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1. Introduction
As of 4th September 2018, 670,429 Syrians were 
officially registered as refugees by the UNHCR 
in Jordan, making it the country with the second 
greatest ratio of refugees to citizens in any country 
across the world, and fifth in absolute numbers of 
refugees [1, 2]. This has placed a significant strain on 
Jordanian social and economic resources, and has 
required an unprecedented response by the Jordanian 
Government in every sector of governance, as well as 
the humanitarian community [3]. The predominant 
location of refugees in host communities (84%) has 
particular implications for their care and protection. 
It is estimated by the UNHCR that 86% of Syrian 
refugees now live below the poverty line, facing 
challenges in accessing health services, education 
and reliable livelihoods to ensure they dwell in a 
‘protective space’ [4]. The protracted nature of the 
‘crisis’ also brings additional challenges and has 
increased the risk of refugees resorting to negative 
coping strategies to survive, such as child labour and 
child marriage [5].  

Child marriage (marriage under 18 years of age) is 
widely considered as a form of gender-based violence 
(GBV) with huge implications for the realisation of 
the sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHRs) of 
the girl child [6]. A recent study by UNICEF on child 
marriage across the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) highlights that while rates of child marriage in 
the region are in steady decline (and have been below 
global averages), conflict in the region threatens this 
progress [7]. The report warns that even national data 
indicating low levels of child marriage may mask much 
higher rates within sub-populations, particularly 
those affected by conflict in the region. Data from 
Jordan indicates that this is the case. Studies from 
UNICEF and the Higher Population Council show that 
the proportion of all registered Syrian marriages 
in Jordan which include a child has risen from 12% 
in 2011, to 18.4% in 2012, to 25% in 2013, to 32.3% in 
2014 and to 34.6% in 2015 [8, 9]. Yet the proportion of 
marriages which include a child across other groups 
in Jordan have remained fairly static [8, 9]. 

Despite a lack of robust prevalence data on the 
impact of humanitarian contexts on child marriage, 
current evidence available indicates that rates can 

significantly increase in humanitarian emergencies 
and prolonged displacement a like  [10-14]. This 
is often because of concerns about protection or 
because it is used as negative coping strategy in res-
ponse to poverty, especially in affected populations  
using dowry or bride price [11]. However, there are 
many drivers associated with child marriage, as well 
as many different negative outcomes. Child marriage 
has therefore become a priority for humanitarian 
and United Nation (UN) organisations working with 
children or in response to gender-based violence 
(GBV) in Jordan [15]. Due to the common occurrence 
of child marriage and complexity of drivers and out-
comes, there is an increased recognition of the need 
for coordinated responses to child marriage, and 
multi-agency and multi-sectorial responses [7]. Key 
sectors include those involved in child protection, 
gender-based violence (GBV), education, maternal 
and infant health, reproductive health, livelihoods, 
the justice system, personal status law, mental 
health and youth empowerment [7].  

Responses to child marriage have been made by 
various agencies since Syrian refugees began to 
arrive in Jordan, however, rates of child marriage 
appear to have risen despite this. Seven years on, 
it is essential that we take stock, map and review 
the responses to child marriage in Jordan to inform 
the current momentum that is taking place through 
the government led National Committee on Child 
Marriage, and the UNICEF/UNFPA led Regional 
Action Plan to End Child Marriage. Through this study, 
policy and practice responses to child marriage in 
Jordan have been mapped through a review of all 
relevant literature and 17 semi-structured qualitative 
interviews on policies and approaches to child 
marriage in Jordan.
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2. Methodology
2.1 Aims and objectives of the study 

The aim of the study was to map policy and service 
responses across Jordan in relation to child 
marriage, and to reflect on the approaches used 
and the challenges faced. The term policy is used 
in the report to mean any written document or 
unwritten ‘organisational knowledge’ that outlines 
an organisational position, plan or action on/
understanding of/approach to/ or work in response to 
child marriage (which might also be known as early 
marriage, or marriage of minors, or forced marriage, 
for example).

2.2 Methodology 

Specific policies on child marriage were identified 
through: 

a) Systematic mapping of the English literature on
child marriage in Jordan, including a grey literature
search – see full report for more details [16]

b) Emailing members of the inter-agency protection
sub-groups on child protection and SGBV to ask if
they would share their polices and other documents
related to child marriage

c) Accessing documents shared by the Early Marriage 
Taskforce1

d) Searching the UNHCR portal on the response to the 
Syrian refugee crisis

e) Searching ‘No Lost Generation’ documents

f) Requesting access to any publically available
policies from those interviewed

The formal policy mapping was complemented 
by 17 semi-structured qualitative interviews with 
professionals and policy makers involved in the 
response to child marriage, mainly amongst the 
Syrian refugee communities (see list of participating 
organisation in Appendix 1).

2.3 Ethics 

The policy and practice mapping methodology was 
included as part of an application for a larger study 
on child marriage in Jordan, and was approved by the 
University of Bedfordshire in December 2016. 

2.4 Limitations 

- Policies published after April 2018 are not included
in this mapping

- This mapping does not include every single practice
response to child marriage. However, it does give
a strong indication of the types of responses being
made

- Most organisations do not have a specific policy on
child marriage. Rather it is incorporated within a more 
general policy on SGBV or child protection. These
policies have not been reviewed.

- Many relevant documents are for internal access
only and are not in the public domain.

- Organisations will have probably received similar
requests from the National Committee on Child
Marriage and the Taskforce on Early Marriage who
also sought to map policy and practice – also with
limited success.

- The research has prioritised speaking with a
handful of government agencies, UN agencies and
large NGOs/INGOs. Smaller NGOs/INGOs, grassroots
networks, women’s groups and community based
groups who play a significant role in the response
to child marriage are not well represented in this
mapping2
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3. Mapping responses to child 
marriage in Jordan
3.1 How organisations and practitioners are 
encountering child marriage in Jordan 
According to the policy review and qualitative 
interviews, organisations that are working in Child 
Protection (CP), Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 
(SGBV), Legal Services, Maternal and Child Health 
(MCH), Reproductive Health (RH), Care and Education, 
or those working with refugees or adolescent girls 
more generally, will encounter child marriage to 
a greater or lesser extent. As shown through the 
systematic mapping on child marriage, research, 
assessments or reviews on Child Protection and 
SGBV will usually explicitly include a consideration 
of child marriage [16-23]. Child marriage appears to 
be less of a priority area for other sectors, such as 
Education or Health, based on the lack of literature 
available on child marriage in Jordan from these 
sectors and interviews with key stakeholders.

The qualitative interviews and policy mapping 
exercise outlined below indicates that only a few of 
the agencies working in the sectors named above 
have specific programmes targeting child marriage 
(including those working in CP or GBV), however, 
they will encounter girls at risk of, or affected by, 
child marriage through general programme activities 
such as; youth engagement activities, parenting 
programmes, life skills courses, programming for 
psychosocial support (PSS) activities, ‘safe’ spaces, 
child-friendly spaces, through Makani centres, case 
management referrals and assessments, awareness 
sessions, health assessments or formal/informal 
education activities. Many agencies in the sectors 
listed above include the topic of ‘child marriage’ in 
their programme of ‘awareness-raising’, which might 
be done with individuals, small groups or as part of 
widespread advocacy messages. Those at risk of, 
or affected by, child marriage might therefore be 
identified through these activities as well. 

Marriage is a legal institution in Jordan, which 
requires validation by a Shari’a Court Judge (for 
Muslims), and legal registration. While the legal age 
for marriage is 18 years in Jordan, it is possible for 
Shari’a Court judges to authorise marriages for those 

aged 15-17 years in exceptional circumstances [24]. 
The Supreme Judge’s Department is responsible for 
ensuring all marriages meet the legal requirements, 
including the legal minimum age of marriage, and 
have recently issued updated regulations for the 
marriage of those from 15-17 years of age [24, 25]. 
Therefore Shari’a Court Judges, or agencies like 
Arab Renaissance for Democracy and Development 
(ARDD) and MIZAN Law group for Human Rights, 
who do legal case work where there is a dispute 
about forced marriages, divorce, alimony, custody of 
children and marriage registration, also encounter 
girls at risk of or affected by child marriage. Data 
indicates that Shari’a Court judges are frequently 
encountering girls under 18 years of age and their 
families in the process of validating, authorising and 
registering (child) marriage contracts in court [8, 9].  

For Syrian refugees, after a marriage has been 
registered, UNHCR is often informed to ensure their 
registration is linked to the correct family group, i.e. 
wives will now be linked with their husbands and his 
family group. On identifying cases of child marriage, 
through the registration system and through other 
mechanisms, UNHCR are obliged to complete a best 
interest assessment (as they are children), where 
a case manager or social worker will meet with the 
girl to discuss her context, needs and risks, and 
develop a care plan in response. This might include 
referrals to other agencies such as health services 
or legal services. Therefore, organisations working 
with Syrian refugees are encountering girls at risk 
of, or affected by, child marriage, sometimes on a 
daily basis through various programmes or referral 
pathways. Child marriage is therefore not considered 
a ‘hidden’ protection concern, even if it can be difficult 
to identify specific at risk girls before they marry.

3.2 Documenting the rise in recognition of child marriage 
as a major protection concern over the past 7 years
A systematic mapping of the literature on child 
marriage in Jordan reveals a politicised engagement 
with child marriage by a number of (mainly 
international) organisations responding to the needs 
of Syrian refugees in Jordan [16]  – see figure 1.
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Figure 1: Timeline mapping rise in recognition of child marriage as a major protection concern
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Initial assessments made by International Non-
governmental organisations (INGOs) of the 
‘vulnerabilities’ and ‘needs’ of Syrian refugees do 
not highlight child marriage as a key concern [26, 27]. 
Findings from the inter-agency child protection and 
gender-based violence assessment in Za’atari camp 
in 2013 even suggested that respondents felt marriage 
should be delayed due to the chaotic and uncertain 
conditions of the camp [28]. However, reports from 
later on in 2013 begin to highlight a concern which 
attracted significant media attention, that foreign men 
(usually from the richer gulf states) were coming to 
the refugee camps to make proposals to young Syrian 
refugees, many of which turned into ‘short-term’, 
‘temporary’ or ‘pleasure’ marriages. These marriages 
allow the man to have a sexual relationship with a 
girl as ‘his wife’ for a short period of time before he 
divorces her [29, 30]. These marriages are considered 
a form of sexual exploitation which leaves girls in a 
very vulnerable position, especially if they become 
pregnant. A UN Women interagency assessment in 
2013 also highlights this and the impact of conflict in 
Syria on the incidence of child marriage, as well as 
the impact of the difficult conditions refugees face in 
Jordan [31]. 

In 2014 UNICEF published the first major study on 
Child Marriage in Jordan which predominantly drew 
on quantitative data from the Department of the 
Chief Justice in Jordan to show that the proportion of 
registered Syrian marriages involving a child (person 
under 18 years of age) in Jordan had significantly 
increased from 2011–2013 [8]. While this data was not 
able to give the prevalence of child marriage across 
the Syrian refugee community, it provided the first 
representative and generalizable statistics about the 
increase in proportions of child marriage compared 
to all marriages in Jordan. It also included qualitative 
interviews with a range of stakeholders, and it 
directly considered the impact of the Jordanian legal 
system on the prevalence of child marriage.  

Following the publication of this report, many other 
reports followed which highlighted the issue of 
child marriage amongst Syrian refugee communities 
across a range of sectors including SGBV, Child 
Protection, Health, SRH and mental health, most 
citing this UNICEF 2014 report [20, 23, 32-35]. The 
2014 UNICEF report raised the issue of child marriage 
as a high priority for UN agencies and INGOs. It also 
raised the issue for the Jordanian government, who 

commissioned the Higher Population Council (HPC) 
to examine child marriage through the 2015 census 
data. The International Rescue Committee (IRC) also 
published a major study in 2014 detailing the concerns 
of women and girls highlighted through a research 
project, which identified child marriage as one of the 
three major concerns raised [21]. The findings from 
this IRC study led directly to the development of the 
adolescent girl curriculum as part of their Women’s 
protection and Empowerment Program (WPE). From 
2015 there were also several studies published about 
the issue of marriage registration linked to child 
marriage [36-38] . 

In 2015, the High Population Council (HPC), a 
specialized agency of the Jordanian government 
focused on population and reproductive health issues, 
held a workshop, which brought together various 
stakeholders from the Jordanian Government to 
develop a working paper on child marriage in Jordan. 
One of the outcomes of this workshop was for the HPC 
to lead on a research study on child marriage using 
the 2015 census data. It is the HPC’s responsibility 
to highlight to the government, and advise on, the 
impact of population issues like fertility and maternal 
health, wellbeing and economics. Marriage, and more 
specially age at first marriage, is a key demographic 
and population indicator because those who marry 
younger tend to bear more children, increasing the 
Jordanian Total Fertility Rate (TFR) [39]. This has 
implications for population growth. The TFR is a 
measure used in population predictions, and social 
and economic planning. One of the main goals of the 
HPC is to support policies and programmes which 
will facilitate a decrease in the TFR to 2.1 and reduce 
population growth, which is considered essential 
for the long term sustainability of the countries with 
limited natural and economic resources.  

In March 2016, the National Committee on Child 
Marriage was established by the Family Protection 
Department (FPD), with coordination responsibilities 
being given to the National Council of Family Affairs 
(NCFA). The aim of the committee is to ensure a 
comprehensive cross-sectorial response to child 
marriage, especially at a policy level. National 
committee members include the NCFA, the Supreme 
Judge Department, The Higher Population Council, 
the Family Health Institute, the Ministry of Health, 
Ministry of Education, Jordanian Women’s Union, 
UNICEF, UNHCR, Jordan Rivers Foundation (JRF) and 

10 Mapping responses to Child Marriage in Jordan: Reflections from practitioners and policymakers-December 2018



Save the Children. The first activity of the committee 
has been to assess the nature of engagement with 
child marriage across all the different sectors in 
Jordan. However, they found very little in terms of 
specific policies or action plans dedicated to child 
marriage across sectors like health or education. 
The committee then organised different workshops 
to go through the education environment, the health 
environment and the legal environment, to draft out 
the main challenges and priorities.

The HPC study on Child Marriage in Jordan was 
published in 2017. They used census data, and data 
from the Supreme Judge Department, to again 
show the significant increase in proportions of child 
marriage compared to all marriages from 2011 – 2015 
for Syrian refugees in particular. They also carried out 
a number of interviews and focus groups. This study 
and the resulting policy recommendations are being 
used by the National Committee on Child Marriage 
to develop national action plans in response to child 
marriage. 

As a result of significant advocacy by many 
organisations, and through their collaboration with 
the National Committee on Child Marriage, the 
Supreme Judge Department issued new regulations 
in August 2017 for Shari’a court judges granting 
marriage permission to those 15-17 years [24, 25]. The 
Family Protection Department and Public Security 
Directorate (PSD) (with the support of UNHCR) also 
published a report in 2018 on the Standards of the Best 
Interests of the Child in Accordance with Jordanian 
Legislation, Islamic Shariah and International 
Standards [24]. This report includes a section on 
achieving the best interests in the child right of not 
marrying at an early age. 

Child marriage clearly remains a priority for 
UNICEF, UNHCR, UNFPA and other international 
organisations as also evidenced by the 2018 Child 
Protection Sub Working Group Work plan which 
features child marriage as a key area of work [15]. 
A child marriage taskforce was also set up under 
the Sexual and Gender-based Violence Sub working 
group, running from April 2017 until October 2017. 
The aim of this taskforce was to share good practice 
tools, responses to CM and research, and coordinate 
prevention strategies and approaches. It is hoped 
that these functions will now be performed by the 
National Committee on Chid Marriage. UNICEF and 

UNFPA continue to play a key role in strengthening 
the coordination of multi-agency partnerships and 
supporting the progress of the National Committee 
on Child Marriage, and providing a bridge from the 
inter-agency task force on early marriage. UNICEF 
also play a significant role in high level advocacy 
ensuring that child marriage is a priority for all of the 
key stakeholders involved and an area of interest 
across all sectors. However, it is important to note 
that child marriage is an issue that has had advocacy 
strategies associated with it for many years, often 
led by women’s organisations, groups and networks 
in Jordan. These organisations campaigned for the 
legal age of marriage to be increased to 18 years 
in 2001, and have continued to campaign to either 
remove the exceptional circumstances that allow 
marriage from 15 years, or tighten the regulation 
around these exceptions [40, 41]. There appears to 
be little connection between the work of grassroots 
organisations (which are predominantly Jordanian 
focused) and INGOs (which are predominantly Syrian 
focused) on child marriage, and little recognition of 
the work that grassroots organisations have done 
(and are doing) through the research and literature 
published on child marriage in Jordan. While 
government or UN agencies are in a position to draw 
all these groups together, it appears that grassroots or 
community-based organisations function in different 
ways to these other organisations. 

The policy narrative shows how the availability and 
type of evidence shapes policy responses (such as the 
UNICEF (2014) study and the HPC (2017) study), and 
highlights the need for a shift in the research agenda 
on child marriage in Jordan. More targeted research 
is needed to answer the specific questions that policy 
makers and practitioners are asking as they develop 
more detailed policy and action plans (particularly in 
relation to education and health [42]). More evidence 
is also needed to guide the use of various approaches 
in responses to child marriage, and monitoring the 
impact of these over time.  

Interestingly, quite contradictory reflections were 
made about the level of progress that is being made 
on child marriage in Jordan by the participants 
interviewed for the study. Several participants from 
smaller NGOs said that they felt a lot was being done, 
and they are aware of lots of different research being 
done, of policy developments and many programmes 
targeting child marriage (mainly awareness-raising 
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and case management). It was largely felt that 
progress had been made through the development 
of the National Committee on Child Marriage, and 
through the new regulations that had been issued 
by the Supreme Judges Department. The National 
Committee on Child Marriage is bringing people 
together from different sectors and highlighting 
gaps in policy and response in sectors like health 
and education, as well as providing specific sector 
support. Three participants even felt that child 
marriage was receiving too much attention compared 
to the amount of attention other child protection 
or SGBV concerns were receiving. A couple of 
participants asked the researcher, ‘Why is everyone 
so focused on child marriage’? This suggests that child 
marriage is frequently in the news, in reports on the 
Syrian refugee crisis, raised in inter-agency meetings 
and highlighted as a priority by many organisations. 
It also suggests that despite the awareness-raised, 
people are still not convinced that it is an extremely 
harmful practice which requires significant action in 
response. 

On the other hand, other participants, particularly 
those from UN agencies and large INGOs, made it very 
clear that they thought it was just the beginning of a 
long process, and although progress had been made, 
there was still a long way to go. These participants 
still felt that a lot of advocacy was needed to bring on 
board all of the stakeholders needed to make effective 
and sufficient change, and that the issue was still 
not taken seriously enough. They also suggested 
that there were many gaps in the response to child 
marriage, and difficulties faced as well as a long way 
to go in consensus building. Despite programmes 
which could be said to prevent child marriage (such as 
cash assistance) being available for Syrian refugees 
since the beginning of the crisis, it appears that 
child marriage has still risen (and may still be rising). 
These participants believe that the response to child 
marriage is still inadequate. All of those who spoke 
about the National Committee on Child Marriage said 
that they were just at the beginning of their work, with 
a lot of strategic developments to be made. 

The perception of how sufficient the response is 
to child marriage is a key motivator for continued 
engagement and prioritisation. 

3.3 Policy level responses to child marriage 

Most participants involved in programmatic 
responses to child marriage said that while they do not 
have a separate or specific policy/strategy on child 
marriage, it is (explicitly or implicitly) included in their 
overall policy, guidance and manuals for responding 
to child safety, child protection/safeguarding or 
sexual and gender-based violence. Figure 2 outlines 
the policy level response to child marriage in Jordan, 
categorised under direct and indirect policies, and 
identifies three specific policies on child marriage 
published by IRC [42], HPC [43] and the Family 
Protection Department [24].

In March 2017, the International Rescue Committee 
(IRC) published a policy brief on Tackling Early 
Marriage Amongst Adolescent Girls in Jordan [42]. 
The policy brief focuses on child marriage in contexts 
of displacement and highlights the experiences of the 
girls and their families through the encounters these 
families have had with IRC. The brief defines early or 
child marriage as “formal marriage or customary and 
statutory unions recognized as marriage before the 
age of 18 (at 18 a girl is still considered a child under 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child)” as defined 
by UNICEF. They also state that most early marriages 
are forced marriages where the child’s consent is not 
considered before the consummation of marriage, 
and that in 2015 they only encountered girls who 
had married under 18 years of age. It is important to 
note that cases of marriage involving children under 
the age of 18 are not de facto recorded as early and 
forced marriage, they are only recorded as early and 
forced marriage cases based on survivors’ disclosure 
and definition of the violence they have experienced. 
Key drivers in the context of displacement are 
listed as a negative coping strategy in response to 
economic hardship, and as a way to protect girls. 
Occasionally child marriage occurs due to pregnancy 
out of wedlock. IRC then outline the consequences 
of child marriage in the form of a lifetime of harmful 
consequences, particularly highlighting different 
forms of violence that married girls are exposed to. 
The policy brief also outlines the legal context in 
Jordan which allows child marriage, and the lack 
of health and education policies on child marriage. 
The policy brief finishes with recommendations for 
donors, INGOs and service providers, the Jordanian 
Government, The Department of Chief Justice and 
Sharia Courts, and the Ministry of Education, all of 
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Figure 2:  Policies related to Child marriage in Jordan

13



which seek to improve the prevention and response 
activities that are currently in place. The brief 
concludes by briefly outlining the Women’s protection 
and Empowerment Program (WPE) in Jordan.

In 2017, the HPC published their research based on 
data from the Supreme Judges Department, the 2015 
Census and 11 focus groups completed with a wide 
range of groups including Syrian refugees, health 
professionals and members of civil society [9]. It 
was accompanied by a policy brief which outlined 
the nature of the problem of child marriage in Jordan 
across different communities (i.e. rates and trends 
showing a rise in the proportion of all marriages 
which include persons less than 18 years), the causes 
and consequences of child marriage. It then outlines 
7 policies to address and prevent child marriage in 
Jordan [43]. The policy brief defines child marriage 
as the marriage of girls under the age of 18 years, 
and refers to it as the marriage of minors as well as 
child marriage or early marriage, also highlighting the 
disproportionate impact on girls. The causes of child 
marriage, which were identified through focus groups, 
include poverty, academic failure, for protection, 
to reduce responsibilities towards teenage girls, 
customs and traditions, social upbringing, social 
media and fictional TV dramas. The consequences of 
child marriage are listed as social and psychological 
pressure, domestic violence, divorce, no educational 
access and poor maternal and reproductive health. 
Four main challenges are then identified which need 
to be addressed; cultural and social challenges; 
financing; quality; and planning and networking 
challenges.  Finally, seven policy objectives are 
outlined with associated advantages and challenges, 
prioritised in the following order: 

1. Address the reasons that lead girls to drop out of 
school, and make education compulsory up to the 
secondary level 

2. Develop and implement a comprehensive 
awareness plan on child marriage and its negative 
side effects on individuals, families, children and the 
society as a whole 

3. Provide financial support as well as family guidance 
and counselling to families that seek to marry off 
their daughters due to poverty and poor financial 
conditions 

4. Abolish the exception in paragraph (b) of clause (10) 
of the Civil Status Law 

5. Enhance remedies and prevention programs and 
services related to child marriage 

6. Develop a national strategy on child marriage 

7. Re-orient the focus of scientific research towards 
identifying gaps in interventions aimed at protecting 
girls, and treat child marriage as a serious matter 

The study, together with the policy paper, was 
sent to the prime minister, who endorsed the study 
and forwarded it to all stakeholders to follow up 
the recommendations. The National Committee 
on Child Marriage is now using the HPC study, and 
accompanying policy brief, to capitalise on the 
momentum caused by the study and to inform its 
strategic priorities and work plans, and develop 
a national action plan. The National Committee 
will work on a list of actions and present this to all 
potential partner organisations and donors to fund 
the programme of work. The HPC is continuing to 
take an active role in developing an intervention 
matrix to be used by different actors and different 
sectors. The work will respond to child marriage 
across all the different communities in Jordan, 
including Syrian refugees. The HPC will support with 
further studies on early child bearing and by updating 
the National Strategy on Sexual and Reproductive 
Health. Continuing to build a strong evidence base 
in relation to child marriage in Jordan, its drivers 
and consequences, is considered as key both for 
advocacy and for programme developments. 

Finally a publication on the Standards of the Best 
Interest of the Child In Accordance with Jordanian 
Legislation, Islamic Shariah and International 
Standards published by the Family Protection 
Department (FPD) and the Public Security Directorate 
(PSD) with the support of UNHCR [37], includes a 
section on ‘Achieving the Interests in the Child Right 
of not Marrying at an Early Age’. The publication first 
addresses this ‘interest’ according to international 
standards, and draws on the Convention of the Rights 
of the Child and the Convention on Elimination of all 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women to indicate 
that marriage below the age of 18 years is considered 
a violation of human rights. The text suggests that 
this is the case because of the negative outcomes 
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associated with early marriage and early childbearing, 
and may result in children being unable to fully 
exercise all their rights. The section then considers 
this ‘interest’ according to Jordanian Legislations 
which has determined that 18 is the minimum age for 
marriage, but does allow exceptions from the age of 
15 years. The text emphasises that marriage is only 
allowed from 15 years as a ‘necessity’ based on a 
rigorous assessment by the court, and based on new 
regulations which were issued in August 2017. The 
text outlines some of the requirements and aspects 
of the marriage that must be taken into consideration 
before a marriage under 18 is validated. It suggests 
that through this process the best interests of 
the child would be determined, including whether 
marriage is appropriate under 18 years of age. Finally 
the section finishes with the ‘interest’ according to 
Islamic Shari’ah, which states that no specific age for 
marriage is stipulated and that it is down to the choice 
of individuals and right of the state to put limitations 
on marriage based on what the state considers 
as achieving public interest in line with Shari’ah 
principles. 

The IRC and the HPC policies follow a similar format;  

- they include a definition of child marriage and refer 
to international conventions which outline child 
marriage as a violation of human rights 

- they include a list of the main drivers and main 
consequences of child marriage based on a wide 
range of evidence 

- they describe some of the challenges of working 
with child marriage 

- they finish by listing policy and practice 
recommendations 

These policies make a clear declaration of how 
they conceptualise child marriage, why they believe 
it happens and the consequences, as well as 
recommendations for action. Both policies are focused 
on child marriage but provide a broad overview rather 
than highlight depth or nuance. Both policies draw 
predominantly from research completed by their 
own organisation and practice experience, as well 
as referring to research completed by others. The 
policies indicate that child marriage is a priority for 
them as organisations and indicates their preferred 

approaches for responding to child marriage. 

Alternatively, the Standards of the Best Interest of 
the child aims to identify and detail the necessary 
elements and standards relevant to achieving the 
child’s best interest for the purpose of assisting the 
relevant authorities, institutions and bodies in Jordan 
to achieve these interests. The aim of the document 
is to be a reference point for decision-makers and 
service providers. In relation to the child right of 
not marrying at an early age, the standards are laid 
out to largely guide those involved in approving and 
validating marriages. The emphasis is on marriages 
being approved and validated under 18 years in only 
exceptional cases, which are deemed in the best 
interest of the child based on the regulations issued 
to support this decision-making process which are in 
line with Shari’ah principles 

The three policies are clearly targeted at different 
audiences and focus on different communities. The 
IRC policy specifically focuses on child marriage 
in the Syrian refugee community and the impact of 
displacement on child marriage. The HPC policy, while 
focused at a national level, predominantly compares 
the rates of child marriage between Jordanians and 
Syrians, and makes few references to the impact 
of displacement or the humanitarian context on 
child marriage. The Standards of the Best Interest 
of the Child is focused on the legislative context at 
three levels, and makes no distinction as to how 
these different levels impact on different groups in 
Jordan. Whether distinct policies are needed on child 
marriage for Jordanians as compared with Syrians or 
with other groups is not clear – however, interviews 
with professionals for this policy mapping indicate 
that child marriage in Jordan is largely seen as a 
‘Syrian’ problem, and that the drivers underpinning 
child marriage in Jordan are very different across 
communities. Some disaggregation of analysis by 
different community groups in both quantitative and 
qualitative forms are probably needed to ensure that 
general policies are relevant for groups with quite 
specific needs or contexts (such as the impact of 
displacement).
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3.4 Practice level responses to child marriage 
Practice level responses were found both in relation 
to preventing child marriage, as well as responding to 
girls who are already married, as shown by figure 3. All 
professionals interviewed for this research describe 
dual objectives of preventing child marriage, as well 
as caring for those who are married, mitigating as 
many risks as possible. However, most programmes 
tend to invest more in either one of these objectives 
such as either awareness-raising (to prevent) or case 
management (to care). Some participants recognised 
that even if they couldn’t prevent child marriage, then 
working with families to delay marriage for as long as 
possible was also important, stating that ‘we can’t stop 
the early marriage issue, but at least we can make it for a 
less percentage and trying to delay it to a best time ’.

However, several participants said that there is 
generally a lack of agreement on the specific objectives 
of responses to child marriage when breaking it 
down further than the broad objectives of prevention 
and care. One example given was in relation to the 
law, as even civil society are not unified in what to 
advocate for, i.e. a rise in the exceptions law to 16 
years (rather than 15 years), better regulation of the 
exceptions or abolishment of all exceptions under 18 
years. One participant felt this reflected a difference 
in organisations about what they think is achievable 
and when, with many people believing that it is easier 
to take small steps forward rather than go for the 
substantial changes (like abolishing all exceptions). 
This is reflected in the HPC policy brief which lists the 
abolishment of the exceptions as a long term, rather 
than immediate goal.

3.4.1 Prevention  
Two main types of programmes are used to prevent 
child marriage in Jordan. The first is through various 
awareness-raising and advocacy activities which 
largely seek to inform girls and their families of the 
negative consequences of child marriage, with the 
aim of ensuring they do not accept proposals before 
18 years of age. The second is through working to 
reduce the drivers of child marriage, for example, 
poverty, poor access to education, supportive social 
norms or low/unequal aspirations for girls. 

 Awareness- raising and advocacy 
One of the main methods used to prevent child marriage 
is to inform girls and their families about the negative 
consequences of child marriage, and to challenge the 

social norms and values held at a community level 
that encourage child marriage, as well as advocate 
for better legal protections nationally. This is largely 
in response to the cultural underpinnings and social 
acceptability of child marriage found in some Syrian 
(and Jordanian) families. 

This ‘awareness’ raising happens in many different 
ways at different levels. For example, every year 
from the 25th November, 16 days of activism are 
organised to galvanize action to end violence against 
women and girls around the world. In Jordan, this has 
manifested in the Amani Campaign which included 
standardised messages on child marriage to be given 
in different forms (i.e. small group work, or larger scale 
community events, or other forms of messaging) to 
different groups (i.e. girls, boys, families, community 
members) [44]. This was coordinated and developed 
by the inter-agency sub-groups on child protection 
and sexual and gender-based violence.

Other forms of awareness-raising that are used by 
different agencies in Jordan include: 

- Interactive theatre 

- Videos of girls talking about their own experiences 
of child marriage followed by discussions 

- Small group awareness raising through provision of 
information, discussions and activities 

- Awareness sessions as part of ‘courses’ or youth 
focused activities such as life skills programmes, or 
empowerment programmes 

- Peer to peer awareness-raising 

- Awareness raised by community-based child 
protection committees 

- Tailored sessions to different groups 

- Messages based on ‘real’ protection issues and 
concerns and examples 

- Standardised messages on Child Protection or SGBV 
which include child marriage 

- Awareness raising with individual girls and families 
through case management work 
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Figure 3: Practice responses to child marriage in Jordan
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- Broad stakeholder engagement including with 
religious leaders, health and education professionals, 
government ministers, community leaders and other 
people in positions of power or influence 

- Social media messages often using pictures and 
captions

There have also been campaigns which target a 
change in the law to raise the age of marriage to 18 
without any exceptions at all, and child marriage 
has been linked to the campaigning which resulted 
in Article 308 of the civil code being abolished. 
Some organisations have also organised larger 
scale advocacy campaigns to engage with religious 
leaders, community leaders, government officials, 
the Sharia department, family protection department, 
parents and young people to discuss child marriage – 
or engage these stakeholders systematically as part 
of their on-going advocacy work. This is sometimes 
supported by media campaigns and leaflets and 
advocacy papers or opinion papers [25, 40]. 

However, many participants said that simply telling 
people that child marriage is ‘wrong’ or ‘harmful’ is not 
effective or even appropriate. Several participants 
said that you have to be ‘smart’, ‘creative’ or ‘clever’ 
about how you communicate messages about child 
marriage, and as responsive as possible to the 
attitudes and concerns that people have. As one 
participant said ‘we don’t say this is not acceptable, 
we are trying to tackle things in a very smart way, 
clever way’. It was felt that sharing ‘real’ (both good 
and bad??) examples was particularly powerful, and 
getting lots of stakeholders and respective community 
figures to support the messages. Making sessions 
interactive and with room for active discussion was 
also felt to be important. Some participants said that 
it was better to tackle protection issues in a very 
general way rather than specifically and directly talk 
about child marriage because ‘being too harsh, it will 
fire back on you’. Another participant said that you 
can’t tell people that their positive attitudes towards 
child marriage are wrong, but through discussion 
teach them an alternative way of thinking. This was 
felt especially the case for child marriage as it is often 
considered a ‘western-identified’ problem, which 
is not actually considered as problematic across 
the Arab region. Another participant from a legal 
support NGO said when they talk to people about 
child marriage they say that they know about culture 

and traditions, and the law, and the situations that 
people face (i.e. they are empathic to their situation 
and context, especially to refugees), but that they 
also know marriage is a serious institution with lots 
of consequences, and they want people to think this 
through seriously and rationally without too much 
emotion. 

A number of participants suggested that child marriage 
‘awareness sessions’ were often dismissed as being a 
‘western’ concern. So, for example, even if messages 
are given by influential figures, by Jordanians and 
Syrians, if a community sees or hears the name of an 
INGO as part of the session they will often ignore the 
messages. Messages about preventing child marriage 
can sometimes be understood as preventing (all) 
marriage, which is seen as culturally offensive. This is 
linked to a concern also raised that ‘westerners’ who 
are critical of child marriage and are advocating for 
marriage over 18 years old don’t really understand the 
conditions under which Syrian refugees are living, the 
pressures they face and their lack of choices. Most 
participants described getting people to listen and 
respond to awareness messages on child marriage as 
very difficult, and that they do not know how effective 
these messages or awareness-raising strategies are. 

Reducing the drivers of child marriage 
Other prevention activities tend to be focused on 
reducing the key drivers of child marriage such as 
being out of school and inactive at home, poverty and 
gender inequality. However, most of these activities 
do not have a specific focus on child marriage, nor 
do they contain monitoring and evaluation indicators 
linked to child marriage (other than maybe list the 
number of ‘cases’ they encounter or worked with), and 
they may be considered value added type activities 
where child marriage is one of many protection 
risks that could be prevented, for example, through 
provision of cash assistance.

Access to education 
While Syrian refugees are able to access the 
state education system in Jordan, a vulnerability 
assessment baseline survey found that 97% of the 
school aged children are at high risk of non-attendance 
at school. It is estimated that only about 50% of 
eligible adolescent girls are enrolled in school [45]. 
This is due to a wide range of barriers including poor 
quality education, differences in syllabus, difficulties 
getting to and from school, costs associated with 

18 Mapping responses to Child Marriage in Jordan: Reflections from practitioners and policymakers-December 2018



uniforms and books or low value placed on education. 
The inter-agency Education Sector Working Group 
(ESWG) supports the coordination of the educational 
response to Syrian refugees, providing a space for 
collaboration between agencies and for strategic 
plans to be made and implemented [45]. The ESWG 
aims to ensure uninterrupted access to the public 
education for displaced Syrian children across the 
country, including those living in host communities 
and in refugee camps. Support to boost the capacity 
of the public education system is much needed to 
ensure it adheres to the global norms and standards 
established by Inter-Agency Network for Education 
in Emergencies Minimum Standards. In addition, 
the group collaborates with those working in child 
protection who provide informal education spaces, 
and child friendly spaces both in and out of schools.  

There are a number of programmes which aim to get 
Syrian children into some form of formal or informal 
education, and keep them in these systems for as long 
as possible. Global and regional evidence strongly 
suggests that girls who are active in education are 
less likely to accept marriage proposals, making 
education one of the biggest protective factors in 
relation to child marriage. Girls who are considered in-
active at home are at a much higher risk of accepting 
a marriage proposal after they turn 15 years of age 
(and sometimes before). Education is mandatory 
in Jordan until 10th grade, however, processes for 
ensuring all children are in school until this stage 
need strengthening, and there is no educational 
policy on child marriage, highlighting the specific 
role education plays in preventing child marriage 
or provision of education for girls after they marry 
[42]. The Ministry of Education has identified several 
weaknesses in relation to its role in preventing child 
marriage, and has suggested that awareness sessions 
on child marriage could be better integrated into the 
education system as well as a more robust system to 
prevent girls dropping out of school. Therefore, while 
getting, and keeping, girls in school is a key priority 
for agencies working with Syrian refugees, the link 
between education and preventing child marriage 
is not well established or acknowledged in the 
education sector.

Makani centres, PSS activities, life skills and 
empowerment programmes 
There are a wide range of PSS activities, life 
skills and empowerment programmes which could 

be considered as preventing child marriage by 
empowering girls and their families, by providing 
alternative activities for girls who are ‘in-active’ 
at home and supporting girls to achieve their 
aspirations. Save the Children, for example, have 
designed a PSS programme specifically to prevent 
child marriage which they implement with at risk girls 
and their families [43]. Most other PSS activities, life 
skills and empowerment programmes with young 
people will also make reference to child marriage, 
but would not have this as a specific focus, or have 
preventing child marriage as a target outcome which 
is measured by indicators and data (such as the 
SGBV activities run by IRC through their Women’s 
Protection and Empowerment Program (WPE) and 
their special curriculum for 13-17 year old girls which 
was designed after a piece of research completed by 
IRC in 2014 [21]).  

For a number of years UNICEF was supporting 240 
Makani centres located all around Jordan which 
aimed to expand learning opportunities for all 
children not accessing any form of education in 
Jordan (although UNICEF no longer funds these). 
Makani centres have a holistic approach that 
provides all vulnerable children and young people 
with learning opportunities, life skills training and 
psychosocial support (PSS) services under one roof 
[46, 47]. Different organisations have responsibility 
for running Makani centres, and these spaces also 
provide access to child protection and SGVB case 
management services.  Each Makani should also have 
a community outreach component which is linked 
with the services being provided at the centre. 

Poverty 
The Inter-agency Livelihoods Working Group 
was established in March 2016 to strengthen the 
coordination of livelihoods related activities both in 
urban and camp settings and to ensure all partners 
are aware of the different livelihoods programmes 
available [48]. Poverty is frequently cited as one of 
the main drivers of child marriage, not just in Syrian 
refugee families but also in Jordanian families [8, 9, 21, 
31, 33]. There are a number of economic empowerment 
programmes, sustainable livelihood programmes and 
provision of cash assistance which all contribute to 
the alleviation of poverty (usually in the short term). 
For example, a wide range of organisations provide 
such assistance, some of which is conditional on 
educational attendance, and others which give 
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cash assistance without conditions. Only Care 
Jordan describes their cash assistance programme 
as being set up to reduce child marriage and child 
labour specifically, and is conditional on educational 
attendance, but at the time of the interview they had 
not yet completed or published an evaluation of this 
intervention. However, most other cash assistance 
programmes do not target explicitly to prevent child 
marriage, and do not include this in their monitoring 
and evaluation indicators.

Cultural acceptability 
Behavioural and social interventions are considered 
key to reducing the cultural and social acceptability 
of child marriage within communities, much of which 
is largely based on different communications tools. 
Several organisations are currently working to develop 
specific Communication for behavioural impact 
(COMBI) plans and tools to prevent child marriage. 
UNFPA Jordan, for example, are currently finalising 
their COMBI tool which has been developed in 
consultation with the all the main stakeholders holders 
in Jordan. The tools use up to 15 communication keys 
to engage with the key decision-maker in a household 
(usually the male head of household) depending on 
the attitudes held, the family context and the reasons 
why the decision-maker would consider marriage for 
a girl under 18 year of age. These communication keys 
are complemented by a mix of wider communication 
actions at a community level, to put child marriage 
on the public agenda and flood the community with 
messages aimed at preventing child marriage through 
social media, radio, television, in newspapers, during 
community meetings and through child protection 
ambassadors or community mobilisers. The explicit 
aim of the COMBI is to prevent child marriage at the 
family and community level, and the impact will be 
measured over three years, predominantly measuring 
exposure to and comprehension of messages, as well 
as whether proposals of marriage to girls under 18 
years of age are accepted or declined by the targeted 
decision-makers. Care will implement the COMBI tool 
in one area of Jordan, and implementation will be 
expanded based on impact and available funds over 
the coming three years.

SRH education 
Child marriage is considered a violation of a girls 
Sexual and Reproductive Health Rights (SRHR), 
because it puts girls in positions where they are 
largely unable to control when they have sex, when 

they have children or when they use contraception/
family planning methods. They are also often the most 
difficult group to provide comprehensive and high 
quality SRH services to (including maternal and infant 
care) [49]. Therefore, child marriage is a key topic for 
any sexual and reproductive health education that is 
provided to adolescents or their families through the 
health sector.  However, there remain substantial 
difficulties providing SRH education or services to 
unmarried girls in Jordan. This is largely due to strong 
social discourses that unmarried girls have no sexual 
or reproductive health needs, and that providing 
this information might encourage inappropriate 
behaviours [50] .

Preventing child marriage has been a priority for 
several UN agencies and many other organisations 
in Jordan for several years, especially in relation to 
Syrian refugees. However, a number of participants 
highlighted that despite the number of prevention and 
response programmes that have been in place over 
the years, it appears that the rates of child marriage 
have continued to rise (or at the very least have 
stayed the same). Therefore, it is unclear whether 
all or any of the current responses to child marriage 
are effective in preventing child marriage, and why 
they may or may not be effective? There are a lack 
of indicators and monitoring tools, and a lack of 
evaluations that focus on measuring the rates of child 
marriage in response to a particular intervention. This 
may be because there is a lack of programmes that 
specifically target child marriage, as child marriage is 
usually just one of many protection risks or needs that 
are being responded to through awareness raising 
campaigns, case management, PSS activities or life 
skills programmes. It is also because of a lot of the 
responses to child marriage occur after the marriage 
has taken place, which means that other well-being 
or risk reduction measures are used rather than ones 
linked to their child marriage. A big question remains 
for participants about ‘what works’ to prevent and 
reduce the rates of child marriage in Jordan, and how 
this can be monitored and recorded? 

Participants were also unsure about whether the 
focus of intervention should be on changing attitudes 
to child marriage across communities and families, 
or whether focus should actually be on the drivers 
of child marriage such as poverty and poor access 
to education (which do not necessarily mean even 
talking about child marriage to families). A couple 
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of participants raised concerns about the focus on 
changing attitudes because of the difficult conditions 
that Syrians find themselves in, believing it is unfair to 
expect individual families to change their behaviours 
without being supported by structural change and 
interventions which seek to reduce the drivers of child 
marriage. Participants suggested that engaging with 
families directly about child marriage is very sensitive, 
and it can be difficult to prevent child marriage by 
just focusing on change at a family level (because of 
lack of choices and alternatives, because of difficult 
conditions and because of cultural acceptability). 
Participants also felt that they could not ‘force’ or 
‘push’ families in their decision-making, but to give 
them information and let them decide. 

Several participants also questioned the suitability of 
general awareness campaigns which seek to inform 
people of the negative outcomes of child marriage, 
partly due to lack of evidence in relation to their 
impact and also because of the difficult conditions that 
people face, which mean that any decision they make 
contains elements of potential risk. One participant 
suggested that awareness sessions needed to be 
combined with economic empowerment to be more 
effective. A focus on the negative consequences can 
also prevail over a focus on the rights of a girl and how 
these are violated by child marriage. It was felt that 
while case management approaches are largely used 
to shape and structure the response to married girls, 
more concrete and focused prevention strategies 
are needed. Some organisations, for example, plan to 
move away from awareness sessions led by staff to 
community-led and peer to peer sessions.

Most responses to child marriage were facilitated 
through more general programmes aimed at CP or 
SGBV concerns. As one participant said ‘To be honest 
with you, we are not tackling in particular early marriage, it 
is open for all GBV cases ’. This was reflected by many 
of the participants providing CP and SGBV services, 
and most suggested that perhaps interventions which 
explicitly focused on child marriage were needed to 
complement this more general work. This would also 
result in more attention on prevention services rather 
than response, as once a girl is married then it is not 
appropriate or possible to change or ‘undo ’ this status 
– work then is about mitigating the risks.

3.4.2 Provision of services to married girls and risk 
mitigation 
Literature examining child marriage in Jordan 
recognises that as well as preventing child marriage, 
responses to child marriage must also include services 
to girls who have married before they turn 18 years of 
age. These services predominantly ensure that the 
needs associated with child marriage are met, and 
risk avoided or mitigated.  The following services are 
usually available for married girls through a range of 
different organisations in Jordan (governmental and 
non-governmental).

Care management 
Case management is the main approach or service 
through which girls who are married under 18 years 
of age are assessed in relation to their needs and 
risks of harm, and through which a range of services 
are provided. While a whole range of agencies 
provide services through case management, different 
case management systems tend to have a different 
starting focus. There are six main organisations 
that provide specialised child protection case 
management services to Syrian refugees in Jordan, 
including IMC, IRC, Tdh, JRF, NHF and UNHCR. IMC, 
for example, has over 100 case managers based all 
across Jordan, in the UNHCR refugee camps and in 
all main urban centres. Other organisations have a 
specialist focus on SGBV, for example, or legal case 
management (such as Intersos or ARDD). Care Jordan 
also provides protection focused case management. 
These different focuses provide slightly different lens, 
or frameworks for response, with those specialising 
in child protection only ever working with children as 
their main ‘beneficiary ’.

While it can be difficult to identify girls at risk of child 
marriage, or to engage with girls and their families 
before a marriage takes place, married girls are fairly 
easy to identify, mainly when they seek to change 
their registration details with UNHCR or after they 
become pregnant or drop out of school. Also due to 
the networking, and referrals exchanged, between 
organisations working with Syrians refugees 
through Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), if an 
organisation identifies a case of child marriage but 
does not have the capacity or mandate to respond, a 
referral will be made to a child protection or SGBV 
case management service. Once UNHCR receives a 
request for a married girl’s registration to be placed 
with her husband and his family, rather than her own 
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family, they are obliged to undertake a best interest 
assessment (or refer to another agency to do this) and 
potentially also refer for a child protection specialist 
case management assessment to be undertaken. A 
case management assessment will usually involve a 
home visit to the girl and her husband and any family 
they are living with. During this home visits the case 
manager will establish why and how the marriage 
occurred, and identify any specific needs or risks 
arising from the marriage or her new context. This 
includes asking about legal documentation, food 
security, material provision, educational access, 
family planning, reproductive health, other health 
concerns, mental health, nature of the relationship 
with her husband and his family, any forms of violence 
present, communication with her own family, mobility, 
household responsibilities and support networks. 
The aim of this assessment is to identify areas of 
significant need and to mitigate, as much as possible, 
the negative outcomes associated with child marriage.  
Referrals for a wide range of services are possible 
including maternal health care, informal education 
activities, parenting classes, support groups, PSS 
activities, cash assistance, legal services or couples 
counselling. Although all of these referrals require the 
permission of the girl and her husband. For high risk 
cases that include actual or probable sexual, physical 
or extreme emotional violence and abuse, then other 
agencies such as the Family Protection Unit and the 
UNHCR would be brought in to develop an emergency 
action plan to keep the girl safe.

Education 
While education is mandatory until 10th grade, 
and the new regulations for marriages from 15-17 
years state that marriage should not be a reason to 
terminate education, there is no educational provision 
for married girls. Although there is no official policy 
excluding married girls, all of the participants said 
that married girls do not attend school. This is 
because schools would not allow married girls to 
attend alongside unmarried girls, and because once 
a girl is married then her priority is to the home and 
her husband. There is no policy on education for 
married girls or formal provision. Married girls may 
occasionally attend informal education sessions, or 
life skills training or vocation training, but this is usually 
not deemed socially appropriate, and organisations 
find it difficult to keep married girls engaged in these 
activities. It appears that there is currently no specific 
programme which targets married girls to provide any 

form of formal or informal education after marriage.  

Health services 
Age at first marriage is a key predictor of fertility 
and years of childbearing, with those married at an 
early age having more children due to a longer period 
of childbearing across their life time [51, 52]. A high 
proportion of married girls become pregnant within 
the first year of marriage, thereby requiring antenatal, 
maternal and post-natal care. Refugees are not able 
to access the Jordanian health care system free of 
charge anymore, and therefore reproductive and 
maternal services are usually accessed through a 
humanitarian provider such as Medicine Sans Frontier 
(MSF) or International Medical Corps (IMC) [53, 54]. 
The inter-agency Reproductive Health Sub working 
group aims to ensure that the reproductive health 
needs of women and men are well addressed during 
the Syrian refugee crisis, and that accessible and 
quality services are established to cover population 
needs [55]. Minimum standards and best practices 
for this are outlined in the Inter-agency field manual 
on reproductive health in humanitarian settings [55, 
56]. However, the health access and utilization survey 
published by UNHCR in Jordan in 2017 found there has 
been an increase in the number of pregnant women 
who had difficulty accessing antenatal care, and a 
decline in the number of deliveries that were free of 
cost [50]. It is unclear if these services are adapted 
or tailored to girls under 18 years of age in any way, 
or if encounters with pregnant girls under 18 years 
lead to a referral for a child protection assessment 
and whether any assessment occurs of their context 
at this stage. Health professionals clearly have a key 
role in responding to the reproductive health needs 
of married girls, which are also linked to other needs 
(such as nutrition, being free from violence, RH 
education, etc) and it is currently unclear if and how 
far the health sector is responding to this key role [42].

Legal services 
All marriages need to be legally registered in Jordan 
to be considered valid [37]. Without a marriage 
registration certificate women are not able to legally 
change their status, be included with their husband 
in the family book or change UNHCR registration.  
Without a marriage certificate mothers are not 
able to register the birth of their children, and then 
access health care and education for them, or get 
travel documents. Without a registered marriage, 
women are not able to go through the courts to 
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uphold their rights in instances of divorce [36-38]. 
Therefore, unregistered marriages are considered a 
high risk factor, and a specific vulnerability that those 
married under 18 will face especially if they were 
married before 15 years of age. Over the years, since 
the Syrian refugees arrived in Jordan, UNHCR has 
facilitated a period of time where the fine for having 
an unregistered marriage has been waivered. This 
was well publicised in the refugee camps and across 
host communities to encourage the registration of 
marriages. If a couple approaches the UNHCR to 
change their registration status after marriage, but 
the marriage is not registered, UNHCR will either 
directly, or through partner agencies, support the 
formal registration of the marriage. There are a 
number of other agencies across Jordan who also 
provide legal services to girls married under 18 years 
of age, often in relation to marriage registration and 
also in cases of divorce or claims of forced marriage 
(which is illegal in Jordan). ARDD, for example, provide 
legal services in relation to divorce, alimony, consent, 
custody, documentation – usually after a marriage 
has taken place. They also try to provide a holistic 
response to the needs that are identified during case 
work (and they will make referrals as needed).

During many of the interviews with participants, 
after describing a range of activities which might 
be considered a response to child marriage (such 
as PSS activities, life skills programmes, youth 
empowerment, case management, etc), participants 
would often then say ‘but we don’t work with child 
marriage specifically or directly ’. This was because most 
programmes don’t solely focus on preventing child 
marriage or providing care for affected girls, rather 
it is one of many protection or SGBV concerns that 
they work with. Nor are these programmes usually 
evaluated based on their role in responding to child 
marriage. 

There seems to be a lack of understanding about what 
is considered a child marriage ‘intervention ’, as many 
responses to child marriage work with married girls to 
mitigate long term risks. This might not be considered 
as a ‘child marriage response ’ per se because the 
focus is on minimising risks rather than preventing 
the marriage. Is a child marriage intervention then 
about going to families and persuading them to not 
marry their daughter and other awareness-raising 
activities? Or giving girls and their family’s information 
and letting them choose? Or working on the drivers 

to prevent child marriage? However, for those 
working on the drivers of child marriage, they often 
fail to measure the impact of programmes like cash 
assistance or preventing school drop out on child 
marriage or shape these interventions to explicitly 
prevent child marriage, meaning that it can often feel 
disconnected to this goal. 

The response to child marriage could feel disjointed 
and siloed because of distinction between activities 
which aim to prevent child marriage and those aimed 
at girls affected by child marriage, as well as the 
work done across many different sectors in relation 
to each of the drivers under pinning child marriage. 
It is likely then that there are many agencies involved 
in livelihoods projects or preventing school dropout, 
for example, who would not consider their work as a 
‘child marriage intervention ’ because the work does not 
include it as a specific focus. Better clarification about 
the role that different kinds of responses play would 
help to connect agencies and practitioners to develop 
complementary and value-added work plans. It might 
also increase the morale of those who feel that the 
problem of child marriage is too big for them to tackle 
alone. or those that only work with girls affected by 
child marriage and not in areas of prevention.   

This policy and practice mapping found a lack of best 
practice examples, predominantly because most 
responses do not contain indicators or evaluations 
which relate specifically to child marriage, or monitor 
whether child marriages are being prevented or 
the risks associated with child marriage are being 
avoided. While there are many examples of creative 
programmes which seek to empower girls, facilitate 
helpful awareness-raising sessions, provide families 
with much needed cash assistance or facilitate 
educational access, it is difficult to determine the 
specific impact on child marriage. 

3.5 Approaches used to respond to child marriage 
Participants spoke about using a broad range of 
approaches which underpin their responses to child 
marriage, including; 

- Multi-level advocacy

- Prevention through awareness-raising

- Prevention through reducing drivers of child
marriage
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- Harm mitigation through a holistic case management 
approach 

- Peer to peer based strategies 

- Responses to child marriage located within a 
broader child protection or SGBV framework 

- A whole family mandate recognising the need to 
work with all members of the family (and extended 
family) rather than just girls themselves 

- Empowerment-based and strengths-based 
approaches 

- Using concept of vulnerability to understand the 
lives of adolescent girls 

- Multi-level responses drawing on an ecological 
framework 

- Multi-agency work and multi-sectorial coordination 

- Use of a gender lens to shape all approaches 

- Communication for Development strategies 
including COMBI plans and tools,  

- Capacity strengthening 

- Providing alternatives to marriage 

- Building trust with key stakeholders 

- Use of participatory approaches 

- Use of rights-based approaches 

- Use of evidence-based approaches

There was a lack of consensus amongst participants 
on whether child marriage should be tackled through 
specific child marriage focused programmes, or 
whether it should continue to be included within wider  
programmes because it is such a multi-faceted issue 
(with multiple drivers and multiple outcomes) linked 
to many other child protection or SGBV concerns. The 
main limitation of generic child protection or SGBV 
approaches that tackle the drivers of child marriage 
(such as cash assistance or preventing school 
drop-out) is that these programmes lack specific 

monitoring and evaluation tools in relation to child 
marriage, which makes it difficult to determine its 
impact on preventing child marriage or reducing the 
risks for married girls. Most participants suggested 
that some specialisation is needed or the provision 
of additional guidance or  a ‘child marriage lens ’ which 
could be incorporated into generic programmes such 
as those preventing school dropout or providing cash 
assistance. However, it can be difficult to monitor 
the long term impact of such programmes on child 
marriage, as girls remain at risk of child marriage for a 
relatively long period of time (4-5 years). This appears 
to be a global problem as a review, completed by the 
Human Rights Centre at the University of California 
and Save the Children, to identify the state of the global 
evidence on child marriage prevention and response 
interventions, found forty-three development focused 
interventions met the inclusion criteria for review but 
no humanitarian interventions [13].

Although it has been argued that responses to 
Syrian refugees need to take into account models 
of social development rather than just emergency 
responses, the context of prolonged displacement 
means that neither emergency-based responses nor 
development-based responses are appropriate. The 
majority of refugees are neither new to Jordan and in 
need of the same emergency food, shelter, sanitation 
facilities or lifesaving treatment as at the start of the 
crisis, but they remain refugees, living in uncertainty 
and insecurity - meaning that ‘development’ focused 
activities are also not entirely appropriate. Refugees 
are unable to make long term plans for living in Jordan, 
nor invest in business or infrastructure which might 
contribute to a long term increase in their economic or 
social well-being. This also impacts the approaches 
used to respond to child marriage, especially in 
relation to prevention strategies that seek to provide 
alternatives to marriage for adolescent girls. For 
example, investing in a girl’s future may be deemed 
as less of a household priority when no one knows 
what their future holds. It might also be difficult to 
mobilise sufficient ‘development’ resources in a 
humanitarian context to prevent a child marriage 
for 3 or 4 years, which might be necessarily for girls 
at risk of marriage at 14 or 15 years of age. Indeed, 
adolescent girls remain at risk of child marriage for 
a long period of time (from 13 – 17 years of age,) and 
we don’t know if parents and girls who commit to 
avoiding child marriage when they are 14 or 15 years, 
still remain committed at 16 or 17 years of age.
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We also don’t know who is best placed to do what, 
and when, in response to child marriage. As already 
highlighted, girls are at risk of child marriage for a long 
time (probably from 13-17 years of age), and we don’t 
know whether a one-off awareness session to the girl 
and her family has a long term impact, and what the 
best age is to start giving these messages, how many 
are needed, in what format and for how long. We also 
don’t know who is best placed to engage with families 
directly about their attitudes and practices in relation 
to child marriage, and whether peer to peer strategies 
or awareness sessions in a life skills course are more 
effective than social media strategies or large scale 
community events. Are the words and values of civil 
society members or community members from within 
communities more valid than those from INGOs? Who 
has legitimacy to talk about these issues?

A number of participants raised concerns about the 
high expectations that are placed on Syrian families 
and girls to change their attitudes and behaviours 
in contexts of great difficulties and suffering. They 
felt it was unfair to ask families to change attitudes 
and behaviours without being supported through 
structural changes which reduce some of the most 
keenly felt drivers, such as poverty or overcrowding 
or poor educational access or concerns about safety 
and the future. Some participants felt that their 
organisation was stronger in providing responses 
focused on prevention, while others felt that they 
were stronger in providing care and case management 
services to affected girls. It was suggested that civil 
society actors might be more effective at prevention 
activities through engagement with the communities, 
and that UN agencies, for example, might be better 
placed at strengthening governmental capacity to 
respond at a strategic level.

3.6 Main challenges and gaps 
Through conversations with research participants 
about their work with child marriage, and developing 
responses to child marriage at both a policy and 
programme level, it became clear that practitioners 
and policymakers face a number of challenges which 
are summarised below in figure 4.  

In summary, child marriage is difficult to respond 
to because of its cultural/social acceptability, legal 
acceptability from 15 years, and general lack of 
appreciation of the harms associated with it because 
of the lack of alternatives for adolescent girls and 

high rates of poverty, because of poor access to 
educational services and because it is unclear 
which approaches are effective in responding to 
child marriage. Several participants describe child 
marriage as being the result of layers of drivers which 
are impossible to separate out. In fact, child marriage 
might be particularly attractive to girls and families 
because it is a socially and legally acceptable coping 
strategies that might relieve many pressures at one 
time (such as overcrowding, need to escort adolescent 
girls in public, gives girls a future and is one less meal 
to provide for). Child marriage might be considered as 
a single strategy which acts as a response to many 
problems. This led several participants to conclude 
that they actually can’t prevent child marriage, but 
that they continue to keep trying and do the best they 
can, as shown by the following quotes,

‘We have to be modest in our expectations but we are not 
going to surrender, we do as much as we can’ 

 ‘Can’t end it, but can do your best’,  

‘When people set their mind to marry, they will marry, who 
cares, they will marry her without even the judge’.

Many of the difficulties highlighted reflect the nature 
of child marriage in humanitarian contexts. On the 
one hand, child marriage is considered by some 
community members as simply a ‘marriage’, a highly 
valued social process largely shaped by family norms 
and values. On the other hand, it is seen as a possible 
strategy to relieve suffering and concern in difficult 
circumstances. These difficulties also reflects the 
challenges that adolescent girls face due to their age 
and their gender, including gender inequalities in a 
patriarchal social structure, and social norms about 
how girls should behave and their role in their families. 
While some participants consider child marriage 
as a relatively straight forward protection concern, 
because it is ‘public’ socially acceptable practice (as 
opposed to child sexual abuse, for example), it is clear 
that the challenges practitioners face must be taken 
into consideration during future policy and practice 
initiatives. Some organisations already have 5 or 
more years of experience of working to prevent child 
marriage amongst Syrian refugees in Jordan, and this 
experience must be further interrogated and built on.
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Figure 4: Interview  results with research participants about their intervention and developing responses to 
child marriage at both a policy and programme level
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4. Recommendations

Advocacy 
- Advocacy work needs to continue to build on the
current momentum that there is for responses to child 
marriage, and for clearer communication on why child 
marriage remains a priority despite there being many 
other child protection or GBV issues 

- Further consideration needs to be given to the most
effective actors to advocate for the prioritisation
of child marriage, and further actions to eliminate
child marriage. For example, how can actors
from governmental, INGO, Ngo and grassroots
organisations work together, and who is best placed
to do what.

Policy 
- Significant policy development is needed in the
education, health and livelihoods sector on their role
in preventing child marriage and providing care to
those who are married as girls including continued
educational access, reproductive health care and
access to livelihood or cash assistance despite still
being ‘children’.

- On-going policy development is also needed in the
child protection and SGBV sectors, as although child
marriage is often included within wider protection
policies, for those organisations who are going to
increase their focus on child marriage (including
adding child marriage specific indicators and
monitoring tools), a specific policy would help define
and explain the boundaries of their intervention.

- Guidance should be developed for organisations
and agencies seeking to develop their policies on
child marriage, highlighting how various aspects of
a policy might be developed (such as a definition of
child marriage, use of terminology, target population,
understandings of the drivers and consequences,
approaches to use, specific skills and expertise that
bring to the work, and what they are planning to do or
any recommendations for others)

- Policymakers need to develop a set of indicators and 
monitoring tools which can be used to measure the
impact of different programmes (and different aspects 

within programmes) on child marriage, whether it is a 
child marriage specific programme or not

Programmes 
- There is a need to more formally develop the
preventative potential of PSS activities, life skills
training, empowerment programmes, safe spaces,
case management and SRH education in relation
to child marriage, with clarification of their role in
prevention, a tailored theory of change and linked
indicators

- Organisations need to pioneer approaches to child
marriage in contexts of prolonged displacement which 
are neither purely emergency nor development-based, 
but are sustainable in this unique, and increasingly
common, context.

- The publication of a set of case studies (or best
practice example) of ‘child marriage interventions’
which showcase a range of approaches across
a range of sectors aimed at both prevention and
care would support shared learning across sectors
and clarify what is meant by a ‘child marriage
intervention’. Ideally these would be supportive by
evaluative material.

Training and knowledge exchange 
- More tools and practice guidance related to child
marriage are needed, including the use of creative
and participatory tools

- Further specialised training is needed on:

- How to negotiate conceptions of consent with
different stakeholders, and how to challenge claims
that consent was given appropriately by a girl under
18 years of age

- Responding to the different ‘reasons’ families and
girls have for agreeing to marriage under 18 years of
age

- Ethical dilemmas raised in practice
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Monitoring and evaluation 
- Further clarity is needed about which approaches
are most effective in relation to prevention and care,
and whether special or targeted programmes on child
marriage are needed to complement and support
more general programmes (this appears to be needed
globally, as well as in relation to Jordan)

- Specific evidence on if awareness-raising is
effective, in what forms, how often and when, is
critical for the many organisations working to prevent
child marriage

- Specific indicators on child marriage should be
attached to programmes which seek to reduce or
eliminate the drivers underpinning child marriage
(such as cash assistance, preventing school dropout
or sets of advocacy messages on SGBV)

- Organisations and professionals must record the
learning and processes that are occurring in Jordan
to develop responses to child marriage, to consolidate 
learning and to share with other countries in the
region

- The publishing of internal evaluations of interventions 
which seek to reduce child marriage would support
shared learning and contribute to building an evidence 
base on ‘what works’

Research 
- Policy and programme makers need to develop
a shared list of research questions based on the
what they need to know to develop more detailed
action plans and programmes which respond to child
marriage

- More research is needed on the notion of ‘consent’
and how to open up conversations about the nature
of a girl’s consent to marry with all the stakeholders
involved

- Better large scale data collection mechanisms need
to be put in place for the drivers and outcomes of child 
marriage to allow comparative analysis between
different groups, as well as in-depth qualitative
research to inform specific programme development

- More in depth and specific knowledge is needed
on the drivers on child marriage amongst Syrian
refugees and the impact of the ‘layers ’ of drivers.

Poverty is one example. It is estimated by the UNHCR 
that, partly due to the protracted nature of the ‘crisis ’, 
86% of Syrian refugees now live below the poverty 
line in Jordan [54]. Does this mean that all families 
living below the poverty line agree to any proposals 
of marriage made to their daughters under 18 years 
of age? Or could poverty actually act as a barrier to 
marriage? And does this mean that those living above 
the poverty line would not consider any proposals of 
marriage made to their daughters under 18 years of 
age?  

- Research is needed about girls and families who are
vulnerable to, or at risk of, child marriage, but who
decide not to marry before 18 years of age.
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