
Exploring Child Marriage 
in Brazil
Promundo

Giovanna Lauro

July 14, 2015

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good morning everybody. Thank you very much to the Gender Team for hosting us here today. 

GOAL
I’m here to give you a brief overview of an exploratory study on child marriage in Brazil we recently conduced. Given the very limited sample size of this study, the goal is not to answer questions but to raise the visibility of the issue and encourage action around it.

ABOUT
The study, first of its kind in Brazil, is a mixed methods research looking at attitudes and practices around the issue, while also exploring protective and risk factors and their implications for future policy, research and programming. 

Copies of the report are available in the room. 



“Child Marriage in Brazil?!?”
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• In the LAC region, higher prevalence rates only in DR 
and Nicaragua (41% vs 36% in Brazil)

• 3d highest number of married girls (18 and under) in 
the world (UNICEF 2014, PNDS 2006)

• 88,000 children (ages 10-14) living with a partner in a 
“consensual”, religious or civil union (2010 census)

Ambiguity in the law regulating age of marriage allows for 
girls - and girls only - to marry before 14 in case of 

pregnancy
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As I said, this is the 1st study of its kind in the country, as most global discussions and actions around child and adolescent marriage focus on hotspot areas in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. In Latin America and the Caribbean, researchers and advocates have long studied adolescent pregnancy. But any critical discussion of marriage practices involving minors –which can occur as a result of early pregnancy, or indeed lead to early childbearing– has arisen only recently. 
 
This invisibility of the practice in popular awareness stands in sharp contrast to the prevalence of child marriage in the region (29%), where the highest prevalence rates exist in Brazil (36%), the Dominican Republic (41%), Nicaragua (41%) and Honduras (34%). Brazil is home to the highest absolute numbers of girls in child marriages in the region, and is estimated to be the fourth country in total numbers worldwide: 88,000 girls and boys ages 10-14 are in what the census categorizes as “consensual” (informal), civil and/or religious unions in Brazil.





Exploring Child Marriage in Brazil

Support from Ford Foundation

States with the highest 
prevalence: Pará (north), 
Maranhão (north east)

Exploratory research
• Mixed methods
• Partnerships with Plan 

International Brazil
and Federal University of Pará 
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What is behind these numbers? What are the motivations and consequences of these unions involving minors? Seeking to better understand the practice to be able to contribute to evidence-based programming and policies, Promundo conducted exploratory research that explores attitudes and practices surrounding child and adolescent marriage in Pará and Maranhão, two Brazilian states with highest prevalence. 

Focus on URBAN areas, non-indigenous people




Methodology
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1. 50 Key informant interviews (International, 
Federal and State level)

2. 60 interviews, 6 FGDs in São Luis and Belém: 
• Married Girls (12-18)
• Husbands of Married Girls (24-60)
• Family Members of Married Girls
• Protection Network

3. Survey in São Luis: 150 men, 150 girls



Child Marriage: “It just happens”

5

1. The term is neither recognized nor used

2. No one pathway, it is informal and little planned

3. Lack of physical coercion, but other forms are present

4. Girls’ average age at marriage and first birth is 15 
(with men being on average 9 years older)
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What did we find? 

First off, in terms of the peculiarities of CM in the region:
it’s informal, characterized by stable cohabitation (all of the married girls and men interviewed but one)
Small age differential, but still with important consequences in terms of power relations (no girls worked outside the home)
It’s not labeled as such, neither by girls nor by practitioners

Contrast to girls’ expectations

Early pregnancy and related MNCH problems

Educational set-backs

Limitations to girls’ social networks and mobility

Exposure to GBV including a range of controlling behaviors on the part of older husbands




Key Drivers
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Families’ desire to:

1. Control girls’ sexuality, anticipating or responding 
to a pregnancy to protect family’s reputation

2. Ensure the men’s financial support for the girl and 
the baby

Men’s preference for younger girls perceived as 
easier to control and more attractive

Girls “choose” to get married within the context of 
limited educational and professional opportunities
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I’d like to stress that research participants communicated a lack of support for child marriage, with girls expressing many alternatives aspirations. So why did these girls get married?

the practice perceived as a protective strategy to prevent or deal with girls’ unwanted pregnancy.

It is also motivated by construction of sexuality and masculinity that help shape preferences for young, malleable wives while portraying men’s role as primarily as financial providers (in a context with high unemployment amongst young men). 

Finally, the practice is generally perceived as a ‘least worst’ alternative in the context of an unappealing or out-of reach educational pathway. Child marriage is perpetuated by widespread gender-inequitable social norms. 




Structural Factors
• Family, community – reinforcing gender norms beginning 

with socialization of girls vs boys, normalizing of girls’ 
marriages

• Religion
• School
• Media 

1 - An unwanted pregnancy: a
family member wishes to protect 
the girl’s and family’s reputation 
and ensure the man’s responsibility 
to care for the potential baby 

3 – Desire for financial security

Marriage Consequences 

Health
Early pregnancy (also a cause of 
marriage); maternal, newborn, 
child health problems; limited 
fatherhood engagement

IPV
And a range of controlling 
behaviors

Educational setbacks

Girls’ limited 
mobility & social 
networks

Inadequate/ discriminatory 
provision of services (also prior to 
marriage)

2 – Desire to control girls’ 
sexuality and limit perceived 
‘risky’ behaviors such as casual 
sex/ sexual initiation and going 
out

4 – An expression of girls’ agency to leave the parents’ 
home in the context of limited opportunities and/or 
experiences of abuse

5 – Prospective husbands’ preference to marry younger girls / 
men’s greater decision-making power 
surrounding marriage

Social determinants
Unequal gender norms that reinforce men’s 
preferences /decision-making power 
throughout marriage and upon separation  



Consequences
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1. Early pregnancy and related MNCH problems

2. Educational set-backs

3. Limitations to girls’ social networks and mobility

4. Exposure to GBV including a range of controlling 
behaviors on the part of older husbands
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Yet, consequences are very much the same.

In particular, even in the very limited sample we considered, the effect on girls education was very strong. 

Point 3 and 4 are particularly noteworthy as most girls married to get out of the control of their parents, thus their expectations around marriage did not match reality



Future Directions
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RESEARCH

• Explore agency and choice; the role of religion

POLICY

• Address social determinants (esp. education and 
employment)

• Amend/enforce legislation 

PROGRAMS

• Transform social norms (esp. constructions of 
sexuality, relationships and masculinity)
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To conclude, here some suggestions for future directions. Of these, I wanted to stress:

The complexity of girls’ agency vis-à-vis child marriage – the fact that they choose unions that appear not to be good for them– should be further explored in future research in Brazil and in the rest of the Latin America.
Another area of interest is the role of various religions in driving the pressures families put on girls. (Christian!)
Structural drivers in terms of educational and employment opps
From  a social norm perspective, cultural constructions of sexuality and relationships and masculinity
Finally, the role of men and boys as agents for ending child marriage is largely overlooked in research on child marriage, in the region and globally, and is important to ensure the sustainability of any effort.. 
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