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Trends in Early Marriage in Shashemene, Ethiopia 

Selcan Mutgan 

Abstract: Despite the Family Code of 2000 that raised the legal age at marriage to 18 for both 

sexes, early family formation is still a common practice which affect many children in Ethiopia. 

Previous research has shown that girls in rural areas are more disadvantaged and suffer the 

consequences of early marriage the most. The purpose of this thesis is to study the risk factors for 

early marriage for both girls and boys in an urban area, Shashemene. Also, using longitudinal 

data, trends in early family formation between 1973 and 2008 have been analyzed with an event 

history approach. The data were collected as part of the project “Changing Ethiopia: Urban 

livelihood, gender, and ethnicity in Shashemene after 35 years: A case study”. The discrete-time 

complementary log-log regression estimates have provided evidence of gender inequality in early 

marriage formations, showing that girls are more prone to experience early marriage than boys. 

While area of birth (rural-urban) has no direct impact on the risk of early marriage, it is found 

that living in an urban area offsets the effect of area of birth, suggesting a selection process into 

migration. It is also found that school attendance decreases the likelihood of early marriage, 

while literacy has little effect.  Moreover, among people living in Shashemene, religious 

affiliation has more impact on early marriage risks than ethnic identity and the first language. 

Finally, there was little evidence on period and cohort effects for early family formation.   

 

Keywords: Early marriage; Shashemene; Ethiopia; Life history calendar; Discrete-time event 

history analysis; Complementary log-log; Gender; Education; Birth area vs. area of residence; 

Religion 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Universally, early marriage is commonly classified as union formations by children under the age 

of 18 (“UNICEF”, 2005).
1
 It is a practice which affects mostly girls in developing countries. One 

of the latest reports by UNFPA (2012) states that; in 2010, there were over 67 million women 

between ages 20 and 24 who had been married before 18 in developing countries (excluding 

China). Moreover, in the same report it is projected that, if the present situation continues, more 

than 14 million girls under the age of 18 will become married each year within the next decade. 

While Asia and Africa are the two continents where the practice is most common, it is also 

possible to witness early marriage victims in almost every developing country around the world. 

Ethiopia is one of the 41 countries where early marriage had been experienced by more than 30% 

of women who were between 20 and 24 years old in 2011 (“UNFPA”, 2012, pp.23).  

The widespread execution of early family formation in most developing countries has attracted 

the attention of scholars from different disciplines, mainly because both the causes and the 

consequences of this practice are far reaching. Not only does early marriage pose serious health 

threats to girls who experience early sexual intercourse and childbearing following marriage 

formation; it also leads to social and economic underdevelopment both at individual and 

aggregate level (Clark, 2004; Assefa, et. al., 2005). In fact, the Ethiopian Ministry of Health 

presents early marriage as one of the most prevalent types of harmful traditional practices that are 

performed in Ethiopia (Assefa, et. al., 2005). Even though there is no clear definition of the term, 

harmful traditional practices (HTPs) can be generalized as traditional behaviors that constitute 

violence of some form to specific population groups, especially to women and children.   

Early family formation is a traditional practice, which is socially and culturally institutionalized. 

While the practice is fed by gender inequality, poverty, and social norms, it also reproduces 

social power imbalances, such as increased economic vulnerability of women, lower educational 

attainment of girls, gender inequality at home and in the labor market, and last but not least,  

physical and sexual violence against women (Jensen & Thornton, 2003; Otoo-Oyortey & Pobi, 

                                                           
1
 While the term “early marriage” is most commonly used; in this paper and in the literature “child marriage” and 

“child brides” are also used interchangeably. 
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2003). That is why, in order to understand the changes in family behavior and implement policies 

for improvement, it is important to analyze the social structure that underlies the reasons for and 

trends in early marriage. 

The present study is aiming at contributing to the literature developed around early marriage 

practice by focusing on trends in early family formation and the determining factors for “who” 

actually marries early in Shashemene, Ethiopia. The following section will be devoted to a brief 

information on demographic and socio-economic situation in Ethiopia and Shashemene. Later, 

the literature review will focus on previous research on early marriage in Ethiopia. Finally, in the 

second half of the thesis, methods for the quantitative analysis and the results will be presented.  

ETHIOPIA 

Ethiopia is the most-populated country in the Horn-of-Africa. The population in 2013 has been 

projected by the Ethiopian Central Statistical Agency as 86.6 million with a male to female sex 

ratio of 1.01 (“CSA-Ethiopia”, 2012).
2
 Inter-Censal Population Survey Report [ICPS] has 

reported that the country is home to more than 80 different ethnic populations, Oromo (35%), 

Amhara (26.2%), Tigray (6%) and Somali (5.9%) being the largest ones. Most of the ethnic 

groups have their own mother-tongues. In terms of religious affiliation, Orthodox Christians 

make up almost half of the society, Muslims are around one third, and Protestants are almost 20% 

of all population (“ICPS”, 2012). The Ethiopian population is relatively young; only 5% of the 

population is equal to or over 60 years old, and more than 45% of population is under 15 years 

old (“CSA-Ethiopia”, 2012). Moreover, in 2007 the age dependency ratio was as high as 0.91 

(Seifu, Habte & Alayu, 2011, pp.71). 

 

The fall of communist regime (the Dergue Period, 1974-1991) and the following establishment of 

the federal government (Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front) have led to both 

economic and administrative developments. By the end of 1994, Ethiopia was divided into nine 

administrative regional states based on the major ethnic populations within regions. The capital, 

Addis Ababa, and Dire Dawa are the two additional administrative cities. Addis Ababa, being the 

                                                           
2
 The calculations depend on the nation-wide population census of 2007. In 2007, the population was 73.7 million 

with an annual growth rate of 2.6 %. 
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capital, is the most populated city in Ethiopia. Though natural growth has an impact on urban 

growth, it is possible to say that in-migration is one of the main driving force behind urbanization 

and urban growth (Hailemariam & Adugna, 2011, pp.162). However, while in some regions 

developments in infrastructure, health services and education have started in the late 1960s, their 

reach is limited to bigger cities. 

                 FIGURE 1. ADMINISTRATIVE MAP OF ETHIOPIA   

     (Source: Wikimedia Commons. Administration names are own addition) 

 

There have also been demographic developments within the last decade on an aggregate level. 

The 2000, 2005 and 2011 Ethiopian Demographic and Health Surveys provide a general picture 

of the demographic trends and the situation in Ethiopia over the last decade. The population TFR 

decreased from 5.5 children per woman in 2000 to 4.8 in 2011. Moreover, for the same period, 

there was also a decline in infant mortality, from 97 deaths per 1000, to 59 in 2011, and under-5 

mortality, from 166 deaths per 1000 live births in 2000, to 88 in 2011. TFR in urban areas was 

2.6 children per women in 2011 and it was more than double in rural areas, 5.5 children per 

women (“ICF International Inc.”, 2013). Hence, the demographic and socio-economic 

developments differ substantially between urban and rural areas and between regions, due to 
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traditional, religious, ethnic, as well as economic and ecological differences between regions. 

Even so, one should bear in mind that Ethiopia is an agricultural society where most of the 

population reside in rural areas. In 1970, only 7% of the population was estimated to live in urban 

areas, and in 2013 the biggest share of the population (84%) were still living in rural areas all 

over the country (Seifu, Habte & Alayu, 2011, pp.71). 

Shashemene 

Shashemene is a town situated in the West Arsi Zone in Oromia Region, Ethiopia (“CSA-

Ethiopia”, 2012). The population projected for 2013, using the census data in 2007, was 129,084; 

of which 65,091 were men and 63,993 were women. It was one of the newly emerged towns in 

the late 1960s; being en route of migration and trade, it was connecting Kenya to Ethiopia. Since 

its establishment, it has been known as a business centre. Consequently, Shashemene attracted 

many temporary and permanent in-migrants. Bjerén (1985) wrote that, “A great deal of the 

growth of Shashemene was caused by net in-migration. Both in 1965 and in 1970, 45 percent of 

the sample population above 15 years of age claimed to have lived less than 6 years in 

Shashemene” ( Bjerén, 1985, pp.94). The town’s population was estimated as 7,500 people in 

1965, and within 5 years it had increased to almost 12,000 in 1970 (Bjerén, 1985, pp.94). 

Furthermore, between the years 1984 and 2007, Shashemene was one of the fastest growing 

towns in Ethiopia (Hailemariam & Adugna, 2011, pp.162). 

 

The city’s infrastructure has been developed fast after the establishment of federal government in 

1991. However, in their study on Arada Area in Shashemene, Tafere, Tadele and Lavers (2006) 

have noted, that, even today there are neighborhoods which have very limited facilities. While the 

economic opportunities, created through expansion of trade and service sector in the town, have 

attracted many migrants at the time; the high rates of population growth led to economic shortage 

and poverty for the community. Labor activities in the town today includes handicrafts, sale of 

local produce, commercial sex work, middle and large scale business investments, trade, 

agriculture of certain products, such as; coffee, crops, and vegetables, and although limited, civil 

service and education. On the other hand, as in many places in Ethiopia, poverty is prevalent in 

the everyday lives of the biggest share of the population (Tafere, Tadele & Lavers, 2006).  
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The expansion of the town not only changed the numbers but also the population structure. 

Kinship and business associations have attracted both urban and rural migrants of different ethnic 

origin and religious affiliation. In the beginning of the 1970s, most in-migrants were coming 

from Addis-Ababa, the capital (Bjerén, 1985, pp.54). Over the years since then, the composition 

of migrants has shifted from urban to rural in-migrants, originating in neighboring rural areas. 

Moreover, with the establishment of Oromia as a self-administrative unit, the ethnic composition 

of the town has changed as well. In 1973, Amhara was the largest ethnic group constituting 35% 

of the town’s population, followed by Gurage and Silte (16%), Wolayta (15%), and Oromo 

(10%). By 2008, the largest ethnic group in Shashemene were Oromo consisting of more than 

30% of the population, followed by Amhara (22%), Wolayta (20%), and Gurage and Silte (17%) 

(Bjerén & Beyene, 2009). 

 

At home, a gendered structure is at play, where women are responsible of housework and child 

care, yet, each member of the household, including the children contribute to the well-being of 

the family (Tafere, Tadele & Lavers, 2006, pp.19).  On the other hand, women in Shashemene 

are also part of the economic life, and they contribute to the household economy. In terms of 

family demographics, child birth is considered an important part of family formation. However, 

within the last decades there have been developments in terms of understanding of marriage, led 

by changes in laws and regulations. Within the last decades, a transition from mostly arranged 

marriages to an acceptance of partner selection, as well as a change in importance of family and 

value given to family formation and dissolution took place (Tafere, Tadele & Lavers, 2006, 

pp.19). While marriage is still important, as opposed to earlier times, being single (i.e. never-

married) is not considered to be out of the ordinary, and in case of family dissolution, women and 

men are legally required to have an equal share of assets accumulated throughout their marriage 

(Tafere, Tadele & Lavers, 2006; Bjerén & Beyene, 2009).  

 

Finally, it is important to note that there are yet no extensive surveys specific to Shashemene 

apart from the Changing Ethiopia Survey which provide information on vital demographic events 

and economic activities. The Changing Ethiopia Survey, used in this thesis, provides valuable 

data on family demographics of the town as well as retrospective life histories for fertility, 



8 
 

migration, child mortality, education and economic activities of people living in the town at the 

time of the survey.  

EARLY MARRIAGE 

Definitions of Early Marriage 

The main focus of this thesis is early marriages; however, it is not a straightforward concept that 

one could just use to build up a study. Important yet slow pace of the developments, achieved by 

the international and domestic campaigns against the practice of early marriage, pose some 

questions on the understanding of early marriage in developing countries. Hence, first, there must 

be a careful definition of early marriage and its dependence on context. 

Most international NGOs working on the issue of early marriage use the age limit 18 to 

distinguish between child marriages and marriages of adults. The reason for setting 18 as the 

upper limit for early marriage is the definition of “child” given by the “United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Child” (1989) as; every human being below the age of eighteen. 

Today, Ethiopia is one of the 193 countries who have ratified the Convention. On the other hand, 

defining a universal age at first marriage has been criticized by some authors. Research on early 

marriage in Ethiopia mostly uses age 18 as the upper limit, yet some researchers have proposed to 

differentiate between various types of marriages below the age 18.  

Camfield and Tafere (2011) proposed a distinction between  promissory marriages, if two 

families promise to marry their children with each other right after or before the children are 

born; child marriages (very early marriages), if the bride is below 10 years old; and adolescent 

marriages, if the girl or boy is between 10 and 15 years old. While this categorization is leaving 

out the marriages between 15 and 18 years old, it is similar to the arrangement that is adopted by 

the Ethiopian Ministry of Health. As a marginal form of early marriage, elderly marriages are 

also included in their categorization, if the young or very young girls are married to a much older 

man (Assefa et. al., 2005; pp.26). 

Alternatively, Dixon-Mueller (2008) has adopted slightly different categories to study the 

accepted age limits for early sexual marital and reproductive transitions in 64 developing 

countries, including Ethiopia. The results have shown that marrying below 14 years old is 
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regarded universally too early and 18 is generally accepted as old enough; however, there was a 

conflict of ideas and beliefs in different countries for marriages between ages 15 and 17. Hence, 

their age categorization for early family formations has been made accordingly: early 

adolescence for marriages between ages 10 and 14, middle adolescence between 15 and 17, and 

late adolescence for ages 18 and 19. In this thesis for the quantitative analysis, the age 

categorization proposed by Dixon-Mueller (2008) is adopted with a slight change, namely very 

early marriages for marriages between 5 and 10 years old, early adolescence for marriages 

between ages 11 and 14, and middle adolescence between ages 15 and 17.    

Finally, Mekonnen and Aspen (2009), in their paper “Early Marriage and campaign against it in 

Ethiopia”, have proposed a more detailed categorization also using sexual transition of girls as 

Dixon-Mueller: promissory marriages, child marriage/arranged marriages if the bride is under 

10 years of age, early adolescent marriages between ages 10 and 14, adolescent marriages 

around age 15, and late adolescent marriages after 15 years old for girls (Mekonnen & Aspen 

2009, pp. 1001). 

While these categorizations have similarities, they also reflect variations in understanding of 

early marriage, and that, be it early or not, the family formation processes are more cultural than 

they are biological. They also show the necessity for country specific analyses in order to 

understand who marries young and why.  

Human Rights Issues, Family Law and Regulations for Age at Marriage 

The family formation practices and understanding of family have been evolving over time in 

Ethiopia especially with regards to political and socio-economical discourses. Attitudes toward 

family formation are closely related to the gender structure which is embedded in everyday lives 

of people. That is to say, solving the early marriage problem in Ethiopia, and in other developing 

countries for that matter, requires a sociological understanding of how family behavior and 

understanding of marriage evolves in relation to legal regulations, women’s empowerment and 

economic development.   

In terms of international agreements, early marriage constitutes a violation of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child for many reasons.  One of the most ominous one being the 

compromise of girls’ health, especially if sexual intercourse and early child-bearing follows the 
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union formation (Article 24). Early marriages and early child-bearing often lead to social 

isolation of girls, serious health problems, poverty and imbalanced power relations both within 

the household and in society. Since, the practice is often carried out without the free and full 

consent of the child, and because “one of the parties involved is not sufficiently mature to make 

an informed decision about a life partner”, it also violates the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (Article 16/2, as in UNICEF, 2005; pp.1).  

Until recent years, Ethiopian governments have been slow and at times reluctant in securing 

women’s rights that promote and protect gender equality and children’s rights through laws and 

regulations. Since the establishment of the multi-party state in 1994, many legal steps have been 

taken. The 1994 constitution gave women equal rights with men in terms of union formation, 

inheritance, property rights and protection (“FDRE Constitution”, Part 2, Art. 35). On the other 

hand, legal age at marriage has been raised from 15 to 18 only in the beginning of 21
st
 century 

with the implementation of the 2000 Family Code (Hallward-Driemeier & Gajigo, 2010). Besides 

the legal age at marriage, the Family Code, which was initially implemented only in certain 

regions (Amhara, Oromia, Tigray) and administrative cities (Dire Dawa, Addis Ababa)  in 

Ethiopia between 2000 and 2005, has also regulated divorce law and parental authority after 

separation in order to attain equal rights to women with men. However, constitutional laws on 

age at marriage are not the only regulations for age at marriage in Ethiopia. There are various 

other rules and norms associated with tradition and religion, such as; Sharia law, which sets the 

minimum age at first marriage to 9, or traditional Gada system which sets it to 16 (Ezra, 2003).  

Presented below are the articles of the Revised Family Code Proclamation (2000) regarding the 

age at family formation, which also show that while 18 is set as the minimum legal age at 

marriage for both sexes, as in many Western countries, children who are 16 can still get married 

with parental consent and administrative approval if there are serious reasons. 
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These steps taken by the Ethiopian government since 1994 can be seen as a road map for family 

changes of today as they promote certain types of family formations and punish some others, 

such as early marriage and polygamy. However, the early marriage and other harmful traditional 

practices are still happening in today’s Ethiopia. In many cases, the existence of family laws and 

legal barriers to early marriage do not terminate the practice as a whole for various reasons 

(Jensen & Thornton, 2003, pp. 17).  While there are some practicality issues for delaying age at 

marriage, such as non-existence of birth certificates or availability of inadequate law enforcement 

bodies especially in rural areas (Ezra, 2003), there is also a resistance to social change. Also, 

according to one author, the far reaching autonomy of the parties to the Ethiopian federation, in 

effect make the stipulations of federal family legislation invalid (Yimam, 2014). Furthermore, 

one should keep in mind that, harmful traditional practices are products of social norms which 

produce and reproduce the institution of family and gender roles within a society. Hence, even if 

the people are aware and informed about the consequences, social pressure to perform these 

practices is strong. Therefore, the following sections will be devoted to driving forces of early 

marriage practice in Ethiopia, and previous research on early marriage with a main focus on the 

Ethiopian case in terms of the trends in and causes of early marriage formation. These will help 

us to develop an understanding of why early marriage practices persist in Ethiopia despite the 

legal changes.  

 

Chapter One, General Section 2. Essential Conditions of Marriage 

Article 6 — Consent. 

A valid marriage shall take place only when the spouses have given their free and full consent. 

 

Article 7. — Age. 

1) Neither a man nor a woman who has not attained the full age of eighteen years shall conclude 

marriage. 

2) Notwithstanding the provisions of Sub-Article (1) of this Article, the Minister of Justice may, on 

the application of the future spouses, or the parents or guardian of one of them for serious cause, grant 

dispensation of not more than two years. 
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Understanding Family Formations in Ethiopia: Marriage and Gender 

Traditionally, marriage has been an important part of family formation in Ethiopian culture. 

Marriage in Ethiopia is not just an individual act, but it has also the role of bonding two different 

families or communities (Augustyniak, 2009; Gossaye, et.al, 2003). Hence, individual decision 

making both for the young groom and bride is quite limited. Arranged marriages in Ethiopia, 

which mostly take the form of early marriage of girls, have been the dominant form of first union 

formation. These marriages may take the form of promissory marriage (sirat); when the two 

families make oral promises for the marriage of their son/ daughter, right after or before the birth 

of the children. The marriage may also be arranged for the girls below the age 10, mostly denoted 

as child marriage (Assefa et. al., 2005; pp.26). In this case, after the marriage, the girl is kept 

apart from the groom, but generally in custody of in-laws until she reaches the age of puberty. 

However, it is often the case that, legitimacy of these marriages do not necessitate legality, but 

basically a traditional ceremony (Augustyniak, 2009; pp.100). 

Although arranged marriages have been common in whole Ethiopia, due to the multi-ethnic 

characteristic of the society consisting of different religions and ethnic groups, many regions 

have different customs and motives for early marriages. Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2005) 

explains the union formation in agro-ecological rural Ethiopia as an assortative matching process 

with an economic drive, in which poor families are matched with other poor families, and rich 

with other rich families to marry their children. They have found that, in the rural Ethiopia, what 

newlywed couple receives as intergenerational transfers and wedding gifts determine the welfare 

of that household in the future, even though there is a possibility of improving the conditions 

(Fafchamps & Quisumbing, 2005; pp. 347). Thus, there is a strong economic motive in the 

matching process. 

Additionally, in a traditional patriarchal society such as Ethiopia, where arranged marriages are 

common, parents’ negotiation power for dowry or bride price depends on the gendered structures, 

and economically driven family formation processes affect men and women in a different way. 

For example, the family of the bride is more advantaged to secure a bride price, if the girl is 

virgin. The importance given to virginity and childbearing on the other hand leads to early 

marriage of girls, because a girl is valued more, if she is virgin prior to marriage and if she is 

younger, thus, promising more offspring (Assefa et.al, 2005; Kifetew, 2006; Mekonnen & Aspen, 
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2009; Boyden, Pankhurst & Tafere, 2012). Hence, families in rural areas prefer to marry their 

daughters earlier to secure the girl’s virginity, and therefore to secure a better match and an 

economically better future both for themselves and for their children (Dejene & Birhanerselase, 

2006). The socially produced gender roles in Ethiopia put girls in an inferior position to boys in 

terms of personal development early in life, through diminished opportunity for empowerment of 

girls in terms of educational attainment, access to health service especially in rural areas, and 

freedom of choice (UNFPA, 2008). Moreover, Camfield and Tafere (2011) note that, childhood 

experiences of girls and boys differ in rural and urban areas. While girls in rural areas are more 

advantaged in their early childhood period, having higher primary school enrollment rates 

compared to their peers in urban areas, it is the opposite for boys who are living in rural areas 

because of their responsibilities, such as herding and farming (Camfield & Tafere, 2011). This 

imbalanced power structure is also transferred to family and labor market at later stages in lives 

of both genders. Although, women contribute to the household economy through labor market 

participation and through household farming; childcare, housework and other works associated 

with household maintenance are considered women’s responsibility. On the other hand, men are 

expected to contribute to marriage economically, which in turn may lead to a delay of marriage 

for men who needs to collect bride price prior to marriage, especially for grooms who are poor 

(Fafchamps & Quisumbing, 2005; pp. 356). 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Previous research in early marriage in Ethiopia can be divided into three groups; trends in early 

marriage, factors associated with early marriage, and consequences of early marriage. One of the 

common characteristics of these three groups of literature is their focus on girls’ experience in 

early marriage formation. In this section only the two former group of literature will be presented, 

as the latter one requires a different theoretical background, and hence is not part of this thesis.   

Trends in Early Marriage 

In Ethiopia, there have been three major population censuses, collected by CSA-Ethiopia in 1984, 

1994 and 2007. The results of the most recent census in 2007, which was released in 2009, have 
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raised some questions regarding the reliability and the coverage of whole population (Teller, 

Hailemariam & Teklu, 2011; pp.330).
3
  In the absence of up-to-date nation-wide reliable data, 

studying vital and family demographic events on national level were bound either to nation-wide 

surveys which could provide a representative sample of the population, for instance; the 

Demographic and Health Surveys [DHS], or to smaller scale surveys and interviews focusing 

only on certain regions of the country. Hence, it is not surprising that most Ethiopia specific and 

also cross-country comparative studies on early marriage formation make use of DHS data. 

Until now, in Ethiopia there has been three standard DHS, which were completed in 2000, 2005 

and 2011. These three consecutive surveys create a possibility to follow the trends in 

demographic and health situation of the population. On the other hand, standard surveys, such as 

DHS, rarely have a longitudinal design which gives the opportunity to focus on the transition to 

an event. Moreover, when studying early marriage transition, these type of surveys are missing 

information that would allow one to analyze country and region specific factors that are 

associated with early marriage.  

The two latest reports after the 2011 Ethiopian DHS, namely; the Final report of Ethiopian DHS 

2011 (“CSA-Ethiopia & ICF International”, 2012) and the Trends in demographic and health 

indicators in Ethiopia (“ICF International, Inc.”, 2013), focus on age at first marriage on an 

aggregate level. The main reference to early marriage is only an analysis of women between 15 

and 49 years old, and of men between 15 and 59 years old at the time of survey, who were 

married by exact ages of 15 and 18 on a percentage basis. Also, variables such as wealth, 

education, region of residence, and type of place of residence have been analyzed in terms of 

median age at first marriage; however, these variables were measured at the time of the survey, 

and not prior to first family formation. 

The results of 2011 Ethiopian DHS show that, in 2011 the median age at first marriage was 16.5 

among women aged 25-49 in all of Ethiopia, while median age for men between 25 and 59 years 

old was 23.1 (“CSA-Ethiopia & ICF International”, 2012; pp. 59). They have also found that 

women in rural areas have lower median age at marriage than women in urban areas (16.3 years 

                                                           
3
 See Teller and Hailemariam (2011) for a more detailed analysis on problems associated with census data in 

Ethiopia. 
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in rural, 18.1 years in urban), and women and men with no education have the lowest median age 

at first marriage compared to women and men with primary or higher level of education. Both 

women and men in Amhara region have the lowest median age at marriage, 14.7 and 20.9 

respectively; while in Dire Dawa (18.9) and SNNPR (17.9) women have the highest age at 

marriage compared to other regions. Moreover, in Oromia region, where Shashemene is located, 

the median age at first marriage among women between 25 and 49 and among men between 25 

and 59 years old, was 16.9 and 23.5 respectively. 

Table 1 is an extract from the final report of the 2011 Ethiopian DHS, and provide us with a 

general picture of gender differences in age at family formation. It presents the cumulative 

percentages of men and women in 2011, who were first married by the exact ages 15, 18 and 20. 

Moreover, since the information is based on the age at the time of the survey, it allows us to 

follow trends in age at marriage over 5-year-interval birth cohorts. 

TABLE 1. 

Age at first marriage, by birth cohorts, percentage of women and men, 2011
*
 

 

Women, married by exact age: 

 

Men, married by exact age: 

 

15 18 20 

 

15 18 20 

Birth Cohorts
1
        Age

2
                

           1992-1996        (15-19) 8.0 n.a. n.a 

 

0.4 n.a. n.a 

    1987-1991        (20-24) 16.3 41.0 58.3 

 

0.7 7.3 13.9 

1982-1986        (25-29) 22.7 56.2 71.6 

 

2.9 12.0 22.6 

1977-1981        (30-34) 28.6 62.0 75.8 

 

4.3 13.8 26.5 

1972-1976        (35-39)  31.1 63.9 77.4 

 

3.0 14.4 31.4 

1
Own addition.  

2 
Age at time of the survey; 2011.  n.a: not applicable                                                                                                                                     

*
Source: CSA-Ethiopia &  ICF International (2012; pp. 63) 

 

Table 1 shows, that children of both sexes are subjected to early marriage in Ethiopia, but boys 

have a much lower risk of entering a union before the age 18. Also, it provides a general idea that 

in each successive cohort, the percentage of girls and boys who experience marriage before 15 

and 18 years old has decreased. Despite this, the DHS final report have a very few things to add 

to early marriage literature in terms of factors that affect early marriage decisions. This is due to 
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the fact that background characteristics that are used to study median age at first marriage are 

also characteristics that are possibly consequences of age at marriage, or marriage itself. Since 

the analyses were not based on education level, wealth, place of residence and area of residence 

prior to marriage, it is not possible to make any causal inferences.  

There is, as of yet, no specific study on early marriage trends in Shashemene; however, variations 

between different administrative regions may provide approximate results to early marriage 

transitions, since Shashemene is located in Oromia region. Moreover, findings on various ethnic 

groups’ early family transitions may provide comparable results to Shashemene, because of its 

ethnic composition. The report of Contraceptive Prevalence Rate Survey [CPR] have summarized 

findings of the 2000 Ethiopian DHS on regional differences in early marriage formation in terms 

of percentage of women married by the exact age of 15 (Pathfinder International Ethiopia, 2005, 

pp.6).  

 TABLE 2.       

Percentage married <15, women in reproductive ages in 2000 

  Rural Urban Overall 

Region 
  

  

SNNPR 6.7 13.7  7.0 

Oromia 13.3 10.1 13.0 

Amhara 48.3 27.8 45.0 

Tigray 26. 6 18.8 25.0 

Source: Pathfinder International Ethiopia, 2005 

 

As seen in Table 2, overall in Oromia, 13% of women had experienced marriage before the age 

of 15, which is almost the same among women living in rural areas. On the other hand, the 

proportion of women in urban areas who married before the age 15 is slightly higher than 10%. It 

has been found that Amhara has the highest percentage (45%) of women in their reproductive 

ages married by age 15. Moreover, women living in rural areas were more prone to early 

adolescent marriages than women living in urban areas in every region except the Southern 

region (SNNPR). In SNNPR, urban areas have higher levels of early marriages than rural areas, 

as opposed to the other regions. This could be the result of high migration rates of the women of 
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the Wolayta ethnic group from rural areas to the urban areas in this region (Pathfinder 

International Ethiopia, 2005; pp.6). This pattern further emphasizes the need for time varying 

data including region of residence, migration histories and ethnicity when studying early 

marriages in Ethiopia. However, this report (Pathfinder International Ethiopia, 2005) is focusing 

only on early adolescent marriages, and marriages that happen in middle adolescence period are 

missing. 

 Other studies which utilize DHS data with a focus on early marriage in Ethiopia and in other 

countries (e.g.; Mensch, Singh & Casterline, 2005; UNFPA, 2012; Jensen & Thornton, 2003) are 

prone to the same possibly misleading results due to the shortcomings in retrospective nature of 

the data for analyses in causes of early marriage. However, since DHS is providing extensive 

retrospective information on health, child bearing, maternal health and sexual transition, it may 

function better for studies that focus on consequences of early marriage.  

Factors Associated with Early Marriage 

Studies on family transition that focus on specific regions in Ethiopia are major references on 

understanding the process of family formations and the high rates of early marriage prevalence in 

the country. In one recent paper, Erulkar (2013) studies early marriage and its relation to intimate 

partner violence in 7 regions of Ethiopia, namely, Amhara, Addis Ababa, Afar, Beneshangul-

Gumuz, Oromia, SNNPR and Tigray by focusing on the factors associated in early marriage 

formation. Analysis of ever married women between 20 and 24 years old by age at first marriage 

were made for a sample from population-based surveys that were conducted in 2009 and 2010, 

using multinomial logistic regression models. The results show that, the odds of having married 

before the age of 15 were 4 times higher for women living in rural areas compared to the ones 

living in urban areas. The odds were almost 3 times higher for rural-living women to be married 

between ages 15 and 17 compared to urban residing women. On the other hand, Muslim women 

had higher odds of having married between ages 15 and 17 (3.12) than before the age of 15 

(1.76), compared to Orthodox Christian women and women with other religious affiliations. 

Moreover, women who have never attended school had 9 times higher odds of having married 

before the age 15, and 5 times higher to be married between 15 and 17 years old, compared to 

women who have ever attended school. Again, area and region of residence as well as education 

level are factors that can be attributed to both causes and consequences of early marriage. 
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However, the study also included qualitative survey results about the characteristics of adolescent 

marriages; whether the marriage was arranged, chosen, or through abduction; who was the main 

supporter of the marriage; whether the respondent knew the husband beforehand; and the reason 

for school drop-outs. The author have found that 71% of marriages between age 15 and 17, and 

89% of marriages before age 15 were arranged by parents. In all types of marriages, the main 

supporter of the marriage was reported as mothers, moreover, as the age at marriage decreases, 

the likelihood of knowing about the marriage and the husband decrease and the age difference 

between spouses increase (Erulkar, 2013; pp. 9). 

On the other hand, Ezra (2003) has studied factors associated with marriage and child birth in the 

Southern Region. Using 1997 Southern Region Community and Family Survey Data, they have 

shown that along with area of residence, ethnicity and religion are the main covariates in 

explaining marriage patterns. In the study area, a large majority of people with Amhara and 

Tigraya ethnic origin belong to Orthodox Christianity. In other ethnic groups, the majority belong 

to other religions. Moreover, they have also shown that early marriage is most common among 

women with Gurage and Sidama ethnic origin (almost 80%), and Muslims, Orthodox Christians 

and believers of other traditional religions are more likely to experience early family formation, 

compared to Protestants (Ezra, 2003; pp. 519). 

Another set of literature on child marriages have used the Pathfinder Ethiopia Survey of 2006, 

which is different than the demographic and health surveys, as this did not cover all regions, and 

also it combined qualitative and quantitative interviews. Alemu (2008) have studied the 

Pathfinder survey data for women and girls between ages 12-49 in Amhara region and found that 

the most prominent reasons for early marriage are traditional concerns; while maintaining family 

status in community and concerns over girls’ virginity play important roles, poverty did not prove 

to be a reason for the majority of respondents. The arranged marriages were mostly concluded 

because of parents’ pressure, while pressure by community elders were a reason for early 

marriage for 22% of the ever-married respondents (Alemu, 2008).  

The “Report on causes and consequences of early marriage in Amhara Region” (Pathfinder 

International Ethiopia, 2006) provides valuable information about both reasons for early 

marriage, and also the socio-economic and demographic situation of girls that lead to early 
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marriage formation in the selected communities. As opposed to studies using DHS data, this 

report acknowledges the possibility that the level of education may not only be a cause, but it 

may also be a consequence of early marriage. Yet even for these findings, one needs to be careful 

with interpretation, since timing of the consecutive events of school drop-out and marriage may 

not reflect the actual causality, and vice versa. For example; one may stop attending school even 

before the actual marriage happens if there is a promissory or an arranged marriage. In this case, 

the timing of events would suggest that causality runs from education to marriage, while in 

reality marriage was the reason for dropping out of school. One advantage of the report by 

Pathfinder Ethiopia is that their results rely on the declaration of the respondents about their 

experiences in their education lives, rather than relying only on the timing of events. The report 

by Pathfinder Ethiopia shows that women between 12 and 24 years old in rural areas of Amhara 

region who are out-of-school have reported marriage as the main reason of leaving school (32%), 

followed by reasons such as maternity (19%) and pressure from parents/guardians (16%). On the 

other hand, for urban women of the same age category, the main reasons reported are financial 

problem/lack of support (20 %), maternity (18%), work (14%) and marriage (12%) (Pathfinder 

International Ethiopia, 2006; pp.14). Accompanying analysis of family dissolution and women 

who are attending school according to marital status, reveal that although early marriage is an 

important reason for dropping out of school, presenting early marriage as the mere reason for 

low-education of girls, or vice versa, leaves out other aspects of early marriage that are of equal 

importance, such as socio-economic differences between urban and rural areas, as well as 

understanding of traditional family and gender structures in Ethiopia.
4
  

Erulkar and Muthengi (2009a) have focused on education level as a cause of early marriage. 

They have compared baseline (2004) and endline (2006) surveys of the Berhane Hewan Program, 

which was initiated to delay child marriage in the rural Amhara region through education and 

establishing school attendance of girls. They have found a positive association between school 

attendance and delay in early marriage in the study areas. On the other hand, the program was 

                                                           
4
 Also, in their study of marriage and maternity as factors in school drop-outs in Sub-Saharan Africa, using late 1990 

DHS survey in Cameroon, Burkina Faso, Côte d’lvoire, Guinea and Togo, Lloyd and Mensch (2008) have discussed 

the limitations of standard DHS data to associate early marriage and education levels. They found that while 

marriage has more impact than child birth in the study regions, reasons other than marriage and maternity impose 

higher risks for leaving school for women. 
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directed to adolescent girls between age 10 and 19, thus it is not possible to infer any long-term 

consequences of the program nor to have estimates for descriptive analysis, such as mean and 

median age at first marriage for the birth cohorts that are included in the program. 

Some other researchers focusing on early marriage practice in Ethiopia have mostly relied on 

qualitative surveys with key-informant interviews. Mekonnen and Aspen (2009) have studied the 

preferred age at marriage for women and men in Mäqét area (wäräda in Amhara region). They 

have found that there is a resistance in the region against the law which raised the legal age at 

first marriage to 18, though the local authorities were more aware of the consequences of early 

marriage and the need to terminate it than the local people.  Another report of a baseline research 

on the prevalence of harmful traditional practices (HTPs) has focused on early marriage practices 

in the Southern region (ATEM, 2011). The have found that in Southern region (SNNPR) early 

marriage, as well as other harmful traditional practices, such as; female genital mutilation, elderly 

marriage, forced marriage, marriage by abduction, sexual/physical assault, milk-tooth extraction, 

and whipping are still common. Through the key informant interviews, the report has shown that 

while only 18% of the sample population has experienced early marriage themselves, more than 

50% of the study group had information about early marriage and acknowledged it as a form of 

harmful traditional practice, and more than 60% of whole sample were supportive of actions to 

eradicate it. Moreover, they have also found that elderly marriage is the most prominent type of 

early marriage in the areas of study.  

Finally, Dejene and Birhanerselase (2006) have focused on female genital mutilation (FGM) and 

other HTP’s in North Gondar Area in Amhara Region, and Dagne (1994) have focused on early 

marriage in Northern Ethiopia. Both studies present results of qualitative interviews in terms of 

attitudes and practice of early marriage formation and other harmful traditional practices in the 

study regions and show similar results in terms of resistance to behavioral change as the ATEM 

report (2011). Moreover, the in-depth interviews for early marriage reasons reveal, that, concerns 

about the girls’ virginity as the child grows, traditional habit, and effect of short life expectancy 

as the parents want to marry their children before they die or they get old, are important reasons 

for early marriage. On the other hand, religious affiliation and the importance given to big 

families were found to be less important in the study by Dagne (1994). 
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In the light of previous research, it is possible to say that quantitative analyses of early marriage 

with an emphasis on background characteristics prior to the marriage event are absent in the 

literature. Most studies, due to shortage of retrospective and qualitative data, lack necessary links 

between culture, tradition and practice. Moreover, the focus on one gender is misleading if the 

aim is to understand gender differences in society and its effects on the antecedents of early 

marriage. Also, most studies focus on married women only by certain ages, but for an 

understanding of early marriage formation process, it is vital to have information on people who 

remain non-married until they reach legal maturity as well. Hence, in this thesis, I study early 

marriages in terms of factors that affect the risks of early family formation for both genders, with 

a focus on approximate variables to culture, and personal life histories of individuals prior to the 

marriage event.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Given the fact that previous studies on early family formation in Ethiopia have focused on girls’ 

experiences especially in rural areas, this paper aims to provide a gender-balanced view on the 

trends in early marriage in an urban area over the last forty-years. I have developed the following 

questions to analyze the underlying factors in early marriage transition:  

1. What are the trends and gender differences in transition to early marriage in Shashemene 

between 1973 and 2008?  

Considering the fact that Shashemene is a developing urban town, where health, education and 

infrastructure facilities have been improving, we would expect the risk of early marriage to 

decrease over the years, in line with the general population trends as presented in the previous 

section. Secondly, since early marriage is a practice which is a product of the imbalanced gender 

power in a society, we would expect to find a gendered pattern in early marriage trends in 

Shashemene. The below sub-questions will be answered for this research question.  

a. Does an analysis of birth-cohorts reveal any pattern for the trends in early 

marriage in Shashemene? 

b. Are women more prone to marry at ages below 18 than men?  
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2. Do background characteristics, such as birth area, area of residence, religion, ethnicity 

and language have an impact on early marriage risk? 

Seeing Shashemene as a dynamic multi-ethnic population which developed through in and out 

migration, it is valuable to see whether any characteristic of certain sub-populations are 

significant in explaining the early family formation behavior. Previous research has pointed out 

that area of residence is a significant factor in studying early marriage transitions. However, 

presumed their availability, most studies do not use variables such as birth area or mobility, but 

instead the area of residence at the time of the survey. Therefore, since the empirical analysis in 

this thesis is based on the data that was collected in Shashemene, I will try to see whether being 

born in a rural/urban area or being born in Shashemene/elsewhere has any influence on transition 

to early marriage. In Shashemene, we would expect to see that boys and girls who are born in 

rural areas would have higher risk of early marriage than others who are born in urban areas, and 

since Shashemene is an urban area, we would expect that people who are born in Shashemene are 

less prone to early marriage. Moreover, in order to employ the fact that the contemporary period 

in-migration to Shashemene is characterized by rural-urban migration, a time-dependent analysis 

of area of residence will be included as a control for the effect of birth area. This analysis will 

help us to discover whether being born in a rural area or the event of migration, hence, the area of 

residence, have a significant impact on the risk of early marriage. This way, we are able to 

analyze the risk of early marriage in rural and urban residence areas in relation to birth area of 

individuals. Also, time-constant background characteristics such as religious affiliation, ethnicity 

and language are expected to affect the risk of early marriage.  People with Amhara ethnic origin, 

as well as Orthodox and Muslim population are expected to have higher risk of marriage than 

other groups at early adolescent period, as it has been documented by Erulkar (2013) and in the 

report of Pathfinder International Ethiopia (2005): “Ethiopia: knowledge, attitude and practice 

(KAP) in family planning”. 
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3. Do school attendance, literacy and level of education have any significant impact on the 

risk of early marriage? 

It has been shown in previous research, that; low levels of education especially for girls are 

associated with higher risks of early marriage (Erulkar, 2013; Erulkar & Muthengi, 2009b). 

However, less educational attainment can both be a cause and a consequence of the event, as 

discussed earlier. It is also important to bear in mind that some people might continue their 

education after the marriage, or if they experience divorce given that they have the opportunity 

depending on family arrangements and education policies in Ethiopia. In this thesis, the effects of 

school attendance and literacy in Shashemene will be analyzed. Considering findings in the 

literature, I expect to find that illiterate people have a higher risk of early marriage, as this also 

implies that they are not attending school as children. On the other hand, school attendance in a 

dynamic context is expected to have a negative impact on the risk of early marriage. Moreover, 

the association between final education at time of the interview and early marriage transition will 

be examined in order to have comparable results with previous research which heavily focus on 

final educational level as a factor in early marriage formation. 

DATA and METHOD 

Data Overview 

The retrospective data used in this study were collected as part of the project “Changing Ethiopia: 

Urban Livelihood, Gender, and Ethnicity in Shashemene after 35 years: A case study” (Changing 

Ethiopia Survey), which was funded by Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 

(SIDA) between the years 2008 and 2010. The project was initiated by Gunilla Bjerén and 

designed to serve two purposes: studying the socio-economic and demographic changes that took 

place in Shashemene between 1973 and 2008, as well as providing comparable samples to the 

event-history data, which was collected by Bjerén herself, between 1972 and 1973 in the town.  

Both 1973 and 2008 retrospective studies contain household surveys and life histories of adults; 

while the former has a focus on urban migration and individual life careers, the latter also 

provides information regarding demographic events, such as family formation, childbearing, and 

transition to adulthood.  
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The Changing Ethiopia 2008 Survey included four different questionnaires (Bjerén, 2012); 

a. Demographic household survey 

b. Standards of living and wellbeing 

c. Social and economic linkages with outside world (Remittances) 

d. Life event history interviews (Lifelines) 

The first three questionnaires were directed to all members of each household that were 

interviewed. The interviews with the randomly selected households in six out of seven different 

kebele
5
 took place in the spring of 2008, with the help of trained interviewers. The final sample 

size of the 350 households were selected with a two stage sampling procedure out of 45 ketenas. 

The interviews were finalized with 350 households.
6
 The ‘Standards of Living Questionnaire’ 

utilized information on the households’ basic life arrangements, such as source of drinking water, 

toilet and kitchen facilities, lightning, ownership of radio and television, and the type and 

ownership of the dwelling. On the other hand, the ‘demographic household survey’ was 

addressed to each individual that was present in the household at the time of the survey. The 

questionnaire aimed at collecting informative data about a variety of background variables, 

including the respondents’ gender, age, relation to the head of the household, religion, first 

language, ethnic group, disability, marital status, total number of marriage events, time stayed in 

Shashemene until the time of the survey, previous area of residence (urban/rural) before moving 

into Shashemene, birth place, language skills, literacy, as well as employment status.
7
 The 

demographic household survey was completed with 1965 respondents, of which 1031 are female 

and 934 are male in total, including single living households. 

Finally, the retrospective survey of ‘life-event histories’ which covers the period between 1973 

and 2008 is the main data source that is used in this thesis. This survey was addressed only to the 

head of households and his/her partner, if present. One disadvantage of using retrospective 

surveys is the risk of collecting bad quality data, mainly because; recalling past events accurately 

                                                           
5
 The smallest municipal neighborhood unit in the town which was formed in Dergue times (1975) after nationalizing 

urban lands. 
6
 The final sample is equal to originally selected sample size. This was both due to the “nearest neighbor method” 

used by the interviewers, in case after several attempts the interview with the originally selected household was not 

possible, and also because of settlement patterns of some dwellings.  
7
 The questionnaires for the demographic household survey and the life event history interviews are presented in 

Appendix 1. 
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within the pace of interviews might be difficult. In order to improve the quality of information, 

the 2008 Changing Ethiopia Survey was designed with a yearly sequence using Life History 

Calendar (LHC) technique. LHC can be described as survey charts that are designed to collect 

information on different set of life events with a time sequence (Freedman, et.al; 1988). 

According to Freedman, et.al; one of the main advantages of LHC is that, the calendar display of 

the survey improves the quality of retrospective data, as it provides a possibility of finding any 

time inconsistency between different life-events, and also recalling the past becomes easier for 

the respondents with a sequence of events (Freedman, et.al; 1988; pp.41). In the Changing 

Ethiopia Survey, LHC was improved further with the use of certain reference points, such as 

beginning of the Dergue Period 1974, The Revolution and following establishment of Federal 

Government in 1991.  Apart from the reference points, the three domains that were specified in 

the life history calendar were mobility, making a living, and family demographics. Still, one 

could also argue that using reference points in retrospective surveys may create skewed result, as 

people may recall certain life events in relation to those designated periods or times (such as; 

mobility or unemployment due to political regime changes and ecological disasters), and may not 

report the actual time.  

The coding of lifelines were handled by Gunilla Bjerén, Atakilte Beyene and Maria Brandén, in 

2010. However, since the data is being used for extensive quantitative analysis for the first time 

with this thesis, the data set has undergone a detailed cleaning process. Before excluding any 

observations because of missing information or inconsistency, a thorough check of the 

problematic cases has been made by Gunilla Bjerén and myself, in the spring of 2013 and in the 

winter of 2014, to ensure that these problems did not occur because of coding errors. While some 

12 respondents had inconsistencies in their answers, hence are excluded; it was also possible to 

capture some coding errors, so the data set were corrected for those respondents. The final set of 

lifelines consists of 579 respondents in 350 different households, of whom 320 are women and 

259 are men between 17 and 90 years old in 2008.
8
 

Important to note is that the Ethiopian (Julian) calendar is different from the Gregorian calendar 

and Changing Ethiopia Survey was originally conducted using Ethiopian (Julian) calendar years. 

                                                           
8 
See Appendix 2 for lifelines’ population distribution by birth cohorts and gender 
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Basically, Julian calendar is 7 years and 8 months behind the Gregorian calendar. There are 12 

30-day months and an additional 5-day month (6 days in every four years to account for the leap 

day), and the first month of the year is September as opposed to January in Gregorian calendar. In 

this thesis, in order to have consistency with the literature, the conversion to Gregorian calendar 

is made by adding 8 years to Ethiopian years of the survey in the last stage of the analysis. 

Sample 

Having the advantage of longitudinal data (albeit retrospective), the event-history approach is 

adopted to study the transition to early marriage in Shashemene. The “Changing Ethiopia 

Survey” data provide information to apply time-to-event analysis for several demographic events, 

most certainly for the marriage event, because; the retrospective setting allows us to measure all 

background variables prior to the event of marriage.  The sample size is big enough to support the 

variety of characteristics present in Shashemene to study the factors which are associated with 

early marriage. The lifelines also include information on events that are dynamic; such as 

mobility and labor market activities. Also, it is worth noting that, for time constant background 

characteristics, such as ethnicity, birth place and religion, household survey data is combined 

with lifelines, since lifelines only has information on life event histories of respondents. All these 

considered, to the best of my knowledge, this is also the first data set which allows one to 

incorporate time varying variables; e.g. mobility and school attendance, as well as time constant 

variables, such as birth area and birth place, in the study of early marriage transition in Ethiopia.  

On the other hand, the present survey data has some disadvantages as well. When one tries to 

study family behaviors, it is vital to have some information of the family background of the risk 

population. Unfortunately, the Changing Ethiopia Survey data does not provide any information 

on respondents’ parents’ education, occupation, or wealth, which would strengthen the study of 

early marriage transition, and  also allow one to build causal inferences about respondent’ current 

socio-economic conditions. Additionally, it does not offer any information on the reason of early 

marriage events; whether it was arranged by parents, whether a dowry or bride price was 

included, etc.; which were found to be important factors in transition to early marriage to 

understand the context of marriage event (Alemu, 2008; Erulkar, 2013). Moreover, we are able to 

observe whether people have familial ties only if they are in the same household, which may 

cause problems if one makes the analysis of polygamy and age difference within couples. 
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The risk population consist of individuals who were born between 1968 and 1991 and who were 

part of the survey of “life event histories” in 2008. Individuals enter the risk set when they are 

five years old and remain under the risk for early marriage until they turn 18 or when they 

experience the event of early marriage, whichever comes first. It is worth noting that, the age 

calculations in this thesis are based on yearly measures, yet; the method of analysis, i.e. discrete 

time survival analysis, assumes the end of the time unit used in the study (years in this case) as 

the cutoff point.  Furthermore, the observation time ends at the end of age 17, because; early 

marriage, as discussed previously, is described as family formations under 18 years old. Since the 

legal age at marriage is 18 in Ethiopia, stretching the observation time one more year would also 

include the marriages of adults in the analysis, which is not the main focus of this thesis. The 

reason for choosing the 1968 cohort as the oldest cohort is that; we then are able to capture full 

early family formation stories starting from age 5 for all individuals without having the problem 

of left-truncation. Once people who were born before 1968 are excluded, the analytic sample size 

shrinks to 304 respondents within 199 households, and there are 123 men and 181 women 

included in the analysis. The data is originally organized in multiple spells for each individual 

and the total exposure time to risk is 3,645 person years.  

At the time of the interview almost 95% of the risk population (288 out of 304) had experienced 

marriage event at least once; so, the percentage of the never-married individuals in 2008 is quite 

small, especially among females [Graph 1]. In fact, in the final report of Ethiopian DHS, it has 

also been found that among women between 45 and 49 years old in 2011, only less than 1% has 

never been married (“CSA-Ethiopia & ICF International”, 2012). Even though we are not able to 

follow respondents in our risk set until the end of their reproductive ages, it is possible to infer 

that in Shashemene, as well as in whole Ethiopia, the marriage event is experienced by the 

majority if not all.
9
   

Graph 1 shows the survival functions based on Kaplan-Meier estimates for transition to first 

marriage in Shashemene by gender and 10, 15 and 18 age thresholds. The analysis includes only 

                                                           
9
 Despite the small number of women and men who have never experienced marriage, the percentage of female 

household heads is almost 20 %. However, this is less likely to be a result of sampling process. It has been 

documented by CSA-Ethiopia that in urban Oromia, 31.7% of households are headed by women (“CSA-Ethiopia”, 

2012). Also it was shown by Bjeren that in Shashemene around 20% of households were female headed in 1970 

(Bjerén, 1985; pp.98).  
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the risk population, hence, individuals who were born before 1968 are excluded from the study. 

In 2008, within the study population among women and men between 17 and 40 years old, the 

age at first marriage ranges between 7 and 35. In the risk set, 25% of women are married by age 

15 and more than 50% of the female population experience first marriage at ages below 18 while 

half of the male population remain un-married until their 25. Hence, the mean age at first 

marriage differs between the two genders; 23.2 for men and 16.8 for women. The results by age 

thresholds have some divergences from the previous findings of the report by Pathfinder 

International Ethiopia (2005). The report, using 2000 Ethiopian DHS data, have found that, in 

urban Oromia only 10% of women were married by the age of 15 and more than 43% were 

married by the age of 18.  

  GRAPH 1: TRANSITION TO FIRST MARRIAGE, BY GENDER (SURVIVAL ESTIMATES) 

These findings pose questions on whether this is a result of an increase in the instance of early 

marriage in urban Oromia, or whether it is not really possible to assert that average results from 

urban Oromia region would reflect the situation in urban areas that are highly affected by in-

migration, such as; Shashemene. On the other hand, the survival analysis of the risk population 
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supports the previous findings on median age at first marriage for men and women in all 

Ethiopia; 23 and 16.5 respectively (“CSA-Ethiopia & ICF International”, 2012). Still, while the 

focus on girls’ experience in early marriage literature can be seen as a reflection of the gender 

inequality in terms of family formation transition, and the difference between the median ages at 

first marriage do reflect, that; it would be misleading to state that boys are not affected by the 

practice. In fact, in our sample, around 10% of the male population experienced their first 

marriage before they reached 18 years old.   

Variables 

In order to examine the risk for early marriage for men and women, explanatory and control 

variables below are employed in the analysis. In Table 4, Table 5 and Table 6 total person years 

of exposure to risk of early marriage is presented with total number of events experienced in each 

sub-category of the variables. Moreover, log-rank test results for the equality of survivor 

functions have been presented together with exposure and occurrences in the same tables to have 

a preliminary idea on which variables overall may improve the explanatory power of the 

multivariate analysis. To put it simply, log-rank test is a test of statistical significance where one 

can see whether the risk of an event is different between different groups over the observation 

period. That is to say; the smaller the log-rank estimations (closer to zero), the greater is the 

difference between the survival-curves, and vice versa.     

The binary dependent variable is the event of early marriage, which takes the value 1 at the end 

of the year of marriage event and 0 otherwise. People who remain non-married until the age 18 

are right censored as we are no longer observing them.  

Age Category: To capture time dependency of the hazard for separate age groups, I have created 

a time varying dummy variable using age in single years. Considering the previous research on 

the understanding of early marriage in Ethiopia, the age categorization which Dixon-Mueller 

(2008) proposed has been adopted with a slight change; namely, very early marriages for 

marriages between -and including- 5 and 10 years old; early adolescence for marriages between 

ages 11 and 14; and middle adolescence between ages 15 and 17.  

Birth Cohorts: The trends in early marriage is studied with a categorical time-constant birth 

cohort variable. The cohorts in 5-year intervals are; 1968-1972, 1973-1977, and 1978-1982. 
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However, because there were very few cases, the youngest cohorts are combined in a 10-year 

interval; that is, 1983-1992. 

There are several categorical time-constant explanatory variables that are incorporated to 

examine whether there is any differences in the risk of early marriage between people with 

different religious affiliation, ethnic identity and first language. Household survey data is utilized 

for these variables.  

Religion is organized in five categories; Ethiopian Orthodox, Muslim, Protestant, Other being the 

major ones. The category of “Other religion” includes traditional religions and Catholic, because 

there are very few observations for this group. Moreover, there are 13 observations which have 

missing values on religious affiliation. Since dropping the observations would result in an even 

smaller sample size, they are coded as a fifth category. Ethnic identity is coded under 5 

categories: Oromo, Amhara, Gurage, Wolayta and Others. Again; the category “Other” includes 

respondents with Sidama and Tigray ethnic origin, as well as others.  

Even though traditionally there is a correlation between religious affiliation and ethnic identity, it 

is important to acknowledge the variations within each ethnic identity. Hence, religion and 

ethnicity are both included in the analysis as approximates to culture and tradition. Still, certain 

ethnic populations correspond to certain religions, and this is most apparent in the risk set for 

people with Amhara ethnic origin being mostly Ethiopian Orthodox (80%) as we can see in Table 

3. On the other hand, people who belong to Oromo ethnic identity have more variations in terms 

of religious affiliation, even though the majority (51%) of Oromo people are Muslims. 

TABLE 3: PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS IN EACH ETHNIC GROUP, BY RELIGION 

  Ethnic Identity 

  Oromo Amhara Gurage     Wolayta Other 

Religion 

     Ethiopian Orthodox 31 80 43 27 21 

Muslim 51 5 51 3 34 

Protestant 17 13 6 67 45 

Other 1 2 0 2 0 

Missing 0 0 0 2 0 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 
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TABLE 4: BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS: EXPOSURE & OCCURRENCES 

Person-year at risk until the event of marriage or until the age 18  (Occurrences in numbers)                                        

 

                 Male 

 

Female  

 

Exposure Occurrences 

 

Exposure Occurrences Logrank 

Age Category 

     

- 

5-10 738 0 

 

1081 10  

11-14 489 3 

 

639 36  

15-17 354 8 

 

344 66  

Birth  Cohorts 

     

0.5 

1968-1972 421 5 

 

374 19  

1973-1977 455 0 

 

460 26  

1978-1982 510 6 

 

548 34  

1983-1992 195 0 

 

682 33  

Religion 

     

0.1 

Ethiopian Orthodox 568 2 

 

904 40  

Muslim 520 7 

 

614 30  

Protestant 454 2 

 

533 42  

Other 26 0 

 

13 0  

Missing 13 0 

 

0 n.a.  

Ethnic Group 

     

0.4 

Oromo 545 8 

 

757 42  

Amhara 234 0 

 

428 23  

Gurage 286 1 

 

292 12  

Wolayta 351 1 

 

410 26  

Other 165 1 

 

177 9  

First Language 

     

0.2 

Oromifa 506 8 

 

637 37  

Amarigna 494 1 

 

790 39  

Other 581 2 

 

637 36  

Total 1581 11  2064 112  
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First language: Apart from religion and ethnic identity, first language, which may differ from 

mother tongue, is also included in the regression analysis. Bjerén and Beyene (2009) have noted 

that, Amharic is the lingua franca in Shashemene, and Oromifa is spoken as the second main 

language of communication (Bjerén & Beyene, 2009; pp. 2). The information for first language 

comes from the household survey, in which, respondents were asked about their language skills 

as well as their preferred language to identify who are bilingual or more, and also to analyze the 

first language spoken by Shashemene population. Hence, this variable has an emphasis on the 

differences between ethnic identity and first language. I have coded the variable in 3 major 

groups; Oromifa, Amarigna and others (including Silte, Wolaytigna and Guragigna). Since 

Shashemene is a multi-ethnic urban town, the variable is used as a control variable for differences 

or similarities that ethnic identity may not capture. In Table 4, it is possible to see that, 

compositions of ethnic group and the first language differ. Total time at risk for people whose 

first language is Amharic is almost double than for people who are of Amhara ethnic origin.   

Mobility and birth area: Apart from the explanatory variables that are approximate for culture 

and tradition, I have also used two time constant and one time varying variable as explanatory 

variables, given the fact that more than half of the respondents in the risk set were born in rural 

areas (Table 5). The first time-constant categorical variable indicates whether a person is born in 

an urban or in a rural area (birth area) which would show us whether birth area is an important 

factor in one’s transition to early marriage
10

. The other variable is a dummy variable which takes 

the value 1 if the respondent is born in Shashemene, and 0 otherwise. 

The time varying explanatory variable (Area of residence) captures rural-urban and urban-rural 

moves since birth until the event of marriage or age 18. In Shashemene, more than 50% of the 

risk population have been born in rural areas, however, less than half of those who were born in 

rural areas have experienced rural-urban mobility prior to marriage or until age of 18, whichever 

came first. The difference in early marriage transition between urban and rural areas has been the 

focus of previous literature, however these studies have not considered the variations that are led 

                                                           
10

 Furthermore, all comparisons between persons in rural and urban areas bear the uncertainty about the age data. It is 

possible to say that, in the absence of birth certificates, other legal documents and births in hospitals, women in rural 

areas are less likely to know their age and age at marriage accurately. It is much likely that urban born and urban 

living individuals have more accurate knowledge about their age and age at marriage given the higher possibility of 

primary school attendance and relations with administrative bodies in the urban areas. 
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by migration. Our main interest is to see whether having lived in an urban (or rural) area pushes 

the marriage event to a later age, and we would expect that living in rural areas in the childhood, 

given that the respondent was born in rural area, would increase the risk of early marriage. 

Therefore, for the time-varying area of residence variable all first rural to urban moves are 

counted, even if the destination was not originally Shashemene. Moreover, if the rural-urban 

migration happened for marriage reasons; that is, if the time of event and time of mobility 

corresponds, and if the reason of mobility is stated as “marriage”, those were not counted as 

urban moves for the purpose of this study. Including these mobility events as rural-urban 

migration would lead to reverse causality, since in those cases, migration is actually a 

consequence of the marriage, rather than the cause.  

 

I have organized the time-varying variable in 4 categories in order to take both the area of birth 

and the area of residence into account. The variable takes the value 0 at each spell if a person is 

born in rural areas until the age of first rural-urban migration, and it is 1 for each spell after the 

migration takes place. Also, for rural-born respondents who migrated to an urban area before age 

TABLE 5: MOBILITY AND BIRTH AREA: EXPOSURE & OCCURRENCES  

Person-year at risk until the event of marriage or until the age 18 (Occurrences in numbers) 

 

Male 

 

Female  

 

Exposure Occurrences 

 

Exposure Occurrences Logrank 

Birth Area  

     

0.6 

Rural 913 5 

 

1085 60  

Urban 668 6 

 

979 52  

Born in Shashemene 

     

0.8 

Elsewhere  1178 6 

 

1616 89  

Shashemene  403 5 

 

448 23  

Area of Residence 

     

0.1 

Rural born/Rural living 527 0 

 

668 18  

Rural born/Urban living 386 5  417 42  

Urban Born /Urban Living 616 5  941 51  

Urban Born/Rural Living 52 1 

 

38 1  

Total 1581          11  2064 112  
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5, each individual spell from age 5 until they are censored or they experience the event of 

marriage is coded as 1. Moreover, the variable takes the value 2 if a respondent was born in an 

urban area, regardless whether it was Shashemene or not, until an urban-rural move takes place, 

or until the age at marriage or age 18, whichever comes first.
11

 If an urban born person lives in a 

rural area, then the variable takes the value 3. This way, we are able to identify both the effect of 

the area of birth and the area of residence on the risk of early marriage in a dynamic setting. 

Education: I have used three variables that identify level of education and educational attainment 

to examine the third research question (Table 6). The reason for using different variables is also 

to invoke a discussion on the importance of the choice on education variable in early marriage 

studies. The first variable is literacy, which is a time-constant categorical variable that basically 

indicates whether a person is literate or not. One problem with literacy is that, it is difficult to be 

sure when the respondents have acquired literacy skills, hence it leads to anticipatory analysis. In 

comparison to that, a time-varying dummy variable is created, which is school attendance. The 

variable takes the value 1 at each spell the respondent had attended school, and zero otherwise. 

This information is derived from the livelihood/work histories of respondents in lifelines. 

However, the data contains school attendance information only for 60% of the risk population 

who have ever attended school. One possible reason for the low response rate for this variable is 

that, respondents might not have specified school attendance as part of their livelihood/work 

history if education has been in a secondary position in their lives. Also, because education 

information was asked under the heading of employment/work/livelihood, some respondents may 

have thought that education is not an “employment” per se, hence they may not have specified 

their education histories.  Even so, since many children do not have the opportunity to continue to 

school because of distance, economic problems, or the burden of housework for girls and herding 

for boys, it is possible that not everybody starts their education at age 6 or 7, which is the primary 

school starting age (Camfield & Tafere, 2011, pp. 250; Erulkar & Muthengi, 2009b). In the risk 

population, there are respondents who has started school at age 10 or even later. On the other 

hand, the survey data does not provide an end-date or a start-date of education in the household 

survey, which would let us to create a more accurate time-varying school attendance variable 

                                                           
11

 The time-varying “area of residence” variable takes only rural-urban and urban-rural moves into account. Urban 

and rural areas are not differentiated within themselves, and if a person experiences urban-urban or rural-rural 

mobility, this does not cause a value change in the variable. 
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even if respondents did not specify their education histories in their life history calendars. 

However, a cross check of this time-dependent variable with literacy, final education, and other 

relevant variables makes sure that there are no inconsistencies at least for the respondents that 

have education histories. Finally, a time-constant categorical education level variable is created 

as it has been used in the previous literature where education is presented as one of the main 

factors in transition to early marriage, i.e., the final grade completed by the time of the survey. 

The four categories include, no education, 1
st
-4

th
 grade, 5

th
 -8

th
 grade, and higher than 9

th
 grade. 

This variable is added only to demonstrate that even though anticipatory analysis of early 

marriage formations do not necessarily describe the trends wrong, by not taking the time-varying 

nature of educational level into account, they create biased results. 

 

TABLE 6: EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: EXPOSURE & OCCURRENCES  

Person-year at risk until the event of marriage or until the age 18 (Occurrences in numbers) 

 

     Male           Female  

 

Exposure Occurrences 

 

Exposure Occurrences Logrank 

Literacy 

     

0.0 

Illiterate 156 0 

 

670 43  

Literate 1425 11 

 

1394 69  

School Attendance 

     

0.0 

0 939 10 

 

1433 104  

1 642 1 

 

631 8  

Education Level 

     

0.0 

No Education 143 0 

 

634 41  

Grade 1-4 207 3 

 

183 15  

Grade 5-8 573 6 

 

787 41  

Grade >9 658 2 

 

640 15  

Total 1581 11  2064 112  
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Method 

Even though the transition to first marriage is intrinsically a continuous process, the Changing 

Ethiopia Survey data is in yearly basis. Hence, in order to capture the process under risk as 

continuous, yet, to treat time as it is grouped (yearly), the discrete time survival method is chosen 

to study the risk of early marriage (Allison, 1982; pp.71). Moreover, since almost everyone 

marries in Ethiopia by the end of their reproductive ages (“CSA-Ethiopia & ICF International”, 

2012), propensity to marry is expected to increase with age between 5 and 17 years old. The best 

way to model this in discrete time multi-spell data is allowing the hazard to vary over time.  More 

specifically, I have applied the complementary log-log discrete-time model to fit the maximum 

likelihood regression for the observed binary outcome variable, because of the proportional 

hazard assumption the model holds. The function below is a general expression of the 

complementary log-log model where the probability of experiencing an event (marriage in our 

case) for the individual i at the end of the period t is pit.  

When   yi(t) =1;     pit (x) = 1-exp [-exp (α + β’ X it)] ; 

where β is the Kx1 vector of constants;   i=1, 2, 3, 4….n     and    t is time, or; 

log {-log (1-pit(x))} = α + β’Xit           (Allison, 1982) 

Moreover, I have applied exponentiated complementary log-log models for the regression 

analysis in order to directly estimate the coefficients as hazard ratios rather than odds ratios using 

statistical program STATA, version12. Finally, I have compared the goodness of fit of the models 

using likelihood ratio tests for the nested models, and Akaike information criterion (AIC) for the 

non-nested models. The results of the multivariate regression analysis are shown in the following 

section. 
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RESULTS 

 

In this section, I present the results of regression models for the variables that I have used for 

each research question. The presented models are chosen to show the direct effect of each 

variable on the propensity to marry early. The implications and suggestions for future research 

will follow. The three main research questions that I developed to study the early marriage 

practice in Shashemene are; 

1. What are the trends and gender differences in transition to early marriage in Shashemene 

between 1973 and 2008?  

2. Do background characteristics such as birth area, area of residence, religion, ethnicity 

and language have an impact on early marriage risk? 

3. Do school attendance, literacy and level of education have any significant impact on the 

risk of early marriage? 

The first research question is studied in Table 7, Model 1 for gender differences and in Table 7, 

Model 2 for trends in early marriage. The first model (Model 1) shows that, gender indeed is a 

significant factor in early marriage transitions. In Shashemene, girls are 10 times more prone to 

marry between age 5 and 17, compared to boys. On the other hand, as expected, the hazard ratio 

is higher for boys and girls who are between 15 and 17 years old compared to children who are 

between 11 and 14 years old, which also indicates that middle adolescent marriages are practiced 

more than early adolescent and very early marriages. On the other hand, in Shashemene, it is not 

possible to see a significant difference in transition to early family formation between cohorts 

(Model 2); which is opposite to what has been found in previous research. The effect of birth 

cohort is not significant, and adding cohort variable does not improve the explanatory power of 

the Model 2.   

The second and third research questions are studied in a step-wise manner and the results are 

presented in Table 7 and Table 8.  In Model 3 (Table 7) I have studied the effect of religion on 

the risk of early marriage. However, when we use the religion variable a quasi-complete 

separation problem occurs; an indication that one or more sub-categories of the variable predicts 

the survival (not experiencing early marriage) perfectly. Instead of dropping the observations that 
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cause the problem, I have kept them in the analysis. Normally, keeping the observations which 

predict the failure or success perfectly may result in higher standard errors (Zorn, 2005); 

however, in Model 3 all other covariates remain the same, and thus keeping these observations 

makes the likelihood ratio test with the main effects model possible. The estimates of Model 3 

show that, Protestants are more prone to early marriage compared to Orthodox Christians, while 

being Muslim is not a significant factor in transition to early marriage compared to being an 

Orthodox Christian. Moreover, the inclusion of the religion variable increases the model fit 

compared to Model 1.  

The other variables that are used as an approximate to culture are ethnic identity and first 

language. Respondents with Gurage ethnic identity are estimated to have the lowest, while the 

ones with Oromo ethnic identity are estimated to have the highest risk to marry before the age 18. 

Moreover, also the respondents whose first language is Oromifa are more prone to early marriage 

than the ones whose first language is Amarigna.  However, the hazard ratio estimates are not 

statistically significant (Model 4 and Model 5), and neither do they improve the models’ 

explanatory power.  
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TABLE 7 : TRENDS, GENDER AND BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS 
  

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Covariates Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio 

Hazard 

Ratio Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio 

Age Category 

     
5-10 0.1

***
 0.1

***
 0.1

***
 0.1

***
 0.1

***
 

11-14 (ref) 1 1 1 1 1 

15-17 3.6
***

 3.7
***

 3.8
***

 3.8
***

 3.8
***

 

Sex 

     Men (ref) 1 1 1 1 1 

Women 9.9
***

 10.5
***

 10.4
***

 10.2
***

 10.5
***

 

Birth  Cohorts 

     1968-1972 (ref) 

 

1 

   1973-1977 

 

0.8 

   1978-1982 

 

1.1 

   1983-1992 

 

0.7 

   Religion 

     Orthodox (ref) 

  

1 1 1 

Muslim 

  

1.2 1.3 1.1 

Protestant   

  

2.0
***

 2.1
***

 2.0
***

 

Other 

  

n.a. n.a n.a 

Missing 

  

n.a. n.a n.a 

Ethnic Group 

     Oromo (ref) 

   

1 

 Amhara 

   

0.9 

 Gurage 

   

0.6 

 Wolayta 

   

0.8 

 Other 

   

0.7 

 First Language 

     Oromifa 

    

1 

Amarigna 

    

0.7 

Other         0.7 

Constant 0.005 0.006 0.004 0.004 0.005 

No. of obs. 3645 3645 3645 3645 3645 

No. of events 123 123 123 123 123 

Log-likelihood -420.67 -419.13 -413.86 -412.69 -412.68 

AIC 

 

852.26 843.72 849.39 845.37 
† p≤0.10; * p≤0.05; ** p≤0.01; ***p≤0.001; n.a.: not applicable (This is caused by keeping those sub-groups 

of population within the analysis, even when the religion variable predicts the event perfectly.)   
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TABLE 7 (CONT.) : MOBILITY AND BIRTH AREA 
  Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

Covariates Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio 

Age Category 

  

 

5-10 0.1
***

 0.1
***

 0.2
***

 

11-14 (ref) 1 1 1 

15-17 3.8
***

 3.8
***

 3.6
***

 

Sex 

  

 

Men (ref) 1 1 1 

Women 10.4
***

 10.5
***

 10.5
***

 

Religion 

  

 

Orthodox (ref) 1 1 1 

Muslim 1.3 1.2 1.3 

Protestant   2.1
***

 2.0
***

 2.1
***

 

Other n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Missing n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Birth Area 
  

 

Rural 0.9 

 

 

Urban(ref) 1 
 

 

Shashemene born 

  

 

Shashemene 

 

1.0  

Elsewhere (ref) 

 

1  

Area of Residence    

Rural born/Rural living   0.6
†
 

Rural born/Urban living   1.1 

Urban Born /Urban Living (ref)   1 

Urban Born/Rural Living   1.3 

Constant 0.004 0.004 0.004 

No. of obs. 3645 3645 3645 

No. of events 123 123 123 

Log-likelihood -413.70 -413.82 -410.74 

AIC 845.41 845.65 842.67 

† p≤0.10 ; * p≤0.05 ; ** p≤0.01 ; ***p≤0.001; n.a: not applicable 
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Building on Model 3, as the best model so far, I have studied whether birth place or experiencing 

rural-urban mobility has an impact on the estimated risks of early marriage, hence; the second 

part of the Table 7 presents the estimates for variables related to birth area and mobility. As 

opposed to my expectation and findings of the previous research, people who are born in a rural 

area are not necessarily more prone to early marriage than people who are born in urban areas as 

we can see in Model 6. Moreover, the rural-urban birth area overall does not increase the 

explanatory power of the Model 6 compared to Model 3. Aside from the rural-urban birth area, I 

have also studied if being born in Shashemene has any impact on one’s risk at early marriage. 

This variable is expected to reflect possible behavioral norms specific to Shashemene population 

in transition to early marriage, if any. However, we see that being born in Shashemene (Model 7) 

does not have any statistically significant impact on early marriage risks. 

The time-varying variable area of residence have been included in Model 8 (Table 7) to examine 

whether people who were born in urban and rural areas have different risks at early marriage 

taking mobility, hence the area of residence, into consideration. Among the three models (Model 

6, Model 7, and Model 8) which include a variable related to birth area, the model which 

incorporates the time-varying variable (Model 8) is a better fit according to Akaike information 

criterion (AIC) test. The results of Model 8 show that rural born people who have not lived in an 

urban area prior to marriage event are less prone to early marriage than people who were born 

and lived in an urban area. On the other hand, people who are living in urban areas are exposed to 

almost same risk, regardless of where they have been born. Finally, even though it is not 

significant, people who were born in an urban area but lived in rural are more prone to early 

marriage than the ones who have not experienced urban-rural mobility.  

In Table 8, I have presented the multivariate regression results for the variables related to literacy 

and education to study the third research question. Model 9 shows that literacy has very little 

impact on early marriage risks for the whole population, yet is statistically insignificant. Since the 

variable also does not improve the whole model fit, it is not included in the later models. The 

categorical variable “education level” in Model 10 takes the final grade attained at the time of the 

survey into account. As expected, this time-constant “education level” variable (Model 10) does 

improve the model fit, yet only having highest level of education (more than 9
th

 grade) have a 

significant effect on early marriage. Lower educated individuals seem to have a higher risk at 
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early marriage compared to the ones with no education. On the other hand, the time-varying 

school attendance variable (Model 11) is highly significant and it improves the explanatory 

power of the whole model. This suggests that, the propensity to marry early is much less for 

children who continue their education than for children who do not. Additionally, using 

likelihood ratio test, a comparison of the three models in Table 8, namely Model 9, 10 and 11, 

with Model 8 proves that the model with the best fit is the one which includes time-varying 

school attendance variable, i.e.; Model 11 (df(1), P>chi
2
=0.0000). 

It is worth noting that a number of interaction models have been tested in order to explore the 

effect of gender and age on the risk of early marriage further. The interaction with religion and 

gender have increased the model fit -of Model 11- slightly, however, none of the interaction 

categories were significant within 95% confidence interval. And in other models although some 

sub-categories were significant, overall, the interaction with age categories have not added 

anything new to the analysis of early marriage. Hence, those models with interactions are not 

presented in the thesis. Furthermore, excluding the men from the risk set, I have repeated the 

analyses only for women. It is safe to say that the above results are representative for women, 

however, the same cannot be inferred for analysis on men. While the hazard ratio of time-varying 

school attendance variable in Model 11 is the same for both sexes; the effect of religion, age 

category and rural-urban mobility differ in separate regression analyses. The difference in results 

for men and women are likely to be due to few number of cases in the analyses on men.  Finally, 

the multivariate analyses have been replicated for each model presented in this thesis also using 

the Piecewise constant exponential method. The results are quite similar to complementary log-

log regression analysis in terms of hazard ratio estimates and standard deviations.
12

   

 

 

 

                                                           
12

 Results of complementary log-log regression analysis separate for men and women, and event history analysis 

using piecewise constant exponential model for the whole risk set are presented in Appendix 3. 
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TABLE 8 : EDUCATION, SCHOOL ATTENDANCE & LITERACY 

  Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 

Covariates Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio 

Age Category 

   5-10 0.2
***

 0.2
***

 0.1
***

 

11-14 (ref) 1 1 1 

15-17 3.6
***

 3.7
***

 3.5
***

 

Sex 

  

 

Men (ref) 1 1 1 

Women 9.7
***

 9.8
***

 9.3
***

 

Religion 

  

 

Orthodox (ref) 1 1 1 

Muslim 1.4 1.2 1.2 

Protestant   2.0
 **

 1.9
 **

 1.8
**

 

Other n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Missing n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Literacy 

   Literate (ref) 1 

  Illiterate 1.3 
  

School Attendance 
   

1 
  

0.1
***

 

Education Level 
   

No Education (ref) 
 

1  

Grade 1-4  
1.6  

Grade 5-8 

 

0.7  

Grade >9 

 

 0.4
**

  

Area of Residence    

Rural born/Rural living 0.5
*
 0.5

**
 0.5

*
 

Rural born/Urban living 1.1 0.9 1.0 

Urban Born /Urban Living (ref) 1 1 1 

Urban Born/Rural Living 1.3 1.6 1.7 

Constant 0.004 0.007 0.008 

No. of obs. 3645 3645 3645 

No. of events 123 123 123 

Log-likelihood -409.64 -401.97 -380.20 

AIC 843.28 831.95 784.40 

† p≤0.10 ; * p≤0.05 ; ** p≤0.01 ; ***p≤0.001; n.a: not applicable 
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Discussion and Further Research Suggestions 

The aim of this thesis was to study the trends in and factors associated with early marriage risks 

in Shashemene, Ethiopia. Considering focal points in the previous literature and the shortfalls, I 

have studied the three research questions by giving major importance to the following; 

i. an analysis of early marriage in an event history context, 

ii. the inclusion of both genders in the study, 

iii. the inclusion of variables which are approximates to culture and tradition as factors in 

early marriage risk, 

iv. the study of early marriage risks by taking the birth area and migration histories of 

individuals into account, and finally; 

v. an analysis of the impact of different education variables in early marriage. 

The regression analysis of the three research questions provide us with some important insights 

into early family formations in Shashemene. To begin with, it has been shown that; overall, girls 

have a much higher risk of early marriage than boys. Not only do girls marry earlier, the 

transition to first marriage is also much faster for girls than for boys, and more than half of the 

female population experience the event before they turn 18. This gender difference in age at 

marriage has also been an accepted phenomenon in the early marriage literature. However, while 

findings on gender differences are clearly supportive of the previous research, it is not possible to 

say the same for other explanatory variables. 

In terms of cohort effects in early marriage transition in Shashemene, I have not found any 

significant differences between birth cohorts, which would infer a trend in early marriage 

transition in Shashemene. This is opposite to findings in 2011 Ethiopian DHS report (CSA-

Ethiopia & ICF International, 2012). On the other hand, we find an established tradition in terms 

of early marriages by certain age categories. As mentioned earlier, in Ethiopia legal age at 

marriage was 15 in the 1960 family code, and it was not until 2000 that a new family code raised 

the legal age at marriage to 18 for both sexes. However, the 2000 family code was introduced 

only in selected regions of Ethiopia (Hallward-Driemeier & Gajigo, 2010). Also, the article in the 

2000 Family Code which regulates marriages below age 18 (but above 16) under certain 

circumstances, confirms that 18 as minimum age at marriage may be in conflict with traditional 
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norms at times. While the extent of the law enforcement may be discussed, it is possible to say 

that, among people living in Shashemene in 2008 marriages between 15 and 17 were the most 

common type of early marriage both for girls and boys. This is also supported by previous 

research that in Oromia region the most prevalent type of early marriage are the ones in middle 

adolescent period (Mekonnen & Aspen, 2009; Pathfinder International Ethiopia, 2005). 

Ethnicity and rural-urban residence has been found as significant factors in age at first marriage 

in the previous literature which focused on other areas in Ethiopia (Ezra, 2003). Yet, these 

findings are only partially supported in this thesis. In Shashemene, ethnic identity and first 

language have a little impact on the risk of early marriage, if any. Moreover, even though there is 

a certain religion where majority of each ethnic group is affiliated; it is found, that in 

Shashemene, religious affiliation has more influence on the age at marriage than ethnic identity.  

That is to say, since these variables were chosen as approximates to culture, one can state that 

early family formation is driven by religious identity, rather than common ethnic identity. 

Moreover, looking at these conflicting findings, we can infer that even if there are diverse 

traditional norms in early marriage formations due to differences in ethnic identity, this variable 

itself is not enough to explain the early marriage transition in Shashemene. This also provides 

further evidence for the early theories on the inadequacy of common ethnic identity in explaining 

family demographic behavior (Goldscheider & Uhlenberg, 1969; Sly, 1970). In order to capture 

the heterogeneity within these groups, there is a need for further analysis which would also 

incorporate socio-economic differences, and family background of individuals.  

In addition to ethnic identity, religion and first language as background factors, I have also 

studied the effects of birth area and rural-urban mobility in early marriage transitions in 

Shashemene. It has been shown by reports and previous research in early marriage that area of 

residence is a differentiating factor in early family formation, as the proportion of women who 

marry before age 18 has been higher in rural areas (Erulkar, 2013; Ezra, 2003). In Changing 

Ethiopia Survey, everyone was living in Shashemene at the time of the interview. However, 

because Shashemene is an urban town which is marked with high rates of in-migration, it was 

possible to study the effect of birth area and mobility on the risk of early family formation, thanks 

to the availability of the data on these variables. I have studied whether someone who was born in 

an urban area are less likely to marry early compared to the rural born respondents, and vice 
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versa. For both variables that are related to birth place (i.e.; area of birth and birth in 

Shashemene), the estimates of the regression analysis were not significant, suggesting that type of 

birth place is not a determining factor in early family formations.  

On the other hand, analysis of the time-varying area of residence variable captures the possible 

effects of rural-urban mobility, rather than specifically being born in an urban or a rural area in 

Ethiopia. The results show that among urban born individuals, people who are living in a rural 

area are almost two times more prone to early marriage compared to their peers who did not yet 

experience urban-rural mobility. However, this is likely to be due to few number of observations 

and events that are analyzed in the category of urban born-rural living. Furthermore, rural born 

individuals who did not experience rural-urban mobility are less likely to marry as children than 

people who were born and living in an urban area. This is opposite to what we would expect, 

since previous research have shown that early marriages are more common in rural areas than 

urban. The results suggest that, rural born individuals have a lower likelihood of early marriage 

while they still live in the rural area. However, when they have moved to an urban area, their 

likelihood of early marriage is similar to those born in the urban areas. An implication of these 

findings is that, there may be a selection process into migration. Important to keep in mind that, 

at the time the Changing Ethiopia Survey was conducted, everyone in the sample were living in 

Shashemene, which is an urban area. Hence, there may be unobserved characteristics of 

individuals who were born in a rural area, which decrease the likelihood of early marriage and 

increase the likelihood of moving to an urban area later in life. Moreover, although statistically 

not significant, the risk of early marriage is also higher for urban born individuals if they 

experience urban-rural migration than those who did not experience it. Since irrespective of 

where one is born mobility event increases the risk of early marriage, one could also think of a 

possible “migration effect”. 

On the other hand, the likelihood of experiencing early marriage is almost the same for people 

who are living in an urban area, regardless of birth area. This suggests that living in an urban area 

offsets the effect of area of birth. One possible reason for this is the fact that around 86% of those 

who experienced early marriage and also rural-urban mobility are women; which brings the 

question of the context of the marriage into mind. It has been shown in the literature that moving 

with relatives or in-laws are typical when there is an arranged marriage for younger children, 
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mostly for girls (Mekonnen & Aspen, 2009). Moreover, even if there is no arranged marriage 

prior to rural-urban mobility, one could also suspect that girls who are sent to urban towns to 

work as housemaids are more vulnerable to early marriages. However, in our risk-set females 

also constitute majority among people who have experienced early marriage but not a rural-urban 

mobility. Hence, it is difficult to infer any further explanation to why early age rural-urban 

mobility is estimated as a significant factor in early marriage, without having information on the 

context of marriage, or the migration. In the Changing Ethiopia Data, we are able to see whether 

a person is migrated to live with relatives, or for other reasons; however, the context of marriage 

is something that we are not able to answer by looking at the observed events only. 

Furthermore, the results of the three education related variables provide valuable information on 

the importance of the choice of education variable if one studies transition to early marriage. 

Literacy was found to be not-significant in early family formation. It is important to keep in mind 

that in countries such as Ethiopia, where school attendance is quite low, being literate may not 

necessitate certain level of school graduation, but basically some school attendance even with 

interruptions. For the older generations, this is most possible due to literacy campaigns that were 

initiated in the late 1970s by the socialist government (Gillespie, 2009). On the other hand, the 

younger generations especially in urban areas have more opportunities in terms of school 

attendance as a result of series of regulations by regional authorities and through national policy 

targets which are set by the EPRDF government (Camfield & Tafere, 2011), yet still educational 

attendance, and primary and secondary education completion in Ethiopia, especially in rural areas 

is quite low (“CSA-Ethiopia & ICF International”, 2012; pp. 27). Hence the proportion of literate 

individuals may not be reflecting whether a person has been to school or not, especially if one 

considers the fact that the information on this variable basically stems from the respondents’ 

judgment, rather than the interviewers’.  

On the other hand, analysis of the time-constant variable, education level at the time of the 

survey, provide conflicting results. Considering the findings of previous studies (Pathfinder 

International Ethiopia, 2006; Erulkar & Muthengi, 2009a, 2009b), one would expect to find that 

individuals with no education would have the highest risk of early marriage. On the contrary, I 

have found that individuals with some education (1-4 years) have a higher risk of early marriage 

than people with no education. As Hoem and Kreyenfeld (2006) pointed; anticipatory analyses in 
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a time-to-event context using final education at the time of interview may be misleading. The 

results also suggest that the timing of events are not only important for descriptive studies but 

also when studying the causal relationships between different life events. Since experiencing or 

not experiencing the event of marriage may cause the level of education one has at the time of the 

survey, using final education level subsequent to the event of marriage as an explanatory variable 

leads to reverse causality problem. When studying the transition to early marriage, we are 

interested in finding whether the level of education has any impact on the risk of early marriage 

or not. That is why, unless the data is well documented in terms of timing of acquiring the final 

education level, marriage formation, as well as possible reasons for dropping out of school, one 

should be cautious in interpreting the regression estimates.  

Finally, the results of the time-varying education variable suggest a strong negative relationship 

between school attendance and risk of early marriage. It has shown that children who are in 

education have a much lower risk of experiencing early marriage. This supports the findings of 

the data which was collected by Population Council as part of Berhane Hewan Program by 

Erulkar and Muthengi (2009b). They have found a positive association between school 

attendance of girls and delay in early marriage. These findings also have a strong policy 

implication, in the sense, that although school enrollment is important, providing children 

uninterrupted education life is much more effective in shifting the age at first marriage.  

To sum up, this thesis has focused on trends in and factors associated with early marriage 

transition in an urban area, Shashemene. The results have provided further evidence that early 

marriage is quite common in the middle-adolescent period for individuals living in Shashemene, 

especially among women. The main background factor associated with early marriage is religion. 

Yet, this finding calls for further examination in terms of socio-economic characteristics of 

children’s families as explanatory factors in early marriage transition. On the other hand, while 

there are no big differences found between people born in urban and rural areas in terms of early 

marriage risks, it is shown that rural-urban and urban-rural mobility prior to marriage event or 

age 18 is a factor that has an impact on the early marriage behavior. Yet, there is no sufficient 

evidence to make it possible to explain why this is the case. In order to understand the connection 

between early marriage formation and in-migration, one should expand the study to include the 

reasons and the context of both the migration event and also the marriage event. Last but not 
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least, very low relative risk of early marriage of children who continue their education suggests 

the importance of continuation of education, as well as the need to study more the impact of 

school attendance on child marriages. The analysis of early marriage which incorporates dynamic 

age structure, life events and school attendance of children highlights the importance of studying 

family demographic events in a time-to-event context. Moreover, the Changing Ethiopia Survey 

Data provides further information on migration histories, area of residence, child birth and family 

dissolution, which creates an opportunity to develop the early marriage analysis by also studying 

consequences of family formation in Shashemene. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1: Questionnaires 

Questionnaires of the demographic household survey (Questionnaire 1) and life event history 

interviews  
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Appendix 2: ‘Life History Interview’ survey population, by gender and birth cohort 

 

APPENDIX 2: SURVEY POPULATION BY GENDER AND BIRTH COHORT 

 

                       Gender  

 

Male Female Total 

Birth Cohorts    

1918-1947 33 29 62 

% 12.74 9.06 10.71 

1948-1952 29 19 48 

% 11.20 5.94 8.29 

1953-1957 19 18 37 

% 7.34 5.63 6.39 

1958-1962 34 31 65 

% 13.13 9.69 11.23 

1963-1967 21 42 63 

% 8.11 13.13 10.88 

1968-1972 33 35 68 

% 12.74 10.94 11.74 

1973-1977 35 40 75 

% 13.51 12.50 12.95 

1978-1982 40 48 88 

% 15.44 15.00 15.20 

1983-1993 15 58 73 

% 5.79 18.13 12.61 

Total 259 320 579 
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Appendix 3: Regression results of separate multivariate analysis for men and women 

Multivariate analysis for men and women separately, and also piecewise constant exponential 

model for the whole risk population as a comparison to final model (Model 11); 

APPENDIX 3 : SEPARATE ANALYSIS FOR WOMEN & MEN ( USING MODEL 11) 

  
Complementary  

log-log 

Complementary  

log-log 

Complementary  

log-log 
Piecewise Constant 

    Men Only  Women Only 
Women & Men 

(Model 11) 
Women & Men 

Covariates Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio Hazard Ratio 

Age Category 

   

  

5-10 n.a. 0.1
***

 0.1
***

 0.2
***

 

11-14 (ref) 1 1 1 1 

15-17 3.3
†
 3.6

***
 3.5

***
 3.1

***
 

Sex 

  

   

Men (ref) 
  

1 1 

Women 
  

9.3
***

 8.4
***

 

Religion 

   

  

Orthodox (ref) 1 1 1 1 

Muslim 3.7 1.0 1.2 1.1 

Protestant   1.1
 
 1.9

 **
 1.8

**
 1.6

 *
 

Other n.a. 0.0 n.a. n.a. 

Missing n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

School Attendance 
  

 

  

1 0.1
**

 0.1
***

 0.1
***

 0.1
***

 

Area of Residence 
   

  

Rural born/Rural living n.a. 0.6
†
 0.5

*
 0.6

†
 

Rural born/Urban living 0.6 1.1 1.0  1.0 

Urban Born /Urban Living (ref) 1 1 1 1 

Urban Born/Rural Living 2.1 2.4 1.7 2.1 

Constant 0.009 0.078 0.008 0.009 

No. of obs. 1581 2064 3645 3341 

No. of events 11 112 123 123 

Log-likelihood -47.20 -326.91 -380.20 -63.22 

Prob>chi
2
 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

† p≤0.10 ; * p≤0.05 ; ** p≤0.01 ; ***p≤0.001    
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