
Child Marriage in Uzbekistan 
(Overview)

Child marriage is an 

appalling violation of 

human rights and robs 

girls of their education, 

health, and long-term 

prospects. A girl who is 

married as a child is one 

whose potential will not 

be fulfilled. Since many 

parents and communities 

also want the very best for 

their daughters, we must 

work together and end 

child marriage.

–Dr. Babatunde 

Osotimehin, Executive 

Director, UNFPA

I myself have been told by my parents to get married. I don’t 
know what to do; I’m desperate. I’m 16 years old: help me!  

–Girl at risk of child marriage

Child marriages
Early1 or child marriage is the union, whether official or not, of two 
persons, at least one of whom is under 18 years of age.2 By virtue 
of being children, child spouses are considered to be incapable of 
giving free and full consent, meaning that child marriages should 
be considered a violation of human rights and the rights of the 
child. In Uzbekistan, child marriages are more prevalent in rural 
areas, and are more closely linked to maintaining traditions than 
to economic status, level of education, or other social attributes. 

Child marriage is a phenomenon that affects girls and boys in 
different ways. Overall, the number of boys in child marriages 
around the world is significantly lower than that of girls. Girl child 
spouses are also vulnerable to domestic violence and sexual abuse 
within relationships that are unequal, and if they become pregnant, 
often experience complications during pregnancy and childbirth, 
as their bodies are not ready for childbearing. Upon marrying, both 
boys and girls often have to leave education to enter the workforce 
and/or take up domestic responsibilities at home. 

Various international treaties, conventions, and programmes for 
action address child marriage. These include: the 1962 Convention 
on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and 
Registration of Marriages; the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979); the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (1989); and the 1995 Beijing Platform 
for Action (which followed the UN Fourth World Conference on 
Women). These international instruments cover the abolishment 
of harmful customs and traditions, violence against the girl child, 
marriage consent, marriageable age, registration of marriage, and 
the freedom to choose a spouse. 

This fact sheet provides information about the issue of child marriage 
in Uzbekistan and offers recommendations aimed at addressing the 
issue. It includes a review of national legislation and the country’s 
ratification of the various international standards relevant to the 
issue, analysis of current practices and attitudes towards child 
marriage, and statistical information about the prevalence of the 
practice. The methodology for this study involved a review of the 
existing legal framework and literature related to child marriage in 
Uzbekistan, and interviews with child spouses and experts working 
in the fields of children’s and women’s rights.3
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Recommendations 
• National legislation on the minimum age for 

contracting marriage should be re-examined, 
with an eye towards ensuring conformity with 
international law. Marriageable age for women 
should be increased and equalised with that for 
men: until 18 years of age it should not be legal 
either for men or for women to register marriage, 
except in exceptional circumstances clearly stated 
in law.

• As the process of improving legislation intended 
to protect the rights of married women continues, 
particular attention should be paid to girls who 
married as children. In cooperation with local 
government bodies (mahallas) and NGOs, the 
true numbers of unregistered child marriages and 
possibilities for establishing social guardianship 
over them should be clarified.

• Campaigning work against child marriage should 
be intensified even further. This should include 
continuing to work through the mass media and 
local government. It is essential to stress the value 
of education and self-sufficiency, and to make 
the whole population, particularly the parents of 
young men and women, fully conscious of the fact 
that girls can be educated and enter professions.

• Work should continue to introduce courses into 
the compulsory curricula of specialised secondary 
and higher educational institutions to prepare 
young people for married life. These should address 
psychological issues, the ethics of family life and 
sexual relations, family planning, reproductive 
health, and the right of women to choose.

Legal and country context
International standards

The Convention on the Rights of the Child was 
ratified by the Republic of Uzbekistan in 1992. In 
2011, the country submitted a periodic report to 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. 
The report noted that the country has undertaken a 
comparative analysis of internal legislation and the 
extent to which it conforms with the requirements 
of the UN Convention, and that suggestions made 
about enshrining in national legislation the principle 
of equality between men and women in contracting 
marriage, and preventing the contracting of child 
marriages, are currently being discussed in society. 

On 19 July 1995, the country acceded to the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). In its 

Concluding Observations to the 2010 report, the 
Committee expressed its concern about the ongoing 
prevalence of child marriages in the country, the 
different ages for marriage for men and women, 
and also the fact that the state allows the minimum 
marriage age to be reduced further by one year.4

National legislation

The country has adopted a law ‘On guarantees of child 
rights’.5 The protection of children’s rights, as well as 
marriage and family relations, is also regulated by the 
country’s Family Code,6 Civil Code,7 Criminal Code,8 
and Code on Administrative Responsibility.9 None 
of these documents, with the exception of the Family 
Code, defines the term ‘child’. However all of them, 
to some extent, regulate the protection of the rights of 
the child.

Under the Family Code, a child is defined as a person 
under 18 years of age.10 The law stipulates that if 
marriage is contracted before a person reaches the 
age of majority, that person acquires full rights and 
responsibilities (capacities); i.e. the ability to take 
decisions and to personally take responsibility for 
them.11

Who can contract a marriage?

The Family Code, which came into force in 1998, 
stipulates that men have the right to contract a marriage 
from the age of 18, and women have this right from the 
age of 17. However, international standards stipulate 
that the minimum age for contracting marriage both 
for men and for women should be 18 years.

In exceptional circumstances the khokim (mayor) of a 
district or town has the right to reduce marriageable 
age, but not by more than a year, under Article 15 of 
the Family Code. The code does not provide a precise 
list of such exceptional circumstances, leaving this 
to the discretion of the authorities. In practice, these 
circumstances can include unplanned pregnancy and 
emigration.

Article 13 of the Family Code states that religious 
marriages are not considered legal by the state.

With regard to free and full consent to marriage, Article 
14 of the Family Code states: ‘In order for marriage to 
be contracted the future spouses must have the ability 
to freely express their consent. Forcing someone to 
marry is prohibited.’ In practice, this means that on 
contracting the marriage at the register office consent is 
expressed openly and loudly in front of witnesses, and 
requires a signature. If a negative answer is made, the 
marriage is not contracted.12
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Article 136 of the Criminal Code imposes criminal 
liability for ‘forcing a woman to marry or to continue 
in cohabitation, or kidnapping for purpose of marriage 
against her will, and also impeding a woman from 
contracting marriage’. It envisages a fine, corrective 
labour, or imprisonment for up to three years. During 
this research it was not possible to access statistics on 
criminal cases initiated under Article 136, due to limited 
access to and lack of availability of official statistics 
concerning criminal cases.13

The results of surveys conducted by the consultant 
preparing this report give the impression that violent 
abduction for forced marriage has been almost 
eliminated in the country. Almost all the interviewees, 
both child spouses and staff members of state and 
non-state organisations, denied the existence of 
this phenomenon, equating it just with traditions 
around the wedding ceremony.14 During the research, 
representatives of NGOs and state bodies and people 
from the Republic of Karakalpakstan interviewed 
for this research stated that bride kidnapping is only 
conducted with the mutual consent of the parents of 
the groom and bride and also – without fail! – with 
the free will of the groom and bride, when they need 
to ‘bypass’ certain traditions.15 For example, in one 
interview a girl admitted that she had been ‘kidnapped’ 
at the suggestion of her own mother: the family was in 
mourning because of a family member’s death, and so it 
was not possible to hold a wedding. Bride ‘kidnapping’ 
allowed the couple to contract the marriage before the 
end of the family’s year-long mourning period.16

Another of the girls questioned stated that the decision 
to ‘kidnap’ had been taken jointly by her parents, 
the spouse’s parents, and the young couple, in order 
to avoid the cost of conducting the type of large and 
expensive wedding that is customary in the country.17

Family planning and reproductive rights
Data from the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 
(MICS 2006), which was conducted by the government 
with the support of UNICEF, indicates that about 80 
per cent of 15- to 19-year-old women were not using 
any form of contraception (data from 2006).18

The Government of Uzbekistan, in cooperation with 
international organisations and local NGOs, is fully 
committed to increasing awareness among women of 
reproductive health: the national ‘Healthy mother – 
healthy child’ project is set to include free anonymous 
consultations for girls all around the country on 
starting a family and family planning;19 and all women’s 
clinics provide opportunities for discussions on family 
planning and right to free choice.20

Children and adolescents are expected to study 
reproductive health issues in schools, academic 
lyceums, and professional colleges,21 during lessons on 
the basics of health, which form part of the academic 
programme for senior classes.22 However in practice, 
according to representatives of Uzbekistan’s Women’s 
Committee, these lessons are often held irregularly and 
unprofessionally, and therefore they do not always have 
the desired effect.

Before getting married, a couple must undergo a free 
medical check-up, which includes visiting a range of 
medical professionals, including a gynaecologist for 
the female partner and a urologist for the male. This 
is enshrined in law.23 In addition to determining her 
health status,24 the gynaecological consultation also 
covers family planning, precautions, care for her 
health, and soon.25

  At our clinic there is information 
hanging on every door about the fact 
that the women’s clinic provides free 

contraceptives. Do you think women are 
queuing for them? Nothing of the sort! They 
say that their husbands do not allow their 
use. They usually come with their mother-

in-law, the wife of the husband’s older 
brother, or sister-in-law. They sit nearby, 
and want to know everything that’s going 

on. Sometimes you have to ask them directly 
to leave us alone with the patient, referring 

to medical ethics.  
(Gynaecologist, district women’s clinic)

  Reproductive health lessons are less 
common in the school curriculum, but in 
colleges and lyceums they are incorporated 
from the first year of study. These courses 

should be conducted separately for girls and 
boys. Another thing is that often they are 
not conducted at all, or just once every six 

months. This is not right.  
(Women’s Committee representative)



Child Marriage in Uzbekistan (Overview)

4

After a girl under 18 has contracted a marriage, she 
has full legal capacity, and has the right to visit a 
gynaecologist and other specialists without being 
accompanied by her mother or another adult.26 
However, in practice, according to child spouses and 
healthcare professionals interviewed here, female 
child spouses go to the doctor with their husbands or 
mothers-in-law.27

Most of the child spouses interviewed for this 
research stated that they did not know enough about 
sex, that they only knew a little about contraceptive 
methods from unreliable sources, and that they knew 
nothing about the rights of women to free choice and 
participation in family planning, or about prevention 
of sexually transmitted infections (STIs). The girls 
interviewed stated that they received their information 
about sex, female and male physiology, pregnancy, and 
childbirth from female friends, sometimes from older 
women in their families, and in some cases over the 
internet.

Traditionally, a newly married couple is expected 
to produce their first child within the first year of 
married life, irrespective of the wife’s age, according to 
an interview with a representative from the Ministry 
of Health. The survey of child spouses indicated that 
within the first year of married life, all the couples 
had their first child (apart from atypical cases which 
were not covered during this research): by the age of 
20, many of the respondents already had two children. 
Most of the interviewees stated that they had been 
victims of latent pressure to have children: though they 
were not directly forced to conceive, husbands and 
relatives expected a first child to be born within the 
first year of marriage.

For the child spouses interviewed, this had led in some 
cases to serious health problems connected with early 
pregnancy and birth, including infertility after the first 

child, chronic inflammation, or other chronic diseases. 
Female child spouses noted that medical complications 
that result from pregnancy and childbirth also cause 
further problems in their relationships with their 
husbands, as these diseases make sex and housework 
more difficult, and influence the general condition of 
the young woman, her mood and so on.

Child marriage in the Republic of Uzbekistan
The statistical information that is available does not 
cover all child marriages, but only those which were 
officially registered, with state registration bodies. 
Registered child marriages amount to 2.7 per cent of 
the total number of marriages registered.28

However, legal registration is only possible from the 
age of 18 for men and 17 for women. In some cases, 
the marriageable age can be reduced by one year, if 
permission is obtained from the local authorities.29 
The women’s rights experts interviewed for this study 
believe it is not difficult for the marriage of a 16 year 
old to be authorized: the law does not state in what 
circumstances the age can be reduced, leaving it to the 
discretion of khokimiats (mayors’ offices).30

At the same time, the results of the survey of child 
spouses, their relatives and their friends,31 and 
representatives of state bodies and NGOs, indicate 
that most child marriages are not officially registered 
or are registered only after the couple reaches the 
legal age for marriage. The couple usually begin living 
together right after their religious wedding – nikah – 
even if the woman and/or the man has not reached the 
marriageable age set in law. There are no data in the 
country on the number of religious marriages, as these 
are not registered.

According to a State Statistical Committee representative, 
persons under 18 years of age living in rural areas 
are more likely to marry early than urban residents. 
Representatives of women’s rights NGOs stated that 
girls get married before the age of 18 dozens of times 
more often than boys, and so the negative impacts of 
child marriage are far more likely to affect girls.

In 2009 the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of 
Uzbekistan adopted an internal regulation32 that stated 
that nikah could only be carried out by an official 
imam, and only after official state registration of the 

  I don’t know if I wanted children. 
Now that I have them, I love them very 

much, so it is scary to think of how I lived 
without them. But I was 16 years old 

when I got pregnant, almost still a child 
myself, only just married yesterday. I knew 
nothing about what to do with a child, or 
how to look after myself after giving birth. 
I was ill for a long time, with some kind of 

inflammation. I was in despair.  
(Child spouse)

  When you are 16 or 17, everyone 
wants to marry you: when you’re 20 or 21, 

nobody does!  
(Woman married at the age of 16)
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marriage.33 This regulation was intended to protect 
the rights of women and should have decreased the 
number of child marriages.34 However in practice, as 
madrassa students interviewed for this research noted, 
couples getting married have begun to ask religious 
figures from their areas to perform nikah, rather than 
official mosque imams. In their opinion, nikah can 
be performed by any faithful Muslim. All the child 
spouses interviewed here reported that during their 
nikah ceremonies the religious leader did not ask them 
about their age, or whether they had completed their 
state registration.

Religious marriage without legal registration makes 
girls extremely vulnerable. A family law expert stated 
that if the couple divorces, the wife receives no alimony, 
property, or other financial support.

Ethnic factors are unquestionably important, but they 
are not crucial factors: The study revealed that child 
marriage is not only widespread among the majority 
population but also common among minority ethnic 
groups.

However, the reasons for contracting child marriage 
may differ between ethnic groups. While child marriage 
among the majority population is primarily the result 
of traditional attitudes towards the role of women in 
society, among other groups the reasons could include 
romantic infatuation, the possibility of emigration 
from the country, or unplanned pregnncy.35

The interviews revealed that the economic status of 
the family does not always play a major role in the 
contracting of child marriage. Child marriage takes 
place in families with different income levels, and in 
fact cases of girls being married off because of family 
poverty are rather rare, according to the girls and NGO 

representatives who were interviewed. Payment of bride 
price has been consigned to the past, and replaced by 
gold jewellery – a personal wedding present to the bride 
from her spouse. Meanwhile, according to an NGO 
representative, the giving away of a daughter usually 
costs a fortune for her parents, who save for it for years. 
Survey participants believe that the main reason for 
child marriage is the traditional understanding of the 
role of women in society and in the home. Families 
believe that their daughter’s main destiny is to marry. 
During the research, the opinion was expressed that if 
a girl has to get married in any case, it’s better for it to 
happen earlier rather than later.

At the same time it is important to point out that 
state social policy with regard to families with minor 
children is rather progressive, and that reforms carried 
out in the education system have made 12 years of 
vocational or academic education free and compulsory 
for all. However, despite this, some girls are forced to 
leave their studies at the urging of their families to get 
married or start preparing for married life, as marriage 
is considered more important than an education.

  My wife should sit at home and bring 
up my children: there’s no reason for her 
to work. I don’t want to offend you, but 

women can only do one thing well: run a 
house and take care of children. 

It suits both of us.  
(Husband of a child spouse, 32 years old)

  It would surely be better for parents 
first to ensure their daughter is educated 

and has a profession, because this is 
free, and then together start saving for a 

wedding. However they [instead] choose to 
marry her off as quickly as possible.  

 (Director of an academic lyceum)  She didn’t love him, and wouldn’t 
have married him, but she very much 

wanted to leave Bukhara, and there was a 
chance of going to Russia. She was 16.  
(Sister of an ethnic Tajik child spouse)

  That’s how it happens in the regions, 
at our seminars: a woman proudly tells us 
how her daughter is an excellent student 
at school, so clever, the best at maths and 
languages. Then a year later at another 
seminar, you meet her and ask how her 

children are and she answers that her son 
is studying at an institute in Tashkent, and 
her daughter’s at home. You ask her, why – 
you told me that your daughter was a better 
student than your son, she was the best in 

the class! And she answers – she’s a girl. She 
needs to be married, not educated.  

(NGO representative)
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In general, according to the study findings, the initial 
decision on child marriage is most frequently made by 
the parents, who both insist on marriage and search 
for suitable candidates. Traditionally, one of the most 
important tasks of parents or guardians is to set in place 
the family arrangements of their children, particularly 
girls: The sooner this ‘parental duty’ is fulfilled, the 
sooner they can relax. A daughter is informed about 
her impending marriage and about who will be her 
husband only after the groom’s parents have sent official 
matchmakers to the girl’s parents, and they have agreed 
to the marriage. The reaction of the girls interviewed for 
this study varied: some refused initially, but when faced 
with persuasion and pressure, reconciled themselves to 
it, while others agreed immediately.

Another reason for child marriage, according to 
representatives of women’s rights NGOs, is desire to 
preserve the innocence of the girl ‘for the husband’ 
and, thus, marry her off ‘before she is spoiled’. 
In Uzbekistan, loss of virginity before marriage is 
considered a disgrace to the entire family, and so they 
try to marry off their daughters as soon as possible, in 
order that they are ‘pure’ when they are given to their 
husbands. For this reason, child marriage because of 
unplanned pregnancy is relatively rare among ethnic 
Uzbeks, and in general is characteristic of other ethnic 
groups, who are more accepting of premarital sex.

Typically, the boy and girl see each other two or three 
times before the wedding, usually in the presence of two 
women from each family, according to child spouses and 
representatives of social assistance centres interviewed 
here. After their engagement, the couple can sometimes 
meet by themselves, and talk for long periods on the 
telephone. With regard to the difference in age between 
the spouses, most respondents were married to men who 
were six to seven years older, although in some cases, the 
age difference was more than 10 years.36

In almost all the cases considered, the newlyweds go 
to live with the husband’s family, where the girl, as the 
youngest daughter-in-law, quickly assumes responsibility 
for housework and serves, in essence, her husband’s 
whole family. The girls surveyed here do not see in this 
any violation of their rights, which probably also can be 
explained as the influence of traditional values.

The child spouse interviewed for this study noted that, 
as a rule, the girl is not prevented from communicating 
with her own family, but communication is significantly 
limited. She should inform her new family of trips to 
her parents in advance, and leave at the arranged time.

Domestic violence is still a very serious issue in the 
country that is usually hushed up, so its true extent 
is unknown. Statistics on the issue are not available, 
because in patriarchal families it is not acceptable to 
‘wash dirty linen in public’, and any violence remains 
within the family.37 The child spouses surveyed refused 
to talk about the topic; denied that violence occurred; 
or revealed evidence that some form of violence 
had taken place, but that the victims had not even 
considered it to be violence, as it had been imprinted 
in their minds that quarrels, insults, and slaps are an 
integral part of family life.38 The child spouses did 
not understand that sexual assault can also take place 
between spouses: In the worldview of the child spouses 
interviewed here, the husband cannot sexually assault 
his wife because he has the right to her and her body at 

  My stepfather married me off. We 
didn’t even live in Nukus, but in a nearby 
village. I was considered beautiful there, 
worthy of attention. My stepfather was 

very worried that I would be spoiled before 
my wedding, so he could hardly wait until 
I turned 17 when he gave me to the first 

[man who asked], in order to rid himself of 
the responsibility.  (Child spouse)

  I pined for my home: I missed my 
mother and always wanted to see her, but 
my mother-in-law said that now I had 

another family, and I should always be with 
them. I could go to my family on holidays 

to congratulate them, or they could visit me 
at the weekends, but my mother-in-law was 

always nearby. My mother and I couldn’t 
even talk properly...  
(Female child spouse)

  His parents tell him: You need to 
marry. He shrugs his shoulders - if I need 
to, I need to – and looks for a wife. The 
parents, as a rule, already have a girl in 

mind and go to her parents. They also don’t 
rush to refuse, if it is a good boy from a good 

family: Why lose such a chance – what if 
there won’t be another one?  

(NGO representative)
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any moment.39 Meanwhile, as an NGO representative 
noted, child spouses rarely seek assistance because they 
are ashamed of their situation, do not know who to 
ask, or try to reconcile themselves and not take their 
personal problems outside of the home.

According to another legal expert on women’s rights, 
the situation is aggravated by the fact that the girl, 
even if she decides to seek assistance, often cannot 
do anything because she is isolated and it is difficult 
for her to leave her home or make a phone call. Her 
parents also do not rush to help her if her marriage is 
causing her to suffer. They urge her to tolerate it, put 
up with it, and be more diplomatic, in order not to 
‘displease her husband’.

In regard to equality between spouses, most of the 
child spouses interviewed reported that they do not 
feel equal to their husbands, and cannot be equal to 
them, as the husbands earn money and provide for the 
family. The child spouses themselves, as a rule, did not 
participate in family budget planning. Some of them 
received small sums for incidental expenses, but most 
received money strictly for household needs. The child 
spouses who were interviewed for this study reported 
that they needed to ask for money for their personal 
needs from other family members, in particular from 
the husband, mother-in-law, or father-in-law.

Finally, it should be stressed that, according to a 
register office worker, the divorce rate from child 
marriage is very high. The child spouses interviewed 
here state that this is often because they cannot cope 
with the situation anymore and leave the families. 
Meanwhile, women’s rights NGO staff members point 
out that often husbands throw their young wives out 
themselves.

In most cases, the child spouses who participated in 
this study admitted that they had made a mistake in 
agreeing to marriage. In the interviews they stated that 
if they could repeat that part of their lives, they would 
have insisted on marrying later, and dedicated those 
years to themselves: to studying, working, meeting 
people, and spending time with peers.

Policy responses

In recent years, the government has taken significant 
measures to prevent child marriage. According to the 
Women’s Committee, prevention of child marriage 
and its social consequences is being actively discussed 
at various levels of government. However, because of 
limited availability of data and information on child 
marriages, the researcher was unable to fully access the 
work being carried out by state bodies.

The information that it was possible to obtain appears 
to indicate that the state is concerned about the 
socioeconomic consequences of child marriage and 
is actively engaging administrative bodies at the local 
level, law enforcement agencies, the mass media, and 
regional bodies in work to prevent child marriage.

Uzbekistan’s Women’s Committee is conducting a 
systematic awareness-raising campaign among the 
population about the harm caused by child marriage 
and early births. The committee regularly holds public 
meetings with community representatives and girls 
studying in schools, colleges, and lyceums, in order to 
raise awareness of the importance of education, self-
reliance and financial independence, the right to a 
free choice, and so on. Such work takes the form of 
seminars, roundtable discussions, and meetings with 
citizens in educational institutions and hospitals. It 
is also conducted in cooperation with local mahalla 
committees.40

In May 2013 new provisions were introduced into 
the Administrative and Criminal Codes to increase 
punishment for officials, parents, and religious leaders 
who allow early marriages to take place. The provisions 
stipulate a large fine and imprisonment of up to three 
months in cases where the law has been breached 
repeatedly. 

NGOs are also doing important work in cooperation 
with state bodies. For example, since 2009 the 
administration of Samarkand oblast, in cooperation 
with Sabr NGO, has introduced the practice of 
premarital consultations for would-be spouses. When 
submitting an application to the registrar, if one 
member of the couple is not yet 18 years old, they are 
both sent to Sabr to meet with a psychologist. During 
these meetings, a Sabr staff member seeks, from a 
position of trust, to explain as much as possible to the 
couple about the particularities of married life, and 
the difficulties which young couples can face, to help 
clarify to what extent they are ready and willing to get 
married.41

  I shouldn’t have got married. I should 
have argued with mum, with everybody. 
I should have run away from home to my 
friends in Tashkent, but I shouldn’t have 

married at 16. Maybe I’d have studied, and 
then met a good boy. I wouldn’t have been 

caring for a son alone now.  
(Child spouse)
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Key points
Despite the great attention being paid by the 
government to the problem of child marriage, the 
issue is not well-studied. There is a lack of real 
statistics, and studies of the phenomenon are usually 
fragmented, forming part of separate studies on 
gender issues.
The law sets the marriageable age lower (17 years) 
than that enshrined in international law. What is 
more, it allows it to be reduced further. In addition, 
the law does not list the conditions under which 
marriageable age can be reduced, leaving this to the 
discretion of the local authorities, thereby increasing 
the risk of corruption.

Most child marriages are initially contracted on a 
religious basis, often without subsequent official 
registration. This makes female child spouses 
vulnerable in regard to their rights and legal interests, 
and in case of divorce leaves them without alimony, 
a place to live, or financial assistance.

Child marriage often results in girls leaving 
education. Some female child spouses are ordered 
to give up their studies, while others find they are 
unable to continue studying because of the growing 
pressure of housework and childbearing.

Girls who marry early often do not have enough 
knowledge and understanding in the field of 
reproductive health and family planning. Lessons are 
supposed to be conducted in educational institutions 
on preparation for family life, but in practice these 
are often not regularly conducted.

The influence of tradition on the contracting of child 
marriage is very high, and is more significant than 
socioeconomic factors or educational attainment. 
Traditionally, parents play the key role in contracting 
marriages, trying to determine their children’s lives, 
and often not upholding their right to free choice.

There is a need to develop additional mechanisms 
to influence the contracting of child marriage, in 
particular through active involvement of NGOs. 
There are not enough NGOs and crisis centres in the 
country that can help children who have married.

Quotes  
Large-scale research needs to be conducted within the 
country, at least so the government itself can know how 
many children in the country are [starting] their own 
families. But it is not clear how this can be done, as 
families hide information and are frightened. There are 
statistics about the demand for registered marriages, as 
these are legal. But this is just the tip of the iceberg. Nobody 
knows the real figures. (Representative of Uzbekistan’s 
Women’s Committee)

In practice it is very easy to register a marriage at a 
register office before 17 years of age: as the law does not 
stipulate clear conditions when it is allowed and when it 
is forbidden, everything is resolved ‘with an envelope’. Or 
even more simply, the register office is replaced by nikah. 
There you can guarantee nobody will consider age. (NGO 
representative)

Divorce in a religious marriage is not a problem. The 
husband says ‘divorce’ three times to renounce his wife, and 
she can [get lost]. There’s no talk of any alimony, or any 
division of property. She’s told: ‘You came as a ragamuffin, 
now leave like that’, and she’s kicked out on the street. 
The things her family provided for the marriage are not 
returned, of course. (Representative of a women’s rights 
NGO)

I had to give up school, there was no time, and my mother-
in-law and husband said that I shouldn’t study. They told 
me I was already a grown woman, with a family and a 
husband. Look how long others search for and wait for 
that! That’s enough studying: live and be grateful. (Child 
spouse)

You asked about the bed… It was the main problem. I 
didn’t know anything when I got married: I’d just been 
told a bit by my friends and gleaned something from the 
internet. Then my husband told me everything. But I still 
had such problems!!! (Child spouse)

You know, I’ve thought a lot about why I got married. I 
don’t think anyone made me; they didn’t beat me or tell 
me I must. I could have said no. But how do you refuse if 
everyone marries early? You start to think: what if I can’t 
marry later? And I lose my chance… (Child spouse)

We’ve been approached by girls who have been driven 
to the edge. They phone or sneak out to us when their 
mothers-in-law and husbands are not aware. We try to 
help them if it’s possible, by sending them to crisis centres. 
But then she lives there for a short time – and then what? 
Back to her parents? But how will she earn money? We first 
need to recognise that we have this problem, and then start 
to really help.  (Representative of women’s rights NGO)
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Data overview

Population (beginning of 2012): 29,600,00042

Life expectancy at birth (2010): 70.5 (males); 74.4 (females)43

Population under age 18 as of 2010: 40%44

Population below national income poverty line (2008):
line (2011):

22%45

Unemployment rate (2012): 5%46

Youth literacy rate for ages 15-24 (2010): 99.34%47

Youth literacy ratio (female rate as a percentage of the 
male rate, age 15-24) (2010):

100.12%48

State health expenditure per capita per year (2010): US$ 82.4349

Main ethnic groups (2010): Uzbeks (more than 80%), Tajiks (4%), Russians (4%), 
Kazakhs (2.5%), Karakalpaks (2.5%), Kyrgyz (1%)50

Main religions: Islam, Orthodox Christianity51

Main languages (2012): Uzbek (state language), Russian, Tajik, Karakalpak52

Average age at time of marriage (2012): 25.7 (males); 22.4 (females)53

Child marriage statistics
Table 1. Marriage by bride’s age54

Total number of marriages
Age of bride (years)

Under 18 18–19 
 299,048 7,839 (2.6%) 63,283 (21.2%) (22.6%)

Table 2. Marriage by groom’s age55

Number of men marrying for the first time
Age of groom (years)

Under 18 18–19
299,048 11 (less than 0.01%) 5,114 (1.7%)

According to the 2006 MICS, the proportion of women marrying for the first time was virtually the same in 
urban areas (12.6 per cent) as it was in rural areas (12.5 per cent). 56 

Table 3. Proportion of women marrying for the first 
time before the age of 18, by educational attainment, 
200657

Level of education % of women married by 18

Not completed secondary 22.1%

Secondary 15.3%

Specialised secondary 6.7%

Higher 3.2%

Table 4. Proportion of women marrying for the first 
time before the age of 18, by income quintile, 200658 
(no data available for men)

Income quintile % of women married by 18
Poorest 13.8%

Second 13.1%

Middle 13.8%

Fourth 11.5%

Richest 10.6%

Table 5. Proportion of women marrying for the first time before the age of 18, by area, in 2006, out of the total 
number of marriages contracted in the country59 (no data available for men)

Region % of women married by 18
Western regions 12.8%
Central regions 11.4%

Southern regions 13.1%
East-central regions 11.6%

Eastern regions 14.1%
Tashkent city 9.5%
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Key messages
When a girl delays marriage, everyone benefits. A 
girl who marries later is more likely to stay in school, 
work, and reinvest her income into her family.  
Crucially, a girl who marries later is more empowered 
to choose whether, when, and how many children to 
have.  When investments in girls are made, everyone 
benefits: their families, communities, and most 
importantly, the girls themselves.

There is a huge cost to inaction on child marriage. 
It is time for policy-makers, parliamentarians, 
communities, families and young people to address 
this issue head on.  Let’s deliver a world where every 
pregnancy is wanted, every birth is safe, and every 
young person’s potential is fulfilled. Let girls be girls. 

Child marriage violates girls’ rights, denies them of 
their childhood, disrupts their education, jeopardises 
their health, and limits their opportunities. No 
cultural, religious, or economic rationale for child 
marriage can possibly justify the damage these 
marriages do to young girls and their potential. 
A girl should have the right to choose whom she 
marries and when. Parents want the best for their 
children, and need to support their girls’ choices and 
decisions to marry.

UNFPA is working with governments and partners 
at all levels of society to deliver comprehensive 
programmes addressing the needs of vulnerable and 
married girls, and providing access to livelihoods, 
social support and health programmes, including 
sexual and reproductive health.  The ultimate aim is 
to end child marriage in this generation and to shift 
cultural attitudes to protect girls’ rights.  

What must be done to 
break the silence on child 
marriage?
Bring greater attention to the situations faced by 
married girls and girls at risk of child marriage, and 
advocate strongly for their rights.  Child marriage 
is not good for girls or development.  The world 
cannot afford to see the rights, health, and potential 
of thousands of girls being squandered each day.
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Promote investments that build up adolescent girls’ 
capabilities and skills, especially education. Girls’ 
education, particularly post-primary and secondary, 
is the single most important factor associated with 
age at marriage. Girls especially need social support 
and access to programmes that provide life skills, 
literacy, livelihoods, and sexual and reproductive 
health information and services, such as family 
planning and lifesaving maternal health services. 

Invest in adolescent girls!
Investments should provide platforms for vulnerable 
girls to develop life skills and critical health 
knowledge, obtain access to social services including 
sexual and reproductive health and HIV prevention, 
gain vocational and employable skills for work, and 
have access to friends and mentors.

Married girls need special targeted strategies 
that provide access to education, life skills, 
health including SRH and HIV prevention, 
and opportunities to participate fully in society.  
Maternal health programmes need to be reoriented 
with dedicated outreach for the youngest, first-time 
mothers, to enable them to use antenatal, essential 
and emergency obstetric care, and post-delivery 
services.
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