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ABSTRACT
Farming communities confronted with climate change adopt formal and informal 
adaptation strategies to mitigate the effects of climate change. While the environmental 
and social effects of climate change are well documented, there is still a dearth of 
literature on girl-child marriage (formal marriage or informal union between a child 
under the age of 18 and an adult or another child) as a response to the effects of 
climate change. In this research, we ask if girl-child marriage is promoted as a social 
protection mechanism first, rather than as simply a response to climate-induced 
poverty. We use qualitative semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions to 
explore this question in a rural farming community in Northern Ghana. Our findings 
reveal that climate change shocks result in poverty and compel farmers to marry off 
their young daughters. The unmarried girl-child is perceived as an ‘extra mouth to feed’, 
a liability whose marriage becomes a strategy for protecting the family, the family’s 
reputation, and the girl child. The emphasis in girl-child marriage is not on the girl-child 
as an individual but on the family as a group. Hence, what is good for the family is 
assumed to be in the best interest of the girl-child. We place our analysis at the 
intersection of climate change, social protection, and the incidence of girl-child 
marriages. We argue that understanding this link is crucial and can contribute 
significantly to our knowledge of girl-child marriage as well as our ability to address 
this in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Introduction

Africa is exposed to various climate stresses and is vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Most 
African countries have climates that are among the most variable in the world on seasonal and decadal 
time scales. Several climatic impacts occur leading to famine and widespread disruption of 
socio-economic well-being (Antwi-Agyei et  al., 2013). Few et  al. (2004) predict that the African conti-
nent is highly vulnerable to extreme weather events leading to flooding, drought, and a rise in sea 
levels. These pose a risk to human health and human life. Again, extreme climate events in Africa are 
likely to lead to a scarcity of potable water and subsequently increase water conflicts along almost all 
the 50 river basins in Africa (Ashton, 2002, De Wit & Jacek, 2006). In addition to conflict and the loss 
of human life, another impact of climate change is its effect on agriculture. Antwi-Agyei et  al. (2013) 
emphasises agriculture as the most climate-dependent area of human life. In sub-Saharan Africa, since 
a significant percentage of farmers are subsistence farmers, they rely heavily on rainfall for irrigation. 
The implication is that climate change is likely to cause a decrease in most of the subsistence crops 
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across Africa, e.g. sorghum in Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Zambia; maize in Ghana; Millet in Sudan; 
and groundnuts in the Gambia. Owing to an upsurge in severe weather conditions and variability of 
weather patterns, climate change is predicted to negatively affect agricultural production (Kotir, 2011). 
There is also the probability that the number of people at risk of hunger will increase by 2080, for 
which Africa may well account for the majority (Fischer et  al., 2002). The realization that climate 
change-associated risks to agricultural production also serve as threats to the quality of life on a uni-
versal scale has led to a growing consideration for adaptation and mitigation strategies for agriculture 
(Howden et  al., 2007 as cited in McCarl, 2010).

Agriculture continues to play a pivotal role in the Ghanaian economy. Approximately 70% of the 
Ghanaian population derives their livelihood from agricultural activities. The implication is that climate 
change and its effect on rainfall patterns is of great concern to Ghanaian farmers (Assan et  al., 2018). 
For instance, in the northern regions of Ghana, temperatures recorded yearly usually exceed previous 
years, leading to a decline in agricultural production since there is little or no access to irrigation 
facilities. Fluctuation in rainfall patterns and the temperature has also led to an ecological imbalance, 
causing an influx of pests and diseases (Ndamani & Watanabe, 2015). Farming communities confronted 
with climate change effects adopt strategies to mitigate the risks associated with climate change 
(Ndamani & Watanabe, 2015). Formal (state-proposed) and informal (individual/family-led) adaptation 
strategies have been used to mitigate the effects of climate change in rural communities in Ghana 
(Abass et  al., 2018). Government agencies in Ghana such as the Ministry of Environment, Science, 
Technology and Innovation (MESTI), the Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MoFA), the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) and Savannah Agricultural Research Institute (SARI) play vital roles in the 
implementation of formal climate change adaptation strategies (Abass et  al., 2018). As mentioned by 
Assan et  al., (2018) some of the formal adaptation strategies in Ghana include the provision of storage 
facilities for farmers, training programs on composting for farmers, and training of farmers on alterna-
tive sources of livelihood including soap making and shea processing. Extension workers from govern-
ment departments also provide weather information to local farmers in-person and through electronic 
media (Abass et  al., 2018).

While state-led adaptation strategies are important and contribute to the wellbeing of vulnerable farm-
ing communities, informal adaptation strategies are equally relevant. Informal adaptation strategies are 
important because they emerge from the lived realities, resilience and innovation of local populations 
(Belay et  al., 2017; Cobbinah & Anane, 2016; Mugambiwa, 2018). Consequently, they give formal policy 
makers ideas about new formal adaptation strategies that may work for specific people within specific 
communities. On the other hand, informal adaptation strategies may pose significant danger or risk to the 
wellbeing of people within societies. For instance, there is some research evidence linking the increase in 
girl-child marriage (defined by UNICEF, 2023, p. 1 to include all marriages and unions, either formal or 
informal, between a child under the age of 18 and an adult or another child) in certain parts of Africa to 
the informal adaptation mechanisms of families to the effects of climate change (McLeod et  al., 2019). The 
existing literature focuses mostly on the effects of climate change on the physical and social environment 
(Belloumi, 2014; Mashizha et al., 2017). Other authors have documented the effects of poverty on girl-child 
marriage (Bartels, Michael, Roupetz et  al., 2018; Ijeoma et  al., 2013). Ghosh (2011) has also documented 
the impact of gender bias on girl-child marriages. These notwithstanding, there is still a dearth of litera-
ture on girl-child marriage as a social protection/informal adaptation strategy of vulnerable farming fami-
lies to the effects (e.g poverty) of climate change. This is where we situate our study.

We use qualitative semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions to examine whether 
girl-child marriage is promoted as a social protection mechanism first, rather than as simply a response 
to climate induced poverty. We place our analysis at the intersection of climate change, social protection 
and the incidence of girl-child marriages (Asare & Forkuor, 2023). We believe that our study contributes 
to the literature by linking climate change, and ineffective and non-existing formal social protection 
mechanisms to girl-child marriage. We argue that understanding this link is crucial and can contribute 
significantly to our knowledge of girl-child marriage as well as our ability to develop context relevant 
social protection mechanisms that reduce the incidence of girl-child marriages. The rest of the paper is 
structured in the following way. We present a brief overview of the state of knowledge about climate 
change and girl-child marriage. Through this, we raise questions that inform our study. Subsequently we 
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present an overview of the context of study and explain the methods we used to collect data for this 
study. In the next section we present the results interpretively, discuss it in relation to the literature on 
social protection and conclude our arguments.

Climate change and girl-child marriages: a brief overview of the literature

The scholarly work of Naveed and Butt (2020) indicates poverty, illiteracy, backwardness, and religious 
fundamentalism as the main causes of girl-child marriage in Asia. The study again highlights that some 
other drivers of child marriage include the notion of honor, preserving traditions, maintaining power 
control, male domination over females, and gender discrimination. In relation to girl-child marriage, 
Ghosh (2011, pp. 16–17) writes: ‘modern factors like poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, lack of awareness 
and development deficit are equally responsible for this’. We provide a brief review of some of these 
arguments around the phenomenon of girl-child marriage in this section. We divide the review into 4 
sub-sections focusing on (1) the relationship between poverty and girl-child marriage; (2) Norms and 
customs as causes of girl-child marriage; (3) climate change and girl-child marriage; and (4) consequences 
of girl-child marriage.

Poverty and Girl-Child Marriage. Generally, the literature on girl-child marriage in different contexts 
suggest that poor families perceive girl-child marriage as a way to protect their daughters from unwanted 
pregnancy and at the same time provide some security for the future of their daughters (Mcleod et  al., 
2019). According to UNICEF (2001), some poor families and communities argue that girl-child marriage 
serves as an avenue to protect the girl child from giving birth outside of wedlock and hence indirectly 
secures her future. Bartels et  al. (2018) in their research indicate that poor families in Lebanon for 
instance, tend to perceive girl-child marriage as a way of securing the future of their daughters. Similarly, 
Singh (2016) reveal that in India, girls from poor households are more likely to be married compared to 
girls from affluent households. Ferdousi (2014) reveal that some parents in Bangladesh believe that their 
daughters will be better off and have a secured future if they are married off at an early age. While the 
preceding literature relates girl-child marriage to poverty, it also indicates an underlying perception of 
poor families; that girl-child marriage will protect the girl and her family from future suffering and stigma. 
Other literature suggest that some families and communities have reasons that are much more mun-
dane: the girl child is an extra mouth to feed and a liability to household expenditure. Hence, marrying 
the girl child off means reducing the burden of care of the household (Karim et  al., 2016). This is often 
the reason cited by families in contexts where early marriage is professed as the ideal course of action 
for young girls (Bajracharya & Amin, 2012). In parts of Ethiopia for instance, having more females in a 
household is thought to increase the likelihood of poverty (Ezra, 2001). Here, the perception of females 
as a liability is latent but apparent. Parsons et  al. (2015) found that poorer families frequently consider 
the early marriage of their daughters as a way to lessen the financial burden of dowry payments because 
the sum is lower for young girls than for older ones. The implication is that well to do families are able 
to marry daughters from other households for their sons compared to poorer families. Unarguably, the 
status of a family plays a role according to the United Nations Population Fund (‘UNFPA’), with families 
having income below the lower quintile more than likely to marry off their daughters than families with 
an income within the higher quintile. The young brides are sent to stay with their husbands’ families. 
This can be an incentive for poorer families not to invest in their daughters’ education, preferring to 
marry them off early to reduce their financial responsibility (Loaiza & Wong, 2012). This practice has 
future repercussions for the lives of young girls and women (McLeod et  al., 2019). It promotes and per-
petuates gender inequality since girls are viewed as a burden on their families (Alston et  al., 2014).

Norms and Customs as Causes of Girl-Marriages. Some research points to local norms and customs 
that promote gender inequality as a cause of girl-child marriage (Ghosh, 2011). Ghosh (2011, pp. 16–17) 
in a research on child marriage in India argues that ‘child marriage, being a part of our social tradition, 
continues to prevail due to a combination of traditional and modern factors. Our findings put the blame 
particularly on prevailing authoritarian and patriarchal social structure’. The literature that relates local 
norms and customs to the incidence of girl-child marriage also highlights the continuing struggle 
between local norms and constitutional or legal requirements about girl-child marriages (Arnett, 2017; 
Arokiasamy, 2017; Asomah, 2015; Ayton-Shenker, 1995). Sarfo et  al. (2022) in a review of the literature on 
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girl-child marriage in Ghana explain that local Ghanaian constructions of gender, sexuality, and adoles-
cence contribute to the persistence of girl-child marriages in Ghana. Boateng and Sottie (2021) explain 
how the contention between local/community culture and the law plays out in the context of girl-child 
marriage in Ghana. They explain for instance, that the age of sexual consent in Ghana, 16, raises ques-
tions among local community leaders and family heads about whether a girl of 16 is better protected 
having sex in a marital relationship or outside. The authors explain how some indigenes and cultural 
custodians use this formal age of sexual consent to justify the safety of marriage for a sexually active 
girl. Again, the authors explain how the legal punishment for defilement (7 years of prison) compared to 
the legal punishment of marrying a child bride (1 year of prison) seems to diminish girl-child marriage 
as a lesser crime and indirectly emboldens some people to continue this practice. The argument is, 
though poverty is an important driver of the practice of child marriage, local customs, and norms are 
equally important and must be considered in any attempt to reduce and eliminate the incidence of child 
marriage (Sarfo et  al., 2022).

Climate Change, Farming and Girl-Child Marriage. Farmers have a variety of adaptation strategies for 
mitigating climate change crises. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the severity of climate events, cou-
pled with ignorance, make families resort to some life-threatening and risky informal adaptation or cop-
ing strategies, like girl-child marriage (McLeod et  al., 2019). Households in disaster prone areas are 
impoverished and hence they often resort to marrying off their daughters early as a coping strategy in 
the event of food shortages and poverty (Ferdousi, 2014; Urama et al., 2019). Recent research like McLeod 
et  al. (2019) affirms that poor farming households who have been devastated by cyclones, flooding, and 
river erosion are increasingly likely to marry off their daughters at an early age as a way of adjusting to 
the challenges. Alston et  al. (2014) reports that girls in Bangladesh are forced into marriages because of 
climate events and poverty. McCarthy (2020) projects that Malawi could have 1.5 million additional child 
brides as climate disruptions are increasing in the coming years. McCarthy (2020) further argues that as 
natural disasters become more severe as a result of climate change, there may be an increased risk of 
child marriage in Bangladesh and areas affected by natural disasters. Research also proves that along 
with natural disaster, vulnerabilities like COVID-19 and child trafficking have also increased instances of 
child marriages in India (Ghosh, 2023). Irrespective of the reason, the implication of girl-child marriage 
goes beyond the girl and her family, to the society as a whole.

Consequences and Interventions for Girl-Child Marriage. Girl-child marriages have consequences for 
both the girls and the society at large (Efevbera et  al., 2017). They result in the birth of unhealthy infants, 
baby and mother health problems, and high chances of maternal mortality among girl-brides (Efevbera 
et  al., 2017; Raj, 2010). Girl-Child marriage denies the young brides their childhood, leisure, and freedom 
of playing with their friends and siblings (Naveed & Butt, 2020). Since childhood play and leisure have 
positive implications on socio-emotional development, girl-child marriage indirectly affects the emotional 
and mental health of the girls (Efevbera et  al., 2017; Naveed & Butt, 2020). According to Rini Savitridina, 
1997 girl-child marriage has underlying consequences that often manifest later in the life of girls, pre-
venting girl brides from having a good future or family life. A study done by Lal (2015) reveals preg-
nancy related health complications, STI infections and abuse as some of the consequences of girl-child 
marriage on the girls involved. Children born to girl-brides are more likely to suffer developmental chal-
lenges, including stunting (Efevbera et  al., 2017). Fall et  al. (2015) also reveal that children boen to 
girl-brides are likely to perform poorly in school. Fall et  al. (2015, p. 366) argues that ‘children of young 
mothers in LMICs are disadvantaged at birth and in childhood nutrition and schooling. Efforts to prevent 
early childbearing should be strengthened’. The argument is, even though girl-marriages have negative 
implications for the girls involved, the effect goes beyond the girls to include the wellbeing of the chil-
dren that will be born into such marriages. These consequences (for the girl bride and her children) 
make it important to put measures in place to reduce the incidence and potentially eliminate the inci-
dence of girl-child marriages. According to Malhotra and Elnakib (2021), cash or in-kind transfer to poorer 
families has proven to be an effective strategy for delaying child marriages. Cash transfer programs sup-
ports poor families to economically provide for their wards or motivate them to stay in school. Plesons 
et  al. (2021) also emphasizes the need for state investment in interventions that focuses directly on child 
marriage. Education, awareness creation and engagement with custodians of culture are all strategies 
that have been recommended as relevant for ending girl-child marriages (Plesons et  al., 2021).
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The above literature clearly demonstrates a link between climate change, poverty and girl-child mar-
riages. In this research we ask if girl-child marriage is promoted as a social protection mechanism first, 
rather than as simply a response to climate induced poverty within the context of our study. We examine 
the complexities involved in the phenomenon of girl-child marriages through a social protection lens 
and wonder if the responses can offer any insight for the implementation of formal social protection 
strategies and for social work practice with vulnerable communities in general.

Methods

In this section, we present an overview of the approaches that we used in accessing information for this 
research. We begin by discussing the considerations that informed our choice of the area of study and 
continue to describe specific characteristics of this area. We proceed to discuss the design we used and 
the various decision making processes that led us to our sample, to the choice of data collection method 
and instrument and to our analytical procedure.

Area of study

Geographic and demographic Character
Geographically, the research was limited to Bongo District of the Upper East Region, Ghana (see Figure 
1). The district is near the town of Bolgatanga, the Upper East Regional capital. It shares borders with 
Kassena-Nankana District in the west and south with Bolgatanga Municipal District. The district is 
multi-ethnic but has two major ethnic groups, Bossis and Gurunsis. There are two major languages spo-
ken in the district: Bonni by the Bossis and Guruni spoken by the Gurunsis. The other ethnic groups are 
Kusasi, Nankani, Builsa, Kassena and Dargaba. There are three major religious groups in the district: the 
traditionalists, Muslims, and Christians, representing 44.0%, 7.2%, and 45.1%, respectively (Ghana Statistical 
Service, 2014). The district has an age and sex ratio consisting of more young people between 15 and 
64 years than 65 and above years. Notably, the age structure is narrower for the older age group while 
declining steadily in the following age groups. More males fall within the age group 0–14 years than 
their female counterparts, while females exceed their male counterparts in the economically productive 

Figure 1.  Overview of the Study area.
Source (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014).
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age bracket of 15–65 years (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014). 46% of the population between 12 years and 
above are married, with 1% either divorced or separated, and 11.6 are widowed. (Ghana Statistical 
Service, 2014).

Economic character
The local economy is made up of the agriculture, service, and industry sectors. Agriculture is the most 
dominant sector with 72.2%, consisting of crop farming, animal rearing and fishing. The industrial sector 
consists of 15.5%, while the service sector consists of 12.3% of the population. Some women are into 
shea butter making, dawadawa (Parkia biglobosa) processing, selling provisions and other handicraft pro-
duction (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014).

On climate change and child-marriage.  The Upper East region (where Bongo is located) has the highest 
child marriage rate in the country with 39.2 per cent of women aged 20–49 married before age 18. 
According to the World Food Program (WFP), (2012b), Bongo District is the most food insecure district 
in the Upper East region hence 20% of the households are food insecure. The area has one rainy season 
from May/June to September/October an average of 70 rain days a year. The annual rainfall is normally 
between 60 mm and 1,400mm. The rainfall is unpredictable and followed by extreme dry season from 
November to May with cold dry and dusty harmattan winds (Atitsogbey et  al., 2018).

Ethnographers’ impression of Bongo.  We spent the duration of data collection in Bongo. This was our 
first visit to the community. We experienced the physical environment as one of dry lands and dry winds. 
For the authors, the relative lack of vegetation and undergrowth was immediately obvious when we 
arrived in the community. Socially, we observed the community as a cohesive and socially integrative 
one, where people are not only aware of each other but also know each other. As such, we experienced 
our own otherness throughout the duration of data collection, with our presence and origin passed on 
by word of mouth from one community member to the other. While the households we visited were 
happy, they were equally lacking in basic amenities. Again, the farms lacked vegetation and adequate 
access to irrigation. We also observed the relative lack of presence of the state in the community; it felt 
as if the community members lived apart from the rest of the country and the restrictions and laws of 
the country. This may have implications on the extent to which state laws (on child marriage for instance), 
and state interventions (on climate change for instance) are enforced and applied within the study 
context. Some community members recounted to us how they watched from afar while the rest of the 
country went into lockdown during covid 19 and had to put on nose masks. They did not have to 
observe any of that and there was no one to enforce it. Within this context of climate change, poverty 
and early child marriage, this lack of presence of the state is important.

Research design

A qualitative case study design was used in this study. We considered a case study appropriate for this 
study because we believe that experiences and perceptions of climate change, farming practices and 
child marriage are better explored within specific contextual ethnic and traditional beliefs. Thus, the local 
farming community and their experiences and perceptions of child marriage is treated here as a unique 
case. Again, since Bongo is one of the districts with high rates of child marriages, we treated Bongo as 
a typical case. This design was appropriate since it allowed us to explore in-depth, the stories and atti-
tudes of the context in relation to climate change, farming practices and early child marriage.

Selection of participants

The study employed a purposive sampling method. In this case, we targeted individuals or groups with 
knowledge or experience about child marriage in the area of study. Since the study uses Bongo Municipal 
District as a case study, the study selected male farmers, midwives, teachers, mothers, girls, and heads 
of government institutions in the district. We selected male farmers because they are heads of families 
and primarily part of the decision making process that decides when and how girls may be married. 
They also provided information on climate change risks over the past years and their influence on the 
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household (especially in relation to the girl child). We considered midwives as important because they 
are the first point of contact in case of pre-natal care and any complication before and after birth. 
Teachers were selected because they had daily interaction with the young girls and could give reasons 
concerning attendance or drop out. Mothers were also chosen for the research because most of them 
would have experiential knowledge about this topic of discussion. Also, heads of government institutions 
like the social welfare director were selected because such institutions oversee the inhabitants’ wellbeing; 
hence all grievances about the welfare of all citizens, including the girl child, comes to his notice. The 
district director of agriculture was also selected because he oversees climate change-related issues, espe-
cially its growing effects on agriculture. Finally, the female respondents were included in the survey 
because they are the main target of the research and have lived through their experiences.

Data collection

Data collection took place in January 2021 at Bongo Municipal District, Upper East Region, Ghana. This 
study collected data using in-depth interviews and focus group discussions.

In-depth interviews

A semi-structured interview guide was used for the interview, with the interview proceeding recorded 
with the participants’ permission. The semi-structured interviews were conducted with specific profes-
sionals (teachers, midwives, government workers) who were deemed knowledgeable about the phenom-
enon under study. The semi-structured interview stimulated the conversation with the participants. This 
gave participants more choice and space to elaborate on their thoughts and viewpoints about the sub-
ject matter. More so, it ensures that key concepts are well understood. The in-depth interview lasted 
between 30 and 40 minutes in designated venues such as school compounds, district offices and the 
hospital settings. Participants were interviewed in both English and Twi languages, depending on which 
language they were comfortable with. Interviews with the social welfare director, queen mother and the 
agricultural director were conducted in English. In contrast, the other sessions with the teachers and the 
midwives were undertaken in the local Ghanaian language (Twi) since they were comfortable speaking 
in this dialect. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants interviewed as part of this research.

Focus group discussion (FGD)

Focus group discussions were conducted with community members. Male farmers who were heads of 
households (and were also fathers in some cases) formed part of one discussion, mothers formed part 
of another discussion and mothers and young girls were part of another discussion. FGDs were used 
because we felt that group dynamics will allow us to get diverse but interesting experiences and per-
spectives about child marriage. This also enabled participants who could not freely express themselves 

Table 1. I nterview participants.
S/N Participants Sex Age Education level

1. Queen mother Female 65 Tertiary
2. Teacher Female 54 Tertiary
3. Director Ministry of Social Welfare Male 36 Tertiary
4. Director Ministry of Food and 

Agriculture
Male 58 Tertiary

5. Midwife Female 31 Tertiary
6. Midwife Female 30 Tertiary
7. Midwife Female 33 Tertiary
8. Midwife Female 30 Tertiary
9. Teacher Female 22 Tertiary

Summary information of interview participants
Total Number of Interview Participants 9
Average Age of Participants 40 years
Level of Education of Interview Participants Tertiary
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during one-on-one interviews to do so. This instrument allowed us to acquire varied perceptions and 
further clarify issues, especially diverging responses. The various sessions were recorded with the partic-
ipants’ permission. Each focus group discussion lasted for approximately 60 minutes, and the number of 
participants for each meeting ranged from 5 to 10 people. Table 2 provides an overview of all partici-
pants who formed part of the various focus group discussions.

Ethical considerations

This research received ethical approval from the Bonn-Rhein-Sieg University of Applied Sciences.
All participants were given prior notice about the nature of the interview. The researcher thoroughly 

explained the key concepts, reasons for the interview, the type of information required and what it 
would be used for. The participants were informed about the duration of the interview and the FGD. All 
participants provided verbal consent to the interview before they participated. The researcher assured 
them of the anonymity of their responses and promised to send them copies of the transcript if 
requested.

Data analysis

Data collected from the interview, including notes taken from the FGD, were transcribed, manually coded, 
analysed, and verified. This was done by repeatedly listening to the recorded responses and often 

Table 2.  Participants of FGD.
Participants Sex Age Education level Pseudonym

Mother Female 54 Primary Auntie Amina
Mother Female 60 No school Auntie Diana
Mother Female 25 JHS Hannah
Mother Female 80 Form 4 Auntie Patience
Mother Female 75 No school Auntie Bariksu
Mother Female 22 Form 2 Ayisha
Mother Female 24 Form 2 Fati
Mother Female 55 No school Auntie Humu
Mother Female 32 Tertiary Sis. Fatimata
Mother Female 33 JHS Sis Beatrice
Farmer Male 32 No school Bro. Sammy
Farmer Female 46 No school Auntie Gifty
Farmer Male 38 No school Bro. Mohammed
Farmer Male 22 JHS Mike
Farmer Male 50 No school Mr. Ibrahim
Farmer Male 48 No school Mr. Sugari
Girl Female 15 JHS 3 Patricia
Girl Female 15 JHS 3 Farida
Girl Female 14 JHS 3 Anna
Girl Female 15 JHS 3 Evelyn
Girl Female 17 JHS 3 Dora
Girl Female 15 JHS 3 Linda
Girl Female 14 JHS 3 Grace
Girl Female 16 JHS 3 Vera
Girl Female 15 JHS 3 Bridget
Girl Female 14 JHS 3 Dorinda
Girl Female 14 JHS 3 Blessing
Girl Female 15 JHS 3 Martha
Farmer Female 32 SHS Gloria
Farmer Male 32 SHS Bro John
Farmer Male 43 SHS Bro. Elvis
Farmer Male 75 JHS Mr.Aggor
Farmer Male 50 No school Mr.Yakubu
Farmer Female 40 SHS Auntie Mary
Farmer Female 35 No school Sis Abena
Farmer Female 66 Primary Auntie Ama Charity
Farmer Female 34 No school Akua
Farmer Female 31 Primary Hawa
Farmer Male 35 No school Bro. Alex
Farmer Male 28 Primary Francis
Farmer Male 31 No school Boniface
Farmer Male 36 JHS Bro Richard
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conferring with participants to ensure validity. Coding the data was done to ensure the systematic arrange-
ment of emerging findings. Thematic analysis was adopted, allowing researchers to look across the tran-
scripts, read thoroughly, and pinpoint and extract keywords that kept recurring throughout the transcript. 
The emerging keywords were then categorized under a theme for proper organization. The data were 
further analysed using an integrated approach, a mixture of the inductive and grounded theory methods.

The study infused a preliminary organizing framework from existing literature to increase precision 
while allowing participant experiences to drive analysis with frequent comparisons from earlier studies. 
Interpretations were ascribed to the identified themes while highlighting any similarities and differences 
in the data. Member-checking was used to clarify from participants if what was coded from the tran-
script was what they intended or said during the data collection exercise. This was used to lessen 
response bias and ambiguity and enhance the validity of the data available.

Results

Why do local farmers marry off their daughters at an early? We use responses from mainly focus groups 
and interviews to answer this question. Two main themes emerge and are explored in answering this 
question: that in the context of climate induced poverty, the girl child is liability until they are married; 
and that marriage serves as a form of social protection for the girl child and for their families.

The girl child is a liability before marriage but a resource after marriage

In the context of climate change and the challenges it presents to families, the girl child is considered 
as a liability to the family. Participants emphasize clearly that in the context of poverty, the girl-child is 
a ‘burden’ rather than a resource, unless or until she is married. In the explanation provided by the fol-
lowing participants, we realize that though they appreciate that marrying their daughters off early is not 
the best, they seem to agree that giving off the girl child is a better option:

Now they understand at least most of them understand that early marriage is not good, but the thing is that 
poverty is here I mean the harsh climate activities forces them to make such decisions. So, most families are 
happy to off-load you the girl, so they don’t have any option but to marry you off (Interview Participant 9).

For me as a farmer, I think it is difficult to take care of a girl child considering the climate change effects on 
our livelihood. The girl child has extra needed and responsibilities to be taken care of hence if per what is 
happening, I cannot do so, am speaking for myself here, I don’t mind releasing this responsibility to a man 
who is more capable of providing for her than I am (FGD Participant 16).

In this dry season we are all struggling to make a living now so if you have more mouths to feed that will 
be a big problem for you as a family head then you would have to sit down and try to come with a solution. 
Normally since there is no money and there are more mouths to feed the only solution would be to give one 
of your daughters for marriage to help reduce the burden on you as the breadwinner. I will not say we are 
happy to do this but sometimes the situation is unbearable (FGD Participant 16).

The girl child then is perceived as an extra mouth to feed, a burden within a context of climate 
induced poverty, a responsibility that could be passed on to another family. Yes, farmers indicate that 
they are not happy with this, but they argue that the climate effects ‘compel’ them to take such steps:

Of late the weather is not favorable we are not able to plant in time due to bad or less rain hence we are 
not able to fully provide for our families. So, I will say the situation compels us to marry off our daughters, I 
will not say we are happy to do so but if we can’t take care of her as a family and another family has the 
means to cater for her then marrying her off becomes a good option (FGD Participant 4).

Here, the participant accepts the family’s responsibility to protect the girl-child. But there is also an 
underlying assumption that the girl-child cannot provide for herself, is not a contributing member of the 
family and needs a man (husband) to take care of her. This theme is clearly elaborated in the quota-
tion below

Also, if you are a girl, you do not have money, food and you go to school starving. A man will meet and 
deceive you with one cedi. If he gives you the one cedi, he will have sex with you, and you might get 
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pregnant. Your parents do not have money to take care of you or abort the pregnancy. Therefore, your parent 
will take you to the man to marry you. That is why we marry them early (FGD Participant 2).

The perception of risk of pregnancy to the girl-child seems to be a motivation for the families. Once 
again, though not explicitly indicated, the girl-child seems to be perceived only in terms of risk, burden 
or liability, risk/liability that is only eliminated through marriage. Another participant explains the girl-child 
in the context of climate-induced poverty as ‘an extra mouth to feed’. He explains:

During the lean season where we have sold or consumed all our farm produce and do not have any food to feed 
on, I will say this is a difficult period for most families here in our community. This season is where there is no 
rain for over four months, and this prevents us from farming hence we do not have money or any farm produce 
to support our families so if a man comes to ask for your daughters’ hand in marriage at this point you will be 
forced to accept the proposal so that you will have less mouths to feed in the family. (FGD Participant 5)

This perception of the girl child as a liability may be understood within the study context, and of 
farming practices that rely heavily on physical energy to be successful. What stands out from the pre-
ceding quotations is the continuous perception of the girl child as ‘an extra mouth to feed’, especially in 
the context of climate change and the resulting food shortages, a seemingly non-contributing family 
member (until marriage), whose only value to the family (in this context of climate change) is realized 
through marriage. It is only when they are married that they can truly contribute to their families and 
be truly protected. The parents or guardians are compelled to carry out this negative practice hoping 
that their daughters will be better off if they are married into wealthy homes.

Early marriage as social protection for the girl-child and the family

In our discussion with community members, girl-child marriage is framed as a family protection mecha-
nism rather than as a negative phenomenon for the girl-child. Through their narratives, participants 
reveal how girl-child marriage is used to (1) protect both the girl-child’s family of orientation from star-
vation and the embarrassment of unwanted pregnancy, while protecting the girl-child herself from risk; 
(2) Provide financial support for the education of the boy child; (3) Provide Capital for Family Businesses

Protecting the girl child and the family through early marriage
Participants discuss how the effects of climate change and the absence of a functioning formal adapta-
tion program exposes the family to extreme poverty. In the context of this poverty, participants reveal 
that the family as a unit struggles to perform its basic function, including providing for the basic needs 
of the most vulnerable members of the family. There is an underlying assumption that while girls are 
particularly vulnerable to this lack of family support, they also offer an opportunity to protect the family 
from extreme poverty through marriage.

At first, when the climate used to be normal, we could sell our farm produce and cater for our girl child, but 
now that the weather has changed, if my girl child gets a boyfriend who is well to do, we will definitely give 
our girl child to him to marry so that through my girl child he can be providing a little basic thing in cash or 
kind for the survival of the family (FGD Participant 6).

This participant sees marriage of the girl-child clearly as a way of protecting the family from the neg-
ative consequences of climate change, an opportunity to help the girl’s family to fulfill its basic function 
of providing for the needs of its members. When the participant states: ‘…so that through my girl child 
he can be providing a little basic thing…for the survival of the family’, he is also re-emphasizing prevailing 
cultural and gendered assumptions of the man and husband (of the girl child) as the provider. Thus, 
through marriage, the girl child brings an extra provider to support the family’s resources in their bid for 
‘survival’. Other participants shared similar sentiments

The reason for girl child marriage is that if there is no food in the house, you will find someone who has 
money and give your daughter. The man provides you with food, and you bring the food to the home and 
eat. On the days you do not have food to eat, you can go to the man’s house, and he will offer you food to 
eat (FGD Participant 2).
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Young girls should be protected by their parents, but climate change does not make it possible. Families are 
unable to provide for their daughters. The truth of the matter is that we do not have the needed money to 
give the girl child the comfort and provisions she needs. At this point, we are sure of the fact that early mar-
riage can help her and secure her future. Sometimes, the husbands even promise to educate them, so we 
believe this is a safe avenue for her. (FGD Participant 8).

Since this is a farming community, and we mostly rely on our farm produce to be able to cater for our chil-
dren. We are greatly affected by the bad climate effects and hence believe that marrying our daughters off 
will help them since their husbands will now take full responsibility and help them through school even after 
childbirth (FGD Participant 10).

Two participants who had married early try to put this across forcefully and suggests that the girl 
child must see this as an obligation:

As a young girl sometimes, you can watch your parents when we are struck with any climate disaster so if 
you can help to reduce the burden by getting married so that your parents and siblings can live off your 
dowry then I will do it because I cannot watch my parents die in hunger when, I can be of help to them, 
because they provided for me when things were ok for them (FGD Participant 7).

Once you are a girl you can be made use to help the family, you know we are more, girls are vulnerable but 
useful, so they think that the girl is source of income so if they use you, they are not selling you out but by 
custom they can get something to feed others (Interview Participant 5).

In addition to the underlying assumption of the girl child as a liability without marriage (the man is 
the provider) and a source of protection for the family through marriage, this participant seems to 
emphasise that girls themselves should see early marriage as an obligation, a responsibility that they 
should happily bear in order to protect their respective families from ‘starvation’. Sometimes, 
climate-induced early marriages are not only used to protect the girl-child and the family but also to 
find a secure avenue to continue the family line. One participant explains:

As a father, I want to see my children give me grandchildren legitimately but with the issue of climate change 
affecting our farm produce and planting periods it becomes very important to secure the girl child’s life in 
this menace. This unfortunate consequence compels us to marry off our daughters and hope that they give 
birth to our grandchildren peacefully amidst all that is happening around us (FGD Participant 15).

Marriage then becomes a strategy for protecting the family, the family’s reputation and the girl child. 
From the preceding narratives, it is clear that the emphasis is not on the girl-child as an individual but 
on the family as a group. Hence, what is good for the family is assumed to be in the best interest of 
the girl-child. Here again, this is a typical context specific approach to social wellbeing, where the 
emphasis is placed on community or family wellbeing over individual needs and wants as is emphasized 
in other countries. Some of the girls who participated in this study seem to accept this responsibility of 
marrying to protect their family.

Girl-child marriage as an educational policy for the boys
One thing that stood out in this conversation around social protection is how one participant framed 
girl child marriage as a strategy to secure the education and future of the boy-child. This particular par-
ticipant, highlights the importance placed on the boy child and how the future wellbeing of the girl-child 
can be compromised for the advancement of their male siblings.:

…And again, if you have boys and girls who have completed JSS and there is no money to continue, you can 
give the girl to marry and take the cows and the things and sell them and use the money to take care of the 
boys in school (FGD Participant 20).

One of the participants gave his submission on this matter and said: ‘As the head of my family, I will 
say normally the dowry from the girl child is used to support their brother’s marriage and this I agree to it’ 
(FGD Participant 4). Climate change-related issues cause most families to lose their financial stability and 
distort their plans and ambitions. This situation sometimes prolongs the marriage rites of male family 
members since they cannot pay the demanded dowry for their prospective brides. This causes their 
younger sisters to be married off, and their dowries are given to their male siblings to aid them in their 
marriage process:
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My family is a poor family and since our dowry system is in the form of cows and money. Since my sons are 
getting older and don’t have the means to fully sponsor their marriages, their younger sister will be given out 
for marriage and her dowry will be received and passed on to her brother to carry out his marriage process. 
(FGD Participant 25)

As indicated in earlier quotations, this attitude has broadly been accepted by the young girls who see 
themselves as vulnerable but valuable to help provide income to help support their families during cli-
mate disasters. ‘Once you are a girl you can be made use to help the family, you know we (girls) are more, 
girls are vulnerable but useful, so they think that the girl is source of income so if they use you, they are not 
selling you out but by custom they can get something to feed others’ (Interview Participant 5). They conceive 
their own marriage as a responsibility they have, as a way to contribute their quota for the advancement 
of their families.

Girl child marriage provides Capital for business
Other respondents affirmed that girl-child marriage has financial gain or stability for the family. In any 
climate change disaster, most farmers are frustrated and do not know how they will feed their families. 
This compels most farmers to marry off their daughters and later use the proceeds to establish a busi-
ness that can support or serve as a form of livelihood for the family. All participants acknowledged that 
proceeds from girl-child marriage could help support the family and start up a business. In one of the 
focus group discussions, one of the participants shared a personal example:

The recent pandemic coupled with the harsh climate effects on our livelihood, I must confess that the dowry 
from early marriage becomes very efficient capital which enables a family to venture into a small new busi-
ness to help sustain the family and escape poverty… I personally used the dowry of my second daughter to 
start smock weaving business with my wife and this helps us to be able to survive when there is no rain. We 
are able to either farm or concentrate on the smock business when we enter the dry season, and this helps 
our family a lot (FGD Participant 23).

Climate change shocks result in poverty and compel farmers to marry off their young daughters hop-
ing that this decision or action will help the young girls and their families escape poverty. Still, this 
action instead prolongs poverty from one generation to another.

Summary of key findings

It appears from the foregoing discussion that within the context of our study and in the context of cli-
mate change, the girl-child is perceived more as a liability and an extra mouth to feed for poor farming 
families. There is a strong gender preference, with participants arguing that daughters are liabilities while 
sons are assets. Girl marriages are therefore constructed as a form of protection for the girl child and for 
the family of the girl child. For the girl child, marriage is seen as protecting her from hunger and from 
the stigma that comes with teenage pregnancy. For her family, the marriage provides extra source of 
food to feed the family, money to educate the boy-child, and money to begin an alternative source of 
business for the family’s continuous survival. Within the context of climate induced poverty then, girl 
marriages are seen as a form of informal adaptation strategy with the emphasis placed on the wellbeing 
of the girl’s family of orientation.

Discussion and conclusion

In this paper, we set out to explore how climate change effects are linked to girl-child marriage and local 
perceptions of social protection. Our results reveal that local perceptions of the girl-child have implica-
tions on the continuing incidence of girl-child marriages. The findings of the interviews, and FGDs con-
firm that families see girl-child marriage as a protection mechanism, protecting the girl’s family from 
climate induced economic related challenges and the girl from similar as well as from the risk of preg-
nancy. Our findings reveal that the emphasis is not on the girl-child as an individual but on the family 
as a group. Hence, what is good for the family is assumed to be in the best interest of the girl-child. The 
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individual needs of the girl child, the opinion of the girl child and the concerns of the girl child seem 
to be given very little emphasis in this process. Analysed within the context of study, marriage is con-
sidered as a joining together of two families; at the very least it signifies the pulling together of human 
and physical resources of two families for the wellbeing of all family members (Forkuor et  al., 2019). As 
such marriage is perceived not as an individual affair with individual consequences (for the girl child), it 
is a family affair with group consequences (Nukunya, 2003). It is these group or family consequences that 
is emphasized rather than the consequences on the individual (in this case the girl child). Although this 
community norm stands in contradiction to the constitutional law in Ghana, it continues to be practiced 
within a context where state authority is less visible.

In a way, this reflects the continuing struggle between cultural norms and constitutional or legal 
requirements (Arnett, 2017; Arokiasamy, 2017; Asomah, 2015; Ayton-Shenker, 1995). Our findings demon-
strate how the needs of specific customs (marry the girl child to protect the family and the girl from 
unwanted pregnancy) exist in contrast with the law (girl marriages are illegal in Ghana). Boateng and 
Sottie’s (2021) explanation of this contention and how families and communities rationalize girl-child 
marriage is relevant in further analysing this continuing incidence of girl-child marriages. The authors 
explain how some indigenes and cultural custodians use the formal age of sexual consent in Ghana to 
justify the safety of marriage for a sexually active girl. Within a context of climate induced poverty, it is 
these cultural and communal customs and perceptions together with the seeming lack of enforcement/
lack of presence of state authority that seem to perpetuate the incidence of child marriage. The relative 
lack of presence of state institutions and officials, as highlighted in the description of the study area, also 
contributes to the perpetuation of this customary norm over the constitutional law. One important con-
tribution we emphasise from this study is the evidence we provide on the link between natal household 
poverty and girl-child marriage. Poverty is a key factor driving girl-child marriage, but data is lacking as 
most studies measure household wealth after girls have married, in their marital household, and then 
use it as a proxy for the natal household wealth. Our study provide insights on what ‘poverty’ or lack of 
resources actually means in practice and its implications for decision making about the wellbeing of the 
girl-child.

Another observation from the preceding is the fact that farming (the main form of economic activity 
and income) in this community is physical in nature, requiring the exertion of physical energy (Kansanga 
et  al., 2019). Consequently, boys are often seen as a resource and girls perceived as a liability in relation 
to these physical intensive agricultural practices. Studies conducted in India also reveal that families 
seem to place different values on the girl child compared to the boy child and these different values 
often lead to preferential treatment for the boys and discriminatory practices towards girls (Singh, 2016). 
This presents significant challenges for the wellbeing of the girl-child. Nonetheless, this also points to 
potential agric-based solutions that could be explored to address the incidence of girl child marriages. 
Our contention is that if the girl-child can continue to be a productive member of the family through 
smart agriculture (Knickel, Ashkenazy, Chebach, & Parrot, 2017; Zakaria et  al., 2020), families will be less 
likely to marry off their daughters (citing extra mouth to feed as a reason). Several authors (Hurst et  al., 
2021; Navarro et  al., 2020; Taylor, 2018) describe innovative, smart and less physically demanding agri-
cultural techniques that could be adapted for use within the context of climate change. These agricul-
tural practices that does not require the exertion of physical energy, will make girls more productive and 
reduce the perception of liability that families have of their girl-child. This will make the girl child a 
contributing member of the family and not be seen as only relevant through marriage.

The Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Protection are key actors 
in this regard. Girl child marriages are a social problem that falls within the scope of the Ministry of 
Gender, Children and Social Protection and its numerous social workers in Ghana. While Ghanaian social 
work focuses largely on micro level practice and the implementation of cash based social welfare pol-
icies (Chitereka, 2009; Forkuor et  al., 2018), we argue that the continuing practice of girl marriages 
create a need for social workers in Ghana to implement developmental approaches to practice (Chitereka, 
2009), approaches that are preventive, rather than reactive. Several examples (Matthew et  al., 2019; 
Tadesse, 2018; Tirivayi et  al., 2016) exist of how agricultural innovations have been used to promote 
social protection and social welfare for vulnerable groups. In this study, we believe that adapting inno-
vative and smart agricultural practices within our study context will contribute to reducing the 
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incidence of girl marriages, especially for those families for whom the incidence is mainly for economic 
reasons rather than for cultural reasons. For this particular study, we recommend that social workers 
must actively work with professionals in Agric to come up with innovative and sustainable practices 
that maximizes the potential of the girl-child. In other words, one key role that social workers can play 
in the conversation on climate change and girl-marriages will be to become advocates of preventive 
approaches; the development of alternative forms of productive employment and sources of income 
that promotes the independence of the girl child and through that reduces the need for families to 
marry off their daughters. Ghanaian social workers must be active and preventive advocates in 
this regard.
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