
Child marriage and the Sustainable 
Development Goals in India: 

Harnessing the  
power of collaboration
India alone accounts for a third of all cases of child marriage,a but global declines 
in prevalenceb have also been driven by progress here.1 As the 2030 deadline for 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) approaches, this brief outlines 
how they link with child marriage, flagship national policies and programmes, and 
some civil society and philanthropy initiatives. Developed with Girls Not Brides 
member organisations and other sector experts, it offers evidence and highlights 
areas for multisectoral collaboration to address the root causes of child marriage and 
supplement government efforts to advance gender equality in India.

Learning brief
June 2024

a	 “Child marriage” refers to all child, early or forced marriages and unions – informal or formal – where at least one party is under age 18. In 
India, “CEFM” is also commonly used to capture the distinct dynamics of “child marriage”, “early marriage” and “forced marriage”, though many 
consider all marriages and unions that involve those under age 18 to be forced.

b	 Child marriage prevalence is the proportion of women aged 20-24 years who were married or in a union before age 18.
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We need more context-specific 
evidence on “what works” 
to create resilient, gender-
transformative, intersectional 
and participatory child marriage 
programmes. 

Measuring norms change is 
critical to identify shifts in 
gender equality and child 
marriage. It is worth exploring 
the development of a sub-index 
of the SDG Gender Index to 
capture nuances on safety and 
mobility, consent, decision-
making and aspirations. 

Age-appropriate, gender-
synchronised – that is, initiatives 
that engage girls, boys, women 
and men – and ecosystem 
approaches that include work 
on positive masculinities with 
adolescents is key to counter 
backlash to gender equality 
and to promote sustainable, 
intergenerational change. 

Participatory and qualitative 
methods should be used to gather 
disaggregated data on what works 
for marginalised groups, particularly 
married girls, LGBTQIA+ individuals 
and persons with disabilities. This 
should inform the development of 
meaningful indicators to collect 
evidence at scale. 

Programmes focused on enhancing 
the capacities of women’s collectives 
and facilitating their access to public 
institutions has shown promising 
results in addressing norms change 
and gender inequality at the 
community level.  

Funding needs to support 
work that is rights-based, 
intersectional and that encourages 
multistakeholder collaboration. 
Importantly, it must also be 
long-term and cover the general 
operating costs of grassroots 
organisations (core funding). 

Seven key takeaways to inform work on 
child marriage in India

Allyship, sharing learning and emerging priorities 
among donors, practitioners and researchers is critical; 
while making sure that funding continues to be directed 
towards initiatives that supplement government efforts 
to jointly resolve core development issues
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Child marriage is considered a violation of girls’ 

and women’s basic human rights. Though it 

affects children and adolescents of all genders, 

the intergenerational impact on girls’ health, 

education and wellbeing is greatest, pushing 

them into cycles of poverty and ill-health. 

Global prevalence has declined – largely thanks 

to progress in India and South Asia – but 

Why what happens 
in India matters: 
child marriage 
prevalence, trends 
and consequences

Global prevalence  
and trends5 

India prevalence  
and trends6 

Declines have largely been 
driven by progress in South 
Asia – home to almost 
half of all girls and women 
married before age 18.

Progress is threatened by multiple, 
interconnected crises.

640 million girls and women 
alive today were married or in a 
union before age 18. 

Prevalence has 
declined over the past 
5 years: from 21% to 
19%.

Almost 1 in 5 
girls marry or 
enter a union 
before age 18.

Almost 1 in 4 
girls marry or 
enter union 
before age 18.

gains have been uneven and are threatened by 

multiple, interconnected crises including climate 

change, conflict and COVID-19.2  

COVID-19 pushed many families into crisis, and 

highlighted the structural and socio-cultural roots of 

child marriage. While the pandemic negatively and 

disproportionately impacted the most marginalised 

girls and women, global funding for work on gender 

equality and adolescent girls declined from  $1.7 

billion in 2020 to $1.3 billion in 2021.3  

The large number of girls who marry or enter a 

union before age 18 each year means any slowing 

or reversal of progress on child marriage 

and gender equality in India will have global 

consequences. The millions of girls and women 

who are already married in India also require 

tailored support and services.4 

Home to a third 
of all girls and 
women married 
before age 18.

Prevalence 
declined by 
24 %pt over 
2005-21.

Percentage of women married 
before age 18 in India

Women 20-24 years

Women 18-19 years47.450%

40%

30%

20%
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26.8 23.320.1
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Source: Adapted from UNICEF, 2023, Ending child marriage:  
A profile of progress in India
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Maharashtra

Bihar

West Bengal

Madhya Pradesh

Uttar Pradesh

Bihar 41%

West Bengal 42%

Andhra Pradesh 29%

Telangana 24%

Rajasthan 25%

Assam 32%

Tripura 40%

Over half of the total number of girls 
married before age 18 live in 5 states

8 states have prevalence above the 
national average

Girls from poor households, with  
less education and living in rural areas 
are most at  risk

Prevalence (%)

By economic 
class

By  
education

By 
residence
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40% poorest 
quintile
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19% 
secondary+

27% rural 
areas

15% urban 
areas

8% 
richest 
quintile

Jharkhand 32%

But progress in India 
has been uneven!1

Marginalised communities need better access to rights and 
services across 12 SDGs
The 100 Hotspot study7 was designed to help uphold the “Leave no one behind” pillar of the SDGs. It used a 
mixed methodology including survey and focus group discussions to examine access and issues around 12 
SDGs for 15 socially excluded communities in India: nine from tribal groups and six classified based on their 
occupation. These communities are from nine states: Chhattisgarh, Delhi, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, 
Maharashtra, Odisha, Rajasthan, Telangana and West Bengal. 

The report highlights barriers to accessing key services and opportunities for these communities, including:

- Quality education, skills and jobs with regular wages, leading to an intergenerational cycle of poverty. 

- Public health services, due to distance and high out-of-pocket expenses. 

- Clean water and toilets, due to caste- and class-based discrimination.

 It found that gender/caste-based discrimination (Goal 5) (Goal 16) are prevalent in all 15 communities. 

 It also found these communities only have limited access to state benefits and services related to food 
(Goal 2), health (Goal 3), education and school benefits (Goal 4), drinking water and sanitation (Goal 6), clean 
sources of electricity and cooking fuel (Goal 7), employment and related benefits (Goal 8), and safe and 
permanent housing (Goal 11). 

 The report recommends collecting and using disaggregated data and community engagement to inform 
inclusive policymaking and programming.
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In India, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development is a priority to achieve a 

sustainable, collaborative and equitable future. 

Government flagship programmes, policies and 

national enactments have consistently worked 

to end child marriage; the Ministry of Statistics 

has a localised SDG India Index – with India-

specific goals and an annual ranking of states 

according to progress – to support this aim. 

The G20 New Delhi Leaders’ Declaration 2023 

also focused on women-led development and 

enhancing economic and social empowerment. 

However, there is also a funding gap for the 

SDGs, due to low public sector spending and 

unstable or inadequate spending from private 

philanthropies1. 

In this context, Girls Not Brides: The Global 
Partnership to End Child Marriage mobilises the 

power of partnership (SDG 17) and the principle 

of inclusive action (SDG Principle 2 to “leave no 

one behind”) to find and implement collaborative, 

cross-sectoral solutions to child marriage.

Key laws and 
government 
policies on child 
marriage

The National Population Policy, 2000 

and the National Youth Policy, 2014. 

The Prohibition of Child Marriage 

Act, 2006.

The National Policy for  

Children, 2013. 

The Juvenile Justice (Care and 

Protection of Children) Act, 2015.

The National Plan of Action  

for children, 2016. 

Protection of Children from Sexual 

Offenses Act, 2012.

How child marriage 
is relevant to the 
SDGs 
Ninety-three governments have committed to 

achieving the SDGs by 2030. Goal 5 on gender 

equality includes Target 5.3 to end child marriage, 

and 40 countries have national action plans or 

programmes to this end.8 But the consequences of 

not addressing child marriage reach beyond Goal 

5: it is directly linked with at least nine SDG.9 

Work on child marriage  
is linked to least  
nine SDGs

Target 5.3: Eliminate all harmful 
practices, such as child, early and forced 
marriage and female genital mutilation.

Indicator 5.3.1: Proportion of women 
aged 20–24 years who were married or in 
a union before age 15 and before age 18.

Half way to the deadline, no Goal 5 
indicators were met or progressing 
steadily, and 17% were far from meeting 
targets.1  

Progress on child marriage needs to 
happen 20 times faster to reach the 
target.1 

https://www.mea.gov.in/Images/CPV/G20-New-Delhi-Leaders-Declaration.pdf
https://nhm.gov.in/images/pdf/guidelines/nrhm-guidelines/national_population_policy_2000.pdf
https://yas.nic.in/sites/default/files/National-Youth-Policy-Document.pdf
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/bitstream/123456789/15943/1/the_prohibition_of_child_marriage_act%2C_2006.pdf
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/bitstream/123456789/15943/1/the_prohibition_of_child_marriage_act%2C_2006.pdf
https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/npcenglish08072013.pdf
https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/npcenglish08072013.pdf
https://cara.wcd.gov.in/PDF/JJ%20act%202015.pdf
https://cara.wcd.gov.in/PDF/JJ%20act%202015.pdf
https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/National%20Plan%20of%20Action%202016.pdf
https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/National%20Plan%20of%20Action%202016.pdf
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/handle/123456789/2079?sam_handle=123
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/handle/123456789/2079?sam_handle=123
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A framework for 
action on child 
marriage and the 
SDGs
Addressing the root causes of child marriage 

requires action at every level of the socio-

ecological model, from the individual to the 

relational and systemic. This section presents 

examples drawn from existing multicomponent, 

multilevel and multisectoral interventions 

addressing health, poverty, education, skills, 

gender norms and child marriage.10 It also 

highlights key government initiatives, schemes 

and programmes for collaborative action, 

presented by SDG and supported by suggested 

action pathways. The latter were compiled from 

desk research and Key Informant Interviews.
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Addressing child marriage 
through education (SDG 4)
clean water and sanitation 
(SDG6) and transition to 
decent work (SDG 8)

64 million children of primary school age are out of 

school in India.11 Increasing girls’ access to at least 12 

years of inclusive and quality education, skills and 

vocational training is an effective strategy to delay 

marriage.12 For every additional year a girl spends in 

secondary education, the likelihood of her marrying 

before age 18 reduces by six percentage points.13  

While this link is well documented, the impact of 

access to water and sanitation (SDG 6) for people 

who menstruate is often overlooked. Although 

94.7% of schools in India have separate functional 

toilets,14 people who menstruate still face barriers 

like lack of running water, and gender norms 

and taboos around menstruation, which can lead 

them to skip school during their periods, and to 

drop out of school if/when they fall behind.15

A smooth transition from school to decent work – 

and the possibility of financial independence – can 

help delay marriage.16 However, the declining rate 

of female labour force participation in India, and 

the fact that majority of women work in insecure 

informal jobs, means opportunities for girls and 

women to make this transition are limited.

Gender norms on care work are an added barrier: 
•	 The dropout rate for girls increases from 1.4% 

at primary level to 12.3% at secondary level.17  

Delving further into the reasons for dropouts 

for girls, their involvement in household work 

features among the top five reasons.18 

•	 61% of key decision-makers think women 

with young children (below age 6) should not 

work outside the home, despite 88% women 

believing they can.19

• The Right of Children to 
Free and Compulsory 
Education Act, 2009. 

• The National Education 
Policy, 2020, implemented 
under the “Samagra 
Shiksha Abhiyan” 
umbrella scheme.

• The Samagra Shikha 
Abhiyan integrated 
scheme, including 
Rashtriya Madhyamik 
Shiksha Abhiyan and 
Rashtriya Uchhtar 
Shiksha Abhiyan. 

• The Midday Meal Scheme.

• The Swachh Bharat 
Mission (SBM). 

• The Swachh Vidyalaya 
Abhiyan, implemented 
under the SBM.

• The National Skill 
Development Mission. 

• The Pradhan Mantri 
Kaushal Vikas Yojana.

• The Deen Dayal 
Upadhyaya Grameen 
Kaushalya Yojana. 

• The National 
Apprenticeship 
Promotion Scheme and 
National Apprenticeship 
Training Scheme.

• The Niti Aayog’s 
Aspirational Districts 
Programme.

Government initiatives that link to reduce child marriage

https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/upload_document/RTE_Section_wise_rationale_rev_0.pdf
https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/upload_document/RTE_Section_wise_rationale_rev_0.pdf
https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/upload_document/RTE_Section_wise_rationale_rev_0.pdf
https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/NEP_Final_English_0.pdf
https://www.education.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/NEP_Final_English_0.pdf
https://dsel.education.gov.in/scheme/samagra-shiksha
https://dsel.education.gov.in/scheme/samagra-shiksha
https://pmposhan.education.gov.in/
https://swachhbharatmission.gov.in/sbmcms/index.htm
https://swachhbharatmission.gov.in/sbmcms/index.htm
https://dsel.education.gov.in/sbsv
https://dsel.education.gov.in/sbsv
https://vikaspedia.in/social-welfare/skill-development/national-skill-development-mission#:~:text=The%20National%20Skill%20Development%20Mission,terms%20of%20skill%20training%20activities.
https://vikaspedia.in/social-welfare/skill-development/national-skill-development-mission#:~:text=The%20National%20Skill%20Development%20Mission,terms%20of%20skill%20training%20activities.
https://www.pmkvyofficial.org/
https://www.pmkvyofficial.org/
https://www.india.gov.in/spotlight/deen-dayal-upadhyaya-grameen-kaushalya-yojana
https://www.india.gov.in/spotlight/deen-dayal-upadhyaya-grameen-kaushalya-yojana
https://www.india.gov.in/spotlight/deen-dayal-upadhyaya-grameen-kaushalya-yojana
https://www.msde.gov.in/en/schemes-initiatives/apprenticeship-training/naps
https://www.msde.gov.in/en/schemes-initiatives/apprenticeship-training/naps
https://www.msde.gov.in/en/schemes-initiatives/apprenticeship-training/naps
https://nats.education.gov.in/about-us.php#:~:text=The%20National%20Apprenticeship%20Training%20Scheme,6%20months%20to%201%20year.
https://nats.education.gov.in/about-us.php#:~:text=The%20National%20Apprenticeship%20Training%20Scheme,6%20months%20to%201%20year.
https://www.niti.gov.in/aspirational-districts-programme/
https://www.niti.gov.in/aspirational-districts-programme/
https://www.niti.gov.in/aspirational-districts-programme/
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Interview with Dr. Nisha Dhawan, Vice President – Impact and Influence, EMpower 

EMpower works with young people aged 10 to 24 – with an emphasis on adolescent girls aged 10 to 19—in 15 
emerging market countries, including India. Their core focus is education, livelihood and health (SDGs 3, 4 and 
8), with gender equality (SDG 5) as a cross-cutting and critical theme. Partnerships (SDG 17) are also central 
to their work, so they use a participatory approach with young grantee partners and the wider ecosystem, 
recognising young people’s expertise. Age-differentiated strategies are core to their approach:

“If we expose girls aged 15 to 19 to various livelihood options, if they gain employability skills, they can go on 
to become financially independent. So, delayed marriage is a biproduct. The focus on SDG 5 is the necessary 
re-framing of the SDGs that needs to take place. We need to stop viewing gender as a vertical and start viewing 
it as a horizontal and non-negotiable element. In fact, a lot of our grantee partners who were not intentionally 
looking at gender within their work have moved the needle to look at gender.” 

Case study:  
Gender equality is a non-negotiable for  
achieving the SDGs

Opportunities and examples of cross-sectoral collaboration and 
engagement

Prevent child 
marriage 
& support 

married girls

Safe spaces & empowerment Hubs 
Adolescent girls & young women can access skills, 
education support, self-employment training and 
create peer-groups for mentoring/support20

Gender 
mainstreaming at 
work in Industrial 
Training Institutes 
and National 
Apprentice

Support life skills, 
career awareness 
in vocational 
skill/STEM for 
adolescent girls 

Examples:
• Azad Kishori Azad 

Foundation, India
• STEM for Girls, 

Quest Alliance, 
India

“Second chance” 
education and skills for 
married adolescents 
and women

Examples:
• Second Chance 

Education and 
Vocational Learning 
Programme in India, 
UN Women.

• “Second Chances” for 
Adolescent Mothers, 
The Women's Center 
of Jamaica Foundation, 
Jamaica

Demand- and supply-
side education 
interventions 
Gender-
transformative norm 
change work at 
individual, family and 
community levels, 
alongside quality 
education/skills.

Examples: 
•	 Keeping Girls in 

School Programme, 
Population Council, 
Bangladesh21

•	 Taron Ki Toli, 
Breakthrough, India

Demand and 
supply of decent 
jobs Interventions 
for shifting norms 
around traditional 
gender roles & 
access to decent 
non-traditional job 
opportunities

Facilitating functional school water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 
infrastructure within Swachha 
Bharat Abhiyan, menstrual health 
programmes in school.

Example:
• Clean India, Clean Schools, Unicef 

India 

https://empowerweb.org/
https://azadfoundation.com/azad-kishori-9-12/
https://azadfoundation.com/azad-kishori-9-12/
https://www.indiatoday.in/impact-feature/story/quest-alliance-giving-wings-to-the-girl-students-2334131-2023-02-13
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/09/programme-brief-second-chance-education-programme-india#:~:text=UN%20Women's%20Second%20Chance%20Education,to%20employment%20and%20business%20opportunities.
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/09/programme-brief-second-chance-education-programme-india#:~:text=UN%20Women's%20Second%20Chance%20Education,to%20employment%20and%20business%20opportunities.
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/09/programme-brief-second-chance-education-programme-india#:~:text=UN%20Women's%20Second%20Chance%20Education,to%20employment%20and%20business%20opportunities.
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/09/programme-brief-second-chance-education-programme-india#:~:text=UN%20Women's%20Second%20Chance%20Education,to%20employment%20and%20business%20opportunities.
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/09/programme-brief-second-chance-education-programme-india#:~:text=UN%20Women's%20Second%20Chance%20Education,to%20employment%20and%20business%20opportunities.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15546128.2022.2093808#:~:text=The%20PAM%20was%20designed%20to,and%20technical%20schools%20after%20childbirth.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15546128.2022.2093808#:~:text=The%20PAM%20was%20designed%20to,and%20technical%20schools%20after%20childbirth.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15546128.2022.2093808#:~:text=The%20PAM%20was%20designed%20to,and%20technical%20schools%20after%20childbirth.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15546128.2022.2093808#:~:text=The%20PAM%20was%20designed%20to,and%20technical%20schools%20after%20childbirth.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15546128.2022.2093808#:~:text=The%20PAM%20was%20designed%20to,and%20technical%20schools%20after%20childbirth.
https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/1579/
https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/1579/
https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/1579/
https://knowledgecommons.popcouncil.org/departments_sbsr-pgy/1579/
https://inbreakthrough.org/taaron-ki-toli/
https://www.unicef.org/india/what-we-do/clean-india-clean-schools
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Addressing child marriage 
through work on poverty 
(SDG 1), hunger and 
malnutrition (SDG 2), health 
and wellbeing (SDG 3) and 
gender equality (SDG 5), 
through peace, justice and 
strong institutions (SDG 16)
Child marriage adversely impacts girls’ agency, 

making them more likely to accept violence, less 

able to negotiate family planning, and continuing 

cycles of poverty, deprivation and limited access 

to key services.22  

Child marriage leads to early childbearing, impacting 

girls’ health and opportunities for education 

and economic participation. Birth rates among 

adolescents are well above the national average, 

with 43 births per 1,000 adolescents (aged 15 to 

19) compared to 2 births per 1,000 women.23 Child 

marriage and adolescent pregnancy negatively 

impact on young mothers’ mental and physical 

health, and that of their children.24 While India has 

specific programmes for adolescent health and 

for maternal and child health, married adolescent 

girls are often excluded as they have low autonomy 

and mobility, and their specific needs tend to slip 

between the cracks.25 

Overall, child marriage can be considered a form 

of gender-based violence because it creates 

a cycle of ill-health and poverty, perpetuates 

gendered norms around care work and 

normalises violence. 41% of married adolescent 

girls in India justify intimate partner violence if 

household chores are not performed or women 

do not listen to their husbands.26  

This shows the need to engage with norms that 

shape women’s experiences of marriage, and 

underpin the social and behavioral factors that 

negatively impact them.27

Child Marriage is also a form of violence against 

children by itself or when associated with child 

trafficking. The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection 

of Children) Act, 2015 (Sec 2.14) recognises a child ‘at 
imminent risk of marriage before attaining the age 
of marriage and whose parents, family members, 
guardians and any other persons are likely to be 
responsible for solemnization of such marriage’ 
as a ‘child in need of care and protection’ thereby 

creating legal provisions to link them to relevant 

child protection and social protection schemes and 

other key services. The quality and continuum of 

care and support available though, depends on the 

human, technical and financial resources available 

with the child protection system and other related 

institutions.
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•	 Conditional cash transfer schemes, like 
the Raj Lakshmi Scheme (Rajasthan), Apni 
Beti, Apna Dhan (Haryana), Bhagyalaxmi 
Scheme (Karnataka), Ladli Yojana (Delhi), 
Ladli Laxmi (Madhya Pradesh) and 
Rupashree and Kanyashree (West Bengal).

•	 The Mahatma Gandi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Scheme. 

•	 The Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana-National 
Urban and Rural Livelihoods Mission.

•	 The Rashtriya Kishor Swasthya 
Karyakram.

•	 The Weekly Iron and Folic Acid 
Programme.

•	 The School Health and Wellness 
Programme.

•	 Surakshit Matritva Aashwasan 
and Janani Shishu Suraksha 
Karyakram. 

•	 The Integrated Child 
Development Services (ICDS) 
Scheme.

• 	 The National Nutrition 
Mission/The POSHAN 
Abhiyaan 2.0.

•	 Mission Vatsalya.

•	 The Niti Aayog’s Aspirational  
Districts Programme.

•	 The Protection of Women from Domestic 
Violence Act, 2005. 

•	 Mission Shakti for women’s safety 
(Sambal, including One Stop Centre) and 
empowerment (Samarthya, including 
Women Helpline, Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, 
Sukanya Samriddhi Scheme, National 
Creche Scheme and Pradhan Mantri Matru 
Vandana Yojana Scheme.

•	 The Rajiv Gandhi Scheme for 
Empowerment of Adolescent Girls SABLA/ 
Scheme for Adolescent Girls.

Government initiatives that link to reduce child marriage

Photo: iStock

https://nrega.nic.in/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx
https://nrega.nic.in/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx
https://nulm.gov.in/
https://nulm.gov.in/
https://nhm.gov.in/index4.php?lang=1&level=0&linkid=152&lid=173
https://nhm.gov.in/index4.php?lang=1&level=0&linkid=152&lid=173
https://nhm.gov.in/index1.php?lang=1&level=3&sublinkid=1024&lid=388
https://nhm.gov.in/index1.php?lang=1&level=3&sublinkid=1024&lid=388
https://nhm.hp.gov.in/rksk/school-health-wellness-ambassador-shwa#:~:text=School%20Health%20and%20Wellness%20Programme,aspects%20through%20health%20promotion%20activities.
https://nhm.hp.gov.in/rksk/school-health-wellness-ambassador-shwa#:~:text=School%20Health%20and%20Wellness%20Programme,aspects%20through%20health%20promotion%20activities.
https://suman.mohfw.gov.in/
https://nhm.gov.in/index4.php?lang=1&level=0&linkid=150&lid=171
https://nhm.gov.in/index4.php?lang=1&level=0&linkid=150&lid=171
https://wcd.nic.in/integrated-child-development-services-icds-scheme
https://wcd.nic.in/integrated-child-development-services-icds-scheme
https://wcd.nic.in/integrated-child-development-services-icds-scheme
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1847548
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1847548
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1847548
https://www.india.gov.in/information-mission-vatsalya
https://www.niti.gov.in/aspirational-districts-programme/
https://www.niti.gov.in/aspirational-districts-programme/
https://www.tnsocialwelfare.tn.gov.in/en/social-legislations/protection-of-womens-from-domestic-violence-act#:~:text=PROTECTION%20OF%20WOMEN%20FROM%20DOMESTIC%20VIOLENCE%20ACT%2C%202005&text=Aggrieved%20women%20can%20file%20cases,seek%20remedies%20in%20their%20case.
https://www.tnsocialwelfare.tn.gov.in/en/social-legislations/protection-of-womens-from-domestic-violence-act#:~:text=PROTECTION%20OF%20WOMEN%20FROM%20DOMESTIC%20VIOLENCE%20ACT%2C%202005&text=Aggrieved%20women%20can%20file%20cases,seek%20remedies%20in%20their%20case.
https://wcd.nic.in/sites/default/files/Mission%20Shakti%20Guidelines%20for%20implementation%20during%2015th%20Finance%20Commission%20period%202021-22%20to%202025-26_1.pdf
https://wcd.nic.in/schemes/beti-bachao-beti-padhao-scheme
https://www.nsiindia.gov.in/(S(nsosd3emqwzowoe1zxbfehj4))/InternalPage.aspx?Id_Pk=89
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1989473
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1989473
https://www.india.gov.in/website-pradhan-mantri-matru-vandana-yojana#:~:text=Pradhan%20Mantri%20Matru%20Vandana%20Yojana%20(PMMVY)%20is%20a%20maternity%20benefit,of%20under%20nourishment%20in%20women.
https://www.india.gov.in/website-pradhan-mantri-matru-vandana-yojana#:~:text=Pradhan%20Mantri%20Matru%20Vandana%20Yojana%20(PMMVY)%20is%20a%20maternity%20benefit,of%20under%20nourishment%20in%20women.
https://chhindwara.nic.in/en/scheme/rajiv-gandhi-scheme-for-empowerment-of-adolescent-girlsrgseag-sabla-the-scheme/#:~:text=Objective%20of%20the%20SABLA%20Scheme,and%20family%20and%20child%20care.
https://chhindwara.nic.in/en/scheme/rajiv-gandhi-scheme-for-empowerment-of-adolescent-girlsrgseag-sabla-the-scheme/#:~:text=Objective%20of%20the%20SABLA%20Scheme,and%20family%20and%20child%20care.
https://chhindwara.nic.in/en/scheme/rajiv-gandhi-scheme-for-empowerment-of-adolescent-girlsrgseag-sabla-the-scheme/#:~:text=Objective%20of%20the%20SABLA%20Scheme,and%20family%20and%20child%20care.
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Case study:  
Adolescent peer-groups are agents of change

Interview with Dr. Kailash Brijwasi – Director, Jatan Sansthan, Rajasthan (Girls Not Brides member)

Jatan Santhan is a grassroots organisation that works with adolescent girls and boys form rural and poor 
communities in Rajasthan. Their programmes address several core issues – including child marriage, early 
childbearing, lack of higher education facilities and lack of jobs – through local peer-groups of adolescent 
girls and boys. They also encourage reflection on gender in these spaces. 

Their HILOR and Panchayati Raj mein Kishoriyon Ki shashkt Bhageedari programmes addressed social skills, 
health and financial literacy together through peer groups of 10 to 15 girls. Most participants were married 
before age 18, and some were separated. They were encouraged to discuss self and emotions alongside their 
reproductive health and how to earn money, which helped them to make and act on their decisions. 

Through these programmes – which reached over 18,000 adolescent girls – girls pushed the village council 
(panchayat) for the removal of a school guard who harassed them, and called for the construction of a 
college, which was completed two years later. They also used their learnings to help create a curriculum and 
facilitated the initiation of the SABLA scheme in their local Anganwadi area. 

They found their peer groups to be effective spaces to report child marriage and share information on its 
negative consequences. However, child marriage is so embedded in the social fabric that it is a continuous 
challenge requiring a multi-pronged approach. 

Opportunities and examples of cross-sectoral collaboration

Gender-
transformative 
health programmes 
Training care workers 
to ensure balance of 
demand and supply 
of comprehensive 
sexuality education, 
training of health 
workers/teachers 
to facilitate young 
people’s access to 
knowledge on SRHR 
services.

Examples:
• Yes I Do Alliance, Plan 

Netherlands 
• Her Choice, an 

alliance of four 
Netherlands-based 
organisations

• Tarunya, Engender 
Health, India 

• 	Know Your Body 
Know Your Rights, 
The YP Foundation, 
India28

Child marriage as 
a form of violence 
Child marriage, 
childhood violence and 
trafficking linked with 
education and health 
interventions.

Examples:
• Indian Tea Association 

and the ABITA-
UNICEF project 

• The Adolescent Girls 
Initiative-Kenya, 
Population Council

Multilayered 
and multi 
sectoral gender 
transformative 
programmes to 
addressing child 
marriage

Examples:
• UMANG project, 

ICRW, India
• Tipping Point 

Initiative, 
Multicountry 
Programme,  
CARE

• Global Programme 
to End Child 
Marriage, 
UNICEF-UNFPA

•	 GEMS/Kishor 
Varta/Mera 
Samman Mera 
Swabhimaan/
Taron ki Toli/
PRACHAAR/
CHOICES/
Champions of 
Change29

Interlinked programmes

Addressing poverty through conditional cash 
transfers, and the Mahatma Gandhi National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme; work 
with self-help groups, work on SRHR and 
gender-transformative norm change.

Example:
• TESFA programme, CARE Ethiopia 

Conditional cash 
transfer schemes + 
quality secondary 
education 
(infrastructure + 
teachers), with gender-
transformative norm 
change

Focus on young 
mothers Physical 
& psychosocial 
support to 
young mothers, 
access to safe 
motherhood. 

Example:
• “Start Free, 

Stay Free, 
AIDS Free”, 
UNICEF, East 
and Southern 
Africa

Community-based 
engagement  With 
key influencers 
and men on 
SRHR, health 
and education 
issues concerning 
adolescents. 

Example:
• Evidence to Action 

(E2A) Project, 
Pathfinder 
International, 
Africa

Prevent child 
marriage 
& support 

married girls

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/our-partnership/member-directory/jatan-sansthan/
https://chhindwara.nic.in/en/scheme/rajiv-gandhi-scheme-for-empowerment-of-adolescent-girlsrgseag-sabla-the-scheme/#:~:text=Objective%20of%20the%20SABLA%20Scheme,and%20family%20and%20child%20care.
https://iati.plannederland.nl/Yes+I+Do+Alliance+End+Report.pdf
https://iati.plannederland.nl/Yes+I+Do+Alliance+End+Report.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/348805584_AISSR-UvA_Her_Choice_Impact_Evaluation_Report_Jan_2021
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/348805584_AISSR-UvA_Her_Choice_Impact_Evaluation_Report_Jan_2021
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/348805584_AISSR-UvA_Her_Choice_Impact_Evaluation_Report_Jan_2021
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/348805584_AISSR-UvA_Her_Choice_Impact_Evaluation_Report_Jan_2021
https://www.engenderhealth.org/program/tarunya-adolescent-health-and-development
https://www.engenderhealth.org/program/tarunya-adolescent-health-and-development
https://theypfoundation.org/programmes/kybkyr/
https://theypfoundation.org/programmes/kybkyr/
https://theypfoundation.org/programmes/kybkyr/
https://theypfoundation.org/programmes/kybkyr/
https://www.indiatea.org/sustainability
https://www.indiatea.org/sustainability
https://www.jahonline.org/action/showPdf?pii=S1054-139X%2821%2900685-6
https://www.jahonline.org/action/showPdf?pii=S1054-139X%2821%2900685-6
https://www.jahonline.org/action/showPdf?pii=S1054-139X%2821%2900685-6
https://www.icrw.org/theater-and-performing-arts-for-social-change-stories-from-umang-program-in-jharkhand/
https://www.icrw.org/theater-and-performing-arts-for-social-change-stories-from-umang-program-in-jharkhand/
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/fighting-gender-based-violence/tipping-point/tipping-point-program-resources/#:~:text=CARE's%20Tipping%20Point%20initiative%20focuses,generation%20in%20Nepal%20and%20Bangladesh.
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/fighting-gender-based-violence/tipping-point/tipping-point-program-resources/#:~:text=CARE's%20Tipping%20Point%20initiative%20focuses,generation%20in%20Nepal%20and%20Bangladesh.
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/fighting-gender-based-violence/tipping-point/tipping-point-program-resources/#:~:text=CARE's%20Tipping%20Point%20initiative%20focuses,generation%20in%20Nepal%20and%20Bangladesh.
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/fighting-gender-based-violence/tipping-point/tipping-point-program-resources/#:~:text=CARE's%20Tipping%20Point%20initiative%20focuses,generation%20in%20Nepal%20and%20Bangladesh.
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/fighting-gender-based-violence/tipping-point/tipping-point-program-resources/#:~:text=CARE's%20Tipping%20Point%20initiative%20focuses,generation%20in%20Nepal%20and%20Bangladesh.
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/GP-2020-Phase-II-Programme-Document.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/GP-2020-Phase-II-Programme-Document.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/GP-2020-Phase-II-Programme-Document.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/GP-2020-Phase-II-Programme-Document.pdf
https://nrega.nic.in/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx
https://nrega.nic.in/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/adolescent-health/tesfa/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/learning-resources/resource-centre/cash-transfers-and-child-marriage/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/learning-resources/resource-centre/cash-transfers-and-child-marriage/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/learning-resources/resource-centre/cash-transfers-and-child-marriage/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/learning-resources/resource-centre/cash-transfers-and-child-marriage/
https://www.unicef.org/esa/reports/addressing-needs-adolescent-young-mothers-affected-by-hiv
https://www.unicef.org/esa/reports/addressing-needs-adolescent-young-mothers-affected-by-hiv
https://www.unicef.org/esa/reports/addressing-needs-adolescent-young-mothers-affected-by-hiv
https://www.unicef.org/esa/reports/addressing-needs-adolescent-young-mothers-affected-by-hiv
https://www.unicef.org/esa/reports/addressing-needs-adolescent-young-mothers-affected-by-hiv
https://www.unicef.org/esa/reports/addressing-needs-adolescent-young-mothers-affected-by-hiv
https://www.pathfinder.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Key-Insights-for-First-Time-Parents-Insights-ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.pathfinder.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Key-Insights-for-First-Time-Parents-Insights-ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.pathfinder.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Key-Insights-for-First-Time-Parents-Insights-ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.pathfinder.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Key-Insights-for-First-Time-Parents-Insights-ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.pathfinder.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Key-Insights-for-First-Time-Parents-Insights-ENGLISH.pdf
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Child marriage in volatile 
situations of conflict and 
climate change (SDG 13) 

Situations of uncertainty – caused by climate 

disaster, conflict or public health emergencies 

–  have devastating impacts on child marriage 

prevalence and gender equality, as shown by 

increases in child marriage during COVID-19. 

Despite the threat of climate change, more data, 

proactive policies and funding is needed to 

work on the linkages between climate disasters 

like floods/droughts and its impact on child 

marriage translate a growing understanding of 

the links with child marriage. 

India is ranked 7th among the countries most 

affected by climate-related risks in the world,30 

and women – who have limited decision-making 

power and control over resources – are most 

affected. After floods in Bihar and West Bengal, 

women and girls faced increases in domestic 

violence, sexual abuse, trafficking and child 

marriage.31  

Case study:  
Addressing child marriage needs a multipronged approach.

Interview with Mr. Sanjeev Kumar, Director – Lok Kalyan Seva Kendra, Jharkhand (Girls Not 
Brides member)

Lok Kalyan Seva Lendra (LKSK) is a grassroots organisation working in Jharkhand since 2003. Most of the 
areas where they work are affected by drought, so even people with land experience crop failures and cycles 
of debt and migration for work. 

Girls often leave school to care for elderly family members, siblings and livestock, or work in the nearby bidic  
factory, where they are subjected to abusive conditions and are put at risk of trafficking. So, child labour, 
child marriage and trafficking are all linked to poverty induced by drought. 

Sanjeev Kumar says child marriage needs to be addressed through a multipronged approach “single raste se 
isko khatam nahi kar sakte hain” (we can’t use one strategy to address it). So JLKS integrates child marriage 
with all their programmes; if working with schools, they share information on child marriage in school 
meetings; while working on water conservation in panchayats, they suggest that if lack of water is an issue 
of honour, child marriage should be addressed as an issue of honour too. 

They form 76% of the agricultural workforce 

most impacted by climate change,32 but are not 

recognised as farmers and cannot access the 

relief or loans that may protect them from child 

marriage. 

Government climate 
change initiatives 
that could link with 
work to reduce child 
marriage

• India is a signatory to the United 

Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCC) which has 

a Gender Action Plan. 

• The National Action Plan on Climate 

Change.33  

• The National Policy for Disaster 

Management.34 

c Bidi is a type of cigarette made of unprocessed tobacco wrapped in leaves.

https://www.care.org/our-work/health/adolescent-health/tesfa/
https://www.care.org/our-work/health/adolescent-health/tesfa/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/topics/gender/workstreams/the-gender-action-plan#:~:text=The%20enhanced%20gender%20action%20plan,United%20Nations%20entities%20and%20all
https://static.pib.gov.in/WriteReadData/specificdocs/documents/2021/dec/doc202112101.pdf
https://static.pib.gov.in/WriteReadData/specificdocs/documents/2021/dec/doc202112101.pdf
https://www.mha.gov.in/sites/default/files/2022-08/NPDM-101209%5B1%5D.pdf
https://www.mha.gov.in/sites/default/files/2022-08/NPDM-101209%5B1%5D.pdf
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Ensuring disaster plans 
consider the links between 
child marriage, violence 
against children and 
trafficking 

Including adolescent 
voices—and especially 
girls and adolescents 
who are married— 
in developing 
emergency/crisis 
response plans and 
actions35

Promoting women farmers 
and green livelihoods to build 
resilience

Example:
• Women Climate Champions, 
IMPACTAIM SDG5 
ACCELARATOR Programme, 
UNDP, India

Opportunities and examples of cross-sectoral collaboration and 
engagement

Prevent child 
marriage 
& support 

married girls

Photo: iStock



information and access. 

In such a situation, civil society and community-

based organisations working with a deep 

understanding of gender and the intersecting 

factors that influence on girls’ rights are well 

positioned to keep a focus on gender and build 

links to directly address child marriage. 

This brief offers insights and identifies 

potential areas for such organisations – 

and their funders – to collaborate amongst 

themselves and partner with government to 

address child marriage across the SDGs. For 

example, the Niti for states integrated portal 

offers a single platform to access data, schemes 

and best practices across thematic areas and 

states. Engaging and contributing to this portal 

to highlight efforts linked with child marriage 

would prove beneficial to diverse stakeholders.

Conclusion and way 
forward
India has raised the median age of marriage 

of girls from 16.8 years in 2005 to 19.2 years in 

2021, indicating that child marriage-related 

policy efforts have led to change. However, sub-

national/contextual strategies are needed to 

address the different burden of child marriage 

across the country.36

Most government flagship programmes and 

policies under interrelated SDGs have a gender 

dimension or an intention for inclusion. This 

is in addition to legal and programmatic 

efforts to directly impact child marriage. 

However, there is scope to deepen the work 

related to addressing the structural nature of 

gender norms which limit women’s mobility, 

Case study:  
Flexible Funding to community-based organisations 
helps address multiple issues impacting the well-being of 
children and youth across intersections of marginalisation.

Interview with Ms Indrani Chakraborty, Regional Co-Director, South Asia, Global Fund for 
Children

The Global Fund for Children (GFC) partners with community-based organisations (CBOs) around the world 
to help build a future where children and youth feel safe and are provided with the space to reach their full 
potential. GFC’s core model is to provide flexible funds, capacity development assistance, wellbeing support 
and network building for CBOs working on a range of issues impacting children and youth. This includes 
access to holistic educational programms for studying new social and cultural norms, migration, gender 
equity, climate change and trafficking prevention. 

In June 2023, the GFC launched the research-based “Addressing Root Causes” initiative, which shifts the 
focus to preventive approaches that address the root causes of exploitation. They focus on reaching the 
most marginalised – including nomadic tribes in Rajasthan, flood-affected areas in Assam and children with 
special needs or disabilities – through partner CBOs. Intersectionality and inclusion are at the centre of 
their approach, which takes into account how intersecting factors like gender, age, caste, social class and 
migration status might impact on a girl’s risk to child marriage.

14

https://www.nitiforstates.gov.in/#?state=All&mstate=All
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Let’s discuss!

The discussion points below identify gaps 

and opportunities for evidence generation, 

knowledge sharing and cross-sector 

collaboration. They are intended to encourage 

discussion and coordination among practitioners, 

policymakers, researchers and funders, to 

promote the application of contextual evidence 

and initiatives to address child marriage and 

advance girls’ rights and agency across India.

Girls Not Brides organised a consultation with 50 

stakeholders working across different SDG areas 

from civil society, funders and researchers on to 

discuss some of the questions and opportunities 

mentioned in this learning brief. The pages below 

include excerpts from the discussion in the form 

of answers to some key emerging questions 

identified in the brief.

Under each area, consider 
these questions:
1. What evidence and initiatives already 

exist? Where and how can the information 

be accessed? 

2.How might this work link with other 

schemes, actors or initiatives in other 

sectors (e.g. education, health, social 

protection, etc.)? Which key stakeholders 

(individuals, organisations, governmental 

bodies, etc.) should be involved?

3.What are your learnings and 

recommendations (what worked, what 

did not?) for others wanting to build on 

existing initiatives? How might they be 

adapted to other contexts?
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For research and policy organisations, 
consider:

1 	 Overcoming the challenge of gender 

disaggregated data on SDG indicators. 

Integrating indicators on child marriage 

in SDG India index from an intersectional 

perspective.

2 	 Exploring the link between climate change, 

fragility and child marriage to develop 

strategies to reduce child marriage in the 

context of climate change. 

3 	 Mapping an intersectional and inclusive 

approach to child marriage that reaches the 

most marginalised individuals. Gender non-

conformity and disability appear to increase 

the risk of child marriage, but require 

further research for tailored support for 

adolescents who are LGBTQIA+ or disabled.37 

4 	 Creating evidence on what works to address 

child marriage, especially in areas of 

collective norms change, adolescent/youth 

agency and participation.

Data, indicators and evidence
Whose evidence is given privilege?  In the context of the SDG’s “leaving no one behind” principle, groups that 
are currently not visible in the data need to be identified in different contexts. More evidence is needed on 
non-binary and disabled individuals in particular to better understand: 

•	 The context of marriage for gender non-binary individuals, where marriage is used as a corrective 
measure. This can amount to forced marriage and/or to individuals living dual lives with female and male 
partners, with negative impacts for their mental health.

•	 The challenges posed by marriage to the physical and mental health of people with disabilities, how 
marriage works differently for girls with disabilities, and what happens to girls with disabilities who 
are married and those considered not fit for marriage. The current approach to disability is focused 
on prevention and prosecution, and is protectionist rather than based in the agency of people with 
disabilities. Currently, their choice, consent and decisions are not considered, and there is only information 
on incentives given to the person marrying a girl with disabilities.

Marriage means different things for different people, and can be a source of agency – that is, choice plus 
action – for women. The discourse of marriage needs to be widened to include information on this. 

Using quantitative and qualitative data 

There is reliance on quantitative data to show prevalence – of issues like child marriage or male violence 
against women and girls – but qualitative evidence is also needed to explore where data is not strong or 
sufficient enough to draw conclusions, or where it seems counterintuitive.

“One needs to think if the qualitative narratives could also lead to some quantitative responses. How do we 
contextualise the concept of consent in marriage. Are there indicators around consent? Can we use questions 
of what to wear, what to study, whom to be friends with, as questions of choice and aspirations that are 
critical to the discourse of early and child marriage?” 

- Rukmini Sen, Professor, School of Liberal Studies, B.R. Ambedkar University
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Inclusive data collection from marginalised groups 
Participatory methods, and qualitative data like narratives and stories are ways to include the voices of those 
who are often left out due to stigmatisation.

An index can be used to translate qualitative data into meaningful indicators to collect evidence at scale and 
generate a consistent set of data. For example, the SDG Gender Index used by Equal Measures 2030:

“I was looking at the SDG gender index, brought out of Equal Measures 2030. The problem with comparative work is 
that you need a consistent set of data. In this index, I was looking at the indicators and trying to highlight the ones 
that are pertinent to the child marriage context, especially on the inter-sectoral space. One of the determinants of 
child marriage are places where there is lack of safety. Can we begin some work on creating an index (or sub-index) 
out of some of these indicators, which is relevant for child marriage across the SDGs?”

� - Renu Khanna, Trustee, SAHAJ

Climate change and intersectionality

Climate change and its links with child marriage need to be made more visible, through research and 
intersectional programmes that understand climate change as a human crisis that drives economic vulnerability 
and child marriage as a coping mechanism. 

"Nuances of adolescence and early marriage serving as a coping strategy in cases of economic vulnerability 
caused by floods and other disasters is critical to understand through data and stories from ongoing programs. 
Intersectionality is a key space that needs to be unpacked and SDGs on partnerships and collaborations has the 
power to take forward intersectionality among SDGs as a mission but the critical question is how to work together, 
spaces to have intersectional conversations and how to gather resources which are tied to specific deliverables." 

� -  Mamta Borgoyary, Executive Director, SHE Changes Climate

Norms change and agency
Child marriage is a complex issue, rooted in gender inequality and perpetuated by social norms that reinforce 
the idea that girls are worth less than boys. Changing norms means implementing programmes at all levels 
to support girls’ agency, access to education and conversations between parents and their children about 
education over early marriage. 

Bridging increased girls’ agency with pathways to productive, fulfilling adult life requires systemic change, built 
on a stakeholder analysis of the entire ecosystem. This includes infrastructure like access to schools – with 
appropriate hygiene facilities – and engaging with family to transform the household as a space for children to 
exercise their agency and pursue educational and economic opportunities.

Intergenerational mother-daughter communication can change social norms but requires an alternative 
narrative approach based in empathy – rather than instrumentalising adolescent girls – and listening and 
meaningfully engaging with programmes and research.

“For social norms measurement, we need to look into indicators to see if they are giving us the right measures. 
For example, on the conversation around mobility – the questions we ask generally: Can you go here alone? Can 
you go here without permission? The answer was, ‘See, I can go anywhere, but I cannot go where I want to go. I 
cannot go to school.’ So, where are these little micro tweaks that we need in our indicators to exactly come out 
with the right measurement – what is decision-making, how are decisions made?”  

� - Sushmita Mukherjee, Director, Gender and Adolescent Girls Project Concern International (PCI) India

“We have been questioning the institution of marriage, but it needs to be seen within the broken spaces in the 
family. So, when we say that we need to work with the agency of children, I also think that we need to work with 
the family spaces where the agency of not just the child, but everybody in the family becomes central.” 

� - Kumar Shailabh, Head of Programmes, HAQ, Center For Child Rights. 

"Ending child marriage is a limited framework because it addresses the problem at the symptomatic level only.  The 
need is to address the root causes of ECM, which means combating structural issues particularly of gender, sexuality, 
caste & class. Root cause approach also empowers young people to have more agency & voice in this context." �

� - Archana Dwivedi, Director, Nirantar Trust
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A rights-based multisectoral and intersectional approach to 
programmes
“In the polycrisis, young girls are paying the biggest price. So, we have to be intentional in championing the 
case of women and girls in all our programmes, look for creative spaces to change the way we think about 
their participation, ensure we take their voices into account and talk to boys and men as well.”

� - Jairus Ligoo Child Protection Specialist, UNICEF

"We need some fresh perspectives to the understanding, research and programming on child marriage today. We 
need to understand how to create resilient and intentional programming where we represent the voices of girls 
and boys at every level- operationally, in the measurement of outcomes and processes." �

� - Dr. Ravi Verma, Director, ICRW Asia 

Addressing child marriage requires a rights-based – rather than needs-based – approach. Currently, child 
protection is seen through a short-term rescue and school enrollment lens, rather than a long-term approach 
that should focus on family strengthening and social protection in a continuum of care model. Such a 
continuum would go from removing the child from the point of abuse, through transitional, silent, slow 
lane feminist ways of working with depth of scale, offering psychosocial counselling and rehabilitation, and 
including access to cash transfers, scholarships, fellowships, higher education, life skills, SRHR needs. "A rights-
based approach needs a complex socio-ecological programmatic lens that looks at equity rather than just scale. 
At Protsahan, we call it the H.E.A.R.T approach. H is for Health. When working with a child who has faced such 
severe vulnerabilities, you cannot just have an education programme which does not talk about health. If yours 
is an education programme, then partner or collaborate with somebody who brings in the nuances of health 
– SRHR and psychosocial health. E is for Education, and it's non-negotiable. A is for Art, because that's the 
expressive piece where the child ends up talking and forming peer collaborative groups; R is for Rights-based-
approaches and linkages to social protection schemes. T is for technology for skilling for independence to break 
the intergenerational cycle of poverty and violence associated with child marriages. Funders should go deeper 
with grassroots partnerships, invest long-term providing general operating funds, ask for constant feedback, 
and reduce paperwork. At the crux, if the funding is to move the needle, it would have to be rights-based, 
collaborative, solution-centred and it has to be intersectional.” �

� - Sonal Kapoor, CEO, Protsahan India Foundation

"As an organisation working towards plugging the gender gap, how do we address the contradictions and 
challenges in the spaces ‘in between’? We are seeing a phenomenal increase of women in higher education, but 
it is not translating into workforce participation. So, in a way we are creating unfulfilled aspirations. A girl 
who recently dropped out of our programme to get married, commented, ‘I wish I hadn’t dreamed, as arranged 
marriage is far more painful for me now.’ Also, in our programmes with women in sports, we have women 
about age 25 who are not married, and they are lonely as they don’t find like-minded partners.” �

� - Lora Prabhu, Director and Co-founder Centre for Equity and Inclusion (CEQUIN)

             

For civil society, community-based 
and women’s rights organisations and 
collectives, consider:

1 	 Building links and identifying areas for 

collaboration between women’s rights 

organisations and children’s rights 

organisations for child marriage prevention 

and response.

2 	 Developing child-friendly, gender 

transformative disaster risk reduction and 

response plans to address child marriage in 

vulnerable geographies.

3 	 Documenting learnings from interventions, 

especially those that centre meaningful 

participation by adolescents/youth, 

engaging with boys and men, and collective 

norms change interventions on child 

marriage.

4 	 Layering context-specific gender-

transformative strategies to strengthen 

existing government initiatives on child 

marriage.
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Including a gender-transformative lens within government 
programmes
Child marriage work should engage with state mechanisms and bodies like self-help groups, Panchayati Raj and 
village-level governing bodies to discuss strategies and some of the critical issues emerging as barriers to gender 
justice in India. Such issues include gender-based violence, child marriage, girls’ education and retention in school, 
and the creation of assets with and for women. To do this work, state mechanisms need to employ effective 
communications, and self-help groups need to enhance their capacity to engage with duty bearers. 

Self-help groups are good platforms for working on gender norms, as they have a breadth of presence in rural 
communities. But they need capacity enhancement to increase their impact, they need to understand tools and 
alternatives that will help them avoid replicating the same norms for the next generation. There are important 
learnings from initiatives like Project Umang, where self-help groups are used for conversations around child 
marriage, norms change around gender equity, women’s decision-making and meaningful male engagement.

"Working on empowering models can take different forms, and work at different levels – like training/mentoring/
learning and analysis approaches  to build women’s critical consciousness and capabilities; others might take more 
institution-building approaches like working to build women’s institutions to address gender concerns within the  
community. Thus, in collaboration with the State Rural Livelihood Missions (SRLMs) a gender-transformative model 
is operating in four states – Madhya Pradesh, Chattisgarh, Jharkhand, Orissa through Gender Resource Centers 
(GRC), which create a space for women to engage and negotiate with public institutions. These models are premised 
on the following principles: i) addressing  barriers and build institutional processes to advance women’s participation 
and representation in citizen’s and governance spaces; ii) provision of public services though well trained  cadres and 
staff of the programme; iii) promote change of gender norms through advocacy and outreach initiatives targeting 
communities, staff and relevant stakeholders."

� - Moumita Sarkar, Co-Lead SWAYAM, Institute for What Works to Advance Gender Equality (IWWAGE).

Engaging with boys and young men 
"There is evidence showing that across 32 countries, young men are regressing in their gender equitable attitudes:  
we're seeing that they actually hold the same level of agreement with gender inequity as men at the age of 50.” 

� - Equimundo 2022

Responding to such backlashes to gender equity requires a more structured, participatory approach with 
young men, encouraging reflection by talking and brainstorming solutions with them. Gender-transformative 
programmes that question power and privilege, and provide alternative masculinities for boys and young men 
– and so promoting more sustainable intergenerational change – are critical to counter the backlash to gender 
justice happening today.

Often, girls empowerment initiatives only seek male engagement as an afterthought rather than an integral part. 
Child marriage work needs to go beyond understanding boys and men as allies, to encourage them to actively address 
harmful masculinity, gendered expectations and sexual abuse. Working with girls and boys alongside each other – 
that is, gender-synchronised approaches – is key to effective child marriage programming. This involves curricula 
development for girls and boys, including work on positive masculinities with adolescents.

“When we're neglecting child grooms as part of the movement around child marriage, then we are missing this 
vital opportunity. We know that patriarchal expectations of fulfilling the roles of breadwinners are often cited 
in research as why they are pressured to get married early. And then they're unequipped to take on the roles of 
fatherhood and husbands essentially. Data in India has shown that fears of being judged or mocked, are also 
young boys' reasons for saying why we get married early. Just like girls don't have agency regarding when and 
who to marry, many boys don't either.” 

� - Dr. Taveeshi Gupta, Director Research, Evaluation and Learning, Equimundo

“It is important to create platforms for mutual participation, sharing, interactions about their life and aspirations 
for both adolescent boys and girls. We should also be able to engage adolescents at  different government 
committees and forums such as village and Gram Panchayat level child protection committees to create spaces 
where adolescents can discuss their issues with decision-makers.” �

� - Dr. Santwana Adhikari, Senior Project Manager, Child in Need Institute (CINI)

https://www.equimundo.org/resources/men-and-gender-equality-a-global-status-report-in-15-headlines/
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Thematic focus with introspection into grey areas
Child marriage – and broader development – work needs to incorporate and problematize empowerment 
and life stages work. More evidence on the causes, effects and possible solutions – including the potential of 
grantmaking – is needed. 

Nuance is important. Child marriage work needs to engage with the meaning and operation of 
intersectionality, compulsory heterosexuality, heteronormativity, harmful masculinity and power.

“As a fairly large philanthropic organisation, we look at education, livelihoods and poverty alleviation 
in rural and urban areas, nutrition, health and WASH, arts, culture and creative economies. We see these 
thematic focus areas overlap with the life stages of a girl or a person and therefore centering our work 
around women’s and girls’ agency and leadership is something we are working upon now. The new gender 
mainstreaming unit is aiming at integrating gender lens across each thematic and the starting point is 
listening, learning and gaining from insights from our own experiences and from the sector.”

“Connection and allyship between donors and learning from one another, understanding the changing and 
emerging priorities is of key significance today, while making sure that funding continues to be directed to 
the core problems that are yet to be resolved.”

� - Jayeeta Chowdhury, Head-Gender Mainstreaming, Tata Trusts

Problem solving with meaningful engagement and a multisectoral approach

"Collaborative and partnership thinking has gained momentum, and funders and civil society are bringing 
multiple stakeholders together to achieve the SDGs. However, girls and women should not be treated as 
instruments for achieving these goals. They need to be engaged in a non-extractive way, and feel the benefits – 
like in gaining agency – which should in turn be recognised by funders." �

� - Nisha Dhawan, Vice President, Impact and Influence, EMpower

Expanding the definition of  scale

Scale is important for any programme, but it takes three forms: it is numbers and impact, and also depth 
and influence. Depth is achieved through engagement with multiple duty bearers, stakeholders, boys, girls 
communities, teachers and religious leaders; the numbers might be smaller, but the result is “scale as depth”. 
To achieve “scale as influence”, we need to think through how to influence others in the ecosystem around us.

Addressing funding challenges 

The funding landscape has diversified, now including impact funders, corporate social responsibility funds 
and intermediary funds that finance small organisations. Civil society and funding agencies alike face 
challenges in compliances, but can overcome these through collaboration and learning from each other. 

Providing flexible funding for grassroots organisations, embracing different languages and methods of data 
collection and bridging the worlds of funders and implementers requires constant engagement, and for 
funders to enhance their knowledge on issues at the grassroots level. 

For funding organisations, consider: 

1 	 Generating adequate resources for gender 

justice and child marriage across SDGs 

through flexible long-term delivery of 

funding, including core funding for building 

links and addressing gender across all SDGs.

2 	 Capacity enhancement on the links between 

child marriage and the SDGs, to encourage 

multi-pronged approaches.

3 	 Capacity enhancement for evidence-based 

programmes that are gender-transformative 

and integrate the meaningful participation 

of young people in all their diversity.

3 	 Investing in participatory monitoring, 

evaluation and learning frameworks and 

processes.
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