age 15 (9.2) and five times the odds of having married at
ages 15–17 (5.1) than of not having married during adolescence. Residing in the Amhara region was associated
with elevated odds of marriage before age 15 (5.7), but not
of marriage during middle or late adolescence.
Education level and age at marriage were both positively associated with having known about one’s marriage
beforehand and having wanted to get married at the time
(Table 5). Young women who had married at ages 15–17
had roughly half the odds of those who had married at
ages 18–19 to have had forewarning of the marriage or to
have wanted the marriage (odds ratios, 0.5 and 0.6, respectively); those who had married before age 15 had one-fifth
the odds of 18–19-year-old brides of having known about
or wanted the marriage (0.2 for each). Respondents who
had been made to leave school in order to marry were less
likely than those who had not been forced to leave school
(including those who had never attended school in the first
place) to have wanted to marry at the time (odds ratio 0.5).
A high level of discussion with one’s spouse was positively associated with educational attainment, and negatively associated with living in a rural region, with residence in
Amhara and with being Muslim (Table 6). Age at marriage
was not associated with level of marital discussion.
However, early marriage was associated with having experienced forced first sex with one’s husband, and marginally associated with having been hit or beaten in the last
three months. The odds that a woman who had married
before age 15 had experienced forced first sex with her
spouse were nearly four times those of respondents who
had married at ages 18–19 (odds ratio, 3.8). Young women
who had married at ages 15–17 had nearly twice the odds
of having experienced forced first sex as did those who
had married later in adolescence (1.9).
LIMITATIONS
The study has several limitations. Respondents, particularly those with relatively little education, may have misreported their age, their age at marriage or their husband’s
age. We were unable to control for poverty in the bivariate and multivariate models because the survey elicited
information on assets and amenities in the respondent’s
current household, rather than in their natal household;
the latter would have been a more appropriate measure of
whether poverty is a driver of early marriage. Finally, some
degree of underreporting of intimate partner violence likely occurred, given the sensitivities around the topic and
the stigma associated with reporting negative experiences
with one’s husband. Smaller scale, subregional studies in
Ethiopia have recorded substantially higher rates of intimate partner violence than this one did.26
DISCUSSION
In this study, one in six young women in Ethiopia had
married by age 15. Those married at very early ages were
less likely than others to have known about the marriage
in advance or to have wanted it, and they were at elevated
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TABLE 4. Adjusted odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from multinomial
logistic regression analyses examining factors associated with age at marriage
among Ethiopian women aged 20–24 who married before age 20
Characteristic

Married before
age 15

Married at
ages 15–17

Married at
ages 18–19

Resides in rural area
Yes
No (ref)

4.18 (2.70–6.48)***
1.00

2.77 (1.98–3.87)***
1.00

2.13 (1.55–2.92)***
1.00

Resides in Amhara region
Yes
No (ref)

5.70 (3.32–9.79)***
1.00

1.42 (0.82–2.45)
1.00

0.84 (0.48–1.47)
1.00

Religion
Orthodox Christian
Muslim
Other (ref)

1.01 (0.57–1.81)
1.76 (0.94–3.29)†
1.00

0.87 (0.56–1.35)
3.12 (1.92–5.05)***
1.00

1.09 (0.73–1.62)
2.11 (1.32–3.36)**
1.00

Ever attended school
Yes (ref)
No

1.00
1.00
9.24 (5.94–14.36)*** 5.11 (3.58–7.29)***

1.00
2.25 (1.58–3.20)***

Mother ever attended school
Yes (ref)
No

1.00
2.53 (1.05–6.12)*

1.00
1.30 (0.74–2.29)

1.00
1.68 (1.02–2.75)*

Father ever attended school
Yes (ref)
No

1.00
0.87 (0.47–1.59)

1.00
1.13 (0.71–1.81)

1.00
0.91 (0.61–1.37)

1.10 (1.00–1.20)*

1.06 (0.97–1.16)

No. of daughters in natal family 1.14 (1.02–1.27)*

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10. Notes: Reference group is women who did not marry before age 20.
Analysis excludes 165 women for whom information on one or more independent variables was missing,
yielding a sample of 1,506 women.

TABLE 5. Adjusted odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from logistic regression analyses examining factors associated with foreknowledge of marriage and
wantedness of marriage at the time, among Ethiopian women aged 20–24 who
married before age 20
Characteristic

Had foreknowledge
of marriage
(N=1,211)

Wanted to get married
at the time
(N=1,211)

Resides in rural area
Yes
No (ref)

0.87 (0.63–1.21)
1.00

0.86 (0.63–1.18)
1.00

Resides in Amhara region
Yes
No (ref)

0.26 (0.17–0.41)***
1.00

0.30 (0.20–0.46)***
1.00

Religion
Orthodox Christian
Muslim
Other (ref)

0.75 (0.47–1.21)
0.53 (0.33–0.85)**
1.00

0.92 (0.59–1.43)
0.65 (0.42–1.01)†
1.00

Educational attainment

1.13 (1.06–1.19)***

1.11 (1.05–1.16)***

Made to leave school to marry
Yes
No (ref)

0.69 (0.41–1.16)
1.00

0.47 (0.29–0.76)**
1.00

Age at marriage
<15
15–17
18–19 (ref)

0.17 (0.12–0.25)***
0.51 (0.36–0.71)***
1.00

0.18 (0.12–0.26)***
0.57 (0.41–0.78)***
1.00

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10.
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