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cluded a variable for whether the girl had been forced to 
leave school to marry. The models for marital discussion, 
forced first sex and intimate partner violence controlled for 
age difference with one’s spouse, because large differences 
may be associated with power differentials in relationships.

RESULTS

Sample Characteristics and Early Marriage
Of the 1,671 women in the sample, 60% resided in rural 
areas and 40% in urban areas (Table 1). Levels of educa-
tion were low: Forty-eight percent of respondents had nev-

school to marry; and the length of time she had known 
the groom before the wedding. Because some investiga-
tors have speculated that marriage may be hastened for or-
phaned girls, we constructed a variable to indicate whether 
a respondent’s mother, father or both had been dead at the 
time of her marriage.

The survey also explored the nature of husband-wife 
relations. In one series of questions, young women were 
asked whether they and their spouse had ever discussed 
the following four topics: the number of children to have, 
HIV/AIDS, marital fidelity and use of maternal and child 
health services. If a respondent reported having discussed 
all four topics with her spouse, she was coded as having 
a high level of marital discussion. To assess household 
decision making, respondents were asked whether they 
agreed with the statement “You participate in major deci-
sions in the household, such as the decision to sell major 
assets.” Several questions asked about the circumstances 
related to the first time the respondent had had sex with 
her spouse, including whether she had started menstruat-
ing and whether she had wanted to have sex at the time. 
Intimate partner violence was assessed by asking the re-
spondent whether the consummation of her marriage had 
been forced or consensual; whether her husband had ever 
been physically violent with her (i.e., had pushed, slapped, 
punched, beaten or kicked her); and whether her husband 
had hit or beaten her in the past three months.

For each of these measures, we compared respondents 
married at different stages of adolescence. Differences be-
tween subgroups were assessed by chi-square tests (for cat-
egorical variables) and t tests (for continuous variables). 
Sample sizes varied slightly among the analyses because 
of missing data for some variables. Multinomial logistic re-
gression was used to model the odds of having been mar-
ried at different ages (before age 15, at ages 15–17, at ages 
18–19); not having married before age 20 was the refer-
ence group. This analysis controlled for residence (urban 
or rural), region (Amhara or other),* religion (Orthodox 
Christian, Muslim or other), education (any or none), pa-
rental education (any or none), and the number of daugh-
ters in the natal home. 

The remaining analyses were restricted to respondents 
who had married before age 20 and examined the relation-
ship between the timing of marriage and aspects of marital 
relations. Logistic regression was used to model the odds 
of having known about the marriage in advance, having 
wanted the marriage, having high levels of discussion with 
one’s husband, having wanted first sex with one’s husband 
and having been subjected to intimate partner violence in 
the past three months. In addition to including a variable 
for age at first marriage (before 15, at ages 15–17 or at ages 
18–19), all of these models controlled for educational at-
tainment (as a continuous variable, in years), residence, 
region and religion. Because a girl who is in school may 
be less likely than one who is not to want to be married 
or to be told about the marriage beforehand, the models 
on foreknowledge and wantedness of marriage also in-

*The Amhara region was singled out because early marriage is more 
common there than elsewhere in Ethiopia.

TABLE 2. Selected measures related to context of marriage, orphanhood and  
relationship characteristics 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)

CONTEXT OF MARRIAGE
Marriage arrangement***
Arranged 89.0 71.1 52.1
Chosen 7.3 26.1 46.3
Abducted 3.7 2.8 1.6

Main supporters of marriage‡
Father*** 73.7 64.3 56.3
Mother*** 81.0 68.7 64.0
Aunt* 14.2 12.0 7.9
Uncle** 17.5 11.8 9.1
Sister** 6.6 7.3 12.9
Brother 10.9 8.9 11.7
Grandmother*** 8.9 4.8 2.1
Grandfather** 4.7 2.6 0.7
Religious leader 0.4 1.4 1.4
Community leader 0.4 0.6 0.2

Knew about marriage beforehand *** 32.7 65.6 83.0
Wanted to get married at the time*** 30.7 64.0 79.7
Made to leave school to marry 5.8 9.4 10.6

ORPHANHOOD
Father alive at time of wedding 83.6 81.3 80.7
Mother alive at time of wedding 90.1 87.5 88.6
Neither parent alive at time of wedding 2.9 4.8 4.9

RELATIONSHIP CHARACTERISTICS
Length of time knew husband 
before wedding***
Met on wedding day 70.9 43.3 21.1
<1 month 5.5 10.2 10.0
1–12 months 5.1 15.4 20.4
>1 yr. 7.6 11.6 32.5
Since childhood 10.9 19.4 16.0

Age difference***
>10 yrs. younger 21.9 16.4 12.8
6–10 yrs. younger 47.8 38.3 35.6
1–5 yrs. younger 28.5 44.5 48.4
Same age or older 1.8 0.8 3.2

Mean age difference with husband (yrs.)*** –8.0 –7.3 –6.4

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. ‡Among women with arranged marriages; multiple responses possible. Notes: 
Significance testing assessed differences in percentage distributions, percentages or means among 
groups of women married at  different ages. Unless otherwise noted, all values are percentages.


