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INTRODUCTION

Child marriage is defined as a formal or informal union before the age of 
18. As in much of sub-Saharan Africa,2 the prevalence of child marriage 
remains high in the Republic of Congo (RoC), in part because education-

al attainment for girls is low. Based on qualitative fieldwork, this article looks at 
communities’ perceptions of child marriage and girls’ education and their sugges-
tions for programs and policies that could improve outcomes for girls. 

The article also discusses potential implications for Catholic and other faith-based 
schools, as well as faith leaders. The issues faced by adolescent girls discussed in 
this article are prevalent throughout sub-Saharan Africa. This is the region where 
enrollment in Catholic and other faith-based schools is largest and growing fastest. 
In 2020, according to data from the Statistical Yearbook of the Church,3 34.6 million 
children were enrolled in Catholic primary schools globally, with 19.3 million chil-
dren enrolled in Catholic secondary schools and 7.5 million children enrolled at 
the preschool level. Africa accounted for 55% of all children enrolled in a Catholic 
primary school globally, and around 30% for children enrolled at the preschool 
and secondary levels. Under business-as-usual projections, the share of all children 
enrolled in Catholic schools who live in Africa is expected to continue to grow. 
Catholic schools and faith leaders simply must confront the issues of girls’ educa-
tion, child marriage, and early childbearing and find ways to provide better oppor-
tunities for girls. A first step is to better understand the issues, and this is main the 
contribution of this paper for the RoC. 

1	 Jean-Christophe Boungou Bazika and Wolf Ulrich Mféré Akiana are with CERAPE. Quentin Wodon 
is with UNESCO’s International Institute for Capacity Building in Africa. The opinions and views 
expressed in this article are those of the authors only and need not represent the views of their 
employers. In particular, they need not represent the views of UNESCO. The data used for this 
paper were collected when the third author was at the World Bank.

2	 Sub-Saharan Africa is now the region of the world with the highest prevalence of child marriage. 
See Alexis Le Nestour, Oliver Fiala, and Quentin Wodon, “Global and Regional Trends in Child 
Marriage: Estimates from 1990 to 2017,” Working paper (London: Save the Children UK, 2018).

3	 Secretariat of State [of the Vatican], Annuarium statisticum Ecclesiae 2020 / Statistical Yearbook of 
the Church 2020 / Annuaire statistique de l’Eglise 2020 (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
2022). For an analysis of trends in enrollment in Catholic schools globally, see Quentin Wodon, 
Global Catholic Education Report 2023: Transforming Education and Making Education  
Transformative (Washington, DC: Global Catholic Education, 2022). 
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A companion piece is available for the Democratic Republic of Congo.4 The in-
troductions and some of the conclusions in both articles are very similar, so that 
readers interested in only one of the two studies get the necessary background by 
reading that study only (i.e., they do not need to read both articles). But the data 
and analysis are specific to each country. One important conclusion is that many 
findings are similar in both countries, suggesting these findings may be robust.

At the time of writing, estimates from UNICEF suggest that 27% of girls marry as 
children in the RoC, with 7% marrying before the age of 15 (data from the 2014-
15 Multiple Indicators Cluster Survey).5 Child marriage is a leading cause of early 
childbearing, defined as a mother having her first child before the age of 18. The 
share of women ages 18-22 who had a child before 18 is estimated at 31.8% in the 
RoC.6 It has decreased only slightly over time. Child marriage also contributes to 
low educational attainment for girls. According to estimates from the UNESCO 
Institute of Statistics available in the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 
(WDI), only 72% of girls complete their primary education in the RoC.7 For lower 
secondary, the completion rate is even lower at 49%.8 

Child marriage, early childbearing, and low educational attainment for girls lead to 
low levels of human capital. The World Bank’s Human Capital Index9 (HCI) mea-
sures the expected future productivity in adulthood of today’s children. It is based 
on five variables likely to affect future earnings: (1) the survival rate of children past 
age 5; (2) the expected number of years of education completed by youth; (3) the 
quality of learning in school; (4) how long workers will remain in the workforce, 

4	 See Jean-Christophe Boungou Bazika, Geneviève Bagamboula Mayamona, and Quentin Wodon, 
“Girls’ Education and Child Marriage in Central Africa: Insights from Qualitative Fieldwork Part I: 
The Democratic Republic of Congo,” Journal of Global Catholicism 7, no. 1 (2022): 32-59. 

5	 UNICEF data are available at https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/. For 
a profile of child marriage in the RoC, see also Chata Male and Quentin Wodon, “Basic Profile 
of Child Marriage in the Republic of Congo,” Health, Nutrition and Population Knowledge Brief 
(Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2016).

6	 Male and Wodon, “Basic Profile of Early Childbirth in the Republic of Congo,” Health, Nutrition and 
Population Knowledge Brief (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2016).

7	 Latest estimate for 2012. https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators. 
8	 Latest estimate for 2012. https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators.
9	 World Bank, The Human Capital Index – 2020 Update: Human Capital in the Time of COVID-19 

(Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2021).

https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
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as proxied by adult survival past 60; and finally (5) prevention of stunting in young 
children. 

The HCI takes a value between zero and one. It represents the ratio of the expected 
productivity of today’s children and youth in comparison to the productivity that 
they could achieve with full education and health.10 For girls in the RoC, the HCI 
took on a value of only 0.45.11 This suggests that in adulthood, today’s children will 
reach only 45% of their productive potential. Low levels of educational attainment 
as well as lack of learning in school contribute to this outcome. While girls may 
expect to complete 9.1 years of schooling, this is valued at only 5.4 years when 
taking into account how much children actually learn in school.12 Child marriage 
also affects the HCI, as it contributes not only to lower educational attainment for 
girls, but also to higher risks of under-five mortality and under-five stunting for 
the children of girls marrying and having children early, as well as higher risks of 
maternal mortality.13 

10	 The HCI is constructed by multiplying the contributions of survival, school, and health to expected 
relative productivity: HCI = Survival × School × Health. Survival = 1 minus the under-five mor-
tality rate. School = the expected number of school years youth will complete adjusted by student 
performance on international assessments as follows: exp Φ(Years of schooling) ×(Harmonized 
test score/625)-14) . Health = expected adult survival and the likelihood of avoiding stunting 
as follows: exp (γASR  (Adult survival rate-1) ×γNSR (Not stunted rate-1). The components of the 
index are meant to capture contributions in childhood to adult productivity relative to complete 
high-quality education and full health. The parameter Φ = 0.08 measures the expected labor 
market returns to an additional year of schooling: γASR = 0.65 and γNSR = 0.35 measure the 
improvements in productivity associated with an improvement in health, using adult survival and 
stunting as proxies for health. Complete high-quality education is 14 years of schooling and a 
harmonized test score of 625. Full health is 100% survival into adulthood and a stunting rate of 
zero percent. See World Bank (2018) for details.

11	 This estimate is for 2020, but some components of the HCI are based on data for prior years.
12	 On the learning crisis in West and Central Africa and approaches to end it, see World Bank, 

Western and Central Africa Education Strategy from School to Jobs: A Journey for the Young People 
of Western and Central Africa (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2022). On the role of faith-based 
education in the region, see Quentin Wodon, Education in Sub-Saharan Africa: Comparing Faith-In-
spired, Private Secular, and Public Schools (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2014).

13	 See Quentin Wodon et al., Educating Girls and Ending Child Marriage: A Priority for Africa  
(Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2018). On the link between child marriage and early childbear-
ing, see Quentin Wodon, Chata Male, and Adenike Onagoruwa, “A Simple Approach to Measuring 
the Share of Early Childbirths Likely Due to Child Marriage in Developing Countries,” Forum for 
Social Economics 49, no. 2 (2020): 166-79. https://doi.org/10.1080/07360932.2017.1311799.

https://doi.org/10.1080/07360932.2017.1311799
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The available indicators on the prevalence of child marriage, educational attain-
ment and learning for girls in the RoC, as well as the data for the estimation of the 
HCI, all predate the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic is likely to have wors-
ened these indicators substantially, especially for educational outcomes. This is in 
part because schools were closed for a substantial period of time, and most children 
did not have access to quality distance learning (the rate of household connectivity 
to the internet is very low).14 In addition, as is the case for the sub-Saharan Africa 
region as a whole, the country is affected by other overlapping crises, including 
rising food and fuel prices that are leading more households to fall into poverty,15 
thereby limiting the ability of parents to send their children to school. 

What could be done to educate girls and more generally provide them with better 
opportunities? Research has shown that child marriage affects educational attain-
ment as very few girls manage to remain in school once they marry. But vice versa, 
a higher level of educational attainment reduces the likelihood of child marriage. 
Ending child marriage would improve girls’ education, and conversely impact eval-
uations suggest that educating girls is one of the best ways to end child marriage.16 

Indeed, in terms of specific policies, the literature suggests that economic incen-
tives to keep girls in schools may work better than other policies for delaying mar-
riage.17 Could this also be the case in the RoC? To provide a tentative answer to 

14	 On the impact of the pandemic on learning poverty, defined as the share of children not able to 
read and understand a simple text by age 10, see World Bank et al., The State of Global Learning 
Poverty: 2022 Update (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2022).

15	 On the current food and fuel price crisis and its impact in sub-Saharan Africa, see Cesar Calderon et 
al., Food System Opportunities in a Turbulent Time, Africa’s Pulse 26 (Washington, DC: The World 
Bank, 2022).

16	 See for example Erika Field and Attila Ambrus, “Early Marriage, Age of Menarche, and Female 
Schooling Attainment in Bangladesh,” Journal of Political Economy 116, no. 5 (2008): 881-930.  
https://doi.org/10.1086/593333. For Africa, see Minh Cong Nguyen and Quentin Wodon, “Impact 
of Child Marriage on Literacy and Educational Attainment in Africa,” Background Paper for Fixing 
the Broken Promise of Education for All (Paris and New York: UNESCO Institute of Statistics and 
UNICEF, 2014). 

17	 For reviews of the literature, see Iona Botea et al., Interventions Improving Sexual and  
Reproductive Health Outcomes and Delaying Child Marriage and Childbearing for Adolescent 
Girls (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2017). See also Amanda M. Kalamar, Susan Lee-Rife, and 
Michelle J. Hindin, “Interventions to Prevent Child Marriage among Young People in Low- and 
Middle-Income Countries: A Systematic Review of the Published and Gray Literature,” Journal of 
Adolescent Health 59, no. 3 (2016): S16-S21. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.015.

https://doi.org/10.1086/593333
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.015
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TABLE 8: PERCEPTIONS OF PUBLIC AND RELIGIOUS 
SCHOOLS, SHARES (%)

Brazzaville Gamboma Nyanga

Do public secular schools meet community needs?
Yes 26 72 43
No 72 28 57
Don’t know 2 0 0

Satisfaction with secular schools
Very satisfied 8 4 20
Satisfied 22 36 14
Moderately satisfied 34 28 37
Dissatisfied 34 24 29
Very dissatisfied 2 8 0

Which types of schools are better?
Religious schools 50 20 63
Secular schools 30 0 16
No difference 20 18 14
Don’t know 0 60 4

Should schools provide religious instruction?

Yes 66 44 98
No 28 0 0
Don’t know 6 56 2

Source: Authors’ estimation from small-scale survey in the three localities. 
Note: Some categories may not add to 100% due to rounding or non-responses.

CONCLUSION
The objective of this article was to explore the issues of girls’ education and child 
marriage in the RoC based on qualitative fieldwork from the capital city of Braz-
zaville and two rural areas. Four main questions were explored: (1) How much 
support is there in communities for girls’ education and women’s work? (2) What 
are the factors leading girls to drop out of school? (3) What are communities’ 
perceptions related to child marriage? and (4) Is there a role for faith leaders and 
faith-based schools in helping to end child marriage and promote girls’ education?
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There is support for girls’ education and women’s work in the communities, al-
though less so in Gamboma which has a predominantly indigenous population. 
But a range of factors including the out-of-pocket costs of schooling for parents, 
the poor quality of the education being provided, and the risk of becoming preg-
nant when sexually active lead some girls to drop out of school prematurely. In 
those cases, child marriage is more likely, even if in two of the three communities, 
there is agreement about its negative effects. Faith leaders have an important role to 
play in preventing child marriages, but they tend not to talk about the issue, in con-
trast to what is observed in the companion paper for the Democratic Republic of 
Congo. Faith-based schools also have a role to play in efforts to keep girls in (sec-
ondary) school, especially as they tend to be perceived as being of higher quality.

It was mentioned several times that faith leaders and faith-based schools have an 
important role to play to improve opportunities for girls. This may lead to diffi-
cult questions. For example, following good practical advice from the international 
community, should Catholic schools provide comprehensive sexual and reproduc-
tive health education to girls (and boys) while they are in school, and if so, what 
does “comprehensive” mean? This type of question has not been explored in this 
article, but it needs to be, if only to prevent unwanted pregnancies.

The findings provided by the qualitative fieldwork are not too surprising, although 
the fact that there is substantial heterogeneity between communities is very im-
portant to adapt program and policies to local contexts. Overall, except perhaps for 
Gamboma, the findings are encouraging, given fairly broad support to end child 
marriage, support girls’ education, and promote women’s work. Similar support is 
found in the companion paper for the Democratic Republic of Congo. The chal-
lenge for public policy, as well as for faith leaders and faith-based and other schools, 
is to build on the support to provide better opportunities for girls, taking into ac-
count differences in context and attitudes between communities.
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