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Abstract 
 

Child marriage constitutes one of the currently biggest obstacles to gender 

equality and human development. As the practice has gained more attention in 

the international arena within the past two decades, a number of evaluations 

have been produced. These are mainly characterized by quantitative and linear 

assessments of the impact of child marriage interventions. This thesis considers 

the role of empowerment by applying the theoretical framework of Naila Kabeer 

to child marriage interventions. The purpose is to critically review the impact of 

employed methods. Through a collective case study, four programs in Malawi, 

Uganda, Zimbabwe and Ethiopia are examined.  

 

The interventions cover different methods of child marriage prevention, or a 

combination of them. These include education, economic incentives, 

empowerment and community conversations. However, using only one of the 

approaches is typically not enough to create long-term change in the lives of at-

risk and already married girls. As child marriage is a product of cultural 

complexity, the most successful interventions are those able to target all 

dimensions relating to empowerment as choice-making: resources, agency and 

achievements. Such is the case for the programs in both Uganda and Ethiopia. 

Whilst the studied interventions have provided different resources needed to 

strengthen the vulnerability of adolescent girls, this improved access does not 

guarantee a change of agency. By additionally mobilizing the communities 

which sustain the normative underpinning of the practice, the possibility of 

impacts beyond the duration of interventions is increased. Only then are other 

and new achievements possible, which are crucial to disrupting the cultural logic 

of the practice for future generations and avoid a sense of informed 

powerlessness for the current ones.  

 

Keywords: child marriage intervention, empowerment, Uganda, Malawi, 

Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, Sustainable Development Goals 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research context and relevance 

Approximately 650 million women alive today became brides before their 18th 

birthday. Additionally, around 12 million girls are married each year. 

Substantial global progress to tackle child marriage has been made over the past 

ten years. This has mainly contributed to decreasing rates in South Asia, 

particularly in India. Nevertheless, the prevalence is growing in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, causing a shift in the global burden of the practice. Today, 1 of 3 

recently married child brides are found in the area (UNICEF, 2018). Should the 

threats of population growth and inadequate efforts to delay the age of marriage 

remain persistent, 1 in 2 child brides will be African by 2050 (UNFPA, 2018b, 

p. 9).  

Apart from being an important obstacle to gender equality, child marriage is a 

huge deterrent for development. To illustrate this, the example of Niger can be 

used. Niger currently has the highest rates of child marriage in the world 

(Wodon and Petroni, 2017). Approximately 28 percent of girls are married 

before their 15th birthday. By the age of 18, 76 per cent of all girls are in 

marriages (UNICEF, 2017, p. 184). Had the country abolished child marriage in 

2015, by achieving the Millennium Development Goal, it would have resulted in 

notable economic consequences according to extensive calculations by the 

World Bank. By 2030, Niger could have hypothetically experienced annual 

savings up to $1.7 billion in additional welfare, $327 million for the education 

budget, $34 million through decreased infant mortality and $8 million in 

reduced child stunting (Wodon and Petroni, 2017).  

As the eradication of child marriage was included in the 2000 Millennium 

Development Goals, the practice received increased international attention in 

comparison to the later part of the 20th century. However, in 2015, the practice 

was addressed as a specific target to achieve gender equality within the 

Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations General Assembly, 2015, p. 

18). This explicit recognition of child marriage, as opposed to indirectly relating 

to a number of Millennium Development Goals, produced a number of new 
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programs (Bessa, 2019). Several high profile-initiatives have been launched in 

the 2010s to accelerate the reduction of child marriages. These include a joint 

12-country program by UNFPA and UNICEF (UNFPA, 2018a, p. 12), as well 

as a regional campaign by African Union (Girls not Brides, 2015).  

1.2 Research problem  

The contemporary research on child marriage is to a large extent concerned with 

the causes and consequences of the practice. A number of studies have also 

conducted quantitative analyses of the outcomes of community-based child 

marriage interventions. By summarizing these (alongside a few of qualitative 

studies) academics have attempted to make general recommendations for 

preventing the practice (see among others Chae and Ngo, 2017; Lee-Rife et al, 

2012). Many findings and conclusions of the reviews relate to the notion of 

female empowerment (Chae and Ngo, 2017; Lee-Rife et al, 2012; Warner et al, 

2014). However, a critical qualitative discussion is rarely provided to analyse 

and contrast the efficiency of the different methods employed by these 

interventions.   

1.3 Research objective and research questions 

For this study, Naila Kabeer’s (1999, 2008) theoretical framing of 

empowerment will be utilized for a broader understanding of the concept in 

relation to child marriage. Her definition of empowerment centres on the ability 

to make choices and how its different interrelated dimensions affect which 

choices are made and why (Kabeer, 1999). The aim is to review the impact and 

potential of child marriage prevention methods applied by four interventions in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. This will be performed through a collective case study. 

Ideally, the findings presented here would contribute with some additional 

explanatory power to the already existing evidence base. The research questions 

are as follows: 

● How can empowerment be understood within community-based child 

marriage interventions?  
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● How can empowerment explain the successes and shortcomings of 

community-based child marriage interventions? 

1.4 Disposition  

The thesis will begin with a background chapter to outline the general 

foundation of child marriage. A contemporary understanding of the topic’s 

drivers and consequences will be provided. Following this overview is the 

analytical framework. Here, a literature review will be presented. This will 

inform the research problem to a greater extent and underline Kabeer’s (1999, 

2008) conceptualization as the choice of theory. A brief summary of her 

perception of empowerment will also be included in this chapter.  

Subsequently, a discussion of the possibilities and limitations of case study 

research will feature as the methodology chapter. It will also encompass a 

definition of the cases as well as argue for the selection of the interventions. The 

findings chapter is constructed in four sections, all containing a detailed 

description of each intervention assessed in this study and its results. 

Afterwards, the outcomes will be examined and understood in the analysis 

chapter through the theoretical lens of empowerment provided by Kabeer. Here, 

a few additional observations from related findings will be presented to 

strengthen the argument put forward. Finally, a concise summary of the findings 

will conclude the study, which will highlight how the results inform the research 

questions.  

2. Background 

Child marriage is defined as the traditional or statutory union between two 

individuals, where either one or both of the parties are younger than 18 years 

old.1 (This is the international definition of a child determined by the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child). Accordingly, both boys and girls can be 

subjugated to this practice (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11). However, the vast 

 
1 However national legislations (see Arthur et al, 2018) and cultural beliefs, occasionally based 

to the first menstruation (Girls not Brides, 2017), alter the appropriate age of marriage in many 

countries. 
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research agrees upon two conclusions. Firstly, child marriage mainly targets 

girls (ibid). 1 in 5 women between ages 20-24 is married before their 18th 

birthday, in comparison to 1 in 30 men within a similar age bracket (UNICEF, 

2019a). Secondly, the severe outcomes disproportionately, and often 

exclusively, affect girl child brides (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11).  

Child marriage prevails (to a varying degree) in all regions of the world. 

Therefore, no particular religion, culture or ethnicity can be identified as a 

driving force (Henderson, 2016, p. 4). The practice is bolstered by economic, 

political, cultural and social factors of different contexts (Warner et al, 2014, p. 

2). However, the typical bride often resides with a poor family in a rural area, 

with little or no education (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 4). This holds true in 

countries as diverse as Indonesia (Rumble 2018), Zimbabwe (Sayi and Sibanda, 

2018), Serbia (Hotchkiss et al, 2016) and the Dominican Republic (UNICEF, 

2019b, p. 9).  

Furthermore, child marriage can take place based on the “consent” of the girl in 

question, as her exposure and understanding of other alternatives are highly 

limited. If not, then coercion is commonly exercised to seek economic relief 

within the household (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11). In settings where girls’ 

virginity is deemed highly valuable, child marriage assures that the sexual debut 

is performed appropriately with the husband. Sexual activity and pregnancies 

outside of marriage may be considered shameful for the girl and her family 

(Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 2). Early sexual debut and often subsequent pregnancy 

may also initiate a child marriage, to ensure a safer future of both the girl and 

her child than outside of wedlock (UNFPA, 2018b, p. 9). 

The practice is also associated with dowries or bride price, providing another 

financial motivation for families to marry off their daughters (Chae and Ngo, 

2017, p. 2). Bride price is paid through money or property by the groom’s 

family in order to validate the marriage (Edmeades, Hayes and Gaynair, 2014, p. 

1). Dowries are on the other hand exchanged from the bride’s family to the 

groom’s family. This is usually done through services offered to the bride’s 

parents or transferring valuable goods (Conteh, 2016). Often dowries are 

measured by the age of the bride, where a lower age implies a lower dowry 
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(Parsons and McCleary-Sills, 2014, p. 2). Even though the ritual of bride price is 

highly practised in Sub-Saharan Africa, dowries are still prevalent in some 

cultures. The latter typically has a more prevalent role in South Asia (Conteh, 

2016).  

Furthermore, the consequences of child marriage denote multiple development 

outcomes. As girls are married off to ease the family’s financial burden, it also 

leaves the household with one less mouth to feed. In periods of food insecurity, 

this is deemed beneficial for the girl as well. Yet child brides are at a higher risk 

of suffering more malnutrition than adult brides, as food insecurity may also be 

a consequence of the practice, usually due to a low income and rural living 

(Henderson, 2016, p. 8).  

Additionally, child marriage is a great deterrent for girls to complete their 

education. By the time a girl is to be married, she drops out of school, regardless 

of her own wishes (Henderson, 2016, p. 8). A married girl or young woman is 

usually confined within the domestic sphere, trapped by household chores and 

highly restricted decision-making (Edmeades, Hayes and Gaynair, 2014, p. 1). 

Consequently, girls who are married off young do not have the same entry into 

the labour market as boys do. This affects both their individual financial 

independence and economic growth of the society (Henderson, 2016, p. 8). 

Ultimately, child marriage is sustained within communities and families by the 

same forces that enable the procedure (Edmeades, Hayes and Gaynair, 2014, p. 

1).  

These ripple effects are also evident when exploring the health consequences of 

child marriage. Marriage is traditionally associated with motherhood, which 

preferably follows soon after the ceremony (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 2). 

Nevertheless, the young bodies of child brides are not fully developed to 

manage what childbearing entails. Becoming pregnant is rarely decided by the 

girl either (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11). Approximately 90 percent of 

adolescent pregnancies occur within marriage. For girls between age 15-19 in 

developing countries, pregnancy and childbirth are the second biggest cause of 

death (Henderson, 2016, p. 8). Even if the mother survives the childbirth, early 

pregnancy may result in a range of different complications (Chae and Ngo, 
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2017, p. 2). Furthermore, children born by these under-age brides are less likely 

to celebrate their fifth birthday typically due to underweight (Henderson, 2016, 

p. 8).  

Another prevailing characteristic of child marriage is the age gap between 

spouses. Since the husband tends to be older, more educated and obtains a 

higher social status, power dynamics commonly enable intimate partner 

violence (IPV). Almost 1 in 3 are at risk of physical and/or sexual IPV, 

compared to 1 in 5 adult brides (Kidman, 2017). In a highly patriarchal 

community, without any agency of their own, child brides may internalize IPV 

as something normal. As a result, the psychological well-being of these girls is 

also affected (Kidman, 2017; Neetu, Edmeades and Murithi, 2019).   

The spousal age gap may further contribute to a higher HIV infection rate 

among married girls. In comparison to unmarried and sexually active girls, child 

brides can be exposed to sex sooner, more often and without protection. This 

can partly be explained by the pressures of becoming pregnant (Clark, Bruce 

and Dude, 2006). In some contexts, the spousal age gap predisposes a higher 

sexual activity for the husband both prior to and during the marriage. 

Additionally, articulating the need for contraceptives (if articulated at all), may 

prove highly difficult for the girls. This would then advance the spread of HIV 

(and other sexually transmitted diseases) (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11). Lack 

of knowledge due to lower education and societal exposure as well as 

experiences of IPV may also be contributing factors. However, it is important to 

note that current research does not uniformly present causalities between child 

marriage and HIV (Petroni et al, 2019).  

3. Analytical framework 

3.1 Literature review  

The research produced on child marriage typically covers a complex range of 

topics and problem areas, most of which are mentioned in the background 

chapter. Therefore, this review will instead delve into previous similar studies to 

present the main findings and the identified methods of child marriage 

prevention.  
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Multiple evaluations have attempted to identify the most effective attempts to 

eliminate child marriage. Depending on the review, the findings vary. For some 

economic incentives was the most suitable method of choice (Kalamar et al, 

2016; Parsons and McCleary-Sills; 2014). Other studies concluded 

empowerment to be the most effective strategy (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 3; Lee-

Rife et al, 2012). However, these results may depend on the identification of risk 

factors of child marriage, as well as the selection of cases. 

By comparing the outcomes of 22 and 23 different community-based 

interventions respectively, four general categories of methods for intervention 

were ascertained. These are education, economic incentives, community 

conversations and empowerment (Chae and Ngo, 2017, pp. 6-7; Lee-Rife et al, 

2012). Many of the interventions evaluated combine approaches to 

simultaneously address different issues at hand (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 5; Lee-

Rife et al, 2012; Parsons and McCleary-Sills, 2014). These are referred to as 

horizontal programs. They are characterized by a holistic structure, often in 

which empowerment strategies are included. Vertical programs are thus defined 

by a more narrow focus, where child marriage is usually observed as a 

peripheral concern (Lee-Rife et al, 2012).  

The aim of the education approach is to make school attendance and school 

enrolment more accessible to vulnerable girls. This can be done through direct 

cash transfers to schools in order to pay the fees of the students. Other methods 

encompass the provision of uniforms, supplies or additional tutoring sessions in 

English and mathematics. Education can be influential for child marriage rates, 

apart from the aforementioned relationship between child brides and school 

drop-out. If girls are able to continue their education, it may disrupt the societal 

perception of their “marriageability”, as only children attend school at that level. 

Moreover, higher attainment and quality of education may raise the support to 

invest in girls, as its consequences become clearer and justifiable to the 

community (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 7; Lee-Rife et al, 2012).  

Economic incentives purpose different areas of life to offset the household costs 

of having daughters. (For the purpose of this study, educational costs are 

excluded here). The incentives are divided into two types: cash transfers or asset 
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transfers. In turn, they may be either conditional or unconditional. If conditional, 

the incentive is provided in exchange for the fulfilment of certain requirements. 

Loans, subsidies and microfinance targeting adolescent girls are also found 

within this category (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 7; Lee-Rife et al, 2012).  

If child marriage is perceived mainly as a result of poverty in an economic 

sense, then successfully ensuring its absence is based almost entirely on the 

prosperity of household finances (Kalamar et al, 2016; Parsons and McCleary-

Sills, 2014, pp. 2-5). However, both these studies reviewed only a small number 

of interventions in comparison to the evaluations which favours empowerment 

(Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 10; Lee-Rife et al, 2012). Furthermore, a majority of 

the interventions featured comprised of economic incentives or educational 

support. Six out of seven interventions analysed by Parsons and McCleary-Sills 

(2014, p. 9) provided either cash transfers or financial support for girls to finish 

their education. For the eleven interventions chosen by Kalamar et al (2016), 

eight consisted of similar methods. While both studies have contributed to the 

evidence base of child marriage interventions, their limitations become clear 

when reviewing the impact and frequency of community dialogue and 

empowerment in interventions. 

Community conversations are fairly self-explanatory. The concept of 

community conversations was originally developed by the United Nations 

Development Programme to tackle the HIV/AIDS pandemic (Muthengi and 

Erulkar, 2010, p. 7). Its ambition is “to transform communities by providing a 

platform for people to think through the repercussions of a situation, participate 

in mutual learning, and develop decisions and agreements on how to address 

challenging issues while preserving dignity and maintaining trust and 

accountability” (ibid). Since social norms are already established as one of the 

main causes of child marriage, community conversations are one of the most 

effective ways of influencing local attitudes towards the practice (Chae and 

Ngo, 2017, p. 6; Lee-Rife et al, 2012).  

Empowerment is the most prevalent approach used (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 6; 

Lee-Rife et al, 2012) and is found in several interventions apart from the ones 

assessed here (Bessa, 2019). Empowerment is generally defined as teaching 
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skills (for life and livelihood), generating support networks (with other at-risk 

girls or adult female mentors) and providing important information (such as 

gender-rights awareness and reproductive health education) to girls at risk (Chae 

and Ngo, 2017, p. 6; Lee-Rife et al, 2012). However, criticism has been raised 

against empowerment-centred interventions. Instead of undertaking the 

structural inequalities and shortcomings that fuel the practice, much attention is 

rather given at an individual level. Interventions may thus, unintentionally, 

underpin a sense of informed hopelessness if the notion of agency is limited to 

the girl at risk of marriage. This perception leads to the identification of 

families, communities and culture as the sustaining forces of child marriage. 

However, resisting these may prove unachievable or undesirable by the girl in 

question (Bessa, 2019). 

All of the findings presented in this chapter are mainly derived from quantitative 

research limited to the specific interventions (Chae and Ngo, 2017, pp. 15-17; 

Kalamar et al, 2016; Lee-Rife et al, 2012; Parsons and McCleary-Sills, 2014). 

By reviewing these statistical evaluations, general trends, successes and failures 

are easily highlighted and compared.  Nevertheless, the cause for discrepant 

results such as, for instance, the impact of economic incentives (Chae and Ngo, 

2017, p. 8; Kalamar et al, 2016; Parsons and McCleary-Sills, 2014) are never 

addressed in any way.  

Ultimately, the literature review answers the question “does it work?”, but does 

not necessarily address “why does it work?” As very few unsuccessful child 

marriage interventions have been documented and evaluated, there is little 

evidence to diversify the understanding of these methods (Chae and Ngo, 2017, 

p. 12). Instead, a qualitative in-depth analysis would be appropriate to 

understand whether any of the aforementioned approaches produce the indicated 

one-size-fits-all for child marriage prevention. In order to assess this, a theory is 

also required which involves all aspects of child marriage interventions 

presented here. Naila Kabeer’s interpretation of female empowerment (1999, 

2008) does such a thing. Additionally, her broader framing of the topic allows 

for a perspective of empowerment which moves beyond the initial problems of 

informed powerlessness (Bessa, 2019). Since child marriage affects a multitude 
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of human development outcomes, it is important to assess the consequences of 

methods used in child marriage interventions in different areas of participants’ 

life.  

A similar attempt of using Kabeers framework is this context have previously 

been made. Warner et al (2014) performed four case studies in order to 

understand how empowerment can help end child marriage. However, this study 

will differ in a few essential ways. Firstly, none of the programs examined by 

Warner et al (2014) will be featured in the findings of this research. Secondly, 

the paper - much like other literature - develop its conclusions around the results 

within the local context of the intervention, rather than using the outcomes to 

review and problematize methods for child marriage intervention programs on a 

more general level. This is partly due to the in-field qualitative data collection 

from the sites of all programs (Warner et al, 2014, pp. 3-4). All selected 

interventions were also regarded as successful prior to the study (ibid), thereby 

continuing the string of academic literature which neglects to address possible 

complications or points of caution for child marriage interventions.  

3.2 Kabeer’s theoretical outline of empowerment 

Kabeer (1999) outlines an extensive conceptualization of empowerment. Her 

point of departure is by defining power as “the ability to make choices” (Kabeer, 

1999, p. 436). Logically, this informs disempowerment as being denied that 

ability. Empowerment is thus understood as a process of obtaining the ability to 

make choices, from previously being without it. Within this conceptualization, 

the only choices relevant are those based in inequalities rather than personal 

preference (Kabeer, 1999).  

The ability to exercise choice is constructed through three aspects: resources, 

agency and achievements. Resources are the preconditions to choice-making. 

They may be material, as well as human or social (Kabeer, 1999). Human 

resources are usually explained as human capital - which encompasses “physical 

labour power, education, knowledge and skills embodied in individual human 

productivity” (Kabeer, 2008, p. 20). Social resources refer to interactions in the 

different institutional settings which constitutes a society. Relationships within 
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the family, market or communities are considered here. Human and social 

resources can manifest in both physical allocations and future claims and 

expectations. The availability of them is determined by contextual norms which 

in turn regulates distribution and exchange (Kabeer, 1999).  

Agency is the process of choice-making: the ability to describe one’s goals and 

pursue them. Nonetheless, agency entails not only perceived actions, but the 

motivation behind said actions. The purpose with which actions are carried out. 

Agency is not limited to decision-making but could also include negotiation, 

manipulation and resistance. Therefore, the use of agency does not necessarily 

have positive outcomes. By means of violence, threat or coercion, agency may 

be a way for individuals to prevail on the expense of others’ agency. However, 

this can also be done through already-established norms and rules within 

society. The only difference is that the agency is instead internalized. This is 

exemplified with marriage in South Asia as cultural norms assign parents with 

the power to choose a partner for their children. If this authority is unchallenged, 

the exercise of power remains overlooked (Kabeer, 1999).  

For adverse situations or relationships, the amount and type of available 

resources are critical to an individual’s ability to ‘exit’. Four factors are deemed 

important in this case: independent access to material resources, alternative 

social relationships, state provision and legal support. The likelihood of women 

raising their voices against violence or unjust employment conditions increases 

if the costs are levelled out by the use of these resources. Should they lose 

custody of their children or lack union affiliation, the chances would most likely 

decrease (Kabeer, 2008, p. 21). Combining resources and agency produces 

specific outcomes of choice-making: achievements. Ultimately, empowerment 

occurs by lifting constraints on achievements by the ability to choose through 

resources and increased agency (Kabeer, 1999).  

However, in some contexts, a choice is made by choosing not to choose at all. 

Women may accept behaviour which impairs their health and could risk their 

survival. Agreeing to bear children to accommodate the preference of a son, 

acquiescently enduring intimate partner violence or accepting secondary claims 

of household resources are all examples of this. Although it could be argued that 
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these behaviours are based on ‘choices’, they are nevertheless a cause for and 

consequence of female subordination. Thus, power relates not only to the ability 

to make a choice but also what kind of choice you make (Kabeer, 1999).  

To explore this further, the work of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is drawn upon 

by Kabeer (1999). His concept of ‘doxa’ is defined as elements, so largely taken 

for granted within culture and tradition, that they are perceived as natural. 

‘Doxa’ establishes beliefs and traditions outside of discourse and argumentation 

(Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 164-171). These phenomena are sustained “as long as the 

subjective assessments of social actors are largely congruent with the 

objectively organized possibilities available to them” (Kabeer, 1999, p. 441).  

Consequently, moving towards a more critical understanding (a discourse) is 

only possible when multiple achievements arise from material and cultural 

resources, to compete with each other. For the discourse to disrupt cultural logic, 

the imagination of possible different achievements is required as a bare 

minimum (ibid).    

4. Methods 

4.1 A definition of case studies 

Four case studies will be conducted in order to answer the research questions 

through the use of this analytical framework. This qualitative method is defined 

as an in-depth exploration of a contemporary data collection based on several 

sources of information. Discerning different themes within the data is required 

to present a high-quality description of the case(es). Subsequently, these may be 

analysed in comparison to identify similarities and differences. Cases could 

include individuals, decision processes or events. These need to be identified 

within specific parameters to ensure they are bounded (Creswell and Poth, 2017, 

pp. 96-98).  

 

Since multiple cases will be included in this research, it will be a collective case 

study. As Kabeer (1999, 2008) constructs a detailed and complex account of 

empowerment, only a thorough examination of the topic will inform how 

empowerment can be understood within community-based child marriage 
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interventions. Moreover, a collective case study will be able to interpret the 

successes and shortcomings of these. A structured focused comparison would 

also be suitable for this purpose. However, the methods employed by and 

outcomes measured within the interventions cover multiple dimensions of child 

marriage. Thus, it would not be possible to establish a sufficient number of 

identical variables needed to identify the efficiency of them (George and 

Bennett, 2005, pp. 19-20).  

 

One of the strengths of collective case studies is the ability to generate different 

perspectives within the same topic. To be able to do so, a degree of 

generalization is required (Creswell and Poth, 2017, p. 99). Generalization is 

considered one of the primary components of validity (Bryman, 2016, p. 384). It 

is usually disregarded in qualitative research, as its purpose is to produce 

context-specific findings. These contexts are not representative of the chosen 

population (Bryman, 2016, p. 399). Additionally, a study setting within the 

social sciences is never identical to the next one. As such, the circumstances will 

always differ to some extent (Bryman, 2016, p. 383). Therefore, qualitative 

studies may also be difficult to replicate without detailed descriptions of the 

research procedure. However, some academics have argued for the potential 

generalizability of a collective case study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018, pp. 

201-202). Conclusions derived from such research should contain a 

representative selection of cases and present future implications based on the 

findings (Creswell and Poth, 2017, p. 99). Nonetheless, they are only relevant in 

relation to theory rather than populations (Bryman, 2016, p. 399). This would 

strengthen the validity of a study since it is defined by the level of congruence 

between the data observations and theoretical concepts (Bryman, 2016, p. 384).  

 

In qualitative research, an additional range of methods may be employed in 

regards to the validity. One of these is to present a detailed account through rich 

descriptions and/or multiple perspectives on the themes of the study setting. 

Thus, the findings may become more comparable to real life. Furthermore, any 

conflicting information to these themes may also contribute to the validity of the 

research, since the social reality is always complex (Creswell and Creswell, 

2018, pp. 200-201). 
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4.2 Selection of cases 

The four programs used for this case study are all featured in Chae and Ngo’s 

(2017) quantitative intervention review. Their selection was limited to the most 

rigorously evaluated research which measured the influence of interventions on 

child marriage rates. Consequently, only studies that contained data on age at 

first marriage and/or child marriage prevalence was included. The chosen 

interventions did not have to purposefully address child marriage reduction in its 

design, but could just as well be intended to improve other dimensions of 

adolescent well-being2 (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 4). Such is the case for all 

programs presented here, apart from Berhane Hewan (Baird et al, 2011; 

Bandiera et al, 2012; Hallfors et al, 2015). Secondly, only interventions 

implemented since 1997 (the last 20 years at the date of publishing) were 

examined (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 4).  

 

The cases selected for this study are four child marriage interventions across 

Eastern and Southern Africa. Even though the context of the practice differs 

within all countries, it is not widely different. The majority of participants are 

adolescent girls in rural areas whose marriages are enforced by poverty and 

gender bias (Baird et al, 2011; Bandiera et al, 2012; Erulkar and Muthengi, 

2009; Hallfors et al, 2015). As the interventions have taken place within the 

years between 2004 and 2012, they have all been implemented fairly recently. 

The results of all four have also been academically evaluated by the use of 

baseline and endline data. Accordingly, it facilitates the identification of 

outcomes generated by the interventions. All of the data have been collected 

quantitatively. A majority of the evaluations performed clustered randomized 

control trials (Baird et al, 2011; Bandiera et al, 2012; Hallfors et al, 2015). The 

remaining one conducted surveys to compare the baseline with the endline data 

(Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). 

 

 

 
2 Very few programs in general explicitly target child marriage in their operations, but rather 

focus on the interrelated aspects, such as education and reproductive health. 



 

 19 (52) 

All programs mentioned in this study are sorted by either positive or mixed 

outcomes (Chae and Ngo, 2017, pp. 15-16). These categorizations relate to the 

components of the intervention. If a program is deemed successful, all 

components decreased the prevalence of child marriage within the study 

population (which is the case for the interventions in Uganda and Zimbabwe). A 

mixed outcome indicates that some but not all components were able to reduce 

child marriage. Some interventions (such as the Ethiopian one included in this 

study) are classified mixed since the evaluation does not provide any details 

regarding the impact of specific components. Alternatively, a mixed outcome is 

reached when child marriage decreased in some but not all subgroups, like the 

chosen intervention in Malawi (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 7). Since the aim of the 

study is to generate a nuanced understanding of the methods used in child 

marriage prevention programs, encompassing different results is necessary. 

Additionally, this selection contributes to the validity of the study (Creswell and 

Creswell, 2018, p. 201).  

 

The chosen interventions also pinpoint the different methods highlighted in the 

literature review by Chae and Ngo (2017, pp. 15-16). The program focuses in 

Uganda (Bandiera et al, 2012) consist solely of empowerment approaches. As 

the intervention in Malawi was a cash transfer program, an economic incentive 

is represented (Baird et al, 2011). For Zimbabwe, the chosen method was 

educational support (Hallfors et al, 2015). Lastly, Berhane Hewan in Ethiopia 

comprises of all aforementioned approaches, as well as community 

conversations (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). Thus, it covers all four methods 

discussed in the literature review. Whilst it is impossible to make a 

representative selection of cases in regards to the contexts of child marriage, the 

inclusion of these approaches enhances the representability of the findings 

(Creswell and Poth, 2017, p. 99). Generalizability is not a primary concern of 

this study. However, representation is crucial in order for the results to match 

the elevated level of analysis established by the research questions. Moreover, as 

both research questions are grounded in the theoretical framework of Kabeer 

(1999, 2008), the relevance of the study is sustained (Bryman, 2016, p. 399).   
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4.3 Use of theory and sources 

Due to the character of the research questions, the methodological reasoning is 

also identified. Much qualitative research is typically associated with an 

inductive approach, as it emerges from the empirical findings (Bryman, 2016, p. 

394). The conclusions are developed from the observations made at the 

beginning of the process. These may then be generalized into a specific theory 

or compared to the existing literature on the research topic (Bryman, 2016, pp. 

21-22). Yet, this research is already informed by a theory at the start of the data 

collection. As such, the study becomes abductive instead. The concepts outlined 

by the theory is analysed within the studied social context in order to explain it 

(Bryman, 2016, p. 394).  

 

Since this research is designed as a desk study, all the empirical data used stem 

from secondary sources. A majority of which is either published academic 

journal articles or working papers presenting the results of the interventions. 

Documents are a typical source of information for case studies. Nonetheless, 

these are usually conducted using several types, such as audiovisual material 

and interviews (Creswell and Poth, 2017, pp. 96-97). Other kinds of sources 

were considered in the initial stage of the research process. However, no 

information on the interventions, additional to the one presented here, were 

obtained.   

4.4 Limitations and delimitations  

Due to the limitation of empirical data available, the findings generated by this 

study will not be possible to triangulate. The validity of the research weakens as 

its evidence cannot be legitimized through a comparison of different data 

sources. The primary focus of the data collection has instead been to include 

different perspectives and different outcomes to ensure some validity for the 

study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018, pp. 200-201). Secondly, even though 

endline results for all the evaluations are accounted for, these are far from 

revealing any long-term impacts associated with the outcomes which the 

analysis would have benefitted from. This limitation also relates to the lack of 

available information on the interventions. Similarly, the evaluations examined 
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here may have generated results which are not included in their written form 

(Creswell and Creswell, 2018, p. 188). Moreover, due to the highly contextual 

nature of the research topic, the findings of this research may contrast results of 

other interventions. However, such is also the case for the intervention 

evaluations discussed in the literature review.  

 

Lastly, a note should also be made regarding potential underlying factors 

influencing the results of the programs. As child marriage exist within the bigger 

web of development issues at multiple levels within a country, it is not possible 

to definitely determine which outcomes the community-based interventions 

specifically have been able to produce. Political, economic and cultural elements 

beyond the interventions may have bolstered or disrupted the results. 

 

Furthermore, the study is delimited in a few ways. Nine out of ten countries with 

the highest global prevalence of child marriage are regarded as fragile states. 

The practice also exists in countries facing some of the biggest current 

humanitarian crises. Conflict, displacement and natural disasters all require 

urgent protection and stability for girls and their families. The reasons for child 

marriage in these settings are ultimately not very dissimilar from the ones 

described in the background chapter (Girls not Brides, 2018, pp. 1-3). However, 

they will be disregarded in this study as the contexts of these countries only 

complicate an already diverse topic and would not be suitable for the chosen 

method.  

 

Another emerging research focus is cost-benefit analyses for implemented 

interventions (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 9). Such a comparison will not be made 

here since it is not a concern of the theoretical framework and would be more 

suitable within a structured focused comparison. Finally, child marriage in 

Africa is often interlinked with other harmful traditional practices, such as 

female genital mutilation (UNFPA, 2018b, p. 23). These will be excluded in this 

study to avoid introducing too many complex external factors to the practice. 
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4.5 Ethical considerations 

Social research is typically defined by four ethical principles: “whether there is 

harm to participants; whether there is a lack of informed consent; whether there 

is an invasion of privacy and whether deception is involved” (Bryman, 2016, p. 

125). All data collected by the four evaluations were preceded by participants’ 

consent. Despite the sensitivity of several indicators, no person-specific 

information was offered which could cause potential harm and induce an 

invasion of privacy for participating girls. Furthermore, all data presented in the 

findings chapter is gathered from publicly available resources. Lastly, as all 

evaluations have been produced in partnership with implementing actors of the 

interventions, the chance of deception is minimal (Baird et al, 2011; Bandiera et 

al, 2012; Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009; Hallfors et al, 2015).  

 

5. Findings 

5.1 The ELA program, Uganda 

The Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescents (ELA) program commenced 

in 2008 and was implemented across the country by nongovernmental 

organization BRAC Uganda. Its primary focus was the establishment of 

adolescent development clubs for girls aged 14 to 20. These were always 

conducted as meetings at a fixed location within each community. The clubs 

were usually open five times every week to enable the participation of girls in as 

well as out of school. Activities were led by a young and trained woman (i.e. a 

mentor) from the same community (Bandiera et al, 2012, p. 6).  

 

The activities were mainly divided into two types of trainings: life skills training 

and vocational skills training. The life skills training provided non-formal 

education which ranged from sexual and reproductive health, family planning, 

HIV/AIDS, menstruation and rape. Additionally, multiple social skills were 

addressed. These include leadership, negotiation and conflict resolution as well 

as management skills. The last session covered expressions of gender-based 

violence, such as bride price and child marriage, and the legislation surrounding 
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it. Life skills training were always hosted by a mentor or professional staff from 

BRAC (Bandiera et al, 2012, pp. 6-7).  

 

The vocational skills training consisted of activities aimed at enabling and 

strengthening participants’ income generation. Even though the emphasis was 

put on creating own opportunities through founding small-scale enterprises, the 

skills taught were suitable for wage employment as well. Entrepreneurs or 

employed professionals in the respective line of work held courses in tailoring, 

computing, hairdressing and small trades operation. Program staff from BRAC 

also held classes concerning agriculture and poultry rearing. The girls were 

asked to select specific sessions based on two criteria: personal interest and 

comparative advantage. Moreover, three additional factors were taken into 

consideration for choosing courses: market demand, the local business context 

and educational level. Apart from profession-specific classes, additional training 

was held in financial literacy, covering budgeting, accounting skills and 

financial services. The third and final component of the ELA program was 

recreational time. These meetings could involve musical and theatrical 

performances, as well as reading and playing games. They also provided a more 

informal environment where girls felt safe to further develop their networks and 

social skills (Bandiera et al, 2012, pp. 6-7).  

 

A survey was administered prior to the launch of the ELA program, which was 

followed up in 2010, two years after the initiation. 4888 girls completed both of 

the questionnaires, which were highly based on knowledge and habits addressed 

by the provided training. The evaluation sample covered 100 treatment 

communities and 50 control communities. Half of them were situated in urban 

or semi-urban areas, whilst the other half were located in mainly rural regions 

(Bandiera et al, 2012, pp. 8-9).  

 

The endline survey showed significant results for several income-generating 

outcomes of the intervention. As a result of vocational training, participants’ 

self-reported entrepreneurial skills of treated communities composed a higher 

index score than in the control communities. These include identifying business 

opportunities, bargaining and saving to invest. As a result, a 32 percent increase 
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in girls engaging in income-generating activities was registered. This growth 

was fully stimulated by participants’ entrepreneurial self-employment. 

Naturally, this also signified a higher individual income per year. The increase 

was measured at almost 55.000 Ugandan shillings. The same amount equalled 

nearly two additional monthly incomes within the same year according to the 

average yearly income at baseline (Bandiera et al, 2012, pp. 14-15).  

 

The remaining group of data concerned risky behaviours which the intervention 

intended reducing, particularly through the life skills training. HIV knowledge 

was measured by an index from 0-6, derived on a number of true or false 

statements. For treated communities, this increased from 3.83 to 4.29 in two 

years. Another indicator was the following statement: “a woman cannot become 

pregnant at first intercourse or with occasional sexual relations”. The 

proliferation of pregnancy knowledge (measured by the previous remark) 

reached 74 percent at baseline. However, the endline data indicated that the 

ELA program also engaged girls who were formerly without this knowledge 

(Bandiera et al, 2012, p. 17, 37).  

 

The enhanced knowledge provided by the life skills training also generated 

some behavioural changes in the girls’ everyday lives. Over the course of the 

intervention, fertility rates reduced by 26 percent. A considerable difference was 

also noted in the use of contraceptives, more specifically condoms, as they were 

the most accessible type. Perhaps one of the most impactful results of the 

intervention was the rate of rape. By the end of the ELA program, reports of 

non-consensual sex had decreased by 76 percent in intervention areas (Bandiera 

et al, 2012, pp. 17-18). With 6 percent of participating girls being married at 

baseline, child marriage cannot be considered a highly common practice at the 

program sites (Bandiera et al, 2012, p. 9). Nonetheless, by accumulating all 

aforementioned outcomes, the risk of being married before age 18 was 

substantially lower for participants compared to nonparticipants in treatment 

communities (Bandiera et al, 2012, pp. 11-12).  
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5.2 HIV Prevention, Zimbabwe 

The second program which succeeded in preventing child marriages is a 

structural HIV intervention in Zimbabwe. It shares the same target group of 

adolescent girls. However, the focus was limited to female orphans. An orphan 

in this context is defined as a child below the age of 18, with either one or no 

parent alive. The research objective was to evaluate the impact on HIV-related 

outcomes by administering school subsidies. The intervention took place 

between 2007 and 2012. Apart from the baseline survey, three follow-up 

surveys were conducted in 2008, 2009 and 2010. After the unexpected two-year 

extension of the program in 2010, the intervention ended with a final fifth 

survey and biomarker data collection in 2012 (Hallfors et al, 2015). 

 

328 girls from provincial Manicaland, who were both orphaned and enrolled in 

grade 6 of various rural schools, composed the core of the study. These were 

divided into two groups. One received annual educational support through a 

comprehensive intervention which provided for school fees, uniforms, exercise 

books and relevant materials. The latter included less traditional school supplies 

such as soap, sanitary towels and undergarments.  Additionally, female teachers 

were recruited and trained as “helpers” at every participating school. The 

helpers had two tasks: to monitor the attendance of girls in this group and 

identify possible causes for absence and determine if any medical care was 

required. The second group served as a control group and remained untreated for 

the majority of the study. However, by early 2011, the control group were also 

provided annual school subsidies, due to the distinct positive outcomes of the 

program. For this group, the support was though limited to the payment of 

school fees only. Thus, the final data collection in 2012 was a comparison 

between a multiunit intervention of 5 years and a single unit intervention of 1.5 

years (Hallfors et al, 2011, 2015). 

 

Throughout the entire intervention, the condition for utilizing subsidies 

remained the same for both groups: consistent school attendance. All 

participating schools received a direct payment of required fees. Apart from 
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being enrolled at baseline, the average age of participants was 12 years. No one 

had ever been pregnant or married (Hallfors et al, 2015). 

 

Child marriage is introduced in this context as one of several risk factors for 

HIV. Formal education is recognized as a potential positive influence of both 

structure and monitoring of behaviour in a social setting. Moreover, the schools 

also provide an accessible network of prosocial peers and adults. Ultimately, 

consistent school attendance would hypothetically then decrease girls’ 

vulnerability to these risk factors (including child marriage) (Hallfors et al, 

2015). After the first two years of the comprehensive intervention, school 

dropout rates decreased by 82 percent. Cases of child marriage were reduced by 

63 percent within the same group. The participants were also more likely to 

favour more positive attitudes towards gender equity and protective attitudes 

linked to sexual intercourse (Hallfors et al, 2011). After the intervention’s third 

year, the program was also determined to be a cost-effective approach for the 

aforementioned outcomes (Hallfors et al, 2015). 

 

The researchers observed another obstacle, apart from poverty, to educational 

attainment: religion. School dropouts and child marriage were much more likely 

due to affiliation with Apostolic sects than other religious denominations in the 

country. The risk of marriage was more than four times as high for apostolic 

members. The Apostolic Church is currently the largest and fastest growing 

affiliation in Zimbabwe. The local branches are characterized by traditional 

beliefs which discards western medicine and more “contemporary” attitudes of 

gender equality. Therefore, both faith healing and polygamy are common 

practices for members. As a result, the stakes of marriage become even higher. 

During the intervention period, two participating girls died in childbirth. Both 

were associated with an Apostolic sect (Hallfors et al, 2015).  

 

The second important influence of the outcomes in this study is age. The chance 

of marriage tripled by each birthday for all participants. Yet, a higher number of 

girls in the control group had experienced their sexual debut, marriage or 

pregnancy than girls in the comprehensive intervention. Pregnancy was also 

generally observed as a result of marriage, as opposed to the opposite. Both 
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religious denominations and age of participants were comparable across both 

treatment groups. However, the comprehensive intervention proved more 

efficient in preventing dropouts (11 percent, whilst the control group noted 30 

percent). These participants also gained almost an entire extra year of education 

(resulting in 9.5 years) in comparison to the control group. The comprehensive 

intervention also enhanced the quality of life, partially due to an increased 

number of meals per day. Even though marriage still occurred within the 

comprehensive intervention group, 11 percent reported being ever-married in 

contrast to 24 percent in the control group (Hallfors et al, 2015).  

5.3 The Zomba Cash Transfer Program, Malawi 

Between 2007 and 2009 an experimental study took place in the Zomba district 

of southern Malawi. The aim was to determine the impact of conditionality in 

cash transfer programs. The target population was never-married girls of ages 13 

to 22. A majority (119 enumeration areas) was located in a near rural setting 

within 16 kilometres of Zomba City. The remaining 37 sites were split evenly 

between urban and far rural areas. Both girls in and out of school at baseline 

participated in the study and accounted for approximately half of the target 

population. The remaining sample of adolescents served as a control group. A 

total of 3,796 girls were featured in the experiment, whereof 16 participants 

were enrolled and 5 had dropped out at baseline in the average enumeration area 

(Baird et al, 2013, p. 7). 

 

Two transfers were made to each participating household: one collected by the 

parents and one intended for the adolescent girl. The transfers amount varied for 

both recipients depending on which enumeration area they belonged to. 

However, all targeted households were provided with the same amount, which 

would be either $4, $6, $8 or $10 every month. The girls received an additional 

$1 to $5 of their own. For conditional cash transfers, regular school attendance 

was required from the girls. This was defined as participation for at least 80 

percent of the monthly schedule. Should this fail to be the case, the student in 

question was still a registered participant within the program. The payments 

simply resumed once the attendance rate conformed with the condition (Baird et 

al, 2013, pp. 8-9).  
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All girls who partook in the intervention were qualified to attend secondary 

school and a small additional sum was paid in school fees to the school directly. 

The unconditional cash transfers functioned through the same approach, 

although not dependent on fulfilling certain requirements. Recipients in the 

unconditional treatment arm only had to arrive at the local transfer location once 

a month to collect an amount equal of conditional transfers. Conditional cash 

transfers were provided to all of the baseline dropouts. They were also offered to 

most of the baseline school girls (in 46 of the 88 treated enumeration areas).  A 

smaller section (27 enumeration areas) received unconditional cash transfers, 

whilst the minority were not given any economic incentive at all (Baird et al, 

2013, pp. 7-9).  

 

Increased personal spending was noted for both baseline dropouts and baseline 

schoolgirls, as a result of transfers made directly to the adolescents. 

Expenditures were roughly 42 percent and 80 percent higher respectively than in 

the control group. Yet, this course of action was lost for a majority of 

participants once the intervention had reached its end. Another rise was 

observed in attendance rates of baseline school girls with conditional cash 

transfers. The two-year program equal six full academic terms.  These 

participants attained an additional 0.54 terms (as reported by teachers) compared 

to 4.79 completed terms in the control group. For baseline dropouts, the 

intervention enabled 2.35 extra terms of education during the same period of 

time (Baird et al, 2013, pp. 12-13). Unsurprisingly, beneficiaries of conditional 

cash transfers also exceeded in terms of acquired knowledge. Test scores in 

English reading comprehension, mathematics and cognitive skills were higher 

for both baseline dropouts and baseline school girls (although slightly better for 

the latter group) (Baird et al, 2013, p. 14).  

 

The intervention concluded in mixed influence on marriages for participating 

girls. None of the adolescents, regardless of treatment, were married at the start 

of the program. After the first year, 28 percent of baseline dropouts in the 

control group reported marriage. For baseline dropouts within the intervention, 

the prevalence was 11 percentage points lower. The post-intervention data 

(collected in early 2010) indicated a similar effect. By now, over 50 percent had 
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married in the mean enumeration area of the control group. The likelihood of 

marriage for these conditional cash transfers recipients was still smaller, this 

time by 12.6 percentage points. However, no impact of statistical significance 

was discovered for the baseline school girls throughout the intervention (Baird 

et al, 2013, p. 15). 

 

Although the conditional treatment arm was proven the superior approach for 

ensuring attendance and higher levels of learning, the unconditional cash 

transfers beneficiaries experienced the biggest reduction of marriage probability, 

a total of 44 percent by the end of the intervention (Baird et al, 2013, p. 19; 

Baird et al, 2011). This difference is explained by the number of participants in 

the unconditional transfer group who dropped out of school during the 

intervention, but were still eligible for regular payments. Rather than indirectly 

delaying marriage by increasing school enrolment (as the conditional arm did), 

the unconditional treatment directly influenced marriage (and pregnancy rates) 

by an increased income (Baird et al, 2013, p. 19).  

5.4 Berhane Hewan, Ethiopia 

Berhane Hewan is one of the most cited interventions in the literature on child 

marriage. As one of the initial interventions in Africa to specifically address 

child marriage, its design and implementation have become a sort of blueprint 

for succeeding programs (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 15). It is the only 

intervention featured in this study that combines all four methods mentioned in 

the literature review. 

 

“Light for Eve” (the local translation of Berhane Hewan) was set up by the 

Amhara Regional Bureau of Youth and Sport, Population Council and the 

Ethiopia Ministry of Youth and Sport. The pilot project took place between 

2004 and 2006 in Mosebo, a rural village in the Amhara region of northern 

Ethiopia. It targeted girls of the ages 10-19, both unmarried and married. The 

ambition was to generate adequate protection mechanisms for girls at risk, as 

well as support the number of adolescent girls already in marriage (Erulkar and 

Muthengi, 2009).  
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5.4.1 Conditions and economic incentive 

Berhane Hewan comprised of four methods: economic incentives, girl groups 

with female mentors, educational support and community conversations 

(Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, pp. 6-10). Participation in the program required 

registration of the girl in question, which involved written consent from both the 

girl and her guardian. The guardian’s signature furthermore agreed to grant the 

girl enough time in the day to participate in group meetings and/or classes, keep 

her in school and not marry her off (if she was initially unmarried) for the two-

year duration of the intervention (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009; Muthengi and 

Erulkar, 2010, pp. 9-10). Should the girl remain unmarried by the end of the 

intervention, with a minimum attendance rate of 80 percent in the girl group, the 

household collectively received a sheep (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). All of 

the sheep were female, and some were even pregnant during the presentation. At 

a community ceremony in 2007, once the intervention had finished, 650 

households were awarded an animal (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 8).  

 

5.4.2 Girls groups 

At the start of Berhane Hewan, a handful of adult women were recruited as 

mentors. They had all previous experience with leadership within the 

community and at least a 10th-grade education. The mentors were subjected to a 

five-day training consisting of the topics that were later taught during the group 

meetings (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). The recruitment of participants 

transpired through door-to-door visits by the mentors. The personal meetings 

allowed them to overcome any resistance from guardians to girls’ participation 

by alleviating any concerns or fears that might have arisen (Muthengi and 

Erulkar, 2010, p. 8). After registration, the mentors were responsible for 

overlooking both participation and well-being of these specific girls. Should a 

girl abstain from a meeting, another home visit was made to determine the cause 

of absence. Possible issues were then settled by further communication with 

household members - and on occasion husbands (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, 

p. 8).  

 

The girl groups mainly targeted girls who were out of school at the time of the 

intervention. (Girls who still attended school received educational support 
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instead, as described below). Approximately 15 groups of either married or 

unmarried girls (consisting of 15-20 participants each) were formed (Erulkar 

and Muthengi, 2009). The groups were arranged based on marital status, to 

accommodate the local traditions which perceive married girl as adults, while 

unmarried girls are still children. For this reason, the activities within the groups 

varied. However, all 15 groups participated in classes concerning reproductive 

health, gender norms, harmful traditional practices (such as child marriage) and 

HIV/AIDS (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 8). The number of meetings also 

differed between the groups. As the married girls had a bigger amount of time-

consuming responsibilities, these groups only met once a week. The unmarried 

girls were able to meet five times a week instead. All meetings took place in 

public facilities, such as community halls (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009).  

 

Girls who were already married at the time of the intervention received 

additional training in livelihood skills. One of them was gardening. As the 

project provided crop seeds, each girl was able to construct a small garden in her 

home. Through a partnership with agricultural agents from the local 

government, the participants were accustomed to new techniques to tend to the 

vegetables. The home gardens were not only a source of improved nutrition but 

also additional income, as the girls were supported to sell the surplus at the local 

market (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 8).  

 

From this, another livelihood-skill was identified: basic financial literacy. 

Trainings were centred around the effects of savings and how to start saving the 

money received from the harvests and other sources. A revolving savings group 

was created in each married girl group. Each comprised of a treasurer and a 

secretary. For every month, all participants provided 1 Ethiopian Birr (US$.06) 

each. As the funds grew, the girls then had the opportunity to request smaller 

loans from the account (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 9).  

 

During the meetings, questions from some of the participating married girls 

arose regarding reproductive health services, such as family planning. At the 

time, they received 20 birr (US$ 2.20) through the program and were directed to 

the health center in a nearby town. Family planning in Ethiopia is provided free 
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of charge at government facilities through one criterion: the ownership of a 20 

birr clinic card (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). As the intervention later 

expanded to other communities, girls were referred to health extension workers 

instead (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 9).  

 

5.4.3 Educational support 

Some of the participating girls were actively attending school during the 

intervention. These were encouraged to continue their education, as were those 

who wished to return to school. To ensure attendance, both groups of students 

received sufficient amounts of school material to last throughout the year, 

including pens, pencils and exercise books. The cost of the supplies amounted to 

36 birr (US$ 4) per student and year (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). Even though 

a majority of the supported girls were unmarried, the few married girls who 

expressed the same desire were also included (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 

9). Mentors were selected for the groups of girls that were formed based on the 

location of residence. Every month, the mentor would meet with the teacher of 

each girl to consider her grades and potential absence. In cases of worry for the 

girl’s education, the mentors visited her home to discuss possible obstacles.  

 

Another, smaller incentive was used to encourage and reward good academic 

performance. As the semester was reaching its end, the top three girls of each 

grade were identified and gifted further school material. This included book 

bags, special pens and reference books. Good academic performance was also 

ensured by the construction of six water wells. Girls are generally responsible 

for the important task of fetching water, yet the chore can deplete the amount of 

time or energy needed for attending school of completing homework. The new 

water wells were an attempt to decrease the cost of these efforts (Muthengi and 

Erulkar, 2010, p. 10).  

 

A nonformal education program was offered to the girls that had never attended 

school. The ambition was to enable the girls to enrol in formal education by the 

end of 18 months, as they had acquired the basic education needed for access. 

The program also demonstrated the importance of education for involved 

guardians. Trainings were conducted with the mentors in the adult basic 
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education curriculum established by the Regional Bureau of Education. Classes 

were held in English, science, mathematics and Amharic (the local language) 

four hours a day, five times a week. The project distributed school materials and 

textbooks were supplied by the Ministry of Education. All lesson plans were 

prepared by the mentors (with support from the Ministry of Education) and had 

to be approved by the district education department (Muthengi and Erulkar, 

2010, pp. 9-10).  

 

5.4.4 Community conversations 

The final approach used by Berhane Hewan is community conversations. These 

were held in five different locations in Mosebo and took place throughout the 

intervention (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). Approximately 70 community 

members in each area joined twice a month for discussions held by two mentors. 

In order to assure accurate representation, the groups were carefully composed 

with a variety of people of different ages, sex and socio-economic background. 

Key stakeholders were also identified and invited, with the ambition to induce 

them as future community spokespeople against child marriage. These were 

teachers, respected elders, religious leaders, traditional practitioners and parents 

of adolescent girls (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 7).  

 

All groups pinpointed the same four issues common in the community: harmful 

traditional practices (such as child marriage), family planning, HIV/AIDS and 

gender concerns (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 7). Following discussions of 

each respective problem was a collective action plan, which could include an 

agreement to not marry off girls early (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). A 

committee was then founded with a smaller part of the group which tried to 

convince community members outside of the conversation groups to commit to 

the same promises. These conclusions and commitments were also announced to 

a minimum of ten households within the residential area of every community 

conversations member. This was done through religious or community 

happenings, government meetings and everyday communication with family or 

friends (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 7).  
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5.4.5 Program results  

The endline survey (conducted in 2006 as the intervention ended) showed that 

92 percent of girls in Mosebo were, to some extent, familiar with Berhane 

Hewan. Most of the participants were supported to further their formal 

education: more than half of the girls were given material resources to continue 

attending school. One in five girls took part in an unmarried girls group, whilst 

10 percent were members in a married girls group. However, not a single girl 

below the age of 15 participated in a married girls group. Similarly, the 

attendance rates for the community conversations were generally higher in the 

age group 15-19, than in 10-14. Overall, approximately 85 percent of the girls 

received support through girls groups or school supplies. Additionally, almost 

75 percent attended at least one community conversation (Erulkar and 

Muthengi, 2009).  

 

Multiple positive results were achieved through the multiple girls’ groups. The 

endline survey reported an increased number of girls in Mosebo who had made 

new friends in the past year or could name a nonfamilial best friend, as opposed 

to the baseline survey. The percentage of girls aged 10-14 currently in school 

were comparable for both the intervention and control area at the baseline (70 

percent and 78 percent respectively). However, a higher number of girls at the 

project site were enrolled in school by the endline, than in the control area (96 

percent and 89 percent respectively) (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009).  

 

The endline survey also revealed an interesting shift in marital status for girls in 

both the intervention and control area. At baseline, almost 10 percent of girls 

aged 10-14 in Mosebo reported being ever-married, compared to 14 percent in 

the control group. At endline, less than 2 percent claimed to have been ever-

married at the intervention site. For the control village, the number had risen to 

22 percent. Despite this seemingly promising outcome for girls in the Berhane 

Hewan program, the share of ever-married girls barely changed during the 

intervention period. 9 percent of participants aged 15-19 in the project area were 

married within the last year prior to the baseline survey. At endline, 7 percent of 

the girls were found in the same group. Ultimately, the implementation did not 

manage to detain age of marriage after the age of 18. However, arrangements 
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were seemingly postponed to the older age group (15-19), allowing the youngest 

girls to develop their human and social capital a few additional years before 

marriage (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009).  

 

Lastly, the implementation also managed to increase awareness for several 

issues tied to reproductive health. This includes higher exposure to different 

contraceptive methods, improved knowledge of STIs, and especially more 

frequent discussions on these topics between participating girls and their friends. 

They were also more likely to engage in conversations surrounding HIV/AIDS 

and potential problems in their marriages with friends. One of the most notable 

differences were the proportion of participants who had discussed family 

planning methods. At baseline, 30 percent of Mosebo girls had taken part in 

such talks. By the end of the intervention, the same number had almost doubled 

to 58 percent. The ever-use of contraceptives also rose significantly, from 43 

percent as baseline to 74 percent at endline, predominantly due to higher use of 

injectables.  

 

5.4.6 Expansion phase  

In 2007, the intervention was expanded to an additional 12 smaller communities 

in other parts of the Amhara region. The program commenced in January 2008 

and generally followed the same procedures as in the pilot project. (The duration 

remains however uncertain). 647 girls participated in the initial phase, whilst the 

scaled-up version involved 9819 girls in total. A few, yet important, distinctions 

were made from the pilot project. Firstly, using sheep as an individual economic 

incentive to delay the age of marriage, was discarded due to the financial 

limitations of the project. However, the construction of water wells prevailed 

and was perceived as a community incentive instead (Muthengi and Erulkar, 

2010, pp. 12-13). 

 

Secondly, a behavioural pattern was noticed across different implementing 

communities. Many married girls’ clubs experienced low attendance as well as a 

high number of dropouts. In order to enhance participation, similar clubs were 

established with the husbands of registered girls. These were organized by the 

same principles as the previous ones and engaged in the same topics of 
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reproductive health and gender roles. Consequently, communication between 

spouses and joint decision-making were improved through a newfound shared 

understanding. As such, Berhane Hewan was able to address husbands’ 

suspicions of the girls’ clubs and promote stronger support for their wives’ 

attendance. Similarly, husbands’ amenability towards girls’ interests in family 

planning and voluntary counselling and testing for HIV increased (Muthengi 

and Erulkar, 2010, p. 13).  

 

6. Analysis 
 

Despite the mixed outcomes in Malawi (Baird et al, 2013) and Ethiopia 

(Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010), all four methods cited here were able to prevent 

child marriage (to a certain extent) in varying settings. Even though this study is 

based in Sub-Saharan Africa, the typical child bride (poor and rural) exist 

everywhere (see background chapter). Similar to the findings of Chae and Ngo 

(2017, pp. 15-17) and Lee-Rife et al (2012), there is no indication that these 

measures could not be applicable in other parts of the world. Additionally, the 

interventions in Uganda (Bandiera et al, 2012) and Malawi (Baird et al, 2013) 

demonstrated the potential of certain methods to reach vulnerable girls in urban 

and semi-urban areas as well. The programs simply have to be adapted to the 

context (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 12). However, caution may be advised 

regarding the type of program. Three of the four interventions are characterized 

by a vertical approach (Lee-Rife et al, 2012). Its narrow focus was arguably 

most successful in the ELA program in Uganda (Bandiera et al, 2012), next to 

the intervention in Zimbabwe (Hallfors et al, 2015). Yet, the horizontal structure 

of Berhane Hewan in Ethiopia can be observed as the most impactful out of the 

four.  

6.1 Berhane Hewan’s exit strategy 

Berhane Hewan qualifies as a horizontal program by explicitly targeting child 

marriage through multiple components (Lee-Rife et al, 2012; Muthengi and 

Erulkar, 2010, p. 15). Its relative successes and continuous impact (Muthengi 

and Erulkar, 2010, p. 15) can be explained by the elements of Kabeer’s (2008, p. 
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21) exit strategy. The girl groups were an accessible way of obtaining the 

alternative social relationships needed for a safe space in which more sensitive 

topics (such as harmful traditional practices and reproductive health) could be 

discussed. This approach was also echoed in the ELA program (Bandiera et al, 

2015, pp. 6-7). Yet the intervention in Zimbabwe illustrated that regular school 

attendance can be enough to promote the prosocial relationships required with 

both peers and adults (Hallfors et al, 2015).  

 

Furthermore, by establishing small home gardens and revolving savings groups 

through Berhane Hewan, girls were granted independent access to material 

resources. All three sections proved valuable to increasing exposure to a life 

beyond the one that typically foregoes marriage (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11) 

and is sustained within marriage (Edmeades, Hayes and Gaynair, 2014, p. 1). 

These experiences are fundamental (for both girls and communities) if a more 

critical standpoint towards child marriage is to be ascertained (Kabeer, 1999).  

 

Additionally, even though state provision (by its traditional definition) was only 

present through family planning services, authorities on local, regional and 

national level played an instrumental role to the implementation of the 

intervention (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2009). The only component that is more 

ambiguously interpreted within this context is legal support. The Ethiopian 

minimum age of marriage was legally stipulated as 18 in 2000 (Girls not Brides, 

n.d.). However, several customary and religious loopholes and gender disparities 

often cripple these laws, in Ethiopia and elsewhere (Arthur et al, 2018). Since 

the potential impact of legislation at the time is not mentioned in any of the 

evaluations (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009; Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010) it 

remains unclear if it had any influence in the context. Nonetheless, multiple 

political commitments were made against child marriage in the years between 

2000 and the start of the intervention in 2004 (Girls not Brides, n.d.) Therefore, 

Berhane Hewan could still be included as an example of the importance of 

legislation in policy-making and governmental action towards ending the 

practice (Arthur et al, 2018).  
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6.2 Age and agency 

Whilst Berhane Hewan was able to expand both the resources and agency for 

girls at risk, one important influence of agency was reflected in the intervention 

results of both Malawi and Zimbabwe: age. Data from both of the latter 

programs indicated that increased age equalled increased risk of marriage (Baird 

et al, 2013, p. 15; Hallfors et al, 2015). This echoes sentiment of previous 

research, which claims “timing is key” (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 57) to 

design efficient interventions. The most suitable age group is deemed between 

10 and 14 years, as puberty tends to be a common trigger for child marriage 

(ibid).  

 

Age may be a reason for why the unconditional cash transfers in Malawi were 

more successful than the conditional ones at delaying marriage (Baird et al, 

2013, p. 19). The average age of participants in the Zomba cash transfer 

program was slightly above 15 (Baird et al, 2011). Most of the girls in the 

conditional treatment were already enrolled at baseline (Baird et al, 2013, p. 7). 

For the girls who had dropped out of school at baseline, the impact on marriage 

was much bigger (Baird et al, 2013, p. 15). This could suggest that education is 

only powerful against child marriage to a certain limit - in this case, years of 

schooling and age. Then it becomes a vacuum which is bound to break sooner or 

later of societal pressures. Unless of course, the objectively organized 

possibilities alter the subjective assessments of social actors. In other words, 

education is a powerful tool to acquire human and social resources needed for 

the ability to make a choice. But these resources must then be translated into 

other (and new) achievements (Kabeer, 1999). If not, then there is a risk of 

informed powerlessness, as it does not truly strengthen girls’ position to make 

choices (Bessa, 2019).  

6.3 Transforming resources into achievements  

In Zimbabwe, changes in both behaviors and attitudes of adolescent girls were 

observed by simply supporting regular school attendance (Hallfors et al, 2011). 

For Malawi, continued school attendance was not enough to challenge the 

marriageability of girls and promote educational investments (Baird et al, 2013, 
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p. 15). Possibly because of the different contexts. As the AIDS pandemic has 

resulted in many orphans, adolescents are typically assigned the adult 

responsibilities of the household. Due to these constraints, school dropouts are 

quite frequent. Accordingly, early marriage is the only possible option for 

vulnerable girls (Hallfors et al, 2011). In Malawi, unconditional cash transfers 

may have enabled better achievements than education, as poverty is one of the 

main drivers of child marriage in the country (Baird et al, 2011). 

 

Yet, unconditional cash transfers can also become an additional enabler of child 

marriage as it may facilitate dowry payments (Baird et al, 2011). In India, 

conditional cash transfers proved just as faulty. Vulnerable households were 

provided with a total of 25.000 Indian rupees should their baby daughters 

remain unmarried until the age of 18 (Nanda et al, 2016, p. 2). Nonetheless, 

participants were more likely to be married within their 18th year than non-

participants. The cash was spent on marriage expenses in over 50 percent of 

reported cases (Nanda et al, 2016, p. 5). The intervention highlighted an 

important point: conditional cash transfers do not challenge gender bias by 

themselves (Nanda et al, 2016, p. 6). As demonstrated in Malawi, neither does 

unconditional cash transfers necessarily. The personal spending of many 

participants was diminished or lost by the end of the Zomba cash transfer 

program (Baird et al, 2013, p. 13). Consequently, both approaches (though 

mainly unconditional transfers) may induce a form of dependency by which the 

short-term impacts are conditional. Even though investments in education did 

not single-handedly alter the age of marriage in Malawi, the conditional 

transfers still proved significant for more outcomes than the unconditional ones 

(Baird et al, 2013, pp. 12-14).  

 

Should any incentive be required at all, asset transfers may be a better way of 

targeting the opportunities needed to reduce the prevalence of child marriage. In 

order to be effective, these would also have to be conditional, such as the sheep 

presented to girls and families in Berhane Hewan (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). 

Providing livestock instead of cash transfers strengthens the impact of the 

incentive as the animals and their offsprings would independently produce 

ongoing economic benefits beyond the duration of the intervention (Muthengi 
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and Erulkar, 2010, p. 8). Moreover, it would be a one-time transfer, rather than a 

monthly procedure (Baird et al, 2013, pp. 8-9). Livestock could potentially then 

alleviate two of the most common drivers of child marriage: food security and 

poverty. The income generation was highly consequential for the results of 

Berhane Hewan, as the additional funds could be invested in the girl’s education 

(Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 8). Asset transfers do not have to be costly 

household-based incentives either. The water wells constructed in the expansion 

phase of Berhane Hewan demonstrated the potential of community incentives 

for less developed areas (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 13). Ultimately, asset 

transfers have a higher chance of bolstering the number of decisions available to 

a household through a sustainable material resource which enables new 

achievements (Kabeer, 1999).  

 

A better case for generating agency is the ELA program in Uganda (Bandiera et 

al, 2012). The subject matter addressed by the life skills training (and the 

financial literacy classes in the vocational training) was most likely neglected by 

the traditional curriculum, as they would serve little purpose to the project 

otherwise. Thus, they can be perceived as an extension of the current education 

(even though out of school girls also participated) (ibid). Unlike in Malawi, the 

ELA program provided more tangible results, particularly much better access to 

the labour market through its vocational training. If provided in union and by the 

dependency of each other, interventions such as this one have a better chance at 

encouraging investments in girls and subsequently questioning their 

marriageability (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 7).   

 

Another example of this is a study of the ready-made garment industry in 

Bangladesh. As the sector has grown rapidly since the 1980s, the lives of young 

women have drastically changed. One indicator is the age of marriage. Since the 

industry favours basic education, parents are today more inclined to keep their 

young adolescent girls in school. As the older girls (typically between 17 and 23 

years old) seek wage employment in clothing factories, the usual trajectory of 

marriage and pregnancy is interrupted (Heath and Mobarak, 2015). Both studies 

display how objectively organized possibilities can alter the subjective 

assessments of social actors (Kabeer, 1999). It is often a matter of access to the 
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possibilities which adolescent girls lack (Warner et al, 2014, p. 25). In the case 

of Bangladesh, the level of access was determined by distance, as the sampling 

was made in peri-urban communities (Heath and Mobarak, 2015).  

 

In Uganda, the vocational training combined with the equally important life 

skills training provided the human and social resources needed for girls to 

manage future claims and expectations concerning them (Kabeer, 1999). By 

teaching and promoting entrepreneurial self-employment, access to resources 

was also independent. Perhaps one of the most telling outcomes of this new 

social and financial security is the huge reduction in reported rape cases 

(Bandiera et al, 2012, p. 18).  

6.4 Challenging the doxa of child marriage 

Yet Bessa (2019) makes an important point: child marriage prevention can never 

solely focus on girls as individuals. The strengthened sexual agency of girls in 

Uganda is partly due to the intervention’s sensitizing of the topic (Bandiera et al, 

2012, p. 18), partly due to the adaptability of bigger influences in the cultural 

and political backdrop. In Zimbabwe, the Apostolic church proved instrumental 

to child marriages and early pregnancies (Hallfors et al, 2015). In Ethiopia, 

married girls between ages 10 and 14 participating were not able to attend any 

girl group session, unlike their older peers (Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). Both 

these examples argue for the significance of community conversations. 

Expanding the agency of adolescent girls, whether in or at risk of marriage, is 

only effective when it is not overshadowed by someone else’s (see background 

chapter). Child marriage and the submission of girls and women are very much 

internalized agency (Kabeer, 1999).  

 

Therefore, education and a viable income (despite their importance), are not able 

to solely address the other main component of child marriage alone: gender 

roles. In the years since Berhane Hewan, it has become common practice to 

involve faith-based leaders in attempts of mobilizing communities through 

similar conversations (Karam, 2015). Of the different methods reviewed in this 

study, community conversations are the only approach which directly advances 
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a more critical understanding of the practice, rather than developing one as a 

result of other processes. However, in order to challenge the doxa of child 

marriage, girls must be able to access different possibilities arranged by both 

material and cultural resources (Kabeer, 1999). Even though community 

conversations are able to address the cultural aspect, they are typically not a 

sufficient method to question the doxa by themselves. Thus, they are usually 

accompanied one or multiple other methods (commonly within the 

empowerment category) in interventions (Chae and Ngo, 2017, pp. 15-17; Lee-

Rife et al, 2012).  

 

However, current and future husbands are still often underrepresented in child 

marriage interventions (UNFPA, 2018b, pp. 14-15). The agency of married girls 

tends to be highly associated with their age, as indicated by Berhane Hewan 

(Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009). The husband clubs were initially established to 

target suspicions concerning their wives’ participation in girl clubs. However, 

ensuing discussions about reproductive health and gender equality were able to 

promote better communication and more equal participation in decision-making 

within the marriage (Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 13).  

 

Comparable projects have taken place in rural areas of Niger, Burkina Faso and 

Nigeria (UNFPA, 2019; 2014; 2011). Similar to Niger, the latter two countries 

also accommodate a high prevalence of child marriage (UNFPA, 2011; 2019). 

“Husband schools” create safe spaces for married men to discuss sensitive and 

neglected subjects like domestic violence, family planning and women’s health. 

In these highly patriarchal societies, many - if not all - aspects of decision-

making are traditionally reserved for men. A better (and occasionally more 

critical) understanding of these topics is vital for both the welfare of their wives 

and households (ibid). An illustrative example of this is women’s attendance at 

prenatal consultations provided by a local health centre in the village of Maiki, 

Niger. An almost 95 percent increase (1700 women) was registered within the 

first nine months of 2013, compared to 2012. The project was first implemented 

in 2011 (UNFPA, 2014). 
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These husband schools were primarily designed to target behavioural changes 

required to improve the health outcomes for women in the communities 

(UNFPA 2019; 2014; 2011). However, Berhane Hewan demonstrated that a 

similar approach can be used within the context of child marriages as well. 

Essentially, the practice mainly persists through the willingness of future 

husbands to marry young girls, as it is rarely pursued by themselves (Loaiza and 

Wong, 2012, p. 11). Whilst community conversations are a great way of raising 

general awareness and promoting accountability, the husband schools allow for 

a deeper and more personal exploration of the universally harmful gender roles 

in which child marriage is included. Since much of a child bride’s life is spent 

within the home (Edmeades, Hayes and Gaynair, 2014, p. 1), it is only 

appropriate for interventions to better recognize this in their normative work. 

The method has the potential of interrupting the detrimental developments of 

currently married girls by increasing their access to household resources and 

sense of agency (Kabeer, 1999). If implemented correctly, the approach (within 

a horizontal intervention) can also ensure that future generations of girls do not 

have to share the same fate.  

 

7. Conclusion 

Empowerment is traditionally observed as a specific type of method within child 

marriage interventions (Chae and Ngo, 2017, p. 6; Lee-Rife et al, 2012). 

Although it has contributed to many successful interventions (including the ELA 

program and Berhane Hewan mentioned here), it fails to address the full scope 

of dimensions in which child marriage exist. Thus, it cannot entirely account for 

possible preventions of the practice. If Kabeer’s (1999, 2008) definition of 

empowerment is utilized, a cohesive discussion can be made be on the impacts 

of different types of interventions, which in this case would include all four 

evaluations rather than simply the aforementioned two.  

Regardless of which development outcome(s) interventions choose to target, 

there is a great general need for adolescent girls to increase their exposure to 

possibilities beyond life as a child bride (Loaiza and Wong, 2012, p. 11). 

Imaging different opportunities is a critical first step toward disrupting the 
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cultural logic which enforces child marriage (Kabeer, 1999). The interventions 

assessed in this study have done so in different ways: improving sexual and 

reproductive health, promoting income generation and financial literacy, 

providing economic relief and/or enabling educational attainment.  

These resources, both material, human and social (Kabeer, 1999), provided in 

many cases a rather immediate improvement of the well-being of the 

participants. Since empowerment is conceptualized through the ability to make 

choices, the resources displayed high potential as prerequisites to said choices 

(Kabeer, 1999). In this context, the relevant choices are not limited to underage 

girls’ personal decisions on early marriage. They could, for instance, be 

observed as more protective attitudes regarding sexual intercourse (Bandiera et 

al, 2012, pp. 17-18; Hallfors et al, 2011) and accessing family planning services 

(Erulkar and Muthengi, 2009).  

However, whilst the exposure of alternative options increased, participating girls 

were seldom able to fully pursue these (i.e. marrying after the age of 18). With 

the exception of the ELA program and Berhane Hewan these resources were not 

solely able to address the social norms (doxa) surrounding the practice. 

Additionally, the resources mainly targeted girls, rather than households or 

communities. The doxa that child marriage represents can only be challenged 

through an expanded agency (Kabeer, 1999). In Uganda, this was created by 

facilitating adolescent girls’ access to the labour market (Bandiera et al, 2012, 

pp. 6-7). By turning to the husbands of married girls in Ethiopia, Berhane 

Hewan was able to encourage a better intervention participation of child brides 

(Muthengi and Erulkar, 2010, p. 13).  

Consequently, there is a need for future child marriage interventions to adapt a 

horizontal approach, rather than a vertical one (Lee-Rife et al, 2012). The design 

of Berhane Hewan enabled alternative social relationships and independent 

access to resources through its girls groups, both of which are components of 

Kabeer’s (2008, p. 21) exit strategy. However, legal support and state provision 

are also required, which often exceed the reach of community-based 

interventions. Hence, satisfactory implementation and sustainable change 

ultimately requires the administration of actors on multiple levels.  
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This study has only been concerned with adolescent girls in mainly rural areas. 

It would be useful for future research to investigate to which extent the findings 

of this thesis correspond with interventions in humanitarian settings. Further 

attention should also be paid to efforts aimed the girls and young women already 

in marriages to understand the best ways of breaking the cycle of misery which 

child marriage produces.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 46 (52) 

Bibliography 

Arthur, M., Earle, A., Raub, A., Vincent, I., Atabay, E., Latz, I., Krantz, G., 

Nandi A. and Heymann, J. (2018). Child Marriage Laws around the World: 

Minimum Marriage Age, Legal Exceptions, and Gender Disparities. Journal of 

Women, Politics & Policy, 39(1), pp. 51-74. doi: 

10.1080/1554477X.2017.1375786 

Baird, S., Chirwa, E., De Hoop, J. and Özler, B. (2013). Girl Power: Cash 

Transfers and Adolescent Welfare. Evidence from a Cluster-Randomized 

Experiment in Malawi. Working Paper no. 19479, September 2013. Cambridge: 

National Bureau of Economic Research. doi: 10.3386/w19479.  

Baird, S., McIntosh, C. and Özler, B. (2011). Cash or condition? Evidence from 

a cash transfer experiment. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 126(4), pp. 

1709-1753. doi: 10.1093/qje/qjr032 

Bandiera, O., Buehren, N., Burgess, R., Goldstein, M., Gulesci, S., Rasul, I. and 

Sulaiman, M. (2012). Empowering adolescent girls: evidence from a 

randomized control trial in Uganda. Working Paper, December 2012. 

Washington, DC: World Bank Group. Available at: 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/543691468309340444/Empowering-

adolescent-girls-evidence-from-a-randomized-control-trial-in-Uganda [Accessed 

2019-12-21].  

Bessa, T. (2019). Informed powerlessness: child marriage interventions and 

Third World girlhood discourses. Third World Quarterly, 40(11), pp. 1941-

1956. doi: 10.1080/01436597.2019.1626229  

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.  

Bryman, A. (2016). Social Research Methods. 5th ed. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Chae, S. and Ngo, D.T. (2017). The Global State of Evidence on Interventions to 

Prevent Child Marriage. GIRL Center Research Brief No. 1. New York: 

https://doi-org.proxy.lnu.se/10.1093/qje/qjr032
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/543691468309340444/Empowering-adolescent-girls-evidence-from-a-randomized-control-trial-in-Uganda
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/543691468309340444/Empowering-adolescent-girls-evidence-from-a-randomized-control-trial-in-Uganda


 

 47 (52) 

Population Council. Available at: https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-

centre/global-state-evidence-interventions-prevent-child-marriage/ [Accessed 

2020-01-28]. 

Clark, S., Bruce, J. and Dude, A. (2006). Protecting Young Women From 

HIV/AIDS: The Case Against Child and Adolescent Marriage. International 

family planning perspectives, 32(2), pp. 79–88. doi: 10.1363/3207906 

Conteh, A.J. (2016). Dowry and Bride-Price. The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia 

of Gender and Sexuality Studies. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons. doi: 

10.1002/9781118663219.wbegss548 

Creswell, J.W. and Creswell J.D. (2018). Research design: qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. 5th ed. Los Angeles: Sage 

Publications. 

Creswell, J.W. and Poth, C.N. (2017) Qualitative inquiry & research design: 

choosing among five approaches. 4th ed. Los Angeles: Sage Publications. 

Edmeades, J., Hayes, R. and Gaynair, G. (2014). Improving the Lives of Married 

Adolescent Girls in Amhara, Ethiopia. Washington, DC: International Center for 

Research on Women. Available at: 

https://www.icrw.org/publications/improving-the-lives-of-married-adolescent-

girls-in-amhara-ethiopia/ [Accessed 2019-10-31].  

Erulkar, A. and Muthengi, E. (2009). Evaluation of Berhane Hewan: A Program 

to Delay Child Marriage in Rural Ethiopia. International Perspectives on Sexual 

and Reproductive Health, 35(1), pp. 6–14. doi: 10.1363/ifpp.35.006.09  

George, A.L. and Bennett, A. (2005). Case Studies and Theory Development in 

the Social Sciences. Cambridge: MIT Press.   

Girls not Brides. (n.d.). Ethiopia - Child Marriage Around the World. Available 

at: https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/child-marriage/ethiopia/ [Accessed 2020-01-

04].  

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/global-state-evidence-interventions-prevent-child-marriage/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/global-state-evidence-interventions-prevent-child-marriage/
https://doi.org/10.1363/3207906
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118663219.wbegss548
https://www.icrw.org/publications/improving-the-lives-of-married-adolescent-girls-in-amhara-ethiopia/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/improving-the-lives-of-married-adolescent-girls-in-amhara-ethiopia/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/improving-the-lives-of-married-adolescent-girls-in-amhara-ethiopia/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/improving-the-lives-of-married-adolescent-girls-in-amhara-ethiopia/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/child-marriage/ethiopia/


 

 48 (52) 

Girls not Brides. (2015). African Union Extends Campaign to End Child 

Marriage Until 2017. News article, 21 November 2015. Available at: 

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/african-union-extends-campaign-to-end-child-

marriage-until-2017/  [Accessed 2019-12-05].  

Girls not Brides. (2017). Periods and Child Marriage: What is The Link? Blog 

Post, 26 May 2017. Available at: https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/periods-child-

marriage-link/ [Accessed 2020-01-28].  

Girls not Brides. (2018). Child Marriage in Humanitarian Settings. Thematic 

brief, August 2018. London: Girls not Brides. Available at: 

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/child-marriage-in-humanitarian-

crises/ [Accessed 2020-10-09].  

Hallfors, D.D., Cho, H., Rusakaniko, S., Iritani, B., Mapfumo, J. and Halpern, 

C. (2011). Supporting Adolescent Orphan Girls to Stay in School as HIV Risk 

Prevention: Evidence From a Randomized Controlled Trial in Zimbabwe. 

American Journal of Public Health, 101(6), pp. 1082-1088. doi: 

10.2105/AJPH.2010.300042  

Hallfors, D.D., Cho, H., Rusakaniko, S., Mapfumo, J., Iritani, B., Zhang, L., 

Luseno, W. and Miller, T. (2015). The Impact of School Subsidies on HIV-

Related Outcomes among Adolescent Female Orphans. Journal of Adolescent 

Health, 56(1), pp. 79-84. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2014.09.004  

Heath, R. and Mobarak M.A. (2015). Manufacturing Growth and the Lives of 

Bangladeshi Women. Journal of Development Economics, 115, pp. 1-15. doi: 

10.1016/j.jdeveco.2015.01.006  

Henderson, R. (2016). Ending Child Marriage by 2030: Tracking Progress and 

Identifying Gaps. Policy Paper, July 2016. Milton Keynes: World Vision UK. 

Available at: https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/bold-plan-to-halt-

child-marriage/ [Accessed 2019-11-15].  

Hotchkiss, D.R., Godha, D., Gage, A.J. and Cappa, C. (2016). Risk Factors 

Associated with the Practice of Child Marriage Among Roma Girls in Serbia. 

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/african-union-extends-campaign-to-end-child-marriage-until-2017/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/african-union-extends-campaign-to-end-child-marriage-until-2017/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/periods-child-marriage-link/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/periods-child-marriage-link/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/child-marriage-in-humanitarian-crises/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/child-marriage-in-humanitarian-crises/
http://dx.doi.org.proxy.lnu.se/10.2105/AJPH.2010.300042
https://doi-org.proxy.lnu.se/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2015.01.006
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/bold-plan-to-halt-child-marriage/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/resource-centre/bold-plan-to-halt-child-marriage/


 

 49 (52) 

BMC International Health and Human Rights, (16), 6. doi: 10.1186/s12914-

016-0081-3 

Kabeer, N. (1999). Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the 

Measurement of Women's Empowerment. Development and Change, 30(3), pp. 

435-464. doi: 10.1111/1467-7660.00125 

Kabeer, N. (2008). Paid work, women's empowerment and gender justice: 

critical pathways to social change. Pathways of Women’s Empowerment 

Working Paper 3. Brighton: Institute of Development Studies, University of 

Sussex. Available at: http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/53077/ [Accessed 2019-12-06]. 

Kalamar, M.A., Lee-Rife, S. and Hindin, J.M. (2016). Interventions to Prevent 

Child Marriage Among Young People in Low- and Middle-Income Countries: A 

Systematic Review of the Published and Gray Literature. Journal of Adolescent 

Health, 59(3), pp. S16-S21. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.015 

Karam, A. (2015). Faith-Inspired Initiatives to Tackle the Social Determinants 

of Child Marriage. The Review of Faith & International Affairs, 13(3), pp. 59-

68. doi: 10.1080/15570274.2015.1075754  

Kidman, R. (2017). Child Marriage and Intimate Partner Violence: A 

Comparative Study of 34 Countries. International Journal of Epidemiology, 

46(2), pp. 662-675. doi: 10.1093/ije/dyw225  

Lee-Rife, S., Malhotra, A., Warner, A. and Glinski, A.M. (2012). What Works 

to Prevent Child Marriage: A Review of the Evidence. Studies in Family 

Planning, 43(4), pp. 287-303.  

Loaiza, E. and Wong, S. (2012). Marrying Too Young. New York: United 

Nations Population Fund. Available at: https://www.unfpa.org/end-child-

marriage [Accessed 2019-10-31].  

Muthengi, E. and Erulkar, A. (2010). Building Programs to Address Child 

Marriage: The Berhane Hewan Experience in Ethiopia. Addis Abeba: 

Population Council. Available at: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/305278764_Paid_work_women's_empowerment_and_gender_justice_critical_pathways_to_social_change
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/53077/
https://www.unfpa.org/end-child-marriage
https://www.unfpa.org/end-child-marriage
https://www.unfpa.org/end-child-marriage


 

 50 (52) 

https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/154/ 

[Accessed 2019-12-19].  

Nanda, P., Das, P., Datta, N., Lamba, S. and Pradhan, E., (2016). Making 

Change With Cash? Impact of a Conditional Cash Transfer Programme on Age 

of Marriage in India. Brief, 2016. Washington, DC: International Center for 

Research on Women. Available at: https://www.icrw.org/publications/making-

change-with-cash-impact-of-a-conditional-cash-transfer-program-on-age-of-

marriage-in-india-4/ [Accessed 2020-01-04].  

Neetu, A.J., Edmeades, J. and Murithi, L. (2019). Child Marriage and 

Psychological Well-Being in Niger and Ethiopia. BMC Public Health, (19), 

1029. doi: 10.1186/s12889-019-7314-z  

Parsons, J. and McCleary-Sills, J. (2014). Preventing Child Marriage: Lessons 

from World Bank Group Gender Impact Evaluations. Washington, DC: World 

Bank Group. Available at: 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/224441468147543361/Preventing-

child-marriage-lessons-from-World-Bank-Group-gender-impact-evaluations 

[Accessed 2019-12-06].  

Petroni, S. et al. (2019). Understanding the Relationships Between HIV and 

Child Marriage: Conclusions From an Expert Consultation. Journal of 

Adolescent Health, 64(6), pp. 694-696. doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.02.001   

Rumble, L., Peterman, A., Irdiana, N., Triyana, M. and Minnick, E. (2018). An 

Empirical Exploration of Female Child Marriage Determinants in Indonesia. 

BMC Public Health, 18(1), pp.1–13. doi: 10.1186/s12889-018-5313-0  

Sayi, T.S. and Sibanda, A. (2018). Correlates of Child Marriage in Zimbabwe. 

Journal of Family Issues, 39(8), pp. 2366–2388. doi: 

10.1177/0192513X18755198  

UNFPA. (2011). ‘School for Husbands’ Encourages Nigerian Men to Improve 

the Health of Their Families. News article, 20 April 2011. Available at: 

https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/154/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/making-change-with-cash-impact-of-a-conditional-cash-transfer-program-on-age-of-marriage-in-india-4/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/making-change-with-cash-impact-of-a-conditional-cash-transfer-program-on-age-of-marriage-in-india-4/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/making-change-with-cash-impact-of-a-conditional-cash-transfer-program-on-age-of-marriage-in-india-4/
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/224441468147543361/Preventing-child-marriage-lessons-from-World-Bank-Group-gender-impact-evaluations
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/224441468147543361/Preventing-child-marriage-lessons-from-World-Bank-Group-gender-impact-evaluations
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X18755198


 

 51 (52) 

https://www.unfpa.org/news/%E2%80%98school-husbands%E2%80%99-

encourages-nigerien-men-improve-health-their-families [Accessed 2020-01-05].  

 

UNFPA. (2014). Schools for Husbands Gaining Ground in Rural Niger. News 

article, 17 June 2014. Available at: https://www.unfpa.org/news/schools-

husbands-gaining-ground-rural-niger [Accessed 2020-01-05].  

UNFPA. (2018a). 2017 Annual Report: UNFPA-UNICEF Global Programme to 

Accelerate Action to End Child Marriage. New York: United Nations 

Population Fund. Available at: https://www.unfpa.org/publications/accelerating-

and-amplifying-change [Accessed 2019-12-05].  

UNFPA. (2018b). Child Marriage: A Mapping of Programmes and Partners in 

Twelve Countries in East and Southern Africa. Johannesburg: UNFPA East and 

Southern Africa Regional Office. Available at: 

https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-mapping-programmes-

and-partners-twelve-countries-east-and-southern [Accessed 2019-12-18].  

UNFPA. (2019). Real Men Respect Women, Says School for Husbands in 

Burkina Faso. News article, 3 October 2019. Available at: 

https://www.unfpa.org/news/real-men-respect-women-says-school-husbands-

burkina-faso [Accessed 2020-01-05].  

UNICEF. (2017). The State of the World’s Children 2017. New York: United 

Nations Children’s Fund. Available at: 

https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101992.html [Accessed 2019-10-

31].   

UNICEF. (2018). 25 Million Child Marriages Prevented in Last Decade Due to 

Accelerated Progress, According to New UNICEF Estimates. Press release, 6 

March 2018. Available at: https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-million-

child-marriages-prevented [Accessed 2019-10-31].  

UNICEF. (2019a). 115 Million Boys and Men Around the World Married as 

Children - UNICEF. Press release, 7 June 2019. Available at: 

https://www.unfpa.org/news/%E2%80%98school-husbands%E2%80%99-encourages-nigerien-men-improve-health-their-families
https://www.unfpa.org/news/%E2%80%98school-husbands%E2%80%99-encourages-nigerien-men-improve-health-their-families
https://www.unfpa.org/news/schools-husbands-gaining-ground-rural-niger
https://www.unfpa.org/news/schools-husbands-gaining-ground-rural-niger
https://www.unfpa.org/publications/accelerating-and-amplifying-change
https://www.unfpa.org/publications/accelerating-and-amplifying-change
https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-mapping-programmes-and-partners-twelve-countries-east-and-southern
https://esaro.unfpa.org/en/publications/child-marriage-mapping-programmes-and-partners-twelve-countries-east-and-southern
https://www.unfpa.org/news/real-men-respect-women-says-school-husbands-burkina-faso
https://www.unfpa.org/news/real-men-respect-women-says-school-husbands-burkina-faso
https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101992.html
https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101992.html
https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101992.html
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented
https://www.unicef.org/eca/press-releases/25-million-child-marriages-prevented


 

 52 (52) 

https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/115-million-boys-and-men-around-world-

married-children-unicef [Accessed 2019-11-14].  

UNICEF. (2019b). A Profile of Child Marriage and Early Unions in Latin 

America and the Caribbean. New York: United Nations Children’s Fund. 

Available at: https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/reports/profile-child-marriage-and-

early-unions [Accessed 2019-11-14].  

United Nations General Assembly. (2015). Resolution 70/1: Transforming Our 

World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. (25 September 2015). 

A/RES/70/1. Available at: 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld 

[Accessed 2019-10-31].  

Warner, A., Stoebenau, K. and Glinski, A.M. (2014). More Power To Her: How 

Empowering Girls Can End Child Marriage. New York: International Center 

for Research on Women. Available at: https://www.icrw.org/publications/more-

power-to-her-how-empowering-girls-can-end-child-marriage/ [Accessed 2019-

11-14].  

Wodon, Q. and Petroni, S. (2017). The rippling economic impacts of child 

marriage. Education for Global Development (World Bank). Blog post, 27 June 

2017. Available at: https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/rippling-economic-

impacts-child-marriage [Accessed 2019-12-05].  

 

https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/115-million-boys-and-men-around-world-married-children-unicef
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/115-million-boys-and-men-around-world-married-children-unicef
https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/reports/profile-child-marriage-and-early-unions
https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/reports/profile-child-marriage-and-early-unions
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.icrw.org/publications/more-power-to-her-how-empowering-girls-can-end-child-marriage/
https://www.icrw.org/publications/more-power-to-her-how-empowering-girls-can-end-child-marriage/
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/rippling-economic-impacts-child-marriage
https://blogs.worldbank.org/education/rippling-economic-impacts-child-marriage

