
OVERVIEW  In recent years, Nepal has taken steps to advance gender equality through policies aimed at enhancing 

women’s economic status, promoting legal protection from violence, supporting sexual and reproductive rights and 

increasing women’s meaningful political participation. However, many challenges still remain in translating such 

policy into substantive progress for women and girls. One area where more progress is needed is addressing the 

country’s high rate of child marriage. According to UNICEF, 41 percent of Nepalese women aged 20-24 were married 

before age 18, and 10% were married before the age of 15. Child marriage rates vary across Nepal, depending on 

geographic location, socio-economic status, caste, religion and ethnicity, with the situation particularly dire in 

the Far and Mid-Western regions and in the Terai.  

CARE Nepal, in collaboration with its local NGO partners, recently conducted a research study to deepen 

understanding of the contextual factors and drivers of child marriage in districts with high prevalence of the 

practice in the Terai region. This research is part of a multi-country project CARE is implementing in Nepal and 

other countries called Tipping Point (Aba Mero Palo), 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. 
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Regional context and key findings1

The research was conducted in Rupandehi and Kapilvastu districts in the Terai region, near the border with India. The 
findings of the study are limited to this particular context, as the specificity of caste, ethnicity and other characteristics 
of this region may offer explanations for the prevalence child marriage that differ from other parts of Nepal. 

The research findings indicate that decisions around the timing of marriage are influenced by combination of factors, 
including social-cultural norms, economic conditions, remote geography, concerns about girls’ sexuality and discriminatory 
social hierarchies, particularly caste. Notably, the practice appears to be concentrated within particular caste groups – 
Dalits and other excluded castes – who are economically and socially marginalized by their caste identities.2 Geographic 
remoteness also contributes to these communities’ marginalization and poor access to information and services, including 
schooling. According to the UN’s Nepal Human development Report 2014, inequalities in human development by caste and 
ethnicity remain pronounced across the country, with the highest poverty incidence by caste and ethnicity amongst the 
Hill and Terai Dalits.3 The isolation and lack of opportunities for specific communities makes it more difficult for them to 
move away from practices such as child marriage, even as others begin to make this shift. 

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 
for marriage and preventing their engagement in love affairs or elopement which could tarnish their family’s reputation. 
There are also fears that sons or daughters could get involved in inter-caste marriages, which are stigmatized in these 
communities. 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.

1 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

2 Ibid
3 UNDP Nepal Human Development Report 2014 http://www.np.undp.org/content/nepal/en/home/library/human_development/human-development-report-2014.html
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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 
districts in the Terai. The following are some key findings from CARE’s research study:

• Child marriage appears to be concentrated within particular caste groups - Dalits and other excluded castes who 
are economically marginalized by their caste identities. Their economic and social marginalization severely limits 
opportunities, prevents the realization of many of their basic human rights and makes it more difficult for them 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. 

• Boys too face vulnerabilities to being married underage among Dalit communities. Boys are under pressure to 
earn money, as well as shoulder the responsibilities of work around the home and marriage, and care for their spouse. 
Often, boys from poor families of Dalit and other excluded castes are forced to work as wage earners.

• 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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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY ACTION

During the National Girl Summit held in March 2016, the Nepal government announced its commitment to eliminate 
child marriage by 2030, reiterating an earlier commitment made at the UK government-hosted Girl Summit in London in 
2014.4 As part of this commitment, the government has taken steps to develop a National Strategy to End Child Marriage 
with support from UNICEF and the Girls Not Brides Nepal coalition, among others. The government has also undertaken 
legal reforms setting 20 years as the minimum age of marriage for both boys and girls.5  However the law, which provides 
punishment for child marriage of up to three years imprisonment and a fine of up to 10,000 Rupees, is rarely enforced in 
the context of widespread societal acceptance of the practice.6 

The government has also enacted broader national policies and initiatives aimed at promoting gender equality and social 
inclusion. For example, since 2009, the government has implemented a Local Governance and Community Development 
program as a vehicle for promoting inclusive and participatory local planning and development. The program includes 
a gender and social inclusion policy, which mandates quotas for the participation of women and marginalized groups 
in local planning, and allocates 35% of local government budgets to specifically address the needs of women, children 

4 http://myrepublica.com/feature-article/story/39272/govt-vows-to-end-child-marriage-by-2030.html
5 See: Nepal Gazette Paper. October 2015 (Date in Nepali: 2072/6/14). Also http://myrepublica.com/feature-article/story/39272/govt-vows-to-end-child-marriage-by-2030.

html
6 Center for Reproductive Rights and the Forum for Women, Law and Development. Submission to the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) Nepal. 2015 http://www.upr-info.org/

sites/default/files/document/nepal/session_23_-_november_2015/js7_upr23_npl_e_main.pdf
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and disadvantaged groups.7 The government has also implemented a large School Sector Reform Program which seeks 
to improve access to and improve quality of school education, especially for children from marginalized groups, and 
provides targeted scholarship schemes for Dalits, disabled children, girls and children from poor households.8 These and 
other progressive policies are however hampered by poor implementation and have yet to adequately  address the deep 
structural, social and cultural barriers that constrain the lives of women, girls and marginalized caste and ethnic groups. 
Weak accountability mechanisms, and deeply ingrained patriarchal, religious and cultural norms and practices, are all 
contributing factors to the slow rate of change.9

Beyond legal reform and institutional changes, addressing the root causes of early marriage requires policy and 
program approaches that contribute to shifting discriminatory norms and attitudes, and identify and address causes of 
marginalization through appropriate context-specific responses. Specific actions that national and local government 
institutions can take include:

1 Take concrete action to implement policy commitments to address child marriage: With the recent development of 
a national strategy to end child marriage, the government is well placed to take strong, tangible action to address the 
problem. Implementation of the strategy will require a clear action plan, with defined roles and lines of accountability 
for key agencies, backed up by adequate resources for implementation and clear targets to measure progress.  While 
the Ministry of Women, Children and Social Welfare is the lead agency for implementing the strategy, there is need 
for a strong, well-resourced coordinating mechanism to ensure engagement of other government agencies, including 
ministries of Education, Health and Home Affairs, as well as civil society actors. Multi-sectoral coordination mechanisms 
should also be developed at a district-level under the Women and Child development Office, to engage stakeholders at 
a local level and ensure local to national monitoring and reporting of the strategy’s implementation.  Implementation 
of the strategy should prioritize districts and communities that have been identified as high prevalence or child 
marriage-prone, using contextually appropriate strategies and approaches. 

2 Expand and promote access to both formal and non-formal education, training and vocational opportunities: 
The lack of easy educational access, especially to secondary schools, in most of the study communities highlights 
the need for government efforts to improve education infrastructure in these areas. Specific 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, building adolescents’ leadership 
competencies and life skills, support civic engagement, and providing linkages to vocational, career and employment 
pathways and other income earning opportunities. 

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. 
Nepal’s educational policy mandates integration of comprehensive sexuality education curricula in secondary school, 
along with teacher training for the curricula, but our research indicates that these curricula are not being effectively 
delivered in the study communities. The government should take steps to strengthen teacher training and support for 
delivery of its 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.

7 Government of Nepal, Ministry of Federal Affairs and Local Government: Local governance and community development program phase II, Program Document, 2013 http://
lgcdp.gov.np/phase1/home/publication/LGCDP%20P-II_new.pdf

8 Nepal Government, Ministry of Education School Sector Reform Plan 2009-2015 http://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/upload/Nepal/Nepal_School_Sector_Reform_2009.pdf
9 Sushma Phuyal, 2013. Accountability in implementation of Women Specific Development Grants. Alliance for Social Dialogue, Policy Research Paper 3/2013 http://asd.org.np/

wp-content/uploads/2015/01/accountability_of_implementation_of_targeted_programs.pdf

http://lgcdp.gov.np/phase1/home/publication/LGCDP%2520P-II_new.pdf
http://lgcdp.gov.np/phase1/home/publication/LGCDP%2520P-II_new.pdf
http://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/upload/Nepal/Nepal_School_Sector_Reform_2009.pdf
http://asd.org.np/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/accountability_of_implementation_of_targeted_programs.pdf
http://asd.org.np/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/accountability_of_implementation_of_targeted_programs.pdf
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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 measures such as 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.

6 Focus on and strengthen citizenship, birth, and marriage registration systems, especially with regards to 
equitable access for girls. The research findings indicate that adolescent girls’ access to citizenship papers and 
marriage registration documents is often used by both natal and marital families as a way to control them. The 
government can play an important role in mobilizing local community-based organizations to increase awareness 
amongst parents and adolescent girls themselves about their rights to birth registration and citizenship, and create 
avenues for girls to access these systems easily. CARE has seen initial success in this through the Tipping Point project 
where adolescent girls in Nepal have succeeded in getting their citizenship papers through the support of project staff 
who raise policy awareness and facilitate mobilization of local village development committee members.
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7 Address caste-based inequities. In 2011, Nepal passed its Caste-Based Discrimination and Untouchability (Crime and 
Offences) Act prohibiting discriminatory practices against Dalits. The law bans untouchability in both public and private 
spaces, mandates punishment for public officials who breach this law, and requires perpetrators to provide compensation 
to victims.10 Similarly, the recently adopted national constitution of Nepal (2015) guarantees equal protection under 
the law and prohibits untouchability or discrimination on grounds of caste, ethnicity, origin and other factors.11 Despite 
such legal provisions however, caste-based discrimination is still highly prevalent and accounts for much of the social 
exclusion in the study communities, who are mostly Madhesi Dalits. Stronger and more proactive government action 
is needed to combat discriminatory attitudes and practices within society and increase economic, social and political 
opportunities for Dalits, as well as other marginalized groups. Systematic and ongoing public awareness and sensitization 

10 Caste-based Discrimination and Untouchability (Offence and Punishment) Act, 2011 http://nepal.ohchr.org/en/resources/Misc/100%20Day/Substantative%20materials/
Act%20in%20Eng-Nep/Book%20eng..pdf

11 Constitution of Nepal 2015 http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/MONOGRAPH/100061/119815/F-1676948026/NPL100061%20Eng.pdf
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campaigns should be undertaken to change public attitudes and sensitize citizens and public officials on legal rights, 
responsibilities and remedies. Increased investments are also needed in strengthening institutions and policies aimed at 
promoting inclusion and participation of disadvantaged groups in local governance and social accountability processes,  
to ensure more equitable access to public services, resources and opportunities at all levels.  

8 Fund and support the training of community-based government workers in specific marginalized communities. 

Village-based government workers such as community health volunteers, teachers, and social mobilizers, 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 support girls, invest in them, and can serve as role models for 
the community. 

9 Invest in infrastructure that improves mobility and access 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.

10 Give space, strong support, and funding to civil society and NGOs to take on and scale-up community-based 

campaigning efforts to shift norms. Civil society and NGOs are often plugged into communities and are well placed 
to develop and carry out community mobilization, messaging, and campaigning efforts aimed at shifting norms. The 
government should support possibly scaling up such approaches and campaigns to expand community perceptions of 
the potential roles and contributions of girls to their communities beyond household duties. 

11 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 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.


