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1. Introduction to UNICEF 

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) plays a vital role in 
addressing global child rights issues and promoting international 
cooperation to safeguard the well-being of children. Established in 1946 
in the aftermath of World War II, UNICEF was created to provide 
emergency relief to children affected by conflict and disaster. Over the 
decades, its mission has expanded to encompass a broad range of 
initiatives aimed at ensuring that every child has access to healthcare, 
education, nutrition, and protection from violence, exploitation, and 
abuse. 

As the leading UN agency dedicated to child welfare, UNICEF 
works in partnership with governments, civil society organizations, and 
local communities to implement programs that uphold the rights 
enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). Its efforts 
include initiatives to combat child marriage, improve maternal and child 
health, expand educational opportunities, and provide humanitarian 
assistance in crisis-affected regions. UNICEF also plays a key role in 
advocating for policy reforms, mobilizing resources, and raising global 
awareness on issues impacting children’s lives. 

Through its research, advocacy, and fieldwork, UNICEF strives to 
create a world where every child can grow up in a safe, healthy, and 
nurturing environment. By championing justice, equality, and human 
dignity, UNICEF remains committed to protecting the rights of children 
and fostering a more inclusive and just global society. 

 

 

 

 



 

2. Topic: Combating Child Marriage in Developing Countries 
 
2.1 Introduction to the Topic 

UNICEF plays a pivotal role in combating child marriage by 
advocating for children's rights, promoting gender equality, and ensuring 
access to education. As a global leader in humanitarian efforts, UNICEF 
works to address the root causes of child marriage, including poverty, 
social norms, and lack of educational opportunities. Child marriage 
remains a pervasive issue, particularly in developing countries, where 
one in five girls is married or in a union before the age of 18.  

Rooted in poverty, gender inequality, and harmful cultural traditions, this 
practice deprives children—especially girls—of education, health, and 
autonomy, perpetuating cycles of poverty and inequality. Through policy 
advocacy, awareness campaigns, and community-based programs, 
UNICEF collaborates with governments and organizations to strengthen 
legal protections, empower young girls, and provide support services for 
at-risk children.  

2.2 Historical Context 

Child marriage is a practice that has persisted for centuries, 
historically serving as a mechanism for securing political alliances, 
facilitating economic transactions, and ensuring financial stability within 
families and communities. In many traditional societies, girls were often 
perceived as property or economic assets, with their marriages arranged 
at an early age to strengthen familial ties, transfer wealth through 
dowries or bride prices, or alleviate financial burdens on their 
households. These customs were deeply embedded in societal structures, 
often reinforced by religious and cultural beliefs that prioritized early 
marriage as a means of safeguarding social status and family honor. 

 



 

While industrialization, legal reforms, and social progress in many 
parts of the world have contributed to a decline in child marriage, the 
practice remains widespread in numerous developing countries. 
Persistent poverty continues to drive families to view marriage as a 
means of economic relief, particularly in regions where financial 
hardship limits alternative opportunities for economic advancement. 
Additionally, inadequate access to education plays a crucial role, as girls 
who are unable to attend or complete school are significantly more 
vulnerable to early marriage. Furthermore, deeply entrenched patriarchal 
norms continue to perpetuate gender inequality, restricting girls' 
autonomy and reinforcing the belief that their primary role in society is 
that of a wife and mother. 

Despite advancements in global human rights advocacy, child 
marriage remains a critical challenge, particularly in regions where legal 
protections are weak or inconsistently enforced. Addressing this issue 
requires a multifaceted approach that includes legislative reforms, 
improved access to education, economic empowerment initiatives, and 
community-driven efforts to shift cultural attitudes. By tackling the root 
causes of child marriage and promoting gender equality, societies can 
work toward eliminating this harmful practice and ensuring that every 
child has the opportunity to reach their full potential. 

Key Historical Milestones: 

1948: The Universal Declaration of Human Rights emphasized the right 
to free and full consent in marriage. 

1962: The Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for 
Marriage, and Registration of Marriages was adopted by the United 
Nations. 

 



 

1990: The Convention on the Rights of the Child highlighted child 
marriage as a violation of children’s rights. 

2015: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set Target 5.3: 
"Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early, and forced 
marriage." 

2.3 Current Situation 

Child marriage remains a widespread issue, particularly in regions 
such as Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and parts of the Middle East, 
where deeply rooted social, economic, and cultural factors contribute to 
its persistence. Several key drivers sustain this practice: 

● Economic Hardship: In many low-income communities, families 
view child marriage as a means of alleviating financial burdens. 
Marrying off daughters can reduce household expenses and, in 
some cases, secure dowries or financial support from the groom’s 
family. 

● Lack of Access to Education: Education serves as a critical 
protective factor against child marriage, yet many girls, 
particularly in marginalized communities, face barriers to 
schooling. Limited educational opportunities increase the 
likelihood of early marriage, as girls without formal education 
often have fewer prospects for financial independence. 

● Cultural and Social Norms: In certain societies, early marriage is 
deeply ingrained in cultural traditions and perceived as a way to 
uphold family honor. Unmarried girls may face social stigma, 
leading families to arrange marriages at a young age to conform to 
community expectations. 

● Gender Inequality: Child marriage disproportionately affects girls 
due to entrenched patriarchal systems that restrict their autonomy 

 



 

and reinforce the notion that their primary role is within the 
household. Discriminatory gender norms perpetuate the idea that 
girls should prioritize marriage and childbearing over personal and 
professional development. 

The consequences of child marriage are severe and far-reaching, with 
significant implications for both individuals and society. Girls who 
marry early face increased risks of maternal mortality due to early 
pregnancies, heightened exposure to domestic violence, and prolonged 
cycles of poverty. Additionally, child marriage limits access to education 
and economic opportunities, further entrenching gender disparities and 
inhibiting national development. 

Despite these challenges, numerous success stories demonstrate 
that targeted interventions can effectively reduce child marriage rates. 
Countries such as Ethiopia and India have implemented comprehensive 
strategies, including legal reforms, education initiatives, and 
community-based programs that challenge harmful social norms and 
empower girls. By investing in policies that promote gender equality, 
strengthen legal protections, and expand access to education and 
economic resources, governments, and organizations can make 
significant strides toward eliminating child marriage. This will ensure a 
future where every child has the opportunity to thrive. 

2.4 Subtopic 1: Strengthening Laws and Enforcement 

Governments must implement and rigorously enforce 
comprehensive legal frameworks that establish 18 as the minimum age 
for marriage, ensuring full alignment with international human rights 
standards. This includes closing legal loopholes, such as parental or 
judicial consent exceptions, which often allow child marriages to persist 
despite existing laws. Strengthening birth registration systems is also 

 



 

essential, as accurate documentation of age is crucial for enforcing 
marriage laws and preventing fraudulent claims regarding a child's 
eligibility for marriage. 

Beyond legislative measures, robust law enforcement mechanisms 
must be in place to ensure strict compliance with child marriage laws. 
Authorities should be equipped with the necessary resources and training 
to identify, prevent, and prosecute instances of child marriage 
effectively. Additionally, imposing stringent penalties on individuals 
who facilitate or engage in child marriage—including parents, 
community leaders, and religious figures—serves as a strong deterrent. 
Governments must also establish mechanisms for monitoring and 
reporting violations, encouraging community participation in 
safeguarding children's rights. By adopting a holistic approach that 
combines legal reforms, law enforcement, and public awareness, 
governments can take meaningful steps toward eradicating child 
marriage and upholding the fundamental rights of children. 

2.5 Subtopic 2: Education and Economic Empowerment 

Ensuring that girls remain in school and have access to scholarship 
opportunities is a critical strategy in reducing child marriage rates. 
Education empowers young girls by equipping them with knowledge, 
skills, and opportunities that enable them to pursue their aspirations and 
contribute meaningfully to society. Scholarship programs help mitigate 
financial barriers that often force families to consider early marriage as a 
means of economic relief. By investing in girls’ education, communities 
can shift societal norms and emphasize the value of educating young 
women, ultimately delaying marriage and improving long-term social 
and economic outcomes. 

 



 

In addition to formal education, vocational training, and economic 
empowerment programs provide families with sustainable financial 
alternatives, thereby reducing the economic pressures that contribute to 
child marriage. Training in fields such as entrepreneurship, technology, 
and skilled trades enables young women to achieve financial 
independence and actively participate in the workforce. Furthermore, 
initiatives such as microfinance programs, savings groups, and 
employment opportunities strengthen household financial stability, 
diminishing the perceived necessity of marrying off daughters for 
economic survival. A comprehensive approach that integrates education, 
vocational training, and economic support fosters long-term societal 
change, ensuring that girls are afforded the opportunity to reach their full 
potential and lead self-determined lives. 

2.6 Key Terms 

● Child Marriage: The union of individuals where at least one party 
is under the age of 18. 

● Forced Marriage: A marriage conducted without the free and full 
consent of both parties. 

● Dowry System: The transfer of wealth from the bride’s family to 
the groom’s family, often incentivizing early marriages. 

● Gender Equality: The state in which individuals of all genders 
have equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities. 

● Empowerment Programs: Initiatives designed to provide 
individuals with education, skills, and resources to improve their 
socio-economic status. 

● Harmful Practices: Customs that negatively affect individuals’ 
well-being, such as female genital mutilation (FGM) and child 
marriage. 

 



 

2.7 Guiding Questions 

1. What are the primary socio-economic drivers of child marriage in 
developing countries, and how can they be addressed? 

2. How can governments strengthen legal frameworks to enforce 
minimum marriage ages? 

3. What role do education and economic empowerment play in 
reducing child marriage? 

4. How can international organizations support community-based 
interventions to combat child marriage? 

5. What strategies can be implemented to shift cultural norms and 
attitudes surrounding child marriage? 

6. How can the global community ensure that efforts to combat child 
marriage align with broader goals of gender equality and 
sustainable development? 

7. How can humanitarian responses in conflict and crisis settings be 
tailored to prevent the rise of child marriage among displaced and 
vulnerable populations? 

8. What measures can be taken to improve data collection and 
monitoring systems to track progress in eliminating child marriage 
effectively? 

2.8 Positions: 

The United States of America: 
The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has 
emphasized child marriage prevention through education and economic 
empowerment programs. While the U.S. supports international efforts, 
such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), policies vary 
by state regarding marriage age laws, with some states still permitting 
exceptions for minors. 

 



 

European Union (various countries): 
The European Commission and the United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA) have collaborated on initiatives addressing child marriage 
through gender equality programs. Countries like Sweden and France 
advocate for a strict minimum marriage age and emphasize legal 
protections for at-risk children, aligning with international human rights 
frameworks. 

Developing Economies (Nigeria, India, South Africa, etc.): 
A 2022 UNICEF report highlights that child marriage remains prevalent 
in developing nations, particularly in South Asia and Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Governments in these regions face challenges in enforcing legal 
bans due to cultural and economic factors. International organizations 
have called for increased funding to support community-based 
interventions that empower girls and change social norms. 

China: 
The UNFPA’s 2021 State of World Population report notes that China 
enforces strict legal marriage age requirements but faces concerns 
regarding informal or unregistered child marriages in rural areas. The 
Chinese government has integrated child protection measures into 
broader poverty alleviation strategies, reflecting a state-led approach to 
social development. 

Russia: 
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has raised concerns about 
Russia's regional disparities in marriage laws, with certain areas 
allowing exceptions for underage marriage. While Russia officially 
opposes child marriage, reports suggest a lack of comprehensive 
enforcement mechanisms and reluctance to align fully with international 
advocacy efforts. 

 



 

 

3. Useful Resources 

● UNICEF: Reports and data on child marriage trends and 
solutions 
https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/  

● Girls Not Brides: A global partnership dedicated to ending 
child marriage 
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/ 

● UN Women: Resources on gender equality and women’s 
empowerment 
https://www.unwomen.org/en  

● World Bank: Studies on the economic costs of child marriage 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2017/06/26/chil
d-marriage-will-cost-developing-countries-trillions-of-dollars-by-2
030-says-world-bankicrw-report 

● Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC): Legal 
framework for protecting children’s rights 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/co
nvention-rights-child  
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