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Discrimination in the family

Briefly

Child marriage

Household: unpaid care and domestic work

Divorce and inheritance

Briefly

In addition to education and health, Africa exhibits a high level of discrimination in the family sphere (e.g. child marriage,
household responsibilities, inheritance and divorce) due to the persistence of deep-rooted, unequal power relations
between women and men within the household.

Child marriage

Child marriage, which is considered a form of gender-based violence, is defined as marriage taking place before the age of
18. Worldwide, child marriages have been declining steadily, including in Africa. For instance, from 2009 to 2018, the
prevalence of child marriage declined by seven percentage points in Africa.[ ] However, child marriage is still a widespread1
practice in many African countries. According to UNICEF, Africa is home to 130 million child brides, both girls under the age
of 18 who have already married and adult women who were married as children.[ ] It is estimated that 23% of African girls2
marry before the age of 18.[ ]3

Almost all African countries have ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the African Charter on
the Rights and Welfare of the Child and the Maputo Protocol, which set marriage at 18 years and emphasises the need to
end child marriage. However, most of these countries permit marriage before the age of 18. For instance, 37 countries in
sub-Saharan Africa have legislated 18 years as the minimum age for marriage; however, 12 out of these countries allow
marriage before the required age of 18 if the parents agree to such union.[ ]4

Africa's score on the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) for child marriages stood at 41 in 2021, which is
significantly worse than the world average of 36 (a score of 0 indicates no discrimination and 100 indicates absolute
discrimination). The extent of child marriages varies widely across Africa's subregions. The highest prevalence of child
marriages is in West Africa (Chart 12), with a score of 46, followed closely by Central Africa (45). North Africa has the lowest
level of child marriages among Africa's regions. Globally, nine out of ten countries with the highest levels of child marriage
are in Africa, namely Niger, the Central African Republic, Chad, Mali, Mozambique, Burkina Faso, South Sudan, Guinea and
Nigeria. Countries with low levels of child marriage in Africa include Algeria, Namibia, Rwanda, South Africa and Tunisia.[ ]5
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The deep-rooted patriarchal beliefs and the low value placed on girls are underlying factors of child marriages throughout
the continent. In many African communities, girls are expected to become wives and mothers. For them, marriage brings
more respect in the community than education. In some communities, families whose daughters are not married as
children are often stigmatised, partly due to the importance placed on virginity, as many believe that the earlier a girl is
married, the more likely she is to be a virgin.[ ]6

Poverty is also one of the key drivers of the practice of child marriage in Africa. Low-income families with several children
see child marriage as a way to reduce their economic burden. One less daughter means one less person to feed, clothe
and educate. One study reveals that 50% of women in Côte d'Ivoire's poorest households were married as children,
compared to 14% in the wealthiest households.[ ] In cultures where the bride's family is expected to pay a dowry, early7
marriage equates to a lower bride price. In cultures where the groom's family pays the dowry in exchange for the bride,
younger girls get a higher price. Thus, families that cannot afford to raise their daughters perceive child marriage as the
next best alternative and a source of income.[ ]8

The practice of child marriage results in multiple negative consequences for girls. It denies them their childhood and the
chance to go to school, exposes them to serious health risks, subjects them to psychological and emotional trauma,
isolates them from their societies and violates their human rights. Girls who marry as children often marry older men,
intensifying power imbalances in the relationship. Subordinate to their husbands and families, domestic violence by an
intimate partner is more prevalent and severe among girls who marry as children than women who provide informed
consent to marry.[ ]9

Child marriage subjects many girls to rape and abuse for the rest of their lives. Also, with limited education and
decision-making power, girls cannot influence decisions over safe sex and family planning, which puts them at high risk of
sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV, and becoming pregnant and giving birth before their bodies are biologically
ready. It increases the chance of stillbirth, infant mortality, maternal mortality and disabling complications for the mother,
such as obstetric fistula.[ ]10

There is a strong relationship between child marriage and fertility. Women who marry as children are more likely to have
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more children over their lifetimes than those who marry later in life. It is not surprising that Niger, which has the highest
rate of child marriage globally (62%), has the highest fertility rate globally (an average of seven births per woman).

Also, child marriage reduces girls' chances to acquire the knowledge and skills they need to secure good jobs and provide
for themselves and their families. They also lose the opportunity to be empowered and stand up for their interests. As a
result, millions of girls and women in Africa continue to live in extreme poverty.

Some African countries such as Algeria, Tunisia, Rwanda and South Africa have made huge strides in reducing child
marriage, while others are making legal reforms supporting the alignment of domestic legal frameworks with international
conventions to reduce child marriage. For example, in 2019, Côte d'Ivoire passed a law putting the minimum legal age of
marriage at 18 years for women and men in line with Article 6 (c) of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa.[ ]11

On the Current Path, IFs forecast that the share of females aged between 15 and 19 in marriage or union will range from
44.6% in Central African Republic and 38.7% in Niger to about 1% in Namibia, Algeria, Rwanda and Tunisia by 2043. The
average for Africa is projected to decline from 19% in 2019 to 14.8% by 2043.

Household: unpaid care and domestic work

In many African communities, women are restricted as household headship and cannot make decisions within the
household. Customary and traditional laws or some religious beliefs prevent women from having equal rights with only
men seen as heads of households. According to a report by OECD, the national legal frameworks of 21 African countries
prevent women from being head of a family and do not grant equal parental authority to married women over their
children.[ ] Also, in many African communities, cultural norms assign men as the primary breadwinners, while women12
are expected to fulfil the primary caregiving responsibilities. Consequently, women bear most of the burden regarding
unpaid care and domestic work.

Globally, women are responsible for about 75% of all unpaid care and domestic work,[ ] ranging from cooking, cleaning,13
washing, and caring for children, elders or sick family members, to attending children's school activities. According to a
report by ILO,[ ] globally, on average, women dedicate 3.2 times more time than men to unpaid care work: 4 hours and14
25 minutes per day, compared to 1 hour and 23 minutes for men. Over a year, this represents 201 working days (on an
eight-hour basis) for women compared with 63 working days for men.[ ] The report also indicates that women spend15
more time in unpaid care work than men in every region, ranging from 1.7 times more in the Americas to 4.7 times in the
Arab States (Chart 13).
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In Africa, on average, women spend 4.1 times more time than men on unpaid care and domestic work; however, this
proportion varies significantly across countries, ranging from about two times more in Uganda to nine times more in
Somalia (Chart 14).

This high gender inequality in unpaid labour limits women's time on remunerative activities to increase their income and
economic empowerment. Also, women's unpaid work burden affects girls' educational outcomes as they generally assist
more in unpaid domestic work than boys. Due to the lack of access to piped water and electricity at home in many African
rural areas, women and girls walk several hours to collect water and firewood (used in traditional cookstoves). In Somalia
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and Mauritania, for instance, a single trip to fetch water can, on average, take more than an hour.[ ] These expectations16
that girls and women undertake a larger share of unpaid housework than boys and men in many African communities is a
significant barrier facing girls and young women both for staying in school and for having the time and energy for school
work and training for technical and vocational skills.

Women's unpaid work subsidises the cost of care that sustains families, supports economies and often fills in for the lack
of social services.[ ] Yet, it is not included in countries' GDP calculations. Based on ILO estimates, the value of unpaid care17
and domestic work represents as much as 9% of global GDP. Of that, women's unpaid work accounts for about 6.6% of
GDP, and men's at 2.4%.[ ]18

The Current Path forecast is that the share of African men in unpaid domestic work will slightly increase (probably due to
the projected increase in women's labour force participation rate), so by 2043, the average share of a given 24-hour day
spent doing unpaid work by men will be about 7%, compared to 5% in 2019. The gap between men and women will then
be about ten percentage points compared to 12.5 percentage points in 2019. Clearly, African men have a long way to go in
equally sharing domestic work.

Divorce and inheritance

Women in Africa often face significant disadvantages in divorce and inheritance due to cultural norms, traditional
practices, and legal frameworks that prioritise male interests and perpetuate gender inequalities. Examples include the
following:

Divorce

In many African societies, divorce may result in women losing their rights to marital property, including land, houses and
other assets. Customary or traditional laws, prevalent in some regions, may not adequately protect women's rights to
property acquired during the marriage. As a result, women may be left economically vulnerable and unable to support
themselves after divorce. 

Inheritance

In many African societies, traditional inheritance practices often exclude women from inheriting property, especially land.
Customary laws and patrilineal inheritance systems typically prioritise male heirs, leaving women with limited or no access
to family assets. This lack of inheritance rights can perpetuate gender gaps in asset ownership, especially where
inheritance is an important mode of asset acquisition. When only girls are in a family, the father's assets or possessions
are usually passed on to his brothers upon death.[ ] Botswana, Burundi, Comoros, Eswatini, Gambia, Madagascar,19
Senegal, Somalia, Sudan, Tanzania, Mauritania and Niger are some African countries where sons and daughters do not
have equal rights to inherit assets.[ ]20

Custody of children

In custody battles, women may face challenges in securing custody of their children. Cultural norms and stereotypes may
assume that women are primarily responsible for childcare, but this can work against them if they seek custody. In some
cases, custody decisions are made based on religious or customary laws favouring fathers over mothers.

Legal disparities

Legal frameworks in some African countries may not fully protect women's rights to divorce and inheritance. Laws might
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be influenced by traditional or religious practices that discriminate against women, leading to unequal treatment under
the law.

Lack of awareness and enforcement

Even when laws exist to protect women's rights to divorce and inheritance, lack of awareness about these rights can be a
significant barrier. Additionally, enforcement of these laws may be weak or inconsistent, allowing harmful practices and
discriminatory customs to persist.

Stigma and social pressure

Women who seek divorce or challenge customary inheritance practices may face social stigma and ostracism from their
communities. This can discourage them from pursuing legal remedies or asserting their rights.
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