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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the causes and consequences of teenage family 

formation of women in Bangladesh. For that purpose the 2007 Bangladesh 

Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) data are used. Multinomial logistic 

regression analysis shows that background factors such as type of place of residence, 

religion and ever attendance of schooling are important for distinguishing women who 

marry at „early‟ or „very early‟ ages from those who marry at more mature ages. 

Administrative region and woman‟s birth cohort matter as well. In socioeconomic 

terms, due to teenage family formation the majority of girls receive little or no 

education, more often get involved in low-paid work and often turn out to lack 

exposure to mass media. In demographic terms, because of teenage family formation 

girls become exposed to greater spousal age differences, experience longer duration 

from marriage to first birth and achieve higher completed fertility.  

 

 

 

 



 Page 3 of 43 

 

 

Contents 

 

1  INTRODUCTION 5 

1.1  Introduction to early marriage formation in Bangladesh 5 

1.2  Trends in teenage marriage formation in Bangladesh  6 

1.3  Prevalence of marriage in Bangladesh 7 

1.4  Previous research on early marriage in Bangladesh  8 

1.5  Research questions 13 

2  DATA 14 

2.1  Source of data 14 

2.2  Data evaluation 16 

3  ANTECEDENTS OF EARLY MARRIAGE FORMATION  18 

3.1  Background factors affecting the timing of first marriage 18 

3.2  Odds ratios on ages of marriage formation by selected background factors 24 

4  CONSEQUENCES OF EARLY MARRIAGE FORMATION 27 

4.1 Impact of teenage family formation on socioeconomic outcomes 27 

4.2 Impact of teenage family formation on demographic outcomes  30 

4.3 Age at marriage vs. fertility in Bangladesh  34 

5  CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 35 

Acknowledgement  38 

References  39 

 

 

 

 

 



 Page 4 of 43 

 

 

List of Tables and Figures 

 

Figure 1: Observed line and trend line on mean age at marriage by years of 

marriage of women in Bangladesh  

 

6 

Table 1:  Percentage of women who have never married, by age group, as 

reported in various surveys, Bangladesh 1975-2007 

 

7 

Table 2:  Percentage of women married at different ages distributed by current age 

(in 5-year groups) 

 

16 

Table 3:  Percentage of women married at different ages distributed by current age 

(in single years) 

 

18 

Table 4:  Descriptive statistics of women by background factors 19 

 

Table 5:  Percentage distribution of age at marriage of women on selected 

background factors 

 

21 

Table 6:  Multinomial logistic regression coefficients and odds ratios of early 

and very early first marriage, by background factors. Ever-married 

women aged 20-49 in Bangladesh 

 

25 

Table 7:  Basic descriptive statistics of women on socioeconomic factors 27 

 

Table 8:  Percentage distribution of women by age at first marriage on selected 

socioeconomic characteristics 

 

29 

Table 9:  Descriptive statistics of women on selected demographic factors 31 

 

Table10:  Percentage distribution of women by age at marriage on selected 

demographic factors 

 

33 

Figure 2:  Mean CEB of different ages at married and of all ever-married 

women aged 45-49 in Bangladesh  

 

34 

 



 Page 5 of 43 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction to early marriage formation in Bangladesh 

 

„Family‟ means there are two or more persons who are related by blood, marriage or 

cohabitation, and living in the same residence (Fields and Casper, 2001). In Bangladesh 

a family builds up through marriage and there are strong social vows against child 

bearing outside of marriage (Caldwell, 2005). Traditionally marriage in Bangladesh 

occurs very early (Aziz and Maloney, 1985; Maloney et al., 1981; Lindenbaum, 1981). 

Between 1960s and 1970s several studies had been done and reported very low age at 

marriage (Khuda, 1985; Obaidullah, 1966; Sadiq, 1965) which is still prevailing (Kabir 

et al., 2001). Moreover, adolescent and child marriage continues to be a strong social 

norm, particularly for girls (Field, 2004). Parents always remain in anxiety to protect 

virginity of their daughters as before marriage any sexual blame against girls is assess 

as a big sin and socially lookdown too. Besides, daughters are viewed as a burden, 

mainly in poor families as at nuptial time parents needs to pay dowry to grooms and the 

amount of dowry increases with increasing bride‟s age. As a result, the prevalence of 

teenage marriage is very common in Bangladesh, especially in poor society.  

 

Caldwell (2005) stated that early marriage is almost always associated with early 

childbearing. Due to early marriage and childbearing, women in Bangladesh face 

numerous negative social and health consequences; such as an abuse of girls‟ human 

rights (Schuler et al., 2005; UNICEF, 2001), a cause of sexual diseases and therefore 

the ultimate results might be morbidity and mortality during pregnancy and delivery 

(Zabin and Kiragu, 1998) and of infant and child morbidity and mortality (Casterline 

and Trussell, 1980; Zabin and Kiragu, 1998; Ikamari, 2005). Clearly early marriage 

offers longer reproductive span so it contributes substantially to rapid population 

growth (Bongaarts, 1994). Through analyzing the Bangladesh Demographic and Health 

Survey (BDHS) 2007 data we found that 50 percent of girls leave paternal house to 

fabricate a new family with marital partner at aged below 16. Our study reveals that this 

has several negative consequences. Girls, who marry as teenagers rear in poorer 

families, obtain no/lower levels of schooling and consequently get married with 

husbands of lower socio-economic status, and have less reproductive control.  
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1.2 Trends in teenage marriage formation in Bangladesh 

 

Demographers already have demonstrated that teenage marriage of women is very 

common in Bangladesh. As an introduction to our study we observe the trend of early 

marriage formation in relation to calendar time and how far the trend line is from legal 

age of women in Bangladesh.  

 

Observed line and trend line of mean age at marriage by 

years of marriage of women in Bangladesh
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Figure 1: Observed line and trend line on mean age at marriage by years of 

marriage of women in Bangladesh  

 

According to the 2007 BDHS data (own calculations) the mean age at marriage of 

women is only 15.47 years while in 1984, through a government order the minimum 

legal age at marriage for women in Bangladesh was fixed at 18 years. From the 

observed line of figure 1, during 1968-77 women went in-laws residence at an average 

age of just 13.5 which might be just earlier or launching of puberty of a girl. There is an 

increasing trend of age at marriage among the women who got married in the next ten 

years on average age at marriage was nearly 14.8 years for the period 1978-87. Even 

though the increasing trend continues with time, it shows somewhat slower increase 

during the period 1988-97 compared to the period 1998-2007. Thus, the mean age at 

marriage was about 15.5 years among women who got married between 1988 and 1997 

and that reached approximately 16.6 years for women who married between 1998 and 

2007. Despite of gradual increasing trend, till now the mean age at marriage is far 

below the legal age at marriage of Bangladesh. By analyzing the trend line, mean age at 

marriage is increased by only 1.01 years per each ten-year time interval. As a result, to 
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reach mean age at marriage of women in Bangladesh at 18 years it should have been 

necessitated to wait until several years after 2020. Evidently, in Bangladesh, girls 

usually go to formulate marital life as a teenager. There are various socioeconomic, 

environmental, cultural and demographic factors that might partially act as supporting 

indicators to teenage marriage formation.   

 

1.3 Prevalence of marriage in Bangladesh 

 

Before proceeding with our analysis we need to know the percent of women who do 

not marry at age 45 or at all. Women aged lower than 45-50 have physical capacity to 

give birth. Therefore if their have a significant amount of never married women, they 

might have an impact on family dynamics in Bangladesh. Table 1 represents the 

percent of never married women by age groups reported from various surveys in 

Bangladesh 1975-2007.  

 

Table 1: Percentage of women who have never married, by age group, as reported 

in various surveys, Bangladesh 1975-2007 

Age 
1975 

BFS 

1983 

CPS 

1985 

CPS 

1989 

BFS 

1989 

CPS 

1991 

CPS 

1993-

1994 

BDHS 

1996-

1997 

BDHS 

1999-

2000 

BDHS 

2004 

BDHS 

2007 

BDHS 

10-14 91.2 98.0 98.7 96.2 96.4 98.5 95.2 95.2 92.7 88.6 U 

15-19 29.8 34.2 47.5 49.0 45.8 46.7 50.5 49.8 51.9 52.1 52.8 

20-24 4.6 4.0 7.1 12.0 9.3 12.3 12.4 17.2 18.5 15.2 14.3 

25-29 1.0 0.7 1.0 2.3 1.6 2.8 2.2 3.4 4.2 4.2 4.3 

30-34 0.2 0.4 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.5 0.1 1.2 0.6 

35-39 0.4 - - 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.3 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 

40-44 0.1 0.1 - 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2 

45-49 0.0 0.1 - 0.1 0.1 - 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 

- = Less than 0.1 percent, u = (Unknown (not available) 

Sources: 1975 Bangladesh Fertility Survey (BFS) (MHPC, 1978:49); 1983, 1985, 1989, and 1991 

Contraceptive Prevalence Surveys (CPSs) (Mitra et al., 1993:24); 1989 BFS (Huq and Cleland, 1990:43); 

1993-1994 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) (Mitra et al, 1994:72); 1996-1997 

BDHS (Mitra et al.,1997:82); and 1999-2000 BDHS (NIPORT et al., 2001:78) 

 

Pre-marital birth is very exceptional in Bangladesh, thus the fertility behavior would be 

changed if a considerable proportion of females remains single during reproductive 

span. Table 1 demonstrates the trend in proportion of never-married women in the age 

group from previous surveys in Bangladesh. Between 1975 and 2007, the percentage of 

never-married women in the age group 15-19 increased. The percentage of never-

married women aged 20-24 increased from 1975 to 2000, afterward it decreased. There 

is an increasing trend in the age group 25-29 from 1975 to 2007 but the level is still 
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extremely low; no more than four percent of women are never-married at the end of 

their 20s. In the age group 45-49 the percentage of never-married women is less than 

one percent. Therefore, the percentage of never married women after age 49, or in fact 

after age 30, is almost negligible (Source: HIES, 2005). Islam and Ahmed (1998) stated 

that marriage is not only an important religious obligation but also an important social 

institution; marriage is nearly universal in Bangladesh so there are the very minority 

men and women who remain single during their lives. Pre-marital conception is illegal 

in Bangladeshi society (Zahangir et al., 2008).  Islam and Ahmed (1998) further state 

that as illegitimate births are very rare, almost all fertility occurs within marriage. 

Therefore because of very early and universal marriage it never would be a misleading 

analysis if information on family matters is collected from ever-married women, as was 

done in the 2007 BDHS.  

 

1.4 Previous research on early marriage in Bangladesh  

 

Sarkar (2009) studied on “Determinants and Effect of Early Marriage in Bangladesh, 

2007”. The 2007 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) data were used 

in this study. According to author‟s definition, “early marriage” means women who 

marry before 20 years of age and “late marriage” means women who marry at age 20 

and older. The argument of such classification is that by age 20, women would have the 

opportunity to finish their higher secondary schooling. Moreover, around that age 

women might have a large variation in occupational pattern considering educational 

levels. To examine the covariates as determinants and effects of “early” marriage both 

bivariate and multivariate analysis techniques were employed. The analyses explored 

that women who belong to earlier/inferior levels of selected covariates, for example 

no/low education, rural residence, no entrance to mass media etc have higher likelihood 

to early marry. While some covariates say education and current residence are 

discovered as important factors for early marriage and marital dissolution of women, 

author sometimes omitted and sometimes entangled the covariates in bivariate and 

multivariate analyses to study the causes and consequences of early marriage. Further, 

the definition of early marriage is rather less fit in Bangladesh perspective as women‟s 

legal age at marriage is 18 years. Also from the 2007 BDHS data about 92 percent 

women were married within age 19, therefore the overall results are somewhat biased.  
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Rahman et al. (2009) worked on “Female Age at Marriage of Rural-Urban Differentials 

in Bangladesh”. Data were extracted from the 2004 Bangladesh Demographic and 

Health Survey (BDHS) to study the influences of several background factors on age at 

marriage of ever-married women in urban and rural Bangladesh. Here women were 

categorized as earlier ( 18years) and legal ( 18 years) ages at marriage. The results 

of Chi-square test reveal the significant differences between rural and urban areas of 

women to marry at legal age in respect to selected background factors such as 

geographic region, religion, respondent‟s and husbands‟ education, husband‟s 

occupation and watching TV. In addition, logistic regression analysis indicates that 

compared with reference category most of covariates are significantly differ in urban 

rather than rural areas, that is, urban women are higher intended to legal age at 

marriage than urban women. In the study, both pre and post marital factors are used as 

determinants of legal age at marriage consequently the findings are not entirely 

distinctive.  

 

Zahangir et al. (2008) studied on “Determinants of Age at First Marriage of Rural 

Women in Bangladesh: A Cohort Analysis”. The 2004 Bangladesh Demographic and 

Health Survey (BDHS) data were taken to study the cohorts: I (respondents who are 

married between the years 1965-1990) and II (respondents who are married between 

the years 1991-2004). Independence test of Chi-square and Logistic regression 

analytical procedure employed separately on cohort I and II by partitioning women 

marry at ages <15 and 15 as about 15 year was the mean age at females marriage 

through BDHS 2004. Further path analysis also employed to see the direct and indirect 

effects of covariates on age at marriage. The results showed that religion, childhood 

place of residence and region of residence are significant determinants to age at 

marriage but respondent‟s education, access to mass media, respondents working status 

and husband‟s education and occupation are either less or not important to that. Again, 

causes and consequences are lumped together as determinants of age at first marriage.  

 

Islam and Ahmed (1998) worked on “Age at First Marriage and its Determinants in 

Bangladesh”. In the study the 1989 Bangladesh Fertility Survey (BFS) data were 

extracted. Various descriptive analyses were employed to see the trends and 

differentials of age at first marriage of women. Therefore the findings were sequential 
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and more informative. Besides, multiple classification analysis (MCA) was applied in 

order to assess the effects of available background factors more fully and to give a 

concise summary of the effects. Childhood residence, current residence, education, pre-

marital work experience, husband occupation, religiosity and region of residence were 

concerned to change the differentials of mean age at marriage while religion and 

husband education were not responded as well. While this study used some more 

important antecedent factors, it would be more logical if causes and consequences are 

studied separately.  

 

Bates et al. (2007) worked on “Women's Education and the Timing of Marriage and 

Childbearing in the Next Generation: Evidence from Rural Bangladesh”. This study 

used the data from a 2002 survey in six villages in rural Bangladesh to test the 

hypothesis that “higher levels of schooling of mother and mothers-in-law are 

respectively associated with slower rates of marriage and childbearing among daughters 

and daughters-in-law”. Cox proportional hazard models were employed to test the 

association between senior women‟s education and empowerment and the hazard of 

marriage and first birth among junior women. Form the analysis authors found that 

maternal education is associated with a lower likelihood of daughters' to marry early. 

They also showed that daughters' education is largely responsible for the reduction of 

the effect of mothers' education on daughters' probability of early marriage. Besides, 

there has a positive correlation between education of mothers-in-law and age at 

marriage of their daughters-in-law. In this study the analyses and interpretations were 

more consistent but the data is not nationally representative and also the study was 

limited to the effects of education.   

 

Field and Ambrus (2008) studied “Early Marriage, Age of Menarche, and Female 

Schooling Attainment in Bangladesh”. Using the 1996 Matlab Health and 

Socioeconomic Survey (MHSS) data extracted from rural Bangladesh, authors 

determine the hypothesis that women obtain less schooling as a result of social and 

financial pressure to early marry. Ordinary least square (OLS) regression technique is 

used to estimate the relationship between marriage age and adult outcomes. The 

findings suggest that the postponement of universal marriage would generate 

significant increases in educational attainment. As number of female siblings might be 
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associated with other family characteristics, the schooling attainment of younger 

daughters is significantly less sensitive to age of menarche than that of elder daughters. 

The attainment of schooling and onset of puberty are highly correlated among women 

who are considerably less perceptive of traditional gender norms. Author also found 

that health care practices develop significantly with later marriage. While educated 

women are encouraged to adopt prenatal services consequently of marrying late, 

uneducated women are manipulated by later marriage only in case of switching from 

one to several clinic visits. Women are heterogeneous in what age they decide to marry, 

partly because some of they reach puberty at an older age and partly because some 

families decide to delay marriage in spite of the increased cost of dowry i.e., to let the 

daughter finish secondary school. Therefore the study mainly focuses on female 

schooling attainment which may be the most important factor that is affected by the 

timing of marriage.  

 

Kabir et al. (2001) worked on “Female Age at Marriage as a Determinant of Fertility”. 

Using the data extracted from the 1989 Bangladesh Fertility Survey (BFS), the 1993-94 

and 1996-97 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS), the author attempts 

to examine the relationship between age at marriage and fertility. Author found that 

mean age at marriage of women has been steadily reduced from 1989 to 1996-97. 

Multiple classification analysis (MCA) technique authorizes that age at marriage 

increases with higher socioeconomic status. Even if the covariates say education, place 

of residence, employment status, religion and geographic region have significant effect 

on age at marriage; education appears to be the strongest determinant. Also using 

number of children ever born as a measure of fertility reveals that lower age at marriage 

lead to higher fertility.  

 

Schular et al. (2006) studied on “The Timing of Marriage and Childbearing among 

Rural Families in Bangladesh: Choosing between Competing Risks”. The study is 

based on 85 in-depth interviews and 4 group discussions of girls and women from three 

villages of rural Bangladesh conducted between 2002 and 2005.  In socio-cultural 

contexts most of the marriages are arranged by parents. Young men of especially in 

poor families who usually drop out of school and have independent incomes, they give 

pressure to their parents to give them wives and also insist to parents who have teenage 
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daughters. In the study majority of participants response that the spousal age difference 

is varied from 8-10 years. Several participants are ignorant about the law forbidding the 

giving and taking of dowry. Authors also get responses from the interviewees that early 

marriage and childbearing (EM&C) have various of problems and misfortunes such as 

generalized poor health, impoverishment, compromised ability to work, lack of 

empowerment of wives, lack of harmony within the family, maternal and child 

mortality and morbidity, domestic violence and marital breakup. But many participants 

claimed that marriage norms and practices are changing with time. Women education 

and employment illustrate the change about age at marriage as well as relationships 

within family. While many important concepts are disclosed on causes of effects 

EM&C but it can not be generalized as only interviews are taken from few participants.  

 

Zahangir and Kamal (2011) worked on “Several Attributes Linked with Child Marriage 

of Females‟ in Bangladesh”. Girls who were married earlier 18 are defined as child 

marriage. The 2004 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) data were 

used in the study. The results of „bivariate‟ and „multivariate logistic regression‟ 

analyses reveals that child marriages are more frequent among the women who are 

rural childhood, born in Muslim community, live rather more countryside regions, 

no/less educated, marry with no/less educated husbands, currently working, have no 

access to mass media, and have lower economic status.  

 

In sum, previous research have given valuable information on various factors 

associated with ages at marriage in Bangladesh. Still, practically all studies suffer from 

the following two shortcomings. First, they use a threshold for "early marriage" that 

does not fit very well to the actual distribution of ages at marriage in Bangladesh. In 

fact, a threshold of age 18 at marriage formation rather singles out the very late 

marriages from marriages in general. Secondly, most studies lump together factors that 

are antecedents to marriage formation, and thus can have an influence on marriage 

formation behavior, and factors that are rather the consequences of early or late 

marriage formation. The latter type of variables are educational outcomes, current 

living conditions and various characteristics of the spouse. In the present study, we aim 

at improving on previous research by providing a study of what in relative terms in 

Bangladesh indeed can be considered early -- and very early -- marriage formation. 
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Further, we improve on previous research by providing a more clear conceptualization 

of what are antecedents of early marriage formation and the consequences of such 

behavior.  

 

1.5 Research questions 

 

In this study we would like to study what factors are related to the prevalence of early 

marriage in Bangladesh and what the consequences of forming family as a teenager can 

be for women in Bangladesh. For the purpose we have formulated the following 

specific research questions:  

 Are there any differentials in the percentage of women that are married at 

different ages by their background characteristics? 

 Which of the background factors have statistically significantly effect on ages at 

first marriage when the covariates are considered simultaneously? 

 What are the consequences in terms of socioeconomic factors of teenage 

marriage formation for women in Bangladesh? 

 What are the penalties because of teenage marriage on demographic factors for 

women in Bangladesh? 

These research questions have been addressed, at least partly, in previous literature as 

well, but here we provide a more accurate account of how various socio-demographic 

factors are related to what we define as early marriage formation as well as very early 

formation in Bangladesh  (for definitions, see Section 2.2). We extend on previous 

research by multinomial logistic regression analysis and separating causes and 

consequences of teenage marriage formation.   

 

2 DATA 

 

2.1 Source of data 

 

The study uses the 2007 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) data. 

The survey was conducted under the authority of the National Institute for Population 

Research and Training (NIPORT) of the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare and 

was implemented by Mitra and Associates of Dhaka. The funding for the survey was 
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provided by the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID)/Bangladesh. It is the fifth national-level population and health survey in 

Bangladesh which is conducted as a part of the global Demographic and Health 

Surveys (DHS) program. Data collection of the survey has been carried out over a five-

month period from 24 March to 11 August 2007. The survey covers the whole 

population abiding in private dwelling units in Bangladesh. The sampling frame used in 

the survey presented by the list of census enumerated areas (EAs) with population and 

household information from the 2001 population census. The EAs were used as the 

Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) for the survey since these could be easily placed with 

accurate geographical boundaries. An EA, which consists of on average almost 100 

households. A two-stage stratified sample of households is the foundation of the 

survey. At the first stage of sampling, 361 PSUs were chosen where 134 in urban and 

227 in rural areas. Using an equal probability systematic sampling technique, on 

average 30 households were selected from each PSU. In this way, 10,819 households 

were selected for the survey and among these 10,461 were found to be engaged. 

Interviews were successfully done in 10,400 (99.4 percent) households. In these 

households, a total of 11,178 ever-married women age 15-49 were identified for the 

individual interview. Finally 10,996 (98.4 percent) women were fruitfully interviewed 

and according to the sample design, 4151 (37.8 percent) women reside in urban and 

6845 (62.2 percent) in rural areas. Besides, a total of 4,074 ever-married men age 15-54 

in every second household were selected, of whom 3,771 (or 92.6 percent) were 

successfully interviewed.  

 

There were used five questionnaires in the 2007 BDHS: a Household Questionnaire, a 

Women‟s Questionnaire, a Men‟s Questionnaire, a Community Questionnaire, and a 

Facility Questionnaire. The Household Questionnaire was utilized to record all the 

regular members of and visitors to selected households. Some basic information on the 

characteristics of each recorded person was collected, such as age, sex, education, and 

relationship to the head of the household. The key function of the Household 

Questionnaire was to categorize women and men who were entitled for individual 

interviews. Moreover, the questionnaire gathered information about the dwelling unit, 

such as the type of toilet facilities, source of water, flooring and roofing materials, and 

possession of various consumer goods. The Household Questionnaire was also used to 
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register height and weight measurements of all women age 10-49 and all children age 

below six years.  

 

The Women‟s Questionnaire was utilized to collect information from ever-married 

women age 10-49 although women age 10-14 were finally excluded from the survey as 

there were very few ever-married women. Likewise, the Men‟s Questionnaire was 

utilized to collect information from ever-married men age 15-54. Both in Women‟s and 

Men‟s Questionnaires were some common topics: marriage, fertility preferences, 

awareness of AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, knowledge of tuberculosis 

and domestic violence. Women were further asked questions on the topics:  

 Background characteristics, including age, residential history, education, 

religion, and media exposure, 

 Reproductive history, 

 Knowledge and use of family planning methods, 

 Antenatal, delivery, postnatal, and newborn care, 

 Breastfeeding and infant feeding practices, 

 Vaccinations and childhood illnesses, and  

 Husband‟s background and respondent‟s work. 

Moreover, men were asked the additional questions on the following topics: 

 Background characteristics, including respondent‟s work, 

 Participation in reproductive health care, and 

 Knowledge about tobacco consumption.  

 

The Community and Facility questionnaires were used to gather information about the 

existence of development organizations in the community and the accessibility of 

available health services and other facilities. The questionnaires information was also 

utilized to verify information gathered in the Women‟s and Men‟s Questionnaires 

regarding the type of facilities respondents availed and the health service workers they 

saw. 
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2.2 Data evaluation 

 

In the study initially all ever-married women aged 15-49 (at the time of interview) are 

extracted from the BDHS 2007 data. According to marital age, classify women into 

three groups: marriage takes place 14 years is defined as “very early age”, marriage 

occurs between 15-17 years is defined as “early age” and marriage happens 18 years 

is defined as “mature age” as 18 is the legal age at first marriage of women in 

Bangladesh.  Further, all ever-married women are distributed in seven at 5-year age 

groups. The percentages of age at married women at different cohorts are presented in 

the table below.  

 

Table 2: Percentage of women married at different ages distributed by current age 

(in 5-year groups) 

Current age 

(in 5-year groups) 

Number of 

respondents 

% of women by age at marriage (in year) 
Total 

14 15-17 18 

15-19 1348 (12.3) 42.2 49.8 8.0 100.0 

20-24 2174 (19.8) 34.9 40.1 25.1 100.0 

25-29 1935 (17.6) 38.7 36.0 25.4 100.0 

30-34 1661 (15.1) 44.3 33.0 22.8 100.0 

35-39 1596 (14.5) 43.1 36.3 20.6 100.0 

40-44 1218 (11.1) 51.8 33.0 15.2 100.0 

45-49 1064 (9.7) 63.2 25.8 11.1 100.0 

 Total 10966 (100) 43.7 36.7 19.6 100.0 

Figures in the parentheses indicate percentage of respondents 

 
Among all women in the survey 43.7 percent of them had to be married at very early 

age and that of at early and mature ages are 36.7 and 19.6 percent respectively. 

Observing women from younger to earlier cohort, the percentage of marriage at very 

early age is somewhat increased by women‟s increasing age while early and mature 

ages are rather decreased; but the percentage distribution of women in the youngest 

cohort, naturally does not follow this trend. Thus women aged 15-19 cannot be studied 

as they by necessity have a skewed distribution by having to be married already at very 

young ages.  
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Further we consider the ever-married women in single instead of 5-year groups. They 

are distributed by their age at marriage in the following table.  
 

Table 3: Percentage of women married at different ages distributed by current age 

(in single year) 

Current age  

(in single year) 

Number of 

respondents 

% of women by age at marriage (in year) 
Total 

14 15-17 18 

15 138 (1.3) 71.7 28.3 0.0 100.0 

16 185 (1.7) 49.2 50.8 0.0 100.0 

17 260 (2.4) 40.0 60.0 0.0 100.0 

18 387 (3.5) 35.9 54.8 9.3 100.0 

19 378 (3.4) 36.0 45.0 19.0 100.0 

20 431 (3.9) 33.4 43.9 22.7 100.0 

21 441 (4.0) 32.7 43.3 24.0 100.0 

22 461 (4.2) 35.4 37.3 27.3 100.0 

23 428 (3.9) 32.9 43.0 24.1 100.0 

24 413 (3.8) 40.2 32.7 27.1 100.0 

25 415 (3.8) 33.3 38.6 28.2 100.0 

26 404 (3.7) 39.6 36.9 23.5 100.0 

27 383 (3.5) 39.9 34.5 25.6 100.0 

28 379 (3.4) 40.1 35.1 24.8 100.0 

29 354 (3.2) 41.0 34.5 24.6 100.0 

30 357 (3.2) 41.7 32.2 26.1 100.0 

31 341 (3.1) 43.1 35.8 21.1 100.0 

32 328 (3.0) 47.0 29.0 24.1 100.0 

33 338 (3.1) 45.9 32.2 21.9 100.0 

34 297 (2.7) 43.8 36.0 20.2 100.0 

35 342 (3.1) 41.2 34.5 24.3 100.0 

36 402 (3.7) 45.0 35.1 19.9 100.0 

37 302 (2.7) 41.7 38.7 19.5 100.0 

38 280 (2.5) 40.7 39.6 19.6 100.0 

39 270 (2.5) 46.7 34.1 19.3 100.0 

40 241 (2.2) 53.1 28.6 18.3 100.0 

41 242 (2.2) 51.7 35.5 12.8 100.0 

42 263 (2.4) 52.9 31.9 15.2 100.0 

43 247 (2.2) 49.0 38.9 12.1 100.0 

44 225 (2.0) 52.4 29.8 17.8 100.0 

45 168 (1.5) 48.8 35.1 16.1 100.0 

46 204 (1.9) 51.0 28.9 20.1 100.0 

47 180 (1.6) 61.7 30.6 7.8 100.0 

48 232 (2.1) 71.1 21.6 7.3 100.0 

49 280 (2.5) 75.0 18.2 6.8 100.0 

Total 10996 (100) 43.7 36.7 19.6 100.0 
Figures in the parentheses indicate percentage of respondents 

 
Married women aged 15, 16 and 17 are mandatory to marry at early and very early 

ages. Moreover, the trend of marriage at very early, early and mature ages for women 

aged 18 and 19 is little bit different from the women aged 20 and above. Hence we 
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decided to withdraw the women aged 15-19 from all of the subsequent analysis. 

Therefore our ultimate sample size 9648 belongs to women aged 20-49.  

 

3 ANTECEDENTS OF EARLY MARRIAGE FORMATION 

 

3.1 Background factors affecting the timing of first marriage 

 

In the cultural context of Bangladesh, there are various background factors that may 

influence people, especially women, to marry early. All of the background factors are 

not equally important in respect of age at first marriage of women. In this study we 

select five important background factors that are available in the BDHS: respondent‟s 

birth cohort, administrative region of residence, type of place of residence, religion, and 

ever attendance of school/madrasha. All ever-married women aged 20-49 are 

distributed at different levels of respective background factors as presented in Table 4.  

 

 Table 4: Descriptive statistics of women by background factors 

Background factors Number of respondents Percentage 

Respondent’s birth cohort   

1957-1964 1739 18.0 

1965-1969 1328 13.8 

1970-1974 1674 17.4 

1975-1979 1816 18.8 

1980-1984 2073 21.5 

1985-1992 1018 10.6 

Administrative region of residence 

Barisal 1263 13.1 

Chittagong 1696 17.6 

Dhaka 2056 21.3 

Khulna 1502 15.6 

Rajshahi 1801 18.7 

Sylhet 1330 13.8 

Type of place of residence   

Rural 5907 61.2 

Urban 3741 38.8 

Religion   

Islam 8673 89.9 

Hinduism 917 9.5 

Other 58 0.6 

Ever attendance of  school/madrasha  

No  3383 35.1 

Yes 6265 64.9 

Total 9648 100.0 
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Respondent’s birth cohort 

The respondents are distributed into six different birth cohorts. We see in Table 4, 

women who born in 1957-64 are the oldest cohort and the subsequent cohorts are 

younger from earlier to later ones‟. Since with time the socioeconomic conditions are 

steadily but certainly improving almost all over the country, currently young women 

have higher probability to attain modern facilities such as electricity, good 

communication, higher/quality education and easy access to mass media. However, 

relatively older women grown up in more restricted social and family norms and thus 

were not valued by their personal choices and beliefs. Our hypothesis on the role of 

cohort is: women who were born earlier have higher possibility to marry as teenagers 

from the women in youngest cohort (Hypothesis I). 

 

Administrative region of residence 

For administrative purposes, Bangladesh is divided into six main regions. The regions 

are distinct by socio-cultural characteristics of native people and their geographical 

condition. Dhaka is the capital of Bangladesh and is also the largest populous division 

(region). Because numerous trades and commerce, because big job markets in Dhaka 

city, people from the whole country come to Dhaka for better livelihood. While 

agriculture is the main source of economy of the neighboring Barisal division, people 

are strongly connected to Dhaka city through different activities. Chittagong in the 

south east is the biggest port city and is well-known as a big industrial area in 

Bangladesh. Mostly people in Chittagong division are engaged in business and 

services. There are also hilly areas in Chittagong and the Sylhet division in the north 

east where tribal people live. Relative to other divisions the economy of Sylhet is rather 

strong as people often migrate abroad for better earnings. In the west, Rajshahi as well 

as Khulna divisions rely on agro-based economy. There are more rural areas in 

Rajshahi and Khulna divisions than in other divisions. Consequently there is disparity 

in values, attitudes and behaviors among people from region to region. By above all 

circumstances we derive the hypothesis: women of different divisions have rather 

distinct compliance to marry as teenagers, we expect this custom to be most common in 

the two more rural regions of Bangladesh (Hypothesis II). 
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Type of place of residence 

In case of infrastructural condition, we may distinguish between rural and urban areas. 

Physical infrastructures such as roads and highways, telephones and electricity are the 

causes to differentiate urban from rural areas. A big majority of people live in rural 

Bangladesh. More specifically, about 61 percent of married women are in rural areas. 

Further, according to the CIA World Fact book, in 1996 nearly 36 percent of the 

population in Bangladesh lived under the poverty line, most of them in rural areas. 

Significantly more urban than rural women are literate
1
. But in rural areas family bonds 

are much stronger so parents have more control over their children. Besides, there is 

strong social control among people in general in rural areas. Not only parent‟s 

intentions but also due to social pressure girls are bound to marry as teenagers. Thus we 

propose the hypothesis: rural women are more likely to marry early than women in 

urban areas (Hypothesis III). 

 

Religion 

While there are different religions in Bangladesh, the country is one of the biggest 

Muslim countries in the world. About 89 percent of the total population are Muslims 

and nearly 10 percent are Hindus. Additionally there are just 1 percent of Buddhists and 

Christians in Bangladesh. There are very small numbers of tribal communities who are 

followers of other religions
2
. Nearly all of Bangladeshis obey religious parameters but 

due to different belief there are different religious customs. In socioeconomic terms 

Muslims are less advantaged than non-Muslims. This may be related to earlier marriage 

in Muslim communities. Therefore we recommend the hypothesis: Muslim women have 

higher probability to marry as teenagers compared to non-Muslims (Hypothesis IV).  

 

Ever attendance of school/madrasha
3
 

Children in Bangladesh initiate to school/madrasha at age around 6 in general. Before 

1985 the rate of ever enrolled in primary school was surprisingly low for both boys and 

girls while recently it has reached a more satisfactory level
4
. 

 

 

1
In urban areas 52.5% of women are literate compared to 20.2% in rural areas (Source: General profile, 

Government of the Peoples Republic of Bangladesh).  
2
Source: Bangla2000, the largest portal of Bangladesh.  

3
Madrashas are different system of educational institutes where mainly emphasis is given to Muslim 

religion (Islam) along with modern education.   
4
Case study (Meeting EFA: Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) Primary Schools. 
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From Table 4, we see that in Bangladesh around 35 percent of married women in 2007 

never had attended school/madrasha. Chowdhury et al. (2002) claim that education 

motivates and stimulates people to contribute to their personal development. They may 

pursue other life goals than very early marriage. Hence we suggest the hypothesis: 

women who never attended school/madrasha are more probable to marry as teenager 

than their ever attended counterpart (Hypothesis V).  

 

In reference to the hypotheses mentioned we wish to see the propensity early and very 

early marriage of women in Bangladesh. Consequently in Table 5, we distribute 

respondents to different ages at marriage by these background factors.  

 

Table 5: Percentage distribution of age at marriage of women on selected 

background factors 

Background factors 
% of women by age at first marriage (in year) 

Total 
14 15-17 18 

Respondent’s birth cohort  

1957-1964 58.7 28.8 12.5 100.0 

1965-1969 47.1 35.3 17.6 100.0 

1970-1974 44.4 34.2 21.3 100.0 

1975-1979 41.3 34.1 24.6 100.0 

1980-1984 36.6 37.3 26.1 100.0 

1985-1992 32.8 42.6 24.6 100.0 

Administrative region of residence  

Barisal 43.9 37.8 18.3 100.0 

Chittagong 36.7 38.0 25.3 100.0 

Dhaka 47.9 31.8 20.3 100.0 

Khulna 50.9 32.4 16.7 100.0 

Rajshahi 50.9 32.6 16.5 100.0 

Sylhet 29.5 38.9 31.6 100.0 

Type of place of residence     

rural 48.1 35.9 16.0 100.0 

urban 37.2 33.4 29.4 100.0 

Religion     

Islam 45.6 34.6 19.8 100.0 

Hinduism 27.7 37.9 34.4 100.0 

Other 36.2 34.5 29.3 100.0 

Ever attendance of school/madrasha  

No 58.5 31.1 10.4 100.0 

Yes 36.0 37.0 27.0 100.0 

Total 43.9 34.9 21.2 100.0 

 

Respondent‟s year of birth is an important background factor in the analysis of age at 

marriage of women. From Table 5 we observe that nearly 59 percent of women in 

eldest cohort i.e., born in 1957-64 marry at very early ages (lower than 15 years), about 
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29 percent of them get married at early ages (between 15-17 years) and only 12 percent 

of them waited to marry at mature ages (beyond 17 years). Women of successive cohort 

(1965-69) are relatively less prone to marry at very early ages. About 11 percent less 

women had to marry at very early ages in the second birth cohort while that of at early 

and mature ages are respectively 6 and 5 percent more common than for women in 

eldest cohort. The same trend in age at marriage is visible for later cohorts. That is, 

very early marriages has gradually declined whereas early marriages has somewhat 

increased over the cohorts. As a result the overall prevalence of teenage marriage 

formation has gradually declined from older to younger women.  

 

Due to socio-economic, cultural and environmental disparity, age at marriage of 

women also vary from region to region. The percent of women who get married at age 

lower than 15, within 15-17 and after 17 are almost identical in Rajshahi and Khulna 

divisions (Table 5). The prevalence of very early age at marriage in these two divisions 

is more frequent and rather few of them wait to 18 years to marry. The majority of 

people in these two regions are very poor so they are almost deprived from most 

modern education and culture. The rate of early marriage in Dhaka (48 percent) is 

somewhat high. At the same time mature marriages are relatively common too. As 

Dhaka is the capital of Bangladesh, there is a pretty high number of high class people 

who usually marry at late. However, in Dhaka city there is also a significant portion of 

slum dwellers
5
. The practice of early marriage among slum people is extremely high 

which significantly affect the rate of early marriage in Dhaka division.  

 

Further, there persists a fairly similarity in the rates of age at marriage in Dhaka and 

Barisal division. Because some sort of resemblance sustain among people in Dhaka and 

Barisal divisions in case of environmental, cultural and demographic issues. The 

prevalence of marriage at very early ages in Chittagong division (36.7 percent) is quite 

lowers and more than one fourth of women get married at ages later 17. Since through 

business and services people become more aware and realistic that pushes them to late 

marriage formation. Besides, around 32 percent of women in Sylhet division prolong to 

marry at mature ages which is marginally higher than the percent of marriage goes off 

at very early ages (29.5 percent).  

 

5The proportion of the population living in the slums of Dhaka city has increased from 20% in 1996 to 37% in 2005 

(CUS, 2006). 
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A large number of young people of Sylhet division live in Middle East and Europe 

countries especially in UK, which is the probable reason for late marriage (Karim et. 

al., 2004). The proportion of late marriage in Chittagong and Sylhet divisions is also 

increased due to tribal people. Rahman and Hussain (1997) cited that the mean age at 

marriage (18.5 years) of tribal women is approximately 4 years higher from the mean 

age at marriage of Bangladeshi girls.  

 

As a background factor place of residence plays an important role on demographic 

issues. Due to high illiteracy and also high poverty rural people are in relatively inferior 

position than urban ones‟. From Table 5, in rural areas more than 48 percent of women 

married at very early ages; about 36 percent marriage ensues at early ages and only 16 

percent marriage takes place at mature ages. Barkat and Majid (2003) also estimated 

that in Bangladesh nearly 75 percent of rural girls marry before the age of 16. 

Nonetheless, urban people are somewhat more averse about to begin early marital life 

and thus the rate of very early age at marriage is relatively less strong in urban areas. 

Urban women having to be married at age earlier than 15 is about 11 percent lower than 

for rural women and that of at age later than 17 is almost 14 percent more than for rural 

women.  

 

Because of different religious cultures, age at marriage also differs from religion to 

religion. In Muslim society nearly 46 percent of women marry at very early ages, 

around 35 percent of them marry at early ages, and only 19 percent of women‟s 

marriage performs at mature ages. The occurrence of very early age at marriage is 

noticeably lower in Hindu community and also in other religious believers. Thus the 

rate of female‟s marriage at mature ages is substantially higher in Hindu and other 

communities than for Muslims. The high prevalence of very early age at marriage 

among Muslims may be a consequence of lower educational attainment for Muslim 

women in general (Sarker, 2009). Evidently, Muslim parents tend to marry off their 

daughters early.  

 

Education is a key factor to make more watchful of an individual. It is revealed that 

among women who never attended school/madrasha; nearly 59 percent of them were 

married at very early ages, around 31 percent marriage occurred at early ages and only 

10 percent marriage took place at mature ages. On the other hand, among women who 
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ever attended school/madrasha notably fewer of them had married at very early ages 

but the incidence of marriage at early ages was fairly higher and at mature ages was 

drastically higher compared to their never-attended counterpart.  

 

3.2 Odds ratios on ages of marriage formation by selected background factors 

 

Although the background factors separately support the hypotheses discussed in earlier 

section, they may be interrelated in affecting early marriage. Thus for more accuracy it 

is needed to use the factors in a multivariate analysis of age at first marriage of women. 

The method should be able to discover how and to what extent the age at first marriage 

is related to women‟s different background characteristics. Since we prepared to study 

the effect of covariates on two different outcomes i.e., to get married at very early 

( 14 years) and early (15-17 years) ages as compared to marriage as mature ages 

( 18years), ordinary regression techniques are not suitable. Instead, multinomial 

logistic regression technique is a more suitable way for such analysis.  

 

In the analysis all covariates and the dependent variable “age at first marriage” are 

considered like in our previous descriptive analysis (with a minor change for religion
6
). 

In Table 6, we display the regression coefficients and odds ratios of early and very 

early age at marriage of women relative to reference category of mature marriage 

formation. The regression coefficients and odds ratios are computed for each of the 

covariates and respectively indicate the change and effect of any level of a certain 

covariate relative to a baseline category of the same covariate. The positive sign of 

regression coefficient corresponding to women of any level of a factor means that they 

are more likely to be married at early or very early ages with reference to women in 

baseline category of that factor, the inverse is true for negative sign. An odds ratio, say 

1.30 indicates that marriage at early or very early ages is 1.30 times or 30% more likely 

for women of the relevant category compared with women belonging to reference 

category of the same factor.  

 

 
6
Religion is categorized as Muslims and non-Muslims. In non-Muslims there are Hindu, Buddhist, 

Christian and some other religious believers of tribal people. 



Page 25 of 43 

Table 6: Multinomial logistic regression coefficients and odds ratios of early and 

very early first marriage, by background factors. Ever-married women aged 20-49 

in Bangladesh 

Age at 

first 

marriage 

Covariates 
Regression 

coefficient 

P- 

value 

Odds 

ratio 

Confidence 

interval of odds 

ratio 

14 years 

Respondent’s  birth cohort    

1957-1964 0.80 0.00 2.23 1.82-2.74 

1965-1969 0.21 0.05 1.23 1.00-1.52 

1970-1974 (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

1975-1979 -0.12 0.21 0.89 0.74-1.07 

1980-1984 -0.19 0.04 0.83 0.69-0.99 

1985-1992 -0.14 0.22 0.87 0.70-1.09 

Administrative region of residence  

Barisal 0.14 0.18 1.15 0.94-1.41 

Chittagong -0.58 0.00 0.56 0.47-0.67 

Dhaka (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

Khulna 0.25 0.01 1.29 1.06-1.56 

Rajshahi 0.21 0.02 1.24 1.03-1.49 

Sylhet -1.30 0.00 0.27 0.23-0.33 

Type of place of residence 

Rural 0.86 0.00 2.36 2.10-2.65 

Urban (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

Religion     

Muslim (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

Non-Muslim -1.14 0.00 0.32 0.27-0.39 

Ever attendance of school/madrasha 

No 1.37 0.00 3.94 3.43-4.54 

Yes (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

15-17 years 

Respondent’s  birth cohort    

1957-1964 0.35 0.00 1.42 1.15-1.75 

1965-1969 0.20 0.06 1.23 0.99-1.51 

1970-1974 (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

1975-1979 -0.10 0.28 0.90 0.75-1.09 

1980-1984 -0.03 0.78 0.98 0.82-1.16 

1985-1992 0.21 0.06 1.23 1.00-1.52 

Administrative region of residence 

Barisal 0.31 0.00 1.37 1.12-1.68 

Chittagong -0.12 0.19 0.89 0.74-1.06 

Dhaka (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

Khulna 0.19 0.06 1.21 0.99-1.48 

Rajshahi 0.18 0.07 1.19 0.99-1.44 

Sylhet -0.46 0.00 0.63 0.52-0.76 

Type of place of residence   

Rural 0.68 0.00 1.96 1.75-2.20 

Urban (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

Religion     

Muslim (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 

Non-Muslim -0.55 0.00 0.58 0.49-0.68 

Ever attendance of school/madrasha 

No 0.77 0.00 2.16 1.87-2.49 

Yes (Ref.) 0 - 1 - 
„Ref.‟ means reference category 
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Considering P-value in Table 6, not all of the covariates and covariate effects are 

significant at 5% level. Religion, type of place of residence, and ever attended 

school/madrasha have significant effects on both very early and early age at married 

women. Respondent‟s birth cohort and region of residence have significant effects as 

well.  

 

Now, we examine the extent to which the propensity of very early age at marriage 

differs by births year of women. Apparently, women of elder births cohorts are much 

more likely to be married at very young ages than women of other cohorts. Overall 

there is a decreasing trend of “very early” marriage formation over the cohorts, but the 

rate of decline tends to slow down with time and, for the latest cohort, even disappear. 

 

In administrative division; compared with women of Dhaka division, clearly there has 

a higher probability to marry at very early ages among women of Khulna division, 

followed by women of Rajshahi and Barisal divisions respectively. In contrast, women 

who live in Sylhet division is extremely less likely to get married at very early ages 

and those of Chittagong division is also significantly less probable than women in 

Dhaka division.  

 

Place of residence plays an important role in partitioning the women who marry at 

very early from the women who get married at mature ages. Rural women have 

notably higher intention to marry at very early ages than their urban counterparts.  

 

Because of religious differences, there exists a significant discrimination between the 

women who having to be married at very early ages and those who marry at mature 

ages. Specifically, women who are non-Muslim, are noticeably less prone to marry at 

very early ages than their Muslim counterparts.  

 

Ever attended school/madrasha has a large contribution in partitioning very early from 

mature marriage formation. Women, who never went to school/madrasha, are almost 4 

times more probable to marry at very early ages relative to their ever attended 

counterpart.  

 

For early marriages, most patterns of the levels of different covariates are very similar 

but weaker than the patterns for very early marriages. In case of birth cohort, women in 
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the two youngest cohorts are even showing a trend reversal and are somewhat more 

likely to marry at early ages than are women in the 1975-79 cohort. Our hypotheses are 

still largely confirmed, but we do this with more precision than in the simple 

descriptions of the previous section.  

 

4 CONSEQUENCES OF EARLY MARRIAGE FORMATION 

 

4.1 Impact of teenage family formation on socioeconomic outcomes 

 

We now move on to look at possible consequences of early and very early marriage 

formation. We start by looking at some socioeconomic outcomes. While there are 

various socioeconomic factors that might be more or less affected in relation to family 

dynamics, we choose to consider three essential factors: educational attainment, 

women‟s current work status and access to mass media. Table 7 provides the basic 

descriptive statistics of all married women in Bangladesh on these selected 

socioeconomic factors.  

 

 Table 7: Basic descriptive statistics of women on socioeconomic factors 

Socioeconomic factors Number of respondents Percentage  

 Educational attainment   

Illiterate 3665 38.0 

Primary 2609 27.1 

Secondary 2561 26.5 

Tertiary 813 8.4 

Total  9648 100.0 

Women’s current work status 

No 6637 68.8 

Yes 3011 31.2 

Total  9648 100.0 

Access to mass media 

No  3496 36.2 

Yes 6152 63.8 

Total  9648 100.0 

 

The educational attainment of its population is maybe the leading mechanism of a 

society‟s stock of human capital and its level of socioeconomic progress. Education 

also enhances individual‟s ability to arrive at desired demographic goals. For more 

expedient investigation, we have to categorize the women according to their level of 

education such as “illiterate” belongs to women have no schooling, “primary” belongs 
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to women have 5 or less years of schooling, “secondary” belongs to women have 

within 6-10 years of schooling and “tertiary” belongs to women have more than 10 

years of schooling. From Table 7 a vast majority of married women in Bangladesh are 

illiterate as well as low educated. Here we devise the hypothesis: teenage marriage may 

disrupt further education career (Hypothesis VI). 

 

Working women are those who are engaged in activity aside from doing family task for 

cash or kind. Nonworking women are those who are not taken part in profitable 

activities outside household works. In Bangladesh, family manners are male dominated 

and usually males are the breadwinner of families. As a result, women are very 

irregular in paid work. In table 7, there are approximately 31 percent of married women 

aged 20-49 who are currently working. Due to socio-cultural circumstances most 

women are unwilling to participate in paid work, particularly after marriage. Women 

who marry early often come from poorer circumstances and may more often need to 

enter paid work. Thus we formulate the hypothesis: because economic need, early 

married women have more pressure for working (Hypothesis VII).  

 

Mass media plays a significant role in publicizing information and making social 

changes with respect to attitude towards family structure.  That is, mass media is a very 

important factor to motivate people through practical and modern knowledge. But it is 

shocking that till now nearly 36 percent of married women in Bangladesh have no 

entrance to mass media. As girls at immature age get married, they are usually 

governed by husband as well as in-laws. We consider the hypothesis: because teenage 

marriage limiting women’s independence, early brides have rather less chance to 

access to mass media than mature brides (Hypothesis VIII).  

 

To examine the hypotheses we have to construct Table 8 where married women are 

distributed in percent according to their age at marriage on selected socioeconomic 

outcomes. To see the how low/high percent of women belong to levels of a certain 

factor we distribute them within each age at marital groups.  
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Table 8: Percentage distribution of women by age at first marriage on selected 

socioeconomic characteristics 

Socioeconomic factors 
% of women by age at marriage (in year) 

14  15-17 18  

Educational attainment   

Illiterate 50.7 33.7 18.6 

Primary 30.4 27.8 18.8 

Secondary 18.0 33.1 33.5 

Tertiary 0.9 5.3 29.1 

Total  100.0 100.0 100.0 

Women’s current work status 

No 60.4 69.8 71.8 

Yes 39.6 30.2 28.2 

Total  100.0 100.0 100.0 

Access to mass media 

No  44.3 34.5 22.4 

Yes 55.7 65.5 77.6 

Total  100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

From Table 8, women who have had married at very early ages; more than 50 percent 

of them have no education, around 30 and 18 percent of them respectively have 

primary and secondary education and less than 1 percent of they obtain tertiary 

education. The educational levels remarkably change through changing marital age. 

That is, with increasing age at marriage, the rates and levels of education also have 

increased. Sarkar (2009) quoted that the proportion of early marriage is gradually 

decreasing as education increase in both urban and rural Bangladesh. The opposite also 

holds, education increases as early marriage decreases. More explicitly, women who 

got married at early ages, only about 5 percent of them have tertiary education while 

that of women who got married at mature ages is 29 percent. Thus because of teenage 

marriage ultimately women are deprived to obtain higher education.  

 

It is seen that the percent of currently nonworking women have increased by increasing 

marital age and the reverse trend goes for their working counterpart. The situation is 

due to mainly teenage married girls come from a poor family and further makes tie with 

a poor partner. Consequently they are almost bound to involve in paid work as their 

husband‟s earnings are quite deficient just to run a very simple life. However, women 

in solvent family are rather reluctant to paid work even if they are competent for doing 

a relatively good job. Certainly, on account of poor socioeconomic condition mostly 

teenage married girls are needed to engage in paid work.  
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Access to mass media is a significant determinant in case of family dynamics. The 

discrimination between women who have and have not any exposure to media is 

remarkably amplified with rising their age at marriage. Therefore, late age at married 

women are highly cognizant about surrounding life compared with earlier ages of 

marriage. As mass media is an opportunity factor and there might have more or less 

money involvement, people in destitute and poor class are rather helpless to avail that. 

Moreover, girls who marry as teenage, they are immensely engrossed in domestic as 

well as cash chores so they have less freedom to contact with mass media. In general, 

because married women are isolated in home owning to ample family activities, a 

considerable portion of them has no exposure to mass media.  

 

4.2 Impact of teenage family formation on demographic outcomes 

 

In this section we have to select several demographic factors that are related to other 

family dynamics and fertility. Accordingly here the available demographic factors are: 

spousal age difference, marriage to first birth interval, first to second birth interval and 

ever used any method of contraceptives. For comparative study, factors are categorized 

in conventional ways that are presented in Table 9 with descriptive statistics.   

 

The deviation between husband age and respondent‟s age is characterized as spousal 

age difference. Researchers observed that while the men are likely to be elder than the 

women in general, there are clear differences in age interval between them in the world 

cultures: spousal age differences in the underdeveloped societies are higher from that in 

the developing compared with that in the developed ones. An explained by Uddin 

(2009), longer spousal age difference in developing and underdeveloped nations 

especially in some Asian regions such as Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, Afghanistan, 

Bhutan are clearly related to early ages at first marriage of women, and the mean age 

differences between men and women of these regions were computed up to 10 to 15 

years compared to that 1-5 years prevailing in the most developed regions. In the 

analysis we found that there is about 23 percent of married women whose age 

difference with their husbands is lower than 6 years, almost same portion of belong to 

6-8 years age difference and somewhat more to 9-11 years. In addition, there is almost 

equal percent (14%) of married women whose spousal age differences are 12-14 years 

and more than 14 years. Clearly the overall spousal age difference of Bangladeshi 
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couples very high and we deem that: women who get married as teenagers are likely to 

have higher spousal age difference than their older marital group (Hypothesis IX).  

 

Table 9: Descriptive statistics of women on selected demographic factors  

Demographic factors  
 

Number of respondents Percentage 
 

Spousal age difference 

5years 2229 23.1 

6-8 years 2383 24.7 

9-11 years 2287 23.7 

12-14 years 1351 14.0 

15 years 1399 14.5 

Total 9648 100.0 

Marriage to first birth interval 

11 months  1775 18.4 

12-23 months 2817 29.2 

24-35 months 2016 20.9 

36-47 months 1225 12.7 

48 months 1814 18.8 

Total 9648 100.0 

First to second birth interval 

23 months 1573 16.3 

24-35 months 2229 23.1 

36-47 months 1795 18.6 

48 months 4052 42.0 

Total 9648 100.0 

Ever used any method of contraceptives 

Never used 1803 18.7 

Used 7845 81.3 

Total 9648 100.0 

 

A study (Tu, 1991) of Shaanxi, China shows that most women seek to have their first 

birth within minimum possible time after their first marriage and it perhaps a natural 

aspiration of a married or cohabiting woman. But it is observed from Table 9; marriage 

to first birth interval is substantially longer in Bangladesh. Only about 18 percent of 

women get the first issue within 11 months after marriage and maximum 29 percent of 

them get the first child between 12-23 months after marriage. Even though a good 

portion of women obtain the first child within 24-47 months after marriage, about 19 

percent of them necessitate for waiting 48 and more months to obtain that. Here we 

assume that: the length of the interval between marriage and first birth is likely to be 

strongly inversely correlated with the women's age at first marriage. (Hypothesis X). 

 

After having first child usually couples may give a longer break prior to obtain second 

child. Thus the duration from first to second child may be longer than the marriage to 
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first birth interval. In Bangladesh, only 16 percent of women get second baby within 23 

months after having first baby. Further, there have more than two-fifths of women who 

do not obtain second child within 47 months after getting first child. As without any 

abnormality a woman is physically matured to become further mother within minimum 

required time who already gained first child, so we think that: age at marriage might 

have no significant effect to have long interval from first to second child (Hypothesis 

XI). 

 

Method of contraceptives is a very fruitful formula to control fertility as well as to take 

a long break between two successive births. While in recent years Bangladesh has been 

facing varieties of socioeconomic challenges, the Bangladesh National Family Planning 

Programme has formulated remarkable strides on the way to a higher quality of life for 

its people (Islam et al, 1998). Mitra and others (1997) reported one significant 

improvement is that the contraceptive use has increased from about 7 percent in 1975 to 

49 percent in 1996-97. According to the analysis nearly 81 percent of women ever used 

any method of contraceptives. Since there have become many more contraceptive 

users, we suppose that: because early marriage leads to less control of reproductive 

right, ever use of any method of contraceptives are less common among early married 

wives (Hypothesis XII). 

 

Now we have intended to analyze the hypotheses through the available data in Table 

10. That's why women are distributed in percent according to their age at marriage on 

the levels of each demographic factor.  

 

From Table 10, we find that women who got married at very early ages are distributed 

to have much longer spousal age difference than other women. Among women who 

married at very early ages only 17 percent had an age difference with husband lower 

than six years. Nearly one-fourth of those women‟s spousal age difference is 6-8 years 

and that of 9-11 years higher still. More than 15 percent of those women‟s age 

difference with husband is 12-14 years and about 18 percent of married with a 15 and 

more years older husband. The spousal age differences are substantially lower among 

women who got married “early” and mature ages.  
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Table 10: Percentage distribution of women by age at marriage on selected 

demographic factors 

Demographic factors 
% of women by age at first marriage (in year) 

14 15-17 18  

Spousal age difference 

5years 17.2 23.2 34.4 

6-8 years 23.5 25.1 26.3 

9-11 years 25.9 24.0 19.1 

12-14 years 15.6 13.8 11.1 

15 years 17.7 13.8 9.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Marriage to first birth interval 

11 months  15.8 19.3 23.3 

12-23 months 24.0 31.5 37.4 

24-35 months 20.9 22.0 19.2 

36-47 months 13.9 12.7 9.1 

48 months 25.5 14.5 10.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

First to second birth interval 

23 months 15.8 16.9 16.7 

24-35 months 22.8 23.9 22.2 

36-47 months 18.6 18.4 18.9 

48 months 42.7 40.8 42.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Ever used any method of contraceptives 

Never used 18.3 17.9 20.8 

Used 81.7 82.1 79.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

It is apparent that women who had married at very early ages, on average take more 

time to obtain their first child compared with their other marital groups. There is about 

26 percent of very early married women who need to wait 48 or more months for 

having the first baby while that of women who got married at early and mature ages are 

15 and 11 percent respectively. Because teenage marriage, girls have often not yet 

reached puberty or maturity to become mother within least possible time.  

 

There are almost equal percent of women in each age at marriage groups in respect to 

different levels of first to second birth interval. Undoubtedly age at marriage is 

insignificant to have second birth relative to first birth.  But it is apparent that usually 

women take or require long time for second baby. Lengthy as well as universal 

breastfeeding and a long period of postpartum amenorrhea (i.e., waiting time to 

resumption of menses) are likely to contribute to the longer interval from first to second 

birth.  
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There are no significant difference between ever users of contraceptives between those 

who have had married at very early, early and mature ages. Even if the rate of 

contraceptive users is substantially high in Bangladesh, fertility is not relatively low. 

The main reason is that most of the couples use contraceptives just to take quite long 

break between births accordingly fertility has gradually reduced. Moreover, women 

either use or not use contraceptives during childbearing span; their ultimate target is to 

obtain the desired rather large family size and that has been recorded at 2.8 for 

Bangladesh as a whole (Islam et al., 1998).  

 

4.3 Age at marriage vs. fertility in Bangladesh  

 

Finally we wish to know how completed fertility may be related to age at marriage of 

women. Here we have to consider only the women aged 45-49 to observe the real 

picture of completed fertility. Figure 2 shows the mean children ever born (CEB) for 

women aged 45-49 who married at different ages as well as for all ever-married 

women.  

 

Mean CEB of different age at married and all ever- 

married women aged 45 and above in Bangladesh
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Figure 2: Mean CEB of different ages at married and of all ever-married women 

aged 45-49 in Bangladesh 

 
Clearly, the average parity per woman is reduced with increasing age at marriage. 

Many studies also have shown the negative correlation between age at marriage or the 

timing of first birth and fertility (Agarwala and Coale, 1965; Andersson et al., 2009; 

Audinarayana, 1985; Bongaatrs, 1982; Kabir et al, 2001; Luc et al., 1993; Varea, 1993; 

Wyon and Garden, 1971, Zachariah, 1983). Choudhury (1984) stated that late age at 



Page 35 of 43 

marriage influences cumulative marital fertility by reducing the duration of marriage 

within the reproductive span. From the figure, women who had married at age lower 

than 15 their mean CEB is about 5.2 and that of women who got married at age within 

15-17 and greater than 17 are nearly 4.7 and 3.5 respectively. The mean CEB of all 

ever-married women is about 4.9. Since teenage marriage more frequently happens 

throughout the country thus the overall fertility in Bangladesh is somewhat amplified.  

 

5 CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
 

Extending on previous research by (a) multinomial set up with better age categories 

such as very early, early and mature age at marriage, and (b) separating causes and 

consequences of family dynamics we have demonstrated more important findings in the 

study with a higher level of precision than in much previous research. Since girls at the 

three different marital ages are evenly distributed, it is easy to find which levels of 

antecedents are more liable to early and very early marriage. Also a clear picture is 

shown about the penalties of teenage family formation due to separately describing the 

socioeconomic and demographic outcomes.  

 

This study underlines that the institution of teenage marriage in general and very early 

marriage in particular is rather less dominant among women who are somewhat rich in 

case of socio-cultural context. Girls with some schooling and who are urbanized are 

rather less exposed to the traditional early marriage than other women. The study also 

shows that early marriage has several negative socioeconomic and demographic 

consequences. Planners and policymakers have already offered various agendas to the 

government for improving the state of the nation. To increase the primary school 

enrollment the Government of Bangladesh launched the novel program Food for 

Education (FFE) in 1993 (Ahmed and del Ninno, 2002) and also launched a nation-

wide stipend program for girls in secondary school in mid-1994s (Mahmud, 2003). The 

stipend program augmented the enrollment of girls at secondary level from 442,000 in 

1994 to over one million by 2001 (Bhatnagar et al.). Consequently girls‟ dropout rate 

from secondary school has dramatically declined and that is in the range of 1.75 to 2 

percent, practically always for reasons of marriage (Darnell, World Bank, 2000
7
).  

 

7
Extracted from the case study “Female Secondary School Assistance Project, Bangladesh” was prepared 

by a team comprising Prof. Deepti Bhatnagar and Ankita Dewan at the Indian Institute of Management 

(Ahmedabad) and Magüi Moreno Torres and Parameeta Kanungo at the World Bank (Washington DC).
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In the study we show that there is a strong negative correlation between schooling and 

early and very early first marriage. Undoubtedly the education enhancement programs 

have many positive consequences and one of them is to reduce early marriage. More 

than half of the very early marriage happens among women who have no schooling. If 

the continuing education facilities expand up to higher secondary levels of schooling, 

women will benefit even more by their continued study instead of early marriage 

formation. 

 

Urbanization also provides more facilities such as quality education and good 

communication and available job markets etc. It is remarkable that urbanization is 

rapidly increasing in Bangladesh. Population in urban areas is growing twice as fast as 

in rural areas. Currently, about one-fourth of the total population in Bangladesh is 

urbanized (Chawdhury). Because education reduces early marriage, because urban 

people have more opportunities, increasing urbanization is a positive sign to reduce 

early marriage. Moreover, as there is a link between consciousness and modernization, 

urban women become more mindful and that leads to late family formation.  

 

Bangladesh is definitely a Muslim dominated country. The prevalence of teenage 

marriage is visibly higher among Muslims than non-Muslims. But nowadays Muslims 

are becoming conscious and free from religious irrationality due to increasing rate and 

level of education. With increasing educational status the participation rate in service 

sector is increasing too, as a result Bangladeshis become familiar with modern cultures 

through mobility due to employment. Therefore in Muslim society the trend of early 

marriage is declining with time.  

 

Considering socioeconomic outcomes higher illiteracy, less contact to mass media and 

participating in low-grade jobs are more prevalence among early married women. 

Further, in case of demographic outcomes longer spousal age differences, longer 

marriage to first birth interval and insignificant use of contraceptives are the negative 

consequences of early marriage.  

 

Since early marriage leads to higher fertility, this habit also contributes to Bangladesh 

being an overpopulated country. To reduce the early marriage, education enhancement 
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programs might be the first and foremost action because all other socio-demographic 

factors are directly or indirectly propelled by education.  

 

For a more deep analysis of causes of early marriage we need better data on family 

background. As girls marry so early, all antecedents pertain to their family of origin 

(parents decide). Better data collection may propel to more accurate findings about 

early marriage formation in Bangladesh and the causes behind this behavior.  

 

Further, although the percentage distributions on various “consequences” of early 

marriage formation are informative, more in-depth multivariate analyses are needed to 

examine the role of early marriage for these socioeconomic and demographic 

outcomes. Such a more advanced statistical analysis remains a task for future research. 

This would explore which of the socio-demographic outcomes that are influenced by 

early family formation as such, and which influences rather stem from confounding 

effects of, for example, low socioeconomic status. 
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