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Abstract
Child marriage among Rohingya refugees living in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, is 
driven by economic strain and deep-seated gender norms. Mounting evidence shows 
the harmful effects of child marriage, and SDG 5.3 underpins a global impetus to 
eliminate it. Our mixed-methods research across refugee camps in Ukhia and Teknaf 
Upazilas included quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews (IDIs) with mar-
ried and unmarried girls and their parents, and focus group discussions (FGDs) with 
parents of married and unmarried girls, boys, and community members to under-
stand Rohingya perspectives on child marriage, the role of norms in displacement, 
and how married girls’ capabilities are impacted by their marital status. We find that 
married girls face increased gender-based violence (GBV) risks, including intimate 
partner violence (IPV), and greater mental distress. While norms are shifting for 
older Rohingya women, married girls are excluded from social participation or per-
sonal growth beyond the household. We argue that involving married girls in com-
munity activities and vocational training designed according to local market needs 
may empower married girls.
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Résumé
La pratique du mariage d’enfants au sein de la communauté des réfugié·es Rohing-
yas vivant à Cox’s Bazar, au Bangladesh, est motivée par des tensions économiques 
et des normes de genre profondément enracinées. Les effets néfastes du mariage 
d’enfants sont de plus en plus évidents, et l’ODD 5.3 sous-tend un élan mondial pour 
éliminer cette pratique. Nos études à méthodes mixtes dans les camps de réfugié·es 
d’Ukhia et de Teknaf Upazilas comprenaient des enquêtes quantitatives et des en-
tretiens qualitatifs (entretiens approfondis) avec des filles mariées et non mariées et 
leurs parents, et des discussions de groupe (FGD) avec des parents de filles mariées et 
non mariées, avec des garçons et des membres de la communauté afin de comprendre 
les points de vue des Rohingyas sur le mariage d’enfants, le rôle des normes pour 
les personnes déplacées et la mesure dans laquelle les capacités des filles mariées 
sont affectées par leur état matrimonial. Nous constatons que les filles mariées sont 
confrontées à des risques accrus de violence sexiste (violence basée sur le genre ou 
VBG), y compris la violence conjugale (violence exercée par un partenaire intime 
ou VPI) et une plus grande détresse mentale. Alors que les normes évoluent pour 
les femmes Rohingya plus âgées, les filles mariées sont exclues de la participation 
sociale ou de la croissance personnelle au-delà de la sphère domestique. Nous sou-
tenons que l’implication des filles mariées dans les activités communautaires et les 
formations professionnelles conçues en fonction des besoins du marché local peut 
permettre l’autonomisation et l’émancipation des filles mariées.

Introduction

Child marriage, defined as marriage before the age of 18, is a recognised form of 
gender-based violence (GBV) and can perpetuate other forms of GBV (Girls Not 
Brides and ICRW 2016). The Inter-Agency Standing Committee guidelines on GBV 
highlight that when gender-based discrimination intersects with other dimensions 
of vulnerability, including age, the exposure to multiple forms of GBV can escalate 
(IASC 2015; Mourtada et al. 2017). Child marriage can lead adolescent girls to face 
increased risks of intimate partner violence, for instance (IASC 2015).

Though rooted in cultural tradition and gender inequality, child marriage is exac-
erbated in humanitarian contexts, including displacement. Increased household pov-
erty in displacement is associated with daughters being married off at an earlier age 
as parents struggle to provide for them (Ainul et al. 2018; Melnikas et al. 2020; Plan 
International and GPS 2018; ISCG 2017). Additionally, real or perceived insecurity 
for adolescent girls in refugee settings results in earlier marriage to safeguard their 
honour and purity, which may be jeopardised if left unmarried (Presler-Marshall 
2020; CARE International UK 2015; Freccero and Whiting 2018; Save the Chil-
dren 2019; Women’s Refugee Commission (WRC) 2016; UNFPA 2017; UNHCR 
et al. 2018; Mazurana and Marshak 2019; Girls Not Brides 2018). A recent study 
conducted by UNFPA and UNICEF reported that gender discrimination, inadequate 
implementation of laws and camp policies, and economic insecurity are the key 
drivers that influence Rohingya life in the camp setting and contribute to an enabling 
environment for child marriage (Leigh et al. 2020).
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Globally, efforts to end child marriage have been expanded over the past decade. 
The 2017 Human Rights Council Resolution on Child Marriage in Humanitarian 
Settings (OHCHR 2017) recognises child marriage as a violation of human rights, 
as well as a form of violence against children and women, and calls for strength-
ened efforts to prevent and eliminate this harmful practice. Likewise, efforts to meet 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 5.3, which calls for the ‘elimination of 
all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and female genital 
mutilations’, have led to an expanded knowledge base on drivers of child marriage 
in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) and effective interventions to combat 
it. Notwithstanding notable exceptions (Leigh et  al. 2020; Presler-Marshall 2020; 
Ainul et  al. 2018; Melnikas et  al. 2020; Plan International and GPS 2018) much 
literature does not address child marriage in humanitarian contexts (Mourtada et al. 
2017; Murphy et al. 2016). Additionally, research and programming generally strive 
to combat the underlying drivers of child marriage and to prevent the practice, with 
fewer studies devoted to understanding the lives of already married girls.

This paper draws on mixed-methods data collected in 2019 as part of the Gen-
der and Adolescence: Global Evidence (GAGE) programme in Rohingya camps in 
Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. This paper primarily captures and compares the voices 
of married and unmarried Rohingya adolescent girls on their everyday life and dis-
tinguishes the challenges they face. The aim of the research is to understand ado-
lescent, parental, and community perspectives on child marriage, the role of social 
norms vis-à-vis child marriage in displacement, and to evaluate diverse capability 
domains in the lives of displaced married girls. Our findings highlight that, while 
all adolescent Rohingya girls are marginalised from fulfilling their educational 
and employment trajectories, married girls face additional GBV risks, particularly 
in the form of IPV. We also find strong evidence suggesting worse mental health 
outcomes for married girls and greater distress in their lives. These findings fill an 
important gap in the literature, improving our understanding of norms and practices 
of child marriage among the Rohingya, that will help policy-makers and organisa-
tions design more tailored interventions to meet married girls’ needs. The rest of the 
paper is organised as follows: "Background" section provides additional background 
on the Rohingya context and social norms, "Methodology" section discusses the 
conceptual framework and methodology, "Research findings" section presents the 
research findings, "Discussion" section provides discussion and "Conclusion" sec-
tion concludes.

Background

Forced displacement worldwide has increased significantly over the past decade. 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that by 
the end of 2019, over 79 million people were forcibly displaced as a result of perse-
cution, conflict or generalised violence (UNHCR 2020). The Rohingya population—
a stateless Muslim ethnic minority from Buddhist majority Myanmar—have been 
forced to flee their country over the past few decades due to grave human rights vio-
lations committed against them (UNHCR 2019a), and are widely known as one of 
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the most persecuted, discriminated against, and overlooked minorities in the world 
(Ahsan et al. 2018; Kingston; 2015; Lewa 2008).

Although the Rohingya have resided in Myanmar’s Rakhine state for generations, 
in accordance with Myanmar’s restrictive 1982 citizenship legislation, they became 
de jure stateless in their own country (Ahmed 2010). In different waves throughout 
the 1970s, 1990s and 2010s, the Rohingya arrived in Bangladesh and sought ref-
uge in Cox’s Bazar, a coastal district located in the southeastern Chittagong division 
along Bangladesh’s border with Myanmar (UNHCR 2019a). The most recent influx, 
which began in August 2017, dwarfed previous outflows, and in a few months, more 
than 740,000 Rohingya had crossed the border into Bangladesh. They settled into 
32 camps located in Ukhia and Teknaf, two flood-prone sub-districts of Cox’s Bazar 
(Ibid).

The stateless nature of the Rohingya population and political tensions between 
Bangladesh and Myanmar make it difficult for policy-makers to design and imple-
ment long-term interventions (Rahman and Mohajan 2019; Milton et al. 2017).

Among Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar, child marriage is commonly practiced 
and appears to have increased since their displacement (ISCG 2017; Ainul et  al. 
2018; Plan International and GPS 2018; ACAPS 2019a, b; UNHCR 2019b; Melin-
kas et al. 2020). A study on Rohingya socio-normative values and practices (Rip-
oll 2017) reports that the median age for a Rohingya woman to marry in Myanmar 
in 2016 was 20.7 years. While exact rates in displacement are hard to pinpoint, a 
nutrition sector Infant and Young Child Feeding in emergencies assessment found 
41% of Rohingya mothers interviewed were married before the age of 18 (ACAPS 
2019a) and UNHCR reports that over 50% of Rohingya girls who fled Myanmar 
to numerous destinations in South East Asia since 2012, have married before 18 
(UNHCR 2017).

Further contributing to its expansion, social practices such as child marriage 
appear to have been more tightly monitored in Myanmar, whereas the lack of sys-
temic and compulsory registration of marriages for the Rohingya in Bangladesh 
has meant that “child marriages are more likely to occur and remain unnoticed” 
(UNHCR 2019b, p. 2). National marriage laws of Bangladesh were not immediately 
announced or enforced in the refugee camps after the 2017 influx, and marriages fol-
lowing religious ceremonies (without registrations) took place in the camps. These 
were well outside of the Bangladeshi legal system, and “contributed to a surge in 
child marriage for the first year and a half following displacement” (Leigh et  al. 
2020, p. 8). Although government officials working in the Rohingya camps were 
given the responsibility to register and maintain marriage and divorce records from 
2018, the registrations were not implemented in practice (UNHCR 2019b).

While the consequences of child marriage are equally not well documented 
among the Rohingya, in other refugee populations, it has been found to be a driver 
of other forms of GBV, limited future employment and increased social and emo-
tional isolation for girls (Arab and Sagbakken 2019; Chakraborty 2019). Although 
not disaggregating by age, humanitarian sector reporting on Rohingya women point 
to an intensification of intimate partner abuse due to displacement-related concerns, 
including reduced livelihoods (GBV Area of Responsibility 2017; GBV Information 
Management System 2019).
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Limited reporting on IPV compounds the vulnerabilities facing married girls. An 
evidence review on Rohingya social customs found that ‘domestic violence is per-
ceived as a “family affair” to be solved by the family alone,’ (Ripoll 2017, p. 4) 
leading to a silencing and normalizing of IPV. In the camps, community representa-
tives known as majhis have, at times, hindered referral and redress mechanisms for 
victims of abuse (Akhter and Kusakabe 2014). Initially established as part of the 
1990s Rohingya wave into Bangladesh, the majhis act as focal points in the camp 
blocks and support the Bangladesh government in administering the influx of people 
(ACAPS 2019b). Though abolished due to widespread corruption, the majhi system 
was reinstated following the 2017 influx. Majhis act as intermediaries for the indi-
vidual offices of Camp in Charge (CiC),1 and have an extensive role including secu-
rity, the handling of disputes, and channelling information to refugee populations 
(ACAPS 2019b; Sullivan 2020). The Protection Sector Working Group has reported 
that the majhi system hinders gender equality in the camps, and is marred by ‘cor-
ruption, extortion and charging fees for access to humanitarian aid, including with 
instances of violence and GBV’ (ISCG 2018, p. 2; Toma et al. 2018).

Potentially further exacerbating Rohingya girls’ vulnerability to child marriage 
is the stringent religious tradition of purdah, documented in various townships in 
Rakhine state, Myanmar. Purdah (translated as ‘veil’) is a set of social expectations 
or norms to guide Muslim and Christian women’s behaviour (Yusuf, 2014). It may 
refer to the physical segregation of living space, the covering of body and face, as 
well as the beliefs and values about expected or normative behaviour of women, 
restrictions on their movements, or requirements for their respectful and deferen-
tial behaviour in the presence of males within the home and outside in public areas 
(Hossain et al. 2017; Desai and Temsah 2014; Ripoll 2017). Research conducted on 
the prevalence of child marriage in Bangladesh found that, “child marriage preva-
lence is the highest among ever-married women who are conservative in terms of 
the practice of purdah” and that “practicing purdah… works as a deterrent for wom-
en’s empowerment… [by restricting] women’s mobility and interaction in society” 
(Hossain et al. 2017, p. 144). The study also found that daughters of parents who 
are conservative in practicing purdah have a higher prevalence of child marriage 
compared to those of parents who are liberal and that men prefer to marry religious 
women who practice purdah as they are considered as respectful (ibid).

Rohingya females who preserve purdah are believed to uphold the dignity of their 
family and household (Holloway and Fan 2018). There is some evidence, however, 
that this tradition may be eroding. Recent studies have found that although Rohingya 
men are reluctant about women and girls venturing outside the home to work, they 
would welcome them earning an income (Wake et al. 2019). It is also the case that 
in some contexts, displaced communities have, over time, assimilated gender norms 

1 In terms of authority and management, the Rohingya response is led and coordinated by the Govern-
ment of Bangladesh who appoints the Relief the Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commissioner (RRRC) 
under the Ministry of Disaster Management. It is the RRRC who is responsible for the oversight of the 
Rohingya refugee population and appoints civil servants on a rotation basis as Camp-in-Charge (CIC) 
offices present in each individual camp who manage day-to-day affairs and disputes within the commu-
nity, alongside the military (ISCG 2020, ACAPS 2019b).
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of their host community (Kabeer et  al. 2011 and Johnsdotter et  al. 2009, as cited 
in Marcus and Harper 2014).2 While Bangladeshi married girls also face domes-
tic abuse and discriminatory gender norms, purdah is less rigid among Bangladeshi 
communities and gender power dynamics appear to be shifting in many parts of the 
country (Hossain and Kabir 2001; Hossain 2012; Khosla 2009).

Finally, while recent work has highlighted the adverse effects of child marriage 
on girls’ mental health, including increased social isolation, decreased self-esteem, 
and a lack of voice and agency (see Jones et al 2019a, b), research on the relation-
ship between child marriage and psychosocial wellbeing remains underexplored, 
particularly in displacement. Although there are reports that in Rohingya culture 
psychological abuse within marriage is not necessarily perceived as violence (Ripoll 
2017), the evidence base is limited. This is in contrast to the richer literature cor-
relating child marriage with restricted educational opportunities and limited sexual 
and reproductive health knowledge (Siddiqi and Greene 2019).

Methodology

Conceptual framing

Our study follows GAGE’s socioecological conceptual framework (see Fig.  1) 
which focuses on adolescents’ multidimensional capabilities and constraints at 

Fig. 1  GAGE ‘3 Cs’ conceptual framework

2 Though the Rohingya formally remain segregated from the rest of Bangladesh, interaction between 
Rohingya and Bangladeshis is commonplace.
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different stages of the life course through the interconnectedness of capabilities, 
contexts, and change strategies (Baird et al. 2020; GAGE consortium 2019).

As discriminatory norms become more entrenched in adolescence, the capa-
bilities lens helps to distil the extent to which adolescents develop, and in which 
domains. Findings are framed alongside the bodily integrity freedom from vio-
lence and psychosocial wellbeing capability domains. The former domain empha-
sises the protection of adolescents from physical and sex- and gender-based vio-
lence, including child marriage, and recognises that risks to bodily integrity are 
amplified during the second decade of life, especially in humanitarian contexts. 
Intersecting with freedom from violence, the psychosocial wellbeing domain rec-
ognises that adolescent girls in particular may face increased social isolation as 
they age, with restricted friendships, limited mobility, and sparse opportunities 
for support outside the confines of their homes, all impacting their psychosocial 
wellbeing (GAGE Consortium 2019). Context and change strategies are helpful 
in understanding that adolescent outcomes are dependent on contextual reali-
ties at household, community, national and global levels. By situating Rohingya 
married girls in their socioecological context, this research distils how marriage 
impacts girls’ capabilities in displacement, and how social norms and contextual 
realities impacts the experience of child marriage.

To analyse social norms affecting Rohingya adolescent girls’ lives, we looked 
to feminist scholars who distinguish gender norms from broader social norms. 
Feminist scholars conceptualise the relationships between norms, patriarchy and 
power, and view gender norms as intrinsic to the reproduction of gender-ineq-
uitable ideologies, relationships and social institutions (e.g. Keleher and Frank-
lin 2008; Munoz Boudet et al. 2012; Rao 2012; Sen et al. 2007; Watson 2012). 
Beginning in childhood and continuing through adolescence into adulthood, une-
qual gender norms are taken for granted and are unquestioned (Bourdieu 1977). 
The normalisation of gender inequalities and practices takes place in the realm 
of ‘doxa’ according to Bourdieu, whereby ‘the natural and social world appear 
as self-evident’, implicating that ‘every established order tends to produce (to 
very different degrees and with very different means) the naturalization of its own 
arbitrariness’ (1977, p. 164). It is useful to view Rohingya experiences such as 
purdah and child marriage as the product of internationalised gender norms and 
this can provide a more complete lens through which to analyse them.

Finally, we acknowledge critical debates around girls’ empowerment and gen-
der equality, as well as their intersection in humanitarian settings. While girls’ 
empowerment has often been constructed as an instrumental outcome of devel-
opment programmes geared towards increasing the human capital of girls, these 
conceptions lack the nuance required to view empowerment through its true com-
plexities: as a dynamic process, often lacking linearity, and as an intrinsic out-
come which tackles structural power dynamics and promotes choice (Cornwall 
2018; Pincock 2018; Murphy 2013; Kabeer 2005). Acknowledging the multidi-
mensional nature of empowerment is particularly critical in such a pressured and 
unstable environment such as displacement.
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Research sample

Survey data for this study are nested within the Cox’s Bazar Panel Survey (CBPS 
2019), a partnership between GAGE, the Yale MacMillan Center Program on Refu-
gees, and the World Bank’s Poverty and Equity Global Practice, to understand the 
existing landscape of displaced Rohingya and host communities in Cox’s Bazar. 
GAGE collected data from a representative sample of 2,086 households with an 
adolescent aged 10–12 or 15–17 between April and July 2019 across both camps 
(940 households) and host communities (1146 households), and an additional pur-
poseful sample of 194 households (131 in camps and 63 in host communities) with 
married adolescents and adolescents with disabilities.3

While this article draws on quantitative data from the overall GAGE sample of 
Rohingya adolescents living in camps to provide context, we focus primarily on a 
subsample of 92 married Rohingya adolescent females aged 11–18 and 169 unmar-
ried adolescent females aged 15–18 in camps.4 Within these samples, we further 
collected data using interactive qualitative interviews (IDIs) from 10 married Roh-
ingya girls and 17 unmarried older Rohingya girls (aged 15–19) (Baird et al. 2020). 
The findings reported also stem from IDIs gathered from 12 parents of married and 
unmarried Rohingya adolescents. This was supplemented with 12 focus group dis-
cussions (FGDs) with girls (n = 61) and boys (n = 40) engaged separately, and six 
FGDs with female (n = 51) and male (n = 48) parents and community members, to 

Table 1  Mixed-methods research sample

Quantitative fieldwork
No. of respondents

Survey married Rohingya girls (11–18 years) 92
Survey unmarried Rohingya girls (15–18 years) 169
Total 260

Qualitative fieldwork
No. of respondents

IDIs married Rohingya girls (15–19 years) 10
IDIs unmarried Rohingya girls (15–19 years) 17
IDIs parents of married and unmarried Rohingya adolescents 12
FGDs Rohingya adolescent girls and boys (10–19 years) 12
FGDs Rohingya parents of adolescents and wider community members 6
Total 57

4 Because only 8 of the 92 married adolescents were under the age of 15 (4 of which were 14), we 
restricted the unmarried sample to be 15 years or older in order to make the comparison group of unmar-
ried adolescents more similar to the married adolescents.

3 The overall CBPS sample comprises a representative sample of 5,020 households. See Gugliemi et al. 
(2020) for more detail on the sample.
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better understand the perceptions and norms surrounding marriage (see Table 1 for a 
detailed breakdown of our married and unmarried sample).

Verbal consent was obtained from all respondents. Informed consent was obtained 
from the parents/guardians of those who are legal minors, but also assent from ado-
lescents themselves. Surveys and interview questions were initially translated from 
English into Bangla and then translated into the Chittagonian local dialect (which is 
very similar to the Rohingya language) and subsequently piloted. Quantitative and 
qualitative data were collected during face-to-face interviews by enumerators and 
interviewers who were the same sex as the respondent. Enumerators were trained 
on working with adolescents, including child protection policies, best practices in 
conducting fieldwork, and on the GAGE research design and conceptual framework.

Research ethics approval was secured from the Overseas Development Insti-
tute’s Research Ethics Committee, George Washington University IRB (protocol 
#071,721), and in Bangladesh through Innovations for Poverty Action IRB (protocol 
#14,742).

Research sites

Baseline fieldwork took place between April and October 2019 in all 32 unregis-
tered refugee camps across the Cox’s Bazar district (25 in Ukhia Upazila and 7 in 
Teknaf Upazila). Qualitative fieldwork took place across three camps selected based 
on a mapping exercise. Drawing on ISCG metadata, we were able to calculate the 
number of humanitarian partners implementing services per camp, camp population 
size, and the number of adolescent beneficiaries reached in each camp. Based on the 
ratio of beneficiaries being targeted, we selected a, ‘underserved’ site for adolescent 
(camp 2E), a ‘middle-served site’ (camp 24) and a ‘best-served’ site (camp 12).

Data analysis

We constructed a set of indicators to capture the experience of married and unmar-
ried older adolescents in the camps within two of GAGE’s six capability domains: 
bodily integrity and psychosocial wellbeing. Using these indicators, we explore dif-
ferences in means between married and unmarried girls. All quantitative analysis 
was performed using STATA statistical software.

A team of GAGE analysts and field researchers at Chittagong University under-
took qualitative data gathering, data management, and data analysis. IDI and FGD 
transcripts were translated from Chittagonian into Bangla then into English. Raw 
transcripts were read and coded using the qualitative analysis software package 
MAXQDA, following a codebook shaped around the GAGE conceptual framework 
and the research tools. Data analysis was done in collaboration between research 
teams at GAGE and Chittagong University. During qualitative data analysis, care 
was taken to identify cross-cutting themes while also allowing space for unique 
voices more specific to individual experiences.
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Research findings

Three years on from the mass influx into Bangladesh, and entirely dependent on 
humanitarian aid for survival, there are few opportunities for married and unmar-
ried Rohingya adolescent refugee girls to develop their capabilities. Only 3% of 
girls are engaged in any education and only 5% have engaged in paid work in the 
past 12 months, indicating access to opportunities for advancement is scarce. How-
ever, data indicate that married girls face additional constraints to developing their 
capabilities.

Norms and attitudes towards child marriage

Our qualitative data found that norms and attitudes related to child marriage in the 
camps are highly conservative, with safety concerns, economic strain, and cultural 
and religious norms among their main drivers. As the mother of an 18-year-old 
young woman from camp 12 explained, ‘Why [wouldn’t] I marry her off? It is the 
rule of Islam. Will anyone marry her when she gets older?’ Marriage in the camps 
occurs early—among our married sample, the average age at marriage was 15 years 
with the youngest age being 11  years old. Echoing findings from other studies, 
nearly all of the married girls in our sample were married after arriving in Bang-
ladesh (Ainul et al. 2018; Melnikas et al. 2020; Ripoll 2017; ISCG 2017; ACAPS 
2019b; UNHCR 2019b), with only 13 of the 92 married adolescents having married 
prior to their arrival date.5

Boys tend to marry when they are older, as they face fewer perceived gender-
based risks, so, unlike girls, do not require the `protection’ offered by marriage. 
This is illustrated by the average age of marriage of the spouses of our married 
girls, which is 21 years. Moreover, our qualitative data show that boys are meant 
to contribute to household finances as they progress through adolescence, thus the 
economic strain they place on the household fades as a driver. This was confirmed 
by our survey data, which found that up to 26% of Rohingya adolescent boys had 
worked for a wage in the past year—mostly as camp porters, shop assistants, or driv-
ing/fixing rickshaws. Moreover, while the random sample found that 12% of Roh-
ingya girls aged 15–18 were already married, only 6% of Rohingya boys of the same 
age are.

Our qualitative findings on norms and attitudes towards child marriage reflect the 
widespread practice of purdah, banning girls from venturing outside their homes 
unaccompanied when they reach puberty. This came out strongly in qualitative inter-
views with adolescents and parents. As related to marriage, staying at home is meant 
is to protect girls’ honour and secure good marriage prospects. A 17-year-old mar-
ried girl in camp 2E explained, “No, I don’t [go out] because people say a lot of 
things… Since I stay within veil that is why Allah keep me this beautiful way.” The 

5 Although we do not directly ask adolescents where they were married, we use their current age, age at 
marriage, and date of arrival to Bangladesh to determine whether the marriage occurred prior to arriving 
in Bangladesh.



1242 S. Guglielmi et al.

quantitative data support this, where only 11% of girls leave their camp block at 
least once per week and 56% of girls (68% of married girls and 50% of unmarried 
girls) face restrictions on how they dress when leaving the home. This is in contrast 
to older Rohingya boys, 85% of whom leave the camp block at least once per week 
and only 8% of whom face restrictions on dress.

Our qualitative data found evidence that economic insecurity the Rohingya face 
could be sowing the seeds for norm change around purdah. The dire economic cir-
cumstances faced by Rohingya families since displacement has pushed some women 
(and some adolescent girls) to take on income-generating opportunities and partici-
pate in skills training, as explained by a 16-year-old married girl in camp 2E, “After 
coming here women started going outside to do jobs. In our Burma, women can’t go 
to jobs if you even give fifty thousand taka as salary yet they won’t go to jobs as they 
aren’t allowed to show their face to anyone. Women couldn’t even go out of the door 
of their house in Burma. But now those women are going outside to do jobs….After 
coming here they broke all the rules… If I get any job it will be make me happy.” 
Approximately half of the married girls in our qualitative sample would welcome 
such opportunities and show responsiveness towards venturing outside the home. A 
17-year-old married girl in camp 24 claimed, “I have to do something, I have to do a 
job. I can’t bring food [home] if I listen to everyone. If people want, they can defame 
me. But, I can’t sit at home…I have to fill my stomach. So, I can’t stay at home.”

Though married and unmarried girls’ experiences in accessing income-generat-
ing opportunities and training are low overall, our data present a few exceptions. 
Unmarried girls are significantly more likely to report benefitting from programmes 
that provide employment for youth or economic skills building (9% vs 5%). Our data 
indeed highlight the limbo faced by married girls, whereby their marital status and 
childcare demands translate into missed vocational training opportunities provided 
to ‘adolescents’, including sewing, tailoring and life skills classes, while equally 
missing out on opportunities provided to ‘women’ of an older age band, such as 
volunteering for a variety of camp structures and participating in cash-for-work 
schemes (ISCG et al. 2019). As stated by and 18-year-old married girl in camp 2E, 
“Yes [I earned money by sewing]. Before my marriage.”, while a 17-year-old mar-
ried girl in camp 12 clarified, “The girls who live here, down the hill, are doing jobs. 
[But] they are 20 or 25 or 30 years old.”

Freedom from violence

Overall reporting of GBV (defined in our survey as harassment, assault, rape, or 
domestic violence) in the last 12  months is low at 6.5% across both married and 
unmarried girls. However, this likely does not paint a complete picture of their expe-
riences. Firstly, married girls are twice as likely to have experienced GBV (11% of 
married girls compared to 4.5% of unmarried girls) and 3.7% of married girls report 
experiencing rape or sexual abuse (compared to 1.3% of unmarried girls). Further, 
when asked about other members of the community, 19.4% of married and unmar-
ried adolescents report having witnessed rape or sexual abuse and 71% report hear-
ing about such instances. This latter discrepancy is suggestive that Rohingya girls, 
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in general, do not readily disclose their own experiences of GBV in quantitative sur-
veys or do not consider certain forms of violence as GBV when answering about 
their own lives.

Most of our qualitative interviews find that married girls experience physical 
abuse by their husbands and in-laws if they show disrespect towards what is cul-
turally viewed as wives’ duties. A 16-year-old girl from camp 2E recounted being 
abused by her husband and his family upon refusing to eat all the food brought 
by her sister-in-law during Eid celebrations: ‘My husband beat me up with a stick 
for not eating the foods she brought. Then I wasn’t given food and water for three 
or four days.’ The apparent acceptability of IPV towards married girls appears 
endemic, as a 16-year-old unmarried girl in camp 2E crystallised a common senti-
ment: ‘Some husbands torture their wives. This is very common here. I have heard a 
lot about this from many persons. When the wives don’t listen to their husbands, they 
are beaten.’ Physical violence in the form of beatings is the most common type of 
IPV experienced by married Rohingya girls in our qualitative sample.

Married girls simply do not know whether or how to report IPV. Partially, this 
stems from cultural notions silencing girls’ voices, as an 18-year-old married girl 
from camp 12 explained: ‘What will we say? Can we badmouth men or beat them 
up? They beat us. Why will I say anything? When I say anything to my husband, he 
beats me. So I keep quiet… When I ask him why he beats me, he says that they have 
the right to beat up women.’ Other girls expressed the desire to seek legal justice 
from community structures, though when they attempted this avenue, they felt dis-
regarded. As a 17-year-old girl from camp 2E commented: ‘No one judges fairly if 
we complain. I complained to the head majhi. He only says that my husband will be 
good and drives us away. [I only complained] once. I understood that there will be 
no benefit.’

While unmarried Rohingya girls experience beatings by their parents if they fail 
to fulfil cultural expectations, our data suggest that this is less common—in the 
quantitative data, 14% of unmarried girls report that they have been pushed, slapped, 
hit, or beaten by a parent. A 16-year-old girl in camp 24 noted: ‘… whenever I go 
out, I am beaten up. Also I have to hide my Ludo board when father is here or he 
beats me. He tells me that that is bad. When my father is here, I cannot play.’ Other 
reactions are more lenient, as an 18-year-old girl from camp 24 explained: ‘If I make 
mistakes, no one at home beats me. They just scold me.’ Most interviews found that 
parents resort to beatings if their daughters go out of the home, thus risking their 
honour of upholding purdah by community members who defame the girl’s purity. 
This is particularly distressing for parents trying to organise suitable marriages for 
their daughters, who are meant to remain untainted by gossip. As a 42-year-old 
mother of an 18-year-old married girl explained, ‘I don’t have any desire to let my 
daughters go out, they will become bad. I am happy because my girls stay at home 
and no one can see them. [But] I am tense for other reasons like "Will I get a good 
proposal for my daughter?”’.

Overall, our qualitative data suggest that while unmarried girls may or may not 
face beatings, depending on the lenience of their parents, married girls typically do, 
as summed up during a focus group with adolescent girls in camp 24: ‘I don’t get 
beaten, as I don’t have any husband.’
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Psychosocial wellbeing

Both married and unmarried Rohingya girls’ realties are plagued with worries, par-
ticularly as they age through adolescence. Our qualitative data show that while major 
concerns and distress for married girls are centred on marital and household prob-
lems, common sources of worry for unmarried girls are centred on lack of finances, 
which hampers the chance of marriage, as well as limited educational opportunities 
and restricted mobility.

Our quantitative data find that 22% of girls exhibited signs of psychological dis-
tress, using the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), an internationally vali-
dated measure of mental disorders and distress, and 23% exhibit signs of being at 
least moderately depressed, using the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9), an 
internationally validated depression module. There is strong evidence suggest-
ing worse mental health outcomes among married adolescents. Startlingly, while 
rates of psychological distress measured by the GHQ-12 are relatively similar (26% 
among married girls and 20% among unmarried girls, p = 0.119), 40.8% of married 
girls have PHQ-9 scores that classify them as exhibiting signs of being moderately 
to severely depressed, compared to only 14.9% of unmarried girls.6 The qualitative 
data also support greater sources of psychological distress for married girls, who 
are concerned about their husbands not paying attention to their or their children’s 
needs, a lack of reliable household income, and social isolation. As an 18-year-old 
married girl in camp 2E explained, ‘When my husband doesn’t have work, I feel 
tensed. I also feel bad as I have not seen my friend since coming here. But we are 
married now. How will we meet?’ Some married girls also displayed negative 
feelings about managing their household responsibilities since displacement and 
lamented more bountiful days in Myanmar. As an 18-year-old girl recalled, ‘We had 
so many things in Burma. We used to grow vegetables there; we never had to buy 
any vegetables… We did not have so many problems with food there.’ Married girls 
display worries about the future, particularly as they have neither money nor assets 
to pass on to their children. Although extremely low percentages for both cohorts, 
older unmarried girls appear more likely to report having money under their control 
than their married counterparts (5.8% vs 0.1%).

Major concerns for unmarried girls relate to their household’s financial situa-
tion and navigating cultural notions of appropriateness. Unmarried girls seem aware 
of changes in some community practices in the face of displacement—including 
opportunities for women to volunteer in camp structures and access skills-building 
classes—and are attempting to understand their place vis-à-vis these changes. A 
17-year-old girl in camp 12 crystalised this sentiment, ‘Here women can go out but 
in Burma you will be thrown out from society. Burma is the country of man but 

6 Moderate to severe depression is defined as having a PHQ-9 score of equal to or greater than 10 
(Kroenke et  al. 2001). Possible scores range from 0 to 27. These rates are in line with what has been 
found in other studies. For example, Patel et al. (2007), in synthesising prevalence of mental disorders 
from various studies of young people, find that” at least one out of every 4–5 young people in the popula-
tion will suffer from at least one mental disorder in any given year,” and prevalence is even higher among 
more vulnerable populations.
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Bangladesh is a country of women.’ Moreover, unmarried girls are worried about 
securing a marriage proposal, and how their parents, lacking secure livelihoods, will 
afford a dowry—a concern exacerbated in female-headed households. Two 16-year-
old unmarried girls from different camps expressed this tension:

People say, ‘You are so old! Doesn’t anyone propose to you for marriage?’ 
Then I share it with my mother. My mother explains to them that we can’t 
marry [me] off due to financial problems. (16-year-old girl, camp 24)

I don’t think anything about the future. Marriage proposals come but they 
demand dowry. But we have no ability to give dowry. That’s why I can’t get 
married. They say, ‘If you give this amount, I will marry you, otherwise I 
won’t.’ [They demand money] and utensils and the bride’s family have to give 
dresses too for the groom. Dowry is a must during marriage however beautiful 
the girl is! (16-year-old girl, camp 2E)

Although all girls face restrictions on leisure time, particularly outdoors, many mar-
ried girls have additional duties stemming from childcare, further binding them to 
their homes. In our sample of married girls in the quantitative data, 37% reported 
having children. When asked about leisure time, a 17-year-old married girl in 
camp 24 replied, ‘I say my prayer, read Qur’an, eat rice and serve food to others’. 
Although similarly confined to the home, some unmarried girls are allowed to meet 
in neighbours’ houses to play indoor games and keep each other company. They also 
have more idle time to spend with friends inside their homes, and ‘talk to each other 
and discuss dresses’ (16-year-old girl, camp 2E). Unmarried girls are also able to 
have fun playing with younger brothers, nephews and neighbours’ children without 
the responsibilities imposed by motherhood, as explained by a 16-year-old married 
girl in camp 2E speaking about her son, “My whole day is spent taking care of him.”

In terms of support, married girls lament the loss of friendships due to their 
marital status. A 17-year-old married girl described, ‘[My friend and I] haven’t met 
for so long. Now she has got married and I also have got married. Friendship has 
been over, that happens normally.’ The loss of friendships affects all older adoles-
cent girls, regardless of their marital status, due to age restrictions on mobility. In 
fact, both married and unmarried girls remembered friendships ‘in my younger age’ 
(17-year-old marred girl, camp 2E).

Study limitations

The empirical results reported here should be considered in the light of some limita-
tions. Though our mixed-method research approach aims to produce more complete 
outcomes than using either method independently, our findings around IPV were 
more overtly pronounced in the qualitative data from the married sample as our sur-
vey module did not explicitly investigate IPV.

Second, specific nuances may have been lost in translation in both data collection 
and analysis. Though enumerators, interviewers, and the coding team were fluent in 
the Chittagonian dialect of Bangla, which is similar to the Rohingya language, some 
noteworthy discrepancies exist. We mitigated discrepancies by inserting specific 
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Rohingya terminology into interview and survey guides once interviewers and enu-
merators had assimilated them, typically following the pilot phase. Learning spe-
cific Rohingya vocabulary can help us design tools for linguistic relevance in future 
rounds  of data collection. Additionally, there are no words in Rohingya that cap-
ture specific psychological concepts—including anxiety, post-traumatic stress and 
depression (Tay et al. 2018).

Discussion

Our data present a complex picture of the vulnerabilities facing married Rohingya 
girls and the obstacles that prevent them gaining ‘the kinds of assets that expand the 
capacity of individuals to achieve valued ways of “doing and being”’ (GAGE con-
sortium 2019, p. 2). As soon as Rohingya girls enter adolescence, prevailing gender 
norms begin shaping their trajectories. Marriage becomes the predominant social 
role for girls who are married, and a dominant aspiration for unmarried girls and 
their families, reflecting Bourdieu’s normalisation and reproduction of gender prac-
tices and norms (1977). All Rohingya adolescent girls living in Cox’s Bazar face a 
myriad of vulnerabilities, yet to fully understand their lived realities it is important 
to disaggregate by marital status and to tailor policies and programming accordingly.

We find that certain forms of GBV, including IPV, go unreported due to cul-
tural notions permitting a husband to behave violently towards his wife and notions 
that wives should not disclose intimate family matters. Married girls that reported 
domestic abuse received little support (whether mediation or legal counsel) from the 
majhi camp coordinators. As the discretionary powers of majhis grow, the system 
requires revisiting. Due to their integral role in camp life, we hope that majhis will 
be targeted and sensitised towards the bodily integrity risks faced by married girls 
and about the negative consequences of child marriage for adolescent girls’ wellbe-
ing and development trajectories. All community and religious leaders, including 
majhis should be prioritised as change agents for married adolescent girls experi-
encing GBV and be included as targeted beneficiaries of social norm interventions, 
including CIC messaging on the harmful effects and illegality of child marriage. 
Over time, majhis should lend their support to promote avenues for socialisation, 
including safe spaces for adolescent married girls who have lost their friendships 
and face social isolation due to the combined impacts of age, motherhood and the 
upholding of purdah.

Findings indicate that Rohingya displacement may, over time, lead to shifts in 
norms for married girls. More active participation of married girls in skills-building 
and income-generating activities could instigate these changes. The precarious sta-
tus of the Rohingya in Cox’s Bazar presents an opportunity to challenge prevail-
ing gender norms and present alternative pathways that would otherwise be blindly 
replicated. Conflict and displacement are indeed known ‘trigger[s] for the bending 
of social norms, as women and girls often take on “male” economic roles… [and] 
the existence of economic opportunities available through migration has led to new 
social norms regarding female mobility, employment and education’ (Marcus and 
Harper 2014, p. 18).
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Our findings illustrate twofold attitudes towards child marriage: on one hand, 
entrenched gender norms centred on seclusion and getting married have been repro-
duced within the ‘doxa’ (Bourdieu 1977) such that marriage continues to be the 
predominant concern for girls as they seek to maintain purdah and transition into 
adulthood. At the same time, our data match other reports (Wake et al. 2019; Gold-
smith and Karim 2019) suggesting that female sewing and tailoring courses, at times 
home-based, are increasingly accepted and welcomed by the Rohingya community. 
We recommend leveraging this latter view by scaling-up programmes to provide 
outreach to married girls who have been largely excluded from participating, as well 
as extending participation to all adolescent girls. Adolescent training has in fact been 
highlighted as a key priority in the 2020 Joint Response Plan (ISCG et al. 2020), and 
this needs to include already married girls. To facilitate their access and retain their 
participation, we recommend that, initially, married girls report to female supervi-
sors only that awareness-raising with family members is provided and that oppor-
tunities are either in close proximity to girls’ homes with dedicated chaperones, or 
home-based (WRC 2019). To avoid backlash, it is critical that the empowerment of 
Rohingya married girls is coupled with a package of gender-transformative interven-
tions around gender norms targeted to families and community leaders, also inves-
tigating the relationship between spouses regarding the appropriateness of female 
work.

Skills-building and income-generating initiatives may open a space for empower-
ment and socialisation for married adolescent girls who may also gain greater nego-
tiation power in household decision-making when they earn some income. While 
the concept of empowerment requires an understanding of the multitude of confines, 
relations and internalised ideas of agency that girls must overcome and should not 
be boiled down to income generation, there is evidence that women’s access to paid 
work can promote greater gender equality (Kabeer 2005). Additionally, exactly 
what empowerment means in the context of displacement and in the context of the 
very constrained options available to Rohingya girls, remains underexplored. While 
authors recognise the limitations of terminology, the material realities of girls’ lives 
in this setting remain a very important concern and require attention.

Conclusion

Rohingya married girls are experiencing gender inequality in their daily lives leav-
ing them at risk of multiple forms of GBV, including IPV, and social isolation. If 
Agenda 2030’s central promise to leave no one behind is to be realised, it must not 
be viewed as a separate course of action, but intrinsic to fulfilling the Agenda as a 
whole. To meet SDG 5.3, more attention must be paid to and more data must be 
generated on already married girls, particularly in relation to evidence on compo-
nents of successful interventions to respond to child marriage, in order to expose 
the context-specific drivers of child marriage and deepen our understanding of the 
vulnerabilities married girls face while also maintaining advocacy to prevent child 
marriage. Conflict and displacement can present an opportunity to tackle gen-
der inequalities and progress transitions into adulthood for adolescent brides—an 
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opportunity that must be grasped if we are to accelerate progress for married girls 
who are left behind.
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