Early Marriage, Marital Relations and Intimate Partner Violence in Ethiopia
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community-based programs that get girls into school and
keep them there may be more effective at combating early
child marriage than are strategies to address the school environment or community attitudes toward early marriage.
Programs that implement strategies within the school,
such as girls’ advisory committees or school committees
to which girls can report an impending marriage, may miss
the majority of those who are most vulnerable to early
marriage—unschooled girls who reside in rural regions
where large proportions of girls marry by age 15. Interventions such as Berhane Hewan in Ethiopia have been
successful in increasing school attendance and preventing marriage among girls aged 10–14 by providing school
materials and conditional cash transfers.28 Such initiatives
demonstrate that families are amenable to delaying these
earliest of child marriages, and that direct programmatic
investments in the most vulnerable girls can be highly
effective.
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TABLE 6. Adjusted odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from logistic regression analyses examining associations between selected characteristics and marital
outcomes among Ethiopian women aged 20–24 who married before age 20
Characteristic

Age at marriage
<15
15–17
18–19 (ref)

1.16 (0.81–1.65)
1.16 (0.73–1.85)
1.00
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*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †p<.10.

risk of intimate partner violence, including forced first
marital sex. The majority of young women who had married before age 15 had experienced first marital sex before
they started menstruating. These results are consistent
with those of other studies that reported intimate partner
violence in the context of early marriages.27
Young women who had married early tended to live
in rural areas, especially in Amhara. This underscores the
need for geographic targeting of initiatives addressing early
marriage. However, such programs rarely make distinctions between girls married at different stages of adolescence. Those married during early adolescence are arguably the most vulnerable, as they frequently enter marital
relations without foreknowledge, through force and at a
stage in their life that is considered too early from multiple
perspectives. Findings from this study suggest that investments in programs addressing early marriage should be
concentrated in areas where considerable proportions of
girls are married before age 15.
Most young women who had married at a very early
age had never been to school. Contrary to common assumptions that school dropout precedes early marriage,
only a small minority of respondents had been made to
withdraw from school to get married. That most Ethiopian
girls married at a very early age had never been to school
reflects a lack of opportunities for, and investment in, these
girls, rather than issues related to the quality or protectiveness of the schooling environment. This has implications
for the design of programs aimed at reducing the prevalence of child marriage. Girls who are young and out of
school may be highly vulnerable to being married off; if so,
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