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ed secondary school than among those who had not (0.4). 
Finally, the prevalence of child marriage was higher among 
women who practiced Islam, traditional religions or no re-
ligion than among women who were Christians (1.2–1.3).

Our second set of regression models found significant 
associations between marriage law consistency and ado-
lescent birth, as well as between child marriage and ado-
lescent birth (Table 8, page 65). For example, in fully ad-
justed models, the prevalence of adolescent childbearing 
was 25% lower among women who lived in countries with 
consistent laws against child marriage than among women 
in countries that lacked consistent laws (prevalence ratio, 
0.8), and significantly higher among women who married 
as children than among other women (4.8). Poverty and 
not belonging to a religion were positively associated with 
adolescent childbearing, while higher educational attain-
ment, rural residence, and affiliation with Islam or a tradi-
tional religion were negatively associated with it.

DISCUSSION

We found some suggestion that consistent laws against 
child marriage are negatively associated with the preva-
lence of child marriage and adolescent birth. After adjust-
ment for household wealth, educational attainment, reli-
gion, and rural or urban location, the prevalence of child 
marriage was 40% lower among women in countries with 
laws that consistently set the minimum marriage age for 
girls at 18 or older than among women in other countries, 
and the prevalence of adolescent childbearing was 25% 
lower. Our results are consistent with the hypothesis that 
setting consistent minimum marriage age laws of 18 or 

religions. Tenets of traditional religions and Islam are often 
used to justify the practice of child marriage in Africa,10 so 
the proportion of these religious groups in each country 
may influence both the pervasiveness and the persistence 
of the practice.

On average, compared with women who had married 
as adults, women who had married as children had been 
about four years younger at the time of their marriage, two 
years younger at the time of sexual debut and three years 
younger at the time of their first birth; this was true in both 
countries with and without consistent laws against child 
marriage (Table 6, page 63). For the full set of countries, 
the vast majority of women who had married as children 
(83%) had given birth to their first child before age 20 
(not shown); this percentage is more than five times that 
among women who had married as adults (15%).

Regression models that clustered at the household level 
revealed that women in countries with laws that consis-
tently set the minimum marriage age at 18 or older were 
significantly less likely than those in countries with incon-
sistent laws to have married as children (prevalence ratio, 
0.6; Table 7). Poverty, residence in a rural area and certain 
religious affiliations were positively associated with child 
marriage. For instance, after adjustment for covariates, 
the prevalence of child marriage was 53% higher among 
women in the poorest wealth quintile than among those in 
the richest wealth quintile (prevalence ratio, 1.5), and 19% 
higher among women in rural areas than among those in 
urban areas (1.2). Educational attainment was negatively 
associated with child marriage; the prevalence of child 
marriage was 59% lower among women who had attend-

TABLE 7. Prevalence ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from multivariate binomial regression analyses examining asso-
ciations between selected measures and child marriage among women aged 15–26

Measure Model 1 
(N=79,567)

Model 2
(N=79,567)

Model 3
(N=79,562)

Model 4
(N=79,562)

Model 5
(N=74,188)

COUNTRY LEVEL
Consistent laws against child marriage
Yes 0.64 (0.58–0.70)*** 0.66 (0.60–0.73)*** 0.58 (0.53–0.64)*** 0.58 (0.52–0.63)*** 0.60 (0.55–0.66)***
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
Wealth quintile
Richest (ref) na 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Richer na 1.69 (1.61–1.78)*** 1.40 (1.33–1.46)*** 1.33 (1.26–1.39)*** 1.29 (1.23–1.36)***
Middle na 2.04 (1.95–2.14)*** 1.51 (1.44–1.58)*** 1.41 (1.34–1.48)*** 1.35 (1.28–1.42)***
Poorer na 2.28 (2.18–2.38)*** 1.63 (1.56–1.70)*** 1.50 (1.42–1.57)*** 1.45 (1.38–1.52)***
Poorest na 2.61 (2.49–2.73)*** 1.74 (1.66–1.82)*** 1.60 (1.53–1.68)*** 1.53 (1.47–1.61)***

Education
≤primary school (ref) na na 1.00 1.00 1.00
>primary school na na 0.37 (0.35–0.38)*** 0.38 (0.36–0.39)*** 0.41 (0.39–0.43)***

Location
Urban (ref) na na na 1.00 1.00
Rural na na na 1.14 (1.10–1.19)*** 1.19 (1.14–1.24)***

Religion
Christian (ref) na na na na 1.00
Muslim na na na na 1.25 (1.20–1.30)***
Traditional na na na na 1.31 (1.24–1.39)***
None na na na na 1.23 (1.15–1.31)***

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: All models control for clustering at the household level. na=not applicable.


