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The fertility of Myanmar has been declining in recent decades. One of the
important factors contributing to the declining fertility is the rising age at marriage of
Myanmar women. This study aims to determine the factors influencing the increasing age
at first marriage of Myanmar women. The study has used the data from 2001 Myanmar
Fertility and Reproductive Health Survey. It is a nationally representative survey covering
a total of 36,808 households and 8,288 ever-married women aged 15-49 years. Ever-
married women aged 15-49 (N=8,288) were selected for this study.

Age at first marriage of women is the dependent variable of the study. There are
11 independent variables in the study. Bivariate and multivariate analyses were used to
analyze the data. To determine the relative importance of factors that are related to age at
marriage, as well as to establish which of the variables have independent effects, five
linear regression models were estimated.

The result of the study shows that all variables such as region, residence before
marriage, birth cohort of women, religion, migration status, education, occupation,
duration of work before marriage, husband’s age at first marriage, education and
occupation were statistically significantly related to age at first marriage of women. The
analysis also reveals that the education of women, current occupation and duration of
work before marriage are the key predictors that affect the age at first marriage. The
results of both bivariate and multivariate analysis show wide regional differences in terms
of age at fist marriage. But regional differences, which are often interpreted in terms of
culture, are largely results of variations among regions in the socio-economic statuses of
women. The study also reveals that although Singulate Mean Age at Marriage of
Myanmar is high, the mean age at first marriage of Myanmar women is not high when the
effect of a large proportion of non-marriage women are not considered and a large of
proportion of women especially who have low socio-economic status are still marrying at
early ages. Therefore it is important to promote policies and programs to increase age at
marriage in some parts of the country where socio-economic status is low by providing
more education facilities and job opportunities.

Further research is needed using longitudinal data or good retrospective data, and
also to include unmarried women in the study so that a better idea of changing trends in
age at marriage can be obtained.
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	4.2.1 The prevalence of marriage 
	To obtain a general picture of the marriage pattern of Myanmar, the proportion of women married aged 10-49 is presented by selected characteristics in Table A.1 and A.2 (see Appendix A). Of the 63,881 women aged 10-49, 42.7 percent were married. Regional variation exists with the highest prevalence of marriage observed in Upper Coastal region (52.5 percent) which was comparable to Central Plain (43.6 percent). There is not much difference between urban and rural in terms of marriage proportions, with the proportion married in rural areas being about 2.5 percentage points higher than in urban areas. 
	There also is little difference among different religions, but a higher proportion married is observed among Muslim women aged 20-29 (57.7 percent) compared to Hindu women (45.1 percent), Buddhist women (45.7 percent) and Christian women (49.4 percent). Wide variation is observed among women with different education levels. Women with no education have the highest proportion married (67.8 percent), while women who have a high school or university education have the lowest proportion married  (about 30 percent). Women with no education marry early. About 9 percent of them aged 10-19 are married compared to only 2 percent of women with a university education. Women who work as agricultural workers have the highest proportion married at 54.7 percent, while only 40 percent of women who work as white collar workers are married. 
	 
	4.2.2 Region and Residence 
	Among the regions, the Upper Coastal region has the lowest mean age at first marriage (see Table 4.1). It is the region which shares a border with Bangladesh and has a high percentage of women who are Muslim and this may contribute to the low mean age at first marriage. About 21 percent of women in this region are Muslim compared to about only 2 percent of women in other regions. Another factor that may influence the lower age at marriage in this region is the low education level of women. About 41 percent of women in the region have no education compared to only 12.5 percent and 16.5 percent of women in Lower Coastal and Delta Region respectively (results not shown here). 
	The Central Plains has the highest mean age at first marriage compared to all regions; even higher than the Delta Region, which includes the capital city of Myanmar, Yangon. This finding is surprising because one would have expected that Yangon, with its relatively more developed environment would have a higher age at first marriage than other regions. The reason for this finding may be better explained in the multivariate analysis. 
	Residence before marriage does not seem to have much of an impact on the mean age of first marriage of women. However, there is a higher percentage of rural women who have already married by the age of 17 (27 percent) compared to urban women (23 percent). The reason may be that a relatively higher percentage of the girls in urban area are still attending schools at that age. The situation changes after age 17, with 75 percent of urban women already married by the age of 20 while 62 percent of rural women have married by the same age. The reason for that may be after the age of 20 many women in urban areas have finished high school or some even university and may decide to marry or their parents arrange their marriage. It is the tradition in Myanmar that parents consider that it is their duty to arrange a marriage after their offspring have finished their study. That may also explain the higher percentage of women in rural area married before the age of 17 because many of them do not continue to study after they complete the primary education. This is supported by the fact that 81.3 percent of women in the rural area have no education or primary education compared to only 46 percent of women in urban area who have the same education level (results not shown here). 
	Of the 8,288 women aged 15-49, more than half (61 percent) are married by the age of 20 while the remained married at age 21 or older (Table 4.2). The result seems to indicate that mean age at first marriage has declined over time. However an alternative explanation is that  because the sample in this study includes only married women this  does not allow for changes in the proportion who never marry, which has been increasing over time (Minh, 1997). A selectivity bias also exists as women aged 15-24 in the sample by definition married at young ages since only married women are included in the sample, this results in a downwards bias in the age at marriage.  
	 
	4.2.4 Religion 
	 Table 4.3 clearly demonstrate that religion has a significant relationship with age at first marriage. Of all religions, Muslim women get married at younger ages than do women from any other religion. By the age of 17 almost half (42.6 percent) of Muslim women have married. They also have the lowest mean age at first marriage (19 years) compared to women of other religions. Hindu women also have a low mean age at first marriage (19.5). Buddhist and Christian women marry later with a mean age at first marriage of 20.5 and 20.2 respectively. 
	D’Souza (1979) claimed that although Muslim parents tend to marry their daughters early, lower age at marriage of Muslim women in South Asia was the consequence of lower educational attainment compared to women of other religions. This may also to be the case in Myanmar, as 46 percent and 59 percent of Muslim and Hindu women in this study have no education at all compared to 20 percent and 28 percent of Buddhist and Christian women (data not shown here).  
	Whether women work or do not work may also influence early marriage among Muslim women.  About 70 percent of Muslim women did not work while only 37 percent of Buddhist or Christian women did not work. Another reason for late marriage of Buddhist women may be that, as mentioned in the literature, Buddhism not only encourages late marriage but also permanent celibacy (United Nations, 1990). 
	 
	 
	 
	4.2.5 Women’s education 
	As expected, age at first marriage and women’s level of education are positively related, with rising mean age at first marriage as women’s educational level increases (Table 4.4). There is a 5-year difference in mean age at first marriage of women who have no education and women with a university level of education. Moreover, about 70 percent of women with no education have married by the age of 20 while only 15 percent of women with university education have married by the same age. This demonstrates how education, one of the most important “modern forces” associated with development, has an impact on the timing of marriage of women. As mentioned in the literature, there can be many reasons for the association, including a longer period of time spend at school, changed attitudes and norms related to marriage and mate selection (De Silva, 1997). 
	 
	 
	 
	4.2.6 Occupation of women 
	 The relationship between the occupation of women and age at first marriage of women is statistically significant (See Table 4.5). Women who are working as white-collar workers have about 3 years higher mean age at marriage compared to other women who have lower work status. The largest difference (almost 4 years of mean age at first marriage) is observed between white collar workers and elementary workers. About 62 percent of women who are not working and who are elementary workers have married by the age of 20 while only 34 percent of white collar worker have married by the same age. But there is little difference in terms of mean age at marriage between women who are not working and other women who work as blue collar, elementary and agricultural workers. This is an unexpected finding because according to modernization theory, women who work are supposed to have higher socio-economic status and should marry later than women who are not working.  However, in the Myanmar situation where work of women is a necessity for economic reasons, perhaps women who are not working have higher economic status than women who are working: they can afford not to work. Another possible explanation may be that some of those women may have just finished their studies and are waiting to get a job. 
	 There are 5,184 women who worked before first marriage. Of those women, women who worked 10 year and more have a much higher mean age at marriage (26 years) compared to women who worked 6 to 10 years (21.8 years) and who worked only 1 to 5 years (19.5 years). Although there is some confounding in terms of measurement, as a long duration of work before marriage is only possible with either very early commencement of work or late marriage, the results suggest that the number of years worked before marriage has a significant impact on women’s decision when to marry. Of those women, 971 women stopped working after marriage or not working at the time of the survey and the remainder (4,213) continue to work after marriage or working at the time of the survey (results not shown here). 
	 
	 
	 
	4.2.7 Migration Status 
	According to Table 4.6 the migration status of women has little effect on women’s timing of first marriage. Women who have never migrated have a slightly lower mean age at first marriage (20.7 years) compared to women who have ever migrated (20.7 years). Due to limitations of the data it is not possible to verify whether the migration took place before or after marriage. As mentioned in the literature, migration is a sign of modernization and women who migrate are consider to be higher socio-economic status, thus explain why they have a little higher mean age at first marriage (Savitridina, 1997). 
	4.2.8 Husband’s age at first marriage 
	 Husband’s age at first marriage is related to a woman’s age at first marriage (Table 4.7). If a husband’s age at first marriage is high, women’s mean age at first marriage is also high. This finding is consistent with the theory of assortive mating, which claims that people choose partners like themselves, and in this case they choose partner who are of similar age.
	 
	4.2.9 Husband’s Education 
	 Husband’s education also has an association with women’s timing of marriage (Table 4.8). Women’s mean age at first marriage rises with husband’s educational level. Mean age at first marriage of women whose husbands’ have no education is 5 years younger than that of women whose husbands have university education. This is another finding that supports the theory of assortive mating. It can be assumed that the couples in this study have more or less similar education levels and that explain why husbands’ education levels have an indirect relationship on women’s marriage timing. 
	 
	 
	4.2.10 Husband’s Occupation 
	 A woman’s age at marriage is related to her husband’s occupation Women with husbands who are white collar workers marry later than women who have husbands who are not working or in other occupation categories (see Table 4.9). Women whose husbands work as elementary workers marry younger than women whose husbands work in other work categories. The men who work as white collar workers most certainly have high education and their marriage is delayed by their study, thus indirectly impacting on the age at first marriage of their future spouse. They may also look for women who have some education or more or less similar socio-economic status and the age of first marriage of that kind of women are usually high. About 60 percent of husbands who work as white collar workers have wives who have middle school or higher education (results not shown here). The men who work as elementary workers usually have lower education and they may marry early after dropping out of school or they may have no education at all. About 68 percent of husbands who work as elementary workers have only primary education or no education at all (results not shown here). About 72 percent of husbands who work as elementary workers are married to women who did not work or who worked as elementary workers (results not shown here) and the age at marriage of women in those categories are usually low. 
	 
	 
	4.2.11 Summary of Descriptive Analysis  
	 The results of descriptive analysis shown above indicate that all independent variables have a statistically significant relationship with the dependent variable. To investigate further which variables have more influence on the dependent variable, measures of the strength of the relationship are shown in Table 4.10.  The measure, Cramer’s C, ranges from zero (weak) to one (strong). The results are shown in descending order of strength. 
	 
	  
	Although there are relationships between age at first marriage of women and independent variables, the relationships range only from weak to moderate. The strongest relationship was found between women’s age at first marriage and duration of work before marriage and husband’s age at first marriage. Birth cohort, education of women and husband’s education have somewhat weaker relationships with age at first marriage of women. The rest of the variables have weak relationships with the dependent variable. 
	 It may be concluded from this table that women’s characteristics such as duration of work before marriage, birth cohort and education as well as husband’s characteristics such as his age at first marriage and education play a significant role on her decision when to marry. 
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