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This study analysed the demographic, socioeconomic and sociocultural factors that affect age at first marriage in the six geo-political 
regions in Nigeria. Data from 31482 married females aged 15-49 years obtained from the Nigerian Demographic and Health Survey 
(NDHS) 2013, were used. Descriptive methods were used to calculate mean and median ages at first marriage and Cox proportional 
hazard model was used to study the effect of demographic, socioeconomic and sociocultural variables, and to identify the magnitude and 
significance of their effects on age at first marriage. The study found that mean and median ages at first marriage in Nigeria were 18 and 
25.5 years respectively. Mean and median ages at first marriage in North-East and North-West regions were low. At national level region 
had significant effect on age at first marriage, Northern regions had higher risk of marriage than Southern ones. 

Introduction
Biological scientists have established the fact that the function of the human body system declines with age [1]. The organs are 
gradually developed at growing ages until they reach the peak where they are well developed after which their effectiveness starts to 
decrease as age advances. The child bearing period of a woman is generally between the ages of fifteen and forty years. A woman’s 
fertility peaks in the early and mid-twenties after which it starts to decline slowly with a drastic drop around thirty five. Menopause 
which is the cessation of menstrual period occurs in the forties and fifties mark the cessation of fertility [2-6]. However, age 
related infertility can occur earlier in some women due to some factors among which are their general health and nutrition. The 
relationship between a woman’s age and fertility is referred to as her “biological clock”. When a woman reaches the age at which 
fertility is commonly understood to drop, it can be said that her biological clock is ticking. However, the exact estimate of the 
probability of a woman’s conception after certain age is not yet known. The family, which is a group of people, related by blood, 
marriage or adoption is an important institution because it is the building block of any society and the wealth of a nation depends 
on the health of the family [7-9]. It is important to study the factors that affect family formation decisions and one of such factors is 
age at first marriage [10-12]. Age is an important demographic variable that determines the extent to which certain characteristics 
can go. In Nigeria, premarital sex and birth outside marriage are frowned at for cultural and religious reasons; hence marriage 
becomes the basis of family formation and marks the beginning of regular exposure to the risk of fertility.

Age at first marriage is of interest because it determines the duration of such an exposure; hence, it affects fertility levels and 
population growth especially in countries where the use of contraceptives is low. Age at first marriage is an important indirect 
determinant of fertility because women who marry early will on the average have a longer period of exposure to the risk of 
pregnancy, often leading to higher completed fertility. Age at first marriage determines the age at first birth and at the long run 
influences the total number of children a woman bears throughout her reproductive period, in the absence of any active fertility 
control. Variation in age of entry into marriage explains the differences in fertility across populations [10]. 
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Worldwide, more than 700 million women alive were married before their 18th birthday. More than one in three (about 250 
million) entered into union before age 15. If there is no reduction in the practice of child marriage, up to 280 million girls alive are 
at risk of becoming brides by the time they turn 18. Child marriage among girls is most common in South Asia and sub-Saharan 
Africa [13]. Early or teenage marriage is very common in the northern part of Nigeria. Good percentage of Northern girls goes 
into first marriage as teenagers without formal education and any livelihood. Parents in this part of the country place more value 
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Introduction

Where: hi (t,xi ) Denotes the resultant hazard, given the values of the p covariates for the respective case X = (x1,x2,…,xp), B=(β1,β2,…
.,βp) and the respective survival time (t) = T.  

We present descriptive measures of age at first marriage in Table 1 and results of fitting the Cox proportional hazard model to age 
at first marriage in Table 2. 

Early or teenage marriage has potentially harmful consequences both on individuals and the country at large. The young girls 
involved are deprived of basic human rights and ordinary life experiences other young people have [12, 14,15]. Many of them are 
forced to drop out of school. They are isolated from family, friends, and other sources of support. Their health is at risk because of 
early sexual activity and childbearing. One of the health risks is vesicovaginal fistula (a condition that does not allow the bladder 
to hold liquid, hence urine comes out as soon as it gets into the bladder) which is common in Northern Nigeria Countries with 
a high percentage of too early marriage are more likely to experience extreme and persistent poverty, and high levels of maternal 
and child mortality.

Cox proportional hazard model was proposed by David Cox [6]. It is a popular model in survival analysis that can be used to 
assess the importance of various covariates in the survival times of individuals or objects through the hazard function. It is an 
appealing approach when confronted with survival time data without a clue to its underlying distribution. The model is called a 
semi-parametric model because it makes no assumption about the shape of the baseline hazard function [16-18].

The Cox model is given as:

Methods
Cox’s Proportional Hazard Model
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The first term on the right-hand side of the equation, h0(t) is the duration-dependent risk component of the hazard function 
otherwise known as the baseline hazard [19-22]. It is the hazard for the respective individual when the values of all the covariates 
are equal to zero while the second exponential term is relative risk component of the hazard function associated with having 
attribute X. 

X is a vector of covariates.
B is a vector of parameters to be estimated.
T denotes duration to first marriage measured in years (i.e. age).

The data for this study were those of 31482 ever-married women aged 15-49 years obtained from the 2013 Nigeria Demographic 
and Health Survey. The DHS (now DHS+) program has conducted over 170 nationally representative surveys in about 70 countries 
throughout Africa, Asia, the Near East, Latin America, and the Caribbean. It is a survey that was designed to provide population 
and health indicator estimates at the national, zonal, and state levels [23-26]. The 2013 Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey 
(NDHS) implemented by the National Population Commission is the fifth in the series of Demographic and Health Surveys 
conducted so far in Nigeria; previous surveys were conducted in 1990, 1999, 2003, and 2008. Details of the survey are contained 
in the 2013 NDHS final report.

Results

Zones/Country Median

North central 25.5

North-East 22.0

North-West 22.5

South-East 25.0

South-West 24.0

South-South 24.5

Nigeria 25.5
Table 1: Mean and median ages at first marriage in the six zones and Nigeria

on girls because of bride price, so they take good care of them from childhood till they are physically matured only to give them 
out in marriage as teenagers. This calls for urgent attention by individuals and the government.
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Mean and median ages at first marriage in North-East and North-West were low; this may be attributed to child and teenage 
marriage common in the zones. Women in these zones went into marriage as children or teenagers without any formal education. 
High median obtained in North-Central may be as a result of women’s involvement in labor force. The high estimates obtained in 
the South-East may be due to high bride price a bridegroom is usually enforced to pay in the zone. Therefore, women tend to delay 
marriage until their men have worked for years so as to be able to pay the dowry.

Variables Hazard Ratios

Zones

North Central 1.057

North East 1.294**

North West 1.601**

South East .926

South South .878**

Type of place of residence Rural 1.053**

Highest Educational Level

No Education 1.551**

Primary 1.870**

Secondary 1.439**

Religion

Catholic .990

Traditional 1.164*

Islam 1.467**

Wealth Index

Poorest 1.278**

Poorer 1.170**

Middle 1.094**

Richer 1.144**

Respondent’s Current Age

15-24 1.879**

25-34 1.348**

Age At First Sex

<15 Years 31.839**

15-24 5.957**

25-34 1.851**

Ethnicity

Hausa 1.032

Igbo/Ibo .910*

Yoruba .793**
** p<0.01 and * p<0.05
Table 2: Results of Cox’s Proportional hazard model 
analysis of age at first marriage in Nigeria 

Discussion and Conclusion

Respondent’s current age and age at first sex were significant across all the regions. Highest educational level was significant in 
North-East, South-East and South-South. It was less significant in North-Central and South-West and it was not significant in 
North-West. Religion was significant in all the regions except South-East where it was not that significant. Wealth index was 
significant in all the regions except in North-West and South-West where it was less significant. Ethnicity was significant in all 
the regions except South-East where it was not that significant. Type of place of residence was significant in all the regions except 
North West.

In view of the findings in the study, it is recommended that early exposure of girls to sexual activities should be discouraged by 
supporting religious bodies that prohibits premarital sex and organizing sex education in rural areas and schools. It is crucial to 
formulate policy that will encourage girls to go for further studies. Preference should be given to education in the nation’s annual 
budgets. It is advisable to upgrade rural areas by establishing industries and providing more schools and social infrastructures. The 
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mentioned effort should be more concentrated in the Northern zones since these were the places where early age at first marriage 
is common in the in the country. There should be improvement of people’s standard of living especially in North-East, North-West, 
and South-East where poverty led to early marriage among women. A law that will disallow women who are younger than 18 years 
from getting married should be enacted.
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