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with parental consent and the age of sexual consent were 
all at least 18. The general minimum age refers to the age 
at which girls can get married without parental consent. 
The minimum age with parental consent refers to the age at 
which girls may marry with their parents’ approval. The age 
of sexual consent refers to the age at which a girl is legally 
capable of agreeing to sexual intercourse, so that an adult 
male who engages in sex with her cannot be prosecuted 
for statutory rape. Countries whose laws set the minimum 
age at 18 years or older for girls in all three contexts were 
classified as having consistent laws against child marriage.

The outcome variables were child marriage and adoles-
cent birth. Child marriage was a binary variable indicating 
whether a woman’s age at first marriage or cohabitation 
was less than 18. Adolescent birth was a binary variable 
indicating whether a woman was younger than 20 at first 
birth. Our primary research question was whether living 
in a country with three consistent minimum marriage age 
laws was associated with the practice of child marriage; 
our secondary question was whether living in a country 
with such laws was associated with adolescent birth. Our 
analyses adjusted for the following characteristics:
•Household wealth. Using the DHS wealth index, we cre-
ated a series of indicator variables that categorize women 
into quintiles according to household wealth. The index 
is based on ownership of specific assets (e.g., bicycle, ra-
dio, television), housing characteristics (e.g., type of water 
source, sanitation facilities, materials used for housing con-
struction) and environmental conditions. The wealthiest 
quintile served as the reference group.
•Location. This was a binary variable indicating whether 
the household was located in a rural area or an urban one.
•Educational attainment. We classified a respondent’s 
highest level of schooling as secondary school or higher or 
as primary school or less.
•Religion. This categorical variable indicated whether the 
respondent was Christian, Muslim, not religious or a fol-
lower of a traditional or animist religion. Because the DHS 

child protection legislation from 1995 to 2012, includes 
such indicators as the legal minimum age for marriage 
and the circumstances in which marriage is permitted at 
younger ages. Information is captured for both girls and 
boys, which allows for the analysis of gender inequalities 
in marriage laws. However, the present study is limited to 
girls, because child marriage affects more girls than boys, 
and because many of the health risks associated with child 
marriage, such as those arising from adolescent birth, are 
specific to girls.5

The third source, which provided data on age of sexual 
consent, was the Global Resource and Information Direc-
tory (GRID)35 maintained by the Family Online Safety 
Institute, an international nonprofit organization focusing 
on comprehensive research of the issues, challenges and 
risks facing children online. GRID is an up-to-date online 
resource that not only provides data and information on 
Internet safety, but also on national laws regarding sexual 
offenses (including the legal age of sexual consent).

Analyses were restricted to the most recent (2010–2012) 
DHS women’s data sets for Sub-Saharan African countries, 
and used 2009 policy data on child marriage to approxi-
mate a cross-sectional data set. In addition, the sample was 
restricted to women aged 15–26, because this cohort, un-
like older ones, grew up in an era in which child marriage 
was globally condemned (as signified by the widespread 
ratification of CRC and the ACRWC).

For the period 2010–2012, DHS data were available 
from Burkina Faso (2010), Burundi (2010), Cameroon 
(2011), Ethiopia (2011), Gabon (2012), Malawi (2010), 
Mozambique (2011), Rwanda (2010), Senegal (2010), Tan-
zania (2010), Uganda (2011) and Zimbabwe (2010).

Measures
The independent variable in our analyses was whether a 
country had three consistent laws that set the minimum 
marriage age at 18 or older for girls; that is, the general 
minimum marriage age, the minimum age for marriage 

TABLE 2. Minimum ages for marriage and age of sexual consent in selected Sub-Saharan African countries, by sex, 2009

Country Minimum age 
for marriage

Minimum age for marriage 
with parental consent

Age of sexual consent

Males Females Males Females Males Females

Countries with consistent laws
Burundi 21 21 u 18 18 18
Uganda 21 21 18 18 18 18
Ethiopia 18 18 u u 18 18
Rwanda 21 21 u u 18 18

Countries with inconsistent laws
Burkina Faso 20 20 u 17 13 13
Cameroon Unclear Unclear 18 15 16 16
Gabon 21 21 18 15 18 18
Malawi 18 18 15 15 13 13
Mozambique 18 18 16 16 u u
Senegal 18 18 u 16 16 16
Tanzania 18 18 u 15 18 18
Zimbabwe 18 18 u 16 16 16

Notes: Ages are listed as unclear if the age is uncertain because of contradictions in the laws, and as unavailable if legislation has not indicated a specific age. 
u=unavailable. Sources: Child marriage—reference 34. Age of consent—reference 35.


