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“My ambitions and hopes have changed totally here in Jordan, we sacrificed our kids’ 
education so we can live, to save money for living…. We never thought about getting 
our daughters married in Syria; they were good at school, but here we are thinking of 

getting them married to decrease the disbursements…. “. 8 

--quote from a Syrian father displaced in Jordan

 Sustainable
 development
goal 5.3

 Human Rights
 Council
 resolution on
 child marriage
 in humanitarian
settings

 Key resolutions
 on child, early
 and forced
marriage
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Sustainable Development Goal 5.3

Child marriage is the formal marriage or informal 
union of any child under 18 years of age1. Child 
marriage is considered a violation of human 
rights and a form of violence against children 
and women2. In recognition of this, Sustainable 
Development Goal 5.33, calls for the elimination 
of all harmful practices, such as child, early and 
forced marriage, which predominantly, but not 
exclusively, affects girls. 

Human Rights Council Resolution on Child 
Marriage in Humanitarian Settings

The 2017 Human Rights Council Resolution 
on Child Marriage in Humanitarian Settings 
recognizes child marriage as a violation of human 
rights and calls for strengthened efforts to 
prevent and eliminate this harmful practice and 
support married girls in humanitarian contexts. 
It urges states to ensure access to protection, 
health and education services for girls who have 
been forced to flee violence and persecution or 
who are unaccompanied or separated, including 
protection and response to the practice of child, 
early and forced marriage.4 

Why is child marriage an important 
concern in humanitarian settings?

Child marriage can result in devastating 
consequences for girls including sexually 
transmitted diseases such as HIV, risky 
pregnancies, lifelong birth related complications, 
sexual and reproductive health diseases, not to 
mention maternal mortality and higher risk of 
domestic violence5 ,6. Emerging evidence tells us 
that the risk of child marriage is exacerbated in 

humanitarian crisis. According to a recent multi-
country secondary analysis conducted by UNICEF 
and ESCWA on the impact of conflict on children, 
child marriage was one of the issues identified to 
be most sensitive to conflict in some countries.7 
In the MENA region, nine countries8 face or 
are impacted by humanitarian crisis. Despite 
this, child marriage programming is often not 
prioritized in humanitarian settings. This causes 
risk of serious set-backs in the gains made by 
countries affected by child marriage, including 
in countries that were on track to eliminate child 
marriage before the crisis erupted. 

Early pregnancies in humanitarian conflicts 

Ninety percent of early first births happen within 
the context of child marriage, and girls between 
15 and 19 years of age are far more likely to 
experience complications during pregnancy and 
childbirth than those over twenty.9 Conditions 
for pregnancy and childbearing are worsened for 
girls and women living in conflict settings, and 
many may turn to unsafe abortion when facing 
an unplanned pregnancy. UNFPA estimates that, 
worldwide, 25 to 50 per cent of maternal deaths 
in refugee settings are due to complications of 
unsafe abortions.10

According to a recent multi-country study 
conducted by UNFPA and ESCWA on child 
marriage in humanitarian setting in the Arab 
States, during crisis access to health services is 
drastically hindered.11 Young girls are especially 
prone to this challenge, and may be the least 
positioned or placed to have a say in what sexual 
and reproductive health services they require, 
with little choice of what services to access. As 
a result, countries in conflict may see a rise in 
adolescent fertility rates or unsafe abortions.
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What do we know about child marriage 
in humanitarian settings in the Arab 
States region?

Gender in-equality is a root cause of child marriage 
both in stable contexts and in situations of crisis. 
In times of crisis, there are various factors that 
exacerbate the risk of child marriage, with a 
disproportionate impact on girls. Faced with 
insecurity, increased risks of sexual and gender-
based violence and the break-down of rule of law, 
families and parents may see child marriage as a 
coping mechanism to deal with increased economic 
hardship, to protect girls from sexual violence, and/
or to protect the honour of the family in response 
to the disruption of social networks and routines.12 
In addition, forced child marriage is used as a tactic 
in conflict.13 

Crisis severely impacts on the mobility of girls, who 
according to studies, conducted in the MENA/
Arab States region,14 are the first to be pulled out of 
school for security reasons.15 As such the physical 
threat of crisis limits girls access to education. 
Limited education and increased confinement leads 
to increasing the sense that the girls in the family 
will become a financial burden.16 This in turn limits 
access to medical care, sexual and reproductive 
health-care, psycho-social support and other 
protection mechanisms. 

As such, driving factors of child marriage include 
poverty and the challenges of providing for an 
adolescent girl, the perceived protection that 
marriage provides, increased gender inequalities, 
poor educational access, high level of girls 
remaining ‘inactive’ at home and the perception 
that marriage is a positive transition for girls 
with limited options.17 18 19 20 21 22 23  Furthermore, 
conflict and its related displacement have altered 
the social process of marriage resulting in shorter 
engagement periods, lower bride prices, change in 
cousin marriage practices, and a reduced age at 
first marriage.24

Research undertaken in the past 5 years by 
different agencies and in different locations in 
conflict affected countries, has indicated that rates 
of child marriage has increased among displaced 
populations.25 Although survey data acquired 
through the Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys or 
Demographic and Health Surveys exist on rates 
of child marriage in the Arab States region, are 
limited26 in reflecting the rates during, or resulting 
from conflict, other studies are indicating that 
conflict has a severe impact on child marriage.  

In Iraq and Syria, in particular, armed groups and 
militias have systematically abducted girls and 
women and used rape, slavery, forced marriage 
as ‘weapons of war’ The Yazidi minority has been 
particularly affected.27,28

In Syria, incidents of sexual violence against children attributed to 

belligerents remain highly under-reported. The Security Council-

mandated Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism (MRM) on grave 

violations against children for Syria documented cases of girls, as 

young as eight years old, and boys, as young as 12 years old, having 

been subjected to rape, gang rape, trafficking and sexual enslavement, 

sexual assault while deprived of liberty, threats of sexual violence, and 

forced marriage to armed group fighters.  

Since early 2014, the forced marriage of girls to armed group fighters and 

resulting sexual exploitation became commonplace, with the parents 

often coerced to comply. Accounts are recurrent of fighters demanding 

girls for marriage, in circumstances where it would be dangerous for 

the victims and their families to refuse. In some cases, however, girls or 

their families are persuaded by women delegations conducting home 

visits or through financial incentives. Negative coping mechanisms 

emerged to protect girls from forced marriage to fighters, including 

restricting their movement outside the home and early marriage.

Towards the end of 2014, Yazidi girls captured in Sinjar, Iraq, were 

trafficked into Syria, where they were openly sold and used as sex 

slaves. The enslaved girls were forced by fighters to self-identify by not 

covering their heads. Around the same period, official guidance was 

issued on the justifications for and the treatment of   captured sex slaves, 

including children. Girls forcibly married to fighters seldom know their 

husband’s true name and are frequently divorced or abandoned, when 

the fighters are re-deployed to other areas or return to their countries of 

origin. Of the girls, forcibly married fighters, some are married multiple 

times, either through temporary marriages or after the ‘husband’ was 

killed in combat. In the context of territorial losses, many of the girls 

moved along with their fighter ‘husbands’, putting them at physical risk, 

including airstrikes and use for suicide bombings.

FORCED MARRIAGE OF GIRLS WITH ARMED GROUP 

FIGHTERS IN THE SYRIAN CONFLICT29

 Yemen 2016 KAP survey indicating increase in child marriage during conflict

A 2016 UNICEF KAP survey from Yemen, administered with women aged 15-49 years old and men aged 
18-60 years old in 30 communities across 6 governorates, indicates that a higher number of girls gets 
married early during the current war. 66% of women respondents cited dramatic increase of child 
marriage as opposed to men who denied such change. The results show that 72,5% of females responded 
they got married before they reached 18 years, while 44,5 % responded they got married at the age of 15 
years.30 Respondents indicated that the high rate of child marriages among IDP girls is driven by the need 
of their families for money after the loss of their property and homes, and the worsening living conditions 
they face where a lot of them cannot access adequate housing and food. Economic conditions contribute 
too in reducing dowries paid to IDP girls, which encourages members in the host communities step in and 
marry young IDP girls paying little in return.31 
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“I don’t have anyone to resort to. My parents are dead and my brothers are not here. 
One of them died, the second lives in Za’tari Camp, and the third is in Canada. I don’t 

have anyone to resort to here.”8

quote from a Syrian mother of 6 boys and 9 girls currently living in Jordan 

How do conflict-affected settings affect 
the drivers of child marriage

It is estimated by the UNHCR that, partly due to 
the protracted nature of the ‘crisis’, 86% of Syrian 
refugees now live below the poverty line in Jordan. 
Does this mean that all families living below the 
poverty line agree to any proposals of marriage 
made to their daughters under 18 years of age? 

Does this mean that those living above the poverty 
line would not consider any proposals of marriage 
made to their daughters under 18 years of age? 
Similar interrogations can be made to all the drivers 
that appear to underpin child marriage in situations 
of forced displacement, and we know very little 
about girls and families who are vulnerable to, or 
at risk of, child marriage, but whom decide not to 
marry before 18 years of age.
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Increase in child marriage among Syrian 
refugees 

A national household survey undertaken in 
Lebanon in 2015/16 found child marriage rates as 
high as 40% among Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 
This survey also found a two-fold increase in 
child marriage in Lebanese host communities.32 

A 2016 UNFPA study from Beeka Lebanon33 
shows a clear increase in child marriage among 
Syrian refugees compared to the prevalence rate 
among Syrians from 2009. This suggests that 
Syrian refugees are more inclined to marry their 
girls at an early age, as compared to when they 
were living in Syria before the crisis erupted. 

Data collected for Jordan’s Population fund and 
Family Population and Family Health surveys 
show the same trend.  While these surveys 
cannot show trends in child marriage amongst 
Syrian refugees because they were not included 
in the sampling frame until 2012, trends can 
be estimated using marriage registration data.  
According to UNICEF, 12.0 per cent of registered 
marriages amongst Syrians in 2011 involved a girl 
under the age of 18. This figure increased to 18.4 
per cent in 2012, 25.0 per cent in 2013 and 31.7 per 
cent in the first quarter of 2014. Child marriages 
as a percentage of all registered marriages have 
therefore increased steadily and significantly for 
Syrian girls whilst the rates for other nationalities 
have held steady or slightly declined.34

What’s being done to address child 
marriage in the Arab states region?

UNICEF and UNFPA in collaboration with a 
consortium of partners established under the 
Regional Accountability Framework of Action 
to End Child Marriage in Arab States/ Middle 
East and North Africa (RAF) is prioritising efforts 
to end child marriage in the region including in 
humanitarian settings.

The RAF Partnership comprising CARE, ESCWA, 
Girls not Brides, Oxfam, Plan, Save the Children, 
Terre des hommes (Tdh), UNICEF, UNFPA, UNHCR, 
UNRWA, UNWOMEN, World Vision, and Women’s 
Refugee Commission (WRC), was developed under 
the leadership of UNICEF and UNFPA as part of the 
Global Programme to Accelerate Action to End 
Child Marriage.35 Extensive consultation with these 
partners at country and regional level identified 
key priorities and evidenced based strategies to 
address child marriage in humanitarian settings. 
These reflect the approaches taken in MENA/Arab 
States region to address child marriage both in 
development and humanitarian settings.

To programme on child marriage in humanitarian 
settings in the MENA/Arab States region, barriers 
to programme implementation and security threats 
need to be addressed. The RAF identifies five key 
strategies in line with the Global Programme to 
Accelerate Action to End Child Marriage:

Empowering and strengthening girls’ voices and 
agency through education, health services, life 
skills and economic opportunities.  

Ensure access to education, health, life skills initiatives, 
psycho-social support and economic opportunities for 
girls at risk of child marriage by using existing platforms 
such as schools or safe spaces. Ensure that services 
are safe and empowering to reduce risks of marriage 
in humanitarian crisis. Promote girls’ education, access 
to health services and opportunities for economic 
strengthening in emergencies through cash-based 
programming, where feasible. Create opportunities of 
engagement and ensure girls voices are heard through 
accountability for affected populations mechanisms.

GOALS BY 2021

•	 At least 3 countries with gender-responsive scalable 
programmes on life skills and citizenship education.

•	 At least 3 countries with scalable programmes to 
increase girls access to education, health, protection 
including psycho-social support and social 
protection services, in areas with high prevalence of 
child marriage

•	 At least 3 countries will have in place mechanisms 
to provide a range of opportunities for girl’s 
participation including through accountability 
for affected populations mechanisms. Regional 
partnerships, networks and platforms will be in 
place, mobilized and leveraged to increase support 
and coordination of work to end child marriage in 
the region.

Engage with household and communities to 
change social norms and behaviours

In the face of crisis, existing negative social norms and 
behaviours are often exacerbated or altered.  Change 
social norms and behaviours that promote child marriage, 
including economic and social inequities and cultural 
norms through continued investment in behaviour-
change interventions. Ensure that humanitarian response 
programmes address the underlying drivers and norms 
of inequality and resilience building through a gender 
transformative agenda.

GOALS BY 2021

•	 At least 4 countries are implementing evidence-
based programmes in targeted areas that address 
and measure changes in practices and social norms 
related to child marriage

Promote cross-sectoral engagement to scale

Diversify entry points to address child marriage 
prevention and response through engagement with 
other sectors as an opportunity during emergency 
contexts to expand and scale up interventions with 
a focus on health, education, protection and social 
protection.

GOALS BY 2021

•	 At least 4 countries will have in place cross-sectoral 
plans to deliver quality and cost-effective services 
to meet the needs of adolescent girls

•	

Strengthen evidence generation

Ensure that research gaps are closed by coordination 
of research on child marriage in the region through 
a Regional Research Reference Group. Strengthen 
monitoring and evaluation of child marriage interventions 
through provision of training, guidance and tools, and 
strengthen availability of routine national and sub-national 
representative data on child marriage in humanitarian 
settings. Generate reliable and robust evidence on child 
marriage to inform advocacy, policy and programming.

GOALS BY 2021

•	 At least 3 countries will have increased knowledge, 
capacities and access to mechanisms that can 
generate reliable evidence to prevent and address 
child marriage in humanitarian settings

•	 At least 4 countries will have reliable and robust 
evidence on child marriage to address data gaps 
and inform advocacy, policy, and programming on 
what works in humanitarian settings

Strengthen legal and policy frameworks

Work on legal and policy reform is challenging in 
humanitarian contexts given the protracted nature 
of many emergencies in MENA. Promote resilience 
programming with focus on systems strengthening 
and social work force capacity. Integrate child marriage 
in emergency preparedness planning to address policy 
gaps.

GOALS BY 2021

•	 At least 4 countries have strengthened systems 
and social work force capacity at central, local and 
community level.

•	 At least 4 countries integrate child marriage in 
emergency preparedness planning to address policy 
gaps

Joint Action: A regional reference group 
on research 

UNFPA and UNICEF, in partnership with WRC, Tdh, 
CARE, University of Bedfordshire, Johns Hopkins 
University, and the Lebanese American University 
launched, in 2018, a regional reference group on 
research with the aim to:

1.	 Standardize data collection and evidence 
generation tools and methodologies used 
in research in the region, in order to have 
comparable data

2.	 Identify key research gaps in the Arab States 
for future research to improve programming

3.	 Provide specific support to organizations 
undertaking research in the Arab States region, 
in terms of technical advisory on the scope, 
methodology and potential partners

4.	 Leverage existing resources and mobilize new 
funds to address emerging research questions 
and improve programming

5.	 Exchange knowledge, data, best practices 
through yearly evidence symposium

6.	 Build local organizations’ capacities on quality 
data collection and analysis

End Notes:

1    UNICEF https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58008.html 
accessed on 6 June 2018

2	 A/HRC/35/L26 on Child, early and Forced Marriage in Humanitar-
ian Settings (2017) and A/71/253 on Child, Early and Forced Mar-
riage (2015)

3  SDG 5.3. http://indicators.report/targets/5-3/ accessed on 6 June 2018
4  A/HRC/35/L26 Human Rights Council Resolution on Child, early and 

Forced Marriage in Humanitarian Settings, 2017
5	 Nour N. Health consequences of child marriage in Africa. Emerg 

Infect Dis, 2006 Nov http://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid1211.060510 
accessed on 4 June 2018.

Percent Ever-Married 15 -19 Year Olds
Syrian Refugees 2016 (N=721) compared to Syria

PAPFAM 2009 (N=6599)

Refugees
2016

Syria 
2009

15 16 17 18

Age

19 15- 17

Syria 
2009

Syria 
2009

Syria 
2009

Syria 
2009

Syria 
2009

Refugees
2016

Refugees
2016

Refugees
2016

Refugees
2016

Refugees
2016

12.7%

3.3%

26.8%

6.2%

37.3%

10.7%

46.3%

17.0%

55.0%

20.8%
24.0%

6.6%



6   Girls not Brides, https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/what-is-the-im-
pact/ accessed on 4 June 2018

7   Iraq. This report is not published yet and analysis is ongoing in 
relation to other conflicted affected countries. Final publication is 
expected later this year

8  UNICEF HAC Countries: https://www.unicef.org/appeals/mena.html 
accessed on 5 June 2018

9  Erulkar A. Early marriage, marital relations and intimate partner 
violence in Ethiopia. International Perspectives on Sexual and Repro-
ductive Health. 2013;6–13 in Mourtada, R., J. Schlecht, and J. DeJong, 
A qualitative study exploring child marriage practices among Syrian 
conflict-affected populations in Lebanon. Conflict and Health, 2017. 
11(Supplement 1): p. 53-65.

10 UNFPA (1999). The State of World Population: Reproductive health 
for refugees and displaced persons. New York.

11 UNFPA, UNESCWA https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.
org/files/publications/files/child-marriage-humanitarian-settings-
arab-region.pdf

12 ‘Child Marriage in the Middle East and North Africa’, United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Middle East and North Africa Regional 
Office in collaboration with the International Center for Research on 
Women (IRCW), 2017.

13 A/HRC/35/L26 Human Rights Council Resolution on Child, early and 
Forced Marriage in Humanitarian Settings, 2017

14 Child Marriage in the Middle East and North Africa’, United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Middle East and North Africa Regional 
Office in collaboration with the International Center for Research on 
Women (IRCW), 2017.

15 Oxfam; International Alert (2017) Now is the Time: Research on 
Gender Justice, Conflict and Fragility in the Middle East and North 
Africa (UK Foreign & Commonwealth) https://www.oxfam.org/en/
research/now-time-research-gender-justice-conflict-and-fragility-
middle-east-and-north-africa cited in ‘Child Marriage in the Middle 
East and North Africa’, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
Middle East and North Africa Regional Office in collaboration with 
the International Center for Research on Women (IRCW), 2017.

16  Women’s Refugee Commission (2016) A girl no more: The changing 
norms of child marriage in conflict (NoVo Foundation, Canada), p. 
14. Available at: https://www.womensrefugeecommission.org/girls/
resources/1311-girl-no-more, p. 20. Cited in ‘Child Marriage in the 
Middle East and North Africa’, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNI-
CEF) Middle East and North Africa Regional Office in collaboration 
with the International Center for Research on Women (IRCW), 2017.

17 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Middle East and North 
Africa Regional Office and International Center for Research on 
Women (IRCW), Child Marriage in the Middle East and North 
Africa. 2017, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Middle East 
and North Africa Regional Office: Amman.

18 UNICEF, A study on early marriage in Jordan 2014. 2014, UNICEF: 
Amman.

19 Spencer, D., “TO PROTECT HER HONOUR” Child marriage in emer-
gencies – the fatal confusion between protecting girls and sexual 
violence. 2015: London.

20  Hutchinson, A.J., Understanding the social processes underpinning 
child marriage: The impact of displacement in Jordan. 2018, Terre 
des Hommes.

21 Women›s Refugee Commission, A Girl No More: The Changing 
Norms of Child Marriage in Conflict. 2016, Women›s Refugee Com-
mission: New York.

22  Mourtada, R., J. Schlecht, and J. DeJong, A qualitative study 
exploring child marriage practices among Syrian conflict-affected 
populations in Lebanon. Conflict and Health, 2017. 11(Supplement 1): 
p. 53-65.

23 Bartels, S.A., et al., Making sense of child, early and forced marriage 
among Syrian refugee girls: a mixed methods study in Lebanon. BMJ 
Global Health, 2018: p. 1-12

24  Women’s Refugee Commission, A Girl No More: The Changing 
Norms of Child Marriage in Conflict. 2016, Women’s Refugee Com-
mission: New York.

25  UNICEF (2014). A Study on Early Marriage in Jordan 2014.

26 Since most DHS and MICS data predates recent conflicts in MENA. 
Furthermore, they mostly do not collect data in refugee settlements, 
camps or among refugee populations. However, a number MICS and 
DHS are currently being completed in MENA, some of which are 
among refugee and displaced populations. They will provide new 
data points to update on this aspect.

27  UNFPA, State of the World Population 2015, Shelter for the storm: a 
transformative agenda for women and girls in a crisis-prone world, 
2015

28 On 6 August 2014, in Sinjar district (Ninawa), over 400 Yezidi wom-
en and girls were abducted by ISIL and sent to two ISIL-controlled 
areas, Ghabat al-Mosul and Tal Afar (Ninawa). The girls were re-
portedly forced into sexual slavery. In March 2015, the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights reported that 
it had gathered corroborated witness statements indicating “clear 
patterns of sexual and gender-based violence” against Yezidi women 
and girls, including rape and sexual slavery committed by ISIL and 
associated armed groups,4 in violation of international human rights 
law, Report of the Secretary General on Children and Armed conflict 
in in Iraq, page 11 section C, S/2015/852

29 The United Nations-led Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism on 
grave violations against children in Syria, mandated by Security 
Council resolution 1612/2005

30 Although these figures reflect a mix of prevalence before and during 
the conflict, given the respondents are 15-49 years old females.

31 Tadhafur Program for Safe Age of Marriage: Child Marriage Survey, 
UNICEF and Youth Leadership Development Foundation (YLDF) 
2017

32  Lebanon Baseline Household Survey 2016
33  The Prevalence of Early Marriage and its Key Determinants among 

Syrian Adolescent Refugee Girls in Bekaa, Lebanon, ESCWA, AUB, 
UNFPA, Sawa for Development and Aid

34 Child Marriage in the Middle East and North Africa – Jordan Country 
Brief’, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Middle East and 
North Africa Regional Office in collaboration with the International 
Center for Research on Women (IRCW), 2017.

35 Global Programme on Child Marriage: https://www.unicef.org/
protection/57929_92681.html

UNFPA Arab States Regional Office: Valentina Volpe, 
Regional Programme Specialist, UNFPA Arab States 
Regional office, volpe@unfpa.org

UNICEF MENA Regional Office: Anthony Macdonald, Senior 
Child Protection Specialist, amacdonald@unicef.org

Line Baago- Rasmussen, Child Protection Specialist, 
lbrasmussen@unicef.org

Women Refugee Commission (WRC):  Janna Metzler, 
Senior Advisor Sexual and Reproductive Health, JannaM@
wrcommission.org 

Terre des Hommes (Tdh): Areej Abuqudairi, Research and 
Communication Officer, areej.abuqudairi@tdh.ch

University of Bedfordshire: Aisha Hutchinson, Research 
Fellow, Institute of Applied Social Research, aisha.
hutchinson@beds.ac.uk

CARE MENA: Khatuna Madurashvili, Senior Manager 
of Regional GBV Program, Regional Management Unit, 
Khatuna.Madurashvili@care.org 

The UNFPA-UNICEF Global Programme to Accelerate 
Action to End Child Marriage is generously supported by 
the governments of Canada, the Netherlands, the United 
Kingdom, and the European Union.

©
 U

N
FP

A
 Y

em
en

Front cover: © UNFPA Iraq/Turchenkova


