
OVERVIEW Despite significant progress in improving gender equality and declining poverty in recent years, 
Bangladesh’s rates of child marriage remain some of the highest in the world. An estimated 65 percent of women 
aged 20-24 were married before age 18, and 29% were married before the age of 15.1 The current law setting 
minimum age of marriage for girls at 18 is weakly enforced in the face of strong social, economic and structural 
forces that drive child marriage across the country.2

CARE Bangladesh, in collaboration with its local NGO partners,3 recently conducted a research study to deepen 
understanding of the contextual factors and drivers of child marriage in areas with high prevalence of the practice. 
This research is part of a multi-country project CARE is implementing in Bangladesh and other countries called 
Tipping Point, which aims to identify the root causes of child marriage and works to engage adolescents, parents, 
community leaders and other stakeholders to promote gender equitable norms and opportunities for girls.  

1 UNICEF Global Database on child marriage. Last updated November 2015. http://data.unicef.org/child-protection/child-marriage.html 
2 See CARE’s recent report: The cultural context of child marriage in Nepal and Bangladesh: Findings from CARE’s Tipping Point Project Community Participatory Analysis. CARE. 

2016. http://www.care.org/sites/default/files/documents/CARE_Tipping_Point_External%20Report_Web.pdf
3 CARE is working with two local NGO partners in Bangladesh to implement the Tipping Point project: the Association for Slum Dwellers and Jaintia Shinnomul Songstha or 
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Key findings4

The research was conducted in the haor areas (wetlands) of Sunamganj district in the North-East of Bangladesh. The 
study findings indicate that decisions around the timing of marriage are influenced by a combination of factors, 
including deeply entrenched cultural and religious norms, economic insecurity, dowry, worries about family honor, 
and a perceived need to protect girls from sexual harassment and abuse. The specific geographic contexts included 
in the research are characterized by remote geography, poverty and lack of access to services and information, which 
contributes to parental limits on girls’ mobility and the maintenance of conservative gender norms that put girls at risk 
of verbal or physical abuse. 

At the root of the beliefs and pressures that drive parents’ decisions around child marriage is a deeply engrained 
worldview that gives a low value to girls in their potential reproductive and domestic roles while valuing boys for their 
perceived productive and income generating abilities. This is manifested in the practice of dowry, which encourage 
child marriage amongst the poor and very poor, due to perceptions of girls as economic burdens and since dowry prices 
are generally lower for younger girls. Child marriage is also driven by community pressures associated with preserving 
girls’ virginity and sexual purity for marriage and preventing girls’ engagement in love affairs or elopement which could 
tarnish a family’s reputation. Controlling girls’ agency, mobility, opportunities, and sexuality through early marriage 
is perceived as an achievable and appealing option for parents to maintain family honor. Ultimately, the fear of social 
stigma and dishonor prevents those parents who want to delay marriage or avoid dowry from acting on their wishes, and 
makes them susceptible to pressure from potential grooms’ families, neighbors, relatives and the community.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY ACTION

At the Girl Summit held in London in 2014, the Government of Bangladesh outlined its commitment to eradicate 
marriage under age 15 by the year 2021 and end all child marriage within a generation.5 Since then, steps have been 
taken to reform the existing child marriage restraint law (1929), including by increasing penalties for those who 
perform or allow child marriage from two months to up to two years.6 However, more government support is needed 

4 For more details on the research findings, please see: The cultural context of child marriage in Nepal and Bangladesh: Findings from CARE’s Tipping Point Project Community 
Participatory Analysis. CARE Research Report, 2016. http://www.care.org/sites/default/files/documents/CARE_Tipping_Point_External%20Report_Web.pdf

5 http://www.albd.org/index.php/en/updates/news/1396-pm-to-highlight-govt-s-commitment-to-eliminate-child-marriage-at-girl-summit 
6 Cabinet Okays Child Marriage Restraint Act 2014 http://www.dhakatribune.com/law-rights/2014/sep/16/cabinet-okays-child-marriage-restraint-act-2014

DRIVERS OF CHILD MARRIAGE
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KEY FINDINGS FROM CARE’S RESEARCH 
A combination of social, structural and economic factors influence decisions around the timing of marriage in the study 
areas. The following are some key findings from CARE’s research:

• The study areas are particularly economically marginalized and physically isolated, which indirectly perpetuates 
child marriage. The haors are subject to prolonged annual floods that last for months contributing to poor accessibility, 
limited livelihood opportunities and poor access to information and services, making it more difficult for communities 
to move away from practices such as child marriage, even as others begin to make this shift. 

• The complex marriage process systematically excludes the voice of girls. When adolescents, especially girls, try to 
assert their choices around if, whom, and when to marry, they are often stigmatized by their families and communities 
and seen as standing against the authority of fathers and brothers. 

• Dowry compels economically constrained parents to decide between investing in education or a dowry for their 
daughters. Worries over dowry and views toward girls as economic burdens can lead to decisions for earlier marriage. 
This is especially applicable for poorer families, since dowry prices are lower for younger girls.

• Social pressures around girls’ sexual purity and family honor drive early marriage. Families want to secure 
their daughters future and fear threats to her character and the family’s honor from love affairs or love marriages 
if she remains unmarried for too long after reaching puberty. There is an overall fear of any intermingling between 
adolescent girls and boys

• For parents the perceived risks of marrying a girl young are outweighed by the perceived benefits in terms of 
lower dowry, family respect, avoiding risk of love affairs, finding an acceptable match, and reducing the family’s 
economic burdens.
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for interventions aimed at shifting social norms and attitudes that undervalue girls and providing opportunities for 
girls to build and exercise agency, leadership and voice. Specific actions that national and local government actors 
can take include:

1. Strengthen institutional arrangements and programs to empower girls and promote their rights: Efforts to 
reform the existing minimum age of marriage law have included debates about whether to allow girls under 18 
to marry with parental or court consent under special circumstances, such as pregnancy or elopement. However 
since research shows parents to be the main decision-makers behind child marriage in Bangladesh, allowing legal 
exceptions for under-age marriage may only exacerbate girls’ lack of agency and voice in decisions related to 
marriage and other important aspects of their lives.7 Indeed, there is global research showing that countries 
that allow exceptions in their minimum age of marriage laws are less effective at reducing their child marriage 
rates.8 Instead, there is need for governmental support for policies, programs and institutions aimed at promoting 

7 Child Marriage Law and Freedom of Choice. http://www.thedailystar.net/op-ed/politics/child-marriage-law-and-freedom-choice-134188  
8 Kim, Minzee et al. When Do Laws Matter? National Minimum-Age-of-Marriage Laws, Child Rights, and Adolescent Fertility, 1989–2007. Law & society review 47.3 (2013): 

589–619. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4267296/

Risks of early marriage  
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from others • have more “beautiful” 
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THE WEIGHING OF RISKS AND PERCEIVED BENEFITS
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adolescent girls’ rights and agency, supporting their access to resources and services and providing alternatives to 

early marriage. This includes scaling up comprehensive programs that promote girls’ leadership, life skills and civic 

engagement, strengthening pathways for girls to gain marketable vocational skills and employment, and ensuring 

access to youth friendly health services, including sexual and reproductive health information and services.9  10

2. Expand and promote access to both formal and non-formal education, training and vocational opportunities:  

Most of the communities that were part of the research lack easy educational access, especially to secondary schools, 

highlighting the need for government efforts to improve educational infrastructure in these areas. Government 

departments at all levels responsible for education, youth, social services and children’s affairs should strengthen 

services and linkages amongst themselves in especially remote and marginalized communities. In addition, formal 

and non-formal educational programs should integrate a strong focus on educational quality, build adolescents’ 

leadership competencies and life skills, and provide linkages to vocational and employment pathways and other 

income earning opportunities. 

9 As an illustration, in India, the government has since 2011 piloted the Rajiv Gandhi Scheme for Empowerment of Adolescent girls, also known as Sabla. The program 
seeks to empower adolescent girls aged 11-18 in selected districts across the country, by providing an integrated package of interventions delivered through 
community level Angawadi centers, including life skills education, vocational skills, nutrition and health education and legal awareness.  http://nmew.gov.in/index1.
php?lang=1&level=1&sublinkid=111&lid=138&ltypeid=1&domid=6 

10 The Indian government has also implemented an Adolescent Sexual and Reproductive Health scheme that supports adolescent girls’ and boys’ access to SRH services at the 
community and block level and promotes adolescent friendly health services at district level. http://nrhmmeghalaya.nic.in/arsh.html
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3. Develop and ensure educational content, curricula, and training of teachers and health workers on 

comprehensive sexuality education. Our study findings show that most adolescent girls and boys have negligible 

knowledge about their changing bodies, and very little understanding of gender, sexuality, reproductive health 

and rights issues. The government should take steps to strengthen teacher training and support for delivery 

of comprehensive sexuality education curricula in schools as well as in informal/out of school settings so that 

adolescents can be educated about their bodies and their rights, and be equipped to make informed decisions. 
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4. Promote education interventions and policies that are more holistic in addressing multiple barriers to 

education. Beyond addressing direct costs of schooling through fee elimination and scholarships, the government 

should take measure to tackle indirect structural and social barriers to schooling.  This includes developing and 

implementing strategies to promote girls safety and security from violence and harassment in communities and 

schools, supporting community and school-based efforts to shift gender expectations (e.g. to reduce girls workload), 

and strengthening linkages across different government sectors such as health, education, and public safety.

5. Expand the choices available to young adults (especially girls) after secondary school: The government 

should create diverse ways to connect young people from remote and marginalized communities to vocational, 

livelihoods, and employment opportunities and markets. This includes supporting infrastructure, strategies and 

access to services that can transform the geographic isolation of communities with viable livelihood options, 

services and information.

Deepen girls, boys, 
parents, and community 
members’ critical 
awareness of gender 
equity and rights, and 
promote solidarity 
within peer groups
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Tipping Point is engaging in an iterative approach.  

As actors engage and issues emerge, our approach helps us  

tailor and adapt our strategies to promote social norms  

that support gender equitable opportunities.
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6. Fund and support the training of community-based government workers in marginalized communities. 
Village-based government workers such as community health volunteers, teachers, and community workers, are 
often members of the same communities in which they work. It is important to target them, particularly in the 
marginalized communities that were part of this study, for training and sensitization efforts in order to promote 
change in their own value system, so that they can value girls, invest in them, and can serve as role models for 
the community. 

7. Invest in programs that improve mobility and access to services for adolescents (especially girls) in isolated 
communities. Develop interventions that address the increased isolation and vulnerability of adolescents, especially 
girls. This can include expanding infrastructure that is tailored to the needs of marginalized areas and communities, 
providing safe and accessible transport options, and funding safe spaces for girls within communities and schools, 
including youth groups, clubs, sports teams, and community spaces. This can also include infrastructure that creates 
access to information for communities through mechanisms such as community radio. Government, including 
local authorities, can also ensure girls’ safety from harassment and violence, by developing and taking measures 
to address eve-teasing, working with school officials and community leaders to promote gender sensitivity, and 
supporting public campaigns on zero tolerance for such behavior.

8. Integrate strategies to shift social norms and public attitudes within large-scale government programs.  
To date, government discourse and action around child marriage has largely focused on questions of legal reform 
and enforcement. While legal accountability is important, it is insufficient to address the problem without broader 
changes in discriminatory norms and attitudes that drive the practice of child marriage. The government should 
increase support for multi-sectoral strategies and national campaigns aimed at shifting social norms in favor of 
gender equality and social inclusion, including through integration of such strategies and campaigns within its 
large scale development programs.


