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Abstract

In communities where a girl's marriage is arranged before she can speak for herself, consent does not disappear it is simply made
invisible. This study interrogates the mechanisms of agency and coercion that shape girl child marriage decisions in Korr-Ngurnit
Ward, Marsabit County, Kenya, a predominantly pastoralist setting where the practice remains deeply entrenched. Drawing on a
convergent parallel mixed-methods design, the study analyzed data from 296 household surveys, nine focus group discussions,
and 16 key informant interviews with Rendille and Samburu community members. Quantitative findings revealed that 51% of
respondents were married before the age of 18 years, and 65.5% reported that their marriages occurred without their consent.
Logistic regression showed that lack of consent increased the odds of girl child marriage by 4.27 times (OR =4.27, p <0.001).
Decision-making authority rested almost exclusively with community elders (42.9%) and fathers (30.7%), effectively
institutionalizing the exclusion of girls from choices about their own futures. Qualitative narratives illuminated how coercion
operates not through overt force alone, but through social stigma, fear of community gossip, patriarchal honour systems, dowry
economies, and culturally sanctioned rites such as female genital mutilation and beading forces that constrain girls' agency long
before any marriage negotiation begins. Grounded in Social Norms Theory and Gender and Power Theory, the study argues that
consent in this context is not simply withheld but structurally pre-empted. Addressing girl child marriage in pastoralist Kenya
therefore demands more than legal enforcement it requires dismantling the normative architecture that renders girls' voices
inaudible before they are ever heard. Implications for policy and community-level programming are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Child marriage remains one of the most persistent viola-
tions of girls' rights across the globe, affecting approximately
650 million girls and women who were married before their
eighteenth birthday [1]. Despite international commitments to
eliminate this practice by 2030 under Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 5.3, child marriage continues to thrive in contexts
where poverty, cultural traditions, and weak legal enforcement

intersect [2]. In Kenya, the Marriage Act 0f 2014 and the Chil-
dren's Act of 2022 explicitly prohibit child marriage and im-
pose penalties on perpetrators. Yet among women aged twenty
to twenty-four, 23 percent were married before reaching age
eighteen, with stark regional disparities revealing that pastor-
alist counties bear a disproportionate burden [3]. Marsabit
County exemplifies this crisis, where girl child marriage prev-
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alence reaches approximately 40 percent and teenage preg-
nancy among girls aged fifteen to nineteen stands at 29 percent,
nearly double the national average of 15 percent [4].

What makes girl child marriage in Marsabit particularly
troubling is not merely its prevalence but the invisibility of
consent. In this pastoralist context, marriages are rarely con-
ducted with the explicit agreement of the girls involved. The
concept of consent becomes blurred when decisions are made
by fathers, elders, and religious leaders who view marriage as
a family or community affair rather than an individual choice
[5]. Girls are socialized from an early age to accept that their
futures are not theirs to determine. They are prepared for mar-
riage through cultural rites such as female genital mutilation
and beading practices among the Samburu community, rituals
that mark their transition from childhood to perceived wom-
anhood without any accompanying recognition of their right
to refuse [6]. The dowry economy further complicates consent,
as bride price transforms daughters into economic assets
whose marriages provide livestock, cash, or social alliances
for their families [7]. Many families view girl child marriage
as a way to avoid shame, scandal, or loss of respect, thereby
maintaining a favorable reputation within the community [8].

This study seeks to unpack the relationship between agency
and coercion in girl child marriage in Marsabit County. Child
marriage among girls poses a major barrier to achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 5
on gender equality and women’s empowerment. It directly un-
dermines progress toward Target 5.3, which calls for the elim-
ination of child, early, and forced marriages by 2030. Drawing
on survey data from 296 women and qualitative insights from
focus group discussions and key informant interviews, we ex-
amine how social pressures, cultural expectations, economic
desperation, and limited parental education interact to produce
a context where girls marry without consent yet may not rec-
ognize their lack of agency as coercion. Social norms and
community surveillance impose immense pressure on families
to get daughters married at a young age, with beliefs that con-
nect female chastity and compliance with family honor re-
maining emphatically prevalent [5]. The concept of invisible
consent captures this paradox: marriages occur without ex-
plicit agreement, yet the absence of overt force allows com-
munities to normalize the practice as tradition rather than vio-
lation. Understanding these dynamics is essential for design-
ing interventions that move beyond legal prohibitions to ad-
dress the normative and structural conditions that render girls'
consent irrelevant in the eyes of their families and communi-
ties.

2. Statement of the Problem

Kenya's Marriage Act of 2014 and Children's Act of 2022
prohibit child marriage, yet the practice persists, with 23 per-
cent of women aged 20 to 24 married before age 18 years [3].
Marsabit County has one of the highest prevalence areas, with
rates around 40 percent [4]. What existing literature fails to
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capture is the nature of consent within these unions. While na-
tional discourse frames child marriage as a violation of chil-
dren's rights, the lived reality in pastoralist communities re-
veals a more complex picture where marriages occur without
explicit consent yet are not perceived as coerced by those who
arrange them.

The problem is not merely that girls marry young. It is that
65.5 percent of married women in Marsabit did not consent to
their marriages, with lack of consent increasing the odds of
child marriage approximately 3.5 times. Yet these marriages
proceed under the weight of community expectations, elder
authority, and dowry economies that render a girl's agreement
irrelevant. Social norms and traditions are cited by 88.8 per-
cent of respondents as drivers of girl child marriage, while
86.1 percent emphasize virginity protection as a key reason
for marrying girls under 18 years. The concept of consent be-
comes invisible when fathers, elders, and religious leaders,
identified by 73.6 percent as primary decision makers, view
marriage as a family or community affair rather than an indi-
vidual choice [9].

This study addresses the gap by unpacking how coercion
operates through invisible mechanisms where collective ex-
pectations override individual agency. Understanding the dis-
connect between legal definitions of consent and community
practices is essential for designing effective interventions in
Marsabit's pastoralist context.

3. Research Objective

The specific objectives of this study were to:

i. Unpack the social, cultural, and economic mechanisms
that render consent invisible by examining how community
expectations, elder authority, dowry economies, and gender
norms override individual agency in marriage decisions.

ii. Examine the prevalence and nature of nonconsensual girl
child marriage among pastoralist communities in Marsabit
County, Kenya, and determine how lack of consent influences
age at first marriage.

iii. Assess how parental education levels shape household
decision making structures and influence whether girls can ex-
ercise consent or refuse early marriage.

4. Research Question

i. How do social norms, cultural practices including elder
authority, dowry economies, and economic pressures interact
to render consent invisible and override individual agency in
marriage decisions for girls?

ii. What is the prevalence of non-consensual girl child mar-
riage among pastoralist communities in Marsabit County,
Kenya, and how does lack of consent influence the likelihood
of marriage before age 18 years?

iii. To what extent does parental education level influence
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household decision making structures and a girl's ability to ex-
ercise consent or decline early marriage in Marsabit County,
Kenya?

5. Literature Review

Child marriage remains a deeply entrenched social issue af-
fecting millions of girls globally, with over 650 million
women alive today having been child brides [10]. In Sub—Sa-
haran Africa, 34 percent of girls are married before age 18
years, with countries such as Niger at 76 percent, Chad at 67
percent, and the Central African Republic at 61 percent lead-
ing in prevalence [11]. The East African region features high
girl child marriage rates in South Sudan at 52 percent, Ethio-
pia at 40 percent, Tanzania at 36 percent, and Uganda at 34
percent [12].

Social factors such as community expectations, peer pres-
sure, gender socialization, and collective sanctions play a cen-
tral role in sustaining girl child marriages. Collective norms
and social sanctions including ostracism, gossip, loss of fam-
ily honor, and exclusion from community events create strong
coercive pressure for compliance [13, 14]. In many contexts,
peer dynamics normalize girl child marriage, as when young
girls observe peers marrying early, it establishes a social
standard that exerts pressure to conform [15, 16].

Cultural traditions and norms perpetuate child marriage by
embedding the practice within rites of passage, gender expec-
tations, and family honor systems. Practices such as early be-
trothal, female genital mutilation as a marriage prerequisite,
and clan alliances reinforce girls' subordination and frame
early union as a cultural duty [17]. Patriarchal norms and tra-
ditional rites often normalize child marriage as the natural
transition to adulthood and social legitimacy. In Marsabit
County, socio culturally, patriarchal norms frame girls primar-
ily as economic assets rather than individuals with agency,
with practices such as early betrothal and female genital mu-
tilation viewed as prerequisites preparing girls for marriage
[18].

The dowry economy further complicates consent, as bride
price transforms daughters into economic assets whose mar-
riages provide livestock, cash, or social alliances for families
[7]. Families facing economic hardship and drought induced
livestock losses describe girl child marriage as both a means

to secure bride wealth and to reduce household dependents [8].

This study addresses the gap in understanding how these in-
tersecting pressures render consent invisible among pastoral-
ist communities in Marsabit County.

5.1. Theoretical Review/Framework

This study is grounded in two complementary theoretical
frameworks that together explain the persistence of girl child
marriage and the invisibility of consent within pastoralist
communities. Social Norms Theory explains how collective
expectations and fear of sanctions drive compliance, while
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Gender and Power Theory reveal how patriarchal structures
systematically exclude girls from decision making. These the-
ories provide the analytical lens for understanding why 65.5
percent of women in Marsabit County married without con-
sent yet did not perceive this as coercion.

5.1.1. Social Norms Theory

Social Norms Theory, as developed by [32] and applied to
girl child marriage by scholars such as [13, 14], distinguishes
between empirical expectations, which are beliefs about what
others actually do, and normative expectations, which are be-
liefs about what others expect one to do. The theory empha-
sizes the role of social sanctions, which are punishments for
deviation, and rewards, which are approvals for conformity, in
maintaining compliance.

This theory was integrated into this study because it ex-
plains the coercive influence of collective expectations that
sustains girl child marriage in Marsabit County even when
many individuals privately recognize its harm. Far from an
isolated custom, girl child marriage is inextricably linked to a
broader constellation of gender norms that consign girls to
subordinate roles, framing marriage and motherhood as their
primary, if not sole, pathway to social legitimacy [14, 19].
Within this normative architecture, early union is not simply a
rite of passage but a compulsory affirmation of conformity,
safeguarding family honor and securing a girl's future in con-
texts where alternative trajectories appear foreclosed. [20] il-
luminate the intensity of stigma directed at unmarried girls,
with pressure emanating from both kin and wider networks,
compelling families to comply even when their private con-
victions or awareness of legal standards urge otherwise.

In the context of this research, Social Norms Theory per-
forms two critical functions. First, it accounts for the resili-
ence of the practice by showing how the fear of gossip, loss of
respect, exclusion from communal events, and damage to fam-
ily honor outweighs personal misgivings or knowledge of le-
gal prohibitions [21]. Second, it reveals girl child marriage as
part of a broader cluster of interdependent gender norms that
construct marriage and early motherhood as the only socially
legitimate path for girls, thereby foreclosing alternative fu-
tures [22]. This explains why consent becomes invisible:
when normative expectations dictate that girls must marry
young, their individual agreement becomes irrelevant.

5.1.2. Theory of Gender and Power

Connell R [23] developed Gender and Power Theory, which
identifies three interlocking structures that organize gender re-
lations: the sexual division of labor, which is the allocation of
tasks by gender; the sexual division of power, which is the hi-
erarchies of authority and decision making; and the structure
of cathexis, which is the emotional and moral investments in
gendered roles and desires [23, 24]. This theory provides a
structural lens for dissecting how systemic inequalities anchor
girl child marriage in Marsabit County's pastoralist communi-
ties.
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The sexual division of labor consigns girls to domestic and
caregiving spheres from an early age, framing marriage as the
natural extension of these roles rather than education or eco-
nomic autonomy [25]. In resource scarce households, a daugh-
ter's labor is first appropriated for household survival and then
transferred, via bride price, to her husband's family, an ex-
change that recasts her as an economic asset rather than an
independent actor [26]. Compounding this is the sexual divi-
sion of power, which vests decision making authority in men,
fathers, elders, and religious Figures. Girls are systematically
excluded from deliberations about their own futures, with
their silence being institutionalized [20]. Elders broker mar-
riages, fathers negotiate bride wealth, and religious leaders
sanctify unions, creating a hierarchy in which a girl's consent
is neither sought nor recognized [27].

The structure of cathexis further entrenches this order by
attaching emotional and moral weight to girl child marriage.
Cultural scripts cast it as a virtuous act preserving chastity,
honoring lineage, and fulfilling divine or communal obliga-
tion while stigmatizing delay as shameful or rebellious [26].
Together, these structures form a patriarchal triad that natural-
izes girl child marriage as both inevitable and laudable. This
theory is particularly useful for understanding why 73.6 per-
cent of survey respondents identified fathers, elders, and com-
munity leaders as primary decision makers for a girl's mar-
riage. Consent becomes invisible because girls are not recog-
nized as decision makers at all. Their agreement or refusal is
structurally irrelevant within a system that treats them as ob-
jects of exchange rather than subjects with rights and agency.

5.2. Empirical Review

This section examines existing empirical evidence on girl
child marriage, with particular attention to studies that illumi-
nate patterns of consent, agency, and decision-making author-
ity. While the literature extensively documents the prevalence
and drivers of child marriage globally, comparatively little at-
tention has been paid to how consent operates within these un-
ions and how girls' voices are systematically excluded from
marriage decisions. The following review synthesizes find-
ings from quantitative and qualitative studies across diverse
contexts, identifying gaps that this research on invisible con-
sent in Marsabit County seeks to address.

5.2.1. Consent and Agency in Girl Child Marriage

The issue of consent in child marriage remains critically un-
der examined in existing literature. Studies consistently show
that girls are rarely involved in decisions about their own mar-
riages. In Sanandaj, Iran, [28] found that norms of male au-
thority in marriage decisions limit girls' autonomy, with fami-
lies often viewing girl child marriage as a way to uphold pa-
triarchal values. Similarly, [29] highlights how gender ine-
quality in Niger constrains girls' agency, positioning marriage
as a primary pathway for social acceptance rather than educa-
tion or personal development.

In Kenya, the intersection of girl child marriage with other
issues such as female genital mutilation and teenage preg-
nancy further complicates measures. Among the Maasai, fe-
male genital mutilation is seen as a rite of passage; once girls
undergo it, they are then married off to adult men to strengthen
clan alliances [30]. Gender inequality plays a critical role, as
patriarchal norms prioritize male authority, limiting girls'
agency and decision-making power. Insecurity, such as ban-
ditry and inter communal violence in northern Kenya, also ex-
acerbates the practice, as families use girl child marriage as a
perceived form of protection from abduction or violence for
their daughters, though this often subjects them to domestic
violence [6].

5.2.2. Parental Education and Decision Making

Parental education levels significantly influence girl child
marriage outcomes. Using bivariate and multinomial logistic
regression analysis from the China Labor Force Dynamic Sur-
vey 2016, [31] found that children of parents with higher ed-
ucation levels are more likely to remain in school, reducing
the likelihood of child marriage. In Mozambique, [32] con-
ducted qualitative research with young girls aged 10 to 19 and
found that parents with limited formal education often lack
awareness of the benefits of delayed marriage. These parents
view child marriage as a viable option to alleviate economic
hardship or meet social expectations. In such contexts, low pa-
rental literacy reinforces traditional norms that prioritize mar-
riage over education for girls.

5.3. Conceptual Framework

Mechanisms rendering
consent invisible

Qutcome variable
Invisible consent

Moderating variable
Parental education level
— Mothers' education
Fathers’ education
Parental literacy
— Parental awareness

Cultural mechanisms
— Elder authority
~ Gender norms
- Virginity protection
Rites of passage

Economic mechanisms
-P

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

Figure 1. Conceptual framework on invincible consent forcing girl
child marriage.

6. Research Methodology

This study adopted a pragmatist research philosophy and
employed a convergent parallel mixed methods design in Korr
Ngurnit Ward, Marsabit County, Kenya. Quantitative data
were collected from 296 women aged 18 to 49 years using
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structured household surveys. A three-stage cluster sampling
design was used, with simple random sampling applied at each
stage to select five Community Health Units (CHUs), two vil-
lages per community health unit, and households within each
village. Fifty-one percent of the respondents were married be-
fore age 18 years.

Qualitative data were collected through 16 key informant
interviews and nine focus group discussions involving ap-
proximately 81 participants, including married and unmarried
adolescent girls, mothers and fathers of adolescent girls,
women married before 18 years, religious leaders, head teach-
ers, guidance and counseling teachers, health workers, com-
munity leaders, and elders. Purposive sampling was used to
select participants with direct knowledge of girl child mar-
riage practices.

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS version 26,
employing descriptive statistics, cross tabulations, and binary
logistic regression. Qualitative data were transcribed verbatim,
translated from Rendille and Samburu into English, and ana-
lyzed thematically using NVivo 14. Inter coder reliability was
established at 88 percent. Ethical approval was obtained from
St. Paul's University, NACOSTI, and the County Government
of Marsabit. Each participant was taken through an informed
consent before accepting to participate in the study. Consent
was sought from the guardians/parents of the adolescent girls
under 18 years, and an assent was sought from all adolescent
girls (minors) under 18 years who participated in the study.

6.1. Data Collection

Data collection took place in ten villages across five Com-
munity Health Units in Korr Ngurnit Ward, Marsabit County,
Kenya. The villages included Barmin, Dogo, Urawen Ogom,
Nebey Ilwas, Lorora 2, AIC Manyatta, Lekuchula, Toore, AIC,
and Lukumai. Three main strategies were used for data collec-
tion: household surveys, focus group discussions, and key in-
formant interviews. Observation of social, cultural, and eco-
nomic activities in the study area was also considered. Before
the actual collection of data, the research team held a meeting
with community leaders and other stakeholders to introduce
the purpose and objective of the study for buy-in and to seek
their approval. During this period, the research team walked
across the ten villages observing the physical, economic, and
social structures to have a first-hand view of the environment
and to study the possible cultural, economic, and social factors
that may predispose girls to child marriage.

For the quantitative component, structured household sur-
vey questionnaires were administered face to face to women
spouses aged 18 to 49 years. Half of the respondents were mar-
ried before age 18 years and half married after attaining 18
years. The survey questionnaire was digitized using Kobo
Collect, an open-source application compatible with Android
and i0S devices. Kobo Collect allowed for live upload of data
as it was collected, supported GPS tagging and audio record-
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ings, and ensured better data quality through skip logic, for-
matting control, and constraints. The application significantly
decreased the time taken for data collection and allowed for
rich content collection. For the qualitative component, semi
structured focus group discussion and key informant interview
guides were employed to keep conversations focused on the
research objectives and to ensure all participants had a chance
to share their insights and experiences. Nine focus group dis-
cussions were conducted with groups of between 6 to 12 par-
ticipants each. The FGD groups included unmarried adoles-
cent girls, married adolescent girls, mothers of adolescent girls,
fathers of adolescent girls, and women married before 18
years. Sixteen key informant interviews were conducted with
religious leaders including sheikhs, priests, and pastors, head
teachers, guidance and counseling teachers, health workers,
community health assistants, community health volunteers,
chiefs, youth leaders, women group leaders, and elders.

Focus group discussion sessions took between 45 to 60
minutes each, key informant interviews took between 30 to 45
minutes, and household surveys took between 30 to 40
minutes. A facilitator and a note taker facilitated every key in-
formant interview and focus group discussion session using
the semi structured guides. Digital audio recording of the in-
terviews was conducted with participant consent. All inter-
views and discussions were conducted in convenient places
for respondents to maintain privacy and comfort.

6.2. Data Analysis

6.2.1. Quantitative

The quantitative dataset comprised responses from 296 fe-
male household surveys. Structured questionnaire responses
were downloaded from the Kobo Collect application, cleaned,
coded, and entered into SPSS version 26 for analysis. Data
cleaning involved screening for missing values, inconsisten-
cies, and duplicates. Outliers were assessed using z scores and
retained after verification with field notes to confirm their va-
lidity.

Variables were coded numerically to facilitate descriptive
statistics and logistic regression. Education level was coded as
0 for no education, 1 for primary, and 2 for secondary. Girl
child marriage as the dependent variable was coded as 0 for
married at 18 years or above and 1 for married before 18 years.
Control variables including religion, marriage type, marital
status, and consent at marriage were also dummy coded. A
codebook was developed that documented all variable defini-
tions and coding schemes.

Prior to conducting binary logistic regression, multicolline-
arity among the predictor variables was assessed to ensure the
reliability of the model. Variance Inflation Factor values were
calculated for the control variables including religion, marital
status, marriage type, consent at marriage, and respondent
level of education. All Variance Inflation Factor values were
below 5, indicating no significant multicollinearity among the
predictors. This confirmed that the regression results were not
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unduly influenced by correlated predictors.

Logistic regression was selected as the primary inferential
method to examine predictors of girl child marriage as a di-
chotomous outcome, specifically married before 18 years ver-
sus married at 18 years or above. This approach was well
suited for binary dependent variables in girl child marriage re-
search as it estimates odds ratios for the association between
predictors such as education, income, family type, and reli-
gion, and the likelihood of child marriage while controlling
for confounders. The model included five control variables:
religion, marital status, marriage type, consent at marriage,
and respondent level of education. Cross tabulations comple-
mented the logistic regression by exploring bivariate associa-
tions and identifying the most influential socioeconomic and
cultural factors associated with girl child marriage in Marsabit
County.

6.2.2. Qualitative

Ateam of four data analysts transcribed the focus group dis-
cussion and key informant interview recordings verbatim. Re-
cordings were listened to several times for better understand-
ing, and nonverbal cues such as pauses, laughter, and tonal
variations were included. Transcripts in local dialects of
Rendille and Samburu were translated into English while pre-
serving original meanings and connotations. Automated tran-
scription tool Trint was used to generate initial text transcripts.

The qualitative dataset included transcripts from nine focus
group discussions involving approximately 81 participants
and 16 key informant interviews. Transcripts were anony-
mized, imported into NVivo 14, and coded line by line based
on thematic domains including cultural norms, economic driv-
ers, social pressures, community influence, family dynamics,
support systems, and social status. Inter coder reliability was
established at 88 percent through independent coding by two
data analysts, with discrepancies resolved through consensus.

6.2.3. Integration

Mixed methods integration and triangulation occurred at
the analysis and interpretation stages through joint displays
and narrative weaving. Quantitative data from household sur-
veys and qualitative data from focus group discussions and
key informant interviews were analyzed separately before be-
ing compared and merged. Joint displays using side by side
matrices were constructed to systematically compare statisti-
cal findings with thematic codes. Convergent findings were
identified where both data strands pointed to similar conclu-
sions. Divergent findings were examined against contextual
notes from transect walks, focus group discussions, and key
informant interviews to understand potential sources of dis-
crepancy such as social desirability bias or measurement is-
sues. Complementarity was achieved where qualitative narra-
tives elaborated on statistical patterns, providing explanatory
depth. This integrated analytical approach produced meta in-
ferences that synthesized both forms of evidence, ensuring
that the study's conclusions were grounded in the full range of

data collected.

6.3. Ethical Considerations

The protocol received prior approval from the National
Commission for Science, Technology, and Innovation (NA-
COSTI), St Paul’s University Ethics Review Board, and the
office of the County secretary for Marsabit. All adult partici-
pants gave informed consents whereas emancipated minors
provided assent with their guardian’s consent according to lo-
cal regulation. Informed consent was read aloud where liter-
acy was limited covering study aims, voluntary participation,
confidentiality, the right to skip questions or withdraw without
penalty, and data handling procedures. Interviews and FGDs
were conducted in private, neutral spaces to minimize inad-
vertent disclosure and community visibility. To safeguard par-
ticipants discussing sensitive topics (such as coercion, FGM,
sexual and partner violence), interviewers were trained in
trauma-informed techniques and safe-question sequencing. A
referral protocol was operationalized with mapped services
such as county child protection officers, nearby health facili-
ties and trusted civil society partners. Audio files and datasets
were stored on encrypted, password-protected devices, identi-
fiers were removed at transcription, and role-based access
controlled who could view link files. Team briefings included
positionality and bias reflection to reduce power asymmetries
and normative judgments during fieldwork. Community feed-
back was planned through CHU-level debriefs and accessible
summaries (Kiswabhili, English, Samburu or Rendille) to close
the loop on results sharing without revealing individual iden-
tities.

7. Results and Discussions

This section presents the integrated findings of the study or-
ganized around the research objectives. Quantitative results
from 296 household surveys are presented alongside qualita-
tive themes from 9 focus group discussions and 16 key in-
formant interviews. The findings are structured according to
each research objective, with statistical patterns from the sur-
vey data complemented by narrative accounts from partici-
pants to provide a comprehensive understanding of consenting
at marriage in Marsabit County.

7.1. Demographic Findings

The household survey achieved 296 analyzable interviews
across five CHUs of Buri Aramia, Balla, Korr, Namarei, and
Ngurnit. Respondents were predominantly aged between 25—
34 (57.4%), with 22.0% aged 18-24 and 20.6% aged 35-49.
Half identified as Rendille and half as Samburu, reflecting the
study’s purposive ethnic balance. Location shares were
broadly even (Buri Aramia 16.9%, Balla 20.6%, Korr 21.6%,
Namarei 17.6%, Ngurnit 23.3%). In the qualitative strand,
from the nine FGDs conducted there were 81 participants (90%
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female) and 16 KlIs (75% male) capturing lived experience
and decision-making authority. A total of 393 respondents
were engaged of whom 95% were female.

Table 1. Participant’s demographics.

Respondents
Description

Frequency Percentage
Sex
Female 373 95
Male 20 5
Age group
Under 18 35 9
18-24 79 20
25-34 193 49
35-49 82 21
50 and above 4 1

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

7.2. Findings

This section presents the results of the study organized by
the three research objectives. Quantitative findings from 296
household surveys are presented first, including descriptive
statistics and binary logistic regression results. Qualitative
findings from 16 key informant interviews and nine focus
group discussions follow, organized by emergent themes. The
section concludes with a summary of key findings across both
data strands on girl child marriage in Marsabit County.

7.2.1. Social, Cultural, and Economic Mechanisms
Rendering Consent Invisible

This objective unpacked the social, cultural, and economic
mechanisms that render consent invisible by examining how
community expectations, elder authority, dowry economies,
and gender norms override individual agency in marriage de-
cisions.

The findings reveal that consent is rendered invisible
through multiple intersecting mechanisms. Socially, 92 per-
cent of respondents cited social stigma as a driver of girl child
marriage, and 88.8 percent identified social norms and tradi-
tion. A focus group participant explained that, “if a girl stays
long at her father's home after reaching maturity, people start
gossiping, this puts a lot of pressure on the girl and the fam-
ily”. A religious leader added that, “it is the community that
decides for them who to marry, not the girl”.

Culturally, decision making authority rests with elders and

fathers, who together account for 73.6 percent of primary de-
cision makers on who a girl marries and when she gets married.
A community leader confirmed that, “men are the decision
makers here, they do not get the girl's consent or the mother's
approval”’. Gender norms are equally powerful, with 84.8 per-
cent agreeing that money for education should not be wasted
on girls, and 79.4 percent believing a girl's value lies in being
a wife and mother. A father stated that, “a girl is born to bring
children into the world, that is why we marry them early.”

Economically, 87.5 percent cited poverty and 90.5 percent
cited dowry as key drivers of girl child marriage. A teacher
noted that, “some families do not have three meals a day, so
the only resolution is to marry off daughters for dowry.” An
adolescent woman share, “I was forced to marry an old man.
1 dropped out of school because my parents wanted the bride
price. Nobody asked for my consent.”

Table 2 below highlights the main social, cultural, and eco-
nomic factors that make girls’ consent invisible or irrelevant
in child marriage decisions. It shows the percentage of re-
spondents who identified each mechanism as a significant
driver. The data reveals that dowry economy (90.5%) is the
strongest factor pushing girls into girl child marriage, fol-
lowed closely by poverty (87.5%) and social stigma & norms
(88.8%). Gender norms (84.8%) also play a major role, par-
ticularly the belief that investing in a girl’s education is a
waste. Elder authority (73.6%) is slightly lower but still sig-
nificant, showing that fathers and elders remain the primary
decision-makers.

Table 2. Key Mechanisms Rendering Consent Invisible.

Mechanism Key Indicator Percentage
Social stigma Social norms as driver of girl
. . 88.8%

and norms child marriage
Elder authority Eldfer.s and fathers as primary 73.6%

decision makers

Belief that education money o
Gender norms should not be wasted on girls 84.8%
Poverty Economic instability as driver 87.5%
Dowry econ- Dowry as reason for marriage 90.5%
omy under 18

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

7.2.2. Prevalence and Nature of Nonconsensual Girl
Child Marriage

The second objective sought to examine the prevalence and
nature of nonconsensual girl child marriage among pastoralist
communities in Marsabit County and determine how lack of
consent influences age at first marriage. The findings reveal a
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stark reality where, among the 296 women surveyed, 51 per-
cent were married before reaching 18 years of age, with ages
at first marriage ranging from 8 to 23 years. Even more strik-
ing, 65.5 percent of women reported that their marriages oc-
curred without their consent.

The relationship between consent and age at marriage is
powerful. Among women who did not consent to their mar-
riages, 62.9 percent were married before age 18 years. In con-
trast, among women who freely gave consent, only 28.4 per-
cent were married as children. Statistical analysis confirmed
that lack of consent increases the odds of girl child marriage
by 3.45 times, with a confidence interval of 1.92 to 6.20. The
logistic regression model was highly significant with a chi
square of 258.44 and p value less than 0.001, explaining nearly
60 percent of the variance in age at marriage.

A focus group participant (mother of married adolescent
girl) explained that, “according to our cultural norms and tra-
dition, a girl does not give consent for her marriage and she
is not aware of the risk she encounters for being ignorant.
Girls are not involved in decision making processes”. Another
participant (unmarried adolescent girl) stated that “according
to society, girls don't consent to whom they are getting mar-
ried to, parents are the one who make decisions on girl child
marriages and a girl has no right to choose for herself because
of her gender.” A community leader confirmed that “men in
the society are decision makers and they're the ones who
choose and give off their girl to get married, they don't seek
the girl's consent or that of the mother.”

Table 3 below presents the prevalence of child marriage and
the level of consent among the 296 respondents surveyed. The
study found that 51.0% of the respondents were married be-
fore the age of 18, while 49.0% were married at 18 years or
above. Regarding consent, only 34.8% of the respondents re-
ported that they gave consent to their marriage, while a large
majority (65.5%) stated they did not consent to the marriage.

Table 3. Prevalence of Girl Child Marriage and Consent (n=296).

Variable Category Percentage
. Under 18 years 51.0%
Age at first marriage
18 years and above 49.0%
Yes 34.8%
Consent at marriage No 65.5%

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

Table 4 below shows the relationship between the age at
which girls were married and whether they consented to the
marriage. It also presents the Odds Ratio measuring the
strength of this association. Among girls who did not consent
to their marriage, 62.9% were married before 18 years, com-
pared to only 37.1% married at 18 years and above. In contrast,

among those who consented, the majority (71.6%) were mar-
ried at 18 years or older. The Odds Ratio of 3.45 indicates that
girls married before the age of 18 were 3.45 times more likely
not to have given consent compared to those married at 18
years and above.

Table 4. Consent Status by Age at Marriage and Odds Ratio.

Consent Married Before Married at .
Status 18 Years 18+ Years 2T
Di t

id no 62.9% 37.1% 3.45
consent
Consented 28.4% 71.6% Reference

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

7.2.3. Parental Education and Household Decision
Making

The third objective sought to assess how parental education
levels shape household decision making structures and influ-
ence whether girls can exercise consent or refuse early mar-
riage.

The findings reveal a stark divide as nearly half of the re-
spondents, 45.9 percent had no formal education. Only 22.3
percent had attained secondary education or higher. The pro-
tective effect of education is dramatic. Daughters of parents
with primary education were nearly 13 times more likely to
delay marriage until age 18 years or above compared to those
whose parents had no education, with an odds ratio of 12.89.
For daughters of parents with secondary education, the pro-
tective effect was even stronger at 19.43 (Table 5).

A religious leader remarked that “parents feel girl educa-
tion is a waste of resources as a girl's main role is to bear
children”. A focus group participant (married adolescent girl)
explained that, “due to illiteracy among certain individuals in
the society, they advance girl child marriage because society
considers a girl as a source of bride price through dowry.” A
mother of an adolescent girl admitted that, “for us uneducated
parents, we discourage young girls staying long at home,
hence we marry them off early as we need these dowries.”

In contrast, educated parents championed schooling. A fa-
ther of an adolescent girl noted that “modern education has
changed cultural attitude that viewed girls' value as wives and
mothers and now encourages girls to be educated”. A married
adolescent girl emphasized that “educated girls know their
rights, and when the girl becomes successful, she will support
her vulnerable family financially the same way the boy child
does.”

Table 5 below shows the distribution of respondents by ed-
ucation level and the protective effect of education against girl
child marriage (measured through Odds Ratios). Nearly half
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of the respondents (45.9%) had no education, 31.8% had pri-
mary education, and only 22.3% had secondary education and
above. The Odds Ratios indicate a strong protective effect of
education: girls with primary education were 12.89 times

more likely to have protective outcomes (e.g., consent or later
marriage) compared to those with no education, while those
with secondary education and above were 19.43 times more
likely.

Table 5. Respondent Education Level and Protective Effect (n=296).

Education Level Percentage
No education 45.9%
Primary education 31.8%
Secondary education and above 22.3%

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

Table presents respondents’ perceptions on how parents’ ed-
ucation level influences decisions regarding girl child mar-
riage. According to the table a very high proportion of re-
spondents agreed on the positive role of parental education:

1) 94.3% agreed that parents with higher education value

their daughters’ education and delay marriage.

2) 84.4% agreed that parents with lower education tend to

marry off their daughters early due to lack of awareness.

3) 79.4% agreed that educated parents challenge harmful

social norms.

4) 79.7% agreed that educated parents encourage daughters

to pursue higher education rather than early marriage.

Table 6. Parental Education Influence on Girl Child Marriage
(n=296).

Statement Agree (%)
Parents with higher education value education for

. 94.3%
daughters and delay marriage
Parents with lower education marry off daughters

84.4%

early due to lack of awareness
Educated parents challenge social norms that sup- 79.4%
port girl child marriage e
Educated parents encourage daughters to pursue 79.7%

higher education instead of marriage

Source: Own (Author, 2026)

7.3. Discussion

This study sought to unpack the mechanisms rendering con-
sent invisible in girl child marriage, examine the prevalence
of nonconsensual unions, and assess how parental education
shapes household decision making in Marsabit County.
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Odds Ratio (vs No Education)

Reference
12.89
19.43

The finding indicate that 65.5 percent of women were mar-
ried without consent, with lack of consent tripling the odds of
girl child marriage, challenges the notion that these unions
represent culturally sanctioned choices. Instead, consent oper-
ates as an invisible construct within systems where commu-
nity expectations, elder authority, and economic desperation
override individual agency. Social Norms Theory explains this
dynamic by showing how the fear of gossip and loss of family
honor outweighs personal misgivings or knowledge of legal
prohibitions [13, 14].

The cultural mechanisms are equally powerful, with elders
and fathers controlling marriage decisions in 73.6 percent of
cases. Gender and Power Theory illuminate how the sexual
division of power vests decision making authority in men, sys-
tematically excluding girls from deliberations about their own
futures [23]. The belief that 84.8 percent of respondents
agreed money for education should not be wasted on girls re-
flects deep patriarchal norms that cast girls as wives and moth-
ers rather than individuals with rights.

Economically, poverty and dowry drive girl child marriage
by transforming daughters into assets. A young woman's ac-
count of being forced to marry an old man because her parents
wanted the bride price illustrates how economic desperation
renders consent irrelevant.

Parental education offers a pathway to change. Daughters
of educated parents were 19 times more likely to delay mar-
riage. Educated parents challenge social norms and encourage
daughters to pursue higher education. This suggests that in-
vesting in parental literacy, particularly for mothers, may be
as critical as supporting girls' schooling in breaking the cycle
of nonconsensual girl child marriage.

7.4. Limitations

The study findings originate from ten villages in Korr
Ngurnit Ward, limiting generalizability to wider Marsabit or
other arid and semi-arid areas. Core variables such as consent
and stigma were self-reported, with social desirability bias
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likely present given stated opposition to girl child marriage
alongside high prevalence. The predominance of female par-
ticipants in focus group discussions may have limited male
perspectives on decision making.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations

8.1. Conclusions

This study reveals that girl child marriage in Marsabit
County is predominantly nonconsensual, with 65.5 percent of
women marrying without their agreement. Consent is ren-
dered invisible through intersecting social pressures, elder au-
thority, dowry economies, and patriarchal gender norms that
systematically exclude girls from marriage decisions. Parental
education emerges as a critical protective factor, with edu-
cated parents 19 times more likely to delay their daughters'
marriage. Addressing invisible consent requires shifting com-
munity norms, provision of education incentives, engaging el-
ders as change agents, providing economic alternatives to
dowry, and investing in parental education to transform house-
hold decision making structures from within.

8.2. Recommendations

Based on the findings that 65.5 percent of women married
without consent and that parental education is a critical pro-
tective factor, the following recommendations are proposed.

First, community-based norm change/social behavior
change interventions should be prioritized to address the so-
cial mechanisms that render consent invisible. Given that 92
percent of respondents cited social stigma as a driver, pro-
grams should engage elders, religious leaders, and youth in
sustained dialogue to redefine family honor around girls' edu-
cation and consent rather than early marriage and virginity
protection. Community barazas and intergenerational forums
can create safe spaces for renegotiating marriage norms.

Second, economic alternatives to dowry must be estab-
lished. With 90.5 percent of respondents citing dowry as a
driver, conditional cash transfers tied to girls' school attend-
ance, livestock insurance for drought affected pastoralist fam-
ilies, and microfinance programs for women could reduce
household dependency on bride price. These programs should
target the poorest households where 87.5 percent cited poverty
as a driver.

Third, parental education programs should be expanded.
Given that daughters of educated parents were 19 times more
likely to delay marriage, adult literacy classes should integrate
modules on child rights, legal marriage age, and the economic
benefits of girls' education. Mobile learning units can reach a
greater number of nomadic pastoralist communities.

Fourth, legal enforcement must be strengthened with clear
reporting mechanisms from community level to police and ju-
diciary. Community paralegals and child protection commit-
tees can bridge statutory and customary systems. Engaging
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traditional leaders as allies rather than adversaries in enhanc-
ing legitimacy and compliance.
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