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ABSTRACT

Marriage brings with itself several adult responsibilities and understanding of its consequences, therefore setting a
minimum age gives a legal guarantee that these responsibilities are not forced upon somebody who is not prepared
for it. Social scientists have contended that early marriage restrains women from attaining their rightful education,
accessing employment, and training opportunities, developing social relationships with peers, and participating in
civic life. Since, 18 years of age is still a transition towards adulthood and not a state of complete adulthood, it
becomes necessary to set an appropriate minimum age of marriage. Through our study we aimed to investigate the
relation between increasing the marriage age of women from 18 to 21 years and variousfactors which include
health, nutrition status, education, childbearing, and maternal mortality. It is observed that younger mothers are at
higher risk of maternal mortality. Also, younger maternal age is associated with giving birth to low birth-weight
child. Poor nutrition in young mothers can lead to nutrition deprived children and its health consequences can
extend up to adulthood. Therefore, increasing the marriage age will prevent women from becoming mother at a
younger age and will allow them to reach a better state of health in order to give birth to a healthy child. Possible
effects of raising the marriage age includes decrease in MMR, increase in literacy rate and labour force which
needs to be ascertained through research.

KEYWORDS: Marriage Age, Maternal mortality, Child marriage, Health, Nutrition, Literacy rate.

INTRODUCTION

The “correct” age of marriage of women has always been
a topic of discussion for decades in the Indian
society. The age of marriage was addressed for the first
time through the Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929,
also known as the Sarda Act, which finalised the
minimum marriageable age for girls at 14 years and for
boys at 18 years. In 1949, an amendment was made to
this law which increased the legal age of marriage of
girls from 14 to 15 years.™!

In 1978, another amendment was introduced which
raised the minimum age of marriage to 18 years for girls
and 21 years for boys. Later, the Prohibition of Child
Marriage Act, 2006 (PCMA) was enacted and the
minimum marriageable age limits were revised to 18
years for girls and 21 years for boys."!

Finally in December 2021, the bill on Prohibition of
Child Marriage (Amendment) Act, 2021 was introduced
in Lok Sabha for raising the age of marriage of women
from 18 years to 21 years.!

Although marriages for girls under 18 are currently
illegal, child marriages still pose a major challenge in the
country — as many as one quarter of women ages 20 to
24 were married before they turned 18, according to the
National Family Health Survey, 2019-21."

In 2010, 158 countries reported that 18 years was the
minimum legal age for marriage for women without
parental consent or approval by a pertinent authority.
However, in 146 countries state or customary law allows
girls younger than 18 to marry with the consent of
parents or other authorities. In 52 countries, girls under
the age of 15 can marrywith parental consent. In contrast,
18 is the legal age for marriage without consent among
males in 180 countries. Additionally, in 105 countries,
boys can marry with the consent of a parent or a
pertinent authority, and in 23 countries, boys under age
15 can marry with parental consent.[

Effect on Maternal Mortality

Maternal mortality is a major issue of concern that arises
out of early marriages of women.Early marriage
negatively affects the health of mother as well as
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theinfant. Many older studies have found a higher
maternal mortality ratio in mothers under the age of 20
years as the motheris not mature enough mentally as well
physically which in turn affects the child, leading to
higher infant mortality as well as maternal mortality."
The data on maternal deaths shows that maximum
proportion of the maternal deaths occur in the lower
bracket. India’s maternal mortality ratio has improved to
113 in 2016-18 from 122 in 2015-17 and 130 in 2014-
2016, however it is still far below the UNs SDG target of
70 per 1,00,000 live births.®

As per the latest World Bank data for Maternal Mortality
Ratio (defined as deaths to mothers during pregnancy,
childbirth or in the 42 days following delivery from
pregnancy or childbirth-related causes, per 1,000 births),
the average maternal mortality of countries with 18 years
as legal age of marriage (129 deaths per 100000 live
births) is higher than average maternal mortality of
countries with 21 as the legal age (124 deaths per 100000
live births). We believe that India’s MMR too can reduce
significantly from 113 (2018) after the legal marriage
age is increased to 21.1

Studies have shown that 20 — 24-year-old mothers are at
the lowest risk of maternal mortality.'? Among
adolescents, the risks are higher for younger women,
particularly those under age 16 years.®'* Young
mothers are particularly vulnerable to pregnancy related
morbidity such as death from eclampsia.l™™ The fact that
adolescent mothers are less likely to be educated,
wealthy, urban dwellers means that they are less likely to
access the ante-natal care which can help them negotiate
a safe path through pregnancy and childbirth.

It has been found thatbio-demographic and social
environmental factors are main drivers of excess
mortality among young mothers, it is a matter of research
to ascertain whether raising the marriage age of women
from 18 to 21 can influence these factors and hence
reduce the MMR.

Also, it is estimated at the global level that girls aged 15—
19 years are twice as likely to die from childbirth as are
women in their 20s, whereas girls younger than age 15
face a risk that is five times higher.”

Table 1: Age Distribution of Maternal Death and Age
specific fertility Rate, India, 2016-18.

Maternal Age Specific
(eIl Deaths Fe?’tilitF;/ Rate
15-19 5% 12.2
20-24 33% 122.9
25-29 32% 146.4
30-34 17% 94.7
35-39 7% 36.9
40-44 4% 12.7
45-49 1% 4.4

No of Live Births

Total Female Population

Age Specific Fertility rate =

~ Number of Maternal Deaths
Maternal Mortality ratio = — —————x 100000
Number of Live Births

Relation between marriage age and education
Education plays a vital role in determining the median
marriage age in India. According to NFHS 4, women
having 12 or more years of schooling marry much later
than other women. The median age at first marriage for
women aged 25-49 increases from 17.2 years for women
with no schooling to 22.7 years for women with 12 or
more years of schooling.[*®!

Women's Median Age at First Marriage by
Schooling

25 227

189 19.7

0455 175 18

No Schooling <5 Years 5-7 Years 89Years  10-11Years 12ormore
Complete  Complete  Complete  Complete Years
Complete

Fig. 1: Women's Median Age at First Marriage by
Schooling.

Apart from the social benefits, the increase in marriage
age will lead to enormous economic benefits for females
and empower them further. This is clear from the data
which shows that in the states where mean marriage age
is more than national average, the percentage of females
doing graduation and above are almost 5 percentage
points higher than the states where mean marriage age is
less than the national average. Also, the working age
population increases with high marriage age.
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Table 2: State-wise Female Graduate and Working Age Population
Sex Ratio % Of females in t_he age % Of_females in the
States Mean A_ge (female per group 15-49 which is working age group
of Marriage 1000 male) Graduate and above 15-59 years
Level (%) Average Level (%) | Average
J&K 25.6 927 8.7 70.4
Punjab 23.8 890 11.4 69.7
Delhi 23.7 844 21.6 69.5
Himachal Pradesh 23.6 930 15.8 67.9
Jharkhand 23.4 923 5.8 64.4
Kerala 23.2 957 21.8 13.2 66.5 68
Tamil Nadu 23.2 908 17.3 69
Gujarat 22.6 866 8.7 66.6
Karnataka 22.6 924 11.1 68.8
Maharashtra 22.6 880 12.8 67.3
Haryana 224 843 10.2 67.4
India 22.3 899 9.8 66.3
Uttar Pradesh 22.3 880 8.7 64.5
Uttarakhand 22.3 840 15.9 62.8
Andhra Pradesh 22.1 920 7.9 71.1
Assam 22.1 925 3.6 66.6
Chhattisgarh 22 958 7.8 64.5
Odisha 21.9 933 7.2 8.3 66.8 65.8
Telangana 21.9 901 125 71.4
Bihar 21.7 895 4 60.2
Rajasthan 21.7 871 10 64
Madhya Pradesh 21.4 925 6.9 63.1
West Bengal 20.9 941 6.4 68.9

Effect on Health and Nutrition

In many Indian households’ women are expected to bear
a child as soon as possible after marriage in order to
secure themselves in the marital home, and early
marriage, correspondingly, translates into childbearing in
childhood for many.

Studies conducted in many countries including India,
state that adolescent mothers as compared to adult
mothers were more prone to preterm delivery and there
are high chances of their infants to be of low birth weight
as observed from a case-control study of adolescent (16
years) and adult (>16years) women delivering in
hospitals where it was reported that adolescent mothers
were 2.7 times more likely to have delivered low birth
weight babies.['"!

Adolescents undergo rapid growth and development, and
nutritional vulnerability among this age group is
oftenoverlooked. Women faces increased chances of
nutritional risk due to physiological conditions such as
pregnancy and lactation due to depletion of fat stores and
micronutrients. With commencement of menstruation
adolescent girls become exposed to the risk of
developing anaemia and other adverse consequences
associated with it. Undernutrition, anaemia, and poor
childbearing practices in adolescent girls will increase
their susceptibility to infections, leaving them with fewer
reserves to recover from illness, and contributing to the
morbidity and undernutrition in the infants. Inadequate

of nutrients during pregnancy and prior to it, cause a
further deficiency of maternal nutritional reserves,
resulting in a deprived nutritional status of women.

In India, one third of adolescent girls marrying and
giving birth <18 years were categorized as “thin” [body
mass index (BMI) of <18.5] and 58% had severe to mild
anaemia. Overall, girls married under-age was twice as
likely to be undernourished as those married at age
25 years or above.[*®!

Healthy individuals gain, an estimated 50% of adult
weight and more than 15% of adult heightbetween the
years of 10-19 years. By beginning their reproductive
careers during this critical period of physical growth,
before biological maturity, undernourished adolescents
are likely to attain a shorter adult stature than expected,
and hence an increased risk of health complications.™

Children also face the health consequences of maternal
under-age marriage. They are more likely to begin poor
start in life and experience other social and health
penalties due to poor maternal nutritional status.

In comparison with mother aged 20-24 years, younger
maternal age at first birth (<19 years) had a 20-30%
increased risk of low-birth-weight (LBW) and pre-term
birth, a 30-40% increased risk of stunting (low height-
for-age) of children at 2 years, and failure of children to
complete secondary schooling, this analyses was
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obtained from the Consortium for Health Orientated
Research in Transitioning Societies study in Brazil,
Guatemala, India, the Philippines, and South Africaof
over 19,000 mother—child dyads.

There is also an increased risk of offspring morbidity as
younger mothers produce lower volumes of breast milk
and colostrum, which containsantibodies crucial for
building infant immunity.

In the study, we also identified 5 predictors of childhood
under-nutrition which were found to have association
with maternal under-age marriage. These include short
maternal stature, lack of maternal education, low
household wealth, poor dietary diversity, and maternal
underweight.?!

Therefore, early childbirth can lead to under-nutrition in
children which is also associated with poorer brain,
cognitive and emotional development, and capabilities.
These factors have enduring physical and mental health
and human capital consequences in adulthood.

CONCLUSION

Increasing the minimum marriage age of women from 18
to 21 can lead to an increase of nutritional status of
women as well as the child and an access to safer
pregnancies and a decrease in maternal as well as infant
health morbidities arising out of early childbirth.

Raising the minimum marriage age will probably reduce
the MMR and also increase the literacy rate of India by
more women undertaking higher education, this will lead
to them gaining employment and hence contribute to
increase labour force. In-depth research is required to
ascertain these conclusions.
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