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and 74% reported that their father had been one. Younger 
brides were less likely than older ones to have been fore-
warned about the marriage and to have wanted it. Of those 
married before age 15, only 33% had known about the 
marriage beforehand and just 31% had wanted to be mar-
ried at the time. The proportion of women who reported 
having left school to get married was small, which may be 
due in part to the low proportion of respondents who had 
ever attended school at all. Among the youngest brides, 
only 6% had withdrawn from school to marry, while 9% of 
women married at ages 15–17 reported having left school 
to get married. Orphanhood was not associated with early 
marriage, a finding consistent with previous studies.25

A substantial majority of the youngest brides (71%) had 
not met their spouse until the wedding day; the propor-
tions were smaller among those married at ages 15–17 
(43%) or ages 18–19 (21%). As in earlier studies,12 the 
younger the bride, the greater the age difference between 
her and her spouse. On average, young women who mar-
ried during early adolescence were eight years younger 
than their spouse. 

Relationships with Husbands
Older age at marriage was positively associated with the 
likelihood that a young woman had discussed HIV/AIDS, 
marital fidelity and use of maternal and child health ser-
vices with her husband, although no association was ap-
parent for discussions of fertility intentions (Table 3). Re-
spondents married at ages 18–19 were more likely than 
those married before age 15 to have discussed all four top-
ics (24% vs. 15%; p<0.01).

The vast majority of respondents married during ado-
lescence (95–97%) reported that their first sexual relations 
had been with their spouse. However, those who had mar-
ried before age 15 were less likely to have wanted to experi-
ence sexual initiation than were those who had married at 
ages 18–19 (49% vs. 85%; p<0.001), and only 39% of the 
youngest brides had started menstruating by the time the 
marriage was consummated. Likewise, the youngest brides 
had experienced high levels of forced first sex with their 
husbands (32%) and were more likely than older brides to 
have recently experienced intimate partner violence at the 
hands of their husbands (7% vs. 2–3%; p<0.001).

Multivariate Analyses
Residing in a rural area and having not attended school 
were each associated with elevated odds of marrying be-
fore age 20, although the magnitude of these associations 
decreased with later age at marriage (Table 4). The odds 
that a respondent had married before age 15 were elevated 
fourfold if she lived in a rural rather than an urban area 
(odds ratio, 4.2); rural residence was associated with a 
nearly threefold elevation in the odds of marriage at ages 
15–17 (2.8) and a twofold elevation in the odds of mar-
riage at ages 18–19 (2.1). Likewise, compared with women 
who had some degree of formal education, unschooled 
women had nine times the odds of having married before 

er been to school, and 32% had completed just 1–8 years 
of schooling. Only one in five young women had attained 
some secondary education. Seventeen percent of respon-
dents had married before age 15, while 30% had married 
at ages 15–17 and 26% at ages 18 or 19 (not shown). The 
remaining 27% had not married during adolescence. Ten 
percent of women who had married before age 20, and 7% 
of the full sample, were already divorced.

Among women married before age 15, 82% resided in 
rural areas and 79% had never been to school (Table 1). 
Only 3% had attained any secondary schooling. Women 
who had married very early were especially likely to live in 
the Amhara region: Thirty-seven percent of women married 
before age 15 lived there, compared with 7–9% of those 
who had married later or not at all. The younger a woman 
had been at the time of her marriage, the more likely it was 
that her parents had no education. Among respondents 
married before age 15, 97% had mothers with no educa-
tion and 91% had fathers with no education; among those 
who had not married during adolescence, 76% and 64%, 
respectively, had mothers and fathers with no education.

Terms of Marriage and Decision Making
The majority of women who were married before age 20 
had had arranged marriages, and age at marriage was in-
versely related to the likelihood that the marriage had been 
arranged (Table 2, page 9). Nine-tenths of young women 
married before age 15 had married by arrangement, com-
pared with half of those married at ages 18–19.

Mothers and fathers were the main decision makers 
in arranging these marriages, and the younger the bride, 
the more pronounced their influence was. Among women 
married before age 15, some 81% said that their mother 
had been a primary arranger or supporter of the marriage, 

TABLE 3. Selected measures related to marital discussions, decision making, first sex 
with spouse and intimate partner violence among married Ethiopian women aged 
20–24, by age at first marriage

Measure Married 
before age 15 
(N=273)

Married at 
ages 15–17  
(N=498)

Married at 
ages 18–19  
(N=432)

Marital discussions/decision making 
Discussed no. of children to have 41.4 41.0 47.3
Discussed HIV/AIDS*** 37.2 41.2 56.0
Discussed being faithful in marriage*** 44.3 43.1 55.9
Discussed MCH services*** 34.4 37.2 49.0
Discussed all four topics above** 14.5 17.8 23.8
Participates in major household decisions 69.7 62.9 63.9

First sex with spouse
Was woman’s sexual initiation 96.6 96.8 94.9
Occurred before wedding*** 1.5 3.8 13.7
Respondent had started menstruating*** 38.6 79.3 93.7
Was wanted*** 49.1 74.3 85.3

Intimate partner violence
First sex with husband was forced*** 32.1 16.1 8.2
Husband has ever been physically violent

with respondent 11.6 8.7 8.8
Husband hit or beat spouse in past three months** 7.1 2.3 3.1

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: Significance testing assessed differences among groups of women mar-
ried at different ages. All values are percentages. MCH=maternal and child health.


