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ABSTRACT

Introduction The global development agenda reflects
greater attention to ending child marriage and supporting
adolescent girls than ever before. Limited understandings
of the evidence base on child marriage, however,

make it challenging to assess gaps in the literature

and inform policy and programming to respond to the
needs of adolescent girls. The goal of this project is to
systematically identify, evaluate and synthesise the global
evidence on child marriage.

Methods and analysis We will include articles with a
thematic focus on child marriage from all geographic
settings, two decades of research (2000-2019) and in four
languages (English, Spanish, French and Portuguese). We
will search 18 electronic academic databases (7 in English
and 4 each in French, Spanish and Portuguese, with 1
overlapping database) and for the grey literature, conduct
targeted hand-searches of organisations engaged in work
to prevent child marriage. The databases for studies in
English are PubMed, PsychINFO, Embase, CINAHL Plus,
Popline, Web of Science and Cochrane Library; for studies
in French, the databases will be DialNet, Directory of Open
Access Journals, Science Direct and Biblioteca CCG-IBT
database; in Spanish, DialNet, La Biblioteca Cientifica
Electronica en Linea, Red Iberoamericana de Innovacion

y Conocimiento Cientifico and Jstor and in Portuguese,
Coordenagao de Aperfeicoamento de Pessoal de Nivel
Superior, Biblioteca Virtual em Salde, Biblioteca Cientifica
Eletronica On-line and Biblioteca Digital Brasileira de Teses
e Dissertacdes. We will also review reference lists of select
articles and seek input from key authors, field practitioners
and participants in international convenings. We will collect
and analyse data on publication characteristics, including
type of document, institutional affiliation, publication

year, language, focus country and region, study objective,
specific focus, research method, key findings and
recommendations of the material offered for future work.
The database searches for publications in English were
conducted in January 2020 and we plan to complete the
searches in French, Spanish and Portuguese in early 2021.
Ethics and dissemination As a systematic review of
already-published data, this study does not raise ethical

or safety concerns. The authors plan to publish the results
of the scoping review in a relevant international journal as
well as present the results widely following publication.
Building on this foundational work, the authors plan to
conduct analyses that make use of the rich data.
Registration details The study design adheres to the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
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Strengths and limitations of this study

» This will be the first review to systematically assess
the global scope of research on child marriage.

» This review is exceptionally comprehensive, cov-
ering four languages (English, Spanish, Portuguese
and French), encompassing a 20-year period (2000—
2019), and including peer-reviewed and grey litera-
ture on all geographies.

» Throughout the research process, we are consulting
a wide range of experts in the field and soliciting
their feedback.

» Thisreview included only English, French, Portuguese
and Spanish. Given the global nature of the practice
of child marriage, it is likely that research published
in other languages was missed.

» In line with scoping methodology, we did not ap-
praise the quality of individual studies. This review
aims to provide a comprehensive review of the evi-
dence by being inclusive of all evidence types.

Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews. Our
protocol was registered with Open Science Framework on
14 January 2020 (https://osf.io/awh8v).

INTRODUCTION

Child marriage, defined as any formal or
informal union before the age of 18 years,
is a global health and human rights concern
and is associated with a wide range of harmful
outcomes."™ While research priorities in
any area need to be periodically updated to
advance programmatic and policy needs and
support advocacy, this is a particularly critical
time for stock-taking in the child marriage
field. The global development agenda reflects
greaterattention to ending child marriage and
supporting adolescent girls than ever before.
The Sustainable Development Goals and the
Global Strategy for Women, Children’s and
Adolescents’ Health call explicitly for an
end to child, early and forced marriages and
unions.* ° International non-governmental
organisations, United Nations agencies and
governments and civil society groups across
the globe are prioritising investment in child
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marriage prevention. To optimise the substantial political
attention to child marriage and build global momentum,
it is important to examine the state of the evidence and
prioritise future actions.

Previous reviews of the child marriage research have
tended to be narrow in scope. Existing systematic reviews
address highly specific questions on child marriage inter-
ventions and their effectiveness,” and drawing conclu-
sions about research gaps and priorities are beyond
their scope. Lee-Rife et al’ focused on low-income coun-
tries and found that programmes offering incentives
and attempting to empower girls can be effective in
preventing child marriage. Kalamar et al’ focused on low-
income and middle-income countries, and found that
interventions with a strong economic component were
most powerful in their impact on child marriage. Chae
and Ngo® conducted a slightly more inclusive review, and
identified empowerment as the most important strategy
for reducing child marriage. The review by Malhotra and
Elnakib? restricted its focus to experimental and quasi-
experimental studies and found that interventions that
support girls’ schooling through cash or in-kind trans-
fers show the clearest pattern of success in preventing
child marriage. That these similar reviews came to some-
what different conclusions reflects methodological and
conceptual differences. A clear and consistent classifi-
cation of interventions is needed—a naming system for
programme components—so that future studies and
reviews can use the same categories and meaningful
comparison can be drawn.

Narrow inclusion criteria relating to language, study
methodology and publication type may also preclude
critical insights. For example, the review by Malhotra and
Elnakib? focused solely on intervention studies that used
quantitative experimental or quasi-experimental design.
They examined 8 databases in English only, while our
study draws from 17 databases in four languages; and
finally, recognising the importance of addressing the
socioecological model in efforts to end the practice of
child marriage, we include a diverse range of study types
on girls, family members, community leaders, lawmakers
and others, while their inclusion criteria limited their
focus to interventions involving girls directly.

Additionally, the vast majority of evidence reviews
relating to child marriage research have focused exclu-
sively on specific regions or countries,'** and/ or specific
thematic areas such as health'” '® or economic conse-
quences.'” While this allows for in-depth understandings
of child marriage in specific geographies, this global over-
view of evidence can uncover unique insights about collec-
tive research progress, as well as potential areas of focus.
In sum, this review of the evidence on child marriage
overall goes well beyond previous studies that focus on
interventions, thematic areas or geographies—and we
believe that this kind of scoping review forms a founda-
tion for any assessment of programmatic interventions.

In light of these gaps, the goal of this project is to
systematically identify, evaluate and synthesise the global

evidence on child marriage, with the inclusion of all
geographic settings, two decades of research and four
languages. Our categorisation of child marriage research
into b research domains and 24 subdomains, a framework
adapted from the outcomes of an Expert Group Meeting
on child marriage organised by WHO, also allows for
deeper and more nuanced analysis.'"® In this paper, we
describe the methodology of our systematic scoping
review in detail.

The study design adheres to the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension
for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR). Our protocol was
registered with Open Science Framework on 14 January
2020 (https://osf.io/awh8v).

METHODS AND ANALYSIS

We have selected a scoping review approach as the most
appropriate technique to systematically identify and map
the available evidence on child marriage. Scoping review
methodology is particularly useful when examining liter-
ature across a vast conceptual and methodological range
as is the case with research on child marriage. Unlike
systematic reviews or meta-analyses, scoping reviews do
not narrow the parameters to controlled trials or require
quality assessment. Nonetheless, scoping reviews are
methodologically rigorous in their approach to exam-
ining the extent, range and nature of research activity in
a particular field."”** Consistent with the published guid-
ance, this scoping review will involve a six-stage process:
(1) identifying the research questions; (2) identifying
relevant literature; (3) selecting studies according to
inclusion and exclusion criteria; (4) charting the data;
(5) collating, summarising and reporting the results and
(6) consulting with stakeholders."

Patient and public involvement

There was no involvement from patients and/or the
public in the design of this research, and no patients or
members of the public will be involved in the conduct of
the research. We have consulted stakeholders and experts
throughout the review process.

Stage 1: identifying the research question

For this systematic scoping review, the overarching
research question is, ‘What is the extent, range and nature
of published research on child marriage from 2000 to
2019?” We have identified several specific subquestions
to guide our analysis of the research evidence on child
marriage (table 1).

Stage 2: identifying the relevant literature
The search process for this systematic scoping review has
been rigorous and comprehensive involving a four-step
approach to identify relevant studies.

First, since January 2020, we have searched seven elec-
tronic academic databases (PubMed, PsycINFO, Embase,
CINAHL Plus, Popline, Web of Science and the Cochrane
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Table 1 Research subquestions

Aspect

Research questions

Descriptive overview of publications
Publication volume and timeline
Publication type

Geographic location

Data type and use

Study methodology

Socioecological model

Focus population

Sectoral focus

Recommendations

Overview of research themes

Key research domains and subdomains

Evidence gaps

What is the volume of child marriage studies published by year?
What are the types of publications on child marriage?

Which regions and countries are addressed in the child marriage
literature?

What are the types of data used and collected on child marriage?

What methodologies are used to study child marriage?

What is the distribution of studies on child marriage according to
the level of the socioecological model (individual, family, community,
institution, policy) they focus on?

Who are the target populations addressed in the child marriage
literature?

What sectors (rights, sexual and reproductive health, maternal/child
health, education, women’s empowerment, youth empowerment,
economic empowerment, political participation) are being addressed
in the child marriage literature?

What research, programmatic and policy recommendations are
emphasised by the child marriage literature?

What themes are addressed by the child marriage literature? What
is the distribution of studies on child marriage by broad research
domains (child marriage prevalence and trends; causes and
determinants; child marriage consequences; efforts to support
individuals married as children and beyond) and subdomains?

What are the evidence gaps that remain?

Library). In early 2021, we will search 12 specialised data-
bases for French, Spanish and Portuguese articles, specif-
ically (see table 2 for full list).

We have developed a search strategy for each database
using a combination of free text and controlled vocab-
ulary in consultation with an informational specialist
with extensive experience in systematic reviews. Search
terms have included variations of terms such as: “child
marriage”, “early marriage”, “child bride”, “married
adolescents”, “cohabit”, “girls”, “child”, “adolescent”,
“youth”, “teen” and “bride”. See online supplemental
materials 1 for detailed search strategy.

The second step in the search will involve targeted
hand-searches of 15 key organisations that are known to
be engaged in work to prevent child marriage (table 2).

Third, we will search the reference lists of selected arti-
cles on emerging themes in the field to further identify
relevant articles that were not captured. We will prioritise
this step, in particular, for papers published in languages
other than English.

Finally, we have and will continue to seek input from
researchers and practitioners at various international
convenings to provide further review and identify any
additional studies. These convenings have so far included
a UNICEF convening on child marriage and HIV in 2018
(MS); Girls Not Brides consultations on child marriage
in Latin America and the Caribbean in 2019 (MEG); a

UC Berkeley, Promundo and GreeneWorks seminar
on men and boys and child marriage in 2019 (MEG);
Women Deliver in 2019 (MS); a WHO-UNICEF-UNFPA
convening on child marriage research priorities in 2019
(MEG); and a Girls Not Brides webinar on child marriage
research progress in 2020 (MEG and MS).

Stage 3: study selection

We will screen articles in two stages; first by title and
abstract, followed by the retrieval and screening of full-
text articles.

In the first stage, we will screen the titles and abstracts
of articles. We will include papers if they were published
between 2000 and 2019; and their titles or abstracts made
explicit mention of “child marriage”, “early marriage”,
“forced marriage”, “married adolescents”. In the case
of publications in Spanish or Portuguese about Latin
America and the Caribbean, where informal marriages or
unions are so common, we will include topics related to
child marriage such as “early pregnancy”, “early unions”,
“divorced or widowed adolescents” or “human traf-
ficking”. We will review each title and abstract, marking
papers as “include”, “exclude” or “maybe”. For articles
marked “maybe”, we will discuss to reach consensus.

We will exclude articles at this stage if they are themat-
ically not relevant to child marriage. For example, so
far we have excluded papers that focus on marriage or
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Table 2 Search locations

Academic literature databases

Relevant organisations

Relevant meetings

English American Jewish World Service
PubMed Girls Not Brides

PsychINFO GreeneWorks

Embase International Center for Research on
CINAHL Plus Women

Popline More than Brides Alliance

Plan International
Population Council

Web of Science
Cochrane Library

Promundo
French Save the Children
DialNet UNICEF
Directory of Open Access Journals UNFPA
Science Direct USAID
Biblioteca CCG-IBT database Yes | Do
World Bank
WHO
Spanish
DialNet

La Biblioteca Cientifica Electrénica en Linea
Red Iberoamericana de Innovacién y
Conocimiento Cientifico

Jstor

Portuguese

Coordenacgéo de Aperfeicoamento de
Pessoal de Nivel Superior

Biblioteca Virtual em Saude

Biblioteca Cientifica Eletronica On-line
Biblioteca Digital Brasileira de Teses e
Dissertagoes

UNICEF convening on child marriage and HIV
(2018)

Girls Not Brides consultations on child marriage in
Latin America and the Caribbean (2019)

UC Berkeley, GreeneWorks and Promundo seminar
on men and boys and child marriage (2019)
Women Deliver (2019)

WHO-UNICEF-UNFPA convening on child marriage
research priorities (2019)

Girls Not Brides webinar on child marriage research
progress (2020)

marital life generally, without discussion of adolescents
or young people (between the ages of 10 and 19 years)
or family, community or institutional-level actors defined
by their relationship to the issue of child marriage
were excluded. Papers that include both unmarried
and married adolescents will be included in this first
screening. We will include articles from any geographic
setting, research methodology or publication type. The
review team has language capacities to review all titles
and abstracts in English, French, Spanish or Portuguese.
Papers in other languages (eg, Turkish, Farsi or Bahasa
Indonesia) that had abstracts in English will be identified
but not included in this review.

In the second stage, we will perform a full-text review of
the included articles. Reasons for exclusion will be docu-
mented and independently reviewed by both principal
investigators.

The inclusion criteria we will apply for full-text screen-
ings are below:

» Thematic scope: focus on child, early or forced
marriage, or married adolescents.

» Publication vyear: dated January 2000
December 2019 (time frame of 20 years).

» Language: English, French, Spanish and Portuguese.

» Geographic focus: any.

» Focus population: we will include research regardless
of the sex of the participants.

» Publication type: peerreviewed or grey literature,
evidence-generating or substantively evidence

through

synthesising materials (articles lacking substantive
knowledge synthesis, discussion or analysis were
excluded).

We will limit the search of the published and grey
literature to articles published from 2000 to 2019. The
rationale for this time period is to cover the period over
which the issue of child marriage came into focus in the
international development field. Including the 20-year
period will offer the opportunity to observe the increase
from the start of this interest to the present.

We will exclude research studies that do not describe
the age at marriage or marital status of participants.
In assessing informational briefs, we will prioritise the
primary literature associated with them.

For all materials, we will limit inclusion to only those
that are ‘evidence-generating or substantively evidence-
synthesising’. If an item lacks substantive knowledge
synthesis, discussion or analysis, it will be excluded. We
will exclude national strategies and action plans, press
releases, news articles, infographics and conference
abstracts. When we encounter multiple publications
reporting on the same research and including the same
complete set of outcomes and knowledge generation, we
will include the most comprehensive or the most rigor-
ously produced, favouring a peer-reviewed article over an
initial working paper.

The steps for the identification, screening, eligibility
and inclusion of studies in the scoping review are detailed
in figure 1.
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Figure 1 Study selection process.

Records will be screened using Rayyan, a systematic
reviews Web app, and managed using Zotero, a reference
software.

Stage 4: charting the data

To confirm study relevance and extract study character-
istics, we will develop a standardised data collection tool.
The tool will collect data on publication characteristics,
including type of document, institutional affiliation,

publication year, language, focus country and region,
study/publication objective, research method, child
marriage research domains and subdomains, key findings
and any recommendations for future research/imple-
mentation including in the publications.

We have developed the coding framework for the child
marriage research category coding based on the results
of a WHO expert convening on child marriage research
priorities, detailed in the study by Svanemyr et al'® The
coding framework covers five broad research categories
(prevalence and trends in child marriage, causes and
determinants of child marriage, consequences of child
marriage, efforts to prevent child marriage and efforts to
respond to the needs of married adolescents), along with
multiple subcategories described in table 3.

We will test the data collection tool on a sample of
studies to ensure consistency in coding and resolve any
issues or ambiguities. Given the high volume of studies
eligible for full-text screening, we will engage additional
coders to support the data collection process. We will
engage coders who have French, Portuguese and/or
Spanish language competency, with preference to native
speakers. We will make sure to address issues of subjec-
tivity in translation through weekly check-in meetings

Table 3 Coding framework

Broad research domain Subdomains

Prevalence and trends in child
marriage research

. Trends in age at marriage.

Causes and determinants of 1.

1. Geographic variability in child marriage.

2. Segmented analyses (religion, ethnicity, education, social class and so on).

3. Age-disaggregated data (particularly for younger adolescent girls, aged 10-14 years).
4

Factors contributing to child marriage.

child marriage 2. Impact of structural factors (eg, urbanisation, migration, climate change and food insecurity, labour

markets, civil strife).

3. Norms, perceptions, expectations related to child marriage.
4. Protective factors that prevent child marriage where prevalence is high (positive deviants, public safety

and so on).

Consequences of child marriage

O S @ =

Maternal, perinatal, sexual and reproductive health.

Other health and/or social consequences (mental health, violence, school dropout).

Health and social vulnerabilities of younger adolescent girls.

Longitudinal data on social, health, development and intergenerational impact of child marriage.
Economic costs of child marriage (eg, early childbearing, unintended pregnancy, high fertility, maternal

morbidity and mortality, abortion, violence and decreased educational and employment potential).

Efforts to prevent child marriage 1.

Essential components of child marriage interventions (eg, required intensity and duration of

implementation, mechanisms for delivering these interventions, requirements for scaling up).

Efforts to change child marriage norms and practices (eg, cash transfer programmes, school retention

Indicators, monitoring and evaluation of child marriage prevention, improvement in lives of girls.
Policies to prevent child marriage, including health, education and employment opportunities.

Married girls’ connections to community networks and resources, including peer support.
Supporting the development of equitable marital relationships for girls and their husbands.

2.
programmes).

3. Laws on child marriage and their implementation.

4. Programmatic and policy sanctions and incentives.

5. Lessons from other areas of social and cultural norm change.

6.

7.
Efforts to support individuals 1. Married girls' access to and use of health, education and social services.
married as children 2.

&

4.

Needs of separated, divorced or widowed girls, and how to respond to them.
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and discussions with each coder to review the data and
compare perspectives across translators.

Each coder will conduct an initial test screening of 10
publications that will be assessed by MEG and MS for
quality assurance before the coder moves on to further
extractions. All papers extracted by coders will be reviewed
by MS and MEG to ensure completeness and consistency
of extractions.

MS will create a reference guide to maintain consistency
across coders, and a chat group for collective discussion
of any uncertainties as they arise. For example, when arti-
cles are deemed potentially ineligible by the first coder,
the article in question will be brought back to the team
for discussion and determination of whether to include
it or not.

Ineligible abstracted articles will be moved to a sepa-
rate location in our database to track the stage at which
they had been excluded. In line with guidelines for
conducting a scoping review, the assessment of method-
ological quality of the included articles will be performed
in a second phase of research.

Stage 5: collating, summarising and reporting the results

We will generate descriptive statistics using Excel and
perform thematic analyses of open-text data. We will
present our analysis in diagrammatic and tabular form
(numerical summary) as well as in descriptive format
(narrative summary). Our analysis will present findings
related to publication growth over the 20-year period with
consideration of the transitions of the findings across the
areas of child prevalence and trends, causes and deter-
minants, consequences, prevention and support for
married adolescents over time. We will also describe shifts
in geographical and language patterns, publication types
and study methodologies, focus populations and key
sectors.

Stage 6: consultation

Beyond the meetings described in table 2 that have
allowed us to consult with experts in the field about rele-
vant literature to include, we will also seize on opportuni-
ties to present our methodology and findings to groups of
varied experts at various points in our process.

ETHICS AND DISSEMINATION

As a systematic review of already-published data, this study
does not raise ethical or safety concerns. We intend to
publish the results of the scoping review in a relevant
international journal as well as present the results at
public fora following publication. By painting a definitive
picture of research on child marriage from 2000 through
2019, this scoping review will offer a richly informed
starting point for further efforts to build research, prac-
tice and policy in the field and contribute to ending
child marriage. Stemming from this foundational work,
we plan to conduct two subsequent systematic reviews of

the evidence relating to child marriage prevention efforts
and programmes to support married girls.

Twitter Margaret E. Greene @Greene_Works and Manahil Siddigi @ManahilSiddigi
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