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Abstract  

Numerous studies have reported huge adverse effects of early marriage (marriage before age 18) 

on women’s life outcomes in adulthood. Others have shown that low education is a hindrance to 

women’s whole self-development. However, current literature is unclear about the direct 

individual and interacted effects of low/high education and early/late marriage on women’s 

socioeconomic life outcomes. In the current study, we borrowed retrospective cross-sectional data 

covering a total of 129,519 women from ten Asian countries: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, 

Jordan, Kyrgyzstan, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, Tajikistan, and Yemen; and showed differences 

in the following individual’s current life outcomes, based on low education and timing of first 

marriage: gender ideologies and attitudes towards wife-beating, employment status, occupational 

position, the experience of marital dissolution, and poverty, using both descriptive bivariate (chi-

square) and multivariate analyses. The result shows that early marriage was rampant in all 

countries studied, ranging from 14% in Kyrgyzstan to 76% in Bangladesh. However, women who 

married early but had high education (secondary or post-secondary) had better life outcomes in all 

compared to their counterparts who though married late (>18 years) but had low education. Our 

findings again emphasized the need for female education amidst global campaigns to end early 

marriage.  
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1. Introduction 

Early marriage which refers to “any formal marriage or informal union between a child under the 

age of 18 and an adult or another child” (UNICEF, 2021) is a harmful traditional practice that 
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affects about 20% , that is one in five, of all girls globally. Several campaigns, policies and 

programs worth several millions of dollars have been designed and implemented to end the 

practice across the globe, mainly due to its huge negative effects on the total development of the 

girl-child, more importantly, on her physical and mental health, and socioeconomic life outcomes. 

Among others, the link between early marriage and low education and between early marriage and  

poverty have been firmly established in previous literature. However, the current study contends 

that perhaps there is something worse than early marriage – low education. While the goal is not 

to devalue the importance of the ongoing efforts at curtailing the menace of early marriage, it does 

hope to emphasize that the effects of early marriage (marriage before age 18) on socioeconomic 

life outcomes may be attenuated if early married women have high education (secondary and 

higher). However, the benefits of late marriage (marriage >18 years) may be lost if late married 

women have low education (none or only primary education). Such research goal orients us to 

interact the tow variables – early marriage and high education with a view to identifying and 

separating the direct independent contribution of early marriage and educational attainments on 

women’s socioeconomic life outcomes. Such analysis leads to the identification of four categories 

of women – ‘early married, low educated’ women, ‘early married, high educated’ women, ‘late 

married, low educated’ women, and ‘late married, high educated’ women. Women’s 

socioeconomic life outcomes were particularly measured using three outcomes: gender ideologies 

and attitudes to wife-beating, current employment status and occupational position. 

2. Method 

To answer the question of interest, we employed nationally representative Demographic and health 

survey data of ten (10) Asian countries conducted between 2012 and 2018 (See Table 1 for more 

information on countries studied). Data analysis involved bivariate and multivariate analysis. 

 

 

 

Table 1 Country Setting 

Region in Asia Country DHS Year 

Sample size 

(weighted) 
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Central Asia Kyrgyzstan 2012 4,848 

Western Asia Yemen 2013 12,353 

South Asia Bangladesh 2014 12,610 

Southcentral Afghanistan 2015 21,546 

South Asia Nepal 2016 7,777 

Southeast Asia Myanmar -2015-16 7,463 

Central Asia Tajikistan 2017 6,465 

Southeast Asia Indonesia 2017 33,800 

South Asia Pakistan  2017-18 9,875 

Western Asia Jordan  2017-18 12,783 

Total   129,519 

 

3. Result 

As shown on Figure 1, with the exclusion of the two central Asian countries, Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan, early marriage was rampant in all the countries studies, ranging from 14% in rural and 

urban Tajikistan to 67% and 80% in urban and rural Bangladesh. 

1. Early marriage and poverty 

Early marriage increased women’s likelihood of being in poor households in 6 out of the 10 

countries. The relationship however was not significant in  Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Yemen. 

Afghanistan was an outlier: early married women were less likely to be in poor households. 

2. Early marriage and marital dissolution or instability 

The study also examined the relationship between age at first cohabitation and likelihood of 

woman marrying more than once. The result shows that early married women were consistently 

more likely to have experienced marital dissolution in previous marriages in 70% of the countries. 

The relationship remains consistent even after controlling for the relative effects of education. The 

relationship however was not significant only in  Afghanistan, Jordan and Tajikistan. 

3. Early marriage and women’s attitudes towards wife-beating 

Early marriage was positively associated with women’s acceptance of wife beating among early 

married women. The relationship remained statistically significant in Bangladesh, Indonesia, 

Jordan, Nepal, Pakistan, and Yemen after controlling for education. It only turned not significant  

in the Jordan. 
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4. Early marriage and women's participation in household decision-making  

The relationship between early marriage and women's household decision-making participation is 

not reliably established as the relationship was not significant at 0.05 level of significance in 8 out 

of 10 countries studies. Only in 2 countries where the relationship was significant, the direction of 

the relationship was not consistent: positive in Afghanistan, but negative in Indonesia. 

5. Socioeconomic life outcomes among four categories of women 

Four categories of women (‘early married low educated’ women, ‘early married high educated’ 

women, ‘late married low educated’ women, and ‘late married, high educated’ women) were 

compared in relation to life outcomes in household poverty (poor versus not poor), participation 

in household decision-making processes (participating versus not participating), experience of 

marital dissolution (Yes versus No), employment in top managerial position, and attitudes towards 

violence against women (justification of wife-beating). Compared to “late married low educated 

women”, early married high educated women were significantly less likely to be in poor homes in 

Afghanistan (aOR 0.28), Bangladesh (aOR 0.23), Indonesia (aOR 0.26), Jordan (aOR 0.25), 

Myanmar (aOR 0.29), Nepal (aOR 0.21), Pakistan (aOR 0.20), and Yemen (aOR 0.31). In addition 

to being less likely to be in poor homes, they were more likely  to same category, they were more 

likely to have secured employment in top managerial positions (7 out of 10) and participate in key 

household decision-making processes (7 out of 10). However, women who married late and have 

high education (late married high educated women) manifested the best life outcomes among the 

four groups. 

Conclusion 

Late marriage, that is escaping early marriage, has its benefits. However, the benefits of late 

marriage is not realized if late married women have no quality education up to secondary school 

level and above. Similarly, while early marriage has its own negative effects on women’s life 

outcomes, the effects are attenuated if woman has high education. Quality education matters. This 

study has important policy recommendation towards compulsory female secondary education for 

all. 

APPENDIX 
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Figure 1: Percentages (%) of women cohabited before their 15th and 18th birthday by urban 

and rural residences across selected Asian countries 
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Table 2 Multivariable logistic regression result showing adjusted odds ratios (aORs) of life outcomes among four classes of women based on early 

marriage experience and educational attainments (Abridged) 

Countries 

Independent  

Variables  

Poor 

household 

Experienced 

marital 

dissolution 

Justified wife-

beating for any 

reason 

Participates in 

household decision-

making 

Employed in top 

managerial position 

Afghanistan 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.17***  0.49 0.60** 1.41 6.35*** 

   (0.10 - 0.28) (0.09 - 2.60) (0.42 - 0.85) (0.91 - 2.19) (4.21 - 9.59) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 0.84* 1.23 1.03 1.19** 1.03 

   (0.73 - 0.96) (0.87 - 1.75) (0.92 - 1.16) (1.05 - 1.34) (0.81 - 1.32) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.28** 3.5 0.97 2.57*** 5.24*** 

   (0.11 - 0.69) (0.84 - 14.57) (0.63 - 1.51) (1.52 - 4.34) (2.88 - 9.53) 

Bangladesh 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.15*** 0.19*** 0.46*** 1.71*** 191.44*** 

   (0.11 - 0.19) (0.11 - 0.32) (0.36 - 0.58) (1.31 - 2.23) (26.32 - 1,392.19) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 1.2 1.38 1.1 1.15 4.72 

   (0.98 - 1.48) (0.99 - 1.91) (0.93 - 1.30) (0.97 - 1.38) (0.49 - 45.72) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.23*** 0.52** 0.86 1.62*** 35.28*** 

Indonesia 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

        

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.17*** 0.58*** 0.85*** 1.45*** 34.31*** 

   (0.15 - 0.18) (0.51 - 0.66) (0.78 - 0.92) (1.28 - 1.65) (21.59 - 54.52) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 0.9 2.19*** 1.09 1 0.62 

   (0.79 - 1.03) (1.92 - 2.50) (0.99 - 1.19) (0.86 - 1.15) (0.28 - 1.39) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.26*** 1.75*** 1.07 0.99 6.91*** 

   (0.23 - 0.30) (1.49 - 2.04) (0.95 - 1.21) (0.82 - 1.19) (4.01 - 11.92) 
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Jordan 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.19*** 0.69 0.45*** 2.21*** 7.28*** 

   (0.13 - 0.29) (0.37 - 1.28) (0.34 - 0.60) (1.58 - 3.09) (4.41 - 12.04) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 1.05 1.02 0.87 1.65* 1 

   (0.58 - 1.91) (0.39 - 2.68) (0.59 - 1.28) (1.09 - 2.50) (1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.25*** 0.96 0.57*** 1.90*** 1 

   (0.16 - 0.38) (0.49 - 1.86) (0.40 - 0.79) (1.33 - 2.70) (1.00 - 1.00) 

Myanmar 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.24*** 0.62** 0.95 1.2 7.34*** 

   (0.19 - 0.29) (0.44 - 0.88) (0.83 - 1.10) (0.95 - 1.52) (4.19 - 12.85) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 1.37* 2.48*** 1.11 0.93 1.35 

   (1.08 - 1.74) (1.92 - 3.22) (0.95 - 1.29) (0.74 - 1.16) (0.69 - 2.65) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.29*** 1.93* 1.01 1.02 2.55* 

   (0.20 - 0.41) (1.11 - 3.36) (0.77 - 1.32) (0.68 - 1.53) (1.05 - 6.18) 

Nepal 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.18*** 0.23*** 0.72*** 2.33*** 27.39*** 

   (0.15 - 0.23) (0.12 - 0.45) (0.60 - 0.87) (1.80 - 3.01) (9.25 - 81.11) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 1.05 1.35* 1.04 1.29** 0.89 

   (0.86 - 1.28) (1.03 - 1.77) (0.88 - 1.23) (1.11 - 1.50) (0.27 - 2.90) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.21*** 0.86 0.95 2.06*** 12.38*** 

   (0.17 - 0.26) (0.52 - 1.41) (0.76 - 1.18) (1.53 - 2.77) (4.18 - 36.64) 

Pakistan 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.10*** 0.64* 0.39*** 1.51*** 178.27*** 

   (0.08 - 0.13) (0.42 - 0.99) (0.31 - 0.50) (1.27 - 1.81) (37.95 - 837.42) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 1.38*** 1.76*** 1.29*** 1.09 1.58 
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   (1.16 - 1.64) (1.30 - 2.39) (1.12 - 1.50) (0.94 - 1.25) (0.26 - 9.67) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.20*** 0.97 0.58** 1.16 118.54*** 

   (0.14 - 0.28) (0.38 - 2.50) (0.41 - 0.82) (0.84 - 1.59) (23.63 - 594.56) 

Kyrgyzstan 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 1.08 0.63* 0.44 13.09** 2.10*** 

   (0.19 - 6.19) (0.45 - 0.90) (0.10 - 2.03) (2.85 - 60.20) (1.55 - 2.84) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 0.26 3.47 1 1 1 

   (0.02 - 3.63) (0.36 - 33.84) (1.00 - 1.00) (1.00 - 1.00) (1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 1.18 1 0.47 13.66*** 1 

   (0.20 - 6.82) (1.00 - 1.00) (0.10 - 2.16) (2.94 - 63.45) (1.00 - 1.00) 

Tajikistan 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.69 0.89 1.1 1.44** 3.83** 

   (0.42 - 1.11) (0.53 - 1.51) (0.83 - 1.47) (1.12 - 1.86) (1.52 - 9.66) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 1.34 1.77 1.4 0.69 1 

   (0.64 - 2.83) (0.69 - 4.50) (0.69 - 2.84) (0.40 - 1.21) (1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.69 1.16 1.09 1.65** 1.44 

   (0.42 - 1.12) (0.66 - 2.06) (0.81 - 1.46) (1.19 - 2.29) (0.55 - 3.74) 

Yemen 

Late married, low 

educated women 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

[1]  

(1.00 - 1.00) 

 

Late married, high 

educated women 0.21*** 0.48** 0.40*** 2.04*** 41.06*** 

   (0.15 - 0.30) (0.28 - 0.81) (0.32 - 0.49) (1.65 - 2.51) (22.02 - 76.59) 

 

Early married, low 

educated women 0.91 1.77*** 1.1 0.99 0.32* 

   (0.79 - 1.05) (1.42 - 2.19) (0.99 - 1.23) (0.90 - 1.09) (0.12 - 0.83) 

 

Early married, high 

educated women 0.31*** 1.21 0.58*** 2.05*** 31.32*** 

   (0.20 - 0.48) (0.67 - 2.17) (0.43 - 0.80) (1.53 - 2.76) (15.50 - 63.29) 

Notes: High education= At least secondary education; Low education = None or only primary education; confidence intervals in parentheses; *** 

p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05. Other Variables Controlled: Current age, residence, Region of residence, Religion 
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