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A Call for Action
Support policies that:

Enhance education and alleviate poverty

Promote gender equality and 
socio-cultural reforms

Provide comprehensive sexual & 
reproductive health information & services

Address fears and stigma surrounding 
adolescent girls’ sexuality and pregnancy

Ensure interconnected, holistic solutions for 
these multi-faceted issues
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Introduction
Child marriage, defined as a legal or informal union between two people before one or both of 
them turn 18 years old, is a practice that disproportionately affects girls and is linked to several 
unfavourable health, developmental, familial and social outcomes (1). Eastern and Southern Africa 
are home to over 50 million child brides, and with 1.8 million, Zambia has one of the highest child 
marriage rates in the world (2). While the median age at first marriage is 19.1 years among women 
and 24.4 years among men aged 25-49, 29% of women aged 20-24 have been married before the 
age of 18 in Zambia (3).  

Reasons for child marriage are multifaceted, complex and interrelated, firmly embedded in the 
social and cultural context of different geographies and regions (1). However, the child marriage 
rates vary between provinces, with Eastern province having a significantly higher child marriage rate 
than Western province, despite having a lower poverty rate and similar teenage pregnancy rate, as 
shown in Figure 1 (3).

This brief describes and analyses the key drivers behind the (differences in) child marriage rates in 
those two provinces, and provides information about evidence-informed policies and interventions 
that can address the key drivers. 
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Figure 1: Higher child marriage rate in Eastern than in Western province in spite of lower poverty and similar teenage pregnancy rates. Source: 
Zambia DHS 2018 (3).
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The current policy context and commitments 
to address child marriage in Zambia 
On December 22, 2023, Zambia's parliament approved the Marriage (Amendment) Act of 2023, a 
new legislation that decisively establishes the legal age for marriage at 18, without any exemptions 
(4). This provision applies to all types of marriages, including customary ones, marking a substantial 
change in the country's dedication to eliminating child marriage. Prior to the 2023 amendment, 
the Marriage Act of 1964 permitted marriages between the ages of 16 and 21 with parental and 
judicial consent, while customary marriages had no age restrictions, allowing children of any age 
to marry under traditional law, thus creating ambiguity in defining the country's stance (5). While 
child marriage rates continue to be high, this policy change provides an enabling momentum to 
accelerate Zambia’s efforts to prevent child marriage.   

As captured by Girls Not Brides and the Break Free! Zambia Alliance, in recent years, Zambia has 
committed to several international, regional and national commitments to end child marriage, 
among these: 

•	 Zambia has committed to eliminate child, early and forced marriage by 2030 in line with target 
5.3 of the Sustainable Development Goals.  

•	 Zambia has committed to ending child marriage under the Ministerial Commitment on 
comprehensive sexuality education and sexual and reproductive health services for 
adolescents and young people in Eastern and Southern Africa (2013 and renewed and 
expanded in 2021). 

•	 Zambia co-sponsored the 2013, 2014, 2016 and 2020 UN General Assembly resolutions on 
child, early and forced marriage.  

•	 In 2019, at the Nairobi Summit on ICPD25, Zambia committed to end harmful practices against 
women and girls, including ending child marriage by 2030 by introducing the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) model law on ending child marriage, and accelerating the 
implementation of the National Strategy on Ending Child Marriage 2016-2021 and other 
policy and legislative frameworks. 

•	 Zambia co-sponsored the 2013, 2015, 2017 and 2019 Human Rights Council resolutions 
recognising the need to address child, early and forced marriage in humanitarian contexts; and 
recognising that it is a violation of human rights. 

•	 Zambia has also been a leader of efforts to end child marriage at the African Union level. In 
November 2015, the country co-hosted the first ever African Girls’ Summit on Ending Child 
Marriage and in 2016 it hosted a review meeting of the African Union Campaign to End Child 
Marriage in Africa. 

•	 In 1992 Zambia signed, but has not yet ratified, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare 
of the Child, including Article 21 regarding the prohibition of child marriage. In 2006 Zambia 
ratified the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in 
Africa, including Article 6 which sets the minimum age for marriage as 18. 

•	 Zambia ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991, which sets a minimum age 
of marriage of 18, and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) in 1985, which obligates states to ensure free and full consent to 
marriage.

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/learning-resources/child-marriage-atlas/regions-and-countries/zambia/
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Methodology 
At the request of the Break Free! partners1, a research team from KIT Royal Tropical Institute and 
the University of Zambia undertook a rapid review of 35 peer-reviewed scientific articles and 26 
other documents and reports. The synthesized information was consequently discussed, validated 
and complemented with 66 stakeholders in Eastern (Chipata and Chadiza districts) and Western 
(Mongu district) provinces. 

The study was guided by a conceptual framework on drivers of child marriage by Psaki et al. (4), 
adjusted to the context of Zambia. 

Figure 2: Conceptual framework showing the key drivers and effective interventions of child marriage in Zambia - Psaki et al. (2021) adjusted by 
Kabelka. H., Zulu, J., Baatsen, P. & Kok, M. (2023) 

The conceptual framework stresses the interconnectedness of key drivers of child marriage, 
which vary and interact across contexts. Lack of educational opportunity and poverty and 
economic factors are shown as core drivers that interact with socio-cultural norms and practices 
and fear of girls’ sexuality and pregnancy, both of which directly affect a lack of access to sexual 
and reproductive health (SRH) services. These drivers and interventions addressing them reflect 
community, household, and individual level factors. The legal and policy environment, such as the 
Marriage Act, the Free Education Policy, but also policies concerning SRHR, influence these drivers 
as well.
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Key Findings

1. An effective way to address poverty as a key driver of child 
marriage is through conditional cash transfers  

Conclusion and recommendations 

Conditional cash transfers like "Keeping girls in school" may address economic drivers of child 
marriage. It is advised to strengthen such programmes with comprehensive poverty alleviation 
strategies that go beyond cash transfer programmes. Additionally, such programmes could 
consider interventions that focus on skill development, job creation, and community development 
to address the root causes of poverty contributing to child marriage. It will further be crucial to 
allocate resources for further research to better understand the complex relationship between 
unconditional cash transfers and child marriage and to ensure that such interventions effectively 
address the underlying economic factors contributing to child marriage.

1. Poverty as a key driver of child marriage

Poverty and economic factors 
increase child marriage

Conditional cash transfer 
decreases child marriage

Poverty & economic factors are 
the most significant drivers of 

child marriage in both provinces 

Conditional cash transfers 
focused on education, 

such as the government-run 
conditional cash transfer “Keeping 

girls in schools” project, seem 
successful in preventing child 

marriage. Conditional cash transfers 
focused on delaying child marriage 

seems to be less promising. 

Unconditional cash transfers, like 
the social cash transfer programme, 

improve school access and 
empower girls to prevent harmful 
practices. However, they may not 

directly reduce child marriage, with 
research gaps remaining in this 

area.

Conclusion: 

Conditional cash transfers like "Keeping girls in school" may address 
economic drivers of child marriage, but research gaps exist 

regarding their direct impact on preventing child marriage in 
Zambia.
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2. An effective way to address lack of (education) opportunity 
as key driver for child marriage is to improve access to 
education

Conclusion and recommendations 

Based on the association of education with child marriage, it is recommended to implement policies 
that address socioeconomic barriers to education (which links with poverty alleviation), such as the 
cost of uniforms, transportation, and school supplies; as well as implementation of the 
re-entry policy in all schools. Tackling educational opportunity also requires increased investment 
in educational infrastructure to absorb the increasing number of children that ought to be in school 
and to decongest classroom, particularly in regions with higher child marriage rates such as Eastern 
province. Furthermore, age-appropriate and culturally sensitive life skills/sexuality education 
curricula that address the specific challenges faced by girls in the context of child marriage should 
be implemented. Investments in teacher training programmes to enhance educators' capacity 
to address the unique needs of (particularly pregnant/re-entering) adolescent girls and create a 
supportive learning environment to address school-related gender-based violence are needed. 
Such actions should be complemented by community awareness campaigns and engagement of 
community leaders, parents and local influencers to highlight the importance of education for girls 
and to promote a cultural shift towards valuing and supporting the education of girls. 

 “So [in Western province] every family, they make sure that they take their children to school before 
they marry them off, because they are saying education is the equalizer.” (Traditional leader, Mongu)

2. Lack of (education) opportunity as a key driver of 
child marriage 

Low levels of education 
increase child marriage

Improved access to education 
reduces child marriage

Low levels of education of 
adolescent girls and their parents in 

Eastern province compared to 
Western province are likely to 
contribute to the higher child 

marriage rate in Eastern province. 
This lack of opportunity for 

continued schooling also negatively 
influences job opportunities and 

other valued roles. 

Educational interventions 
increasing enrolment, retention, 

completion and transition rates are 
key for reducing child marriage. 
Limited evidence points to the 

importance of a life skills approach 
and teacher training to reduce child 
marriage, but many challenges exist 

to roll these out successfully in 
Zambia.

Conclusion: 

Based on the association of education with child marriage rates, 
there is a  need to address attitudes towards education, especially in 
the Eastern province, to improve school infrastructure and human 

resource (affecting education quality), and to combat school-related 
gender-based violence.
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3. Socio-cultural norms and related taboo on girls' sexuality 
as key drivers of child marriage can effectively be addressed 
through girls’ empowerment and community interventions
3. Socio-cultural norms and related taboo on 

girls' sexuality as key drivers of child marriage

Shame in case of pregnancy 
outside of marriage & the 

underlying taboo concering girls 
sexuality contributes to child 

marriage

Girls’ empowerment reduces 
child marriage

Initiation ceremonies and notions 
of maturity at puberty are 

socio-cultural factors that contribute 
to child marriage in both provinces. 
In Eastern province, child marriage 

is seen as a preferable alternative to 
pregnancy outside of marriage 

and as a way to reduce related 
shame. In Western province, this 
shame associated with teenage 

pregnancy can be reduced through 
initiation ceremonies, without this 

necessarily be followed by child 
marriage. Peer, social and 

self-pressure to marry early and 
keep a man satisfied influence child 
marriage in both provinces. A lack of 

supervision, social support, 
recreational activities, and 

alcohol/substance abuse further 
contribute to child marriage in the 

two provinces.  

Girls’ empowerment 
interventions can significantly 
delay pregnancy and therewith 

prevent child marriage, but 
intergenerational conflict and 

challenges around implementing 
gender transformative approaches  

remain. Involving traditional leaders 
in child marriage prevention is 
promising but lacks substantial 

evidence. While community 
dialogues with parents promote 

communication about sexual and 
reproductive health with children, 
their direct impact on preventing 
child marriage remains unclear. 

Conclusion: 

Different practices related to shame in case of teenage pregnancy 
drive differences in child marriage rates between Eastern and 

Western provinces. Child marriage programmes should empower 
girls and also work towards addressing structural root causes of 

social and gender inequalities.
 

More efforts to include boys, young men and religious leaders in 
child marriage interventions; and more scientific data to support 

promising practices around community (leaders’) involvement are 
needed. 

Conclusion and recommendations 

Different practices related to shame 
in case of teenage pregnancy drive 
differences in child marriage rates 
between Eastern and Western 
provinces. At a policy-level, it is 
consequently important to invest in 
comprehensive girls' empowerment 
programmes that focus on education, 
skill development, and self-esteem 
building and to design interventions 
that address the specific socio-cultural 
factors, such as initiation ceremonies 
and notions of maturity, to challenge 
existing norms and promote girls' 
agency. It is further recommended to 
implement educational programmes 
that foster intergenerational 
communication, aiming to bridge the 
gap between parents and children 
on matters related to sexuality and 
reproductive health. 

Partnerships with traditional and religious leaders to co-create awareness campaigns, for instance 
to increase the public’s awareness and knowledge of the Children’s Code Act and Marriage 
(Amendment) Act, or to reform customary laws that put girls at risk should align with cultural values 
while discouraging child marriage. The government should collaborate with local organisations 
and community leaders to create safe spaces where girls can engage in recreational activities 
and receive support. When installing bylaws, this needs to be done with care to avoid aggravating 
existing inequalities and discrimination at community level.  

"So I think here we are looking at, especially where the education levels are low and then a child 
becomes pregnant, it means that the parents prefer that the girl goes [into marriage]. If the girl [who] 
remains at your home is pregnant, having a child without a father for Eastern, most Easterners, they 
feel that is very shameful. [It] is better let her get attached to that particular man and that reliefs them 
from shame. So it I think it's the opposite with Western.” (Research participant, Chipata)
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4. With society’s fear of girls’ sexuality and pregnancy outside 
of marriage driving child marriage, it is important to increase 
access to and quality of SRH services.  

Conclusion and recommendations

Sexual and reproductive health education programmes in schools and communities need to 
provide accurate information on contraceptives, family planning, and the importance of delaying 
pregnancy and to help girls overcome societal pressures around marriage and make informed 
choices about their reproductive health. Existing family planning services should be strengthened 
to ensure accessibility, particularly for sexually active unmarried women, including adolescents. 
There is a need to address barriers to contraceptive use, such as social stigma, harmful gender 
norms, lack of awareness, and limited availability, through youth-friendly community-based health 
services and by involving community leaders. The expertise of NGOs can be leveraged in reaching 
vulnerable populations and working together with young people to address specific challenges 
faced by girls in accessing healthcare services.

4. (Fear of) girls’ sexuality and pregnancy 
outside of marriage driving child marriage     

Lack of access to 
contraceptives contributes to 

child marriage

Lack of research in Zambia on 
access to SRH and child marriage

Both provinces have high 
teenage pregnancy rates with 
challenges for sexually active 
unmarried women to access 

and use contraceptives, 
including emergency 

contraceptives. Girls and young 
women face barriers in using 

family planning and other sexual 
and reproductive health services 

There is a data gap on exploring 
the effectiveness of interventions 

supporting girls’ health, for instance 
through improved sexual and 

reproductive health services, in 
reducing child marriage rates  in 

Zambia.

Conclusion: 

The link between pregnancy and child marriage requires more 
programmatic action and research in Zambia. Activities focusing on 

prevention of teenage pregnancy, including increasing access to 
contraceptives, require efforts to be more informed by youth 

perspectives. Gendered notions around sexuality, shame and the 
consequences of teenage pregnancy are also identified as crucial 

aspects that need attention in preventing child marriage. 
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