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From research to policy: child marriage
and female economic empowerment

Cross-sectoral recommendations for the governments of Jordan and Lebanon
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Child marriage is a common negative coping strategy used by families facing economic hardship. Once married, adolescent girls
experience a number of harmful consequences and often remain trapped in a cycle of poverty that also affects the prospects of
their children. By investing in sustainable livelihoods and economic empowerment initiatives for all vulnerable communities,
including female refugees and their families, the governments of Jordan and Lebanon have the power to make a major contribu-
tion to preventing child marriage, mitigating its consequences, and strengthening inter-generational resilience. Largely based on
a 4-year research by Terre des Hommes (Tdh) and King's College London (KCL), this brief summarises why and how policy-makers

across different sectors can make this happen.

(@ Introduction

Child marriage is a human rights violation which affects the
lives of millions of girls across the world. It has direct negative
consequences on their health, educational attainment, and
economic and social wellbeing, with a knock-on effect on
those of their children. Addressing child marriage is a target
under objective 5.3 of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and an important step in reaching zero poverty targets
under SDG 1. Progress is being made in a number of countries
to reduce child marriage." Yet in the Middle-East, conflict and
displacement have created additional challenges, and require
governments to be even more knowledgeable, innovative and
collaborative to implement appropriate solutions to support
girls affected by crises. In Jordan and Lebanon, child marriage
rates are much higher among displaced populations. The
Tdh/KCL research focuses on the Syrian refugee population,
where child marriage prevalence is particularly high. [t
highlights what can be learnt from these communities, to
support policy-makers and practitioners to better address it.
While focused on Syrian refugees, the research includes a
number of findings that bear lessons, which can be further
explored and benefit all populations, thereby inspiring
solutions at a national scale.

Addressing child marriage: a priority for the Jordanian
and Lebanese governments

Jordan

e Major study by UNICEF and the High Population
Council in 2019

e National Action Plan (NAP) currently in implementa-
tion (2018-2022)

e Various ministries committed to alleviate poverty as
part of the implementation of the NAP under Output
2.1and 3.1

e Commitment to the SDGs

Lebanon

e Collaboration between Higher Council for Childhood
(HCC), MoSA, UNICEF and several national organisa-
tions to define a collaborative approach to policy
development from 2015-16

e National Action Plan (NAP) developed between
2018-20 and soon to be launched

e Strong inter-sectoral collaboration highlighted as a
major requirement in the NAP, with a key role for the
Ministry of Education

e Commitments to the SDGs

"Malhotra A., Elnakib, S., Evolution in the evidence base on child marriage 2000-2019, UNICEF-UNFPA Global ; Girls Not Brides welcomes historic drop in global number of child

marriages but warns complacency is not an option, 2018 Programme, 2021




B Child marriage and female economic empowerment among Syrian refugees: a snapshot of the

research findings

In Jordan and Lebanon, like in most parts of the world, child
marriage and poverty usually go hand in hand. Where poverty
levels are high, girls and parents often see marriage as a way2
to reduce daily living costs and try to ensure greater financial
security for girls. This reflects traditional beliefs around gender
roles (i.e. primary role of a woman seen as being a wife and a
mother, with a husbhand providing for the family). This
gendered strategy is exacerbated where alternative life oppor-
tunities are limited. Where people have been displaced for a
long time and living in difficult conditions with barriers to
access and priorities education, healthcare, and secure stable

Poverty drives child marriage, which in turn sustains
poverty

With over 85% of Syrian refugees living under the poverty line
in Jordan and Lebanon, many families turn to child marriage
with the hope of improving girls” lives.?

Yet marriage isn't a solution. All married girls and their
husbands we interviewed continued to struggle economically
and relied on aid or extended family to provide for their
children.

jobs, even families who would prefer investing in girls” educa-
tion often end up seeing marriage as the best possible option.
Yet, global evidence shows that because married girls drop out
of school, have more children earlier, bear heavy responsibili-
ties at home, and therefore tend not to be able to engage in
informal education, child marriage directly affects their capaci-
ty to develop the knowledge and skills to become economically
empowered and access the formal workforce. This has
long-term negative effects on the economic prosperity of their
households, communities and the countries they reside in.”

Some key findings from our research

» Rooted in gender inequality, child marriage is considered a possible and acceptable response to a lack of prospects for girls
and difficult living conditions for refugees. This includes:

© Rupture of social and economic safety nets due to displacement

o Limited stable, legal and well-paid work opportunities and poverty, with difficulties to pay for rent, debts, and adolescent
girls’ needs (e.g. education, sanitary pads, clothes etc.); sometimes pushing girls themselves to see marriage as a way
out of poor household (e.g. capacity to provide for the girl financially is seen by many as an important criteria to select a
suitable groom)

o Trauma and feeling of hopelessness from long-term displacement reinforced by the lack of economic prospects in the
future, pushing families to turn to marriage as an attempt to create hope

o Qvercrowded homes with adolescent girls looking for more privacy and families not allowing them in the same rooms as
male relatives. In some refugee camps, new caravans or tents for newly-wed couples may work as an incentive to marry
earlier.

o Costs (e.g. tuitions, supplies, transportation) acting as a barrier to secondary education. NB: cost of transportation can
also lead to increased insecurity for girls with risks of sexual harassment and assault on the way to school, which can
further push families to marry them and restrict their mobility and participation in education and income generating
activities.

? World Bank, ICRW, the economic impacts of child marriage, 2018

° UNHCR Lebanon, Nine out of ten Syrian refugee families in Lebanon are now living in extreme poverty, UN study says, 2020; Protection Working Group, Jordan Refugee
Response: Protection Sector Operational strategy, 2016



Preventing and responding to child marriage requires a comprehensive approach where every actor and sector at all levels has a
role to play. This is particularly important when it comes to addressing the structural drivers and consequences of child marriage,
such as poor economic and living conditions. Through their National Action Plans (NAP), both the Jordanian and the Lebanese
governments have committed to using a multi-sectoral approach, bringing Ministries and civil society from different sectors and
fields of expertise (e.g. poverty alleviation, education, promotion of gender equality, etc.) to address child marriage at a national
level. Findings from the Tdh/KCL research echo and add to existing recommendations, to support governments in meeting their
objectives and fulfil their commitments. Governments should ensure that specific actors are identified to lead and contribute to
the implementation of each recommendation below.

To help prevent and respond to child marriage, economic empowerment initiatives need to include a strong focus on female
economic empowerment. Strengthening girls” and women's skills and providing them with economic opportunities is an essential
step in challenging established gender norms that sustain an inter-generational cycle of poverty and child marriage. Soon after
marrying, girls get pregnant and have to bear heavy responsibilities related to childcare and unpaid housework, and are mostly
isolated at home with limited opportunities to enrol in education or invest in professional development. Those who do work often
have access to limited low-paid, informal, unstable and unprotected jobs. As a result, they are often fully dependent on their
husband and/or in-laws for access to economic resources. Beyond hindering girls and young women's capacity to contribute to
lifting families out of poverty, the lack of access and decision-making power regarding scarce financial resources is a concern
reported by many married girls who often struggle to provide for their children and can play out in unhealthy relationships and
violence within their household. As for divorced girls, they often face additional challenges related to having to care for children
alone, being stigmatized by their communities or in some cases, rejected by their family. This can leave them particularly vulnera-
ble, including economically. However, when parents and caregivers welcome divorced girls back into their home and are able to
provide a supportive environment including with childcare, it can act as a strength and free up time for girls to get back to school
or engage in non-formal education, vocational training or formal employment. A number of measures can help married and
divorced girls:

Providing non-formal education opportunities that empower married and
divorced girls to respond to their life challenges (e.g. knowledge and life skills,
including around self-esteem, healthy relationships, problem solving, decision
making, financial literacy, savings, loans, parenting, existing support services,

vocational training, etc.). The International Rescue Commit-

tee (IRC) has developed a life skills
Ensuring those opportunities are accessible to married and divorced girls (e.g. package tailored to married and
consider the fact that many girls are isolated at home and hard to reach to engaged girls which focuses on the
make those opportunities known; providing support for childcare, transporta- specific needs of married girls,
tion; considering best timing for sessions; use of online or distance education including financial literacy and time
resources; involving husbands and in-laws to support better share of domestic management

responsibilities and strengthen understanding of the benefits of more equal
power within the household, etc.). Ensure girls see the value in enrolling in
non-formal education programmes and invest efforts to maximize retention.

Ensuring the children of child brides are enrolled in formal education to break the potential inter-generational cycle of poverty
created by child marriage by removing the social and cultural barriers that often prevent this, including attitudes of families and
head teachers. While children of child brides are allowed in school, global evidence has shown that children of mothers who
married as children are less likely to complete secondary education themselves.

Coordinate efforts with the Ministry of Education to advocate for sustainable funding to provide incentives to girls” education

and vocational training (e.g. supporting with the direct and indirect costs of education such as school materials, transportation
costs, childcare support to allow married girls to enrol in education etc.).

* World Bank, ICRW, the economic impacts of child marriage, Education brief, 2018



* Engage with the private sector to include gender, status and age-sensitive opportunities for married and divorced girls as part
of existing youth employment initiatives. These could include collaboration among relevant ministries to support companies in
providing internship and mentorship programmes for refugee girls; promote self-employment and home-based professional
activities, etc.

Supporting families’ livelihoods to invest in girls’ education, training and economic empowerment

In most cases, decisions to marry girls during early teenage years are partly influenced by the economic situation of families; and
once married, young couples continue to face economic hardship. To break this cycle, it is essential to provide financial support to
the most vulnerable households. The government of Jordan has already committed to coordinate various Ministries to combat
poverty and provide opportunities for poor families, under key output 3.1 of the NAP. While further research is needed to understand
the impact of national economic incentive programmes to delay marriage, evidence from Asia and Africa shows it is an important

part of the comprehensive approach needed to prevent child marriage.” Therefore, governments can:

Learn from existing global evidence to consider developing conditional
cash transfer (CCT) programme(s) that target the most vulnerable
households, including refugees, and support formal education for
unmarried girls and formal, informal education and/or vocational
training including economic empowerment for married/divorced girls.

Carry out vulnerability assessments in both camp and urban settings
to identify families who are struggling economically and have girls in
age of receiving marriage proposals (12-13 for Syrian girls in Lebanon
and around 14 for Syrian girls in Jordan), as well as households of
married and divorced girls. Ensure CCT programmes reach these house-
holds.

Ensure existing any CCT programme is complemented by interventions
to address gender inequality and promote alternative roles for girls
and women (e.g. national campaigns, long-term community-based
programmes, etc) This is essential to both provide a supportive environ-
ment for female economic empowerment initiatives, and to ensure
impact of broader household economic empowerment initiatives
aimed at preventing and responding to child marriage.

Coordinate with relevant ministries to develop specific initiatives to
alleviate the cost of healthcare, housing, and secondary education and
vocational training for girls (e.g. scholarship, free access, cost of
transportation etc.), including for those household who might not be
eligible to CCT programmes.

Invest resources to coordinate, test and monitor the implementation
and impact of CCT programmes mentioned above, and of broader
livelihoods and poverty alleviation interventions among both civil
society and government. Given that most actors who run livelihoods
programme targeting vulnerable households don't explicitly seek to
prevent child marriage, it is also important to build their capacity to
understand their contribution to addressing child marriage, and to
support them in including indicators to monitor the impact of their
initiatives on delaying marriage’ This could be done through
Livelihoods Working Groups who coordinates actors in this sector in
both Jordan and Lebanon.

Conditional  Cash  Transfer
initiatives to delay marriage

(CCT)

- Conditional cash transfers (CCT) are
interventions that provide financial support
to a specific category of person (e.g. poorest
households) under specific conditions (e.g.
secondary school attendance for daugh-
ters). They can be stand-alone programmes
or be combined with other types of interven-
tions (e.g. girls” life skills programmes).

A recent global review of child marriage
data and programmes from the past twenty
years (Malhotra & Elnakib, 2020) found that
interventions that provided CCT for families
to invest in girls’ education (e.g. fees,
uniforms etc.) had a strong impact. Howev-
er, they found that unconditional cash
transfers to mitigating poverty only, did not
contribute to delaying marriage.

An evaluation of the Apni Beti Apna Dhan,
State level programme by the government
of Haryana, India (2016) which also used
CCT to keep girls in school and ensure they
remain unmarried until 18, found that
parents of girls who received CCT were
more likely to marry them right after they
turned 18, compared to families who didn't
take part in the programme

The examples above show the importance
of not implementing CCT initiative alone
and ensuring they go hand-in-hand with
other initiatives such as ensuring quality
and accessible education and carrying out
deep engagement with families to
challenge attitudes towards traditional
gender roles and the value alternatives to
marriage for girls.

% Malhotra A., Elnakib S., UNICEF-UNFPA Global Programme to End Child Marriage, Evolution in the evidence base on child marriage 2000-2019

5 For a list of suggested indicators, see ICRW, USAID, Taking action to address child marriage: the role of different sectors, economic growth and workforce development, 2016




« Beyond providing financial support to vulnerable households, it is also important to identify existing strengths and positive coping
strategies used by families; highlight these as positive examples and perhaps support some community members to act as role
models and carry out peer support activities. For example, recent research in Jordan explored how Syrian refugee women are also
using incredible resilience to make the most of collective community structures, find information on how to sustain livelihoods,
and apply for work and economic opportunities to further empower them economically.”

Addressing structural barriers to employment and promoting economic inclusion

While short-term financial support to the most vulnerable households might have the potential to quickly help families avoid
negative coping such as child marriage, longer-term approaches are needed to ensure sustainable solutions to child marriage.
Supporting stable employment for all people including refugees, youth and women, is a key step in building resilience, addressing
feeling of hopelessness, avoiding negative coping strategies and contributing to the economy of host countries.”

Some key facts about economic inclusion in Jordan and Lebanon
Jordan:

 The 2016 Jordan Compact and follow up improvements have greatly increased access to the Jordanian labour market for
Syrian refugees and integration and contribution to the Jordanian economy (e.g. legal right to work with permits; restric-
tions lifted to include work sectors other than agriculture, construction and manufacturing; greater access to work spaces
for small businesses for Syrian refugees; granted rights to work in food processing, handicraft and tailoring at home)

« Yet, hard working conditions, temporary contracts, low pay, high costs of work permits, limited enforcement of labour law
mean many Syrian workers might still feel unprotected and not be able to sustainably provide for whole families. Work
permits for female refugee living in camps limited to certain work sectors (e.g. textile factories). Constraints to stop
working due to long commute and working hours incompatible with responsibilities at home.

« The economic empowerment of Syrian refugees is strongly embedded into the Jordan Response Plan for the Syrian Crisis
2020-2022, with specific budget lines and references to building “short and long-term opportunities, self-employment,
entrepreneurship, private public partnership, besides institutional support to Ministry of Labor, vocational and employ-
ment centers.”

Lebanon:

» Complex political and socio-economic environment of the past few decades have created challenging conditions for
sustainable employment for all communities in Lebanon.

» Syrian refugees face additional challenges: estimate 80% Syrian refugees lacking valid residency permit; yet their right
to work is dependent on these permits; poor working conditions; status issues exacerbating limited social and legal
protection in a largely informal Lebanese labour market; gender inequality within the National Social Security Fund

* The livelihoods sector, which includes both international organisations and national ministries, is committed to promot-
ing rapid-impact job creation initiatives targeting vulnerable groups, MSMEs, small farmers, and invest in the skills of
young people and adolescents based on the Making Markets Work for the Poor (M4P) approach

7 Almakhamreh S., Zuhair Asfour H., Hutchinson A. Negotiating patriarchal relationships to become economically active: an insight into the agency of Syrian refugee women in
Jordan using frameworks of womanism and intersectionality, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 2020

8 Points highlighted in the tables below are based on Mencutek, Nashwan, Perceptions About the Labor Market Integration of Refugees: Evidences from Syrian Refugees in
Jordan, 2020 ; DRC, IRC, Mercy Corps, NRC, Save the Children, \What next for livelihoods programs in Lebanon? Responding during economic crisis and covid-19, 2020 ; Leaders
for sustainable livelihoods, Dignity at stake: challenges to accessing decent work in Lebanon, discussion paper, 2019



A number of steps can be taken to address some of the structural barriers to economic inclusion, support resilience in vulnerable
households and contribute to address child marriage:

* Ensure refugee populations are included in national strategies to promote sustainable and safe employment, social and legal
protection. A simple step to fulfil this recommendation is to systematically think about what a given policy for nationals would
look like for refugee populations, and include any specific measures that are relevant for refugees into these policies.

* Develop specific policies for easier access to work permits in a variety of sectors for refugee populations in Lebanon.

» Promote a gender-sensitive approach into all employment and livelihoods policies to ensure alternative options are available to
women, married and divorced girls.

* Monitor the impact of government policies on households that include married girls (e.g. exploring whether greater access to

stable jobs for husbands of married girls, gender-sensitive opportunities for married girls etc. are leading to improved financial
security, psychosocial wellbeing, better capacity to provide for children, etc.).

Adopt and support a multi-agency approach at both policy and practice level

Preventing and responding to child marriage requires a comprehensive approach where every actor and sector at all levels has a

role to play. To ensure recommendations above create impact, it is essential that the Ministry of Education and education profes-

sionals collaborate with policy-makers, local to international NGOs, and service providers from other sectors, to provide comple-

mentary programmes, services and policies that, together, address the drivers and consequences of child marriage. It is particular-

ly important to ensure coordination and collaboration at all levels with actors working on:

* Policies and programmes aimed at supporting families’ livelihood and economic empowerment

* Community engagement programmes and national campaigns to address gender-based violence and more broadly, to address
shared norms that sustain gender inequality and prevent girls and women to access alternatives to child marriage, early school
dropout and early pregnancy

« Girls" empowerment programmes, peer support groups and safe spaces

* Gender-based violence and child protection case management (see here for specific guidance on child marriage case management)

* Psychosocial support to adolescent girls and refugee communities at large

* Legal support to adolescent girls and refugee communities at large, including support for divorce, marriage or birth registration,
work permit etc.

* Health services, especially sexual and reproductive health and rights information and services

» Safety and security, especially on the way to school

As supporting livelihoods is only one part of the solution, real progress on child marriage can only be assessed by coordinating the
monitoring and evaluation of all initiatives contributing to addressing drivers and mitigating consequences of this practice.

Terre des hommes and KCL have produced this policy paper in close cooperation with key regional and national stakeholders
working to combat and eradicate child marriage in the MENA region. The Ministry of Social Affairs in Lebanon, the Ministry of
Social Development and the National Council for Family Affairs in Jordan have been consulted along the process and have
provided inputs accordingly. To all of them, we want to express our utmost gratefulness.
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Every child in the world
has the right to a childhood.
It's that simple.
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