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ABSTRACT 

Background: Child marriage is a gender inequality issue impeding Malawian girls’ sexual 

reproductive health and rights. Driven by poverty, gender and social norms, 46% of girls were 

married before age 18 as of 2017.  

Objective: To explore drivers of child marriage, related to social norms and attitude, at 

community, household and individual levels, among girls in Traditional Authority (TA) 

Liwonde in Machinga, Malawi, to make recommendations to policymakers on the improvement 

of interventions reducing child marriage in Malawi. 

Methods: Secondary qualitative data analysis of Yes I Do! data, from a five-year project aiming 

at reducing child marriage and teenage pregnancy in TA Liwonde, Machinga. Based on Psaki 

et al’s conceptual framework, three drivers of child marriage (lack of agency, lack of 

opportunity and fear of sexuality and pregnancy) and existing interventions around child 

marriage were explored.  

Results: The high regard of men as decision makers and providers at household level, controls 

the perception of girls and women in TA Liwonde. The community views girls as weak decision 

makers, home keepers, and not worthy of education. These norms feed into girls’ lack of agency 

and decision making, lack of alternatives and opportunities. The community views out-of-

marriage pregnancy as a sin and an embarrassment to the family, and marriage is a revival and 

reinstatement of acceptance. Therefore, the analysed drivers are very prevalent in the current 

context of girls growing up in TA Liwonde making girls susceptible to child marriage.  

Conclusion: All five drivers need to be addressed to increase long tern impact and reduce child 

marriage in TA Liwonde. Several interventions are taking place around girls’ empowerment, 

but the situation still requires attentions on information, education, opportunity, and role 

models, as well as stricter enforcement of existing laws. 

 

Key words: Child marriage, Gender norms, Agency, Opportunity, Out-of-Wedlock Pregnancy, 

TA Liwonde, Malawi. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Child marriage is a double manifestation of gender-based violence, falling under violence 

against children, and, at the same time, violence against women, and with its high prevalence 

among girls as compared to boys, signifying power imbalances in society (6). An individual’s 

entire sexual and reproductive health status incorporates a complete package of emotional, 

social and physical wellbeing regarding their reproductive system (7). Full access to a good 

sexual reproductive life, centers around people’s ability to apply their human rights in relation 

to sexual health. Freedom means the ability to choose whether, when and with whom to engage 

in sexual relationships and sexual expression, and to have agency over the decision to get 

married or remain celibate, to engage in sexual relationships and family planning, and the ease 

of informed access to supplies, services and reliable sources of information on all aspects of 

sexual reproduction (8). 

Child marriage puts girls at high risk of health problems and violates their human rights. For 

developing countries at large, the practice impacts sustainability of their struggling economies. 

Low social economic status, the high poverty rate and the lack of education of parents and 

children are argued to drive child marriage in Malawi (9,10). The Covid-19 pandemic elevated 

the magnitude of child marriage and teenage pregnancy in Malawi. A UNICEF-led study 

revealed that 40,000 teenage pregnancies were registered within a few months of school 

closure, in 2021, and that cases of child marriage had even worsened in rural settings of the 

country (11). A local Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) YONECO, based in the 

Southern region of Malawi, reported to have documented 669 child marriages in the second 

quarter of 2020 (April to June) (12). In general, the United Nations estimates that a concerning 

average of 1 in 2 girls are having to experience child marriage in Malawi, and that children as 

young as 9 or 10 are involved (13). International organizations and the government of Malawi 

try to address child marriage in the context of different driving forces, but the problem 

persists(11,12)      

The Yes I Do! five-year project aimed to contribute to the eradication of child marriage, teenage 

pregnancy and female genital mutilation in its 7 intervention countries, of which Malawi was 

one (14). Coordinated by Plan International Malawi, the project focused on Traditional 

Authority (TA) Liwonde, of Machinga district in the southern part of Malawi, a focus area 

chosen for its high rates of teenage pregnancy and child marriage. The project’s strategic goals 

were to contribute to eliminating child marriage and pregnancy at the community level, through 

mixed intervention strategies, tailored to the context of its target community (15).  

1.2 BACKGROUND  

1.2.1 Child marriage  

Internationally, child marriage refers to any marital union involving a child below the age of 18 

(4). However, the notion differs by country or state, with some acknowledging a lower or higher 

age than 18 (16). Both girls and boys are affected by child marriage, but girls bear the brunt, as 
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they are much more likely to be married as children, are often younger than the husband, and 

are the ones to get pregnant, and they may not have fully developed physically or emotionally 

(17,18). In and of itself, child marriage is a key driver of different forms of violence: physical, 

sexual, psychological, and economic (19). Literature suggests that child marriage contributes 

to the increase in sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV, dangerous pregnancies, unsafe 

abortions, cervical cancer, and mental health issues, often driven by familial expectations that 

are too challenging for a child bride (20,21). Socially and economically, the sustainable 

development of a country is negatively affected by child marriage since it reduces the 

educational, economic, and employment opportunities for girls, posing a threat to the country’s 

developmental aspirations (22,23) 

It is estimated that 1 in every 30 boys faces child marriage compared to 1 in every 5 girls 

worldwide (24). Also, more than 30% of girl victims of child marriage are from developing 

countries (25). In Africa, child marriage continues to ravage the continent and poses a threat to 

sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), with more than 75 million women having 

experienced child marriage (26). UNICEF predicts that half of the global girl child marriage 

victims will be attributed to Africa by 2050 (26). Sub-Saharan Africa is subjected to 

considerable child marriages, and as of March 2020, 37% of girls in the region were married 

before the age of 18 (27) 

The drivers for child marriage for girls are similar across Africa, and gender relations and norms 

play a big role within families and the society at large (28). Substantial literature presents 

poverty, social ties, family honour, a generally lower level of education (often ended at 

marriage), and simply acts of gender-based violence as core drivers of child marriage (29,30). 

Some studies argue beyond cultural norms and talk about the systemic effect of poor 

implementation of the laws related to child marriage as to why this practice remains a problem 

(31). Child marriage prevalence varies among girls, with the poor and those living in rural areas 

registering more cases in most of Africa (32) 

The situation of child marriage is worrisome for Malawi, being part of the top 20 countries 

leading in child marriage worldwide (33). Child marriage, and intimate partner violence (IPV) 

rank higher among the different forms of gender-based violence: IPV at 38% overall (34), and 

for child marriage, particularly for girls, it is at 46% for those married before the age of 18, and 

9% before the age of 15 (33). Factors driving child marriage are interlinked, with economic 

constraints, and gender and social norms commonly discussed as the primary driving factors in 

Malawi (10,33,35).   

1.2.2 Malawi’s profile 

1.2.2.1 Geographical and Population Demographics 

Located in the southern, eastern part of Africa, Malawi is small, land locked country with a 

population density of 512 people per M2 (36) . The country is divided into three regions: North, 

Central and South. With a Total Fertility Rate of 2.1%, the country’s population stands at 

19,431,566 and is growing (37). Most of the population (81.8%) lives in the rural parts of the 

country and 18.2% in urban areas (38). Young people make up most of the Malawian 

population, at a median age of 16.5, with 16.4 for males and 16.7 for females (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Malawi population pyramid 

1.2.2.2 Economic, health and education status 

The Gross domestic product of Malawi is 12.63 billion US$, and 80% of the population depends 

on agriculture(39). While 70% of the population is classified as poor, 63% of children suffer 

from multidimensional poverty (40). Malawi’s health system is highly dependent on external 

aid, and this impacts the sustainability of finances for quality health care for her citizens (41). 

The health and education financing profile of Malawi in 2016 showed the effects of high 

dependency on donor funding, with health and education ranking low in Malawi’s fiscal budget, 

at 9.9% and 7.4% respectively (42,43). With life expectancy at 59 years, the mortality rate is 

high across all age groups (44). The country suffers a high burden of HIV, tuberculosis and 

malaria (45,46). 

1.2.2.3 Sexual and reproductive health status 

As part of its development goals, sexual and reproductive health is one of the key determinants 

of the status of the country’s health system (47). The Ministry of Health is mandated with 

coordinating SRHR-related care, guided by national SRHR policy (48). The policy has seven 

thematic areas; family planning, maternal and neo-natal health, sexually transmitted infection 

and HIV, reproductive cancer, infertility, young people in reproductive health, and obstetric 
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fistula and harmful practices/gender-based violence (48). Linked to the HIV and AIDS crisis 

and Malawi’s gender policies, the ministry coordinates the multisectoral gender programs 

addressing domestic violence issues through prevention and management approaches with key 

ministries such as Gender, Information and Justice(48–50)    

1.2.2.4 Culture, Gender Inequality, Marriage and Social Life 

Generally, the country is male-dominated, and men rule society at the family, community, and 

national levels(44,51). Malawi’s Constitution (Section 26) recognizes one’s culture as a human 

right, (52,53) and it influences the co-existence of the multi-ethnic setting of Malawian people 

(44). Yet within the distinct structures, culture also proves to have negative impacts on human 

rights issues and the resultant power imbalance makes women and children suffer the most 

(52,54) 

A poor position on the Gender Inequality Index at 145/188, reflects the high levels of gender-

based violence that Malawian girls and women continue to face (55). Under the children 

protection statistics on violence against children (VACs), the gender inequality is evidenced by 

65% of female children reported to have experienced violence in their lifetime compared to 

35% of male children in Malawi (40). 

Marriage is an integral part of life and societal customs that build unity in the multi-ethnic, 

multi-language, and multi-religious nature of Malawi (56) The unity is evidenced in the high 

regard for marriage customs shared through weddings, initiation ceremonies, songs, and other 

social realms in the country (57). Determined by various factors, marriage remains one of the 

key factors associated with gender-based violence, and, in the 2015/2016 Malawi demographic 

survey, 42% of married women had experienced intimate partner violence (58,59) 

1.2.2.5 Child marriage in Malawi 

Child marriage is illegal in Malawi since the passing of the Family Act law in 2015, which 

prohibits child marriage (60). The issue had been significantly controversial until 2017 when 

the constitution of Malawi amended the minimum age for marriage from 15 to 18 for both girls 

and boys (61). Before 2017, the constitution contravened the agreements the country ratified, 

including: the Convention on Rights of the Child, the African Charter on the Rights, and even 

the domestic child protection law which synchronized with the international recognition of 

under 18 years as an official definition for a child (62) 

Under the law, section 138 of the penal code indicates that anyone who practices child marriage 

is punishable by up to 10 years’ imprisonment (63). Under the domestic law, child marriage is 

recognized as violence against children and is classified as harmful cultural practices, and cases 

should be reported and managed by chiefs (64). Irrespective of the legal shift, child marriage 

continues to be a serious scourge for young Malawian girls, and 46% of girls reported to have 

been married before the age of 18, and 9% before the age of 15, according to Malawi’s 

Demographic Health Survey (MDHS) of the same year, 2017 (65) 

In general, UNICEF classifies the vulnerable populations for child marriage for Malawian girls 

by wealth quantiles, education, and geographical locations, with high prevalence among the 

poor, those with less education, and those living in rural areas (Figure 2) (66) 
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Figure 2: Vulnerable population for child marriage, UNICEF Quantiles 
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CHAPTER 2 – STUDY CHARACTERISTICS 

2.1  PROBLEM STATEMENT AND JUSTIFICATION 

The World Health Organization categorizes child marriage under VAC and by law, the victims 

are protected under the convention of child rights (67). Henceforth, international frameworks 

are dealing with child marriage as a human rights issue and object to the notion of consent, for 

a group of people (children) considered vulnerable and are asserting that it is justifiable for 

these rights to being protected by law (67,68). Child marriage is clearly a gender inequality 

issue that affects girls more and steals their childhood, disrupts their education, and debilitates 

their future, across economic opportunities, and decision making (69,70) 

For Malawi, child marriage hinders the achievement of the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs); promoting good health, and wellbeing (SDG3), and gender 

equality and women’s empowerment (SDG5) (71). Literature suggests child marriage increases 

the number of children a woman has at an early age, the risk of sexually related infections, 

including HIV, and increased maternal health problems.(72–74)   

Malawi’s maternal mortality rate is one of the highest worldwide, with 439 deaths per 100,000 

live births, of which 29% of live births and 15% of deaths are attributed to adolescent girls (50). 

Driven by social norms, poverty, and low levels of education, teenage pregnancy is at 38% 

among women aged 15-19, and is associated with a high unmet need for contraception for 

Malawian women and girls (50,75,76) About 900,000 people aged 15-49 are living with HIV 

in Malawi. The prevalence of HIV among adults ages 15 to 64 years in Malawi is 10.6%: 12.8% 

among females and 8.2% among males. (77)  

The World Bank and other sources argue that investing in health and education is a path to 

sustainable economic growth, because a healthy and well-educated child results in better human 

capital (78–80). In a low-income country like Malawi, with half its population being under 16.5 

years of age, child marriage, which is very much associated with teenage pregnancy and early 

school dropouts, directly affects the country’s demographic dividends, and its economic growth 

(81). When so many children are having children, this is a major factor that keeps the median 

age of the population down to nearly half of the global population’s median age of 31.0 years 

(82). A low median age is prevalent in all of Africa, with a median age of 19.7 years (83). The 

significantly lower median age in Malawi, at 16.5 years, is a self-perpetuating determinant in 

its vicious cycle of child marriage and a barrier to achieving the above the SDGs (72).  

The Malawi government advocates for the protection of all girls under 18 years who are victims 

of child marriage, in reference to the Child Rights Act (84). In the past few years, the 

government has focused resources on the National Strategy on Ending Child Marriage (2018-

2023); the Marriage, Divorce, and Family Relations Act (2015), which established 18 as the 

legal age of marriage; the Gender Equality Act (2013); the Deceased Estates (Wills, Inheritance, 

and Protection) Act (2011); the Child Care, Protection, and Justice Act (2010); and the 

Prevention of Domestic Violence Act (2006). (85,86) 

Local and international NGOs support the course of action through programs that centre around 

the driving factors of the practice (20,87,88). As indicated above, the core factors revolve 
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around social economic issues, and low-level educational attainment, as driving the vicious 

cycle of poverty in households, and in turn child marriage (10,89)Through its three main studies 

(baseline, midline and endline), The Yes I Do! project in Malawi has looked at child marriage 

from primary driving factors and impacts of young people’s involvement in combating child 

marriage and teenage pregnancy in Machinga, Malawi (14,90,91) 

The project’s studies reveal that underlying social norms and attitudes and social economic 

status of the girls, and their families drive the child marriage practice in TA Liwonde. This 

evidence gives a chance for more exploration into other main driving factors of child marriage, 

that revolve around individuals, family and community. Using Psaki et al’s drivers of child 

marriage framework, this thesis explores agency, opportunity and girls’ sexuality and 

pregnancy as drivers of child marriage, considering social norms and attitudes in TA Liwonde. 

2.2  OBJECTIVES 

2.2.1  Overall objective 

To explore drivers of child marriage that are related to social norms and attitudes that influence 

child marriage among girls in Traditional Authority (TA) Liwonde Machinga, Malawi, in order 

to make recommendations to policymakers on the improvement of interventions reducing child 

marriage in Malawi. 

2.2.2 Specific objectives 

• Explore views on the acceptability/non acceptability of child marriage among young 

people in Machinga, Malawi 

• Explore girls’ agency and decision making, availability of opportunities, and views on 

sexuality and pregnancy as drivers of child marriage in Machinga, Malawi 

• Analyze interventions that have worked in the reduction of child marriage in TA 

Liwonde, Machinga district 

• Provide recommendations to  policy makers, donors and activists to contribute to the 

reduction of child marriage 

2.3  METHODOLOGY 

Secondary data analysis on the Yes, I Do! data set, a project that ran for 5 years in collaboration 

with Plan International Malawi. The project ended in 2020 and had conducted three mixed 

method studies in its intervention area of TA Liwonde, of Machinga district: baseline, midline, 

and endline. (73,91,93)  

2.3.1  Study area 

Machinga is a district in the southern part of Malawi, with a population of 627,399 people. The 

district is predominantly of Yao ethnicity (94). The National statistics data of 2013/2014 depicts 

a high rate of child marriage in the district, with 42.1% of married women having been child 

brides, and with 17% of women aged 15-49 having married before age 15 (95).  

2.3.2  Qualitative study 

To explore human related activities, qualitative research is a good method, because it 

investigates individual actions, communication, and cultural influence (96). The natural 
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inquisitive nature of this method led to the choice of focusing on the qualitative components of 

the Yes, I Do! Project studies.  

The Yes I Do! qualitative database consists of baseline, midline and endline folders, and each 

of these folders had separate folders of focus group discussions (FGDs), and In-depth interviews 

(IDIs), and Key informants’ interviews (KIIs). The FGDs and IDIs, were community level 

interviews, and study participants consisted of young people aged 15-24, parents/guardians, 

traditional and religious leaders, and community-based organisation (CBO) leaders. The KIIs 

were at district level and participants described by government officials’ role, and NGOs. 

Methods and study participants drawn from the database are described in more detail in Table 

1 in Annex 1.  

2.3.3 Data processing 

Transcripts (30 FGDs, 60 IDIs and 24 KIIs) from baseline, midline and endline Yes, I Do! 

studies, were coded using NVivo, a qualitative data organization software. The codebook was 

drawn from the research table in reference to the conceptual framework (See Table 2, Research 

table, in Annex 2). 

2.3.4  Data analysis 

Content data analysis, using the drivers for child marriage for girl’s conceptual framework by 

Psaki et al., was conducted. The framework classifies five hypothesized main drivers of child 

marriage into two levels; social norms and attitude and poverty and economic factors in two 

boxes on the left outer layer, and lack of agency, lack of opportunity, and fear of girls’ sexuality 

and pregnancy, located in the middle (97).   

 

The framework (Figure 3) illustrates the interactive nature of the five drivers using a cycle 

within an ecological realm to predict the occurrence of child marriage for girls. With arrows, 

the framework also demonstrates how social norms and attitudes, and poverty and economic 

factors influence lack of agency, opportunity and fear of girls’ sexuality and pregnancy to 

driving child marriage. The far-right side are the outcomes of all the described processes for 

the girls, family, and community. The arrows pointing towards the different levels from below 

represent the complexity of drivers of child marriage and point to suggestive lines of analysis, 

and interventions that are tailored to context and society’s needs.  

 

To serve the thesis’ objectives, the setup of the framework and the richness in data on gender 

and social norms in the Yes I Do! database, led to the choice of the thesis analysing the less 

explored drivers (lack of agency, lack of opportunity, and fear of girls’ sexuality and 

pregnancy), in light of underlying social norms and attitudes in TA Liwonde.  
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Figure 3 Drivers of child marriage conceptual framework  

2.3.5 Ethical considerations 

A waiver to use the data was obtained from the Malawi study’s principal investigator, Prof. 

Alister Munthali, of the Centre for Social Research, Zomba, as per Royal Tropical Institute, 

(KIT) Netherlands, REC recommendations (See Study Waiver in Annex 3). 

2.3.6  Limitations 

The Yes I Do! dataset focuses on views, drivers and consequences of child marriage and Psaki 

et al’s, framework focuses on drivers only. The Yes I Do! project did not use this framework, 

so some data specific to the drivers of focus in the thesis might not have been fully probed or 

explored. With the analysis focused on the in-depth understanding on the drivers of child 

marriage in light of social and gender norms, I did not analyze how perspectives changed over 

time between the baseline, midline and endline.  
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CHAPTER 3 - RESULTS 

3.1  SOCIO DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

3.1.2  Sex, age, and marital status  

From the 30 FGDs, 60 IDIs, and 28 KIIs used from the three studies, the thesis describes the 

young people’s (15-24) demographic data, because they were the primary study respondents 

from baseline to endline. The young people were divided in two groups for both FGDs and 

IDIs: by age groups (15-19 and 20-24), and by sex (male and female). There was a total of 24 

FGDs and 12 IDIs conducted with young people aged 15-24. The baseline FGDs had 28 males 

and 34 females. For the male participants, 24 were not married, 1 was divorced in the 20-24 

range, and 4 were married. For the female participants, 20 were not married, and 14 were 

married with at least 1 child. The IDIs were done with 8 young people, with 2 males and 2 

females in the 15-19 age group. In the 15-19 age group, the boys were 16 and 17, and girls were 

18 and 19 years of age. The others were with males and females aged 20-24, where the males 

were 21 and 24, and the girls 20 and 23 years old.  

For midline, there were a total of 56 young people in the FGDs; 32 were females and 24 were 

males. Sixteen of the females were unmarried and 16 were married. For the males, 12 were 

married and 12 were unmarried. The IDIs were done with 6 young people, 3 females and 3 

males. For the females, 1 was unmarried and 24, 1 was married and 19 and 1 was a Champion 

of Change facilitator, aged 26. For the males, one was married, and one was unmarried, both 

aged 24, and one was married, and one was unmarried, both aged 19. For endline, there was a 

total of 50 young people, 13 females in the 20-24 age group (8 married, 4 unmarried and 1 

separated, 13 females in the 15-19 age group (4 married and 9 unmarried). For the males, from 

the 24 males, there were 5 unmarried males in the 20-24 age group. The IDIs were done with 8 

young people, 4 males and 4 females. The males in the 15-19 were 19 and 18, in the 20-24 age 

group were 24 and 21. For the females, in the  15-19, they were 16 and 18 and those in 20-24 

age group were 23 and 21.  

3.1.3 Ethnicity, religion, education and occupation 

Yao was the dominant ethnic group, then Chewa and Lomwe. Most of the participants reported 

on belonging to Islam, followed by Christianity. Most of the young people dropped out of 

school, but some were still in school, with more in primary school than in secondary school. 

Among the unmarried youth (15-19 years), there were some participants who had reached up 

to secondary school upper classes (Form 3 and 4). Among the unmarried, for both male and 

female, the highest attained level of education was Primary 8. 

The majority of the participants came from relatively big households. The married young people 

reported living in a maximum of a six-member household. The unmarried reported much bigger 

household sizes, with 10 and 12 in two cases. Most of the unmarried lived in their parents’ 

home, or with grandparents. The unmarried young men aged 20-24 reported farming and 

business as a common occupation. The women in the same age group talked about subsistence 

farming and petty trading or piecework. In the 15-19 group, those in school reported doing 
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nothing or some small piece work sometimes; those married, were just like the older age group, 

with farming for girls and farming and business for boys. 

3.2 YOUNG PEOPLE’S VIEWS ON ACCEPTABILITY/NON ACCEPTABILITY OF CHILD 

MARRIAGE 

3.2.1 Young people’s positive views of child marriage 

The young people, through all the studies, were asked to share their views on child marriage by 

sharing the positives or benefits they associated with child marriage. From the interviews, the 

benefits shared were around financial support for the girls and their families. As much as most 

participants responded to seeing nothing good or beneficial from child marriage, there was some 

indication that some young people viewed getting married young as having some positives. For 

example, a few of both males and females shared how getting married young was beneficial 

because the girls and even their families get to be taken care of by their husbands.  

The financial benefits for the girls and their families were associated with the usual belief that 

a husband is the provider of the household. The moment the girls get married, they are under 

the man’s roof and care, which relieves them of the burden of thinking how they can sustain 

themselves in life. One male participant from an FGD at midline, illustrated the benefits as an 

easy way of getting money. The situation was shown to be even better for those who get 

involved with a boy or man with some money, because it means more financial support for the 

girls and their families.  

“Getting married while you are young, is the same as getting money or being given money 

without sweating, so you end up using the money anyhow, without any specific plan or budget.” 

Midline, FGD married men 20-24 

A few of the young participants, especially male, related child marriage as a way to bind young 

people from practicing unsafe sexual relations. They referred to the single life as a risk factor 

for promiscuous behavior, and that getting married is a disciplining tool for promiscuity. In the 

same line, one the male participant described marriage as a safe place, for it means securing a 

partner without risk of diseases.  

“When you are single you have a lot of sexual desires. So, if you are single you just sleep around 

with so many girls. As a result, you can contract diseases. But when you are married you sleep 

with your wife. You don’t think of finding random girls to sleep with.” Endline, IDI with boy 

aged 17 

 

A few attributed child marriage as just an act of love, and the emotional fulfilment of being 

loved is the benefit. There were some who emphasized this point, saying that even without the 

girl being pregnant or being forced by parents, love is a justifiable reason for the girls to get 

married and that marriage is just normal in cases where no one is fighting it and the community 

views it as love.  A few also felt marriage gives a fulfilment through having children and having 

children in marriage is considered morally acceptable. 
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“As much as most girls want to get married because their friends are married, but also they get 

to find someone to support them and give them children as their friends.” Endline, FGD 

married men 20-24 

 

One participant linked the idea of having children as even beneficial for some girls who would 

want to maintain their youthful looks by having children early and later just maintain their 

bodies.   

 

“Maybe I can say that she gives birth while young and this gives her room to look young and 

yet has children. Yeah.” Midline, IDI with woman aged 24 

3.2.2 Young people’s negative views of child marriage  

However, the majority of the young people, through baseline to endline, explicitly shared that 

they did not see any positives or benefits that come with child marriage. They associated many 

negative effects for both boys and girls. The negative views were emphasizing economic 

burden, social responsibility pressure, and maternal health related problems for the girls.  Social 

economically, the young people argued that most of the young people who get married, are 

usually school dropouts. The lack of employment for the young people in the community, 

makes it hard for them to take care of their basic needs, like food, clothing and even health.  

“Yes. I know a lot of people living sad lives. Some girls have been abandoned by their husbands 

because the husbands have failed the responsibility of providing for them. So, they just go back 

home. Unfortunately, they usually already have children.” Baseline, IDI with boy aged 17  

Opinions around child marriage driving poverty was commonly shared by most of the 

participants and the financial burden and responsibility as challenges were very much 

associated to the boys, because as a boy, once married, he is the man responsible for providing 

for his family. In cases where the boy cannot provide for the family, the responsibility gets to 

fall on the girl’s parents.  

“The advantage is not there because if she marries young and the man is big with her being 

young, it is not good. Again, the parents are there now to feed the girl. If the boy is young and 

he cannot supply the needs of the house. It is now a burden for the parents to support the girl.” 

Midline, FGD married men 20-24.  

Some participants clearly described child marriage as the beginning of hardships for young 

girls. Social responsibility at the household level was mostly mentioned as one of the negatives 

that comes with getting married young. Some participants compared the life of a young girl 

when unmarried and married and admitted that as much as girls may face problems living under 

her parents’ roof, giving examples of household chores pressure, they still get to have time to 

play and be a child. However, once a girl gets married, she loses that part of her life, she cannot 

play anymore, for she has to act as an adult and take on new responsibilities. Most of the female 

young participants talked of household chores, like cooking, farming, and in some cases the 

economic burden, because she has to take it on to sustain the independent life with her husband.  

F: “What would be the situation if not married?” 
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P2: “You would just go to school and after you come back, you maybe go to fetch water and 

you eat and go play.” Baseline, FGD girls 15-19   

 

Most young people, both boys and girls, thought that child marriage negatively effects girls’ 

education. They considered child marriage as a huge destruction in a girl’s education because 

getting married meant dropping out of school and having the long-term consequences of living 

in poverty, abuse and even being divorced without support. Some talked about the future 

consequences of child marriage due to dropping out of school, which has long term effects on 

their children failing to go to school as well. These views were equally common among the 

boys and the girls, across the 15-24 age group, as illustrated by one participant of the 15-19 

girls FGD at endline: 

P2: “It happens that they cannot manage to earn a living or to make income. The end result, 

they do put on rags because they cannot manage to buy new cloths to put on.”  

P6: “Once she delivers, the child lacks proper care. The child cannot go to school because the 

parents did not also finish their education. The illiteracy level in the family just goes from 

parent to child on and on it goes like a chain.” Endline, FGD girls 15-19 

 

Sexual related pressure for the girls was mentioned by most of the young people as being a 

result of marrying early. Since marriage is considered a legitimate space for sexual activities, 

the participants said the community in TA Liwonde prepares girls to serve their husbands 

sexually, through the initiation ceremonies. Most participants attributed the girls being young 

and developing sexual organs as putting them at risk of sexual violence, like painful sex. In one 

FGD with girls 15-19, participants narrated difficult sexual experiences girls have to endure to 

cater to their much older husbands.  

P8: “In the home, it gets hard, in the bedroom, on some things.” 

F: “What is hard?” 

P2: “Having sex.” 

F: “How?” 

F: “Be open.” 

P4: “It is hard because the girl is not grown.” 

P6: “What do you mean?”  

P8: “It gets hard because the girl’s thing is small, and the man’s thing is big.”  

Baseline, FGD, girls 15-19  

 

The participants shared how child marriage means a procreational institution. If not already 

pregnant before getting married, the girls are pressured to have children, and the pregnancies 

come with their own challenges on their developing bodies. They shared maternal related 

complications and risk of sexually transmitted infections like HIV,  fistula, emotional torture 

that comes with stigma about the girls’ being married young and even enduring unconsented 

polygamous marriages. A 19-year-old boy at midline narrated about the different consequences 

that getting married brings on a young girl’s sexual reproductive and life in general.  
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“There are a lot of consequences, for example, you can get sexually transmitted infections. You 

could face a lot of complications during delivery of the baby since you are very young. It could 

result in increased death rates amongst the infants. Some girls become lame due to the 

complications that happen during delivery of the baby. Results in fistula amongst the girls. 

Getting married while you are very young it is very shameful, and you cannot be respected. 

Poverty amongst the youths since you get married while you are too young hence failing to take 

care of the family. Results in a lot of marriage break ups because boys are failing to do their 

responsibilities as head of the families.” Midline, IDI with unmarried boy aged 19  

3.3 AGENCY AND DECISION-MAKING AROUND CHILD MARRIAGE  

3.3.1 Limited agency  

From a sociological perspective, Emirabayer and Mische analyzed the concept of agency as a 

process of rooted social construct of the past, projecting the future within the present events 

(98). The participants were asked to talk about the process of decision-making to determine 

issues around what drives child marriage in TA Liwonde. The majority of the participants 

reported that girls do not get married out of their sincere will and for some entirely against their 

will, because marriage processions are a role of parents and maternal uncles in TA Liwonde.   

“Her parents make the decision looking at how things are at the household. If they see that 

since we are poor, we cannot manage to feed another mouth they send the girl to get married.” 

Endline, IDI with male aged 19 

“Here in Machinga District, youths are getting married while they are still young because of 

culture. Some of the youths are influenced by their parents to get married. The parents tend to 

encourage them to get married because their fellow age mates were married, and they have 

their own children.” Midline, KII District Social Welfare 

Particularly for girls, most participants attributed failure to decide against getting married as 

driven by the community perception that girls are weak decision makers, as compared to boys, 

and that men are providers and girls are home keepers who have to be provided for. Some 

portrayed the above shared mentality in the community playing a big role in limiting both 

parents and girls to deciding against getting married. 

“No. It is not that equal. Boys have more power that the females. Most of the decisions of the 

girls are being made for them. If you have a chat with women who were married at a young 

age, you will realize that it was not their decision to marry. Somebody was influencing their 

decisions; their decisions are made for them.” Endline, KII District Youth friendly health 

service coordinator.  

3.3.2  Availability and non-availability of alternatives  

Across the different participants, it was clearly expressed that a girl’s agency is even more 

reduced if the girls lack or have limited options against getting married. For TA Liwonde, it 

was shown that pregnancy out-of-wedlock, meant that a girl is automatically choosing marriage. 

The participants shared how it is a norm that once a girl is pregnant, the issue is usually dealt 

with by the parents and maternal uncles, who already hold a deciding power over marriage in 

general. The parents are responsible for follow-ups on who is responsible for the pregnancy, 
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and once the girls mention the man/boy, the girl is to be dropped at the boy’s or man’s house. 

In these situations, the girls have no say, their fate gets to be decided between the man/boy 

responsible and the parents pursuing the issue. If the boy/man refuses, then the girl would be 

saved, even when the parents are forcing it.  

For girls who get pregnant while in school, some participants explained some attempt to choose 

not to get married through by-laws and mother groups community interventions like back to 

school, which requires from the responsible man/boy to take care of the girl while she lives 

with her parents until she has a baby, so that she can go back to school after delivery. However, 

most participants reported this to usually fail, because some parents may refuse to take on the 

burden of supporting her and the baby to come, and the nine months she stays out of school 

influences her to choose marriage instead.  

“As per tradition, once a girl is pregnant, she is asked to point or mention the man or boy 

responsible for the pregnancy, from there family is the one to follow up by taking her to the 

man’s home to sort the issue. It is either they get married or support the pregnancy journey and 

baby as what incorporates sorting the issue, and most cases, it ends to the girl going to live at 

the man’s home since parents don’t have the capacity to support both their child and the 

grandchild.” Endline, IDI with CBO leader  

Some young males shared that in case of pregnancy, the men or the boys are the ones presented 

with no choice on getting married. One participant gave an example that a girl can opt out of 

marriage if they choose not to mention the name of the boy or man responsible, but again 

clarified on the big role parents also play to limit those options.   

“I think parents usually force a male to take responsibility for pregnancy, he has no choice. 

But a female would not be forced if she did not want. That is my thinking. But I also think it 

depends if the people fear their parents, sometimes these marriages occur because people are 

afraid of their parents.” Baseline, IDI with boy aged 16 

 

Besides the above being the situation of most girls in TA Liwonde, a good number of 

participants also shared  situations where girls wanted to enforce some agency and express their 

voice against getting married by opting to use existing laws against child marriage, like 

reporting  to community key people combating the practice in TA Liwonde (village heads, 

mother groups, police or CBOs). Some portrayed this to have worked for some girls in the 

community.  However, again circumstances like them not being able to go back to school, or 

no employment, meant being pushed back to marriage as an option. 

“When the girl comes upfront to say she doesn’t want to get married we call for the boy together 

with the parents to explain to them the matter and the boy is forced not to force the girl. If the 

girl is underage we take it as a crime because they are forcing an underaged girl to get married. 

We let them know how the police can get involved if they persist. Once the case reaches the 

traditional leaders, the people start to fear.” Midline, IDI with village head 

Some participants argued that in most situations where the village heads, CBOs or mother 

groups dealing with protecting young people and bringing girls back to school had been 

successful, it was because the parents did not want their child to get married as well. When 



 
16 

parents are not in support, then they fight every force, either by sending the girls out of their 

homes, punishing them, and in the end, marriage is a given.  

 

“There is a number of strategies, the strategies are already there and are written down, even 

found in the by-laws formulated and kept at TA Liwonde, but I feel the problem is with the 

parents because when they see that the young girl is pregnant, and when the chief tries to follow 

the case, the parents do shout at the chief saying the child is not yours, ‘I take care of her myself 

and I gave birth to her by myself so you do not have to order me to send her to school’. I also 

agree some of the parents say this.” Endline, FGD young women aged 20-24  

In one FGD with parents, a mother shared a scenario on how most parents in the community 

react to daughters being pregnant. They said in cases where the girl withholds the name of the 

man or boy responsible for the pregnancy so that they do not get married, the parents punish 

them until they mention it, and the marriage process begins. 

 

“And if they don’t say, you can even not give them nsima for 3 days and they will definitely tell 

you: it is this one who impregnated me, and we go to the boy’s mother and tell them about it 

and usually the mothers send you back and say they will talk to the boy if not home. When he 

comes back, they tell him and when he accepts, the parents or himself have to work hard to find 

money and buy a wrapper, which they take as they are going to accept the responsibilities with 

the parents and from there you agree and also advise the girl until baby.” Baseline, FGD, 

female parents 

3.4  LACK OF OPPORTUNITIES  

3.4.1 Lack of labour market opportunities  

As a community, in general, most participants reported a lack of job opportunities for the 

people, and that most of them depended on farming and business. Participants also 

differentiated the situation between young women and men when it comes to the labour market 

and most of them reported lack of opportunities for young women. The participants said since 

men are traditionally seen as providers in the home, this makes it hard for girls to independently 

make decisions and stand by them like boys would. They gave examples of how young men 

have a chance of escaping the community when things get really tough and may opt to go to 

South Africa for non-skilled job opportunities, but this is not the case for young women.  The 

common reported job opportunities for young women were subsistence farming, or having 

small businesses, like running hair salons, selling fritters, and piecework with low returns. The 

majority of the young women in TA Liwonde were unemployed, with the pressure of taking 

care of themselves making them opt to get the boys and men going to South Africa, or the men 

doing business, so that they get the support their need.  

Lack of labour market opportunities for the girls was also explained as driving some girls into 

transactional sex or relationships, because as they are growing, there are a lot of things they 

need for themselves, like clothes, and if they cannot get these from their parents, and are having 

nothing to do, it makes them opt on getting a man or men to support them, and they may end 

up living with a man or end up pregnant as an escape.   
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“Most of them are even getting married to men with wives already, as of my observation: 

usually they may be the bicycle taxi guys who might give them a little something. Then you look 

at boys their age, they are together in class, and they have no income generating activity and 

maybe they may also need the K200 they may get from the men.” Endline, KII NGO 

 

3.4.2  Lack of value for a girl’s education  

Most of the key informants emphasized that education is key to keeping girls away from getting 

married. Again, they emphasized that the low level of value on education in the community as 

a whole contributes to people having less value on education for girls. It was also mentioned 

how the district has a lot of school dropouts and that people valued business or going to South 

Africa as opportunities for their children to get away from poverty. Some participants plainly 

shared how the situation was even worse for girls, because parents did not value girls’ 

education. The reasons given were about fear of investing in girls through education because 

they think they would lose money if the girl gets pregnant, as it means dropping out of school. 

Most key informants attributed less value of girls’ education to the cultural and social setting 

around education and girls, which expects girls to get married and not go to school.  

“Yes, and most of all due to culture and tradition here in Machinga especially in TA Liwonde 

which is our impact area there are these expectations that a female can marry, they do have 

different expectations even in terms of school they can only support the male youth with the 

money but as for the female she will get married, it is better for them to support the male child, 

these are some of the perceptions that people in TA Liwonde have been having, perceptions 

that are patriarchal in general.” Midline, KII NGO 

Related to gender inequalities, some young male participants expressed their views  on girls in 

general and how the community emphasized weaknesses in girl’s characters that could risk 

investing in them to be educated. In one FGD with boys aged 15-19, one participant shared his 

opinion on why the community does not support and invest in girls’ education: 

“A girl’s future is weak here, one, we have day schools, and the girls are weak in speaking and 

even mind and they would be taken up maybe with someone that gave them a lift when going to 

school. So, parents choose to send the boys to say even if they impregnate a girl, they will still 

continue with school and not lose money.” Baseline, FGD boys aged 15-19 

 

Despite some community members having such values, it was also mentioned by many that 

NGOs are working on empowering girls through education even though sometimes they are 

constrained with distance, the quality education and gender unequal norms. Along gender 

inequality and pressures coming from boys, some participant shared how they felt like the NGOs 

only put focus on girls and that as boys they are not supported and in turn, therefore some boys 

resort to impregnating the girls, just to make them drop out. 

3.4.3 Gender inequality  

Participants’ descriptions on how the community’s expectations for a girl and boy child differ 

illustrated gender inequality. It was shown that parents expect more from boys, and respect 

male children more, as they can help in providing for the family. Girls are given less attention 

and the only time they can bring something valuable home, is if they have a husband who can 

support the family financially.   



 
18 

Most of the participants shared how traditionally men are the providers and parents even invest 

in their boy children more than girls. If not school, some participants shared how parents finance 

young men’s trips to South Africa, or to other cities within Malawi, to look for what they call 

greener pastures (jobs). They talked about how women are expected to stay at home as 

housewives and not work for provision. A few participants also explained how men and boys 

use this power and norm to oppress the girls, by marrying them and leaving them at home with 

their parents, which makes it even harder for girls to escape the situation.  

“So, most of the girls fail to independently make their decisions and stand by it like boys. Boys 

are able to make decisions on their own, they might just decide to travel to South Africa and 

the parents will not question them or even support them. Even those boys aged 15, 16 and 17 

might just travel to South Africa using unchartered routes while for the girls it is not possible 

to do so. The boys might just marry a girl and leave the girl at her in-law’s household and go 

to South Africa. This is a common practice here.” Endline, IDI with clinician 

Few young people also talked of how even the men and the boys contribute to exploiting girls 

through child marriage. They gave examples of men using their power of being financially 

capable to influence the parents to give their daughters. The implication of girls having a chance 

at a better life puts girls at risk of getting married too young and even be susceptible to other 

consequences like contracting diseases like HIV, because the men are free to live their life. 

“There are a lot of challenges in this area Machinga District, because most girls are being 

exploited with South-Africa. Once I go to South Africa, and come back to Malawi, the 

girls/women who were denying being in a courtship with me, will never deny me again. Even if 

she is a young girl or if I could tell her that I want to marry her it will happen, and the parents 

will not refuse or deny that fact. Because they will assume that they would be having a better 

life, yet they do not know what will happen in the future since they do not know whether I am 

HIV positive or not, or what they are interested in, is that when my child gets married to a man 

who has come from or who goes to South Africa, my child will be eating better food.” Midline, 

FGD with married males aged 20-24 

3.5  FEAR OF GIRLS’ SEXUALITY   

3.5.1 Sexual education: a taboo for parents but stimulated at initiation  

The participants at community and district level gave a similar impression that issues of girls’ 

sexuality were much related to the practice of initiation ceremonies in TA Liwonde. Most of 

the participants shared how culturally, most parents did not communicate with their girls about 

sexual related information as initiations ceremonies, grandparents or religious councilors were 

considered a platform for that. The majority also portrayed the role the initiation ceremonies 

had on influencing child marriage as they link them to introducing sexual activeness among 

most girls, because  the process involved elements of preparing girls for sexual activities after 

the ceremonies, like asking the girls to try out sex. The key informants talked of ceremonies as 

not being entirely bad, but the element of poor education given around sexuality leading to 

pregnancy which drives the practice of child marriage in the community and some suggested 

need of promoting SRHR communication using the initiation ceremonies and also at household 

level.  

“There are two ways of doing this, for the boys that are in urban areas they are able to talk to 
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their parents about these issues because they are at least sensitized and educated but for those 

who are in rural areas like in TA Chikwawa and TA Liwonde, its difficult because the parents 

are uneducated, and they only believe in initiation ceremonies as their way of communicating. 

In the remote areas they use the counselors or the grandparents, you will find the parents saying 

that I can’t talk of Sexual reproductive health to my child it is an abomination, but they have to 

use someone else, and the children are used to hear such issues from someone else than their 

parents.” Baseline, KII NGO.  

3.5.2 Fear of out-of-wedlock pregnancy  

As indicated above, from both community and district level interviews, a strong picture was 

made on out-of-wedlock pregnancy putting girls and their families to conform to child marriage 

in TA Liwonde. The majority of the study participants talked about how the community in TA 

Liwonde considered pregnancy out of marriage a taboo, and, as per religion as sin, and generally 

as an embarrassment to parents and the girl pregnant because it indicates early engagement in 

sexual activities for the girls. Out-of-wedlock pregnancy fear was shared by young people and 

key informants as driven by poor or lack of information around girls’ sexuality, or poor 

information given through initiation ceremonies and religious view against it. Most religious 

leaders talked of how the religion teaches against sex before marriage, for both Islam and 

Christianity as predominant religions. One church elder from a catholic church narrated how 

issues around girls getting pregnant out of marriage are dealt with.  

 

“In our church we refuse child marriages even if they love each other a lot, those are the laws 

in the Catholic Church.  But if the girl is pregnant, before, the parents were called and punished 

and banned from other church protocols. Now it is the girl who is stopped from church 

protocols until the baby is of a good age, then they come confess in the church and given a little 

punishment.” Baseline, IDI with religious leader  

 

The young people shared the consequences that come if girls try to refuse to get married when 

they are pregnant. They mentioned being chased away from home, not being supported in 

anything by parents (not being given food and clothing). Some mentioned ways in which girls 

try to escape marriage by trying to abort the pregnancy, to escape all these consequences, 

because they know it is hard to negotiate out marriage when they are pregnant. As it was 

commonly mentioned by participants that pregnancy out of marriage issues were handled by 

the parents; the girls were rendered powerless, their fate having to be determined by the man or 

boy responsible and the parents pursuing it.  

 

“Some of them get pregnant out-of-wedlock and they get to be afraid they will be in trouble 

with the parents. Also, some get to have been impregnated with an old man and they get to be 

afraid to say it. Some men are clever, they refuse the pregnancy and in fear of that they just 

abort.” Baseline, FGD boys aged 15-19   

 

Participants also talked about programs preventing parents from forcing or influencing girls 

into getting married in TA Liwonde through bylaws and back to school programs, the village 

heads and mother groups enforce. Some young people expressed concern of how these fail to 

work because there is situation that resist or oppose these efforts like corruption or lack of 

backups from influential NGOs, or Police. Some participants in an FGD, shared their thought 

around the role of village heads by sharing how leaders intervene when pregnancy has already 

happened and not before pregnancy.  
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P3: Yes like if one gets married at a young age, the parents are called and if they are forcing they are 

told it is a legal case. Some can pay something to the chiefs to stop the case from reaching the police, 

because people are afraid of police.  

P9: For me, I feel leaders intervene on things that have already gone bad, if the girl is pregnant, she 

will not live in peace with her parents. Baseline, FGD, Males 15-19.  

 

3.5.3 Preserving family honor  

Some shared that once parents learn that their daughter is sexually active, they suggest marriage 

or even force it so that they escape the shame of having to follow up on the man or boy 

responsible. The participants showed how the community and especially parents, did not have 

a problem with girls getting married young, as compared to girls falling pregnant out of 

marriage. Pregnancy out-of-wedlock was considered more of an abnormality and parents would 

rather opt for their children being secured from it by getting married before it happens. 

According to some participants, most parents associated girls debuting in sexual activities to a 

high chance of getting pregnant and to preserve their family integrity, most parents suggest, 

influence or even force their daughters to get married.  

“Usually, they look at how the child is conducting herself and they may tell her, ‘sister find a 

man and settle down’”.  Baseline, FGD young women aged 20-24  

“They [parents] tell them that ‘your friends are married, you should also get married, you 

might get pregnant out-of-wedlock.”” Baseline, IDI with young man aged 24  

3.4.5 Marriage as a legitimate context for sex  

At community level, most participants shared how parents are more concerned of girls’ 

sexuality, as the community considers girls’ engagement in sexual relations and activities 

outside marriage as promiscuous behavior. This being the case, some participants shared that 

in case where girls exercise their agency and engage in sexual activities, parents feel marriage 

is a tool to protect their children from pregnancy and what they called promiscuity. Some 

participants gave examples of how parents exercise this control through suggesting marriage or 

in some cases just arranging the marriage for their girls to bind them from being sexually active.   

“What makes the parents to allow them to marry it’s because the parents are tired of the way 

the girl is behaving. They tried to talk to her daily that you should not do this’ it comes a time 

when the parents are tired. They beat her and what have you but nothing changing. So, the 

parents just accept that ‘marry so that you should have what you want[sex]’ it’s out of temper. 

They are not willing this to take place. They just do this for them to rest. ‘Marry to have what 

you want” Midline, FGD females 20-24 

Some key informants also seemed to have shared similar thinking around girls’ sexuality, that 

their interventions involve activities that make girls stay away from sexual activities. For 

example, one key informant gave an example of the focus of their interventions being tailored 

to delay sexual activities amongst girls.  

“For me personally, school is a place to learn, so I advocate for activities that will keep the 

girls busy and away from engaging in sexual activities before marriage. Young people are 
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curious, you give them a chance to try these things out with a condom, they will end up trying 

without it someday, so school first and sex later”. Baseline, KII NGO 

Some young people talked about how these fears of parents and the community around girls 

being sexually active puts the girls under pressure to conform to the community, and hence they 

end up choosing to get married so that they can freely have sex in an accepted environment. In 

cases where the girls are being opposed to get married or have sex, some participants talked of 

how some girls use their parents’ fear of out-of-wedlock pregnancy, to fulfill their desires to 

get married, and they deliberately get pregnant, which leads to marriage. 

“Some is because of sexual feelings. Some parents tell their children not to have boyfriends, so 

they end up choosing marriage for no other reason but sex. Some beliefs say that when a girl 

is having stomach pains she need to have sex to feel better, if they do that the end result is 

pregnancy.” Midline, FGD with girls aged 15-19 

3.6 INTERVENTIONS ON CHILD MARRIAGE  

3.6.1 Actions taken around child marriage in TA Liwonde  

In TA Liwonde, from the community interviews and the key informants, participants talked 

of interventions that are making a difference over time. The interventions mentioned 

included promotion of gender equality through education campaigns to empower young 

people with knowledge around equal treatment of girls and boys. They also shared 

interventions targeting on changing the norms and practices through engaging the 

community, specifically girls and boys. The other key stakeholder mentioned as playing a 

role or being targeted with these interventions were parents, health workers, CBO leaders, 

village heads, and religious leaders. The participants mentioned stakeholders like the 

Police, youth clubs, mother groups and village heads with support from local and 

international NGOs as championing these activities in TA Liwonde.  

 

“ADRA has come with several projects, but it does not conduct all the projects in one area 

or village. For example, in our area ADRA is encouraging youths to prevent child 

marriages, sexual activities and transmission of STIs. It is also encouraging girls to 

continue with their studies.  It encourages youths to use condoms whenever they are having 

sex. Some youths use the advice and prevent the transmission of STIs while those youths 

who are not careful, are found reactive or with HIV. Around Mangamba, there are a lot of 

youths who are HIV positive because they do not follow the advice.” Baseline, FGD, Males 

20-24 

 

Key informants emphasized on the role of education to delay girls from getting married, 

and programmes around making girls stay in school were mentioned as interventions 

happening in TA Liwonde. Most participants mentioned these interventions as supported 

by teachers and health workers, in collaboration with local and international NGOs and in 

the community working with mother groups, youth clubs, and also Traditional Authorities 

as gate keepers of the community. Some NGOs also emphasized on involvement of boys in 

their interventions to address issues around gender equality and for the boys to feel involved 



 
22 

and take a role to protecting the girls as well. Some NGOs shared how the support is in 

form of financial, school essentials or bicycles for those living far from school and even 

using role models to enhance girls’ stay in school.  

 

“Yeah, in schools through the mother support group and other structures we continuously 

engage the young girls on the same so that they don’t fall in that trap, we have also had 

engagement with the traditional authorities, okay, that they should spearhead this course, 

protecting these girls, we have got other partners of course in specific I will tell you about 

Campaign for Female Education that is with CAMFED, we have had various interventions, 

various in their localities, in their schools, intervening on the same, we have brought to 

them role models notably from Zomba so this, we are trying hard.” Midline, KII, NGO  

 

Economic empowerment was one of the commonly suggested recommendations in the 

interviews as fitting  to address child marriage. Most NGOs also mentioned interventions 

around economic empowerment as being done in TA Liwonde with young people. Most 

participants shared interventions that empower girls economically within the community, 

through income generating activities, so that they do not have to look at marriage as an 

option.  

 

“We have trained young people especially those that are out of school and cannot go back 

to school. We have trained them in entrepreneurship, how they can run business. We have 

also trained them about village savings and loans.” Endline, KII, NGO  

 

The majority of study participants also mentioned how legal support has had an impact on 

addressing child marriage in TA Liwonde. They mentioned of the role of village heads, 

police, CBOs, mother groups and youth-led programmes as supported by international and 

local NGOs. Most participants mentioned enforcement of bylaws and national laws around 

banning child marriage even when there is pregnancy.   

 

“We had a girl from this community. She was schooling at Maiwa primary school standard 

7. There is a man who married in their village. This man started having sex with this girl. 

It was actually a husband to his sister. Then the issue came to the attention of the teachers 

at school. The NGOs also intervened. They went to the home village of the young man. As 

I am talking the man is in jail. He was sentenced to be a prisoner. He is at Domasi prison. 

Endline, FGD females aged 15-19  
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CHAPTER 4 - DISCUSSION  

4.1 ACCEPTABILITY/NON ACCEPTABILITY OF CHILD MARRIAGE AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE IN 

MACHINGA 

The results of this study have shown that drivers of child marriage are socially inherited in TA 

Liwonde, and that they start from the way the community treats a girl child. The way boys and 

girls are raised and expectations about their lives were demonstrated as grooming them for their 

futures as adults. Girls are raised to serve and support men, and the social setting raises both 

boys and girls knowing this, which in turn drives disparities between boys and girls, and men 

and women.  

The community expectations about men as providers and decision makers and women/girls as 

caretakers for the husband and weak at making decisions drive child marriage in being tolerated 

at individual, family and community level. A literature review for sub-Saharan Africa also 

shows how gender expectations around men being providers (financially and material) and 

women having to return the favour through domestic services and satisfying sexual needs of 

the man drive the practice of child marriage in most African countries (99). For TA Liwonde, 

the emphasis of parents influencing or forcing their daughters to marry attest to this, for most 

often it was cited that parents get their girls married so that the girls and their families are relived 

of financial burden. 

Despite high levels of knowledge about the negative impacts of child marriage on girls’ 

schooling, their childhood, their health and their entire future, young people still get married. 

The benefits the young people associated to getting married young were related to access to 

liberty they cannot have if not married. This shows a lack of information on SRHR and issues 

around young people’s sexuality, as illustrated under fear of girls’ sexuality and pregnancy 

section.  

4.2 GIRLS’ AGENCY AND DECISION MAKING  

Green’s definition of agency has an element of exertion of power (100). Gender inequalities 

were illustrated as part of driving child marriage. Participants were able to state the lack of 

agency that prevails around child marriage, as the traditional set-up around marriage in general 

steals away the power of girls to deciding fully. Even though young people have knowledge of 

child marriage being a problem and that girls are affected the most, the young people recognize 

that child marriage is driven by gender and social norms. The thesis also found that girls’ agency 

and decisions about getting married are never truly their own but are influenced by the 

circumstances that surround them as they grow up, and that parents and maternal uncles decide 

on the fate of most girls in the community.  

The community’s little value for a girl child, and poverty, drive the parents to decide on getting 

their daughter married. The girl’s agency is also limited because of lack of alternatives. If not 

married, the community has nothing tangible or long term to offer them, in fact, it is difficult 

to sustain their childhood. The government and NGOs try to intervene in situations that lead to 

child marriage, however, it is questionable whether they target the real problems. Often, the 

time a local leader, NGOs or even the government intervene, are situations when things have 
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already gone bad. For example, with teenage pregnancy being one of main drivers for child 

marriage, intervening needs to be done way before the strongest risk factor for child marriage 

happens.  

As the framework suggests on interventions that are tailored to the society, for TA Liwonde, 

the perception shown from the study is that parents are not really concerned with sex before 

marriage as they clearly allow and send their children to initiation ceremonies, where sexual 

activities are encouraged. As unwanted pregnancy leading to child marriage is shown to have a 

long-term negative impact on the girl, the boy, and their new, unprepared family, there is a need 

to see it as a problem with many causes, not just as a culturally normative behaviour, with only 

one solution. As suggested by other key informants and also literature suggests interventions 

related to safe sex, contraceptive use is necessary for such cases. Young people will have sex 

anyway and providing them with the necessities for safe sex and prevention of pregnancy is 

double win for the girls, they prevent pregnancy and at the same time diseases.(100,101)   

4.3 LACK OF OPPORTUNITY AS A DRIVER OF CHILD MARRIAGE  

 

As children grow, they inspire to grow up and be something in future. In a community where a 

girl has no options, or dreams for the future are limited, then getting married is a big 

opportunity. The study found out that the lack of job opportunities that are empowering and 

sustainable for girls or women in general in TA Liwonde, would surely mean continuing to see 

people getting married too young.  

At the end of the day, after trials or interventions, the girl who fights it gets left alone, feeling 

hopeless. No role model means no hope of any other outcome, without the job opportunities, 

marriage is a safe haven at the end of the day. It is therefore important that intervention fighting 

child marriage should look into economically empowering the girls and their families as it has 

shown that lack of money drive the practice. For the girls’ hope to be boosted, intervention that 

have role model elements are essential, children learn from observing and not just hearing. 

Some studies have shown how empowering girls and the household financially can work as a 

way to delay marriage and have used cash transfers. (102) 

4.4 FEAR OF GIRLS’ SEXUALITY AND PREGNANCY AS DRIVERS OF CHILD MARRIAGE  

The study found that household level communication on SRHR is poor in TA Liwonde. As 

much, there was an impression that community does not really care whether young people are 

having sex, they know they will, as some of their cultural activities are supportive of young 

people having sex, for example initiation ceremonies. At the same time, the community as a 

whole is more ashamed about a girl’s sexuality, girls being pregnant, out-of-wedlock, and not 

subsequently married. Marriage is celebrated, regardless of age or the law. From the study, it 

was shown that interventions like targeting the information being given to the girls is 

insufficient for her to determine her own future, as societal pressures are strong. Information 

would have to be supplemented with availability and acceptance of contraception, to prevent 

unwanted pregnancy, which often leads to forced marriage. The Girls Not Brides conceptual 
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framework on girls’ sexuality argues that child marriage cannot be addressed if girls’ sexuality 

is not addressed as part of interventions.(103)  

The study found out that indeed interventions on child marriage lack the element of sexuality 

education, much focus is on preventing teen pregnancy, but how can pregnancy be prevented 

for young people who acknowledge being sexually active. Just like the community have 

normalized the practice of initiation ceremonies, contraception and comprehensive sexuality 

education can also be normalized in the long run to prevent the lead cause of child marriage in 

TA Liwonde. In a review on adolescent SRHR, Chandra and colleagues’ points to sexual 

education as one way of addressing the psychological and social wellbeing and that it improves 

practice of safe sex and contraceptive use naturally.(104) 

4.5 RELEVANCE OF THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK   

This study was guided by Psaki’s five core drivers of child marriage conceptual framework, 

that has poverty and social norms before lack of agency, lack of opportunity and fear of girls’ 

sexuality as driving child marriage for girls. For TA Liwonde, the premises this framework sets, 

around these five drivers being interconnected, indeed fit for the situation of girls in the 

community. The study found that lack of agency, lack of opportunities and fear of girls’ 

sexuality depended on each other and that it was very much influenced by gender and social 

norms, and also by poverty . The framework also illustrates the ecological setup in which child 

marriage as a practice exists, and for TA Liwonde, child marriage was found to be driven by 

individual, family and community set-up. For example, the family financial status, religious 

background and geographical location (being in the rural) influence child marriage.  

The interventions as suggested and presented by the study participants described the 

multifaceted nature of the problem. Preventing child marriage requires integrated approaches 

around health, education, gender and economic sectors. The framework has shown that girls 

are very susceptible to child marriage in TA Liwonde. 

 

4.6 LIMITATION AND STRENGTH OF STUDY   

The WHO advocates using health research as a tool towards universal health coverage, and one 

of the aspects they encourage is the sharing of information and data, to ensure progress in 

various responsibilities that countries engage in (105). This thesis utilized existing qualitative 

data from the Yes, I Do! database of mixed methods, and built   on the other reports of Yes, I 

Do! the study by exploring the less emphasized angles of the database as reflected in the 

framework.  

This study only focused on drivers for child marriage particularly for unmarried girls, the Psaki 

framework has an element of addressing child marriage even for married girls, which was not 

directly explored in this study for the dataset does not touch much on that. The only cases 

married girls were mentioned was only associated with consequences and not on solutions for 

them.  
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CHAPTER 5- CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION   

5.1 CONCLUSION   

This thesis reveals that child marriage drivers are internalized social norms  that revolve around 

expectations for a girl child in TA Liwonde. The widespread community expectations and 

perceptions about girls as weak decision makers, not financial providers and the  fear for out of 

wedlock pregnancy limits the  regarded value and consequently the effort around education and 

economic empowerment. Realizing that girls in TA Liwonde are part and parcel of this 

upbringing, of shared norms and practices.  puts  the realization that there is need to initiate  

opportunities of hope for a better future for them.  

As much as  hope may sound abstract, it is bigger than small concrete steps. For this reason and 

with the guidance of the Psaki’s framework, that emphasizes context informed interventions to 

combat child marriage, policy makers, donors and activists working on child marriage in the 

area need to realize that girls lack and have no other option or hope for the future. They lack 

opportunities and are governed by what the community considers normal and good for them. 

These situations translate into young people adapting to the problems that surround them 

consider getting married as their fate or destiny, and the expected consequences as a burden to 

be endured.  

Most often, the family looks to a girl’s marriage as to escape poverty, social stigma, and prevent 

out of wedlock  pregnancy. How is the girl to satisfy all these obligations, and at the same time 

exercise her freedom of decision-making and behavior if she is not yet an adult? 

WHAT COMES FIRST? The family’s honour, or the girl’s desires? In a society where family 

honour and economic circumstances are the main drivers, child marriage is almost a given. 

Without additional options - such as a girl’s access to affordable education and contraception, 

as well as better economic circumstances and job opportunities for the girls and the family 

itself-, (which, together, would make it possible for a girl to remain longer with her family), the 

driving forces behind child marriage may well continue to prevail, despite marital age laws. 

The continuous connection between the drivers of child marriage as illustrated in  Psaki’s 

framework is evident that addressing child marriage in TA Liwonde cannot be an immediate 

course. This thesis states three key interventions as recommendations that touch on the three 

explored drivers of child marriage in TA Liwonde.  

5.2 RECOMMENDATIONS 

The below recommendations are addressed to policy makers, donors and advocates/activists 

working on combating child marriage in Malawi. As change is gradual, the thesis encourages 

the above stakeholders to focus on a mix of long-term interventions. 

 

 

1. Gender and social norms drive the practice of child marriage in TA Liwonde, it instils 

feelings of tolerance of the practice among girls and the community they live in. There 

is need for a change of mindset, this can be done by embracing the agents of change 

programme already happening in TA Liwonde. The programme focuses on promotion 

of gender equality through education campaigns about girls' empowerment, involving 
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both boys and girls. As this champions of change programme looks much into SRHR 

education in the community, there is an another one for in-school youth focused on 

keeping girls in school.  

NGOs running these programmes need to think of integrating these two programmes to 

enhance and promote out-of-school girls to go back to school as well. 

There is also need for NGOs working on such programmes to capitalize the proximity 

of the community-based champion of change to the most important actors involved in 

child marriage, who are the parents, uncles and the community in general.  

 

2. To address the major cause of child marriage, out-of-wedlock pregnancy, there is a need 

to empower the community around contraceptive use, including information about and 

availability of contraceptives. International and local NGOs, CBOs, health workers, 

teachers working in TA Liwonde, need to provide information on contraceptive use and 

tools to prevent pregnancy and diseases. With evidence that in initiation ceremonies, 

grandparents are the platforms from which young people get information about SRHR, 

there is need to add contraception and disease prevention to the initiation ceremonies, 

and access to contraception services as an ongoing part of health services to be provided 

in the community.  

Changing societal views about contraception may need to be done both from inside and 

outside the community.  Champions of Change are one way to introduce new ideas. For 

this to happen, advocates would have to be respected by the community.  

To introduce change for parents, provision of incentives for delaying marriage could be 

an option. These programmes would create model families, which all feed into role 

models.  

To reach out to young people at different levels with SRHR information, the ministries 

of youth, child protection and welfare, and gender can promote youth targeted 

programmes through local radio stations.  

 

3. To address lack of opportunities for the girls, there is need to create actual jobs for girls 

in the community. This would entail provision of local work, particularly for Form 4 

educated girls. This could be virtual work, call centers, or tailoring, which would make 

young women remain in their communities as role models for the girls and families to 

follow. Ministries of youth and labour can collectively work together to promote 

vocational trainings in community technical colleges within reach for the girls in TA 

Liwonde. This could address issues around value for girls and provision of alternatives 

beyond getting married and for the families, a sense of girls being able to financially 

take care of their families hence no need to marry them off for financial and material 

support.  

 

Recommendation for future studies (Researchers)  

• It would be good for future research to explore experiences of married girls to 

address child marriage at all levels, before and after.  
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ANNEXES 

ANNEX 1 

Research table 

Objective Issues 

1-Explore views on the 

acceptability/non 

acceptability of child marriage 

among young people in 

Machinga, Malawi 

  

Positives views around getting married young  

-Independence from parents  

-Peace of mind  

-Expression of adulthood  

-Children  

-Love  

Negative views around child marriage  

-Dropping out school  

-Poverty  

-Abuse from husband  

-Health related problems  

-End of childhood  

2-Explore girls’ agency and 

decision making, availability 

of opportunities, and views on 

sexuality and pregnancy as 

drivers of child marriage in 

Machinga, Malawi 

 

 

-Limitation of girl’s agency  

-Availability or non availability of opportunities  

-How agency is exercised 

-Decision making in regard to child marriage  

-Why do they marry? 

-Conditions to make choices 

-Reasons and ways on how girls refuse to marry 

-Parental agency  

-Community agency 

-Girls’ sexuality and pregnancy out-of-wedlock  

-The bride prices 

-Family honour  

-Traditional leaders officiating wedding ceremonies 

-Community,  

-Gender inequality 

-Betrothing 

-Power imbalance 

-Gender relations 

-Messaging in ceremonies 

3-Analyze interventions that 

have worked in the reduction 

of child marriage in TA 

Liwonde, Machinga district 

 

-Community empowerment  

-Community engagement  

-Education  

-Economic empowerment  

-Legal support 

5. Provide recommendations 

to  policy makers, donors and 

activists t o contribute to the 

reduction of child marriage 

 

 



 
 

ANNEX 2 

 

Methods and study participants: Yes, I Do! Baseline, Midline and Endline  

Study Method Number Participants 

Baseline Key informant interviews 

(KII) 

8 5 NGOs 

1 DHO 

1 DSWOs 

1 Police 

 In depth Interviews (IDI) 20 2 Girls 15-19 

2 Boys 15-19 

2 Girls 20-24 

2 Boys 20-24 

2 Teachers 

2 Religious leaders 

2 Local leaders 

1 Community Health worker 

(CHW), 2 parents, 1 CBO leader, 

1 elderly woman, 1 female 

initiation counsellor. 11 IDIs 

with males, 9 with females 

 Focus group discussion 

(FGD) 

10 2 Girls 15-19 

2 Boys 15-19 

2 Girls 20-24 

2 Boys 20-24 

2 Parents/caregivers 

Midline Key informant interviews 8  2 Community leaders 

4 NGO 

2 Government officials 

 IDIs 20  3 Male Champions of change 

3 Female Champion of change 

2 IDI parents 

2 Parents/guardians 

 FGDs 10  2Girls 15-19 

2Boys 15-19 

2Girls 20-24 

2Boys 20-24 

2Parents  

Endline KII 8  2Government officials 

4 NGO 

2CBOs 

 IDI’s 20 2 Boys 15-19 Married and 

Unmarried 



 
 

2 Girls 15-19 Married and 

Unmarried 

2 Boys 20-24 Married and 

unmarried 

2 Girls 20-24 Married and 

unmarried 

1 Youth female facilitator 

1 Youth male facilitator 

1 Female parent 

1 Male parent 

1 Female initiator 

1 Male initiator 

1 Health worker 

1 Health Surveillance Assistant 

2 Religious leaders (Pastor and 

Sheikh) 

1 Group Village head 

1 Headteacher 

 FGD’s 10 2 Girls 15-19 (Married and 

unmarried) 

2 Boys 15-19 (Married and 

unmarried) 

2 Girls 20-24 (Married and 

unmarried) 

2 Boys 20-24 (Married and 

unmarried) 

1 Male parent 

1 Female parent 

 

 

  



 
 

ANNEX 3 

 

Study Waiver 

From: Darlen Martha Dzimwe      Amsterdam, 

11/June/2022 

To: Principal Investigator of Yes, I Do! project, Malawi. 

 

Dear Ma’am/Sir, 

 

This letter is to request a waiver of ethical clearance for a study on Child marriage in Malawi. 

The data used will be derived from the “Yes I Do!” project, dataset which aims at reducing 

child marriage, teenage pregnancy, and female genital mutilation in its operational countries in 

Africa and Asia. Malawi is a part of the 7 countries, the Yes I Do! project operates. 

The study is done by Darlen Dzimwe, in the context of KIT thesis research. The purpose of the 

study is to explore young people’s opinions towards Child marriage in TA Liwonde, Machinga 

District, Malawi. The research will solely use secondary data analysis as the study 

methodology. 

The study results will be used to provide evidence-informed recommendations to stakeholders 

combating CM, for sustainable and systematic strategies to address culturally embedded social 

norms that bleed acceptance of child marriage as hindering factor to fighting CM burden in 

Malawi. 

The research team consists of the main researcher (Darlen Dzimwe). 

I would like to kindly request the principal investigator for a waiver of ethical clearance for this 

study for the following reasons: 

• The “Yes I Do!” has a life span of 5 years, baseline to endline and is rich with 

information since the different studies have touched on young people, community and 

policy makers opinions on teenage pregnancy and child marriage in TA Liwonde, 

Machinga district, Malawi. 

• To add to the information from a different perspective, by exploring the influence of 

social norms and attitude on three specific drivers of child marriage (lack of agency, 

lack of opportunities and fear of girl’s sexuality and pregnancy), developed by Darlen 

Dzimwe, based on feedback received from academic and thesis advisors. 

• All information will be derived, processed, stored and published anonymously. The 

information will be kept in a password-protected drive and only the PI and the 

supervisors will have access. The names of the respondent will be anonymized in the 

notes and in the analysis. 



 
 

I hope to have informed you sufficiently on the objective and content of this study to decide on 

my request. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Darlen Martha Dzimwe 

MPH-ICD student 

KIT Royal Tropical Institute 

 

 

DECLARATION:  TO BE SIGNED BY PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR 

Agreement 

The purpose of the study was explained to me, and I agree that Darlen Dzimwe to use the Yes, 

I Do! data. 

 

15/07/2022 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Signed                                                    Date 

 

If you have any questions or want to file a complaint about the research, you may contact: 

 

Contact information organization 

Name: Darlen Dzimwe (Main researcher) 

Position: Student 

Email: darlendzimwe@gmail.com 

 

 

Contact for Ethics Committee 

Name: Sandra Alba 

Position: Co-chair of the KIT REC 

Email: s.alba@kit.nl; 

*Questions raised by the participants 

Questions Response 
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