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SUMMARY

This thesis investigates empirically three questions of key relevance for the life of disadvantaged
people in developing countries.

Using a sample of Ethiopian women and a regression discontinuity design exploiting age dis-
continuities in exposure to a law that raised the legal age of marriage for women, the first chapter
documents for the first time (a) the effect of increasing the legal age of marriage for women on
infant mortality and (b) the causal effect of early cohabitation on infant mortality. The analysis
shows that, even though it was not perfectly enforced, the law that raised the legal age of marriage
had a large effect on the infant mortality of the first born child. Furthermore, the estimates suggest
that the effect of a one-year delay in women’s age at cohabitation on the infant mortality of the
first born is comparable to the joint effect on child mortality of measles, BCG, DPT, Polio and
Maternal Tetanus vaccinations.

Using longitudinal data from northern Ghana, the second chapter shows that parents allocate
more schooling to children that are more cognitively able. These results provide evidence for the
main prediction of the model of intra-household allocation of resources developed in Becker (1981),
which concludes that parents allocate human capital investments reinforcing cognitive differences
between siblings.

The third chapter uses the 8.8 Richter magnitude earthquake that struck Chile in February
2010 as a case study and employs a difference in difference strategy to investigate whether natural
disasters have lasting effects on property crime. The results show that the earthquake reduced the
prevalence of property crime the year of the earthquake and that this effect remained stable over
the 4 post-earthquake years studied. The lasting drop in crime rates in affected areas seems to be
linked to the earthquake strengthening community life in these municipalities.
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Introduction

Does child marriage affect infant mortality? Do parents in low-income countries allocate
schooling correcting or reinforcing cognitive differences between siblings? Do natural dis-
asters affect crime rates in a lasting way? The chapters that formed this thesis address
these research questions.

Chapter 1 focuses on examining the inter-generational effects of child marriage in
Ethiopia. Deeply rooted in tradition, gender inequality and poverty (Wahhaj, 2015),
child marriage affects more than 700 million women worldwide and 41% of women aged
20-24 in Ethiopia (UNFPA, 2012). Considered by UNICEF a form of violence against
women, several developing countries with high incidence of child marriage aimed to address
this problem through ratifying international conventions such as the Maputo Protocol or
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women that
promoted the approval and enforcement of minimum-age-of-marriage laws. In parallel
with these legal reforms, many of these countries and different international organizations
have launched ambitious programmes targeting the socioeconomic and cultural causes of

child marriage.

Despite plenty of resources have been spent in fighting child marriage, there is little
empirical evidence on the socioeconomic effects of policies aiming to reduce this practice.
There is also a lack of rigorous evidence in the literature on the assessment of its causal
effects on socioeconomic outcomes. Existing studies rely on the use of age at menarche as

an instrumental variable for the age at marriage, an approach that is challenged by some



medical studies.

Using data from Ethiopia, chapter 1 addresses two questions of key importance on
the link between child marriage and infant mortality. First, the chapter investigates the
effects of a law that raised the minimum age of marriage for women from 15 to 18 years on
women’s age at cohabitation and on the infant mortality of the first born child. Second,
the analysis exploits this policy change to estimate the causal effect of women’s age at

cohabitation on the probability of infant mortality of the first born child.

The empirical results highlight that exposure to a legal age of marriage at 18 years
relative to the possibility of getting legally married at 15, increases by 2 years the mean age
at first cohabitation for women and decreases by 7.9 percentage points the probability of
infant mortality of the first born child. The reduction in the probability of infant mortality
of the first born child caused by a one-year delay in women’s age at cohabitation during

teenage years is estimated at 3.8 percentage points.

This chapter makes three contributions to the literature. First of all, it provides the
first empirical evidence on the socioeconomic effects of minimum-age-of-marriage laws,
showing that they can contribute to reducing child marriage and infant mortality even
when they are not completely enforced. Second, this is the first study that provides causal
estimates on the effect of early cohabitation on infant mortality. Third, this study uses a
novel regression discontinuity design that can be used to (a) expand the analysis on the
effects of child marriage to other key outcomes and settings where similar laws have been
approved and to (b) test the robustness of the results from previous studies that rely on

age at menarche as an instrumental variable for age at marriage.

In 1980, the winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics Gary Becker proposes a theoretical
model to explain the intra-household allocation of resources based on the different returns
to investments on each household member. The model predicts that through allocating

more human capital resources to the most endowed children, parents reinforce cognitive



differences between children.

Chapter 2 of the thesis investigates empirically this hypothesis through exploring how
between siblings cognitive differences affect the intra-household allocation of schooling.
For this, I use child level panel data on education collected for the impact evaluation of
the Millennium Villages Project in northern Ghana and the score in three cognitive tests
applied with the first round of the survey to every child in the sample aged 5-19 regardless

of whether the child has ever attended school.

The empirical analysis reveals that, in line with the prediction of Becker’s model and
with previous empirical evidence, parents tend to allocate more schooling to children with
better cognitive skills. Interestingly, the evidence provided in this chapter also shows
that some characteristics prevalent in sub-Saharan households such as large household
size, polygyny or poverty do not seem to affect the role played by cognitive skills in the

allocation of schooling across siblings.

The contribution of this chapter to the literature is twofold. On the one hand, the
evidence presented adds to the small body of literature that uses cognitive tests to examine
empirically the effect of cognitive skills on the intra-household allocation of human capital
resources. Second, this is to the best of my knowledge the first study that assesses em-
pirically whether the effect of cognitive skills on the allocation of schooling across siblings

depends on household characteristics such as polygyny status, household size or wealth.

Chapter 3 uses data from household victimization surveys and a strong earthquake
that affected the centre-south of Chile in 2010 as a case study to explore the lasting
effects of natural disasters on property crime. The earthquake was followed by looting
and social chaos. However, the evidence also shows that the earthquake strengthened
community links in affected communities and the degree in which households committed
with the well-being of their neighbours (Grandén et al., 2014). Thus, the earthquake

affected ambiguously the benefits and costs of crime and the assessment of its long-term
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effects on crime remains an empirical question.

Using a difference in difference strategy, the empirical analysis shows that the incid-
ence of property crime in areas affected by the earthquake fell dramatically the year of
the earthquake relative to communities far away from the hypocentre. Interestingly, the
difference in the incidence of property crime between earthquake affected and unaffected
municipalities remained stable and statistically significant during the 4 post-earthquake
years studied. The chapter also presents evidence on the mechanisms concluding that
the lasting drop in property crime in municipalities close to the hypocentre was mainly
caused by the positive effect of the earthquake on community links and on the adoption of

community-based measures to prevent crime by households living in these municipalities.

The contribution of chapter 3 is twofold. First, although previous papers discuss crime
in the aftermath of natural disasters, this is the first study testing whether the short-term
effects of natural disasters on crime last over longer periods of time. Second, the chapter
documents for the first time the role that social capital and informal guardianship played

as decisive factors that explain the effect of natural disasters on property crime.

Seemingly unrelated as these three chapters seem to be, there are three common themes

among them.

First, the three chapters address questions with important policy implications for the
well-being of disadvantaged people in low- and middle-income countries. Child marriage
and insufficient schooling investments are widespread problems among the most disad-
vantaged households in developing countries. For example, Klugman et al. (2014) show
that girls from poor households in sub-Saharan Africa are twice more likely to engage in
underage marriages than non-poor girls, and the lack of attendance to primary and sec-
ondary school in developing countries is strongly associated with household poverty (UN,
2013). Understanding the causes and consequences of these two phenomena has become

a priority for policy makers of international organizations and low- and middle-income
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countries that have signed conventions and have dedicated a large amount of resources to

promote universal schooling and increase the age at cohabitation for women.

In this context, chapter 1 documents the negative effects of child marriage on infant
mortality in Ethiopia, the country with the fifth largest number of women married before
the age of 18 years, and shows that raising the legal age of marriage can contribute to
decreasing infant mortality. On the other hand, chapter 2 provides evidence on how
parents in poor areas in Ghana tend to concentrate schooling investments in the more
able siblings rather than spreading the investments among all of them, casting doubts
on whether supply-side educational interventions such as reducing class sizes or providing

more books could benefit less able children.

Although there has been a rise in the incidence of natural disasters worldwide in the
last decade, the most disadvantaged people in poor countries faced most of the negative
consequences of them (Yonetani, 2012). Understanding the impacts of natural disasters
and minimizing the vulnerability to them have become priorities in the political agenda of
countries that are frequently exposed to natural disasters such as Bangladesh, Myanmar
or Chile (UNISDR, 2013). Through providing evidence on the lasting effects of natural
disasters on crime and on the role of informal guardianship in the aftermath of disasters,
chapter 3 contributes to shedding light on the socioeconomic consequences and social
dynamics that follow natural disasters in a country that is regularly exposed to geological

disasters.

The second common aspect is the central position of social norms in the development

problems studied and empirical results obtained in the three chapters.

Mackie et al. (2015) defines social norms as “what people in some group believe to be a
typical or appropriate action in the group”. The relevance of social norms as determinants

of economic and social outcomes was first highlighted by David Hume in his Treatise of
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Human Nature (1739)!. In the last decades, different studies have examined how social
norms can affect different dimensions of individual’s well-being. For example, Duflo and
Udry (2004) investigate how social norms affect the intra-household allocation of resources
and Mackie et al. (2015) argue that social norms contribute to the perpetuation of harmful
practices such as female genital mutilation or child marriage. In this sense, an important
part of chapter 1 is the assessment of whether a law that changed the legal age of marriage
could tackle effectively a social practice deeply enrooted in tradition: child marriage.
Equally, chapter 2 investigates whether the social norms that govern the intra-household

allocation of resources reinforce cognitive differences between the children of the household.

On the other hand, the evidence presented in chapter 3 suggests that natural disasters
are followed by changes in the social norms that function in affected communities, enabling
the adoption of community-based crime prevention strategies that could ultimately reduce

crime.

The third common theme among the chapters that formed the thesis is methodolo-
gical. The analyses conducted in them rely on econometric methods that fall within those
traditionally used in applied microeconomics for the identification of causal effects and

more recently, for the impact evaluation of policies or programmes.

Chapter 1 uses sharp and fuzzy regression discontinuity designs (RDD) to assess the
causal link between the legal age of marriage, the prevalence of child marriage and the
infant mortality of the first born. Firstly used by Thistlethwaite and Campbell (1960) in
the field of educational psychology to investigate the motivational effect of public recogni-
tion, RDDs became widespread in economics in the last decade as a credible identification

strategy to assess causal effects and to evaluate social programmes.

Fuzzy and sharp RDDs can be used when the probability of treatment assignment for

each participant is partially or entirely determined by whether the value of the assignment

"Hume (2000)
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variable for a participant is above or below a certain cut-off point. In chapter 1, I exploit
the fact that women younger than 15 years when the law that raised the legal age of
marriage was enacted could not get legally married until they turned 18 years old while
those girls aged 15 or older when the law was introduced had the opportunity to get
legally married before they reached the age of 18. This age at policy discontinuity is used
to investigate the effect for women of exposure to a legal age of marriage at 18 on the
probability of infant mortality of the first born child and then, to calculate the effect of

women’s age at cohabitation during teenage years on infant mortality of the first born

child.

The main advantage of RDDs is the possibility of testing empirically their underlying
identification assumptions through examining the density of the forcing variable at the
cut-off and investigating discontinuities in placebo variables at the cut-off. On the other
hand, the main limitation of this method is that the estimates yielded by RDDs can only
be interpreted as local treatment effects at the cut-off. Thus, any generalization of the

effects to the whole sample should be conducted with caution.

The second chapter uses a Heckman selection model to account for potential sample
selection bias arising from the fact that a substantial amount of eligible children did
not take the cognitive tests. Introduced by Heckman (1979) to account for non-random
selection of women participating in the labour market, this method was quickly adopted
in the economics literature to deal with non-random censoring in the sample. The method
is also commonly used in the field of applied microeconomics to investigate causal effects.
Some examples are Cueto et al. (2014) and Briggs (2004), where Heckman selection models
are used to estimate the causal effects of school quality on educational attainment and of
a coaching programme on exam performance; while accounting for non-random selection

of participants into school attendance and exam uptake.

The third chapter relies on the use of difference in difference estimations. Firstly
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employed in the XIX century by John Snow to assess the effects of contaminated water on
cholera incidence in London (Angrist and Pischke, 2008), the method became very popular
in the last two decades. This estimation technique is widely used in the policy evaluation
literature when data before and after a policy change or programme are available.
Indeed, difference in difference techniques have been used in seminal papers to address
a large variety of crucial research questions such as the causal effect of minimum wage
on employment (Card and Krueger, 1994), the effect of school term length on student
performance (Pischke, 2007), or the effect of employment protection on outsourcing by
firms (Autor, 2003). In chapter 3, I use a difference in difference approach, comparing
the evolution of crime rates in areas far away and close to the earthquake hypocentre
before and after the strong earthquake that affected Chile in February 2010, to assess the

persistent effects of the earthquake on property crime.



Chapter 1

Child Marriage and Infant Mortality: Evid-

ence from Ethiopia

1.1 Motivation

More than 700 million women worldwide first cohabited with a partner before the age of
18, with the vast majority living in developing countries (UNICEF, 2014). Considered by
UNICEF a form of violence against women, decreasing the incidence of early cohabitation,
also known as child marriage', has become a priority for policy makers of international
organizations and developing countries. In the last decades, most of the countries with
a high prevalence of this practice have ratified different international agreements such as
the CEDAW?, CCMMAMRM? or the Maputo Protocol? that promote the setting and
enforcement of minimum-age-of-marriage laws. Furthermore, the fight against child mar-
riage mobilizes a large amount of resources in integrated programmes and national alliances
targeting the cultural, social and economic causes of this widespread practice. However,
although the overall prevalence of child marriage is declining over time, its eradication is

currently far from becoming a reality (Jensen and Thornton, 2003).

Using women-level data from different Asian and African countries, several studies

UNICEF defines child marriage as the formal marriage or unmarried cohabitation before the age of 18
years. Although child marriage affects both girls and boys, the 82% of the children in the world that got
married or started cohabiting with a partner before the age of 18 are girls (UNICEF, 2014).

2Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 1979.

3Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage, and Registration of Marriage, 1964.

Ratified in 2003.
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reveal that child marriage is associated with worse levels of health, education, labour force
participation, mortality and participation in household decisions (Jensen and Thornton,
2003; Nguyen and Wodon, 2015; Wodon et al., 2016; Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2013; Wachs,
2008; UNICEF, 2014; Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2007; Solanke, 2015). However, the link
between child marriage and these outcomes might be driven in part by unobservable
traits or by reverse causality and therefore, the statistical associations identified in these
studies should not be interpreted as the causal effects of child marriage. Relying on
parental anxiety for marrying off their daughters once they reach puberty, some researchers
address the endogeneity in the link between child marriage and socioeconomic outcomes
through using age at menarche as an instrumental variable for age at marriage. Using this
approach, a handful of studies confirm the negative effects of child marriage on women’s
education and health; and document the intergenerational effects on the education, health
and cultural preferences of their children (Field and Ambrus, 2008; Chari et al., 2017;
Sekhri and Debnath, 2014; Hicks and Hicks, 2015; Asadullah et al., 2016; Asadullah and
Wahhaj, 2016). However, although this instrumental variable approach dominates the

literature on the causal effects of child marriage, it is not without its critiques®.

With the objective of reducing the high prevalence of child marriage among Ethiopian
girls, the Federal Government of Ethiopia approved in July 2000 the Revised Family Code
(RFC). This law increased the legal age of marriage for women from 15 to 18 years in
some regions of Kthiopia, while leaving unchanged at 18 the legal age of marriage for men.
Remarkably, exposure to a legal age of marriage at 18 relative to the possibility of getting
legally married at the age of 15 decreased by 20 percentage points the incidence of child
marriage among the women in the sample and increased by approximately 2 years the
mean age at cohabitation for these women. However, the 2011 DHS survey shows that
the share of Ethiopian women cohabiting before the age of 18 remains above 20% even
among those women effectively exposed to a legal age of marriage at 18. One possible
cause for this is the lack of capacity of Ethiopian institutions to enforce the minimum
age of marriage established in the law. The fact that the RFC banned underage marriage
but not underage cohabitation could also help to explain why, even in the presence of a
strong social stigma associated with unmarried cohabitation (Jones et al., 2016), setting

the minimum age of marriage at 18 years has not eradicated underage cohabitation among

5Discussed in section 1.2.
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Ethiopian women.

This study investigates the impact of the approval of the RFC in some regions of
Ethiopia to pursue a twofold objective. First, I estimate the effect for women of exposure
to a legal age of marriage at 18 on the probability of infant mortality of the first born child.
Second, I assess the causal effect of delaying women’s age at cohabitation on the probability
of infant mortality of the first born child, assessing also the mechanisms through which

early cohabitation could affect infant mortality.

The novelty of the analysis presented in this study banked on three main contributions
to the literature. First, this is to the best of my knowledge the first study that provides
evidence on the socioeconomic consequences of increasing the minimum age of marriage
for women. Second, the study focuses on the link between child marriage and infant
mortality, a key development outcome that has been ignored by previous causal studies
assessing the consequences of child marriage. Third, unlike previous studies relying on
the use of age at menarche as an instrumental variable for child marriage, I address
endogeneity between women’s age at cohabitation and socioeconomic outcomes through
exploiting age discontinuities in the effective legal age of marriage faced by Ethiopian
women. A regression discontinuity design (RDD) is applied exploiting the fact that those
women younger than 15 years when the RFC was introduced were exposed to a legal age
of marriage at 18 years, while those women that were equal or older than 15 years at the
same time had the opportunity to get legally married before they turned 18 years old.
This methodological approach can be also used to expand the analysis on the effects of
child marriage to other outcomes of interest and to other settings where similar laws have

been approved.

The results show that the probability of infant mortality of the first born is 7.9 percent-
age points lower among women exposed to a legal age of marriage at 18 than among women
that had the opportunity to get married at the age of 15 before the approval of the law.
They also suggest that even if they do not completely end child marriage, laws setting the
minimum age of marriage for women at 18 years can be effective policies to reduce infant
mortality. The estimates for the causal effect of early cohabitation reveal that a one-year
delay in women’s age at cohabitation during teenage years decreases the probability of
infant mortality of the first born by 3.8 percentage points. The results are robust to the

use of different estimation techniques, bandwidths and windows for the forcing variable;
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and to different placebo tests ruling out the possibility that the impact on infant mortality
is driven by systematic differences between women born in different months of the year,
other interventions at the national level, other legal dispositions included in the RFC or
over time decreases in infant mortality.

The analysis of mechanisms indicates that the impact of raising the legal age of mar-
riage on the infant mortality of the first born is mainly channelled through the positive
effect of delaying cohabitation on the age of women at first birth. On the other hand, the
analysis suggests that the effect of early cohabitation on infant mortality is not driven by
any effect of the former on women’s marriage market outcomes, participation in household
decisions, education or labour force participation.

The study is structured as follows. Section 1.2 reviews the literature on the socioeco-
nomic effects of child marriage. Section 1.3 discusses the incidence of child marriage in
Ethiopia and presents the law that raised the legal age of marriage for women from 15 to
18 years in some regions of the country. Section 1.4 introduces the identification strategy
and section 1.5 describes the data used in the main analysis. Section 1.6 presents the
main results, examining their robustness to the use of alternative estimation methods,
bandwidths and placebo tests. Section 1.7 investigates the channels thought which early

cohabitation could affect infant mortality. Finally, section 1.8 concludes the study.

1.2 Related Literature

The causes of child marriage have been extensively studied in anthropology and sociology.
In the first economic study that aimed to model child marriage, Wahhaj (2015) enumerates
three of the most commonly cited. First, young brides might be preferred because they are
on average meeker than older ones and because they have a longer childbearing life ahead
(Goody, 1990). Second, in opposition to western countries where newly married couples
are expected to live without the economic support of relatives, it is very common that
young couples in developing countries where the prevalence of child marriage is large are
economically supported by their families, providing incentives for early marriages (Dixon,
1971). Finally, in many of these countries, the social status of the households depends
strongly on the purity of the women of the family. In this context, families have to control

the sexual behaviour of the girls of the household after sexual maturation, providing
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parents incentives to marry their daughters as soon as possible after menarche (Moghadam,
2004). Consistent with the purity argument, Wahhaj (2015) develops a theoretical model
aiming to explain child marriage in developing countries. The latter paper sets a marriage
market model where women’s purity is noisily observed and perceived purity decreases with

time on the marriage market, providing households strong incentives for early marriages.

Using DHS and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), different studies assess the
link between child marriage and socioeconomic outcomes for women and their children. A
synthesis of this literature is provided in Parsons et al. (2015). The review concludes that,
overall, child marriage is associated with harmful socioeconomic outcomes for women in-
cluding lower levels of participation in household decision making and worse marriage mar-
ket outcomes (Jensen and Thornton, 2003; Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2007; Solanke, 2015),
lower labour force participation and educational attainment (Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2013;
Field and Ambrus, 2008; Jensen and Thornton, 2003; Nguyen and Wodon, 2015; Wodon
et al., 2016), and worse maternal health (Field and Ambrus, 2008; Campbell, 2002). The
review also suggests that child marriage is associated with higher fertility, teenage preg-
nancy and lower age at first birth (Jensen and Thornton, 2003; Solanke, 2015). Besides,
the authors of the review find that child marriage seems to be also associated with negat-
ive outcomes for the children of these women, including lower educational attainment and
worse health (UNICEF, 2014; Wachs, 2008). Although not included in the review, Raj
et al. (2010) and Adhikari (2003) assess empirically the statistical association between wo-
men’s age at marriage, age at first birth and mortality of young children. While the former
paper provides evidence of a large and positive statistical association between infant mor-
tality and marriage before the age of 18 in India, the latter finds that being mother before

the age of 20 is strongly associated with larger levels of neonatal mortality in Nepal.

With the exception of Field and Ambrus (2008), the studies reviewed in Parsons et al.
(2015) examine the correlation between child marriage and the socioeconomic outcomes of
these women and their children. This could be problematic because the statistical associ-
ation between child marriage and these outcomes might be driven by reverse causality or
by unobservable factors correlated with both. A few studies address empirically this prob-
lem through using age at menarche as an instrumental variable for age at marriage. These
studies exploit the quasi-random variation generated by a delay in the age at menarche

as a source of exogenous variation for age at marriage for women. They argue that the
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arrival of puberty determines the entrance in the marriage market and they prove empiric-
ally that a delay in the age at menarche increases significantly age at marriage. Using this
approach, Field and Ambrus (2008), Asadullah et al. (2016) and Hicks and Hicks (2015)
find that early marriage decreases educational attainment for women and antenatal health
investments in Bangladesh, India and Kenya. Furthermore, Chari et al. (2017), Sekhri and
Debnath (2014), Asadullah et al. (2016) and Asadullah and Wahhaj (2016) document for
India and Bangladesh that early marriage also has intergenerational effects, leading to
negative impacts on the educational attainment, cultural values and health investments
received by the children of women marrying young. On the other hand, Hicks and Hicks
(2015) do not find any effect of early marriage on labour market outcomes, beliefs and
marriage market outcomes of women in Kenya; suggesting that the statistical association
between child marriage and these outcomes found in studies conducting correlation ana-
lysis could be driven by reverse causality or omitted variables bias. To the best of my
knowledge, this instrumental variable approach has not been used to investigate the link
between child marriage and infant mortality.

The correct identification of the effect of early marriage in these studies relies on the
assumption that conditional on height, socioeconomic background and location, age at
menarche does not affect women’s socioeconomic outcomes other than through delaying
age at cohabitation. Furthermore, to be a valid instrumental variable, age at menarche
should not be driven by unobservable factors that affect the outcome of interest. Although
Field and Ambrus (2008) rule out different mechanisms through which age at menarche
could affect the outcomes of interest, medical studies suggest that some childhood experi-
ences such as stressful family environment or sexual abuse that may have long-term effects
on socioeconomic outcomes seem to bring forward the age at menarche (Karapanou and
Papadimitriou, 2010; Barrios et al., 2015). Under the latter hypothesis, the instrumental
variable used might not satisfy the exclusion restriction and the estimates in these studies

should be interpreted with caution.

1.3 Child Marriage in Ethiopia and the Revised Family Code

The 2011 Demographic and Health Survey reveals that 41% of women aged 20-24 in

Ethiopia first cohabited with a partner before the age of 18. The total number of child-
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married women in the country is estimated at 1,974,000, making Ethiopia the country
with the 5th largest number of child marriages in the world®.

Ethiopia is a federal state formed by 11 regions, which are very diverse in terms of
ethnicity and religion. Although the practice of child marriage is conducted in all the
country, its prevalence ranges substantially across regions. Figure 1.1 displays the evolu-
tion of the prevalence of early cohabitation and of the mean age at first cohabitation in
Ethiopia. In order to illustrate the variation across regions, the figure also displays the
evolution of these indicators for a selection of three Ethiopian regions, including Addis
Ababa and Amhara, the regions with the largest and the lowest prevalence of child mar-
riage in Ethiopia. For women aged 25-29 years old, the figure shows that the incidence
of child marriage ranges between 70% in Amhara and 20% in Addis Ababa. Another
interesting pattern that emerges from the graph is that although during the last decades
the share of women cohabiting before the age of 18 has been decreasing in Ethiopia, the
trend is very different across regions and while for example the incidence of child marriage
has decreased sharply in Amhara or Addis Ababa, it has slightly increased in Gambela.

Figure 1.1: Child marriage over time in Ethiopia (DHS 2011)
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In the last decades, increasing age at cohabitation for women has become a priority for
policy makers in Ethiopia. Following the ratification of the CEDAW, which encourages
governments to set and enforce laws and programmes to prevent early marriage and delay
age at cohabitation, the Federal Government of Ethiopia approved the Revised Family
Code (RFC) in July 2000. This law established the legal age of marriage for both men
and women at 18 years.

Before the Federal Government of Ethiopia passed the RFC, the legal age of marriage

for women and men was regulated by the 1960 Family Code. The latter law set a legal age

6Girls not Brides website.http://www.girlsnotbrides.org/where-does-it-happen/
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for marriage of 15 years for women and of 18 years for men. Thus, while the RFC raised
the legal age for marriage for women from 15 to 18 years, it left unchanged the minimum
age of marriage for men at 18 years. Additionally, the RFC provided women authority
to administer common marital property, abolished the right of husbands to forbid women
to work outside home and facilitated the divorce procedure. The potential confounding
effects of these additional dispositions are examined and dismissed in section 1.6.4. Finally,
the RFC recognized the validity of marriages celebrated before the approval of the RFC

that complied with the 1960 Family Code.

However, the approval of the RFC by the Federal Government of Ethiopia did not
imply the immediate application of the law over the entire country. Under the Federal
Constitution of Ethiopia approved after the fall of Mengistu’s government, the family law
is jurisdiction of the regional governments. In consequence, the approval of the RFC by the
Federal Government of Ethiopia in July 2000 only implied its immediate application in the
chartered cities of Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa. The application in the rest of Ethiopian
regions required the approval of the regional governments. Although the enactment of the
law by the Federal Government of Ethiopia paved the road, its approval by the different

regional governments was not immediate (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo, 2015).

Figures 1.2 and 1.3 display the local linear density estimator (McCrary, 2008) of the
age at first cohabitation for those women that were 12-14 years old and for those women
aged 15-17 at the time of approval of the RFC in their region’. The figures show that
while for the younger cohort of girls, exposed only to a legal age of marriage at 18 years,
the most frequent age at first cohabitation is 18 years, the density function for the second
cohort of women, exposed at least for some time after they turned 15 to a legal age of
marriage at 15 years, reaches its peak at the age of 15 years. Furthermore, the figures
suggest that while for the older cohort there seems to be a discontinuity in the density of
women that first cohabited with a partner at the age of 15 and there is no discontinuity
at 18 years, for the younger cohort the discontinuity at 15 years seems to be smaller and
a new discontinuity emerges at the age of 18. In this line, figure 1.14 in appendix 1.B
compares in the same graph the distribution of the age at cohabitation for different cohorts

of women in the analytical sample. The figure shows that the distribution shift to the right

"These two figures are constructed using the sample of ever cohabited women in the 2011 Ethiopian
DHS that were older than 18 at the time of the survey and lived in one of the five Ethiopian regions that
introduced the RFC before 