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ABSTRACT 

Marriage of children below 18 is widely recognized to have disproportionate adverse impacts on 
girls and their future offspring. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action calls on 
governments to establish legislative provisions for the minimum age of marriage to eliminate 
discrimination against the girl child. Since the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in 
1995, the percentage of countries that allow girls to be married before age 18 with parental 
consent has been decreasing. Of the low- and middle-income countries for which we have data 
from 1995 to 2013, this figure fell from 80% in 1995 to 56% in 2013.  

However, important challenges remain in terms of widespread gender disparities in minimum 
age of marriage laws around the world and exceptions to minimum age laws that facilitate early 
marriage. Sixty-one countries (31%) globally legally allow girls to be married younger than boys 
with parental permission, 52 of which permit that age to be two to four years younger. Girls can 
legally be married below the age of 18 in 23 countries around the world. When exceptions to the 
minimum age based on parental permission are included, that number rises to 101 countries. 
Since most child marriages occur with parental permission and involvement, these exceptions 
seriously undermine the protections established in countries’ laws. Moreover, girls in 33 
countries may legally be married below the age of 18 when analyses include exceptions to the 
minimum age in civil law that are made for marriage under religious and/or customary law. 
These parallel laws weaken protections in civil law and expose girls in particular religious and 
ethnic communities to child marriage. In order to bring an end to child marriage, gender 
disparities in minimum age of marriage laws must be eliminated and exceptions that facilitate 
early marriage need to be brought into line with internationally agreed-upon human rights 
standards. 
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BACKGROUND 

Child marriage, defined by the international community as marriage below the age of 18 years, 
continues to shape the lives of millions of children around the world. Girls are disproportionately 
affected by early marriage; in Mali, for example, 72 girls for every boy between the ages of 15 
and 19 are married. Many more girls than boys are married as children even in countries with 
lower rates of early marriage: eight girls for every boy are married between 15 and 19 in the 
United States, as are six girls for every boy in El Salvador.1 A 2011 UN study found that a third 
of women aged 20 to 24 were married under the age of 18, representing almost 70 million girls 
worldwide. They found that 23 million of those were married before the age of 15.2 Global 
estimates indicate that nearly five million girls worldwide are married under the age of 15 every 
year.3 

In setting out global goals for the advancement of equality and development for women, the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action calls on governments to “enact and strictly enforce 
laws to ensure that marriage is only entered into with the free and full consent of the intending 
spouses; in addition, enact and strictly enforce laws concerning the minimum legal age of 
consent and the minimum age for marriage and raise the minimum age for marriage where 
necessary.” As the document notes, “early marriage and early motherhood can severely curtail 
educational and employment opportunities and are likely to have a long-term, adverse impact 
on the quality of their lives and the lives of their children.”  

Child marriage creates significant barriers for girls’ education. In some places, married girls are 
legally prohibited from attending school, while in many others social norms and new family 
responsibilities force them to end their schooling.4 Evidence from Burkina Faso, Cameroon, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Guinea, Nigeria, and Togo indicates that early marriage accounts for 
between 12 and 22 percent of school dropouts among girls.5 Findings from Bangladesh show 
the impact of early marriage on girls’ learning: for each year that marriage was delayed, girls 
were 5.6% more likely to be literate.6 Limiting girls’ education has lifelong consequences for 
their own future earning potential and financial independence,7 as well as overall economic 
growtha World Bank study showed that increasing the share of women with secondary 
education by one percentage point is associated with an increase of 0.3 percentage points in 
per capita income growth.8 Women’s education also has powerful effects on their children’s 
chances of survival.9  

Inequities in age and power differences often characterize marriages involving young girls, who 
tend to be married to men who are significantly older.10 Higher rates of physical, emotional, and 
sexual abuse within marriage have been documented among women married young compared 
to women married as adults.11 Evidence from India, for example, showed that women married 
before the age of 18 were three times more likely to have been beaten than women married at 
age 21 or older.12 These age and power inequities also mean that girls who are married young 
have less control over their own bodies, including the ability to make decisions about their 
sexual and reproductive health. These factors contribute to the lower use of contraceptives and 
higher rates of HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases among women married as 
children.13 Compounding these risks, young brides’ limited autonomy and education can limit 
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their ability to access information about reproductive health resources and care.14 Evidence 
from Bangladesh showed that delaying marriage by just one year increased the likelihood of 
receiving prenatal care by 8.6%.15 

Early marriages often lead to early pregnancy and childbirth, with important health risks for 
mothers and babies.16 The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action raises concerns 
regarding the serious health risks created by early marriage, pregnancy and childbearing, and 
laments the role of early childbearing in impeding improvements in the educational, economic 
and social status of women globally. Around the world, maternal mortality for girls between 15 to 
19 years old is twice as high compared to women giving birth in their twenties, and for girls 
under age 15 it is five times as high.17 In the developing world, complications from pregnancy 
and childbirth are the leading cause of death for girls aged 15 to 19.18 Other complications, such 
as obstructed labor and fistulae, are also more common among very young mothers.19  

As stated in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, early marriage also carries risks for 
children. Early pregnancies are more likely to result in preterm delivery, low birth weight, and 
stillbirths.20 In the first year of life, babies born to teenagers are twice as likely to die as babies 
born to women in their twenties.21 In addition to infant mortality, global data also indicate that 
morbidity and mortality rates for children under five are higher for those born to young 
mothers.22  

Child marriage is a violation of globally agreed-upon human rights standards and an important 
form of discrimination against girls. The millions of affected girls face fundamental barriers to 
their equal chances at education, equal rights within marriage and the home, and long-term 
employment trajectories. Have countries taken the legal steps necessary to protect girls? 

 

METHODS  

We examine legal provisions as they are a first step toward improving outcomes. Across 
countries, while varying in the extent and effectiveness of implementation, having laws does 
make a difference in practice for children and marriage. Laws have led to change by shaping 
public attitudes as well as reflecting them, by facilitating and requiring government follow-
through, and enabling citizen and court action for enforcement. Even when local enforcement is 
incomplete, laws may still have an impact by shaping the terms of debate and providing levers 
for civil society advocates.  

In order to collect global legislative data about the minimum age of marriage and exceptions to 
that age in all 197 U.S.-recognized countries,23 the WORLD Policy Analysis Center analyzed 
official country websites, the Lexadin World Law Guide, the Foreign Law Guide, the NATLEX 
database, the Pacific Islands Legal Information Institute, the Asian Legal Information Institute, 
and JaFBase. In some cases, hard copies and electronic copies of legislation were obtained 
from libraries such as the Swiss Institute for Comparative Law, the UCLA Law Library, the 
Harvard Law Library, and the Northwestern University Library. The Child Marriage database 
captures national-level legislation. In countries where minimum age of marriage laws are set at 
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the state or provincial level, such as the U.S. and Canada, we code based on the lowest 
minimum age provisions. Given that the scope of the project includes 197 countries, and that 
the role and strength of case law varies substantially across countries, we were unable to 
include an analysis of case law relevant to legal provisions for the minimum age of marriage. 
Including case law in future analyses will be helpful to better understand the minimum age of 
marriage permitted by law.  

If legislation was not available, analysts reviewed the most recent reports submitted by 
countries to the monitoring committees of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), as 
well as the reports detailing the committees’ concluding observations. The Child Marriage 
Database is current as of June 2013. 

Information collected from legislation, CRC, and CEDAW reports was translated into a set of 
features that can be quantitatively analyzed, mapped, readily understood, and shared. This 
coding process was carried out independently by two researchers and then compared to 
minimize error. Coding was conducted in the original language of the document whenever 
possible by team members fluent in the language, or using a version translated into one of the 
official UN languages. During analysis child marriage was defined as marriage below the age of 
18 years, based on the CEDAW and the CRC, which are reaffirmed by the Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action. 

McGill University’s MACHEquity team expanded this dataset longitudinally for every year 
between 1995 and 2012 for a subset of indicators for the 121 low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs) currently included in the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Surveys (MICS). Researchers used the same sources and coding methods as 
described above. In some cases, hard copies of legislation were obtained from the McGill 
University law library. 

In order to provide longitudinal information on restrictions on child marriage, the database 
included all changes to national legislation between 1995 and 2012. As a first step, researchers 
reviewed the date of the legislation used for the 2012 database. When legislation used in the 
2012 database was enacted before 1995 and had not been amended or repealed since, it was 
assumed that its provisions remained applicable from 1995 to 2012. The same text was 
therefore used to code all variables between 1995 and 2012.  

When legislation used in the 2012 database was dated between 1995 and 2012, the same text 
was used to code the years after the law was enacted and researchers searched for prior 
legislation for the preceding years. All variables between 1995 and the later law would then be 
coded using the original full text legislation. The most current and in-force legislation was always 
located first, and changes in the legislation were thereafter traced back to 1995. In many cases, 
the most current law included information on which previous law it repealed or amended, and 
researchers were therefore able to search online for the corresponding title/date. 

 

4

http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/TreatyBodyExternal/SessionsList.aspx?Treaty=CRC
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/reports.htm


FINDINGS ON CURRENT LAWS  

MINIMUM AGE LAWS AND GENDER DISPARITIES 

Globally, there are two countries (Saudi Arabia and Yemen) that do not set a minimum legal age 
of marriage for girls or boys. One country allows girls as young as 9 to be married (Lebanon), 
one sets the minimum age for girls at 13 (Iran), and an additional four countries set the 
minimum age for girls at 14 or 15 (Bahrain, Chad, Kuwait, and Holy See). Another 15 countries 
allow girls to be married at age 16 or 17 (see Map 1). 

Examining the disparity in the ages at which girls and boys are protected from early marriage 
reveals that in many cases, legal frameworks reinforce, rather than combat, gender inequalities 
(see Map 2). In contrast to the number of countries permitting the marriage of girls under the 
age of 18, only eight countries set the minimum age below 18 for boys (in addition to the two 
countries that set no minimum age for either gender, Saudi Arabia and Yemen). Lebanon allows 
boys to be married as young as 13; Iran sets a legal minimum age of marriage for boys at 15; 
Andorra, Holy See, and the United Kingdom set a minimum age of 16; and Israel, Kuwait, and 
Timor-Leste set the minimum for boys at 17. 

EXCEPTIONS TO MINIMUM AGE LAWS: PARENTAL PERMISSION 

When considering legal protections for early marriage, it is important to keep in mind that the 
vast majority of child marriages occur with parental permission and involvement. Therefore, 
legal exceptions that permit marriage at earlier ages based on the approval of the child’s 
parents likely do not provide protection against marriage for children in most cases. Including 
the two countries that set no legal minimum age for marriage at all, in six countries there is no 
minimum age for boys or girls with parental consent explicitly stated in the law. Five countries 
permit the marriage of girls with parental consent at ages 9 to 13, while an additional 33 allow 
girls to be married at age 14 or 15 (see Map 3). Girls may be married at age 15 or younger with 
parental consent in a total of 19 countries (56%) in the Americas, 10 (21%) in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, 5 (16%) in East Asia and the Pacific, 7 (37%) in the Middle East and North Africa, 2 
(25%) in South Asia, and 1 (2%) country in Europe and Central Asia (see Map 3 and Map 7). 

Here too, gender disparities in legal protections are stark. When parental consent exceptions 
are considered, one country allows boys to be married at 13, four countries set the minimum 
age of marriage for boys at 14, and another ten allow them to be married at age 15. Sixty-one 
countries (31%) globally legally allow girls to be married younger than boys with parental 
permission, 52 of which permit that age to be two to four years younger (see Map 4). 

EXCEPTIONS TO MINIMUM AGE LAWS: CUSTOMARY AND RELIGIOUS LAW  

It is also important to consider exceptions to the minimum age of marriage based on customary 
or religious laws as these play an important role in facilitating the marriage of children in many 
regions of the world. When exceptions based on customary and religious law are considered, 
there are 13 countries around the world where there is no explicit minimum age for marriage for 
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at least part of the population for whom customary or religious law can take precedence over 
civil law. In a further five countries girls may be married between ages 9 to 13, while in an 
additional two countries they may be married at 14 or 15 (see Map 5). Globally, because 
exceptions are allowed in a significant number of countries for marriage under customary or 
religious law, girls may be married at 15 or younger in nine countries (26%) in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, five (29%) in the Middle East and North Africa, one (17%) in South Asia, two (8%) in East 
Asia and the Pacific, two (4%) in Europe & Central Asia, and one (3%) in the Americas (see 
Map 5 and Map 7). 

EXCEPTIONS TO MINIMUM AGE LAWS: PREGNANCY AND COURT OR 
GOVERNMENT APPROVAL 

Additionally, in the majority of countries around the world there are further exceptions for the 
minimum age of marriage for cases when a girl is pregnant or has given birth to a child, and/or 
when a court or other government office (such as the president, a governor, a minister, a social 
work center, child welfare authorities, etc.) grants permission. In 76 countries worldwide (43% of 
the world) there is no explicit minimum age of marriage once these exceptions are included. In 
another 6 (3%) girls can be married between ages 9 and 13, in 23 countries (13%) girls may be 
married at 14 or 15, and in 57 (32%) they may be married at 16 or 17 (see Maps 6, 7, 8, and 9).  

 

CHANGES SINCE THE BEIJING DECLARATION AND PLATFORM FOR ACTION 

MINIMUM AGE LAWS AND GENDER DISPARITIES 

In 1995, out of 105 LMICs with available data from 1995 to 2013, 4% did not set a legal 
minimum age of marriage for girls. In one percent of countries, girls could be married as young 
as 9. In 8% the legal minimum age was 14 or 15 for girls and a further 11% legally permitted 
girls to be married at 16 or 17. Over time, the data indicate an overall trend of raising the legal 
minimum age of marriage around the world. In 2005, ten years after the establishment of the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, two percent of countries did not set a minimum age 
of marriage for girls, one percent allowed girls to be married as young as 9, three percent set 
the minimum age at 14 or 15, and ten percent set it at 16 or 17. By 2013, legislation had further 
improved in these countries with one percent not setting a minimum age of marriage for girls, 
one percent allowing girls to be married at age 9, one percent establishing a minimum age of 14 
or 15, and nine percent setting it at 16 or 17 (see Figures 1 and 2).  

While the gap between boys and girls in legal minimum marriage age remains significant, it has 
narrowed over time. In 1995, eight percent of countries out of 105 LMICs with data available 
from 1995 to 2013 permitted the marriage of boys below 18, while in 2005 this number lowered 
to four percent, and by 2013, only two percent legally allowed boys to be married below 18. For 
this same subsample of countries, there is also a decline in the difference in the minimum age 
of marriage between boys and girls over time. In 1995, 14% of countries allowed girls to be 
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married three or four years younger than boys; this number lowered to 10% by 2005 and 6% in 
2013 (see Figure 3).  

EXCEPTIONS TO MINIMUM AGE LAWS: PARENTAL PERMISSION 

Considering that parental permission exceptions to minimum marriage age laws provide 
significant loopholes that facilitate early marriage, it is important to understand how the legal 
minimum age with parental permission has varied over time. As demonstrated in Figure 2, the 
percentage of countries that permit the marriage of girls before age 18 (including with parental 
consent) has been falling over the years, though the parental permission exception still 
represents an important loophole in lowering the minimum age in many countries. Of the LMIC 
countries for which we have data from 1995 to 2013, this figure was 80% in 1995, 75% in 2000, 
67% in 2005, 58% in 2010, and 56% in 2013. Between 1995 and 2013, 24% percent of 
countries changed their minimum age for marriage legislation to protect girls below age 18 even 
when parental permission is considered, meeting the internationally-recommended minimum 
age standard. 

Despite these improvements, there are numerous countries that have not made adequate 
changes to protect young girls from early marriage and fulfill their commitment to the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action. Between 1995 and 2013, out of the 105 countries for which 
we had complete data, 66% had no change in legal restrictions for early marriage of girls with 
parental permission. Many of these countries do not have minimum age of marriage legislation 
that adequately protects girls. In 23% of the 105 countries, the legal age of marriage with 
parental consent remained at age 15 or younger, with some having no minimum age for 
marriage if there is parental consent. Azerbaijan and Sri Lanka24, actually lowered the legal age 
of marriage with parental permission while Yemen removed any explicit barriers to marriage 
based on age. Thirty percent of countries increased the legal age of marriage with parental 
consent; however five percent still kept it under age 18 (see Figure 4). 

Our longitudinal dataset also helps to shed light on regional variation in minimum age of 
marriage laws over time. The average legal minimum age of marriage for girls with parental 
consent in the Middle East and North Africa increased from 12.7 in 1995 to 15.4 in 2013 for 
countries with data in both time periods. In South Asia the age increased from 13.9 to 15.1 over 
the same time period, in Sub-Saharan Africa it increased from 14.4 to 16.8, while in the 
Americas it increased from 14.2 to 14.6 and in Europe and Central Asia it increased from 16.9 
to 17.6. The average age for East Asia and the Pacific dropped from at 17.2 to 17.0 over this 
time period. Overall, countries in the Middle East and North Africa made the most substantial 
progress, reflected by an increase of 2.7 years in the legal age of marriage for girls, followed by 
Sub-Saharan Africa, with an increase of 2.4 years, and South Asia, which increased the legal 
age by 1.2 years on average. 

Gender disparities in minimum age laws over time are further highlighted when parental 
permission exceptions are taken into account. In 1995, 40% of the 105 countries with data 
available from 1995 to 2013 allowed boys to be married earlier than age 18 with parental 
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consent, while 80% allowed the marriage of girls before 18. In 2013, 30% of those same 
countries permitted early marriage with parental consent for boys and 56% for girls.  

Between 1995 and 2013, the number of countries in our sample with complete data that 
permitted girls to legally be married younger than boys with parental permission fell from 66% to 
44%. In 1995, 27% of the countries in our sample allowed girls to be married three or four years 
earlier than boys with parental permission and 39% allowed them to be married one or two 
years earlier. By 2013, this trend showed some improvement: the percentage of countries that 
allowed girls to be married three or four years earlier with parental permission dropped to 15% 
and those that allowed girls to be married one or two years earlier dropped to 29% (see Figure 
3). 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION 

Our findings highlight important actionable steps that can be taken by policymakers to reduce 
rates of child marriage and thereby mitigate its devastating effects on young girls and their 
children. As highlighted in the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), eliminating child 
marriage is an essential element in achieving equality for women. These conventions call for 
governments to enact and enforce laws for the minimum age of marriage and raise them where 
needed to protect children under 18 years of age. Only 16 countries around the world (9%) 
maintain an absolute minimum age of at least 18 for girls’ marriage and do not create loopholes 
that facilitate early marriage. While the presence or absence of laws is not the only factor 
shaping the problem of child marriage, in many countries it represents a practical and 
achievable goal for bringing about change. 

Gender gaps in the legislated minimum age of marriage demonstrated by WORLD data 
reinforce structural gender inequities in child marriage and indicate a concrete measure that can 
be taken immediately to reduce the disparities in disadvantage experienced by girls. Gaps in the 
legal minimum age of marriage exist in at least 61 countries that have adopted the Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action. Similarly, of the 186 UN member states that have ratified 
CEDAW, at least 56 countries permit girls to be married younger than boys with parental 
permission. Laws in these countries, and in countries that have not ratified these international 
instruments, need to be changed to treat girls and boys equitably.  

It is also essential for the minimum age of marriage to be raised to 18 in all countries around the 
world in compliance with international conventions. In at least 21 countries that adopted the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995 and at least 21 that have ratified CEDAW, 
the general minimum age of marriage legally permits the marriage of children below 18. 
Governments should act to fulfill their commitments by raising the minimum age and protecting 
children, particularly girls, from the harmful impacts of early marriage. 

Finally, exceptions to minimum age of marriage laws can substantially undermine the legal 
protections against child marriage established in countries’ laws.25 Considering that most child 
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marriages occur with parental consent and involvement, exceptions that permit the age to be 
lowered based on parental permission create significant loopholes that facilitate early 
marriage.26 Moreover, in many countries civil law exists alongside parallel customary and 
religious legal systems. These parallel laws often do not establish an adequate minimum age for 
marriage, or any at all, weakening civil law prohibitions and exposing girls in particular religious 
and ethnic communities to early marriage. In order to bring an end to child marriage, leaders 
must ensure that children younger than the internationally agreed-upon minimum marriage age 
of 18 are not married under customary and religious law.27  

LAWS IN COUNTRIES WITH POOR PERFORMANCE ON CHILD MARRIAGE  

These steps are especially urgent for those countries that have shown remarkably little 
improvement since 1995. Of the 11 countries with the highest rates of married women between 
age 15 and 19 in the world according to 2012 UN Population Division data (those with rates of 
over 30%), over half (6 countries) permit the marriage of children below 18 with parental 
consent. Customary or religious law enables child marriage in at least 4 of these 11 countries. 
Chad, for example, where 48.6% of girls aged 15 to19 were married in 1997 and where rates 
decreased very little to 45.3% in 2004, sets the legal minimum age of marriage for girls at 15 
years old. This age is further reduced by customary law, which allows the marriage of girls at 13 
years old. In Niger, where almost two thirds of girls between 15 and 19 years old are married 
(61.9% in 1998 and 60.6% in 2006), girls can be married at age 15 with parental permission. 
This dramatically reduces the minimum age, which is officially 21, indicating the significant 
difference made by loopholes in laws. In Nicaragua, where almost a third of girls between 15 
and 19 years old are married (32.2% in 1995 and 30.3% in 2007), girls may legally be married 
at age 14 with parental permission, which significantly reduces the legal minimum age which is 
otherwise 18. In Eritrea, where rates of early marriage have similarly experienced limited 
improvement (37.7% in 1995 and 31.1% in 2002), there are a number of customary laws, many 
of which are not codified and do not set a minimum age of marriage.28 

Action is also critical for countries that have seen increases in rates of early marriage since the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. Of the ten countries that have experienced an 
increase of at least five percentage points in early marriage rates over the past twenty years, 
eight permit the marriage of girls before age 18 with parental permission. In Madagascar, the 
percent of girls ages 15 to 19 that are married has increased by 12.5 percentage points from 
27.4 in 1993 to 39.9 in 2008. In 2007 Madagascar changed its law by removing the exception 
that allowed girls to be married as young as 14 with parental permission. This is an important 
first step towards protecting girls from early marriage; however, the law still allows girls to be 
married in Madagascar below 18 if the court grants its approval at the request of the parents. 
Guyana, where early marriage rates between 1991 and 2009 increased by 11.6 percentage 
points (from 6.9% to 18.5%), allows girls to be married at the age of 16 with parental 
permission. In Zimbabwe the rate of married girls aged 15 to 19 has increased from 20.8% in 
1992 to 25.9% in 2010; there is no minimum age for marriage under customary law in this 
country.29 
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IMPACT OF LEGISLATION 

Our longitudinal policy dataset can help to shed light on positive changes in early marriage rates 
in some countries and associated changes in legislation. According to 2012 UN Population 
Division data, Maldives has experienced a dramatic drop in the rates at which girls between 15 
and 19 were married, from 46.9% in 1995 to 5.6% in 2009.30 Prior to 2001, Maldives had no 
written marriage law. In 2001, a Family Act was passed that set a legal minimum age of 
marriage at 18. While we may identify associations, without further in-depth analysis we are 
unable to conclude definitively if it is the passage of protective laws in countries like Maldives 
that bring about a positive change in rates of early marriage.  

Once laws are passed, it is critical that they be enforced. Examining minimum marriage age 
laws around the world can also help to highlight countries in which strongly protective laws exist 
but may not be adequately enforced. There are important gaps in some nations. For example, 
despite a legal minimum age of marriage of 18 without any permitted exceptions, in 
Bangladesh, girls between 15 and 19 were married at a rate of 51.3% in 1991 and 45.7% in 
2011.31 Policies to ensure compliance with marriage registration are an important strategy to 
ensure that marriages are legally recognized and must conform to relevant legal provisions. 

This brief provides the global community with a window into progress and future priorities for the 
legal context of child marriage worldwide. Protective laws are an essential first step in 
addressing the global problem of child marriage. Legal instruments provide concrete tools to 
help protect girls’ rights. Further analysis is needed to better understand the link between 
legislation, enforcement mechanisms, and rates of early marriage. 
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Figure 1: From 1995 to 2013, how did the legal minimum age of marriage for girls 
change in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs*)? 

*To look at change over time, this graph shows laws in 105 LMICs currently included in the
Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys for which we were able to 
collect complete information about minimum age of marriage laws between 1995 and 2013. 

Source: MACHEquity & WORLD Policy Analysis Center, Marriage Database (1995-2013) 
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Figure 2: From 1995 to 2013, what percentage of low- and middle-income 

countries (LMICs*) set a legal minimum age of marriage for girls of at least 18? 
 

 
 
*To look at change over time, this graph shows laws in 105 LMICs currently included in the 
Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys for which we were able to 
collect complete information about minimum age of marriage laws between 1995 and 2013. 
 
Source: MACHEquity & WORLD Policy Analysis Center, Marriage Database (1995-2013) 
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Figure 3: From 1995 to 2013, how did the percentage of low- and middle-income 

countries (LMICs*) with no gender disparities in the legal minimum age of 
marriage change? 

  

 
 
*To look at change over time, this graph shows laws in 105 LMICs currently included in the 
Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys for which we were able to 
collect complete information about minimum age of marriage laws between 1995 and 2013. 
 
Source: MACHEquity & WORLD Policy Analysis Center, Marriage Database (1995-2013) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Pe
rc

en
t o

f L
M

IC
s*

 

Year 

General minimum age Minimum age with parental consent

25



 
Figure 4: From 1995 to 2013, how did the legal minimum age of marriage with 

parental consent for girls change in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs*)? 
 

 
 
*To look at change over time, this graph shows laws in 105 LMICs currently included in the 
Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys for which we were able to 
collect complete information about minimum age of marriage laws between 1995 and 2013. 
 
Source: MACHEquity & WORLD Policy Analysis Center, Marriage Database (1995-2013) 
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