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Abstract
 Over the last two decades, early marriage in the GambiaBackground:

declined significantly (from 58% to 30%), however this rate is still high. The
reasons for the decline but continuing practice of early marriage, despite
existing legislation prohibiting child marriage, are not very well understood.
Very few studies have been conducted to find out what and how local
factors influence decisions about early marriage in the Gambia. More
information is therefore needed on underlying reasons for the persistence
of early marriage in the Gambia so that program managers can use this
information to design strategies to decrease early marriages.

 The study was conducted in 24 rural settlements in LowerMethods:
Baddibu District in the North Bank Region of the Gambia. It was based on a
mixed-methods design including a cross-sectional household survey with a
sample of 181 female adolescents, focus group discussions with 16 male
and female parents, and eight key informant interviews with
community-based decision makers.
Focus group discussions and key informant interviews were transcribed
verbatim and analyzed using thematic content analysis, while survey data
were analyzed using Stata.

 The study finds that ethnicity and the fear that girls may engage inResults:
premarital sex are two important factors associated with early marriage in
rural Gambia. In addition, lack of meaningful alternatives to marriage
including work opportunities in rural areas may also limit the options and
resources available to girls, resulting in early wedlock.

 These findings suggest that in order to decrease earlyConclusions:
marriages in rural Gambia, future efforts should focus on understanding and
addressing the role of ethnicity in determining marriage patterns and
allaying the fear around premarital sex.The findings also suggest a need to
provide girls with employment-oriented education including vocational skills
which may result into more empowerment and a delay in marriage.
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The main differences between this version and the previously 
published version is that we have added in the discussion that the 
finding about Wolof ethnicity having an independent effect on the 
probability of marrying early is interesting because they are the 
only ethnic group that does not typically practice female genital 
cutting (FGC), and the fear or concern that girls may engage 
in premarital sex is among the main reasons for practicing both 
FGC and early marriage.We agree with the reviewers’ suggestion 
that this is an important point to integrate somewhere in the 
discussion. 

REVISED



nificant, 

certificates

fiv

with their first child

findings 
influencing 

Study design and setting

Selection and recruitment of study participants

stratification 



Table 1. Sample size determination by probability proportional to population size.

Major ethnic group Name of settlements Population 
size 10+ years

No of respondents No. of Households

Mandinka Kerewan 
Gunjur 
Suwareh Kunda 
Kinteh Kunda Janneh-ya 
Banni 
Saaba 
Daru Salam

8561 311 52

Fula Tallen Fula 
Choken Fula 
Toro Bah 
Yallal Bah 
Kerr Banno 
Mbaburr Kunda 
Foday Biran 
Njie Kunda 
Toro Tayam

1965 277 46

Wolof Amdalai 
Tallen Wolof 
Taiba (Jebel Satou) 
Njawara 
Tawakaltu 
Panneh Bah

1449 264 44

Serer Samba Musa 
Choken Missira

78 63 11

Total 12053 915 153

Table 2. Sample size determination by ethnic group, settlement, number of 
respondents and age group (in years).

Major 
ethnic group

Name of settlements No of respondents Age group (years)
10–19 20–39 ≥40+

Mandinka Gunjur 
Kerewan 
Suwareh Kunda 
Kinteh Kunda Janneh-ya 
Banni 
Saaba 
Daru Salam

311 109 131 71

Fula Tallen Fula 
Choken Fula 
Toro Bah 
Yallal Bah 
Kerr Banno 
Mbaburr Kunda 
Foday Biran 
Njie Kunda 
Toro Tayam

277 97 116 64

Wolof Amdalai 
Tallen Wolof 
Taiba (Jebel Satou) 
Njawara 
Tawakaltu 
Panneh Bah

264 92 111 61

Serer Samba Musa 
Choken Missira

63 22 26 15

TOTAL 915 320 384 211
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field 

de-identified 

Demographic characteristics of female respondents

first 

first 
confidence 

Factors associated with early marriage
identified 

both results are statistically significant at the 0.05 le

classified 

      Fula 32.5

      Mandinka 37.6

      Serer 5.1

      Wolof 24.9

      10 to 12 years 17.8

      13 to 15 years 35.0

      16 to 19 years 47.2

      Currently/ever married 11.7

      Never married 88.3

4.2 (4.1)

      Yes 45.2

      0 years 41.6

      1 to 6 years 21.3

      7 to 9 years 27.4

      10 to 12 years 9.6

      Going to 
      school/studying 45.2

      Housework/child care 40.6

      Looking for work 14.2

significance 

significant. significance 



fir Five villages are not 
displayed because they have no data on average age at which female adolescent first heard that her parents had arranged her marriage.

fiv

findings 

identified 

fir



Table 4. Regression analysis results for factors associated with marrying before 18 years.

Variables Unadjusted Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

OR 
(95 % CI)1

OR 
(95 % CI)

OR 
(95 % CI)

OR 
(95 % CI)

OR 
(95 % CI)

Ethnic group (reference: Fula)2

            Mandinka 3.1** 
(1.34 – 7.28)

2.32* 
(0.85 – 6.32)

2.1 
(0.82 – 5.18)

1.8 
(0.69 – 4.69)

1.79 
(0.66 – 4.84)

            Wolof 2.9** 
(1.12 – 7.61)

2.84* 
(0.85 – 9.47)

3.16** 
(1.17 – 8.48)

3.0** 
(1.07 – 8.61)

2.85** 
(1.0 – 8.15)

Number of messages of preventing early marriage seen 
or heard by female youth (Reference: Not heard or seen 
messages)

From one source 0.72 
(0.28 – 1.82)

0.58 
(0.18 –1.83)

0.58 
(0.18 – 1.86)

0.71 
(0.21 – 2.39)

0.65 
(0.18 – 2.27)

From two sources 1.23 
(0.42 – 3.58)

0.67 
(0.19 – 2.32)

0.65 
(0.18 – 2.29)

0.83 
(0.22 – 3.10)

0.93 
(0.23 – 3.64)

From three to �ve sources 0.70 
(0.18 – 2.61)

1.76 
(0.18 – 16.6)

2.23 
(0.22 – 21.9)

3.35 
(0.32 – 35.4)

2.94 
(0.24 – 35.1)

Selected household characteristics (reference: Households 
have none of the characteristics)

Households with Electricity AND Piped water into dwelling 
AND Ventilated improved pit latrine

2.20 
(0.78 – 6.17)

2.91** 
(1.13 – 7.48)

2.54 
(0.96 – 6.73)

3.24** 
(1.13 – 9.31)

Electricity AND Piped water into dwelling AND Ventilated 
improved pit latrine AND Walls made of bricks/cement/
cement blocks AND Roof made of corrugated iron AND 
Floor made of cement/bricks/ceramic

4.05** 
(1.07 – 15.3)

5.15** 
(1.47 – 18.0)

5.39** 
(1.49 – 19.5)

6.97** 
(1.79 – 27.1)

Years of adolescent female’s schooling (reference: 8 to 12 
years)

      0 2.20  
(0.66 – 7.35)

0.86 
(0.33 – 2.20)

0.82 
(0.31- 2.19)

      1 to 4 13.5**  
(1.45 – 18.6)

4.31 
(0.47 – 39.2)

4.36 
(0.47 – 40.2)

      5 to 7 2.19  
(0.60 – 8.02)

2.19 
(0.69 – 6.92)

1.76 
(0.54 – 5.78)

Mother is alive (yes) 0.74 
(0.09 – 6.14)

2.11 
(0.39 – 11.4)

Father is alive (yes) 1.84  
(0.66 – 5.1)

1.36 
(0.47 – 3.93)

Father can read and write (yes) 2.60  
(0.58 – 11.6)

0.78 
(0.25 – 2.44)

Mother can read and write (yes) 3.05 
(0.39 – 23.9)

2.18 
(0.43 – 11.1)

The female adolescent agree that fathers as heads of 
household and not mothers should arrange for their 
daughters’ and sons’ marriage

2.47 
(0.80 – 7.60)

1.64 
(0.64 – 4.25)

**The results are statistically signi�cant at 0.05 level. 1= Unadjusted odds ratio; 2= The Serer ethnic group has no enough observations to be included in this 
logistic regression analysis
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Abstract:
Conclusions repetitive of the Results section of the Abstract.
 
Results and Conclusions sections not well integrated, and are not very specific. What about
ethnicity factors early marriage? What are the social and cultural norms? Much repetition between
the two sections of the Abstract. Does not create excitement in the reader to download and read
this paper.
Results: Using multiple regression analysis, this study found that ethnicity more than other factors,
exerts an independent effect on early marriage. Themes identified during focus group discussions
also revealed that fear of premarital sex and loss of virginity outside marriage were major reasons
for the perpetuation of early marriage.
 
Conclusions: These findings suggest that the practice of early marriage in rural Gambia is
associated with ethnicity and practices related to social and cultural norms. The findings also
suggest that in order to decrease early marriages, future efforts should focus on allaying the fears
around premarital sex and loss of virginity related to delay in marriage.
 

Introduction:
Good that they presented a universal definition of child marriage at the very beginning.
 
What are the consequences of early marriage that the authors are particularly concerned with? Is it
from a public health lens, access to education, human rights, bodily autonomy, gender equality?
Explicitly stating  child marriage is a problem in West Africa would strengthen thiswhy and how 
section.
 

Early Marriage in The Gambia: 
It might be necessary to note that many women and adolescents of childbearing age from rural
Gambia are only recently getting birth certificates, where their age is estimated from memory since
the date wasn’t recorded on their actual date of birth.
 
Especially for women who need a birth certificate to access an antenatal card, We have observed
that since now most everyone knows that child marriage is illegal, they report being 18 years of age
when in actuality they are much younger. Therefore, the reported rate of 30% here is unlikely to be
accurate.
 
High awareness but low uptake of family planning among adolescents: A major factor seems to be
people’s preference to use family planning only for birth spacing, rather than for delaying first
pregnancy.
 

Methods:
In the first paragraph on page 6, rephrase: “Parental informed consent was sought for minors under
the age of 18 years. Since the research team was composed of men, permission was also taken
from husbands of married female adolescents because culturally, husbands are expected  to give
permission for other men to speak with their wives.”
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permission for other men to speak with their wives.”
 
The qualitative component of the study is minimal. With only two focus groups, the authors are not
in a position to explain differences in marriage patterns between ethnic groups. If this were a major
objective of the study, in-depth interviews with different family members including elders would be
necessary. Therefore, it is unclear what is gained from the focus groups. Certainly, only limited
qualitative data are presented in the Results section.
 
The description of the qualitative data analysis is very generic.
 

Results:
Good break down of demographic characteristics. The rationale behind why these characteristics
were selected is also strong and clear.
 
The finding about Wolof ethnicity having an independent effect on the probability of marrying
early is interesting because they are the only ethnic group that does not typically practice female
genital cutting (FGC), and the fear/ concern that girls will engage in premarital sex is among the
main reasons for practicing both FGC and early marriage.
 
This study brings up further questions about the relationship between practicing early marriage and
practicing FGC – for example, are groups that do not practice FGC more likely to practice early
marriage because they are not using FGC as a tool to prevent premarital sex? This points again to
the fact that conducting only two focus groups, and no interviews, provides little insight into the
situation. The authors do not present qualitative data that explain the reasons for differences
between the ethnic groups with any detail or clarity.
 

Discussion:
In the “Early Marriage in The Gambia” section, the writers brought up that awareness of family
planning methods is high but uptake is low among adolescents. The findings may suggest that
shifting socials norms surrounding how and why family planning is used (i.e. currently  only for birth
spacing rather than delaying first pregnancy) may also be an important programmatic implication.
 
The weakness and limited nature of the qualitative data collection make it difficult to arrive at robust
conclusions.
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The study was aimed at providing information on the type and short-term effects of contextually relevant
interventions that can be scaled up to change societal attitudes towards accelerating the decline of early
marriages in rural Gambia. Overall, the study design was appropriate with robust data collection and
interpretation. The data were adequately interpreted and discussed.
 
The authors should however reduce the length of the background in the abstract and include more
findings in the result section.
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