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Child marriage remains a significant global issue, affecting an estimated 12 million children each year. Defined as any formal or informal union where at least one party is under the age of 18, child marriage is influenced by a combination of cultural traditions, economic pressures, gender inequality, and social norms. Despite international commitments to eliminate the practice, it is still a prominent global issue, particularly in parts of South Asia, sub‑Saharan Africa, and the Middle East. 
Present legal convention on the issue includes the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and various resolutions adopted by the United Nations General Assembly and Human Rights Council. All call on states to set a minimum marriage age of 18 and to implement measures that protect children from forced or early marriage. However, national laws vary widely. Some countries allow exceptions based on parental consent, religious law, or judicial approval, which can undermine efforts to eliminate the practice.
Child marriage has far‑reaching consequences for both individuals and families. It is closely associated with reduced educational attainment and increased vulnerability to poverty; and girls who marry early face heightened risks of domestic violence, early pregnancy, and health complications, including maternal mortality. Early marriage also restricts a child’s access to education, employment – and thus limits their experience of and representation in broader society. These impacts contribute to cycles of inequality that can persist across generations.
Efforts to address child marriage have expanded significantly in recent years. Governments, NGOs, and international organisations have implemented programmes aimed at legal reform, education, and economic support. Some states have raised the minimum marriage age, removed legal loopholes, or introduced penalties for those who facilitate underage marriages. Others have focused on improving access to schooling, supporting girls’ empowerment initiatives, and promoting public awareness campaigns to shift social norms. Community‑based approaches that focus on traditional or religious groups have proven particularly important in regions where child marriage is deeply rooted in cultural and religious tradition.
Despite these efforts, progress remains uneven. Conflict and economic instability have contributed to rising rates of child marriage in some regions; and humanitarian crises often exacerbate vulnerabilities, with limited access to education and social services increasing the likelihood of early marriage. The COVID‑19 pandemic further intensified these challenges, disrupting schooling and increasing economic hardship for millions of families.
The international community continues to debate the most effective strategies for eliminating child marriage. While legal reform is essential, many experts emphasise the importance of addressing underlying social and economic factors. This includes expanding access to education and healthcare and promoting gender equality. Long‑term solutions require extensive investment and culturally sensitive approaches that respect local contexts while upholding universal human rights standards.

Points to Consider:
· What action can be taken to strengthen the existing international legal framework addressing child marriage?
· How can international social, political, economic and cultural differences be reconciled to provide comprehensive UN guidance on child marriage?
· Which strategies are going to be the most effective in mitigating and addressing the issue of child marriage in a modernising and increasingly hostile global sphere?
· How do international guidelines on child marriage interact with the sovereign rights of member states?

Relevant Resources:
· UNICEF Guidelines on Child Marriage:
https://www.unicef.org/protection/child-marriage 
· UN Women – A Comparative Study of Experiences and Lessons Learned in Ending the Legalisation of Child Marriage:
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2023/09/legislating-and-enforcing-the-minimum-age-of-marriage
· UN Human Rights Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration of Marriages:
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-consent-marriage-minimum-age-marriage-and 
· UNICEF DATA – Child Marriage
https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/ 
