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Introduction: Humanitarian actors have been slow to address child marriage, despite evidence that it is particularly common in conflict-affected contexts. This article explores the child marriage decision-making process among refuges living in Jordan, using a gender and generational lens.

Methods: Data used in this paper was collected between 2018 and 2022 and focuses on refugee girls (and young women) who live in Jordan and who married prior to age 18. Survey data was collected from 152 young Syrian brides. In-depth interviews were conducted with 45 Syrian and Palestinian brides—as well as their parents, in-laws, and husbands.

Results: Our research finds that girls' parents, grooms' parents, grooms, and girls themselves operate under deeply constrained conditions resulting from the legal and economic precarity experienced by refugee communities, and that these disadvantages reinforce gender norms and commitments to clan and culture. Girls' fathers are often beholden to their brothers to provide brides for their nephews; mothers prefer child marriage because of expectations that they will vouchsafe their children's behavior and the family's honor; grooms view marriage to girls as way of achieving adult masculinity and girls who married as children report that they felt like active agents in the process-albeit because they have so few other options.

Implications: Given the importance of economic precarity, ending child marriage in contexts of forced displacement will require expanding girls' access to education and improving refugees' access to work, which will provide a route through which fathers and young men can demonstrate their adult masculinity, and to allow girls and women some measure of financial independence. Given that displacement now often lasts for decades, the humanitarian sector also needs to focus on addressing the gender norms that leave girls at risk of child marriage.
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Key messages

• Among Jordan's refugee populations, decisions about child marriage are shaped by economic and legal precarity, which reinforces gender norms and leaves all actors—fathers, mothers, girls, and grooms—feeling that their options are deeply constrained.

• Adult women are more central to marriage decision-making than has been assumed, because they are responsible for making sure their children adhere to entrenched gender norms; adolescent girls—given their very limited options—often feel they are active agents in the child marriage decision-making process; fathers' decision-making is often constrained by familial obligations.

• Interventions and messaging to counter child marriage need to be tailored, based on an understanding of this complex gender and generational “order,” and should take account of actors' social roles and developmental needs.



Introduction

Child marriage, which each year truncates the trajectories of 12 million girls globally, is recognized as an abrogation of girls' rights and a form of gender-based violence [United Nations General Assembly, 2015; UNICEF, 2023]. However, although international and national actors have embraced efforts to end child marriage in non-conflict-related contexts, the humanitarian sector—which is focused more on meeting immediate survival needs—has been slower to do so (Murphy et al., 2016; Wodon et al., 2017; Mazurana et al., 2019; Girls Not Brides, 2022). This lack of attention is despite research which finds that rates of child marriage in conflict-affected contexts are twice the global average, and despite the ever-growing number of young people who experience protracted displacement [Human Rights Council, 2019; Singh et al., 2022; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 2022].

This article draws on primarily qualitative data collected with Palestinian and Syrian refugees living in Jordan between 2018 and 2022. It explores how conflict and displacement leave girls (and some boys) at elevated risk of child marriage by amplifying the structural and cultural factors that support this harmful practice and introducing new forms of legal and economic precarity. It also highlights that these dynamics are best understood by examining child marriage decision-making through the eyes of the girls, grooms, and parents involved. In the next sections, we briefly review the literature on child marriage decisions, introduce the Jordan context, and describe our research methods. We then present our findings, which are organized by the actors involved in decisions about child marriage. We conclude by discussing the implications of our findings for policy and programming.



Literature review


Social norms and child marriage

The social norms literature provides a useful lens for understanding why child marriage continues, even as individual preferences evidence change (e.g., Cislaghi and Heise, 2019; Taylor et al., 2019; Shakya et al., 2020; Abdurahman et al., 2022; Sripad et al., 2024). Key scholars argue that social norms reflect community expectations Bicchieri et al., (2014); Mackie et al., (2015); Mackie, (2018); Cislaghi and Heise, (2019); Legros and Cislaghi, (2019). While definitions remain diverse, Bicchieri (2014)) defines a social norm as a rule of behavior that people prefer to conform to because they believe that others in the community conform to it. Moreover, they believe that others in the community expect them to conform to it, and that if they do not conform to it, then they may be socially sanctioned. Using this definition, child marriage is itself a social norm, because most people (in certain contexts) believe that most girls marry prior to age 18, they believe that others expect them (or their daughters) to marry at that time, and they believe that there will be costs if they (or their daughters) do not marry at that time Bicchieri, (2014).



Child marriage drivers

Malhotra and Elnakib (2021)), in their systematic review of the evidence base, observe that as the economic costs of child marriage (estimated by Wodon et al., 2017 to amount to trillions of dollars) have become increasingly visible, research on the antecedents of child marriage has seen explosive growth. Quantitative research has found strong links between child marriage and other factors, including: education level of girls, boys, and parents; household size and economic status; and rural residence (Malhotra and Elnakib, 2021; Siddiqi and Greene, 2022; Edmeades et al., 2022; Pourtaheri et al., 2023). Qualitative research has focused on the social drivers of child marriage and has consistently found that it is fundamentally driven by gender inequality—even when it is boys who marry as children (Malhotra and Elnakib, 2021; see also Psaki et al., (2021); Rialet et al., (2022); Siddiqi and Greene, (2022); Pourtaheri et al., (2023). Indeed, Malhotra and Elnakib (2021)) note that gender inequality is so central to understanding child marriage that it is worth “unpacking” the ways in which it is embedded. They identify three primary pathways: beliefs about gender and sexuality (especially in relation to girls); the relationship between gender and economics; and beliefs about gender roles and how they shape broader opportunities for girls and women (Malhotra and Elnakib, 2021; see also Psaki et al., 2021; Rialet et al., 2022; Pourtaheri et al., 2023). A small but growing body of research has found that conflict and displacement amplify each of these pathways by leaving families more fearful of sexual violence and more protective of girls' honor (Bartels et al., 2018, 2020; Leigh et al., 2020; Al Akash and Chalmiers, 2021; Gausman et al., 2022; Hunersen et al., 2024; Girls Not Brides, 2022; Mieth et al., 2025). Conflict and displacement also make families more financially insecure and thus likely to use child marriage as an economic coping strategy, thereby reducing girls' opportunities for education and employment (Bartels et al., 2018, 2020; Leigh et al., 2020; Al Akash and Chalmiers, 2021; Gausman et al., 2022; Hunersen et al., 2024; Girls Not Brides, 2022; Mieth et al., 2025).



Child marriage decision-making

Research on child marriage decision-making is far more limited, but tends to emphasize the role of parents, with fathers found to be the final decision-makers in many contexts (McDougal et al., 2018; Kakal et al., 2023; Wahyuningsih et al., 2025). Several studies have found that girls—or boys—rarely object. In part, this is because consent cannot be understood as diametrically opposed to coercion, given the strength of norms surrounding child marriage and the limited other options open to girls in contexts where child marriage remains common (Mukherjee and Sekher, 2017; Stark, 2018; Mowri et al., 2020; Lokot et al., 2021; Baraka et al., 2022; Howe et al., 2022; Lokot et al., 2022; Mieth et al., 2025; Wahyuningsih et al., 2025). In part, however, this is because parents deliberately “manufacture” consent, by encouraging adolescents to see child marriage as not just being in their own best interest but that of their family too (Dean et al., 2019). The two recent studies that have explored marriage decision-making among Syrian refugees in Jordan have both concluded that women and girls have more input into marriage timing than is often presumed, given prevailing and deeply patriarchal gender norms. They note that this is because, as discussed above, in the context of displacement, marriage can confer security and status (Zuntz et al., 2021; Gausman et al., 2022; Lokot, 2023).



Familial violence

Conflict is not the only form of violence which shapes child marriage decision-making. Decisions must also be understood in the context of familial violence. Research has found that such violence is not siloed and that emotional and physical violence against children often occurs alongside intimate partner violence, especially in conflict-affected contexts (Hamby et al., 2010; Pearson et al., 2023; Asghar et al., 2025). It has also been found that violence is transmitted across generations, with children who grow up exposed to violence more likely to become perpetrators of myriad forms of violence themselves (Crombach and Bambonyé, 2015; Guedes et al., 2016; Fulu et al., 2017; Velloza et al., 2022).




The Jordan context

Jordan is one of the world's least gender equitable middle-income countries. In 2024, it was ranked 123rd out of 146 countries on the Global Gender Gap Index (World Economic Forum, 2024). Although women in Jordan are better educated than men, and healthy life expectancies are not shaped by gender, women in Jordan have extremely limited access to paid work, are almost entirely excluded from politics, and have limited legal rights (World Economic Forum, 2024). For example, Jordan's Personal Status Law grants fathers and husbands control over girls' and women's movement and gives men and not women, the right to pass on citizenship to children, to file for divorce, and to have legal custody of children after divorce (Government of Jordan, 2019).

Approximately one-third of Jordan's estimated 11.3 million residents are refugees—primarily Palestinian and Syrian (Department of Statistics, 2023). Although most Palestinians in Jordan were granted citizenship long ago, nearly 20% are stateless. These families, most of whom are ex-Gazans (and their descendants) who were displaced to Jordan in the late 1960s, live in formal refugee camps and face extremely high unemployment and poverty levels (the poverty rate in Jerash camp is 53%) because they are excluded from most forms of professional work (and are required to purchase expensive work permits to undertake others) and are prohibited from accessing formal financial services and owning most types of property (Abbas and Toor, 2021).

Jordan's Syrian population (most of whom fled the Syrian civil war that erupted in 2011) primarily (~80%) live in Jordanian host communities, although a large minority live in formal refugee camps and a much smaller number live in informal tented settlements. Despite assistance from the international community, the poverty rate among Syrians is more than five times as high as that for Jordanians (80% vs. 15.7%), because the government allows them to work only in the agricultural, construction and sanitation sectors, charges them to access health and post-secondary education services, and prohibits their ownership of property and access to financial services (Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation, 2020).

Although the legal age of marriage in Jordan is 18 (for women and men), girls are allowed to marry at age 16, with the permission of a Sharia court and with the caveat that marriages must be voluntary (Human Rights Council, 2019). The most recent Jordan Population and Family Health Survey (JPFHS) found that 20% of Syrian women aged 20–24 had been married before the age of 18, and 4% had been married by age 15 [Department of Statistics (DoS) ICF, 2024]. A UNICEF study found that in 2013, nearly 18% of marriages among Palestinian refugees involved girls under the age of 18 [United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 2014].



Methodology

This article draws on data collected as part of the Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence (GAGE) longitudinal research study, which has been using mixed-methods research to follow just over 4,000 Syrian, Palestinian and Jordanian adolescents living in five governorates of Jordan since 2018 (Baird et al., 2021). Adolescents were aged 10–17 at baseline. While most of the sample was randomly selected, adolescent girls who had been married as children were deliberately oversampled, in keeping with GAGE's focus on the most disadvantaged (Baird et al., 2021).

Data used in this paper was collected between 2018 and 2022 and focuses on refugee girls (and young women) who married prior to age 18. Survey data was collected from 152 young Syrian brides (see Table 1). In-depth interviews were conducted with 45 Syrian and Palestinian brides—as well as their parents, in-laws, and husbands (all of whom were adults when interviewed). All Palestinians in the sample are stateless and live in Jerash camp, while Syrian refugees live in host communities, formal camps, and informal tented settlements.

TABLE 1 Research sample.




	Quantitative sample
	Qualitative sample





	•152 married Syrian girls •Residence location: host communities (64%), formal UNHCR camps (30%), informal tented settlements (7%)
 •Mean age when interviewed: 16.7 years
 •Mean highest grade attended: 7th
 •Mean age when married: 15.4 years
 •Mean age gap with husband: 5.8 years
	•45 girls (and young women) who married prior to age 18
 •38 Syrians (25 in host communities, 10 in formal camps, 3 in informal tented settlements); 9 Palestinians
 •Age when interviewed: 14–22
 •Age when married: 11–17
 •Age gap with husband: 2–15 years
 •Educational attainment: grade 2 to grade 10






GAGE research tools consisted of a broad survey, which included a module on marriage, and an array of interactive activities, including vignette-based discussions, social norm mappings, timelines, and a child marriage decision-making tool (the tools are available online) (Baird et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2018, 2019). The tools were employed by carefully trained researchers of the same sex, and the same nationality, as the respondent. Statistical analysis was conducted using Stata 18.0. Qualitative data analysis involved a multi-step process. Preliminary analysis took place during daily debriefings with the research team to discuss similarities and differences across sites; these findings were used to develop a thematic codebook informed by GAGE's conceptual framework, based on a gendered capabilities approach that allows us to explore young brides' broader lives and the socio-ecological forces that shape them (GAGE Consortium, 2019). All interviews were transcribed and translated by native speakers of the local language, then coded using a qualitative software package, MAXQDA.

The research design and tools were approved by the George Washington University Committee on Human Research's Institutional Review Board (071721), ODI Global's Research Ethics Committee (02438), and all appropriate ethics review boards at national (and camp) levels. Consent (written or verbal as appropriate) was obtained from caregivers and married adolescents; written or verbal assent was obtained for all unmarried adolescents under the age of 18. Care was taken, given the sensitive nature of the questions, to communicate the objectives of the research to young brides as well as their natal and marital family members. There was also a robust protocol for referral to services, tailored to individual research sites based on GAGE's longstanding relationship with local community-based organizations.



Findings

We first present survey findings on how girls' marriages were transacted and then turn to qualitative findings on why actors choose child marriage. Respondents' preferences for child marriage are best understood—and become more actionable for policy and programming—when respondents are categorized based on their social roles. With the caveat that we triangulate preferences using insights from both actors themselves, as well as from other family members (because social norms often keep actors from recognizing and articulating their own thought processes), results are organized accordingly.

The GAGE baseline survey found that child marriages are often hasty, but rarely forced and usually not unwanted by the girls entering into them. Just over one-quarter (27%) of young brides reported that they had known their husband for less than a month before their wedding; 11% had known him for less than a week (see Table 2). Despite this haste, 94% of girls reported having married voluntarily and 63% reported having been ready to marry when they did.

TABLE 2 Characteristics of young brides' marriages.




	Length of time young brides had known their husband prior to marriage
	•Less than a year = 76%
 •Less than a month = 27%
 •Less than a week = 11%





	Type of marriage
	•Voluntary = 94%
 •Forced = 6%



	Young brides' readiness to marry at the time
	•Ready to marry at the time = 63%
 •Would have preferred to wait = 37%







Brides' fathers

Although respondents agreed that fathers are usually the final arbiters of when and to whom their daughter marries, our findings suggest that this generalization obscures significant complexity. A minority of child marriages were unilaterally decided by fathers. In almost all cases where this was true, these matches were consanguineous, and, in many cases, they went ahead despite strenuous objections by the girl and her mother. Although fathers themselves insisted that they prefer that their daughters marry paternal cousins to keep the girls safe, young brides and their mothers were unanimous that fathers' decisions are less about fathers' fears for girls' safety and more about fathers' fears for their own role in the extended paternal family. A 19-year-old Syrian young mother recalled that her future had been the coin with which her father had bought family harmony:

“My uncle told him that there would be hatred if we refused the marriage.”

Respondents noted that conflict and displacement have strengthened fathers' commitment to consanguineous marriage, because displacement has limited the economic opportunities open to the young men who are their nephews (and who are allowed to proffer a lower bride price because they are related), and has exacerbated parental fears about their sons' behavior. A Syrian father reported that while he would have preferred to wait until his daughter was 18 before she married his brother's son, his brother refused to wait because he was afraid that his son would shame the family by engaging in a premarital relationship:

“My brother… he is in a hurry because his son is 20 years old.”

Most fathers reported that marriage decisions were made after consultation with their wives, despite admitting that this had limited value to them, because they see themselves as “rational” heads of household. A Syrian father explained,

“You take her advice, of course, if her advice is sound. But a woman always gives her opinions with her affection.”

In some cases, fathers explained that their support for child marriage was because of their role as the family breadwinner, as they feel most acutely the pressure to ensure household food security in the context of high unemployment and very limited work opportunities for refugees. Palestinian respondents—who have endured generations of exclusion from the labor market and have effectively no access to formal social protection—were the most likely to report that girls are pushed into child marriage to improve the living standards of their natal family. A Palestinian mother explained,

“When the father can't cover expenses, he will find himself forced to marry his daughters to reduce expenses.”

In other cases, fathers' support for child marriage was rooted in their responsibility for protecting the honor of the family and clan, which has taken on added importance during displacement because of men's restricted work opportunities and ability to provide for their families. A Syrian father reported that he married his daughter when she turned 16 to prevent her from adopting “modern” Jordanian beliefs and behaviors:

“The girl has… departed from our customs and traditions… so that you say that you do not want your daughter to be exposed to this.”

Fathers also reported that conflict and displacement have shifted the way they evaluate marriage as a mechanism to ensure their daughters' longer-term social and economic security. A Syrian father explained that he will marry his daughter as soon as she turns 16, so that if he is deported, his daughter will be provided for since her husband will become her legal guardian:

“This country is not ours… We always live in fear… I may bother the authorities. Thus, they can expel me to the border.”

Some fathers admitted that they had been pushed by others (including their own wives, the girl's future in-laws, and the broader community) into allowing their daughters to marry as children, despite having reservations about it. The father of a married Syrian girl explained that his daughter's now grandmother-in-law had worked for months to convince him to allow his daughter to marry. He recalled,

“I told her, ‘The girl is too young. She still cries over a quarter of a dinar!' But she replied, ‘Do not break me… I will neither drink tea nor drink coffee until you do as I request.”'

The mother of a married Syrian girl explained that fathers who delay their daughter's marriage are taunted by the community for failing to recognize that girls' value lies in early marriage and motherhood:

“We say that he wants to preserve his daughter like pickles.”

Respondents noted that pressure on Syrian fathers has increased as displacement has become protracted, and as other actors in girls' lives develop stronger preferences for child marriage (see below).

Largely absent from the existent evidence base, our research is finding that for some Syrian fathers, their role as head of household also affords them the opportunity to protect their daughters from child marriage. This is most common in formal refugee camps, where exposure to NGO programming has been regular and sustained and where the links between child marriage and divorce are highly visible (because households move less often). In some cases, fathers simply refuse to marry their daughters until they turn 18; in other cases, they delay marriage, waiting until their daughters are more mature. For example, the father of a Syrian girl who married at age 17 reported that he afforded her an extra 3 years of childhood:

“From the 8th grade, the grooms began to propose to marry her… More than 20 young men proposed to marry my daughter… Whoever asked me to marry her, I refused because she was young.”



Brides' mothers

Mothers' input into child marriage decision-making is generally framed as shared with fathers, but we again find considerable complexity. In line with previous research on marriage decision-making in Jordan (e.g., Zuntz et al., 2021; Lokot, 2023), most mothers and married girls disagreed with fathers' accounts and instead reported that mothers had played the primary role in child marriage decision-making. A Syrian mother, whose daughter was married at age 14, recalled,

“It was me [who decided]. Her father was refusing the marriage concept, and he used to refuse whoever proposed.”

Fathers often added that this generally reflects mothers' role in choosing who (and consequently when) girls should marry. A Syrian father explained,

“We are men; most of our time is outside the house. Who is the closest person to the girl?”

It was not uncommon for mothers to report having put considerable pressure on their husbands to allow their daughter to marry. In some cases, this was because mothers hoped that marriage would materially improve their daughter's life. This was most common among Syrians, the majority of whom recall higher living standards pre-conflict. A Syrian mother explained,

“The girl needs many requirements, and the mother doesn't have the capability to provide for the girl's needs… I can let my girl stay with me until the age of 18 or 19, but I can't see my girl not dressing like other people… So, when a good man wants to marry her, I consider this as a chance. I say: ‘Let me marry her to this man to bring her what she wants.”'

In other cases, mothers' pressure on fathers reflects their concern that if girls do not marry early—before there is any possibility that their honor might be questioned—then they might be shut out of the marriage market altogether, and left as a spinster without support or status, given the limited opportunities afforded to women—especially refugee women—in Jordan. A Palestinian mother, after first noting that sexual harassment has become rampant in recent years, stated,

“Families want to marry their daughters quickly because they are worried about them.”

A 16-year-old Palestinian girl who had married at age 15 added,

“My mother feared that I would never get married and get old.”

Mothers, like fathers, also choose child marriage to ensure that girls do not stray from tradition, which has become more likely in Jordan's increasingly mixed population. A 17-year-old Syrian girl from an informal tented settlement reported that she had fallen in love with a Palestinian man with whom she worked, but her parents quickly forced her to marry a cousin she had never met instead:

“He [the Palestinian man] wanted to get engaged to me, but my mother refused. My mother said that they refused to marry their girls to Palestinian men. We marry our cousins.”

Most mothers acknowledged that they are under considerable pressure from other women in the community to ensure their daughter's honor and status—and thus their own status as a good mother—by conforming to social expectations regarding child marriage. The mother of a Syrian girl who married at age 16 explained that this pressure can leave even mothers who are opposed to child marriage believing that it is the right thing to do:

“They say, ‘Do you want her to sit with you? Do you want to bear her sin?' So, you will be convinced by their talk and you will say to yourself: ‘It would be wrong to NOT marry her. It is very important that I marry her now!”'

Mothers also sometimes work to protect their daughters from child marriage. Several young women studying at university (and drawn from the broader GAGE sample of unmarried young people) reported that their mother had been their staunchest ally, refusing to allow them to marry, and working for years to allay their father's fears about their lack of marriage. A 20-year-old Syrian young woman explained, “My mom used to refuse, she used to convince him.” Other girls, usually those married to a cousin, noted that their mother's efforts had been unsuccessful because of fathers' obligations to their brothers and the broader clan. A young Syrian mother who married at age 15 explained, “I know a mother [who] refused to marry her daughter… Her husband beat her.”



Grooms' parents

Grooms' parents also emerged as key actors in the child marriage decision-making process. As noted earlier, fathers put pressure on their own brothers to provide a suitable and affordable bride for their son, which has become more important given that so few young men from refugee communities have access to stable and decently remunerated employment in Jordan. Mothers are largely in charge of initiating individual marriage matches for their sons. A 17-year-old Syrian girl who married at age 14 recalled that her mother had been randomly approached by her now mother-in-law:

“My mother was in the market, his mother asked her ‘Do you have daughters for marriage?”'

Respondents reported that grooms' parents have many reasons to want their sons married. Some are concerned that their son might begin an illicit love affair, damaging family honor, or propose to a girl they deem inappropriate (usually because she is of the “wrong” nationality or from the “wrong” clan). Both have become more likely as men's age of marriage has crept upward in response to high unemployment and poverty rates. Most parents, however, are hoping that marriage will make their sons mature and conform to dominant masculine norms. A Syrian father explained,

“We have a quote that you get your son married so that he becomes a man.”

Parents' concerns about their sons' transition from boyhood into manhood have grown during displacement (which for Palestinians is now decades long), because refugee boys and young men are largely excluded from secondary and post-secondary education (due to real and opportunity costs) and are confined to the margins of the labor market. This leaves them with no clear pathway to assume adult status, and with too much time on their hands. A Palestinian mother, when asked why so many boys and young men are using substances and fighting in the streets rather than settling down and contributing to the community, replied that everything comes down to the fact that “the boy does not have a job”. Syrian parents, while not yet evidencing the chronic hopelessness of their Palestinian peers, reported that they want their sons settled and off the streets to avoid them attracting the attention of Jordanian authorities, which might put them at risk of deportation and forced military service in Syria. A father explained,

“If they are bothered by my son, they will send him to Syria, then he will be conscripted.”

Grooms' parents, especially mothers, also want their sons to marry so that they can father children (preferably boys) to continue the paternal line. A 19-year-old Syrian young father explained that producing a daughter had not been sufficient to quiet his mother:

“My mother always wanted me to get married and have children… When I had a girl child, she was upset because she wants boys and is pressuring me to remarry another girl.”

This desire for grandchildren appears particularly common where family members have died during conflict, which creates not only an emotional gap in the mother's life but also a pressing interest in repairing the family tree. The mother of a Syrian boy, who married at age 16 to a 13-year-old girl, explained:

“The man of the house is dead, may he rest in peace. I wanted to celebrate something… So I suggested to let him [my son] get married.”

Key to understanding the role of grooms' parents in perpetuating child marriage is that they (and again, mothers especially) prefer for their sons to marry girls and not women. Respondents agreed that this preference is in part because younger brides are more likely to be “pure”, with their reputations unsullied by gossip. They also agreed that it is primarily, however, about the mother-in-law's desire for control. The Syrian mother of a girl who married at age 16 explained how,

“The mother-in-law wants to impose her opinion and her thoughts.”

Married girls added that these opinions and thoughts often center around how girls should cater to the needs of their new husband, who has often exhausted his own mother with years of incessant demands. A pregnant 15-year-old Syrian girl stated:

“She [her mother-in-law] married her son to find a woman to bathe him. I have to cook food for him, and I have to make coffee and tea for him. I have to do everything he wants.”



Grooms

Boys and young men, as the other half of young couples, also play an important role in child marriage decision-making, albeit generally with the help of their mother. In a small but increasing number of cases, grooms are themselves initiating marriage matches with girls. Some grooms (almost always those entering their mid-20s) approach non-related girls on their own. For example, a 17-year-old Syrian girl noted that she was only 12 when her now husband (then aged 23) had picked her out, bought her a phone, and “made me feel that he cared about me”. While her father “refused every time” the man wanted to visit, her mother helped her hide the phone, so that she could text the man. She was married at age 13. In most cases, generational hierarchies mean that even young men marry as their parents direct them to. A 19-year-old Syrian young woman who was married at age 17 to a man aged 25 at the time reported that her husband—refused permission by his own parents to marry the girl he loved—had given up:

“He told his parents: ‘It's up to you. You can choose whoever you want.”'

Respondents offered several explanations for why boys and young men either initiate or capitulate to marriage arrangements. Unsurprisingly, given that males and females are allowed little contact with one another after puberty, the most common explanation was so that boys and young men could explore their own romantic and sexual feelings, which are increasingly recognized by media-savvy young people as normal but are still seen by adults to threaten family honor unless confined to marriage. A 16-year-old Syrian boy explained,

“If you have a girlfriend, people will talk about you and utter rumors.”

Indeed, most young husbands—all married to adolescent girls but not adolescents themselves—-reported that they had been pressured by parents and religious leaders to marry, to make sure they did not commit “haram” (forbidden) acts such as engaging in premarital sexual activity. One stated: ‘

‘There is encouragement… not once was there was a sheikh [Muslim religious leader] against early marriage.”

Other respondents noted that boys and young men choose marriage to enhance their social status. In some cases, this is so that they can impress their peers, and it reflects age-related developmental imperatives. A Syrian mother reported that her son chose to marry early so that he could capture a particularly beautiful girl:

“He insisted on marrying this girl, the girl is beautiful and there are a lot of young men wanting to marry her.”

In other cases, boys and young men choose to marry because it is the only pathway through which they can claim adult status, given their exclusion from higher education and better-paid sectors of the labor market. An 18-year-old Syrian father, who (somewhat unusually) married at age 16, stated that he is happy to be contributing to his family after losing many relatives during the conflict:

“I am happy I got married… [I am] proud that I worked at a young age and started a family.”

Young men were often forthcoming about their preference for a child bride, which, like their mother's preference, revolved around greater certainty about the girl's purity and their own need for control. The husband of a Syrian girl who married at age 15 reported that concerns about girls' virginity have been so heightened since displacement that some religious leaders—in direct opposition to Jordanian law (which allows religious exemptions for girls over the age of 16)—are encouraging child marriage:

“The sheikh said to marry a girl of 15 years.”

The 25-year-old husband of a 15-year-old Syrian girl added that choosing a younger wife also ensures the compliance that allows men to feel powerful—a rarity in an environment rife with legal and economic insecurity:

“I raised her, knew everything about her, and made her know everything about me while she is still young… It's like the doll, you can move it as you like… It's better than getting a mature girl who already has other things.”



Young brides

A minority of young brides reported having been genuinely enthusiastic about their own child marriage. For these girls, explanations highlighted adolescent developmental imperatives and how those play out in communities where girls are increasingly aware of options, and yet those options remain off-limits. For example, girls reported having married for love (because they watch romantic television for hours each day), to alleviate boredom (because they are not allowed to leave home even for school), or to claim status among their similarly aged female cousins (because other forms of status are largely unobtainable). One 19-year-old Syrian young woman who had married at age 16 admitted that she had simply “wanted to have a party and wear a dress” and have something nice in her otherwise deprived life. Girls noted that displacement has made child marriage a more attractive option because it has heightened parents' concerns about girls' honor and tightened parents' restrictions on their daughters' lives. A 17-year-old Syrian girl, pointing to a photo of her mother when she was young, stated that:

“During my mother's time, women enjoyed more freedoms and mobility… Today, girls are denied their freedom… This was all a result of the war and displacement, and the rumors about girls that people circulate in our community.”

With the caveat that consent cannot be understood as diametrically opposed to coercion, given the strength of norms surrounding child marriage (Mowri et al., 2020), most young brides' broader narratives suggest that they felt ready to marry because their consent had been “manufactured” by their parents (Baraka et al., 2022). In some cases, fathers had worked to convince girls that child marriage was in their own best interests. A 16-year-old Syrian girl reported that,

“My father said it is better to marry because he… is an old man… After that, I agreed to marry.”

However, girls were more likely to report coaching from their mother, who was often able to convince the girl that she was in love with a man she had only just met. A 14-year-old Syrian mother, who was married at age 13 to a man she had never met but whose mother had approached her own mother, recalled having been madly in love:

“I loved him at first sight… I wanted to get married.”

Parents—one of whom claimed:

“we don't force the girl to get married”

(mother of a Syrian girl from an informal tented settlement, who married at age 15)—appear to know exactly what they are doing. A young Syrian bride's mother admitted:

“My daughter said that she didn't want to marry since the beginning… I played with her mind.”

Families can be so effective at convincing their daughters that they want to marry that even the judicial procedures meant to stop child marriages are unsuccessful. A 15-year-old Syrian girl, married to a 26-year-old man, recalled:

“A woman [from the court] asked me why I want to marry early and told me that I'm still young for responsibility. I told her that I can handle this responsibility.”

Many young brides, like their Rohingya peers who took part in Mieth et al.'s (2025)) research, reported that they had agreed to marry because they were capitulating to the inevitable. Sometimes this was to improve the lives of their younger siblings, by freeing up household resources; sometimes to silence the community gossip that surrounds girls, especially once they have left school. Other times it was because displacement has narrowed (or eliminated) other pathways through which girls might achieve adult status or because girls are socialized to be docile and compliant. A 17-year-old Syrian girl explained that she was married as a child because secondary and post-secondary education are unaffordable to refugees in Jordan:

“All my older sisters continued their education… back in Syria. It was different for me. I could not continue my education… They married me off when I reached 16.”

A now-divorced 16-year-old Syrian girl observed that she had married when her mother told her it was time to marry because

“We don't like to say no to my mother.”

Girls have the least space to gainsay a child marriage when they are to marry a cousin, many of whom are almost completely unknown to girls, given that both extended families and marital age gaps are large—because they are terrified to open rifts in the extended family. A 19-year-old Syrian young woman who married a cousin at age 17 recalled,

“I wanted to say no but I couldn't… because of the traditions.”

A few girls (all Palestinian) admitted that they had capitulated and given formal consent to a forced child marriage because they had been threatened by their parents with bodily harm. A divorced 16-year-old reported that although she had cried and pleaded with her father, who had arranged a marriage on 5 days' notice, she then lied to the judge when he asked if she was being forced to marry, to save face in the courtroom:

“I said no [to the judge] because my father was with me.”

Critically, in terms of understanding why girls agree to marry as children—whether willingly or because they are resigned to their fate—respondents noted that girls are only rarely given enough information about marriage to make “no” seem a desirable answer. Indeed, although young brides knew they would gain a husband and move into a marital home where they would be expected to take on household work, many apparently knew little about the broader responsibilities (emotional and sexual) involved in being a wife. A 16-year-old Syrian girl, married at age 13 and now trapped in an abusive marriage, recalled:

“I did not know anything. All I was happy about was the dress and the gold back then, ha ha!”




Limitations and strengths

This research is limited in that it draws on the experiences of a small number of young brides who married as children. Therefore, results may not be generalizable. However, it is strengthened by being situated inside a much larger research program, which provides ample opportunity for triangulating actors' responses with those of unmarried young people, parents who have eschewed child marriage for their children, and key informants (ranging from educators to religious leaders).



Conclusion and implications

Our findings regarding broader explanations for child marriage are in line with existent research and emphasize the importance of concerns about sexuality and honor, the role of economic precarity, limits on opportunities, and how these are exacerbated by conflict and displacement (Gausman et al., 2022; Bartels et al., 2020; Malhotra and Elnakib, 2021). They diverge from other research, however, in that they personalize these themes and explore how they play out in the decision-making of the various actors involved in perpetrating child marriage. Indeed, our findings highlight that not only do mothers (of brides and grooms) often play the central role in arranging child marriage (despite men's titular role as head of household), but that men's own decision-making is deeply constrained by loyalty to family and clan. Moreover, parents' concerns about their unmarried sons' behavior run nearly as deep as their concerns about their unmarried daughters' honor.

Among Jordan's Palestinian and Syrian refugee populations, the decision to marry children early is complex. In line with broader scholarship that argues that gender norms and “social practice” are “ordered” based on dynamic and context-specific power relations underpinned by age, class, and other power structures (Connell, 2005; Grabska, 2014), our research finds that girls' parents, grooms' parents, grooms, and girls themselves are constrained by gender norms born of deep-seated gender inequality—and fear of social sanctions—as well as legal and economic marginalization stemming from displacement. This marginalization has numerous consequences: it creates barriers to education that would strengthen young people's voices and open up new opportunities; it hinders access to decent work that would provide adult men and women (and adolescent girls and boys) with incomes and a sense of self-worth; and it strengthens adults' loyalties to the clan traditions that leave girls most at risk of child marriage.

The implications of our research for programming and policy are multi-pronged. First, given the importance of economic precarity, ending child marriage in contexts of forced displacement will require expanding young people's access to education, at least through to the end of secondary school. This should be coupled with stepped-up social protection and improved access to the labor market to relieve financial pressure on households, provide a route through which fathers and young men can demonstrate their adult masculinity, and to allow girls and women some measure of financial independence. As was trialed in Jordan (Abu Hamad et al., 2025), donors might provide cash transfers labeled for education to simultaneously improve access to education and household incomes.

Equally important, given that displacement now often lasts for decades, the humanitarian sector needs to focus on addressing the gender norms that leave girls at risk of child marriage. Interventions should be tailored to girls, parents, and prospective grooms; they should acknowledge actors' social roles and developmental needs; and they should provide information, support, and access to role models who embody alternative femininities and masculinities. Because of the cultural value placed on sexual purity—especially for girls—it is also vital to engage with faith leaders to raise their awareness of the risks of these harmful norms and to support any who champion an end to the practice of child marriage.
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