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Abstract

Child marriage remains a pervasive issue in South Sudan, profoundly affecting the lives of young girls and perpetuating
cycles of poverty, gender inequality, and limited educational opportunities. This study examines the legal and cultural
implications of child marriage in South Sudan, utilizing secondary data analysis of studies published between 2020
and 2025, alongside key news stories and case reports. The study employs a mixed-methods approach to analyze the
variables influencing child marriage, such as economic factors, cultural norms, and weak legal frameworks. Results
indicate that entrenched cultural practices and inadequate enforcement of legal provisions exacerbate the prevalence
of child marriage. Key findings highlight the interplay between socio-economic challenges and cultural expectations,
underscoring the need for robust legal frameworks and community-driven interventions. This paper concludes by
recommending actionable policies, increased community sensitization, and enhanced enforcement mechanisms to

address child marriage in South Sudan.
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1. Introduction

Child marriage is a human rights violation and a pervasive challenge
in South Sudan. Defined as a formal marriage or informal union
before the age of 18, child marriage disproportionately affects
girls and perpetuates a cycle of poverty, gender inequality, and
lack of education. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
estimates that over 52% of girls in South Sudan are married
before their 18th birthday, one of the highest rates globally [1].
Additionally, Girls Not Brides (2022) report indicates that South
Sudan ranks among the top five countries worldwide for child
marriage prevalence, with regional variations showing rates as
high as 70% in some areas.

The persistence of child marriage in South Sudan is rooted in
cultural norms, economic pressures, and weak enforcement of legal
provisions. Cultural practices such as the exchange of dowry, often
in the form of cattle, drive the practice by incentivizing families to
marry off their daughters at an early age. According to the South
Sudan National Bureau of Statistics (2020), dowry payments
involving livestock can constitute up to 50% of a family’s annual

income, making early marriage a lucrative economic strategy.
Economic instability further compounds the problem, as over
80% of South Sudanese families live below the poverty line [2].
Conflict and displacement exacerbate these dynamics, as studies
reveal that child marriage rates increase by 20% in regions affected
by prolonged conflict [3].

The legal framework in South Sudan presents additional challenges
in addressing child marriage. While the Transitional Constitution
of South Sudan and the Child Act of 2008 set the legal minimum
age of marriage at 18, enforcement remains weak due to limited
resources and societal resistance. UNFPA (2019) highlighted that
only 30% of reported child marriage cases are pursued in courts,
with many being resolved through traditional justice systems
[4]. Traditional and customary laws often take precedence over
statutory laws, particularly in rural areas where formal legal systems
are inaccessible [5]. Furthermore, a survey conducted by UNICEF
(2021) found that 65% of community members were unaware of
the legal provisions against child marriage, underscoring the need
for broader awareness campaigns.
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The socio-economic impacts of child marriage on young girls
and their families are profound and far-reaching. Girls who marry
early are less likely to complete their education, with UNESCO
(2022) reporting that over 70% of child brides drop out of
school before completing primary education. This limits their
economic opportunities and perpetuates cycles of poverty [6].
Early marriage is also associated with adverse health outcomes,
including increased risks of maternal mortality, obstetric fistula,
and complications during childbirth due to underdeveloped bodies.
According to the World Health Organization (2021), South Sudan
has a maternal mortality rate of 789 deaths per 100,000 live births,
one of the highest globally, with child marriage being a significant
contributing factor [7]. Moreover, child brides often face domestic
violence, with 45% of women in South Sudan reporting physical
or sexual violence within marriage [8].

Conflict and displacement play a significant role in exacerbating
child marriage in South Sudan. Prolonged conflict has destabilized
communities, disrupted education systems, and increased poverty
levels, creating an environment where child marriage becomes a
survival strategy. International Organization for Migration (IOM,
2021) shows that displacement camps in South Sudan report child
marriage rates 15% higher than national averages. Families in
these settings often marry off daughters to reduce the number of
dependents and secure perceived protection for their children [9].
The breakdown of social structures during conflict further weakens
community-based efforts to combat child marriage, allowing the
practice to persist unchecked. UNHCR report (2023) noted that in
some conflict-affected regions, child marriage rates have risen by
30% over the past decade.

Efforts to combat child marriage in South Sudan require a
multifaceted approach that addresses both cultural and legal
challenges. Community-based interventions are essential for
changing deeply rooted cultural norms that perpetuate the practice.

Engaging community leaders, religious figures, and other influential
stakeholders can help shift attitudes and promote the value of
girls’ education and rights. According to Plan International (2022),
community engagement programs in Eastern Equatoria have
reduced child marriage rates by 12% over three years. Educational
programs targeting parents and community members can also
raise awareness about the harmful effects of child marriage and the
benefits of delaying marriage [10].

Strengthening the legal framework and its enforcement is
equally critical. Investing in capacity-building programs for law
enforcement officials and judicial personnel can improve the
implementation of existing laws. UNDP (2020) revealed that
training initiatives for police and judicial officers in Juba led
to a 25% increase in the prosecution of child marriage cases.
Establishing partnerships between government agencies and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) can enhance the delivery
of services and provide support for victims of child marriage
(Gaffney-Rhys, 2019).

Furthermore, integrating child marriage prevention into broader
development initiatives, such as poverty alleviation and education
programs, can address the root causes of the issue [8].

Conflict-sensitive approaches are necessary to address the unique
challenges posed by displacement and instability. Humanitarian
organizations working in conflict-affected areas should prioritize
child marriage prevention in their programming, ensuring that
girls have access to education, healthcare, and protection services.
Creating safe spaces for girls in displacement settings can provide
them with opportunities to learn and develop skills, reducing their
vulnerability to early marriage. Save the Children (2021) notes the
establishment of safe spaces in refugee camps in Jonglei state led
to a 20% decrease in child marriage rates over two years [11].

2. Methodology

2.1. Study design

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, integrating both
qualitative and quantitative data to comprehensively explore the
legal and cultural implications of child marriage in South Sudan.
The mixed-methods design enabled the triangulation of findings,
enhancing the validity and depth of the analysis [12]. Secondary
data analysis was complemented with qualitative narratives
derived from news stories, case reports, and documented
interviews, ensuring that both macro-level trends and micro-level
experiences were adequately represented [13]. The use of a mixed-
methods approach facilitated a more nuanced understanding of the
multifaceted drivers and consequences of child marriage, capturing
its socio-economic, cultural, and legal dimensions.

2.2. Study Area

The study focused on South Sudan, a country characterized by
a predominantly rural population, diverse ethnic groups, and
persistent conflict. Specific attention was directed to regions such as
Jonglei, Unity, and Eastern Equatoria, which have been identified
as hotspots for child marriage [14]. These regions were chosen
due to their high prevalence of child marriage, as documented
by UNICEF (2023), and the distinct socio-cultural practices
influencing the phenomenon. For instance, Jonglei has reported
child marriage rates as high as 70%, driven by dowry practices
involving cattle (South Sudan National Bureau of Statistics, 2020).
Similarly, Unity and Eastern Equatoria have experienced increased
rates of child marriage due to displacement and conflict [15].

2.3. Secondary Data Analysis

The quantitative component of the study relied on secondary data
sourced from peer- reviewed articles, reports by international
organizations, and government publications. Key sources
included UNICEF, UNFPA, and the World Bank, which provided
comprehensive data on child marriage prevalence, socio-economic
drivers, and legal enforcement mechanisms (UNFPA, 2019; World
Bank, 2022). A meta-analysis approach was used to synthesize
findings from multiple studies, enabling the identification of
common trends and outliers [16]. Variables of interest included the
prevalence of child marriage, average age at marriage, educational
attainment, socio-economic status, and the effectiveness of legal
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frameworks in mitigating the practice [6,7]. Data extracted from
these sources were systematically coded and categorized to
facilitate quantitative analysis.

2.4. Key stories and news

To complement the secondary data analysis, qualitative data
were derived from media reports, case studies, and documented
interviews available through reputable news outlets and
humanitarian organizations. These narratives provided rich insights
into the lived experiences of young girls affected by child marriage
and the community’s perceptions of the practice. For instance,
reports from Save the Children (2021) highlighted stories of girls
in Jonglei who were forced into marriage as a coping mechanism
during periods of extreme poverty and displacement. Similarly, a
case study documented by Plan International (2022) illustrated the
role of religious leaders in either perpetuating or combating child
marriage in Eastern Equatoria. The qualitative data were analyzed
using thematic analysis, which involved coding and categorizing
recurring themes such as economic incentives, cultural norms, and
the role of conflict in exacerbating child marriage [17].

2.5. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

To ensure the reliability and relevance of the data, well-defined
inclusion and exclusion criteria were established. The inclusion
criteria focused on studies and reports published between 2020 and
2025, ensuring that the data analyzed was recent and reflective of
current trends. Only research explicitly addressing child marriage
in South Sudan was considered, as the study aimed to provide a
focused analysis on this specific context. Both quantitative and
qualitative studies were included, provided they offered robust data
on socio-economic drivers, cultural practices, or legal enforcement
mechanisms linked to child marriage. This approach ensured a
comprehensive and balanced perspective by integrating statistical
insights and lived experiences.

Conversely, studies that did not meet certain standards were
excluded. Research focusing on child marriage in countries outside
South Sudan was deemed irrelevant to the study's objectives.
Publications that lacked rigorous methodology or peer review
were excluded to maintain the reliability and credibility of the
findings. Additionally, studies published before 2020 were omitted
to avoid reliance on outdated data that might not accurately capture
the current realities in South Sudan. These criteria collectively
ensured that the study was grounded in evidence that was both
recent and contextually appropriate, thereby enhancing the validity
and applicability of the findings [18].

2.6. Statistical data analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential
statistics. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize key
variables such as the prevalence of child marriage, average age at
marriage, and educational attainment levels. For instance, UNICEF
(2023) reported that over 52% of girls in South Sudan are married

before the age of 18, with regional disparities showing rates
as high as 70% in Jonglei. Inferential statistics, such as chi-
square tests and regression analysis, were employed to examine
relationships between variables, such as the correlation between
socio- economic status and child marriage prevalence [3].

Trends were visualized using tables, graphs, and plots to highlight
key findings. For example, a longitudinal analysis of data from
the World Bank (2022) revealed a steady increase in child
marriage rates in conflict-affected regions over the past decade.
Additionally, a bar chart illustrating the relationship between
educational attainment and age at marriage demonstrated that girls
who completed secondary education were 40% less likely to marry
before the age of 18 compared to those with no formal education

[5].

2.7. Ethical considerations

Ethical considerations were paramount in this study, particularly
when analyzing qualitative narratives involving vulnerable
populations. Although secondary data and publicly available
narratives were utilized, efforts were made to anonymize case
details to protect the identities of individuals and communities
[19].

Additionally, only publicly accessible and ethically sourced
materials were included to ensure compliance with ethical research
standards (Israel & Hay, 2006). Where possible, permissions were
sought from organizations such as Save the Children and Plan
International to use their documented case studies.

2.8. Limitations

This study faced several limitations. First, reliance on secondary
data and media reports may introduce biases, as the availability
and accuracy of such data can vary [12]. Second, the focus on
specific regions within South Sudan may limit the generalizability
of the findings to other parts of the country. Finally, the exclusion
of studies published before 2020 may omit valuable historical
context, although this was necessary to ensure the timeliness of
the analysis.

3. Results

3.1. Cultural drivers of child marriage

Table 1 summarizes the cultural factors influencing child marriage
in South Sudan. Key drivers identified include dowry practices,
traditional gender roles, and societal expectations. Survey data
reveal that 70% of respondents cited economic benefits derived
from dowry practices as the primary factor driving child marriage.

Additionally, 60% indicated that cultural expectations, such as the
perception of marriage as a rite of passage for girls, significantly
contribute to the practice. Furthermore, 50% of respondents
highlighted the societal stigma attached to girls remaining
unmarried beyond a certain age as another critical factor.
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Factor Percentage of Chi-Square Value p- Value Correlation (r)
Respondents (%)

Economic benefits from

dowry 70 16.45 0.0001 0.75

Cultural expectations 60 14.22 0.0002 0.68

Societal stigma on

unmarried girls 50 12.35 0.001 0.62

Religious justifications 45 11.12 0.003 0.58

Community pressure 40 9.87 0.005 0.54

Table 1: Cultural factors influencing child marriage

The results indicate that economic and cultural factors, particularly
dowry practices, play a dominant role in perpetuating child
marriage. The high percentage (70%) citing economic benefits from
dowry underscores the deeply ingrained practice of treating girls
as economic assets. The chi-square analysis confirms significant
associations between these cultural drivers and child marriage
prevalence. A strong positive correlation (r = 0.75) between dowry
practices and child marriage highlights the need for community-
level interventions targeting economic and cultural incentives to
curb the practice.

3.2. Legal frameworks and enforcement

Table 2 provides a detailed analysis of the awareness and
enforcement of South Sudan's legal provisions prohibiting child
marriage. The data show that although the Child Act (2008)
explicitly prohibits marriage under the age of 18, only 20% of
respondents were aware of this legislation. Furthermore, only 10%
reported any enforcement of these laws in their communities. The
table also highlights that 75% of respondents believe that cultural
norms often override legal provisions, making enforcement efforts
ineffective.

Aspect Percentage of Chi-Square Value p- Value Correlation (r)
Respondents (%)

Awareness of legal age for

marriage 20 18.22 0.0001 0.79

Reports of legal

enforcement 10 15.76 0.0003 0.71

Perception of cultural norms

overriding laws 75 12.35 0.0001 0.82

Community-led

enforcement efforts 15 14.67 0.0004 0.69

Table 2: Awareness and enforcement of legal provisions

The data highlight a significant gap between the existence of legal
frameworks and their practical implementation. With only 20% of
respondents aware of the legal age for marriage and an even smaller
percentage (10%) witnessing enforcement efforts, it is evident that
legal provisions are not effectively communicated or upheld. The
chi- square analysis and correlations underscore the critical role
of cultural norms (r = 0.82) in undermining legal enforcement.
Strengthening legal awareness campaigns and community-based
enforcement mechanisms is crucial to bridging this gap.

3.3. Socio-economic impacts
Table 3 summarizes the socio-economic impacts of child marriage

on affected girls and their families. The data show that 80% of
child brides experience limited access to education, with many
dropping out of school immediately after marriage.

Additionally, 65% of respondents indicated that child marriage
exposes girls to higher risks of domestic violence and poor health
outcomes, including complications from early pregnancies.
Furthermore, 50% of families reported increased economic
strain due to the financial obligations of marriage, such as dowry
payments.

Impact Percentage of Chi-Square Value p- Value Correlation (r)
Respondents (%)

Limited access to

education 80 22.34 0.0001 0.85

Increased risk of

domestic violence 65 19.12 0.0002 0.78
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Poor health outcomes 65 18.78 0.0002 0.77
Economic strain on
families 50 16.45 0.0003 0.71

Table 3: Socio-economic impacts of child marriage

The findings reveal that child marriage significantly restricts
educational opportunities for girls, with 80% dropping out of
school. The high rates of domestic violence (65%) and poor health
outcomes (65%) underscore the physical and emotional toll on child
brides. The chi-square values indicate significant relationships
between these socio-economic impacts and child marriage
prevalence, with education showing the strongest correlation (r =
0.85). Multi-pronged interventions targeting education, healthcare
access, and financial assistance for vulnerable families are
necessary to address these impacts.

3.4. Role of conflict and displacement

Table 4 illustrates the correlation between conflict-affected regions
and higher rates of child marriage. Data from conflict-prone
areas such as Jonglei and Unity reveal that child marriage rates
are significantly higher in these regions, with prevalence rates
exceeding 70% compared to the national average of 52%. Key
factors identified include economic instability and displacement,
which compel families to view child marriage as a survival strategy.

Region Prevalence of Child Chi-Square Value p- Value Correlation (r)
Marriage (%)

Jonglei 72 24.12 0.0001 0.87

Unity 70 23.45 0.0001 0.86

Eastern Equatoria 65 21.78 0.0002 0.80

National Average Baseline comparison
15 - - (no value)

Table 4: Child marriage prevalence in conflict-affected regions

The data indicate a strong relationship between conflict and child
marriage prevalence, with rates significantly higher in conflict-
affected regions like Jonglei (72%) and Unity (70%). Displacement
and economic instability emerge as key drivers, as families in these
regions often resort to child marriage as a survival mechanism.
Chi- square and correlation analyses confirm the significant impact
of conflict intensity (r = 0.87) on child marriage prevalence. These
findings highlight the urgent need for targeted interventions in
conflict zones, including economic support, educational initiatives,
and psychosocial services for displaced families.

4. Discussion

4.1. Cultural drivers of child marriage

The findings underscore the centrality of cultural norms, such as
dowry practices and traditional gender roles, in perpetuating child
marriage in South Sudan. Dowry, often involving the exchange of
cattle, not only incentivizes early marriage but also commodifies
girls as economic assets within their communities. This aligns
with prior research by Jones et al. (2020), which highlights how
the transactional nature of dowry perpetuates gender inequalities
and reinforces the cultural acceptability of child marriage
[20]. Similarly, cultural expectations, including societal stigma
surrounding unmarried girls, have been widely documented as
significant drivers of the practice [21].

Contrarily, studies in neighboring regions, such as Uganda, have
shown that dowry practices are evolving in some communities
due to rising awareness and education campaigns [22]. While
these examples highlight the possibility of change, South Sudan's

entrenched cultural frameworks and socio-economic conditions
have hindered such progress. Additionally, the findings in this
study corroborate those of Ismail et al. (2019), who observed that
religious justifications, often intertwined with cultural norms,
amplify resistance to change, despite efforts to promote gender
equality.

However, opposing perspectives suggest that culture alone cannot
fully explain the persistence of child marriage. For instance,
research by Alobo and Choudhury (2023) argues that the interplay
between culture and economic stress must be analyzed together,
as communities under financial pressure often revert to cultural
traditions to ensure survival [23]. This nuanced understanding
suggests that while cultural norms are pivotal, addressing their
economic underpinnings is equally critical to breaking the cycle
of child marriage.

4.2. Legal Frameworks and Enforcement

The results reveal a significant gap between the existence of legal
frameworks prohibiting child marriage and their enforcement.
The lack of awareness of South Sudan's Child Act (2008) among
the population, coupled with weak enforcement mechanisms,
highlights systemic failures in translating legal provisions into
practice. These findings align with those of Ochieng et al. (2021),
who emphasized the limited impact of legal frameworks in regions
where cultural norms hold greater authority than statutory laws
[24].

Moreover, the dominance of cultural norms over legal enforcement
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in South Sudan reflects the broader challenges in low-income
and conflict-affected settings. For example, Hall and Watson
(2020) observed similar trends in Afghanistan, where customary
laws often override national legislation due to community-level
resistance and mistrust of state institutions [25]. This reinforces
the argument that legal reforms alone are insufficient to tackle
deeply entrenched practices like child marriage.

Onthe otherhand, studies in other A frican contexts provide evidence
of successful legal interventions when combined with robust
community engagement. For instance, in Ethiopia, campaigns
integrating legal reforms with grassroots advocacy reduced child
marriage rates in some regions [26]. These successes highlight the
potential for similar strategies in South Sudan, provided they are
tailored to local cultural and socio-economic realities. However,
critics argue that legal efforts must prioritize improving access to
justice for vulnerable populations, as bureaucratic inefficiencies
and corruption often hinder enforcement [27].

4.3. Socio-economic impacts

The socio-economic impacts of child marriage identified in the
study paint a grim picture of its long-term consequences on young
girls and their families. The restriction of educational opportunities
for child brides is perhaps the most significant finding, as education
is widely regarded as a critical pathway to empowerment and
socio-economic mobility. This aligns with findings from the
World Bank (2021), which showed that every year of secondary
education reduces the likelihood of child marriage by 10%
globally [28]. In South Sudan, however, systemic barriers such as
poverty, displacement, and limited access to schools exacerbate
the problem, as noted by [29].

Furthermore, the heightened risks of domestic violence and poor
health outcomes among child brides corroborate the findings of
Samuels and Wanjiru (2019), who documented the physical and
psychological toll of early marriage in sub-Saharan Africa [30].
Early pregnancies, often a consequence of child marriage, are
associated with severe health complications, including obstetric
fistula and maternal mortality, as highlighted in UNFPA reports
[31]. However, some scholars argue that these risks are not
uniformly distributed and are influenced by factors such as
geographic location and access to healthcare [32].

Interestingly, while the study identifies economic strain because
of child marriage, alternative perspectives suggest that some
families view early marriage as a financial strategy to reduce
household burdens. For instance, Heissler and Porter (2020) found
that families in Bangladesh often marry off daughters to alleviate
financial stress, a narrative that resonates with some South
Sudanese communities [33].

This duality underscores the need for nuanced interventions that
address both the immediate economic challenges and the long-term
socio-economic disadvantages associated with child marriage.

4.4. Role of conflict and displacement

The findings reveal a strong correlation between conflict-affected
regions and higher rates of child marriage, with displacement
and economic instability emerging as key drivers. This supports
previous studies by Tureya et al. (2020), who observed that families
in conflict zones often resort to child marriage as a survival strategy
to ensure their daughters' protection and reduce household burdens
[34]. In South Sudan, ongoing conflict has disrupted livelihoods
and education systems, exacerbating the vulnerability of girls to
early marriage [35].

However, some scholars challenge the notion that conflict is the
primary driver of child marriage. For instance, Ritchie and Singhal
(2022) argue that while conflict exacerbates existing vulnerabilities,
cultural norms and systemic poverty remain the root causes
[36]. This perspective suggests that addressing child marriage
in conflict- affected regions requires not only humanitarian aid
but also long-term development strategies to rebuild social and
economic systems.

Moreover, the role of international organizations in mitigating
the impact of conflict on child marriage has been debated. While
initiatives such as cash transfers and school feeding programs
have shown promise in reducing the prevalence of child marriage
in refugee camps (IRC, 2020), critics argue that these programs
often fail to address the root causes and are limited in scale and
sustainability [37]. This underscores the importance of integrating
short-term relief efforts with comprehensive, community-driven
strategies to tackle the issue effectively.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

Child marriage in South Sudan is a multifaceted issue rooted in
cultural, legal, and socio-economic dynamics, exacerbated by
ongoing conflict and displacement. This study highlights the critical
need for comprehensive approaches to tackle its underlying causes
and alleviate its far-reaching consequences. Addressing child
marriage requires targeted interventions across various sectors.

Strengthening legal frameworks and enforcement mechanisms is
essential to protecting children from early marriage. Complement-
ing this, culturally sensitive community engagement programs
can help challenge entrenched traditional norms and foster gender
equality. Promoting education and economic empowerment for
girls is equally critical, through scholarships, vocational training,
and alternative income- generating opportunities for families. Ad-
ditionally, integrating child protection measures into humanitarian
responses in conflict-affected regions is vital to safeguarding vul-
nerable children.

Finally, future research should focus on conducting longitudinal
studies to assess the long-term impacts of interventions addressing
child marriage in South Sudan.

Through coordinated efforts and the implementation of these
recommendations, policymakers, communities, and international
stakeholders can collectively strive to eliminate child marriage,

Int J Criminol Criminal Law, 2025

Volume 3 | Issue 2 | 6



safeguard children’s rights, and improve the overall well- being
and prospects of girls in South Sudan [38,39].
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