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Abstract:

Globally, the prevalence of child marriage is still a crisis. Largely, it is a human rights issue because,
mostly, it is young girls in lower- and middle-income nations who are situated most adversely by the
violation. The formal and informal unions in which persons who are under the age of 18 are engaged in,
marry or otherwise, are rooted in gender inequality, structural poverty, and culturally violent and
patriarchal manifestations. This paper deconstructs the multi-faceted repercussions of child marriage on
the girl child, including threats to her reproductive health and rights, psychological trauma, the loss of
educational opportunities, and poverty in perpetuity. The paper seeks to understand the repercussions of
early child marriage and union on child and maternal health and the unending cycle of poverty, by adopting
a structural and a capabilities based approach. The paper offers recommendations of the changes to the
legal and policy framework that are required for the states to achieve their 5.3 target of the Sustainable
Development Goals by 2030, to end child marriage.
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1. Introduction

Despite international conventions and legislative frameworks outlawing the practice, child marriage
continues to compromise the lives of millions of young girls globally. UNICEF estimates that
approximately one in five girls worldwide are married during childhood, with girls being six times more
likely than boys to be entered into a union before their 18th birthday (Mounchid et al., 2026). While child
marriage occurs across various regions, its prevalence is most acutely concentrated in South Asia and Sub-
Saharan Africa, driven heavily by systemic poverty and traditional family honor codes (Mounchid et al.,
2026; TRENDS, 2018).

The structural onset of a child marriage marks an abrupt, irreversible transition in a girl's life. It truncates
childhood, strips the individual of bodily autonomy, and initiates a cascading sequence of negative health
and socio-economic outcomes (de Meireles Guimarées, 2020). This paper synthesizes historical data and
contemporary public health findings to map the precise consequences of early marriage on the girl child,
evaluating the physiological, psychological, and institutional barriers it constructs.
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2. Structural Drivers and Conceptual Framework

To understand the consequences of child marriage, it is necessary to first delineate the socio-economic
and cultural mechanisms that drive households to perpetuate the practice.

. Economic Coping Strategies: In resource-constrained environments, a daughter is frequently
perceived as an economic burden. In patrilocal customs—where the bride relocates to her husband's
family—marrying off a daughter reduces the natal household's food and financial commitments
(Mounchid et al., 2026). Furthermore, transaction systems like the "bride price” common in Sub-Saharan
Africa offer immediate asset transfers to the bride's family, while "dowry" systems in South Asia often
incentivize early marriage because younger, less-educated brides command lower financial demands from
the groom's family (Mounchid et al., 2026; Parsons et al., 2015).

. Cultural Imperatives and Family Honor: Entrenched patriarchal structures heavily link family
status to a girl's chastity. Parents often accelerate marriage arrangements immediately following puberty
to protect daughters from sexual harassment or unsanctioned premarital relationships, which would
otherwise diminish her marriage prospects and damage the family's social standing (Mounchid et al.,
2026).

. Humanitarian Crises and Instability: External shocks, such as regional conflicts, severe climate
events, and economic instability (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic), routinely escalate child marriage rates
as displaced or impoverished families utilize early unions as a desperate protective or survival strategy
(Jones et al., 2025; Mounchid et al., 2026).

3. Multifaceted Impacts on the Girl Child

3.1 Severe Reproductive and Maternal Health Vulnerabilities

The physiological consequences of child marriage represent an immediate threat to life. Young brides are
thrust into sexual relationships with typically older husbands, severely limiting their negotiation capacity
regarding safe sex, family planning, and contraceptive use (Irani, 2019; TRENDS, 2018). Consequently,
early marriage directly drives high adolescent fertility rates (Jafari, 2025).

Adolescent girls are physically unprepared for pregnancy and childbirth. Complications during gestation
and delivery represent the second leading cause of death globally for young women aged 15-19 (Parsons
et al., 2015). Girls between the ages of 10 and 14 are five to seven times more likely to die in childbirth
than adult women, facing disproportionate risks of eclampsia, systemic infections, and obstetric fistula
due to pelvic immaturity (Jafari, 2025; Parsons et al., 2015). Furthermore, younger ages correlate with
higher physiological susceptibility to sexually transmitted infections, including HIV and human
papillomavirus (HPV), due to underdeveloped vaginal cell linings and cervical tissue easily damaged
during intercourse (Irani, 2019).

3.2 Psychosocial Well-being and Mental Health Degradation

While physical health metrics are widely documented, the psychological toll of child marriage is equally
severe. Upon marriage, girls are uprooted from their peer networks and isolated within their husbands'
households, where they hold minimal decision-making power or structural agency (Jones et al., 2025;
Parsons et al., 2015).

Empirical research using standardized assessment scales (such as the GHQ-12 and PHQ-9) reveals that
girls married before 18 exhibit significantly higher rates of emotional distress, clinical depression, and
suicidal ideation (Jafari, 2025; Jones et al., 2025). The combination of sudden adult domestic expectations,
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forced sexual initiation, and strict mobility constraints imposed by conservative gender norms limits their
access to emotional support structures and psychological resilience-building opportunities (Jones et al.,
2025).

3.3 Educational Truncation and Economic Disenfranchisement

Education serves as a primary protective shield against gender inequality. However, child marriage almost
universally guarantees the immediate cessation of a girl's formal schooling (Mounchid et al., 2026). Each
year a girl is married below the age of 18 corresponds to a 4 to 6 percentage point drop in her probability
of completing secondary education (Parsons et al., 2015).

Dimension Immediate Impact Long-Term Lifecycle Consequence
Education Abrupt school dropout; withdrawal Structural illiteracy; complete loss of technical
from peer support networks. and vocational skill acquisition.

Labor Confinement to unpaid domestic work Total financial dependence on the spouse;

Market and agricultural labor. exclusion from the formal economy.

Agency Loss of personal autonomy and Vulnerability to sustained Intimate Partner
decision-making power. Violence (IPV) and exploitation.

By depriving girls of educational opportunities, child marriage restricts their future labor force
participation to informal, low-wage sectors or unpaid domestic care, ensuring lifelong economic
dependence on their spouses or in-laws (de Meireles Guimaraes, 2020; Mounchid et al., 2026).

4. The Intergenerational Cycle of Impact

The consequences of child marriage do not end with the individual child bride; they extend systematically
to the next generation, establishing an ongoing cycle of socioeconomic vulnerability.

National demographic health surveys indicate that infant mortality rates are 60% higher when the mother
is under the age of 18 compared to adult mothers (Jafari, 2025; Parsons et al., 2015). Children born to
adolescent brides experience a substantially elevated prevalence of low birth weight, severe neonatal
conditions, and chronic undernutrition indicators, including stunting, wasting, and being underweight
(Jafari, 2025; Raj et al., 2010). Because young mothers frequently lack literacy, mobility, and financial
autonomy, their households show lower rates of complete infant vaccination schedules and delayed or
inadequate utilisation of pediatric medical care (Raj et al., 2010).

5. Conclusion and Strategic Policy Recommendations

Child marriage functions as a structural trap that compromises the health, agency, and economic potential
of the girl child while undermining global development goals. Eradicating this practice requires moving
past isolated legal adjustments to deploy integrated, multi-sectoral strategies:

1. Economic Incentives for School Retention: Legal interventions are most successful when
reinforced by economic alternatives. Governments should expand conditional cash transfers (CCTs) and
scholarships that directly offset the cost of schooling, making the retention of girls in secondary education
financially viable for low-income households (Parsons et al., 2015).

2. Community-Led Norm Transformation: Because child marriage is deeply embedded in family
honor and traditional customs, legal enforcement must operate alongside community dialog. Programs
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must engage local leaders, husbands, and parents to dismantle toxic gender expectations surrounding
puberty and chastity (Jones et al., 2025; TRENDS, 2018).

3.

Comprehensive Legal and Health Frameworks: Legislative bodies must eliminate legal

loopholes and parental consent exceptions that permit marriage below 18 (TRENDS, 2018). Concurrently,
specialized safe spaces and accessible reproductive healthcare services must be funded to support ever-
married adolescent girls who are already navigating the health vulnerabilities of early unions (Jones et al.,

2025).
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