in urban
areas and 0.10 among those living in rural
areas (not shown). We find similar, al-
though less pronounced, patterns in other
countries. In Thailand, for example, the
correlation is 0.53 in urban areas and 0.24
in rural areas; in Zimbabwe, it is 0.40 in
urban areas and 0.17 in rural areas.

These differences suggest that in most
countries, the relationship between edu-
cational attainment and age at marriage
is influenced by urban living conditions.
Education may be more likely to lead to
paid work experience in urban areas,
thereby providing an alternative to early
marriage. Another explanation is that al-
though both urban and rural women who
have more schooling may want to control
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*Most women in the countries under investigation marry
before age 30. In all but two Sub-Saharan African coun-
tries, 6% or fewer of women aged 30–34 had never mar-
ried. In North Africa, the Middle East and Asia, the pro-
portion is this low in half of the countries, while in the
other half, about 10–15% of 30–34-year-olds had never
married. In Latin America, the proportion never-married
in this age-group was 10% or less in all but three coun-
tries, where the proportion varied between 10% and 16%.
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Figure 1. Association between percentage of women aged 20–24 married by age 20 and per-
centage of population that is urban, 40 developing countries, 1985–1994

% married by age 20

Sources: Percentage married by age 20—Special analyses of DHS data. Urban population—UN (see reference 22).

Table 4. Numerical distribution of developing countries, by strength
of association between age at first marriage and years of school-
ing among ever-married women aged 30–34, according to resi-
dence and region

Residence Total Weak* Moderate† Strong‡
and region

All
Sub-Saharan Africa 16 3 3 10
Asia, North Africa

and Middle East 11 0 3 8
Latin America 11 0 4 7

Urban
Sub-Saharan Africa 16 3 3 10
Asia, North Africa

and Middle East 11 0 1 10
Latin America 11 0 4 7

Rural
Sub-Saharan Africa 16 7 4 5
Asia, North Africa

and Middle East 11 2 6 3
Latin America 11 3 6 2

*r<0.15; includes a few countries where correlation is not significant at p<.05. †r=0.15–0.29;
all correlations significant at p<.05. ‡r=0.30–0.60; all correlations significant at p.<05. Note:
Bangladesh and India, whose data files were not yet available, are omitted. Source: Special
analyses of Demographic and Health Survey data.
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ticipation, defined either as the proportion
of all women in the labor force or as the
proportion of women aged 20–29 who re-
ported in the DHS survey that they were
currently working for pay. Nonetheless,
data on female labor force participation
are notorious for their poor quality and
noncomparability across countries,30 and
we believe that deficiencies in the mea-
surement of female labor force participa-
tion, rather than a weak underlying asso-
ciation, account for this finding.

Other studies with more appropriate
measures of labor force experience have
found a relationship with age at marriage.
A United Nations analysis of data from
the World Fertility Survey, which includ-
ed measures of employment before mar-
riage, suggests that women’s labor force
participation and age at marriage are re-
lated. The analysis indicates that, in gen-
eral, women who worked at all before
marriage married somewhat later than
women who did not. Moreover, women
with experience working in a modern oc-
cupation before marriage had the highest
mean age at marriage, net of the effect of
education; on average, they married al-

the timing of family formation, urban
women may have greater access to effec-
tive contraceptive methods that enable
them to avoid premarital pregnancies,
which may lead to early marriage. Also,
educated women living in urban areas
may experience less familial pressure to
marry at a young age than their educated
peers in rural areas, because their families
are less likely to follow traditional norms.

Turning to the country level of analy-
sis, we find additional evidence that more-
educated populations of women are less
likely to marry young. As Figure 2 shows,
a moderately strong association exists be-
tween the percentage of women aged
20–24 with some secondary schooling and
the percentage who had married before
age 20; the country-level correlation is
–0.51.* The points on the scatterplot reveal
a relationship similar to the cross-nation-
al association between urbanization and
early marriage: None of the countries with
high levels of female secondary schooling
have a high prevalence of early marriage
and, again, we find the widest variation
in the prevalence of early marriage among
countries where fewer than 40% of girls
attend secondary school.

When we examine change between two
cohorts of women—those aged 40–44 and
those aged 20–24—the partial correlation
between the decrease in the proportion
marrying before age 20 and the increase in
the proportion with at least some sec-
ondary schooling reveals a moderate and
statistically significant association over time
(r=–0.40; p<.01). Although we cannot con-
clude from this that education “causes”
changes in marriage timing, since at least
part of the effect may operate in the oppo-
site direction, this finding does suggest that
across the diverse group of countries under
investigation, increases in educational at-
tainment tend to be associated with de-
creases in the prevalence of early marriage. 

Gender Equality in Education
In Figure 3 (page 156), we show the rela-
tionship between the number of girls per
100 boys enrolled in secondary school and
the percentage of women married before
age 20. The correlation coefficient is –0.68,
indicating that greater equality between
males and females—at least as it pertains
to formal schooling—is strongly associated
with a lower prevalence of early marriage
among women.

Women’s Labor Force Participation
We find no evidence of a statistically sig-
nificant linear association between early
marriage and women’s labor force par-

most 2.5 years later than women in tradi-
tional occupations.31 An analysis of five
Asian countries also found a relationship
between women’s work before marriage
and age at marriage, where higher-level
occupations, work outside the home and
work for cash were all related to increas-
es in age at marriage.32

Discussion
The concerns of policymakers and ac-
tivists about the prevalence of early mar-
riage and its impact on women’s status are
current and important. A substantial pro-
portion of women in developing countries
still marry at a young age. In some coun-
tries, as many as 50% of women marry or
enter a union by age 18, and up to 70% do
so by age 20. In a few countries, substan-
tial proportions marry before age 15. Even
in low-prevalence regions such as North
Africa, the Middle East and Southeast
Asia, we find considerable cross-nation-
al variation.

*This correlation is based on 39 countries. We omitted

Sri Lanka because it lacks comparable data on educational

attainment.
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Figure 2. Association between percentage of women aged 20–24 married by age 20 and per-
centage of women aged 20–24 with seven or more years of education
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Source: Special analyses of DHS data.



strong association between education and
age at first marriage at both the individual
level and the societal level. Although cau-
sation is probably not unidirectional, and
much more research is needed to under-
stand the mechanisms underlying such re-
lationships, these strong associations sug-
gest that increasing women’s access to
education is one of the more effective
means that governments can use to in-
crease age at marriage and simultaneous-
ly improve women’s overall position. 

Special efforts are needed in areas where
schooling is available but other factors pre-
vent young women from attending school
or completing their education. For in-
stance, girls in some cultures may not be
allowed to attend school, and arranged
marriages take place at a young age. In
other settings, young women may lack the
motivation to complete high school be-
cause they perceive a lack of job opportu-
nities.36 As these situations demonstrate,
the link between education and marriage
timing does not operate in isolation; rather,
it is conditioned by the broader cultural
and socioeconomic context.

Partly as a result of worldwide social and
structural changes during the past 20–30
years, the proportion of women marrying
as adolescents has declined in most of the

Enforcing the legal minimum age for
marriage is one action that governments
may adopt to increase women’s age at mar-
riage. In China, where the legal minimum
age for women was increased to 20 in 1980
and has been enforced with some success,
especially in urban areas, women’s average
age at marriage rose substantially, to about
22, by the late 1980s.33 Other governments
have introduced monetary incentives. In
India, for example, the government of
Haryana State is experimenting with a pro-
gram whereby the state deposits 2,500 ru-
pees ($78) in the name of a newborn girl in
a savings account, which will yield 25,000
rupees when the girl reaches 18, the legal
age of marriage; the girl gets none of the
money if she marries before that age. The
program is restricted to families with low
incomes (a maximum of 11,000 rupees, or
$343, a year) and no more than two chil-
dren.34 This particular pilot program ap-
pears promising, but direct attempts by
governments to increase women’s age at
marriage have generally proven ineffective.

More typically, increases in the age at
marriage have accompanied major social-
structural changes such as increases in ed-
ucational attainment, urbanization and the
emergence of new roles for single women.35

The findings in the present study show a

countries studied here. In some countries
(mainly in Latin America and Sub-Saharan
Africa), the declines are quite small and it
is unclear whether they are part of long-
term trends or short-term fluctuations.

This analysis shows that increases in the
age at marriage are much larger and more
widespread in North Africa, the Middle
East and Asia than in Latin America and
Sub-Saharan Africa. It is likely that these
differences are at least partly due to the
higher degree of familial control over a
woman’s choice of marriage partner and
the timing of marriage, and by the strength
of sanctions against premarital sex in
North Africa, the Middle East and Asia.

An increase in the age at first marriage
is in many respects a positive change, one
that is likely to bring about improvements
in women’s status. However, an increase
in age at marriage will result in improve-
ments only if the longer period that
women are single is spent in activities that
are likely to improve their situation, for
example, completing secondary or high-
er education and accruing work experi-
ence. While governments generally accept
and are seeking to implement universal
primary schooling, it will probably take
more time, political will and resources to
bring secondary schooling within the
reach of all young women and to increase
and diversify the job and training oppor-
tunities that are available to them.

In addition to improving women’s sta-
tus, a later age at marriage will probably
bring new social, economic and health risks
for women. These new and different risks
create challenges for service providers who
are trying to meet young women’s needs
in the areas of sex education, health care
services in general, and reproductive health
care services in particular. As the age at
menarche decreases and the age at mar-
riage rises, the period between menarche
and the start of marriage lengthens,37 in-
creasing the likelihood of premarital preg-
nancies, births and unsafe abortion. Sexu-
al activity in the absence of condom
use—especially if a woman has multiple
sexual partners—increases a woman’s risk
of exposure to sexually transmitted dis-
eases, including AIDS. 

In addition, a young woman who be-
comes a single parent faces a higher chance
of being abandoned by her own family, of
receiving no support or inadequate sup-
port from the father of the child, and of liv-
ing in poverty than if she waits to have a
child until she has entered a stable union.
The proportion of women exposed to these
risks will increase if there is a shift toward
informal unions that are at high risk of dis-
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Figure 3. Association between percentage of women aged 20–24 married by age 20 and num-
ber of girls per 100 boys enrolled in secondary school
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Sources: Percentage married by age 20—Special analyses of the Demographic and Health Surveys. Girls per 100 boys in sec-
ondary school—for Bolivia (1990), Brazil (1980), Dominican Republic (1985), Ecuador (1987), Guatemala (1980), Peru (1985), Ugan-
da (1986): United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Statistical Yearbook, 1993, Paris, 1993, Table 3.2; for all
other countries: World Bank, World Development Report 1994, Oxford University Press, New York, 1994.



157Volume 22, Number 4, December 1996

Parents: A Portrait of the Americas, AGI, New York, 1990;
and N. Goldman, “Dissolution of First Unions in Colom-
bia, Panama and Peru,”  Demography, 18:659–680, 1981. 

4. J. Bruce, C. B. Lloyd and A. Leonard, Families in Focus:
New Perspectives on Mothers, Fathers and Children, The Pop-

ulation Council, New York, 1995. 

5. United Nations (UN), Draft Platform for Action,
A/CONF.177/L.1, New York, May 24, 1995. 

6. Anti-Slavery International, “Early Marriage,”  un-

published manuscript, London, Sept. 1994; and “India’s

Rich Little Poor Girls,” Economist, Mar. 11, 1995, p. 40.

7. P. Makinwa-Adebusoye, ”The Impact of Female Em-

ployment on Women’s Status and Fertility,”  paper pre-

pared for the workshop on Status of Women and Demo-
graphic Change: Assessing What We Have Learned, East-West

Center, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA, Dec. 18–20, 1995.

8. K. O. Mason, ”The Impact of Women’s Position on

Demographic Change During the Course of Develop-

ment,”  in N. Federici, K. O. Mason and S. Sogner, eds.,

Women’s Position and Demographic Change, Clarendon

Press, New York, 1993; and K. O. Mason, “The Impact of

Women’s Social Position on Fertility in Developing Coun-

tries,” Sociological Forum, 2:718–745, 1987.

9. S. H. Cochrane, “Fertility and Education: What Do We

Really Know?” World Bank Staff Occasional Papers, No.

26, Washington, D. C., 1979.

10. Ibid.

11. J. C. Caldwell, “Toward a Restatement of Demo-

graphic Transition Theory,”  Population and Development
Review, 2:321–366, 1976.

12. S. J. Jejeebhoy, “Women’s Education, Autonomy, and

Reproductive Behavior: Assessing What We Have

Learned,” paper prepared for the workshop on Status of
Women and Demographic Change: Assessing What We Have
Learned, East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA, Dec.

18–20, 1995; and UN, Women’s Education and Fertility Be-
havior: Recent Evidence from the Demograhic and Health Sur-
veys, New York, 1995.

13. P. C. Smith, “The Impact of Age at Marriage and Pro-

portions Marrying on Fertility,”  in R. A. Bulatao and R. D.

Lee, eds., Determinants of Fertility in Developing Countries:
Fertility Regulation and Institutional Influences, Academ-

ic Press, New York, 1983. 

14. Ibid.; and C. H. Bledsoe and B. Cohen, eds., Social Dy-
namics of Adolescent Fertility in Sub-Saharan Africa, National

Academy Press, Washington, D. C., 1993.

15. P. C. Smith, 1983, op. cit. (see reference 13).

16. Ibid.; and N. Goldman, ”Demography of the Mar-

riage Market in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia,”  in

International Population Conference, New Delhi 1989, Vol.

3, International Union for the Scientific Study of Popu-

lation, Liège, Belgium, 1989, pp. 175–187.

17. Special tabulations provided by H. Leridon and L.

Toulemon, Institut National d’Etudes Demographiques,

Paris.

18. Special tabulations provided by M. Atoh, R. Kaneko

and T. Kaneko, Institute of Population Problems, Min-

istry of Health and Welfare, Tokyo.

19. AGI, 1995, op. cit. (see reference 1), Table E, p. 17.

20. R. J. Magnani et al., “Men, Marriage and Fatherhood

in Kinshasa, Zaire,”  International Family Planning Per-
spectives, 21:19–25, 1995; and J. R. Udry, N. Dole and K.

Gleiter, “Forming Reproductive Unions in Urban Zim-

babwe,” International Family Planning Perspectives,

18:10–12 & 17, 1992.

21. World Bank, World Tables 1995, Washington, D. C.,
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solution, even if the age at first union re-
mains the same. In Latin America, the pro-
portion in informal unions has increased
somewhat over the past three decades.38

Researchers who study the timing of sex-
ual activity and marriage in Sub-Saharan
Africa have documented that noncohab-
iting, premarital sexual relationships are
increasing there as well.39

A woman’s age at first marriage con-
tinues to be a useful indicator of her sta-
tus and of the start of childbearing. The
formation of the first marriage or union
brings important changes in a woman’s
family situation and in her future expec-
tations and opportunities. When a woman
marries at the age of 20 or older, she is
more likely to have had the opportunity
to develop independently of her parents
and siblings, and she is more likely to form
an identity separate from that of her part-
ner or husband. In addition, the first birth
still follows the start of the first union very
closely: The majority of married women
have their first child within 24 months of
the start of the first union.40 Still, the ris-
ing prevalence of sexual relationships and
childbearing outside of marriage means
that the implications of age at first mar-
riage or union are changing.

In summary, information on changes in
the prevalence of early marriage and on
their implications for women can help pol-
icymakers and service providers recognize
that action is needed, and can motivate
them to formulate timely and adequate re-
sponses. Regulations, policies and pro-
grams must be adapted to ensure that
young women have as much access as
young men to formal education and to
paid employment. This calls for rethink-
ing how scarce resources are spent. At the
same time, the social and health risks to
young women that accompany tradition-
al patterns of early union formation and
early childbearing, and the different, but
equally troubling risks that may accom-
pany increases in the age at marriage,
must be addressed and minimized.
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centuales en la mayoría de los países y alcan-
za a 30–40 puntos porcentuales en algunos lu-
gares. La educación y la edad de la mujer en el
momento de su primer matrimonio son factores
estrechamente vinculados tanto a nivel indi-
vidual como a nivel de la sociedad: la mujer que
ha asistido a estudios secundarios es consi-
derablemente menos proclive a contraer mat-
rimonio durante su adolescencia. Los países
donde un mayor porcentaje de mujeres han
completado la educación secundaria presen-
tan una proporción más baja de casamientos
durante la adolescencia.

Résumé
Une étude fondée sur les données de 40 En-
quêtes démographiques et de santé révèle une
tendance continue au mariage précoce dans les
pays en voie de développement. Dans l’en-
semble, 20% à 50% des femmes se marient ou
forment une union avant l’âge de 18 ans, et
40% à 70%, avant l’âge de 20 ans. Le mariage
précoce est le plus fréquent en Afrique subsa-
harienne et en Asie du Sud; il est le moins com-
mun en Afrique du Nord, au Moyen-Orient
et en Asie du Sud-Est. Les femmes âgées de 20
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Resumen
Un estudio que utilizó datos de 40 Encuestas
Demográficas y de Salud indica que una pro-
porción sustancial de mujeres de países en de-
sarrollo todavía se casan durante la adoles-
cencia. En general, el 20–50% de las mujeres
se casan o inician una vida consensual a lle-
gar a los 18 años, y el 40–70% lo hacen a lle-
gar a los 20 años. La mayor prevalencia de ma-
trimonios a temprana edad se presenta en el
Africa Subsahariana y en el Sur de Asia, y la
menor prevalencia en el Africa del Norte, el
Oriente Medio y el Asia Sudoriental. Las mu-
jeres de entre 20 y 24 años presentan una
menor probabilidad de casarse antes de los 20
años que aquellas de entre 40 y 44 años; el
diferencial es de por lo menos 10 puntos por-

à 24 ans sont moins susceptibles de s’être ma-
riées avant l’âge de 20 ans que celles de 40 à
44 ans. La différence, d’au moins 10% dans la
plupart des pays, atteint jusqu’à 30% et 40%
dans certains. Le niveau d’éducation et l’âge
au premier mariage présentent une associa-
tion étroite, au niveau tant individuel que so-
ciétal. Ainsi, les femmes instruites au niveau
secondaire sont moins susceptibles de se mari-
er pendant l’adolescence. Dans les pays où la
proportion des femmes scolarisées au niveau
secondaire est plus élevée, celle des femmes
mariées avant l’âge de 20 ans est moindre.


