
Understanding the social processes 
underpinning child marriage: 
The impact of protracted displacement 
in Lebanon on Syrian refugees

@
Td

h/
D

ie
go

 Ib
ar

ra



1. Introduction

@
Td

h/
D

ie
go

 Ib
ar

ra

3

1. Introduction
The marriage of girls under 18 years of age has received 
increased attention over recent years in Lebanon, 
partly due to emerging evidence of increased levels 
of child marriage amongst Syrian refugees [1]. While 
grassroots organisations have been campaigning 
to increase the legal age of marriage and prevent 
child marriage for many years [2, 3], child marriage 
amongst Syrian refugees has increased the attention 
given to this both nationally and internationally. The 
prevalence and nature of child marriage in Lebanon 
varies significantly by nationality. According to a 
baseline survey conducted by UNICEF in 2015-2016, 
6% of Lebanese girls and women aged 20 to 24 
years were married before the age of 18, compared 
to 12% of Palestinian refugees living in Lebanon, 
25% of Palestinian refugees from Syria and 40.5% 
of Syrian refugees [1]. Research has found that girls 
marry under 18 years of age for a variety of reasons, 
including social norms and traditional culture that 
accepts or values child marriage [4-8], to ensure 
girls are sufficiently protected [9-13], high levels of 
poverty and insecurity [6, 9, 12-20], low educational 
levels and school dropout [14, 21, 22], or because it is 
perceived as a religious practice [14, 21, 23-25].

Child marriage is the marriage of any person under 
the age of 18 years of age in accordance with 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 1979, the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 1989, and 
the International Convention on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 1966. It is considered a 
violation of human rights as well as being associated 
with a long list of negative consequences [26]. While 
both boys and girls are married before they turn 18 
in Lebanon, child marriage predominantly affects 
girls [14, 24]. The minimum legal age for marriage in 
Lebanon varies by religious confession as it is under 
the jurisdiction of personal status law (religious family 
law). Lebanon has 15 separate personal status laws 
for its recognised religions, which stipulate different 
ages from which a marriage can occur (see Table 
1), but there is no civil code covering issues such as 
marriage [27]. 

Over the last 5 years there has been a plethora

of research and other literature documenting 
the rise and nature of child marriage amongst 
those living in the Syrian refugee communities 
in both Jordan and Lebanon [29]. In Jordan, 
for example, previous research and literature 
has been primarily focused on confirming the 
prevalence of child marriage, the drivers of child 
marriage, the legal context of child marriage, 
the experience of child marriage, negative 
consequences and policy recommendations 
[29]. The following drivers have been identified 
in the literature;

- Social norms, tradition and culture [4-8, 30]

- Protection [5, 9-15, 19]

- Gender inequality [6, 9, 10, 23, 24]

- Poverty [6, 9, 12-20, 31-33]

- Perceived religious practice [34]

- Lack of birth registration [35, 36]

- Low educational levels and inactivity in the
home (not in school or employment) [14, 21, 22]

- Positive social status associated with marriage  
[5, 8, 11, 14, 21, 24, 30, 37-39]

The literature also indicates that families are 
likely to receive regular proposals for their 
daughters [4], however, we know little about 
the ‘social process’ of marriage, such as when 
families start to receive proposals for their 
daughters, who facilitates the process, and 
the factors that are important when they are 
considering proposals of marriage for their 
daughters, particularly when they are under 18 
years of age.

Child marriage is also often included within 
wider research on gender-based violence, 
sexual and reproductive health (SRH), maternal 
health care and child protection. Previous 
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Table 1: Marriageable age by confession and sex (taken from CEDAW Third periodic report of States 
Parties [28])

Denomination Recognized 
Marriageable age

Age at which a mar-
riage can be licensed Authority granting the license

Male Female Male Female

Sunni 18 17 17 9 (i) Judge

Shi’i Puberty Puberty 15 9 (i) Judge

Druze 18 17 16 15 Judge or Sheikh

Catholic 
denominations

16 (ii) 14 (ii)

Greek Orthodox 18 18 17 15 Priest

Armenian Orthodox 18 14 16 14 Archbishop

Syrian Orthodox 18 14

Evangelical 18 16 16 (iii) 14 (iii) Spiritual court

Assyrian Church 
of the East

18 15 Unspecified; 
if necessary, 
when health & 
circumstances 
qualify
Bishop

Bishop

Jewish 18 12.5 13 <12.5 By the authority of the father 
or with consent of the girl and 
agreement of the mother or a 
brother, if she is an orphan

(i) Although the provision exists, it is not in force, since it is no longer customary to permit marriage of girls at the age stated; (ii) 

An older age may be sanctioned, as it is stated in article 2 of Law 800 (the new law) of the Catholic denominations that Church

law may set a higher age to permit celebration of the marriage; (iii) Article 14 of the new personal status law of the Evangelical

communities in Syria and Lebanon.

research has highlighted the significant impact 
of displacement on rates and experiences of 
child marriage, despite it also having roots in 
some Syrian cultures [29]. While child marriage 
is a violation of human rights and a form of 
gender-based violence, it is also embedded 
in wider social processes of marriage. The 
social processes which underpin and facilitate 
child marriage, and how they are impacted 
by displacement, are currently not explored 
in sufficient depth for Syrian refugees. These 
social processes include decision-making 
processes, the process of consent, family 
negotiations, and adapted norms and values 
due to displacement. There is also a lack of 
information about dowries and the financial 
relationship between families. This research, 
therefore, focuses on exploring the private and 
public social processes underpinning child 
marriage (see figure 1), taking into account 
the drivers and negative outcomes of child 
marriage, using an in-depth narrative approach 
with Syrian girls and their families.

Aims and objectives

The overall aim of this strand of the research was to 
better understand the social processes underpinning 
child marriage from the perspective of Syrian refugees, 
and to examine the nature and impact of decision-
making processes related to child marriage. The 
narrative interviews reported here are part of a larger 
study which aims to improve knowledge, and develop 
a contextually and culturally relevant framework 
of risk and protective factors associated with child 
marriage within Syrian refugee communities, using 
an ecological framework which is cognisant of, 
and informed by, cultural and religious thought and 
community processes. Findings from other strands of 
the study can be found in the following publications

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Child Marriage in Jordan:
Systematic mapping of the literature, Amman,
Jordan: Terre des Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Understanding the social
processes underpinning child marriage: The impact
of protracted displacement in Jordan,  Amman,
Jordan: Terre des Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Mapping responses to Child
Marriage in Jordan: Reflections from practitioners
and policymakers, Amman, Jordan: Terre des
Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2019) Mapping responses to Child
Marriage in Lebanon: Reflections from practitioners
and policymakers, Amman, Jordan: Terre des
Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2019) Exploring the capacity of
faith-based actors in Jordan and Lebanon to prevent
child marriage, Amman, Jordan: Terre des Hommes
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Figure 1: Understanding Child Marriage 2. Research methodology
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2. Research methodology
2.1 Research questions
1- How do child brides and their families describe the
nature and experience of child marriage?

2- What factors impact on the decision-making
processes related to child marriage?

3- How is ‘consent’ to marry negotiated within
families?

4- What are the key social processes underpinning
the increased rates and nature of child marriage
within Syrian refugee communities?

5- What social and cultural processes, including help
seeking behaviours and support services available,
underpin possible protective strategies in relation to
child marriage?

6- What are the implications for interventions?

2.2 Methodological orientation
The nature of the research questions lend themselves 
to a qualitative research design which uses face to 
face communication to talk with participants about 
their lived experience based on a standardised 
semi-structured interview tool. The resulting data 
is, therefore, not nationally representative nor 
generalisable, nor does it give an indication of 
prevalence of child marriage. However, the lived 
experiences described give depth to the current 
quantitative data available and help us hear the 
voice of married girls and their families. The study 
seeks to examine the meanings attached to complex 
social processes which are difficult to capture using 
quantitative techniques. The work contributes to 
a growing body of evidence on child marriage in 
Lebanon.

2.3 Research environment and access to the 
participants
The research was led by Dr Hutchinson, based at 
the University of Bedfordshire, UK, in partnership 
with Terre des hommes (Tdh) Lebanon. All of the 
data collection was carried out through Tdh staff 

who facilitated access to participants, and whose 
professional staff conducted the interviews with all 
the participants. Tdh-Lausanne Foundation is a Swiss 
based International Non-Governmental Organisation 
(INGO) that specialises in working with children in 
contexts of humanitarian aid. Four child protection 
case managers from Tdh Lebanon attended a four day 
training course run by Dr Hutchinson on qualitative 
interviewing in May 2018, building on their skills as 
professionals who regularly engage with Syrian 
refugees. An experienced supervisor was also 
present at the training.

2.4 Methods and sample
Ten semi-structured narrative interviews were 
completed with married Syrian refugee girls (under 18 
years) in Lebanon from May – August 2018 in Tyre and 
Saida (and surrounding areas). Separate interviews 
were also held with the mothers of eight of these 
girls. Interviews used a semi-structured tool (see 
tools in appendix A) which was designed to shape a 
dialogue about their experiences of:
• Life in Syria before displacement
• Expectations and knowledge of marriage (prior to
the marriage occurring)
• Experience of displacement and its impact on
marriage
• Process of marriage (from the proposal to the
consummation of marriage, also including topics of
consent and marriage preparation)
• Married life
• Help seeking behaviours and help received
• Future aspirations
• Advice to others

Following the training, the case manager supervisor 
identified a number of Tdh beneficiaries (past and 
current) who were Syrian refugees married under the 
age of 18. Potential participants were first approached 
by the case manager supervisor to give them an initial 
overview of the research. Following this, a case 
manager then visited the potential participants and 
explained the research in more detail. A date and time 
for the interviews to take place were then negotiated. 
A research information sheet in Arabic was given to 

all participants as well as an informed consent form, 
which was signed just prior to the interview taking 
place. All of the interviews were held in the home of 
the participants, always with one interviewer and one 
note taker. All of the participants were asked if they 
would be happy for the interviews to be recorded. All 
of the interviews were completed in Arabic. While 
the interview tools were used, the interviewers were 
trained to use the tools as a guide only and to let the 
narrative being shared lead the interview. At the end 
of the interview all participants were asked if they 
wanted further support from Tdh about any of the 
issues raised, or other related protection concerns. 
These were then followed up by Tdh as normal.

While all of the participants were known to Tdh 
because they had previously been assessed by child 
protection case managers, this was due to a wide 
range of reasons which included school dropout, poor 
housing and overcrowding, poverty, neglect, early 
childbearing and child marriage itself. No children 
who were referred to Tdh for sexual abuse were 
included in the research. 

2.5 Data analysis
The interview data was recorded using an audio 
recorded, translated from Arabic to English and 
transcribed into a word document by a professional 
translator. Interview transcripts were first condensed 
into a case study to allow for the whole narrative to 
be seen without interruptions from the interviewer 
or repetition. The interview transcripts were then 
coded into themes based on those that arose in the 
interviews. Main themes include:
• Life in Syria before displacement
• Expectations and knowledge of marriage (prior to
the marriage occurring)
• Experience of displacement and its impact on
marriage
• Process of marriage (from the proposal to the
consummation of marriage, also including topics of 
consent and marriage preparation)
• Married life
• Help seeking behaviours and help received
• Future aspirations
• Advice to others
The findings largely reflect the descriptions given in
response to the key questions, and the discussion
section draws all of these themes together to answer
the research questions.

2.6 Ethics
The research methodology and research tools used 
were reviewed as part of the overall application 
submitted to the ethics committee at the University 
of Bedfordshire, which granted ethical approval. 
A summary of the key ethical considerations are 
included here.

2.6.1 Informed consent
Informed consent was sought by participants in this 
study through a three stage process described above. 
The research information sheet and a consent form 
explained;
- what participation involved and the kinds of
questions they would be asked
- that participation was voluntary and they could
withdraw at any time
- that they could refuse to answer any questions
- that their interview was confidential and would be
anonymised in publications
- that interviews would only be audio recorded with
their permission
- that data would be kept safe and secured using
passwords
- that Tdh would provide any additional support that
was needed as a result of the interview (i.e. any 
emotional support)
Consent was also sought just before the interviews 
took place, and consent was also secured from other 
family members as needed. 

2.6.2. Voluntary participation
Participation in the study was voluntary. No 
additional goods or services were provided by Tdh for 
participating, and no good or services were withheld 
if participation did not occur. Participants were free 
to withdraw from the interview at any time. 

2.6.3 Confidentiality and anonymity
Confidentiality was emphasised throughout all 
contact with participants, and agreement that any 
extracts published would be anonymous. It was 
explained, however, that disclosures of serious harm, 
child protection risks or illegal activity may need 
to be disclosed to other colleagues or agencies. 
If confidentiality needed to be broken then the 
participant would have been informed first. Tdh would 
take the lead in following this up as part of their case 
management system.
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2.6.4. Data
Data was created through verbal discussion between 
the interviewer and the participants. This data 
was either recorded using an audio recorder (with 
consent) or through notes taken by another Tdh case 
manager. This data was then translated from Arabic 
to English and transcribed into written English. 

2.7 Limitations
The sample is not large enough to be considered 
representative of the wider population of Syrian 
refugees across Lebanon. Some participants gave 
more detail about their experience of marriage 
than others, which can be seen in the case studies 
outlined in the appendix. In addition, the interviews 
were carried out by a number of different Tdh case 
managers which also impacted on the quality and 
nature of the interview. All of the interviewers 
used the same research tool and received the same 
research training. However, the interview required 
them to ask additional questions as appropriate, and 
some clearly had more skills in doing this than others.

3.Sample characteristics
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Name Nationality Age Married Age at marriage Current residence

Zeinab Syrian (Homs) 17 In Lebanon 
(cousin)

13 Saida

Raya Syrian (Homs) 16 In Lebanon 
(cousin)

14 Tyre

Amal Syrian (Homs) 17 In Lebanon 15 Saida

Foutoun Syrian 
(Aleppo)

15 In Lebanon 14 Tyre 
(informal housing)

Maya Syrian (Homs) 15 In Syria (cousin) 13 Saida

Myra Syrian (Homs) 16 In Lebanon 13 Saida

Rana Syrian (Homs) 14 In Lebanon 
(cousin)

13 Saida

Alya Syrian 
(Aleppo)

14 In Lebanon 
(cousin)

14 Tyre

Sahar Syrian 14 In Lebanon 
(cousin)

13 Tyre

Hala Syrian 
(Aleppo)

* In Syria (cousin) * Saida

In school Education level Financial status Children Household

No 6th grade Poor/needs assistance 1 (2 months) In-laws, husband & 1 
child (14 persons)

No 4th grade Poor/needs assistance 8 months 
pregnant

In-laws and husband

No 8th grade Poor/needs assistance 2 young girls Husband and children

No Never 
attended 
school

Very poor/needs 
assistance

2 In-laws, husband and 
2 children

No 4th grade Poor/needs assistance 2 Husband and 2 
children

No 6th grade Poor/needs assistance No children Husband

No 4th grade Okay. Her mother and 
husband work

No Children Husband, mother and 
siblings

No 4th grade Okay. Her husband and 
in-laws are working

No children Lives with husband 
and family (11 persons)

No 4th grade Poor/needs assistance. 
Her husband works

No children Lives with her husband 
and in-laws

No * Okay. In-laws have a 
business at home

Currently 
pregnant

Lives with her husband 
and in-laws

Characteristics of participants – young married women in Lebanon
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Name Education Nationality Date of displacement

ZEINAB and RAYA 
mother

6th Grade Syrian (Homs) 2012

AMAL mother 
(father has died)

* Syrian (Homs) 2012

FOUTOUN mother * Syrian (Aleppo) Came before conflict

RANA mother 
(father has died)

No education Syrian (Homs) 2012

ALYA Mother 
(father is in Syria)

* Syrian (Aleppo) 2016

SAHAR Mother * Syrian 2012

HALA Mother 
(father is in Syria)

No education Syrian (Aleppo) 2013

Current residence Employment Financial stability Household

Saida Does not work Poor/needs assistance Husband, children under 14 
years of age and disabled 
mother in law

Saida Her daughter 
works

Poor/needs assistance Two daughters and two sons

Tyre Works in 
agriculture

Poor/needs assistance Husband, 8 children and in 
laws (total 21 persons)

Saida (informal 
housing)

Works Okay. Son in law and 6 children

Tyre Works in 
agriculture

Okay. 4 children

Tyre Works in 
agriculture

Poor/needs assistance.

Tyre Works Poor/needs assistance Children and grandchildren

Characteristics of participants –family interviews in Lebanon

*no information available
All of the participants who married under the age of 18 will be referred to as ‘girls’ throughout the report as
they are all still under 18 years of age. All quotes in italics are direct translated quotes. Detailed case studies
of each participant can be found in Appendix 2
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4.Findings 4. Findings

The findings are presented in the order of the narratives 
shared by participants, which is predominantly in 
chronological order. A short discussion follows each 
section, followed by a full discussion in chapter 5.

4.1 Life in Syria before conflict and displacement 
to Lebanon
Most of the participants (girls and their mothers) 
spoke briefly about their life in Syria before the 
conflict. Although several of the girls said that they 
cannot really remember life in Syria now because 
they have been in Lebanon since the beginning of the 
Syrian conflict, and were only young children when 
they left, i.e. 7 years of age. Most of the girls are from 
large families with up to 7 siblings. Most participants 
spoke about being economically stable when living at 
peace in Syria, and living in their own home, owned by 
their family, often living close to other members of their 
family. Most of their families worked in agriculture or 
livestock as farmers or shepherds. One owned a shop 
in Syria. The majority of participants spoke about 
being happy in Syria prior to the conflict, and the girls 
had a routine which predominantly involved going to 
school, working with their family if needed, spending 
time with family, playing and helping around the 
house. The girls tended to speak about their cousins 
as friends as well as family members, and most of the 
girls appeared to have the deepest relationships with 
their siblings and their cousins.

Most of the married girls attended school until the 
conflict began. However, not all of the girls were 
destined to complete secondary education even 
before the conflict began in Syria. Zeinab, Raya and 
Myra said that it was traditional in their family for 
girls to leave school at grade 6 or at about 12 or 13 
years old and to wait for a suitable marriage proposal. 
Foutoun said that she had never been to school, not 
even in Syria. The rest of the girls and their families 
spoke very positively about attending school in Syria. 
A few girls even spoke about the different jobs they 
wanted to do in the future, such as become a teacher 
or a tailor. 

Life before displacement, and also before marriage 

is usually described as ‘easier’ ‘or ‘simple’ with few 
responsibilities, even if some of the girls did go out to 
work. They talk about life being ‘different’, ‘beautiful’ 
and ‘more comfortable’ in their own home. As Hala’s 
mother describes ‘I was better because I wasn't 
afraid... not for my daughters, or for my income. I mean 
thank God for everywhere, But in Syria… being in your 
home country is never like being somewhere else, no 
matter what.’

4.1.1 Thoughts about marriage and aspirations for the 
future
The girls were asked if they had thought about 
marriage when they were growing up in Syria prior 
to the conflict, or during their time in Lebanon before 
marriage, and what their aspirations for life had been 
when they were children. In response, a few girls 
described their thoughts about marriage during this 
stage of life, such as the age they thought they would 
marry, the characteristics of their future husband, 
or how many children they thought they would have. 
Zeinab said that when she thought of marriage 
she thought, ‘A girl that marries and gives birth to a 
boy, she becomes a lady and stops working… I was 
thinking about Syria, that we will live in a house in 
Syria. That we will be living in a big house, you know 
houses in Syria are very large…. I thought that if I 
have a boy we will name him Subhi.’ Sahar also said ‘I 
thought that my husband will take me out, we will be 
going out together, that he will be full of a charisma 
and handsome. We, the girls, have thoughts like that.’

Foutoun has never been to school. She thought 
marriage would make life better and would mean that 
‘ life will become more beautiful for me, marrying the 
love of my life, live with him together, have children 
together, to be independent from everybody else, not 
to need anybody’s help. Not to go to work, especially 
myself not going to work. I get married and my husband 
is the one who goes to work… But what happened 
was quite the opposite of what I had in mind.’ 

However, most of the girls stated that they had never 
really seriously considered or thought a lot about 
marriage before receiving proposals because they 
were ‘young’ or ‘children’ before this point (most of 
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the girls were 13 or 14 years old when they married. 
As Myra describes, ’I did not have in mind that I will 
get married. Things happened all of a sudden. He came 
proposed and my family said yes and I was given to 
him.’ Nor had most girls even had conversations with 
their families about marriage, although all of the girls 
had expected to marry at some point in their lives as 
illustrated by Hala, ‘No, I didn’t know anything about it. 
Like that. Only knew what they said about marriage, I 
took it with a good spirit.’

Mothers also spoke about aspirations for their 
children, for life in general before the conflict and 
specifically in relation to marriage. Almost all of the 
mothers said that when their girls were children they 
had hoped they would complete their education, 
and that they would have ‘better’ lives than they 
themselves had. For example, Zeinab and Rayas 
mother said, ‘First I hoped for them, was for them to 
be educated, that they learn school, and then get a 
job that is not working in land and cultivating…not 
farming.’ Rana’s mother also said, ‘I was planning 
to send them to school. We had free education back 
there. Even private tutors were not so expensive. I 
wanted so much to offer them some education ’.

Most of the mothers said they had not ‘planned’ for 
their daughters to marry ‘young’ (i.e. 13 or 14 years 
of age), as Zeinab and Raya’s indicates ‘Had they 
been in Syria, I would not. But here, I had to get them 
married.’ And Amal’s mother, ‘I wanted them to grow 
up and choose for themselves, but the circumstances 
forced me to get my daughter married.’ Similarly Alya’s 
mother said, ‘Yeah, I don’t know. They were unfinished 
ambitions. And I wanted this one to be a teacher. 
What can we do? Things didn’t work out.’ Echoed also 
by Sahar’s mother, ‘I wanted to teach her… wanted 
her to learn alone, to get a job, and benefit from her 
education, but now she lost the chance to do any of 
that.’

It is impossible to predict whether each of the married 
girls would have pursued their education if the 
conflict had not arisen in Syria, or whether they would 
actually have married ‘later’ or after they had turned 
18 years of age. However, the narratives constructed 
by many of the families, and the girls themselves to a 
certain extent, are that it would have been positive for 
their daughters to pursue their education when living 
at peace in their home environment. Yet, none of the 
married girls have continued with or completed their 

education, and most were married at 13 or 14 years 
of age. This suggests that the marriage of these girls 
under 18 years old is largely a response to conflict and 
displacement (and the conditions that arise from this), 
and that some of these girls would not have married 
as young if they had been living in peace in Syria.

4.2 Displacement
Almost all of the participants left Syria because of 
the armed conflict and are considered refugees by 
the UNHCR. Only Foutoun and her family moved to 
Lebanon before the conflict broke out in Syria to work 
in the tobacco fields, but they are now unable to return 
to Syria as planned. Some participants describe 
having to leave because their homes, schools and 
businesses were bombed. Amal’s father died on his 
way to Lebanon after his car went over a mine and 
exploded. Most described coming into Lebanon 
illegally, but being registered by the UNHCR at some 
point. Most now live in rented accommodation or in 
informal tented settlements (ITSs) across the south 
of Lebanon. 

Several mothers of the married girls describe leaving 
Syria and the impact of forced displacement on their 
lives. Most mothers spoke about the devastating 
effect of displacement on their lives, particularly in 
relation to the conditions they live in, the costs of 
health and education, the work they are doing and 
the impact on their children. Four of the mothers 
were head of households due to the death of their 
husbands, or their husbands returning to Syria, which 
placed additional responsibility and ‘burden’ on them 
and means their children are considered orphans. As 
Alya’s mother describes, ‘Our life was in a village and 
work. Things were okay. Thank God. Then they started 
the attack, and we came here. We left the village to a 
place, 15 minute drive from there – by car. We stayed 
there for 5 months; in a school... nobody gave houses 
or anything. And we spent all our money and didn’t 
have any income, so we decided we want to go find 
something to do... maybe abroad. So we did same 
papers and issued some things for this kid, and came 
here.’ 

Describing her flight to Lebanon Hala’s mother 
said, ‘Well, I lived in Aleppo, up north. Then the war 
happened, so I took my kids and came here. Neither 
their father nor an older brother is with them. I'm the 
only one they have.  Thank God. But we're honestly 

doing bad. It's bad over there, and it's bad over 
here. I worked there, and I work here now. I finished 
raising my kids, and now I got my hands full with my 
grandchildren. My whole life is just torture. Neither a 
man, nor an adult son is on my side. And here, we're 
working in those tents….I have no money, no car, and 
no one to watch over my children. I have no man or 
a young son to work and serve the house, and those 
need to be fed and taken care of. This all costs money.’

Similarly Zeinab and Raya’s mother describes ‘Life 
here is very harsh, what would be a person’s feeling 
when they leave their home only with the clothes they 
are wearing, nothing else. We came here; nobody 
helped us with the least kind of assistance. We rented 
a house the landlord of which insisted that we pay the 
rent in advance. We couldn’t work at first, we did not 
know anybody here, and we didn’t know where to go. 
Our life has changed in a dramatic way.’

Most of the girls had not re enrolled in school upon 
arriving in Lebanon, and most had been working in 
agriculture before they married, to help support their 
families. 

4.3 Marriage formation

4.3.1 Proposals
All of the engaged and married girls interviewed as 
part of the research were approached by others with 
a proposal of marriage – on no occasion did they or 
their family explicitly initiate any of the proposals. 
All of the marriages were facilitated through family 
relationships (mainly from within families such as 
uncles, aunts or cousins). No couples ‘dated’ prior 
to their marriage, and no proposal was made to the 
girl on her own without the family present. Proposals 
were all mediated through families and negotiated 
between the family of the bride and groom. Only one 
proposal was based on a mutual fondness between 
the girl and the boy, and they were described as being 
‘in love’. Almost all of the marriages were to cousins 
whom they may have known or had spent some time 
with, but not necessarily.  

Most of the participants describe receiving several 
or ‘many’ (more than 3) proposals from an early age 
(12/13 years of age). They also describe that when 
proposals start being made, this can lead to further 
proposals being made by others who hear that a girl is 

being proposed to – and several girls were married to 
their male cousins shortly after they started to receive 
proposals from men outside of the family. The onset of 
proposals appears to mark a change in how families 
consider their daughter’s readiness for marriage as 
Foutoun’s mother describes, ‘When we came here, 
she was 10 years old. Then after like two or three 
years, she seemed to grow older, and people starting 
proposing for her. A guy once proposed to her. That 
was before her current husband. Just when we got 
to documenting the marriage, we had a disagreement 
with the groom’s father, and it didn’t work out. She 
was engaged to that previous one for two months. 
He just kept postponing, everyday he says tomorrow. 
We were asking for 200K Syrian pounds as dowry. 
It didn’t work out so we backed out. Then after only 
a month, her current husband’s mother came to us 
wanting Foutoun, and her father decided they should 
get married.’

When describing how families of the groom identify 
a potential bride, several girls said that they received 
proposals from, and then married, their cousins shortly 
after receiving proposals from ‘strangers’ (or other 
cousins), as Zeinab describes, ‘There was someone 
else before my husband. He came to propose and then 
withdrew. Our traditions are if a stranger comes and 
you have a cousin, the stranger stops and the cousin 
takes you.’ Sahar also describes receiving several 
proposals from cousins when she turned 13 years of 
old and being given the ‘choice’ of several cousins by 
her uncles. Proposals by strangers or other cousins 
appeared to encourage cousins to propose and ‘claim 
their right to marriage’. Foutoun said that her relatives 
proposed to her because they had seen her working 
and had admired her ‘morals’ and her ‘manners’. Sahar 
said that her husband had first met her at a wedding. 

Rana’s husband had been living in her family household 
for a few years prior to their marriage, as he is a 
cousin of her father and came to Syria alone - so the 
family allowed him to live with them. Her mother said 
that when she became an adolescent girl it become 
inappropriate to have a single man in the household, 
especially as her and her husband were away a lot 
seeking medical attention for her husband. This had 
apparently caused some ‘gossip’ in the community. 
Therefore, when Rana turned 13 years of age this 
cousin who was living with them proposed to her 
and she accepted. Rana describes knowing him well 
and ‘being in love’ with him. Her mother had said that 
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they planned for the engagement to last 2-3 years so 
that she was older when she married, but her father 
became terminally ill and they married after 6 months, 
just days before he died.

The narratives suggest that families can start 
receiving proposals for their daughters from as young 
as 12 or 13 years of age, and that it is common to 
refuse several proposals before accepting the one 
which results in marriage. Yet how do families decide 
who to refuse and who to accept? 

The girls and their families describe a number of 
things which appear to impact on the decision-
making process in response to proposals of marriage 
including: 
- The current context of displacement, including
poverty and protection
- Aspirations for the girl and current activity/school
attendance
- Culture/social norms
- Characteristics of the groom
- Girl’s choice (consent)
- Advice from others about the proposal
Each of these will now be described using data from
the qualitative interviews.

4.3.2 Current context of displacement including 
protection and poverty
All of the girls in the study were married as refugees, 
forcibly displaced to Lebanon. Maya married just 
as she was leaving Syria, and Hala was taken back 
to Syria temporarily, from Lebanon, to marry. All of 
the other girls were married in Lebanon after they 
were forcibly displaced from Syria. While marriage 
is legally permissible from 13 years old in Syria, and 
marriage under 18 years of age is common across 
some communities [5, 24, 33], many of the participants 
(both the married girls and their mothers) explicitly 
state that the marriage of girls at an ‘early’ age was 
as a result of the conflict in Syria and displacement to 
Lebanon, as highlighted through the extracts below:

‘Before marriage there was no responsibility, no 
children but I was forced to marry… Because of the 
situation, there is no safety… because of the war, we 
all got married.’ Amal

 ‘I was planning to send them to school. We had free 
education back there. Even private tutors were not 
so expensive. I wanted so much to offer them some 

education…I wanted them to grow up and choose for 
themselves, but the circumstances forced me to get 
my daughter married. I am having a terrible situation, 
you might be aware of the conditions here.’ Rana’s 
mother

‘Had they been in Syria, I would not. But here, I had to 
get them married,’ Zeinab and Raya’s mother

‘I wouldn't have thought of marriage, even if one 
reaches the age of 20. But I was afraid here, I can't 
control this, and I feared they wouldn't listen to me. 
So I had to have those married, to hand over their 
responsibility to a man, but those men weren't up to 
the responsibility.’ Hala’s mother.

Several girls and mothers spoke about why 
displacement resulted in child marriage, particularly 
drawing attention to high levels of poverty, poor 
conditions, poor housing and concerns about safety 
and honour, as illustrated below:

‘Interviewer – How did the marriage happen? Why 
do you say you were forced to marry? Why were you 
obliged?

Amal - Because of people’s gossip. I saw my husband, 
we got introduced and we fell in love. 

Interviewer - So, there was an introduction period 
between you and your husband. You were not directly 
engaged? 

Amal - No, my family did not push me to marry. But 
because it is not safe to go to work. Marriage is safer 
and protects the girl’s honour…When we first arrived 
we did not work then I began work and we were 
verbally harassed. I used to think that marriage is 
better. The husband will protect us. For me marriage, 
after my father passed away, is feeling safe when I 
go out with my husband. Safety is so important. I trust 
him and he trusts me.’

Zeinab and Raya’s mother described life in Lebanon 
as harsh and that, ‘…we prefer death to this life we 
are living.’ Sahar’s mother also indicates that the 
unknown nature of their future as refugees and the 
uncertainty in which she lives was a contributing 
factor to the decisions they made about marriage, ‘we 
didn't have the tradition to have girls married by 14. 
Starting from the age of 18 and higher. 17 or 18, and 

above. But we thought a guy proposed to her, and 
parents would seek protection for their daughter, so 
it would be better if she gets married, because you 
cannot tell what will happen later in life.’ Talking about 
the feelings of parents with adolescent girls she said, 
‘They fear for them. They fear for them, yeah. They 
fear for them. From sexual harassment, and things. 
All girls might face… such a thing.’ Living in poverty 
and uncertainty as a refugee in Lebanon certainly 
contributed to the decision making process in many 
families after receiving a proposal of marriage for 
their daughters,

4.3.3 Aspirations for the girls and current activity/
school attendance
When speaking about aspirations for their daughters 
before the conflict, most families (although not all) 
wanted their daughters to complete their education 
before they married. Yet displacement appears 
to have changed the aspirations of families and 
their daughters. As table 2 illustrates, only two of 
the participants enrolled in school or educational 
activities after arriving in Lebanon, and most girls 
were not in school when they received proposals and 
got married. None of the married girls now attend 
school.

Instead of attending school several of the girls were 
working when they received proposals of marriage, 
and marriage is seen as an opportunity to stop 
working, as they expect their husbands to work and 
to be able to provide for them. However, working is 
often considered a ‘risky’ activity, especially for girls, 
and marriage provides more protection while also 
meeting a girl’s needs materially and reducing her 
need to work.

Having an adolescent girl in the home, and going 
out to work, has specific implications, such as them 
being unable to share a bedroom with male siblings 
(especially if they are also in their adolescence). 
Adolescent girls also need companions when they go 
out, and require additional provisions such as larger 
meals, new clothes and menstrual products. Amal, 
for example, said that she had wanted to study and 
become a teacher, but she had to leave school when 
they fled Syria, and then she had to work after arriving 
in Lebanon (because her father died and she had to 
help provide for her family). However, she describes 
being verbally harassed on her way to and from work, 
and feeling concerned about her safety and honour. 

Therefore, when Amal received a proposal, her and 
her mother accepted this proposal because of these 
concerns. She described being ‘forced’ into needing 
to marry because she had to work to support her 
family. The nature of the aspirations that families have 
for their daughters, and the aspirations that girls have 
for themselves, therefore also shape the boundaries 
of the decisions that are made about marriage.

4.3.4 Culture/social norms
A few participants (both girls and their families) 
indicated that marriage at 13 or 14 years is a normal 
and expected ‘tradition’ in their family, as Myra 
indicates, ‘I did not have in mind that I will get 
married. Things happened all of a sudden. He came 
and proposed and my family said yes and I was given 
to him… These are our traditions, they let girls marry 
young…. They protect her honour, better than facing 
something at her father's house. They send her to her 
husband's house.’

Several mothers said that one of the reasons for 
accepting proposals for their daughters at 13 or 14 
years old was to protect them against ‘gossip’ from 
the ‘community’, particularly for the girls who went to 
work, and also for Rana who was a teenage girl living 
in the same house as a single man (her father’s cousin). 
The mothers describe not only being concerned about 
the ‘gossip’, but they were also worried that their girls 
might actually engage in inappropriate relationships 
with men before marriage (or be forced too). Marriage 
from 13 years of age is legal in Syria, and marrying 
under 18 years of age was not an uncommon practice 
(MICS stats indicate approximately 18% of girls 
married before 18 years of age) [33]. Therefore, child 
marriage is not a socially condemned practice, and 
across some communities may be seen as appropriate, 
normal and even beneficial or preferable. While some 
families may not have explicitly planned to marry their 
daughters at a young age, the social acceptability 
and ‘traditional’ connotations of child marriage make 
it an acceptable practice, especially in response to 
poverty and insecurity. 

4.3.5 Characteristics of the groom
Families and girls describe the characteristics of the 
groom as being incredibly important in their decision 
to accept a proposal, and it appears that proposals 
received by the participants were predominantly 
rejected because of who proposed rather than the 
age of the girl. Different families are looking for 



Understanding the social processes underpinning child marriage: The impact of protracted displacement in Lebanon on Syrian refugees22 23

Table 2: Educational engagement of participants 

Participant In school Education level Reason left school

Zeinab No 6th Grade Left school to work, and then 
got married

Raya No 4th Grade Left school when fled to 
Lebanon, then started working

Amal No 8th Grade Left school when fled to 
Lebanon, then started working

Foutoun No None Never attended school

Maya No 4th Grade Left school when fled to 
Lebanon

Myra No 6th Grade Left school when fled to 
Lebanon

Rana No 4th Grade Left school when married

Alya No 4th Grade Left school when fled to 
Lebanon, then started working

Sahar No 4th Grade Left school when fled to 
Lebanon and then enrolled in 
English language classes only

Hala No * *

*no data

different things from a husband for their daughter, as 
the list of characteristics they are seeking from the 
groom indicates below:
- Good individual reputation/’a good man’ (described
as someone who had ‘good’ morals, who would not
be violent, who would be kind and compassionate,
who would behave with honour – someone whom you
could trust your daughter with)
- Will treat his wife well
- Has a job/able to provide financially
- Good family reputation
- Family member
- Loving
- Can provide a separate house
- Pays a large sum of money for the brides price

Being a family member, usually a cousin, and being 
able to provide for the girl, were frequently mentioned 
as the most important attributes of a proposing groom. 
Cousins were seen as ‘better’ to marry than ‘strangers’ 
because they are ‘known’, and they are expected to 
treat the girl well because she is their family and it is 
considered as traditional and the ‘right’ of the family.  
However, determining whether the proposed groom 
has a good reputation or will treat their daughter well 
is not always easy to do, even with family members. 
Even though Zeinab and Raya were married to their 
cousins, their mother said that her family did not 
live up to what they had promised for her daughters, 
‘They wrote the deferred dowry, we decided on the 
deferred dowry, and we told them to take care of her, 

not to force her to work. Once a woman is married she 
devotes her life for her house and children. Nothing of 
what we agreed on happened. There was a condition 
that she has her own residence and she is not forced 
to work. Go and ask Zeinab’s neighbours, they will tell 
you she is working day and night and had to stop just 
10 days before the baby delivery… I wanted them to 
marry someone from better families who will protect 
them against any harm and take care of them.’

Marrying their daughters to a man with a good 
reputation, who would treat her well, was also often 
mentioned as an important characteristic. Amal’s 
mother regrets having to marry her daughter at a young 
age and believes that it was her only option after they 
fled to Lebanon and her husband died, but she says 
‘Thank God, the guy turned out to be a good guy and he 
comes from a good family. He knows how to deal with 
her. He is patient. Perhaps, if he were someone else, 
he would have treated her with violence. Thank God, 
he is not treating her with violence. He is good with 
her and his mother and with the two families.’

Families may not have a specific ‘age of marriage’ in 
mind for their daughters, however, if they receive a 
proposal from a ‘good’ man from a ‘decent’ family, 
who has good social standing and financial resources, 
then they may consider marriage sooner than they 
expected. Within the context of displacement, this is 
magnified where securing a good husband for their 
daughters is of increasing importance and provides 
relief to a family who is worried about the future of 
their children. While being able to provide financially 
is an important factor, more families mentioned the 
importance of a ‘good’ man (usually a cousin who they 
know) with a good reputation.

4.3.6 Girl’s choice (consent)
Forced marriage is illegal in Lebanon. Therefore 
consent from the girl to marry needs to be negotiated 
by families. This appears to be done in several 
different ways. Many of the girls were asked if they 
wanted to accept the proposal by their families shortly 
after it was made. They also describe being asked 
if they wanted to marry the groom at the signing of 
the marriage contract, usually by a Sheikh. The girls 
gave different reasons for consenting to marriage 
at 13 or 14 years of age. Several girls saw marriage 
as a way for them to stop working and being able to 
obtain financial security that their family could not 
offer them. As Raya describes, ‘I was still very young. 

I did not know everything about marriage. Marriage 
is a tremendous responsibility…I swear when he 
proposed, I thought this will take me from work, I used 
to work when I was living with my family. I thought I 
will feel comfortable and he will ease things for me.’

Amal said that she felt she ‘had’ to marry because 
she was working and receiving verbal threats while 
travelling to and from work and was concerned that 
this might lead to her having a negative reputation 
in the community. Therefore, she agreed to marry to 
protect her honour and secure someone who would 
protect her, as her father had died in the conflict. 
Myra also talks about being ‘convinced’ by her family 
through a discussion after she had initially said no. 
Rana, Alya, Sahar and Hala all said that they accepted 
proposals from their cousins because they knew them 
and felt ‘comfortable’ with them. Rana had been living 
in the same house with her father’s cousin since she 
was 11 years old and said that, ‘the first person to love 
is the person you marry.’ Hala was also encouraged 
to accept the proposal by her family, ‘My mother and 
my maternal aunt told me a little bit about marriage. 
My female paternal cousin also told me about it. They 
encouraged me to get married... I was very happy, 
because anyone of us who gets married to her cousin 
will be happy and will feel comfortable with him.’ She 
said that she was not thinking about the effects of 
marriage on her life, on education and her health, and 
said ‘I agreed, because I felt my paternal cousin will 
make me comfortable, because he’s a relative and we 
know each other.’ Hala’s mother said that her daughter 
had agreed because, ‘I want to get married, first to 
take a little off of your shoulders. And second, let a 
man handle the part of providing me.’

Therefore, while each of these participants appear 
to freely give their consent to marry, many describe 
doing so because they believed this was what they 
must do following the conflict and displacement 
to Lebanon – because they were told this by their 
families, because they believed it would be beneficial 
for them, because they thought their husband would 
be a good man, because they saw other girls marrying 
around them, because of the lack of educational 
opportunities now available for them, because of a 
lack of hope or aspirations for the future, and because 
of the difficult situations they face economically. 
While the giving of consent in these conditions could 
be considered problematic because of the age of the 
girl, the lack of alternatives and encouragement/
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pressure from families, it appears that families take 
this consent as freely given, as indicated by Raya’s 
mother, ‘It was with her consent. She chose him. She 
wasn’t forced to accept. She chose that guy.’

However, several of the mothers said that while 
they asked whether their daughters agreed to the 
marriage, they now recognise that their daughters 
were children and did not know what marriage really 
entailed and they were, therefore, unaware of what 
they were really consenting too. As illustrated below,

‘They said yes. They were still kids; they were unaware 
of these things. They did not know what is marriage, 
where they are going or what they are doing…they 
thought marriage was just wearing makeup and 
wearing the wedding dress and something else and 
going out. None of that was true.’ Zeinab and Raya’s 
mother

‘Of course we did (ask for her opinion). But sometimes 
when she makes something childish we rebuke her 
and tell her that she is married so what she did is a 
mistake. Then she starts crying and says that we warn 
her about her deeds and tell her not to do that because 
she is married. Sometimes I find her playing with the 
boys, she says she wants so badly to play. I regret too 
much putting her in to that marriage situation... She 
says she loves her husband, but sometimes she plays 
with the boys and I would tell her what she is doing is 
wrong, and that people will start gossiping. She says 
that she wants to play.’ Rana’s mother

‘Usually, they ask her. They ask… her father asks 
her, do you approve the groom or not? And she has 
the word, whether yes, or no. But she's young, even 
though… She doesn't know the… she doesn’t know 
what marriage is, but she doesn't know what will 
happen later on… a woman will get pregnant, and 
carry a foetus, a little baby… she doesn't know.’ 
Sahar’s mother

Only Foutoun and Maya said they were not asked if 
they wanted to marry the man who proposed to them 
at any point. When talking to Foutoun’s mother she 
said that, ‘But for us, a woman has no opinion; her 
father is the one who decides whether she should 
get married, and he's the one to do everything. So he 
doesn't consult us, and he didn't consult her either. So 
this is what happened. Her father got her married, and 
she started crying. I mean she was still too young to get 

married! She was still holding her doll playing with it! 
She even took the doll with her!... only I knew that she 
didn’t want to get married. But we wouldn’t dare to tell 
father that, because it is his word eventually, despite 
the girl’s disapproval. Because at our community, a 
girl has no right to have an opinion, you see.’

It is difficult to ascertain how much influence a 
girl has in the decision-making processes which 
eventually result in marriage, and how much influence 
they expect or desire to have. Some girls describe 
refusing some marriage proposals and these refusals 
being respected. Some girls also describe families 
‘convincing’ them to accept proposals, and girls 
describe knowing that they must accept proposals 
(proposals from cousins, for example) because it is 
part of their culture. Other girls describe not even 
being asked if they want to marry at all. It appears that 
in some families girls may have some influence, and in 
many families a girls ‘choice’ is severally constrained 
or has limited influence, especially if other people in 
the family want the marriage to go ahead. 

4.3.7 Advice from others about the proposal
Only Rana’s mother said that they consulted people 
outside the family when considering whether to 
accept a proposal. She says, ‘I consulted the landlord 
who is my boss at work, he said that “ it’s not fair” and 
that “she was still young but”, he said, if because the 
man is living you, and to make things official and by 
religion, I suggest that you get her engaged to him, 
and make the wedding after two years”. We agreed 
that the wedding be after two years which means she 
will have turned 16 years old by then. But her father’s 
illness changed our planning… many people told me 
that she is still too early, why is the hurry? I told them, it 
is because of her father, he is too kind and I told them I 
want her to get comfortable and I want this headache 
to go away. I used to leave the house very often to find 
treatment for her father, sometimes we had to travel to 
Tripoli and wherever they told us there is a good doctor, 
leaving them both home alone. The mother’s instinct 
always alerted me. I was scared God forbid something 
bad might happen. It is a very difficult situation for us 
the Syrians that such a thing could happen. We don’t 
think that the marriage contract is enough that she is 
his wife, even if something wrong happens between 
them, that is ok because she is his wife, No, we don’t 
think like that. There must be a wedding in front of 
everybody so that he could take her as his wife.’ 

Hala’s mother said that although she did not seek 
advice, she did receive warnings from people that her 
daughters were too young to marry. 

None of the other participants describe consulting 
members outside the family, not even religious figures 
or respected leaders in the community, as Foutoun’s 
mother said, ‘Each has the liberty to do whatever he 
wishes regarding his daughter. Whether he wants to 
have her married, or not, he alone has the freedom 
to decide that. It's nobody else's business.’ Amal 
also indicated that if someone had tried to persuade 
her not to marry she would have thought they were 
jealous, ‘Some of them if you told them (not to marry) 
they will think that you are jealous from them and they 
will not listen.’

This indicates that some Syrian families are aware 
that others might not agree with child marriage. It 
also indicates that advice is not often sought outside 
the wider family, and that advice which disagrees 
with the preferred course of action may not be very 
influential. 

4.4 Process of marriage formation
Across the narratives there is a level of consensus 
about the social process of marriage across Syrian 
refugee families (although there are some differences 
in how long there is between each stage and what 
might take place simultaneously). These are the 
stages identified through the narratives: 

1- Identifying a suitable girl to propose to (consider 
girls in the family or girls with a good reputation in the 
community)
2- Initial informal approach to the girl’s mother by the 
groom’s mother to talk and assess the other family
3- Discussion in the girl’s family about the informal 
proposal, after which they will give an initial indication 
of whether they would consider a formal proposal (the 
father and mother of the girl, and the wider family. The 
girl may be consulted at this time or not). 
4- If the family is favourable to the initial proposal, the 
girl’s family will try and find out as much as possible 
about the family of the groom and the groom himself. 
If the groom is a family member, or they live in a small 
village where everyone knows each other, then they 
will already be familiar with them and will not need 
to ascertain the family status or reputation. The girl 
is likely to be informed and consulted if her parents 

are favourable towards the proposed groom. The girl 
is unlikely to be informed if they are unfavourable at 
this stage.
5- Formal proposal is made by a visit of the groom and 
his family to the girl’s house. Refreshments are served 
(sweets may be exchanged) and conversations about 
the marriage contract occur. The formal proposal will 
either be accepted or rejected during this visit (this is 
also known as the initial engagement) 
6- Formal engagement and signing of the marriage 
contract (agreed, paid and referred dowry, jewellery, 
gifts and furniture) – this may be overseen by a sheikh, 
or a sheikh may be present at the wedding party/
public celebration to perform the religious ceremony
7- Exchange of gifts and money in preparation for the 
wedding party
8- Wedding party where family and friends are invited 
to celebrate the marriage publically (this may include 
a ceremony completed by a sheikh), the bride will 
wear a wedding dress, and have her hair and makeup 
done, and may have Henna
9- Consummation of the marriage (bride moves to live 
with the groom)
10- Marriage registration in a Shari’a Court may occur 
at some point after the wedding party, sometimes 
not until the girl in pregnant. In Lebanon marriage 
registration should occur at the same time as the 
signing of the marriage contract with an authorised 
Shiekh from the religious court, however many 
Syrian marriages occur informally and are registered 
formally at a later date. 

There were some variations described in the process 
across participants, mainly due to the conflict in Syria 
and displacement to Lebanon. All participants were 
married after the conflict had begun. Most girls were 
engaged for a short period of time, 1-4 weeks, before 
the wedding party and consummation of marriage, 
giving them very little time to prepare for marriage. 
Some families accepted a very low dowry to facilitate 
the marriage quickly, and some did not even ask for 
jewellery or furniture. Most had a small wedding 
party at home with their relatives rather than a large 
wedding party in a town hall or other public venue. 
In most cases the girls were asked their consent by 
the Sheikh when the marriage contract was signed, 
but not all. Foutoun has no deferred dowry. Hala does 
not know the details of the dowry or what was in the 
marriage contract as she was not there when it was 
discussed.
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All of the participants who described their wedding 
in any detail refer to a religious ceremony overseen 
by a Sheikh who formalised the marriage contract, 
thereby declaring them married, except Foutoun 
whose father did the marriage contract and did not 
ask her for permission. This was predominantly 
done at home with the registration of marriage at 
the religious courts occurring later. None of the 
participants secured permission to marry from the 
religious court prior to marriage (which they are 
legally required to do in Lebanon), and none of the 
participants used a registered and validated Sheikh 
to formalise the marriage contract. Therefore, none 
of these marriage were legally valid in Lebanon 
when they originally occurred. Several marriages 
were later registered with support from the UN and 
the Norwegian Refugee Committee (NRC). Foutoun, 
Myra, Rana, Alya, Sahar and Hala’s marriages are still 
not registered in Lebanon.  Rana is waiting to return 
to Syria to register her marriage as her husband does 
not have a legal right to be in Lebanon. Rana’s mother 
said that there was no need to put any additional 
conditions in the marriage contract because her 
daughter was marrying a family member and she 
didn’t want to cause any problems.

4.4.1 Preparation for marriage
All of the participants were asked about how they 
were prepared for marriage or how they prepare 
others for marriage. Most participants were not 
aware of the roles and responsibilities of marriage, 
sexual relationships or what it might be like to live 
in another household prior to accepting a proposal. 
Most of the mothers said that they did not talk to 
their daughters about marriage until after they had 
received a proposal or after they were actually 
married. As Zeinab and Raya’s mother admits, ‘No. 
Not before the marriage. I started teaching them after 
they moved to their in-laws’ house... they did not know 
anything about marriage.’ 

Most participants describe some form of preparation 
for marriage after a proposal is accepted, although 
many describe only being engaged for a few weeks 
before marrying and so preparation predominantly 
involved getting ready for the public celebration (i.e. 
buying clothes and jewellery).

Preparation tended to focus on advising the girl 
how she should behave towards her husband and 
his family, and to do as she is told and never decline 

a request, and also on managing a home and doing 
household tasks. As Rana’s mother said, ‘Yes, I 
always tell her things like that, I tell her:’ Respect your 
husband, do not shout at him when he gets home. Do 
whatever he asks you to do.  Don’t answer him back 
if you want to live a happy life. I always tell her things 
like that’. Girls were also often told that it was just 
as important to look after her in-laws as well as her 
husband, as illustrated by Raya, ‘my mother told I will 
have a house, there will be a man in my life, I will have 
father in law… she told me that I should take care of 
my father in law and mother in law, that I have duties 
toward them. Now, my father in law has physical 
disabilities, I am the one who bathes him, I prepare 
everything for him.’ and Hala’s mother said ‘Well I 
told her, look daughter, a husband needs to be served, 
and your mother-in-law needs to be served, we are 
Arabs… and your father-in- law needs to be served’.

Some participants said that they knew they would 
have children, as illustrated by Zeinab, ‘She brought 
me clothes and she booked me the wedding dress and 
told me now you have the responsibility, you have to 
give birth, to have kids and bear their responsibility… 
she told me I should be a good and polite wife that 
respects the family and the most important is to 
respect the old and respect my husband, obey him and 
provide him with what he wants.’ However, Maya said 
that after the proposal her mother told her she will 
have responsibilities and will have work to do in the 
home but did not tell her about sex or childbearing. 
Maya conceived very shortly after she married and 
she said that she has found it difficult to raise her 
children, resulting in several hospital admissions 
because of injuries sustained by the children.

Only three of the girls were told about the sexual 
relationship between a husband and wife before they 
married. As Rana’s mother describes, ‘I told her: ‘don’t 
think that marriage is just wearing the wedding dress 
and sitting with the man, there are more things than 
that, he will come close to you …. Because a few days 
earlier I encountered the same situation. My nieces, 
who were orphans, got married. They lived with me 
here. They got married to my step sons. Things went 
fine with one of them, he took her [referring to the 
sexual relationship], while the other one had problems 
with her husband, stayed nine months or a year and 
her husband did not take her. She did not allow him to 
be close to her. I told her: ‘don’t disgrace me among 
our relatives and neighbours, are you willing and 

able to do that?’ she said yes. And thank God, she got 
married as if nothing had happened’. Similarly, Hala’s 
mother told her daughter, ‘I told her that whenever 
your man lays a hand on you, you never put it away 
from you. Because this is a matter of heaven and hell 
my daughter. She said don't look at me as a little child. 
I am aware of everything and I know what to do.’

Participants describe several different elements 
of preparation for marriage rather than the 
wedding celebrations, which include the roles and 
responsibilities in marriage, living with your husband 
and in-laws, sexual and reproductive health, and 
bearing/caring for children. More girls describe being 
guided in how to respect and obey their husband and 
his family, and the household roles they would be 
taking on, rather than sexual relationships or bearing 
children.

4.5 Married life
All of the married girls and their families were asked 
about married life. Their experiences and reflections 
on these experiences are outlined below:

4.5.1 Legal registration of marriage and legal 
documentation
None of the participants secured permission to marry 
from the religious court prior to marriage, which is the 
required process in Lebanon. None of the participants 
used a Sheikh who has been given permission by the 
religious courts Sheikh to formalise the marriage 
contract. Therefore, none of these marriages are 
legally valid in Lebanon. Several marriages were 
later registered with support from the UN and the 
Norwegian Refugee Committee (NRC). Foutoun, 
Myra, Rana, Alya, Sahar and Hala’s marriages were 
still not registered in Lebanon at the time of their 
interview.  Foutoun and Rana said they are waiting 
to return to Syria to register their marriages as their 
husbands are in Lebanon illegally and don’t have any 
official documentation or ID. Myra also does not have 
any formal identification documents. None of these 
girls can register their children in Lebanon because 
they need to prove they were married when they 
conceived the child in order to register their children.

4.5.2 Education
None of the married girls continued their education 
after marrying, although most had already left school 
before marrying, and Foutoun had never been to 

school. One participant had left school to marry 
before the conflict began in Syria. None of the girls 
expressed a particular interest in returning to school 
or expressed any desire to access other forms of 
learning or education. Most of the girls said that they 
did not attend any associations or groups, and that 
movement outside of the home was limited.

4.5.3 Housing
Several participants said that it is ‘normal’ or 
‘expected’ for the bride to move to live with the 
family of the groom, although it is preferred that 
they have ‘their own’ space within this arrangement. 
Participants describe new couples in Syria having 
their own tent or house in the grounds of the groom’s 
family, so they are closely connected but also have 
their own space.  In Lebanon, however, most of the 
participants were living in large family groups in 
the same house or flat to share the rent. Several of 
the participants live in informal tented settlements 
with their in-laws. As most of the girls married their 
cousins, they are living with their extended family – 
although not all of them knew them very well before 
the marriage as Raya said, ‘Indeed my uncles are my 
relatives, but we don’t mingle with them very often. I 
only know my family; we don’t go out very often.’

Although living together in a small space can cause 
tensions and difficulties for the girls, it does help 
spread the cost of living between more people. 
Foutoun said that she used to live with her in-laws but 
they left Lebanon and now she has sole responsibility 
to go out to work to pay the rent and provide for her 
children, as her husband is deaf and cannot work. 
Only Rana continued to live in the same house after 
marriage, as her husband had been living with them 
prior to their marriage anyway. 

Housing continues to be a big worry for most 
participants as they struggle to keep up with rental 
payments, and overcrowding remains a tricky issue 
after marriage as they often described moving from 
one overcrowded house to another. Participants 
describe large numbers of family members all living 
together in houses or flats with only one or two 
bedrooms, including newly married couples. Several 
participants refer to the stress this puts on families.

4.5.4 Livelihoods and financial status
Several of the girls were working in agriculture 
before they got married and had expected that after 
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marriage they would no longer have to work. Zeinab 
and Raya worked right up until they gave birth and 
Hala continues to work while she is pregnant. Zeinab 
said that she would work again in the future if she 
needs to provide for her family. Raya had several 
miscarriages before she gave birth to her first child, 
which she attributes to heavy agricultural work right 
up until the birth of her children. Raya reluctantly 
continues to work because her husband does not 
have a stable income, ‘I don’t want to go to work but 
until my husband finds a job. I wish he could find a job, 
so he could take care of me and my children. I go to 
work against my will.’ 

Similarly Foutoun works to help raise her children 
because her husband is deaf and finds it difficult 
to sustain work, she says ‘I thought about having 
children, I would teach them and feed them and bring 
them all the things they wish, not depriving them from 
anything, not to let them beg anybody for anything. 
This is what I had in mind for them. But it turned out 
the opposite… I now go work; my daughters are dirty 
wandering in the street. I just can’t get them what 
they want. They have nothing to eat, they have no 
clean clothes. I am incapable of providing them with 
anything. I am barely providing them with food…I 
feel not good. I am not feeling relaxed, I swear I 
am not comfortable, because I go to work, leaving 
my daughters behind. I leave for work at four in the 
morning and I leave my daughters behind. And I return 
at eight am. I go to work and leave them here; I don’t 
know anything about them while I am away. All that to 
get ten thousand liras to be able to provide them food. 
My husband is sick, he cannot have a job. Sometimes 
he works for hours. He is sick, he’s deaf. Sometimes 
they don’t give money for his work. Now, he doesn’t 
work at all. He is sick, his sickness prevents him from 
working.’

Several of the participants said that they had to 
borrow money from family and friends to pay for 
hospital visits, medication and milk for their babies, 
and they describe feeling anxious about paying 
this money back. Many participants describe being 
heavily dependent on one person in the household 
who is working (with or without a permit). However, 
work is often short-term or inconsistent. Participants 
often compared their financial status with what they 
think it would have been in Syria had the conflict not 
occurred, and lament the difficulties they have in 
accessing reliable employment.

4.5.5 Childbearing
Raya and Hala were pregnant at the time of the 
interview, and Zeinab had just given birth to her first 
child. Raya already had one child, and Foutoun and 
Maya already had two children. Myra, Rana, Alya 
and Sahar had not yet conceived. This appears to 
be because they were recently married, rather than 
because they were using contraception. Only Myra 
spoke about difficulties in conceiving. She has been 
told by the doctors that this is only because she is 
young and that she will conceive when she is older. 

Several of the girls spoke about the difficulties they 
encountered during pregnancy. Zeinab said that 
she only had enough money to attend the doctors 
twice during her pregnancy, and her husband had to 
borrow money so that she could have an antenatal 
appointment. He also bought her vitamins and other 
medication in the 7th month of pregnancy. Raya had 
several miscarriages, which have been attributed to 
heavy labour during pregnancy. Zeinab and Raya’s 
mother describes being upset that her daughters 
were forced to work right up until they gave birth, 
‘they wake up early and they serve the whole family. I 
wouldn’t allow my son to force his wife to work while 
she is pregnant, I swear I wouldn’t. Treat others as you 
wish them to treat you… Humans now are senseless; 
they have no empathy toward themselves.’  Maya also 
said she had a difficult pregnancy, ‘I was dizzy, I was 
not able to work. I suffered a lot while giving birth 
because I was young; I was in labour for three days. I 
almost died until I gave birth.’

As highlighted earlier in the section on marriage 
preparation, most girls said that their knowledge 
about pregnancy and child birth was limited before 
they conceived. They describe getting support from 
female members of the family, their husband and 
health professionals when they could. 

4.5.6 Child rearing
Childrearing is a significant responsibility which 
dominates each of the married girl’s lives.  Participants 
describe the challenges related to childrearing, and 
frequently describe how much worry this causes 
them; partly because they were not prepared for 
this responsibility, and because they are still young 
themselves. Amal has two children. She said that 
when her youngest daughter burnt herself she did 
not know how to respond. She also said that she did 
not know about breastfeeding and did not realise 

she would be up a lot at night and that babies often 
cry at night. Foutoun also has two children and said, 
‘I thought about having children, I would teach them 
and feed them and bring them all the things they 
wish, not depriving them from anything, not to let 
them beg anybody for anything. This is what I had 
in mind for them. But it turned out the opposite… 
I now go work; my daughters are dirty wandering in 
the street. I just can’t get them what they want. They 
have nothing to eat, they have no clean clothes. I am 
incapable of providing them with anything. I am barely 
providing them with food.’ Foutoun said that her aunt 
(her mother-in-law) taught her how to look after the 
children; how to clean them and dress them and get 
them to sleep. However, she finds it very difficult to 
provide for their needs.

As mothers, the girls are responsible for their children 
including their health, nutrition, warmth and well-
being, which they said was difficult because they are 
displaced and poor, and because they are still young. 
It is especially difficult when their children are ill, or 
when their income is very low or insecure. As Maya 
describes, ‘Raising my first child was so difficult. She 
was admitted to hospital and was treated a lot because 
I did not know how to care for her. Now, I am worried 
how will I keep the girls inside and they want to play. 
I am scared that they will fall in the construction. I am 
scared they will fall off the stairs or someone beats 
them. They are giving me a hard time.’

Raya was interviewed while she was still pregnant. 
However, Raya’s mother was interviewed a few weeks 
after Raya’s baby was born and she said ‘I swear their 
life has completely changed. I mean when they were 
at our house they had a life, and after marriage it was 
a different life. I mean they married while very young 
they don’t know anything about marriage, and they did 
not know they will have children. My daughter Raya 
can’t manage herself. She comes to me, yesterday 
she visited me here. She can’t manage, she told me 
and started crying; “Mother, I don’t know anything,” I 
stayed with her for a week until her delivery.’

4.5.7 Sexual and reproductive health (SRH)
Several of the girls said that they have spoken with 
their husbands about how many children they will 
have, such as Sahar who said, ‘Currently, I don’t have 
anything in mind except about the children, we have 
decided to have two boys and two girls, and that will 
be enough.’

While Amal said that she is not currently thinking of 
a third child, and her husband does not push her to 
have another child, but she is not using any form of 
contraception and she is not seeing anyone about 
her SRH, she says ‘If God gave us… but now I am not 
thinking’.

4.5.8 Interpersonal relationships
All of the married girls described mainly positive 
relationships with their spouses. They describe 
‘good’ men who are supportive and helpful. They also 
describe feeling ‘comfortable’ with them and having 
an ‘understanding’, although this sometimes took a 
bit of time to develop. Amal reflects that ‘The best 
thing about being in good terms is that if somebody is 
angry the other one stays calm. This reduces tension’. 
These participants describe being grateful for having 
‘good’ husbands, as Maya illustrates, ‘(the best thing 
is) That God sent me someone who loves me. He was 
not mad at me because I didn't know how to cook. He 
accepted this thing.’ Maya receives a lot of support 
from her husband to bring up the children. Similarly, 
Sahar spoke about the nature of her relationship 
with her husband, ‘Understanding is one factor. My 
husband and I need to be in harmony and understand 
each other. I tell him everything, because people here 
gossip. We must do this in order to avoid quarrels and 
misunderstandings, not to become angry with each 
other.’

Despite describing good relationships with their 
husbands they also still recognise some negative 
aspects of their partnerships, bearing significant 
responsibilities as a wife and mother, occasional 
arguments, and the desire they have for their 
husbands to have reliable work so they can provide 
for them.

Other interpersonal relationships are also critical. 
Zeinab describes her mother-in-law as a ‘bit tough’ 
(she is also her aunt) and that it is difficult to live in 
a shared house with 14 people; so she does not feel 
‘comfortable’ in the household, i.e. she cannot wear 
what she wants and cannot move about as she wants. 
Zeinab can only see her family every couple of weeks, 
and she worries that asking to see them more could 
result in divorce. Amal said that she gets on very well 
with her sister-in-law and gets a lot of support from 
her, as she feels she can trust her, and describes her 
reflections on her in-laws, ‘Also the mother-in-law 
and the sisters-in-law are something else, I was not 
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used to having someone pressure me to work. I did 
not work before, I was studying. The mother-in-law 
wants me to do the house chores… Do this and do 
that. There is a difference when there is pressure only 
to force power or pressure to teach us. Teaching us is 
something else. First she was pressuring me and now 
it's ok.’ Foutoun also described some tension with her 
in-laws when she lived with them.

4.5.9 Daily activities and community engagement
The girls day-to-day life mainly involves housework, 
cooking and taking care of children. Raya says that, 
‘Now, when I get back from work, I have responsibilities: 
cooking, doing the dishes and the laundry. I have a 
man who wants things from me. There are many things 
I have to do. Not the same thing I used to have when I 
used to live with my family. A girl’s situation is different 
when is living with her family… Now, my father in law 
has physical disabilities, I am the one who bathes him, 
I prepare everything for him. My sisters-in-law, each 
has children and they are busy with them.’

However, not all of the girls feel equipped for 
these responsibilities, as Sahar says, ‘That I have 
responsibilities now. Another problem I am facing is 
that I don’t know how to cook. I have to learn cooking. 
I am now learning with my friend, my aunt is teaching 
us.’

Most of the married girls describe being socially 
isolated from those outside of their immediate family 
because they are not allowed to leave the house 
without their husband’s permission and need to be 
accompanied. Several of the participants spoke 
about feeling unsafe in the community, and they 
prefer to only leave the house with their husband, 
as Rana’s mother describes, ‘the other day I sent 
her to a hair dressing course held by the UN. She 
went there a few days and then stopped going. They 
wanted her to walk some distance down the street for 
pick-up, she felt afraid. She told me:’ mom, how am I 
going to go outside every day. Tell them to come and 
pick me up from here’. Her husband is keen for her to 
learn something and they visit relatives, but she feels 
unsafe to go out unaccompanied. 

Sahar also describes military forces searching homes 
for illegal immigrants. 

Participants talk about trying to stay as connected 
as possible to their wider family, such as sisters, 

brothers, aunts, uncles and cousins, but they describe 
very little engagement with others not related to 
them. 

4.5.10 Divorce
None of the girls we interviewed were divorced. 
However, Hala’s mother married two other daughters 
at 13 and 14 years age, who both have two children 
and are now divorced and living with her. Several of 
the married girls said that they sometimes become 
worried that if they asked their husbands for too many 
things, or if they have lots of disagreements, then 
he will divorce her, as Hala illustrates, ‘sometimes I 
feel afraid. Sometimes I fear if my husband and I have 
quarrels, he might abandon me and take my child 
away or something like that’. 

4.6 Help seeking behaviour
The married girls describe requesting and receiving help and support in response to a range of challenges as 
shown below:

Participant Challenge Helping seeking behaviour Help received

Zeinab Pregnancy As she was unaware of 
anything related to pregnancy 
she sought advice from her 
mother and her aunt (her 
mother-in-law). 

Went to doctors twice during 
her pregnancy.

Could not seek help for 
vitamins and other forms of 
care during pregnancy as 
her family does not have the 
money to purchase these

Her mother and her aunt (her mother-
in-law) told her that pregnancy would 
be hard and that she would have to 
bear it and she would feel sick.

Zeinab only went to the doctor twice 
during her pregnancy (at 2 months 
and at 7 months) because she did not 
have the money to go more regularly. 
Her husband borrowed money so 
that she could go and see the doctor 
at 7 months to check the child was 
growing properly and to get vitamins 
and medicines.

Zeinab first asked her aunt (mother-
in-law) for the money to see the 
doctor at 7 months, but her aunt said 
that she did not have any money for 
this. Zeinab told her husband and he 
borrowed the money from a friend so 
she could go to the doctor.

Hard physical 
labour

Zeinab could not seek help 
to stop working until she was 
pregnant because the family 
struggles to pay the rent and 
buy enough food

Zeinab stopped working after she 
became pregnant

Day to day 
issues and 
problems that 
arise

Goes to her mother to ask for 
advice. Her mother is the first 
person she will ask support 
from and talk things through, 
especially if she has a big 
problem

Also will seek advice and 
support from her husband, 
especially if it is just 
something small

Her mother and her husband are 
available and respond to her requests 
for help and support. When she told 
her husband that she needed to go to 
the doctor during her pregnancy he 
borrowed money so that she could 
go, as her aunt (mother-in-law) said 
she did not have enough money to 
facilitate this.

Poverty 
and lack 
of material 
provision

Zeinab said that she asks her 
husband if she needs milk 
and nappies for her baby

Her husband will provide for her needs 
if he can, and sometimes will ask his 
friend to borrow money Sometimes 
her baby stays hungry because they 
are not able to buy formula to top up 
her breast milk. Her baby will remain 
without nappies and milk and clothes 
for days at a time

Marriage 
registration 

The family sought help 
from the UN to register 
the marriage at the courts 
officially

The UN referred them to the NRC who 
helped them to get all the documents 
together to officially register their 
marriage at the courts
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Participant Challenge Helping seeking behaviour Help received

Raya
Marriage 
registration

The family sought help 
from the UN to register 
the marriage at the courts 
officially

The UN helped them to get all the 
documents together to officially 
register their marriage at the courts

Pregnancy She relied on support from her 
family (particularly her mother 
and mother-in-law)

Sought antennal care from a 
doctor

She had to work to earn the 
money to buy medication 
during pregnancy

Her mother has been telling her how 
to look after herself and how to care 
for herself during pregnancy. Raya 
has previously lost a few children 
during pregnancy. 

Raya stopped work recently so that 
she can take better care of herself 
(now 8 months pregnant)

Raya has also been to the doctors 
and is currently taking medication 
and resting.

Her husband could not buy her 
medicine during pregnancy or a fan 
to cool the shelter

Miscarriage Sought support from her 
family and her doctor

Her doctor and her mother advised 
her to stop working so that she could 
rest during her future pregnancies 
to reduce the chance of her having a 
miscarriage again

Day to day 
issues and 
problems that 
arise

Poor living 
conditions 
(currently in an 
informal tented 
settlement)

Goes to her mother to ask for 
advice. Her mother is the first 
person she will ask support 
from and talk things through, 
especially if she has a big 
problem

She also seeks advice from 
her father at times

Her mother-in-law is also very 
supportive and helps look 
after her
She does not think that there 
is anyone who can change her 
living conditions

She has sought help from 
her husband, her mother and 
the UN to move to a formal 
structure

Her mother and her father and her 
mother-in-law are available and 
respond to her requests for help and 
support within their means. 

Her husband does not have a secure 
job so is unable to provide financially 
and meet her material needs (i.e. he 
cannot afford a fan, or to change 
homes, or to buy medicine)

Her husband cannot provide her 
with a home, and her mother cannot 
provide money for them to live in a 
secure house. She gets emotional 
support from her mother to deal 
with her daily circumstances. The 
UN could not provide them with any 
alternative housing

General 
challenges 
in life and 
shortages due 
to poverty

Seeks help from her mother 
for items that she needs.

She is considering going back 
to work after the baby is born, 
to help provide money for the 
family

Her mother will provide for her as 
much as she can. Her mother gives 
her lots of emotional support and 
advice and reassures her that God 
will look after her

Heavy 
responsibilities 
as wife and 
mother

Tries to solve by herself and 
asks for help from her mother 
mainly

She receives support from her 
mother, and her mother-in-law, 
particularly emotional support.

Participant Challenge Helping seeking behaviour Help received

Amal
Day to day 
worries and 
concerns

She seeks help from her 
sister-in-law (her husband’s 
sister)

Her sister-in-law provides her with a 
lot of emotional support, especially 
when she is too shy or uncomfortable 
to talk to her mother

General 
challenges 
in life and 
shortages due 
to poverty

There is no one to help 
provide for the things she 
needs

Her husband does not have the 
ability to financially provide for her

Unregistered 
marriage

Sought help from the UN and 
the NRC

NRC facilitated the registration of 
her marriage at the religious courts 
in Lebanon

Foutoun
Unregistered 
marriage

Has not sought help because 
her husband is undocumented

Her marriage remains unregistered 
and her children remain unregistered

Paying rent She works every morning in 
the tobacco fields to pay the 
rent

Her in-laws left the house 
where they were living and 
her husband is unable to work. 
She has asked the UN for 
assistance.

She is poorly paid and so not always 
able to pay the rent.

She receives no support or 
assistance from anyone else and 
feels that there is no one else who 
will help her. Her husband cannot 
work and the UN will not assist her.

Paying back 
her debt

She works every morning in 
the tobacco fields to pay back 
the debt.

Her husband is unable to 
work. She has asked the UN 
for assistance.

She is poorly paid and so not always 
able to pay back her debt She 
receives no support or assistance 
from anyone else and feels that there 
is no one else who will help her. Her 
husband cannot work and the UN 
will not assist her.

Raising 
children and 
meeting their 
needs

She works to provide for her 
children

Her husband is unable to 
work. She has asked the UN 
for assistance.

She is poorly paid and so not always 
able to provide food and clothes for 
her children

She receives no support or 
assistance from anyone else and 
feels that there is no one else who 
will help her. Her husband cannot 
work and the UN will not assist her.

Protecting her 
children

When she is at home she 
cares for and protects her 
children but has no one to look 
after them while she works

She has no one to look after her 
children while she works apart from 
her husband who has poor health

Feeling 
insecure

She asks her husband to 
protect her

Her husband makes her feel more 
secure when he is around

Maya Pregnancy Asked for her husband to 
support and care for her 
Sought medical support during 
the birth

Received medical support during the 
birth

Childrearing Asked for her husband to 
support and care for her

Her husband helps look after the 
children
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Participant Challenge Helping seeking behaviour Help received

Myra
Unregistered 
marriage

Sought to register the 
marriage

Unable to register her marriage 
because she has no ID card, only a 
passport and cannot go to Syria to 
get an ID card

Delay in 
conceiving

Sought medical care Doctors have told her that she has 
not yet conceived because she is 
young and she will probably become 
pregnant when she is older

Day to day 
support and 
advice

Seeks advice and support and 
emotional support from her 
mother

Receives support from her mother

Rana
Day to day 
issues and 
problems that 
arise

Seeks support from her 
husband, mother, her uncle’s 
wife and her maternal cousin 
who she is close too

Well supported and provided for by 
her husband, mother, her uncle’s 
wife and cousin who also provide 
good emotional support and advice.

Alya
Day to day 
issues and 
problems that 
arise

Seeks support from her 
husband, mother and her aunt

Well supported and provided for by 
her husband, mother, and her aunt 
who also provide good emotional 
support and advice.

Marriage 
registration

She does not know if her 
marriage is registered or not

She has not sought any support to 
register her marriage

Sahar Marriage 
registration

Seeking support from the UN 
to register her marriage

Currently in the process of getting 
her marriage registered

Does not know 
how to cook

Has requested lessons from 
her mother-in-law

Is receiving lessons from her mother-
in-law

Day to day 
issues and 
problems that 
arise

Requests help from her best 
friend who is the only person 
she knows in the area

Gets help from her best friend (i.e. 
she will go out and purchase things 
for her)

Military forces 
searching 
homes

Has renewed her stay in 
Lebanon so she is not an 
illegal resident

Has renewed her stay in Lebanon so 
she is not an illegal resident

Hala
Marriage 
registration

Not currently seeking support 
to register her marriage

Pregnancy Seeks support from her 
mother-in-law

Receives support from her mother-
in-law

Day to day 
issues and 
problems that 
arise

Seeks support from her 
mother-in-law and her 
paternal cousin

Receives support from her mother-
in-law and paternal cousin

4.7 Reflections on marriage and life

4.7.1 Reflections on marriage
All of the married girls with children said that while 
they have good relationships with their husbands, 
and they are very happy to have children, they feel 
that marriage is a huge responsibility and a heavy 
burden as their age. Zeinab describes her life, ‘After 
marriage, I remained at work until I got pregnant, after 
I got pregnant I stopped. Now I have a baby and I 
have big responsibilities. You know cleaning, laundry, 
cooking and a man's responsibility. Sometimes I see 
my friends. We stopped school long time ago.’ Raya 
similarly describes life after marriage, ‘Now, when I 
get back from work, I have responsibilities: cooking, 
doing the dishes and the laundry. I have a man who 
wants things from me. There are many things I have to 
do. Not the same thing I used to have when I used to 
live with my family. A girl’s situation is different when 
is living with her family…I swear that marriage is very 
difficult…the best thing in marriage it is that God has 
bestowed his protection on me. Not more than that.’

Maya also spoke about the difficulties she has in 
managing all her responsibilities at a young age, ‘I 
am happy but I wish I am older. I am sure that I will 
be happier. I want to be educated. If my family has 
taught me, I wouldn't have passed through all of the 
difficulties during my pregnancy and marriage or 
everything. Maybe if my body was bigger, I would have 
sustained more. Those who are my age are playing 
with no responsibility now but I am responsible of my 
daughters and husband. I have many responsibilities’

Several of the girls with children reflected that 
marriage is not what they expected, as Raya 
describes, ‘I swear when he proposed, I thought this 
will take me from work, I used to work when I was 
living with my family. I thought I will feel comfortable 
and he will ease things for me. He turned out more 
impoverished than my family. Thinks got worse, I am 
still working, no decent house and responsibility has 
increased.’ Foutoun similarly did not expect married 
life to be so hard, ‘I remember I was there before I got 
married, but I did not expect that things will be like 
this. You know, life before was better than now. I now 
have responsibilities. I mean I married too young and 
had responsibilities that I can’t endure. But now I have 
two daughters. I go to work to be able to raise them. 
My husband is sick…I was thinking about a better 
life than the life I lived. I did not expect life to be like 

this…I hoped that my husband will provide me with 
what I need. Quite the opposite. He was never like 
what I hope for. Do you know that he turned out to be 
worse than that?’

Foutoun’s mother recognises that Foutoun is still a 
child and that she is currently struggling, saying that 
‘What do we do, this is what was destined for her, and 
that's what happened. This is what we Arabs say, that's 
her destiny; this is her share. That's what's destined 
for her, what can we do!... Can I be honest with you, 
after her marriage, I regretted it. After she got married, 
I regretted that she is married at this young age. Now I 
say to myself about all my daughters, why did I do this 
to them, they're still too young to get married... She's 
so young; and she has to be responsible; her family in-
law needs to be taken care of; there are a lot of things. 
Now I wonder why I didn't keep them for more two, 
three, or even four years! If that was the case and the 
girl is mature enough, she can speak up for herself. 
She goes, lives knowing how to run her life’

The girls who have recently married and who do not 
yet have children reflected more positively on their 
marriages and their situation. Myra and Rana said 
that they miss school a little but that they are happy 
to be married and receive good support from their 
families. Sahar said that ‘Nearly nothing has changed 
after marriage, I feel I don’t need anything, and I am 
very happy with him. We have fun together, and we 
joke and sit together.’

Many of the mothers who we interviewed spoke sadly 
about the lives of their daughters and some were 
regretful that they allowed them to marry so young. 
Zeinab and Raya’s mother describes the life of her 
married daughters and says that she wishes it was 
not like this for them, ‘They cannot any longer (go to 
school). They live at their in laws. They don’t give them 
any money. When I visit them and ask them how they 
are doing, they would say they live in the same room 
every day, they keep them busy working. And I don’t 
know, Raya kept working till the eighth month of her 
pregnancy. She stopped working only fifteen days 
ago. She works to provide money for her needs. Her 
in-laws never give her any money. Even her husband is 
unemployed. If he gets a part-time job, that would only 
be to secure the house rent and some daily expenses… 
I swear I wish for them …. That what happened did 
not happen. For example, I wish they become happy. 
I wish they live like other girls, to have free time to go 
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out. They sit at home alone all day long… I swear their 
life has completely changed. I mean when they were 
at our house they had a life, and after marriage it was 
a different life. I mean they married while very young 
they don’t know anything about marriage, and they did 
not how they will have children. My daughter Raya 
can’t manage herself. She comes to me, yesterday 
she visited me here. She can’t manage, she told me 
and started crying; “Mother, I don’t know anything,” I 
stayed with her for a week until her delivery… I swear 
now that they got married they feel regret and I do too.’ 

Amal’s mother also describes feeling worried about 
her married daughter, ‘We came to Lebanon in the 
beginning of the events. I am 37 years old.  Amal is 
young, she married at a young age and she was still 
playing with the kids. She does not know how to raise 
kids. She does not know how to deal with her husband. 
I am so worried about her. I always think about her. 
Sometimes I try to help her. she is still young… very 
young.’  

Rana’s mother explained that they had intended for 
Rana to be engaged for 2-3 years so that she could 
marry when she was 16 years or older, however they 
brought the wedding forward when they realised 
that her father was dying. Rana and her husband still 
live with her mother and she describes trying to help 
her cope with marriage because she realises she is 
still very young to be married, ‘Look, I am helping my 
daughter here at home. Had she hadn’t been here, my 
life would have been different. I do the laundry, the 
cooking and many other things. Whatever a remark 
her husband makes, I do it just not to feel that I have 
failed her. There is a huge mistake in getting a girl 
under 18 years old married. It is the biggest mistake.’

4.7.2 Hopes for the future
When asked about how they feel about the future, 
what they hoped for and what they expected, many 
of the married girls said they were worried and 
uncertain about their future because of the on-
going conflict in Syria, and the state of their current 
situation in Lebanon. Many of the girls refer to their 
current difficulties in housing and providing for the 
family, and that they can’t see if, how or when this will 
change. They do not know whether they will return 
to Syria, whether they will prosper again, or what life 
will be like for their children, and this is concerning on 
many levels. As a result, several of the girls said that 
they do not like to think about the future, rather they 

focus on one day at a time. 

All of the girls with children said that they were worried 
about the future of their children, Zeinab worries 
that her daughter will ‘spend her life in work… or I 
cannot let her continue studying or to provide her with 
her needs… or not buy her the clothes she wants… 
Not to be able to fulfil her dreams.’ She wishes that in 
the future, ‘My husband finds work; we both work to 
provide for our daughter. To pay our debts… to live in a 
good house.’ Similarly, Raya says, ‘I had big thoughts 
for them (her children), that they will not go to work as 
I did, not to live the life I lived. Look at me; I am dying 
at this shelter…I have fear about my little baby living 
in this place, I am afraid of leaving him behind me here 
when I start going to work, I have worries about his 
future, how am going to provide him with education 
and life necessities.’ In the future she wants to be 
living in a secure house, not going to work, and 
looking after her children, and providing them with 
education. She wants her husband to have a stable 
job so he can provide for her and their children. Amal 
also spoke about how difficult life was for her and 
her children and she said that she will make it up to 
them, ‘I want to send my children to school. I will not 
let them marry young. I want to let them study because 
studying is a weapon. If a woman gets married and her 
husband left her, she can do something else without 
making any wrong doing… She can work what makes 
her comfortable.’

Foutoun is worried that her life will remain like this 
(really hard) for a long time ‘I fear and I am worried 
that my life will remain like this, do you know what I 
mean?’ 

The girls who do not yet have children said that when 
they think about the future, they just think about 
having children and how they will provide for them. 

The family interviews reveal similar concerns about 
the future, and crucially that the hopes and dreams 
they used to have for their future and for their children 
have changed. Most dream about going back to Syria, 
to their homes and communities. However, they are 
uncertain as to if this will ever happen. They are also 
worried about being deported back to Syria before 
it is safe to be there. Some describe feeling safe in 
Lebanon but find the living circumstances difficult. 

4.8 Advice to others and attitudes towards child 
marriage
All of the participants were asked about their advice 
to others, to unmarried girls and their families, about 
marriage under the age of 18. Although all of the 
girls described being ‘happy’ with their husbands, 
most of the girls said that they would advise other 
girls to marry later, largely because of the heavy 
responsibilities that you take on when you marry and 
have children. For example, Zeinab said that ‘I do not 
advise them to marry at a young age because there 
are responsibilities, if she got pregnant, it is a big 
responsibility. If you have a child you grow very old.’ 
Similarly, Raya said, ‘Both the husband and wife must 
be grown-ups, over 18 years old, the husband in a good 
financial status, mutual understanding, and living in a 
separate house not sharing it with anybody…The wife 
must be educated in order to teach her kids.’
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5. Discussion 5. Discussion

The discussion will be shaped around answering the six 
research questions:
1- How do child brides and their families describe the
nature and experience of child marriage?

2- What factors impact on the decision-making 
processes related to child marriage?

3- How is ‘consent’ to marry negotiated within families?

4- What are the key social conditions or processes
underpinning the increase in rates of child marriage
within Syrian refugee communities in Lebanon?

5- What social and cultural processes, including help
seeking behaviours and support services available, 
underpin possible protective strategies in relation to
child marriage?

6- What are the implications for interventions?

5.1 How do child brides and their families describe 
the nature and experience of child marriage? 
While all the married girls spoke about having a good 
relationship with their husband, and there being a good 
‘understanding’ in this relationship which brought them 
joy and a sense of accomplishment, many of them also 
spoke about the difficulties, heavy responsibilities 
and worries of being a wife and a mother, especially 
in the context of displacement. These worries often 
kept them awake at night and preoccupied in the day. 
While they all spoke positively about the marriage, 
and being a wife and mother, they also described early 
and difficult childbearing, no access to education, 
lack of preparation for marriage, social isolation, 
heavy responsibilities around the house, worry, poor 
childrearing skills and unregistered marriages. Only 
one of the married girls actively advised others to also 
marry before 18 years of age, all the others advised 
against it.

The narratives show the wide range of ‘outcomes’ or 
consequences that are associated with child marriage. 
They also show that not all child brides will experience 
all of the potential negative outcomes associated with 

child marriage, such as domestic violence or social 
isolation or ‘unhappiness’ after marriage. Within 
the Syrian community everyone will probably know 
married girls whose lives appear ‘normal’ and ‘fine’, 
and they will probably also know a married girl whose 
relationship ended in divorce, which will probably 
be attributed to a ‘bad’ wife or husband rather than 
child marriage. However, it is unlikely that community 
members know much about the inner-workings of 
other families or their household interactions, unless 
there have been any public displays of conflict. Many 
of the challenges of child marriage will only be known 
to the girl or her household, rather than be known 
wider in the community. These challenges will also 
probably be largely attributed to displacement and 
married life which always contains challenges.

The narratives described through this research, along 
with other research, shows that in almost all cases 
of child marriage the girl will not continue with any 
education and will have a child shortly after marriage. 
She will also take on significant responsibilities 
around the house and will not be able to engage in the 
activities of a ‘child’ or ‘adolescent’ – such as spending 
time with her friends, attending ‘youth’ focused 
activities or freely moving around. Married girls are 
no longer children in the eyes of the household and her 
community, no matter her age, and she is expected to 
take on the roles and responsibilities of being a wife 
and a mother. Even if a girl marries a ‘good’ man and 
has a ‘good’ marriage, she will almost certainly still 
leave school, still shortly have a child, and still take on 
huge responsibilities that she will not be prepared for. 
However, if a girl marries a man, or into a family, that 
does not treat her well, then the combination of being 
young and unprepared is disastrous, especially if her 
own family does not support her through this. 

Child marriage is not something that girls ‘recover’ 
from, it is permanently life altering, and the 
consequences of limited education and early 
childbearing may not be seen for many years. The 
narrative interviews largely highlight the short and 
medium terms consequences of child marriage, 
rather than the long-term consequences which might 
not be felt for many years. It is also difficult to gauge 
the long-term psychological impact of child marriage. 
This is particularly pertinent for Syrian refugees who 
have already lived through the trauma of conflict and 
displacement, especially when their marriages are 
facilitated in direct response to this trauma (either 
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because of the conflict or displacement, or on-going 
fear that persists in Syrian families about what will 
happen to them and their families). For many of the 
refugee girls who are married as children, their 
marriages may always be tainted by this trauma, 
knowing that married life would have been very 
different if the Syrian conflict had never happened.

Could any of the girls or her family have predicted 
the nature of their experience? Would a sufficient 
cost/benefit analysis have helped them to weigh up 
the various costs and benefits for the girl and other 
actors? Several mothers said that they did not want 
their daughters to marry at 13 or 14 years old, but they 
were forced to accept the decision of another due 
to the conflict in Syria. One mother was concerned 
that her son-in-law would not treat her daughter with 
love and respect, and described feeling upset that 
she did not stop the marriage from happening. These 
mothers knew they were putting their daughters in 
a risky context but were either unable to stop the 
marriage or felt that there were no other options. 
Other families talk about only accepting proposals 
from men with a ‘good’ reputation from a ‘good’ 
family or with a ‘good’ financial status, in an effort 
to ensure that the benefits outweigh the costs both 
for their daughter and for themselves. Marriages 
that end in divorce are costly for families and are to 
be avoided if at all possible. Findings a ‘good’ man is 
seen as the best way to prevent this. It appears then 
that families focus on finding the right qualities in a 
groom when considering marriage proposals, rather 
than the human capital of their daughter, and what 
she will need in order to negotiate and strengthen a 
marriage; such as education, marriage preparation, 
and being older and experienced in life. This reflects 
the patriarchal notions of marriage which asserts that 
if the male head of household is a capable man, he 
will be able to lead the household as long as those 
within his household follow his commands and 
obey his instructions. Yet the narratives described 
by the participants illustrates that the challenges 
of running a household, negotiating a marital 
relationship and bringing up children in the context 
of displacement require significant skills, experience 
and determination. These qualities do not appear as 
valued as that of being obedient and submissive to a 
‘good’ man and his family.

All of the participants explicitly talk about child 
marriage as a ‘marriage’, even if it is not considered 

to be an ideal marriage or when it is even considered 
as harmful. Therefore, girls are entering an institution 
that is often dominated by patriarchal norms within 
families and where they will be expected to fulfil their 
duties as wives and mothers with little consideration 
to their age, their capabilities and sometimes even 
their own desires, needs and opinions.

5.2 What factors impact on the decision-making 
processes related to child marriage?
Marriage is nearly universal in Syrian culture [33], 
and so the decision-making processes of marriage 
formation are rarely about whether to marry, rather 
they are about when to marry and to whom they will 
marry. 

This decision-making process involves not only the 
proposed bride and groom, but also their families. All 
of the proposals discussed in the narratives appear to 
be led and negotiated by the families of the proposed 
bride and groom, rather than by the proposed bride 
and groom themselves. This is in fact an important part 
of being a mother and father (or grandparent, or aunt/
uncle) within Syrian culture. It is, therefore, difficult 
to separate out the decisions made by the family, and 
the decisions made by the proposed bride and groom, 
especially at the beginning and at the end of the 
decision-making process. Many examples were given 
across the narratives of proposals being rejected for 
various reasons, indicating that the decision-making 
process is authentic and important. Families do not 
just accept the first proposal they receive for their 
daughter, nor are they just going through the motions. 

The narratives show that there are at least three 
stages to the decision-making process related to 
marriage, with different and overlapping factors that 
impact on this (see figure 4). 

The first stage of the decision-making process 
questions whether a family or a girl will consider any 
proposals of marriage at all at this time, i.e. are they 
ready to begin thinking about marriage for a particular 
child. This usually occurs when informal proposals 
start to be made to their daughter, or when families 
start to think or talk about marriage for their children. 
Decisions for Syrian refugees at this stage appear 
to be largely impacted by the social and community 
context (such as the Asylum phase of Hope and Fear, 
feelings of safety and security, value of education, 

Figure 4: Factors impacting decision-making process as identified through qualitative interviews 
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provision of education, aspirations for girls, social 
norms and values, family traditions, religious 
teachings, economic security, living conditions, 
attitudes to child marriage and number of proposals 
already received). It is unlikely that families or girls 
will be formally aware of this decision-making stage 
as it occurs at an abstract social level and shapes 
expectation, attitudes and ethics about what is right 
or wrong. This process is not in response to a specific 
proposal, making it an abstract and less concrete 
‘decision’, which might be more accurately described 
as an orientation. Some families may explicitly seek to 
facilitate a marriage under the age of 18, while others 
may explicitly reject this ‘tradition’. Most families will 
not have a specific age in mind and will be largely 
shaped by the nature of the factors present at this 
stage. The priority that is given to all these factors at 
this stage will differ from family to family, however, 
community norms and values regarding age at first 
marriage (and family traditions), value of, and access 
to, education and general living conditions/access to 
resources, appear to be the most influential for the 
participants interviewed. One way that families can 
gauge the social acceptability of marriage for their 
daughter is through the number of proposals they 
are receiving for her, and this appears to be a critical 
part of moving families and girls towards believing 
that the time to seriously consider each proposal is 
near. For example, if a 13 year old girl has received 
several proposals, this indicates to her family that 
the community now considers that she is ready for 
marriage.

The marriage process formally begins when girls start 
to receive proposals of marriage. Abstract notions of 
marriage become formed and shaped and persuasive 
when proposals are received by families for their 
daughters. The narrative interviews with Syrian 
refugee girls and their families indicated that girls 
receive proposals from a young age, and that they 
may receive many proposals before one is actually 
accepted. 

This second stage involves an explicit and concrete 
decision in response to a specific proposal. For 
families who are not ready to consider any proposal 
for their daughter, the mother will probably decline any 
tentative proposal immediately, without significant 
analysis and thought. However, for those who are 
further through the first stage and more amenable to 
considering proposals based on the factors highlighted 

in the first stage of figure 4, they will then take into 
account a range of factors in response to a specific 
proposal. These factors include the characteristics of 
the proposed groom and his family (including if he is 
a ‘good’ man and has sufficient financial resources), 
their current economic and housing conditions, the 
age of the girl and her ‘maturity’, whether the girl is still 
in school, current aspirations for their daughter and 
the consent of the girl. Some of these factors overlap 
with the first stage but are more concrete and time 
specific. They are focused on the current context and 
may be heavily influenced by each family’s specific 
circumstances. At this stage the characteristics of 
the proposed groom and his family appear to be very 
influential, as well as the girl’s desire to accept the 
proposal and living conditions of the household. 

The third stage occurs during conversations about 
the marriage contract. The marriage contract is a 
formal, binding contract considered an integral part 
of an Islamic marriage, and it outlines the rights 
and responsibilities of the groom and bride or other 
parties involved in marriage proceedings. A marriage 
contract will typically give details of the dowry and 
other gifts that are negotiated. Other conditions 
such as the length of engagement or if the married 
girl will continue in school occur can be included. 
In theory, it is possible for girls and their families to 
shape these arrangements to the benefit of the girl, 
and this contract can provide certain guarantees and 
a level of protection to the girl. However, only a few 
families sought to negotiate specific guarantees for 
their daughters, such as a separate house. At least 
one of the girls said she did not even know what was 
in the marriage contract, and one girl said that they 
never ask for a deferred dowry (which is the money 
that is given to the girl if she is divorced). In addition, 
none of the marriage contracts were overseen by 
an authorised Sheikh and only a few were later 
registered at the religious courts in Lebanon. This 
stage is particularly important for the protection of 
girls and women and appears to be the weakest for all 
the girls interviewed.

Theorising the decision-making process in relation 
to marriage is difficult, not only because of the many 
factors that need to be taken into account at different 
stages, but because of the number of decision-
makers who are an integral part of the process.  A 
few narratives reflect the traditional and stereotyped 
process, whereby the male head of household makes 

all of the decisions with little input from anyone else. 
However, most of the narratives include multiple 
actors who have various levels of influence at different 
stages of the process, such as grandparents, mothers, 
fathers, uncles, aunts and siblings, as well as the 
proposed bride and groom themselves. This makes 
it difficult to predict which factors will be prioritised 
when. The narratives largely describe consensus 
within the decision-making process, i.e. they all 
agree that a proposal should be accepted or rejected. 
The few descriptions of disagreement across the 
narratives indicate that power dynamics within the 
family and the current context will determine which 
decision is actually made.

The decision-making process described by the 
participants appears to be based on the collective 
identity of many Syrian families, and power 
relationships within the home revolving around adult 
(usually male) heads of the house. However, it also 
better suits younger girls who have less power or 
influence in the household, less knowledge about 
marriage, and less experience of relationships outside 
the family home. When marriages are facilitated 
for girls as young as 13 or 14 years old, then heavy 
involvement from family is seen to be ‘appropriate’ 
and ‘needed’ because they are young, inexperienced 
and don’t know what is best for them. However, it is 
unclear if the process is significantly different for 
women over 18 years of age, and whether they have 
a more significant role in the decision-making and 
whether different factors are taken into account. The 
participants indicated that the process of marriage 
described is followed for girls of all ages, not just for 
those under 18 years of age. 

It has been suggested in the literature, that if families 
were aware of the negative outcomes associated 
with child marriage they will be less likely to facilitate 
child marriage themselves, and more likely to reject 
proposals of marriage before 18 years of age [17]. 
However, the narratives show ambivalent attitudes to 
the consequences of child marriage, and that harmful 
experiences in marriage are not always attributed to 
child marriage, especially in contexts of displacement. 
High rates of poverty and overcrowding, and poor 
educational access, for example, are so widespread 
across the Syrian refugee community [32] that it is 
unlikely they will be seen as being a result of child 
marriage, a unique feature of child marriage or 
something that could be avoided by marrying over 18 

years of age. Also, families might not be fully aware 
of the negative consequences of child marriage, 
because many of these occur within the private sphere 
of life. So, while families may know who is divorced, 
they are less likely to know who is experiencing 
domestic violence or social isolation or difficulties 
with childrearing. The narratives indicate that for 
many families, while child marriage is not considered 
ideal (because the girl is young and unprepared and 
inexperienced), if circumstances conspire that result 
in child marriage, then it is acceptable and probably 
not too harmful or much more difficult than marrying 
later. This is probably linked to legacies of when it 
has historically been more traditional and socially 
acceptable to marry from 13 years of age in Syria – 
and legal provisions still remain for this in Syria [24, 
33]. 

Most of the girls interviewed had already left school 
due to displacement, so did not associate marriage 
with the end of their education. While families spoke 
about marriage ideally being of financial benefit to 
the girl’s family or providing long term security to the 
girl, some families facilitated marriages even with 
low dowry and a lack of adequate provision expected 
for their daughter. Therefore, knowledge that their 
daughter would be moving to live with an unemployed 
husband, in an overcrowded house without new 
furniture or jewellery, for example, does not appear 
to be a reason in itself to decline a proposal. This is 
because participants reveal that their expectations 
of marriage have been changed by displacement, 
as well as their aspirations for the future (for all 
family members, including their daughters). They 
can no longer see the value or the possibility of their 
daughters finishing their education, or how it will help 
them in their marriage in the future. The connection 
between education and economic prosperity is also 
weakened due to the legal context in Lebanon where 
refugees are unable to legally work and it is difficult 
to get any informal employment. In addition, across 
some Syrian communities it is unusual for women 
to work professionally [40]. They do not know what 
life holds for them or their daughters, and securing 
marriage gives an illusion of being about to secure a 
future for their daughters - making acceptable some 
conditions of marriage that would have previously 
been unacceptable, even if they are known to be 
harmful (such a poor economic security). 

In addition, because not all child marriages end in 
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difficult divorce, or all child brides are victims of 
domestic violence or social isolation, families may 
think that this only happens to ‘others’ because they 
made bad choices, but it would not happen in their 
family. Therefore, a simple relationship between 
increased knowledge of the negative consequences 
of child marriage and an increased rejection of 
proposals made to girls cannot be assumed.

5.3 How is ‘consent’ to marry negotiated within 
families?
From the narrative interviews it appears that there 
are two stages to the giving of formal consent by a 
girl to marry, which are included within the decision-
making process undertaken by families in figure 4. The 
first stage of consent is in response to each proposal 
that is made, if they are told about it. It appears that 
girls can make a significant contribution at this stage, 
with several girls saying that they declined proposals 
until someone proposed who they liked or who they 
felt comfortable with. The second stage of consent 
is when the marriage contract is signed, and she is 
asked by the Sheikh or court judge if she gives her 
consent. Forced marriage is illegal in Lebanon. 
Ensuring consent is freely given is an important 
role of religious officials validating and registering 
the marriage contract. However, none of the girls 
were married through the religious courts or with 
an authorised Sheikh, and several girls said that the 
Sheikh they used did not ask for their consent at the 
signing of the marriage contract. These stages are 
also preceded by a preparation stage that happens 
explicitly or implicitly within families.

Some families will have brought their daughters up 
in the knowledge that they will leave education and 
marry when they are 13-14 years of age. Many of these 
girls will be expecting to marry at this age and will 
not question this as this is likely to result in physical, 
emotional or social punishment. Other families will not 
hold on to this ‘tradition’ and will not have prepared 
their daughters in the same way, rather allowing them 
to focus on their education. The narratives indicate 
that if the conflict had not occurred in Syria then 
several of the married girls would have stayed in 
school longer and married later, rather than at 13 or 
14 years of age. However, the conflict and years of 
prolonged displacement appears to have created new 
social conditions (or incentives) for child marriage, 
which are mapped out in figure 5, in the next section. 

All of these new conditions have resulted in a social 
environment that is also preparing girls to give their 
consent to marriage at 13 or 14 years of age, because 
this appears to now be the dominant aspiration for 
young women in Syrian refugee families. On a number 
of occasions, the married girls said that they ‘knew’ 
they would have to marry because of the difficult 
lives they live in Lebanon, poor conditions and risks 
to their safety, because of their lack of education/
inactivity at home, and because of an unclear and 
hopeless future. They knew this because of what they 
saw around them, because of what their families told 
them, and because of the number of proposals they 
will have received from a young age. Aspirations of 
education are quick to disappear in Syrian families 
that are surviving day to day in Lebanon. Marriage is 
also a highly valued institution which girls all expect 
to enter at some point, and about which they may have 
had romantic conversations with others. Frequent 
marriage proposals are also likely to be considered as 
a compliment by girls and be a source of pride.

While girls appear to easily accept (and even 
welcome) the fact that they will be marrying at 13 or 
14 years of age, some girls still appear to actively use 
their ability to accept or reject a specific marriage 
proposal. Many of the girls said they had rejected or 
actively accepted proposals and were part of active 
discussions with their parents about proposals, or 
they had a preference of whether they married a 
paternal or maternal cousin - although, girls were 
not often told about the early proposals which their 
parents were not willing to consider. Also, some girls 
describe still being heavily influenced by their parents 
at this stage.

A girl’s consent is also based on her knowledge 
of marriage. The narratives indicate that girls are 
unlikely to have a full understanding of the roles 
and responsibilities of marriage, of sexual and 
reproductive health, and of child rearing. It is unlikely 
that they will be taught how to get along in a new 
family, or to manage conflictual relationships other 
than by obeying everything they are asked to do. They 
are unlikely to be aware of their ability to delay, space 
and prevent pregnancy. Participants describe their 
consent being based on the look of the man, advice 
from cousins or feeling comfortable, rather than an 
understanding of the familial environment they will 
be entering. The consent they give, while it has the 
appearance of agency and validity, largely remains 

the consent of an unprepared and uninformed child.

5.4 What are the key social conditions or processes 
underpinning the increase rates and nature of 
child marriage within Syrian refugee communities 
in Lebanon?

5.4.1 Impact of displacement on the social conditions 
that increase child marriage
A number of changes in the social conditions of 
Syrians, stemming from the conflict, have impacted 
on the rates of child marriage amongst Syrian 
refugees as seen in figure 5. Firstly, before the 
conflict, child marriage in Syria was associated 
with occurring in ‘traditional’ families living in rural 
areas with low educational attainment or poor 
access to education [14, 24, 33]. Child marriage was 
decreasing in urban areas amongst more wealthy 
and educated families [33]. Secondly, the literature 
shows that armed conflict in Syria resulted in an 
increased level of kidnapping and sexual assault of 
young unmarried girls. These occurrences, and the 
rumours of these occurrences, led to families quickly 
arranging marriages for their unmarried daughters 
from 13 years of age [5, 8]. Thirdly, girls were unlikely 
to be enrolled in school on entry into Lebanon, and 
those who remained inactive at home were at very 
high risk of marriage. Conditions on arrival in Lebanon 
were difficult, resulting in frequent moves and 
sheltering in informal tented settlements. Finally, due 
to prolonged displacement, and fewer new arrivals 
from 2014, most families have been in Lebanon for 
many years. These families are now more familiar 
with Lebanese marriage laws and social norms. Yet 
insecurity and hopelessness remain regarding their 
future along with limited employment rights, rising 
living costs and the long terms consequences of the 
trauma they have experienced through conflict and 
displacement (such as life controlling fear, worry and 
concerns about what will happen to them and their 
family). Educational uptake for Syrian refugees is still 
low, and access can be difficult [32]. Data produced 
by UNICEF  show that rates of child marriage have 
continued to rise [1].  An adapted culture of child 
marriage appears to persist due to poor educational 
opportunities, changed aspirations for girls, limited 
hope for the future and difficult living conditions. 

5.4.2 Marriage preparation
The limited understanding that married girls describe 

when talking about what they thought married life 
would be like, and lack of preparation by family 
members before marriage, directly contributed to 
the girl’s readiness to consent to marriage, and the 
challenges child brides faced. Very few married girls 
said they had been adequately prepared for having sex 
with their husband and other aspects of sexual and 
reproductive health. Girls were also rarely prepared 
for the impact of pregnancy on their bodies, child 
birth and the challenges of childrearing. Pregnancy 
is likely to occur in the first few months of marriage, 
when girls are still getting to know their husband 
and in-laws, and they may have limited contact with 
their own family. This means that they may be feeling 
particularly vulnerable and unsure of how to respond 
to the pregnancy while surrounded by people they are 
still getting to know.

While girls and their families talk about preparation for 
moving to live with their husband and how to get along 
with her in-laws, this mainly involved instructions 
to be obedient, to do as she is told, to forgive any 
mistreatment and to keep the difficulties private. Very 
little practical advice appeared to be given about how 
to resolve conflicts, how to communicate effectively 
with her husband and in-laws, and how to advocate 
for her needs and wishes (even those as basic as 
ensuring she has enough to eat and can contact her 
family). Most girls had also not spent any or very little 
time with the man who proposed, giving them very 
little to inform their decision. This was also the case 
during the engagement, meaning that their husbands 
were relatively unknown to them before they were 
married.

5.4.3 Gender norms
Marriage is the foundation of family life in Syria (as 
across the Middle East), and all men and women 
expect to marry at some point [24, 25]. Marriage is 
associated with specific and ingrained roles and 
responsibilities on gender lines, often underpinned 
by Islamic thought, which usually result in women 
marrying younger than men [41]. Women are usually 
responsible for child rearing and managing the home, 
while men are responsible for ensuring his wife and 
children are cared and provided for. However, prior 
to the conflict in Syria, there had been almost full 
attendance in primary school education over the 
past 20 years, and a reasonable attendance for both 
girls and boys at secondary school [33, 42]. The 1978 
Syrian fertility survey also showed that the mean age 
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at 1st marriage for women who were married by age 
50, rose from 21 in 1973 to 22.1 in 1978 [43]. There was 
also an increase in women’s engagement with formal 
employment in some regions. This indicated that 
while women were still expected to take on the role 
of wife and mother, there was also investment in girls 
themselves. With education being difficult to access 
and sustain for Syrian refugees, aspirations for girls 
now appear centred around marriage, as refugee 
families feel this is where their girls can succeed, 
flourish and achieve – this is where they might have a 
chance at having a future. 

5.5 What social and cultural processes, including 
help seeking behaviours and support services 
available, underpin possible protective strategies 
in relation to child marriage?
The narratives described in the research and 
systematic mapping of the literature on child marriage 
in Lebanon [29] provide enough detail to map the risk 
and protective factors identified through the study in 
relation to child marriage. See figure 6.

Across the narratives there were great similarities 
in the reasons that girls sought or required help in 
response to the challenges they faced in marriage. 
These included:
• Pregnancy and childbirth
• Childrearing
• Material provision (especially milk and nappies)
• Paying the rent
• Lack of marriage and birth registration
• Support for dealing with problems and issues that
come up in day to day life

The narrative shows that girls were more likely to 
be able to access support in response to material 
provision (such as cash assistance and rations from 
UNHCR, cash assistance from other organisations and 
provision of furniture, mattresses, milk and nappies, 
income from employed members of the household, 
and support from the wider family or kind individuals), 
even though it was not always considered sufficient. 
They also indicate that they were able to get support in 
relation to pregnancy and child birth, usually through 
a combination of health services provided through 
humanitarian aid and family advice, support and 
care. None of the married girls were able to access 
education. Few girls had any sexual and reproductive 
health education, and those that did received it from a 

Figure 5: Summary of changes in social conditions for child marrige amongst Syrian communities from 
pre-conflict to prolonged displacement in Lebanon

family member rather than a professional. Only three 
of the girls had had their marriages registered. Social 
and emotional support was largely provided by family 
members.   

Despite the almost 2.4 billion pounds having been 
donated to the Syria Regional Refugee Response 
appeal, this represents only 54% of the total funding 
which has been calculated as being needed to 
adequately respond to the needs of over 5 million 
Syrian refugees in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and 
Iraq [44]. This has resulted in the inadequate provision 
of a range of services that is reflected in the narratives 
highlighted. While the provision of cash assistance, 
in kind goods (such as mattresses, milk and nappies) 
and services (such as health care or legal services) 
were highlighted by the participants, they also often 
spoke about the limited nature of these which helped 
them to ‘survive’, but do little else [45]. Participants 
largely replied on informal/insecure work rather than 
the provision of goods or money from any agency. Key 
gaps for those affected by child marriage, highlighted 
by the narratives, were in relation to education, and in 
response other less ‘emergency’ related needs such 
as social isolation, conflict in family relationships, 
lack of information about sexual and reproductive 
health, social and emotional support, and the heavy 
responsibilities they have as wives and mothers.

Girls describe a pick and mix of different help in 
relation to different challenges, and often refer to 
support and help from a range of family members. 
They describe meeting the eligibility for help from 
some organisations but not others. Each participant 
also highlights different organisations from each 
other, rather than all referring to the same ones, 
apart from the UN. Some participants knew which 
organisations provide help in response to their needs, 
but others said that they didn’t know where to go to 
get help or who would help them. There are a large 
number of state and non-state (international and 
national) actors who provide services and assistance 
to Syrian refugees in Lebanon, each with their own 
focus and eligibility criteria. Negotiating all these 
services is a significant challenge for married girls, 
especially those who are in a new community or 
family, and who are socially isolated. 

Refugee Hosts is a five year research project which 
seeks to better understand ‘local’ responses to 
Syrian refugees across Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan, 
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Figure 6: Risk and protective factors associated with child marriage across the narrative interviews including how refugees and host communities help 
each other, and how these processes run alongside 
the provision of more traditional humanitarian 
responses [46]. However, while there is increasing 
recognition of the support provided by refugees 
to each other, the narratives shared in this study 
show very little connection to the wider Syrian 
community in Lebanon, and few support networks 
accessed through this community. The participants 
largely describe family connections and accessing 
support through their family, rather than being able 
to reach out to those around them who they did not 
already have some kind of connection with. The 
girls also described the challenges of living in ‘new’ 
households, despite the fact they were usually family 
members who had also fled to Lebanon in response 
to the conflict. The narratives highlight constricted 
agency which evidences the actions taken by girls 
in response to the challenges they face, yet within 
the boundaries of their roles and responsibilities, 
resources and community norms and values.

5.6 What are implications for interventions?

5.6.1 Points for intervention
Based on the narratives shared by the participants, 
there was a substantial degree of consensus about 
the process of marriage, and nature of child marriage 
that offers potential points for intervention based on 
this knowledge. See figure 7.

As is shown by the narratives, and is well recognised 
through the literature, there are many reasons 
why child marriage occurs and many outcomes. 
Child marriage cannot be prevented by one single 
intervention activity [47]. Different interventions 
are needed in response to the different drivers 
underpinning child marriage in their manifestation 
at national and community levels, as well as within 
families and for individuals. The narratives show that 
there are actually many points where interventions 
may impact the occurrence and nature of child 
marriage, all of which contribute to a broad objective 
of preventing child marriage where possible, reducing 
the risks associated with child marriage, and caring 
for those affected by child marriage. Within this 
broad objective, other objectives at specific points 
may include:
- Reducing the drivers of child marriage (such
as changing norms and values associated with

child marriage, empowering girls, increasing 
educational access, providing financial support, 
widening aspirations for girls, or strengthening legal 
frameworks)
- Preventing specific cases of child marriage (such
as working with families who are considering child
marriage or with engaged girls)
- Advocating for protection of girls in marriage by
supporting negotiations of the marriage contract and
continued education after marriage
- Reducing the risks associated with child marriage
(such as giving information about SRH and family
planning, giving information about GBV, provision
of alternative education to married girls, support
sessions for managing relationships with husbands
and in-laws, self-help groups etc)
- Provision of care and service to girls affected by
child marriage (such as GBV services, maternal
health care service, provision of cash assistance and
goods in kind)

Marriage is constructed as both a public and private 
event through the narratives. Marriage is the 
foundational institution for family life, governed by 
legal frameworks and formulised through a public 
celebration. Marriage is also a private family matter, 
the process of which is often unknown by others until 
a formal announcement is made or a public celebration 
takes place. Decisions about when and whom a girl 
will marry will also be influenced by institutional, 
community, family and individual factors. Therefore, 
interventions at different points of the process will 
need to take into account the formation of marriage 
as a public and private institution and respond 
accordingly. 

5.6.2 Short windows for intervention
The narratives show that once a girl starts to receive 
proposals, a marriage could occur quite quickly. While 
a few families said that they rejected many proposals 
at the beginning, and the engagement period was 
approximately 6 months, in some cases the first 
proposal was accepted and the marriage facilitated 
within a week or two. Once married it may not be 
long before the girl becomes pregnant. Therefore, the 
windows of intervention highlighted by figure 5 might 
be relatively short. This is particularly pertinent for 
interventions during the proposal and engagement 
phase, as it is often difficult to identify girls who have 
been proposed to or who are engaged – especially if 
these girls are not in school. 
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Figure 7: Points for intervention The narratives suggest that while all families will 
expect their sons and daughters to marry at some 
point, they do not necessarily have a specific age 
in mind, nor a predefined point that they will start to 
consider proposals – however, as described earlier 
(and shown in figure 2), there are various factors 
which will be shaping expectations and attitudes 
about marriage that they may not even be aware of. 
Working to ensure these factors encourage marriage 
after 18 years of age is likely to be the longest window 
for intervention, yet these indirect interventions are 
the hardest to target, measure and evaluate.

Adolescence, or a culturally equivalent transition 
to adulthood, can also be a fleeting time. Therefore, 
interventions which focus on equipping and 
strengthening young people for adulthood and to 
participate in society as active citizens, can be 
particularly limited for girls who tend to transition to 
adulthood as wives and mothers sooner. 

It is important to consider what type of intervention 
is appropriate at what stage, and how long the 
window for intervention will last, especially in 
relation to prevention.  For example, the window for 
some preventative interventions such as awareness 
messages, might actually have quite a short window 
of effectiveness, i.e. messages received too early 
by families may not be given serious consideration, 
and messages after a proposal has already been 
accepted may be too late. Similarly, interventions to 
reduce school dropout may be most effective if they 
occur at regular intervals just before girls are likely 
to receive proposals (from 12/13 years old) and in 
the years following. Marriage preparation sessions 
including topics of SRH, for example, would also 
need to be delicately timed as it appears parents are 
reluctant for girls to receive this information prior to 
engagement and even marriage.

5.6.3 Increased focus on education
The research suggests that currently marriage and 
education are seen as incompatible amongst most 
Syrians, meaning that once a girl is married, she will 
no longer continue with her education. Therefore, for 
girls to continue with their education, child marriage 
must be prevented. This could be achieved by 
preventing school dropout to reduce the likelihood of 
marriage proposals being considered and accepted, 
or by extending the engagement period until education 
is completed. 

For married girls, alternative educational services 
need to be offered as they are not currently welcome 
in the mainstream schooling system, nor do their 
families allow them to attend. However, many of the 
girls interviewed described being ‘past’ education 
and uninterested in following up alternative learning 
opportunities. There are significant barriers and 
complications associated with education services 
for married girls. Newly married girls will be settling 
into a new family dynamic and are likely to have very 
little power or influence in the household at this point 
to negotiate permission to continue in education 
(whatever form it takes). This makes it difficult for 
them to make requests in relation to schooling and 
other ‘self-development’ activities, and they are 
likely to need an advocate to support them to do 
this. Married girls will also be expected to undertake 
significant household duties, and to be available to her 
husband and in-laws at all times. Married girls may be 
expected to contribute to the household economically 
before they have children. Married girls are likely to 
become pregnant shortly after marrying and may 
experience health problems through pregnancy and 
birth. Young mothers will also find it difficult to access 
community-based services and groups while they 
have a young child. As they grow more confident in 
their marriage and with their in-laws, married girls 
may be able to negotiate access to community-
based services, support and groups – however, by 
this time they are likely to have responsibility for 
several children and will no longer continue to seek to 
enhance their education. 

Previous recommendations on responding to child 
marriage in Lebanon have tended to focus on 
strengthening the legal system to prohibit or reduce 
child marriage, expanding services to prevent 
gender-based violence (GBV), expanding sexual 
and reproductive health services to adolescents, 
strengthening community-based activities, and 
extending direct services to girls and women 
affected by child marriage [29].  However, there 
are fewer and less specific recommendations for 
the education sector, partly because of the lack of 
literature on education and child marriage [29]. The 
narratives clearly show that education and marriage 
are incompatible; and that while girls are in school 
it is less likely that they (or their family) will accept 
a proposal of marriage. Girls that do drop out of 
school may also signpost the need for other types 
of direct interventions, such as a home visit by a 
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child marriage, GBV or child protection specialist to 
talk about child marriage and work with families to 
extend engagement periods until 18 years of age, or to 
facilitate access to alternative educational systems 
for married girls. 

There are, however, a number of specific actions that 
the education sector could take to prevent school 
dropout, which consequently would prevent child 
marriage including:
- education policies that are gender sensitive and
consider the implications of being an adolescent girl
on educational access and educational engagement
- conversations and discussions about child marriage
in the curriculum. Either as specific sessions, as part
of wider discussions on marriage and aspirations
for the future, as part of SRH education, or as part
of wider discussions on child protection and staying
safe
- ‘girl’ and ‘peer’ led discussions or development of
interventions related to child marriage
- robust and enforced school dropout policies which
are preventative in inclination, rather than reactive.
Complemented by a robust school dropout monitoring
system for all students including Syrian refugees
- specialist school dropout coordinators, whose role
it is to identify those at risk of school dropout and
engage in activities to prevent this
- providing families with regular feedback on how their 
daughters are progressing and their future potential,
as well as discussions about their educational future
or ‘careers’
- discussions with parents on role, use and value
of education, including within the context of being
refugees and the implications for the future which
might include a return to a weakened Syria
- activities to increase parental engagement and
investment in the school, such as social occasions,
contributing to the curriculum, for fundraising or a
‘developmental’ project
- formulised commitment from families that they
will only consider proposals of marriage after their
daughter has finished school

5.6.4 ‘Positive’ messages and activities 
Many child marriage awareness campaigns are 
based on informing people about the negative 
consequences of child marriage, rather than positives 
associated with the marriage of two consenting 
and educated adults – which could remind families 
why they wanted their daughters to finish their 

education before the war started in Syria. These 
messages and activities could also be framed in 
the language of rights, but may also require some 
form of justification or rationale that makes sense 
in the cultural context. Faith-based messages that 
speak about ‘best’ or ‘successful’ marriages being 
between two consenting adults who are prepared for 
marriage emotionally, educationally and financially 
should also be considered. For example, this might 
include culturally shaped activities and messages, 
which emphasises the benefit of a partner who you 
can talk to about sexual and reproductive health, 
finances, bringing up children or dilemmas that might 
arise at work. Other positive messages about what 
it means to be a child and an adolescent would also 
be complimentary. Gender sensitive discussions and 
activities about education are also needed, which 
explicitly present the value of education for girls 
when then they are wives and mothers, and how this 
benefits whole families and communities, as well as 
the girl herself. Lebanese families and culture have 
already largely embraced the value of educated 
women (wives and mothers) and learning from this 
could be taken to inform discussions across Syrian 
refugee communities.

5.6.5 Working with those ambivalent to child marriage
The narratives show that there are families who 
always intend to facilitate the marriage of their 
daughters anytime from the age of 13 years, and 
certainly before they turn 18 years of age. For these 
families the dominant driver appears to be related 
to ‘tradition’ and ‘culture,’ rather than poverty or 
protection.  There were also those in the narratives 
who spoke about being specifically and intentionally 
against child marriage – although because of the 
context of displacement, some of these participants 
actually did facilitate child marriages.  However, 
most of the participants appeared ambivalent about 
child marriage (i.e. they have mixed, and sometimes 
contradictory feelings, attitudes and practices related 
to child marriage). For example, most of the girls said 
that they had thought they would finish their education 
before getting married, however, when proposals 
started to arrive, and their families encouraged 
them to accept a proposal, they appear to ‘happily’ 
accept the proposals without much resistance. They 
describe putting aside their dreams of education 
because of the conflict in Syria and displacement to 
Lebanon, and accepting marriage as an alternative 
instead. Without significant marriage preparation, 

or a consideration of the roles and responsibilities 
of marriage and managing family dynamics or a ‘bad’ 
husband, marriage may be considered a reasonable 
alternative to education – especially when linked 
to romantic ideals of a wedding day. This is also 
reflected in many of the family narratives. While child 
marriage is not considered ‘ideal’, for those who are 
ambivalent, it also does not seem to be considered 
disastrous or particularly harmful or to be avoided at 
all costs. 

The narratives do not tell us if the families and girls 
who seems to be ambivalent to child marriage ever 
received any community awareness messages about 
child marriage in Syria or Lebanon, or other less direct 
preventative intervention. However, it suggests that 
even those who may appear convinced by messages 
warning against child marriage, they may still 
facilitate or agree to child marriage if they feel the 
context requires this. This suggests that the indirect 
work on the factors unpinning child marriage (such as 
poverty reduction, increasing safety for refugees and 
improving access to education) is critical for those 
who are ambivalent or who feel that child marriage 
is an appropriate risk to take in difficult conditions – 
especially as they are a difficult group to identify.

5.6.6 Targeted discussions, messages and activities
As has been highlighted through the research, there 
are a range of baseline attitudes to child marriage 
across families which could be categorised as: 
a) those who are supportive of child marriage and
intend to actively pursue it for their daughters
b) those who would be willing to consider it if
circumstances needed them too (such as their
daughter is not in education),
c) and those who feel child marriage is harmful and to
be avoided
Baseline attitudes are likely to make a significant
difference to the ‘success’ of any interventions
aimed at preventing child marriage, with different
types of discussions, activities or messages being
more effective with different groups. However, this
research indicates that even those who consider
child marriage as harmful may underestimate the
impact of the drivers of child marriage in their
decision-making. Different kinds of messages and
activities are required to respond to the different
baseline attitudes towards child marriage that are
likely to be found across Syrian refugee communities.
For example, this could be reflected in different ‘brief

interventions’ being made, based on these different 
baseline attitudes. 

5.6.7 Outreach
Many of the girls suggest that since being displaced 
to Lebanon they engage in a limited number of 
community activities, and spend a lot of time isolated 
at home. Adolescent girls in conservative or insecure 
contexts are a historically difficult group to connect 
with. This is magnified in contexts of displacement, 
because there may be a lack of men or appropriate 
women to accompany adolescent girls when they 
are in the community, because of increase fear and 
concerns about safety, and because of disturbed and 
shifted community networks. While strategies for 
increasing connectivity and community engagement 
are important, an effective system of outreach to 
these girls and their families may also be required. 
Services provided to people in their own homes is 
less common in contexts of social development and 
humanitarian aid where many things happen in a 
community hub, and people are expected to attend 
organisations to access services. However, some 
child protection or gender-based violence work 
amongst the Syrian refugee community in Lebanon 
involves home visits and outreach work. This form of 
intervention is essential to access a subset of girls at 
risk of, or affected by, child marriage.

5.6.8 Specialist services for married girls
While it is widely recognised that direct services to 
married girls need to be extended alongside measures 
to prevent child marriage, the majority of these 
services are generic, reactionary and surface level 
[48]. There are actually very few specialist services 
for married girls, and very few specialist practitioners 
within generic services who will encounter married 
girls (within maternal health care, poverty alleviation, 
legal services or child protection for example) [29]. 
Once a girl is married, she is married. At this stage 
objectives of prevention change to objectives of 
risk mitigation and care. It is easy for interventions 
to be focused on assessment of risks and needs, 
rather than a holistic understanding of the nature of 
the marriage and developmental needs that a child 
marriage specialist would contribute.

5.6.9 Community based psychosocial activities and 
discussions which frame child marriage in context of 
displacement and trauma
While child marriage is often considered as a 
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‘traditional cultural’ practice from Syria, the 
narratives suggest that the rates of child marriage in 
Lebanon are associated with a range of more complex 
drivers often linked to displacement. The narratives 
draw attention to a new ‘culture’ of child marriage 
that is underpinned by hopelessness for the future, 
changed aspirations for their children, fear, anxiety, 
insecurity and poverty – all of which are linked to their 
experiences of conflict in Syria and displacement to 
Lebanon. The increase in child marriage in Syrian 
refugee communities in Lebanon is, therefore, also 
a consequence of the trauma these communities 
have experienced, and a way that families manage 
and overcome this trauma (i.e. my daughter has no 
educational future, so I will make a future for her 
through marriage). Community based psychosocial 
activities are needed to engage with discourses 
of hopelessness and fear caused by the trauma of 
conflict and displacement, linking responses like child 
marriage to this hopelessness and fear felt by whole 
communities as well as families and individuals. 
Positive coping strategies in dealing with this trauma 
could be emphasised, rather than use of negative 
coping strategies such as child marriage.

5.6.10 Marriage preparation
The narratives clearly show that the married girls 
had limited understanding of what married life would 
be like, and were unprepared for a range of things 
including sexual relations with their husbands, 
getting on with her husband and in-laws, heavy 
responsibilities of marriage, running a home and 
bringing up children, as well as pregnancy and 
childbearing. Marriage preparation appears to be 
done within families at different times and to different 
extents, with little consistency apart from the need 
for girls to obey their husband and new in-laws. 
While marriage preparation for girls could be seen as 
encouraging or approving of child marriage, it would 
also be difficult to determine culturally appropriate 
messages that all families and community members 
would approve of. It would also be difficult to be 
‘value free,’ and would likely be strongly influenced by 
the views and attitudes of those running it. However, 
some kind of preparation would help prevent some of 
the negative outcomes associated with child marriage 
and may also prevent child marriage. 

5.6.11 Involving men and their families
The culture of proposals being frequently and 
repeatedly made to girls from 13 or 14 years of age 

contributes to the social acceptability of child 
marriage, and instinctively suggests to families 
that their daughter is ready for marriage. Young 
men seeking wives, together with their families, 
have a responsibility to change this social norm 
which underpins child marriage. This also offers an 
important point of contact with men, and for them 
to consider whether a ‘good’ man would be seeking 
to marry a child. Mobilising men in response to child 
marriage is frequently highlighted in the literature on 
child marriage in Lebanon to understand how men 
and boys could be better integrated into violence 
prevention, and involve men in the process [6, 14, 18, 
24, 37, 39]. However, evidence about the best way of 
doing this is still lacking. Finding positive examples 
of men who have chosen not to marry a girl under 18 
years of age, and to mobilise these men as positive 
role models appears critical. 

5.6.12 Involving faith-based actors
All marriages in Lebanon are religious marriages 
[24]. There is no civil marriage in Lebanon. Marriage 
laws are part of personal status laws governed 
by different religious groups in Lebanon. Muslim 
marriages are approved and registered in a Shari’a 
court and regulated by Muslim personal status law. 
Many recommendations in response to child marriage 
highlight the need to strengthen the current marriage 
laws in Lebanon, and the role of Shari’a court judges 
in approving and registering child marriage [29]. 
However, few recommendations highlight the wider 
role for all faith-based actors who are not directly 
involved in the legal processes of marriage. Yet, 
faith-based discourses and teachings are critical 
for changing social norms and values including child 
marriage, what it means to be a child, and what a 
‘successful’ marriage looks like. More research is 
needed to clarify the role that faith-based actors 
have in responding to child marriage in Lebanon, and 
the nature of their influence if they were to use it to 
prevent child marriage amongst the Syrian refugee 
communities. It is also unclear how much Shari’a 
Court judges assess maturity and ensure consent is 
freely given, or how they take into account the wider 
norms and values associated with marriage and the 
social process of marriage when seeking consent 
from a girl. 

5.6.13 Change in family and community relationships
Life described by the participants in Syria is largely 
based around kinship networks – families are large 

and they often live close to each other, the children 
(cousins) grow up together. They socialise together, 
attend school together and play together. Family 
decisions are made together.  Cousins often marry 
each other. Marrying your daughter to someone you 
know, or at least to someone from the same village 
is important for many parents, partly because this 
enables them to judge whether they will be a good 
husband and treat their daughter well. Through the 
conflict, and displacement to Lebanon, these systems 
are disrupted. The narratives describe high levels of 
mobility (first in Syria and then in Lebanon), and homes 
shared with different family members over time; 
moving in and out of camps. Family members are split 
apart which changes roles and responsibilities (I.e. 
without a male head of household, boys are expected 
to work to provide for the family or accompany females 
in the family when they are out; with fewer female 
family members around to help during pregnancy and 
in child care, men have to do more/different things). 
Most social processes revolve around family and 
cannot be easily adapted in contexts of displacement 
where neighbours are unknown, and families spread 
across different regions or nations. This appears 
to impact on child marriage in a number of ways. 
Firstly, there are less family members to support 
safe mobility of girls, which means they are often 
inactive at home. Secondly, families become socially 
isolated and lack knowledge of, or connection with, 
the families around them. This makes it difficult to 
ascertain if they are good families for their daughters 
to marry into. Thirdly, families become separated 
making cousin marriages less likely. Finally, families 
may become more conservative, fearful, hopeless 
and over-protective when they are disengaged from 
communities they know.
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6. Recommendations 6. Recommendations

6.1 Positive messages focused on nature of 
marriage
Draw on religious teachings, social norms and human 
rights discourses to develop positive messages and 
discussions around purpose, role and best functioning 
of marriages in modern day Lebanon and Syria.

6.2 Develop a set of positive messages on marriage 
after 18 years of age
Emphasise the benefits of marrying an older and 
educated women, to benefit from another able mind 
and body and personality in the household, someone 
who can help bear all the responsibilities of life, a 
partner and a helper. For example, highlight benefits of 
someone you can talk to about finances and bringing 
up the children, employment and future plans. This 
can also be linked to the additional struggles and 
responsibilities that are faced living in Lebanon as 
refugees. The Lebanese culture of later marriages 
could be highlighted and explored as part of this. 
This could also be linked to messages, discussions 
and activities about what it means to be a child, and 
concepts of maturity. 

6.3 Discussions, activities and messages on 
growing up in displacement
Focus discussions, messages and activities on the 
changes in aspirations that parents have for their 
children, and what they can now expect in the future 
for their children. Explore ways for families to still 
invest in their future through their children, even in 
the context of uncertainty and statelessness. 

6.4 Discussions, activities and messages for young 
men on marriage partnerships
Focus discussions, messages and activities with 
young men on the marriage process, marriage 
partnerships and impact of child marriage on girls 
they may propose too.

6.5 Positive messages and discussion about 
the impact of empowered girls on families and 

communities
‘Empowerment’ is often associated with a 
western or individualised ideology and needs to be 
reconceptualised, based on the benefit that active 
girls who speak out and take initiative can have on 
families and communities across Middle Eastern 
society.  This might involve exploring positive role 
models in local history in both Lebanon and Syria, and 
identifying culturally shaped concepts that support 
empowerment.

6.6 Follow up of child marriage discussions, 
awareness campaigns and messages as there 
are many people who are ambivalent, or could be 
persuaded to agree to child marriage at a later time, 
when ‘messages’ of child marriage are diluted by time 
or circumstances. One off ‘messages’ are unlikely to 
be effective when child marriage is used as a coping 
strategy or to ‘protect’ girls. 

6.7 Identifying appropriate and influential social 
institutions (formal and informal) to ‘carry’ 
messages of marriage, as traditional channels for 
conveying such messages are likely to be changed, 
adapted and disrupted by displacement.

6.8 Development of a child marriage brief 
intervention for all families with adolescent 
daughters
Brief interventions have been successfully used in 
relation to a number of public health concerns such 
as diet, smoking and drug use. They usually involve 
the provision of information to individuals through a 
‘trusting relationship’ aimed at catalysing behaviour 
change. They are typically used in conjunction with 
an assessment as to a person’s level of risk, and 
are often used as a first step in a theory of change. 
Brief interventions could be developed in relation 
to child marriage, which could be implemented by a 
wide range of practitioners across different sectors 
(such as health, child protection, education, GBV) to 
ensure that as many families with adolescent girls 
receive this intervention. A brief intervention could 
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also be developed, which has the possibility of being 
adapted in response to the different attitudes held 
of child marriage and different drivers underpinning 
child marriage. This will allow practitioners to be 
responsive to different context and attitudes.

6.9 Ensure all girls under 10 years old are enrolled 
in school
Preventing girls from dropping out of school is crucial 
for preventing child marriage, which requires getting 
girls in school in the first place. Getting girls into 
school at a young age, and building a relationship 
with families, provides a foundation for targeted 
intervention to prevent school dropout as they get 
older. 

6.10 Keep girls in school through targeted work 
with young girls at risk of child marriage
Attending school and marriage do not co-exist. They 
are not activities that happen at the same time. If a 
girl is in school, then families are less likely to accept 
marriage proposals. A range of interventions are 
needed to keep girls in school including:
- access to education policies that are gender
sensitive
- conversations and discussions about child marriage
in the curriculum
- ‘girl’ and ‘peer’ led discussions, or development of
interventions related to child marriage
- robust and enforced school dropout policy
- robust school dropout monitoring system
- school dropout coordinators whose role it is to
identify those at risk of school dropout and engage in
activities to prevent this
- providing families with regular feedback on how
their daughters are progressing and their future
potential
- discussions with parents on role, use and value of
education
- activities to increase parental engagement and
investment in the school
- gain commitment from families that they will only
consider marriage after their daughter has finished
school

6.11 Development of specific assessment tool for 
child marriage 
Child marriage is a complex social problem, and 

professional’s needs specialist knowledge as they 
respond. A specialised assessment tool is needed 
which can be used in a range of contexts that 
contains ‘myth busters’ and specialist guidance for 
practitioners, such as not assuming that all men are 
supportive of child marriage or that all women oppose 
child marriage, or that knowledge of the negative 
consequences of child marriage is enough to prevent 
child marriage. 

6.12 Engage faith-based actors in conversations 
about the broader social process of marriage 
Faith-based actors play an important role in ensuring 
‘good’, ‘safe’ and ‘protective marriages,’ by ensuring 
consent from mature girls and a fair marriage 
contract. Engagement is needed with faith-based 
actors on the impact of the broader social process 
underpinning marriage and consent to marry, to 
increase understanding on why consent is often 
freely given by girls for marriage under 18 years of 
age.

6.13 Facilitate critical reflection at institutional 
and community levels on ‘new’ culture of child 
marriage within Syrian refugee communities
While child marriage is often considered a ‘traditional’ 
or ‘cultural’ practice, social conditions caused by 
displacement are resulting in families who would not 
have considered child marriage in Syria accepting 
proposals for their daughters under 18. This needs 
more complex public discussion within institutions 
and across communities about how and why child 
marriage has become so prevalent. 

6.14 Investment in married girls
Once a girl is married there are a wide range of 
barriers preventing access to services, which needed 
targeted interventions and specific outreach to 
overcome. This includes:
- developing educational provision for married girls
- provision of SRH information and services to all
engaged and married girls
- peer group support or play groups for the children of
married girls
- skill development discussions for child brides and
mothers, to include civil documents, basics of feeding/
changing/bathing and caring for their children, 
health, education, child discipline, dealing with 

stress, encouraging play, safety, and how to access 
support services. Childcare and transport may need 
to be provided to facilitate access, as well as other 
incentives such as provision of milk or nappies or toys
- development of psychosocial support packages in
response to trauma, anxiety and depression that can
be caused or aggravated by child marriage
- specific support package designed for girls who are
divorced

6.15 Further research
- Better evidence is needed of outcomes of child
marriage across the short, medium and long term, in
comparison to those not married under 18 and other
groups

- Research on the qualities that women married over
18 years of age bring to the relationship, including the
impact of their experiences and skills

- Better understanding of current educational policy
and practice that aims to prevent the dropout of young 
girls at school

- Better understanding of the role of mothers in
supporting their daughter after they have married

- Research on long term effectiveness of help seeking 
behaviours exhibited by married girls
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7. Conclusion 7. Conclusion

This research adds a significant contribution to our 
understanding of child marriage amongst Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon, by talking at length with girls 
who were married before turning 18 years of age 
about their experience, as well as with their mothers.

Overall the narratives tell us five important things 
about why child marriage has increased amongst 
Syrian refugee communities in Lebanon, and the 
nature of marriage for the girls who have married 
during this time:
1) Child marriage is a violation of human rights and
often results in a range of negative outcomes, not
because of the institution of marriage but because
of the timing of marriage. As it is expected that all
girls will marry anyway, there needs to be a stronger
discourse generated within communities (and
supported by organisations) on why girls should wait
until 18 to marry. Most of the participants in the study
said that they were not generally ‘supportive’ of child
marriage; however, they all gave ‘compelling’ reasons
for why they agreed to and facilitated marriages under 
18 years of age. Most of these reasons are linked to the 
social conditions created by the conflict in Syria and
displacement to Lebanon. Most Syrian households
in Lebanon are stretched, many living hand to mouth
with high levels of uncertainty and insecurity, thereby 
all members of a household need to contribute to the
survival of the family. Families describe struggling to
provide for girls who are inactive at home, not just
financially but also in terms of their role in the home
and their status in the community. For example, girls
who drop out of school at 13 years of age, waiting at
least five years in a displaced and uncertain family
home before pursuing marriage, appears to be
considered a waste of time and an unnecessary use
of resources. Others may feel that it is not even an
option. The girls and their families describe ‘putting
away the idea’ that they will be able to finish their
education, and ‘taking on’ marriage as an acceptable
alternative when considering their position as
refugees and the lack of hope or vision for the future.

2) The significant increase in child marriage does not
necessarily reflect a huge resurgence of ‘traditional’
Syrian culture; rather it reflects ambivalence about

child marriage across communities that have a legacy 
of this traditional culture, combined with the current 
context of displacement. While child marriage might 
not be considered as ideal by families, it is also not 
considered as unacceptable or particularly harmful. 
Most of the families appeared to believe that through 
marriage their daughters could still ‘get something 
out of life’ even as stateless refugees living in poor 
conditions with little hope for the future. An adapted 
‘culture’ of child marriage appears to have developed 
across Syrian refugee communities, made acceptable 
because of the lack of choices refugees find 
themselves with, and the ‘traditional’ associations 
that many Syrians have of child marriage anyway, 
linked to gender inequalities and aspirations for girls.  

3) The narratives indicate that for many families
it is not difficult to obtain consent from their
daughters to marry, due to the social conditions in
Lebanon for refugees (i.e. poor educational access,
overcrowding, insecurity and uncertainty) and their
own changed vision for their future. Many of the
girls spoke about wanting to pursue their education
before marrying when they lived in Syria, but that
they changed their aspirations when the conflict
began. When they are unable to access education,
they accept that they should instead be married, as
they will marry one day, and ‘marriage’ is likely to
be attached to romantic and positive associations.
However, consent is based on very little preparation
for marriage, especially in relation to sexual and
reproductive health, childbearing, how to negotiate
a new home environment when living with in-laws,
and the heavy responsibilities of being a wife and a
mother. The consent that is given is still the consent
of an uninformed child trying to do what they can in
the midst of conflict, displacement, uncertainty and
poverty.

4) There is currently little quantitative research on
the outcomes of child marriage amongst the Syrian
refugee community in Lebanon, especially when
compared with girls in their cohort who marry later.
The case studies, illuminated through the narrative
interviews, show that what each of the married girls
experience in marriage is unique and not all of the



Understanding the social processes underpinning child marriage: The impact of protracted displacement in Lebanon on Syrian refugees62 63

girls are ‘unhappy’ in their marriage, nor have they 
all experienced domestic violence or problematic 
childbearing. What all the girls have in common is 
that no married girl felt prepared for marriage, nor 
were any able to continue with their education and 
most described the difficulties of managing her 
role as mother, wife, daughter-in-law, homemaker, 
provider and carer. Many were also socially isolated. 
Therefore, while ‘support packages’ in response to 
child marriage need to be able to respond to their 
unique experience and expressions of resilience, 
there are a number of common ‘needs’ that they will 
have, and many that must be looked out for (such as 
domestic violence or lack of SRH knowledge).

5) It was only after girls had married that most of them 
(and some of their family members) spoke passionately 
about rejecting child marriage in their community as
a whole, thereby suggesting that knowledge of the
negative consequences of child marriage may be
effective in reducing child marriage. However, many
of the negative experiences of a child marriage are
never made public as they will not be talked about in
the community or even within families, meaning that
people can always cite a child marriage that they
know of which seems perfectly fine. Alternatively,
most consequences will be written off as ‘normal’
challenges that are faced in marriage or because
they are displaced. Clearly distinguishing the very
nature of child marriage from that of consenting and
educated adults, focusing on what it means to be a
child and what it means to be married, is therefore
critical.

Through the in-depth narratives presented, this 
research also provides great detail about the process 
of marriage and the lives of married girls in an effort 
to inform more detailed programming in response to 
child marriage.

The research findings presented here will be 
triangulated in the future with data from focus 
groups with young Syrian refugees (girls and boys), 
data from focus groups with Syrian refugee parents 
(mothers and fathers), data from a policy mapping 
exercise and professional interviews, and data from 
faith-based actors. Findings from this data will be 
available through future publications.
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