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child marriage and education is bidirectional; child mar-
riage limits educational opportunities, but girls who are 
not in school may be more available for marriage. We used 
a binary variable for educational attainment to account for 
this issue, as well as to minimize differences in education 
systems across countries. Specifically, we classified educa-
tional attainment as either primary or less or as secondary 
or higher. Because relatively low proportions of women 
had married before age 14, primary school completion 
likely preceded child marriage in most cases.

A number of other mechanisms may influence the rela-
tionship between child marriage and adolescent childbear-
ing. Compared with their peers who marry later, girls in 
child marriages tend to be less educated, less knowledge-
able about contraception and substantially younger than 
their husband; these factors, combined with the often con-
siderable pressure to prove their fertility soon after mar-
riage, frequently lead girls in child marriages to become 
psychologically and economically dependent on husbands 
and in-laws. This may compromise their ability to control 
or to negotiate a degree of autonomy regarding their own 
reproductive health.2,5 Another potentially important vari-
able is region, which we did not adjust for in this descrip-
tive paper. Country-level statistics hide the frequently large 
regional variation in the practice of early marriage; in Ethi-
opia, for example, the majority of child marriages occur in 
the Amhara region in the north of the country.41

The statistical significance of the results was sensitive to 

older may protect against the exploitation of girls.
The prevalence of adolescent birth among women 

who had married before age 18 was nearly five times that 
among women who had married as adults. This result  
is consistent with a number of studies indicating an asso-
ciation between child marriage and early childbearing.12,13  
A sizeable literature shows that relative to adult child-
bearing, adolescent childbearing is associated with worse  
obstetric, neonatal and child outcomes, such as lower 
birth weights and higher rates of fistula, miscarriage, 
preterm birth, stunting and infant and maternal mortal-
ity.15–20,22,24–26 Although levels of adolescent childbearing 
were lower among women in countries with consistent 
laws against child marriage than among women in coun-
tries without consistent laws against such marriage, the 
percentages were high in both sets of countries. Two in five 
women in countries with inconsistent laws (40%) and one 
quarter of women in countries with consistent laws (24%) 
had given birth as adolescents, and hence faced elevated 
risks.

Our analyses adjusted for several characteristics that 
in previous studies have been associated with both child 
marriage and adolescent childbearing, such as place of 
residence, religious affiliation, household wealth and edu-
cational attainment. DHS surveys obtain information on 
educational attainment rather than on educational level at 
the time of marriage. The former variable may introduce is-
sues of reverse causality, because the relationship between 

TABLE 8. Prevalence ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from Poisson regression analyses examining associations between 
selected measures and adolescent birth 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 0.77 (0.74–0.80)*** 0.78 (0.75–0.81)*** 0.76 (0.73–0.79)*** 0.77 (0.74–0.80)*** 0.75 (0.73–0.78)***
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
Married as a child
Yes 5.09 (4.86–5.33)*** 4.90 (4.67–5.14)*** 4.74 (4.53–4.97)*** 4.75 (4.53–4.98)*** 4.82 (4.58–5.07)***
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Wealth quintile
Richest (ref) na 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Richer na 1.15 (1.11–1.18)*** 1.12 (1.08–1.16)*** 1.14 (1.10–1.18)*** 1.14 (1.10–1.18)***
Middle na 1.20 (1.16–1.24)*** 1.16 (1.11–1.20)*** 1.19 (1.14–1.24)*** 1.19 (1.14–1.24)***
Poorer na 1.23 (1.19–1.28)*** 1.18 (1.14–1.23)*** 1.22 (1.16–1.28)*** 1.22 (1.16–1.27)***
Poorest na 1.27 (1.23–1.32)*** 1.21 (1.16–1.27)*** 1.26 (1.19–1.32)*** 1.26 (1.20–1.33)***

Education
≤primary school (ref) na na 1.00 1.00 1.00
>primary school na na 0.87 (0.84–0.89)*** 0.86 (0.83–0.88)*** 0.86 (0.83–0.89)***

Location
Urban (ref) na na na 1.00 1.00
Rural na na na 0.95 (0.92–0.98)** 0.95 (0.92–0.98)**

Religion
Christian (ref) na na na na 1.00
Muslim na na na na 0.87 (0.84–0.89)***
Traditional na na na na 0.94 (0.89–0.99)*
None na na na na 1.10 (1.05–1.15)***

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


