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ABSTRACT

BACKGROUND: Age at first marriage is crucial for a woman’s life prospects. Rural women are more likely to 

marry at an early age. This study focused on identifying the factors that influence the age at first marriage.

METHODS: A cross-sectional study was conducted in the West Guji Zone, southern Ethiopia, from April 1 to 

May 5, 2024. A multistage sampling procedure was used to select 711 participants. The data were entered into Epi-

Data version 4.4.3.1 and exported to SPSS version 25 for analysis. A multivariable linear regression model was fitted 

to determine the predictors of the age at first marriage, and statistical significance was determined using p < 0.05.

RESULTS: The participants’ age at marriage was 17.5 ± 2.456 years, ranging from 13 to 25 years. Factors 

associated with the age at first marriage were family wealth (β = 0.922, p < 0.001), mother’s education (β = 0.677, p 

< 0.001), awareness of legal age (β = 0.357, p < 0.001), lack of punishment for perpetrators (β = -0.600, p = 0.001), 

lack of job opportunities (β = -0.608, p = 0.016), marriage decision (β = 0.254, p = 0.013), and parents’ family size 

(β = -0.086, p = 0.026).

CONCLUSION: In this study, the average age of first marriage in the West Guji Zone was lower than the legal 

marital age. Girls from poorer families, with low levels of education and larger family sizes, should be the target of 

intervention programs to end early marriage. Furthermore, the general public should be made aware of the legal 

marital age.
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INTRODUCTION

Marriage before the age of eighteen is regarded as a 
discriminatory practice that violates human rights 
and exposes women to numerous challenges1. Early 
marriage is associated with lower education levels, 
marital dissatisfaction, poor physical and mental 
health outcomes, lack of autonomy, increased 
gender inequality, divorce, lower social status of 
women, curtailed economic empowerment, limited 
job opportunities, and higher fertility rates2-4. In 
contrast, marriage at an older age is correlated with 
higher rates of female involvement in the labor 
force, improved mother and child health, more 
bargaining power, higher levels of education, and 
lower fertility rates5.
Globally, the mean age at first marriage has 
increased. In Western countries, between 1965 and 
2000, the mean age of marriage rose from 24.7 to 
28.3 years6. Similarly, the proportion of women 
married before the age of 18 has declined over the 
past three decades, from 1 in 3 girls to 1 in 4 girls7. 
In Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), from 1950 to 2005, 
the average marital age increased by 3.3 years in 
urban areas and 1.1 years in rural areas8. Despite 
this, the region still has a 55.11% prevalence of early 
marriage9. Similarly, in Ethiopia, the mean age at 
first marriage among women increased from 14.34 
years in 2000 to 15.5 years in 201610.
Risk factors contributing to early marriage include 
women’s education, employment opportunities, 
family wealth, family size, religion, rural 
residence, marriage decisions, media exposure, 
social norms, fear of pregnancy, awareness of the 
legal marriage age, family conflict, and virginity-
associated stigma9,11-21. According to Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 5.3, early marriages 
should cease by 2030, and Ethiopia pledged to 
end marriages before the age of 18 by 202522,23. 
However, more than half (56.34%) of Ethiopian 
girls marry before reaching 18 years24. Furthermore, 
research has shown that rural women are more likely 
to marry early than their urban counterparts18,24. 
In the study area, arranged marriages are more 
common than love marriages, further increasing the 

likelihood of early marriage25. In Ethiopia, limited 
information exists about the age at first marriage 
among rural women. Therefore, this research 
aims to investigate the age at first marriage and its 
predictors among rural women of reproductive age.

METHODS AND MATERIALS
Study setting: This study was conducted in the 
West Guji Zone of southern Oromia, located 470 
kilometers south of Ethiopia’s capital, Addis Ababa. 
The zone consists of 10 administrative districts 
(9 rural and 1 urban) and 196 kebeles. The Guji 
society, an Oromo ethnic group, practices arranged 
marriages rather than love marriages26.
Study Period: This study was carried out from April 
1 to May 5, 2024.
Study design: A community-based cross-sectional 
study design.
Population: The source population included all 
women of reproductive age (15–49 years) living in 
rural districts of the West Guji Zone. The study 
population consisted of randomly selected women 
of reproductive age living in selected kebeles who 
were available at home during the study period. 
Women who were married and had resided in the 
selected kebeles for over six months were included, 
while women who were ill or in cohabiting 
relationships were excluded.
Sample size determination: The sample size was 
determined using a single population proportion 
formula, with the assumptions of Zα/2 = 1.96, 
a 95% confidence level, a 5% margin of error, a 
69.9% proportion of early marriage from a previous 
Ethiopian study27, and a design effect of 2. After 
adding a 10% nonresponse rate, the final sample 
size was 711.
Sampling technique and procedure: A multistage 
sampling technique was adapted from previous 
studies18,28. Four of the 9 rural districts were 
selected randomly. Of the 96 kebeles in the 
selected districts, 37 kebeles were chosen based 
on proportional representation. After identifying 
households with eligible women, a sampling frame 
was prepared for each selected kebele. Finally, 
a random sampling method (random number 
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table) was used to select households with eligible 
participants. If more than one eligible woman 
was present in a household, a lottery method was 
applied (Fig. 1).

Study variables
Dependent Variable: Female age at first marriage.
Independent Variables: Sociodemographic factors 
such as age, marital status, education level, and family 
size. Social structure and service-related factors, 
including media accessibility, legal punishments for 
early marriage offenders, and the availability of job 
opportunities for girls. Individual-related factors 
such as perceived marital age and awareness of the 
legal age, as well as context-related factors, such as 
criteria for girls reaching marriageable age, stigma 
related to girls’ age, honor concerning virginity, 
family conflict, and marriage decisions.

Figure 1: Pictorial presentation of the sampling procedure for the study conducted 

among rural reproductive-age women in the West Guji zone, Southern Ethiopia, 2024

Operational Definition: Age at first marriage is 
measured in years, with distribution examined 
using the mean29.
Data collection tools, techniques, and quality 
control: The data collection instrument was 
adapted from relevant literature12,18,30. The tools 
were pretested in 5% (36 married women) of the 
study participants living in a similar setting outside 
the study area (Uraga district of the East Guji Zone) 
and administered via face-to-face interviews. Two 
language experts prepared the tools in English, 
translated them into Afan Oromo, and then 
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retranslated them into English for consistency. 
Twenty health extension workers participated in 
data collection, supervised by ten supervisors. The 
study assistants received two days of training on 
the instruments, data collection procedures, study 
objectives, confidentiality, and informed consent.
Data analysis: The data were cleaned, coded, and 
verified for completeness before being entered 
into Epi-Data version 4.4.3.1 and exported to 
SPSS version 25 for analysis. Descriptive statistics, 
including frequencies, percentages, and means, 
were calculated. Simple and multivariable linear 
regression models were used to identify predictors 
of age at first marriage. Variables with a significant 
association at p < 0.2 in bivariate analysis were 
selected for multivariable regression, with statistical 
significance set at p < 0.05.

RESULTS
Sociodemographic characteristics of the women
A total of 711 married women were interviewed in 
this study, making up 100% of the response rate. 
The mean marital age of the surveyed women was 
17.5 ± (2.456 SD). The minimum and maximum 
ages at first marriage were 13 and 25 years, 
respectively. Among the interviewed women, nearly 
half (353, 49.6%) had an age at first marriage less 
than 18 years (Table 1).

Social structure and service pertaining to early 
marriage
The majority of the respondents (548, 77.1%) 
had followed media, and of those who had access 
to media, two-thirds listened to the radio. A 
remarkable number of study participants (567, 
79.7%) reported the absence of girls supporting 
agencies in their vicinity. More than half of them 
(423, 59.5%) reported a lack of legal punishment 
against perpetrators of early marriage. The majority 
of surveyed women (87.9%) stated a lack of job 
opportunities in their locality for females.

__________________________________________________
Characteristics Frequency(n) Percent (%)
__________________________________________________
Participants age at first marriage
    <18 353  49.6 
    ≥18 358  50.4 

Participants current age  
   <20  30  4.2
    20-29  354  49.8
    30-39  303  42.6
    ≥40  24  3.4 

Participants marital status 
    Married  682  95.9
    Divorced  20  2.8
   Widowed  9  1.3 

Religion
   Orthodox  107  15
   Muslim  147  20.7
   Protestant  384  54
   Waqefata  73  10.3 

Father education 
     Had no formal education  461  64.8
     Primary(1-8)  186  26.2
     Secondary (9-12) 42  5.9
     College or University  22  3.1 

Mother Education 
     Had no formal education  616  86.6
     Primary(1-8)  75  10.6
     Secondary (9-12)  8  1.1
     College or University 12 1.7 

Participant education  
     Had no formal education  251  35.3
     Primary(1-8)  333  46.8
     Secondary (9-12)  92  12.9
     College or University 37  5 

Parents family size
   1-3  17  2.4
    4-6  230  32.3
    ≥7  464  65.3 

Wealth Index
   Poor  238  33.5
   Middle  237  33.4
   Rich  235  33.1 
__________________________________________________

Table 1: Sociodemographic characteristics of rural women in 

West Guji zone, Southern Ethiopia, 2024 
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Table 2:  Perceptions  of rural women regarding early 

marriage in West Guji zone, Southern Ethiopia, 2024 

Table 3: Context-related factors of early marriage among 

rural women in the West Guji zone, Southern Ethiopia, 2024

__________________________________________________
Variables Frequency(n) Percent (%)
__________________________________________________
Your opinion on having sex before getting married   
 Not correct  638  89.7
 Correct 73  10.3  

Do you believe that having sex before marriage leads to early 
marriage?
 No  365  51.3
 Yes  346  48.7 

Perceived age of marriage
 <18  126  17.7 
 ≥18  585  82.3 

Know the legal age of marriage
 No  125  17.6
 Yes  586  82.4 
__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________
Characteristics Frequency Percent 
  (n) (%)
__________________________________________________
The criterion for girl’s reached for marriage 
 Signs of puberty  591  83.1
     (breast enlargement, menses)
 Age greater than 18 years old  82  11.5
 Finished school or graduate 38  5.3 
 
The custom of girls marriage age <18 years old 
 No   242  34
 Yes   469   66  

Reason for marriage age <18 years old 
 To protect girls` virginity  158  33.7
 To avoid premarital affairs  192  40.9
 To strengthen inter-family relationship 45  9.6
 Lack of other options for girls 74  15.8 
 
Is there fear in your area if girls grow older? 
 No   47    6.6
 Yes  664  93.4 

Reason for fear
 Face difficulty to marry  334  50.3
 For family reputation  275  41.4
 Stigma related to older age 55  8.3 
 
Who decided your marriage? 
 Not self (father, mother, relative)  241  33.9
 Self  470  66.1 

Honor for girls related to girls’ virginity
 No   79 11.1 
 Yes      632  88.9 

Honor for parents related to girls’ virginity
 No   120  16.9
 Yes    591   83.1 

 Conflict within family
 No  606  85.2
 Yes  105  14.8 
__________________________________________________

Perceptions of the participants on early marriage
A significant number of the respondents (638, 
89.7%) believed that sexual intercourse before 
marriage was incorrect. Similarly, more than half 
of the participants (365, 51.3%) mentioned that 
sexual intercourse before marriage led to a girl’s 
marriage at an early age (Table 2).

Context-related factors of early marriage
Among the surveyed women, 638 (83.1%) reported 
the appearance of signs of puberty considered as a 
criterion for a girl reaching marriage. The majority 
of women (93.4%) reported that there was fear 
related to girls’ age in the community. A total of 
632 (88.9%) and 591 (83.1%) women reported that 
there is honor related to girls’ virginity for girls as 
well as for girls’ parents (Table 3).

Multiple linear regression of factors associated 
with early marriage
A multiple linear regression model was used to 
determine the predictors of age at first marriage. In 
the multivariable forward linear regression, seven 
key variables were significant at p < 0.05: wealth 
status, education level of mothers, perceived age of 
marriage, lack of punishment against perpetrators 
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of early marriage, availability of job opportunities 
for girls, marriage decision makers, and parents’ 
family size.
The family wealth index was a predictor of a girl’s age 
at first marriage (β=0.922, p < 0.001). For every one-
level increase in the mother’s education, girls’ age at 
first marriage increases by 0.677 years (β=0.677, p < 
0.001). An increase in the perceived age of marriage 
increases girls’ marital age by 0.357 years (β=0.357, 

Table 4: A multiple linear regression analysis for the predictors of age at first marriage among rural women in the West Guji 

zone, Southern Ethiopia, 2024

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Predictors of age at first marriage Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients t p-value 
 B Std. Error Beta
______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
(Constant)  9.639 1.689  5.708 .000
Wealth index .922 .102 .307 9.063 .000
Mother education  .677 .098 .233 6.916 .000
Perceived age of marriage .357 .093 .133 3.859 .000
Lack of punishment against perpetrators  -.600 .173 -.120 -3.460 .001
 No job opportunities for females -.608 .251 -.081 -2.422 .016
Marriage decision  .254 .102 .083 2.490 .013
Parents family size -.086 .039 -.077 -2.233 .026
______________________________________________________________________________________________________

p < 0.001). The lack of legal punishment of the 
perpetrators of early marriage (β= -0.600, p = 0.001). 
A lack of job opportunities for females (β= -0.608, 
p = 0.016). The age at first marriage increased by 
0.254 years when girls decided to get married (β= 
0.254, p = 0.013). An increase in family size by one 
member decreases a girl’s marital age by 0.086 years 
(β= -0.086, p = 0.026) (Table 4).
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DISCUSSION
In this study, the mean age at first union was 17.5 
years. This means almost half of the surveyed 
women were married before 18 years. In the study 
area, the onset of secondary sexual characteristics 
(occurrence of menses and breast enlargement) 
was considered as the criteria that the girls met 
for marriage. These results are in line with those 
of previous studies carried out in Ethiopia, where 
the mean age of the first union was 17.2 years11. 
However, there was a slight improvement in the 
mean age of the first union compared with another 
study conducted in Ethiopia, which reported that 
the mean age of first marriage was 14.8 years27. The 
observed discrepancy is perhaps due to study time, 
the differences in the study population, sample 
size, and the commitment of the government 
interventions to eliminate violence against women, 
including early marriage.
The study results revealed that there was fear 
associated with girls’ age, and the reasons for this 
fear were that they may face difficulty marrying and 
age-related stigma. This finding is supported by a 
study conducted in the Harari region, in eastern 
Ethiopia18. This could be because early marriage is 
a widely accepted and practiced custom in Ethiopia.
Family wealth status was a significant predictor 
of age at first marriage. An increase in the wealth 
index from a lower to a higher level increases a girl’s 
marital age by 0.922 years (β=0.922). This finding 
is in line with previous studies9,28,30, showing 
parents’ economic status is a potential determinant 
of marital age in developing countries.
Despite the legal age of marriage being 18 years 
old in Ethiopia23, insufficient legal protection is 
one of the predictors of a girl’s marriage below 18 
years. In this study, the lack of legal punishment 
for offenders of early marriage decreases girls’ age 
at first marriage by 0.600 years (β= -0.600). Another 
study reported that inadequate legal protection of 
girls’ age at first marriage is a risk factor for early 
marriage19. Furthermore, one level increase in 
the mother’s education increases the girls’ age at 
first marriage by 0.677 years (β=0.677). This result 
contradicts a study conducted in the Amhara 

region, where the father’s education status was 
significantly associated with the girls’ age at first 
marriage28. However, parents’ level of education 
has an influence on girls’ age at marriage20. The 
marriage decision of an individual girl increases the 
age at first marriage by 0.254 years (β= 0.254). This 
finding is supported by earlier studies conducted 
in Ethiopia18,30, showing that marriage decisions 
by parents are significantly associated with early 
marriage.
Family size was a negative predictor of a girl’s age 
at first union. An increase in family size by one 
member decreases the girl’s age at first marriage by 
0.086 years (β= -0.086). The findings agree with a 
study done in northern Ethiopia, where girls from 
larger families were four times more likely to marry 
at an early age than their counterpart28. Families 
prefer to marry their girls at an early age to be free 
from financial constraints to care for and educate19. 
Even though the large sample size in this study 
enables generalization to the target population, the 
cross-sectional study design made it impossible to 
determine a cause-and-effect relationship between 
the predictor variables and the outcome.

CONCLUSION
This study revealed the average age of first marriage 
was lower than the national legal marital age. Girls 
from poorer families, low levels of education, and 
larger family sizes should be the target of intervention 
programs to end early marriage. Additionally, girls, 
parents, and the general public should be made 
aware of the impact of early marriage.
Ethical approval
The Bule Hora University Ethical Review 
Committee granted ethical approval before the 
start of the study (Ref.no.BHU-IOH 02-012). A 
permission letter was provided to the West Guji 
Zone administration office, selected districts, and 
Kebeles. The participants were informed of their 
freedom to withdraw from the study at any time, 
and their anonymity was protected by providing 
pseudonyms.



Ethiopian Journal of Reproductive Health (EJRH) January, 2025 
Volume 17, No. 1                                           

63

Data availability
Upon a reasonable request, the corresponding 
author will provide the data used to support the 
conclusions of this study.
Conflict of Interests
The authors declare that they have no conflict of 
interest.
Acknowledgement
All the authors expressed their gratitude to the 
study participants and data collectors.

CORRESPONDING AUTHOR
Shiferaw Gelchu 
Bule Hora University, Department of Nursing, 
Institute of Health, Bule Hora Town, Ethiopia
Email: shiferawgelchu2009@gmail.com



Ethiopian Journal of Reproductive Health (EJRH)  January, 2025 
Volume 17, No. 1                                                                                        

64

REFERENCES

1. Arthur M, Earle A, Raub A, Vincent I, Atabay E, Latz I, et al. Child marriage laws around the world: Minimum marriage age, legal  

 exceptions, and gender disparities. Journal of women, politics & policy. 2018;39(1):51-74.

2. Yount KM, Crandall A, Cheong YF. Women’s age at first marriage and long-term economic empowerment in Egypt. World development.  

 2018;102:124-34.

3. Yoosefi Lebni J, Solhi M, Ebadi Fard Azar F, Khalajabadi Farahani F, Irandoost SF. Exploring the consequences of early marriage: a  

 conventional content analysis. INQUIRY: The Journal of Health Care Organization, Provision, and Financing. 2023;60:00469580231159963.

4. Kanji S, Carmichael F, Darko C, Egyei R, Vasilakos N. The impact of early marriage on the life satisfaction, education and subjective  

 health of young women in India: A longitudinal analysis. The Journal of Development Studies. 2024;60(5):705-23.

5. Chen Y, Zhao Y. The timing of first marriage and subsequent life outcomes: Evidence from a natural experiment. Journal of Comparative  

 Economics. 2022;50(3):713-31.

6. Jelnov P. The marriage age U-shape. Journal of Demographic Economics. 2023;89(2):211-52.

7. Unicef. Ending child marriage: Progress and prospects: Unicef; 2014.

8. Garenne M. Trends in marriage and contraception in sub-Saharan Africa: a longitudinal perspective on factors of fertility decline. 2014.

9. Belachew TB, Negash WD, Kefale GT, Tafere TZ, Asmamaw DB. Determinants of early marriage among married women in nine high  

 fertility sub-Saharan African countries: a multilevel analysis of recent demographic and health surveys. BMC Public Health.  

 2022;22(1):2355.

10. Kassa GM, Arowojolu AO, Odukogbe A-TA, Yalew AW. Trends and determinants of teenage childbearing in Ethiopia: evidence from the  

 2000 to 2016 demographic and health surveys. Italian journal of pediatrics. 2019;45:1-13.

11. Gobena MG, Alemu YM. Analyzing factors associated with time to age at first marriage among women in Ethiopia: log logistic-gamma  

 shared frailty model. BMC Women’s Health. 2022;22(1):191.

12. Tekile AK, Woya AA, Basha GW. Determinants of early marriage among female children in Amhara Region, Ethiopia. African Health  

 Sciences. 2020;20(3):1190-5.

13. Mehari H, Haile F, Habtezghi S, Mulugeta Y, Abraham G, Berhe M, et al. Determinants of child marriage and its related adverse health  

 outcomes among married women in Sub-Region of Serejeka, Central Region in Eritrea: a cross-sectional study. International Journal of  

 Women’s Health. 2023:215-24.

14. Malik MI, Nadeem M, Adil SM, editors. Exploring the determinants of female early age marriages in Pakistan. Women’s Studies  

 International Forum; 2022: Elsevier.

15. Dessie AM, Anley DT, Zemene MA, Gebeyehu NA, Adella GA, Kassie GA, et al. Trend, determinants, and future prospect of child  

 marriage in the Amhara region, Ethiopia: a multivariate decomposition analysis. Frontiers in Public Health. 2023;11:1132148.

16. Phiri M, Musonda E, Shasha L, Kanyamuna V, Lemba M. Individual and Community-level factors associated with early marriage in  

 Zambia: a mixed effect analysis. BMC women’s health. 2023;23(1):21.

17. Binu V, Sridhar V, Subba S, Prathyusha P, Sabu K. Direct and indirect factors associated with child marriage: Evidence from India using  

 NFHS-4 data. Child Abuse & Neglect. 2022;131:105785.

18. Lami M, Negash A, Eyeberu A, Birhanu A, Debella A, Getachew T, et al. Prevalence of child marriage and associated factors among  

 reproductive age women in Harari regional state, eastern Ethiopia, 2022: a community-based study. BMC women’s health. 2023;23(1):267.

19. Kohno A, Techasrivichien T, Suguimoto SP, Dahlui M, Nik Farid ND, Nakayama T. Investigation of the key factors that influence the  

 girls to enter into child marriage: A meta-synthesis of qualitative evidence. PloS one. 2020;15(7):e0235959.

20. Yüksel F, Koçtürk N. Investigation of factors associated with the child marriage in Turkey. Journal of child sexual abuse.                       

 2021;30(6):653-66.

21. Jones N, Tefera B, Emirie G, Gebre B, Berhanu K, Presler-Marshall E, et al. One size does not fit all: The patterning and drivers of child  

 marriage in Ethiopia’s hotspot districts. London: UNICEF and ODI. 2016.

22. Lee BX, Kjaerulf F, Turner S, Cohen L, Donnelly PD, Muggah R, et al. Transforming our world: implementing the 2030 agenda through  

 sustainable development goal indicators. Journal of public health policy. 2016;37:13-31.

23. Health. FDRoEMo. The National Reproductive Health Strategy (2021-2025). 2021.

24. Gebeyehu NA, Gesese MM, Tegegne KD, Kebede YS, Kassie GA, Mengstie MA, et al. Early marriage and its associated factors among  

 women in Ethiopia: Systematic reviews and meta-analysis. Plos one. 2023;18(11):e0292625.

25. Debsu DN. Gender and culture in southern Ethiopia: an ethnographic analysis of Guji-Oromo women’s customary rights. African study  

 monographs. 2009;30(1):15-36.



Ethiopian Journal of Reproductive Health (EJRH) January, 2025 
Volume 17, No. 1                                           

65

26. Mulleta AD, Muda K. Deciphering meanings embedded in the cultural ornaments of Guji Oromo women of Southern Ethiopia.  

 Heliyon. 2021;7(4).

27. Getu M, Emirie G, Habtamu K. The prevalence and drivers of early marriage across three generations in three districts from Amhara,  

 Oromia and Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples regions of Ethiopia. Ethiopian Journal of the Social Sciences and Humanities.  

 2021;17(2):91-112.

28. Bezie M, Addisu D. Determinants of early marriage among married women in Injibara town, north West Ethiopia: community-based  

 cross-sectional study. BMC women’s health. 2019;19:1-6.

29. Rasul A, Nasir JA, Akhtar S, Hinde A. Factors associated with female age at first marriage: An analysis using all waves of the Pakistan  

 Demographic and Health Survey. Plos one. 2022;17(3):e0264505.

30. Aychiluhm SB, Tesema AK, Tadesse AW. Early marriage and its determinants among married reproductive age group women in Amhara  

 Regional State, Ethiopia: a multilevel analysis. BioMed Research International. 2021;2021(1):1969721.


