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who had married as children, the proportion who had 
married before age 15 was highest in Ethiopia (40%), Sen-
egal (39%) and Cameroon (36%). The three countries in 
which the largest proportion of child marriages occurred 
when the girl was at the age of parental consent were 
Burkina Faso (31%), Cameroon (23%) and Mozambique 
(26%).

Differences by Women’s Characteristics
Overall, high proportions of women had characteristics 
associated with child marriage (Table 5, page 62). For ex-
ample, the majority of women lived in rural areas (64%) 
and had low levels of educational attainment (only 4% 
had completed 13 or more years of schooling). However, 
women’s characteristics varied widely across countries; for 
example, nearly two-thirds (64%) of women in Burkina 
Faso had never gone to school, compared with fewer than 
1% of women in Zimbabwe (not shown).

On average, across all demographic characteristics, 
women living in countries that did not have consistent 
laws against child marriage had a higher prevalence of 
child marriage (33%) and adolescent childbearing (40%) 
than did women living in other countries (22% and 24%, 
respectively). The gaps were largest among women in the 
poorest wealth quintile, those living in rural areas and 
those with the lowest educational attainment. For ex-
ample, among women in the poorest wealth quintile, the 
prevalence of child marriage was 17 percentage points low-
er among women living in countries with laws that consis-
tently set the age for marriage at 18 or older than among 
their counterparts in countries without consistent laws 
against child marriage. In contrast, the difference was only 
seven percentage points among women living in urban ar-
eas. In both sets of countries, Christianity was associated 
with a lower prevalence of child marriage than were other 

laws. Rwanda and Ethiopia did not mention an excep-
tion to the general minimum marriage age with parental 
consent, although their age of sexual consent was 18; they 
were classified as having consistent marriage age laws for 
the purposes of this research. The countries in which one 
or more of the three laws set the minimum age at less than 
18—Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Gabon, Malawi, Mozam-
bique, Senegal, Tanzania and Zimbabwe—were classified 
as having inconsistent laws.

The number of ever-married women who had partici-
pated in the most recent DHS surveys in the 12 countries 
was 41,103, of whom 23,759 (57% after weighting) had 
married before age 18 (Table 3, page 61). The highest prev-
alence of child marriage was in Mozambique, where more 
than two-fifths of the women surveyed had married before 
age 18 (42%), followed closely by Burkina Faso (42%) and 
Malawi (38%). The prevalence of child marriage was low-
est in Rwanda, where slightly more than one in 20 respon-
dents (6%) had married before age 18.

Levels of adolescent childbearing were generally high 
in the countries surveyed. Mozambique (48%), Malawi 
(46%) and Burkina Faso (41%) had the highest propor-
tions of respondents who had given birth to their first 
child before age 20. Gabon had the biggest difference be-
tween the prevalence of child marriage and that of adoles-
cent birth; the proportion of women who had given birth 
before age 20 was twice the proportion who had married 
before age 18 (37% vs. 18%).

Girls’ ages at the time of child marriage, and the median 
age of all marriages, were slightly lower in countries with 
inconsistent laws against child marriage than in those with 
consistent laws (Table 4, page 61). For example, on aver-
age, 26% of women who had married as children in these 
countries had married before age 15, compared with 23% 
of those in countries with consistent laws. Among women 

TABLE 6. Mean ages at first marriage, first birth and sexual debut, and percentages of women who gave birth before ages 15 
and 20—all by country, according to whether women married as a child or as an adult

Country Mean age % who gave birth

At first marriage At first birth At sexual debut Before age 15 Before age 20

Child Adult Child Adult Child Adult Child Adult Child Adult

Countries with consistent laws
Burundi 16.4 20.1 17.1 20.4 15.9 17.6 4.9 0.1 87.0 9.6
Uganda 15.8 20.0 16.5 19.3 15.1 16.7 13.4 0.8 88.3 17.9
Ethiopia 15.0 19.9 17.0 20.5 14.7 18.1 7.5 0.0 72.3 6.2
Rwanda 16.5 21.0 17.6 20.8 16.0 17.6 3.5 0.1 90.8 7.7
Mean 15.9 20.3 17.1 20.3 15.4 17.5 7.3 0.3 84.6 10.4

Countries with inconsistent laws 
Burkina Faso 16.0 19.6 17.1 20.0 15.8 17.6 4.3 0.1 81.0 12.8
Cameroon 15.4 20.4 16.5 19.2 15.3 16.7 13.6 1.2 78.5 17.5
Gabon 15.8 20.7 16.7 18.1 15.2 16.3 12.6 2.6 74.4 28.6
Malawi 16.0 19.6 16.8 19.4 15.2 16.9 7.7 0.5 88.6 20.6
Mozambique 15.6 20.1 16.4 18.9 14.8 16.1 11.4 1.9 78.3 26.0
Senegal 15.2 20.5 16.4 20.2 15.3 18.2 14.9 0.5 75.9 9.2
Tanzania 16.1 20.1 17.0 19.2 15.1 16.6 5.7 1.0 86.1 20.3
Zimbabwe 16.3 20.3 17.0 19.9 16.1 18.8 3.7 0.2 84.6 16.7
Mean 15.8 20.2 16.7 19.4 15.4 17.2 9.2 1.0 80.9 18.9

Notes: All data are from Demographic and Health Surveys conducted in 2010–2012. All means are weighted; 23,759 women were classified as having married 
as children and 17,343 as adults. 


