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cific year (i.e., age heaping, a recognized problem in sur-
veys). As a further check, we examined births to women 
aged 15–22 by individual year for the 20–24 age cohort 
(using only women exposed to the full period) to inves-
tigate any heaping of births around the age of 20 years. 
Our findings did not show any evidence of misreporting, 
and a comparison of age at birth by individual years for the 
20–24 and 25–29 age cohorts did not show any marked 
difference in patterns.

DISCUSSION

In the majority of the DHS data we analyzed, women aged 
15–19 (and 16–19) report much lower percentages of mar-
riages and first births occurring before ages 15 or 16 than 
do women aged 20–24 five years later. The observed dif-
ferences in most countries cannot be explained by sam-
pling error alone. There are several plausible explanations 
that account for the lack of consistency in reporting over 
time: Women aged 20–24 may be over- or misreporting 
marriage and first births before age 15 or 16; women aged 
15–19 may be under- or misreporting births before ages 15 
or 16; or some combination of the two. A number of previ-
ous studies analyzing DHS and similar survey data have 
indicated an increasing decline in first births and marriage 
for women aged 15–19 when examining trends using dif-
ferent birth cohorts from the same survey, which likely in-
dicates inconsistencies in reporting.22–25 Our results show 
that inconsistencies between surveys in estimates of these 
widely published indicators of adolescent health and well-
being are most pronounced when very young ages are 
used as the cut-off, particularly age 15 and age 16.

Our analyses suggest that neither the backdating of 
births nor the omission of early births or marriages is like-
ly to be the sole or main cause of misreporting. Underes-
timation of early adolescent events among the 15–19 age-
group may also arise if respondents, when asked to list the 
members of their household, selectively omit adolescents 
or lower the age of those who are already married or have 
given birth before age 15, because these adolescents would 
be removed from the sample from which estimates are de-
termined. Previous studies have reported clear evidence 
of ages being incorrectly assigned to the 15–19 age-group 
from the 10–14 age-group in the household roster compo-
nent of the survey as a result of misreporting or misrecord-
ing.7,25 However, it has not been shown whether young 
married women or mothers are overrepresented among 
those whose ages are misreported in the household ros-
ter. Again, in countries in which the overall percentages of 
marriage and first births are similar for women younger 
than 20, this is unlikely to be the sole cause of discrepancy 
because this would lead to a discrepancy in reporting for 
all adolescent births and marriages.

Overstatement of age by adolescents is a plausible ex-
planation for underestimation of early adolescent births 
and marriages among respondents aged 15–19—an expla-
nation advanced by authors of previous studies identifying 
inconsistencies in reporting of first births and marriages 

fore age 15, 16 and 20 by the respondent’s age in years on 
the day of the interview for the 20–24 age cohort for four 
countries (Senegal, Uganda, Benin and Mali). The sample 
sizes are small, but there appears to be a higher proportion 
of women aged 20 reporting births before age 16 in Sen-
egal, Uganda and Benin, and before age 15 in Uganda, Mali 
and Benin. We suggest, however, that this is not sufficient 
to fully explain the very marked differences found between 
cohorts: For instance, in Benin, where women aged 20 re-
port a higher proportion of births before ages 15 and 16, 
we find that the estimate for women having a first birth be-
fore age 16 declines only slightly, from 8.2% to 7.1%, if we 
compare the average for all women aged 20–24 with those 
aged 21–24 at the time of interview. In two countries, there 
is a particularly high proportion of women aged exactly 20 
years reporting births before age 20, which suggests that 
young mothers differentially misreport their age on a spe-

TABLE 3. Proportions (and confidence intervals) of women having sexual debut  
before ages 15, 16 and 19, according to their reports at ages 15–19 in the first DHS 
and at ages 20–24 in the second DHS, and the percentage difference and percentage-
point difference between surveys, nine countries, 2001–2011

Country and age 
at first sex

Ages 15–19 Ages 20–24 Percentage 
difference

Percentage-
point difference

Benin 2001 2006   
<15 16.0 (13.9–18.0) 11.5 (10.4–12.6) –28.1 –4.5
<16 31.9 (30.7–33.0) 25.4 (23.9–26.9) –20.4 –6.5
<19 79.5 (74.0–85.0) 70.8 (69.2–72.4) –10.9 –8.7

Ghana 2003 2008
<15 7.3 (5.8–8.8) 7.2 (5.4–8.9) –1.4 –0.1
<16 18.9 (16.3–21.4) 16.4 (14.0–18.9) –13.2 –2.5
<19 64.4 (57.4–71.3) 59.9 (56.7–63.2) –7.0 –4.5

Madagascar 2003 2008–2009
<15 16.0 (14.2–17.9) 18.1 (16.7–19.6) 13.1 2.1
<16 33.9 (31.3–36.5) 33.4 (31.6–35.1) –1.5 –0.5
<19 69.4 (64.0–74.7) 75.8 (74.2–77.4) 9.2 6.4

Mali 2001 2006
<15 26.0 (24.3–27.7) 26.1 (24.2–27.7) 0.4 0.1
<16 47.4 (45.3–49.6) 48.2 (46.3–50.1) 1.7 0.8
<19 83.6 (79.8–87.5) 80.7 (79.2–82.2) –3.5 –2.9

Senegal 2005 2010–2011
<15 9.1 (8.1–10.0) 11.9 (10.8–13.0) 30.8 2.8
<16 16.9 (15.5–18.3) 20.5 (19.1–21.9) 21.3 3.6
<19 43.5 (39.3–47.6) 45.2 (43.4–46.9) 3.9 1.7

Uganda 2006 2011
<15 11.8 (10.4–13.3) 16.1 (14.3–17.9) 36.4 4.3
<16 24.5 (22.3–26.7) 29.0 (26.8–31.2) 18.4 4.5
<19 70.7 (65.8–75.6) 71.0 (68.8–73.2) 0.4 0.3

Bolivia 2003 2008
<15 6.2 (5.4–6.9) 6.6 (5.7–7.6) 6.5 0.4
<16 14.6 (13.4–15.9) 16.2 (14.8–17.5) 11.0 1.6
<19 49.7 (45.8–53.6) 53.0 (51.2–55.0) 6.6 3.3

Colombia 2005 2010
<15 13.7 (12.9–14.5) 13.8 (13.0–14.6) 0.7 0.1
<16 27.2 (26.0–28.4) 29.2 (28.3–30.2) 7.4 2.0
<19 66.4 (63.8–68.9) 74.4 (73.4–75.4) 12.0 8.0

Dominican Republic 2002 2007
<15 12.8 (11.8–13.8) 16.3 (15.2–17.3) 27.3 3.5
<16 24.2 (22.8–25.6) 28.1 (26.8–29.5) 16.1 3.9
<19 55.0 (51.9–58.2) 63.0 (61.6–64.4) 14.5 8.0

Note: Estimates are based on the proportion of the sample exposed to the relevant time period.




