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Chapter

Age at First Marriage of Women in
Bangladesh: Levels, Trends and
Determinants
Mohammad Salim Zahangir and Mosammat Zamilun Nahar

Abstract

Age at first marriage is an important demographic event affecting births, deaths,
and women’s and children’s health. This study aims to explore the levels, trends and
determinants of age at first marriage of women in Bangladesh. This study utilized
data from the 2014 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey. The univariate
(some basic statistics), bivariate (simple cross-tabulation and χ

2-test) and multi-
variate (analysis of covariance, multiple classification analysis and binary logistic
regression) techniques were adopted to analyze the data. Age of women at first
marriage in Bangladesh has been increasing over time, while the pace is sluggish.
Respondent’s education has a strong positive effect on age at marriage. Women with
a higher level of education are more likely to get delayed marriage. Current age,
religion, region, place of residence and husband’s education are also influential
factors affecting age at marriage. Wealth index is partially significant, that is,
women from households with economically poor status are significantly more likely
to marry early than those from affluent households. The change in age at marriage is
associated with major social structural changes such as women’s educational attain-
ment and urbanization process.

Keywords: age at first marriage, Bangladesh, statistical methods

1. Introduction

Marriage is an important social institution, especially in a society like Bangla-
desh, where without marrying men and women cannot engage in sex and maintain
their intimate sexual and familial relations [1–6]. This indicates that age at marriage
is the prime issue to grow the marital relationship. Age at marriage symbols the
transition to adulthood in many societies. It is the point at which certain options in
education, employment, and contribution to society are prohibited and the initia-
tion of regular exposure to the risks of pregnancy and childbearing [7]. Girls who
marry early achieve lower education, have lower social status in their husbands’
families, report less reproductive control, suffer higher rates of maternal mortality
and morbidity, and experience domestic violence [8–14]. Early marriage is associ-
ated with poor sexual and reproductive health. Child brides are often inept to
negotiate safe sex with their husbands, making them more vulnerable to sexually
transmitted infections, including HIV, and putting them at higher risk of early
pregnancy [15, 16]. Moreover, early married women have, on average, a longer
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reproductive span leading to higher completed fertility and rapid population
growth [9, 17, 18].

Conversely, women marrying after the age of 18 (called late marriage: authors’
definition in the contexts of Bangladesh) can achieve a higher level of schooling,
develop career interests and participate more in the workforce as skilled person-
nel. These achievements and interests may, in turn, stimulate women to limit
family size or expand the spacing of birth [19, 20]. Late marriage reduces the
period of childbearing, resulting in lower completed fertility. Several studies
noticed that age at marriage associated with major structural changes in society
[21–25]. For example, late marriage emerges in new roles for teenagers. Moreover,
late married women experience relatively lower rates of malnutrition, isolation,
and depression [26, 27] than women who marry early, in part due to intimate
partner violence [28, 29].

Marriage is almost universal in Bangladesh. The country has one of the world’s
highest rates of early marriage [30]. Field [17] reported that more than 70% of first
marriages occur within 2 years of menarche in Bangladesh. According to UNICEF
[31], 52% of Bangladesh girls get married before their 18th birthday. The number is
remarkably high yet. However, a significant decrease is perceived since 2000, when
the amount was 65%. This indicates that Bangladesh has made some progress in
reducing early marriage. The problem is, in the early 2017s, the government of
Bangladesh passed a law that would allow for child marriage to occur in “special
circumstances”. That is, with parental consent and with permission from the courts
“the best interested of the underage female or male” can be married, while the
minimum age at marriage (18 for women and 21 for men) did not change. This new
child marriage law in Bangladesh may swing in the wrong direction.

The existing literature on marriage in Bangladesh focuses mainly on early/child
marriage or on similar specific topics (see, [30, 32–45]). An overall discussion on
age at first marriage in Bangladesh is available in [37]. Due to major social structural
changes in Bangladesh, the current situation raises a question comprising a com-
plete idea about the practice of marriage. This study aims to explore the levels,
trends and determinants of age at first marriage of women in Bangladesh.

2. Levels and trends of age at marriage: BDHS 1993/94–2014

The Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) is a nationwide household survey in
developing countries offering data for a wide range of monitoring and impact
assessment indicators in the areas of population, health, and nutrition. Bangladesh
is under the global DHS program. By 2014, the DHS has conducted seven surveys in
Bangladesh, in 1993/94, 1996/97, 1999/2000, 2004, 2007, 2011, and 2014. In this
section, all seven datasets are used to estimate the mean age at first marriage of
women in Bangladesh. Figure 1 represents the mean age at first marriage of women
aged 15–49 years based on survey years from 1993/94 to 2014.

According to the first survey conducted in 1993/94, the mean age of women at
first marriage was about 14.25 years; it was narrowly decreased in 1996/97 (about
14.16 years). Researchers claimed that 95% of girls’menarche happens at an average
of 13.5 � 1.0 years of age [53, 54]. That is, until 1997, women got married around
the age of puberty. The mean age at marriage was significantly increased, nearly
0.75 years, in 1999/2000. It was almost the same from 1999/2000 to 2004 (about
15 years). Later, it was increased about a half-year in 2007. This increasing trend has
been continued and reached 15.86 years in 2014.

Table 1 represents the percentage of never-married women by age groups,
obtained from different (BDHS) surveys from 1993/94 to 2014. The proportion of
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women who get late marriage will increase if the proportion of never-married
women increases in consecutive surveys. It shows an increasing trend in the pro-
portion of never-married women aged 15–19 in 1993/94–2014. With some fluctua-
tions, this proportion has also been increased among women aged 20–24, 25–29 and
30–34 years. Overall, the proportion of never-married women has been increased
over the years, while the amount of increase is not too high. Both Figure 1 and
Table 1 designate that age at first marriage of Bangladeshi women has been slowly
but steadily increasing.

Figure 1.
Mean age at first marriage of women aged <50 by survey years, BDHS 1993/94–2014. Sources: 1993–1994
Bangladesh demographic and health survey (BDHS) [46]; 1996–1997 BDHS [47]; 1999–2000 BDHS [48];
2004 BDHS [49]; 2007 BDHS [50]; 2011 BDHS [51]; 2014 BDHS [52].

Age BDHS

1993–1994

BDHS

1996–1997

BDHS

2000

BDHS

2004

BDHS

2007

BDHS

2011

BDHS

2014

10–14 95.2 95.2 92.7 88.6 — — —

15–19 50.5 49.8 51.9 52.1 52.8 54.3 54.8

20–24 12.4 17.2 18.5 15.2 14.3 13.4 15.5

25–29 2.2 3.4 4.2 4.2 4.3 3.0 4.1

30–34 0.3 0.5 0.1 1.2 0.6 1.2 1.2

35–39 0.3 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 0.8

40–44 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.6

45–49 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 0.2 0.2

Sources: 1993–1994 Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey (BDHS) ([46]:72); 1996–1997 BDHS ([47]:82);
1999–2000 BDHS ([48]:78); 2004 BDHS ([49]:93); 2007 BDHS ([50]:77); 2011 BDHS ([51]:49; 2014 BDHS
([52]:40).

Table 1.
Percentage of never married women in Bangladesh by current age, BDHS 1993–2014.
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3. Data, variables and methods

3.1 Source of data

This study uses the data from the Bangladesh Demography and Health Survey
(BDHS) conducted in 2014. BDHS is a nationally representative and retrospective
survey, collected information on marriage, fertility, family planning, maternal and
child health, and information about HIV/AIDS. A total of 17,863 ever-married
women aged 15–49 were successfully interviewed. Of those, this study engaged
women who are 20 or higher ages. That is, this study considered a sample of size
15,840. A detailed description of the survey is available in the report book, prepared
by the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare’s National Institute of Population
Research and Training [52].

3.2 Variables and methods

“Age at first marriage” is the dependent variable in this study. It is reported by
ever-married women during the survey and measured in terms of completed years.
In Table 1, over 50% of women aged 15–19 had never married. Thus, women aged
15–19 are not included in this study as they may give a bias result. The explanatory
variables (covariates) are chosen based on existing literature on age at marriage of
women in Bangladesh and other developing countries and the availability of data.
The covariates are current age (20–29, 30–39 and 40–49), religion (Muslim and
non-Muslim), place of residence (urban and rural), region of residence (Barisal,
Chittagong, Dhaka, Khulna, Rajshahi, Rangpur and Sylhet), respondent’s and hus-
band’s education (illiterate, primary, secondary and higher secondary), wealth
index (poor, middle and rich) and access to mass media (no access and has access).
It should be noticed that access to mass media is the combination of three factors
such as frequency of reading newspaper, listening to radio and watching TV.

This paper reviews the use of descriptive statistics to describe the age at first
marriage of women aged 20 or more. The chi-square test for independence of
attributes is applied to observe the association between age at marriage and each of
selected covariates. To identify the determinants of age at marriage and to assess the
effects of determinants more splendidly, the analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and
multiple classification analysis (MCA) techniques are sequentially employed to the
data. Finally, a binary logistic regression technique is applied to inspect the
accountability of covariates to early/late marriage. This technique is repeated three
times. Model 1 includes the current age only. Model 2 is used to obtain the net effect
of current age on age at marriage after controlling all other covariates. Model 3 is
used to examine the effect of education on age at marriage over time.

4. Results

4.1 Trends in age at marriage of women aged 20–49: Univariate analysis

Table 2 represents some descriptive statistics of age at first marriage of women
ages 20–29, 30–39 and 40–49 years. The modal value (Mo) exposes that the preva-
lence of marriage among women aged 30 or more is the highest at age 13 and that of

women aged 20–29 is 16. Besides, the values of mean (X), median (Me), first
quartile (Q1) and third quartile (Q3) indicate that women aged 20–29 are rather
delayed married than women aged 30 or more.
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The values of β1 and β2 in Table 2 and the curves in Figure 2 assign that the
frequency distribution of age at first marriage of women for all three age groups/
cohorts is positively skewed, while the curve obtained by the younger cohort
(women aged 20–29) is less skewed than that of older cohorts (women aged 30–39
and 40–49). That means the practice of early marriage among the younger cohort is
not as frequent as in older cohorts.

4.2 Differentials of age at marriage of women aged 20–49: Bivariate analysis

The legal age of women at first marriage is 18 years in Bangladesh, while the
parliament of government has approved a new law called ‘Child Marriage Restraint
Act 2017’, which allows girls under 18 to marry through parental consent and with
permission from the courts. Hence, women marrying at age 18 or later is called the
mature or late marriage. The response variable ‘age at first marriage’ is classified as
<18 and ≥ 18 years to observe the prevalence of late/early marriage among
women aged 20–29, 30–39 and 40–49 by some selected covariates. The χ2-test for
independent of attributes (results are not shown) suggests that the covariates are
significantly associated with age at marriage. Table 3 represents the percentage
and the mean difference of nuptial age among women aged 20–29, 30–39 and
40–49 years.

Age at survey (in years) X Me Mo Q 1 Q 3 SD β1 β2 N

20–29 16.25 16 16 14 18 2.80 0.80 1.01 6504

30–39 15.91 15 13 14 17 3.24 1.66 4.94 5352

40–49 15.46 15 13 13 17 3.24 2.12 10.27 3984

Table 2.
Descriptive statistics of age at first marriage of women by current age, BDHS 2014.

Figure 2.
Proportion of women aged 20–49 based on age at marriage, BDHS 2014.
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Covariates Percentage at marriage of women age Mean age at marriage of women age Increase in mean age

20–29 30–39 40–49 20–29 30–39 40–49

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) = (5)–(6) (9) = (6)–(7)

Religion

Muslim 29.2 23.6 18.7 16.18 15.80 15.31 0.38 0.49

Non-Muslim 36.4 35.2 33.8 16.93 16.84 16.65 0.09 0.19

Region of residence

Barisal 28.4 21.4 18.3 16.19 15.73 15.42 0.46 0.31

Chittagong 35.6 29.2 24.2 16.74 16.11 15.77 0.63 0.34

Dhaka 32.5 28.9 22.4 16.38 16.15 15.61 0.23 0.54

Khulna 22.8 18.7 15.9 15.77 15.49 15.00 0.28 0.49

Rajshahi 21.3 20.9 14.1 15.72 15.60 14.95 0.12 0.65

Rangpur 21.6 17.8 15.3 15.56 15.44 15.01 0.12 0.43

Sylhet 44.9 36.5 36.7 17.29 16.87 16.86 0.42 0.01

Type of place of residence

Rural 26.3 20.6 16.4 16.00 15.56 15.08 0.44 0.48

Urban 36.6 33.0 27.5 16.72 16.57 16.14 0.15 0.43

Respondent’s education

Illiterate 19.6 13.0 13.6 15.27 14.83 14.75 0.44 0.08

Primary 19.1 16.4 16.4 15.42 15.10 15.04 0.32 0.06

Secondary 29.2 30.4 29.1 16.30 16.45 16.45 �0.15 0.00

Higher secondary 75.5 80.4 77.6 19.55 21.00 21.22 �1.45 �0.22

Husband’s education
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Covariates Percentage at marriage of women age Mean age at marriage of women age Increase in mean age

20–29 30–39 40–49 20–29 30–39 40–49

Illiterate 18.2 14.0 13.6 15.35 14.96 14.75 0.39 0.21

Primary 22.2 18.4 15.7 15.72 15.28 15.02 0.44 0.26

Secondary 31.9 28.7 21.6 16.38 16.18 15.61 0.20 0.57

Higher secondary 58.4 55.6 47.5 18.44 18.84 18.18 �0.40 0.66

Access to mass media

No 20.7 16.9 13.8 15.60 15.22 14.85 0.38 0.37

Yes 34.3 29.7 25.3 16.57 16.34 15.92 0.23 0.42

Wealth index

Poor 18.8 15.9 13.9 15.50 15.18 14.80 0.32 0.38

Middle 30.5 22.5 17.6 16.23 15.66 15.16 0.57 0.50

Rich 47.4 43.1 35.8 17.58 17.50 17.06 0.08 0.44

Total 29.8 24.8 20.4 16.25 15.91 15.46 0.34 0.45

Table 3.
Percentage and mean age at first marriage of women aged 20–49 years by socio-cultural factors, BDHS 2014.
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Considering few exceptions, the practice of delayed marriage by each
covariate is more prevalent among women aged 20–29 than those who are aged
40–49 and 30–39 as well. Overall, the prevalence of marriage at 18 or later ages
is about 30%, 25% and 20% among women aged 20–29, 30–39 and 40–49,
respectively.

When age at first marriage of women is assessed by religion, it shows that non-
Muslims delays 0.75 years or more to get married than their Muslim counterparts.
In Muslims, the mean age at marriage is highest for women aged 20–29
(16.18 years), followed by women aged 30–39 (15.80 years) and 40–49
(15.38 years), respectively. The corresponding mean values for non-Muslim women
aged 20–29, 30–39, and 40–49 are closed to each other.

Age at marriage varies across regions (divisions) in Bangladesh. In any region,
the mean age at marriage is highest for women aged 20–29, followed by women
aged 30–39 and 40–49, respectively. The difference in mean nuptial age between
women in the first two age groups is substantially high in Chittagong (0.63 years)
and Barisal (0.46 years) divisions. The corresponding difference between women in
the last two age groups is also high in Rajshahi (0.65 years), Khulna (0.54 years) and
Dhaka (0.49 years) divisions. In all three cases, the mean age at marriage is highest
in Sylhet, which is 1.43 years or more higher than that of Rangpur division. The
second-largest mean age at marriage is found in Chittagong, subsequently in Dhaka
and Barisal divisions.

A notable variation in the mean nuptial age is shown when women are classified
by place of residence. In rural areas, mean ages of marriage among women aged 20–
29, 30–39 and 40–49 are 16.00, 15.56 and 15.08 years, respectively. In urban areas,
the mean age at marriage among women aged 20–29 is 16.72 years, which is slightly
higher than that of women aged 30–39 (16.57 years) and notably higher than
women aged 40–49 (16.14 years).

Respondent’s educational attainments have a significant positive relation to age
at first marriage. The average age at marriage among women aged 20 or more with
higher secondary education is much higher than the legal age at marriage. It shows
that higher secondary school graduates marry, on average, three or more years later
than those who are secondary school graduates and four or more years later than
those who have no education. The average age at marriage among women with
primary education is not too distinct from women with no education. Of all three
age groups, women aged 20–29 with no or primary education have the highest mean
age at marriage (15.27 and 15.42 years, respectively), while they with secondary or
higher secondary education have the lowest mean age at marriage (16.30 and
19.55 years). The opposite is true for women aged 40–49.

The impact of husband’s education on age at marriage is not as strong as female
education. With an exception (e.g., women aged 20–29 marrying to the men with
higher secondary education), the highest mean age at marriage is found among
women aged 20–29, followed by women aged 30–39 and 40–49, marrying to the
men having no or have any education. Women marrying to the men with higher
secondary education marry, on average, three or more years later than those mar-
rying to the men with no education.

Access to mass media seems to play some role in increasing the age at marriage.
Mass media exposures marry, on average, about one or more years later than their
non-exposure counterparts. Among non-exposures, the highest mean age at mar-
riage is found among women aged 20–29 (15.60 years), followed by the women
aged 30–39 (15.22 years) and 40–49 (14.85 years), respectively. A similar pattern is
seen among exposure groups.

Wealth index may have an impact on age at marriage. Women from poor house-
holds marry, on average, two or more years earlier than those from rich households.
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Source of variation Sum of squares df Mean square F–test p–value Partial R2 � 100

Covariates 1885.59 2 942.79 145.56 0.000 —

Age 274.30 1 274.30 42.35 0.000 1.05

Age squared 1611.28 1 1611.28 248.77 0.000 0.89

Factors 39353.49 17 2314.91 357.41 0.000 —

Religion 968.63 1 968.63 149.55 0.000 0.69

Region of residence 6218.19 6 1036.37 160.01 0.000 0.24

Place of residence 116.40 1 116.40 17.97 0.000 0.12

Respondent’s education 30716.64 3 10238.88 1581 0.000 4.32

Husband’s education 1246.33 3 415.44 64.14 0.000 0.67

Access to mass media 11.26 1 11.26 1.74 0.187 0.05

Wealth index 76.05 2 38.03 5.87 0.003 0.27

Model 41239.08 19 2170.48 335.11 0.000

Residual 115568.19 17843 6.48

Total 156807.27 17862 8.78

Note: β(age)¼ �0:013, β(age-squared)¼ �0:004. df means degrees of freedom.

Table 4.
Hierarchical analysis of covariance of age at first marriage and selected variables, BDHS 2014.
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In poor communities, women aged 20–29 marry on average 0.32 years later than the
women aged 30–39 (15.18 years) and 0.70 years later than women aged 40–49
(14.80 years). It is also true for women belonging to the middle and rich class.

4.3 Determinants of age at marriage

Differentials in age at marriage across levels of explanatory variables have been
presented using simple cross-tabulations. To the point of determinants of age at
marriage, these simple tabulations represent only part of the results [36]. Indeed, an
assessment of the effect of a variable on age at marriage endures difficulties arising
from the impact of other variables that might be correlated. The multivariate treat-
ment of the data can suitably be used to extract the effect of each of inter-correlated
variables on the dependent variable. Hence, an ANCOVA technique is employed to
examine the effect of explanatory variables on age at marriage. All selected
covariates produce a total of 21 two-way interaction terms. Only two of them are
found to be significant at 1% level of significance but they contribute negligibly
(below 0.005) to the squared multiple correlation coefficients. Hence, the interac-
tion terms are avoided from the final model.

The variables involved in the model are introduced into the ANCOVA hierar-
chically. Age and age-squared—a function of age, are treated as covariates since age
is a continuous variable. The variable age-squared is accessed into the model owning
to possible curvilinearity of age at marriage by the respondent’s current age. The
beta (β) coefficient of age-squared, computed from the ANCOVA technique, is
negative (�0.004), which is a symptom of convexity in the relationship. The
sequence of the variables in the model is the same as is shown in Table 4. Following
the ANCOVA, MCA is carried out to examine the effect of independent variables on
age at marriage and to briefly interpret them.

Table 4 represents the results of the hierarchical analysis. The analysis indi-
cates a total of 8.30% variation for all the variables under consideration. Only the
age variable explains 1.05% of the variation. The regression coefficient of age
(�0.013) exhibits an inverse relationship between age at marriage and current
age. That is, women of higher ages marry earlier in life than younger women,
indicating a successive increase in age at marriage. The negative beta coefficient of
age-squared confirms a curvilinear negative relationship with age at marriage. The

value of partial R2 ¼ 0:89 signifies that the variable is relatively less powerful than
the current age. After controlling for age and age-squared, religion explains a
considerably large proportion of variation (0.69). Region of residence demon-
strates a significant relationship with age at marriage. It explains only 0.24% of
total variation after controlling for age, age-squared and religion. Place of resi-
dence explains the smallest amount of variation (0.12), when controlled for region
of residence with the preceding three variables. Respondent’s education has the
largest net effect on age at marriage of all independent variables. It contributes
4.32% of total variation even after controlling for five variables such as age, age-
squared, religion, region of residence and place of residence. The variation
explained by husband’s education is 0.67%. Husband’s education as a predictor of
age at marriage is weaker than female education. The amount of variation explained
by access to mass media is almost negligible (0.05%). The influence of wealth index
is significant, contributing 0.27% of variation to the total, when controlled for age,
age-squared, religion, region of residence, place of residence, access to mass media,
female and husband’s education.

The results obtained by MCA are shown in Table 5. The unadjusted mean age at
marriage for Muslims and non-Muslims indicates the expected pattern. It is higher
for non-Muslims. However, the difference in mean age at marriage between
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Muslims and non-Muslims narrows to 0.88 years obtained by adjusted from
0.95 years by unadjusted. This is also true for the remaining variables, except for
region of residence. That means the multivariate adjustment of data reduces the
difference in mean age at marriage among categories of each covariate. The dif-
ference between eta (η) and beta (β) values corresponding to religion is 0.015.
That is, there is no inter-correlation between religion and other predictors. The
difference in mean age at marriage across regions is found to be the maximum of
1.6 years when it is computed from Sylhet (16.92 years) to Rangpur (15.32 years)

Covariates No. of respondents Unadjusted Adjusted

Religion (η ¼ 0:095, β ¼ 0:080)

Muslims 16135 15.77 15.78

Others 1728 16.72 16.58

Region of residence (η ¼ 0:173, β ¼ 0:197)

Barisal 2142 15.75 15.65

Chittagong 2865 16.23 16.22

Dhaka 3093 16.02 15.95

Khulna 2581 15.42 15.38

Rajshahi 2512 15.40 15.41

Rangpur 2531 15.32 15.31

Sylhet 2139 16.92 17.18

Type of place of residence (η ¼ 0:133, β ¼ 0:021)

Rural 11696 15.57 15.81

Urban 6167 16.40 15.95

Respondent’s education (η ¼ 0:446, β ¼ 0:378)

Illiterate 4206 14.88 14.99

Primary 5495 15.19 15.32

Secondary 6778 16.15 16.12

Higher secondary 1384 20.04 19.38

Husband’s education (η ¼ 0:351, β ¼ 0:110)

Illiterate 5153 14.99 15.57

Primary 4894 15.37 15.69

Secondary 5379 16.04 15.96

Higher secondary 2437 18.26 16.57

Access to mass media (η ¼ 0:161, β ¼ 0:012)

No 6593 15.23 15.81

Yes 11270 16.22 15.88

Wealth index η ¼ 0:264, β ¼ 0:024ð Þ

Poor 6611 15.19 15.87

Middle 7390 15.71 15.78

Rich 3862 17.28 15.97

Table 5.
Results of multiple classification analysis (MCA) of age at first marriage of ever married women, BDHS 2014.
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Covariates Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Constant 0.26a — 0.07a — 0.08a —

Religion

Muslim (RC) 1.00 — 1.00 —

Non-Muslim 1.71a 1.51–1.94 1.77a 1.56–2.00

Region of residence

Barisal 1.36a 1.15–1.61 1.38a 1.17–1.64

Chittagong 2.26a 1.94–2.64 2.13a 1.83–2.48

Dhaka 1.95a 1.67–2.28 1.86a 1.59–2.16

Khulna 1.09 0.93–1.29 1.08 0.92–1.27

Rajshahi 1.09 0.92–1.30 1.08 0.91–1.27

Rangpur (RC) 1.00 — 1.00 —

Sylhet 4.46a 3.81–5.23 4.20a 3.60–4.91

Place of residence

Rural (RC) 1.00 — 1.00 —

Urban 1.14a 1.04–1.25 1.15b 1.05–1.26

Respondent’s age

20–29 1.66a 1.51–1.82 1.16b 1.04–1.29

30–39 1.29a 1.17–1.42 1.07 0.96–1.20

40–49 (RC) 1.00 — 1.00 —

Access to mass media

No (RC) 1.00 —

Yes 1.10c 0.99–1.22 1.15b 1.04–1.28

Wealth index

Poor (RC) 1.00 — 1.00 —

Middle 1.06 0.95–1.18 1.08 0.97–1.20

Rich 1.06 0.92–1.23 1.19c 1.03–1.37

Respondent’s education

No education (RC) 1.00 —

Primary 1.18a 1.04–1.33

Secondary 1.92a 1.67–2.20

Higher secondary 13.36a 10.83–16.49

Husband’s education

No education (RC) 1.00 — 1.00 —

Primary 1.10 0.97–1.23 1.17b 1.04–1.32

Secondary 1.41a 1.25–1.61 1.62a 1.44–1.83

Higher secondary 1.91a 1.62–2.25 2.82a 2.42–3.28

Interaction terms

Primary � 20–29 1.11 0.97–1.28

Secondary� 20–29 1.52a 1.36–1.70
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regions. The statistical adjustment increases this difference, which is 1.87 years. As
before, the values of η ¼ 0.173 and β ¼0.197 are close to each other, meaning no
inter-correlation of region of residence with other predictors. Usually, urban
women have a higher mean age at marriage than their rural counterparts. How-
ever, the adjustment largely reduces the difference of 0.14 from 0.83. A larger gap
between η ¼ 0.133 and β ¼0.021 indicates an inter-correlation of place of resi-
dence with other predictors.

Respondent’s education remains the highest predictive capacity even when
adjusted for other variables (η ¼ 0.446 and β ¼0.378). The adjustment holds the
expected patterns: women with secondary or higher levels of education have a
higher mean age at marriage than those who are illiterate. The effect of husband’s
education is not as pronounced as respondent’s education. The beta value
(β ¼ 0:110) reduces to more than one-third of the eta value (η ¼ 0:351), demon-
strating an inter-correlation of this variable with other predictors. In the case of
mass media and wealth index, the adjusted with respect to the unadjusted mean age
at marriage differences are extremely small. Poor women and the women who have
no contact with mass media have a lower mean age at marriage. A larger difference
between eta and beta values indicates that mass media and wealth index are
inter-correlated with other predictors.

4.4 The prevalence of legal age at marriage

According to the report in Section 2, the mean age at marriage of Bangladeshi
women is far below the legal age for marriage. Hence, along with determining the
determinants of age at marriage, it is crucial to review their accountability for early/
late marriage. In case of that, the response variable ‘age at first marriage’ is consid-
ered as a categorical variable say Y, which takes two values 0 and 1. A value of ‘0’
includes women marrying before 18, and ‘1’ includes those marrying 18 or later
ages. Based on the composition of Y, a binary logistic regression method can
suitably be used to examine the effect of factors associated with a higher age at

Covariates Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

OR 95% CI OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Higher secondary� 20–29 7.84a 6.37–9.65

Primary� 30–39 0.94 0.81–1.10

Secondary� 30–39 1.45a 1.26–1.65

Higher secondary� 30–39 9.37a 7.17–12.24

�2log likelihood 17957.6 15242.9 15452.7

Chi-square 120.2 2834.9 2625.1

Degrees of freedom 2 19 20

R2 0.008 0.164 0.153

Adjusted R2 0.011 0.241 0.224

Notes: RC stands for reference category, OR indicates odds ratio and CI means confidence interval.
ap <0:001:
bp <0:01:
cp<0:05:

Table 6.
Binary logistic regression modeling on age at first marriage of women aged 20–49 years by socio-economic
factors, BDHS 2014.
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marriage. The results obtained by the logistic regression method are shown in
Table 6. The odds ratio (OR) is a relative measure of a specific category of a factor
relative to the reference category of that factor. Model 1 includes only the current age
of women; it estimates the amount of change in the chance of marrying 18 or later
ages over time. Before carrying out the logistic regression method for Model 2, the
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is used for checking multicollinearity among the
independent variables. If the VIF value lies in 1–10, then there is no multicollinearity
and if the VIF < 1 or VIF > 10, then there is multicollinearity. The independent
variables in this study do not suffer from multicollinearity problems as the values of
VIF lie between 1 and 2 (results are not shown). All selected factors used in MCA are
included in Model 2. The inclusion of other factors weakens the predicting power of
current age on delayed marriage. Model 3 represents the interaction effect between
respondent’s education and current age and the main effect of the rest of the factors.

In Table 6, the values of log-likelihood and the associated χ
2 indicate that all

three models are statistically significant. With respect to Model 1, Model 3 is better
fitted due to the inclusion of interaction terms. Model 1 shows that the chance of
marrying 18 or later ages significantly decreases with the increase of age. For
example, the OR of the reference category (women aged 40–49) is 1.00, which
gradually goes up to 1.66 for women aged 20–29, while after controlling all selected
factors, it becomes 1.16 (see Model 2). Compared with Muslim, non-Muslim women
are significantly more likely to marry 18 or later ages (OR = 1.71 in Model 2 and 1.77
in Model 3).

Among regions, the OR is highest in Sylhet (4.46 in Model 2 and 4.20 in Model 3),
followed by Chittagong (2.26 and 2.13), Dhaka (1.95 and 1.86) and Barisal (1.36 and
1.38) respectively. In both models, urban women have a significantly higher OR
than rural women. The OR is somewhat higher for women who have any contact
(1.10 in Model 2 and 1.15 in Model 3) than those who have no contact with mass
media. According to Model 3, wealth index affects partially the age at marriage. For
instance, women from rich households are 1.19 times more likely to marry 18 or
later ages than women from poor households.

Respondent’s education is one of the most important factors affecting the age at
marriage. In Model 2, women with higher secondary education obtain an incredibly
higher OR, which is 13.36 times higher than that of women with no education.
Moreover, the OR for women with secondary education is about two times of
reference category.

Husband’s education has also a significant impact on age at marriage. The OR
obtained by Model 2 is substantially higher for women who marry to the men with a
higher level of education. For instance, women marrying to the men with secondary
education or with higher secondary education are 1.41 and 1.91 times more likely to
marry 18 or later ages than those belonging to the reference category. Model 3
provides a similar trend with relatively larger ORs.

Most of interaction terms between current age and respondent’s education are
significant. The effect of education on age at marriage varies from one to another age
group. The OR increases with increasing the level of education. The OR for women
aged 20–29 with secondary education is 1.52 and with higher secondary education is
7.84. The corresponding ORs for women aged 30–39 are 1.45 and 9.37 respectively.

5. Discussions

According to survey years, age at first marriage of women in Bangladesh has
been increased between 1993 and 2014. Additionally, the analyses by respondent’s
current age demonstrate that women are in transition regarding age at marriage.
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For instance, younger women (aged 20–29 years) were more likely to get delayed
marriage than those who are higher ages (e.g., women 30–39 and 40–49 years). It
may be partly accredited to younger women with higher educational attainment
compared with their older counterparts. These findings are consistent with those of
earlier studies conducted on Bangladeshi women [37, 38, 55] and the women of
Nepal and sub-Saharan Africa [56, 57].

The association between education and age at marriage is evident from almost all
demographic research. Several studies [9, 17, 44, 45, 58] claimed that illiteracy is the
prime cause in explaining the high frequency of early marriage in Bangladesh. A
study on Nepali women has shown that each additional level of education beyond
primary schooling substantially reduces the likelihood of early marriage [59]. The
current study also finds similar results. Usually, women with a higher level of educa-
tion spend a longer span of life in education, have a higher occupational aspiration
and want to have a prestigious job. All these attainments delay the nuptial age [40].
It is also noteworthy to mention that women with a higher level of education get
importance in taking decision on family matters. Thus, they have better bargaining
power in getting delayed marriage and selecting their groom. Husband’s education is
also influencing age at marriage.Women whomarry to the men with a higher level of
education are higher likely to delayed marriage.

Religious beliefs and attitudes have a fixed and wide-reaching force in human
culture. However, such values are distinctive between religious traditions. The
higher prevalence of early marriage among Muslims reflects their traditional
beliefs and practices. Previous studies conducted in Bangladesh or somewhere else
[30, 55, 60, 61] also noticed that Muslim women marry earlier than their non-
Muslim counterparts.

Distinct culture across regions possibly has an impact on age at marriage. In
general, women in the north-west places of Bangladesh (Rangpur, Rajshahi, and
Khulna) marry early. It may be because people in these regions are mostly poor,
illiterate and adherent of traditional culture [30]. Women from other regions,
especially in Sylhet and Chittagong, are more submissive to follow the marriage law
in Bangladesh. One possible reason is that there are various tribal communities in
Sylhet and Chittagong regions and the mean age at marriage of tribal women is four
years higher than other Bangladeshis [62]. Moreover, as a port city, people in
Chittagong are in an advantageous position to engage in business and service pro-
fessions, resulting in getting delayed marriage. Also, for better earnings, many
young people from Sylhet migrate to the Middle East and Europe, especially in the
UK [63], which propels them to get delayed marriage.

Not likely the region of residence, but place of residence also partakes in
explaining the socialization process. It shows that people in rural areas are under-
privileged in terms of their educational attainment, economic status, social and
cultural norms. Hence, age at marriage differs in rural–urban settings. In harmony
with previous studies on Bangladeshi women and women in other developing
countries, this study observed that women in rural areas are inclined to reflect the
more conventional behavior of early marriage [30, 38, 40, 55, 60].

Mass media, a very different form of socialization than any other, affects
individuals’ thoughts, attitudes, and behavior. In line with an earlier study in
Bangladesh [30], this study has found a positive relationship between age at mar-
riage and exposure to mass media. Women who have any exposure to mass media
are less likely to marry early than their non-exposure group.

Wealth Index is a composite measure of cumulative living standard of the
household. Consistent with a previous study on 35 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa
[64], this study has found a relationship between wealth index and age at marriage.
For instance, economically poor women are significantly more likely to marry early
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than those who are rich. However, there is no significant difference in the likelihood
to get early/late marriage between women in poor class and women belonging to the
middle class of economy.

6. Conclusion

The mean age at marriage by survey years as well as by women’s in three age
groups indicate that the prevalence of early marriage among women in Bangladesh has
been decreasing with time. However, the pace is too slow or even slower than other
South Asian countries like Bhutan (22.8 years), India (22.2 years,), Maldives
(21.6 years), Nepal (17.9 years), Pakistan (20.3 years) and Sri Lanka (23.8 years).
From a recent document, Bangladesh ranks 1st in Asia and 4th in the world in terms of
child marriage. While the Child Marriage Restraint Act 1929 has been abolished by the
act of 2017 preserving article 2 of the previous statute: the legal age for marriage for a
girl 18 and for a boy 21, scholars and social scientists deem that the special provision
added in the article 19 of 2017 child marriage restraint act will not encourage to
decrease child marriage in Bangladesh. In fact, no laws or acts against child marriage
will effectively works until people are cognizant about the devastating impacts of child
marriage at individual, family and social levels. Awareness among mass people basi-
cally grows from the improvement of socio-economic and cultural factors.

This study shows that an increase in age at marriage is associated with major
structural changes in society. Female education performs as a leading factor in this
changing pattern. A strong positive relationship between respondent’s education
and age at marriage recommends increasing both the rate and level of female
education. It could be the most effective way to advance the nation and women at
the individual level. It is noteworthy to mention here that there are various govern-
ment projects to promote the education of children in Bangladesh. Of those, free
education for girls up to grade 10 and stipends for female students are two impor-
tant projects that should be continued until confirming that no girl in Bangladesh
will be married before achieving a minimum secondary school education, resulting
in rapidly declining early marriage.

7. Strengths and limitations

This study has several strengths. Firstly, it is based on a nation-wide survey
dataset and also a general discussion on age at first marriage of women in Bangla-
desh. Secondly, an increasing trend in age at marriage has been observed in several
ways. Lastly, various advanced as well as sophisticated statistical tools are used
to identify the factors associated with and their effects on age at marriage. It is
therefore deemed that the findings are more accurate.

Conversely, this study has some limitations. It is based on secondary data that
contain no or few information on the respondent’s family background. As girls
marry early, all antecedents relate to their family of origin (parents decide). More-
over, it is assumed that the number of women at the time of interview is the same as
that of women at the time of first marriage. However, some of covariates, especially
place of residence may somewhat deviate from this assumption as people tend to
migrate from rural to urban areas for better livelihood. Hence, the results
corresponding to place of residence may be biased to some extent. Better data
collection may expose all potential factors relating to early marriage and provide
accurate findings on age at marriage in Bangladesh.
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