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CEFMU in Pakistan is deeply embedded in patriarchal values that associate family honor with a girl’s
chastity, prioritize marriage over education, and respond to economic constraints by marrying daughters
early (Muzaffar, Yaseen, and Ahmad, 2018; Nasrullah et al., 2014; Breakthrough ACTION and USAID, 2022).
Education emerges as a critical factor in delaying marriage: women with higher education marry on
average six years later than those with no education (NIPS, 2019). The median age of first marriage is 18.7
for women with no education and 24.9 for those with higher education (NIPS, 2019; Kakal, Kok, and Jawad,
2023). However, poor female educational attainment, particularly in rural areas, exacerbates the problem
(NCSW and UN Women Pakistan, 2020). 

Child, early, and forced marriage unions (CEFMU) are globally recognized as a significant human rights
violation. The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) defines child marriage as any
marriage involving individuals under the age of 18 and forced marriage as one in which full and free
consent is absent (United Nations, 2023). These practices disproportionately affect women and girls,
depriving them of autonomy and adversely impacting their education, health, and social, economic, and
political participation (United Nations, 2023; Kakal, Kok, and Jawad, 2023). Globally, one in five girls is
married or in a union before age 18, with South Asia exhibiting the highest prevalence (United Nations,
2023; UNICEF, 2018). While South Asian countries such as Bangladesh and Nepal have seen significant
declines in child marriage through integrated legal, educational, and community-focused efforts, Pakistan
faces unique challenges in addressing this issue. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Structural and Socio-Cultural Drivers of CEFMU in Pakistan 

The legal framework in Pakistan offers mixed protections. The Sindh Child Marriage Restraint Act  (2013)
sets the minimum marriage age at 18, while other provinces adhere to outdated laws such as the Child
Marriage Restraint Act (1929), which sets the age at 16 for girls (Provincial Assembly of  Sindh, 2013; Child
Marriage Restraint Act, 1929; Ahmad, 2023). Despite progressive laws,  enforcement is weak, and social
norms often override legal mandates. For example, despite Sindh's  law, the province still has the highest
prevalence of child marriages, highlighting the limited effectiveness of legal reform without
complementary social change (NIPS, 2019; Malik, 2021; Tahir, 2022). This also reveals that gender norms
are key drivers of CEFMU. 

Pakistan has ratified international treaties such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), committing to
eliminate CEFMU and promote gender equality (Berti, 2003; UN Women, 2023). Additionally, the country is
a signatory to the Beijing Declaration, the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)
Programme of Action, and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically Target 5.3, which aims to
eliminate harmful practices like child marriage by 2030 (UN Women, 2019; Billowitz, Karim, and Watson,
2022). However, these commitments have yet to translate into substantial progress due to weak
implementation, social resistance, and systemic barriers (Breakthrough ACTION and USAID, 2022). 

International Commitments and Their Limitations 

In Pakistan, CEFMU remains a pervasive issue, with 29% of women married by age 18 compared to  5% of
men (NIPS, 2019; UNICEF, 2023). UNICEF’s country profile estimates that 4.6 million girls  in Pakistan were
married before age 15, and 18.9 million before age 18 (UNICEF, 2023). Provincial  data highlights stark
disparities: Sindh reports the highest incidence of child marriages under age 15 (9.3%) and under age 18
(31.2%), despite its progressive legislation outlawing marriage below 18  (UNICEF, 2018). Balochistan and
Punjab also report significant rates, with 6.7% and 5.2% of girls married under age 15, respectively (NCSW
and UN Women Pakistan, 2020). These figures emphasize a persistent gap between legal frameworks and
societal realities, where entrenched socio-cultural norms continue to perpetuate the practice (NCSW and
UN Women Pakistan, 2020; Malik, 2021). 



Existing research highlights institutional and infrastructural barriers to ending CEFMU, including weak
education and health systems and limited economic opportunities (Muzaffar, Yaseen, and Ahmad, 2018;
Billowitz, Karim, and Watson, 2022). Social and gender norms have been identified as critical drivers.
Gender norms, as conceptualized in this study, include our understanding of what we do, what we think
others do, and what we think others would like us to do. They guide how we behave based on what is
accepted and expected in that group (Van Lange and Balliet 2015; Cislaghi and Heise 2019).

Limited evidence exists on how these norms shape the attitudes and behaviors of young people in Pakistan.
Moreover, young people’s perspectives are often underrepresented, leaving a gap in understanding how
they navigate restrictive environments (Kakal, Kok, and Jawad, 2023; CARE International, 2016). This study
addresses these gaps by examining how gender norms and social networks influence young people’s
attitudes toward CEFMU. It also explores pathways for transforming these norms and identifies key social
actors for targeted interventions (Igras, Diakité, and Lundgren, 2017; Cislaghi and Heise, 2019). By centering
young people’s voices, the study offers a nuanced understanding of their experiences and aspirations,
highlighting opportunities for bottom-up change (Legros and Cislaghi, 2019; Melnikas et al., 2023). This
approach moves beyond traditional frameworks, providing insights that can inform more effective and
culturally sensitive strategies to combat CEFMU in Pakistan. 

Study Objectives 
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1. 

2. 

The study was conducted in two districts: Jamshoro in Sindh and Sheikhupura in Punjab. Participants were
purposely selected to include diverse perspectives, representing different age groups (13–15, 16– 18, and
19–21 years) and varying educational statuses (in-school and out-of-school). A total of 119 participants were
engaged across three methods: surveys, semi-structured interviews, and FGDs.

This study employs a mixed-methods design, integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches to
explore the social and gender norms influencing child, early, and forced marriages (CEFMU) in Pakistan. The
survey provided quantitative insights into participants' attitudes and behaviors, while semi-structured
interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) offered qualitative depth to understand the contextual and
nuanced experiences of young people. 

Survey (Quantitative Component) 
A survey was administered to 63 participants (31 males and 32 females), divided equally 
across the two districts and three age groups. The survey utilized the Social Norms Analysis Plot
(SNAP) framework by CARE International, incorporating both close-ended and open- ended
questions, case vignettes, and free listing. The survey aimed to capture baseline data on prevailing
social and gender norms, and their perceived influence on marriage practices. For participants with
limited literacy, the research team provided assistance to ensure accurate responses. Paper-based
surveys were conducted in local languages (Sindhi, Urdu, or Punjabi). 

A total of 24 semi-structured interviews were conducted, with equal representation across
districts, genders, and age groups. These interviews, lasting 45–60 minutes, delved into
participants’ personal experiences, aspirations, and perceptions regarding marriage decisions and
gender norms. The interviews were guided by a flexible question framework, allowing participants
to express their thoughts in depth while enabling the interviewer to explore emerging themes. All
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Study Design 
METHODS 

Semi-Structured Interviews (Qualitative Component)

Data Collection Methods

3. 

The study adhered to rigorous ethical standards to protect participants’ rights and well-being. Approval
was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Interactive Research Development (IRD).
Informed consent was secured from all participants, with assent and parental consent required for minors.
For non-literate participants, consent forms were read aloud in local languages, and thumbprints were
collected as valid consent. Strict measures for confidentiality and anonymity were followed, including
pseudonyms in all outputs and secure storage of data.

 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) (Qualitative Component) 
Four FGDs were conducted, two in each district (one with male participants and one with
female participants, aged 16–18 years). Each discussion included 7–9 participants and lasted
60–90 minutes. FGDs provided a platform for participants to discuss collective perceptions and
community-level norms. The discussions were moderated by two facilitators and conducted in
safe, private settings to ensure open participation. 

Ethical Considerations 

The study employed thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to identify patterns and themes across
qualitative data. The survey results were analyzed using descriptive statistics to identify trends and
contextualize the qualitative findings. Coding and analysis were conducted using ATLAS.ti software,
ensuring a systematic approach to triangulating data from the surveys, interviews, and FGDs. Reflexivity
was maintained throughout the analysis process, with cross-team reviews to minimize bias. This mixed-
methods approach allowed the study to combine the breadth of quantitative insights with the depth of
qualitative narratives, providing a holistic understanding of the dynamics influencing CEFMU.

Data Analysis 

Study Sites and Participants
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This section identifies the individuals and groups that play pivotal roles in marriage-related decisions,
analyzing their influence and the implications for autonomy, particularly for young women.

In both districts, parents emerged as the primary decision-makers in marriage-related decisions. Across the
survey, interviews, and FGDs, 53 out of 60 female participants and 54 out of 59 male participants indicated
that their parents held the final authority in marriage-related matters. Elder brothers, uncles, and
grandparents also played notable roles in influencing decisions, though to a lesser extent. 

RESULTS 

The results are based on data collected from focus group discussions (FGDs), interviews, and surveys  with
young people and their communities in Sheikhupura and Jamshoro. By exploring decision- making
dynamics, perceptions of marriage, agency in marriage-related decisions, attitudes toward legal
frameworks, and observed changes in marriage trends, the study sheds light on the complex interplay of
gender norms, cultural expectations, and systemic barriers that shape young people’s  lives. 

Section 1: Influencers of Marriage Decisions: Parents, Elders, and Community
Dynamics 

Decision-Maker Mother and
Father Elder Brother/Elder
Sister Uncle and
Grandparents 

Male Participants Female Participants

Table 3.1: Primary Decision Makers 

 
54
4
3  

 
53
8
4  

A participant from Sheikhupura succinctly described this dynamic, stating:
 
“Boys and girls should not talk about their marriage decisions themselves. Parents should decide when
their children should marry.”
(Male Participant, 15, Sheikhupura, Interview)

This highlights a pervasive cultural expectation that decisions regarding marriage should rest with parents
or elders, as they are perceived to have superior judgment. This belief aligns with secondary literature,
which identifies fathers as primary decision-makers in marriages in Pakistan (Ali, 2021).

In some cases, grandparents’ influence surpasses even that of parents. For example, a young girl shared:
“My parents were not in favor of this marriage, but my father’s mother insisted.” (Female Participant, 13,
Sheikhupura, Interview)

Such accounts underline the importance of respecting elders’ wishes, which is seen as crucial to
maintaining family cohesion and upholding community values (Inglehart and Baker, 2000).
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Although parents often make the final decisions, extended family members and community figures
significantly shape the decision-making process. 27 out of 60 female participants and 12 out of 59 male
participants across the survey, interviews, and FGDs noted that maternal or paternal uncles had a
considerable say in marriage decisions. Paternal aunts, in particular, were identified as key influencers in
matchmaking. A male participant elaborated:

“Phuppo (paternal aunt) does matchmaking. I know a house where the older sister makes all the decisions.
The family respects her and follows her decisions. She herself says that what she decides should happen.”
(Male Participant, Sheikhupura, Interview)

In rural areas, influential community figures such as feudal lords or village heads are also consulted. For
example, in Jamshoro, 4 female and 3 male participants from interviews reported the involvement of
feudal lords in marriage decisions. A participant from Jamshoro explained the weight of these leaders’
opinions:

“In my community, elders are given importance, and their opinions are considered. These include the
heads of the village and the rich landlords. People usually ask their thoughts regarding marriage.”(Male
Participant, 16–18, Jamshoro, FGD) This reinforces the role of hierarchical community structures in
upholding traditional norms.

This reinforces the role of hierarchical community structures in upholding traditional norms

1. Choice of Spouse: 

Types of Decisions Influenced 

“Every guy here has a love marriage now. Whenever they like someone, they tell their parents and get
married. But the girls do not tell.” (Female Participant, 14, Jamshoro, Interview) 
Some participants, 12 out of 56 across interviews and FGDs, argued that parents should retain the right to
choose a spouse for their children. While men may desire greater autonomy, they often fear losing family
support if they defy their parents' wishes regarding marriage. This highlights the deeply ingrained cultural
practices of family and community living in these communities. A young male participant shared: 
“There should be some freedom, but we should follow what our elders tell us. If someone does what they
want, they may end up alone because they have ruined their relationship with their family.” 
(Male Participant, 16–18, Sheikhupura, FGD) 

2. Timing of Marriage: 
For boys, financial independence was the most significant factor in determining the timing of
marriage. A participant from Jamshoro stated: 

“Father has said that one should marry when he can stand on his own two feet. One should not marry 
without knowing anything.” 
(Male Participant, 16, Jamshoro, Interview) 

In contrast, the timing of girls’ marriages was often dictated by the receipt of a “suitable proposal,” 
regardless of their readiness. A female participant described a recent marriage in her community:

“This girl who used to study in Class 8th. She got married recently. The boy was 26 years old, and the 
girl was 16–17 years old. The girl resisted, but no one listened to her.” 
(Female Participant, 16, Jamshoro, Interview) 
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While boys have more freedom to express their preferences, girls’ opinions are largely
disregarded. A 14-year-old girl from Jamshoro noted:

Other Contributors and Influencers 



3. Terms of Marriage: 
Decisions regarding educational or career opportunities for young women after marriage were
reported to depend almost entirely on the in-laws' approval. As one participant explained: 

The following decision matrix summarizes the roles of decision-makers and influencers, highlighting the
disparity in autonomy between young men and women: 

Table 3.2: Summary of Agents and Factors in Decision Making 
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Summary of Influences on Marriage Decision-Making 

“In our community, if a girl has a job before marriage, and is a teacher or doctor, the family can convince
the in-laws that their daughter wants to work after marriage.” 
(Female Participant, 16–18, Sheikhupura, FGD)

What Do Decision-Makers Consider When Arranging Young People’s Marriages? 

Education plays a pivotal role in shaping marriage preferences, but its value is often tied to practical
outcomes, such as securing better proposals, rather than personal empowerment. One male participant
from Sheikhupura explained, “If they have been good in their studies and have scored well, then they get
good proposals. In our society, I see that people look for a good education and a good personality” (Male
Participant, 20, Sheikhupura, Interview). This highlights how societal expectations frame education as a
marker of social prestige and compatibility rather than a pathway for individual agency.

Financial stability is another key consideration, especially for girls. Parents frequently prioritize economic
security over compatibility or readiness, viewing financial stability as a safeguard for their daughters’
futures. As one female participant from Sheikhupura stated, “Even if the boy is old but he is rich, parents
get their daughter married thinking she will be happy with a rich boy” (Female Participant, 16,
Sheikhupura, Interview). This emphasis on financial considerations underscores how economic challenges
shape marriage decisions in ways that limit individual agency, particularly for girls.
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The preference for marrying within the family or community reinforces cultural expectations of maintaining
familial honor and social cohesion. Marriages within the baradari are heavily favored, while unions outside
the community are often viewed as dishonorable. A male participant shared, “They are usually carried out in
the baradari, but if someone has a fight going on within the baradari, they do it outside the baradari” (Male
Participant, 15, Sheikhupura, Interview). Such practices not only preserve existing social structures but also
limit the autonomy of young individuals, particularly girls.

Family dynamics further influence marriage decisions, with participants expressing a preference for smaller,
less conflict-prone family units. One female participant noted, “The husband should have only one sister,
not more than that. If there is more than one, they create problems” (Female Participant, 16–18,
Sheikhupura, Focus Group Discussion). Additionally, compatibility and personality traits were highlighted as
important considerations, with some families open to proposals from outside their immediate family if
these align. Another participant explained, “They look at whether the couple will work well together and live
together. This also includes education and personality” (Female Participant, 18, Sheikhupura, Focus Group
Discussion).

Gender norms place immense pressure on girls to conform to societal expectations of early marriage.
Families often believe that girls lose desirability with age, creating urgency to arrange their marriages within
a narrow "window of desirability." A participant from Jamshoro reflected, “In our area, girls get married
early, around 16. But as they get older, they stop receiving marriage proposals” (Female Participant, 16,
Jamshoro, Interview). In contrast, boys experience slightly more flexibility, as their readiness is tied to
financial independence, though they remain constrained by familial authority.

Overall, marriage decisions in these communities are guided by education, financial stability, and family
dynamics but are deeply entrenched within patriarchal norms. These norms prioritize social cohesion and
family honor over individual autonomy, particularly for girls.



Section 2: Young People’s Views on Marriage: Suitable Ages and Societal
Expectations

Table 3.3: Breakdown of Age Range of Marriage by Gender 

Expectations and Responsibilities 
Marriage expectations were highly gendered. Girls associated marriage with significant household
responsibilities, reinforcing their subordinate roles. Boys, in contrast, viewed marriage as an extension of
their roles as financial providers. This stark contrast highlights how societal norms influence attitudes
toward marriage and shape the expectations for young men and women.

Perspective Gender 

Girls 

Boys 

Girls 

Boys 

Girls/Women 

Boys/Men 

Age Range of Marriage 
(Years) 

21–26 

21–26 

18–22 

23–27 
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This section examines perceptions of marriage, including attitudes toward its ideal timing, associated
expectations, and responsibilities, along with the differing experiences of boys and girls.

There are a lot of problems that come with it [marriage], and there are also a lot of restrictions on you. If
you are not married, you have the freedom to do whatever you want. However, one cannot survive
without marriage because people start taunting girls who get old about why they are not married yet
(Female Participant, 20, Sheikhupura, Interview).

Young people’s perspectives on marriage reflect societal norms, gendered expectations, and
developmental stages. Female participants frequently expressed a sense of aversion toward marriage,
vargaassociating it with a loss of freedom and an increase in household responsibilities. They described
how traditional gender roles imposed after marriage often limit autonomy, particularly for women.
However, despite their reservations, many viewed marriage as an unavoidable obligation shaped by
societal conditioning that prioritizes homemaking and motherhood for women (Bernstein, 2011; Varga,
2003). A participant from Sheikhupura highlighted this tension:

The majority of female participants (43 out of 60 across surveys, interviews, and FGDs) suggested that the
appropriate age for marriage should range between 21 and 26 for both boys and girls, emphasizing the
importance of maturity and stability. In contrast, male participants reflected more traditional views, with
56 out of 59 male participants across surveys, interviews, and FGDs suggesting that girls should marry
between 18 and 22, while boys should marry between 23 and 27. This divergence highlights gendered
expectations, with male participants often linking marriage readiness to financial independence and
career achievements. A participant from Jamshoro explained, “Marriage should only happen when the
boy is ready to stand on his own two feet” (Male Participant, 16, Jamshoro, Interview). Male and female
participants had similar ideas about women’s perceived ‘window of desirability’, after which they become
unappealing members of the marriage market.

Participants in the youngest age group (13–15) often displayed limited understanding of marriage
responsibilities, reflecting a lack of developmental readiness and exposure to these issues. In contrast,
older participants (16–21) demonstrated a more nuanced understanding, with boys framing marriage as a
moral responsibility to their parents and girls acknowledging societal pressures that position marriage as
an unavoidable milestone in their lives.



The focus here is on the extent of agency young people, particularly girls, have in influencing decisions
regarding their marriage, including the strategies they employ to assert their preferences. 

Section 3: Decision-Making Power: Perceptions of Autonomy in Marriage Choices

Role in Marriage Decisions 

Education emerged as a critical tool for girls to resist early marriage. Many participants described leveraging
their desire to complete their education as a bargaining tactic to delay marriage. For instance, a participant
from Jamshoro shared, “We insist that we at least get educated till 10th grade. Then they say they won’t get
us married yet” (Female Participant, 16, Jamshoro, FGD). Mothers often served as mediators in these
negotiations, advocating for their daughters’ aspirations to fathers and other decision-makers. One
participant explained:

 Education as a Tool for Delayed Marriage 

Two months ago, my uncle asked about his son’s marriage to me, but my mother refused. I talked to my
mother and said I wanted to study, and she told my father. I am not allowed to say anything directly to my
father or uncle (Female Participant, 19, Jamshoro, FGD). 

However, structural barriers often constrained these efforts. For young women to successfully convince the
primary decision-makers to delay the age of marriage, the accessibility of educational institutions is
essential. Many female participants highlighted limited access to higher education, as schools and colleges
were located far from their villages, or were co-ed institutions, or safe and ‘respectable’ commuting options
were unavailable. These restrictions reflect broader community norms that prioritize family honor and
control over female mobility and sexuality (Hadi, 2017).
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The study found that autonomy in marriage decisions was severely limited, especially for girls, with
parents or elders exercising overwhelming control. Female participants frequently reported being
excluded from marriage-related discussions, highlighting their lack of agency. One participant explained,
“We are not part of these adult conversations. When my family was deciding about my sister’s marriage,
we had no idea about it” (Female Participant, 15, Sheikhupura, Interview). This dynamic reflects
entrenched patriarchal norms prioritizing family honor and obedience over individual autonomy
(Breakthrough Action and USAID, 2022). According to female participants, girls also open communication
in the household and channels of support such as trusted family members through whom they can
express their desires and aspirations. Participants noted that boys have more say in their choice of spouse:

Parents ask their children’s opinions while deciding on a proposal, so their children can share their
preferences then. However, after that parents do not consider anything. If a boy has an issue with the girl
who is chosen for him, then his parents might consider it, but the same doesn’t apply to girls. So, girls do
not have as much say in these decisions as boys. (Female participant, 18, Sheikhpura, Interview).

While boys may have slightly more say in marriage-related decisions, their agency is largely conditional on
family approval. They noted that they were more likely to express preferences about their choice of
spouse but deferred to their parents for decisions on timing and other aspects of marriage. As one male
participant commented, “If he finds a girl, he will say that he wants to get married to her, and they will get
him married” (Male Participant, 19, Jamshoro, Interview). By contrast, older girls (16–21) expressed
frustration at their lack of influence, with many expressing a desire for greater autonomy, especially to
delay marriage until after completing education or pursuing career aspirations.



Girls from better-resourced families or with supportive attitudes toward education were more successful in
delaying marriage. By contrast, participants from households where mothers had limited influence or
enforced patriarchal norms faced significant barriers. In particular, leveraging mothers’ support is a key
resistance strategy girls use to engineer a delay in their marriage. One participant noted: 

In both districts, 20 out of 28 male participants across Interviews and FGDs expressed the belief that girls
should not have a say in decisions regarding their own marriage and should adhere to their parents' choices.
They argued that parents are better equipped to make these decisions and emphasized that girls should not
have autonomy in the presence of male family members, such as brothers and fathers. 

One participant stated, “The parents have this right because the girl is their own daughter. They know that if
she marries someone particular, their daughter’s life will be good” (Male Participant, 16–18, Sheikhupura,
FGD). 

Another added, “Girls should not make this decision if older and younger brothers are present” (Male
Participant, 20, Sheikhupura, Interview). 

These perspectives underscore the deeply entrenched dynamics of patriarchal households, where male
authority dominates decision-making processes. This reinforces traditional gender roles, limiting 
young women’s ability to exercise autonomy in critical life decisions such as marriage. 

If the mother does not understand, she will simply ask her daughter to accept whatever is being decided for
her because it is for the best. This is what happens with most girls. They are silenced and asked to forget
their past and focus on their present and future (Female Participant, 18, Sheikhupura, Interview). 

Family education levels also played a pivotal role in shaping young people’s autonomy. Participants from
educated households reported greater parental support for delaying marriage and increased 
willingness to involve children in marriage-related decisions. A participant explained:

The ones who are educated will ask their boys or girls if they agree to the marriage or not. If their child
agrees, they will get him/her married, and if the child disagrees, they will not get him/her married (Female
Participant, 20, Sheikhupura, Interview). 

Persistent Patriarchal Norms 

However, this dynamic was not universal. Younger girls (13–15) and those from more conservative
households reported strict adherence to traditional norms. In such settings, girls had limited opportunities
to challenge decisions or influence the timing of marriage

10



In both districts, 20 out of 28 male participants across Interviews and FGDs expressed the belief that girls
should not have a say in decisions regarding their own marriage and should adhere to their parents' choices.
They argued that parents are better equipped to make these decisions and emphasized that girls should not
have autonomy in the presence of male family members, such as brothers and fathers.

One participant stated, “The parents have this right because the girl is their own daughter. They know that if
she marries someone particular, their daughter’s life will be good” (Male Participant, 16–18, Sheikhupura,
FGD). 

Another added, “Girls should not make this decision if older and younger brothers are present” (Male
Participant, 20, Sheikhupura, Interview).

These perspectives underscore the deeply entrenched dynamics of patriarchal households, where male
authority dominates decision-making processes. This reinforces traditional gender roles, limiting 
young women’s ability to exercise autonomy in critical life decisions such as marriage. 



Section 4: Awareness and Perceptions of Legal Frameworks Addressing CEFMU

Total
Participants 

Unaware of 
Laws

District Gender Aware of Laws 

Sheikhupura 

Sheikhupura 

Jamshoro 

Jamshoro 

Female 

Male 

Female 

Male 

4 

15 

2 

4 

29 

29 

31 

30

25 

14 

29 

26 

Table 3.4: Demographic Summary of Awareness Surrounding CEFMU Legal Frameworks 

Despite limited knowledge, participants who were aware of these laws expressed a desire for their
enforcement and improvement. A female participant from Sheikhupura remarked, “Yes, the law should
highlight proper guidelines for marriage so people also understand the right thing to do. So instead of
following other people, they will follow the law” (Female Participant, 21, Sheikhupura, Interview).

Similarly, male participants criticized the government’s weak enforcement, with one stating, “The
government can [enforce laws], but it doesn’t. It makes the law but should also enforce it instead of just
making the laws and leaving it like that” (Male Participant, 15, Sheikhupura, Interview). Another participant
highlighted the influence of local power structures, stating, “In our village, the head of the village decides
the law. There is no other law” (Male Participant, 16, Jamshoro, FGD). 
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This section explores awareness of laws governing child marriage and participants' perspectives on how
legal frameworks and policies might address child and early forced marriage (CEFMU).

Awareness of Law Related to the Legal Age of Marriage Among Participants

Awareness of legal frameworks governing child and early forced marriages (CEFMU) remained limited
among participants. In Sheikhupura, 19 out of 29 female participants were unaware of the minimum legal
age for marriage or other laws related to marriage. A similar trend was observed in Jamshoro, where 19 out
of 31 female participants expressed a lack of awareness. Male participants displayed slightly higher levels of
awareness. For instance, 15 out of 29 male participants in Sheikhupura and four in Jamshoro (aged 16–18)
demonstrated some knowledge of laws regarding the age of marriage, attributing their awareness to
lessons learned in school. However, they often lacked accurate details,providing incorrect estimates such as
19, 20, or even 23 years as the legal age.

The Child Marriage Restraint Act (CMRA) of 1929 sets the minimum legal age for marriage in Pakistan at 16
years for females and 18 years for males. However, following the 18th Amendment, provinces gained the
authority to amend this law, leading to variations. Sindh raised the age to 18 for both genders under its
2013 Child Marriage Restraint Act, while Punjab, KP, and Balochistan continue to follow the original
provisions.



Perceived Role of Laws in Addressing CEFMU 
Participants recognized the potential for laws to address CEFMU but emphasized the need for stronger
implementation. Several male participants suggested raising the legal age of marriage to 18 or 20 years for
girls. A female participant from Jamshoro added, “The age should be 20 years instead of 18 years” (Female
Participant, 17, Jamshoro, FGD). However, participants frequently noted that laws alone were insufficient
without broader societal change. The role of influential local leaders, such as feudal lords and village heads,
often undermines compliance with state laws. For instance, one participant shared, “Girls are married
young, but the law says that they should not be married young. So, when marriages happen, the husband is
sent to jail. But when the husband comes out, they get married” (Male Participant, 16–18, Sheikhupura,
FGD). This reflects a broader societal acceptance of early marriage despite legal prohibitions. 

Awareness of Health Impacts of CEFMU 
Awareness of the health consequences of CEFMU was mixed. In both districts, 20 out of 28 female
participants across Interviews and FGDs highlighted the psychological burdens of early marriage, linking it to
increased responsibilities and stress. A participant explained, “When the girl gets married, she is loaded with
responsibilities of the whole house. That affects her mind” (Female Participant, 16, Jamshoro, Interview). 

Knowledge about the physical health impacts was less common. However, some participants cited examples
of early pregnancies and related complications. One participant shared, “There was a 17–18-year-old girl
who was pregnant. The doctor scolded the mother, saying her daughter’s life was at risk because she was
too young to handle a pregnancy” (Female Participant, 20, Sheikhupura, Interview).
Another participant narrated, “Yes, I know about this girl from another community, who got married at an
early age, and now all of her pregnancies don’t survive. That's because she is young. She might be 13–14
years old” (Female Participant, 16, Jamshoro, Interview). 

Male participants were generally less informed about the physical health implications, though they
acknowledged the psychological impacts. A male participant stated, “No, it does not really affect the health,
but it does affect the mind and puts pressure on it” (Male Participant, 15, Sheikhupura). These findings
suggest a significant gap in awareness about the broader consequences of CEFMU, including violence,
maternal mortality, and long-term health risks. 
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Trend 

No significant change 

Shift toward later marriages 

Female Participants (n=28) 

16 

12 

Male Participants (n=28) 

18 

10 

Table 3.5: Changing Trends in Age of Marriage 

A female participant from Jamshoro attributed this trend to increased educational opportunities: 
“It doesn’t happen anymore. It used to happen in the past. Some of our older women did get married as
children, but now people think about education and success before marriage” (Female Participant,
14, Jamshoro, Interview). 

Despite these observations, six female participants emphasized that while certain families are marrying their
children later, the general trend in their communities remains unchanged, with early-age marriages still
being the norm. Six out of 12 female interview participants in Sheikhupura specifically highlighted that early-
age marriage persists, driven by cultural notions of family honor and religious beliefs. One participant
explained:

“It is still more common to get girls married early because there is a reason for it. Girls go out of control, and
parents fear they will make bad decisions like running away or doing court marriages” (Female Participant,
18, Sheikhupura, Interview).

Participants further associated early marriages with the need to safeguard family honor and control young
women’s sexuality, reflecting deeply ingrained cultural norms (Breakthrough Action and USAID 2022). Some
participants also viewed early marriage as a religious obligation, with the belief that a girl should be married
upon reaching puberty to avoid social and moral consequences. These attitudes perpetuate the
normalization of early marriage practices and highlight the challenges in shifting societal norms.

Section 5: Changing Marriage Trends: Education, Social Norms, and Persistent
Barriers 

Increasing Value of Girls’ Education 
Education emerged as a key factor influencing marriage trends, with participants noting a growing
awareness of its importance for girls. Among them, 18 out of 28 female participants and 10 out of 28
male participants across interviews and FGDs emphasized the role of education in delaying early
marriages. Participants attributed this shift to increased awareness and community efforts. A male
participant from Jamshoro remarked, “Now there is awareness, and people are conscious. God willing,
we will let girls go to school now” (Male Participant, 16–18, Jamshoro, FGD).
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This section examines perceived shifts in marriage practices, including the role of education, social
influences, and cultural norms in driving or impeding change.

Changing Trends in Age of Marriage
Participants observed varying trends in marriage practices across the districts. In both Sheikhupura 
and Jamshoro, early-age marriages, defined as marriages below the age of 18, remain prevalent. 16 
out of 28 female participants and 18 out of 28 male participants across interviews and FGDs reported 
no significant change in this trend. However, some participants noted a shift toward later marriages, 
stating that marriages above the age of 18 were becoming more common. 



 Figure 3.2: Female Participant Responses on marriage versus continuing education 
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The following data presents the survey responses of 15 male and 15 female participants from Sheikhpura
when asked between the importance of seizing a good marriage opportunity versus continuing
education,

 

Figure 3.1: Male Participant Responses on marriage versus continuing

education 
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This change was partly driven by parents' desire for their children to forge better lives and achieve
financial independence, often informed by their own challenging experiences. Community influence and
NGO interventions were also highlighted as critical drivers of this positive trend. However, traditional
gender norms remain a significant obstacle. Many participants observed that families often view girls’
education as secondary to their roles as wives and mothers. One participant explained, “They think girls
should be educated a lot too, but boys should be educated more because they will take care of their
families” (Female Participant, 20, Jamshoro, Interview).

Social influence emerged as a significant factor in shaping trends related to early marriage and education
within communities. Social networks significantly contribute to the maintenance and propagation of
gender norms. Individuals are often influenced by their ‘reference group’ or ‘reference network’, which
consists of people in their immediate social circle who shape their behaviors and choices. These reference
groups vary depending on the context; for instance, those impacting a person's marriage decisions might
differ from those affecting their fashion choices. People gather social cues from the behaviors and
attitudes of others or broader group trends, using this information to infer social norms. This is driven by a
fundamental human desire to belong and avoid the potential social exclusion that comes from deviating
from established norms (Blanton and Burkley 2008; Fiske 2018, p.12; Blanton and Christie 2003). Hence,
female participants frequently highlighted how decisions regarding marriage are often influenced by
observing others in their communities. As one participant noted, “If one person has done something, the
other would want something better. But yes, their decisions do get influenced” (Female, 21, Sheikhupura,
Interview). This underscores the ripple effect of communal decision-making, where the actions of a single
family or group can shift broader norms within the community.

Broader Social Influences

While there is a growing narrative emphasizing the importance of education for girls, particularly in urban
areas like Jamshoro, societal expectations around marriage and familial obligations continue to
counterbalance these advancements. The disparities between perceived progress and actual practices are
stark. For example, despite some participants' belief that early marriage is decreasing, UNICEF (2018) data
reveals that 31.2% of women in Sindh and 20.8% in Punjab are still married before the age of 18. These
figures highlight the enduring influence of deeply rooted norms related to family honor and religious
beliefs, which serve as substantial barriers to broader social change.

These entrenched biases reflect broader societal expectations, particularly in rural areas where women
face limited employment opportunities and are expected to prioritize household responsibilities (Lolyd et
al., 2005). For instance, a participant from Sheikhupura noted that most of the girls he studied with
dropped out, with only 5–10% continuing their education while others were redirected to household
duties. Such trends are further corroborated by the Pakistan Alliance for Girls Education (2021), which
ranks Sheikhupura ninth in Punjab on the Gender Parity Index (GPI) with a score of 0.623. On average,
males in Sheikhupura complete 5.3 years of schooling compared to 3.3 years for females, demonstrating
the persistent gap in educational attainment between genders.
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Social network theory posits that individuals are embedded in a web of social relationships, with the
strength of these relationships dictating their influence on an individual (Marin and Wellman 2011, 12). In
the case of close-knit communities such as those of the research participants, extended family members
are also neighbors and kinsmen, and contribute to the ripple effects that drive decision-making which
impacts women and girls. This effect is particularly evident in education-related decisions. Educated
families often serve as role models, inspiring others to prioritize education for their children. A female
participant shared, “…other girls do get impressed by us. This is because everyone in my family is
educated, and our relatives who are not educated themselves looked at us and got their children
educated as well” (Female Participant, 21, Sheikhupura). Similarly, in communities where families delay
the marriage of their daughters, neighbors and extended families tend to follow suit, slowly fostering a
culture that values delayed marriages.

Teachers were frequently identified as critical agents of change. Many young participants emphasized the
pivotal role of teachers in promoting education and challenging norms surrounding early marriage. A
female participant remarked, “Our teachers are equal to our parents, but they make us understand not to
get married at a younger age. They make us understand things the same way a parent does” (Female
Participant, 14, Jamshoro, Interview). Teachers not only provided guidance to students but also
intervened in cases where early marriages were being arranged, advocating for continued education. For
instance, a participant explained how her teacher inspired her to prioritize education over marriage: “So,
when I was 13 years old, I used to think that I should get married by 18. But then I had a teacher who
taught us the importance of marriage and the importance of education. Since then, my interest in
education has increased” (Male Participant, 16, Sheikhupura, Interview).

Educators thus serve as role models, influencing both students and their parents, particularly in rural and
resource-limited areas (Kabeer, 2011). The socially respected status of teachers allows them to challenge
entrenched norms and advocate for positive change.

However, broader structural challenges persist. Participants from older age groups (19–21) noted that
individuals or institutions with significant local influence, such as police or feudal lords, could play a crucial
role in altering marriage trends. While their interventions are currently limited to resolving disputes
related to dowries and debts, participants believed that leveraging their authority could drive meaningful
changes in early marriage practices



1. Influence of Social Networks and Ripple Effects 
Social networks have a profound impact on shaping norms. In close-knit communities, 
decisions by one family—such as educating daughters or delaying marriage—can positively
influence others. 
Conversely, actions perceived as socially risky, such as a girl eloping, trigger restrictive measures
that limit girls' mobility and education for others in the network. 

● 

2. Education vs. Marriage 
● Adolescents often face a binary choice between education and marriage, with no middle 

ground. 
● Limited access to diverse and inclusive education options reduces opportunities to negotiate 

delayed marriage, especially for those not inclined toward academic pursuits. 

3. Awareness of and Attitudes Toward Laws 
● Young people exhibit low awareness of child marriage laws, which they perceive as irrelevant 

to their lived realities. 

● Despite this, they generally oppose early marriages but often set personal limits for acceptable 
marriage ages (both minimum and maximum), showing nuanced attitudes. 

4. Limited Autonomy and Decision-Making 

● Parents, particularly fathers, are seen as the ultimate decision-makers, leaving young people 
with little perceived autonomy in matters like marriage. 

● A sense of resignation among young people underscores the need for targeted sensitization 
efforts for parents. 

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

● 

● Young people’s decisions are shaped by emotional ties to their families, where compliance 
often stems from love and respect rather than agreement with restrictive norms. 

● This highlights the complexity of navigating compliance and resistance within deeply 
relational contexts. 

6. Aspirations Amidst Normative Constraints 
● While normative views are often expressed, many young people articulate aspirations for 

education, delayed marriage, and a future different from traditional expectations. 

7. Role Models and Inspiration 

● While participants did not frequently report direct role models, some found inspiration in older
siblings, teachers, or members of their extended family

8. Negotiation and Advocacy Strategies 

● Adolescents, particularly girls, demonstrate resilience and agency through negotiation tactics, 
such as bargaining for continued education after marriage. 

● Mothers often emerge as advocates, using their influence to delay marriages or support 
daughters' aspirations. 

9. Early Internalization of Norms and Potential for Change 

● Norms are internalized at a young age, yet many adolescents actively question them, 
indicating a potential for transformative change through targeted interventions. 

10. Variability in Perceptions of Marriage 

● Not all girls hold romanticized notions of marriage. Many express an aversion, particularly 
when marital life is framed as liberating, but interventions must account for the diversity of 
perspectives among young people. 

5. Emotional Landscapes and Compliance/Resistance 
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DISCUSSION 

Social networks emerged as both barriers to and enablers of change in attitudes and behaviors related to
CEFMU. On one hand, these networks often perpetuate harmful norms. Parents, elder siblings, and
extended family members—particularly elders—play a central role in enforcing traditions that prioritize
family honor over individual autonomy. This dynamic is exacerbated in communities where families live in
close proximity, fostering high levels of daily interaction and reinforcing collective expectations (McKinley,
C.E and Lilly, 2022). For instance, when one family decides to marry their daughters early, this decision often
cascades, influencing others within the family or community to follow suit.

Conversely, social networks can also act as vehicles for positive change. Instances where families 
decide to educate their daughters demonstrate a ripple effect that encourages other parents to make
similar decisions, particularly when tangible benefits—such as a woman’s earning potential—become
visible. Similarly, mothers within these networks can advocate for their daughters, leveraging their familial
roles to delay marriages or secure continued education. Such advocacy, though limited in scope, can foster
small yet meaningful shifts in community norms.

Teachers, while not the most influential figures in most cases, play a subtle but pivotal role in driving
change. First, they inspire young people, particularly girls, by nurturing their aspirations and demonstrating
that it is possible to attain education or work outside the home, even after marriage. Second, they act as
mediators, engaging with parents—especially mothers—to advocate for girls’ education. Teachers often
adopt an empathetic approach, aligning with parents' concerns while pushing for educational attainment,
particularly up to matriculation. These interventions, while localized, can plant the seeds for broader social
transformation.
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This study examined how gender norms and social networks influence young people’s attitudes and
behaviors around child and early forced marriage (CEFMU), identified the key decision-makers in these
contexts, and explored pathways to transform gender norms to eliminate CEFMU rather than perpetuate it.
While the findings align with broader literature on the influence of patriarchal norms and community
structures, they also reveal unique insights into young people’s lived experiences and perspectives.

Despite the existence of legal frameworks, including Sindh’s progressive law setting the minimum marriage
age at 18, early marriages remain widespread in both districts. This underscores a significant gap between
legislation and the lived realities of young people, where legal protections are neither well-known nor
enforced. Many participants expressed skepticism about the relevance of laws in Pakistan, noting that if
regulations in other domains are not effectively enforced or followed, laws governing private and familial
matters, such as marriage, are even less likely to be observed. 
Relying solely on legislation to drive change is insufficient in this context. Legal socialization—the process
through which individuals develop respect for and compliance with legal systems—appears weak in these
communities. Fine and van Rooij (2021) argue that “the obligation to obey the law originates in who people
are, how they have been socialized, and how they view the legal system.”

Laws Are Not Enough: The Disconnect Between Legal Protections and Lived Realities 

Social Networks: Barriers and Vehicles for Change



Adolescents are Active Negotiators

The perpetuation of gender norms surrounding child and early marriages is deeply tied to the emotional
and relational realities of young people, not merely their adherence to societal expectations. Participants’
acceptance of norms like parental authority and family honor often reflected trust, love, and a sense of
relational duty rather than blind conformity. This was inferred not only from their explicit statements but
also from non-verbal cues, incomplete sentences, and the nuances of face-to-face interactions. These
observations reveal that compliance with norms is as much about preserving relationships and emotional
bonds as it is about societal conditioning.

A key insight from this study is that adolescents are not passive recipients of norms but active negotiators,
constantly navigating restrictive environments. Girls, in particular, employ strategic resistance to delay
marriage, often leveraging education as a bargaining tool. Participants described how they persuaded
parents or fiancés to allow them to continue schooling as a condition of marriage. These actions reveal that
young people creatively carve out space to shape their futures, even within the confines of deeply
entrenched norms. 

Khalid (2022) highlights that women exercise agency within structural constraints through strategic, lifelong
“silences,” arguing that “aspirations lead to agency, which is often navigated in structures of constraint.” This
resonates with the experiences of young people in this study, who displayed both resignation to compulsory
marriage and traditional gender roles while negotiating to keep their aspirations alive. A compelling example
comes from an eighth-grade girl in a rural village in Jamshoro. She shared that she was set to marry her
cousin, a man ten years her senior, at the end of her current academic term. Despite her wistful admission
that she dreamed of becoming a doctor, she felt there was no option to refuse or delay the marriage.
However, she had already initiated conversations with her fiancé, asking him to allow her to continue her
education after marriage. Khalid (2022) observes that women’s efforts to navigate constraints, regardless of
their ultimate outcomes, represent a form of power. Similarly, adolescents, through their concessions and
victories, wield their own agency, even in highly constrained circumstances. Notably, boys in this study also
reported limited decision-making authority regarding their marriages, further underscoring the pervasive
lack of autonomy among adolescents. 

These findings emphasize the importance of recognizing adolescents as active agents of change, not just
beneficiaries of development programs. Effective programming must build adolescents’ capacity to
negotiate and advocate within their families and communities in ways that align with their lived realities
rather than relying solely on external frameworks developed by non-local actors or experts. Even when
the choices available are limited, such as pursuing education up to a certain level or delaying marriage
rather than avoiding it entirely, or convincing parents for a long engagement, these negotiations are
significant. This was the case for the participants in this study, and it demonstrates the agency young
people exercise, even within constrained circumstances, to influence outcomes that shape their futures. 

The Emotional and Relational Dimensions of Norms 
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Strategic interventions should leverage the existing social fabric to drive norm transformation by identifying
and collaborating with advocates such as teachers and progressive family members. These individuals can
amplify ripple effects within communities, promoting shifts in attitudes and behaviors. While many
development programs already train teachers and community influencers, it is essential that these efforts
go beyond traditional approaches. Programs must actively center the voices of young people, ensuring their
direct involvement in shaping and implementing these interventions - we must consider young people’s
perceptions of which patterns ripple effects follow and which would be most impactful for increasing their
individual autonomy. 



Boys, too, described their responsibilities to their families as grounded in love and respect. They expressed a
moral duty to meet their parents’ expectations, including in marriage decisions, framing this as part of their
broader relational obligations. For both boys and girls, relational trust played a key role in shaping their
attitudes, making it difficult to separate normative adherence from the emotional realities of their
relationships.

Participants often repeated ideas such as “Families always want the best for their children,” which might
traditionally be viewed as evidence of internalized norms. However, these repetitions also revealed an
underlying trust in their parents’ care and intentions. While young people’s acceptance of parental authority
was undoubtedly shaped by societal structures, it also stemmed from a relational context where decisions
were viewed as acts of love and protection. This duality complicates the narrative of compliance, showing
how norms are sustained not only through structural enforcement but also through emotional connections
within families.

While not a prominent theme in the structured data collection, informal interactions during the study
highlighted young girls' concerns about the potential loss of friendships as a significant disruption brought
about by marriage. Marriage often requires girls to leave their parental homes and fully assume their roles
as wives, which may lead to social isolation (Lebni et al., 2023). This emotional and physical separation from
friends and family was reflected in fears expressed formally and informally to the research team in the field.
These young people spoke of their emotional attachment to their friends and the perceived threat that
marriage and its responsibilities could pose to these relationships. This perspective points to the relational
dynamics that merit further exploration.
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For example, when participants spoke about the importance of respecting their parents’ decisions, their
statements often reflected an emotional connection. Girls, in particular, described their role in maintaining
family honor as an act of love and duty rather than a simple adherence to norms. This sense of love was also
evident in their discussions of the emotional pain associated with leaving their families after marriage,
highlighting the deep relational bonds that shaped their acceptance of restrictive practices. In many cases,
these emotions were conveyed indirectly, through hesitations, pauses, or fragmented sentences that hinted
at unspoken tensions between their personal aspirations and relational obligations.

Peer Relations 

These findings suggest that the emotional-relational aspects of gender norms cannot be overlooked. While
norms such as obedience and family honor appear rigid, they are deeply intertwined with young people’s
experiences of care and connection within their families. Addressing these realities requires approaches that
acknowledge the role of love, trust, and relational bonds while challenging the restrictive practices that limit
young people’s autonomy. Facilitating open conversations within families, grounded in mutual respect and
shared aspirations, could help navigate these tensions and encourage reflection on how norms impact both
individual choices and familial relationships.

This suggests an untapped potential in peer relations, which are often undervalued and actively discouraged,
especially for girls. Social norms that prioritize family connections over friendships restrict the formation of
alternative support networks outside immediate familial structures. Feminist scholars underscore the
importance of peer relationships in fostering identity, agency, and autonomy among adolescent girls. Early
marriages disrupt these connections, isolating young girls emotionally and limiting their access to diverse
perspectives, encouragement, and solidarity (Juntunen & Bauman, 2012). The absence of peer relationships
compounds the emotional toll of navigating both compliance 
with and resistance to societal norms.



Friendships hold significant promise as sources of emotional and practical support. For girls, especially,
these connections could provide safe spaces for sharing experiences and developing strategies to
renegotiate restrictive norms, such as early marriage. Encouraging the value of friendships from an early age
—through education and programs that model and celebrate peer relationships—can challenge the
undervaluation of these bonds. For example, fostering environments that normalize and nurture friendships
as vital emotional connections, rather than treating family as the sole source of identity and care, could
strengthen young people's social networks. 

Conclusion 
Gender norms perpetuate child and early forced marriage by valuing girls primarily as bearers of family
honor and tying their worth to marriageability. These norms are reinforced by parental authority,
community expectations, and limited opportunities for girls to envision alternative futures. Young people’s
attitudes are deeply influenced by patriarchal norms and social networks, which prioritize family honor and
traditional roles. However, their actions reveal a complex interplay of compliance and resistance, as they
navigate constraints through negotiation and strategic alliances.

Transforming gender norms requires leveraging the dual role of social networks as both barriers to and
enablers of change while centering young people’s aspirations. This study uncovered a latent demand for
change among adolescents, evidenced by their aspirations for education, financial independence, and
delayed marriage. These aspirations highlight the potential for bottom-up change. Programs that focus on
young people’s dreams and ambitions—offering role models, fostering supportive peer relations, and
providing tangible pathways to achieve their goals—could catalyze shifts in community norms.

This research underscores the complexity of CEFMU as both a product of structural inequalities and a site of
individual and collective resistance. By centering the voices of young people and examining
their strategies for navigating restrictive environments, it offers a nuanced understanding of how gender
norms and social networks operate—and how they might be transformed. Future interventions must
address not only the legal and structural dimensions of CEFMU but also engage with the emotional,
relational, and aspirational aspects of young people’s lives to create meaningful and lasting change.
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Interventions should prioritize embedding the value of peer relations within existing community and school
systems rather than relying solely on external mechanisms like youth groups or peer-to-peer education
models. This approach aligns with the finding that young people in this study did not commonly identify
their peers as role models. Incorporating the relational and emotional dimensions of young people’s lives
into program designs is essential. Adolescents navigate their realities within deeply relational contexts
where love, loyalty, and fear of causing harm to their families shape their decisions. Validating and fostering
peer relationships not only provides emotional support but also challenges norms that limit their identities
to family roles. By doing so, young people can envision and pursue futures that reflect their aspirations
while building solidarity to counter entrenched societal norms. 
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