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Child marriage in Nepal 

o 10% of girls 
get married 
before they 
turn 15 

o 37% of girls 
get married 
before they 
turn 18

o Within some 
castes and in 
some remote 
areas 85% of 
girls get 
married before 
they reach 15 



o Disrupts girls’ educational 
aspirations and chances of 
becoming economically self-
sufficient

o Diminishes their autonomy to 
make decisions on their own 
body and reproductive health

o Increases their vulnerability 
to gender and domestic 
violence

o Child marriage fuels the cycle 
of poverty and perpetuates 
gender discrimination, 
violence and power 
imbalance between genders. 

Consequences of early marriage for girls



• Centrality of 
marriage in 
Nepalese culture

• Poverty

• Dowry system

• Family honour 

• Intra-caste bride 
exchange 
obligations

• Bias towards 
investing more in 
boys than girls

Why is child marriage so prominent in Nepal?
CONTEXTUAL FACTORS



“Save the Date”

An Anti-child marriage program funded by the 
Dutch Lottery and delivered by a consortium 
of organisations. 



Program’s goal and expected outcomes 
Outcome 1: 

Girls and boys from targeted schools 
have greater capacity to make safe and 

informed decisions regarding their 
sexual and reproductive health, with 

emphasis on delaying marriage 

Outcome 2: 
Girls and boys in targeted 
areas have a supportive 

environment to prevent early 
marriage 

Goal:
By the end of the program girls 
and boys in selected districts 
delay marriage until age 20 
(according to Nepalese law)



Sexual health and reproductive rights (SRHR) curriculum delivered 
on the ground by “peer educators”

Education intervention 
(2015-2018) 

90,000 students 

250 schools

342 health 
providers 557 teachers

7 districts

563 parents and 
community 

leaders



Evaluation of the program 

• 150 questions, 15 schools, 3 
districts, 600 students

• Measurement of knowledge of 
SRHR, attitude to marriage and 
personal development skills  

Quantitative

• 42 students, 22 parents, 18 
teachers, 6 health workers, 6 
peer educators, 23 NGO 
stakeholders

• Focus group discussions, in-
depth interviews, significant 
change technique 

Qualitative 



• Knowledge around SRHR 
increased 25%

• Students autonomy around 
marriage decisions increased 
15% 

• Deepened understanding of 
the detrimental social and 
economic consequences of 
early marriage.

• Peer education identified as 
an effective mechanism to 
persuade communities 
around SRHR and against 
child marriage

• Youth and peer educators’ 
empowerment 

Positive Evaluation results 



Strong indication of:

― Pivotal role played by peer educators to achieve positive program results  
― sustainability of results due to youth activism projects 
― peer educators’ empowerment of self and others 
― (female) peer educators becoming advocates of women’s plight in their communities 

Interesting (and unexpected) 
qualitative findings 



• Young people (18-22) from within the targeted regions

• Recruited by the local NGOs with the assistance of community leaders and school principals

• Often alumni of the targeted schools

• Often with personal histories of child marriage

Who are the peer educators? 



• The education of young people by young people (Shiner 1999)
• Widely used in health promotion interventions since 1980s
• Used for far-reaching interventions at manageable expenses

Pros
- Credibility
- Role modelling 
- Message reinforcement 
- Affordability 
- Accessibility 
- Empowerment of educators 

Cons
- Conflicting evidence around its effectiveness
- Lack of theoretical justification of its effectiveness
- Limited training and experience of educators
- Lack of understanding, and capacity to act upon, the broader context of gendered power relations

(Turner 1999, Price and Knibbs 2009, Van Rompay et al. 2008, Harden et al. 1999)  

What do we know about peer education? 



• Deliver a SRHR curriculum to Y9-12 classes in selected schools
• Speak to teachers, parents and community leaders about the objectives of Save the Date 

program and how they could assist.
• Encourage health workers to make their clinics child friendly and welcoming to youngsters. 
• Organise extra-curricular activities for students and encouraged them to form clubs, engage in 

sport, or organise street drama performances.
• Assist students to develop more fluid communication with their parents. 

What were peer educators tasked to do? 



• Initial community rejection 

• Recipients of threats (even 
by local authorities) 

Risks of the job 

• Low (sometimes 
exploitative) pay

• Poor working 
conditions 



There is sexual violence in our community but it has always been kept secret. The program has 
empowered these girls to fight abuse. I am leading a campaign and I feel I am doing a good 
thing. 

Young women who have been abused also come to me. Once I took a case to the local 
reconciliation committee. I threated local officials saying that if the committee was not going to 
enforce a compensation for the woman, I would convince the community not to vote for them in 
the coming election

People thank me and congratulate me for trying to improve the situation of youth, especially 
women in our community

I started a group of activists and we have now 22 members including boys and girls 

Impactful narratives  



• Stopping marriages

• Bringing students to health centres

• Acting as confidants of students stories of abuse or forced marriage

• Engaging with students extra-curricular activities beyond the duration of the program 

• Becoming activist for women’s rights

• Inspiring teachers to change their attitudes and teaching practices

Beyond a job description 



• The authority introduced by NGOs, and a validated curriculum, empowered peer educators to go 
beyond their roles and explore their potential for “cognitive liberation” (Mc Adam 1982).

• Community volunteering opportunities can help these young women “expand the possibilities of 
self” (Jakimow and Harahap 2016: 275), but also of others. 

• Peer educators “Cognitive liberation” and potential for “self-becoming” encourage them to inspire 
others become agents of social change.

• Even if women rights programs failed, empowered peer educators can help reveal the intricacies of the 
structures and systems that lead to gender discrimination, violence and abuse of women’s rights.

• Programs that properly fund, train, follow up and support peer educators can lead to meaningful and 
more sustainable change.

Analysis and recommendations 



Thank you
MARIA.AMIGO@MQ.EDU.AU
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