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Abstract 

Child marriage is a human rights violation that jeopardizes health and growth, limits 
opportunities for empowerment, disrupts education and social development, and increases 
the chances of exposure to abuse and violence. This study was designed to know about the 
challenges and issues in policy making and the implementation process regarding child 
marriages in Pakistan. The study was purely qualitative in nature and the data was 
obtained through in-depthinterviews from 14 respondents selected through purposive 
sampling technique. The findings of the research study demonstrate that regardless of 
being signatory to the international convention, the rate of child marriages in Pakistan is 
still high and prevalent factors relate to religion, traditional customs, gender norms, family 
practices, level of education, poverty, local laws, and patriarchy. Sometimes interfamily and 
tribe conflicts are resolved on mutual agreement and this agreement involves payment of 
money, debt settlement or transfer of daughters which might be child at the time of 
resolution of conflict. The policy makers and implementers face these factors as the main 
hurdles in implantation of laws regarding child marriage. Besides legislation, this practice 
can be protected by strong awareness campaign which includes educating the people 
specially Nikah-khuwan, communicating people about its health hazards, and psychological 
issues. Further by ensuring that state laws should not be over ruled against local custom or 
tribal laws. The study also suggests that awareness and monitoring about child marriages 
is the need of the day.  
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Introduction: 

Child marriage has persisted for centuries in the world. The statistics shows that over 40 
countries, mainly in South Asia, South East Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, as well asin 
Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Nepal, India and Pakistan, the early marriage of children, 
particularly of the girl child is very common and mostly practiced(Rehan, 2017). Almost all 
the countries ratified different global conventions and assure the protection of child and 
women rights which also consist the minimum age of marriages which is 18 years (Parson 
et al, 2015).Children, as defined by the “United Nations Children's Fund” (UNICEF) and the 
“Convention on the Rights of the Child” (CRC) are persons below the age of 18 years while 
Child Marriage is defined as “A marriage of a girl or boy before the age of 18 and refers to 
both formal marriages and informal unions in which children under the age of 18 live with 
a partner as if married” (UNICEF, 2017). Children are considered as vulnerable group in the 
context of human rights by International conventions in 1924 which was in reaction to 
massive child labor or employment practices throughout the world. From that point 
onwards, the rights of children and their protection and promotion has received 
considerable global attention. These rights, including the issue of child marriage have been 
addressed by various legal treaties and instruments, including the “Convention on 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women” (CEDAW, 1979) and the 
“Convention on the Rights of the Child” (CRC, 1989).  

 
The recent 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDGs) highlighted the fact that child 
marriage practice is interlinked with depriving child from right to education, enjoyment of 
the highest attainable standard of physical and mental sustainable development (World 
Bank, 2017). This under age marriage practice is also violation to United Nations 
agreements on the marriage belowminimum age and child protection from sexual 
exploitation, which have been enacted since 1948 (GNB, 2017). 
Throughout the world, the highest ratio of child marriages is prevailing in South Asia. Less 
than half (45%) of all women in the age of 20 to 24 are being married before the age of 
eighteen. According to UNICEF (2017). One girl among 5 beingmarried before the age of 
fifteen-years. Child marriage is not only the violation of children’s rights but make them 
vulnerable to different physical abuse and exploitation. Child marriage in Pakistan is 
considered as complex issue and the main factors which make it complex are religious 
understanding, traditional customs, patriarchy, economic factors and blind beliefs. (GNB, 
2017; Rehan, 2013; Svanemyr et al, 2015; UNICEF, 2017). Marriage is regarded as a private 
subject in Pakistani culture. It is also very difficult to obtain the absolute information about 
child marriages in true sense. The basic reason behind this is that most of the marriages are 
not registered and the family of the child mostly put fake ages of the child, especially girl 
child while getting married. Such practices are very common in Pakistan’s rural areas 
where the access to birth and marriage certificate is not accessible and even there is no 
practice of such marriage registration. Similarly, there are very less data available in the 
accurate information about the children getting married before 15 years. The available data 
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is mostly out dated or less correct. According to the recent statistics, Baluchistan is leading 
in the child marriage while Khyber Pakhtunkhwa is on second (PDHS, 2012-13). 
The child wedding may be a social drawback, yet itpersistsin Pakistan despite the signatory 
to international convention on prohibition of child marriage. This persistence is the result 
of lack of will in implementation of existing legislation due to traditional norms, family 
conflicts and religious understandings. These conflicting provisions have majorly impacted 
the child marriage legislation implementation in true essence by rendering laws ineffectual 
and in consequently resulted in inadequate protection of child in case of child marriage in 
Pakistan. Research work on the subject “child marriage in Pakistan” is scare and still under 
progress. This issue is mostly considered as religiously and culturally sensitive and, on that 
account,it is reluctantly investigated.In Pakistan there is still room for worthy research 
which analyzes the Challenges& Issues in Policy Making and Implementation in Pakistan. It 
is required to examine the existing legislation on child marriage and its effectiveness in 
child protection especially female child and the gaps between international convention 
requirements on child marriage and current legislation in Pakistan. 
The present study was aimed to fill this research gap by documenting the viewpoint of 
policy makers and policy implementers on child marriage in Pakistan. Note that we do not 
set forth to debate Islam’s stance on child marriage, rather to explore the minds and views 
of the government body and find out the obstacles which hinder the eradication of the 
practice. 
 
Research Methodology  

The researchers used qualitative methods to explore the views of policy makers and 
implementers on child marriage. Interpretive approach was used to have a profound 
insight of the research topic under contemplation. Data for this research paper was 
assembled from in-depth interviews conducted with 14 participants by using purposive 
sampling technique. An immense effort was made in selecting policy makers and 
implementers in Islamabad. To take the view of the matter, we also interviewed family 
court judges, family court lawyers, members of Islamic ideology council and some 
executive members of non-governmental organization whom were having knowledge and 
expertise on this issue. Total out of twenty, 4 said they were too busy; two withdraw at the 
time of interview. In the end, fourteen interviewees got agreed to take part in study. 
In this study a policy maker means a person responsible for formulating or involved in 
policies making, particularly in politics and legislation. Policy makers and implementers 
were contacted personally at their offices andwere informed about the research and its 
objectives, and they were then requested to be part of research work.The qualitative 
research method was used for getting the in-depth understanding about the concept of 
child marriages with respect to the current legal position and structural challenges in 
policy making and implementation in Pakistan 
This research study utilized unstructured interview guide to facilitate the participants. An 
in-depth interview guide was drafted and modified a few times by the researchers. Open 
ended questions were developed to determine the view point of policy makers and 
implementers, on child marriage. Open ended questions included: 
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• Does the children in Pakistan effectively protected against the practice of child 
marriage?  

• How the Pakistan state taking the practice of child marriages and could state 
fulfilling its obligation in the light of International convention? 

• What is the current legal position in Pakistan about child marriage?  
• What kind of hurdles exists that prohibits the abolition of the practice of child 

marriage in Pakistan?  
 
Participants Characteristics: 

The fourteen interviewed participants were both male and female. The age range was from 
thirty to fifty-eight years and all the respondents represented diverse educational 
backgrounds. 
.. 

S No. Organization Designation No of 
participants 

1 Parliament Member 1 
2 Parliament Member 1 
3 Parliament Member 1 
4 Parliament Member 1 
5 Islamic ideology council Chairman 1 
6 Islamic ideology council Member 2 
7 Family court Judge 2 
8 Family court Lawyer 3 
9 NGO Executive body 2 

 
Thematic Analysis 
 
1. The practice of child marriages in Pakistan  

The underage marriage is a kind of practice which creates a vulnerable situation for the 
children especially the female child to face different kind of violence which can harm her 
both mentally and socially. The eradication of child marriage is the need of the day to 
protect our younger generation in the light of global conventions. The marriage before 
eighteen years is a common practice in Pakistan and according to the statistics of UNICEF 
(2017), more than 21% girl’s child getting married before the age of eighteen.  
 
One of the respondentswas of the viewthat, ‘it is evident that in Pakistan there is strong 
dominancy of custom, tradition and culture practices, and patriarchal dominance’. These 
thingspave the way for marriages before the age of eighteen. Under some tradition like 
Vani, Swara, Watta-Satta in the rural areas of Pakistanfemale child become the victims of 
child marriage and interestingly these customs are approved by the Jirga and Panchayat. It 
is more common in rural areas where the practices of anti-women acts are common like 
Swara marriage, Khoon-Baha, marriage with Quran, Vani etc.  
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Regarding this one of the respondents was of the views that: 

 
“Our focus is more on cultural and societal norms where female child is considered as a 
burden and the family wants to remove this burden as soon as possible which might be due 
to poverty or having numbers of daughtersand sometimes it becomes amatter of prestige 
that their daughter is married early and which promotes practice child marriage”. 

 
In Pakistan one of the main reasons for child marriage is poverty and people consider the 
daughter as burden and want to get rid of their responsibility of marrying their daughters 
as soon as possible. Prestige is also a drive for early marriages particularly for girls.Further, 
another respondent was of the opinion that‘economic issueis one of the main factorsand 
due to poverty, the girls get married soon’. He also stated that sometimes early marriage 
practice is followed to increase economic resources like early marriage leads to many 
children and then they will be in the mode of making money by placing their children in 
domestic child labor and beggar. Another respondent saidthat: 
“There is lack of education, awareness and customs which pave way for marriages before 
the age of eighteen. Poverty, Number of daughters and the fear of their aging and baradari 
system also plays an important role in practicing such marriages.Family laws exist but 
these are not practically abided and even government does not pursue to make it 
compulsory to abide law”. 
 
In Pakistan, there aremany factors like lack of education, awareness, customs, fear of aging 
amongst daughters, poverty and family system, child marriage is very common, and this 
practice is not protected in Pakistan.Regarding the practice and existing laws, another 
respondent was of the view that: 
“There are many loopholes. Child marriage law is not implemented here, and the reasons 
are unawareness, bribery, family pressure, political pressure, culture, values and the 
people don’t want to get rid of it.” 
Regarding the practice and existing laws, the respondents were of the views that these are 
not effective and have many loop holes. The persons responsible for its implementation 
don’t have will to implement it. The Nikah registrar even don’t have knowledge of child 
marriage law and police does not intervene. If even complaint is lodge about child 
marriage, police don’t act to punish culprits which might be due bribery, local political and 
family pressure. Furthermore,individuals are bound with different cultures, value systems 
as well as we have different customs, traditions which theyhave to abide. We are bound to 
it and that is the reason of practicing the child marriages. 

 
2. Legal Position on child marriage in Pakistan 

In May 2017, the National Assembly of Pakistan overruled the Child Marriage Restraint Act 
for the 2nd time. The suggestion would have increased the permitted age for marriage from 
16 to 18 nationwide. According to the modification in penal code made by parliament in 
February 2017, people involved in child marriage will face 5-10 years imprisonment and a 
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fine of about 1million.Similar law was made by Sindh Assembly in April 2014 known as 
Sindh Child Marriage Restraint Act, which ensures 18 years as minimum marriage age and 
underage marriages as a punishable offense. In Punjab province, the lower age for marriage 
remained 16 years, however, harsh rules against underage marriages remained unchanged. 
Girls are more vulnerable in case of child marriage as they are married before getting 
maturity level. It deprives them for getting basic human rights. They have been exploited 
through forced pregnancies and which have health hazards as per health report of 
Pakistan.Many laws and legislations exist but not implemented in true spirit. This practice 
can be protected besides legislation, there is a need to educate people, awareness of people 
about its merits and demerits and check on customs etc.One of the respondents shared 
that: 
“legislation is important but only legislation couldn’t work alone, the society, media, 
religious leaders and law makers, civil society should work together to stop the practices of 
child marriage”. 
Another respondent in this regard laid stress on the awareness about this issue in common 
masses and especially in those areas where the practice is common and need immediate 
response to stop it. He further said that different laws are already present. We have more 
than 15 laws and are in practice. Their adequacy depends upon its implementation and 
will.On question of implementation you come across challenges of religious sentiments, 
local customs, poverty, education and government writ. It depends on the legislators and 
government to include the provisions in existing laws to make it compatible with global 
requirements. Media can also play a very vital role in spreading knowledge awareness we 
should use this forum.  

 
3. Legal challenges and obstacles hinder the eradication of the practice of child 

marriage in Pakistan 

Child marriage (early marriages) is one of the major hurdles in the development of many 
nations in the world. However, at individual family level it is considered as a solution for 
poverty, cultural pressure and girl’s safety. But in reality, it always had negative impact on 
girl’s life, families and country as well. One respondent stated that 
“We are bound with different cultures, value systems, we have different 
customs&traditions which we have to abide. we are bound to it. If in any culture child 
marriage is common, we cannot do anything for it. And poor legislation contributes to 
continue the practice as well”. 

The enforced child marriages are the most difficult to tackle as this practice is mainly due 
to different socioeconomic and cultural values of some tribes or communities. Some 
solutions to this problem have also been identified as a result of research and development 
work related to child marriage. In this research study, one of the respondents was of the 
views that ‘it is not the matter of law but actually there is a need of education and 
awareness among people about child marriage’. Law is made, but,society has many 
dimensions like norms, customs, and religious aspects. While devising such laws, all these 
aspects must be considered along with global and regional provisions.  Another respondent 
added in this regard that 
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“Many families, those have higher numbers of daughters prefer early child marriage. They 
fear that their daughters will get over age and other sisters will have issues in marriage. It 
is common practice in the rural areas of the country, where most of the time minor girls 
become victim to resolve disputes among families and tribes. No political and law 
implementing agencies take measures against such incident due to fear of losing vote and 
public support thus reluctant to make strong legislation as it includes religious sentiments”. 

 
Similarly, the views of other respondents are that one of the important challenges is that 
society does not play its role. If society performs the role at their end to eliminate this 
practice collectively, the issue can be addressed thereafter. Secondly there is very less 
awareness and in order to eliminate or reduce this practice, a strong awareness campaign 
must be initiated. Further added that due to lack of implementation of laws, less 
punishment, low fine are cultural norms are also the hindrances in the eradication of the 
practices. On the contrary, the other respondent who is an Islamic scholar clearly said that  
“We are in favor of suppression of child marriage,but we cannot impose it to anyone by 
making legislation which can create complex situation for the family and why should we 
impose it. If anyone wants to marry in earlyage,family is ready, girl is ready then who we 
are to stop it? Existing legal system is a weak and not updated as per terms of global 
conventions and we cannot amend it as well. However, you can give awareness to people to 
eradicate this practice.  If you will make law, then there should be some relaxation as well 
that if someone wants to marry before 18 and put request in court and the reason is valid 
then we should give permission to them. 
 
Some of the respondents were in favor of suppression of the practice but not 
supporting to legalize the age. They shared that if the government made the 
consensus on legalizing the age, there should be some relaxation for them.The people 
can decide what is better for their kids. It is important to sensitize them about their 
pros and cons. 

 
4. Achieving the eradication of child marriage in Pakistan 

It is evident that the marriage before the age of eighteen years is huge social problem in 
Pakistan, but Pakistan is not alone in the list. A respondent shared that: 
“Child marriage is a hot issue nowadays, I’m in favor of eliminating such practices. I will try 
my best to make consensus and legalize the age up to 18 years. Child marriage is very 
common, and Pakistan is at 6th in ranking in the list of UNICEF with reference to child 
marriages. The people don’t know the health hazards &psychological problems of child due 
to it”. 
Legislation is important but education, awareness and curbing the orthodox non-human 
customs like Wani, Swaraetc. will be major factors of the eradication of child marriage in 
Pakistan. One of the respondents mentioned that beside the legislation, it is necessary to 
work on the other aspect too to handle this issue.Another one added that ‘Media plays a 
very important role to give awareness. The people should be sensitized about the severity 
of the issue and spread the awareness about this issue among the masses. Similarly, radio 
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Pakistan covers a wide range in country, we should use this medium to educate the people, 
sensitize them.  Another requirement is that we should train our Nikkankhoan and the 
training should be mandatory’. 
 
Discussion over Findings 

Economic aspects, culture, tradition, are some of the reasons for prevailing child marriage 
(Raj, 2010). Some of the respondents of our study reported that poverty, culture, less 
implementation and lack of awareness are the major factors which spread the culture of 
child marriages in Pakistan. It was revealed that factors like economic deprivation, low 
literacy rate, less financial independence for women, culture, traditions, patriarchy are 
major contributors to this problem. All these factors are key points for violating women’s 
rights and to ensure male dominance. While policy and legislation require strengthening, it 
is also necessary to look at socio-cultural, political and economic drivers of child 
marriage.The absence of a birth certificate (particularly for girls) due to lack of mandatory 
birth registration, or weak regulation, as well as lack of marriage registration makes the 
victim unable to prove their early marriage (Thomas, 2009). One of the respondents added 
that people are not willing to stop the practice of child marriage even if we make laws too. 
They find fake ways like using affidavit not birth certificate and by not registering the 
nikkah deed. Religious leaders and their perceptions have very deep influence on people in 
Pakistan. (Lanes.s, 2011).Some of the respondents were of the opinion that Common trends 
across the world indicate that pre-existing inequalities such as patriarchal social structures 
which are the drivers of child marriage into action, or as justifications. When so-called 
religious teachings are used to justify child or early marriage, the divinity of religion makes 
rationalizing of the practice difficult and near impossible to challenge. The interference by 
and inclusion of religious fundamentalists in matters of the state make it harder still to 
challenge essential zing discourses. Illiteracy, less awareness and knowledge are some 
causes of expansion this practice especially in rural areas. (UNFPA,2007). Most of the 
respondents of the study stated that awareness is very important the people should be 
sensitized about the severity of the issue and spread the awareness about this issue among 
the masses both in urban as well as in rural areas. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The evidence in this study shows that child marriages are prevailed in Pakistan with high 
number and stems in the customs, traditions, patriarchy, culture, norms& values as well. 
Especially the study focused on the dominant structural practices which guide the norms, 
values, and customs to pave the way for child marriages in Pakistan. It is clear that all the 
structural and material motives are behind the practice of child marriages in the country 
and the government’s role is also very crucial. The study finding show that there is lack of 
structural implementation of law about child marriages and the issue in implementation. 
After 18th amendments,it goes to provincial matter and still they are under debate in the 
respective provinces. Various causes and practices have been discussed and the stress has 
been given on the awareness and the role of local people and civil society. For the 
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elimination of marriages before the age of eighteen,it is required that major steps and 
action from the entire stakeholder with consensus should be performed by the Government 
of Pakistan with respect of law making and its implementation. 
 
Recommendation 
  
On the basis of the finding of the study, the following suggestions have been put forwarded. 

1. The implementation of the law should be closely monitored to prevent child 
marriages. 

2. State must ensure universal access to education and gainful employment for girls 
which contribute directly regarding reducing early marriage and breaking the cycle 
of dependence. 

3. To achieve reduction in the number of child marriages, state must also ensure the 
elimination of biased attitudes towards females including both women and girls at 
all levels of society and in all their forms. 

4. All the major stakeholders in the community i.e. Government, NGOs, civil societies, 
elders, religious leaders, political figures must be informed about the consequences 
of child marriages and they should convince their respective community, group or 
family to stop these practices. 

5. The study indicated that due to lack of awareness and less facilities, many families 
contained unregistered marriages. To tackle this problem, there should be marriage 
registration facilities at the lower levels of both rural and urban administrative 
structures.  
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