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ABSTRACT Early marriage  denies children childhood experience, endangers their health, and terminates their
expectations. In Democratic Republic of Congo, though the 2006 sexual violence law criminalizes child marriages
in the country, but the practice of early marriage persists. DRC has one of the uppermost child marriage incidence
rates in the world, where nearly seventy-four percent of girls and women between 15 and 19 years of age are
married. This paper examined the socio-economic and demographic determinants of early marriage among young
women in the DRC. Descriptive and multivariate analyses performed show that young women who faced first
sexual intercourse before 16 are 73.5 times more at risk of early marriage more than those who initiated it at the
age 18-24. Also, those with no education have a higher risk of early union than their higher educated counterparts.
The paper recommends the adoption of a formal sex education framework before first sexual intercourse.
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INTRODUCTION

Marriage, which evidences the transition to
adulthood (Ikamari 2005; Palamuleni 2011), re-
mains a crucial and exceptional event in an indi-
vidual’s life-cycle, as well as the basis of the
family in societies where matrimony is the only
legal bond for the procreation of offspring (Be-
hera 2006; Mibang and Behera 2006; Kamal et al.
2014). Mibang and Behera (2006) defined mar-
riage as a union of man and woman, which es-
tablishes the basic unit in a society. Procreation
of children for the continuation of society is the
basic reason for marriage which also fulfills bio-
logical needs and develops social ties among
members of society (Mibang and Behera 2006).
As such, marriage outlines the onset of the so-
cially acceptable time for sexual activity and
childbearing. Consequently, age at first marriage
(union) remains the most important factor relat-
ed to fertility and fertility control. There is no
doubt that adolescence has been agreed by many
authors as a critical age for girls throughout the
world. This is because this period shapes future
life circumstances (Mensch et al. 2014).

Indeed, early marriage is an old and a world-
wide phenomenon. UNDP (2011) reported that
state or customary laws allow girls younger than
18 to marry with the consent of parents or other
authorities in about 146 countries. Furthermore,
the report indicates girls under age 15 can marry
with parental consent in 52 of these countries.
Previous studies have shown that for many girls
in the developing world, the commencement of
puberty marks a time of increased vulnerability
to early marriage (Loaiza and Wong 2012).

Projections from UNFPA indicate that 142
million girl marriages will take place between
2011–2020, means 39000 girl marriages daily, and
151 million in 2021–2030 (UNFPA 2012). Howev-
er, sub-Saharan African countries are most af-
fected in terms of prevalence. Statistics indicate
that nine of ten countries with the highest rates
of child marriage in the world are in sub-Sahara
African. In the light of this, Niger has the high-
est child marriage prevalence rate in the world
(75%) followed by Chad (72%) and the Central
African Republic (68%) (UNFPA 2012).

However, early marriage, known also as child
marriage, defined as marriage under age 18
(UNICEF 2001), is a practice that robs children
of their childhood, imperils their health, and de-
stroys their hopes (Brown 2012). Marriage at
early age immediately imposes adult roles and
responsibilities and ends a girl’s childhood and
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adolescence. This early closure happens before
she is emotionally, physically and psychologi-
cally ready for adulthood (Karei and Erulker
2010). In addition, this scenario also forecloses
schooling opportunities for the young women
because they are  dedicated to their domestic,
marital and maternal duties. Research has shown
that marriage at an early age is associated to
early child-bearing, a repeat childbirth in less
than 24 months, multiple unwanted pregnancies,
a higher risk of induced abortion and higher fer-
tility, a lack of contraceptive use (Raj et al. 2009;
ICRW 2012) and female sterilization (Raj et al.
2009). There is a high risk tendency of  domes-
tic violence and sexually transmitted diseas-
es, for girls who marry early. This is so, espe-
cially since sex is likely to be unprotected with-
in marriage (UNICEF 2009; Raj et al. 2010). In
contrast, young girls who marry later and delay
pregnancy beyond their adolescence have a
better chance of staying healthier, bettering their
education and building a better life for them-
selves and their families.  In addition, there are
taboos about the loss of virginity in many Con-
golese cultures, child marriage is often seen as a
safeguard against ‘immoral’ or ‘inappropriate be-
haviour’ such as premarital sex (UNFPA 2012).
Consequently, gifts are presented to the par-
ents of a virgin bride, while  the virgin is highly
valued by her husband and honoured by his
family. At the same time, a number of girls and
women become the wives of their rapists given
the loss of virginity. Research revealed that a
man who rapes a virgin is obliged to marry her,
and does not always have to pay a dowry to do
so (Maila 2009), particularly in cases where she
has become pregnant.

Previous research indicates that one of the
other factors that propelled teenagers to accept
early marriage was a response to their social,
emotional, and sexual needs. They view mar-
riage as a way to achieve the independence and
social identity as an essential part of their tran-
sition to adulthood. They presume that marriage
would bring for them more respect, peace, love,
and autonomy in decision-making in their future
life (Montazeri et al. 2016). Furthermore, avail-
able evidence suggests that high rates of unin-
tended pregnancy and maternal mortality most
times drive teenage girls to early marriage (San-
thya and Jejeebhoy 2015).

In DRC, though the 2006 sexual violence law
criminalizes child marriages in the country, the

legal age of marriage is 15 for women and 18 for
men (DRC Code de la famille 1987). As a result,
the practice of early marriage persists. Available
statistics showed that DR Congo has one of the
highest child marriage prevalence rates in the
world where nearly seventy-four percent of girls
and women between 15 and 19 years of age are
married (UNICEF 2012). Among women aged 20-
24, nine percent are married by age 15 and thirty-
nine percent by age 18 (MOP 2011). Indeed, in
2010, 1,189,000 women aged 20-24 were married/
in union before age 18. Projection form UNICEF
(2012) highlighted that if present trends contin-
ue, over 2,000,000 of the young girls born be-
tween 2005 and 2010 will be married/in union
before age 18 by 2030, which represents an in-
crease of seventy-one percent from the 2010
estimates. Therefore, understanding the dynam-
ics that affect marriage at the early age contrib-
utes in taking urgent action to scale down and
prevent thousands of girls in DR Congo today
from being married in the next decade.

DRC has one of the highest adolescent fer-
tility rate in the world with 168 births per 1,000
women (PRB 2013) along with the total fertility
rate (TFR) of 6.6 children per woman (DRC-DHS
2013). Moreover, early marriage has been found
to be a cause of numerous adverse reproductive
health outcomes (Raj et al. 2009; ICRW 2010;
WHO 2011; UNFPA 2012; Godha et al. 2013).
Marrying early is categorized as a  key driver of
teenage pregnancies in South Asia and sub-Sa-
haran Africa (WHO 2011; UNFPA 2012). Girls
who tie the knot early habitually have their preg-
nancy and experience of childbirth at a young
age due to their higher frequency of sexual ac-
tivity (UNFPA 2012).

Early marriage is also associated with a lack
of contraceptive. Findings from Sub-Saharan
Africa showed that contraceptive use is low
overall among adolescents who are married or in
a union (UNFPA 2012; Godha et al. 2013). Ac-
cording to UNICEF, immediately the girls in DRC
are married, very few of them (14.5%) use con-
traceptives in spite of their needs to space their
child-bearing time. In the same vein, PRB (2013)
indicated that only four percent of adolescents
aged 15-19 and five percent of youths aged 20-
24 used contraceptive modern method during
the period 2005-2011. Marrying at an early age
leads to a low use of maternal healthcare servic-
es. Nonetheless, it is argued that an acceptable
level of prenatal care can reduce the risk of child-
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birth complications. Unfortunately, due to lack
of freedom and information, these young girls
who marry at an early age have no access to
health services, which incidentally increases  the
risks of maternal complications and mortality
(UNFPA-IPPF 2006).

The understanding of the factors influenc-
ing woman’s early age at first marriage has al-
ways been of particular interest since early mar-
riage is associated with a range of poor social,
physical and health outcomes for adolescent
women and their descendants (Nour 2006; Khan
and Mishra 2008; Raj et al. 2009; ICRW 2012;
UNFPA 2012Godha et al. 2013). Across Africa,
numerous social, cultural, religious and tradi-
tional beliefs and norms are recognized to fuel
the perpetuation of early marriage (Romaniuk
2011; UNFPA 2012; Ayiga and Rampagane
2013). Ethnicity through norms, ideas and daily
practices has an influence on variables such as
education, media exposure, etc., which in turn
influence the age of entry into sexual activity
and attitudes towards sex. Ayiga and Rampa-
gane (2013) found that ethnicity may influence
age at marriage. The economic dimension as well
is a driving force of the practice. Previous stud-
ies indicate that poverty plays a fundamental
role in maintaining child marriage (UNICEF 2001;
UNFPA 2012; Kamal et al. 2015). In reality, the
traditional practice of early marriage is most prev-
alent in poor rural communities, and it often per-
petuates the cycle of poverty. Further, a survey
conducted by MICS4 (MOP 2010) in DRC found
that early marriage occurs more frequently among
girls who are the least educated, poorest, from
Katanga and Orientale provinces and living in
rural areas (MOP 2010).

In the context of DRC, socio-economic and
behavioural factors that affect early marriage
have not been exhaustively investigated. Qual-
itative studies show that early marriage is gen-
erally driven by poverty, conflict and humani-
tarian situation, gender and age discrimination,
rape and tradition (Maila 2009; UNFPA 2012; FTS
2013). Consequently, this paper examined the
socio-economic and demographic determinants
of young women’s age at first marriage.

METHODOLOGY

Descriptive and multivariate analyses were
used. Chi-square was used to test for associa-
tion between independents and outcome vari-

able. Binary logistic regression further estab-
lished the determinants of age at first marriage.
The Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) version 23.0 software was used for esti-
mations. The study used secondary data ob-
tained from the DRC DHS 2014. A sub-sample of
3,663 young women aged 15-24; currently mar-
ried, living with a partner, divorced, separated or
widowed was used.

Young women’s age at first marriage was
selected as the dependent variable of the study.
Age at first marriage expresses the age at which
the first marriage or union with partner occurred.
The value of 0 was assessed for age at first mar-
riage being 18 years and above, and the value of
1 for age being less than 18 years, and 18 years
is considered as the legal age for marriage for
females. Thirteen independent variables cate-
gorized into socio-economic and cultural, de-
mographic and behavioural characteristics were
used in the analyses namely, education, employ-
ment status, wealth index, exposure to media,
religion; ethnicity, current age, marital status,
number of unions, number of other wives, prov-
ince; type of residence and age at first sexual
intercourse.

Table 1 depicts the distribution of the cur-
rent age and age at first marriage. It emerges that
the majority (72.1%) of young women in the
study were young adults (aged 20-24) while 27.9
percent were adolescents (aged 15-19). More-
over, the majority (64.3%) of respondents en-
tered into marriage by 18, 35.7 percent got mar-
ried in their emerging adulthood while 17.7 per-
cent were married in their early adolescence by
15. In all, the average age of respondents was
20.7 and the average age at first marriage was

Table 1: Distribution of current age group and
age at first marriage

Individual  Number (%) Mean (SD)
characteristics

Age Group
15-19 971  (27.9)  17.9 (1.1)
20-24 2511  (72.1) 21.8 (1.4)
Total 3482 (100) 20.7 (2.2)

Age at First Marriage
<15 617   (17.7) 13.1 (1.0)
15-17 1621   (46.6) 16.1 (0.8)
18-24 1243   (35.7) 19.3 (1.4)
Total 3481 (100) 16.7 (2.4)

Source: Computed by authors from DRC-DHS-2013-
2014
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16.7 years. This was computed by authors from
DRC-DHS-2013-2014.

RESULTS

Results from Table 2 indicate that 65.9 per-
cent of employed women experienced first union
by 18 years, which decreased among unem-
ployed women (61.2%). Also, the researchers’
results indicate that women in the poorest wealth
quintile were more likely to enter into marriage at
an early age (16.3 years) when compared to wom-
en in other wealth quintiles such as richest (17.1
years). It appears that women’s age at first mar-
riage increased with the living standard in the
household. Table 2 indicates the percentage of
young people who experienced early marriage
being bigger in the poorest quintile (70.3%),
which decreased in other wealth quintiles for
instance, richest (59.6%).

The researchers’ findings indicate that 65.8
percent of women not exposed to media have
experienced their first marriage by 18 years ver-
sus 59.7 percent among those exposed to media.
Besides, young women in Cuvette central eth-
nic group were more likely to marry at an early
age (16.3) compared to women in other ethnic
groups for instance, Bakongo (17.3). Understand-
ably, the proportion of women who faced early
union was higher in cuvette central group
(71.1%), which decreased in other ethnic groups
such as, Bakongo, Nord and Sud (54.7%). Con-
sidering province, young women from Maniema
scored highest in respondents who faced early
marriage (75.3%) compared to those from Bas
Congo who scored lowest (48.2%). Table 2 high-
lights that the age at first marriage significantly
varied either women were living in rural or urban
area. On average, young women who resided in
rural area were more likely to marry early (16.6
years) than those who resided in urban area (16.9
years). Similarly, the higher proportion of wom-
en who underwent early union (65.2%) were
found in rural area compared to urban area (62%).

The results from Table 3 indicate that on av-
erage, adolescents aged 15-19 were more likely
to start a marriage at the early age (15.6) than
young adults (17.2). Reasonably, 88.5 percent of
adolescents have undergone early union against
54.9 percent of young adults. Regarding marital
status, it appears that on average widowed, di-
vorced or separated women experienced first
marriage earlier (16.4) than married and living

with partner women (16.6 and 17 respectively).
Furthermore, widowed, divorced or separated
women scored higher (67.9%) in young women
who have faced early marriage, whereas married
and living with partner women scored lower
(65.9% and 60% respectively). Findings show
that eighty-three percent of respondents who
have experienced more than one union entered
into conjugal union before reaching the age of
18 which decreased to sixty-three percent among
those who faced once union. With regard to the
number of others wives which express the type
of union (monogamous or polygamous), the pro-
portion of women who faced early union slight-
ly decreased from women in a monogamous
union (64.3%) to those in polygamous union
(61.9%). The age at first sexual intercourse was
found to be strongly associated with the age at
first cohabitation, indicating that the age of en-
try into union largely changed with sexual activ-
ity initiation. On average, women who started
sexual intercourse by 16 were more likely to face
early entry into marriage (15.4 years) than those
who initiated it at the age 18-24 (19.1). More-
over, the proportion of respondents who faced
early union was larger among women who expe-
rienced sexual intercourse by 16 (83.2%), which
decreased among those who experienced it at
the age 18-24 (6.8%).

Binary logistic regression analysis was per-
formed to determine the risk factors of early mar-
riage. In this model, age at first marriage (union)
was used as a dependent variable. Moreover,
age at first marriage was dichotomized by as-
sessing the value of 0 for age at first marriage
being 18 years and above, and the value of 1 for
age being less than 18 years. Table 4 presents
the results based on the binary logistic regres-
sion analysis for early age at first union. Amongst
12 independent variables used in the model, 10
are significantly predictive of age at first mar-
riage at ninety-five percent namely, age at first
sexual activity, education, woman’s current age,
province, ethnicity, family wealth index, marital
and employment status, number of other wives,
number of unions. Other variables such as ex-
posure to media and type of place of residence
did not show any statistical evidence of signifi-
cant influence at ninety-five percent.

Age at first intercourse is the strongest pos-
itive factor related to the postponement of mar-
riage. Findings show that age at first sexual in-
tercourse strongly influences age at first mar-
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Table 2: Distribution of age at first marriage by socio-economic and cultural characteristics

Socio-economic and <15    15-17    18-24 Total Mean(SD)
cultural characteristics N (%)  N (%)  N (%)     N (%)  

Socio-economic
Educational Level

No Education 109 (22.0) 242 (48.9) 144 (29.1) 495 (100) 16.2 (2.4)
Primary 314 (22.2) 648 (45.8) 454 (32.0) 1416 (100) 16.4 (2.4)
Secondary 192 (12.4) 727 (47.0) 629 (40.6) 1548 (100) 17.1 (2.4)
Higher  2   (9.1) 4 (18.2) 16 (72.7) 22 (100) 19.5 (3.1)
Total 617 (17.7) 1621 (46.6) 1243 (35.7) 3481 (100)

χ2(0.95)=136.1,  p=.000

Employment Status
No 171 (15.3) 515 (45.9) 435 (38.8) 1121 (100) 16.9 (2.4)
Yes 444 (18.9) 1106 (47.0) 803 (34.1) 2353 (100) 16.6 (2.4)
Total    615 (17.7) 1621 (46.7) 1238 (35.6) 3474 (100)

χ2(0.95)=10.5,  p=.015

Exposure to Medias
No 481 (18.5) 1226 (47.3) 887 (34.2) 2594 (100) 16.6 (2.4)
Yes 128 (14.8) 388 (44.9) 348 (40.3) 864 (100) 17 (2.5)
Total 609 (17.6) 1614 (46.7) 1235 (35.7) 3458 (100)

χ2(0.95)=17.3,  p=.001

Family Wealth Index
Poorest 162 (19.9) 411 (50.4) 243 (29.7) 816 (100) 16.3 (2.4)
Poorer 123 (15.7) 343 (43.9) 316 (40.4) 782 (100) 16.9 (2.4)
Middle 152 (20.9) 343 (47.1) 233 (32) 728 (100) 16.5 (2.30
Richer 117 (17.3) 298 (44.0) 262 (38.7) 677 (100) 16.9 (2.5)
Richest 63 (13.2) 225 (47.1) 190 (39.8) 478 (100) 17.1 (2.5)
Total 617 (17.7) 1620 (46.5) 1244 (35.7) 3481 (100)

χ2(0.95) = 56.8, p=.000

Socio-cultural  Religion
Catholic 189 (19.6) 424 (43.9) 353 (36.5) 966 (100) 16.7 (2.5)
Protestant 172 (16.7) 500 (48.7) 355 (34.6) 1027 (100) 16.6 (2.4)
Kimbanguiste 15 (16.7) 35 (38.9) 40 (44.4) 90 (100) 17.2 (2.6)
Other Christians 215(16.8) 605 (47.3) 459 (35.9) 1279 (100) 16.8 (2.4)
Muslim 11 (24.4) 23 (51.1) 11 (24.4) 45 (100) 16.1 (2.3)
Animist/other and No Religion 13 (21.7) 28 (46.7) 19 (31.7) 60 (100) 16.3 (2.3)
Total 615 (17.7) 1615 (46.6) 1237 (35.7) 3467 (100)

χ2(0.95) =18.3  p=.249

Ethnicity
Bakongo, Nord and Sud 21(11.7) 77(43.0) 81(45.2) 179(100) 17.3(2.4)
Bas-Kasai and Kwilu-Kwango 89(15.6) 228(40.1) 252(44.3) 569(100) 17.1(2.7)
Cuvette central 60(19.9) 154(51.2) 87(28.9) 301(100) 16.3(2.4)
Ubangi - Itimbiri and Pymgy 94(20.8) 226(50.1) 131(29.1) 451(100) 16.4(2.3)
Uele Lac Albert 59(20.5) 131(45.5) 98(34.1) 288(100) 16.6(2.5)
Basele-K , Man and Kivu 131(18.8) 306(44.0) 259(37.2) 696(100) 16.7(2.5)
Kasai, Katanga, Tanganika and Lunda153(16.3) 490(50.2) 317(33.6) 976(100) 16.6(2.3)
Foreign/Non-Congolese 4(23.5) 5(29.4) 8(47.1) 17(100) 17.3(2.9)
Total 617(17.7) 1617(46.5) 1243(35.8) 3477(100)

χ2=76.2,  p=.000

Source: Computed by authors from DRC-DHS-2013-2014
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Table 3: Distribution of age at first marriage by demographic, enabling and behavioral characteristics

Demographic, enabling and <15    15-17    18-24 Total Mean(SD)
behavioural characteristics N (%)  N (%)  N (%)     N (%)  

Demographics
Current Age Group

15-19  247 (25.4) 613 (63.1) 111 (11.4) 971 (100) 15.6 (1.7)
20 -24      370 (14.7) 1008 (40.2) 1132 (45.1) 2510 (100) 17.2 (2.5)
Total 617 (17.7) 1620 (46.5) 1244 (35.7) 3481 (100)

χ2(0.95) =372, p=.000

Marital Status
Married 357 (17.8) 963 (48.1) 683 (34.1) 2003 (100) 16.6 (2.4)
Living with partner 173 (15.8) 483 (44.2) 436 (39.9) 1092 (100) 17.0 (2.6)
Widowed/Divorced/Separated 88 (22.7) 175 (45.2) 124 (32) 387 (100) 16.4 (2.4)
Total 618 (17.7) 1621 (46.6) 1243 (35.7) 3482 (100)

χ2(0.95) =34.4,  p=.000

Number of Unions
Once 547 (16.7) 1516 (46.3) 1208 (37.0) 3271 (100) 16.8 (2.4)
More than once 67 (32.5) 104 (50.5) 35 (17.0) 206 (100) 15.5 (2.4)
Total 614 (17.6) 1620 (46.6) 1243 (35.8) 3477 (100)

χ2(0.95) = 50.2, p=.000

Number of Other Wives
No. of other wives 422 (16.3) 1244 (48.0) 928 (35.7) 2594 (100) 16.7 (2.4)
1 and plus 94 (21.4) 178 (40.5) 167 (38.0) 439 (100.0) 16.7 (2.8)
Don’t know 14 (23.3) 23 (38.3) 23 (38.4) 60 (100) 16.7 (2.5)
Total 530 (17.1) 1445 (46.7) 1118 (36.1) 3093 (100)

χ2(0.95) =16.2,  p=.013

Enabling Provinces
Kinshasa 31 (17.7) 69 (39.4) 75 (42.9) 175 (100) 17.1 (2.9)
Bandundu 83 (15.4) 227 (42.3) 227 (42.3) 537 (100) 17 (2.6)
Bas-Congo 16 (14.3) 38 (33.9) 48 (51.8) 112 (100) 17.5 (2.3)
Equateur 106 (20.0) 269 (50.9) 154 (29.1) 529 (100) 16.4 (2.4)
Kasai-Occidental 45 (17.0) 138 (52.1) 82 (30.9) 265 (100) 16.4 (2.1)
Kasai-Oriental 70 (15.7) 219 (49.2) 156 (35.1) 445 (100) 16.6 (2.2)
Katanga 55 (15.9) 185 (53.3) 107 (30.9) 347 (100) 16.6 (2.4)
Maniema 39 (22.9) 89 (52.4) 42 (24.7) 170 (100) 16.1 (2.4)
Nord Kivu 35 (14.4) 99 (40.7) 109 (44.8) 243 (100) 17.2 (2.3)
Orientale 81 (20.9) 176 (45.5) 130 (33.6) 387 (100) 16.5 (2.5)
Sud Kivu 56 (20.6) 113 (41.5) 103 (37.8) 272 (100) 16.8 (2.4)
Total 617 (17.7) 1622 (46.6) 1243 (35.7) 3482 (100)

χ2(0.95) =103.6, p=.000

Place of Residence
Urban 151 (14.8) 482 (47.) 288 (38.) 1021   (10) 16.9 (2.5)
Total 617 (17.7) 1620 (46.5) 1244 (35.7) 3481 (100)

χ2(0.95) =12.5, p=.000

Behavioural Age at First Sex
<16 597 (35.3) 810 (47.9) 284 (16.8) 1691 (100) 15.4 (2.31)
16 to 17 18   (1.7) 764 (70.8) 297 (27.4) 1079 (100) 17.2 (1.65)
18 to 24 2   (0.3) 46  (6.5) 661 (93.2) 709 (100) 19.1 (1.53)
Total 617 (17.7) 1620 (46.6) 1242 (35.7) 3479 (100)

χ2 (0.95) =1803.8, p=.000
   

Source: Computed by authors from DRC-DHS-2013-2014
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riage. Respondents who initiated sexual activity
before reaching the age of 16 are 73.5 times
(p<0.001) more likely to experience early mar-
riage than those who initiated it between the
ages of 18 and 24. Moreover, respondents who
had experienced first sexual intercourse at the
age 16-17 are 42.3 times ( p< 0.001) more likely to
get married before reaching the age of 18 com-
pared to those who had initiated first sexual ac-
tivity between the ages 18 and 24. The results
highlight that adolescent women (aged 15-19)
are 5 times (p< 0.001) more likely to commence
conjugal union before the age of 18 than their
young adult women (aged 20-24) counterparts.
In addition, Tables 2 and 3 shows the distribu-
tion of age at first marriage by socio-economic,
cultural demographic characteristics, while Ta-
ble 4 shows the computed binary logistics anal-
ysis computed by the authors.

DISCUSSION

Early marriage is also very much affected by
the Family’s Wealth Index with regard to well-
being. Participants registered in the poorer wealth
quintile at the time of the survey are 0.5 times
(p< 0.05) less likely to face early marriage than
those recorded in the richest wealth quintile. Sim-
ilarly, participants registered in richer and poor-
est quintiles are 0.5 and 0.6 times (p<0.01 and
p<0.05 respectively) less likely to enter into the
union of matrimony before the age of 18 than
those registered in the richest quintile. Further-
more, the variable (number of unions) is a nega-
tive predictor of early first union. Respondents
who experienced more than one union are 3.2
times (p<0.001) more likely to marry before the
age of 18 compared to those who had experi-
enced one union. Ethnicity influences the fre-
quency of early marriage and is quite acceptable
in Congolese society (X2=18.18, df =6, p<0.01).
Nevertheless, no significant variations were
observed amongst different ethnic groups con-
cerning the early age at first conjugal relation-
ship when compared to the respondents from
the Bakongo, Nord and Sud group.

Marital and employment status were found
to be predictors of early first marriage. Respon-
dents registered as married at the time of the
survey are 1.5 times (p<0.001) more likely to chal-
lenge early marriage than those registered as
living with a partner; on the other hand, respon-
dents who were not employed are 0.75 times

(p<0.05) less likely to confront early union than
their employed counterparts. The variable (Num-
ber of other wives) shows a significant relation-
ship with early age at first marriage. Women who
are living in a monogamous union are 1.5 times
(p<0.05) more likely to wed by 18 years than
those who are living in a polygamous system.

Evidence from Table 4 show that education
is a strong and positive significant predictor for
the change in the age at first union. Respon-
dents with no education are 14.1 times (p<0.005)
more likely to get married before reaching the
age of age 18 than those with higher education.
In turn, respondents with primary and second-
ary education are 10.7 and 8.6 times (p<0.05) more
likely to undergo earlier marriage than their higher
educated counterparts. Similarly, women’s cur-
rent age also is a positive predictor of age at first
marriage. The educational level of the woman
also influences the age of first marriage. Find-
ings from Malawi, South Africa and Uganda
pointed out that education is a most determi-
nant of age at first marriage (Ayiga and Rampa-
gane 2013; Palamuleni 2011), adolescents who
are in school are less likely to marry early (Kamal
et al. 2015; Kara and Maharaj 2015).

With regard to the provinces, Table 4 shows
a positive relationship between age at first union
and respondent’s province when compared to
the respondents from Kinshasa. Respondents
from Sud Kivu province are 2.7 times (p<0.05)
more likely to tie the knot before the age of 18
compared to those from Kinshasa. Others stud-
ies have demonstrated that province and place
of residence are factors that significantly affect
the timing of marriage (Ayiga and Rampagane
2013; Palamuleni 2011; MOP 2011; Kara and
Maharaj 2015). Furthermore, findings from sub-
Saharan Africa underlined that a rural environ-
ment is favourable for early sexual debut and
early marriage (Akoto et al. 2005; Kara and Ma-
haraj 2015). Thus, the differences between ur-
ban and rural areas, impact girls and young wom-
en’s status, their economic socialisation and
entering sexual and maternal life.

In the present study, the average age at first
sexual intercourse is 15.7. About half of respon-
dents reported early sexual intercourse, the great-
er part of respondents who initiated early sexual
activity faced early marriage compared to very
few of those who initiated sex at the age 18-24;
indicating that early sexual activity possibly leads
to early marriage. The multivariate analysis found
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that respondents who faced early sexual activi-
ty (OR=73.5) and those who experienced it at 16-
17 (OR= 42.3) are more at risk of early marriage
than those who initiated at the age 18-24. This
finding supports Ayiga and Rampagane’s (2013)
result that age at first sexual activity is a deter-
minant of age at first marriage. In fact, the re-
spondents’ average age at sexual initiation is
lower than what was reported by DRC-DHS
(2014) at the national level (16.8). One possible
explanation might be the young age of the re-
spondents, given that there is an increased sex-
uality among youths the world over (Boonstra
2011). Also, the insupportable huge number of
rapes after two decades of armed conflict in DRC
has increased the vulnerability of girls to early
and forced marriage as noted (FTS 2013).

Evaluation of the women’s education, sug-
gest that the majority of women with no educa-
tion and few of those with tertiary education
engaged in early union. Multivariate analysis
indicates that women with no education
(OR=14.1) and primary education (OR=10.7) have
a higher risk of early union than their higher
educated counterparts. The findings indicate
that the lower the education level, the higher the
risk of early marriage. This confirms earlier re-
search which showed a strong association be-
tween women’s education and age at first mar-
riage (Grant and Hallman 2008; Romaniuk 2011;
Nasrin and Rahman 2012; Ayiga and Rampagane
2013). This could be explained by the past two
decades of rebellions and armed conflicts. In-

Table 4: Binary logistics analysis results of age
at first marriage in DRC 1013-14

Independent    Odds         95% C.I. for OR

  (OR)    Lower Upper

Demographic
Age Groups

15-19 4.990 3.78 6.555
20-24 RC

Marital Satus
Married 1.53** 1.208 1.937
Living with RC
partner
Widowed/Divo-
  rced/Separated

Number of Unions
Once RC
More than once 3.162*** 1.933 5.172

Number of Other Wives
One and plus RC
No other wives 1.445* .05 1.924

Socio-cultural
Ethnicity -

Bakongo, Nord RC
    and Sud

Bas-Kassi et 0.343 0.243 1.213
  KwluKwango
Cuvette central 1.103 0.467 2.605

    and Foreigners
Ubangi et Itimbiri 1.843 0.749 4.533

    and Pygmy/Other
Uele Lac Albert 0.781 0.288 2.122
Basele-K, Man 0.560 0.208 1.505

    et Kiva
Kasai, Katanga, 0.870 0.354 2.140
Tanganika and
Lunda

Socio-economic
Highest Educational Level

No education RC 1.082** 3.135 63.248
Primary 10.657** 2.429 46.757
Secondary 8.635** 1.997 37.335
Higher RC

Employment Status
Yes RC RC
Yes 0.752* 0.601 0.942

Exposure to Medias
Yes RC RC
Yes 0.81 0.63 1.06

Wealth Index -
Richest RC
Poorest 0.584* 0.343 0.994
Poorer 0.511** 0.305 0.855
Middle 0.745 0.454 1.224
Richer 0.543** 0.353 0.836

Enabling
Old province

Kinshasa RC
Bandundu 1.084 0.567 2.075
Bas-Congo 0.448 0.174 1.151
Equateur 0.599 0.291 1.233
Kasai-Oriental 2.041 0.970 4.295
Katanga 1.416 0.654 3.066

variables    ratios

Table 4: Contd...

Independent    Odds         95% C.I. for OR

  (OR)     Lower Upper

Maniema 2.696 0.975 7.452
Nord-Kivu 1.134 0.463 2.777
Orientale 0.812 0.362 1.822
Sud-Kivu 2.651* 1.075 6.538

Type of Place of Residence
Rural
Urban 0.832 0.602 1.151

Behavioural
Age of First Sex -

<16 73.498*** 51.047 105.823
16-17 42.287*** 29.429 60.795
18-24 RC

Source: Computed by authors from DRC-DHS-2014-2014
***=p<0.001, **=p<0.01, *=p<0.05 (***,**,and * indicated
the level of significance at specific level) RC= reference
category

   ratiosvariables



90 JACQUES ELENGEMOKE MPILAMBO, SATHIYA SUSUMAN APPUNNI, OGUJIUBA KANAYO ET AL.

deed, in an after conflict country such as DRC,
households ironically fund approximately eighty
to ninety percent of educational spending (UN-
HCR 2012), regardless of generalized unemploy-
ment and pauperization. Given that education
lets girls imagine and plan their own futures as
noted by Martin (1995).

At the bivariate level of analysis, it appears
that a greater number of adolescents have expe-
rienced early marriage compared to more than
half of young adults. Multivariate analysis
shows adolescent women are 5 times more likely
to experience early marriage than their young
adult women counterparts. In the vein of Palam-
uleni (2011), this study found women’s current
age as a risk predictor of early marriage. A possi-
ble explanation could be the observance of the
“code de la famille” which maintains that the
legal age of marriage is 15 for women and 18 for
men (DRC Code de la famille 1987). The DRC
Government has refreshed its execution of the
2006 sexual violence law that criminalises child
marriages in the country and considers 18 as the
legal age of marriage for women (DRC 2006).

CONCLUSION

This paper aimed to ascertain information on
youth age at first marriage, thereby improving
the state of knowledge of the factors explaining
youth early marriage in DRC. The relationships
between age at first marriage and the various
variables of researches are examined. Tables 2
and 3 indicate amongst 13 independent variables
selected for the study, 12 were found to be sig-
nificantly related to the age at first marriage name-
ly, education, employment status, wealth index,
exposure to media, ethnicity, current age, marital
status, number of unions, number of other wives,
province; type of residence and age at first sex-
ual intercourse. No significant association was
found between religion and the age at first mar-
riage. Findings also show that the average age
at first union increased from young women with
no education (16.2) to those with higher educa-
tion (19.5). It emerges that age at first marriage
increased with educational level and the high-
est proportion of participants who experienced
early marriage amongst young women with no
education and the lowest among women with
higher education are 70.9 percent and 27.3 per-
cent respectively.

The multivariate analyses have suggested
predictors of early marriage among DR Congo-
lese young women. It emerged that early entry

into marriage is significantly determined by age
at first sexual intercourse, education, woman’s
current age, province, ethnicity, family wealth
index, marital status, employment status, num-
ber of other wives and number of unions. World-
wide, adolescents challenge increased sexual
activity. On the other hand, primary education is
not free in DRC and the “code la famille” main-
tains the legal age for marriage at 15 for women.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Deductions from the researchers’ analysis
suggest that poor reproductive health outcomes
are likely to be on the increase for these young
women in Congo. Policy framework stemming
this tide is imperative. Further, there is an urgent
need for formal sex education before first sexual
initiation to give better options than early mar-
riage to adolescent girls. Programme planners
are encouraged to set-up a set of interventions
and support related to youth sexual activity. This
will support positive reproductive outcomes for
these young women. The DRC Government (pol-
icy makers) are stimulated to implement univer-
sal primary education, which should be free and
compulsory and extend primary education from
six to eight years.
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