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SUMMARY 

 
 
Introduction 
With over 650 million women alive today already suffering the consequences of child marriage, the 
practice of forced and child marriage disproportionally impacts girls and women. Not only does it 
violate their fundamental human rights to bodily and sexual integrity, it is a public health problem 
on a global scale, effectively preventing women around the world from achieving their full 
potential.  
Given its impact on physical and psychological wellbeing, child and forced marriage, as a serious 
form of violence against women, has long-term detrimental effects on individuals, family and 
communities as a whole. It brings about a wide range of specific health consequences. A growing 
body of research is also pointing to the huge economic costs of child and forced marriage, including 
the direct costs to health care, law enforcement, etc. Considering that the detrimental repercussions 
are intergenerational, affecting their children as well, full implementation of human rights and 
access to appropriate health care for women and girls is a prerequisite for global progress and 
sustainable well-being for all. 
 
In Morocco, the changes to the social and legal framework surrounding sexual and reproductive 
rights since 2004 seemed very promising to target violence against women in particular. Yet rates 
of child marriage and violence against women in general remain high, and appear to be on the rise.  
Furthermore, due to globalisation, increased mobility and large numbers of migrants in host 
societies, the issue of child and forced marriage has become a concern on an international scale. In 
Europe, the issue is most often discussed within the contexts of immigration and integration on the 
one hand, and domestic violence on the other. Migration also includes marriage migration of second 
and subsequent generations bringing partners from their homeland into the host country. Spurred on 
by policies at European Union level, Member States have been implementing laws and action plans 
to tackle the practice. As a result, minority groups have been specifically targeted by a combination 
of stringent criminal and immigration regulations. It is therefore important to understand the impact 
of this legal framework on the migrants in Europe for whom the policies were designed. As one of 
the largest minority groups in Belgium, the Moroccan community is directly affected.  
 
Objectives and Methods 
Given the global magnitude of forced and child marriage, and the increasing numbers of 
international migrants, the general objective of our research is to ascertain the determinants of 
forced and child marriage in Morocco and the impact of the migratory context on the issue among 
Moroccan migrants in Belgium. To this end, specific objectives were set forward. First we analysed 
the prevailing policies and laws regarding forced and child marriage in Europe and Belgium, 
including the risk factors and challenges in addressing the issue in Belgium. We also attempted to 
identify what the overall impact is of the (institutional) context and social environment on the 
practice among minority communities. Second, we aimed to understand the (institutional) context, 
social environment and cultural perceptions regarding forced and child marriage in Morocco. Third, 
we aspired to ascertain the determinants of forced and child marriage at the community level in 
Morocco, and among the Moroccan communities in Belgium, including the impact of the migratory 
context. And fourth, our aim was to provide recommendations to prevent and efficiently target 
forced and child marriage in Morocco and in Belgium. By providing stakeholders and policy 
makers with pertinent contextual knowledge and insights into constraints to decision-making power 
of women, we aim to contribute to the prevention of forced and child marriage, and enhance sexual 
and reproductive rights of women and girls. 
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This study was conducted using a predominantly qualitative approach; comprising the Multiple 
Streams Approach and participatory research. Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Framework1 is applied 
to shed light on the policy process regarding forced marriage in Europe and its outcome. 
Furthermore, obtaining a genuine understanding of the context, and elements within each context, 
that are influencing child and forced marriage can only be achieved through a participatory 
approach with the involved parties, in which Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), stakeholder 
interviews and household interviews are central to the research. The Intergenerational Dialogue 
method was applied in FGDs in Morocco and Belgium. Additionally, Intercultural Dialogue was 
conducted in Belgium. Data collected from FGDs was useful in triangulating and validating the 
information from the household interviews and stakeholder interviews. Respectively 7 (Morocco) 
and 9 (Belgium) FGDs were held in the research settings. In order for the data to be as 
representative as possible, the locations of the FGDs incorporated rural/provincial and urban 
settings in accordance with the country in which they took place. In each country/research setting, 
approximately 20 households were targeted for in-depth semi-structured interviews. An overall total 
of 125 women in Morocco and 106 woman in Belgium participated in the FGDs and household 
interviews. Finally, interviews were held with 22 stakeholders in Morocco and 25 stakeholders in 
Belgium with firsthand experience of child and forced marriage. 
 
The systematic framework developed by Hooghiemstra2 was applied. Besides structural macro-
level factors in the wider societal and demographic context, this model also encompasses the role of 
social networks and community (meso-level) in the more immediate environment and micro-level 
facets such as personal characteristics (including beliefs and preferences) and direct family to 
explain decisive factors in partner choice and marriage formation, thus uncovering any form of 
pressure or duress in this complex process. In addition, the correlation between the multi-level 
factors was taken into consideration.  
We then applied thematic qualitative analysis, in which patterns or themes within the data were 
reported and analysed using framework grids. Raw data was sorted by theme and placed in the 
relevant part of the theoretical model through which a conceptual framework of themes and sub-
themes was developed, allowing significant factors to emerge.  
 
Results 
Despite the reform of the Moroccan Moudawana (Family Code) in 2004, establishing a minimum 
age for marriage, child and forced marriage remains common. The law presents the opportunity to 
request a judge to authorize marriage before the age of 18, a provision that is effectively used to a 
great extent. 
From the viewpoint of professionals who are closely involved in tackling the issue in Morocco, 
policy measures and the law do have considerable potential in bringing child marriages and forced 
marriages to a halt. Yet despite reforms, equality gaps between men and women remain in a number 
of laws, particularly in relation to family matters, which continue to weaken women’s agency. 
Women are still not sufficiently protected from violence. The problem lies in the fact that the 
applicable legal frameworks are interpreted through the lens of restrictive social norms, thus further 
reinforcing the bias towards women. Social norms in Morocco impact on all aspects of agency, 
including economic participation, roles in family life and the ability to participate in public life. 
They are often maintained and strengthened through biased delivery of services by public sector 
institutions, failing to comply with applicable legal and administrative frameworks. This is the case, 
for example, when judges in family courts use the loophole in the law to apply their own viewpoints 
and beliefs to authorize underage marriages.  
The combination of unequal treatment in legislation together with limiting social norms that affect 
women’s behaviour cause severe obstacles preventing women’s agency. Legal restrictions reflect 

                                                
1 Kingdon, J.W. (1984). Agendas, alternatives and public policies. Boston and Toronto: Little, Brown and 
Company. 
2 Hooghiemstra E: Migrants, Partner Selection and Integration: Crossing Borders? Journal of comparative 
family studies 2001, 32(4)601-626. 
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the prevailing social norms, especially with regards to family and personal life, where the concept 
of family honour is effectively upheld by the law. This is evident in the criminalization of 
consensual sexual relations outside of marriage, yet marital rape is not punished. Norms are 
enforced through family and community pressure on the one hand, and through self-enforcement by 
the individual on the other hand. Shame is an inherent part of the culture. This is also discernible in 
the Moroccan Belgian community, where it lives on in shame around premarital relationships. 
 
The importance of specifically directing efforts towards the older generation of parents and 
grandparents emerged from the research. As a result of the use of the Intergenerational Dialogue 
method, participants repeatedly emphasized the need for more opportunities to have open 
communication between parents and children. The pressure on young women and girls from the 
elders is often considerable, effectively discouraging daughters from claiming their right to freely 
enter into marriage. Women in Morocco who openly oppose the will of their fathers are subject to 
intimidation and ostracism from their families, rendering them cut-off and alone in a male 
dominated public space. 
This also highlights the problem with the specific criminal law against forced marriage in Belgium 
and other European countries. It takes away the victim’s agency, in the sense that police-led 
interventions and public prosecutors take over without consent from the women or girl herself. 
Women’s agency within minorities is effectively ignored, and victims find themselves alone, unable 
to remain in their family and social environment. Supporting women from within their communities 
is overlooked in favour of governments’ top-down focus on regulation. Similarly, linking 
immigration policy with the issue of forced marriage redirects remedial measures away from 
victims and legitimates the use of state power to punish and restrict. The prevailing policy discourse 
fails to engage with this dynamic and is at odds with the needs of those it seeks to assist.  
It may be beside the point whether or not a specific criminal law and tighter immigration controls 
are effective means to combat forced marriage; at least in the viewpoint of (potential) victims. Law 
and policy are treating marriage as a matter pertaining to public interest and not purely as a private 
matter. Its impact on society and on the lives of those involved legitimizes this interest, yet little or 
no regard is given to the health effects of victims of forced marriage and those at risk. As attention 
is placed on criminalization and stringent immigration policies, ethnic minority population groups 
bear the greatest burden. The conceptualisation and portrayal of forced marriage as a cultural issue 
acts as a barrier to appropriate intervention. Not only do they suffer reduced accessibility to health 
providers, the potentially adverse effects of the current policy framework affects their health and 
well-being at large. The serious consequences for women, including sexual violence, and the 
physical and psychological health risks associated with it, receive little attention. The research also 
highlighted that (potential) victims feel they are not able to access mainstream service providers for 
fear that they will not be understood. Participants from the Moroccan Belgian community consider 
that they are better off with the help of someone with the same Moroccan background, otherwise 
they would not implicate an aid organisation or social services.  
Among the Moroccan Belgian community, forced and child marriage is no longer an acute problem. 
This doesn’t mean there are no difficulties to overcome. Considerable challenges lie in the “double 
standards” that apply to men and women in the community. The disempowerment of women as a 
result, only leads to increased vulnerability and violence in some cases, highlighting the need for 
tailored support by social services and in health centres. 
The migratory context did not appear to perpetuate or give rise to the occurrence of forced 
marriages and child marriages in a significant way. The results, however, tentatively do point to a 
strengthening of the element of religion. It not only surfaces as the most imperative element in 
partner choice, moreover, its re-educating role as a deterrent for forced marriage is notable. 
 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
The legal framework in Morocco fails to acknowledge the underlying fundamental concepts of 
women’s and girls’ rights, instead, women and girls are often conflated with their stereotyped 
gender roles as wives and mothers, particularly with regard to violence. This bias is reflected in the 
insufficient protection to women and girls who fall outside stereotyped gender roles. A holistic 
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approach to violence against women and girls is necessary, recognizing that gender is socially 
constructed. Among the recommendations, the decriminalization of sexual relations outside 
marriage is emphasized and the minimum marriage age of 18 should be adhered to, allowing no 
exceptions. 
Pressure from older generations was reported to be a significant determinant of child and forced 
marriage. In Moroccan society in general, the desires, character and talents of the individual are 
often overlooked in favour of what is beneficial for the collective: family and community. 
Therefore, personal characteristics at the micro-level are overall less impactful. Working directly on 
education, and above all fostering self-confidence and agency in girls and women can, in the long 
term, increase the impact that micro-level factors will have on preventing a forced marriage. This 
should go hand in hand with sensitization efforts geared towards the older – often illiterate – 
population groups, using television and radio, which is crucial to tackle forced and child marriage. 
The results redefine the role of women’s associations, social workers and so on, with the 
recommendation to also focus their efforts on awareness raising among older generations. 
Child and forced marriage are an outcome of social norms and community pressure. Financial 
poverty certainly adds to the pressure, making the short-term relief in the burden of poverty by 
marrying off daughters a viable course of action. Yet, only relieving financial pressure through 
financial incentives for example is insufficient to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
of ending child and forced marriage by 2030. This is demonstrated by the paradoxical experience in 
the Marrakech region, where the prevalence of child marriage increased despite high rates of 
economic growth and decline in poverty in the region. Interventions that fail to address the 
underlying social norms have limited effects. In light of these findings, a long-term and holistic 
view is necessary. Dimensions such as realized rights (gender equality in norms and laws), health, 
and access to education should be the focal point to enhance women’s and girls’ agency on all 
levels (micro-, meso- and macro-level). Rather than cost-benefit based approaches that rely on 
single-focused indicators, a multi-dimensional approach provides the highest likelihood of 
improving overall health and well-being in the long run.  
In order to successfully address child and forced marriage, programs and interventions are required 
that are tailored to the local context. Efforts to increase school attendance and educational 
attainment in the Marrakech region should be supported with complementary efforts such as 
gender-conscious life-skills programs in schools and structured engagement with communities. 
Complementary efforts should also include addressing barriers to adequate higher educational and 
employment opportunities for girls as well as ensuring their safety and security in public spaces.  
 
Seeing that child and forced marriage is deeply rooted within patriarchal societies, the requirement 
to include working with men and boys is paramount. Our research pointed to the need for the 
father’s authority to remain intact in any intervention, demonstrating the necessity to engage 
fathers, fathers-in-law, brothers, etc. Most programs do not meaningfully address men and boys 
within households to share obligations and household responsibilities set forth in programmatic 
interventions. Therefore gender relations within families are not configured, which undermines the 
success of these interventions in the long run. Addressing the engrained ‘double standards’ for men 
and women in the Moroccan Belgian community would also benefit from directing efforts towards 
men and boys to level the gender inequality. 
A profound shift is paramount where religious and traditional arguments are deeply embedded in 
the social fabric of the community. Families and parents often look to cultural and religious norms 
to justify child and forced marriage. In the case of Morocco, religious leaders can be effective 
advocates in ending child marriage and forced marriage by endorsing to increase the marriage age 
on the one hand, and by specifying that coercion to marry is not condoned by the Islam. Research in 
Belgium indicates that religion is already playing a re-educational role among the Moroccan 
Belgian community with regards to forced and child marriage.  
 
Overall, in light of developments over the past decade, and the increased potential for terrorism, 
policy choices in Europe have been based on security concerns. Legislation like criminalizing 
forced marriage has detrimental outcomes for the desired goal of protecting women and children. 
Prevention of forced marriage cannot be used to limit free movement rights of third-country 
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national family members of EU citizens beyond what is allowed by the Free Movement Directive 
(2004/38/EC). Approaching forced and child marriage as a human rights issue and a form of 
gender-based violence avoids stigmatization of ethnic minorities or communities that are linked to 
this type of practice. Moreover, it paves the way for effective solutions that are not essentially 
punitive or restrictive. Health services and programs are an appropriate entry point for addressing 
interpersonal violence against women and girls, such as forced and child marriage, rather than the 
emphasis on prosecution and criminalization. A coordinated response for (potential) victims of 
forced marriages within health facilities in Belgium supports wellbeing, health and safety while 
simultaneously honouring women’s agency. Trained frontline health care workers, situated in local 
(community) health centres, offer the advantage of being easily accessible and providing 
anonymous care. Women who experience violence are more likely to use health services than those 
who do not, although they rarely explicitly disclose violence as the underlying reason. Health care 
providers are often the first point of professional contact for survivors/victims of violence, and yet 
the underlying violence is frequently invisible to them. In many cases, health services are currently 
inadequate due to the invisible nature of the violence itself. Reframing the discourse on forced 
marriage to one focusing on wellbeing and respecting women’s agency, effectively embedding 
protection in a broader coordinated multi-sectoral policy is a challenge that policymakers should 
embrace. Providing training and tools for health workers and other frontline workers is paramount. 
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SAMENVATTING 

 
 
Inleiding 
Met meer dan 650 miljoen vrouwen die op vandaag lijden onder de gevolgen van een kindhuwelijk, 
heeft de praktijk van gedwongen huwelijk en kindhuwelijk een disproportionele invloed op meisjes 
en vrouwen. Het schendt niet alleen hun fundamentele mensenrechten op het gebied van 
lichamelijke en seksuele integriteit, het is ook een probleem voor de volksgezondheid op 
wereldschaal, en voorkomt zelfs dat vrouwen over de hele wereld zichzelf niet kunnen ontplooien. 
 
Gezien de invloed ervan op het fysiek en psychologisch welzijn, heeft het gedwongen huwelijk en  
kindhuwelijk, als een ernstige vorm van geweld tegen vrouwen, op lange termijn nadelige gevolgen 
voor individuen, families en gemeenschappen. Het veroorzaakt een brede waaier van negatieve 
gevolgen voor de gezondheid. Een toenemend aantal studies wijst ook op de enorme economische 
kosten ten gevolge van gedwongen en  kindhuwelijken, met inbegrip van de directe kosten voor 
gezondheidszorg, wetshandhaving, enz. Gezien het feit dat de nadelige gevolgen intergenerationeel 
zijn, en ook hun kinderen treffen, is de integrale implementatie van mensenrechten én toegang tot 
passende gezondheidszorg voor vrouwen en meisjes een vereiste voor de wereldwijde vooruitgang 
en duurzaam welzijn voor iedereen. 
 
In Marokko leken de veranderingen in het sociale en wettelijke kader in 2004 rond seksuele en 
reproductieve rechten veelbelovend. Toch blijft de omvang van kindhuwelijken en geweld tegen 
vrouwen in het algemeen zeer hoog en lijk de prevalentie ervan zelfs te stijgen. 
 
Bovendien, als gevolg van de globalisering, toegenomen mobiliteit en het groot aantal migranten in 
industriële landen, zijn kind- en gedwongen huwelijken een probleem op internationale schaal 
geworden. In Europa wordt het probleem het vaakst besproken in de context van immigratie en 
integratie enerzijds, en huiselijk geweld anderzijds. Migratie omvat ook huwelijksmigratie van de 
tweede en de volgende generaties die partners uit hun land van herkomst overbrengen. 
Aangespoord door het beleid op Europees niveau, hebben de Europese landen wetten en 
actieplannen uitgestippeld om de problematiek aan te pakken. Minderheidsgroepen zijn het 
specifieke doelwit van strenge immigratiewetgeving en specifieke strafwetten. Het is daarom 
belangrijk om de impact van dit wettelijk kader op de migranten in Europa, voor wie het beleid in 
eerste instantie bestemd is, te doorgronden. Als één van de grootste minderheidsgroepen in België, 
wordt vooral de Marokkaanse gemeenschap rechtstreeks getroffen. 
 
 
Doelstellingen en Methodes 
Gezien de wereldwijde omvang van gedwongen huwelijken en kindhuwelijken en het toenemend 
aantal internationale migranten, is de algemene doelstelling van ons onderzoek om de 
determinanten van gedwongen en kindhuwelijk in Marokko te doorgronden en de impact van de 
migratiecontext op het fenomeen bij de Marokkaanse bevolkingsgroep in België te achterhalen. 
Daarvoor werden specifieke doelstellingen geformuleerd. Ten eerste wilden we het beleid en 
wetgeving rond gedwongen en kindhuwelijken in Europa en België analyseren. We hebben daarbij 
ook gepoogd om de algemene impact van de institutionele context op de 
minderheidsgemeenschappen te achterhalen, en de risicofactoren te definiëren. Ten tweede wilden 
we de institutionele context, sociale omgeving en culturele percepties met betrekking tot 
gedwongen en kindhuwelijken in Marokko in kaart brengen. Ten derde was het onze intentie om de 
determinanten ervan vast te stellen op gemeenschapsniveau in Marokko, evenals in de Marokkaanse 
gemeenschap in België, inclusief de impact van de migratiecontext. En ten vierde, was het ons doel 
om aanbevelingen te doen om gedwongen en kindhuwelijken in Marokko en België te voorkomen 
en gerichter aan te pakken. Door ervaringsdeskundigen en beleidsmakers relevante contextuele 
kennis en inzichten te bieden in de beperkingen van het zelfbeschikkingsrecht van vrouwen, willen 



 xv 

we zowel bijdragen aan de preventie van gedwongen en kindhuwelijken, als aan de bevordering van 
de seksuele en reproductieve rechten van vrouwen en meisjes. 
 
In onze studie werd gekozen voor een overwegend kwalitatieve benadering; bestaande uit de 
Multiple Streams Approach en participatief onderzoek. Kingdon's Multiple Streams Framework 
wordt toegepast om licht te werpen op het beleidsproces rond gedwongen huwelijken in Europa. 
Bovendien kan enkel via een participatieve benadering met de betrokken groepen een reëel begrip 
verkregen worden van de context en de elementen die een invloed hebben op gedwongen en 
kindhuwelijken. Daarbij staan focusgroepen, diepte-interviews met vrouwen uit de betrokken 
onderzoeksgroepen, en interviews met sleutelfiguren/experts centraal in het onderzoek. De 
Intergenerationele Dialoog methode werd toegepast in focusgroepen in Marokko en België. 
Daarnaast werd de Interculturele Dialoog gevoerd in België. De gegevens die verzameld werden via 
de focusgroepen waren nuttig voor de triangulatie en validatie van de informatie uit de diepte-
interviews en de interviews met sleutelfiguren/experts. Er vonden 7 focusgroepen plaats in 
Marokko en 9 in België. Om de gegevens zo representatief mogelijk te houden, vonden de 
focusgroepen plaats in zowel rurale/provinciale gebieden als in stedelijke omgevingen. In elk land 
werd gestreefd naar ongeveer 20 semi-gestructureerde diepte-interviews. In totaal namen 125 
vrouwen in Marokko en 106 vrouwen in België deel aan de focusgroepen en diepte-interviews. Tot 
slot werden 22 sleutelfiguren/experts in Marokko en 25 in België geïnterviewd die rechtstreekse 
ervaring hebben met gedwongen en kindhuwelijk. 
Voor de analyse pasten we het heuristisch model van Hooghiemstra toe om de determinanten in 
partnerkeuze en huwelijkssluiting te bestuderen. Enige vorm van druk of dwang in dit complex 
proces komt door de toepassing van dit heuristisch model aan het licht. Naast structurele factoren 
op macro-niveau in de ruimere maatschappelijke en demografische context, omvat dit model ook de 
rol van sociale netwerken en gemeenschappen (meso-niveau) in de nabije omgeving, evenals 
aspecten op microniveau zoals persoonlijke kenmerken (inclusief overtuigingen en voorkeuren) én 
directe familie. Daarenboven namen we ook de correlatie tussen de factoren op de verschillende 
niveaus in overweging. 
Vervolgens pasten we thematische kwalitatieve analyse toe. Patronen of thema's binnenin de 
onderzoeksdata werden gerapporteerd en geanalyseerd met behulp van een systematisch raamwerk. 
De ruwe gegevens werden per thema gesorteerd en in het relevante deel van het theoretisch model 
geplaatst, waardoor een conceptueel kader van thema's en subthema’s ontstond. 
 
Resultaten 
Ondanks de hervorming van de Marokkaanse Moudawana (Familiewet) in 2004, waarbij een 
minimumleeftijd om te huwen werd bepaald, blijven gedwongen en kindhuwelijken een gangbare 
praktijk. De wet biedt immers de mogelijkheid om de rechter te verzoeken om toestemming te 
verlenen aan het huwelijk vóór de leeftijd van 18 jaar, een regeling die in grote mate wordt 
toegepast. 
Vanuit het oogpunt van sleutelfiguren en experts die nauw betrokken zijn bij de problematiek in 
Marokko, hebben beleidsmaatregelen en de wet aanzienlijke mogelijkheden om gedwongen en 
kindhuwelijken te beteugelen. Ondanks deze hervormingen blijven de verschillen in gelijkheid 
tussen mannen en vrouwen echter voortbestaan in de wetgeving, voornamelijk met betrekking tot 
familiale aangelegenheden. Dit heeft tot gevolg dat de agency van vrouwen systematisch aan 
banden wordt gelegd. Vrouwen worden nog steeds niet voldoende beschermd tegen geweld. Het 
probleem ligt in het feit dat de toepasselijke wettelijke kaders worden geïnterpreteerd worden door 
de lens van gangbare restrictieve sociale normen, wat de vooroordelen ten opzichte van vrouwen 
verder bekrachtigt. Sociale normen in Marokko hebben invloed op alle aspecten van het 
zelfbeslissingsrecht van vrouwen, waaronder economische participatie, de positie in het gezin en 
het vermogen om deel te nemen aan het openbare leven. De dienstverlening van publieke 
instellingen voldoet niet aan de wettelijke en administratieve richtlijnen, wat de discriminatie nog 
meer versterkt. Dit is bijvoorbeeld het geval wanneer rechters in familierechtbanken hun eigen 
standpunten en overtuigingen toepassen om huwelijken van minderjarigen goed te keuren. 
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De combinatie van ongelijke behandeling in de wetgeving samen met de beperkende sociale 
normen die gelden voor vrouwen, hindert de agency van vrouwen aanzienlijk. Wettelijke 
beperkingen weerspiegelen de heersende sociale normen, vooral met betrekking tot het gezins- en 
privéleven. Het concept van familie-eer wordt daadwerkelijk door de wet gehandhaafd. Dit blijkt uit 
de criminalisering van buitenhuwelijkse seksuele relaties, maar daarentegen staat dat echtelijke 
verkrachting niet strafbaar is. Normen worden afgedwongen door familiale- en gemeenschapsdruk 
aan de ene kant en zelfhandhaving door het individu aan de andere kant. Schaamte is een inherent 
onderdeel van de cultuur. Dit is ook waarneembaar in de Marokkaanse Belgische gemeenschap, 
waar schaamte voortleeft omtrent voorhuwelijkse relaties. 
Het belang om de generatie van ouders en grootouders op gerichte wijze te betrekken, kwam naar 
boven in het onderzoek. De Intergenerationele Dialoog had tot gevolg dat deelnemers herhaaldelijk 
de behoefte naar meer mogelijkheden voor open communicatie tussen ouders en kinderen 
benadrukten. De druk op jonge vrouwen en meisjes door de oudere generatie is vaak aanzienlijk, 
waardoor dochters effectief worden ontmoedigd om hun recht op vrije partnerkeuze op te eisen. 
Vrouwen in Marokko die openlijk tegen de wil van hun vader opkomen, zijn onderhevig aan 
intimidatie en uitbanning van hun families, waardoor ze alleen komen te staan in een door mannen 
gedomineerde openbare ruimte.  
Dit benadrukt ook het probleem van de specifieke strafwet tegen gedwongen huwelijken in België 
en andere Europese landen. Het neemt de agency van het slachtoffer weg, in de zin dat politie en 
openbare aanklagers gaan ingrijpen en een procedure opstarten zonder toestemming van het meisje 
of de vrouw. De agency van de vrouw in minderheidsgroepen wordt effectief genegeerd en de 
slachtoffers staan er alleen voor. Ze kunnen niet langer in hun familiale en sociale kring blijven. 
Ondersteuning van vrouwen van binnenuit hun gemeenschap wordt over het hoofd gezien ten 
gunste van de top-down focus van beleidsmakers op regelgeving. Eveneens staat het koppelen van 
gedwongen huwelijk aan het immigratiebeleid curatieve maatregelen voor de slachtoffers in de 
weg. Het heersende discours van politiek en beleid slaagt er absoluut niet in om met deze dynamiek 
rekening te houden, waardoor het niet kan voldoen aan de behoeften van (potentiële) slachtoffers. 
Het is mogelijks een bijzaak of een specifieke strafwet en strengere immigratiewetgeving al dan 
niet effectief zijn om gedwongen huwelijken te bestrijden; althans in het licht van (potentiële) 
slachtoffers. De wet en het beleid behandelen het huwelijk als een zaak die betrekking heeft op het 
algemeen belang en niet louter als een privé aangelegenheid. De impact ervan op de samenleving en 
op het leven van de betrokkenen legitimeert deze zienswijze, maar er wordt weinig of geen 
aandacht besteed aan de gevolgen voor de gezondheid van (potentiële) slachtoffers van gedwongen 
huwelijken. Gezien alle aandacht gaat naar criminalisering en een streng immigratiebeleid, dragen 
etnische minderheidsgroepen de grootste last. De conceptualisering en het uitspelen van gedwongen 
huwelijken als een culturele kwestie vormt een belemmering voor passende hulpverlening. Een 
jammerlijk gevolg hiervan is dat hulpverleners veel minder toegankelijk zijn; de mogelijk nadelige 
effecten van het huidig beleidskader beïnvloeden de gezondheid en het welzijn van slachtoffers in 
ruime zin. De ernstige gevolgen voor vrouwen, waaronder seksueel geweld, en de fysieke en 
psychologische gezondheidsrisico’s die daarmee gepaard gaan, krijgen weinig aandacht. Het 
onderzoek wees ook uit dat (potentiële) slachtoffers van mening zijn dat ze reguliere hulpverleners 
niet kunnen benaderen uit angst voor onbegrip. Deelnemers van de Marokkaanse Belgische 
gemeenschap zijn van oordeel dat ze beter geholpen worden door iemand met dezelfde 
Marokkaanse achtergrond, anders zouden ze zelf niet de stap zetten naar een hulporganisatie of 
sociale dienst. 
Binnen de Marokkaanse Belgische gemeenschap zijn gedwongen en kindhuwelijken geen acuut 
probleem meer. Dit betekent niet dat er geen te overwinnen moeilijkheden meer zijn. Aanzienlijke 
uitdagingen liggen in het feit dat er nog steeds een ‘dubbele standaard’ geldt voor mannen en 
vrouwen in de gemeenschap. De disempowerment van vrouwen als gevolg daarvan leidt in 
sommige gevallen tot verhoogde kwetsbaarheid en geweld, wat de noodzaak van ondersteuning op 
maat door sociale diensten en in gezondheidscentra alleen maar nog acuter maakt. 
De migratiecontext leidt niet tot een bestendiging of beduidende toename van het aantal gedwongen 
huwelijken en kindhuwelijken in de Marokkaanse Belgische gemeenschap. De resultaten wijzen er 
echter wel op dat vooral religieuze elementen een grote rol spelen. Religie wordt niet alleen gezien 
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als de meest dwingende factor in partnerkeuze, het is vooral opmerkelijk dat het een heropvoedende 
rol speelt in het afraden van gedwongen en kindhuwelijk.  
 
Conclusies en Aanbevelingen  
Het wettelijk kader in Marokko miskent de fundamentele concepten van rechten van vrouwen en 
meisjes, integendeel, ze worden vaak op één lijn geplaatst met de stereotype genderrollen als 
vrouwen en moeders. Deze vooringenomenheid komt tot uiting in onvoldoende bescherming tegen 
geweld voor vrouwen en meisjes die buiten deze stereotype genderrollen vallen. Een holistische 
benadering van geweld tegen vrouwen en meisjes is noodzakelijk, ermee rekening houdend dat een 
genderbeeld op zich sociaal geconstrueerd is. Als aanbeveling wordt ondermeer de 
decriminalisering van buitenhuwelijkse seksuele relaties benadrukt, en moet de minimale 
huwelijksleeftijd van 18 jaar worden gerespecteerd zonder uitzonderingen toe te staan. 
 
De druk van oudere generaties bleek een belangrijke bepalende factor te zijn voor gedwongen en 
kindhuwelijken. In de Marokkaanse samenleving worden de verlangens, het karakter en de talenten 
van het individu vaak over het hoofd gezien ten gunste van wat nuttig is voor het collectief: de 
familie en de gemeenschap. Om die reden hebben persoonlijke karakteristieken op micro-niveau 
over het algemeen minder invloed. Rechtstreeks werken aan onderwijs en vooral het cultiveren van 
zelfvertrouwen, keuzevrijheid en agency bij meisjes en vrouwen kan op de lange termijn de impact 
vergroten van factoren op micro-niveau die helpen om een gedwongen huwelijk te voorkomen. Dit 
zou hand in hand moeten gaan met sensibilisering van de oudere - vaak analfabete - 
bevolkingsgroepen, met behulp van televisie en radio, wat cruciaal is om gedwongen en 
kindhuwelijken aan te pakken. De resultaten herdefiniëren de rol van vrouwenverenigingen, 
maatschappelijk werkers, enz. met de aanbeveling om hun inspanningen ook te richten op 
bewustmaking van oudere generaties. 
Gedwongen en kindhuwelijken zijn het resultaat van sociale normen en van druk vanuit de 
gemeenschap. Financiële armoede draagt daar ook zeker toe bij. Dochters uithuwelijken is veelal 
een manier om op korte termijn armoede te verhelpen. Maar enkel de ontlasting van financiële druk 
door financiële ondersteuning is onvoldoende om de Duurzame Ontwikkelingsdoelstelling (SDG) te 
bereiken die tegen 2030 een einde wil maken aan gedwongen en kindhuwelijken. Dit wordt op 
paradoxale manier aangetoond in de regio van Marrakech, waar de prevalentie van kindhuwelijken 
toenam, ondanks de grote economische groei en de afname van de armoede in de regio. Interventies 
die niet zijn afgestemd op de onderliggende sociale normen hebben weinig impact. In het licht van 
deze bevindingen is een holistisch visie op lange termijn noodzakelijk. Dimensies zoals verworven 
rechten (gendergelijkheid in normen en wetten), gezondheid en toegang tot onderwijs zouden 
centraal moeten staan om de positie van vrouwen en meisjes op alle niveaus (op micro-, meso- en 
macro-niveau) te verbeteren. In plaats van een kosten-batenanalyse die louter gebaseerd is op 
enkelvoudige indicatoren, biedt een multidimensionale benadering de grootste kans op verbetering 
van de algemene gezondheid en het welzijn op lange termijn. 
Om kindhuwelijken en gedwongen huwelijken met succes aan te pakken, zijn programma's en 
interventies vereist die helemaal zijn afgestemd op de lokale context. De inspanningen om het 
aantal schoolgaande kinderen en het opleidingsniveau in de Marrakech-regio te vergroten, moeten 
worden ondersteund door aanvullende inspanningen zoals: gender-conscious life-skills programs op 
scholen en een gestructureerde engagement met de lokale gemeenschappen. Aanvullende 
inspanningen moeten meer mogelijkheden voor hoger onderwijs en werkgelegenheid voor meisjes 
creëren, evenals het waarborgen van hun veiligheid, ook in openbare ruimtes. 
 
Aangezien gedwongen en kindhuwelijken diep geworteld zijn in patriarchale samenlevingen, is het 
van het allergrootste belang om ook samenwerkingen met mannen en jongens aan te gaan. Ons 
onderzoek wees uit dat het gezag van de vader intact en gerespecteerd moest blijven in elke 
interventie, wat aangeeft dat het nodig is om vaders, schoonvaders, broers enz. te betrekken. De 
meeste interventies sporen mannen en jongens in het kerngezin niet aan om verantwoordelijkheden 
en taken van het huishouden te delen. Genderverhoudingen binnen families worden niet aangekaart, 
wat het succes van deze interventies op lange termijn ondermijnt. Voor de aanpak van de 
diepgewortelde 'dubbele standaard' voor mannen en vrouwen in de Marokkaanse Belgische 
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gemeenschap is het eveneens van  belang om mannen en jongens te betrekken. Een ingrijpende 
verschuiving is broodnodig, vooral waar religieuze en traditionele argumenten diep verankerd zijn 
in het sociale weefsel van de gemeenschap. Gezinnen en ouders kijken vaak naar culturele en 
religieuze normen om kind- en gedwongen huwelijken te rechtvaardigen. In het geval van Marokko 
kunnen religieuze leiders effectieve pleitbezorgers zijn om het een halt toe te roepen, door er mee 
achter te staan dat de huwelijksleeftijd wordt verhoogd, en door te verduidelijken dat iemand 
dwingen om te trouwen niet wordt toegestaan door de islam. Onderzoek in België geeft ondertussen 
al aan dat religie een heropvoedende rol speelt bij de Marokkaanse Belgische gemeenschap, in 
relatie tot gedwongen- en kindhuwelijken. 
 
Over het algemeen zijn, in het licht van de ontwikkelingen van het afgelopen decennium en het 
toegenomen potentieel voor terrorisme, de beleidskeuzes in Europa vooral gebaseerd op 
bezorgdheid omtrent veiligheid. Wetgeving zoals de criminalisering van gedwongen huwelijken 
heeft een averechts effect op het gewenste resultaat: de bescherming van vrouwen en kinderen. De 
preventie van gedwongen huwelijken kan niet worden ingezet om het vrij verkeer en verblijf voor 
familieleden van EU- burgers uit derde landen verder in te perken dan wat is toegestaan op grond 
van de Richtlijn (2004/38/EG). Door gedwongen en kindhuwelijken aan te pakken als een 
mensenrechtenkwestie en een vorm van gendergerelateerd geweld, wordt stigmatisering van 
etnische minderheden of gemeenschappen, die met dit soort praktijken zijn verbonden, vermeden. 
Bovendien effent het de weg naar effectieve oplossingen die in wezen niet criminaliseren of 
beperken. Gezondheidsdiensten zijn effectiever als ingangspunt voor het aanpakken van 
gendergerelateerd geweld tegen vrouwen en meisjes, zoals gedwongen en kindhuwelijken, in 
tegenstelling tot louter vervolging en criminalisering. Een gecoördineerde aanpak van (potentiële) 
slachtoffers van gedwongen huwelijken binnen gezondheidsinstellingen in België ondersteunt 
welzijn, gezondheid en veiligheid en respecteert tegelijkertijd de positie van vrouwen. Getrainde 
eerstelijnswerkers, gesitueerd in lokale gezondheidscentra, bieden het voordeel dat ze gemakkelijk 
toegankelijk zijn en anonieme zorg verstrekken. Vrouwen die geweld ervaren, maken eerder 
gebruik van gezondheidsdiensten dan diegene die zoiets niet mee maken, hoewel ze zelden geweld 
als de expliciete onderliggende reden onthullen. Zorgverleners zijn vaak het eerste aanspreekpunt 
voor slachtoffers van geweld, en toch is net dat onderliggende geweld vaak onzichtbaar voor 
hulpverleners. Daarbovenop zijn gezondheidsdiensten momenteel vaak ontoereikend vanwege het 
onzichtbare karakter van het geweld zelf. De uitdaging die beleidsmakers nu dienen te omarmen: 
het herformuleren van de dialoog omtrent het gedwongen huwelijk om het welzijn en het 
respecteren van agency centraal te plaatsten. Effectieve bescherming dient daadwerkelijk 
geïntegreerd te worden in een breder gecoördineerd multisectoraal beleid. Van cruciaal belang 
daarbij zijn aansluitende trainingen en hulpmiddelen voor hulpverleners en andere 
eerstelijnswerkers. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1.  Background 
 
Sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) are fundamental to people’s health, to economic 
development and to the wellbeing of humanity at large. [1] Remarkable progress has been made 
since the 1974 World Population Conference in Bucharest and the 1984 International Conference 
on Population in Mexico, but it was the 1994 International Conference on Population and 
Development (ICPD) in Cairo and the Beijing Platform for Action (1995) that brought a sharper 
focus on women. Sexual and reproductive health and rights were introduced as new concepts, and 
the centrality of addressing interconnections between gender equality, human rights, and sexual and 
reproductive health (SRH) was recognized. The Cairo conference achieved consensus on key issues 
such as universal access to education, reduction of infant, child and maternal mortality, and access 
to reproductive and sexual health services, including family planning. [1] Around the same time, 
violence against women was put higher on the agenda with the 1993 UN Declaration on the 
Elimination of Violence against Women.1 [2] These developments were reflected at the level of 
international policy, as well as at policy and programmatic level within countries. [3] Despite the 
increased attention, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) has been overlooked 
globally. It was only under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)2 that the massive scale of 
violence against women was recognised. For the first time in history, the promotion of gender 
equality was considered a transversal theme, a pivotal component to reach every goal that had been 
set forth. The inter-linkages between the goals, gender equality and women’s empowerment cannot 
be emphasized enough. [4] Violence is a major obstacle to social and economic development, and 
violence against women specifically hinders progress and women’s empowerment on all levels. [5] 
It is regarded as both a public health and human rights concern. This increased attention, however, 
exposed the extent of forced marriages and child marriages occurring on a global scale. Over the 
past decade numerous efforts have been undertaken to raise awareness and tackle the issue. New 
international initiatives, such as “Girls not Brides”3 were launched in this period. Yet it became 
apparent that the protection of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), as well as the 
unique needs of adolescent girls and young women, were overlooked in the Millennium 
Development Goals. [6-7] The persistent occurrence of forced and child marriage led to the welfare 
of adolescent girls and young women being recognized as a crucial element for the post-2015 
development agenda. Ending forced and child marriage is now specifically targeted in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the international development priorities for the 2015-2030 
period.4 With these goals in mind, UNICEF and UNFPA put in place the Global Programme to 
Accelerate Action to End Child Marriage. This joint effort was launched in 12 countries covering 
four regions: Eastern and Southern Africa, the Middle East and North Africa, South Asia, and West 
and Central Africa.5 [8] UNFPA and UNICEF have adopted a rights-based approach to 

                                                
1 The United Nations defines violence against women as “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or 
is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 
acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life” [2] 
2 In 2000, the international community agreed upon a set of eight goals, known as the Millennium 
Development Goals, set to come to an end in 2015. (http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/)    
3 Girls Not Brides was initiated in September 2011 by The Elders, a group of independent global leaders 
working together for peace and human rights, as part of their efforts to more attention to the harmful 
practices that hold girls and women back, and to encourage and empower others to work to create a world 
without child marriage. 
Girls Not Brides became an independent charity in 2013. Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Mrs Graca Machel and 
Sonita Alizadeh are Girls Not Brides Global Champions and advocates to end child marriage. 
(http://www.girlsnotbrides.org/about-girls-not-brides/#mission-statement) 
4 It is specifically included as a target under goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and 
girls. (http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/gender-equality/) 
5 Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Mozambique, Nepal, Niger, Sierra Leone, Uganda, 
Yemen and Zambia. [8] 
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programming and seek to apply a gender lens to work towards gender equality, which is essential 
in the work to promote sexual and reproductive health and rights of girls and women. 
With over 650 million women alive today already suffering the consequences of child marriage [9], 
the practice of forced and child marriage disproportionally impacts girls and women.6 Not only 
does violence against women and girls violate their fundamental human rights, it prevents women 
around the world from achieving their full potential. Given that the detrimental repercussions affect 
their children as well, full implementation of human rights for women and girls is a prerequisite for 
global progress and sustainable well-being for all. [5,7,10]  
 
 
1.1.1. Defining Forced Marriage and Child Marriage 
 
Attempting to set forth a definition brings to light the complexity of the issue. Given that there is 
no official universally binding definition, different interpretations circulate at national, regional 
(EU) and international level. 
One of the earliest comparative studies on forced marriage in Europe defines forced marriage as an 
‘umbrella term’ encompassing various types of unions, such as arranged marriage, traditional 
marriage, marriage as slavery, marriage for reasons of custom, expediency or perceived 
respectability, child marriage, early marriage, fictitious, bogus or sham marriage, marriage of 
convenience, unconsummated marriage, putative marriage, marriage to acquire nationality and 
undesirable marriage. [11] 
The End Violence Against Women and Girls (EVAW) initiative equally points out that the specific 
context in which forced marriage occurs per country or region should be carefully considered, as 
the practice can take on many forms. In addition to the list above, EVAW adds that forced marriage 
may also occur in situations involving human trafficking, mail order marriages, marriages as 
dispute settlement, trokosi (the practice of giving young virgin girls to priests to serve as sexual 
slaves as payment for services or as atonement), bride kidnapping, and forced marriage of people 
with disabilities. [10] 
Apart from the pressure to enter into a coerced marriage, being forced to stay in the union without 
the ability to end or leave the marriage is equally problematic. The 2014 Annual Report of the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights highlights this dimension of being trapped in a forced 
marriage in its understanding of the practice. [12] This viewpoint highlights the ongoing nature of 
the ‘violence’ and the hugely detrimental impact on the victim.  
Despite the various interpretations and definitions, several elements are recurrent in any definition. 
These elements are considered key to the notion of a forced marriage: it is a union, formal or 
informal, where one or both parties are coerced into a marriage against their will and under duress. 
Each of these elements gives rise to an additional discussion. 
 

a)  Union 
  
Any formal or informal union could be the subject of a forced marriage. Nuptials recognised in 
civil law are only part of the equation. The definition also extends to religious or customary rites 
that might not be legally recognized by the government of the country they take place in. As soon 
as there is a binding understanding within the wider community that the couple has entered into 
matrimony, regardless if there is an official document, then this constitutes a union. [13]  
 
 
 
 

                                                
6 While acknowledging that men and boys can also be subjected to a forced or child marriage, their numbers 
are much lower. This research focuses primarily on women and girls, given the greater impact and 
detrimental consequences that a forced or child marriage has on their lives. Safety issues for our research 
population were also a motive to only include female participants. In subsequent chapters, more is discussed 
on the prevalence and the gendered nature of the issue. 
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b) Coercion versus Consent 

 
International law prescribes that marriage shall only be entered into with the free and full consent 
of both spouses.7 Except for cases where there is actual physical violence that denies a person’s 
freedom of consent, it is difficult to determine whether or not the union was entered into freely. It 
all depends on the circumstances in which the intent is expressed. Feelings of anxiety and fear can 
overrule any resistance to a marriage, leaving a person vulnerable and unable to escape the union, 
thus making it difficult to distinguish between arranged and forced marriages. This is where the 
element of duress comes in to further aid in defining a lack of consent.  
 
There is no international consensus whether the physical presence of both spouses is required as a 
means of establishing consent to the nuptials. The UN General Assembly in its Twentieth Session, 
elaborated on the fact that marriage by proxy is permitted, but ‘only when the competent authorities 
are satisfied that each party has, before a competent authority […], fully and freely expressed 
consent before witnesses and not withdrawn such consent’. [14] Yet, the End Violence Against 
Women and Girls platform opposes this option and strongly urges countries to require the physical 
presence of both spouses plus witnesses at the legal proceedings for the marriage. In order to 
combat non-consensual marriages, legal recognition should not be granted by proxy. Consent needs 
to be expressed in person in the presence of a competent authority. [10] 
 

c)  Duress 
 
By conceptualizing the lack of consent in the definition, it remains unclear what constitutes consent 
and the degree to which the validity of consent can vary. [15] The element of duress further 
elucidates in what manner genuine consent is hampered.  
Duress can include physical, psychological, financial, sexual and emotional pressure. [16-18] The 
UK Court of Appeal states that the test for duress is whether ‘the mind of the [victim] has in fact 
been overborne, howsoever that was caused.’ This subjective test of the Court of Appeal is used to 
ascertain if the threats, pressure or other forms of duress are sufficient to ‘destroy the reality of 
consent and overbear the will of the individual.’8 Certain categories of vulnerable adults, such as 
people with a learning disability or mental illness, are incapable of giving consent. In their case, 
coercion is not required for a marriage to be forced. [16]  
 
The Council of Europe clarifies that consent is absent when family members use ‘coercive methods 
such as pressure of various kinds, emotional blackmail, physical duress, violence, abduction, 
confinement and confiscation of official paper’, effectively denying one or both parties the option 
of refusal. [20] 
 
Child marriage9 
 
Child marriage, defined as a marriage where one or both spouses has not reached the age of 18 
years, is a widespread practice, especially in low- and middle-income countries. It is also 
considered a forced marriage. In the case of child marriage, the lack of maturity makes consent 
impossible, therefore forced marriage necessarily encompasses child marriage. 10 [15] The United 

                                                
7 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (10 December 1948), art 16(2); International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (16 December 1966) , art 23(3); Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for 
Marriage and Registration of Marriages (10 December 1962), art 1; Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (18 December 1979) , art 16(1)(b). 
8 Hirani vs Hirani (1984) 4 FLR 232 CA. A similar judgment was found in the case of P v R (2003) 1 FLR 
661. However, duress was not established in the case of Singh v Singh (1971) 2 All E R 828. [15, 19] 
9 Child marriage is also commonly referred to as ‘early marriage’. 
10 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (10 December 1948), UN Doc A/810 91. 
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Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989) defines a child as anyone under the 
age of 18 years:  
 

Art. 1 CRC: “For the purpose of the present Convention, a child means every human being 
below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is 
attained earlier.” (adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1989). 

 
International human rights law requires states to specify a minimum age for marriage in their 
legislation. Already in 1964, the Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage 
and Registration of Marriages called on states to ensure a minimum age for marriage and the 
registration of all marriages by a competent authority.11 Both the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child as the UN Committee on the Discrimination against Women recommended setting the 
minimum age for marriage with and without parental consent to 18 years, both for girls and boys. 
[19, 21] The age of 18 years is based on universalised notions of maturity. [22, 23] However this 
raises questions regarding the concepts of childhood and marriage across cultures. [23] In many 
countries, child marriage is socially and cultural acceptable, and sometimes stimulated by religious 
beliefs, effectively limiting the ability of adolescents to make free and informed choices. [24]  
It is argued that the age of 18 years provides an objective benchmark for presumed capacity to 
make the decision to marry. [25] Yet other factors, such as experience, ability and context are 
equally important for determining capacity. Therefore, as a matter of respecting the child’s 
evolving capacities and autonomy in making life-altering decisions, the joint UN Committees have 
authorized marriage of a mature, capable child below the age of 18, provided that the child is at 
least 16 years old. In their joint statement of 2014, the Committees specify that such a decision 
must be made by a judge based on legitimate exceptional grounds, defined by law, and on the 
evidence of maturity without deference to cultures and traditions. [26]  
Many countries legally allow young people between the ages of 16-18 years to marry with parental 
consent, often validated by a judicial decision, effectively exposing an adolescent to pressure from 
family members to comply with cultural and social traditions or customs. This is effectively the 
case in Morocco, despite promising changes to the Moroccan Family Code (Moudawana) in 
2004.12 Research shows that where exceptions permit children under the age of 18 to marry, these 
exceptions are often used in harmful ways. [25, 27] In fact, many cases that come before the courts 
are taken in a cultural context which condones child marriage, which means that courts are inclined 
to authorize such unions. [25] Recently, in 2016, the Committee on the Rights of the Child 
reaffirmed that the minimum age limit should be 18 years for marriage. Significantly, no 
exceptions were alluded to this time. [28] 
Several international conventions at the regional level also specifically refer to child marriage. [25, 
29] The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child of 1990 adopts a strong stance 
against harmful traditional and social practices that affect the ‘welfare, dignity, normal growth and 
development’ of the child, including those practices that discriminate based on sex.[10] The charter 
prohibits child marriage and the betrothal of children, calling for effective action, including 
legislation, ‘to specify the minimum age of marriage to be 18 years.’13 In 2003, the Maputo 
Protocol calls on all states parties to enact appropriate national legislative measures to guarantee 
that the minimum age of marriage for women shall be 18 years.14  

                                                
11 Articles 2 and 3 Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration of 
Marriages (10 December 1962) 
12 Article 20 of the Moudawana stipulates that the Family Affairs Judge in charge of marriage may authorize 
the marriage of a girl or boy below the legal age of marriage, in a well- substantiated decision explaining the 
interest and reasons justifying the marriage, after having heard the parents of the minor who has not yet 
reached the age of capacity or his/her legal tutor, with the assistance of medical expertise or after having 
conducted a social enquiry. [Art. 20 Code de la Famille (Moudawana), Bulletin Officiel No. 5358 (6 Oct. 
2005)] 
13 Article 21of the African Charter on the Rights and the Welfare of the Child 1990. 
14 Article 6 of the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in 
Africa (Maputo Protocol), 2003. 
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The Parliamentary Assembly Resolution 1468 of the Council of Europe defines child marriage as 
the union of two persons, one of whom is under 18 years of age (para. 7). [30] 
These international and regional agreements on minimum age of marriage are important in setting 
standards that governments should adhere to in protecting children from being married off. On top 
of that, they can be used to hold governments accountable for failing to implement adequate 
measures.  
As a result, governments are taking action. Between 1995 and 2012, around 30 countries increased 
their minimum age of marriage to 18 years, or removed exceptions allowing nuptials to take place 
before 18 years. [25] Currently, more countries are taking steps towards legal reform. [27] 
 
Arranged marriage and marriage of convenience 
 
Forced marriages are distinguished from arranged marriages and marriages of convenience on 
account of the element of consent. In arranged marriages, the spouses are introduced by parents or 
relatives but both parties give their full and free consent to the union, therein lies the difference 
with forced marriage. [15, 31] A marriage of convenience is a union that is arranged or orchestrated 
for personal gain, whether financial or political, or some other strategic purpose such as obtaining a 
residence permit. In practice, however, it can become difficult to accurately determine at what 
point pressure becomes great enough to implicate genuine force in order to distinguish arranged 
marriages and marriages of convenience from forced marriages. [32, 33] Along this line, the term 
‘consent’ is contested by researchers who argue that it is context bound and embedded within 
power relations, rather than an act of pure individual agency. [34] Research points to a continuum, 
on which differing levels of consent, pressure and negotiation space are situated. [32, 35] The 
continuum ranges from marriages imposed on individuals against their will, to having some 
negotiating space in choosing from the presented marriage partners, to a marriage where both 
parties fully consent to and actively choose the proposed partner. [32, 35] The grey areas in the 
middle, where the individual has some limited ability or agency to negotiate, are problematic. 
Cultural and religious norms affect the amount of influence that the family’s choice has on a girl or 
a young woman. The more authoritative such a choice is, the stronger the psychological pressure is 
to accept the proposed partner. [15] Often, the girl or young woman is unaware of how she was 
coerced into the union at the time. Victims’ perceptions of their marriage can evolve over time. A 
marriage could be considered arranged at the very beginning, and then become forced later on 
when the victim is hindered from leaving her spouse. [35, 36] 
The Council of the European Union defines marriages of convenience in a more narrow context by 
stating that they are contracted for the sole purpose of enabling the person concerned to enter or 
reside in a Member State of the EU.15 Although there might be consent from both parties, the 
distinction with a forced marriage is blurred and is situated somewhere along the continuum. 
Pressure, from the family or community, is often involved. In recent years Europol has drawn 
attention to a trend whereby women from the EU are trafficked under false pretences, such as 
employment or monetary reward, and then married off to a third country national to obtain a 
residence permit. [19, 37] In these circumstances genuine consent is lacking, as it is prompted by 
coercion and duress. [15] 
 
 
1.1.2. Forced Marriage as a Human Rights Issue 
 
Forced marriage is widely recognised as a human rights abuse, violating a number of international 
human rights norms, including the right to freely enter into marriage, and to bodily and sexual 
integrity. As early as 1948, the right to free and full consent to marriage was stipulated by the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.16 The recognition of the right to consent to marriage is 

                                                
15 Council Directive 2003/86/EC of 22 September 2003 on the right to family reunification, L 251/12, Article 
16 (2) b. 
16 Article 16(2) Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “Marriage shall be entered into only with the free 
and full consent of the intending spouse”.  
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also guaranteed by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR, 1966), the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1966) and the 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, 1981).17 
The United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women emphasized 
that the provision encompasses the right to choose, if, when and whom to marry. [38] 
Not only does forced marriage constitute a human rights violation, international criminal courts 
have confirmed that forced marriage also constitutes a crime against humanity if it happens in a 
widespread or systematic way.18 Before its recognition as a separate crime of humanity, it had been 
conceptualised as a form of sexual slavery.19 The latest development emphasizes the gravity of a 
forced marriage by confirming its classification as a crime against humanity under ‘other inhumane 
acts’ within the meaning of article 7(1)(k) of the Rome Statute. 20 [39] The Special Court for Sierra 
Leone (SCLS) Appeals Chamber defined forced marriage as ‘as situation in which the perpetrator 
through his words or conduct, or those of someone for whose actions he is responsible, compels a 
person by force, threat of force, or coercion to serve as a conjugal partner resulting in severe 
suffering, or physical, mental or psychological injury to the victim.’21 
 
The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) adopted its first ‘historic’ Resolution on 
Child, Early and Forced Marriage on 23 September 2013, emphasizing the urgency to strengthen 
efforts on a global scale. With 107 countries co-sponsoring this Resolution, including states with 
high rates of child marriages, the political will to end the practice had reached levels of support 
unseen in the recent decade. Shortly thereafter, on 17 November 2014, the UN General Assembly 
(UNGA) continued along a similar course by adopting a landmark Resolution on the issue. [40] 
This Resolution puts forward recommendations for Member States and international organisations 
to counter the practice. Building on the momentum, the Human Rights Council (UNHRC) adopted 
another Resolution on 2 July 2015. [41] Co-sponsored by 88 countries and adopted by consensus, it 
recognises child marriage as a violation of human rights and a barrier to sustainable development. 
In the months leading up to the adoption of the post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals, the 
timing of the Resolution was significant.22 
On 19 December 2016, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) adopted a second 
Resolution on child, early and forced marriage, specifically recognising gender equality as a root 
cause. [42] It also emphasizes the issue as harmful abuse of human rights. [43] The latest UNHRC 
Resolution of 22 June 2017 recognises the need to address child, early and forced marriage in 
humanitarian settings. [44] 
The significance of UN Resolutions cannot be underestimated, even though they seem far removed 
from the reality of being stuck in a child and forced marriage, they build political will to end the 
practice and acknowledge its harmful effects. In addition, these resolutions provide accountability 
to governments. 
 
 

                                                
17 Article 23 ICCPR, article 10(1) ICESCR and article 16 CEDAW. 
18 Situation in Uganda, Prosecutor v Ongwen, Decision on the confirmation of charges, Case no ICC-02/04-
01/15, 23 March 2016. (https://www.icc-cpi.int/CourtRecords/CR2016_02331.PDF) 
19 Articles 1 and 2 of the United Nations Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade and 
Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery akin forced marriage to slavery. 
(http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/SupplementaryConventionAbolitionOfSlavery.aspx) 
20 Situation in Uganda, Prosecutor v Ongwen, Decision on the confirmation of charges (n3), Case no ICC-
02/04-01/15, 23 March 2016, para 95. (https://www.icc-cpi.int/CourtRecords/CR2016_02331.PDF) 
21 Prosecutor v Brima, Kamara and Kanu, Appeals Judgment, Case no SCSL-04-16-A, 22 February 2008, 
para 701. (http://www.rscsl.org/Documents/Decisions/AFRC/613/SCSL-04-16-T-613s.pdf);  See also 
Prosecutor v Sesay, Kallon and Gbao, Appeals Judgment, Case no SCSL-04-15-A, 26 October 2009, para 
736. (http://www.rscsl.org/Documents/Decisions/RUF/Appeal/1321/RUF%20Appeal%20Judgment.pdf) 
22 With the end of the Millennium Development Goals in 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
were adopted as the new agenda for the international community. Ending child marriage and forced marriage 
is specifically included as a target of goal 5 of the SDGs, which aims to achieve gender equality and 
empower women and girls.  
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1.1.3. Forced Marriage from a Gender Perspective  
 
Although there is a lack of consensus in defining violence against women [45, 46], the United 
Nations supports an open definition and describes it as any act of gender-based violence that 
results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, 
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 
public or private life.23 The UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women further specifies that violence against women encompasses violence occurring in 
the family and within the general community.24 This definition mirrors the experience of forced and 
child marriage, which can include physical coercion, emotional pressure and sexual violence such 
as rape, at the time of entering into the marriage, during the marriage and when trying to leave the 
union. [47] In this context, violence is mainly perpetrated by assailants in the family, such as 
parents, siblings, husbands and in-laws, or by members of the wider community. [47] This 
widespread scale of the abuse makes it a considerable public concern. Women and girls bear an 
enormous burden of specific types of violence that are rooted in socially accepted gender inequality 
and discrimination, despite constituting a violation of their human rights. [48] Because of this, 
women and girls experience shame and stigma, and the violence often remains hidden. The 
negative health outcomes of violence against women and girls has been recognized by the World 
Health Assembly in Resolution WHA67.15, following which a Global Action Plan was developed 
to strengthen the role of the health system to address this – often concealed – violence. [48, 49] 
 
The UN General Assembly (UNGA) Resolution of December 2016 distinctly recognizes gender 
equality as a root cause for forced and child marriage given that it disempowers women for life by 
depriving them of their autonomy and decision-making in all aspects. Moreover, it denies them 
their right to health, education and subjects them to a life with violence. Social expectations of girls 
and women, including deep-rooted gender inequalities and stereotypes, customs, discriminatory 
norms and harmful practices often lead to child and forced marriages, disproportionately affecting 
women and girls. [42]  
The Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and 
Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention) is the core European document in this regard. [19, 50] It 
considers forced marriage a serious form of violence to which particularly women and girls are 
exposed. In its Article 37, the Istanbul Convention also calls on state parties to criminalise “the 
intentional conduct of forcing an adult or a child to enter into a marriage.” [50]  
Furthermore, the Special Rapporteur on torture of the UN Human Rights Council [51] specifies 
that child marriage, as a form of gender-based violence, constitutes torture or ill-treatment, 
particularly where states fail to establish a minimum age for marriage that complies with 
international standards or allow child marriage despite the existence of laws setting the age of 
majority at 18. 25  The Special Rapporteur also indicates gross negligence and ill-treatment where 
governments fail to criminalize forced marriage and to investigate, prosecute and punish 
perpetrators. [51] 
 
Although boys and men also can be forced into marriage, their numbers are significantly lower. 
That does not lessen their plight or their need for support, yet, as research shows, the negative 
                                                
23 Article 1 United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW). 
24 Article 2 (a), (b) CEDAW. 
25 Historically, the torture and ill-treatment framework evolved largely in response to practices and situations 
that disproportionately affected men. The analysis has thus largely failed to have a gendered and 
intersectional lens, or to account adequately for the impact of entrenched discrimination, patriarchal, 
heteronormative and discriminatory power structures and socialized gender stereotypes. The Special 
Rapporteur recalls the need to apply the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment in a gender-inclusive manner. Full integration of a gender perspective into any 
analysis of torture and ill- treatment is critical to ensuring that violations rooted in discriminatory social 
norms around gender and sexuality are fully recognized, addressed and remedied. [51] 
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repercussions are not as severe. Men are less likely to be victims of physical violence and they are 
not deprived of being fully included in society. [15, 35] Research indicates that men sometimes feel 
it is easier to proceed with an unwanted marriage to avoid family conflict because they will be in a 
position to reject the woman or be able to lead a double life with an extramarital partner of their 
own choosing. [52] It is possible that men in such situations may become husbands who abuse, 
neglect or harm their wives. This also leads to an increased risk for the women marrying men who 
enter into an unwanted marriage. [53] Given that same-sex relations are not tolerated within 
patriarchal societies or communities, more gay men are seeking help for a forced marriage. [52] 
Organisations providing victim support services indicate lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
(LGBT) persons are increasingly at risk. [52, 54, 55] Furthermore, gender differences influence 
help-seeking mechanisms, with men less likely to seek help because admitting that they were 
coerced may seem ‘unmanly’. [53] Values concerned with masculinity could act as a barrier to seek 
help, along with the misconception that only women are victims of forced marriage. [53] 
 
Despite these situations where men might also be impacted by forced marriage, the sheer volume of 
women and girls involved is disproportionate. The impacts for women and girls are also more 
serious and go beyond the coercion in contracting the marriage, exposing them to a lifetime of 
violence. In addition, the prevalence of forced and child marriage among women and girls was also 
identified within the context of trafficking in human beings. 26 [15, 29, 35] 
 
 
1.2. Prevalence 
 

a) Global 
 
The overall prevalence of forced marriage is difficult to estimate, as victims rarely come forward. 
The practice is mostly hidden and incidents of forced marriage go underreported. [56] Figures for 
child marriage are easier to come by, seeing that the spouses’ ages at the date of marriage allow for 
the numbers of child marriages to be quantified. This offers an objective benchmark to assess the 
evolution of girls’ and young women’s rights.  
 
Globally, the rates of child marriage have slowly been declining over time according to data from 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) from about 60 countries. [57-60] Yet, due to population 
growth the actual figures of young brides are continually increasing in many countries. An 
estimated 41,000 girls are affected each day. [61] In the developing world, one in every five girls is 
married before reaching the age of 18 years, and one in nine girls is married before her 15th 
birthday. Some child brides are only eight or nine at the time of marriage. [62]  
Child marriage among girls is most common in sub-Saharan Africa followed by South Asia and the 
Middle-East and North Africa. The 20 countries with the highest rates are predominantly found in 
sub-Sahara Africa, with Bangladesh and Nepal representing Asia. [60, 63] Most empirical studies 
on the issue of child marriage have focused on South Asian and sub-Saharan countries that have a 
very high percentage of females who first marry before age 18. [64, 65] Relatively little research on 
the issue of child and forced marriage has been conducted in European countries where the overall 
prevalence of child marriage is relatively low, but proportionately high among marginalized ethnic 
subgroups. [66, 67] In the next subsection the situation in Europe will be examined in more depth. 
 

                                                
26 The EU report on forced marriage [15] refers to the UK National Crime Agency, which reports that 
28,11% of human trafficking cases in the UK relate to forced marriages. The cases usually involve Eastern 
European females trafficked to the UK for the purpose of marrying Asian males, who are not legally entitled 
to stay in the UK. Victims are often brought to the UK with the promise of legitimate employment.  
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NNotes: Estimates are based on a subset of 107 countries covering 78 per cent of the population of women aged 
20 to 24 . Regional estimates represent data covering at least 50 per cent of the regional population. Data 
coverage was insufficient to calculate regional estimates for East Asia and Pacific, North America and Western 
Europe. 
Source: UNICEF global databases, 2018, based on DHS, MICS and other national surveys, 2010-2017 
 
Figure 1.1: Percentage of women aged 20 to 24 years who were first married or in union 
before age 15 and before age 18, by region [60] 
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Figure 1.2: Regions and countries with the highest rates of child marriage [59] 
 
 
Although child and forced marriage is applicable to both sexes, existing data clearly indicates that 
more women and girls are confronted with the issue than men or boys. [59, 66] The prevalence of 
child marriage among boys is about one fifth the level among girls globally. [60] Available data 
confirm that in every region boys are less likely than girls to marry before age 18. [60] For 
example, in Niger 77 per cent of women aged 20 to 49 were married before age 18 in contrast to 5 
per cent of men in the same age group. Even in countries where child marriage is less prevalent, 
identical gender disparities/contrasts are found. [59] 
 

 
 
Figure 1.3: Number of women and men aged 18 years and older who were married or in 
union before ages 15 and 18 [59] 
 

Note: Estimates are based on a subset of countries covering around 50 per cent of the global population of 

women aged 20 to 49 years. Regional estimates represent data covering at least 50 per cent of the regional 

population. Data coverage is below 50 per cent for East Asia and the Pacific region due to the lack of  

comparable data on child marriage for China in UNICEF global databases. 
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The prevalence of child marriage is decreasing globally. Advancement is most evident when it 
comes to marriage of girls under the age of 15 years. (see Figure 1.4) On a global scale27, 1 in 4 
young women alive today were married before reaching the age of 15 years, versus 1 in 3 in the 
early 1980s. [59] Over the same period, the segment of young women who were married by age 15 
declined from 12% to 8%. In the past decade, South Asia has seen the most progress, with a girl’s 
risk of marrying in childhood dropping by more than a third, from nearly 50% to 30%. 
Nevertheless, the total number of girls married before reaching 18 years remains a staggering 12 
million per year. Progress must be significantly accelerated in order to reach the target set out in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): abolishing child marriage by 2030. If the practice 
continues at the current rate, by 2030 more than 150 million additional girls will be married off in 
childhood. [60] Despite the observed progress, the rate of decline is barely enough to keep up with 
population growth. (see Figure 1.5) 

 
 
Figure 1.4: Evolution of percentage of women aged 20 to 24 years who were married or in 
union before ages 15 and 18 from 1985 to 2010 [59] 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.5: Projection of the rates of child marriage up to 2050 [59] 

                                                
27 These averages are reached by taking all the countries and regions of the world into consideration, not just 
the developing countries.  

Percentage of women aged 20 to 24 years who were married or in union before ages 15 and 18

Globally, the practice of child marriage is declining, especially when it comes to the marriage of girls 
under age 15

Note: Estimates are based on a subset of countries covering at least 50 per cent of the global population of women aged 20 to 24 years.
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b) Europe 
 
The lack of comprehensive figures on forced and child marriage in European countries is 
problematic. More so, the available data across Europe is not comparable nor representative, as it is 
often collected from ad hoc sources of information, such as NGO’s or counselling centres. [15] 
Nevertheless, the United Kingdom, with its Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) embedded in government 
(as part of both the ‘Home Office’ and the ‘Foreign and Commonwealth Office’), stands out. Since 
its inception in 2005, the Unit registers the amount of requests for advice or support, including 
demographics such as age, gender, region, etc. Detailed figures are published yearly, indicating the 
scope and geographical implications of the issue. Taking the data since 2009 into account, the 
FMU deals with 1400 cases on average every year. (See Figure 1.6) 
 

 
Figure 1.6: Number of forced and child marriage cases Forced Marriage Unit (UK) from 
2009-2016 [68] 
 
Child marriage is quite prevalent. Over the years, approximately 30% of the cases of the Forced 
Marriage Unit involve an underage victim (under the age of 18 years). Within this group, around 
13% are children under the age of 16. [68] The majority of the calls about cases of forced marriage, 
around 80%, come from professionals and other third parties such as NGO’s, colleagues, friends or 
family. The fact that self-reports (calls made by actual or potential victims) represent a smaller 
portion may reflect the hidden nature of forced marriage. [69] Victims often fear reprisal from their 
family if they come forward. Seeing that the FMU only deals with cases that it has been made 
aware of, the full scale of forced marriage in the UK is not exactly known either. 
Estimates for the whole of the UK, taking into consideration cases that were reported both to local 
organisations and at national level, amounted to 8,000 in a study carried out in 2008. [66] A 
German study in that same period made reference to 3,443 cases of forced marriage, of which 94% 
were women and young girls. [15, 70] In the Netherlands, professionals and organisations were 
asked to make an assessment of the prevalence of forced marriage in the country based on their 
experiences. The collected data resulted in an educated guess of between 674 and 1914 cases over 
a 2-year period (2011 and 2012). [71] 
 
A recent EU report collected official figures from Member States. [15] Figure 1.7 provides an 
overview of the data that was collected. However, the authors warn about underreporting, 
methodological shortcomings and the fact that the figures are not nationally representative. Data is 
not collected in a systematic way, rendering the valid possibility that cases are reported 
simultaneously to different authorities, public services or NGO’s. Kazimirski et al. indicated the 
same difficulty in quantifying such a hidden and underreported practice. [66] 
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Figure 1.7: Data on forced marriage from several EU Member States from 2011-2015 [15] 
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1.3.  Overview of reasons behind forced and child marriage 
 
Multiple elements contribute to the perpetuation of forced and child marriage. Factors are complex, 
diverse and context-specific. Often they are the outcomes of the interplay between the macro-social 
forces and the local culture and traditions. Multi-country research in the Middle-East and North-
African (MENA) region points to restricted social and spatial mobility outside of the household as 
a significant driver of forced and child marriage, contributing to limited access to education, 
economic opportunities, and health facilities. [72] Vulnerability to gender-based violence is also 
linked to the practice. [72] A women’s ‘honour’ is considered paramount to such a degree that vast 
amounts of shame are associated with a woman or girl losing her virginity outside of marriage. 
Sexual violence significantly jeopardizes women’s and girls’ honour, which is why girls are often 
forced into marriage at an early age in order to safeguard their honour, and the family’s honour. 
[73, 74]  
 
On a global scale, findings from studies on multiple continents emphasize the substantial impact of 
social and cultural norms that relate to gender roles and gender inequality. [57, 59, 75-82] 
Constraints from elements such as poverty and a lack of education and employment opportunities 
are augmented in a cultural context with strict gender roles for men and women. [83] Few options 
but marriage are then available for girls and young women, which perpetuates the cycle of 
disempowerment and gender discrimination. Forced and child marriage serves multiple social and 
cultural functions such as maintaining kinship, securing economic advantages and financial 
stability, and marking the transition into adulthood. [72] 
Contrary to popular belief, it is important to note that no single religion is specifically associated 
with forced and child marriage. [79, 84]  High prevalence countries have been found to be Muslim-
majority, Christian-majority and Hindu-majority. [79] 
 
Recent studies are also indicating that child marriage may be related to ‘love marriages’ and 
elopement. [85, 86] In settings where sexual relations are strictly limited to formal unions and 
punished outside of marriage, parents will often coerce their daughters to marry in order to prevent 
so-called ‘shameful’ behaviour. In European context, reference is often made to ‘honour killings’ 
targeting these ‘love matches’ that are deemed unsuitable by the girl’s family. As to sexuality, 
cases are being noted where the rights of gay men, lesbians, bisexuals and transgendered (LGBT) 
people are violated by forcing them into a marriage to ‘straighten them out’. [52, 54, 55, 87] 
 
 
1.4. Consequences of Forced and Child Marriage 
 
1.4.1. Health  
 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), health is not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity, but is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being. In its constitutional 
principles, the WHO states that the highest attainable standard of health is one of the fundamental 
rights of every human being regardless of race, religion, political belief, economic or social 
condition. [88] 
Given its impact on physical and psychological wellbeing, violence against women is considered a 
major public health problem, with long-term detrimental effects on individuals, family and 
communities as a whole. [89] Child marriage and forced marriage, as a serious form of violence 
against women, bring about a wide range of health consequences. In 2014, the 67th World Health 
Assembly adopted resolution WHA67.15 on “Strengthening the role of the health system in 
addressing violence, in particular against women and girls, and against children”. [48] Through the 
resolution, the WHA notes that violence persists in every country of the world as a major challenge 
to public health. All forms of interpersonal violence lead to negative health outcomes and should be 
addressed by the health system. However, there are compelling reasons for a specific focus on 
violence against women and girls. At the level of the health system, injury management, trauma 
care and mental health services are relevant for all forms of violence, but the sexual and 
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reproductive health consequences of violence against women and girls require particular 
interventions. The hidden nature of this violence calls for specific training of providers in how to 
identify these problems. [48] 
 
 

a) Physical 
 
Forced sexual intercourse can lead to reproductive health problems. Associations have been found 
between coerced first sexual intercourse and genital tract disorders. [90] Intimate partner violence 
is strongly correlated to cases of child marriage, resulting in adverse effects on health and 
wellbeing at large. [91-93] Studies also report significant associations between sexual abuse and 
sexually transmitted infections, bacterial vaginosis, complaints of abnormal vaginal discharge, and 
psychological and mental disorders. [94] Because their bodies are unprepared for childbirth, girls 
aged 10 to 15 years experience higher rates of maternal mortality and higher risk of obstructed 
labour, postpartum haemorrhage, obstetric fistula and sepsis. [95, 96] In developing countries, 9 out 
of 10 births to adolescent girls occur within a marriage or a union. In these countries, complications 
from pregnancy and childbirth are the leading cause of death among adolescent girls aged 15 to 19. 
[97] Child marriage also has significant impacts on the health and nutrition of the children of young 
mothers due to early childbirth. [98-99]  A child born of a mother younger than 18, increases the 
risk of under-five mortality by 3,5%.28 [100-101]  
Young women and girls forced into marriage are additionally exposed to a greater risk of HIV 
infection. [95] Research suggests that in some settings 15 to 19 year old married girls have higher 
rates of HIV infection than their sexually active unmarried peers. [102-104] However 
counterintuitive this seems, Clark et al. suggests that married girls in any setting may be more 
vulnerable to HIV infection because marriage increases frequency of sexual intercourse, decreases 
condom use, and virtually eliminates girls’ ability to abstain from sex. [104] At the International 
AIDS Conference in July 2016 the link between child marriage and HIV was given renewed 
attention. On a weekly basis 7,500 young women between 15 and 24 years became newly infected 
with HIV in 2015. Key factors linking child marriage to HIV were highlighted in a new literature 
review: physical immaturity, sex with older and more experienced partners who run a higher risk of 
having been exposed to HIV, lower likelihood of using contraception, the girls’ inability to 
negotiate safer sex, the frequency of unprotected sexual activity, limited educational opportunities 
and restricted access to health services. [105] Because girls drop out of school more often than 
boys due to marriage, they are less likely than boys to have comprehensive knowledge of HIV and 
how to protect themselves. [106] Child brides are often isolated and unaware of sexual, 
reproductive and maternal health services. (see Figure 1.8) This further inhibits them to reach HIV 
prevention and treatment facilities. [107] 
 

                                                
28 Calculated across 15 countries. [83] 
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Figure 1.8: Percentage of women aged 20 to 24 years attended at least four times during 
pregnancy by any provider, by age at first marriage or union, in selected countries [59] 
 
 

b) Mental and Psychological 
 
Research into victims of child and forced marriage reveals the highly significant psychological 
impact that forced marriage can have on women. [108-110] Self-harm and suicide are also being 
linked to forced marriage due to factors such as a lack of self determination, excessive control, the 
weight of expectations or the role of women, and anxiety about their marriages. [111]  
Child brides, in particular, are deprived of a proper adolescence as they are burdened with 
responsibilities for which they are unprepared on a physical, psychological and emotional level. 
[109, 112] Due to the total disconnect from their families, many brides are left vulnerable and 
isolated, potentially leading to post-traumatic stress and depression. Research has found that the 
separation from their family and familiar social environment can have a devastating psychological 
effect. [113]  Another study of child marriage found that young brides are more likely to suffer 
from a 41% increased risk of psychiatric disorders, including anxiety and bipolar disorders. [114] 
Among adolescents in Ethiopia, an association was found between child marriage and suicidal 
thought and suicide attempts. [115] Overall, research findings call for stronger community 
engagement in child and forced marriage prevention and mental health support for victims. The 
effects of trauma are cumulative and intergenerational. [116] Maternal mental health problems 
directly impact on the mental and behavioural functioning of their children. [117] Furthermore, 
mothers with a history of exposure to violence, who reported clinical internalized problems (i.e., 
depression, anxiety) were 7 times more likely to have children with the same problems. And 
mothers with clinical external problems (i.e., aggression, hostility) were 4.5 times more likely to 
have children with the same external problems. [118] The all-encompassing impact on early 
childhood development and wellbeing of children whose mothers have experienced forced and 
child marriage needs to be taken seriously. [119-120] 
 
Taking the cumulative impact on mortality and morbidity into account, the overall health burden of 
violence against women is often greater than for other public health priorities that are placed higher 
on the policy agenda. [121] This is especially so in Europe, seeing that child and forced marriage is 
most often considered a minority-issue and treated as such by health professionals. In a Swedish 
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study, issues relating to protecting the honour of the family among young immigrant women have 
been identified as a new problem for health care. [122] Health professionals and counsellors have 
no guidelines or rules to follow, and little experience with the subject matter to fall back on. Yet 
victims are under constant mental stress, with detrimental effects to their wellbeing, which 
potentially can result in depression. [122] 

 
 

 c) Relevance for the health sector 
 
Despite the crucial value of provision of timely and appropriate services to survivors of violence, 
little evidence exists that such programmes alone can lead to significant reductions in violence 
against women and girls. [123] Prevention is a key component to tackle violence against women 
and girls. Understanding and knowledge of the factors leading to specific forms of violence is 
paramount. This is an underlying rationale for focusing on the determinants (as opposed to the 
effects) of forced and child marriage in this doctoral thesis. By studying the drivers of forced and 
child marriage, this research also attempts to enhance prevention of this serious public health issue 
and to better inform programming to tackle the practice and the ensuing violence against women 
and children in general. 
Because of their key positioning for detection and ability to provide vital care, health care providers 
have an essential role in a coordinated prevention strategy. Furthermore, health sector engagement 
has the potential to send a powerful message; that violence is not only a social issue, but a 
dangerous, unhealthy and harmful problem. [124] Health care providers are often the first contact 
point for (potential) victims. They play a role in preventing further harm and can also help pre-
empt other siblings or relatives of the girl or woman from being subjected to child and forced 
marriage. 
 
Furthermore, “well-being” is a component of the WHO definition of health, even though most 
health assessments are based on mortality, morbidity, or disability outcomes. In recognising this 
element’s vital role, the Health 2020 framework has included the ‘enhancement of well-being’ as 
one of its six targets. Apart from several objective indicators (social connections, economic 
security & income, education and natural & built environment), it comprises a subjective well-
being indicator (life satisfaction) as well. [125] 
Economic indicators have commonly been regarded as proxies of societal progress of nations, but 
indicators of well-being have increasingly been applied in order to complement or replace these 
measures. [126] Health 2020 is constructed around equity, gender and human rights on the one 
hand, and improved governance for health on the other. It is aimed at those committed to 
improving health, well-being and health equity, in a way that is sensitive to each country’s situation 
and political and organizational circumstances. It is a “living” guide to policies and strategies. 
[127] This indicates that more importance is given to the role of the health sector and especially the 
health care providers to enhance well-being. 

 
The health sector, however, is the one sector that lags behind in its vital role in addressing violence 
against women and girls according to Samarasekera & Horton. [128] Health care providers have a 
crucial part to play in both identifying/preventing violence and in treating the consequences of 
violence. Helping women disclose that they are victims of violence and to understand that what 
they are experiencing is abuse, is equally crucial. [128] 
 
 
 d) Role of health professionals 

 
The role for health care providers in primary prevention is less widely discussed than treatment. 
Yet, a coordinated agenda to address violence against women and girls requires a clear 
understanding of the forms of violence present in an area, the specific social norms and beliefs that 
sustain the abuse, and the macro and micro factors that underpin gender inequality and support 
violence. [129] 

18



 

Collaboration and coordination across sectors is crucial in the case of child and forced marriage. In 
a multi-sectoral approach, the health sector has a substantial part to play and is well positioned to 
contribute to prevention efforts. [124] Such a multi-sectoral approach is necessary because women 
who are at risk or experience child and forced marriage also have safety, social support, economic 
security, housing, and legal protection needs. Irrespective of the point of entry, coordination within 
the health care system, and between the health system and other sectors is fundamental to the 
provision of a holistic and continuous service. [130] Each service provider should have specific 
detailed intervention protocols and standard operating procedures (SOPs) that outline the roles and 
responsibilities in prevention of and response to child and forced marriage.29 Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOPs) are important in the development and implementation of a response programme 
because they set the guiding principles, ethical standards, and coordinated multi-sectoral service 
provision. [131] 
 
Within the health sector, fixed beliefs need to be addressed. Health care providers have often held 
the view that violence in the home or family is a private matter or a matter for the criminal justice 
system, not health providers. Nowadays it is generally accepted that violence is a clinical and 
public health issue, and it is emphasized that health services have a duty and responsibility to go 
further than solely treating medical consequences. 
Linking of health care providers with specialist support or advocacy services increases the 
likelihood of the providers identifying any risk of violence, ongoing violence or past violence. 
[132] The latter is important considering the intergenerational effects of violence. Trauma-
informed cognitive behavioural therapy has proved effective for women who have post-traumatic 
stress disorder. [133] This will help in preventing or curtailing the detrimental effects of maternal 
trauma on any offspring.  Evidently, health professionals have the duty and responsibility to refer 
any children of these women to adequate health services or therapy.30 
The effects of trauma are cumulative, and violence experienced during childhood or adolescence 
can increase the risks of experiencing violence or perpetrating violence (or both) in later life. [116] 
It is important that health professionals recognize the signs of (past) trauma to prevent it from 
reoccurring. Also, girls and women who are facing the risk of  a forced and child marriage, may 
already have experienced complex trauma due to the emotional pressure and/or physical abuse that 
they face within their families and communities.  
A ‘trauma-informed’ approach may be a way for service providers to come closer to meeting 
(potential) victims’ needs, as well as enabling providers’ experiences in dealing with the issues. It 
emphasises physical, psychological and emotional safety for both providers and patients, and that 
creates opportunities for (potential) victims to rebuild a sense of control and empowerment. [134] 

 
On the whole, health care providers generally provide women and girls with a safe environment 
where they can confidentially disclose any actual or risk of violence, and expect to receive a 
supportive response. It is imperative that health professionals are aware of the reluctance of 
(potential) victims of child and forced marriage and associated violence to talk about it due to 
stigma, fear of retribution by family or community members, and unwillingness to refer family 
members to the criminal justice system. The use of protocols and (multi-sectoral) referral networks 
is a useful tool to aid health care providers in recognising (potential) victims, asking helpful 

                                                
29 These protocols can be considered as “flow charts” clearly denoting the role of each practitioner (or 
agency), the actions (questions, assessments, etc.) that must be taken and the time-frames that need to be 
considered in order to safeguard the health and safety of the individual. This is the basis for a multi-sectoral, 
coordinated and victim-centered approach. 
30 “There is evidence of a direct relationship between maternal functioning and child behavioural functioning. 
Therefore, interventions that decrease maternal mental health problems can be expected to have a secondary 
effect on the mental and behavioural functioning of their children. As mothers learn to improve coping 
strategies, so do their children. Interestingly, this is a bi-directional relationship, with recent evidence 
suggesting that cognitive behaviour therapy for child PTSD is directly related to improvements in maternal 
depressive symptoms.” [117] 
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questions (given the sensitive nature) to make them feel heard and safe, and taking the necessary 
(and most constructive) steps to help the girl or woman. 
Health professionals also have a role in promoting primary prevention and being agents of change, 
not only in the clinical settings but also in the wider community (e.g. by promoting the health 
benefits of delayed marriage for girls). [128] 

 
Integrating continuing supervision, mentorship and training on violence against women into 
medical nursing, public health, and other relevant curricula at undergraduate and in-service levels 
is required to challenge stigmatising attitudes and ensure that health providers know when and how 
to ask about violence and how to respond appropriately. This integration needs to be addressed in a 
wide range of health programmes, including those related to sexual and reproductive, adolescent, 
maternal, neonatal and child health, mental health, HIV prevention, and programmes for the 
prevention of substance abuse. [129] 

 
Overall, the identification of a person at risk of forced/child marriage is crucial and is where health 
care providers can play a significant role if they have the proper training, tools, network and 
support system.31   

 
 

1.4.2. Socio-economic  
 
Child and forced marriage seriously impact educational attainment. Marriage is one of the main 
reasons for adolescents to drop out of school. It reduces the likelihood of enrolling in and 
completing secondary school substantially. Not only does child and forced marriage negatively 
impact school enrolment rates and academic achievement of the victims, it also has an adverse 
effect on the educational prospects of their children. [135-137] The amount of schooling of the 
mother has an intergenerational effect on both girls and boys of the (young) brides. [83] Estimates 
suggest that increasing girl’s education is probably the best way to avoid child marriage. [138, 139] 
Each additional year of secondary education may reduce the likelihood of child marriage and early 
childbirth by 6% on average across 15 countries. [83] Education in itself is a determinant for 
health, even crucial for public health, given that it provides the knowledge and confidence required 
to make informed decisions related to maternal and child health, nutritional status, and survival. 
[140] Consequently, the intergenerational impacts of education are also directly associated to 
health outcomes. 
By limiting women’s education, child marriage reduces expected earnings and household 
welfare. Results from wage regressions and simulations of earnings indicate that women who 
married as children have lower expected earnings in adulthood than women who married after the 
age of 18. According to the ICRW study on economic impacts of child marriage, the average loss 
in earnings is 9%. [83]  
Due to the lack of education ands skills for generating income, 54% of girls in the poorest 20% of 
households are child brides compared to 16% of girls in the wealthiest 20% of households. [57] 
Boys receive priority as regards investments in education in resource-poor families. 
 
A growing body of research is pointing to the huge economic costs of violence against women to 
society, including the direct costs to health care, law enforcement, etc. [82, 83, 121, 141, 142] 
The broader social costs are significant but not easy to quantify. Child marriage in particular 
generates macro-level consequences. It affects the total fertility, contributing to higher population 
growth due to the fact that women have children earlier and effectively have more children in their 
lifespan. This could directly hamper the ability of countries to provide essential basic services, such 
as health, education, infrastructure, etc. The additional pressure on state budgets is far from 
negligible. Population growth could lead to scarcer resources and threaten long-term prosperity. 
                                                
31 Given time constraints (imminent marriage) and the fact that potential victims of forced/child marriage 
might be taken out of the country, quick action is necessary. The sooner a woman/girl at risk is identified, the 
more chance there is to avert or curtail the violence inflicted upon her. 
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Even a reduction of the population growth by a few percentages, would have vast implications with 
regards to standard of living and provision of public services. [83] On a global scale32, the welfare 
benefits that would be gained through lower population growth from ending child marriage are 
valued at $22 billion in 2015 and $566 billion in 2030. [83] The sharp increase in the gains is due 
to the cumulative impact of child marriage and early childbirths on population growth. Every year 
the benefits rise because the reduction in population growth from year to year accumulates. As the 
standards of living improve as well, the combined effect is a 25-fold increase in the welfare 
benefits of ending child marriage by 2030. [83] 
 
 
1.5. Forced and child marriage in humanitarian settings and in the context of migration 
 

a) Humanitarian crisis 
 
Whether due to armed political conflict, a natural disaster or war, the risk for forced and child 
marriage is increased in humanitarian settings. Any crisis most often results in the displacement of 
large groups of the population. It is within this context that the numbers of child marriage and 
forced marriage appear to swell significantly. Child marriage and early pregnancy are particularly 
high in insecure environments. [143-146] In fact, nine of the top 10 countries with the highest rates 
of child marriage are considered fragile states. [147] 
Women and girls in fragile states lag far behind those in more stable regions across a large number 
of human development indicators ranging form nutrition and access to health services to 
educational attainment and economic opportunities. Results of a study conducted by the London 
School of Economics demonstrated that in 141 countries analyzed, gender differences in loss of 
lives due to natural disasters were directly correlated with the economic and social rights of women 
in the countries before the disaster. [148] Long-term effects of civil war, for example in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, affect women and children disproportionately. [147] Conflict, war 
and natural disasters weaken social institutions, limit economic opportunities, and increase sexual 
violence targeting women and girls. Young unmarried girls in particular face greater risks. [147] 
Child and forced marriages increase during emergencies because of increased poverty and fewer 
educational or livelihoods opportunities. [146, 149] As families struggle to survive, marrying off 
girls and young women alleviates the burden on the household expenditure. Another reason is the 
real or perceived threat to the honour of girls and women. [146, 149] Families often flee conflict to 
protect their girls and women from sexual violence and forced marriage to armed combatants. 
[149] Yet, once they are displaced, girls are forced into marriage in order to ‘protect’ their 
reputation and honour. [146, 149] It is also believed that marriage safeguards girls and their 
families from the social stigma associated with surviving rape. [146] Nevertheless, by forcing these 
vulnerable girls and young women into marriage, they are more likely to be subjected to gender-
based violence and partner violence within the marriage, especially when there is a significant age 
discrepancy between the young bride and her groom. [149] 
 
For example, the impact of the Syrian conflict on child marriage is considerable. Among the 
displaced Syrian population in Jordan, the percentage of registered Syrian marriages involving a 
girl (15-17 years old) rose from 12% in 2011 to 31% in the first quarter of 2014. [150] 
Additionally, the spousal age gap is also alarming. In 2012, 16,2% of the girls married men who 
were at least 15 years older, 31,8% of the spouses were 10-14 years older, and 37,2% married 
partners who we 5-9 years older. [150] Girls from urban communities that no longer practice child 
marriage in Syria experienced a resurgence in child marriage customs since displacement in order 
to provide a more secure future. 33 [146] Other countries in the region, such as Lebanon, Egypt and 
Turkey, who harbour Syrian refugees report similar increases of child and forced marriage. [149] 
Regrettably, sexual violence has gone largely undocumented given social stigma and barriers to 
appropriate psychosocial and medical resources. [147] 
                                                
32 For 106 countries. [83] 
33 Although child marriage existed in Syria prior to the conflict, it mostly took place in rural areas. [149] 
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b) Context of Migration 
 
Due to globalisation, increased mobility and large numbers of migrants in host societies, the issue 
of forced and child marriage has become a concern on an international scale. In Europe, the issue is 
discussed within the contexts of immigration and integration on the one hand, and domestic 
violence on the other. [151, 152] The practice is generally associated with migratory flows and the 
difficulties that immigrant families experience in becoming integrated in industrialised countries. 
[11] Cases are noted in which young women and girls from ethnic minorities had been sent back to 
their countries of origin under a deceptive pretext and with the intent of forcing them into marriage. 
[16, 153] Migration also includes marriage migration of second and subsequent generations 
bringing partners from their homeland into the host country. Female marriage migrants face a 
higher risk of being subjected to specific forms of gender violence, such as psychological or 
physical domestic violence, forced marriage, etc. [154] 
In the diaspora context, the practice is generally kept alive for family relations and honour, 
financial gain34 and protecting - or controlling - women's sexuality. [66, 156] Aspects related to 
migration also play an important part, such as maintaining the cultural identity and traditions, 
repaying debts or returning financial assistance to extended family in countries of origin. [11, 151] 
Immigration and asylum issues, such as procuring a visa or legal residence, are often a factor 
behind forced marriage arrangements. [157] Disability is a factor35, as is sexuality. Cases are 
registered in which the rights of gay men, lesbians, bisexuals and transgendered people are violated 
by forcing them into a marriage to ‘straighten them out’. [52, 54, 55, 87] 
Each European country displays different migration patterns. Therefore the origin of victims and 
perpetrators of forced and child marriage tends to be country specific. [19] In Germany, for 
example, most of the victims have a Turkish background, followed by the Western Balkans 
(Serbia, Kosovo and Montenegro).36 The majority of the cases of forced and child marriage in the 
United Kingdom involve South Asian communities from Pakistan, Bangladesh and India. (See 
Figure 1.9) The number of incidents related to Somalia has increased substantially – doubled in fact 
– from 2016 to 2017. [69, 158] Since its inception in 2005, the Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) in the 
United Kingdom has dealt with cases relating to over 90 countries across Asia, the Middle East, 
Africa, Europe and North America. [158] This indicates that forced and child marriage is not a 
problem specific to one country or culture. For most European countries the data is lacking to 
accurately determine the population groups in which forced and child marriage occurs. In Belgium 
and the Netherlands, the practice has generally been associated with the considerable presence of 
Turkish and Moroccan population groups. [17, 35, 159, 160] Yet in recent years, migration of the 
Roma community from Central and Eastern Europe is increasingly importing the problem to 
Belgium. [35] Based on figures from the UK, the majority of cases include a transnational element, 
in the sense that it involves a partner or spouse from the countries of origin. On average only 15% 
of reported cases are domestic (fully take place within ethnic minority communities) and have no 
overseas element, indicating the vast role that migration plays in forced and child marriage. [161]  
 
Specific legislation on forced and child marriage has found its way onto the political agenda and is 
increasingly being implemented in European countries. Even though, as a form of violence against 
women and sexual abuse it is an important health concern [95, 102, 157], most of the adopted 
measures in European context are of a legal nature. [151, 160, 162] Policy makers opted for the 
route of criminalization and tighter immigration controls to tackle forced and child marriage. [151, 
160, 162] This is effectively the case in Belgium. With the path of ‘economic migration’ being 

                                                
34 Also linked to "bride price". [155]  
35 Figures from the Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) in the UK reveal that 10-12% of cases on average involve a 
person with a learning disability. [69, 158] 
36 In Germany, most of the victims had an immigrant background, and 32 % were born in Germany followed 
by Turkey (23 %), and the Western Balkans (Serbia, Kosovo and Montenegro together amounting to 8 %). 
[19] 
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closed, family reunification. one of the main avenues to legally enter Europe, has reached unseen 
levels. [163-165] The largest body of legal and policy initiatives therefore can be found in the area 
of immigration law. Changes in immigration policy to address security issues, by making entry 
requirements stricter for family reunification, impact ethnic minority population groups most 
profoundly. This will be discussed more in depth in the Results (5) and Discussion (6) chapters.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1.9: Number of cases the Forced Marriage Unit (UK) gave advice or support to, by 
focus country, 2016 [69]

 

 

Focus country Numbers Percentages

Pakistan 612 43 
Bangladesh 121 8 
India 79 6 
Somalia 47 3 
Afghanistan 39 3 
Saudi Arabia 16 1 
Iraq 14 1 
Kenya 14 1 
Nigeria 14 1 
Turkey 14 1 
UAE 12 1 
Sri Lanka 11 1 
Iran 8 1 
Egypt 7 >1 
Algeria 7 >1 
54 other countries 109 9 
UK (domestic only) 157 11 
Unknown 132 9 
Total 1,428 100 
1. Source: Forced Marriage Unit; Foreign and Commonwealth Office
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Woman, 45 years, participant of a 
Focus Group Discussion in rural  

settings around Marrakech

“Some believe that investing in their 

daughter’s education is a waste of money. 

Even if she does study and get a job, she’ll 

marry and her husband will benefit from 

her income. So it’s more advantageous to 


marry her off earlier.”
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2. OBJECTIVES 
 
2.1. General Objective 

 
Given (1) the global magnitude of forced and child marriage and (2) the increasing numbers of 
international migrants, the general objective of our research is to ascertain the determinants of 
forced and child marriage in Morocco and the impact of the migratory context on the issue among 
Moroccan migrants in Belgium. 
 
Our research analysed forced and child marriage in Morocco and among the Moroccan community 
in Belgium from two angles. First, we analysed policies and socio-cultural context in a “top-down” 
perspective through the analysis of legislation, public debates (specific objectives 1 & 2) and 
through expert/stakeholder interviews (specific objectives 1 & 2). Secondly, we investigated the 
determinants of child and forced marriage in both research settings from a “bottom-up” perspective 
through Focus Group Discussions and household interviews, as well as investigating the impact of 
legislative conditions and restrictions on migrants and their families (specific objective 3). 
 
 
2.2. Specific Objectives 
 

1. To understand the institutional framework on forced and child marriage in Europe 
and Belgium, including the risk factors and challenges in addressing the issue in 
Belgium 
Research questions: What are the prevailing policies and laws regarding forced and child 
marriage and what is the overall impact of the institutional context on the practice among 
minority communities? Furthermore, what are the characteristics of forced and child 
marriage and the main obstacles that victims and professionals face in dealing with the 
subject? 
 
Due to growing migration numbers, forced and child marriage is increasingly perceived as 
a problem in Europe as the practice is generally associated with migratory flows and the 
difficulties that immigrant families experience in becoming integrated in industrialised 
countries. [11, 151] Spurred on by policies at European Union level, Member States have 
been implementing laws and action plans to tackle the practice. As a result, minority 
groups have been specifically targeted by a combination of stringent criminal and 
immigration regulations. It is therefore important to assess the impact of this legal 
framework on the migrants in Europe for whom the policies were designed. As one of the 
largest minority groups in Belgium, the Moroccan community is directly affected. 
Understanding how the legal framework intersects with the characteristics of forced and 
child marriage in Belgium allows for the identification of risk factors and challenges in 
tackling the issue. 
 
 

2. To understand the institutional context, social environment and cultural perceptions 
regarding forced and child marriage in Morocco 
Research question: What is the prevailing legal and policy framework in Morocco to 
protect (potential) victims of forced and child marriage, and how do the social and cultural 
perceptions contribute to the occurrence of the issue? 
 
The changes in the social and legal framework surrounding sexual and reproductive rights 
in Morocco since 2004 seemed very promising to target violence against women in 
particular. Yet studies indicate that the rates of child marriage and violence against women 
in general remain high. Understanding how the legal and policy framework at the 
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institutional level intersects with prevailing social and cultural norms provides insights into 
risk factors for forced and child marriage occurring in Morocco. 

 
3. To ascertain the determinants of forced and child marriage in Morocco and among 

the Moroccan communities in Belgium, including the impact of the migratory context 
 

The following research questions take into account the structural, social and personal 
factors in relation to marriage dynamics and relationship decision-making power: 
 

a) What are women’s experiences and perspectives in relation to factors that 
contribute to the occurrence of child and forced marriage in Morocco? 

 
b) In light of international migration, what is the impact of context on the overall 

dynamics of partner choice and marriage among the Moroccan community in 
Belgium? 

 
The decision-making power of women with regards to partner choice, schooling, 
household influence, etc. is taken into consideration. In order to get a better understanding 
at the community-level in Morocco and among the Moroccan community in Belgium, 
women of all ages shed light on factors that contribute to forced and child marriage, its 
occurrence and possibly actions for prevention.  
 
Moreover, we explored to what extent cultural and religious perceptions have been 
transferred, or altered, in the migratory context. The impact of migration on practices such 
as forced marriage and on decision-making processes regarding sexual and reproductive 
rights has not yet been thoroughly evaluated in these specific settings. 
 
 

4. To provide recommendations to prevent and efficiently target forced and child 
marriage in Morocco and in Belgium 
 
By providing stakeholders and policy makers with pertinent contextual knowledge and 
insights into constraints to decision-making power of women, we aim to contribute to the 
prevention of forced and child marriage, and enhance sexual and reproductive rights of 
women and girls. 

 
 
2.3. Presentation of Publications 

 
This thesis is based on a number of papers that have been published or are under review in 
international peer-reviewed journals, and a report of an in-depth research study on forced and child 
marriage in Belgium. The manuscripts are presented in full in the Results section.  
 
 
Papers: 
 

1. Sabbe, A., Temmerman, M., Brems, E., & Leye, E. (2014) Forced marriage: an analysis of 
legislation and political measures in Europe. Crime, Law and Social Change, 62(2): 171-
189. 
 

2. Sabbe, A., H. Oulami, W. Zekraoui, H. Hikmat, M. Temmerman, & Leye, E. (2013). 
Determinants of Child and Forced Marriage in Morocco: Stakeholder Perspectives on 
Health, Policies and Human Rights. BMC International Health and Human Rights, 13(43). 
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3. Sabbe, A., Oulami, H., Hamzali, S., Oulami, N., Le Hijr, F.Z., Abdallaoui, M., 
Temmerman, M. & Leye, E. (2015). Women’s perspectives on marriage and rights in 
Morocco: risk factors for forced and early marriage in the Marrakech region. Culture, 
Health & Sexuality, 17(2): 135-149. 

 
4. Sabbe, A., El Boujaddayni, K., Temmerman, M. and E. Leye. (2019) “Marriage and 

migration: Moroccan women’s views on partner choice, arranged and forced marriage in 
Belgium.” Journal of International Migration and Integration, 7 January 2019. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-018-00646-9 

 
 
Report: 
 

1. Leye, E. & Sabbe, A. (2015) Forced marriage in Belgium: An analysis of the current 
situation. Ghent, Belgium: ICRH Global. 
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3.  STUDY SETTINGS  
 
 
3.1.  Morocco 

 
The Kingdom of Morocco has a population of 35.74 million [166] spread over the area of 446.550 
square kilometres. [167, 168] The official languages are Arabic and Berber (Amazigh). With the 
median age being 27,94 years, the population is relatively young. [169] 
 
Morocco has experienced steady economic growth and significant poverty reduction in the last 
decade. For the most part this was due to a wide range of macroeconomic, social and labour market 
reforms. Over the period 2001-2011 the growth contributed to almost completely eradication of 
extreme poverty, whereby its rate dropped from 2 to 0,28 percent. The figures for relative poverty 
and population vulnerability also saw a significant reduction in the same period, respectively from 
15,3 to 6,2 percent and from 22,8 to 13,3 percent. [170] This progress is mirrored in the social and 
human development indicators, notably in terms of education and health outcomes. Life expectancy 
increased from 68,5 years in 2000 to 76 years in 2015 and infant mortality rates declined from 42 
to 26,8 per 1000 live births in that same timeframe. [167, 169] Between 1995 and 2015 the 
maternal mortality ratio dropped from 317 to 121 per 100.000 live births. [171] However, 
underreporting of maternal deaths was uncovered in one region in Morocco, indicating that the 
actual maternal mortality ratio might be higher. [172] 
 
Women benefitted from greater access to health services, especially with regards to reproductive 
health indicators. Adolescent fertility rates, at 35 births per 1000 women ages 15-19 in 2012, are 
much lower than similar lower-middle-income countries’ averages of 59 births. [170] The 
contraceptive prevalence rate of 63 percent is higher than figures in comparable countries. 
Knowledge of sexual transmission of HIV and mother-to-child transmission increased remarkably 
among women from poorer households between 2004 and 2011. [170] 
 
Despite the progress in the last decade, Morocco still faces important social and economic 
challenges. A quarter of the population, roughly 8 million people, live in poverty or run the risk of 
falling back into poverty. The rural-urban divide indicates that 70% of the poverty is rural. [170] 
On the United Nations 2015 Human Development Index (HDI), Morocco still ranks 123rd of 188 
countries. [173] Progress in development outcomes has been slower than in other countries in the 
region or in similar lower middle-income countries. In contrast to Algeria (100th) and Tunesia 
(63rd), Morocco only ranks 119th on the Gender Inequality Index (GII).37 Significant gender gaps 
remain, especially in terms of access to education and healthcare. The disparity is even more 
significant when taking household income into account. Enrolment rates in educational institutions 
are closely associated with wealth. The gender gap among children from the poorest households is 
much higher, with primary school completion rates for women remaining lower in Morocco than in 
other lower-middle-income countries. Decades of low enrolment rates and high dropout rates have 
led to a large segment of uneducated and illiterate women. [170] 
A similar situation prevails in terms of access to health services. Large disparities remain between 
rural and urban areas, and according to household income. Health staff is marked by high rates of 
absenteeism, extending to 27 percent of staff that’s absent most of the time. [170] At 63 percent the 
rate of births attended by skilled health staff is lower than other comparable country averages (at 74 
percent). [170] Data from UNICEF’s global database indicates that rates of adequate antenatal care 
(four visits) amongst pregnant girls aged 15 to 17 years are low at 34%. [72] 
 

                                                
37 Gender Inequality Index is a composite measure reflecting inequality in achievement between women and 
men in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market. In 2017, the Gender 
Inequality Index is 0,482 for Morocco, ranking 119th (123rd on the Human Development Index), compared to 
0,442 for Algeria (85th on the Human Development Index) and 0,298 for Tunesia (95th on Human 
Development Index). [173, 174] 
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Figure 3.1: Map of Morocco 
 
 
Prevalence of forced and child marriage in Morocco 
  
Figures on the prevalence of forced marriage in general are unavailable. Since the legal reform in 
2004, effectively raising the minimum marriage age for girls to 18 years, numbers on child 
marriages granted by judges are obtainable. Nonetheless, these figures only represent the official 
underage marriages that are granted by a Family Court. In rural areas there is often the custom of 
an “Al Fatiha” marriage, a ceremony conducted without a written contract or legal recognition. 
This discrepancy in the legal system in terms of recording these customary marriages makes it 
difficult to obtain accurate data. [72] The true scope of child marriages is therefore much higher 
than the official numbers reveal. 
Official rates of child marriage remain high, with an estimated 16% of girls married off before the 
age of 18. [175] Figures released by the Ministry of Justice reveal that 42,028 underage marriages 
took place in 2011, an increase of more than 23% since 2007.38 [176, 177] However, data 
collection remains inconsistent seeing that many underage marriages are not registered. According 
to the latest official statistics, 35.152 cases were reported in 2014. [178] Between 2007 and 2013, 
the ‘Institut National de Solidarité avec les Femmes’ (INSAF) registered that the demands for an 
underage marriage vary according to age categories: 202.719 minors were 17 years old, 79.935 
were 16 years old, 15.601 had reached the age of 15, and 1.730 demands concerned a minor girl of 
only 14 years old. [179] 
 
Figures from a study conducted by the Moroccan High Commission for Planning reveal that 
women who marry without consent are almost three times as likely to experience partner violence, 
including sexual violence, in the domestic household. Moreover, younger married women, from 18 
                                                
38 In 2011, 99,31% of judicial requests implicated girls, whereas boys only accounted for 0,69%. [177] 
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to 24 years of age, experience a higher rate of violence than married women between 35 and 39 
years. [180]  
 

 

 
Figure 3.2: Uneducated Women and Men (millions) in Morocco [170] 

 
 

 
 Figure 3.3: Education Level by Gender and Urban/rural in Morocco [170]  
  
 
Characteristics of the research area 
 
Research activities with communities were conducted in the Marrakech region. Between 2004 
and 2007, the rate of poverty in the Marrakech-Tensift Al Haouz region dropped by 41.8%, which 
ranks the area amongst those with the sharpest decline in poverty in the country. [176] 
Unemployment rates in the greater region of Marrakech also fell dramatically between 2010 and 
2011: the urban settings in this region represent one of the few urban areas in Morocco where the 
unemployment rate actually dropped (from 11.4 to 9.7%), and the rural settings in the (larger) 
Marrakech region demonstrate the strongest decline in unemployment compared to the national 
level (from 2.3 to 1.2%). [176] Despite this large decrease in the numbers of those in poverty, 
reports suggest that child marriage in this region is on the increase. Figures point to significantly 
higher levels (18.94%) of child marriages in Marrakech, compared to other regions. [181] Women 
in the larger Marrakech region also, in general, continue to demonstrate the lowest age at first 
marriage (under 25 years) in the country. [176] 
Given that poverty is a lead cause for child and forced marriage, this seeming discrepancy warrants 
an in-depth exploration. Economic development is expected to bring about a drop in the numbers of 
women and girls that are coerced to marry [57, 83, 182], yet this correlation is not reflected in the 
Marrakech region. This was a leading motive to conduct research in this geographical area.  
 
In addition, stakeholders consisting of experts and activists on women’s rights and health were 
consulted. These experts were interviewed in Rabat, Casablanca and Marrakech, areas that 
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harbour a large concentration of NGO’s and women’s rights networks working on the issue. 
Nevertheless, their campaigns and activities incorporate the whole of Morocco. 
 
 
3.2.  Belgium  
 
Belgium is made up of 3 regions: the Walloon, Brussels-Capital and Flemish regions. The country 
has a population of over 11 million, with the highest concentration of around 6,5 million residing in 
the Flemish region. [183] Moroccans have historically represented one of the largest non-EU 
immigrant communities in Belgium, closely followed by the Turkish residents. In 2015, 468.687 
people with a Moroccan background were residing in Belgium, of which over 150.000 in the 
Flemish region. [184]  
In the last decades, the population with a Moroccan background grew considerably. According to 
estimates, between 1991 and 2012 the Moroccan community had multiplied by 2,6. [185] Within 
that timeframe, the representation of residents with a Moroccan background increased from 1,6% 
to 3,9% of the total Belgian population. Despite the continuous growth, the number of people with 
the Moroccan nationality has decreased, indicating that progressively more have taken on the 
Belgian nationality. [185] 
 
In 2000, 54,8% of the Moroccan Belgian community was born in Belgium. This figure remained 
relatively stable over the years, measuring 55,2% in 2009. [185] The growth of the Moroccan 
population therefore relies heavily on migration from Morocco. Since the end of economic 
migration, in the wake of the recession and the tightening of immigration policies after the 1973 
Oil Crisis, the emphasis has been on family migration. From the late Seventies onwards, the trend 
of a younger, more feminine migration wave from Morocco to Belgium was witnessed. [186] In the 
past decade, family reunification has become one of the key remaining routes for legal migration to 
the EU. Statistics published by the federal government show that Moroccans continue to receive 
the largest amount of first residence permits for family reasons. [187] In 2016, the most prominent 
reason for Third Country Nationals (TCNs) to migrate to Belgium is effectively family 
reunification (50%). [188]  (See figure 3.4) 
 

 
Figure 3.4: Allocation of first resident permits to Third Country Nationals (TCN’s) in 
Belgium in 2016 [188] 
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The majority of the Moroccan Belgian community, up to 59%, is second-generation. 
Approximately 30% of the community are first-generation migrants who came to Belgium after the 
age of 18 years, and 6,6% is part of an ‘in-between’ generation. [185] The latter was born in 
Morocco, but migrated to Belgian between the ages of 6 and 17 years.  
The second-generation is a very young and active group. They either arrived in Belgium before the 
age of 6 or are children of first-generation migrants (of which at least one parent was born in 
Morocco). In 2009, 66% of the second-generation was younger than 20 years, and 31% is aged 
between 20 and 39 years. The majority of the first-generation is part of the professionally active 
population with 55% part of the 25 - 44 age bracket. Another 18% of this first –generation group is 
at least older than 60 years. [185] 
Our research population group consisted predominantly of a mix of first-generation and second-
generation participants from the Moroccan Belgian community.  
 
Prevalence of forced marriage in Belgium 
 
Figures on the prevalence of forced and child marriages in Belgium are problematic. Attempts have 
been made to grasp the scope of the issue, yet these are mostly limited to a geographic area or a 
single ethnic group. [35] One of the earliest studies originates from a 1991 survey on family 
forming and value patterns among Turkish women in Flanders and Belgium. Of all the (previously) 
married women in the sample, 18% of the 850 respondents had been forced to marry against their 
will. [189] Yet what these figures say about the scope of forced marriage is a question of 
interpretation. On closer scrutiny, especially the older women and marriage migrants added to the 
percentage. The figures themselves did not say anything about the occurrence of forced marriage at 
the time of the survey; the issue is referred to as an event that occurred in the span of their lifetime. 
What’s more, many forced marriages probably had taken place outside Europe, rendering the 
figures useless to measure the magnitude of the problem in Belgium. [151] These methodological 
shortcomings are reflected in many of the subsequent attempts to quantify forced and child 
marriage in Belgium, as demonstrated in Figure 3.5. While the studies provide valuable 
information about the population groups and/or regions in question, extrapolating general figures 
for the whole of Belgium, indicating trends over time, is not possible.  
 
 

1999 Interviews with Turkish and Moroccan 
women in Flanders and Brussels 

27% of women older than 40 years were 
married by force [190] 

 

    

2004 
Survey among adolescents (15-18 yrs) in 
secondary schools in Brussels and 
Wallonia 

7% are confronted with forced marriage 
in their family, 16% know about forced 
marriage among their acquaintances and 
73% confirmed it happens in Belgium 
[191] 

 

    

2006 Interviews with Turkish, Moroccan, 
Albanian, Pakistani women No figures available [159]  

    

2009 Survey among male respondents from the 
Moroccan, Turkish and Sikh community No figures available [192]  

    

2012 Study on forced marriage in the Brussels-
Capital Region 

Aid organisations report several cases in 
recent years (between 1 and 5 cases)  
[55] 

 

    
Figure 3.5: Overview of studies on forced and child marriage in Belgium between 1999-2012 

 
One way of getting an idea of the magnitude of forced and child marriage is by registering cases. 
Since the adoption of a specific criminal law, cases should be registered at a national level by the 
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judicial system. However, the Matrifor39 study reveals that officials often record cases as partner 
violence or interfamilial violence instead. [35] This study, carried out in the framework of a 
European project aimed at studying forced marriage as a new form of trafficking in human beings 
in Europe (Matrifor), conducted interviews with key stakeholders in Belgium between 2012 and 
2015. [35] Respondents confirmed that efforts and initiatives to provide support to (potential) 
victims of forced and child marriage are scattered. Stakeholders from NGO’s in multiple cities deal 
with 5-10 cases on average a year. Similar numbers are reflected by the Brussels-based ‘Réseau 
Mariage et Migration’, a network comprising of numerous partner NGOs. Consolidating the 
numbers of the various partner organizations in their network, they see about 20-30 cases on a 
yearly base. [193] This figure corresponds to the averages mentioned in the Matrifor study as well. 
Nevertheless, these cases would only represent the ‘tip of the iceberg’. [35] 
 
Characteristics of the research area 
 
Research activities with the Moroccan Belgian community were conducted in the provinces of 
East-Flanders and Antwerp. These provinces are both situated in Flanders, the Flemish region, 
where identical legislation and policies, issued by the Federal and Flemish governments, apply. 
This effectively allows for a comparable framework to take the macro-level context (government 
polices) into consideration. [194] In Belgium, integration policies fall within the scope of the 
federated entities. Flanders, the Walloon region and the Brussels-Capital Region have each 
developed their own integration policy according to their debates and objectives regarding the 
management of cultural diversity. Moroccan and Turkish migrants were the first migrants targeted 
by these policies. For many years, Flanders has had a compulsory integration program targeting 
newcomers.40 [195] More recently, the two other regions have also developed integration programs 
for new migrants. However, the compulsory program in the Walloon region was not yet 
implemented at the time of research.41 [195] In the Brussels-Capital Region integration programs 
have only recently been made compulsory.42 [196, 197] New Moroccan and Turkish migrants are 
thus differently affected by integration programs, depending on the region in which they settle. 
[194] 
 
Furthermore, professionals from various sectors who encounter child and forced marriage were 
consulted. These experts were based throughout Belgium, in the Walloon, Brussels-Capital and 
Flemish region. They provided insights into the risk factors and difficulties that victims face 
throughout Belgium, taking into account, amongst others, the legal framework and service delivery. 

                                                
39 Matrifor project: Approaching forced marriages as a new form of trafficking in human beings in Europe. A 
collaboration between Autonomous University of Barcelona (UAB), Association Le Onde Onlus (Italy) and 
the International Centre for Reproductive Health (ICRH) of Ghent University. (http://www.matrifor.eu) 
40 Decreet van 7 juni 2013 betreffende het Vlaamse integratie- en inburgeringsbeleid, gewijzigd bij de 
decreten van 29 mei 2015 en 3 juli 2015. 
Besluit van de Vlaamse Regering van 29 januari 2016 houdende de uitvoering van het decreet van 7 juni 
2013 betreffende het Vlaamse integratie- en inburgeringsbeleid. 
41 Décret modifiant le Livre II du Code wallon de l’Action sociale et de la Santé relatif à l’intégration des 
personnes étrangères ou d’origine étrangère (28.04.2016).  
Arrêté du Gouvernement wallon du 8 décembre 2016 modifiant le livre III du Code réglementaire wallon 
relatif à l’intégration des personnes étrangères et d’origine étrangère (08.12.2016).  
42 The ordinance of 11 May 2017 of the Joint Community Commission of Brussels establishes a mandatory 
integration programme for newcomers in Brussels. A Dutch speaking integration programme (under the 
responsibility of the Flemish Community Commission) and a French speaking integration programme (under 
the responsibility of the French Community Commission) already existed in Brussels, but they were not 
mandatory. The ordinance indicates that newcomers in Brussels who are between 18 and 65 years old, who 
have not lived in Belgium for longer than 3 years, and who have a residence permit valid for longer than 3 
months, will be required to follow an integration programme. Certain categories of foreign nationals are 
however exempted from this obligation. The mandatory integration programme will consist of a social 
assessment, language courses and a civic integration course. 
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“Rights of women and girls are  
being raped by unjust Moroccan laws.  

It’s basically ongoing institutional rape” 

NGO representative Morocco
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4.    METHODOLOGY 
 
 
4.1.  Study Designs 
 
This study was conducted using a predominantly qualitative approach; comprising the Multiple 
Streams Framework, Focus Group Discussions, stakeholder interviews and household interviews. 
Combining various research tools and methods most likely results in a more complete picture of the 
study topic. A general description and overview of the applied methodologies is provided here. The 
participatory research was carried out between February 2011 and April 2014. Each study design 
will be discussed in detail in the papers presented in the next chapter. 
The qualitative approach is particularly useful in explaining how social phenomena, social 
processes, etc. have developed or come to be. This method provides a detailed, contextual and 
multilayered interpretation, which is unlikely to simplify or to distort developmental processes. 
[198] Because of its attention to detail, complexity and causality, qualitative research is particularly 
suitable to provide insights into hidden social phenomena such as forced and child marriage. 
Qualitative techniques offer the potential to increase researcher’s knowledge of hidden and hard-to-
reach groups. Its sensitivity to context maximizes the chances of developing profound 
understanding of social conditions within a particular setting and how these conditions relate to 
various levels of society. [198] By forging bonds of trust and accord during fieldwork, it enables 
qualitative researchers to permeate the complex social networks that contribute to the continuation 
of the practice of forced and child marriage. In addition, sampling techniques used in qualitative 
research, such as snowball sampling, minimize the potential for bias in the data. [199, 200] 
Quantitative methods are relatively unsuitable for studying the issue of forced and child marriage. 
It is inherently necessary to understand how the involved research population perceives and 
interprets their environment. For this aim, quantitative methods are too reductionist or narrow. 
[201] In social phenomena of a hidden nature, qualitative methods have proved valuable because of 
their capacity to explore and explain human behaviour with more accurate information that reflects 
the reality of the social issues. [200] 
 
 
4.1.1. Multiple Streams Framework: Specific objectives 1 & 4 (to critically examine 
institutional context of legal and policy frameworks in Europe and provide 
recommendations)43 
 
The (institutional) context in which child and forced marriages occur in Belgium, cannot be set 
apart from the policies and trends at European Union (EU) level and in other Member States. 
Kingdon’s Multiple Streams Framework is applied as a method in order to shed light on the policy 
process regarding forced marriage in Europe and its outcome. This theoretical framework offers 
insights into and facilitates understanding of the policy making process. [202] Once a greater 
understanding of the policy situation is achieved, consideration can be given to how the current 
policy measures are countering the issue of forced marriage and how it is impacting the relevant 
population groups/communities. The framework is especially useful for ambiguous problems 
                                                
43 The Multiple Streams Framework was not applied to analyse legislation and policy in Morocco. Unlike the 
political and legal situation at European level and in the Member States, a framework addressing violence 
against women at the institutional level in Morocco was absent at the time of conducting our research 
activities. There was no widespread ‘active public or political debate’ on how best to address violence against 
women, and whether or not to introduce specific criminal laws against certain practices. It is only after 
Amina’s suicide in 2012 (see papers 2 and 3) that public outrage put enough pressure on government to take 
action. Just recently (in September 2018) the first law on violence against women (law no. 103.13) entered 
into force. We discuss this in more depth in the Discussion section (under 6.1.3.b). 
The legal and policy framework in Morocco was analysed based on stakeholder interviews with experts 
(including legal professionals, academics and human rights activists) on the one hand, and by using sources 
of secondary data (such as academic paper, government and NGO reports, legal documents, etc.) on the other 
hand. (see paper 2) 
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where there are many ways of thinking about or approaching the phenomenon, and for which 
solutions are not clear. It must be noted that ‘ambiguity’ differs from ‘uncertainty’. The distinction 
is that more evidence may reduce uncertainty, but it does not reduce ambiguity. [203] Such is 
effectively the case with child and forced marriage. As more stakeholders join the discussion, the 
diverging opinions between presented solutions and manners in which to tackle the issue become 
more apparent.  
 
This theoretical framework recognizes three parallel streams in the policy making process, which 
are ‘problem recognition’, ‘policy’ and politics’. The distinction between the streams is noteworthy 
because it offers an understanding of how the dynamic characteristics of each independent stream 
contribute to the agenda-setting process. [204] 
 

1. Problem recognition: The values attached to a problem and its framing are 
important steps in the policy making process. It is a highly dynamic and 
interactive process involving stakeholders on multiple levels  
 

2. Policy: This stream is also described as ‘solution’ and refers to the set of 
policy alternatives that researchers and others put forward to address problems. 
This stream contains ideas and technical proposals on how problems may be 
solved. Technical feasibility and value acceptance increase the chance of 
survival. Ideas that do not align with prevailing ideological currents may not 
succeed. [203]  

 
3. Politics: The final stream is influenced by the public mood and the impact of 

social pressure. It is important in determining which solutions may receive 
attention.  

 
Policy choices are made when the three streams are joined together at critical times. We conducted 
an analysis and evaluation of the solutions set forth by the policy choices regarding forced and 
child marriage in Europe. In addition, the impact on the minority population groups were taken into 
account. 
Prompted by policies at EU level, Belgium has implemented measures to tackle violence against 
women and practices such as forced and child marriage. As a result, minority population groups 
have been specifically targeted by a combination of stringent criminal and immigration regulations. 
It is therefore important to understand the impact of this legal framework on the migrants for whom 
the policies were designed. As one of the largest minority groups in Belgium, the Moroccan 
community is directly affected. 
 
 
4.1.2.  Participative Qualitative Research (Specific Objectives 1, 2, 3 & 4) 
 
Obtaining a genuine understanding of the context, and elements within each context, that are 
influencing child and forced marriage can only be achieved through dialogue with the involved 
parties. Therefore a Participatory Approach [205] is chosen for this study, in which Focus Group 
Discussions (FGDs), stakeholder interviews and household interviews are central to the research.  
In each study setting, local community-based organisations were closely involved in the research 
activities. The participation of these local associations facilitated the recruitment process and 
ensured that participants had access to a support network if the need presented. In addition, the 
involvement of these grassroots organisations resulted in a stronger sense of community and 
cohesion in the research settings, particularly in Morocco.  
Prior to data collection in Morocco, a team comprising four female community workers from a 
regional women’s association (based in Marrakech) received training in facilitation and 
interviewing skills, confidentiality protection and the focus group and interview guides. These 
trained community workers shared their skills and knowledge with local facilitators at the local 
community level in both urban and rural areas. Research activities in Belgium were conducted 
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through the participation and expertise of established local community-based organisations and 
members of the Moroccan community in Belgium.  
 A script for the FGDs and a semi-structured questionnaire for interviews were developed together 
with the community facilitators to explore perceptions of marriage, partner choice, factors leading 
to forced marriage and child marriage, preventive aspects (obstacles in preventing child and forced 
marriage) and decision-making power in relationships. The participatory research involved inquiry, 
but also action. People did not only discuss their problems, they also thought about possible 
solutions to them and actions which could be taken.  
A rights-based44 and health approach was used as a framework for the participatory research 
activities. Participants’ “well-being” in the sense of the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) 
definition of health, a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being [88], was the focal 
point. Community workers and facilitators were trained to notice signals of unease or distress, and 
through the community associations’ network they were able to refer participants to services 
offering health, psychological, or legal assistance. All research on violence against women needs to 
prioritise women’s safety, and build into the study design plans on how to protect the safety of all 
participants. Only one person per household was interviewed, following the WHO 
recommendations on researching violence against women. [207] The choice not to include men in 
general is motivated by safety concerns for the women participating in the study. Research was 
conducted in close-knit communities. Involving men in the research, even from different 
households, would still not safeguard the women from potential repercussions for speaking out 
about their experiences of forced and/or child marriage. If the focus of the study becomes known – 
either within the household, or among the wider community – a perpetrator may find out about the 
topics of the interview or Focus Group Discussion. Participating in research on such a sensitive 
topic might provoke further violence or put the respondent at risk. Either way, the study should be 
framed as a study on women’s health or family relations. This enables the respondent to explain the 
interview or Focus Group Discussion to others in the household and wider community in a safe 
manner. [208]  
 

a) Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 
 
Focus group discussions (FGD) were held to explore cultural and religious perceptions, decision-
making power related to age of marriage and choice of partner as well as their attitudes and values 
on reproductive and sexual health and rights. Focus Group Discussions enable participants to 
discuss and debate the issues in depth, and to respond to each other’s comments, thus providing 
valuable insights. Data collected from FGDs was useful in triangulating and validating the 
information collected from the household interviews and stakeholder interviews.45 
Saturation of qualitative themes is usually reached after at least two FGDs with each group of 
interest. [209] Respectively 7 (Morocco) and 9 (Belgium) FGDs were held in the research settings. 
In total, 106 women participated in the FGDs in Morocco, and 95 women in Belgium. In order for 
the data to be as representative as possible, the locations of the FGDs incorporated rural/provincial 
settings and urban/large cities, in accordance with the country in which they took place.  
 
In each country/research setting, different types of FGDs were conducted, with each group 
containing approximately 8-12 participants. [210, 211] Inclusion criteria were being female and 18 
years of age and older. The aim was to cover multiple age groups, in order to include the 
Intergenerational Dialogue [212] method in several FGDs. This particular method was developed 

                                                
44 A human rights based approach takes a starting point in international human rights commitments and 
standards. It seeks to analyse inequalities which lie at the heart of development problems and redress 
discriminatory practices. An important element in a human rights based approach is the focus on 
empowerment and capacity development. Particular aspects to monitor and analyse in design and processes 
are the four human rights principles: Accountability, Participation, Non-discrimination and 
Transparency. [206] 
45 "Methodological triangulation" involves using more than one method to gather data, such as interviews, 
observations, questionnaires, and documents. 
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to promote constructive and consensual change of harmful practices, such as genital mutilation and 
forced marriages. Through the local organisations, community-based dialogue is held in which 
young and old women discuss controversial themes such as gender roles, sexuality, traditional 
values and practices, with mutual respect. Evaluations of this method demonstrate that the quality 
and quantity of communication between the generations improved significantly, that communities 
decided to sanction harmful traditional practices and that religious and traditional leaders who took 
part in these dialogues became active promoters of youths' reproductive rights. The 
Intergenerational Dialogue Approach is an alternative to interventions that provide awareness-
raising information but fail to stimulate behavioural change. 
Participants were divided into the following age categories: 
 

- Focus Group with young women between the ages of 18-29 (“younger women”); 
- Focus Group with women between the ages of 30-69 (“older women”); 

 
The Intergenerational Dialogue method was applied in focus groups where both age categories 
were approximately evenly matched. 
In addition to the Intergenerational Dialogue method, FGDs employing the Intercultural Dialogue 
were held in the Moroccan Belgian community. Participants from the Moroccan Belgian 
community in Belgium were combined with Belgian nationals and several women from other 
ethnic backgrounds. Participants were thereby confronted with alternative perspectives and 
potentially divergent viewpoints, essentially highlighting their migratory experience and its impact 
on marriage, choice of partner, relationship decision-making power, cultural and religious views on 
sexual and reproductive right, etc. 
 
Case studies ("vignettes") were used in Focus Groups, which act as aids to the discussion. They 
enable participants to have a discussion about the issues at hand without having to reveal any 
personal information. Case studies were designed to be culturally sensitive in order to resonate with 
the participants in each setting. They were created together with local community associations and 
members of the relevant communities. 
 
 

b) Household Interviews 
 
In each research setting, structured  in-depth interviews were held among households, using a 
prearranged questionnaire. Eligible respondents were women, aged 18 years or older. [207] 
Obtaining ethical clearance to interview minors on this sensitive subject is particularly difficult. 
Moreover, the presence of a guardian, often the husband, is required in some cases, which would 
put the girls at further risk considering the nature of the research topic. WHO guidelines also state 
that interviews should be conducted in complete privacy. Research demonstrates that primarily 
women are affected by forced marriage, hence the decision to limit in-depth interviews to women. 
Only one person per household was interviewed, following the WHO recommendations on 
researching violence against women. [207]  
In each country/research setting, approximately 20 households were targeted. Research by Guest et 
al. demonstrated that saturation, the point at which no new information or themes are observed in 
the data, occurred within the first twelve interviews. [209] A sample size of 20 interviews should, 
therefore, suffice when the aim is to understand common perceptions and experiences among a 
group of relatively homogenous individuals (female members of households from research 
communities).46 A total of 19 household interviews were held in Morocco, and 35 in Belgium. 

                                                
46 Interviews were conducted with several women in each research setting per country. This allowed for a 
crosscheck and validation of the data from the FGDs (see papers for more detailed info). 
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The aim of the interview was to assess the socio-demographic47, socio-economic48 and socio-
cultural49 background of the household to enhance understanding of the context, partner choice and 
predictors of forced and child marriage. 
 
The questionnaire was a combination of open-ended questions and statements to which the 
respondent expressed her personal level of agreement/disagreement, based also on the following 
tools: 
 

- Sexual Relationship Power Scale [213]  
- Sexual Assertiveness Scale [214] 
- WHO Domestic Violence and Women's Health Tool [215] 

 
Participants were asked about circumstances leading to marriage, expectations of marriage and how 
much choice was involved as well as their views on what would increase/decrease the likelihood of 
forced marriages taking place. Ideas and themes expressed in earlier FGDs and interviews were 
discussed in subsequent interviews. 
 
 

c) Stakeholder Interviews 
 
Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with stakeholders in Morocco50 and Belgium 
who come into contact or deal with child and forced marriage, among which health care workers, 
legal professionals, prosecutors, judges, police, social service workers, teachers/academics, NGO 
and government representatives. Experts from multiple professions were included in order to 
provide insights from various angles and frames of reference. 
 
A snowball sampling was used. Recruitment was focused on key-persons and key-organisations 
specialized in violence against women, and forced and child marriage. Interviews were conducted 
with 22 stakeholders in Morocco, and 25 stakeholders in Belgium. 
Stakeholders in Morocco were based in Rabat, Casablanca and the Marrakech region. These areas 
harbour a large concentration of professionals working on the issue, and multiple (national and 
regional) NGO’s and women’s rights networks in Morocco. Additionally, a number of stakeholders 
have experience of working in urban and rural areas throughout the entire country. 
In Belgium, the experts were based in the Walloon, Brussels-Capital and Flemish region. They 
provided insights into the risk factors and difficulties that victims face throughout Belgium, taking 
into account, amongst others, the encompassing federal legal framework and service delivery. 
 
A semi-structured interview schedule, consisting of open-ended questions, was used. Questions 
explored participants’ knowledge, experience and views on child marriage and forced marriage, 
including current laws, policies, guidelines and recommendations to improve tackling the issue. 
Participants were also asked to identify risk factors and obstacles in preventing child and forced 
marriage, and barriers to meeting the needs of girls and young women. Ideas expressed in 
secondary data (academic papers, government and NGO report, various legal documents and media 
reports) and in earlier interviews, were discussed in subsequent interviews. 
 
 
 

                                                
47 Birth cohort of woman and man, Age of woman and man at marriage, Age at menarche, Age at first sexual 
intercourse, Educational status of the woman, her parents and her spouse, Literacy of girl/woman, Place of 
residence, Place of birth, Work experience of woman, Age of woman's parents. 
48 Socio-economic status of woman's family, Socio-economic status of woman's spouse and his family. 
49 Religion, Ethnic background, Type of union, Number of desired children. 
50 Given the particular difficulties in obtaining critically peer-reviewed information and research results on 
policies in Morocco, including their contextual implementation, the stakeholder interviews were particularly 
important to gain insights into the institutional context in Morocco. 
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4.1.3.  Comparative Analysis: Methodological Framework 
 
The theoretical model developed by Hooghiemstra (2001) was used to explain marriage dynamics 
and patterns in the choice of a partner. [216] This systematic framework is a combination of 
various existing theoretical models, each focusing on a single factor, thus acknowledging the 
complementary nature of these different models by combining the factors into a single heuristic 
framework with three levels (see Figure 4.1). In light of the broad aspects that are taken into 
consideration, and the applicability in similar research, this model is a useful tool for analyzing the 
problem of forced marriage and the impact of context in the present PhD research. For example, 
this systematic framework was applied to explain determinants in partner choice, marriage 
modalities, marriage migration and risk factors for forced marriage. [192, 217] Besides structural 
macro-level factors in the wider societal and demographic context, this model also encompasses the 
role of social networks and community (meso-level) in the more immediate environment and 
micro-level facets such as personal characteristics (including beliefs and preferences) and direct 
family to explain decisive factors in partner choice, thus uncovering any form of pressure or duress 
in this complex process. 
In addition, the correlation between the multi-level factors is taken into consideration in the 
analysis: 
 

1. Micro-level factors (individual and interpersonal): Decision-making power & process 
- Personal characteristics: age; educational attainment, beliefs and preferences 
- Orientation of values (focus on achieved vs. ascribed characteristics) 
- Task divisions and role patterns within household and family  
- Individual decision-making power (direct influence of family, peer pressure, 

etc.)  
o Decision on choice of partner 
o Decision on meeting boys and men 
o Decision on age of marriage 
o Decision on sexual activity 
o Decision on family planning 
 
 

2. Meso-level factors: (Immediate) social environment 
- Social networks: composition, impact and extent of network 

o Integration of family (link between family and community) 
o General role and perceptions of (extended) family 

- Cultural and/or religious influences: perceptions and justifications regarding 
marriage (reigning 'systems of partner choice') 

 
 

3. Macro-level factors:  
- National, Regional and/or Community Demographics (including demographic 

structure of migrant groups) relating to age of marriage, age of first childbirth, 
educational and economic indicators: i.e. literacy and drop-out rates, transition 
to job market, etc. 

- Description of existing legislation, policies and/or programs regarding 
forced/child marriage, violence against women, etc. 

o Family Law: minimum age of marriage 
o Civil law, including remedies 
o Criminal law 
o National Policy, Strategy or Campaign 
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Figure 4.1: Hooghiemstra’s heuristic framework 
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Thematic qualitative analysis was conducted, in which patterns or themes within the data were 
reported and analysed using framework grids. [218] Grids consist of raw data extracted from the 
interviews and group discussions. This form of data reduction allows for an easily accessible and 
transparent tool for analysis. Raw data was sorted by theme and placed in the relevant part of the 
theoretical model through which a conceptual framework of themes and sub-themes was 
developed, allowing significant factors to emerge. Thematic concepts expressed by a majority of 
participants were defined as comprising essential domains.  

Several authors (AS and 1 or 2 others – depending on the particular research setting) independently 
scrutinised transcriptions of interviews and FGDs, field notes and documents and identified 
common themes among the data. These authors compared notes, reconciled any divergence and 
independently reviewed the transcripts. Findings were consecutively discussed between all first-
hand data collectors.  
 
 
 
4.2. Research Ethics 
 
 
4.2.1. Ethical Approval 
 
The purpose of the study and the terms regarding recording of the interview and anonymity were 
explained at the beginning of each interview before obtaining the participants’ consent. The study 
received ethical approval from the Ethics Board within the Faculty of Medicine & Health Sciences 
of Ghent University (EC/2010/445); and was exempted from ethical approval by the Comité 
d’Ethique pur la Recherche Biomédicale of the Faculty of Medicine and Pharmacy of Université 
Mohammed V in Rabat, Morocco, on the grounds that it is not concerned with biomedical research 
and does not involve (experimental) interventions on human subjects.  
 
 
4.2.2. Informed Consent and Confidentiality 
 
The objectives of the study and the terms regarding recording of the group discussion or interview 
and anonymity were explained at the beginning of every FGD and interview, prior to obtaining the 
participants’ consent. The principles of voluntary participation and confidentiality were also made 
clear. Participants could withdraw from the FGD or interview at any point. 
 
The FGDs and interviews were held in Arabic or Berber. Audio recordings were transcribed and 
transcripts of Arabic or Berber FGDs and interviews were translated into Dutch. In the course of 
the process of analysis, research results were anonymised to protect participants’ identities 
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5.    RESULTS 
 
5.1.  Outline 
 
The general objective of this study is to contribute to a better understanding of factors leading to 
forced and child marriage in Morocco, and the impact of the migratory context on the issue among 
Moroccan migrants in Belgium. Given the severe consequences on women’s health and wellbeing, 
it is paramount to gain insights into this practice that frequently remains hidden. 
 
Following the specific objectives of the study, the results section is divided into three sections. 
Firstly, we assess the impact of the institutional framework and public perceptions on forced and 
child marriage in Europe and Belgium, and the impact of these policies on migrant population 
groups (paper 1). In addition, we explore the stakeholder interviews in Belgium that provide data 
on risk factors and challenges in addressing the issue of forced and child marriage (report 1). 
Secondly, we will present the results of the stakeholder interviews in Morocco through which, 
together with secondary data, we assessed the institutional context, including cultural and religious 
norms, and their impact on forced and child marriage (paper 2). Thirdly, we let the voices of the 
women be heard that allowed us to gain insights into contextual determinants of forced and child 
marriage in Morocco and among the Moroccan community in Belgium. (paper 3 and paper 4) 
 
 
5.2.  Analysis of the institutional framework on forced and child marriage in Europe and 

Belgium, including the risk factors and challenges in addressing the issue in Belgium 
(Objectives 1 and 4) 

 
Due to growing migration numbers, forced and child marriage is increasingly perceived as a 
problem in Europe as the practice is generally associated with migratory flows and the difficulties 
that immigrant families experience in becoming integrated in industrialised countries. Spurred on 
by policies at European Union level, Member States have been implementing laws and action plans 
to tackle the practice. As a result, minority groups have been specifically targeted by a combination 
of stringent criminal and immigration regulations. It is therefore important to understand the impact 
of this legal framework on the migrants in Europe for whom the policies were designed. As one of 
the largest minority groups in Belgium, the Moroccan community is directly affected. The Multiple 
Streams Framework is applied as a method in order to shed light on the policy process regarding 
forced marriage in Europe and its outcome. 
 
Furthermore, stakeholders provided insights into the risk factors and challenges in addressing child 
and forced marriage. Individual semi-structured interviews were held with professionals from 
various sectors who encounter child and forced marriage. Respondents included policymakers, 
lawyers, judges, prosecutors, police, health-service professionals, social service workers, 
schoolteachers, and those working for specialized NGO’s and migrant women’s associations.  
In addition, a desk-study was performed to analyse the Belgian legal and policy framework on 
forced and child marriage in detail.  
 
Paper 
 
1.  Sabbe, A., Temmerman, M., Brems, E., and E. Leye (2014) “Forced marriage: an analysis of 

legislation and political measures in Europe.” Crime, Law and Social Change, 62(2): 171-189 
 
Report 
 
1.  Leye, E. and A. Sabbe (2015) Forced marriage in Belgium: An analysis of the current 

situation. Ghent, Belgium: ICRH Global. 
 

48



1 23
49



1 23

Your article is protected by copyright and all

rights are held exclusively by Springer Science

+Business Media Dordrecht. This e-offprint

is for personal use only and shall not be self-

archived in electronic repositories. If you wish

to self-archive your article, please use the

accepted manuscript version for posting on

your own website. You may further deposit

the accepted manuscript version in any

repository, provided it is only made publicly

available 12 months after official publication

or later and provided acknowledgement is

given to the original source of publication

and a link is inserted to the published article

on Springer's website. The link must be

accompanied by the following text: "The final

publication is available at link.springer.com”.

50



Forced marriage: an analysis of legislation and political
measures in Europe

Alexia Sabbe & Marleen Temmerman & Eva Brems &

Els Leye

# Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2014

Abstract Forced marriage is of current international concern in Europe. As many
cases involve a transnational component linked to migration, it is increasingly receiving
attention at the government level. The serious consequences for women, including
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seem to receive little consideration. Recent years have seen a rise in initiatives and
measures taken by policy makers throughout Europe. As the focus is placed on
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bear the greatest burden. It is argued that specific criminal laws make it more difficult
for victims to come forward, while offering very little or no protection in return. The
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Introduction

In recent years, forced marriage has become the subject of public and political debate
throughout Europe, particularly due to reports of immigrant girls in Western European
countries taken to their country of origin to be forcibly married [1]. The discussion
suffers lack of clarity as countries have different, overlapping ways of perceiving the
problem [2]. Forced marriage is interwoven with migration and integration on the one
hand, and domestic violence on the other hand [3]. On the whole, in seemingly every
country there is a tendency to connect the issue to the culture, and sometimes also the
religion, of minority population groups [2, 4–7]. This is partly rooted in the media’s
portrayal of forced marriage in light of the concept of family honour and the occurrence
of honour killings [8, 9]. Reddy clarifies that the term ‘honour killing’ usually
envisages a scenario where a woman is killed to either prevent or repair perceived
violations of male or familial ‘honour’ [9]. Forced marriage is thus considered both a
type of ‘honour crime’ in itself, and the precursor to or result of other types of honour-
related violence [9]. In referring to customs and behaviours of migrants, a contrast is
made with the majority population [4]. As a result, the imported foreign cultural
practices are seen as a threat to fundamental European or Western values [4, 7, 8, 10,
11]. This perception and emphasis on the phenomenon as a migrant issue is inherently
influencing and shaping national public debates, legislation and policies. The aim of
this paper is to critically assess prevailing and emerging policies regarding forced
marriage in Europe.

The research available in this context, in addition to government reports, NGO-
reports, policy documents, legislation and literature, is examined as it relates to forced
marriage, its impact on victims and the current policy trends in Europe. Documents
from institutional sources, such as the World Health Organisation, Council of Europe,
the Europe Union and the United Nations, are included in the analysis. The highly
contemporaneous nature of the topic, with laws and policies changing rapidly, has
influenced the decision to only include data from the year 2000 onwards, up until
December 2012. The decision to base this analysis on fairly recent and contemporary
sources is also echoed by authors, for instance stating that the last five years (…) is the
period in which there has been a substantial impetus in relation to forced marriage
[12].

The Multiple Streams framework is applied as a tool for the analysis in order to
explain the policy process regarding forced marriage in Europe. This theoretical
framework offers insights into and facilitates understanding of the policy making
process [13]. Once a greater understanding of the policy situation is achieved, consid-
eration can be given to how the current policy measures are countering the issue of
forced marriage. The framework is especially useful for ambiguous problems where
there are many ways of thinking about or approaching the phenomenon, and for which
solutions are not clear. It must be noted that ‘ambiguity’ differs from ‘uncertainty’. The
distinction is that more evidence may reduce uncertainty, but it does not reduce
ambiguity [14]. Such is effectively the case with forced marriage. As more stakeholders
join the discussion, the diverging opinions between presented solutions and manners in
which to tackle the issue become more apparent.

After outlining the background and scope of the issue of forced marriage, a
descriptive analysis is provided, offering an understanding of the current status of the
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policy measures and discussions. This is followed by an explanatory analysis, whereby
the Multiple Streams framework is applied to go deeper into the reasons for the
prevailing policies.

For practical purposes, only key papers and documents will be used to illustrate the
themes that were identified from the analysis.1

Background

Attempting to define forced marriage brings to light the complexity of the issue. Forced
marriage is commonly defined as a union2 where one or both parties are coerced into a
marriage against their will and under duress. In most countries, this element of duress
can include physical, psychological, financial, sexual and emotional pressure [15–17].

Except for cases where there is actual physical violence that denies a person’s
freedom of consent, it is difficult to determine whether or not the union was entered
into freely. It all depends on the circumstances in which the intent is expressed. Feelings
of anxiety and fear can overrule any resistance to a marriage, leaving a person
vulnerable and unable to escape the union, thus making it difficult to distinguish
between arranged and forced marriages. In arranged marriages the spouses are intro-
duced by parents or relatives but both parties give their full and free consent to the
union, therein lies the difference with forced marriage [12]. However, in practice it can
become difficult to accurately determine at what point emotional pressure becomes
great enough to implicate genuine force in order to distinguish between forced and
arranged marriages [18, 19]. Along this line, the term ‘consent’ is contested by
researchers who argue that it is context bound and embedded within power relations,
rather than an act of pure individual agency [20].

Child marriage, defined as marriage of a child under 18 years of age, is a widespread
practice, especially in developing countries [21]. It is also generally considered a forced
marriage. In the case of child marriage, the lack of maturity makes consent impossible
[22]. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989) defines a
child as anyone under the age of 18 years,3 based on ideas of universalised notions of
maturity [23].

Forced marriage is widely recognised as a human rights abuse, violating a number of
international human rights norms, including the right to freely enter into marriage, and
to bodily and sexual integrity. As early as 1948, the right to free and full consent to
marriage was stipulated by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.4 The recogni-
tion of the right to consent to marriage is also guaranteed by the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR, 1966), the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1966) and the Convention on the Elimination of

1 Upon request, a complete reference list may be obtained from the corresponding author.
2 Forced marriage applies to both formal and informal unions.
3 Art. 1 CRC: “For the purpose of the present Convention, a child means every human being below the age of
eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier.” Another United
Nations instrument is the Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage, and Registration
of Marriages (UN 1962), which reaffirms the consensual nature of marriages, requires the parties to establish a
minimum marriage age by law and to ensure the registration of marriages.
4 Article 16(2): “Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the intending spouse”.
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all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, 1981).5 The United Nations
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women emphasized that the
provision encompasses the right to choose, if, when and whom to marry [24].

Scope of the problem

Although forced marriage is applicable to both sexes, the number of women involved is
considerably larger [22, 25]. Existing data clearly indicates that more women and girls
are confronted with forced marriage than men or boys. From 2008 to 2010, approxi-
mately 85 % of cases reported to the Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) in the UK involved
women and girls, as opposed to 15 % implicating men and boys [26]. Of all the reports
the FMU received in 2012, 18 % were male, indicating that male forced marriage could
be on the rise.6 Yet, other studies from countries such as Germany, Switzerland and the
UK reveal the share of women and girls to be even higher, up to 96 % [2, 25, 27].
Backing up these figures, a recent German research report divulged that of the 3,443
people seeking help for forced marriage in 2008, 94 % were women and girls while
young men represented only about 6 % [28]. A vast amount of cases involve minors.
Taking into account a cross-section of studies in Germany and the UK, on average
30 % of the victims are younger than 18 years [25, 26, 28].

Forced marriage as a form of violence

Not only do women and girls more often experience forced marriage, the impact is
more serious on women and girls than on men, as they are much more likely to be
confronted with domestic violence, sexual abuse and rape [29, 30]. In the German
study 70 % of the victims were beaten or otherwise physically abused to convince them
to marry, and 27 % were threatened with weapons or with death if they refused to go
through with the marriage [28].

Considering the levels of physical and psychological abuse frequently associated
with forced marriage, the issue is perceived as a form of violence against women [30].
Although there is a lack of consensus in defining violence against women [31], the
United Nations supports an open definition and describes it as any act of gender-based
violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm
or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation
of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life.7 The UN Convention further
specifies that violence against women encompasses violence occurring in the family
and within the general community.8 This definition mirrors the experience of a forced
marriage, which can include physical coercion, emotional pressure and sexual violence
such as rape, at the time of entering into the marriage, during the marriage and when
trying to leave the union [30]. In the forced marriage context, violence is mainly
perpetrated by assailants in the family, such as parents, siblings, husbands and in-laws,

5 Article 23 ICCPR, article 10(1) ICESCR and article 16 CEDAW.
6 See Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) website. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/141823/Stats_2012.pdf.
7 Article 1 United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW).
8 Article 2 (a), (b) CEDAW.
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or by members of the wider community [30]. This widespread scale of the abuse makes
it a considerable public concern.

Consequences

The World Health Organization classifies violence against women as a major public
health problem [32]. A growing body of research is consistently linking violence with a
range of serious health problems. The long-term effects have a detrimental impact, not
only on individuals, but on families and communities as well. Forced marriage in
particular brings about a wide range of health consequences. Forced sexual intercourse
can lead to gynaecological problems. Associations have been found between coerced
first sexual intercourse and genital tract symptoms [33]. Studies also report significant
associations between sexual abuse and sexually transmitted infections, bacterial vagi-
nosis, complaints of abnormal vaginal discharge, and psychological and mental disor-
ders [34]. Because their bodies are unprepared for childbirth, young mothers experience
higher rates of maternal mortality and higher risk of obstructed labour, postpartum
hemorrhage and sepsis [21, 35]. Young women and girls forced into marriage are
additionally exposed to a greater risk of HIV infection [21]. Research suggests that in
some settings 15 to 19 year old married girls have higher rates of HIV infection than
their sexually active unmarried peers [36–38]. However counterintuitive this seems,
Clark et al. suggests that married girls in any setting may be more vulnerable to HIV
infection because marriage increases frequency of sexual intercourse, decreases con-
dom use, and virtually eliminates girls’ ability to abstain from sex [38].

Research into victims of forced marriage also reveals the highly significant psycho-
logical impact that forced marriage can have on women [39, 40]. Self-harm and suicide
are also being linked to forced marriage, significantly affecting women from South
Asian origin, the largest immigrant population group in the UK, due to factors such as a
lack of self-determination, excessive control, the weight of expectations of the role of
women, and anxiety about their marriages [40, 42].

Taking the cumulative impact on mortality and morbidity into account, the health
burden of violence against women is often greater than for other public health priorities
that are placed higher on the policy agenda [43]. In the case of forced marriage, this is
especially so, seeing that it is most often considered a minority-issue and treated as such
by health professionals. In a Swedish study, issues relating to protecting the honour of
the family among young immigrant women have been identified as a new problem for
health care [44]. Health professionals and counsellors have no guidelines or rules to
follow, and little experience with this subject matter to fall back on. Yet victims under
constant mental stress, with detrimental effects to their wellbeing which potentially
result in depression [44]. Besides the health burden on individuals, a growing body of
research points to the huge economic costs of violence against women to society,
including the direct costs to health, law enforcement, etc. [43, 45, 46].

Forced marriage policies in Europe: descriptive analysis

In recent years, forced marriages received increased attention from women’s rights
groups and governments throughout Europe. Because of a series of honour killings in
different countries, it has become the subject of political debate [3]. Moreover, cases are
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noted in which young women and girls living outside their home countries or regions
had been sent home under a deceptive pretext with the intent of forcing them into
marriage [47]. These highly mediatized incidents impact on the way forced marriage is
perceived, inherently influencing and shaping national debates and policies. Studies
show that European countries are moving together in some ways, generally backing
away from multicultural policies and shifting in the direction of controlling minorities
rather than protecting those affected [6, 7].

Specific laws and regulations on forced marriages have found their way onto the
political agenda and are increasingly being implemented in European countries. Al-
though forced marriage, as a form of violence against women and sexual abuse, is an
important health concern [21, 36, 48], the adopted solutions are mostly of a legal nature
[11]. Furthermore, it is primarily being approached and addressed as a criminal and
immigration issue. The next section will take a closer look at the mounting criminal-
ization and migration policies regarding the topic of forced marriages in European
context.

Criminal approach to forced marriage

Overview General criminal provisions such as assault, harassment, rape or abduction
can be brought against a forced marriage. However, in the past decade several countries
have adopted specific criminal provisions to prosecute forced marriage. The decision
whether or not to create a separate offence has been the subject of political debates and
elaborate consultation rounds with experts and stakeholders. Norway, 9 Austria, 10

Belgium11 and Denmark12 were among the first to criminalize the act of forcing someone
to marry, respectively in 2003, 2006, 2007 and 2008. The latest country to join this list is
Germany, where in March 2011 parliament passed a law to make forced marriage a
criminal offence.13 The reasoning behind this is that it would send an unequivocal signal
to the implicated population groups that the practice is unacceptable.

Other countries, such as the Netherlands, and formerly the United Kingdom, opted
against separate criminal legislation, arguing that it would have a potential discrimi-
nating and stigmatizing effect on migrant population groups, casting suspicion on
communities already overrepresented in the criminal justice system [11, 16]. In the
UK, government initially opted for civil legislation on forced marriage, not criminal.
The Forced Marriage Act, adopted in 2007, allows courts to issue ‘Forced Marriage
Protection Orders’ which can be used both to prevent a forced marriage from taking
place and to assist victims of a forced marriage. Because the breach14 of an order can

9 In 2003, a paragraph containing a prohibition against forcing a person to enter into marriage was added to
section 222 of the Penal Code. The penalty is imprisonment for up to 6 years, also for third parties involved
[49].
10 It was made a criminal offence on July 1st, 2006 [50].
11 In 2007, article 391 sexies of the Penal Code was adopted [2].
12 Forcing someone to enter marriage can result in a prison sentence of up to four years [51]. See article 260
(2) Danish Penal Code [52].
13 Gesetzentwurf der Bundesregierung, 13.01.2011, BT-Drs. 17/4401; Beshluss- empfehlung und Bericht des
Innenausschusses (4. Ausschuss), 16.03.2011, BT-Drs. 17/5093 [28].
14 At the moment (January 2014), the breach of a Forced Marriage Protection Order is dealt with as a civil
contempt of court, punishable with a fine or a custodial sentence of up to two years’ imprisonment.
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lead to prison sentences up to two years, the UK solution is often acknowledged as a
type of hybrid, comprising a warrant of arrest while avoiding the penal consequences of
a criminal law [53].

In December 2011, the UK government reopened the debate whether or not to create
a specific offence for forced marriage and a consultation round was held, seeking the
views of key partners and directly affected parties [54]. In June 2012, the Home
Secretary finally announced that a new law would be introduced, making forced
marriage a criminal offence [55].15

Europe’s policy clearly supports specific criminal legislation. 16 This was again
confirmed recently, in 2011, when the Council of Europe adopted a Convention on
preventing and combating violence against women, stipulating that states are required
to make it an offense to force someone into marriage.17 It serves as a benchmark,
representing political consensus regarding the use of criminal law to combat forced
marriage [11]. Switzerland has now joined this trend toward criminalization by issuing
draft legislation creating a specific offence for forcing someone into marriage [58].18

France looks to be the next country to follow suit [59]. Meanwhile, the Swedish
government is consulting on the criminalization of forced marriage [60]. This further
underscores the European inclination towards criminalization, which countries justify
by accentuating that forced marriage is a human rights abuse. Political discussions and
policy documents in these countries reflect how the issue is consistently paired with the
culture of migrants and immigration issues [2, 7, 27]. However, as Kool points out, this
holds the risk of the strategic misuse of human rights for political benefit, by targeting
migrants and limiting immigration [11]. Stakeholders in Switzerland and France are
well aware of this risk. In order for the new law to be successful, they are calling for the
issue of forced marriage to be depoliticised and to be treated as a human rights violation
as such, not an excuse for some new strategy to drive foreigners from the country [61,
62]. In the following section, we will take a closer look at the arguments and concerns
that criminalization rouses.

An analysis of arguments concerning criminalization Experts and activists throughout
Europe invoke strong arguments both pro and contra criminalization. Apart from
sending a clear signal that the practice is unacceptable, a specific criminal offence
could empower young people to challenge their parents or families, thus creating a
change in attitudes and beliefs [58, 63, 64]. Additionally, it is argued that a new offence
would provide punishment to the perpetrator, thus acting as a deterrent [17, 53, 63].

Among the opponents of creating a specific criminal law, a major concern is that
victims would be discouraged from seeking help from authorities for fear that family
members would be prosecuted. Specific criminal legislation is being called a ‘false
good-solution’, claiming that it increases the risk of victims remaining silent and puts

15 The legislative change is expected in the course of 2014. Note: In 2011, the Scottish government already
had introduced the ‘Forced Marriage Protection and Jurisdiction Act’ (see: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/
2011/15/contents).
16 Resolution 1468 on Forced Marriages and Child Marriages, encouraging the introduction of a specific
criminal offence to tackle forced marriages [56].
17 Art. 37 Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women [57].
18 In July 2013, the law enters into force.
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them in a situation of conflicting loyalties [65]. Stakeholders point out that victims
would experience higher stress-levels due to the fact that they do not want to see their
parents going to jail [66, 67]. On top of that, it would make it more difficult for victims
to move on and to later be reconciled with their families. Given that feelings of extreme
isolation and marginalization frequently prompt young women to get back in touch
with their families, separation and prison sentences rarely are the desired
outcome [6, 44].

Professionals with direct experience of working with the affected communities and
with victims are concerned that a specific criminal law would not provide adequate
protection for victims. It might even be counterproductive and may drive families to
remove the victim from the country [68], unfortunate collateral damage according to
the France-based organisation Voix de Femmes [65].

From a technical legal stance, there is a danger of fragmenting laws and policy
measures aimed at tackling violence against women in its many guises. A specific
criminal law on forced marriage would be of little added value to the existing body of
law on rape, kidnapping and offences against the person, such as using (the threat of)
force against him/her in order to persuade someone to act [16, 69]. Such a law would
be reduced to a mere symbolic function and run the risk of becoming a paper tiger if it’s
not actively enforced [16, 17]. This has been the case in Denmark so far, where despite
increased reports of forced marriages, there are no court cases [51]. An evaluation of
the Danish specific criminal law on forced marriage concludes that the legislation is
weak, rendering it ineffective. One of the reasons is that it only applies to marriages that
are formally recognized by the Danish government. Seeing that most of the forced
marriages in Denmark take place in Muslim communities in the form of ‘Nikah’,19

which is not recognized by Danish Family Law, these unions fall outside the criminal
provision’s scope of application [52]. Additionally, the Danish law only focuses on
non-consensual marriages induced by physical force, thereby ignoring that the over-
whelming majority of forced marriages are the result of psychological coercion [51,
52]. This mirrors the concern in the Netherlands. In order to adequately tackle the issue
with a specific criminal provision, it is important to clarify what exactly is understood
under ‘forced marriage’ [16]. A clear, comprehensive definition is therefore vital. The
pitfall with forced marriage is that the definitional concern never ceases because the
grey area within the concept of forced marriage,20 and its differentiation with arranged
marriage, will always exist. Therefore, a clear, comprehensive and demarcated legal
definition is impossible to provide, rendering a specific criminal law futile [70].

Brion takes the discussion to an economic level in considering the use of forced
marriage as a cultural offence [71]. In her view, the State’s resources are finite and, as
such, enforcing the law is not worthwhile when punishment generates adverse conse-
quences or when it is not the form of public action providing the best possible balance
between benefits and resources allocated [71]. Applying this economical analysis to
forced marriage, there should be no prohibition if enforcement - arrest, judgment,
conviction and detention - is inefficient [71]. Brion underlines this argument by
pointing to the absolutely inelastic demand for fake or forced marriages. Seeing that

19 ‘Nikah’ refers to an Islamic marriage ceremony [52].
20 The question to what extent the marriage candidate feels pressured out of a sense of duty or loyalty to the
parents.
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family reunification is one of the very few remaining possibilities to immigrate to
Europe, and is less ‘uncertain and dangerous’ than other illegal forms of entry into a
country, increasing criminal legislation would increase the price of forced marriage and
drive it into an organized sector working underground. In addition, the social costs for
the targeted minority population groups are disproportionate to those generated by the
practice and they contribute to the ethnicization of social relationships [71].

Another argument calling into question its effectiveness or usefulness, is that a
criminal offence has a higher burden of proof than a civil case. 21 Difficulties in
obtaining sufficient evidence to satisfy this required burden of proof are likely [11,
72]. The cost of expert evidence alone in these cases, most likely entailing a prolonged
process of cross-examination in a public arena, could be a heavy burden on public
expenditure without guarantees for a successful outcome. Overall, the effectiveness of
specific criminal provisions to tackle forced marriage are called into question. A recent
study carried out by Roehampton University in the United Kingdom concludes that the
majority of respondents consider that criminalization makes it more difficult for victims
to come forward and that, on the whole, there doesn’t appear to be an appetite for
specific legislation [68].22

Immigration measures aimed at deterring forced marriage

The largest body of legal and policy initiatives with regard to forced marriage can be
seen in the area of immigration law. The influence of the European Union in this area is
telling. Directive 2003/86/EC, aiming at harmonizing the immigration policies through-
out Europe has given shape to today’s landscape. The Directive expressly offers the
possibility to adopt rules that limit the right to family reunification and states that in
order to ensure better integration and to prevent forced marriages Member States may
require the sponsor and his/her spouse to be of a minimum age, and at maximum
21 years old before the spouse is able to join him/her.23 Although Ireland, Denmark and
the United Kingdom did not participate in the Directive and are not bound to its
application, Denmark had already raised the minimum age to 24 years in 2002.
Following the lead of Denmark and spurred on by the Directive, several governments
throughout Europe have proposed solutions focusing on stricter immigration controls in
the area of family reunification. Countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands and the
United Kingdom subsequently raised the minimum age both for a sponsor and a spouse
entering the country to 21 years.

Both the effectiveness and the legality of this measure are being contested. Early on,
the Danish Institute for Human Rights condemned the new law with the argument that
it violates the right to family life as guaranteed by article 8 of the European Convention
on Human Rights (ECHR). Furthermore, since the measure is primarily targeted at
foreigners residing in Denmark and Danish citizens with other ethnic backgrounds, it is
discriminatory [48]. In the United Kingdom there is protest that this dual marriage age
system, whereby certain couples lose the right to family reunification solely based on

21 “Beyond reasonable doubt” in a criminal case, versus “balance of probabilities” in a civil case.
22 The 74 respondents represented the following categories: local councils, organisations concerned with
domestic violence/violence against women, educational organisations, faith groups, police and legal experts,
public sector and voluntary sector (community) organizations.
23 This right is recognised by article 4, paragraph 5, of Directive 2003/86/EC.
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their nationality or ethnicity, has a disproportionate effect on certain minority commu-
nities [12]. The Norwegian government originally proposed the introduction of an age
limit of 21 years in their new immigration act, yet the measure was withdrawn from the
final law proposal24 due to the fact that both the legitimacy and effectiveness were
contested [73]. It was argued that such a regulation would mainly contribute to
stigmatization of immigrant groups [10]. However, Norway did introduce a subsistence
requirement for people who wish to bring a spouse to Norway, as income is associated
with maturity and independence. This action indirectly regulates marriage age for
cross-national couples and is equally defended as an immigration measure to protect
potential victims from a forced marriage [73]. Likewise, this restrictive requirement has
been strongly criticized as a result [74].

In current discourse, by guaranteeing the right to private and family life, article 8
ECHR is regularly invoked to question the age-limit on family reunification. All in all,
Ruffer emphasizes that family reunification as a right to family life under the ECHR is
a liberal civil right that grants the individual a substantive social protection to be free
from state interference in his family life. The only way a state can interfere is for
purposes of public order or security, defined as relating to criminality or health and not
to culture [75]. In light of this right, the 21 year age rule is currently under fire on
several fronts. On 12 October 2011, the UK Supreme Court decided that the govern-
ment’s ban on non-EU spouses under the age of 21 from entering the country is an
infringement of the couples’ rights to family life under article 8 of the European
Convention on Human Rights.25 Among the reasons for the ruling is the lack of proof
that the measure would have any substantial deterrent effect on forced marriages.
Additionally, the measure does nothing to counter forced marriages taking place wholly
within the country. This is seen as further proof that the issue of forced marriage has
become increasingly entwined with issues of immigration and border policing [76].
One of the Supreme Court justices, Lord Wilson, points out that the age limit fails to
strike a fair balance between the rights of the parties to unforced marriages and the
interests of the community in preventing forced marriages (ruling p. 25). In that respect,
the measure fails to demonstrate that it is a proportionate response to a pressing social
need, thus failing to live up to the requirement that it was necessary in a democratic
society (ruling p. 30).

The UK Supreme Court, however, does not stand alone on this issue. The European
Commission is also calling into question the family reunification rules as translated to
national law by Member States. In an analysis of national legislation implementing the
Directive 2003/86/EC in 2008, the European Commission concluded that some Mem-
ber States’ requirements for the exercise of the right to family reunification are too
broad or excessive, in particular the minimum age of the sponsor [77]. In light of
identified national implementation problems and shortcomings of the Directive, the
Commission deemed it necessary to initiate a public debate on family reunification in
November 2011. Policymakers and stakeholders were invited to respond to a series of
questions, one of which pertains to the minimum age: “Is it legitimate to have a

24 The Norwegian immigration act came into force in January 2010 [73].
25 See R (on the application of Quila and another) (FC) (Respondents) v Secretary of State for the Home
Department (Appellant); R (on the application of Bibi and another) (FC) (Respondents) v Secretary of State
for the Home Department (Appellant) [2011] UKSC 45, 12 October 2011.
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minimum age for the spouse which differs from the age of majority in a Member State?
Are there other ways of preventing forced marriages within the context of family
reunification and if yes, which?” [78].

The MIPEX project (Migrant Integration Policy Index) argues that a minimum age
for family reunification that is higher than the minimum age for marriage is ineffective
for integration into society [79].26 Furthermore, research among victims and survivors
of forced marriage in the UK calls attention to the unlikelihood that the age limit would
effectively prevent forced marriages. On the contrary, it could be detrimental, leading to
the forced relocation of victims to get married in their countries of origin [80]. Experts
are still very much divided on the issue, the dissent even raging among first-line
professionals in the field. The specialist Asian charity Karma Nirvana27 has openly
supported the measure, whereas the organisation Southall Black Sisters 28 is of the
opinion that it does not in reality protect victims from forced marriage, but simply
increases pressure on them to remain within an abusive situation, and discriminates
against migrant communities [81].

Private life and family life are concepts that cover the physical and moral or
psychological integrity of the person, including his or her sexual life. The European
Court for Human Rights interprets article 8 ECHR as providing the right to autonomy,
identity and integrity, together with imposing positive obligations on the state, even for
actions of private individuals [82]. Taking into consideration the potential far-reaching
ramifications of an infringement on the right to respect for private and family life, it is
acknowledged that article 8 ECHR equally protects individuals from conduct that
violates their emotional well-being to such an extent that their personal development
is hindered [42]. Any infringement of article 8 ECHR therefore impacts upon the well-
being and welfare of an individual, and comes into consideration as a health issue. The
measure is said to have a drastic effect on a substantial majority of young couples who
have entered bona fide marriages (point 54 of UK Supreme Court ruling). Likewise,
there are concerns that the age-limit increases the risk of young people being detained
abroad for sustained periods between a marriage and their return to Europe. The right to
integrity requires states to avoid causing or allowing seriously adverse effects on a
person’s physical and psychological condition [82].

Ultimately, using immigration control as an instrument to prevent forced marriages
appears to bring up more concerns, than it offers solutions. The measure can, in some
cases, lead to detrimental effects on the health and well-being of young couples in
transnational marriages. Unambiguous proof that the 21 year age rule effectively deters
forced marriage is lacking. Moreover, the restrictive immigration legislation is creating
a strong pressure towards cultural assimilation, which, in turn, contributes to exacerbate

26 MIPEX (Migrant Integration Policy Index) measures integration policies in all European Union Member
States plus Norway, Switzerland, Canada and the USA. Using 148 policy indicators MIPEX creates a rich,
multi-dimensional picture of migrants’ opportunities to participate in society by assessing governments’
commitment to integration [79].
27 Karma Nirvana is a registered Charity based in London, United Kingdom, that supports victims and
survivors of forced marriage and honour based abuse. See: http://www.karmanirvana.org.uk.
28 Southall Black Sisters is a not-for-profit organisation set up in 1979 in West London, United Kingdom, to
meet the needs of black (Asian and African-Caribbean) and minority ethnic women. They run an advice,
advocacy and resource centre, which provides a comprehensive service to help women and children escape
violence and abuse (including forced marriage and honour crimes) and deal with a range of interrelated
problems. See: http://www.southallblacksisters.org.uk.
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conflicts between minority and majority groups about cultural values linked to family
forms and gender roles [6, 10]. Rude-Antoine accurately points out that even if the
practice of forced marriage continues within migrant population groups, it is important
to recognise that, equally so, there are unions entered into with mutual consent in those
groups [41]. Otherwise the measures taken to tackle forced marriage run the risk of
being perceived by the minority population groups as a deliberate ‘will’ of the
European states to stigmatize them [41].

Explanatory analysis: the underlying policy process

After outlining and discussing the prevailing policy measures concerning forced
marriage in the previous section, the Multiple Streams framework is applied to explain
the underlying policy process and its outcome. This theoretical framework recognizes
three parallel streams in the policy making process, which are ‘problem recognition’,
‘policy’ and politics’ [13]. The distinction between the streams is noteworthy because it
offers an understanding of how the dynamic characteristics of each independent stream
contribute to the agenda-setting process [83].

First of all, the values attached to a problem and its framing are important steps in
the policy making process. It is a highly dynamic and interactive process involving
stakeholders on multiple levels. In public debates, the media and literature, the issue of
forced marriage is linked to minorities and the problems surrounding migration.
Because forced marriages, and the ensuing violence, predominantly occur among
ethnic minorities and migrant communities, it is regarded as a ‘cultural practice’ [4,
5]. It is considered to be a custom of a cultural minority that is at odds with the values
of the dominant culture [2]. Nonetheless, forced marriages, as a practice, are not
claimed as a ‘right’ by cultural and ethnic minorities, in the sense that it is not an
alleged part of their cultural or religious heritage [18]. Coercion into marriage is also
repeatedly associated with ‘sham marriages’ or ‘marriages of convenience’, which are
contracted in order for one of the spouses to obtain a residency permit [2]. Any policy
against these ‘shammarriages’ is inevitably a policy against illegal migration as well. In
the debates on forced marriage, the position of migrants is routinely problematized.
Ultimately, the way in which the problem is portrayed has a direct impact on forced
marriage policy.

The second stream, that of ‘policy’ or ‘solution’, refers to the set of policy alterna-
tives that researchers and others put forward to address problems. This stream contains
ideas and technical proposals on how problems may be solved. Technical feasibility
and value acceptance increase the chance of survival. Ideas that do not align with
prevailing ideological currents may not succeed [14]. Such is the case that criminali-
zation and immigration control, which have primarily been put forward as solutions,
rather reflect and underscore the perception that minorities need to be controlled. On an
abstract level, introducing laws is considered a politically tempting move, by ‘declaring
the issue dealt with’ [68]. However, this does not automatically solve the problem. The
implementation of the specific criminal laws appears to be problematic seeing that, for
the most part, they are rarely used on the European scene. In addition, the very victims,
those the laws are attempting to protect, do not endorse the criminal route [84]. ‘Value
acceptance’ is therefore not universally present. Together with the implementation gap,
this, in itself, is a major obstacle for the effectiveness of the law.
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Finally, the ‘politics’ stream is influenced by the public mood and the influence of
social pressure. It is important in determining which solutions may receive attention.
The public opinion regarding forced marriage is heavily influenced by the portrayal of
the issue in the public arena. In some public debates, forced marriage is included as one
of the perceived problems of a multicultural society [2]. European or ‘western liberties’,
such as expressions of individual sexuality and rights to private life and family life, are
portrayed as being allegedly threatened by Islamic religion and culture [4, 7, 8, 10, 11].
Moreover, highly mediatised stories about forced marriage are depicted as evidence of
Islamic intolerance and non-liberalism [7]. A certain fusion of Islamism and extremism,
underpinning and legitimating discriminatory regulations, is observed throughout Eu-
rope, This results in forced marriage being strategically identified with Islam. Yet, while
many European Muslims are affected by forced marriage, the problem is ‘not exclusive
to Muslim communities, nor universal within them.’ [7].

Policy choices are made when the three streams are joined together at critical times.
Opportunities may occur spontaneously due to a specific event. In the case of forced
marriage, two main developments may account for the current prevailing policies. Firstly,
the increased scrutinization of minorities after the 9/11 attacks, and to a certain degree
those in London, had a significant impact on ensuing policy. Following the terrorist
attacks, most western European states became concerned that the migrants brought with
them the potential for terrorism and a threat for security [4, 6]. The dream of the
multicultural society was called into question. Instead there arose an acute pressure for
assimilation, resulting in governments cracking down on practices that are considered a
threat toWestern values. Secondly, the ongoing influx of migrants is impacting on policy.
Member states were driven to adopt restrictive labour migration policies following the
economic downturn and deterioration in labour market conditions. With the path of
‘economic migration’ being closed, family reunification became one of the main ways
to legally enter EU member states, which reached unseen levels [85]. These two devel-
opments combined, could explain why – despite objections – policy makers ultimately
chose the route of criminalization and tighter immigration controls to tackle the problem
of forced marriage. Bringing security concerns into debates on immigration provided a
justifiable platform for racially motivated policy decisions [6].

Overall, the ‘problem recognition’ stream appears to have the greatest impact on the
resulting policy measures. How the issue of forced marriage is perceived, should not be
underestimated. The underlying conceptual structure, i.e. a ‘harmful cultural practice’
of minorities that is imported through migrants, for the most part determines the
ensuing policy choices. Approaching forced marriage as a cultural problem fails to
look deeper into the very nature and reason for its occurrence. Consequently, any policy
choices based on this partial view of the issue inevitably do not lead to effective
solutions. For example, linking immigration policy with the issue of forced marriage
redirected remedial measures away from victims and legitimated the use of state power
to punish and restrict [6]. Women’s agency within minorities is effectively ignored. Yet
supporting women from within their communities, which is essential for them to
exercise their own will, is overlooked in favour of governments’ top-down focus on
regulation [18, 86, 87]. The prevailing policy discourse fails to engage with this
dynamic and is at odds with the needs of those it seeks to assist [86].

The question whether or not to introduce a new law which explicitly categorises
forced marriage as a crime and whether tighter immigration controls as a means to
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combat forced marriages are effective, may be beside the point, at least in the viewpoint
of (potential) victims. Law and public policy are treating marriage as a matter
pertaining to the public interest, and not purely as a private matter. Its impact on
society and the lives of those involved (spouses) legitimizes this interest, yet little or no
regard is given to the health effects of victims of forced marriage and those at risk. The
very nature of the ‘problem recognition’ stream or the way in which the issue if
‘framed’, could essentially be responsible for this development. The conceptualization
and portrayal of forced marriage as a cultural issue acts as a barrier to appropriate
intervention [20]. Victims and potential victims of forced marriage feel increasingly
isolated as they feel they are not able to access mainstream service providers for fear
that they might tell their families or that the providers themselves are part of their local
community [40, 60, 88]. Cultural barriers also seem to prevent women from accessing
support because service providers are usually white and lacked understanding of Asian
culture [40]. The women also believe that these providers of mainstream services
would offer simplistic, yet unrealistic solutions like ‘leaving the family’ without fully
understanding the complexity of the situation [40, 66]. Health inequalities faced by
minority ethnic communities are increasingly recognized [89]. Thus it is generally felt
that resources should be diverted to services providing preventative and curative
measures. Education and awareness-raising are proving successful in preventing the
practice, and it is argued that any introduction of criminal legislation should therefore
be accompanied by better programmes for professionals including teachers, medical
staff, the police, justice, health and social service providers [3, 17]. Victims more often
feel heard and supported by service providers with the same background [40, 90]. At
the same time, calls are made for training in cultural diversity in the educational
programmes for mainstream healthcare staff as an indispensable measure in preventing
repercussions caused by problems related to honour-related family violence, such as
forced marriage [44].

Consideration should be given to reframing the policy discourse on well-being and
respecting women’s agency. Tackling or framing the issue from the point of view of a
public health concern will aid in redirecting policies, and therefore also resources,
towards a victim-centred approach. Thereby it is important to engage with women and
(potential) victims as agents of change. Effectively, using health services, including
mental health services, as an entry point, is a way to ensure that women can access
medical, legal and psychological support without arousing suspicions that could lead to
more abuse. An additional advantage is that (potential) victims remain the ‘driver’ of
the proceedings. It effectively offers a supportive framework that allows them to have
control over their lives. This is in stark contrast to police-led interventions in which the
police and public prosecutor have the right to charge a person who forced someone into
marriage even when the victim has not asked for or consented to prosecution. A
coordinated response for (potential) victims of violence against women, including
forced marriages, within health facilities supports well-being, health and safety while
simultaneously honouring women’s agency. In order to be effective, trained frontline
health care workers should be situated in local health centres, allowing for easy access
in communities within which forced marriage takes place. By providing care and
advice in an anonymous and confidential way, women’s autonomy is safeguarded.
Furthermore, links between health services and specialist care, such as shelters and
organizations, will strengthen the protection for those most in need. Seeing that such a
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response is embedded within existing structures makes this an appealing approach as it
can be accomplished in a resource-friendly way. Additionally, by using trained health
staff in local facilities allows for the problem to be approached from within the
community (bottom-up), effectively counterbalancing the current heavy emphasis on
top-down regulations. Policy makers are hereby challenged to embed protection in a
broader policy that does not solely focus on repression.

Conclusion

Conceptualization of forced marriage as a cultural problem, imported by immigrants,
has given rise to policy initiatives concentrating on repression and tightening immigra-
tion controls [2, 4–7]. Policy development appears to be marked by a generalization
from individual cases of forced marriage to the marriage practices of whole minority
groups [10]. As attention is placed on criminalization and stringent immigration
policies, ethnic minority population groups bear the greatest burden. Not only do they
suffer reduced accessibility to health providers, the potentially adverse effects of the
current policy framework affects their health and well-being at large [20, 44, 65, 67]. It
is argued that specific criminal laws make it more difficult for victims to come forward,
while offering very little or no protection in return. The widespread 21 year age rule in
immigration law has been denounced by scholars, institutes and magistrates alike for
infringing on the fundamental human right to family life guaranteed by article 8 ECHR.
The discourse on forced marriage appears to have reached a crossroads. European
governments are faced with the challenge to create policies that protect and support
victims, while simultaneously cracking down on perpetrators and safeguarding their
borders from abuses in obtaining visas.

Although forced marriage gravely affects a human being’s most basic rights, the
response has often been lacking and failing to adequately support victims. The serious
consequences for women, including sexual violence, and the physical and psycholog-
ical health risks associated with it, receive little attention. Few interventions seem to be
taken directly to promote the health and well-being of those affected [61, 91] Legisla-
tive measures are, evidently, important, but the pressing need for health and support
interventions are not addressed [20]. It is therefore essential to work more closely with
those at risk, involving service provisions to directly support them, instead of a one-side
top-down policy framework through which minority communities feel targeted and
stigmatized [6, 18, 86, 87]. A coordinated response for (potential) victims of forced
marriages within health facilities supports wellbeing, health and safety while simulta-
neously honouring women’s agency. Trained frontline health care workers, situated in
local community health centres, offer the advantage of being easily accessible and
providing anonymous care. Policy makers throughout Europe face the challenge of
reframing the discourse on forced marriage to one of focusing on wellbeing and
respecting women’s agency, effectively embedding protection in a broader policy.
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Marriage shall be 
entered into only with 

the free and full consent 
of the intending spouses

Art 16 (2) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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The right to marry without being compelled or forced is a democratic imperative 

and an unquestionable aspect of fundamental rights. For several years Belgium has 

demonstrated its policy against forced marriages by means of a national action plan 

against violence based on gender, uniting the Federal State, the Communities and 

Regions and coordinated by the Institute for equality of women and men.

Belgium has chosen to apprehend the problem by paying special attention to 

prevention, notably through awareness campaigns, school-based education programs 

and training for professionals in multiple sectors: police, justice, health, education and 

social work.

In March 2015, the Institute for the equality of women and men had the pleasure to 

organize, in collaboration with the International Centre for Reproductive Health (ICRH) 

and Plan Belgium, a symposium entitled “Child marriage and forced marriage in Belgium 

and in Belgium’s partner countries.”

A study by the International Centre for Reproductive Health, presented at the 

symposium, highlighted that professionals feel inadequately trained, lack intercultural 

skills, information and practical tools to identify and recognize forced marriages, and 

have insufficient knowledge about action guidelines, current legislation and the rights 

of the victims.

Forced marriage is indeed a very complex issue. Professionals experience real 

difficulties in, firstly, assessing whether they are actually dealing with a forced 

marriage and, secondly, in supporting victims of forced marriage when a case has been 

identified. 

In June 2015, the Institute for the equality of women and men sought to respond 

to these gaps by publishing a guide for professionals aiming to provide practical 

solutions to professionals, by improving knowledge of the phenomenon, providing 

tools to improve detection of forced marriages and by offering advice to support and / 

or refer victims adequately.

However, cases continue to be reported regularly by specialized associations and 

therefore require the authorities to continue their efforts to prevent such practices. 

P R E FA C E
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It is essential to maintain and reinforce the measures of prevention, awareness and 

information but also to support measures for victims to ensure effective monitoring of 

forced marriage situations.

Therefore, a new national action plan against violence based on gender 2015-2019 

has been recently developed. It is the fruit of a long consultation process between the 

various concerned ministers and is based on the recommendations of civil society. 

It aims to pursue a coherent and coordinated policy whereby the federal state, the 

communities and regions work closely together to implement 235 new measures 

against violence based on gender, including forced marriages.

Furthermore, the imminent ratification of the Convention of the Council of Europe on 

preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence by Belgium 

should also encourage us to intensify efforts in the fight against forced marriages.

In this context, the Institute for the equality of women and men would like to commend 

the quality of the work done under the MATRIFOR project and welcomes the analysis 

of the current situation, compiled by Professor Els Leye and Alexia Sabbe of the 

International Centre for Reproductive Health, on forced marriage in Belgium.

This remarkable analysis helps to better visualize the current policy of our country and 

is, without a doubt, an invitation to make every effort to prevent forced marriages and 

assist those who are, unfortunately, victims.

 

Liesbet Stevens,

Deputy Director of the Institute for Equality of Women and Men

Michel Pasteel,

Director of the Institute for the Equality of Women and Men

 

November 2015
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This report documents the results of a study on forced marriage in Belgium, in the 

framework of the multi-country MATRIFOR project, led by the Universitat Autónoma de 

Barcelona. 

The MATRIFOR project is aimed at studying forced marriage as a new form of trafficking 

in human beings in Europe. The project ran from November 2012 to November 2015 

(36 months). The study was carried out in Belgium (by the International Centre for 

Reproductive Health at Ghent University), Italy (by le Onde Onlus, Palermo) and Spain 

(by Universitat Autónoma de Barcelona). It was financed by the European Commission’s 

‘Prevention of and Fight against Crime’ programme (DG Home Affairs).
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The methodology of the project consisted of qualitative research and combined in-

depth interviews (fieldwork) with a legal analysis (desk study). The main objectives of 

the fieldwork were to study the characteristics of forced marriage and to study the 

main obstacles and difficulties in seeking legal redress in cases thereof. 

Professionals from various sectors who are dealing with forced marriages were 

interviewed (for example, policymakers, lawyers, judges, prosecutors, police, health-

service workers, social-service workers, schoolteachers, and those working for NGOs 

specialising in the issues of forced marriage and violence against women, and migrant 

women’s associations). 

The interviews were semi-structured. Recruitment of respondents was based on a list 

of possible interviewees from a former project on forced marriage, and by using the 

snowballing technique. Respondents were sought by contacting NGOs and agencies 

working in the field. 

In total, 25 stakeholders were contacted between 22 August 2013 and 15 March 2014. 

All interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed. All respondents signed a letter 

of consent and agreed that the interviews were recorded. The Ethics Committee at 

Ghent University also provided clearance for this study. 
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3 . 1  B E L G I A N  L E G A L  F R A M E W O R K  O N  F O R C E D  M A R R I A G E S

3.1.1 Civil law

In order to marry in Belgium, a procedure must be followed, which consists of two 

steps:1 the notification of the marriage to the registrar, and the actual conclusion of 

the marriage.2 

A marriage needs to comply with a number of basic principles of contract law, and a 

number of fundamental conditions, and should not be contrary to the principles of 

public order.3 A forced marriage can never be established in a valid manner, seeing as 

the fundamental requirement of free and full consent of the marriage candidates has 

not been established.4 

Article 146ter of the Civil Code: ‘There is no marriage when it is entered into 
without the free consent of both spouses or if the consent of at least one of the 
spouses was given under violence or threat.’5

Furthermore, to marry in Belgium, a person must have reached the age of 18 years.6 

However, exemptions are possible. In a special procedure in the youth court, with 

the explicit consent of the parents, the minimum-age requirement may be reduced 

if there are ‘serious reasons’ for doing so. If parents refuse to give their consent or 

fail to appear, or if they are not capable of expressing their opinion, the court may 

nonetheless authorise the marriage if it considers the refusal to be unreasonable.7 

Marriages of convenience, contracted for the sole purpose of obtaining a visa or 

residence permit for one of the parties, are closely linked to forced marriages in the 

Belgian public and political arena.8 The legal framework contains a number of measures 

to address these marriages of convenience.

The first regulation was introduced in 1999. The Marriage of Convenience Act of 4 May 

19999 makes it mandatory for civil authorities to notify the public prosecution service if 

there is doubt about the content or purpose of the marriage.10 Belgian law contains the 

principle that a marriage contracted by a person who lacks marital capacity is void.11 

1 Art. 63 in 64 of the Civil Code; Art. 165-167 of the Civil Code.

2 Federaal Centrum voor de analyse van de migratiestromen, de bescherming van 
de grondrechten van de vreemdelingen en de strijd tegen mensenhandel. Migratie. 
Jaarverslag. [Federal Centre for the analysis of migration flows, the protection of 
fundamental rights of foreigners and the fight against human trafficking. Migration. 
Annual Report.], 2013. 

3 Art. 1108 of the Civil Law; Art. 144-164 of the Civil Law.

4 De Brabander, A. De strafrechtelijke en criminologische dimensie van het gedwongen huwelijk. 
Masterproef van de opleiding ‘Master in de rechten’ [The criminal and criminological dimension 
of forced marriage. Master thesis of Ms in Law]. UGent, 2012.

5 The law of 2 June 2013 replaced the word ‘and’ to ‘or’ in Art. 146ter of the Civil Code.

6 Art. 144 of the Belgian Civil Code.

7 Rude-Antoine, E. Forced marriages in Council of Europe member states: A comparative study of 
legislation and political initiatives, comparison of law and political actions. Strasbourg, Council 
of Europe, Directorate General of Human Rights, 2005.

8 Ratia, E. and Walter, A. International exploration on forced marriages: A study on legal 
initiatives, policies and public discussions in Belgium, France, Greece, UK and Switzerland. 2009.

9 Act of 4 May 1999 amending certain provisions on marriage. 

10 At the same time, the new law introduced a legal ground for the annulment 
of marriages of convenience, Art. 146bis of the Belgian Civil Code.

11 Art. 502 of the Belgian Civil Code.
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Marriage of convenience is defined in Article 146bis of the Civil Code, as follows:

‘There is no marriage when, despite the formal consents to the marriage, the 
totality of circumstances demonstrates that at least one of the spouses does not 
have the intention to establish a sustainable union, but is aimed at obtaining 
a residence permit.’ 

The law foresees aggravating circumstances for those who receive a sum of money 

for concluding such a marriage of convenience, or who use threats or violence to 

force someone into such a marriage. Attempting to force someone into a marriage of 

convenience is also tackled by law. 

Larger cities, such as Antwerp, Ghent and Kortrijk, established specialised 

administrative units (cel schijnhuwelijk) to tackle supposed marriages of convenience 

and forced marriages. This is further evidence of the strong link in Belgian policy 

between marriages of convenience and forced marriages.

The law of 2 June 2013, on marriages of convenience, introduced the concepts of 

‘forced legal cohabitation’ and ‘cohabitation of convenience’ in Article 1476ter and 

Article 1476bis of the Civil Code, respectively:12 

‘There is no legal cohabitation when this cohabitation was entered without free 
consent of both legal cohabitants or when consent of at least one of the legal 
cohabitants was given under violence or threats.’

‘There is no legal cohabitation when, despite the expressed will of both parties 
to cohabitate legally, it’s apparent from a set of circumstances that the intention 
of at least one of the parties is aimed at obtaining a residence permit.’ 

In order to determine if the intended cohabitation complies with these definitions, an 

inquiry procedure for the civil servant of the registry office was also introduced in the 

Civil Code.13 

The law of 2 June 2013 also regulates the exchange of information with a database 

on marriages of convenience and cohabitations of convenience, effectively enabling 

the exchange of relevant data between authorities. This database was created in April 

2014. 

12 Act of 2 June 2013 amending the Civil Code, the Law of 31 December 1851 on consulates 
and consular right(s) of power, the Penal Code, the Judicial Code and the Law of 
15 December 1980 on access to the territory, residence, settlement and removal of 
foreigners, regarding the fight against marriages of convenience and cohabitations of 
convenience (BS 23/09/2013); Circular 6 September 2013 on Law of 2 June 2013; Circular 
17 September 2013 regarding the exchange of information between civil servants 
of the Civil Registry and the Department of Foreigners’ Affairs regarding notification 
of marriage or a declaration of legal cohabitation of a foreigner in illegal or precarious 
residence. 

13 Federaal Centrum voor de analyse van de migratiestromen, de bescherming van 
de grondrechten van de vreemdelingen en de strijd tegen mensenhandel. Migratie. 
Jaarverslag. [Federal Centre for the analysis of migration flows, the protection of 
fundamental rights of foreigners and the fight against human trafficking. Migration. 
Annual Report.], 2013. 
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3.1.2 Criminal law14

Forcing someone to marry has been a criminal offence since 25 April 2007. The Belgian 

specific criminal law on forced marriages entered into force on 5 May 2007. It was 

added as Article 391 sexies to the Criminal Code. The article reads as follows: 

‘He who forces someone by violence or threats to enter into a marriage shall 
be punished with imprisonment from one month to two years, or with a fine of 
one hundred to five hundred euro. The attempt is punished with imprisonment 
from fifteen days to one year or a fine of fifty to two hundred fifty euro.’

Article 391 sexies does not provide a definition of forced marriage. The preparatory 

works of parliament indicate that a marriage is a forced marriage when one or both 

partners are forced to consent to the marriage by family or third persons.15 According 

to the Belgian law of 25 April 2007, a forced marriage can be annulled if it was not 

entered into freely by either one of the spouses, or if it was contracted under the 

influence of violence or threat.16 One of the two spouses or the public prosecution 

service can initiate proceedings.17 

The law of 2 June 2013, as aforementioned, also amended the penal code by 

augmenting the penalties for forced marriage and marriage/cohabitation of 

convenience. In addition, it altered the role of the criminal judge. From that date 

onwards, the judge has had the capacity to annul a marriage or cohabitation of 

convenience.18 Table 2 provides an overview of the changes in penalties. 

14 This piece is adapted from: Ratia, E. and Walter, A. International exploration on forced 
marriages: A study on legal initiatives, policies and public discussions in Belgium, France, Greece, 
UK and Switzerland. 2009.

15 De Brabander, A. De strafrechtelijke en criminologische dimensie van het gedwongen huwelijk. 
Masterproef van de opleiding ‘Master in de rechten’ [The criminal and criminological dimension 
of forced marriage. Master thesis of Ms in Law]. UGent, 2012. 

16 Art. 146ter of the Belgian Civil Code.

17 Rude-Antoine, E. Forced marriages in Council of Europe member states: A comparative study of 
legislation and political initiatives, comparison of law and political actions. Strasbourg, Council 
of Europe, Directorate General of Human Rights, 2005. 

18 Federaal Centrum voor de analyse van de migratiestromen, de bescherming van 
de grondrechten van de vreemdelingen en de strijd tegen mensenhandel. Migratie. 
Jaarverslag. [Federal Centre for the analysis of migration flows, the protection of 
fundamental rights of foreigners and the fight against human trafficking. Migration. 
Annual Report.], 2013. 

83



Fo
rce

d m
ar

ria
ge

 in
 be

lg
iu

m
: a

n 
an

aly
sis

 of
 th

e c
ur

re
nt

 si
tu

at
io

n

Old law New law Old law New law

Forced marriage Forced legal cohabitation

1 month-2 years OR  

100€-500€

15 days-1 year OR

50€-250€

3 months-5 years AND

250€-5000€

2 months-3 years AND

125€-2500€

-

-

3 months-5 years AND

250€-5000€

2 months-3 years AND

125€-2500€

Marriage of convenience Cohabitations of convenience

8 days-3 months OR  

26€-100€

26€-50€

1 month-3 years AND 

50€-500€

15 days-1 year AND  

26€-250€

-

-

1 month-3 years AND 

50€-500€

15 days-1 year AND  

26€-250€

Marriage of convenience with payment  
of a sum of money

Cohabitations of convenience with payment  
of a sum of money

15 days-1 year OR  

50€-250€

8 days-6 months OR  

26€-125€

2 months-4 years AND 

100€-2500€

1 month-2 years AND 

50€-1250€

-

-

2 months-4 years AND 

100€-2500€

1 month-2 years AND 

50€-1250€

Forced marriage of convenience Forced cohabitation of convenience

1 month-2 years OR  

100€-500€

15 days-1 year OR  

50€-250€

3 months-5 years AND 

250€-5000€

2 months-3 years AND 

125€-2500€

-

-

3 months-5 years AND 

250€-5000€

2 months-3 years AND 

125€-2500€

As shown in the table above,19 this new law substantially increased the punishments 

for marriages of convenience and forced marriages. 

Since 2009, there has been a specific indictment code for forced marriages in the 

database of the correctional chambers of the Court of First Instance. According to 

the figures, 12 cases of forced marriage were registered by the prosecution services 

in 2010, and 15 cases in 2011. There is also a specific police code for this offence. 

Police crime statistics reveal 13 complaints of forced marriage (11 actual cases and 

two attempts) in 2010. Improved awareness among victims and enhanced detection by 

professionals will probably result in increasing numbers of complaints.20

19 Table presented at ‘ Studiedag Nieuwe Regelingen betreffende Schijnhuwelijken, Dienst 
Vreemdelingenzaken’. [The New Regulations Regarding Marriages of Convenience’ study day. 
Department of Foreigners’ Affairs] organised by Vanden Broele (n.d.). 

20 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (2 October 2012) 
Consideration of reports submitted by States parties under article 18 of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. Seventh periodic reports of States 
parties due in 2012 Belgium, [Online], Available: http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/undoc/
gen/g13/412/58/pdf/g1341258.pdf?openelement [24 Nov 2014].
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As early as 2005, Belgium adopted a law making trafficking in human beings a 

specific criminal offence. The law of August 10th, 2005, established a new chapter on 

human trafficking in the criminal code. Human Trafficking is defined as follows in Art 

433quinquies of the Criminal Code:

“Trafficking in human beings is constituted by the act of recruiting, transporting, 

transferring, harbouring or receiving a person, or taking or transferring control 

exercised over that person, : 

1) For the purpose of exploitation of prostitution or other forms of sexual exploitation;

2) For the purpose of exploitation of begging;

3) For the purpose of work or services in conditions contrary to human dignity;

4) For the purpose of organ removal in violation of the law of June 13 1986 regarding 

the removal and transplantation of organs, or removal of tissues or human corporal 

material in violation of the law of December 19 2008 regarding the procurement and 

use of human corporal material on the removal and transplantation of organs for 

medical or scientific research purposes;

5) or for the purpose of making that person commit a crime or misdemeanour  against 

his/her will.”

The law of 2 June 2013 changed the terminology of Art 433 quinquies to incorporate 

‘taking control’ over a person. This makes it possible to more effectively target actions 

such as buying and illegal adoption of the control over a person in the framework of 

a forced marriage.21 The purposes of exploitation were also expanded/clarified, for 

example, sexual exploitation, which now includes sexual slavery. In addition, a specific 

reference is made to services regarding exploitation through labour.

In its 2013 annual report, the Federal Centre for the Analysis of Migration Flows 

obtained knowledge of the practical application of provisions on human trafficking 

relating to child marriage. It involved a case of a customary marriage of two minors, in 

which the girl was younger than 16. The case was brought before the Criminal Court of 

Verviers.22 

In this case, the parents of these minors were prosecuted, among others, for 

trafficking for sexual exploitation, rape, and violation of integrity with violence and 

threats. 

The two families wanted to establish a love relationship between their children. The 

parents of the young man handed over a sum of money to the parents of the young 

girl. That amount was dependent on whether the girl was a virgin or not, as tradition 

dictates. A celebration was held, after which the minors had sexual relations. The 

young girl also moved into the family home of the young man. She had to perform 

household chores, so she was often absent from school.

21 Parl. St., Kamer. Amendment to the proposal of law to alter article 433 quinquies of the Criminal 
Code with the aim of clarifying and expanding the definition of human trafficking for sexual 
exploitation (Doc 53 2607/002). (n.d.). 

22 Verviers Criminal Court. 30 January 2014. 11th K. (definitive). 

85



Fo
rce

d m
ar

ria
ge

 in
 be

lg
iu

m
: a

n 
an

aly
sis

 of
 th

e c
ur

re
nt

 si
tu

at
io

n

The court considered the charges of rape and violation of integrity by the co-

perpetrators (the parents) as well founded,23 even though they did not commit the 

act(s) themselves, and even though they were not present during the act. The parents 

had established the relationship of their children and had organised an event that 

led to sexual relations. By establishing a framework and by wanting to comply with 

tradition, the court ruled that the parents had done everything so that the young man 

would not hesitate, and was even encouraged to violate, the chastity and virginity of 

the young girl. 

As for the trafficking of human beings, the court assumed that there had indeed 

been a transfer of control of the minor girl, in order to facilitate rape and violation of 

integrity with violence and threats. The transfer of authority was apparent, both from 

the handover of the money, as well as from the ‘removal’ of the minor to the family 

of the young man. Moreover, all defendants were aware that the ceremony that was 

organised would lead to sexual relations between the children.24 

3.1.3 Migration law25

The Belgian migration legislation is described in the Aliens Act of December 1980 and 

the Royal Decree of 8 October 1981.26 The Aliens Act has been amended several times in 

recent years, with the aim of preventing forced marriages and marriages of convenience.27 

These changes were necessary to ‘follow the evolution of migration politics and to adapt 

Belgian legislation in order to comply with directives of the European Union, and various 

international binding treaties (for example, Schengen or Dublin)’.28 

23 According to Art. 66 of the Criminal Code, perpetrators of an offence or crime are 
‘those who have committed the offence or crime or who collaborated directly to commit 
it; those who have – by any act to commit – provided support so that the crime or 
the offence could not have taken place otherwise’. 

24 Federal Centre for the Analysis of Migration Flows, the Protection of Fundamental 
Rights of Foreigners and the Fight against Human Trafficking (2014) Annual Report Human 
Trafficking 2013, [Online], Available: http://www.diversitybelgium.be/annual-report-
human-trafficking-2013 [26 Nov 2015].

25 De Brabander, A. De strafrechtelijke en criminologische dimensie van het gedwongen huwelijk. 
Masterproef van de opleiding ‘Master in de rechten’ [The criminal and criminological dimension 
of forced marriage. Master thesis of Ms in Law]. UGent, 2012.

26 Law of 15 December 1980 on access to the territory, residence, settlement and removal 
of aliens (Aliens Act); Royal Decree of 8 October 1981 on access to the territory, 
residence, settlement and expulsion of aliens.

27 Act of 15 September 2006 amending the Law of 15 December 1980 on access to the 
territory, residence, settlement and removal of aliens, BS 6 October 2006; Act of 25 
April 2007 amending the Law of 15 December 1980 on access to the territory, residence, 
settlement and removal of aliens, BS 10 May 2007; Act of 8 July 2011 amending the Law 
of 15 December 1980 on access to the territory, residence, establishment and removal of 
foreigners as regards the conditions for family reunification, BS 12 September 2011 (this 
law entered into force on 22 September 2011); Act of 2 June 2013 amending the Civil Code, 
the law of 31 December 1851 regarding the consulates and consular power of justice, 
the Penal Code, the Judiciary Code and the law of 15 December 1980 regarding access to 
the territory, residence, settlement and removal of foreigners, regarding the fight against 
marriages of convenience and cohabitations of convenience, BS, 23 September 2013.

28 Activiteitenrapport (2013) Dienst Vreemdelingenzaken: FOD Binnenlandse Zaken, [Annual Report 
2013. Department Foreigners’ Affairs Federal Public Service Internal Affairs],[Online], Available: 
https://dofi.ibz.be/sites/dvzoe/nl/documents/2013_nl.pdf [26 Nov 2015].
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Most notably, the rules for marriage migration have been made stricter, especially 

by the law of 15 September 2006. Belgium was spurred on by Directive 2003/86/EC29 

and indirectly influenced by several other member states (especially the Netherlands, 

Austria and Germany).30 

The rules regarding family-reunification31 and family-forming32 migration were 

tightened. The increase of the minimum age from 18 to 21 years, for both a sponsor 

and a spouse entering the country, is an important element. Additionally, the control 

period was extended to three years, so it takes three years to obtain a final residence 

permit. This entails that if you divorce within that period, the temporary residence 

permit is withdrawn. 

The law of 8 July 2011 introduced stricter requirements with the aim of preventing 

future abuses: a minimum income requirement (120% of the minimum subsistence 

allowance33), housing requirements (elementary quality conditions with regards 

to safety, health and living arrangements) and health insurance.34 The rules do 

differ slightly depending on whether the person entitled to family reunification is a 

Belgian, an EU citizen, or a third-country national. Since the changes in the law were 

introduced, the number of refusals of family-reunification residence permits has 

decreased substantially. 

29 Directive 2003/86/EC, aimed at harmonising immigration policies throughout Europe, 
has given shape to today’s landscape. The directive expressly offers the possibility to 
adopt rules that limit the right to family reunification and states that ‘in order to ensure 
better integration and to prevent forced marriages, Member States may require the 
sponsor and his/her spouse to be of a minimum age, and at maximum 21 years old, 
before the spouse is able to join him/her’.

30 Ratia, E. and Walter, A. International exploration on forced marriages: A study on legal 
initiatives, policies and public discussions in Belgium, France, Greece, UK and Switzerland. 2009.

31 In the context of marriage migration, it presupposes the existence of a partnership 
(spouse or equivalent partner, legally registered partner). On the basis of this 
partnership, the non-resident partner acquires the residence permit in Belgium 
through the procedure for family reunification. See: Desmet, G., Leys, D. and Ronsijn, W. 
Partnermigratie van derdelanders naar Vlaanderen en Brussel. Een kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve 
studie. Vlaamse Overheid en Europees Integratie Fonds. [Partnermigration of third country 
national to Flandes and Brussels. A quantitative and qualitative study, Flemish Government 
and European Integration Fund] 2011.

32 When a foreigner comes to Belgium with the aim of entering into a marriage or to 
conclude a legal partnership, the term ‘family formation’ is used. There is as yet no 
formal link between the two people. At this point, Immigration Services will check if 
there are any indications that the union is forced or that it is a marriage of convenience. 
After consummation of the marriage or the conclusion of the legal cohabitation, the 
reunification process starts. The rules and requirements for family reunification then also 
apply to the case of ‘family formation’. See: Desmet et al. Partnermigratie van derdelanders 
naar Vlaanderen en Brussel. Een kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve studie. Vlaamse Overheid en 
Europees Integratie Fonds. [Partnermigration of third country nationals to Flanders and Brussels. 
A quantitative and qualitative study. Flemish Government and European Integration Fund]2011.

33 € 1,307 per month (September 2013) [Online], Available: http://www.kruispuntmi.be 
[17 Jul 2014].

34 De Brabander, A. De strafrechtelijke en criminologische dimensie van het gedwongen huwelijk. 
Masterproef van de opleiding ‘Master in de rechten’ [The criminal and criminological dimension 
of forced marriage. Master thesis of Ms in Law]. UGent, 2012.
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In its 2013 annual report, the Department of Foreign Affairs explains the decrease in 

refusals as follows: 

‘This is due to the new requirement for the person who wants to reunify the 
family: he/she has to prove that he/she has stable, regular and sufficient means 
of income. Many of these “family-reunifiers” have work that is not stable, have 
insufficient income, or receive a minimal allowance or unemployment allowance 
without actively seeking a job.’ 

The Department also noted that abuses of the law occur. Examples of these abuses 

are: providing false salary slips, false declarations of fatherhood, or situations in which 

the foreigner has substantial income but the family-reunifier lives in social housing, 

or scenarios in which the wife receives social assistance/support, but the husband 

proves to have an income from a shop abroad.35

The law provides protection for victims of intrafamilial violence. If you are a victim of 

severe violence, for example, rape and intentional injuries,36 your residence permit is 

not terminated. Strong evidence is required, but there is no need for the perpetrator 

to be prosecuted or sentenced. In the case of severe psychological violence, the 

regulations are even stricter. More evidence is required over a longer period of time 

than required in the case of mere physical violence. The same conditions apply as with 

the three-year control period (job or minimum-income requirement, housing, health 

insurance). 

In addition, there are a number of bilateral employment agreements with Morocco, 

Algeria, Tunisia, Turkey and countries that have emerged from the former Yugoslavia. 

These agreements have a direct effect from which certain obligations are derived. A 

standard article in these agreements establishes the following: 

‘The workers [who] are employed and reside in Belgium may be joined by their 
families once they have worked for three months, provided that they have 
decent housing for their families (spouse and dependent minor children).’ 

Spouses from these states do not have to reach the age of 18 years. However, since 

2010, Immigration Services systematically ignore these bilateral agreements by, for 

example, applying the stricter minimum-age conditions. Immigration Services justified 

this by referring to jurisprudence of the Council for Immigration Disputes. Nevertheless, 

the law of 8 July 2011 has confirmed this practice, providing a legal ground for 

Immigration Services’ procedures. 

35 Activiteitenrapport (2013) Dienst Vreemdelingenzaken: FOD Binnenlandse Zaken, [Activity Report 
2013, Department Foreigners’ Affairs, Federal Public Service Internal Affairs] [Online], Available: 
https://dofi.ibz.be/sites/dvzoe/nl/documents/2013_nl.pdf [26 Nov 2015].

36 Art. 375, 398-400, 402, 403, 405 of the Criminal Code.
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3.2.1 National Action Plan to fight all forms of gender-
related violence 2015-201937

This is the fifth action plan on gender-related violence, and was launched in November 

2015. This Action Plan is in line with the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing 

and Combating Violence against Women and Domestic Violence (Istanbul Convention). 

The Action Plan 2015-2019 focuses on partner violence, female genital mutilation, 

forced marriage, (so called) honour related violence and sexual violence. 

The Plan has six objectives: 

– To have an integrated policy regarding the fight against gender-related violence 

and to collect quantitative and qualitative data regarding all forms of violence;

– To prevent violence;

– To protect and support victims;

– To study, continue and adopt protection measures;

– To take into account the gender dimension of the asylum and migration policy;

– To combat violence at international level. 

The main guidelines for the national action plan are as follows:

– The expansion and improvement of quality legislation and regulations designed to 

protect the victims and detection and punishment of the perpetrators;

– The expansion and improvement of the registration and gender statistics;

– Greater attention to a victim-focused, multidisciplinary and integral, holistic 

approach (the victim and his environment, as well as the children who are exposed 

to violence);

– Ensuring the protection of victims and a focused outreach approach to people who 

do not use – for various reasons – existing structures and services;

– More attention to the fight against sexual violence;

– More involvement of new partners (media, private companies, youth associations) 

and new departments;

– More emphasis on early detection and risk factors;

– Greater attention to primary prevention in collaboration with education;

– More focus on training professionals.

 

37 Stop Geweld. Nationaal Actieplan ter bestrijding van alle vormen van gendergerelateerd 
geweld 2015-2019. (Stop Violence. National Action Plan to fight all forms of gender-
related violence 2015-2019). https://www.n-va.be/sites/default/files/documents/
PDF/persdossier_nationaal_actieplan_ter_bestrijding_van_alle_vormen_van_
gendergerelateerd_geweld.pdf

3 . 2  B E L G I A N  P O L I C Y  F R A M E W O R K  O N  F O R C E D  M A R R I A G E S
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3.2.2 Policy Note on ‘Equal Opportunities’ 201438

The Policy Note of the Minister for Equal Opportunities in 2014, Joëlle Milquet, tackles 

the subject of forced marriage. In the framework of the strategy to improve equality 

between men and women, the note mentions that the Minister for Equal Opportunities 

has taken on several initiatives: 

– The new law of 2 June 2013, as aforementioned, on marriages and cohabitation of 

convenience, was developed and adopted (published in Belgian Official Gazette 

[Belgisch Staatsblad] on 23 September 2013). 

– The funding of a study in collaboration with the Brussels Capital Region on forced 

marriage, published in 2013. The study was aimed at contributing to a better 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

– The organisation of specific training for civil servants in registry offices, on forced 

marriage and its warning signs (November 2013).

– Consulates were sensitised regarding the possibility of refusing to issue a consular 

certificate in case of warning signs of a forced marriage.

– Police services dealing with forced marriages should receive training.

– Together with the Secretary of State for Asylum and Migration and the Ministry of 

Justice, the Minister for Equal Opportunities launched a sensitisation campaign 

in the autumn of 2013, for the broader public, on forced marriage and marriage 

of convenience. It is called ‘Wees geen slachtoffer van een schijn of gedwongen 

huwelijk [Don’t be a victim of a forced marriage or a marriage of convenience] and 

consists of a website (www.schijnrelatie.be), a short movie of three minutes (www.

ibz.be/schijnhuwelijk/#film) and a 30-second television advertisement on forced 

marriages and marriages of convenience. 

38 Belgische Kamer van Volksvertegenwoordigers. Algemene Beleidsnota Gelijke Kansen 
[General Policy Note Equal Opportunities] (Doc 53 3096/011). 6 November 2013.
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This chapter explores interview responses regarding available data on the occurrence 

of forced marriages in Belgium, supplemented by figures provided in previous studies 

on this subject. 

There are no prevalence figures on forced marriages available in Belgium. This was 

confirmed by some of the respondents. In the past, some attempts were made to 

grasp the magnitude of the problem of forced marriages in Belgium, but these are 

limited to specific geographic areas, and/or specific ethnic communities.39 Given that 

these studies have methodological shortcomings (different population groups, using 

different methods, etc.), no conclusions can be made regarding the total number of 

victims, or potential victims, of forced marriage in Belgium. As a result, trends over time 

are impossible to assess. 

Seeing that forced marriages are recognised as a specific crime in the Criminal Code 

since 2007, data on forced marriages in the judicial system should be registered.40 

However, one respondent said that cases registered in the judicial system were few:

‘Normally, reports to the police are in the database of the police. With respect 
to the public prosecutors, there is a database of the College of Prosecutors. That 
is for all criminal offences, as forced marriage is in the Criminal Code, so there 
are two different databases – they are not identical. Normally, cases should 
be quite easy to retrieve since 2007 (when the law on forced marriage was 
adopted), provided that they are coded appropriately. […] It’s true that we did 
not have many cases, and it might be interesting to see why.’ 

NGOs and other organisations that work on forced marriage and keep records of their 

interventions relating to this subject indicate that forced marriage is (highly) present in 

their area of work. 

A project in Mons, the Honour-Related Violence [and] Forced-Marriage Project, a 

collaboration between the victims’ assistance unit of the police and an NGO, has kept 

records of cases of forced marriage since its creation in 2011. It indicates that since 

2011, it has dealt with 20 cases of forced marriage, with nine of those in 2013. The 

respondents also said that in 2013, cases were reported either directly to the police, 

by a friend, public social welfare centres, or schools. 

39 See, for example:  
Surkyn, J. Het gezins- en waardenonderzoek bij Turkse en Marokkaanse vrouwen in Vlaanderen 
en Brussel, Working Paper. Etnische Minderheden in België [Study on family and values among 
Turkish and Moroccan women in Flanders and Belgium] VUB & UGent, 1991 (nr. 3, 17).  
Zemni, S., Casier, M. and Peene, N. Studie naar de factoren die de vrijheid van keuze van 
een echtgenoot beperken, bij bevolkingsgroepen van vreemde oorsprong van België,[Study on 
determinants limiting the choice of a spouse, in population groups of foreign origin of Belgium] 
Gent/Brussel: UGent/Centrum voor gelijkheid van kansen en racismebestrijding. 2006.  
Descheemaker, L., Heyse, P., Wets, J., Clycq, N. and Timmerman, C. Partnerkeuze en 
huwelijkssluiting van Allochtone mannen. Een kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve analyse van het 
partnerkeuzeproces en het huwelijk van Marokkaanse, Turkse en sikhmannen [Partner choice and 
marriages of foreign men A quantitative and qualitative analysis of the partner choice process 
and the marriage of Moroccan, Turkish and Sikh men]. Instituut voor de Gelijkheid van 
Vrouwen en Mannen. Brussels, 2009.  
Rea, A. and Bensaïd, N. Rapport relatif à l’étude portant sur les mariages forcés en région de 
Bruxelles-Capitale. [Report regarding the study on forced marriage in the Brussels Capital Region] 
Université Libre de Bruxelles, 2012.

40 These figures have been requested, but have not been received. 
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A survey conducted in a school in Mons in 2007 also demonstrates that forced marriage 

is a reality for more than a quarter of its students:

‘I have done a survey in [a school for nurses]. Of 260 students, there were 
27% who had heard about forced marriage in the family or among friends. It’s 
enormous.’ 

An NGO employee working with migrant women in Brussels stated that she personally 

dealt with ten cases of forced marriage in 2013. At the same time, she was also 

providing advice and taking phone calls on forced marriage, which are not registered. 

This respondent also indicated that many cases of forced marriages are not registered 

as such, but are registered as partner violence or intrafamilial violence:

‘I receive a lot of telephone calls and a lot of requests for advice on this issue. 
Some are referred to other organisations and some don’t go further, but I cannot 
always follow up on these situations. […] Most probably, there are many more 
cases than the figures actually reflect. What we also witness is that many 
young girls do not go all the way once they’ve initiated something – they are too 
afraid. Some withdraw, some don’t know, so we are also somewhat powerless, 
but what I see is that many cases of forced marriage are not registered as such, 
as they are often registered under something else. They decide to register it as 
intrafamilial violence, and not as forced marriage.’ 

The support team for refugees in one city indicated that it has five to ten cases a year, 

whereas one NGO (not providing first-line care) indicated that it received five calls 

regarding ‘dramatic forced marriage’ situations over a period of four years. 

A number of respondents indicated that what is registered as forced marriage is only 

the tip of the iceberg, and that the issue is underreported.

‘Weekly, we have someone who is threatened to marry and who has to deal 
with partner violence as a consequence. […] I believe it is much more prevalent 
than we all think, but that is just the same as with partner violence – it occurs 
much more than we know. […] I’m convinced we only see a minority of the 
victims in our service.’

In 2013, a shelter for abused women registered two child marriages, six arranged 

marriages, one forced marriage and one threat of forced marriage. In 2012, 26 of the 57 

women in the shelter were in arranged marriages. Issues relating to arranged marriage 

seem to be more common than forced marriage. This was indicated by one respondent, 

who stated that forced marriage is not as prevalent as arranged marriage, for example, 

there are ten cases of forced marriage compared to 30 cases of arranged marriage per 

year. Another respondent indicated that in his/her centre for general welfare, s/he 

mostly encounters arranged marriages:

‘I do not really have a percentage on the people we help with forced or arranged 
marriage. Arranged marriages are many – about 60% – but people have no 
problem with this, so service delivery is not necessary here.’ 

Respondents working with the Roma community indicated that most marriages 

concluded therein are arranged, and all of them are child marriages. For example, out 

of the 60 families that these respondents monitor, five families had an imported bride 

who was also a minor. 
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Respondents confirmed that forced marriage is rare:

Most marriages in the Roma community are arranged marriages. […] In one 
year, I did not receive any requests to help people with forced marriages, but 
after they married, I heard that the spouses had not been informed about the 
upcoming marriage.’ 

Finally, a special unit on forced marriage in a Brussels neighbourhood witnessed a 

small increase in the number of victims and explained why the number of complaints to 

the police remains low:

‘I’ve been with the police for 15 years, and in the past six years I’ve been 
working for the forced-marriage unit in an area in Brussels. In the beginning, 
I never heard of forced marriage. To me, it was something far off. It all began 
with the complaint of one girl, and I started to broaden my knowledge on 
it. I asked permission from my boss to start a special unit, and that’s how 
it began. In the beginning, I had one complaint. Now we have about eight 
[people] who’ve filed a complaint – not very many, I know, but we have to start 
somewhere. […] A lot of these forced marriages are categorised as marriages 
of convenience, intrafamilial violence, etc. That is the easiest thing. Forced 
marriages are considered a “dirty thing” for many, so we support organisations, 
other police services, lawyers, victims, etc.’ 
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4 . 2  T H E  P R O B L E M  W I T H  D E F I N I N G  F O R C E D  M A R R I A G E  
 A N D  A R R A N G E D  M A R R I A G E ,  A N D  T H E  D I S T I N C T I O N  
 B E T W E E N  T H E  T W O 

This section shares the insights of respondents with regard to defining and classifying 

forced marriage and arranged marriage. 

Not many respondents have a definition of forced marriage on which they can rely 

when working with the people affected, except for those working in the juridical sector 

and policymakers, as they refer to the definition as stipulated in the law: 

‘Well, I’m employed by the police, so I cannot but follow the law when it 
comes to the definition, and in the Criminal Code, Article 391 sexies, a specific 
criminalisation was added in 2007 on forced marriages, which says [respondent 
cites the law literally, as aforementioned].’ 

Some respondents consider child marriage, i.e. concluded under the age of 18 years, 

as forced because it involves a child, while others believe that minors can effectively 

consent to marriage. In the case of child marriage, some respondents thought it was 

easier to intervene: 

‘In our family-planning centre, you have to determine what [the marriage] is 
based on – the history, on what people tell you, if it is or is not problematic. If it 
is problematic, we intervene. If it is not, we do not intervene, and for marriage 
among minors, we have the law. The law says it is 18 years, be it in Belgium or 
in the country of origin, so a marriage concluded before 18, for us, is an illegal 
marriage. So we can intervene.’ 

However, in day-to-day practice, defining a forced marriage can be problematic. Making 

a clear distinction between arranged marriages (not illegal) and forced marriages (illegal) 

is not always easy, and it is more complex than what is defined by law:

‘For me, it is difficult to draw the line between what is forced and what is not, 
to put a finger on it, because the issue of loyalty is very strong, and youngsters 
are very susceptible to this, as well as adults. Sometimes, people – at the 
beginning of the therapy [session] – will tell me that they chose their partner 
freely, but further on in the process of therapy, people say that actually, they 
were promised as children to be married by their parents. It was a promise. So 
this comes up after half a year of therapy, otherwise, no one would have known 
that the marriage was actually forced. This is sometimes difficult to discover.’

Those working with people affected by forced marriage stipulate that, in order to 

define the problem, the victim’s story is key: 

‘Definitions have their limitations. What is important for me is to listen to the 
person who is coming to us, to understand his/her demands. Maybe we will 
find ourselves within the strict interpretation of the law, or maybe not, but if 
for that person this is a burden […] then we will try to see together what can 
be done.’

Arranged marriages are not necessarily perceived as problematic. Respondents 

mentioned that often youngsters agree with the choice made by their parents (or 

others), as they trust their judgment: 

‘It’s a thin line, and there is no guarantee that a marriage will succeed or not. 
I have met a lot of youngsters who were very grateful because their marriage 
was arranged because, for them, it meant that their family – father, mother, 
uncle, aunt – was taking care of them. They feel supported in this because they 
are often also vulnerable and think that they would not have taken any steps 
to find a partner, as this is very difficult for them.’
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Respondents alluded to indicators that can assist in defining whether or not a 

marriage is forced. These include: 

– If a person has no choice, is imported, has no social network, and/or is isolated: 

‘For me, a forced marriage is when people are obliged to marry, if they have no 
choice of their own, who are often imported here, who have no social network 
whatsoever, and who have to live with the family of the partner with whom 
they are married, and they find themselves totally isolated here.’ 

– If the person who marries is harmed in any way: 

‘I work in a private practice, on my own, so I do not have an official definition. 
For me, I always look at it from the angle, “What is the possible damage to that 
person?” So, for me, there can already be a forced marriage when pressure is 
put on a person, if they say, “It’s time you get married.” For me, that is already 
a forced marriage.’ 

– If girls or boys are sold: 

‘[In order to define it] I’m going to use a very ugly word, but it is a result of our 
experience, and that is that girls or boys are sold – because boys are equally 
involved in a marriage. That is how we have often described it among teachers 
and colleagues. As a consequence, sometimes girls themselves admitted that 
they are sold. I see it as a bargain that is concluded.’ 

– If one of the two persons was forced and put under pressure, be it physical or 

psychological.

An important element mentioned by many respondents, was that forced and arranged 

marriages are situated in a spectrum of differing levels of consent, pressure and 

negotiation space. This continuum can range from absolutely no freedom of choice 

in refusing the proposed marriage partner (forced), to negotiating the possibilities of 

partners who are suggested (strongly arranged), to a marriage where both partners 

consent to the partner who is proposed to them (a fully consented arranged marriage).

Another striking finding from the interviews is that victims’ perceptions of their 

marriage can evolve over time. It might be that an individual has agreed to a marriage 

in order to be able to migrate, but once in Belgium, the marriage is not what s/he 

expected or does not turn out to be good (for example, due to violence or the threat of 

violence in that marriage): 

‘Some will say, years later, and especially when the marriage is not very good, 
that they were actually not free, that they were forced, but that they, at the 
moment of marrying, did not feel it that way. So the perception on what is 
forced and what is not changes over time due to the positive and negative 
experiences of that person.’

Some other forms of marriage were also mentioned. One respondent mentioned a 

particular form of arranged marriage, the ‘hasty marriage’, concluded when migrants 

return to their countries of origin for their holidays: 

‘During holidays, when people with a migrant background return to their 
countries, to Turkey, to Morocco, youngsters are presented to each other – young 
boys that live over there, the young girl from here, or the other way around – 
and this marriage is, generally speaking, concluded very quickly. During the 
holiday, the meeting is set up, a party is organised, and then the marriage 
is concluded and a young girl or young boy arrives in Brussels. This is not a 
forced marriage, it’s an arranged marriage […] but it is a marriage that is not 
concluded on a solid basis, as the youngsters did not have the time to get to 
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know each other, and the young boy or girl does not know the life in Brussels. 
So this marriage very often becomes problematic afterwards, but initially, we 
cannot qualify it as a forced marriage.’

Another issue that was raised in defining the character of the marriage was the 

problem of determining if it is a marriage of convenience:

‘Marriages of convenience are equally the subject of the Criminal Code, but the 
categories are blurry, and there is a problem with finding proof.’

One respondent noted that there is a difference in defining forced marriage in Belgium. 

In Wallonia, forced marriage is regarded as a concept on its own, whereas in Flanders, 

forced marriage is more often defined as honour-related violence: 

‘It’s a bit difficult to distinguish between forced marriages and honour-related 
violence. It’s true that at policy level, in Flanders, honour-related violence is 
much more talked about, whereas in the francophone part, people mainly talk 
about forced marriages, and not so much about honour-related violence, but 
anyway, dealing with the phenomena is a bit the same.’

 

One respondent stipulated that it should be taken into consideration that as norms 

regarding marriage differ in other parts of the world, it is important not to stigmatise 

communities when trying to define the problem. In this respect, another respondent 

stated: 

‘Violence should be punished, but what do you do with definitions that are not 
OK, or that threaten to exclude people or stigmatise them or criminalise them? 
It’s difficult […] and I do not have an answer readily available.’ 

We also asked respondents if they saw forced marriage as a form of gender-related 

violence or, rather, as interpersonal violence. Some respondents saw it as a form of 

gender-based violence, while others classified it as interpersonal violence, or believed 

it was both: 

‘It is not either gender-based violence or interpersonal violence, it’s both. It is not 
purely gender related, as boys and men are [also] affected, but the interpersonal 
aspects, the expectations of the environment, and the responsibility for the 
education of children that is put on mothers makes mothers encourage and 
discourage certain relationships.’

One respondent mentioned that forced marriage should be considered from different 

angles, as it is an issue of migration, as well as a gender issue and a sociocultural 

issue, and s/he suggested using the intersectionality perspective:41 

‘I consider forced marriages as both gender violence and interpersonal violence, 
definitely when you look at it from an intersectionality perspective. […] In the 
so-called “white” women’s organisations, gender is often prioritised, but gender 
affects migrant women differently than “white” women. It is very important 
to take into consideration the different ordering principles, and those principles 
will define the position of each on those axes differently.’42 

41 This concept interlinks several aspects of an individual, including gender, ethnicity, 
racism and discrimination, social division and inequalities, and could be useful in 
capturing the complexity and diversity of forced marriage, and could help in better 
translating issues related to forced marriage, to policy and recommendations for service 
provision.

42 Respondent refers to two axes: the gender axis and the ethnicity axis. 
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4 . 3  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  F O R C E D  A N D  
A R R A N G E D  M A R R I A G E S 4 3

This section examines stakeholders’ perspectives on the characteristics of forced and 

arranged marriages.

4.3.1 Some characteristics of practising communities

We asked about the ethnicities that professionals encounter when it comes to issues 

relating to forced and arranged marriages. These communities are comprised of Afghan, 

Albanese, Algerian, Armenian, Bangladeshi, Belgian, Bulgarian Turkish, Chechen, 

Chinese, Indian, Italian, Kosovan (Roma), Kurdish, Lebanese, Maghrebin, Moroccan, 

Pakistani, Roma, Russian, Serbian, Sicilian, Thai, Tunisian and Turkish ethnic minorities. 

When it comes to gender, some professionals mentioned that both boys and girls 

could be confronted with forced and arranged marriages, while others stated that 

only girls are forced into marriage. It was, however, mentioned several times that the 

situation for boys is different than that of girls:

‘Especially for men, other things apply. Men have more freedom of choice, they 
have more rights. More is tolerated from men than from women, so often the 
women have less freedom of choice.’ 

With regard to age, one respondent noted that girls are sometimes married at 16 or 17 

in their countries of origin, and are then brought to Belgium with false documents:

‘I had some cases of child marriages, but often papers are falsified so that 
people appear to be adults when they come here, for example, when the birth 
certificate has been changed: they were 16 or 14 when they married in countries 
of origin, but come here under another date of birth.’ 

The marriage of minors was referred to in Roma and Afghan communities. 
A respondent detailed that within Roma communities, 18 is already too old 
to get married. A girl’s ‘value’ decreases with age. When she is 18 and not 
yet married, the bride price decreases, according to one of the respondents. In 
addition, it was revealed that girls in Roma communities are engaged at as 
young as ten to 13 years, followed by marriage at 13 or 14 years. 

4.3.2 Decision-makers

In most cases, respondents mentioned that the family, and particularly the parents, 

were the main ‘matchmakers’. One respondent mentioned that mothers play a key role 

in this: 

‘If your principal role in life is being a mother, and you have no job or some 
kind of career, you only have household chores, and your responsibility is the 
education of the children, then this will be tightly linked with your own identity 
and your own well-being. And if you are judged on that by your community 
[…] I think it is something very difficult, on a psychological level, for mothers. 
It makes them very vulnerable.’ 

43 As mentioned earlier by respondents, it is difficult to draw the line between forced and 
arranged marriage, and they should rather be viewed as a continuum ranging from 
limited pressure (e.g. marriage candidates who are proposed on a regular basis but to 
whom refusal is possible) to no room at all to refuse or negotiate marriage candidates. 
As stated by professionals working with people affected by these phenomena, the point 
of departure is when the person indicates that there is a problem, hence the reason(s) 
why the analyses do not distinguish clearly between forced marriage or arranged 
marriage, but rather should be situated in this continuum.
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Another respondent alluded to the fact that the influence of parents as matchmakers 

has diminished within the group of second- and third-generation migrants. 

‘In the Roma community, parents still play a very important role, but there are 
cases in which youngsters say that they do not agree, but the majority will 
resign. We had cases here of youngsters rebelling, who took steps through school 
or through the unit ‘society’, and who mentioned they were to be forcefully 
married, and then police and justice came in. […] The second generation will 
still try to choose a partner from their own ethnicity because they hope to 
safeguard part of their culture, but the children who grow up here […] I think 
it’s wishful thinking from the parents, but the children are articulate enough. 
They know their way.’ 

It was also mentioned that decision-making is influenced by the Internet, and that 

victims are sometimes lured to Belgium: 

‘Most of the time, I think it’s the parents who arrange the marriage between 
them, but it also happens that people – from Thailand, for example – get to 
know each other through the Internet and are lured to Belgium under false 
pretences, and have to live a totally different life here than they imagined, but 
they came here by free will.’ 

4.3.3 Pressure, control and freedom of choice

Pressure, or duress, is key in forced and arranged marriages. During interviews with the 

stakeholders, some insights were shared about this aspect.

Respondents mentioned that pressure could emanate from the whole community, 

not only from the family. It might be that pressure also comes from the family in the 

country of origin. The freedom of choice to refuse a marriage candidate can depend on 

the characteristics of a family, i.e. whether the family is ‘open and modern’ or, rather, 

‘conservative’. So-called ‘closed communities’ are putting people under pressure to 

marry: 

‘Freedom of choice [differs] from one person to another. There are families who 
are very open and modern, and where a decent dialogue is possible, but there 
are also families where it’s really a monologue, where the father or mother 
says, “This is the candidate, and you will not find any better. This is with whom 
you have to cope.” […] It has to do with family structure, regardless of the 
Turkish, Italian or Moroccan culture, and also what parents are used to’

Pressure is situated on a continuum of freedom of choice, and it is sometimes difficult 

to define whether or not force is involved:

‘Some youngsters feel it coming and refuse to go on holiday because they 
say, “OK, there is no pressure, but I simply do not like it that candidates are 
proposed every time.” Is that pressure? Yes and no. No, because they have the 
choice to say yes or no, and yes, as they have to deal with it every day.’

The pressure experienced is mostly psychological, although physical force is also 

used in some cases. Duress or pressure might be expressed as a means of controlling 

a girl, or by the community punishing a family (for example, half of the community not 

showing up at the wedding of one of the children of a particular family that let their 

daughter marry someone not accepted by the community). It might also be experienced 

by youngsters who realise that they will have to break with their family if they continue 

the relationship with the partner they have chosen:
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‘There were a couple of girls who were removed from their families and taken 
to a shelter, but the girls experienced a lot of stress because of the separation 
[…] and those girls said, “If I leave now, then I will no longer be a member of 
the family, then I do not belong to the community any more.” And then they 
often go back and succumb to their faith, so to speak, because that’s the way it 
should be, and the parents have experienced it – the grandparents, too.’

Pressure also occurs in cases of inter-ethnic relationships: 

‘When you live in a society where Islamophobia is very big, then you create a 
countermovement – if we are not good enough for you, then you are not good 
enough for us. These kinds of elements of mutual racism and prejudices also 
play a role. […] These are inclusion and exclusion mechanisms that play a 
role and have an influence on the behaviour of people. We also saw reversed 
racism – some young women were not welcomed by the Flemish parents of 
their boyfriends.’

One of the reasons mentioned for putting up with pressure was the fear of being 
expelled from the community and family, and the fact that it is very difficult to leave 

the safe environment of the family. Therefore, youngsters are scared to act against the 

family and break with them. Youngsters who have undergone this serve as an example, 

and as a deterrent: 

‘The fact that such things happen is an enormous deterrent for other youngsters 
to even think about starting a relationship with someone who is not Moroccan 
or Turkish.’ 

‘I think there are quite a few youngsters who believe they have the power to 
break with their family, who do it, but who, after X weeks, regret it and prefer 
to return to the family cocoon. They need it too much. They are very young, they 
are poor. […] To be independent from your family demands a lot of courage and 
power.’

People also do not want to disappoint parents and scandalise the family’s name. The 
aspect of loyalty is a vital element here: 

‘Forced marriage limits the freedom of choice. Pressure can be very subtle, but 
can be very convincing. One of the main characteristics is loyalty to the family 
ties and the loyalty conflict. […] The majority of the cases of forced marriages 
or arranged marriages find their origin in being stuck between the partner and 
the family of origin. There is a conflict between the partner they did not choose 
themselves and the family that proposed the partner. To me, it is obvious that 
this is a major source of conflict between the man and the woman, but also of 
internal psychological problems (anxiety, depression). People are stuck between 
what parents want, what they want, and what their partner wants.’

4.3.4 Reasons for forced marriage and arranged marriage

Respondents disclosed a number of reasons for forced or arranged marriages. 

These reasons are summarised and further detailed as follows: avoiding dishonour, 

‘therapeutic’ reasons, material or financial reasons, residence papers, protection 

against exterior influences or the protection of one’s own culture, and the care of 

elders. 
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Honour
Many respondents mentioned the aspect of honour. At the onset of puberty and when 

the first signs of femininity appear, marrying a girl off preserves the honour of both 

the girl and her family. In Roma communities, there is a great deal of social pressure to 

marry young and to accept the proposed partner in order not to dishonour the family. 

Sometimes, promises regarding marriage are made between families when children are 

very young. Such promises cannot be broken. One respondent mentioned that a case 

of honour killing caused more forced marriages in the Indian community: 

‘We had periods where we experienced more cases of forced marriage. For 
example, three years ago, an Indian girl was killed here, and because of that 
killing, a lot of Indian girls were forced to marry because the families were 
afraid that their daughters were going to do the same [the girl that was killed 
fell in love with an Indian boy from a different caste]. At that time, we received 
a lot of questions about that issue.’ 

Dishonouring the family can be caused by having an inter-ethnic relationship that 

is not accepted by the parents, or by displaying an attitude that is considered too 

Western. The family honour is also affected when youngsters go against the family 

rules, for example, in cases of homosexuality or ‘problematic’ youngsters (drug 

abusers, problems at school, criminal history, having had (multiple) relations prior to 

marriage). In such cases, a ‘therapeutic’ marriage is proposed, or imposed, to ‘cure’ the 

person and put him or her on the ‘right’ track again: 

‘There is freedom of choice, as long as it’s a Muslim, or if the person has 
the same ethnicity, but from the moment it’s an inter-ethnic marriage – for 
example, between an Italian and a Flemish [person] – then it becomes more 
difficult. Then I notice that a lot of parents are interfering, and that parents 
think it’s not good because they want their grandchildren to have the same 
religion […] and so they try to convince the youngsters.’

‘The Turkish community is quite closed and relatively small. A girl has a 
boyfriend, and another one, and a third one, and the latter does not work 
out either. […] In the end, her reputation in the community has already been 
damaged, and then it’s often the reality that those girls have to find a partner 
in Turkey because their reputation is less of an issue over there, or that she – 
because she has a visa or residence papers – is used as an intermediary to find 
someone over there. For me, that is also a marriage with limited freedom of 
choice.’

One respondent mentioned that boys and girls from their respective countries of origin 

are sometimes perceived as better marriage candidates: 

‘We noticed that girls had very negative perceptions about boys of the same 
origin living in Belgium and vice versa, especially among girls: the boys are 
losers, they do not finish school, they will not be able to support a family, they 
have no sense of responsibility, especially that, “When I look at my environment, 
those boys are not serious. They just hang around in gangs.”’

Financial and material reasons 
Marriages are also concluded for financial and/or material reasons, or for residence 
papers. This refers mainly to a marriage that is considered a financial transaction, 

whereby parents ‘sell’ girls, as one respondent put it. This has to do with financial 

difficulties in which families find themselves, whereby parents do not see any other 
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way out, other than a forced or arranged marriage. A bride price is then seen as a 

solution to this financial problem. Respondents cited amounts between € 750 and 

€ 10,000:

‘A lot of families experience financial difficulties and all the problems this 
brings about. Traditionally, in a Roma marriage, a bride price should be paid, 
and the marriage celebration also costs a lot of money. Presents must be given. 
So, I think, for a family that has difficulties, marrying can be a serious financial 
burden. I dealt with a family with financial problems, and the grandmother 
considered that the solution to their financial problems was to sell her 
granddaughter.’ 

One respondent mentioned that in order to increase the value of a Roma girl, a physical 

deficiency (her eye) was operated on. Another respondent remarked that the Kurdish 

community is very clan oriented, and that marriages are concluded within the same 

clan in order to protect land and property. Marriages are also concluded to obtain 

residence permits, and this causes several problems, as respondents pointed out. 

Seeing that is increasingly difficult to enter Belgium, marriages to obtain residence 

permits are a reality. One respondent mentioned that this is the only way to get to 

Europe/Belgium for non-EU residents, as economic migration is no longer possible. 

Marriage is then used deliberately to obtain residence papers. When partners 

are sought in the home countries, mainly because they are thought to be less 

emancipated (in the case of girls) or more capable of caring and providing for the family 

(in the case of boys), youngsters with marriage ambitions often doubt the intentions 

of someone in their home country, finding it difficult to know whether or not the 

candidate only wants them for the ‘papers’. 

Protecting cultural values
Marriages can be imposed to protect one’s own values against foreign influences: 

‘They [the Roma] have good arguments as to why they marry their children 
by force. They want their daughter and son to marry as soon as possible. 
They think that we, Western people, have a very loose life, running from one 
boyfriend or girlfriend to the other. They think this is not permitted. They ask us 
how we raise our children, “from the age of 15, 16, having one girlfriend after 
the other, drugs, alcohol”. They think this is not acceptable, whereas we think 
they do not give their children opportunities.’

Marriage among the Roma is therefore seen as a form of protection against ‘the 

others’, against a ‘hostile outside world’, as one respondent put it. Another mentioned 

that such marriages are concluded to avoid something happening to their girls. This 

fear is inspired by the paedophilia cases and Catholic Church scandals in Belgium. 

Parents want to secure their expectations for their girls by arranging or forcing them to 

marry. 

One respondent mentioned that having to give up the daughter that you raised, once 

she’s married, to another family (that of her husband) means that this experience 

of loss will be even greater if the girl marries someone from another religion or even 

another socio-economic bracket. Forced and arranged marriages within the same 

ethnic communities are also concluded to protect their culture and values. Parents 

might be concerned that their frame of reference, values and language will not be 

passed on to the next generation(s). In the case of refugees, as one respondent 
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mentioned, marrying their children to partners from their own community, even against 

their will, is a means of preserving their culture. 

The care of elders
Finally, one respondent mentioned that forced and arranged marriages could also 

be linked to the care of elders. Senior migrants do not go to residence homes for the 

elderly, as is common practice in Belgium: 

‘One thing we [the police] have observed is that more and more women are 
lured to Belgium in the framework of a forced marriage in order to help the 
grandparents, to help the family-in-law. Migrants in Belgium grow older, and 
most of them do not return to their countries of origin. […] There are no specific 
institutions for elderly people of migrant origin, so they stay at home, and 
then, the eldest son, who sometimes has a problematic lifestyle, or not, has to 
marry a girl from the country of origin. They arrive here and they are a bit like 
Cinderella […] sometimes treated like slaves.’ 

4.3.5 Consequences of forced marriage

The professionals brought up the numerous consequences of forced and arranged 

marriages. These include psychological problems, early pregnancy, early school-

leaving for both boys and girls, financial repercussions, problems with integration, 

intimate partner violence, extreme isolation, and repudiation from the community. 

These are examined in more detail, as follows. 

Psychological problems
Psychological problems occur when victims find themselves in a marriage that 

does not work out, and when divorce is not an option. People often remain with the 

abusive partner so as not to lose their residence permit, seeing that marriage cannot 

be dissolved in the first three years, according to the current legislative framework. 

This can lead to a range of problems, including depression, damage to self-esteem, 

feelings of guilt and shame, and problems with sexuality. The pressure that is put on 

victims to accept marriage candidates can have serious consequences, affect normal 

functioning in daily life, and eventually lead to victims breaking under that pressure. 

Psychological stress or violence in relationships can also lead to suicide, as one 

professional mentioned: 

‘I had a case of forced marriage, of a man who was forced by his parents to 
marry a particular girl, but who was in love with another woman. Besides his 
marriage, he kept on seeing that woman. He dreamt of a life with her, but he 
had promised his parents to marry the woman of their choice and wanted to 
keep that promise. At a certain point in time, he felt trapped because of his 
divided loyalty to the different parties, and he became chronically suicidal. The 
only way out that he saw was death.’ 

Isolation
Situations of (extreme) isolation were identified in women and men who migrated to 

Belgium for marriage and were completely isolated from Belgian society. Often, they 

are not prepared for the radically different lifestyle and habits of the partner. This can 

result in isolation, and even violence. Isolation and loneliness were also noted after 

divorce, due to a lack of social networks. The aspect of isolation was also mentioned 

in the provision of care, when there is no follow-up once a girl turns 18. These girls find 

themselves in total isolation, as they no longer have a network in the community:
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‘We see more and more women who have never left their homes and who, after 
several years, find themselves thrown out on the street. They come to the police 
station, for example, we had a woman who was in Belgium for three years, but 
she did not even know where she lived. All of a sudden, her husband threw her 
out of the house. She could not tell us her address.’ 

Violence
Violence is one of the issues often mentioned as a consequence of forced and 

arranged marriages: 

‘I had a case of an Afghan woman who had to marry at 16, with an Afghan 
man who lived here for many years. Apparently, the family of the man was 
very influential in Afghanistan, so the woman came here at the age of 16 with 
false documents – her marriage certificate and birth certificate were falsified. 
There was severe partner violence and child abuse in that marriage. She had 
a number of miscarriages due to her husband. She sought help and provided 
evidence, but she did not want to report to the police because she and her 
family were threatened. The family of the woman in Afghanistan was severely 
threatened, even physically, for example, her mother was stabbed with a knife. 
Her husband said that if she ever told someone about what happened in his 
house, he would make sure that her family in Afghanistan was going to be 
harmed. He is also trying very hard to get her back to Afghanistan, but she 
knows that if she goes back, she will be labelled as a very bad woman.’ 

In many cases, such marriages are not concluded on a solid basis and the marriage 

becomes problematic, leading to (threats of) violence and intimate partner violence. 

Sometimes, partners are ignorant of the difficulties, relationships or children from the 

past of the partner in Belgium, which can lead to violence. Differences in education, 

norms and values regarding parenthood and how to raise children can cause struggles 

between a partner born and raised in Belgium and a partner from the country of origin. 

One professional stated that when there are migration problems, marriage troubles 

undoubtedly follow. Expectations and promises that were agreed upon prior to the 

marriage are not met, which can lead to intimate partner violence. Moreover, partners 

from abroad are often in a much weaker position than the partner from Belgium, as the 

latter knows the language, already has a residence permit, and knows his/her way 

in Belgian society. Violence was also noted among minor Roma girls, who enter into 

the family of the husband. They are abused, must do all the difficult physical and dirty 

work, do not have the opportunity to use contraception, and have to obey the elder 

women in the family: 

‘Once they are married, they enter the family of the man. The one who arrives, 
the last in that family, has to do the work. So this girl was very good in our 
school, she knew the [Dutch] language very well, she was a girl with a future, 
and she was forced to marry, and then she was very much abused in that 
family. She had to do all the dirty work, really heavy work. She got pregnant 
immediately, as she did not have the chance to use contraception.’

 

Extreme expressions of violence include the threat of murder, as well as being expelled 

from the community. Cases in which the victim’s life was threatened were mentioned 

by a professional who works with the Indian community:
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‘Women who fear they will be forced to marry or who fear for their life are 
welcomed in our shelter. It’s closely related to honour violence and honour 
killings, but it strongly depends from community to community. Especially in 
the Indian culture, women really fear for their lives, and then they seek shelter.’

Being expelled by the community was recounted more often. Refusing a marriage, 

in particular, incurs a heavy emotional burden: one is seen as dirty, less valued by 

the family and the community, and it leads to expulsion from the community. This is 

the case among the Roma. One professional stated that it is really difficult to take 

any juridical steps in cases of forced marriage, as the victims are expelled from their 

community and end up quite isolated:

‘When asked what women would think if their daughters would come home 
with a non-Muslim, a lot of these women said they would no longer talk to 
their daughter, and that they would break all contact for years, in order to avoid 
shame by the community. These are real dramas.’

Migration and integration issues
Marriages concluded between a partner who lives in Belgium and a partner who is 

migrating from a home country can work out, but can also cause problems due to 

issues related to migration and integration: 

‘The marriage is concluded quickly, and not on a solid basis, so the partners do 
not really know each other very well. When one partner migrates, this poses 
issues relating to integration. This person might have imagined his or her life 
differently, and this all might burden a marriage, and this pressure can be 
expressed through violence.’ 

The person migrating to Belgium could face racism and discrimination, a lack of job 

opportunities, and/or poor labour conditions, any of which can cause disappointment 

and homesickness. 

Early school-leaving and early pregnancy
Early school drop out within the Roma community was one of the problems mentioned. 

Marriages are concluded in a traditional way, at a young age (before the age of 15). 

Once married, girls and boys drop out of school. The girls have two to four children and 

need to take care of them. As a result, they have no time to go to school. Girls also 

know this, and they do not see the point of attending school if they are to marry in a 

few years’ time, with the care of the family and household on their shoulders. Boys also 

drop out of school because, as the man of the house, they have to provide money and 

have to work: 

‘In the Roma community, it is a problem that when they marry, they do not 
go to school. Girls are kept at home, especially those coming from abroad. 
Sometimes, girls who attended school for eight or nine years and who get 
married drop out of school. This is really not good for the future generation. 
It’s a waste of time. Everything we do in schools is somewhat lost when girls 
remain at home after they marry.’ 

Early pregnancy is closely associated to early school drop out within child marriages. 

Professionals also mentioned cases in which minor brides, upon arrival in Belgium, 

get pregnant immediately in order to obtain their residence permit more rapidly (if they 

have a baby). 
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Financial problems
Financial issues relating to forced or arranged marriages cannot be underestimated. 

Especially when a bride price is involved, it puts a serious financial burden on partners 

to remain married. On the other hand, the bride price can also help solve financial 

problems in a family. Such financial issues can cause considerable stress: 

‘For example, in the case of a man, he can take out a big loan in order to 
marry because a bride price is often paid in cash, or gold has to be bought for 
the marriage, so it concerns thousands of euro. Sometimes, the family in rural 
areas has sold land for this, as collateral for the loan, so the marriage is an 
investment for the whole family. On top of that, the man is not prepared for life 
in Belgium. There is pressure to pay back that money as soon as possible. He 
has to find a job quickly. So there is financial pressure, the expectations of the 
family, the obligations that it brings about.’

4.3.6 Escaping a (threat of) forced marriage and coping 
mechanisms

There is, of course, the option to submit a complaint to the police, after which point a 

woman could be referred to a shelter. 

Most respondents, however, mentioned divorce as a way out, and several issues 

relating to divorce were brought to the forefront. In Roma communities, divorce is not 

an option. Issues relating to honour and the bride price prevent people from divorcing. 

Another aspect that hinders divorce is that those who enter Belgium within the 

framework of a marriage must remain married for three years. This means that they 

have to endure the situation before they can request a divorce. When the marriage is 

abusive, respondents – understandably – consider it problematic: 

‘Most of the time, girls accept the situation, and accept a candidate. They try 
to endure the situation for two to three years, after which, they request a 
divorce. In this way, they have the advantage of living in a Western society, 
they obey their parents, the family honour is saved, and the honour of the girl is 
preserved. That’s what people tell these girls, but most of the time, by the time 
they can divorce, they have three children and the husband is abusive. Getting 
out of such a marriage is not that simple. […] Moreover, after the divorce, a 
finger is going to be pointed at the woman because she’s the one who divorced.’ 

One way of escaping the threat of forced marriage is by refusing to go on holiday to 

the countries of origin in order to avoid pressure to accept marriage candidates. One 

respondent also mentioned prolonging schooling by deliberately failing exams as 

a way out. This offers the girl the opportunity to mature so that she is in a stronger 

position to withstand family pressure. 

Among the Roma, abduction is sometimes used to escape a forced marriage. This 

happens among youngsters who want to be in a relationship that is not accepted by 

their parents/family. The girl is abducted by the boy, and as the community/family 

assumes that she is no longer a virgin, the youngsters can get married, as the girl’s 

value has been damaged. 
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‘We dealt with a Roma family where promises had been made to marry off 
their children, but the children tried to stop it through abduction. We hear that 
more often from the age of 15 years onwards. In the Roma community, a girl 
can be abducted by a boy. They have to try to stay away for a couple of days 
and then the family considers that the girl is no longer a virgin. When she 
returns, the family allows the marriage to go through to safeguard the honour 
of the family.’ 

One respondent mentioned that opportunities to escape or to cope are better for men 

than for women:

‘As the honour of the family passes through the woman, the woman must 
walk the straight and narrow, whereas a man can have a double life beside 
his arranged marriage. […] So men complain less, as they know they can have 
a life alongside their marriage without this causing too much of a problem.’ 

Psychotherapy seems to offer valuable support in coping with psychological problems 

due to a forced or arranged marriage, for both men and women: 

‘It’s certainly advisable that people receive psychotherapy in their mother tongue. 
In 90% of the cases in my practice, it’s related to marital problems – not many 
cases regarding an upcoming marriage, but more cases of people who have been 
married for a couple of years, cases of arranged marriages and marriages with 
partners from home countries who are experiencing problems due to differences 
in norms and values regarding the education of children, differences in how 
they were raised. […] I have people who divorce and end up being very lonely. 
When they arrive here due to migration, they don’t have their own network. 
After divorce, they are expelled from the community and experience detrimental 
psychological problems. […] I also witness a lot of single mothers who have 
difficulties because they are not remarried. […] It’s remarkable to me that people 
are surprised that there is a possibility to act with respect for their family, but 
also with respect for themselves. It is really possible to find a way out.’ 

4.3.7 Trends

We asked respondents if they had any indications that forced marriage or arranged 

marriage had changed over time. Positive and negative trends were both mentioned.

Positive changes
The most apparent change that was mentioned was a notable difference between 
first- and second-/third-generation migrants, in terms of more scope to negotiate, 

more freedom to choose the marriage partner, and more openness to discussing the 

issue. 

One respondent stated that the migration context and society have changed 

considerably over the last ten years, and that the social mobility of Turkish and 

Moroccan communities is much more advanced than that of the newly arrived 

migrants, such as those from Chechnya, Pakistan or Albania. For that reason, there is 

more openness to discussing these issues, including inter-ethnic marriages, among 

Turkish and Moroccan communities. The Turkish and Moroccan migrants of the first 

generation were often illiterate, whereas the second and third generation went to 

school. This factor – education – gives more scope for negotiation regarding inter-

ethnic marriages. Another respondent confirmed this:
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‘Some families among the Turkish community obtained degrees in higher 
education and have climbed the social ladder. They belong to the middle class. 
They want to get rid of the interference of their environment, and they move to 
the suburbs, just outside the city, where they live in a mixed environment – and 
where they can do what they want as a nuclear family.’ 

This evolution, from a traditional family towards a nuclear family, which focuses on 

its members’ own needs and desires, and in which marriage partners are equal, was 

brought up again by another professional. Concerning the Roma, one respondent 

mentioned that Roma born in Belgium have more freedom of choice, and that some 

girls stay in secondary school and get married at a later age. 

A second, important, positive change is that there is more openness regarding forced 

and arranged marriage. This is reflected in the increasing requests for support and 

information. One respondent believed that because people are more open and have 

learned from the past regarding migration and marriage, there is more freedom of 

choice, and youngsters oppose family pressure more often and have more knowledge 

about what to do in such cases, for example, going to the police. 

The fact that the helpline 1712 exists is also considered a factor that makes 

psychological violence more visible, including violence linked to forced and arranged 

marriages. Even at policy level, forced marriage seems to be on the agenda, as one 

respondent stated by referring to the specific chapter on forced marriage in the 

National Action Plan, and the increasing number of initiatives taken. However, one 

respondent claimed that such attention only comes after dramatic events: 

‘These issues have always existed, and suddenly they are on the agenda. 
It’s the same with domestic violence that was discovered ten years ago. It’s 
horrible, but it’s the way it is. It’s the political agendas and it is how our society 
functions that determine which issues are prioritised.’

Because of the increasing openness within the Turkish community, more men find their 
way to psychotherapy with problems relating to marriage, amongst others. The role of 

the media (the Turkish media in Turkey) in breaking the taboo surrounding seeking help 

when experiencing psychological problems is crucial:

‘I do see a change in my [psychotherapy] practice. For example, in the beginning, 
mainly women came, and nowadays, very often, men feel the need to talk 
because they find it difficult to tackle certain subjects in their own network. I 
also see a change in the Turkish culture in Turkey, as well as here, to the extent 
that it is less and less a taboo to go to a psychologist, a psychotherapist. I do 
see that the media plays a major role in this. It is a very media-centred culture, 
and people watch a lot of TV, and in talk shows, you see psychologists. In radio 
programmes, you can call a psychologist to ask a question. […] It’s less of a 
taboo now.’ 

Changes in the characteristics of forced marriage are also occurring, as noted by 

several respondents. The ages at which marriages are concluded seem to be slightly 

increasing among the Roma, although forced marriage remains common in this 

community. In the Turkish community, however, there is a trend towards more arranged 

marriages and fewer forced marriages. Other changes include the slow recognition that 

services and communities need to collaborate, and the fact that women in abusive 

relationships are increasingly being supported by their families to leave their abusive 
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husbands. In some Roma communities, respondents saw a positive trend regarding 

school-related issues. More parents come to the contact moments organised by the 

school, and there are fewer absences. 

One respondent stated that there is an evolution going on in the Roma community:

‘With regard to freedom of choice, there is an evolution among the Roma 
community. There was a case of parents who had to go to the police for marrying 
off their children. This was a strong signal to the rest of the community. The 
other parents definitely do not want to find themselves in that same situation, 
to have to go to the police, to court, to justify themselves, and they are very 
afraid that their children will be taken away. That is their greatest fear.’ 

Negative trends
Negative trends were also mentioned. The right-wing discourse in Belgium, which 

has been gaining more attention over the past few years, has not helped to solve the 

problem. Contrary to what is written in the previous section, some respondents even 

noticed an upward trend in the number of cases in the past ten years, as well as an 

increase in pressure on youngsters:

‘I have the impression that the issue of pressure on youngsters by families is 
increasing, at least according to what they tell us. Often, when we carry out 
sensitisation activities, there are 20 youngsters between 15 and 18 years, and 
we ask them, “If you had to marry tomorrow, would you be able to choose the 
partner you want, or would you have to argue with your parents?” And many 
of them tell us that they would have to argue with their parents.’ 

One respondent noticed differences between the first, second and third generations of 

migrants when it comes to marriage: 

The first and second generation belong to a closed-community structure, 
where respect for the family is vital and marriages are concluded based on 
that respect. […] Many of these marriages were ‘collective’, i.e. grandfather, 
grandmother, aunts and uncles all living together […] but nowadays, when it 
concerns marriages for migration, there is this “dream of Belgium” in countries 
of origin, whereas here, in Belgium, they have a “deep-freeze mentality”, as if 
everyone in the countries of origin still lives in that closed-community structure, 
with that respect for the family, and here, in Belgium, all daughters are whores 
and all sons are trash because they want their children to marry someone from 
the countries of origin.’ 

Finally, a negative trend was noted among the civil services in municipalities. In earlier 

days, these services were ignorant of issues relating to marriages of convenience, 

whereas nowadays there is a trend towards non-recognition of any marriage, based on 

false or wrong assumptions that the marriage is suspicious. 

‘There is another aspect at civil/state level that is very important, and which 
is very recent. It concerns the attitudes of the civil services in municipalities, 
who haven’t dealt with this issue in the past. Now it has become total madness 
at times. In certain cases, these services refuse to acknowledge a marriage in 
Belgium if they consider, be it wrong or right, that there are certain suspicions 
of a marriage of convenience in which the two are involved, or that one is 
trying to get the other one over here.’
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This section provides insight into the work of stakeholders dealing with forced and 

arranged marriages, particularly relating to prevention, protection, prosecution, 

provision of services, policymaking and research. Three other aspects of particular 

importance are also highlighted: the reporting of cases, the feelings and attitudes of 

stakeholders, and the importance of partnerships. 

4.4.1 Prevention

The prevention of forced marriage focuses on several aspects: sensitisation, capacity-

building of professionals as well as victims, outreach, the provision of advice and 

referral, mediation, financial measures, and social networks. Each of these issues is 

explored in more detail, as follows. 

One of the main activities in the prevention of forced marriage is sensitisation. This 

is mainly done by spreading information through posters, flyers, websites, colloquia, 

documentaries and films (for example, a documentary made by the Turkish community 

about people who migrated to Belgium for marriage), a theatrical play, an educational 

toolkit (Marriage Return Ticket: Brussels-Turkey), brochures (for example, Holiday Time, 

Marriage Time), etc.

‘We created a theatrical play that explored arranged marriage in the Belgian 
community, in the aristocracy. This was a setting where arranged marriage 
occurred frequently, as there was the issue of the family property, and that 
is why meetings were organised among youngsters of aristocratic families, 
balls were organised. […] We tried to broaden the debate and not to stigmatise 
migrants by stating that it is always youngsters of migrant origin who are 
confronted with this. It happened in our history, too, and it still exists, so we 
wanted to stimulate the debate within communities with this play.’

Target groups for sensitisation efforts include schools, newly arrived migrants, and the 

police/magistrates. 

– Sensitisation in schools is preferably organised before the school holidays. One 

initiative provides sensitisation on partner choice, on recognising pressure and 

providing mechanisms to deal with it. Another project explores marriage migration, 

communication, sexuality, etc., and is targeted towards youngsters, couples and 

individuals. In a school in a Flemish city, a particular project was organised for 11- 

to 12-year-olds in order to sensitise them about marriage, relationships, and free 

choice of partner. In that project, all stakeholders received training, support for 

pupils was provided, and referrals were done when necessary. 

– One respondent mentioned that the assimilation course provided to newly arrived 
migrants is necessary, in order to provide information on organisations dealing with 

marriage issues. 

– Information is also provided to police officers and magistrates, to inform them 

about the issue of forced marriage. 

Two respondents suggested capacity-building aimed at professionals. For the past 

few years, one city in particular provided capacity-building on forced marriage for 

police officers. A training manual was developed to accompany the course. Another 

respondent mentioned that they tried to provide a framework in which service 

providers can operate:

4 . 4  H O W  F O R C E D  A N D  A R R A N G E D  M A R R I A G E S  A R E  D E A LT  
 W I T H  I N  B E L G I U M :  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  
 T H E  S TA K E H O L D E R S ’  W O R K 
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‘There is a right-wing discourse around the issue of marriage and migration. 
[…] We are astonished during meetings about the very right-wing, extreme-
right way that civil servants and others discuss this. […] This is not really 
solving the problem. Of course, abuse should be tackled – violence, definitely 
– but the bottom line is left untouched, and that is what we try to do. We work 
with groups, with service providers, with empowering people, trying to show 
them and to explain that these are the boundaries, the legal framework in 
which we have to live and work, and that is not easy, as it is a private matter.’

Outreach, especially to the Roma community, was mentioned as a way of building 

trust with this community, with particular families, which is much needed in order to 

raise issues relating to the school attendance of Roma children. It is very difficult for 

youngsters to attend school once they are married and have children, but outreach 

workers try to motivate parents to send their children (mainly girls) to school, at least 

for a couple of weeks or at regular intervals. They also try to find alternatives to get 

these children to school. One respondent mentioned, however, that the issue of forced 

marriage is not really taken up: 

‘We are keeping out of this, at the moment, I think. It is really a family 
business. Personally, I think that marriage is not really a problem. Of course, 
I do not know the opinion of the girls. Our problem, in our line of work, is the 
fact that they do not attend school. That is much more important to us. […] 
We try to pass on the message that it is important to provide a better future 
for their children by letting them attend school, so that they have the option of 
continuing their education, finding a job, etc., but I think we still have a long 
way to go. […] Other organisations say that we have done so much in the past 
to try to diminish that problem [forced marriage] without results, so maybe 
we need to focus more on small children. Everyone sees education as the key 
to the future.’

Mediation within communities is often used as a strategy. It is done, for example, 

by the police, teachers (equal-opportunity teachers) or cultural mediators towards 

parents, or via the family, the imam, or a person trusted by the victim. 

Another way of dealing with the high school absenteeism of Roma children was the 

withdrawal of study bursaries or other financial advantages. Although this did have an 

effect on non-authorised absences from school among the Roma, making parents pay 

back study bursaries was also problematic. 

‘For non-authorised absences from school, we collaborated with the police. 
If there were several non-authorised absences, the file was sent to the police 
and the police made a house call. The uniform made some kind of impression, 
but it did not have a lot of impact because they only received a warning. The 
measure that did have an impact – I believe it was an initiative by Pascal Smet 
– was the withdrawal of study bursaries, or the reimbursement of bursaries 
in the case of too many absences. This had an influence, yes. So, after a certain 
number of warnings, the files were sent to the Ministry of Education, who then 
sent out letters that bursaries had to be paid back, but the bursary was already 
paid and the reimbursement was a big problem, seeing that they have large 
families and most of the time, the money was already spent.’ 
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Another measure (although not often used, according to the respondent) was making 

support from the municipal social-service department conditional, i.e. that financial 

support would only be provided if the children attended school. 

The violence helpline 1712 is considered too new to draw any conclusions. According 

to a respondent, it is not yet sufficiently profiled, however, because it has a low 

threshold, reports are coming in from the Afghan community. (Migrants who are more 

integrated know their way to other services much better than members of the Afghan 

community.) However, another respondent thought that this helpline, despite its low 

threshold, was not yet specialised in multicultural issues. 

When victims contact services, advice, counselling and, if necessary, further referrals 

are provided. Information is offered on the rights of the victim and the (dis)advantages 

and risks of each possible step when considering the refusal of a marriage.

4.4.2 Protection

In protecting victims of forced and arranged marriage, respondents thought that 

police, shelters, and schools and teachers play a key role. The police force in a city in 

Wallonia (Mons) has extensive experience in dealing with forced marriage, and it pays 

particular attention to genuinely life-threatening situations in cases thereof:

‘When a girl comes to the police, the actions we will undertake are quite 
similar to those of victims in general, and to victims of intrafamilial violence 
or intimate partner violence. However, we do pay particular attention because 
we know there is a real life-threatening situation. In other cases, this is not 
so apparent. […] There is a specific procedure that allows us to know when 
we need to activate the unit for assistance to victims. In cases of intrafamilial 
violence or interpersonal violence or other situations, colleagues will wait to fax 
us a paper asking us to get in touch with certain people, whereas in the case of 
forced marriage, they have to call the service immediately. […] This is the flow 
chart for police officers, and this means that even if a person calls 101 and has 
the dispatcher on the phone, based on key words that have been encoded in the 
information system, the operator can decode it and the procedure will appear 
on the screen so that we know what to do in these situations.’ 

Two respondents mentioned that such special police units also exist in Antwerp, Ghent 

and Brussels, where there are reference personnel who have received special training 

on these issues. 

Shelters also provide protection, such as in the case of intrafamilial violence. Women 

are given a security plan if necessary, or a personal alarm system can be installed on 

their phone at home if certain criteria are met. 

Schools and teachers also play a role in protecting victims. One respondent mentioned 

that schools and the police collaborate on issues relating to forced marriage. Another 

respondent mentioned that there are warning signs to which one can be vigilant and 

that function as indicators, for example, when the behaviour of a child changes, when 

a girl is being more controlled and is not showing up for activities like she used to do, or 

when a woman is beaten up a lot but keeps going back to her husband, or if a woman is 

not going out. One respondent noted, however, that before going to the police, victims 

initially seek protection from close relatives, in Belgium or in their countries of origin. 
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Possible protective measures brought up by respondents include putting minors in 

institutions and referring (potential) victims to specialised organisations or shelters 

for abused women. One respondent mentioned that working with minors is similar to 

working with adults when it concerns forced marriage: the issue is complex, and there 

is a need to analyse on a case-by-case basis. However, if minors are involved, the 

need to take protective measures might occur, even if there are no sufficient juridical 

elements by which to punish the parents. 

One respondent mentioned that s/he developed a protocol for cases of forced 

marriage:

‘I made this protocol following a case where I ran into a brick wall time and 
time again: the police did not want to cooperate, people did not know the rights 
of the victim, there were genuine threats to the life of minors, who needed to 
be referred. […] On the basis of all the information I collected at that time, we 
created a protocol. We also made a brochure for youngsters who fear being 
taken abroad to be married. In that brochure, youngsters are provided with 
information to make certain agreements with a person of trust. For example, 
when the youngster is going abroad and he or she does not get in touch with 
the person of trust any more, or if he or she calls and speaks a code word, then 
this is the signal that a procedure should be initiated in Belgium.’ 

Reports of forced and arranged marriages come from schools, the police, social 

workers, teachers, family and friends, welfare departments, centres for pupils’ 

counselling, care providers and health services. Many respondents agreed that victims 

seldom report cases of forced marriage. It is difficult for victims because, although 

they do not agree with their parents, they remain loyal, and this loyalty conflict makes 

it very difficult for them to denounce their parents or family and to make a formal 

complaint. 

Prosecution
In cases of forced marriage, juridical proceedings can be instigated. Victims can 

report to the police, although respondents stated that this is not often the case, as 

aforementioned. When a forced marriage is reported, an official report is made and the 

prosecutor is informed. Court cases might be initiated, and legal actions might include 

imprisonment or conditional freedom. Evidence is often provided on the basis of 

assault and harassment, as this is much easier to prove. Depending on the situation, 

the judge might suggest a divorce, or in violent situations, the victim might demand 

recognition for that violence. 

In Brussels, a special forced-marriage unit in the police has been in operation for 

six years. This unit deals with a very mixed ethnic population (150 nationalities) in a 

deprived area of the city. The unit is confronted with the most poignant situations. 

Also, once the police hear about a forced marriage, it is often too late to stop it, as 

the victim might be abroad and her papers taken from her, or the victim has no money, 

is isolated and controlled, terrified of her in-laws as well as her own family, becomes 

pregnant quickly and is often abused. 
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‘Our first case involved a girl who realised that the marriage was forced, and 
that the marriage took everything from her. She loved to give dancing classes to 
children, but all of sudden, she wasn’t allowed to do that any more. Her fiancé 
did not want her to leave the house, so her family locked her up, as they were 
already promised to each other. In that scenario, we cannot do anything any 
more. When we [the special police/forced-marriage unit] hear about a forced 
marriage, it is often too late. Identity documents have been taken away. They 
leave for a trip abroad, and when the girl calls us, we have to tell her she 
cannot do anything without her documents. She then has to go to the embassy, 
but that takes time and money, which she does not have. […] Don’t forget, 
she’s all alone! […] Another case involved a girl who was not allowed to leave 
the house any more once she was married. She became pregnant within three 
months, and then we got a call about domestic violence and she had bruises all 
over. That hurts. […] She did not want to make a complaint because she was 
terrified of her in-laws and her family.’

In addition, the special police/forced-marriage unit provides support to organisations 

and other police departments, offers (telephone) advice to lawyers, victims and police 

officers as well as organisations, and provides information to schools and prosecutors. 

Another respondent mentioned that his/her organisation provides support for victims 

during legal proceedings, such as finding a lawyer and accompanying the victim to 

court. 

4.4.3 Provision of services

When asked about the services provided, respondents shared insights into their work 

with victims, on shelters, mediation, referrals, reporting, training and sensitisation.

Working with victims: One respondent from an NGO mentioned that it was one of the 

few organisations that follows up and provides long-term support for victims. Its work 

consists of an extensive intake conversation to assess the situation, the needs of the 

victim, how the family is functioning, and to evaluate the risk and danger of a particular 

situation. A vital element in this work is the dialogue with the victim, to discuss the 

situation, the options and consequences of each option (for example, breaking with 

the family or not). Psychological and social support is also provided, for example, 

support in dealing with financial difficulties, with the divorce process, with juridical 

issues, with finding a job, etc. If necessary, victims are referred to other services or 

shelters, or housing is provided. 

One respondent provides psychotherapy in the victims’ native language (Turkish). In 

cases of marital problems (the majority of patients), the therapy treats the damage 

done by forced or arranged marriages, such as loss of self-confidence, feelings of 

guilt and shame, how to face failures in life and its financial consequences, sexuality 

problems, etc. The fact that this therapy is provided in the mother tongue of the 

patients is very important, according to this respondent. 

The use of peers in working with victims and communities was used successfully as a 

strategy in Ghent. Women who were former victims are now experienced experts who 

assist victims in making decisions. These peers are highly credible from the victims’ 

point of view. They are role models because they demonstrate that a stable life is 

possible, even after choosing their own partner.
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Mediation: This is utilised by many of the respondents who deal with victims. However, 

respondents use it with caution. Mediation will depend on the situation, and as a 

strategy, it can work, even in cases of resistance to inter-ethnic marriages because 

of the low threshold for people seeking help. However, a respondent pointed out that 

one must remain vigilant, so as not to cause the opposite effect. Most of the time, 

youngsters do not ask for mediation. Seeing that it is considered paramount to always 

proceed based on the needs and requests of the victim, mediation should not be 

done when the victim does not want it. Another respondent endorsed this, and said 

that individuals should never be persuaded to engage in mediation when they do not 

wish to. Options and consequences should be explored, and framed in a human-rights 

context.

‘If we are in a situation of violence, I am not in favour of mediation. For me, 
mediation must be a balanced dialogue between parties, and when we talk 
about violence, and especially if we are in a continuum of violence, I do not 
think that this is the path to choose.’ 

Shelters for abused women and their children receive victims of forced and arranged 

marriages. According to a respondent, the work is the same for all clients, regardless 

of whether they are victim of forced marriage or not. Shelters provide support for a 

maximum of three months, according to a respondent. The services provided therein 

include mediation, couples’ counselling, socio-psychological counselling, providing 

a security plan for women and children, assisting in reintegration and working with 

children. 

A few respondents mentioned training. This comprises training for schools, the police, 

support services and municipal officials who are confronted with forced marriage. One 

respondent mentioned that at policy level, it was decided that all municipal officers 

who could potentially be confronted with forced marriage should receive training. 

One respondent stated that the reintegration of victims, after seeking help to escape a 

forced marriage, is non-existent in Belgium. Another said: 

‘Before we can reintegrate victims, victims need to be identified and protected, 
and we need to reflect on how this can be done in the best way, with what 
budget, and in which cases.’ 

Others identified reintegration initiatives such as referrals to appropriate organisations 

or services (for example, financial monitoring, housing under monitoring), following 

up with a victim when she is referred to a shelter, encouraging victims to undertake 

Dutch-language and social-orientation classes, and reintegration into the family 

through mediation and follow-up. 

4.4.4 Partnerships 

Partnerships have been built to share knowledge and expertise, both at international 

and national levels, and also among professionals when dealing with individual cases. 

Experiences, successes and difficulties have been shared with organisations from 

abroad. For example, one respondent said: 
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‘I went to a colloquium organised by Réseau Mariage et Migration that was 
really interesting, seeing that there were many people from abroad. For 
example, someone from the Forced Marriage Unit in the UK explained how 
they worked. Belgium could not work like that, particularly regarding the 
repatriation of victims to Pakistan. The UK is an ancient colonial power and 
they can accomplish certain things, whereas we cannot. Then there was a 
person from Berlin, from Papaya, who shared their experiences, their problems. 
Another interesting thing was that the French participants shared their 
experiences with developing a system of sheltering victims within families.’ 

Working together on cases of forced marriage creates bonds of trust and knowledge 

among professionals and the other stakeholders involved, and it will help to identify 

the objectives that have to be reached, according to a respondent. 

Another respondent mentioned the critical role of equal-opportunity teachers, who 

have regular meetings with other stakeholders, such as social workers, school 

directors, and centres for pupils’ counselling, to discuss cases of children who are 

absent from school and to decide if home visits are necessary. These teachers also 

collaborate with the police when there are too many cases of absenteeism.

 

4.4.5 Policymaking 

Two respondents involved in policymaking mentioned that the following activities took 

place in the area of forced marriage: responding to parliamentary questions on forced 

marriage (very few), implementation of government policy (for example, the National 

Action Plan), providing subsidies for local sensitisation projects, evaluating and 

testing policy initiatives, and centralising all information. 

Again, one respondent stressed the different realities in Flanders and Wallonia when 

working with victims. In Flanders, contacting services is easy, through the centres 

for general welfare, whereas in Wallonia, it depends on the provincial coordinators. 

Another respondent mentioned the existence of an action plan in Brussels that deals 

with training programmes for professionals who interact with victims of forced and 

arranged marriages. 

4.4.6 Research 

Respondents mentioned a number of research studies on the subject of forced 

marriage that were carried out in the past, as well as an upcoming study that will 

evaluate the specific law on forced marriage, specifically to assess whether or not the 

specific criminal law influences people’s decisions.

4.4.7 Feelings of stakeholders

Some professionals mentioned feelings of powerlessness, disappointment and fear 
when dealing with forced marriage. They feel powerless because, in the end, the 

choice remains with the victim to return to the family/husband or not. Disappointment 

sets in when a girl is forced to marry despite the work that the professionals have 

done. Fear was also mentioned, as forced marriage involves life-threatening 

situations: 
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‘In such cases, you are a bit powerless. That is the case with all forms of partner 
violence. It remains the choice of the one sitting in front of you, to follow you 
or not. […] We have to deal with questions such as, “Should we report to the 
police or the prosecutor?” or “Are we not jeopardising her security?” To what 
extent are we also responsible for the eventual death of someone? It is really 
very hard to consider what to do.’

One respondent working with victims in Brussels said that social workers often do not 
act, out of fear of doing something wrong, out of respect for culture, or because they 
do not know what to do because they lack confidence: 

‘The difficulty that I encountered is the fear of doing wrong among many social 
workers. It is good to ask questions, but it is not because you have a situation 
of forced marriage, because you have these young girls from foreign origin, 
that many do not know how to intervene. I tell them, “Act as you would do 
with any type of violence.” Of course, the family context can have consequences 
or aggravate the situation, but I do not understand why they hesitate so much. 
They – I’m sorry to say so – “racialise” the question too much. […] When it 
comes to minors, you have to look at the well-being of the young girl, what is 
best for her, and not put yourself in the family’s point of view.’ 

Another respondent referred to stereotypes among some professionals about other 

cultures that influence service provision. It was also mentioned that the relationship of 

trust with the victim and issues relating to professional secrecy make it difficult to act.
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Stakeholders were asked if they could identify factors that increase or decrease the 

risk of a forced or arranged marriage. The answers can be categorised by factors 

associated with the characteristics of families and communities, individuals, service 

provision, and context. These are explored in more detail, as follows. 

4.5.1 Factors associated with families and communities

Some respondents mentioned that ethnicity is a risk factor. Some ethnic communities 

are more at risk than others. In the Indian community, there is enormous community 

pressure and control, whereas in the Moroccan community, only the Berber region is 

affected by this practice. 

Some stakeholders identified financial difficulties as a factor that can increase the 

risk of forced or arranged marriage. This was mentioned in scenarios where women are 

‘sold’ by their parents for financial profits, or among communities where a bride price is 

common practice (for example, Roma communities). Financial difficulties are thought 

to increase the willingness to marry off girls in order to receive a bride price. 

The lack of gender equality in some families and communities was also considered a 

risk factor, especially in communities where women and girls lack decision-making 

power, cannot express their thoughts, and are seen as the preservers of culture. The 

education of girls and their sexuality, according to one respondent, ‘are controlled, 

with the aim of perpetuating the traditions and values of the group’. Mothers are held 

accountable for the continuation of traditions through the education of their girls. The 

aspect of honour is vital here. 

‘The Serbians, Chechens and Afghans that we met, those are mothers who 
have been indoctrinated to safeguard traditions. The men tell them, “If your 
girl is not following tradition, it’s your fault,” and these threats are backed up 
by reprisals.’ 

The integration of a family or community was mentioned several times as a factor in 

determining the risk of these types of marriages. The following aspects increase the 

risk: being a ‘traditional’ family (for example, families where grandparents live with 

the family and respect for the family is very important), families that are isolated from 

the rest of the population (some respondents called these ‘closed’ families), families 

that have recently arrived in Belgium, and families that maintain close ties with their 

countries of origin. 

The socio-economic status of a family or community was frequently brought up as a 

determinant for the risk of forced marriage. Respondents referred to families in their 

countries of origin (for example, partners coming from deprived families who have high 

expectations of life in Belgium/Europe), as well as those in Belgium. 

4.5.2 Factors associated with individuals

Some respondents pointed out that a girl’s age increases the risk of forced marriage, 

for example, when she is approaching the age of marriage or reaching puberty, or when 

the first signs of femininity are visible. 

4 . 5  FA C T O R S  I N C R E A S I N G  T H E  R I S K  O F  F O R C E D  M A R R I A G E
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Another aspect that was frequently mentioned was the level of dependency on 

the family. When youngsters depend strongly on the family, both emotionally and 

financially, and are raised in a protective environment, it is more difficult to detach 

from their parents’ expectations. At the same time, girls who have a certain level of 

independence and who express their opinions might also be at risk. 

The characteristics of an individual, such as being gay, being naive, or having low 
educational levels and/or learning difficulties, were all considered likely to increase 

the risk of forced marriage. 

One respondent also mentioned that being a first-generation migrant might increase the 

risk, when there is less awareness of the norms and values predominant in Belgium.

The lack of a social network was also brought up as a risk factor. 

Finally, one respondent mentioned that girls without official documents are a 

particularly at-risk group, especially in certain Roma communities: 

‘Within some Gypsy groups, I know there are parents who smuggle girls 
of 13 to 14 years into Belgium to marry them off. They earn a lot of money 
with getting these girls over here. These girls are not registered in Belgium, 
so nobody knows these girls are here. They do not attend school, and they get 
pregnant very quickly.’

 

4.5.3 Factors associated with service provision

Some respondents thought that the high threshold of services could deter (potential) 

victims from seeking help, as they are afraid that this will cause the situation to 

escalate. It was also mentioned by one respondent that shelters are not part of the 

normal living environment of Roma communities, and that this increases the risk 

of forced marriage. Finally, this respondent also referred to the scarcity of support 
mechanisms as a risk factor. More issues relating to service delivery are detailed in 

Section 4.7. 

4.5.4 Factors associated with context

Some respondents mentioned contextual factors that could increase the risk of 

forced marriage: the socio-economic status of migrant communities, issues relating 
to poor performance in education, and higher rates of unemployment within migrant 

communities. This, however, does not diminish the importance of tradition and 

identity. 

In addition, the strict migration laws in Belgium were also cited as a factor that 

increases forced marriages: 

‘Nowadays, the only way for a number of third-country nationals outside the 
EU to come to Belgium or Europe is through marriage. Either you can request 
asylum, but that has become very, very strict. It is no longer a possibility to come 
here as an economic migrant, so marriage is the only way in, and that can put 
pressure on certain types of marriage. […] The second factor is integration in the 
host country. I think that the more integrated communities become by finding 
work, by having decent housing, and by their children following the whole school 
trajectory, the more these communities will advance. If these conditions are met, 
I believe this will diminish the factors of identity and tradition.’ 
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We also asked our respondents to reflect on the current policy (or absence thereof) 

that deals with forced marriages in Belgium. Respondents shared their views on the 

available legal framework (the specific forced-marriage law, the law on marriage 

migration, the law on partner violence, the law on family reunification, and the law on 

marriages of convenience) and the National Action Plan (NAP). They also shared some 

reflections on laws and policies in general. 

One of the striking elements was that a number of respondents were not aware 
of the existing law on forced marriage or the NAP, whereas others mentioned that 

communities might not know that forced marriages are forbidden in Belgium. 

Some respondents believed that the policies have yielded good results in Belgium, 

considering that more cases of forced marriage are brought forward. In addition, these 

respondents believed that the current policies and laws reflect the values and norms 

of Belgium and demonstrate that the Belgian authorities have taken up the issue of 

forced marriage.

However, there were also some critical reflections on the policies and laws in Belgium. 

First of all, the lack of control over the implementation of policies and laws was 

mentioned. Secondly, when comparing Belgium to the Netherlands, one respondent 

mentioned that there is not much policy in Belgium, and, moreover, that this lack of 

policy will lead to riots:

‘There is not much policy, I believe. In the Netherlands, there is a protocol on 
forced marriages and honour violence. They have developed a roadmap in case 
of a threat: where to refer, who is going to talk with parents, to assess if there is 
danger, what’s the role of the police, they have special shelters for those women. 
There’s a whole policy around this. […] I do not really believe in national action 
plans. It’s all commitment declarations and intention declarations, […] but 
there is no framework in which the issue of diversity is enforceable. […] If we 
do not take that step, within ten to 20 years, we might experience situations 
[like what happened] in the Paris suburbs.’ 

Another respondent reflected on extreme right-wing policies, i.e. the strict rules 

regarding migration for marriage, which are leading to an increase in forced and 

arranged marriages, as well as marriages of convenience: 

‘Policy and marriage choice are influencing each other.’ 

With regard to the National Action Plan (NAP), some respondents were positive about 

it. The NAP provides an opportunity to break the silence on the topic of forced and 

arranged marriage and to work together, at different levels. 

Opinions varied on the specific law on forced marriage. Some respondents thought 

that a specific criminal law on forced marriage is unnecessary, considering that there 

are other laws that can deal with this, for example, when minors are involved, child 

marriage can be prosecuted as rape. 

It is often thought that such specific criminal laws have a discouraging effect, and that 

such laws demonstrate that the government deems the problem important. However, 

not all respondents agreed. Moreover, a respondent raised the question as to whether 

or not the law on forced marriage can deal with all the other forms of ‘forced’ marriage 

in the spectrum, with all the different levels of pressure. 

4 . 6  V I S I O N S  O F  T H E  S TA K E H O L D E R S  O N  P O L I C I E S  A N D  L AW S
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Respondents repeatedly brought up that the law is not an easy instrument for victims, 

seeing that the burden of proof is on the victim (presumption of innocence), i.e. s/

he has to prove that there were threats of violence, that there was pressure, that no 

consent was given, etc. According to a juridical respondent, it is difficult to define and 

prove a forced marriage. Other crimes related to forced marriage, such as assault and 

battery, harassment, murder or attempted murder, are easier to prove in this respect. 

Providing proof of extreme control over an individual, or psychological violence, was 

considered to be incredibly difficult. Moreover, youngsters are supposed to make a 

complaint and to launch juridical proceedings against their family/husband, which is 

very difficult. 

‘I take the elements that make it an offence. You need to have a marriage, so 
that marriage must have been concluded. If not, it’s only an attempt. Then, 
a marriage concluded under constraints, but not any constraint, it must be a 
constraint under physical or psychological violence. And when is a victim going 
to say she was forced to marry? Who is a victim going to accuse? Her parents? 
Of having given her an education that led her to accept a marriage, whereas 
now, after having opened her eyes and seeing things in another context she 
considers that marriage forced, abusive?’

This led another respondent to conclude that the law on forced marriage only has 

symbolic value, and that s/he did not have any faith in it, as it can never provide an 

indication of the magnitude of the problem. Some other respondents, who believe that 

sanctions alone will not suffice, endorsed this view. 

One respondent mentioned that because of the murder of Saida Sheikh, the law on 

forced marriage was adopted.44 In this court case, Sheikh’s family was convicted for 

forced marriage and homicide. The gender dimension was considered an aggravating 

circumstance. One respondent mentioned that the sentences in this case were very 

minor, when considering the consequences for the victim (death), or when considering 

that the consequences of forced marriage last a lifetime in other cases. 

Respondents mentioned that the law on marriage migration has become stricter (since 

September 2013). One respondent noted that the new migration law stipulates that a 

partner can only migrate to Belgium when s/he is 21, so child marriages will become 

even rarer in Belgium. However, another stated that this is circumvented by falsifying 

birth certificates or other papers abroad. In addition, the occurrence of marriages with 

the sole intent of obtaining papers was mentioned by others. 

What is even more worrying, as pointed out by a respondent, is that when a partner 

enters Belgium for marriage, s/he cannot divorce for the first three years, which gives 

a lot of power to the partner already living in Belgium. This can lead to situations 

where the partner who migrated ends up staying in an abusive relationship in order to 

safeguard his/her temporary residence permit. One respondent thought that the law 

on marriage migration together with the law on partner violence could counter such 

situations. However, another respondent stated: 

44 Saida Sheikh refused a forced marriage and had a relationship with a Belgian man. Her 
brother killed her with three bullets in October 2007.
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‘Regarding the residence rights of newcomers, when they are victims of 
intrafamilial violence, the law states that you have to stay with your husband 
for a year and one day. Apparently, there is a law that mentions that there is an 
exception for victims of intrafamilial violence. I have many cases in which the 
victims are married one and a half, two years, who are in Belgium, but whose 
residence permits are taken away, even if there are five, six official reports of 
violence. So, I wonder if the law is active or not. Is it only a law on paper?’

Other effects of this law on marriage migration, as mentioned by respondents, include 

the increase of the marital age, the decrease in imported brides and better protection 

of youngsters who grow up in Belgium. 

One respondent mentioned that the national laws are very well developed, seeing that 

there is a new law on marriages of convenience, which increased the aggravating 

circumstances. However, some communities, such as the Roma, most often marry in a 

traditional way (customary marriage) before the age of 18. Respondents believed that 

the law on forced marriage cannot do anything to stop these marriages. 
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The stakeholders’ questionnaire included some questions about possible obstacles 

in service delivery with regard to forced marriages. Stakeholders were also asked to 

identify any gaps in providing support and care for (potential) victims of forced (and 

arranged) marriages. 

The list of barriers and gaps identified by professionals was, unfortunately, very long 

and is presented as follows. It has been divided into two sections: one on issues in the 

work that is currently available to deal with forced marriage, and another section that 

explores the gaps, i.e. the lack of services and other strategies to adequately tackle 

the problem of forced marriage in Belgium. 

4.7.1 Obstacles in working on the problem of  
forced marriage in Belgium

A particular area of concern was the issue of forced marriage in the Roma communities 
of Belgium, and the problems encountered by those professionals who deal with 

this. These communities are affected by child marriages and forced and arranged 

marriages, as already outlined in previous sections of this report. 

One of the most striking findings of this research is that services do not really 

act to deal with this problem. According to one respondent who works with Roma 

communities, most services acknowledge and know about the problem of child 

marriages among Roma communities, but do not act upon it (any more). Secondly, the 

poor economic situation and very high unemployment rates of the Roma communities 

in their home countries were cited as problematic. Thirdly, the attitudes towards 

marriage-related issues and services, as well as the insufficient knowledge among 

these communities about services, were identified as obstacles in adequate service 

delivery on forced marriage among the Roma in Belgium. 

Respondents mentioned that Roma communities are very suspicious towards 

services, and do not know where to go in case of a forced marriage. Moreover, working 

with Roma communities is based on a relationship of trust, which can be severely 

jeopardised if it becomes known that a professional helped someone to escape a 

forced or arranged marriage. Arranged marriages are considered the norm, and the 

subject of marriage is sensitive and difficult to discuss with Roma communities. It 

is the same for discussing the fact that a girl’s prospects and future chances are 

jeopardised if she drops out of school. Respondents stressed the fact that it will take 

time to change these attitudes and behaviours. 

Another concern was that discussions about the human body and sexuality were 

problematic for Roma communities, hence the reason why their children are not 

allowed to attend these classes in school. 

Finally, knowledge of Belgian services is lacking among the Roma. For example, for 

teenage mothers who still need to attend school, day care for their children is not 

an option. This system (of day care) is considered very strange, as Roma children are 

raised within the family. Moreover, Roma communities do not know that finding a place 

in a day-care centre needs to be done early in the pregnancy. Language is also seen as 

a barrier for Roma communities, especially when minor brides come from abroad. 

4 . 7  I S S U E S  I N  S E R V I C E  D E L I V E R Y
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Many respondents considered mediation complex and problematic. It is often done 

with the best of intentions, for example, by teachers, who discuss a forced marriage 

with parents. However, mediation is not often recognised as the cause of serious 

problems for the victim. It requires a case-by-case analysis, whereby the whole family 

system and the security plan must be carefully assessed. One respondent mentioned 

that mediation in cases of forced or arranged marriage cannot be based on the same 

strategy as dealing with problems in school. Mediation is difficult for parents, who are 

strongly attached to traditions and social obligations in their communities, as one’s 

position therein is very valuable and necessary for survival. Mediation can be very 

threatening to these people. 

One respondent mentioned that parallel mediation is sometimes done, for example, by 

services, as well as by family members, in order to solve the problem. When the victim 

chooses to return to his/her family in the end, service providers can find it frustrating. 

Identifying the right person for mediation is also difficult. Using interpreters, imams 

or family members was recognised as problematic. These members of the community 

can work as deterrents to victims to stepping forward. Moreover, they have loyalties 

towards families and/or communities. At the same time, it was acknowledged that 

family members might be the only people to whom families are willing to listen and talk.

Many respondents shared their concerns with regard to the service delivery that is 

currently available. These concerns deal mainly with the attitudes and feelings of 
professionals, the attitudes and feelings of the communities, and the strategies and 
activities of the services themselves. 

The feelings and attitudes of communities that obstruct adequate service delivery refer 

mainly to fears about shelters and their services, as well as the differences in values 

and norms concerning issues of forced and arranged marriage. Respondents stated 

that the fear of exposing family problems and putting blame on the family is a barrier 

to seeking help from services, indicating that they are underused. It should also not be 

underestimated that taking the step to seek help in a shelter is extremely difficult for 

victims, especially minors, who have never lived outside a family setting or community. 

The threshold to go to services, including the police, was considered high. One 

respondent believed that for the second and third generations of Turkish and 

Moroccan communities this might be easier because they know the services better 

than other communities, such as Pakistanis. Finally, one respondent mentioned that 

the perception among communities of existing services is not always accurate, due to 

prejudices or inadequate knowledge. 

With regard to the feelings, attitudes and skills of professionals, the respondents 

expressed a number of concerns. Fears of stigmatising communities, stereotypes 

about other ethnic communities, cultural relativism, communication problems due 

to language barriers and/or differences in value systems were all believed to hinder 

adequate service delivery. 

One respondent mentioned that s/he encountered difficulties in sensitising 

magistrates. Another respondent stated that forced marriages are not questioned by 

youth magistrates or other professionals due to a lack of arguments to counter them, 

and the fact that no legal argument is available, seeing as one can marry from the age 

of 16 onwards. 
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Deficiencies in the skills of professionals were also noted. One respondent referred 

to difficulties in assessing the level of danger for a person, diagnosing the situation 

and taking appropriate action. Moreover, according to a respondent, the curricula 

of professionals lack instruction in how to deal with diversity in our current society. 

In this respect, another respondent mentioned that curricula, for example, those of 

teachers or social workers, do not provide up-to-date and realistic theories, such as 

the intersectionality approach, and that traditional theories are still very common (for 

example, the cultural perspective). As a result, the professionals do not have the tools 

to act appropriately in all situations. 

Issues relating to the activities and strategies of services are as follows: long waiting 

lists, slow response rates, issues with shelters, divorce as a solution to coping with 

forced marriage, not reaching men and boys, a lack of services for isolated population 

groups, and the inability to reach target groups for sensitisation efforts.

Several respondents mentioned that some sensitisation activities, such as brochures 

or campaigns, were not well adapted to the target populations, and that such types of 

activities should not stigmatise populations. Some respondents criticised the current 

approach of services as being one-sided.

Shelters are an important aspect of service delivery for victims, yet one respondent 

mentioned that the provision thereof was ‘a disaster’, and it is even worse for 

undocumented migrants.

There are not enough shelters, and they are not able to deal adequately with the 

feelings of isolation and loneliness experienced by victims of forced marriage. 

Counselling is a problem when language is a barrier. Furthermore, considering that 

shelters are a short-term solution, no long-term follow-up is put in place, and the 

reintegration of victims remains problematic. The lack of shelters, and especially the 

lack of specific care for victims of forced marriage, results in placing victims ‘where 

there is a place available, which can lead to very distressing situations’, according to 

one respondent. 

 

A specific concern mentioned by many respondents is related to population groups 

that are isolated, and are thus difficult to reach. These groups include undocumented 

migrants (as aforementioned) and newcomers. 

Newcomers arriving in Belgium through family reunification sometimes find themselves 

all alone, without social contacts, not speaking the language, and abused by their 

partners. The right of residence stipulates that they have to remain with their spouse 

for three years in order to keep their residence permit. This is considered problematic 

when the relationship is abusive. 

Isolated victims are totally dependent on their partners and therefore do not find their 

way to services easily. Gaining access to these individuals, as well as to communities 

that are ‘closed’, and providing them with sufficient solutions is very delicate and 

difficult, according to one respondent. For instance, the fact that divorce is sometimes 

proposed as a way out of a forced or abusive marriage that was arranged, meets some 

problems. 
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Finally, when it comes to the development and implementation of policies and laws 
regarding forced marriage, many concerns were brought up. Respondents found it 

problematic that a lot of definitions of forced marriage are circulating. Moreover, 

distinguishing between forced and arranged marriage was difficult when implementing 

policies and law into practice. This leads to mixing up types of marriages, or difficulties 

in proving that an arranged marriage has evolved into a forced marriage. 

Another respondent noted that the non-recognition of the complexity of the issue 

posed a barrier to service delivery. Yet another described the following: 

‘Everything is put into one container – fake marriages, forced marriages, 
arranged marriages, grey and white marriages – as it is all focused on stopping 
migration. There is a very right-wing discourse that is used around migration 
and marriage.’ 

Another respondent acknowledged that when there is no embedded policy supported 

by a vision on diversity, it will characterise the provision of care, be it preventative or 

curative, directly impacting the support that is provided to the victim: 

‘There is no steering or monitoring body, not only for forced marriage, but for 
everything that is linked with diversity and intercultural issues. It all depends 
on the personal commitment of a counsellor or care provider. Most professionals 
approach diversity issues as they do with the average Flemish family, resulting 
in a trajectory filled with disasters. There is also no control mechanism, no 
charter, no commitment declaration, and no minister to make diversity an 
issue.’ 

Another respondent mentioned the extreme right-wing migration policy as an 

influencing factor, believing that stricter rules regarding marriage migration pave 

the way for forced and arranged marriages, and could lead to an increase in these 

marriages.

Involving communities in policy development is complex, as communities in which 

forced marriages take place often consider such policies stigmatising. 

Policy implementation was also obstructed by the inadequate exchange of 

experiences and communication between stakeholders. One respondent stated that 

the fact that forced marriage is linked to honour-related violence causes problems 

among professionals who only deal with forced marriage, or only with honour-related 

violence, and they are not aware of each other’s work. Moreover, migration is dealt with 

at the regional level of government, and the fact that municipalities decide freely on 

how strict they can be on marriage migration, causing people to ‘shop’ between cities 

in order to marry, is not helpful either.

The lack of a circular from public prosecutors on forced marriage results in police 

zones assuming that it is not a problem in their area.45 

45 A circular, or COL, details the practical implementation of a law for all professionals in a 
particular sector. 
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Respondents mentioned a range of issues and challenges with respect to the available 

laws and legal framework:

– Reporting: One respondent mentioned the discrepancy in numbers between the 

registered cases by a specialised police unit in Brussels and what people working 

in the field are noticing and experiencing. The fact that a study on forced marriage 

in Brussels did not expose the issue to be a problem was considered detrimental. 

Another respondent stated that many cases are filed under intrafamilial violence 

or marriages of convenience because ‘it’s the easiest thing to do’. Finally, it was 

noted that it is highly problematic for a victim to make a complaint if there is no 

appropriate care for him/her afterwards.

– Providing evidence: Difficulties in finding proof and evidence are the reason 

why forced marriage is rarely treated by jurisdictions, for example, difficulties in 

providing proof of a lack of consent or the presence of threats, or that a marriage 

was concluded for residence papers only. Finding witnesses who are willing 

to testify against the community or family is also challenging. Very often, as 

respondents mentioned, this results in building cases based on other offences, 

such as abuse or harassment, whereby forced marriage is only a side issue. 

– Abuses of the legal framework were also mentioned, as is the case with marriages 

of convenience and the falsification of documents (for example, birth certificates). 

What’s more, professional secrecy provisions hinder the exchange of vital 

information between professionals in cases of forced marriage. Sometimes, 

different services are involved in working with one family, but they do not know this 

or cannot exchange information due to professional secrecy. 

4.7.2 Gaps influencing service delivery for (potential) 
victims of forced marriage

Respondents acknowledged several gaps that negatively impact the adequate 

provision of services for those affected by forced marriage. These are examined in 

detail in this section. 

Knowledge among professionals was considered insufficient, regarding forced 

marriage in particular and intercultural competencies in general. This lack of 

knowledge affects a wide variety of professionals, including police officers, 

community-based organisations, youth welfare services, teachers, social workers, 

prosecutors and magistrates. This leads to feelings of doubt among professionals, to 

the non-registration of cases of forced marriage, and ultimately results in ‘amateurish 

work’, in ‘no one really knowing what to do’, and in ‘dealing with everybody on the 

same basis, which is not helpful in an intercultural setting’. To summarise, it leads to 

inadequate action or total inaction. 

One respondent mentioned that organisations for youth welfare are afraid to deal with 

youngsters and parents regarding this issue: 

‘They do not want to create any problems and prefer to remain satisfied with 
the current way of working. Federations of community-based organisations do 
not take up the issue either, although they could act as the link between service 
providers and communities.’ 
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The lack of information and tools for professionals might be one of the main reasons 

for this lack of knowledge and, consequently, for deficiencies in service delivery. 

Information was, according to respondents, notably lacking with regard to: recognising 

and acknowledging forced marriage, intervention protocols (mediation, how to 

address the issue, or where to refer in cases of life-threatening situations), the legal 

framework and the rights of victims. 

Professionals also lack the skills needed to deal with intercultural issues and diversity. 

This was, according to one respondent, due to a lack of education and training: 

‘The subject of “interculturality” is optional, something a student can choose 
to follow in his or her curriculum – if there are not enough students, it is often 
cancelled – which results in most professionals not being adequately equipped 
to deal with such issues. For example, psychologists – they are totally idle in the 
area of diversity. They are strongly focused on the individual, and then these 
people become coordinators and cannot be convinced to deal with diversity. It 
is very frustrating.’

The lack of monitoring and evaluation of actions provided within services was 

mentioned as an issue for appropriate service delivery, as well as the non-registration 

of cases of forced marriage.

The fact that intervention protocols are non-existent results in professionals fending 

for themselves. This was considered an element that diminishes the quality of services.

Respondents noted several gaps in services. Some noted the lack of shelters in 
general and the lack of specialised and secure shelters with proper accommodation 
for minors. Mainstream shelters, with women who are victims of intimate partner 

violence or intrafamilial violence, are not always the best place for young girls. The 

lack of shelters is problematic. If, for example, a victim refuses to be put in a specific 

shelter because it is too close to home, she ends up at the bottom of the waiting list. 

The lack of initiatives for long-term follow-up and reintegration of victims are also 

items that need to be addressed, according to respondents.

The lack of any action to deal with child marriages among the Roma was also quite 

worrying. 

Another gap in service delivery is the lack of specific psychotherapy for victims 
of forced marriage. For the most part, they are dealt with using the therapy for 

intrafamilial violence.

Service delivery for those who are ‘invisible’ is also missing. As one respondent 

mentioned, the most serious cases do not come to the attention of service providers, 

for example, those who are locked up and/or used as house slaves, or those in 

seriously violent situations. Service providers focus too much on Belgian victims, as 

they are embedded in the system (school, social networks, etc.).

Some respondents mentioned that the lack of research needs to be addressed. For 

example, measuring the effectiveness of interventions is required, as is an estimation 

of the prevalence of forced marriage. The lack of numbers might be due to the non-

registration of forced marriage, to the complexity of the issue, and to the fact that 

there is a ‘dark’ number that is very difficult to estimate.
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The lack of coordination at several levels was also pointed out, specifically between 

Flanders and Wallonia, which have different viewpoints on forced marriage and 

dissimilar ways of working. However, one respondent stated that both regions could 

learn from each other, as their ways of working are complementary. More coordination 

is also needed in the provision of shelters. Services and professionals also do 

not coordinate their work, for example, feedback is not provided when different 

professionals work on one case, and there is a lack of coordination between the 

various services involved, for example, to follow up with victims or families. 

One gap in service delivery that was frequently mentioned was the lack of sufficient 
resources to provide adequate services. This was referred to with regard to the 

long-term follow-up of victims, as well as in the short term (for example, the need 

for sufficient personnel for mediation, as this takes time). The fact that respondents 

indicated that shelters are full or have long waiting lists indicates that there is indeed 

a lack of resources to provide care for victims. One respondent mentioned that the 

financial crisis was hindering the work of the police and the municipalities with regard 

to forced marriage. 

Finally, deficiencies in knowledge among communities were mentioned. The lack of 

knowledge about laws on migration, marriage and forced marriage among people who 

enter Belgium was brought up. This refers to, amongst other things, the fact that the 

migrating partner can lose his/her residence permit when divorcing within three years. 

Communities also lack a knowledge of services, for example, how to report violence or 

where to go for health care, or lack of knowledge of shelters, etc. Youngsters are often 

ignorant of alternative options when facing a forced marriage. This should also be 

adequately confronted. 
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Not many respondents established a link between forced marriages and human 

trafficking. Most often, human trafficking was linked to arranged marriages or 

marriages of convenience, which involve money (amounts from € 10,000 to € 15,000 

were alluded to by a respondent). Trafficking was also considered when marriages are 

concluded to obtain residence permits or for reasons of prostitution. One respondent 

mentioned that human trafficking for reasons of prostitution was sometimes linked 

to marriage, when marriage was necessary to be able to migrate and to obtain a 

residence permit in Belgium. The phenomena of lover-boys who force girls into 

prostitution was also mentioned in this respect. 

One respondent clearly established a link between trafficking and marriages:

‘I believe the strict migration policy here makes people more creative when 
crossing the borders, and abuse becomes less visible because it is punishable.’

Some respondents stated that the link is apparent when victims are isolated and 

exploited, for example, when they have to take care of the family, whereas the partner 

deals with all other things, such as finances, and the victim has no possibility of 

integration. 

One respondent mentioned a case in which she established a clear link between 

human trafficking and marriage:

‘There was the case of a young Albanian girl. A centre for minors referred 
this girl to me. She had made a complaint to the police for violence. The police 
protected her and had put her in this centre. A short while after that, the centre 
contacted me because the girl was going to turn 18. The fear was that she 
was going to end up in a network of prostitution, as she was going to be sent 
to Germany. There had been an exchange of money between her father and a 
man in Germany, apparently to marry her to that man, but there were severe 
suspicions by the police. They thought she was in real danger. The girl then 
disappeared. We never received any more news.’ 

Finally, one respondent was quite outspoken, stating that girls who are forced to marry 

are victims of human trafficking:

‘The link is that the girl is an element of trade. Certainly, in some cases, there is 
a bride price. There is a form of merchandising at the beginning. The girl is an 
object. She is considered an object, not a person. […] They are people of whom 
no one asks their opinion, who are instruments in the hands of the parents, 
and who are projects of the parents. […] If there is no bride price, then still 
there is the whole question of tradition and honour that has to pass through 
the girl, the woman. So here you are: she’s an object through whom a whole 
series of values and traditions pass, and she is the instrument of that. She is 
not considered a person, so, for me, this is human trafficking.’

4 . 8  T H E  L I N K  W I T H  H U M A N  T R A F F I C K I N G
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The respondents provided a wide range of recommendations to improve prevention, 

protection, prosecution, provision of services, coordination, etc. 

One recommendation that was repeatedly mentioned was the need to integrate 
diversity into services, the minds of service providers, and the public in general. 

Respondents working with affected communities were especially vocal in their calls 

for building competencies to deal with diversity, including diverse values and norms, 

image-building other cultures, intercultural communication skills, context and the 

background of migration, etc. 

One respondent mentioned a need for intercultural competencies in every educational 

curriculum, and diversity should be included as a transversal theme. All professionals, 

as well as community-based organisations and federations, need to leave their 

comfort zones, face intercultural issues and acknowledge the problems arising 

therefrom. Every service (youth courts, integral youth support, all sectors and services) 

should be coached and trained in how to deal with diversity. 

Another suggestion made by this respondent was the development of a manual or 

quality criterion to subsidise a service, based on diversity: services need to prove 

that they take into account diversity issues and how they deal with them, as there is 

a need for a ‘compelling framework’ and ‘a minister who is committed to pushing for 

integrating diversity into every service’. There is a need for a framework to which an 

authority can be held accountable, which stipulates that non-recognition of diversity 

is not an option. 

‘Immigration is a structural reality in Belgium, and we need to integrate that, 
and it has to be part of our work. We need to acknowledge this and recognise 
specific needs without ethnicising the question too much.’

With regard to policymaking, respondents mentioned a need for clear directives for 

magistrates. In this respect, a circular, or COL, on forced marriage was recommended, 

either a specific one or one complementary to the COL3 (on intrafamilial violence), 

which explains forced marriage, the mechanisms behind it, the different behaviours 

of the perpetrators and the victims, the warning signs, punishments, etc. In this way, 

forced marriage will become visible. It can be centralised, statistics will be available, 

and the whole territory of Belgium will be included. At a national level, one respondent 

suggested that the country needs guidelines or protocols at policy level itself, similar 

to the policy in the Netherlands. 

With respect to the law on forced marriage, one respondent mentioned that a law 

alone cannot stop this practice. Another respondent backed this up and stressed that 

legal actions should go hand in hand with respectful interventions towards families 

and communities. One respondent mentioned that the law on forced marriage could 

be improved by a provision that the burden of proof should be on the perpetrator, 

i.e. that s/he did not exert any pressure or use violence on the victim. In the case of 

child marriage, one respondent mentioned that these marriages should always be 

prosecuted, even when concluded abroad, and that the children involved should be 

withdrawn from their parental authority.
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A lot of recommendations were provided with regard to improving the reception of 
(potential) victims. Respondents acknowledged that providing adequate support 

and future prospects to victims is important. The problem of sheltering victims 

was acknowledged (as aforementioned in this section), and respondents said that 

specialised shelters could be created or existing structures adapted, as long as the 

victims received proper accommodation and support. For example, extra beds could be 

made available for young victims. 

Social workers already have vast experience that can be expanded to include forced 

marriage. Respondents suggested that we need to look abroad to learn how it is 

tackled there, and to assess whether it is possible to incorporate these policies into 

the Belgian context (for example, in France, it might be easier to create safe havens as 

it is a huge country, whereas in Belgium, it might be difficult). 

One respondent mentioned that those who leave their family to escape forced marriage 

need to learn how to deal with autonomy and freedom. In this respect, she referred 

to France, where victims live in families (other than their own), where they can learn 

how to deal with freedom, autonomy, and where they are well supported and certain 

boundaries are set without them being left alone, as is the case when they are in a 

shelter. As one respondent summarised it: 

‘To reintegrate victims, we need to develop structures, such as specialised 
centres or reception families, or reference persons, or supervised apartments, 
but we should also leave space to develop initiatives that are adapted to the 
local context.’

With regard to sensitisation, capacity-building and training, the need to inform and 

train prosecutors, magistrates and other professionals who are likely to encounter 

forced marriage, was mentioned several times. Forced marriage should be included 

in the curricula of professionals, while another respondent stressed that diversity 

needs to be included in all educational curricula as well. Guidance should be provided 

to teachers and care providers to assess the risk, to assess whether there is space to 

negotiate, to determine which individuals can help in mediating. 

Sensitisation among communities was also recognised as important. It can be done 

through schools and specialised organisations, and should focus on norms and 

values, as one respondent mentioned. Another stipulated that informational materials 

on forced marriage could also be displayed in the consultation rooms of doctors and in 

various organisations. 

When it comes to working with communities and victims, one respondent mentioned 

that victims need to be identified and protected, and we need to reflect on how this 

can be done in the best possible way, with what budget, and in which cases action is 

required. In this respect, the suggestion of working from an intersectional approach is 

worth taking into consideration: 

‘It’s important to frame certain phenomena in a particular context, in a proper 
way, and to analyse them in that way. Intersectionality is a very good framework 
for doing this. It looks at gender norms, ethnicity, age, etc., as different axes 
that are combined to analyse phenomena. The position of an individual will be 
different, depending on what axes you take.’ 
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Frequently, respondents mentioned that dealing with forced marriage is not an exact 

science, and that it can only be dealt with on a case-by-case basis. Each case needs 

to be analysed individually, every time. There is no routine treatment in cases of forced 

marriage. Each situation requires a detailed analysis. A respondent mentioned that 

even when working on changing attitudes about the school attendance of minor Roma 

girls, it was important to consider each case individually and not to generalise, as not 

all Roma force their children to marry. 

When working with victims, one respondent stressed the need to build capacity 

towards autonomy, to take responsibility and not rely on others. (Potential) victims 

should be given all possible options. The importance of an engagement period prior to 

marriage was also suggested in the work towards communities. Another respondent 

thought it important to empower individuals to act in their own interests, instead of 

the interests of a group, as is often the case in Turkish and Moroccan communities. 

The Quran was also suggested as a means of finding arguments to counter forced 

marriage, and Islam could be referred to, according to one respondent, as a channel to 

help parents who are trying to find a way out of forced marriage. 

Parents should be empowered, for example, mothers in standing up for their daughters 

and fathers in sharing responsibility for the education of their children. Parents should 

also be empowered to explain to their children all the aspects involved when choosing 

a partner from their country of origin.

A respondent suggested that small-scale initiatives with low thresholds could be 

set up, such as discussion groups with parents and/or members of the communities 

on how to deal with the expectations and pressure from the environment regarding 

marriage, where personal feelings regarding marriage can be shared, where inter-

ethnic marriages can be de-problematised, etc. Another respondent suggested that 

parents should be aware and accept that children cannot be controlled entirely, as 

their personality is also shaped by school, friends, the environment, etc. 

In working with victims, the need to find long-term solutions was expressed by many 

respondents. For example, in Roma communities, traditions can be adjusted, but it 

will take time, as one respondent said. Another respondent stated that changing 

behaviour takes several generations, hence the need for long-term strategies. Also, 

when it comes to supporting, monitoring and following up victims, this requires a long-

term approach, and it should be acknowledged that this is costly. The need to increase 
resources was therefore frequently mentioned, in order to stop forced marriage and 

provide appropriate care for victims. 

Tailor-made mediation as a strategy to work with victims was suggested, not only 

at crisis moments, but on a regular basis. It was also suggested that intercultural 

mediators should be included from the very beginning, when assessing the problem. If 

these mediators could help service providers in making referrals, help would be much 

more efficient. Criteria for mediators were also suggested, and included the following: 

a respectful attitude towards communities, respect from communities, being known in 

the communities, having wide networks in the communities, etc. 
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Finally, with regard to the work with communities, one respondent stressed the fact 

that prevention, not migration policy, should be prioritised:

‘I think we should work here and not necessarily close our borders. […] Belgium 
increased the conditions for family reunification. The criteria are more and more 
demanding. I think that is a problem, a concrete problem related to finding 
solutions regarding marriage issues. I think we need to work on prevention, to 
try to develop good actions for victims or potential victims. We need to work 
with parents, with families because mostly, they are in difficulty, and they only 
find this solution [forced marriage] to deal with their problems. […] We need 
to invest in prevention. It is really our priority. We need to take care of victims, 
but we also need to build the capacities of youngsters to negotiate with parents 
[…] avoid stigmatisation.’

The need for better coordination was also expressed. This could be done by either 

developing new initiatives or by building on existing structures, as one respondent 

stated. Examples of a reference person and a special coordination mechanism were 

mentioned. Such a reference person could follow up a case all the way through and be 

the liaison between all the people involved. One respondent stated that there is a need 

for better coordination between Flanders and Wallonia, and that campaigns should be 

the same in both parts of the country. One suggestion to enhance coordination was to 

design one package, one framework:

‘In the end, the ethnic minorities in Belgium are not new. There have been 
various suggestions done in Paula D’Hondt’s report, a report that is old 
now, but we still do not have – at Flemish level, at least – a framework, for 
example, in education and youth support services and so on, a framework with 
accredited translators and interpreters, intercultural mediators, experts who 
are available to email or to call to discuss cases, for supervision moments, and 
so on, and that all those things are in one package, in one training [course]. Is 
that so difficult to organise? I do not think so. Does it cost that much money? 
I do not think so. […] I think this is really the challenge for the future, for the 
service provision, and I do not know when politicians will wake up or [if they] 
can be woken up.’

Some respondents mentioned that more should be done to detect and report cases of 

forced marriage. Suggestions were made to create low-threshold initiatives to report 
cases. 

The non-judgmental attitude of professionals and volunteers when dealing with cases 

of forced marriage was frequently mentioned. In order to tackle this, one respondent 

suggested working on prejudices regarding marriage migration by explaining the 

deeper meanings of this complex issue, so that prejudices do not hinder adequate and 

early care. 

More research is needed, according to two respondents, in order to evaluate 

mechanisms that are put in place, for example, the special police units, and to provide 

figures. These figures will provide a better understanding of the risk factors and will 

provide evidence to negotiate with policymakers and funders. However, research is 

also necessary to acquire an overall view of forced marriage, and to obtain knowledge 

on the effects of actions on its evolution. 
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Socio-economic factors are key in emancipation and integration, according to 

one respondent. Therefore, as some respondents stressed, enhancing education 
and labour-market prospects for migrants is important, in order to avoid drastic 

measures (for example, victims who need to flee to shelters, or removing children 

from their parental authority). In the case of Roma communities, it was suggested that 

alternatives should be considered for minor mothers to attend school. At the same 

time, as some respondents stressed, the issue of early school-leaving among the 

Roma should be addressed strictly and laws should be applied. 

Various experts mentioned the importance of sharing knowledge and expertise, not 

only in Belgium, but also with neighbouring countries. 

Finally, one respondent stated that the issue of forced marriage should be dealt with 

from a human-rights perspective, as every individual has the right to choose his or her 

partner freely. 
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5.3. To understand the institutional context, social environment and cultural   
       perceptions regarding forced and child marriage in Morocco (Objectives 2  
       and 4) 
 
 
The changes in the social and legal framework surrounding sexual and reproductive rights in 
Morocco since 2004 seemed very promising to target violence against women in particular. Yet 
studies indicate that the rates of child marriage and violence against women in general remain high. 
Understanding how the legal and policy framework at the institutional level intersects with 
prevailing social and cultural norms provides insights into risk factors for forced and child marriage 
occurring in Morocco.  
 
Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted with stakeholders in Morocco who come into 
contact or deal with child and forced marriage, among which health care workers, legal 
professionals, teachers/academics, NGO and government representatives. Experts from multiple 
backgrounds and professions provide insights from various angles and frames of reference. 
In addition to the stakeholder interviews (primary data), secondary data was also generated for the 
analysis. Sources of secondary data included academic papers, government and NGO reports, 
various legal documents and media reports.  
 
 
 
 
Paper 
 
2.  Sabbe, A., H. Oulami, W. Zekraoui, H. Hikmat, M. Temmerman, and E. Leye (2013) 

“Determinants of Child and Forced Marriage in Morocco: Stakeholder Perspectives on Health, 
Policies and Human Rights.” BMC International Health and Human Rights, 13(43). 
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Background
In the last decade, the social and legal framework
surrounding sexual and reproductive health in Morocco
has seen a profound transformation. The reform of the
Family Code or Moudawana in 2004 endows Moroccan
women with groundbreaking rights that were previously
unheard of. Its predecessor was based on conservative
Islamic family law traditions, which included provisions
such as the wife’s obedience to her husband and the hus-
band’s right of repudiation [1,2]. The new Moudawana,
however, stipulates that spouses have equal rights and
duties in the family, establishing a right to divorce for
women, eliminating the requirement for women to have
the consent of a marital guardian (wali) to marry and
granting women more rights in the negotiation of
marriage contracts [3]a. Also, in an attempt to bring the
occurrence of child and forced marriages to a halt, the
minimum age of marriage for girls was raised from 15 to
18 [4]b. Nevertheless, in the years following the adoption
of the Moudawana, questions were raised by several
NGO’s and human rights groups concerning its applica-
tion, especially in the area of child marriage. Although
the minimum age for girls was increased, the new Family
Code does present the opportunity to ask a judge to
authorize marriage before the age of 18c. Few of the
applicants are maled. This loophole is increasingly being
used to marry off girls, often as young as 15.
Effectively, with the new Family Code, child marriage

was placed under control of the magistrates. In order to
grant a child marriage, the law requires not only a med-
ical and psychological exam of the child, but also a social
inquiry into the reasons for marriage [5]e. Yet, despite
the fact that underage marriage should remain an excep-
tion, it seems to almost have become the rule.
The rates of child marriage have risen steadily in the

years following the introduction of the new Moudawana.
In 2007, 33.596 underage marriages were allowed to take
place [6]. Figures released by the Ministry of Justice for
the year 2010 reveal that 41.098 child marriages were
authorized. Compared to 2009, this represents a 23,59%
increase [7]. With the judiciary approving over 90% of
petitions, the practice of child marriage in Morocco is
effectively upheldf.
Forced marriage is recognised as a human rights

abuse, violating a number of international human rights
norms, including the rights to freely enter into marriage,
and to bodily and sexual integrity. As early as 1948, the
right to free and full consent to a marriage was stipu-
lated by the Universal Declaration of Human Rightsg,
acknowledging that consent cannot be free and full
when one of the parties is not sufficiently mature to
make an informed decision, as is the case with child
marriage [8]. The most widely ratified United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) defines a

child as anyone under the age of 18 yearsh, based
on ideas of universalised notions of maturity [9]. Child
marriage is explicitly mentioned in a number of inter-
national human rights instruments, most notably in the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrim-
ination against Women (CEDAW), which states that the
“betrothal and the marriage of a child shall have no legal
effect”i. However, many countries legally allow young
people between the ages of 16–18 to marry with parental
consent, which raises questions regarding the concepts
of childhood and marriage across cultures [10]. This
brings to light the difficulties in defining forced marriage
and child marriage. While child marriage is generally
included in the scope of forced marriage [9,11], it should
be noted that the primary concern lies in the incidences
of forced child marriage, where explicit or implicit pres-
sure is exerted. Research shows that young people under
18 are at a higher risk of forced marriage [12]. Most of
these marriages are set up by parents and girls rarely
meet or get to know their future husband before the
wedding [13]. In a forced marriage, at least one of both
parties is coerced into a marriage against their will and
under duress. In contrast, an arranged marriage is char-
acterized by the fact that parents or relatives introduce
the spouses but both parties give their full and free con-
sent to the union. Therein lies the difference with forced
marriage [14]. However, in practice it can become diffi-
cult to accurately determine at what point emotional
pressure becomes great enough to implicate genuine
force in order to distinguish between forced and ar-
ranged marriages [15,16].
The overall prevalence of forced marriages is difficult

to estimate, as victims rarely come forward. The practice
is mostly hidden and incidences of forced marriage go
underreported [17]. Figures for child marriage are easier
to come by, seeing that the spouses’ ages at the date of
marriage, allows for the numbers of child marriages to
be quantified. This offers an objective benchmark to
assess the evolution with regards to girl’s and young
women’s rights.
Forced marriage and child marriage have considerable

detrimental health and social consequences. These
unions hinder educational development and limit oppor-
tunities, seriously affecting their economic status. Quite
often it exposes them to a lifetime of domestic violence
and abuse as they lack standing and power within their
households [18]. Several studies confirm wide age gaps
between younger married women and their spouses.
This age gap clearly creates unequal power relations
between the young bride and her older and more expe-
rienced husband, resulting in husbands having total
control over sexual relations and decision-making [18].
Since most brides are socially conditioned not to ques-
tion the authority of their husbands, they are often
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unable to use contraception or to plan their families.
The combined effect of these factors may also make
brides more likely to tolerate partner violence and not
leave abusive husbands [19].
Forced marriage and child marriage in particular bring

about a wide range of health consequences, of which
girls and young women bear the greatest burden. Forced
sexual intercourse can lead to gynaecological problems.
Associations have been found between coerced first sex-
ual intercourse and genital tract symptoms [20]. Studies
also report significant associations between sexual abuse
and sexually transmitted infections, bacterial vaginosis,
abnormal vaginal discharge, and psychological and men-
tal disorders [21]. Due to their bodies being not fully
developed, mothers under the age of 18 years experience
higher rates of maternal mortality and higher risk of
obstructed labour, postpartum haemorrhage and sepsis
[13,22,23]. Pregnancy related deaths are among the lead-
ing causes of mortality for 15–19 year old girls world-
wide [24]. Those who give birth under the age of 15 are
five times more likely to die as compared to women in
their early 20s [25]. Young women and girls forced into
marriage are additionally exposed to a greater risk of
HIV infection [22]. Research suggests that in some set-
tings 15- to 19-year old married girls have higher rates
of HIV infection than their sexually active unmarried
peers [26-28]. However counterintuitive this seems,
Clark et al. [28] suggest that married girls in any setting
may be more vulnerable to HIV infection because, in
trying to prove their fertility, girls have high-frequency,
unprotected sexual intercourse with their spouse. The
husbands are often much older men, which increases
their chances of having contracted HIV through previ-
ous sexual partnerships or polygamous unions [13,28].
Considering the levels of physical and psychological

abuse frequently associated with forced marriage, the
issue is perceived as a form of violence against women
[29]. Recent figures from a study conducted by the
Moroccan High Commission for Planning (HCP) reveal
that women who married without consent are almost
three times more likely to experience partner violence,
including sexual violence, in the domestic household.
Moreover, younger married women, from 18–24 years,
experience a higher rate of violence than married
women between 35–39 years [30]. Effects of violence
during pregnancy include delayed prenatal care, sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), vaginal and cervical infec-
tions, kidney infections, miscarriages and abortions, pre-
mature labour and foetal distress [31]. Another study
conducted by a national network of counselling centres
in Morocco indicates that minor girls are increasingly
experiencing gender-based violence, of which sexual
violence figures most prominently at 28%, compared to
physical violence in 21% of the cases [32].

Concerns are rising in Morocco over these rates of
violence against women and the swelling numbers of
child marriages. The goal of this research study is to ex-
plore perspectives of a wide range of professionals on
factors that contribute to the occurrence of child and
forced marriage in Morocco.

Methods
Research design
A qualitative approach was used to generate both pri-
mary and secondary data for the analysis. The primary
data entailed the use of in-depth interviews, whereas
sources of secondary data included academic papers,
government and NGO reports, various legal documents
(new Family Code, Penal Code and the new Constitu-
tion) and media reports.
Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted

with stakeholders who come into contact or deal with
child and forced marriage, among which health care
workers, legal professionals, teachers/academics, NGO
and government representatives.
A snowball sampling strategy was used. Recruitment was

focused on key-persons and key-organisations specialized
in violence against women, and forced and child marriage.
First-wave participants were suggested by our local contact,
the law department of the University Mohammed V in
Rabat. In turn, these first-wave participants indicated other
potential participants. Stakeholders were recruited in 3
distinct areas in Morocco (Rabat, Casablanca and the
Marrakech region). These areas were chosen as they
harbour a large concentration of professionals working on
the issue, and multiple (national) NGO’s and women’s
rights networks in Morocco. Additionally, a number of
stakeholders have experience of working in urban and rural
areas throughout the entire country.
Interviews were conducted with 22 of the 41 stakeholders

that were approached who have firsthand experience of
forced and child marriage. Research by Guest et al. demon-
strated that saturation, the point at which no new informa-
tion or themes are observed in the data, occurred within
the first twelve interviews [33]. A sample size of 20–30
interviews should, therefore, suffice when the aim is to
understand perceptions and experiences among a group of
stakeholders working on the same common theme.
Within the group of participants, there were 3 teachers/

academics, 5 health care workers, 3 lawyers, 3 government
representatives and 8 NGO representatives. Interviews
were carried out between March 2011 and March 2012.
A semi-structured interview schedule, consisting of

open-ended questions, was used. Questions explored
participants’ knowledge, experience and views on for-
ced marriage, including current policies, guidelines
and recommendations to improve tackling the issue.
Participants were also asked to identify obstacles in
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preventing child and forced marriage, and barriers to
meeting the needs of girls and young women. Ideas
expressed in the secondary data and in earlier inter-
views, were discussed in subsequent interviews.
Interviews were held in French or Arabic. Audio re-

cordings were transcribed and transcripts of Arabic in-
terviews were translated into English.
The purpose of the study and the terms regarding

recording of the interview and anonymity were explained
at the beginning of each interview before obtaining the
participants’ consent. This study received ethical approval
from the Ethics Board within the Faculty of Medicine &
Health Sciences of Ghent University; and was exempted
from ethical approval by the Comité d’Ethique pour la
Recherche Biomédicale of the Faculty of Medicine and
Pharmacy of Université Mohammed V in Rabat, Morocco.

Data analysis
Thematic qualitative analysis was conducted, in which
patterns or themes within the data are analysed and
reported using a thematic framework [34]j. The frame-
work approach allowed comparison by theme [35]. Two
authors independently scrutinized transcriptions, field
notes and documents, and common themes amongst the
data were identified. Extracts of data from the interviews
(primary data) and literature (secondary data) were cate-
gorised under the initially developed themes.
These two authors compared notes, reconciled any

divergence and independently reviewed the transcripts.
Findings were consecutively discussed between all first-
hand data collectors.
As participants’ verbatim comments are used, they

have been anonymised to protect participants’ identities.
Participants’ quotes are presented with the research ID
assigned during the study (f.ex. Participant 1, 2, etc.).

Results
Four major themes arose from the data: (1) the legal and
social divergence in conceptualizing forced and child
marriage; (2) the impact of legislation; (3) the role of
education; and (4) the economic factor.

Legal and social divergence in conceptualizing forced and
child marriage
Participants were very vocal in condemning forced and
child marriage, comparing it to rape and remarking on
its pervasive nature across age and social class.

“This type of marriage is child rape; that is to say, her
life has been raped by means of this marriage.”
(Participant 16 – health care worker)

“There are people from disadvantaged sectors, Berbers,
whose ages do not exceed 16 and with an exceedingly

low level of education, just as there are wealthy, highly
educated families, whose marriage age sometimes
exceeds 26 and who are still subjected to this type of
treatment. .... Sometimes we find that even the family
has become a victim of coercion, and we are obliged to
support both the girl and her family together.”
(Participant 22 – lawyer)

Yet, from a legal vantage point, academic and legal par-
ticipants drew attention to the “impossibility” of a forced
marriage. In accordance with the law, the marriage con-
tract must always be signed by both spouses, so, consist-
ent with prevailing laws, forced marriage as such could
not exist.

There is pressure, often from the family, that is a given.
But once there is a signature, suggesting an agreement to
the marriage, the contract is valid. Without consent the
contract is void, and therefore the marriage has never
taken place. (Participant 3 – academic)

This highlights the difficulties in conceptualizing a
forced marriagek. Depending on the circumstances, it is
difficult to determine whether or not the union was
entered into freely. It is clear-cut in the case of physical
violence actually denying a person’s freedom of consent.
Yet, feelings of anxiety and fear can overrule any resist-
ance to a marriage, leaving a person vulnerable and un-
able to escape the union.

“When women and girls are approached, they either
deny or often don’t respond to the question if the
marriage was forced. In light of prevailing law on
marriage, consent is fundamental, so it’s problematic
to regard the union as forced in these cases.”
(Participant 2 – academic)

In the case of child marriage, the lack of maturity
makes consent impossible. For that reason, authorizing
an underage marriage should remain exceptional and
treated with delicacy. As pointed out in the introduction,
official figures tell a whole different story: child mar-
riages authorized in family courts are increasing. To jus-
tify or explain this trend, a few participants referred to
situations in which judges want to protect young girls
from stigma, or provide the opportunity for a “better”
life abroad.

“When faced with social taboos, such as loss of
virginity or pregnancy, judges usually grant
authorization to go through with the marriage.
Otherwise it would be extremely detrimental to the
girl’s status” (Participant 14 – government
representative)
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“Sometimes the girls standing in front of the judge are
extremely convincing that they want to marry this
Moroccan partner living abroad, usually in Europe.
The media plays a huge role in presenting and
instilling the belief in the European dream. It’s
difficult for magistrates to turn down their request. In
Morocco, everyone wants to leave. The images of the
perfect life abroad bear on their impressionable
minds and therefore, often, make them
‘impressionable’ to foreigners.” (Participant
2 – academic)

Participants from women’s rights organisations and
health care facilities acknowledge the so-called legal
pragmatism that magistrates are confronted with, yet
point out that the social reality paints a whole differ-
ent picture. Instead, health professionals and women’s
advocates in the field believe that judges repeatedly
rule in a manner that is inconsistent with the pro-
gressive spirit of the law. Whereby appearing to pro-
tect the individual, often their patriarchal visions of
the family unit motivate their decision [1]. This might
be influenced by the fact that the majority of the
judges are male and married [27]. Statistics of the
Ministry of Justice confirm that only a minority of
judges perform the medical and psychological exam
or social inquiry into the reasons for marriage, des-
pite this investigation being called for by lawl.

“Frequently we observe that the judge contents himself
with a personal evaluation based on the physical
appearance of the girl. If she looks medically fit for
marriage and, from a social point of view, is capable
of running a household, the judge agrees to the
marriage.” (Participant 21 – lawyer).

“We deal with girls as young as 14, which is well
below the minimum age stipulated in the
Moudawana. Often there is an element of deceit: when
girls look much older than their age, the judges don’t
blink an eye.” (Participant 15 – health care worker)

Since the decision to grant an underage marriage
cannot be reversedm, judges seem to be taking mat-
ters firmly into their hands. The only other way to
get out of the marriage is to divorce. Whereas this is
perfectly possible on paper under the new provisions
of the Moudawana, women and girls will often prefer
to stay in a forced marriage than divorce. This is due
to all the difficulties that the status of divorce brings
about.

“Divorce rarely offers solutions for women. They have
limited means to support themselves, let alone their

children, and there’s a lot of stigma attached to it.”
(Participant 5 – NGO representative)

“By calling for and encouraging divorce, feminist
militants might do more harm than good.”
(Participant 2 – academic)

Participants pointed out that unmarried women are not
considered to have any rights and are abandoned by their
families. Unwed mothers, and their children, are among the
most legally and socially marginalized people in Morocco
[4]. This reality is what women face on a daily basis.

“It is a very serious issue socially and in the public
conscience.” (Participant 8 – government
representative)

Participants from the health care sector also pointed
to the perpetuating vicious cycle of forced marriage,
spanning several generations.

“Forced marriage is in itself a risk factor for [further]
forced marriage. It has a considerable psychological
impact of which children are the victims. Especially if
the ensuing divorce means that the child must leave
school.” (Participant 17 – health care worker)

“Deteriorating health in the victims of forced marriage
affects not only the children of the marriage, but the
(extended) family at large.” (Participant 9 – NGO
representative)

Impact of legislation
Despite the revolutionary spirit of the new Family Code,
the application of its provisions is still not presenting
sufficient guarantees and protection 8 years after its
introduction. Participants alluded to the prevailing patri-
archal mentality throughout all layers of society.

“A woman’s identity has historically been linked to
men. New laws or codes will not change that fact from
one day to the next.” (Participant 1 – teacher)

“Despite the fact that the Family Code (Moudawana) sets
forth a collection of articles, these do not go far enough in
addressing what is required. It should not set forth any
terms of marriage that do not radically tackle the
problem of forced and child marriages, rather than doing
so in a haphazard fashion.” (Participant 20 – lawyer)

Nevertheless, several participants underscored the im-
portance of a legal provision, stressing that the con-
structive far-reaching effects of the new Family Code in
the long term cannot be underestimated.
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“If you have legal provisions in place and a legal
document to fall back on, you can fight for your right
and build on it. It’s a base, a foothold.” (Participant
3 – academic)

Yet, the law is sometimes put aside, due to ignorance or
social practicesn firmly embedded in the patriarchal struc-
ture in pockets of society. The result is an engrained un-
awareness among girls and women of their rights.

“In rural areas, many child marriages escape from
being included in the Ministry of Justice’ statistics.
These marriages take on the form of a simple ‘Fatiha’
(declaration), remain unregistered, and transform girls
into married women without them even being aware of
it.” (Participant 9 – NGO representative)

Additionally, the Penal Code criminalizes all sexual rela-
tionships, including consensual, outside of marriage. As a
result, the topics related to sexuality are social taboos that
people avoid approaching, especially with young people
[36]. Regarding sexuality, teachers also adopt attitudes
engrained in traditional values of decency, characterized
by their religious faith, which hampers the spread of
knowledge on sexual and reproductive health [37].

“With sexual relations outside of marriage being
considered illegal and an offence, the knowledge on
sexual and reproductive health remains substandard.”
(Participant 7 – NGO representative)

“Because of social stigma, we don’t discuss these things.
Many boys and girls do not receive sexual education.”
(Participant 13 – NGO representative)

Alarmingly, among the factors that increase the risk
of forced marriage, participants referred to legal provi-
sions. Besides being a compelling instrument to enhance
lives, Moroccan law also has the power to harm. Article
475 of the Moroccan Penal Code, spurred on by the
illegality of sexual relations outside of marriage, gives
free reign to a forced marriage, thus legalizing the
crime. When an underage girl is raped, the perpetrator
can escape punishment and a prison sentence by marrying
the girl. An aggressor used this legal escape route earlier
this year, after which Amina, a 16-year old rape victim
from Larache, committed suicide in March 2012. The
highly mediatised incident resulted in mass protest in
front of parliament and court buildings throughout the
country [38,39].

“Rights of women and girls are being raped by unjust
Moroccan laws. It’s basically ongoing institutional
rape.” (Participant 12 – NGO representative).

The role of education
The role of education is paramount. In all of the in-
terviews, reference was made to the importance of
knowledge. Adult literacy rate is 56,1% for the general
population aged 15 years and older. The overall female
adult literacy rate is lower at approximately 43,9%, com-
pared to men at 68.9% [40]. In the younger generation
(15–24 years), literacy rates have risen steadily in the
past 10 years. Nevertheless, boys and young men in this
age group still outrank girls and young women by 86,7%
to 72,1% [40]. Boys also outnumber girls in primary net
enrolment rates [41].
Educational attainment is an important determining

factor of marriage and adolescent childbearing. The num-
ber of women in Morocco who have had five years or
more of schooling drops dramatically among women who
married before the age of 20 [42]. Over 70% of this group
only attended school between 0 and 4 years [42].

“It all comes down to education, in the family from
early childhood onwards, the primary level of
education, and the defining secondary years of
schooling.” (Participant 1 – teacher)

“Education is the best prevention for forced marriage
and child marriage. But according to a national study,
approximately 80% of public schools in the Moroccan
countryside have no water or electricity.” (Participant
8 – government representative)

Education starts at home, with the parents, grand-
parents and extended family. With illiteracy rates higher
among older generations, sensitization and outreach
activities about the detrimental effect of a forced child
marriage should also be aimed to increase knowledge
among girls’ and boys’ relatives. Paternal control issues
frequently came up in interviews, stemming the girls’
freedom of expression and forcing then into marriage.
It was mentioned that uncles and aunts have the right
to intervene with the same authority as that of the
father. Several participants emphasized parental author-
ity in general, equally drawing attention to mother’s
roles in marrying their children off, both for economic
and social reasons.

“We have also dealt with maternal authoritarianism,
especially intense among educated mothers. This
brings to mind a case I experienced in the city of
Tangiers, a mother who had decided to marry off her
daughter to the son of a friend and business partner,
since she stood to profit from this relationship in the
field of business which she ran together with her
friend. They were therefore married by force.”
(Participant 20 – lawyer)
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“One of the difficulties in handling forced marriage
cases is dealing with mothers. They have an engrained
belief in paternal authority and the need for a girl to
be married. They are ruled by fear that their daughter
might be rejected by society otherwise.” (Participant
6 – government representative)

A number of participants called for the schools to
work in conjunction with the home front, by involving
the extended family and “convincing them that the life of
a girl is her property” (Participant 22 – lawyer). Partici-
pants believe schools can offer protection by speaking
with parents and helping the girls psychologically. For
that aim, several professionals dealing with victims reso-
lutely stated that “school committees” should be
empowered to conduct outreach activities and to inter-
vene (Participants 15 – health care worker; 18 – teacher;
22 – lawyer).

Forced marriage and child marriage is an emanation
of firmly fixed beliefs in masculine authority. Women,
especially in the older generation, would never
question the superiority of the husband. Consequently,
men have been raised to be number one by their
mothers, grandparents, social surroundings, etc. Girls
were educated to be nice, docile and subservient. So
when women challenge their status, it will initially
bring about resistance and sometimes violence.
(Participant 9 – NGO representative)

Participants call for the school system to take gender-
based violence into account. Moreover, as a number of
participants claimed, gender inequality appears to be
embedded in education:

“Symbols of male power emanate from the King
onwards and downwards into our educational system.
In our workshops with school children, for example,
one of the boys stated «I’m happy not to have sisters,
otherwise I’d have to look after them and control
them».” (Participant 8 – government representative)

“The school system perpetuates the social construction
that is thousands of years old where the male figure is
superior, even though she might think she’s emancipated.
Victimization is still ongoing in all areas: sexual,
economical, etc.” (Participant 2 – academic)

This is corroborated by a study on gender bias in Mo-
roccan schoolbooks, which reviewed textbooks in
Morocco for human rights and gender equality [43]. The
research, conducted in cooperation with the Moroccan
Ministry of National Education, concluded that few fe-
male authors were used either in the development of the

textbooks or referenced within themo. Publishers also
tend to select women as textbook authors for subject
matters like home economics, thus reaffirming gender
stereotypes [43]. Furthermore, teachers are almost exclu-
sively male, especially in rural schools [44].

“Girls, and boys for that matter, are educated in a
system that recognizes male supremacy.” (Participant
7 – NGO representative)

Initiatives are being taken by NGO’s and women’s
associations to organise awareness-raising events, to
reinforce capabilities of women and girls, to expose be-
lief systems and self-limiting patterns and to reconstruct
their identities based on equality. All this takes time and
money. Resources are limited however; so most organi-
sations focus more on assistance as a curative measure,
providing a listening ear, legal aid, mediation and health
expertise. The importance of including men in the ap-
proach was recognized by all of the participants. This
need was also identified at government level. One aca-
demic participant referred to the recently established
‘Master of Gender and Public Policy’ at the University
Mohammed V in Rabat, a course that examines the sub-
ject of violence in depth, in order to deconstruct fixed
views and explore the factors that lead to gender-based
violence in the first place. The study programme, the first
of its kind in 2009, is a scheme that was set up in partner-
ship with the Ministry of Solidarity, Woman, Family and
Social Development for the advancement of national
expertise on the topic of gender equality and for the pro-
motion of gender mainstreaming in the country.
Not only formal education will limit the risk of forced

marriage, according to several participants it is up to the
media, and especially the television, which figures promin-
ently in households, to bring awareness and sensitization.

“Nowadays, television is a central part of every home
in Morocco. Using this medium constructively,
information and knowledge can be spread to members
of several generations simultaneously, both male and
female alike. Outdated concepts could be obliterated
in a short time, with limited resources.” (Participant
11 – NGO representative)

The economic factor
Participants from women’s organisations and NGO’s
view women as agents of grassroots change. Yet it is re-
peatedly mentioned that education alone is not enough.

“Education goes hand in hand with economic
development. Only a very encompassing approach will
ultimately lead to greater results.” (Participant
7 – NGO representative)
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For example, participants reported that most judges in
Family Courts authorize underage marriages for eco-
nomic reasons, especially if the region is poorer. There
was also mention of a strong link between economic de-
velopment and sexual and reproductive rights.

“A woman with an income has more power in the
relationship. She can exercise her rights to contraception
and family planning.” (Participant 3 – academic)

A compelling tool for women upon entering marriage
is the marriage contract. With the new Moudawana,
women were granted more rights in the negotiation of
marriage contracts.

“A marriage contract, negotiated before tying the knot,
is a good initiative to raise awareness and empower
women at a very basic level by educating them on
their rights and by safeguarding them economically in
the ensuing marriage”. (Participant 4 – NGO
representative)

Participants pointed to the current job market as a
compelling barrier for economic advancement and inde-
pendence. Formal education does not automatically
guarantee a job in today’s economy. Therefore, lots of
young men and women aspire to immigrate to Europe.

“The youth have now adopted a new vision as a result
of satellite television and the immigration culture, as
well as technology.” (Participant 22 – lawyer)

This, in turn, has an impact on marriage.

“The marriage market has taken on a transnational
element, as many young girls dream of tying the knot
with a Moroccan husband living in Europe.”
(Participant 2 – academic)

The overall sentiment among participants was that le-
gislation has advanced, yet the economic development
still lags behind. This is especially the case for women,
who are more illiterate than men. Economic inequalities
also form the basis for less education, perpetuating a vi-
cious cycle and resulting in less awareness about basic
sexual and reproductive rights. However, several partici-
pants also call for legal amendments to support women’s
economic independence seeing that the Moudawana did
not eliminate gender discrimination in the inheritance
system.

“Despite far-reaching reforms some years ago,
economic discrimination is still part of Moroccan law.
This is most notable in the provisions regarding

inheritance, which states that a woman receives only
half of what her brother receives. This perpetuates the
vicious cycle of economic insecurity.” (Participant 3 –
academic)

Favourable factors, such as schooling and legal amend-
ments should have decreased the number of forced and
child marriages. Nevertheless, several participants faced
a rising amount of instances in the past years, predomin-
antly in more deprived regions, pointing to a possible
link between socio-economic hardship and the risk of
being forced into wedlock. By marrying off his daugh-
ters, fathers can not only lessen the financial burden on
the household, but also receive a dowry in exchange,
both of which act as an incentive [2,45].

“Especially in certain areas of the country, notably in
the Greater and Lesser Atlas, the phenomenon is
growing steadily. Girls are married off after they reach
the age of 12 or 13, and these children have absolutely
no power over what the families or village notables may
or may not decide. The socio-economic status of this
group is frequently precarious. This type of marriage will
result in problems that even the law is unable to
resolve.” (Participant 20 – lawyer)

Discussion
The findings indicate that the application of the new
Family Code, 8 years after its implementation, still faces
a number of barriers and resistance. Proof of this is the
staggering number of child marriages that are approved
by the courts [46]. Similar to other studies [46-48], our
research lays bare an underlying conservative attitude in
applying the law, which goes against the very spirit of
the Moudawana. Lack of guidelines for those in charge
of applying the new Family Code could be partly re-
sponsible, given that the law did not guarantee any
training of the judiciary in its new provisions [1]. Yet,
article 54 of the Moudawana further underscores the
exceptional nature of child marriage, stating that all
possible measures to guarantee the children’s natural
development must be taken, thereby protecting their
physical and psychological integrity. Too often are girls
considered ’of age according to the Sharia’ by both mag-
istrates and relatives alike [5]p. The Moudawana itself
might be partly responsible for this trend. The last art-
icle provides judges with general guidelines, stating that
the judge should turn to the principles of justice and
equality under Morocco’s Malekite school of Islam when
there is doubt or when the law does not provide an answer
[1]q. Judges’ personal views of marriage and the family
tend to be the grounds for their rulings instead of the law.
In response to the situation, the Ministry of Justice
adopted the legal system reform program (2009–2012),
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which, amongst others, aims to achieve a number of 1500
trained judges and ongoing training sessions for magis-
trates [49]. More specifically geared towards the Family
Court magistrates, the American Bar Association Rule of
Law Initiative (ABA-ROLI) worked with the Institut
Supérieure de la Magistrature (national judicial training
center), judges, prosecutors and academics to develop an
interactive e-learning curriculum on the Moudawana,
which includes units on gender equality under inter-
national human rights law and Islam [1].
So, overall, the patriarchal underpinning in Moroccan

society seems unlikely to disappear in the near future
[46]. The institute of marriage remains a cornerstone of
society and is held in such high esteem in the public
consciousness that unmarried women and men are
considered a threat to the social order because their
sexuality would risk provoking social chaos [2,4,45,50].
As a result, despite the Moudawana’s provisions, individ-
ual women still do not necessarily have freedom from
familial and community-based pressures [2].
The recent adoption of the new constitution in July

2011, firmly establishing the principle of equality be-
tween men and women for the first time in Moroccan
history, raised expectations that there should be no
more room for misapplication of the Moudawana’s pro-
visions [3]. The fact that sexual relations outside of mar-
riage are illegal, and abortion is criminalized as a public
morality offense, considerably affects people’s attitudes,
health and access to their rightsr. Morocco also does
not recognize that violence against women is a public
health problem. Therefore it was not included in the
priorities of the Ministry of Health’s strategy in 2008,
nor in 2010 [47]. The legal prohibition of sexual
relations outside of marriage, and the spotlight on
virginity or female intactness upon marriage, also limits
the spreading of knowledge on sexual and reproductive
health [4].
There is seemingly a contradiction in the fact that par-

ticipants regard education as paramount to prevent
forced marriages, yet also point out the fact that forced
and child marriages occur in every level of society,
regardless of age or educational levels.
This apparent paradox lays bare the difference be-

tween theoretical knowledge, often done through dis-
seminating information or awareness raising activities,
and empowerment. The latter goes much further and
reaches a point when merely knowing about one’s rights
becomes a true foothold and tool that is utilized in an
effective manner. In several interviews this surfaced as
girls’ and women’s self-worth. One NGO representative
phrased it as “her innate confidence to seek solutions,
rather than maintain the status quo”. (Participant 5 –
NGO representative) The importance of self-worth
cannot be underestimated as a pivotal factor for standing

up for one’s rights. It transmutes the victim-paradigm
into that of an actor. Often this is linked to economic
opportunities as well. By holding a job and earning an
income, women’s self-confidence is raised, which, in
turn, leads to greater self-worth. Taken as a whole, the
factors education and economics must be addressed
together, as they are linked in a vicious self-perpetuating
circle. Nonetheless, public opinion about women’s place
in society still portrays a far from egalitarian society.
When considering education, 58,3% of men and 42% of
women believe that university-level studies are more im-
portant for men than for women [46]. Of all the men
and women who were surveyed, 86,9% of both men and
women believe that men should be given preference over
women when seeking employment [46]. Notwithstand-
ing, Morocco has achieved substantial gains in education
in recent years. Major improvements were especially
notable among rural girls and women. In the age cat-
egory 15–21 the proportion of females who had ever
attended school reaches 73%, representing a significant
increase compared to rural women aged 22–29, where
only 40% of this age group had ever seen the inside of a
classroom [51]. The crux appears to be at the transition
from school to the job market. Women face many more
obstacles than men. In a World Bank survey, 30,6% of
young women stated that they were unwilling or unable
to work because their husbands do not allow it, while
another 23,3% were forbidden by their parents. On top
of that, another 22,9% reported that they were too busy
with household chores to work [51]. Vast numbers of
women appear to be discouraged from entering the
workforce, making them dependent on male relatives or
husbands, thus further hindering them to fully exercise
their decision-making power with regards to sexual and
reproductive health.
On the whole, seeing that the objective of this research

study was to explore factors that compound the problem
of child and forced marriage in Morocco, the influence
of context on a macro-level scale emerges as paramount.
Factors on this level include education, economy and
the prevailing policy framework, such as legislation. Of
these three factors, the participants repeatedly referred
to the new Family Code or Moudawana as having the
greatest impact on advancement of women’s rights in
the sphere of marriage, yet simultaneously recognizing
that recurring resources and attention are needed to en-
sure that women actually enjoy equality in the family [1].
Adding to its importance, the Moudawana is spilling
over into the public sphere, as women’s organisations
and civil society continuously shape the public debate
around it. As a result, the Penal Code is under review
and the new 2011 Constitution now incorporates the
principle of equality between men and women. Most im-
portantly, an NGO-drafted bill on violence against
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women was submitted to the Secrétariat Général du
Gouvernment in early 2010 [3,52]. Considering the results
of the 2011 national study on violence against women,
which revealed that nearly 62,8% of the 9.5 million women
surveyed had suffered an act of violence in the preceding
12 months, action cannot be taken soon enough [3]. This
same study shows that women who married without con-
sent are almost three times more likely to experience part-
ner violence, including sexual violence [30]. Amina’s
suicide in March 2012, after being forcibly married to her
rapist, has grasped media attention and put further pres-
sure on the Moroccan government to act.
If all of the above-mentioned proposed measures are

implemented properly, with the necessary awareness
surrounding the new legislation, it could signal a shift in
public perception, effectively condemning the continu-
ation of child and forced marriage. Yet, it remains to be
seen how far the government will effectively go, as one
participant summarizes the present situation: “Despite
Morocco being recognized as a good example and a “best
practice” on women’s rights in the region, lots of issues
are not being tackled. Single mothers and their children
are discriminated as they are not considered to have
rights as a family, and gender-based violence is a serious
concern.” (Participant 8 – government representative)

Conclusions
The study provided a comprehensive understanding
of the factors that compound the problem of child
and forced marriage in Morocco. From the viewpoint
of professionals, who are closely involved in tackling
the issue, policy measures and the law have the
greatest potential to bring child marriages and forced
marriage to a halt. However, the implementation of
new legal tools is facing barriers and resistance. Add-
itionally, the legal and policy framework should go
hand in hand with both education and increased eco-
nomic opportunities. Education and awareness-raising
of all ages, in conjunction with the use of popular
media, is considered essential, seeing that parents
and the extended family play a huge role in marrying
off girls and young women. Schools should be em-
powered to work with both students and the home
front.
Overall, preventive action seems to be overlooked in

favour of curative measures. Due to lack of funding and
resources, women’s associations and NGO’s are only able
to offer assistance to those who actively seek help. A
large group of potential victims of child and forced mar-
riages is thereby overlooked. In the long run, investing
more in prevention would reduce the detrimental effects
to victims and families, thereby lessening the burden on
society in general, especially health costs and psycho-
logical effects on women.

Endnotes
aThe new Moroccan Family Code or Moudawana en-

tered into force on February 5, 2004.
bArticle 19 Moudawana [53]. For boys, the age limit to

enter into marriage was always set at 18 years.
cArticle 20 Moudawana [53].
dRequests for underage boys to marry comprise only a

tiny fraction of the totality. In 2007 this category repre-
sented 0,98% of all official demands [54].

eArticle 20 Moudawana stipulates that the Family Affairs
Judge in charge of marriage may authorize the marriage of
a girl or boy below the legal age of marriage, in a well-
substantiated decision explaining the interest and reasons
justifying the marriage, after having heard the parents of
the minor who has not yet reached the age of capacity or
his/her legal tutor, with the assistance of medical expertise
or after having conducted a social enquiry [53].

fIn 2010, the approval rate was 92,2% [6].
gArticle 16(2): “Marriage shall be entered into only

with the free and full consent of the intending spouse”.
hArt. 1 CRC: “For the purpose of the present Conven-

tion, a child means every human being below the age of
eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the
child, majority is attained earlier.” (adopted by the UN
General Assembly in 1989). Morocco ratified the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1993.

iArticle 16(2) CEDAW (adopted by the UN General
Assembly in 1979). Morocco ratified the Convention for
the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) in 1993. In addition, article 21(2) of
the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the
Child (1990) requires states to prohibit child marriage
and to adopt legislation “to specify the minimum age of
marriage to be 18 years”. However, Morocco is not a
member of the African Union and is not a signatory to
the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the
Child.

jThe thematic framework is arranged according to certain
features/characteristics, based on the heuristic model devel-
oped by Hooghiemstra, which encompasses structural
macro-level factors as well as the role of social networks
(meso-level) and personal characteristics (micro-level).

kSee the ‘Background’ section for more information on
the prevailing concepts of forced marriage and child
marriage.

lFigures demonstrate that of all the requests for under-
age marriage 31,05% performed a social inquiry (investi-
gation), 43,49% carried out a medical and psychological
exam (expertise), and only 25,47% did both the social
inquiry and medical/psychological exam [54].

mArticle 20 Moudawana further stipulates that the de-
cree granting the petition to marry for a minor who has
not reached the age of legal capacity for marriage is not
open to appeal [53].
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nUnregistered marriages referred to as ‘Fatiha’ are so
named because they are solemnised by recitation of the
first or opening chapter (the Fatiha) of the Koran and
celebrated in a gathering. The woman is given away by
her father, or in his absence by his nearest male relative.
A Fatiha marriage is not legally recognized, nor does it
fulfil the criteria of a valid marriage set by article 5 of
the Moudawana.

oAt the primary school level, the reference to female
authors is limited to 5% in comparison to male authors.
This percentage is even lower at the junior high school
level, which shows references of only 3% for female au-
thors [43].

pThe Sharia is Muslim or Islamic law, drawn from the
Qu’ran. It is a comprehensive framework of rules, regu-
lating not only the spiritual sphere, but every detail of
life. By becoming a member of the Organization of the
Islamic Conference in 1969, Morocco is not just a
Muslim country in the cultural sense, but is also adher-
ent to Sharia law.

qArt. 400 Code de la Famille (‘Moudawana’), Bulletin
Officiel No. 5358 (6 Oct. 2005) [53]. The Malekite
school is one of the four schools of religious law within
Sunni Islam. It is followed by approximately 35% of
Muslims, notably in North and West Africa.

rSee articles 490–491 Code Pénal 1962 and articles
449–458 Code Pénal.
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5.4. To ascertain the determinants of forced and child marriage in Morocco and among the 
Moroccan communities in Belgium, including the impact of the migratory context (Objectives 
3 and 4) 
 
 
Obtaining a genuine understanding of the conditions, and elements within each context, that are 
influencing child and forced marriage can only be achieved through dialogue with the involved 
parties. Therefore a participatory approach is chosen, in which Focus Group Discussions (FGDs), 
stakeholder interviews and household interviews are central to obtain these objectives. 
 
The decision-making power of women with regards to partner choice, schooling, household 
influence, etc. is taken into consideration. In order to get a better understanding at the community-
level in Morocco and among the Moroccan community in Belgium, women of all ages shed light 
on factors that contribute to forced and child marriage, its occurrence and possibly actions for 
prevention.  

 
Moreover, we explored to what extent cultural and religious perceptions have been transferred, or 
altered, in the migratory context. The impact of migration on practices such as forced marriage and 
on decision-making processes regarding sexual and reproductive rights has not yet been thoroughly 
evaluated in these specific settings. 
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Despite the introduction of the new Family Law, or Moudawana, in Morocco,
effectively raising the minimum age for marriage, the number of girls being forced into
wedlock is rising. This increase has been a source of concern from a women’s rights
perspective. The present study explored women’s experiences and perspectives in
relation to factors that contribute to the occurrence of child and forced marriage in
Morocco. Using a participatory approach, focus-group discussions and in-depth
interviews were held with women in both urban and rural settings in the greater
Marrakech region. Overall, 125 women, between 18 and 69 years of age, participated in
the study. Our findings highlight the need for more open dialogue between (grand)
parents and children. Overall, the Moudawana is perceived as a considerable step
forward for women’s rights, yet study findings show that current policy provisions are
not effective in abolishing forced marriages. Findings point to the need for a
redefinition of the role of organisations, women’s associations and other groups, with
the recommendation that they focus their future efforts on awareness-raising among
older generations and refrain from directly intervening in cases of forced marriage.
Sensitisation efforts, including the use of popular media, are crucial to reach members
of this older population group, where illiteracy remains widespread.

Keywords: violence against women; sexual and reproductive health; child and forced
marriage; Morocco

Introduction

The situation of women in Moroccan society is undergoing groundbreaking change.

In particular, the reform of the Family Code, or Moudawana, in 2004 profoundly

transformed the social and legal framework surrounding sexual and reproductive health.

On multiple levels – political, legal and social – the circumstances of women are shifting.

Women have a greater presence in the public sphere – particularly in the job market – and

they are continuing their education in increasing numbers. This social change is reflected

in sociodemographic variables, such as access to education and the declining average

number of children per woman (Desrues and Moreno Nieto 2009).

For example, in recent years Morocco has achieved substantial improvements in

education. Progress has been most prominent among rural girls and women. In the age

category 15–21 years, the proportion of young women who had ever attended school has

reached 73%. Compared to rural women aged 22–29 years, where only 40% have ever

seen the inside of a classroom, this represents a considerable increase. Nevertheless,

q 2014 Taylor & Francis

*Corresponding author. Email: alexia.sabbe@ugent.be

Culture, Health & Sexuality, 2014

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.964773

Do
wn

loa
de

d b
y [

81
.11

.17
7.6

4] 
at 

07
:27

 20
 O

cto
be

r 2
01

4 

155



37.9% of urban women and 69% of rural women remain illiterate. Compared to illiteracy

levels of 18.4 and 41.6% for urban and rural men, respectively, it can be seen that the

discrepancy between women and men remains large (Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2010).

At primary school level, the drop-out rate for girls is still a concern. Approximately 59% of

rural girls and 20% of urban girls do not complete primary school (Desrues and Moreno

Nieto 2009). So, despite improvement, progress remains insufficient. This is especially the

case for women in rural areas.

The new Moudawana was the primary catalyst for change, and its impact on the

dynamics of the situation for women in Morocco cannot be underestimated. For the first

time in Moroccan history, the law stipulated that spouses have equal rights and duties

within the family. Women were granted the right to divorce, the requirement for women to

have the consent of a marital guardian (wali) to marry was eliminated and women were

granted more rights in the negotiation of marriage contracts (Rude-Antoine 2010; Human

Rights Council 2012).1 Most importantly, the minimum marital age for women was raised

from 15 to 18 years, with the aim of tackling child and forced marriages (Bordat and

Kouzzi 2009).2 Several contradictions persist regarding gender equality in the

Moudawana – the authorisation of underage marriages, below the legal age of 18,

being one of them. In justifiable circumstances, the Moudawana presents judges with the

power to authorise these unions.3 Questions are also increasingly being raised by human

rights groups concerning the Moudawana’s application, especially with regards to the

minimum marital age. Rates of child marriage have risen steadily in the years following

the introduction of the new Moudawana. In 2007, 33,596 underage marriages took place

(Elamri 2012). Figures released by the Ministry of Justice for the year 2010 reveal that

41,098 child marriages were authorised. Compared to 2009, this represents a 23.59%

increase (Salaheddine 2012). With the judiciary approving over 90% of petitions, the

practice of child marriage in Morocco is effectively upheld.4 Despite the fact that underage

marriage should remain an exception, it seems almost to have become the rule. Few of the

applicants are male.5 This loophole is increasingly being used to marry off girls, often as

young as 15 years of age.

Forced marriage is recognised as a human rights abuse, violating a number of

international human rights norms, including the rights to freely enter into marriage and to

bodily and sexual integrity. As early as 1948, the right to free and full consent to a marriage

was stipulated by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),6 acknowledging

that consent cannot be free and full when one of the parties is not sufficiently mature to

make an informed decision, as is the case with child marriage (UNICEF 2005). The most

widely ratified United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) defines a child

as anyone under the age of 18 years.7 Child marriage is explicitly mentioned in a number of

international human rights instruments, most notably in the Convention on the Elimination

of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which states that the ‘betrothal

and the marriage of a child shall have no legal effect’.8 However, many countries legally

allow young people between the ages of 16 and 18 years to marry with parental consent,

which raises questions regarding the concepts of childhood and marriage across cultures

(Bunting 2005). This brings to light the difficulties in defining forced marriage and child

marriage. While child marriage is generally included in the scope of forced marriage

(Rude-Antoine 2005; Gangoli, McCarry, and Razak 2009), it should be noted that primary

concern lies in incidents of forced child marriage, where explicit or implicit pressure is

exerted. Research shows that young people under 18 years of age are at a higher risk of

forced marriage (Hester et al. 2007). Most of these marriages are set up by parents, and

girls rarely meet or get to know their future husband before the wedding (Nour 2009).

2 A. Sabbe et al.
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The overall prevalence of forced marriages is difficult to estimate, as victims rarely

come forward. The practice is mostly hidden and incidents of forced marriage go under-

reported (Samad and Eade 2002). Figures for child marriage are easier to come by, seeing

that the spouses’ ages at the date of marriage allow for the numbers of child marriages to

be quantified. This offers an objective benchmark to assess the evolution of girls’ and

young women’s rights.

Forced and child marriages can have considerable detrimental health and social

consequences for girls and young women. These unions hinder educational development and

limit opportunities and thereby seriously affect their economic status. Quite often young

women in such marriages are exposed to a lifetime of domestic violence and abuse as they

lack standing and power within their households, resulting in husbands having control over

sexual relations and decision making (Jain and Kurz 2007). Since most brides are

encouraged not to question the authority of their husbands, they are often unable to use

contraception or to plan their families.

Forced marriages, and child marriages in particular, bring about a wide range of health

consequences, of which girls and young women bear the greatest burden. Associations

have been found between coerced first sexual intercourse and symptoms of genital tract

infections (Koenig et al. 2004). Studies also report significant associations between sexual

abuse and sexually transmitted infections, bacterial vaginosis and psychological disorders

(Khawaja and Hammoury 2008). Because their bodies are unprepared for childbirth, young

mothers experience higher rates of maternal mortality and higher risk of obstructed labour,

postpartum haemorrhage and sepsis (Nour 2006; Hampton 2010). Pregnancy-related

deaths are among the leading causes of mortality for 15–19-year-old girls worldwide

(UNICEF 2011).

Recent figures from a study conducted by the Moroccan High Commission for

Planning reveal that women who marry without consent are almost three times as likely to

experience partner violence, including sexual violence, in the domestic household.

Moreover, younger married women, from 18 to 24 years of age, experience a higher rate of

violence than married women between 35 and 39 years (Haut-Commissariat au Plan

2011a). Another study indicates that minor girls are increasingly experiencing gender-

based violence, of which sexual violence figures most prominently at 28%, compared to

physical violence in 21% of the cases (Menara 2012).

Concerns are rising in Morocco over these rates of violence against women and the

swelling numbers of child marriages. Against this background, the goal of the present

study was to explore women’s experiences and perspectives in relation to factors that

contribute to the occurrence of child and forced marriage in Morocco.

Methods

Research design

A qualitative methodology was used, which consisted of both focus-group discussions

(FGDs) and individual interviews. Research activities were conducted in the Marrakech

region betweenNovember 2011 andApril 2012. Between 2004 and 2007, the rate of poverty

in theMarrakech-Tensift Al Haouz region dropped by 41.8%,which ranks the area amongst

those with the sharpest decline in poverty in the country (Haut-Commissariat au Plan

2011b). Unemployment rates in the greater region of Marrakech also fell dramatically

between 2010 and 2011: the urban settings in this region represent one of the fewurban areas

in Morocco where the unemployment rate actually dropped (from 11.4 to 9.7%), and the

rural settings in the (larger) Marrakech region demonstrate the strongest decline in

Culture, Health & Sexuality 3
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unemployment compared to the national level (from 2.3 to 1.2%) (Haut-Commissariat au

Plan 2011b).

Despite this large decrease in the numbers of those in poverty, reports suggest that

child marriage in this region is on the increase. Figures point to significantly higher levels

(18.94%) of child marriages in Marrakech, compared to other regions (LDDF 2006; Belhaj

2008; Khalloufi 2013). Women in the larger Marrakech region also, in general, continue to

demonstrate the lowest age at first marriage (under 25 years) in the country

(Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2011b). Together with our partner organisation in Marrakech

– Association El Amane pour le Développement de la Femme – we identified locations in

urban and rural settings to carry out the research. Extending the research to both rural and

urban areas allowed the role of context to be explored in greater depth. In each setting, a

local women’s association was approached and involved in the research activity. The

participation of local associations facilitated the recruitment process and ensured that

participants had access to a support network if the need presented.

Saturation of qualitative themes is usually reached after at least two FGDs with each

group of interest (Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006). In total, seven FGDs were held: three

in the urban setting of the town of Marrakech and its suburbs and four in rural communities

in the region, allowing for a cross-section of participants from a wide range of

backgrounds. Two of these rural FGDs took place in communities located approximately

35 km from Marrakech (Loudaya and Tamazozt) and two in communities between 50 and

70 km from Marrakech (Sidi Ezwin and Imlil), incorporating a range of different rural

contexts. In addition to the FGDs, interviews were conducted with two or three women in

each setting, totalling 19 interviews. These interviewed women did not participate in the

FGDs. This allowed for a crosscheck and validation of the data from the FGDs. Interviews

lasted for about one hour and focus groups for approximately 90 minutes.

In three of the focus groups, the Intergenerational Dialogue approach was used (GTZ

2005). This particular method was developed to promote constructive and consensual

change of harmful practices, such as female genital mutilation and forced marriages.

Through local organisations, community-based dialogue is held in which young and old

discuss controversial themes such as gender roles, sexuality, traditional values and

practices, with mutual respect.9

The inclusion criteria for the study were being female, Moroccan and 18 years of age and

older. These criteria were laid down in order to capture women’s experiences across all age

groups and to be able to initiate the Intergenerational Dialogue method. Participants were

divided into the following age categories: 18–29 years (young women) and 30–69 years

(older women). The Intergenerational Dialogue approach was used in focus groups where

both age categories were approximately evenly matched. The remaining focus groups

consisted of predominantly older or younger women. In the results section, the setting and

predominant age categoryof the focus groups is indicated, aswell as the age of the participants

when referring to a specific quote. Only one person per household participated in the research

activities, following WHO recommendations on researching violence against women

(Ellsberg and Heise 2005). Characteristics of all participants are summarised in Table 1.

An overall total of 125 women was included in the study (106 FGDs and 19 interviews).

Prior to data collection, a team comprising four female community workers received

training in facilitation and interviewing skills, confidentiality protection and the focus-

group and interview guides. A script for the FGDs and a semi-structured questionnaire for

interviews were developed to explore perceptions of marriage, partner choice, factors

leading to forced marriage and child marriage, preventive aspects (obstacles in preventing

child and forced marriage) and decision-making power in relationships. Statements based

4 A. Sabbe et al.
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on the Sexual Relationship Power Scale tool (Pulerwitz, Gortmaker, and DeJong 2000)

were included in the semi-structured questionnaire, to which participants expressed their

personal level of agreement or disagreement. Ideas and themes expressed in earlier FGDs

and interviews were discussed in subsequent interviews.

The FGDs and interviews were held in Arabic or Berber. Audio recordings were

transcribed and transcripts of Arabic or Berber FGDs and interviews were translated into

Dutch.

The purpose of the study and the terms regarding recording of the group discussion or

interview and anonymity were explained at the beginning of every FGD and interview

prior to obtaining the participants’ consent. This study received ethics approval from the

Ethics Board of the Faculty of Medicine & Health Sciences of Ghent University and was

exempted from ethical approval by the Comité d’Ethique pour la Recherche Biomédicale

of the Faculty of Medicine and Pharmacy of Université Mohammed V in Rabat, Morocco,

on the grounds that it is not concerned with biomedical research and does not involve

(experimental) interventions on human subjects.

Data analysis

The theoretical model developed by Hooghiemstra (2001) was used to explain marriage

dynamics and patterns in the choice of a partner. Besides structural macro-level factors in

the wider societal and demographic context, this model also encompasses the role of social

networks and family (meso-level) in the more immediate environment and micro-level

facets such as personal characteristics (including beliefs) and preferences.

Thematic qualitative analysis was conducted, in which patterns or themes within the

data were reported and analysed using framework grids (Ritchie and Lewis 2003). Grids

consist of raw data extracted from the interviews and group discussions. This form of data

reduction allows for an easily accessible and transparent tool for analysis. Raw data was

sorted by theme and placed in the relevant part of the theoretical model through which a

conceptual framework of themes and sub-themes was developed, allowing significant

factors to emerge. Thematic concepts expressed by a majority of participants were defined

as comprising essential domains.

Two authors independently scrutinised transcriptions, field notes and documents and

identified common themes among the data. These two authors compared notes, reconciled

any divergence and independently reviewed the transcripts. Findings were consecutively

discussed between all first-hand data collectors.

Table 1. Profile of participants (from focus-group discussions and interviews).

Overall total
(n ¼ 125)

Rural
(n ¼ 77, 61.6% of total)

Urban
(n ¼ 48, 38.4% of total)

Age group
18–29 years
(n ¼ 36)

30–69 years
(n ¼ 41) %

18–29 years
(n ¼ 22)

30–69 years
(n ¼ 26) %

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Illiterate 9 (25.00) 31 (75.61) 51.95 2 (9.09) 16 (61.54) 37.50
Primary school 17 (47.22) 5 (12.20) 28.57 11 (50.00) 3 (11.54) 29.17
Secondary school 8 (22.22) 5 (12.20) 16.88 4 (18.18) 6 (23.08) 20.83
University 2 (5.56) – 2.60 5 (22.73) 1 (3.85) 12.5
Married 10 (27.78) 35 (85.37) 58.44 8 (36.36) 16 (61.54) 50.00
Unmarried/single 25 (69.44) 5 (12.20) 38.96 14 (63.64) 6 (23.08) 41.67
Divorced 1 (2.78) 1 (2.44) 2.60 – 4 (15.38) 8.33
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As participants’ verbatim comments are used in what follows, they have been

anonymised to protect participants’ identities. Participants’ quotes are presented with the

research ID assigned to the group or individual during the study (for example, FGD 1, 2,

etc. or Participant 1, 2, etc. for interviews) and reference is made to their age (for example,

22 years).

Results

Results are presented according to the themes highlighted in relation to the analytical

framework. Six major themes in total arose from the data.

Financial dependence

One of the most quoted factors leading to a forced marriage was financial dependence on the

father, or the household in general, which plays a more significant role in poor families.

Despite rates of poverty dropping in the region (Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2011b), lack of

resources remains a keymotive for urging a child tomarry before the legal age (Sourgo 2013):

Girls and young women are forced to marry to alleviate the financial burden on the family, so
the expenses for the daughter can be cut out of the family budget, which benefits the other
children. (FGD 4 – older women and rural setting: 40 years)

Participants repeatedly highlighted the effects of not being able to work or study – two

subjects that were often mentioned together:

The father provides for the whole family, so he looks for ways to lessen the financial burden
by marrying off his daughter. But the girl should be able to finish her education and work so
she can marry on her own accord. (Participant 6: 29 years)

Some fathers believe that investing further in their daughter’s education is a waste of money.
Even if she does study and get a job, she’ll marry and her husband will benefit from her
income. So the father thinks it’s advantageous for him to marry her off earlier so he doesn’t
have to pay for her education and the husband has to maintain her from then onwards. (FGD 4
– older women and rural setting: 45 years)

Not only were the effects of being financially dependent on the father made clear, some

participants elaborated on its potential detrimental consequences in a subsequent

marriage:

If the woman is not working, she has no bargaining power with her husband and dares not
argue for fear that he’ll divorce her and she’ll have to return to her parental home with her
children, and fears . . . that she’ll be marked as a divorced woman. However, when a woman
works, she’s stronger and can defend herself. (FGD 3 – intergenerational and rural setting:
23 years)

Customs and social norms

In the spirit of safeguarding the honour of the girl or young woman, and, through her, the

honour of the family, forced marriages often occur. Parents ‘fear that their daughter will

create problems and bring shame on the family’ if she remains unmarried for too long

(FGD 4 – older women and rural setting: 35 years).

Fathers are vigilant to respect cultural norms whereby a girl may not exceed a certain age for
marriage. (FGD 3 – intergenerational and rural setting: 37 years)

Fathers still have this backward notion that if the daughter doesn’t marry early on, nobody will
ask for her hand in marriage and she’ll stay home a spinster, and will not be accepted by

6 A. Sabbe et al.
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anyone. Even if someone would want to marry her later on, others would not allow him to go
ahead with the marriage because of his age, because he should marry a 20-year-old or
younger. (Participant 2: 24 years)

They only think about marrying off their daughter and ‘covering her up’ so she doesn’t
become a source of shame, or to avoid problems, such as the parents finding out that she has a
relationship with someone, or out of fear that she won’t end up married. (Participant 13:
40 years)

According to participants, parents also want to protect daughters from ‘social diseases,

such as rape or abduction’, which occur more in rural areas. (Participant 3: 22 years).

Insufficient legal protection

Among participants, there was an overall acknowledgement that the existing legal

framework does not suffice or is not enforced properly:

There are no laws protecting girls against their parents and against being forced to marry,
sometimes as early as 13 or 14 years. (FGD 3 – intergenerational and rural setting: 18 years)

The woman has no right whatsoever because our legal provisions aren’t strict enough. (FGD 7
– older women and urban setting: 35 years)

Not only was it deemed necessary for existing legislation to be enforced more often (FGD

6 –intergenerational and urban setting), numerous participants also called for the

introduction of a law that formally forbids forced marriages (Participant 1: 27 years;

Participant 2: 24 years; Participant 5: 26 years). The plea for a specific criminal law against

forced marriage is, for the most part, motivated by the accompanying prison sentence and

its deterrent effects on forced marriage rates:

If stricter legislation would actually penalise it [forced marriage] with a prison sentence and a
monetary penalty, then it is still possible to prevent it. However, at the moment there are
[general] laws, but the overwhelming majority of them are not enforced. People do what they
want and shove the law aside. (Participant 13: 40 years)

To illustrate the lack of enforcement, participants testified to the presence of corruption

with regards to the legal minimum age for marriage:

Some families give money to conclude the marriage more swiftly and before the girl reaches
the minimum age. (FGD 3 – intergenerational and rural setting: 39 years)

There are ways to circumvent the law . . . . Institutions that conduct the wedding ceremony are
bribed in order for marriage to take place at a younger age. (FGD 4 – older women and rural
setting: 38 years)

Transgressions occur regarding the legally established minimum age through bribery to speed
up the marriage. (FGD 5 – young women and urban setting: 25 years)

At the official signing of the marriage licence, it is ‘apparent that the fathers speak more

than the couple [those getting married]’ (Participant 8: 26 years). For that reason,

participants suggest making a rule that allows only the future husband and wife to attend

the official ceremony, thereby limiting outside interference and encouraging the partners

to freely express their opinion in front of the judge or official (FGD 4 and 5; Participant 8:

26 years; Participant 9: 47 years; Participant 12: 32 years).

Role of organisations

In order to prevent forced marriage, participants recognised the importance of women’s

associations and non-governmental organisations in raising awareness, while also
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providing support to victims. However, according to participants, in the acute phase, when

a girl or young woman is being forced into marriage, the initial involvement of

organisations should be avoided in favour of other relatives or close family friends who

might mediate on her behalf:

If you are a relative or friend, you can argue with her father and convince him not to go ahead
with the forced marriage. Whereas, if someone other than a close relative or family friend
intervenes, the father or parents will not agree or listen because they’ll think that person wants
their daughter to remain unmarried, and, consequently, bring shame on the family.
(Participant 6: 29 years)

I only help if I know the people, by advising the parents and making them aware of the
consequences of forced marriage. Otherwise, if you don’t know the family personally, they’ll
break off all contact and not speak to you again. (Participant 7: 32 years)

The influence of family and friends in preventing forced marriages at the critical phase is

paramount, and has more chance of succeeding, as the following respondent testifies:

Someone asked for my niece’s hand that she did not like. My sister-in-law and myself formed
an obstacle against the decisions of her brothers because she did not want to marry him. Her
whole family was committed to her marrying him. We continued to support her until her
family finally rejected him. (Participant 9: 47 years)

According to participants, in order to prevent ensuing problems in the relationship

between father and daughter, organisations should not seek to threaten the father’s

authority. If the father’s authority remains intact, it can appear as if he made the decision to

let his daughter choose whether she wanted to go ahead with the marriage or not. Such a

view was expressed as follows: Strangers should not intervene, so the father still has the

freedom of choice (Participant 13: 40 years).

The importance of not creating problems for the girl or young woman is strongly

emphasised, because ‘if she would run into trouble with her parents, she would end up

suffering more and so it is therefore better only to intervene if it would help the situation’

(Participant 13: 40 years). Participants recognised how crucial it is to maintain a dialogue

between parents and their daughter in a respectful atmosphere.

Women’s associations, human rights organisations, non-governmental organisations

and so on are called upon to take on awareness-raising events and to organise a platform

for the exchange of information and, more importantly, for learning from each other.

When asked about prevention of forced marriage, participants perceived the need to

‘increase the role of organisations by holding information sessions or gatherings to share

experiences and to design a better protection mechanism so people can avoid the dangers’

of a forced marriage (FGD 4 – older women and rural setting). Peer-to-peer education and

sensitisation, by ‘getting people to come forward with their problems for others to benefit

from them’, was recognised as a powerful way to raise awareness and offer practical

solutions (FGD 5 – young women and urban setting). Participants highlighted that

organisations play a vital role in rendering the topic acceptable for conversation, including

through the use of mass media (FGD 2 – intergenerational and rural setting; FGD 6 –

intergenerational and urban setting).

The generation gap

Among members of the older generation, a certain submissiveness or acquiescence was

noted. They strongly advocated girls and young women accepting their fate and somehow

making the forced marriage work. Almost all of these women were illiterate, but came

from both rural and urban settings:
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In a forced marriage there used to be mutual respect regardless of the presence of minor
problems. But in the face of problems, they would try to make the marriage work. This is in
stark contrast to forced marriages today. (FGD 3 – intergenerational and urban setting:
40 years)10

Older women were vocal about listening to the counsel of the fathers and actually

following their advice, calling for a girl or young woman to ‘reason with her head more

than her heart because fathers have more experience’ (Participant 11: 34 years). The stance

of these women essentially suggests that potential victims of a forced marriage should let

themselves be convinced by their fathers or older relatives to go ahead with the

unwelcome marriage and, above all, convince themselves that they actually want to marry

the proposed partner. Preventing problems in the relationship with the father is an

important reasoning behind this, in order to avoid what they perceive as ‘greater harm’,

claiming that ‘It is better for the girl to cooperate and go ahead with the forced marriage’

(Participant 14: 60 years).

The FGDs in which the Intergenerational Dialogue method was applied demonstrated

that members of the younger generation was already more outspoken and aware of their

rights, but those at risk do not dare go against the wishes of their parents and older

relatives. Unless an older relative or close family friend with some degree of authority or

influence supported them, they were often forced into the marriage, effectively allowing

this practice to continue.

Effects of forced marriage on the decision-making power in a relationship

The individual interviews, which included some statements from the Sexual Relationship

Power Scale tool (Pulerwitz, Gortmaker, and DeJong 2000), demonstrated a strong

correlation between a forced marriage and having no decision-making power. Participants

were presented with the following statements:

. Most of the time, we do what my partner wants to do.

. My partner has more say than I do about important decisions that affect us.

. My partner tells me who I can spend time with.

. My partner won’t let me wear certain things.

. I have sex if my partner wants me to, even if I don’t want to.

Compared to women who freely chose their spouse, those who declared that they had been

forced into their marriage systematically answered ‘yes’ to just about all of the statements.

Out of the 19 interviewees, 8 declared that they had been forced to marry. These women

end up having barely any say in the relationship. According to them, this is ‘because he’s

the man’ (Participant 14: 60 years).

When prompted to clarify the reasons why these women have so little power in their

marriages, participants affirm an ingrained belief that ‘the wife must do what the husband

wants and she may not disobey, so there won’t be any problems between them’

(Participant 6: 29 years). Moreover, ‘it is important that he controls you so you become

like a machine that he operates as he sees fit . . . I don’t have the right to decide [about

sexual relations]. He decides everything’ (Participant 17: 42 years).

These partner dynamics are a consequence of the overall dependence of women,

especially financial dependence, on the male figures of the household, beginning with their

father. This helplessness continues after they are married off. In a way, dependency is

perpetuated throughout the role transition from daughter to wife: If I would not consent to

sexual relations, he could leave me without money (Participant 9: 47 years).
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Even some women who declared they were married ‘in a traditional manner’, which

was not forced, agreed to a fair amount of statements – for example, claiming that ‘I don’t

dress the way I’d like, and sometimes my husband forbids me to go to certain places’

(Participant 12: 32 years).

Discussion

The importance of specifically directing efforts towards the older generation of parents

and grandparents emerged as a priority from this study. As a result of the use of the

Intergenerational Dialogue method, participants repeatedly emphasised the need for more

opportunities to have an open dialogue between parents and children. With young women

and girls being pressured by their elders, they frequently do not dare to effectively claim

their right to freely enter into marriage.

A literacy rate of 25.7% of the population from the age of 54 years onwards

demonstrates that illiteracy remains widespread among the older generations (Haut-

Commissariat au Plan 2010). This is mirrored in the participants’ profiles. Over 75% of

rural women and 61% of urban women older than 30 years are illiterate. This is in stark

contrast to younger women, among whom only 25 and 9% are illiterate, respectively

(see Table 1). The need for increased awareness of the detrimental consequences of

forced marriages is crucial among the older population group. Research results

illustrate that older relatives and close family friends can play a fundamental role in

preventing a forced marriage in the acute phase. An initial involvement of women’s

associations or organisations was, however, considered to undermine the father’s

authority and could be detrimental to the victim. Therefore, participants plead in

favour of relatives, other than the parents, and close family friends mediating on behalf

of the girl or woman at risk. This allows the relationship between the potential victim

and her family to remain intact. On the other hand, women who openly oppose the will

of their fathers are subject to intimidation and ostracism from their families, rendering

them cut-off and alone in a male-dominated public space (Sadiqi and Ennaji 2006).

Instead of directly intervening in cases of forced marriage, participants call for

organisations to gear their sensitisation efforts towards the older generations. The use

of mainstream media for this aim, such as television and radio, was highly

recommended.

Study results illustrate that family size and composition indirectly give rise to forced

marriage. This holds true for rural areas in particular. Compared to urban settings, fertility

rates in rural households continue to be higher (Desrues and Moreno Nieto 2009;

Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2010). Resources must be spread over a larger number of

family members, diminishing opportunities to pay for children’s schooling and, as a

result, prompting the head of the household (mostly the father) to marry off any daughters

at a young age. Additionally, several generations often live together in rural areas, a

phenomenon that is more rapidly decreasing in urban settings (Desrues and Moreno Nieto

2009; Haut-Commissariat au Plan 2010). Consequently, grandparents and older relatives

have greater influence on household decisions in rural settings. This increases the

likelihood of older generations passing on their upbringing to the children in the

household. If they, themselves, were forced to marry by their parents, the likelihood of

applying this same treatment to the girls and women in the family increases (Sabbe et al.

2013). This underscores the need for awareness and education, primarily among older

generations, in order to make them conscious about perpetuating underlying patterns and

beliefs.
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Closely linked to the above is the significance of family honour, safeguarded through

the status and actions of the girl and young woman. In order to prevent shame on the

family, the results demonstrate that women are married off at a young age to avoid

problems later on, such as pre-marital relationships and rape or abduction. Rates of sexual

violence against minor girls are increasing (Menara 2012), therefore parents and older

generations are prompted to push their daughters into wedlock, by force if necessary.

Furthermore, the fact that sexual relations outside of marriage are illegal and abortion is

criminalised as a public morality offence, compels judges to give their approval in order to

legalise the situation for pregnant girls (Zoglin 2009; Siham 2011).11 This could, in part,

explain the increase in child marriages in recent years.

Taking Morocco’s wider contextual policy framework into account, the implemen-

tation of the new Family Code has been a major catalyst in the advancement of women’s

rights in the sphere of marriage (Sadiqi 2008; Eisenberg 2011). Yet participants

emphasised that the existing legal framework does not suffice or is not properly enforced.

The suicide, in March 2012, of Amina, referred to by a number of participants, offers an

irrefutable example of how the legal system falls short in protecting women from forced

marriage and sexual violence. Sixteen-year-old Amina had been raped and, subsequently,

married off to her rapist. Unable to bear the betrayal and violence in the marriage, Amina

decided to take her own life.12 Article 475 of the Moroccan Penal Code endorsed this

forced marriage, effectively allowing the perpetrator to escape punishment and a prison

sentence by marrying his underage rape victim. In a society that criminalises sexual

relations outside of marriage, the practice was encouraged to avoid family shame. After

mass protests to abolish this rule, the Ministry of Justice announced a reform to the highly

criticised legal provision in January 2013. However, human rights organisations point out

that the Penal Code still contains many provisions that discriminate and do not protect

women against violence, such as conjugal rape (Amnesty International 2013; Associated

Press Morocco 2013; Le Monde 2013).

Results from the Sexual Relationship Power Scale tool in this study demonstrate that

participants who were forced into marriage have little say regarding sexual relations.

In effect, it appears that they suffer ongoing conjugal rape in their marriage, for which

the law offers no protection due to the fact that conjugal rape is not penalised in the

current criminal code. In contrast, pre-marital and extra-marital consensual sexual

relations are prohibited and punishable with prison sentences up to one and two years,

respectively.13

Conversely, participants drew attention to the fact that forced marriage, in itself, is

not specifically criminalised as an offence in the Moroccan Penal Code. Moreover, the

levels of corruption quoted by participants to circumvent the minimum age for marriage,

underscore the sentiment that the law does not offer sufficient protection. To counter

this, participants put forward the recommendation of adding a provision to the

Moudawana, stipulating that only the future husband and wife are allowed to be present

at the official signing of the marriage licence in front of a judge or civil servant. Such a

measure would effectively limit outside interference, curbing familial pressure at the

decisive moment.

Too much emphasis on the macro-level policy framework, however, draws attention

away from the vital necessity to target the older population groups and from the need for

dialogue between generations. Organisations and associations are faced with the

challenge of creating a platform for dialogue and exchange for grandparents, parents and

children, while simultaneously increasing the visibility of the topic through the media

at large.
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Conclusion

Despite the introduction of the new Family Law, or Moudawana, in Morocco, effectively

raising the minimum age for marriage, the number of girls being forced into wedlock is on

the rise. This increase has been a source of concern from a women’s rights perspective.

This study aims to explore women’s experiences and perspectives in relation to factors that

contribute to the occurrence of child and forced marriage in Morocco.

The need for more open dialogue between (grand)parents and children was strongly

emphasised. Pressure from older generations was reported to be the main determinant

of child and forced marriage, even in situations where the victim was well aware of her

rights. Sensitisation efforts using television and radio are crucial to reaching this older

population group, in which illiteracy remains widespread. The results redefine the role

of women’s associations, social workers and so on, with the recommendation to focus

their efforts on awareness raising among older generations and refraining from directly

intervening in (risk) cases of forced marriage. Influential relatives, other than the

parents, and close family friends have a greater chance of preventing a forced

marriage.

In addition to poverty, the notion of family honour is an important factor for (grand)

parents in subjecting their (grand)children to a forced marriage and, moreover, this

concept is upheld by the law. Participants pointed to the ineffectiveness of the current legal

framework in Morocco, which punishes consensual sexual relations outside of marriage,

yet does not criminalise forced marriage or conjugal rape. Participants recommend adding

a provision to the Moudawana stipulating that only the future husband and wife are

allowed to be present at the official signing of the marriage licence, effectively reducing

family pressure and interference at the decisive moment.

Overall, despite the fact that the legal framework, and specifically the Moudawana,

have received much attention as a step forward for women’s rights, the reality is that

forced and child marriages remain common, at least in this research setting. Targeting the

older population groups is a vital necessity. Organisations and associations are faced with

the challenge of creating a platform for dialogue and exchange for grandparents, parents

and children, while simultaneously increasing the visibility of the issue through the media

at large.
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Notes

1. The Moudawana came into force on February 5, 2004.
2. Article 19Moudawana (Global Rights 2005). For boys, the age limit to enter into marriage was

always set at 18 years.
3. Article 20 Moudawana (Global Rights 2005).
4. In 2010, the approval rate was 92.2% (Elamri 2012).
5. Requests for underage boys to marry comprise only a tiny fraction of the total. In 2007, this

category represented 0.98% of all official requests (Portail Juridique duMinistère de la Justice).
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6. Article 16(2) UDHR.
7. Article 1 CRC (1989). Morocco ratified CRC in 1993.
8. Article 16(2) CEDAW (1979). Morocco ratified CEDAW in 1993.
9. Evaluations of this method show that the quality and quantity of communication between the

generations improved significantly (GTZ 2005). This study did not include an evaluation of the
Intergenerational Dialogue approach. However, research data from the focus groups provide a
basis for comparison between focus groups where the method was applied and those
comprising only one age category.

10. All older women in this group were illiterate.
11. Articles 490–491 Code Pénal 1962 and articles 449–458 Code Pénal.
12. The following resources provide more information about this incident: http://www.bbc.com/

news/world-africa-17379721; http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2013/11/22/moroccan-
teen-marriedtoherrapistcommitssuicide.html

13. Articles 490–491 Code Pénal 1962.
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jeunes filles en danger. Amnesty France.

Associated Press Morocco. 2013. “Morocco to Axe Law Allowing Rapists to Go Free If They Marry
Their Victim.” The Guardian, January 23.

Belhaj, I. 2008. L’augmentation du marriage des mineurs inquiète les groupements féministes au
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Résumé

Malgré l’introduction de la nouvelle loi sur la famille, ou Moudawana, au Maroc, qui relève l’âge
légal du mariage, le nombre de filles forcées à se marier est en augmentation. Du point de vue des
droits des femmes, cette augmentation est préoccupante. La présente étude explore les expériences et
les perspectives des femmes, relativement aux facteurs qui contribuent à la prévalence des mariages
d’enfants et des mariages forcés au Maroc. Basés sur une approche participative, des groupes de
discussion thématique ont été conduits avec des femmes dans des environnements urbains et ruraux
de l’agglomération de Marrakech. Au total, 125 femmes âgées de 18 à 69 ans ont participé à l’étude.
Nos résultats mettent l’accent sur la nécessité d’un dialogue plus ouvert entre (grands)parents et
enfants. Globalement, la Moudawana est perc�ue comme un progrès considérable pour les droits des
femmes, pourtant, les résultats de l’étude montrent que les dispositions actuelles de la loi ne sont pas
efficaces en ce qui concerne l’abolition du mariage forcé. Ils soulignent la nécessité de redéfinir le
rôle des organisations, des associations de femmes et d’autres groupes, avec pour recommandation
que celles-ci se concentrent sur leurs futures campagnes de sensibilisation parmi les générations les
plus âgées et se retiennent d’intervenir diréectement dans les cas de mariage forcé. Les campagnes de
sensibilisation qui incluent le recours aux médias populaires sont essentielles pour atteindre les
personnes dans ce groupe de population plus âgé dans lequel l’analphabétisme reste répandu.

Resumen

Pese a la introducción de la nueva Ley Familiar oMoudawana en Marruecos, que ha elevado la edad
mı́nima para casarse, sigue aumentando el número de chicas obligadas a contraer matrimonio. Desde
la perspectiva de los derechos de la mujer, este aumento ha sido motivo de preocupación. En este
trabajo analizamos las experiencias y perspectivas de las mujeres con relación a los factores que
contribuyen al matrimonio forzado infantil en Marruecos. A partir de un enfoque participativo, se
organizaron charlas en grupo y entrevistas exhaustivas con mujeres tanto en entornos urbanos como
rurales en la región de Marrakech. En total participaron 125 mujeres entre 18 y 69 años en este
estudio. Nuestros resultados ponen de relieve que es necesario un diálogo más abierto entre los
padres, los abuelos y los hijos. En general, el Moudawana se considera un importante paso adelante
para los derechos de las mujeres, sin embargo, los resultados del estudio indican que las actuales
disposiciones polı́ticas no son eficaces a la hora de abolir los matrimonios forzados. Nuestros
hallazgos señalan que es necesaria una redefinición del papel que desempeñan las organizaciones, las
asociaciones de mujeres y otros grupos, y recomendamos que en el futuro enfoquen sus esfuerzos en
acciones de concienciación para generaciones mayores y no intervengan directamente en los casos
de matrimonios forzados. Las campañas de sensibilización, que podrı́an incluir el uso de medios
populares, son fundamentales para llegar a los miembros de este grupo de población más mayor
donde el analfabetismo está muy extendido.
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Abstract
With family reunification as one of the key routes to legally gain entry to the European
Union, governments are introducing more stringent legislation to counter abuses such
as forced marriages and marriages of convenience. This study explores Moroccan
women’s views on partner choice, arranged and forced marriages to ascertain the
impact of the migratory context. Moreover, it examined whether the diasporic experi-
ence affects the occurrence of forced marriage. Using a participatory approach, focus-
group discussions and in-depth interviews were held with women from the Moroccan
community in both urban and provincial settings in Flanders, Belgium. Our findings
indicate a preference for a partner in Belgium. Religion as opposed to ethnicity emerges
as the most important attribute in a partner. Furthermore, religion is also a progressive
voice in opinions on forced marriage and the virginity norm. Although forced mar-
riages are no longer a pressing issue among the youth of the Moroccan Belgian
community, the immigration legislation and policies that aim to enhance integration
and tackle forced marriage and marriages of convenience appear to effectively deter
women from choosing a partner from Morocco. Overall, the diasporic experience and
migration context do not give rise to an increase of forced marriage among the
Moroccan community; yet, arranged marriage is prevalent, even though it is on the
decline.

Keywords Marriageandmigration .Familyreunification .Partnerchoice .Forcedmarriage
and arrangedmarriage .Moroccan community .Belgium

Introduction

Due to globalisation, increased mobility and large numbers of migrants in host socie-
ties, the issue of forced marriage has become a concern on an international scale (Ertürk
2011). In Europe, the issue is most often discussed within the contexts of immigration
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and integration (Ratia and Walter 2009; Felz et al. 2009). The practice is generally
associated with migratory flows and the difficulties that immigrant families experience
in becoming integrated in industrialised countries (Rude-Antoine 2005).

Family reunification, one of the key remaining routes for legal migration to the
European Union, accounts for approximately a third of all migrants from outside
of Europe, also referred to as Third-Country Nationals (TCNs). In 2015 alone,
over 440,000 first permits for family reunification were granted to non-EU
migrants or TCNs in Europe (EMN synthesis report). Belgium is one of the
countries that contribute to this high amount of first permits for family reasons.1

Amidst concerns for the large influx of migrants, the Belgian government has
taken measures to stimulate integration and reduce the import of marriage partners
from abroad. Therefore, marriage and partner choice, which had almost been
secluded to the private sphere, became political. The government’s preoccupation
with migrant population’s marriages stems from the growing unease with the
presence of a large, potentially hostile group of ‘strangers’ in society (Sterckx
2008). Moreover, the increased awareness of forced marriages and marriages of
convenience taking place in minority communities is mobilising policy makers to
take action, resulting in a rise in initiatives and measure not only in Belgium but
also throughout Europe as a whole (Charsley and Benson 2012). As the focus is
placed on criminalisation and stringent immigration policies to tackle these issues,
ethnic minority population groups bear the greatest burden (Sabbe et al. 2014).
Changes in immigration policy to address security issues, in effect by making the
entry requirements stricter, are also often the result of disguised racism and
xenophobia, which, in turn, is potentially reinforcing Islamic identity and funda-
mentalism (Aileen 2006). Restrictions in Belgian immigration policy were specif-
ically introduced in 2011 to facilitate integration and to step up the fight against
abuses, such as forced marriage and marriages of convenience (Ratia and Walter
2009; Carol et al. 2014). The ‘right to family reunification’ was laid down in a
European Directive in 2003 (Directive 2003/86/EC). This provides the Member
States with a framework for national immigration law to regulate family reunifi-
cation of third country nationals.2 The impact of European legislation should not
be underestimated considering that Member States were provided with the oppor-
tunity to raise higher barriers for family reunification (Desmet et al. 2011). The
Belgian government transposed this European Directive in 2006 and 2007 to
counter abuses such as marriage of convenience and forced marriage. However,
the Act of July 8th 2011 made the rules for family reunification considerably
stricter, further stepping up the fight against abuses (Desmet et al. 2011; De
Brabander 2012).3 Phenomena such as forced marriage are not representative for

1 In 2015, the vast majority of first permits for family reunification to TCNs were granted by Belgium, France,
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the UK altogether (EMN Synthesis Report 2017)
2 For EU citizens and their family members, the European directive 2004/38/EC regulates freedom of
movement and right of residence. Both Directives were transposed into Belgian residence law (in 2006 and
2007 (Art. 10, 10a, 40a and 40b Aliens Act).
3 Firstly, there is an age requirement: both spouses and partners must be over 21 years old. Additionally, a
minimum income is required of at least 120% of the social assistance level (or living wage) and proof of
‘adequate housing’ is needed. Both partners should be covered by health insurance.
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the whole of marriage migration;4 yet, they are often portrayed disproportionally
in the public arena (Heyse et al. 2007; Ratia and Walter 2009). The problem of
marriages of convenience is quite a politically sensitive issue. It is especially this
theme that gave rise to the stricter immigration laws and the rules for family
reunification in particular (Ratia and Walter 2009; EMN Belgium, Sarolea and
Hardy 2017). In addition, criminal and civil legislation is also utilised to combat
this practice (Desmet et al. 2011; De Brabander 2012). A marriage of conve-
nience, also referred to as a sham marriage, is entered into for the sole purpose of
gaining a benefit or other advantage arising from that status. In 2013, the Belgian
government adopted further measures with the aim to fight misuses of family
reunification by extending its scope to ‘forced legal cohabitation’ and ‘cohabita-
tion of convenience’. The new law introduced legal action at administrative,
judicial and criminal level, which includes an inquiry procedure for the civil
servant of the municipality’s registry office.5

Although the numbers of Moroccan and Turkish family migrants in Belgium had
already been slowly declining between 2001 and 2008 (Van Kerckem et al. 2013), a
sudden sharp drop was observed after the legal reform in 2011 (Schoonvaere 2014;
Federaal Migratiecentrum 2017). Even so, statistics published by the Belgian federal
government show that Moroccans continue to receive the greatest amount of first
residence permits for family reasons (Belgian Immigration Office 2015). Nevertheless,
the amount of new residence permits on a yearly basis granted to Moroccans is rapidly
declining.Whereas in 2010, there were still 7816 new permits given to Moroccans, this
figure dropped to 4280 in 2015. Yet, even in 2016, Moroccans are still the highest
rating beneficiaries of new permits for family reunification (EMN Belgium, Sarolea
and Hardy 2017).6 Furthermore, permits for family reunification involving Moroccans
are predominantly issued for spouses,7 surpassing the 50% mark, reflecting one of the
highest rates of all nationalities (Belgian Migration Office 2015).

In light of international migration between Morocco and Belgium, it is especially
important to research the impact of the Belgian context on the dynamics of partner
choice and marriage practices, in particular to ascertain if the diasporic experience
influences the occurrence of practices such as forced marriage and arranged marriage.
The objective of this study is to gain insights into these dynamics among the Moroccan
communities in Belgium, and especially among women, given the gendered nature of
forced marriage. This study is situated within a larger project, linking to research in
Morocco that was carried out with the collaboration of the University Mohammed V in
Rabat. Structural, social and personal factors in both Morocco and Belgium are taken

4 For the purpose of this paper, the term ‘marriage migration’ is used both in the case of an existing partnership
(marriage or equivalent legally registered partner) between a resident of Belgium and non-resident Third
Country National (TCN), and in the case of a TCN or non-resident partner coming to Belgium with the aim of
entering into a marriage or legal partnership (also referred to as ‘family formation’). An existing partnership
denotes that the transnational couple has already officially entered into wedlock or legal partnership in the
country of origin. The procedure for family reunification is set in motion in both instances (Desmet et al.
2011).
5 Law of June 2nd, 2013 (BS 23/09/2013).
6 In 2016, Morocco received 3727 first residence permits for family reasons, outnumbering Syria, India and
Turkey. Since 2015, Turkish beneficiaries are no longer the second most important nationality (EMNBelgium,
Sarolea and Hardy 2017).
7 Family reunification can also involve descendants or ascendants, in addition to spouses.
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into account in this comprehensive multi-centred research project. It explores which
elements play a role in partner choice and which factors could increase the risk of
forced marriages, both at local and international level.Aspects related to migration play
an important part according to research, such as maintaining the cultural identity and
traditions, repaying debts or returning financial assistance to extended family in
countries of origin (Rude-Antoine 2005; Ratia and Walter 2009). Immigration and
asylum issues, such as procuring a visa or legal residence, are often a factor behind
forced marriage arrangements (Chantler et al. 2009). Studies are indicating that certain
policies could even instigate forced marriage and marriages of convenience (Hester
et al. 2007; Brion 2011). Legislation alone cannot have an impact without support from
the communities in question (Crepaldi et al. 2010). This research acknowledges the
need to work bottom-up in a participative manner within the Moroccan community in
order to provide constructive answers to these lines of enquiry.

Methods

Research Design

A qualitative methodology was used, which consisted of both focus group discussions
(FGDs) and individual interviews. Research activities were conducted in Belgium, in
the provinces of East-Flanders and Antwerp between November 2011 and September
2013. These provinces are both situated in Flanders where identical legislation and
policies, issued by the Federal and Flemish governments, apply. This effectively allows
for a comparable framework to take the macro-level context (government polices) into
consideration.8

Together with partner organisations, we identified locations in larger urban and
smaller provincial settings to carry out the research. Extending the research to a large
city (Antwerp), a medium-sized city (Ghent) and smaller towns within both provinces
allowed the role of context to be explored in greater depth. In each setting, a local
association or organisation was approached and involved in the research activity. The
participation of local associations facilitated the recruitment process of the women and
ensured that participants had access to a support network if the need presented itself.

Saturation of qualitative themes is usually reached after at least two FGDs with each
group of interest (Guest et al. 2006). In total, nine FGDs were held: five in urban
settings and four in smaller provincial settings, allowing for a sample of participants
from various contexts.

8 In Belgium, integration policies fall within the scope of the federated entities. Flanders, the Walloon region
and the Brussels-Capital Region have each developed their own integration policy according to their debates
and objectives regarding the management of cultural diversity. Moroccan and Turkish migrants were the first
migrants targeted by these policies. For several years, Flanders has had a compulsory integration programme
targeting newcomers. More recently, the two other regions also made their integration programmes for new
migrants mandatory. However, the compulsory programs in the Walloon region and Brussels-Capital Region
were not yet implemented at the time of research. Moroccan and Turkish migrants were thus differently
affected by integration programmes, depending on the region in which they settled (Gsir et al. 2015; Van de
Pol and Vanheule 2018).
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The Intergenerational Dialogue approach was used in five FGDs, of which three in
urban settings and two in smaller provincial settings. The Intergenerational Dialogue
method (GTZ 2005) was developed to promote constructive and consensual change of
harmful practices, such as female genital mutilation and forced marriages. By means of
local organisations, community-based dialogue is held in which young and old discuss
controversial themes such as gender roles, sexuality, traditional values and practices,
etc. with mutual respect.9

In addition, Intercultural Dialogues (ICD) were held in four FGDs, whereby partic-
ipants from predominantly Moroccan, as well as several other ethnic backgrounds and
Belgian nationals, were confronted with alternative perspectives and potentially diver-
gent viewpoints. The Intercultural Dialogue was applied in two FGDs in urban settings
and two FGDs in smaller provincial settings. Table 1 provides an overview of the nine
FGDs, including information about their setting and aim.

In addition, 25 interviews were conducted with Moroccan participants of the FGDs.
Furthermore, interviews were conducted with 11 Moroccan women who had not
participated in the FGDs. These additional interviews allowed for a crosscheck and
validation of the data from the FGDs. Interviews lasted for about 1 h and focus groups
for approximately 1.5 h.

The inclusion criteria for the study were being female and 18 years of age and older;
these criteria were laid down in order to capture women’s experiences across all age
groups and to be able to initiate the Intergenerational Dialogue method. For the
interviews, the inclusion criteria were being female, Moroccan and 18 years and older.

Participants were divided into the following age categories: 18–29 years (young
women) and 30–69 years (older women). In total, 44 young women and 62 older
women participated in the research study (FGDs and interviews). The Intergenerational
Dialogue approach was used in FGDs where both age categories of Moroccan women
were approximately evenly matched. In the remaining focus groups, consisting of
Moroccan women together with participants from diverse ethnic backgrounds and
native Belgian women, the Intercultural Dialogue was applied.

Overall, 106 participants were included in the study:

& 95 participants of FGDs10

& 25 interviews with Moroccan participants of FGDs
& 11 interviews with Moroccan women who did not participate in the FGDs

Following World Health Organisation (WHO) recommendations on researching vio-
lence against women, only one person per household participated in the research
activities (Ellsberg and Heise 2005).

A script for the FGDs and a semi-structured questionnaire for interviews were
developed. Ideas and themes expressed in earlier FGDs and interviews were discussed
in subsequent interviews. FGDs and interviews were held in Dutch, Arabic or Berber.

9 Evaluations of this method show that the quality and quantity of communication between the generations
improved significantly (GTZ 2005).
10 The 95 participants consisted of 70 Moroccan women, 11 Belgian women with no Moroccan heritage, 7
Tunesian, 4 Turkish and 3 Syrian women. Our research population group of Moroccan participants consisted
predominantly of a mix of first-generation and second-generation women.
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Audio recordings were transcribed, and transcripts of Arabic or Berber FGDs and
interviews were translated into Dutch.

The purpose of the study and the terms regarding recording of the group discussion
or interview and anonymity were explained at the beginning of every FGD and
interview prior to obtaining the participants’ consent. This study received ethics
approval from the Ethics Board of the Faculty of Medicine& Health Sciences at [name
of university].

Data Analysis

The heuristic model developed by Hooghiemstra (2001) was used to explain factors
influencing marriage dynamics and patterns in the choice of a partner. Besides structural
macro-level factors in the wider societal and demographic context, this model also encom-
passes the role of social networks and family (meso-level) in the more immediate environ-
ment, and micro-level facets such as personal characteristics and preferences. In light of the
broad aspects that are taken into consideration, and the applicability in similar research, this
model is a useful tool for analysing the problem of forced marriage and the impact of
context. For example, this systematic framework was applied to explain determinants in
partner choice,marriage modalities,marriage migration and risk factors for forced marriage
(Heyse et al. 2007; Descheemaeker et al. 2009).

Thematic qualitative analysis was conducted, in which patterns or themes within the
data were reported and analysed using framework grids (Ritchie and Lewis 2003). Raw
data was sorted by theme and placed in the relevant part of the theoretical model
through which a conceptual framework of themes and sub-themes was developed,
allowing significant factors to emerge. Thematic concepts expressed by a majority of
participants were defined as comprising essential domains.

Two authors independently scrutinised transcriptions, field notes and documents and
identified common themes among the data. These two authors compared notes,
reconciled any divergence and independently reviewed the transcripts. Findings were
consecutively discussed between all first-hand data collectors.

As participants’ verbatim comments are used in what follows, they have been
anonymised to protect participants’ identities. Participants’ quotes are presented with

Table 1 Overview of focus groups including information about their location and applied approach

Focus groups Type of focus group discussion Setting

1. FGD 1 Intergenerational Dialogue Large urban setting

2. FGD 2 Intercultural Dialogue Large urban setting

3. FGD 3 Intercultural Dialogue Large urban setting

4. FGD 4 Intercultural Dialogue Provincial setting

5. FGD 5 Intercultural Dialogue Provincial setting

6. FGD 6 Intergenerational Dialogue Provincial setting

7. FGD 7 Intergenerational Dialogue Large urban setting

8. FGD 8 Intergenerational Dialogue Provincial setting

9. FGD 9 Intergenerational Dialogue Large urban setting
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the research ID assigned to the group or individual during the study (for example, FGD
1 or interview 1). Unless explicitly stated otherwise, the views expressed in the
“Results” sections are those of Moroccan participants.

Results

Attributes of Marriage Partners: Factors Influencing Partner Choice on the Meso-
and Micro-level

Importance of Religion

Religion emerged as the most essential attribute in a potential marriage partner among
the younger generation. First and foremost a ‘religious and actively practicing Muslim’
is sought after. (interview 29) Someone with ‘a strong faith, a good Iman [belief in the
six articles of faith]’ (FGD 7).

Even more so than the Moroccan identity, religion is regarded as the overarching
identity trait. A partner from a different ethnic background therefore also meets the
requirements, as long as he or she is a practicing Muslim.

‘It was very important for me to share my life with someone who was practicing
and who feared Allah.’ (Interview 30)

‘Practicing’ denotes a person who ‘doesn’t just wear the nametag’, but who is in
effect a very good Muslim. (Interview 20)

As a married couple, ‘experiencing faith together’ is of the utmost importance. (FGD 4)
The research data point to the general consensus (among participants) that ‘you can
create a beautiful partnership with the Islam as a focal point in your life,whereas, in the
Western society, partnership is somewhat considered to be disposable in today’s
consumer society. There is a noticeable difference.’ (FGD 6).

Participants also referred to marriage as part of the ‘religious duty’. ‘Marriage is half
of religion. It is a step that we must take.’ (Interview 21).

Preference for a Partner from Belgium

In the interviews and FGDs, participants gave voice to the difficulties in bridging
cultural differences when a partner is brought over from Morocco. Additionally, the
expectations differ, which can lead to problems in marriage. These obstacles do not
occur as prominently with a partner who was raised in a similar context:

‘I would like to have something in common with my partner and that is our
Belgian culture (in which we were raised), even though many other people deny
this.’ (interview 19)

The arguments to justify the choice of a marriage partner from Belgium, as opposed to
a spouse from Morocco, are diverse. Participants primarily brought up a ‘too great
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difference in mentality’ (interview 21). Partners from Morocco have little or no
knowledge about how Belgian society really works, often have ‘unreasonable expec-
tations’ and are subsequently ‘disappointed when confronted with discrimination and
so forth.’ (interview 27). Above all, language emerges as a barrier for choosing a
spouse from the country of origin.

‘I prefer to marry someone from here. Not because I want to discriminate, but
because I consider communication to be vital. Although I speak some Berber, I
cannot fully express myself in that language. (interview 25)

‘Preferably someone from Belgium. This is even a prerequisite. It makes com-
munication so much easier. I can express myself much better in Dutch, especially
emotionally.’ (interview 28)

The conviction that a partner from the same cultural background offers the greatest
chance for a successful marriage is particularly prominent in women among the older
generation. Younger women, in contrast, are of the opinion that a marriage with
someone from a different origin is perfectly manageable.

‘Conscious Muslims no longer make a distinction between people of the same
origin or someone of another origin. … We see that young people are gradually
becoming citizens of the world and don’t take origins into account.’ (interview 29)

Income

In both the older and younger Moroccan women, financial aspects play a part in partner
choice. The young Moroccan women mention that it features in their parents’ expec-
tations. (FGD 8) The older women underscore that marriage can only take place
provided that the future husband has an income to support his wife. (FGD 2).

Financial aspects are closely related to gender dynamics in the marriage. In ex-
change for financial security, obedience is expected from the wife. The element of
control is strongly emphasised by the older women.

‘You’ve signed a contract with your husband that you’re his. … If your husband
tells you not to visit your mother today, then you don’t. If he says tomorrow, then
you go tomorrow.’ (FGD 9)

In contrast, the young Moroccan women, who mostly grew up in Belgium, reacted
fiercely to the statements by the older women.

‘Yes but, we cannot imagine that. We have all the freedom, and then you get
married and he’ll suddenly take all that away from you?’ (FGD 9)

In close association with the notions of financial support and obedience is the practice
that many men ‘choose’ to not let their wives work professionally. Many girls accept
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this limitation if they deem that they are able to be content with their partner of choice
in all other aspects.

‘There are also men that don’t want it regardless, who absolutely refuse their
wives to work. I know some who were born and raised here [in Belgium].’ (FGD
7)

‘Yes, my brother. He’s a year older than me, and my sister-in-law is not allowed
to work. And she gets everything that she wants [materially]’ (FGD 7)

Restrictions towards education were only brought up by women who emigrated
from Morocco to Belgium to marry. They often are not allowed to attend Dutch
classes, especially if the classes are mixed, with both male and female students
attending.

‘I’ve been in Belgium for a while now, but haven’t learned much Dutch. My
husband doesn’t want me to take classes in mixed groups. But where do you find
Dutch classes for women only nowadays? My husband says ‘not where there are
men’.’ (interview 5)

‘My husband doesn’t want me to go to mixed classes. Once we went to enrol for
class and my husband inquired if there were women-only Dutch classes. They
said that this is Belgium and that they didn’t offer separate classes for men and
women.He replied ‘I know this is Belgium, but the men are disrespectful in those
groups towards women, and they often discuss inappropriate issues in those
classes, such as sexuality and love’ … My husband said that I could either learn
Dutch in a women’s group or not at all.’ (interview 6)

Impact of Immigration Policy: Macro-level Factors

Residence Permit

Family reunification is considered one of the few remaining routes to obtain a
residence permit. Over the years, to counter abuses, the requirements have steadily
become more stringent, putting pressure on (prospective) spouses in Belgium to
sponsor the partner from Morocco. Younger Moroccan participants effectively
speak of the fear of being ‘used’ solely for the purpose of obtaining a residence
permit. This fear in itself also appears to be contributing to the preference for a
partner from Belgium:

‘Difficult (marrying a partner from Morocco) ... well, once he has his papers you
do not know with what intent that he’s here.’ (FGD 9)
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‘Men say they want to marry you, but if he obtains his papers, he abandons you.’
(Interview 5)

‘In one way or another, I would have nothing to do with boys from Morocco. ... I
have always had such mixed feelings about it. Who says that they’d come (to
Belgium) for me and not for the papers? Furthermore, they don’t know the
language.’ (Interview 26)

“You never know if the person wants to marry you for who you are, or if he only
wants to marry to obtain a residence permit in Belgium. That is always the
question mark. So if I would have to choose, my preference goes to someone
from here.” (interview 22)

“Marrying someone from Morocco? That would not be easy.My whole family is
biased; they assume that he only wants the residence permit.” (interview 21)

The stricter requirements for family reunification are additionally engendering
more paperwork for both partners. Certificates, official documents and other
evidence need to be gathered as proof. This ‘administrative hassle that goes on
for years’ is another reason why participants are more inclined towards a partner
from Belgium.

‘To be honest, I dread all that paperwork ... I feel quite apprehensive about it.’
(interview 20)

“It [bringing a partner over from Morocco] requires too great of an amount of
work to get all the files in order.” (interview 27)

‘Marriage of Convenience’ Suspicion

The ‘suspicion of a marriage of convenience’ is obstructing the process of a
migration marriage, as several participants pointed out. In addition to the admin-
istrative paper hassle, the civil servant’s investigative role is another component to
deal with. The government has granted civil servants more proactive powers in
order to prevent marriage/cohabitation of convenience. In addition, certain larger
towns have created units to specifically track down and tackle marriages of
convenience (Caestecker 2005; Desmet et al. 2011). Several participants cited
the deterrent effect of these measures on opting for a partner from Morocco. A
mother, for instance, recounts her frustration at the difficulties experienced by her
daughter to bring over her husband:
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‘She’s already requested her marriage certificate. That was in January. My
daughter lives here, rents an apartment and works. So normally, when she goes
there [registry office], they should immediately register her husband in the system
and provide her with the documents to send to Morocco. In the meantime she’s
been waiting for 7 weeks and they haven’t even replied to her request. She’s
literally crying: ‘Why won’t they let my husband come over?’ … She went to see
a lawyer yesterday.’ (interview 1)

Forced Versus Arranged Marriage

Arranged Marriage

The concept of arranged marriage suffers from a lack of clarity. One participant
considered it to be ‘a marriage that includes force and whereby neither partner has
the choice to choose freely.’ (interview 30) Another participant described it as follows:
‘According to me, ‘arranged’ means that I must marry against my will.’ (interview 32).

A forced marriage is commonly defined as a union11 where one or both parties are
coerced into a marriage against their will and under duress. ‘Duress’ can include
physical, psychological, financial, sexual and emotional pressure (Anitha and Gill
2009; Cornelissens et al. 2009; De Brabander 2012; FCO 2014). This element of
duress is the decisive factor of a forced marriage (Chantler et al. 2009). In arranged
marriages, it is generally put forward that parents or relatives introduce the spouses but
both parties give their full and free consent to the union, therein lies the difference with
forced marriage (Gangoli and Chantler 2009).

Nevertheless, in practice, it can become difficult to accurately determine at what
point pressure becomes great enough to implicate genuine force in order to distinguish
arranged marriages and marriages of convenience from forced marriages (Phillips and
Dustin 2004; Anitha and Gill 2009). Along this line, the term ‘consent’ is contested by
researchers who argue that it is context bound and embedded within power relations,
rather than an act of pure individual agency (Chantler 2012). Research points to a
continuum, on which differing levels of consent, pressure and negotiation space are
situated (Phillips and Dustin 2004; Pande 2014; Leye and Sabbe 2015). The continuum
ranges from marriages imposed on individuals against their will, to having some
negotiating space in choosing from the presented marriage partners, to a marriage
where both parties fully consent to and actively choose the proposed partner (Phillips
and Dustin 2004; Leye and Sabbe 2015). The grey areas in the middle, where the
individual has some limited ability or agency to negotiate, are problematic. Cultural and
religious norms affect the amount of influence that the family’s choice has on a girl or a
young woman. The more authoritative such a choice is, the stronger the psychological
pressure is to accept the proposed partner (Psaila et al. 2016). Victims’ perceptions of
their marriage can evolve over time. A marriage could be considered arranged at the
very beginning, and then become forced later on when the victim is hindered from
leaving her spouse (Leye and Sabbe 2015).

11 Forced marriage applies to both formal and informal unions.
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In the media and public debates, arranged marriages are often fully equated to forced
marriages and marriages of convenience. These forms of marriage are portrayed as a
social problem that is inherently incompatible with the principles of Western liberal
democracies (Ratia and Walter 2009; Charsley and Benson 2012; Gill and Mitra-Kahn
2012; Phillips 2012; Pande 2014). This critical societal perception of arranged marriage
is reflected in the results. A successful arranged marriage is ‘very commonplace for us
[the Moroccan community]’. (FGD 3) In stark contrast, the Belgian participants pointed
out that arranged marriages are not that ordinary. Due to the Belgians’ viewpoint, the
Moroccan women indicated that they ‘are starting to be wary/cautious of arranged
marriages. … Many people get married in that way, and are very happy to do so, but
over here it is derogatively called ‘married off’.’ (FGD 3) The disapproving or negative
way in which the issue is regarded in the public arena in Belgium is affecting the
viewpoint within the Moroccan community. In effect, it is triggering the Moroccan
community to shield itself from the Belgian majority population, whereby the
Moroccans feel pressured to defend their own values and customs: ‘It (arranged
marriage) is often a real advantage … and among the Belgians (with their love
marriage) it’s not always a walk in the park.’ (FGD 3).

Media plays an important role in social perception. The term ‘married off’ is used by
Belgians, and especially by the media, to also denote arranged marriages, whereas an
element of coercion is accompanied with being ‘married off’. Yet, arranged marriages
occur with the full and free consent of all parties involved and are an inherent part of
Moroccan culture. Moreover, according to the participants, they often have a greater
chance of leading to a successful marriage.

‘If people aren’t familiar with something in light of their own cultural back-
ground, that scares them. … They label everything [that’s different].’ (FGD 3)

After clarifying the definitions of the different marriage forms in the FGDs and
interviews, the overall consensus was that forced marriages are unacceptable. View-
points on arranged marriages were, however, mixed, with many younger women
expressing some reluctance for this form of marriage. Participants also confirmed ‘there
are less arranged marriages in the Moroccan community nowadays, but they still do
occur.’ (FGD 4).

Quite many participants, both from the younger and older age categories, can
appreciate an arranged marriage by choice. For example, a young 23-year-old women
stated that ‘she respects people that marry in this manner.’ (interview 19) An older
participant put forward that marriage is not always bright and rosy, and in light of her
experience she would ‘therefore now consider an arranged marriage, whereas I didn’t
want it when I was younger.’ (FGD 4)

‘Arranged, that was considered the best approach for a marriage. If you don’t
know one another, you still need to start blooming. Whereas, nowadays people
have already bloomed when they tie the knot and then they cease blossoming.
Then the marriage wilts. You often hear that.’ (FGD 7)

From another angle, there was much less enthusiasm for arranged marriages. A young
woman who had witnessed an arranged marriage in the family would not consider it if
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it involved a stranger because ‘it is difficult, very difficult to bring together two
completely unknown people.’ (FGD 9)Most young participants support this viewpoint
and believe that an arranged marriage is ‘not good’ (interviews 7, 13, 15 and 33). The
majority of young participants expressed the preference to get to know their marriage
partners in a ‘random’ (interview 35), ‘normal’ (interview 32) and ‘respectable’
(interview 25) manner.

‘I do not want my parents to look for someone for me. I'm going to look myself.’
(interview 31)

The notion of ‘sabr’ or ‘patience’ was also associated with arranged and forced
marriages. Participants pointed to the situation in the past, in which marriage was
entered into ‘at first sight’, without the intended spouses having had met each. The
parents of many participants married in this way and it was noted that ‘they too are
happy.’ (FGD 7) The reason given was that the older generation had ‘fewer demands’
and that people nowadays are ‘very impatient and also very quick to end relationships.’
(FGD 9, interview 20).

Forced Marriage

Parents’ expectations play an important role in leading to a forced marriage. The
psychological aspect, namely emotional pressure, cannot be underestimated. Partici-
pants referred to parents telling them ‘it’s time to get married because you’re getting
older’ (interview 34). Financial aspects, which potentially include a residence permit to
safeguard a better future, are other factors that could give rise to a forced marriage.
(FGD 9) Older participants described their forced marriage, or their mothers (-in-law)
being forced into marriage, sometimes at a young age which constitutes child mar-
riage.12 They framed this by stressing the significance of ‘respect’ and ‘obedience’ to
ones elders, characteristics that were hugely accentuated in previous decades. Yet, in
contrast to the older generation, forced marriages are no longer a pressing issue
amongst the youth in the Moroccan community according to the younger participants.
This form of coercion would be limited to isolated cases. (FGD 7).

When participants were asked about concrete actions to prevent forced marriages
from occurring, three measures emerged.

Religion as an Educating Factor The majority of participants considered it of the utmost
importance to stress that forced marriage is prohibited according to the rules of the
Islam.

12 Child marriage is defined as the marriage of anyone under the age of 18 years, seeing that consent to
marriage cannot be free and full when one of the parties is not sufficiently mature to make an informed
decision (article 1 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child; article 16(2) Universal Declaration
of Human Rights).
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‘Nobody may be forced to share his or her life with someone you don’t want. It is
noteworthy to stress that this has nothing to do with the Islam, given that this is
often linked to the Islam.’ (interview 29)

‘A forced marriage is haram [forbidden by religion].… It should not be allowed,
but there are parents who do tell their children that they are obliged. … But it
probably only happens sporadically here, it is not the same as before (in earlier
times).’ (FGD 3)

Importance of Intermediaries In acute cases of forced marriage, the participants
underscored the importance of ‘intermediaries’ from within the family.

‘(I would) involve my grandmother. Respect for the older generation is
important for us, and I know that if I can explain my predicament to my
grandmother, that my parents will listen to her. They might not pay attention
to/ heed my wishes and concerns, but at least they will pay attention to what
she has to say.’ (interview 20)

‘If she (girl or woman who is being coerced into marriage) has a grandmother or
aunt who’s understanding, I would suggest she leaves home and seeks support
with that relative.’ (interview 26)

Call for Support Services of Similar Ethnic Origin Calling in the assistance of an aid
organisation is a decision that is not made lightly. Research shows that victims
often feel better understood and supported by social workers from the same
cultural background (Husain et al. 2006; Réseau Mariage et Migration 2011).
The responses from the Moroccan participants confirm this tendency. Implicating
an aid organisation or social services occurs predominantly ‘if I know that a
Moroccan woman works there. In any event, I would first check it out and find
out who is part of the staff.’ (interview 20).

In answering the question ‘do you think that (potential) victims of a forced marriage
are better assisted by someone who is Moroccan?’, participants answered in line with
the following statement:

‘Definitely if it’s someone from the same background, someone who knows the
cultural context, because a Belgian does not understand it 100%. I believe my
parents would listen more easily to someone with the same nationality or
religion.’ (interview 21)
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Generational Development

Premarital Relationships: Shame and Guilt

On a whole, in the FGDs and interviews, the term ‘relationship’ was given a negative
connotation. Relationships are associated with ‘bad behaviour’, an implication that
stems from the education at home. (interview 11).

Feelings and expressions of sexual attraction outside of marriage are considered to
be ‘unfavourable’ or ‘inappropriate’. (FGD 8 and interviews 32 and 36).

When the question is raised as to the reason why, respondents pointed out that there
are ‘boundaries in the Islam’ and that you are ‘not allowed to give in to feelings of love
and sexual attraction in a non-marital context.’ (FGD 7)

‘I believe Islamic values need to be taken into consideration.’ (FGD 6)

When you act ‘badly’ and transgress these values or ‘rules’, it is ‘implicitly held
that you as a person are inherently bad’ (FGD 6). This leads to a loss of
reputation, standing and honour in society, which, in turn, causes shame and
guilt. Moreover, pre-marital relationships are deemed to cause a considerable
amount of ‘disorder in society’, because they go against the social order and
are a transgression of the prevailing norms within the Moroccan community
(interview 29).

Nevertheless, among the younger Moroccan generation, there is a longing to
get to know their partner—to a certain extent—before marriage. There is a general
consensus that, as long as it ‘remains decent and with good intentions’, you should
be allowed to have ‘contact’ with someone who has the intent to marry. As long as
there is ‘no sexual contact’, most young women deem such a premarital relation-
ship acceptable.

‘As long as it is not intimate, it is ok.’ (interview 21)

The transition from small, close-knit communities in Morocco, where ‘everyone knows
each other’ to a different structural context as a consequence of the migration process,
emphasises the necessity of premarital relationships.

‘It used to be much easier: families knew each other…. But now? A relationship
is effectively necessary to get to know someone. In Europe families don’t know
each other to the same extent.’ (FGD 6)

Double Standard in Sexuality

Participants remarked upon the double standard with regard to male behaviour.
Both young men and women do not always strictly abide by the ‘rules’ and
‘norms’ especially concerning premarital relationships. But Moroccan girls are
subjected to more surveillance by their families and community. This is justified
by the reasoning that ‘the family’s honour depends on the girl’s actions.’ (FGD 6).
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When boys are raised to ‘be looser than girls’, it can cause problems when
looking for a marriage partner. (FGD 9) Young women reacted frustrated to the
notion that men often have the expectation to marry ‘a girl that is a virgin, that
never leaves the house, that has an impeccable reputation. I pity those women.’
Older participants of an intergenerational FGD pointed out that men often restrict
women in the name of religion, ‘interpreting religion as they please, for example
to limit women’s freedom. But men just abuse it, the Islam.’ (FGD 9).

With reference to the virginity norm, the Islam is seemingly playing a re-educational
role as regards old traditions and customs in the Moroccan community.

‘In our village [in Morocco] it’s still the case [showing the bloodied fabric as a
‘trophy’]. In their eyes, we are really westernized, but we just took the Islamic
things with us [to Belgium] and my parents don’t consider it [virginity norm] to
be part of the Islam. End of discussion.’ (FGD 7)

Nevertheless, the urge to prove one’s virginity runs deep, especially among the older
generation.

‘Here in Belgium you don’t have to go to the doctor. But I did it voluntarily.’
(FGD 7)

‘I had to go to that physician, otherwise I wouldn’t get a marriage certificate [in
Morocco]. I had to have a medical certificate… That was in 1996.’ (FGD 7)

From Traditional Practices to Religious Identity

As regards choice of partner and marriage, participants confirmed explicitly that, at
present, there is a considerable difference between the older and younger generation of
(Belgian) Moroccans. The older generation ‘regarded the husband as superior, consid-
ered women to be inferior and children were at times married off.’ (interview 29)
Several women spoke out about the forced child marriage of their parents or grandpar-
ents.Marriage was often established without the awareness of the prospective spouses,
and family members wed each other.When asked about the underlying motive, several
participants echoed the viewpoint that, at the time, tradition was more important than
religion. By contrast, in the present-day Moroccan Belgian community, the sentiment
prevails among the younger generation that ‘people are more aware of their Islamic
identity’ and that they ‘are leaving behind certain traditional practices’ (interview 29;
FGD 6 and FGD 8). The rise of religion and the awareness surrounding it is partly
responsible for this change in course. Proof of this is in the repeated declarations by
participants that forced marriage is ‘not allowed in the Islam’, that it ‘is ‘haram’
[forbidden].’ (interview 6; FGD 8) Traditionally, women and girls did not have a voice,
but now, they are standing up for their rights and ‘making it clear what they want’.
(interview 2) The shame and submissiveness has shifted to ‘increased assertiveness’.
(interviews 2, 8 and 19) This evolution also leads to the declining importance of origin
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or race. Moroccans are now marrying other Belgians, Turks, Arabs, etc. ‘Conscious
Muslims do not make this distinction [origin] any longer.’ (interview 29).

Discussion

Overall, the stigma around extra-marital relationships surfaced quite strongly, both
within the older and the younger generation. The notion that extra-marital relationships
are considered a disorder in society originates from Morocco itself. Research in
Morocco shows that unmarried women and men are regarded as a threat to the social
order because their sexuality would risk provoking social chaos (Benradi et al. 2007;
Flah 2012; Sabbe et al. 2013).With regard to the virginity norm, participants referred to
the double standard when it comes to sexual chastity. Currently, there is no longer a
legal obligation in Morocco for women to prove their virginity when entering into
marriage. Nevertheless, sexual chastity remains of the utmost importance in Moroccan
society. The husband and his family can, for example, demand a certificate of virginity
from the future bride. In rural areas of Morocco, and in less socially prosperous regions,
the demand for such certificates is increasing among physicians (Charpentier 2010).
Virginity is the only exchangeable capital for a woman, and not only does it greatly
increase the chance of a higher dowry, it also gives rise to an advantageous marriage in
the economic sense. The safeguarding of the family’s honour or the good reputation of
the woman’s family is equally considered to be social capital. The value that is attached
to sexual chastity persists in Moroccan communities that have settled in Europe
(Charpentier 2010). Participants of the FGDs pointed out that Belgian physicians
regularly produce certificates of virginity, even though the woman in question is no
longer a virgin. They do that ‘because they feel sympathetic towards the girl’. (FGD 7)
Especially when the woman involved tells the physician that ‘it is almost a death
sentence in our culture when you are not a virgin.’ (FGD 7) Studies show that some
(medical) professionals do not want to contribute to maintaining the virginity norm,
considering that it is based on a double standard that requires women to remain chaste
before marriage, whereas this is not expected of men. This sexual inequality leads to
gender inequality, constituting a fundamental human rights breach (Bartels 2000;
Saharso 2004; Essen et al. 2010; Vermeirsch et al. 2013).

In contrast to previous studies (Reniers and Lievens 1999; Zemni et al. 2006;
Descheemaeker et al. 2009), and in line with more recent research (Van Kerckem
et al. 2013; Schoonvaere 2014; Carol et al. 2014), most young women expressed a
preference for a partner from Belgium. Since preceding studies indicated a strong
partiality for partners from the country of origin, our research results confirm an
evolution in the choice of partner of Moroccan women in Belgium. Religion emerges
as the most important attribute in a potential partner. As long as he or she is a practicing
Muslim, religion transcends ethnic background.

Financial aspects were also found to play a role in partner choice and marriage,
equally among the younger generation. The requirement that the husband provides for
his wife derives from traditional Islamic law. Until recently, this constituted the
cornerstone for the family law in Morocco. It included the regulation that the wife
owes obedience to her husband in exchange for his financial support (Zoglin 2009;
Eisenberg 2011). That aspect of obedience to the husband is fervently reflected in the
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statements of the older women. In contrast, the Moroccan family law (‘Moudawana’),
introduced in 2004, proclaims equal rights and duties for the spouses. Thereby effec-
tively denouncing the regulation that the wife must be obedient if she is to be provided
for by her husband. The older Moroccan generation that moved to Belgium was never
exposed to these new laws and the changes that are spreading throughout Moroccan
society. So, to a certain extent, the outdated Moroccan family law lives on in the
Belgian context, among older Moroccan immigrants, effectively limiting opportunities
for ‘import brides’ and for women from the Moroccan Belgian community alike. This
is especially the case with regards to professional pursuits and education, as participants
voiced that men often prohibit their wives to work or to attend language classes.

Religion did not only emerge as a crucial and coveted attribute in a potential future
spouse. It is also taking on the role of a progressive voice. Participants referred to the
educational impact of the Islam in themes such as forced marriage and the virginity
norm. Religion is a key element in preventing forced marriages. Participants clearly
stated that the Islam prohibits marriage by force, claiming that it is ‘haram’ (forbidden
in the Quran). The optimal manner to prevent forced marriages from occurring is to
educate people about this position in order to change attitudes. Intermediaries from
within the family are considered desirable to negotiate with the parents in the eyes of
the young women. This viewpoint was also reflected in the Moroccan research study,
where relatives or close family friends were favoured to mediate on behalf of the
(potential) victim above the initial involvement of aid organisations (Sabbe et al. 2015).
Maintaining a healthy relationship with the parents is considered essential to the
women in the Moroccan research study (Sabbe et al. 2015), and this appears to be
echoed by the women from the Moroccan Belgian community. Nevertheless, using
intermediaries from within the close family circle involves risks that have been
described in other research (Gangoli et al. 2006; Phillips 2007; Chantler 2012).
Professionals emphasise the danger of further victimisation if external specialist support
is bypassed (Leye and Sabbe 2015). Nonetheless, the results call into question the
confidence that these women have in support services and how accessible they are for
communities.

From the group discussions and the interviews, it emerges that forced marriages are
no longer a pressing issue among the youth of the Moroccan Belgian community. This
is in stark contrast to the older generation, in which this coercion to marry often took
place. Studies and literature in Europe have suggested that forced marriage in Europe is
a product of migration rather than a ‘tradition’ exported from the country of origin.
(Phillips and Dustin 2004; Gangoli et al. 2006; Zemni et al. 2006). Hooghiemstra
(2001) explains that integration at the structural level (language, housing, work,
education, etc.) leads to a new desire to keep alive traditions at the personal level.
The diaspora experience is believed to create an additional dimension to the meaning of
forced marriage, in the sense that parents impose an unwanted marriage in order to curb
the influence of Western culture over their children. Similarly, forced marriage is also
used to end their children’s association with so-called unsuitable partners (Samad and
Eade 2002; Gangoli et al. 2006). Research from the UK unveiled that forced consan-
guineous marriage, a union between individuals who are (closely) related, is reasserted
as a traditional cultural practice due to stricter immigration policies. In certain ethnic
minorities, such as the Pakistani, a sense of obligation to kin and the need to maintain
links to the home communities contributes to the use of marriage as an immigration
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strategy (Shaw 2001; Sundari and Gill 2009). Research on marriage practices among
minority women has uncovered instances where young women have articulated their
desire to uphold cultural norms by actively pursuing arranged marriages out of a need
to stand up for their sense of belonging within a minority community (Bredal 2005;
Sundari and Gill 2009). The migratory context is said to influence the shape and nature
of forced marriage. Instead of an automatic adoption of social practices from the
country of origin, it needs to be understood as a product of immigration and the
diaspora experience, especially among South Asian immigrant communities in the
UK (Geetanjali et al. 2009). While acknowledging the veracity of these theories for
certain population groups, our specific research context does not corroborate these
findings. Forced marriage and child marriage do not appear to be widespread, nor a
common phenomenon among the Moroccan community in Belgium nowadays. Par-
ticipants were quite outspoken about the forced and child marriages of their parents.
Some older participants referred to their own experiences with an unwanted marriage
before migrating to Belgium. Yet, the diaspora experience and migration context did
not and does not give rise to a new wave of the practice. Forced marriages would
nowadays be limited to isolated cases. Nevertheless, in Belgian policies and media,
forced marriage is considered to be an inherent part of marriage migration in Moroccan
culture and it is closely associated with marriages of convenience. This is reflected in
sensitization efforts and publications aimed at young people from the Moroccan and
Turkish population groups.13 By singling out these minority communities, victims’
associations are concerned about the risk of stigmatisation leading to gender, cultural or
religious discrimination (Gill and Mitra-Kahn 2012; Bensaid and Rea 2012; Phillips
2012; Psaila et al. 2016). In Belgium, the issue of forced marriage is also indirectly
linked to another societal difficulty. It is said to obstruct the integration process.
According to Ratia and Walter (2009), linking forced marriages and marriages of
convenience to other social problems inhibits a targeted comprehensive approach.
Furthermore, the results demonstrate a direct impact of macro-level factors, the pre-
vailing immigration legislation and policies. Participants reported how the restrictions
imposed by the family reunification rules are deterring them from choosing a partner
from Morocco. Other research also corroborates this correlation between stricter family
reunification policies and the decrease of transnational marriages (Leerkes and Kulu-
Glasgow 2011; Huschek et al. 2012; Carol et al. 2014). Although the choice for a
migrant partner from Morocco had already been decreasing slightly, the sharp drop in
permits for family reunification after the new migration legislation entered into force in
2011 was considerable. Between 2010 and 2013, 49% less first permits were issued to
family members of Moroccan and Turkish nationalities (EMN Belgium, Sarolea and
Hardy 2017). Stringent provisions appear to affect minority communities in a discrim-
inatory way, hindering bona fide transnational unions and thereby impacting their right
to private and family life as guaranteed by article 8 of the European Convention on
Human Rights (ECHR). The European Court for Human rights interprets article 8
ECHR as providing the right to autonomy and identity when it comes to the physical
and psychological integrity of the person, including his or her sexual life (Marshall
2009). In light of this, there is a need to reassess policies and the current public debate

13 Leaflet: Vakantietijd: huwelijkstijd? (Translated: Holiday time: time for marriage?). Available at:
http://igvm-iefh.belgium.be/sites/default/files/downloads/vakantietijd_-_huwelijkstijd.pdf
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that emerges from the way marriage migration is framed (Sabbe et al. 2014). When a
certain population group does not feel entirely free and unrestrained when choosing a
partner, questions should be raised.

Conclusion

The diasporic experience and migration context do not give rise to an increase of forced
marriage among the Moroccan community; yet, arranged marriage remains prevalent
even though it is on the decline. On the whole, forced marriage is no longer a pressing
issue among the younger generation of the Moroccan community, despite its portrayal
as such in government policies and media. Participants did report how the stringent
immigration provisions for family reunification are deterring them from choosing a
partner from Morocco. These macro-level measures, i.e. the legislation in combination
with the increased suspicion of marriages of convenience, are directly impacting
partner choice. Using immigration control as an instrument to prevent forced marriages
and marriages of convenience seems to bring up concerns with regards to the poten-
tially discriminating effect of this discourse on bona fide transnational unions. Further
research is necessary to ascertain the impact of migration on other minority population
groups in Belgium considering that studies are indicating that the practice is reasserted
in the European migratory context (Phillips and Dustin 2004; Zemni et al. 2006;
Gangoli et al. 2009). The diasporic experience, spurred on by the restrictive migration
policies, would act as a catalyst for forced marriage among certain ethnic minorities
(Shaw 2001; Sundari and Gill 2009).

The decline in marriage migration among the Moroccan community is not only
ascribed to stricter immigration laws. Several participants expressed their preference for
a partner from Belgium because of the similar background and language. Religion, as
opposed to ethnic origin, emerged as the most important attribute in a partner, indicat-
ing a shift in personal preferences at the micro-level of Hooghiemstra’s (2001) heuristic
model. At the meso-level, religion is also shaking up traditional values and customs. Its
re-educational role with regards to forced marriage and the virginity norm is demon-
strating how religion is acting as a catalyst to move away from engrained cultural
practices and norms.

Limitations

Like all research techniques, qualitative methods have limitations. Findings cannot be
generalised nor portrayed as representative overall. As with the nature of qualitative
research, the results are highly driven by the participants of the research population. In
order to offer the highest levels of safety and anonymity for our participants, we only
included women and involved local associations to provide support if the need presented.
As researchers, we do our utmost best to set up the methodological framework in such a
manner that the recruitment process will result in a myriad of participants who reflect and
represent their community in a comprehensive way. The recruitment via local associations
and women’s organisations cannot, however, assure a representative sample.
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This research is characterised by its multicultural nature.While this is also a strength in
providing a rich tapestry of data, specific terms and words are not always understood in a
uniform manner by all participants. An example is the definition of forced marriage and
arranged marriage. What constitutes force for one person or community may be consid-
ered pressure, yet not acute force in another. In this respect, our community researchers
took care to reflect any discussions, interpretations and deliberations within the FGDs and
interviews in the research data. Given that the research was conducted in Berber,Moroc-
can Arabic and Dutch,weworked closely with the native speakers to back translate and to
provide feedback on particular interpretations. While local community researchers in the
various research settings did verify our analysis of the results, we cannot rule out that an
interpretation from a Western point of view might have entered the results.
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“Nobody may be forced to share his or 

her life with someone you don’t want. It 


needs to be emphasized that this has

nothing to do with Islam, given that it


often is linked to Islam.”
Young woman from the Moroccan 

Belgian Community
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6.   DISCUSSION 
 
 
In this section we reflect on the findings from the research, discussing which factors greatly impact 
the occurrence of forced and child marriage, and the elements that influence partner choice. Recent 
developments are taken into consideration and scrutinized when they are pertinent to our research. 
Furthermore, the migratory context is reflected on and the significance of agency as an 
intersectional theme. 
 
 
6.1. Identification of determinants of forced marriage and factors influencing partner  
       choice 
 
6.1.1. Micro-Level 
 
On an individual and interpersonal level, influence of one’s family is significant. Both the research 
in Morocco as among the Moroccan community in Belgium emphasized the role of close family on 
an individual’s decision-making power in partner choice and as a factor leading to a forced 
marriage. Intra-household dynamics must be taken into account. 
 

a) Educational attainment and financial dependence 
 
Educational attainment is an important determining factor of marriage and adolescent 
childbearing in Morocco. (papers 2 and 3)  Years of schooling and rates of child marriage are 
directly correlated. [72, 219, 220] Girls are more likely to be viewed as marriageable once they are 
no longer in school. [221] Longer education makes a girl more resilient, increasing her agency and 
ability to stand up to parental authority, or at least influence it. [222] Yet, participants voiced that 
investing in a girl’s education is considered a waste of resources. A women’s role is to get married 
and bear children. Any further schooling would only benefit her husband’s family. (paper 3) For 
poor families, marrying the girls off earlier cuts their school fees out of the household budget. In 
our research, over 50% (51,95%) of the rural participants, and 37,5% of the urban participants in 
Morocco were illiterate. (paper 3) Arguably, illiteracy rates were notably higher among the older 
generation of women, indicating an improvement in school drop out rates and attendance. Yet, the 
older generation (parents and grandparents) has a significant impact on household decisions. (paper 
3) This increases the likelihood of them passing on their upbringing and experiences to the 
children. If they, themselves, were forced into marriage by their parents, the probability of applying 
the same treatment to the girls and women in the household increases. (papers 2 and 3) This 
highlights the need for education and awareness specifically targeted towards the older generations, 
in order to make them conscious about perpetuating underlying patterns and beliefs. (paper 3) After 
all, they have the decision-making power to allow girls to finish their education. Other research 
also reveals that the risk of school dropout due to child marriage is exacerbated among girls living 
with a household head with little or no formal education. [223] The inter-generational impact of 
educational attainment has been firmly established in recent years. [224, 225] Child marriage 
affects the education of the children of girls marrying early indirectly. Global evidence also shows 
that child and forced marriage is both a cause and a consequence of school dropout. The 
incompatibility of marriage with school is the leading factor. [220, 226] Although it is difficult to 
disentangle causation, the associations between child marriage and school dropout are clear and 
consistent. Other research has underscored that education is an effective protective mechanism 
against early marriage. Across 18 of the 20 countries with the highest prevalence of child marriage, 
girls with no education were up to six times more likely to marry than girls with a secondary 
education. [227] 
 
Financial dependence on the father or household in general, was quoted as a significant factor at 
the micro-level in limiting (partner) choices. Family size and composition indirectly give rise to 
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forced and child marriage in Morocco. (papers 2 and 3) Resources must be spread over a large 
number of family members, diminishing opportunities to pay for children’s schooling and, as a 
result, prompting the head of the household to marry off any daughters. (papers 2 and 3) Girls in 
rural areas are especially vulnerable given that fertility rates are higher, leading to sizeable families. 
(paper 3) Women additionally face many obstacles to work in Morocco. Not only is economic 
discrimination rampant, relatives and husbands often forbid their daughters and wives to pursue 
employment opportunities. (paper 3) The crux appears to be at the transition from school to the job 
market. Women face many more obstacles than men. (paper 2) In a World Bank survey of 
Morocco, 30,6% of young women stated that they were unwilling or unable to work because their 
husbands do not allow it, while another 23,3% were forbidden by their parents. On top of that, 
another 22,9% reported that they were too busy with household chores to work. [170, 228] Vast 
numbers of women appear to be discouraged from entering the workforce, making them dependent 
on male relatives or husbands, thus further hindering them to fully exercise their decision-making 
power with regards to sexual and reproductive health. Demographic factors certainly play a crucial 
role in determining women’s economic participation. Marriage is a determining factor in the 
inactivity rates of women in Morocco. In both urban and rural areas, being married consistently 
reduces the probability of participation for women. [170] Yet older married women do better than 
younger married women indicating that marriage age, rather than age itself, is the key factor to 
understand female participation in the work force in Morocco [170], indicating that child marriage 
effectively inhibits economic opportunities for women. (paper 2) This is in line with research 
demonstrating that delaying marriage increases women’s agency and decision-making power in the 
household. [170, 223, 228] 
 
The research among the Moroccan community in Belgium also revealed limits for women to 
pursue activities outside the home such as classes or jobs. Financial aspects are closely linked to 
gender dynamics in the marriage. Obedience is expected in exchange for financial security. Before 
the introduction of the Moudawana in 2004, this requirement used to constitute the cornerstone for 
the family law in Morocco. [229, 230, paper 4] To a certain extent, this view on gender and 
marriage is perpetuated in the Belgian context. Many men from the Moroccan Belgian community 
‘choose’ not to let their wives work professionally, and women accept this limitation if they 
consider themselves content with their partner in all other aspects. (paper 4) Similar to participants 
who were coerced to marry in Morocco (paper 3), dependency is continued  throughout the 
transition from daughter to wife.  
 
The factors of educational attainment and financial dependence are linked in a self-perpetuating 
cycle and must be addressed together. It is consistent with other studies finding that the girls most 
likely to marry early are those with the least education and lowest economic status. [231] In poor 
families, the intra-household mechanisms of decision-making and resource allocation may have an 
even greater impact on the welfare and health outcomes of family members. Households will 
behave differently according to who controls household expenditure. [232] Research demonstrates 
that when women have greater control over decision-making and allocation of resources, they tend 
to invest more in their families and communities, with important intergenerational as well as health 
and macro-economic benefits. [72, 233, 234] At the same time, educated women in Morocco are 
more likely to participate in the labour force. [170] Our research demonstrates that men, as heads of 
the family unit, hold decision-making power when it comes to resources and decisions on 
schooling or employment. Older women in such a household tend to reinforce male supremacy, and 
impose patriarchal norms on its younger members. Data from Morocco underscores that the 
presence of older women (over 64 years old) in the household tends to particularly suppress 
women’s expression of agency. [170] 
 

b) Premarital relationships: shame and guilt 
 

In the Moroccan Belgian community, shame and guilt about premarital relationships prevails. 
The term ‘relationship’ itself is given a negative connotation. Feelings and expressions of sexual 
attraction outside of marriage are considered to be unfavourable and inappropriate. (paper 4) The 
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bad behaviour that is associated with relationships is an implication that stems from the education 
at home. Yet, this is a replicated belief from the meso-level and involves a personal impulse to 
adhere to social or cultural norms and uphold the family honour. In transgressing these social 
values or rules, it is implicitly held that you as a person are inherently bad by bringing shame on 
the family. Shame and guilt are both associated with societal ordering and rules. With guilt we are 
rejected for something we did or did not do, whereas with shame we are rejected for who we are. 
[235] Shame in particular has been proclaimed to heavily rely on culture-specific structures. [236, 
237] A distinction can be made between a shame culture and a guilt culture. A shame culture 
generally reflects more collectivistic societies that have a strong communal defending of its values. 
In shame cultures it is assumed that someone’s ‘eyes’ are always on you, watching for any slight 
digression from the norm. A guilt culture is more representative of individualistic societies that, 
because of a lack of strong cohesion, have created the need to internalise these ‘outside eyes’ in a 
deep-seated individual sense of guilt. [238] Yet it is argued that shame is a human-universal 
adaptation designed to defend against devaluation by members of one’s local social environment, 
and therefore there should be similarities from culture to culture in shame, devaluation and their 
relationship. [239] Within this framework guilt and shame can be distinguished while 
simultaneously considering their connection. In guilt, harming others is to be avoided, a feeling that 
remains even if the other never discovers it. In shame, the outcome to avoid is being devalued by 
others. Both guilt and shame can be felt about the same act, but the functions or internal parameters 
are distinct. Someone can feel guilt and shame about infidelity and refrain from it. Whereas 
someone who feels shame but not guilt about that same act of infidelity might continue practicing 
it, but conceals it. 
Among the participants of the Moroccan Belgian community, especially the younger women of the 
second-generation, both shame and guilt are referred to. (paper 4) This could indicate that the more 
individualistic Belgian culture is integrated in their lives through school and the media, in addition 
to their Moroccan heritage. Women and girls of the Moroccan community are more prone to being 
shamed and feeling guilt as opposed to the men. Participants reflected on the fact that both men and 
women of the Moroccan Belgian community transgress the strict cultural norms regarding 
premarital relationships, yet women’s freedom is considerably curtailed through increased 
surveillance (paper 4) The ‘double standards’ for men and women are a source of resentment, given 
that men can most often lead concealed relationships. Shame as a devaluation in other people’s 
eyes – the community – is only really felt when the transgression is known. (report 1) Given that 
this mechanism of surveillance occurs at the meso-level, the level of community, the ramifications 
for women will be discussed more in the next section (6.1.2.). 
 

c) Partner preferences in the Moroccan Belgian community 
 
In the context of the Moroccan Belgian community, religion emerged as a key attribute 
influencing partner choice among the younger participants. This ascribed characteristic, on an 
individual level, is obtained through the family in which a person is born.51 It therefore defines 
their personal status as well, seeing that this element will greatly influence the social networks 
(meso-level) in which they function daily. What is sought after is a practicing Muslim that shares 
the Islam as a focal point in life. Marriage is even referred to as half of religion, indicating its 
importance as a religious duty. (paper 4) Even more so than the Moroccan identity, religion 
emerges as the overarching identity trait. A partner from a different ethnic background also meets 
the requirements according to the younger participants, provided that this person is a practicing 
Muslim (paper 4). Seeing that parental expectations play an important role in leading to a forced 
marriage (paper 4), the choice of partner with a different ethnicity might be a risk factor. The 
contrast between the younger and older generation of the Moroccan Belgian community emerged 
quite strongly in this research. The older generation stressed the significance of respect and 
obedience to ones elders, effectively endorsing the husbands’ superiority and the women’s 
inferiority. By contrast, the younger generation is more aware of their Islamic identity and is 
                                                
51 For this research population it is the case. When a person’s converts to a religion in adult life it becomes an 
acquired, instead of an ascribed characteristic.  

200



 

moving away from certain traditions and points of view. The shame and submissiveness has shifted 
to increased assertiveness (paper 4), with women becoming more vocal about their rights. Given 
the large number of multigenerational households in the Moroccan Belgian community [185, 240], 
the influence of older relatives remains prominent nevertheless. 
 
Also among the Moroccan Belgian community, a preference for a partner from Belgium 
emerged. Participants referred to the difficulties in bridging cultural differences when a partner is 
brought over from Morocco. Expectations also differ, which can potentially lead to problems. A 
partner who was raised in a similar context does not present as many challenges, according to the 
younger participants. This is corroborated by a study based on data from the National Register. 
[241] The percentage of migration marriages with a partner from the country of origin between 
2001 and 2008 was compared to the total number of marriages among the second-generation Turks 
and Moroccans in Belgium in the course of one year. After the quantitative data was extrapolated, 
figures indicated that marriages with a migrant partner on the whole declined from 53% to 38% 
between 2001 and 2008. On the contrary, marriages with descendants from the same community 
(co-ethnics) that grew up in Belgium increased. Although the data is general and applies to various 
minority population groups, it supports the preference among our research participants to choose a 
partner from Belgium. Given that this trend was initiated before the restrictive legislative reforms 
to the migration policy in 2011 as discussed in paper 1 and paper 4, it indicates that personal values 
and characteristics (at the micro-level) have altered. The risks involved in marrying a partner form 
the country of origin are taken into consideration by members of the minority population groups. 
[242] Rates of divorce, for example, are considerably higher in marriages with a partner from the 
country of origin. [243] 
 
 
6.1.2.  Meso-Level 
 
The immediate environment, consisting of social networks and community, provides a context with 
which an individual interacts on a daily basis.  
 
Prevailing norms on marriage and extra-marital relations, enshrined in the reigning beliefs in 
Morocco, have a decisive impact on the occurrence of child and forced marriage. The perception 
that the honour of a girl or young woman must be safeguarded (at all costs), is used to justify the 
(practice of) marrying off daughters. Participants commented on the fear of their daughters 
exceeding a certain age and remaining unmarried. The notion prevails that if a girl does not marry 
early on, nobody will want her. Therefore, in order to avoid her (creating problems and) bringing 
shame on the family, she is married off as a preventive measure. (paper 3)  The institute of 
marriage is held in such high esteem in the public consciousness that unmarried women and men 
are considered a threat to social order because their sexuality would risk provoking social chaos. 
[73, 230, 244, 245]  
Another aspect, according to research in Morocco [180], is that minor girls are increasingly 
experiencing gender-based violence, of which sexual violence figures most prominently. (paper 3) 
Parents consider marriage as a means to protect their daughter from violence. (paper 3) Along with 
the illegality of sexual relations outside of marriage, and the fact that abortion is criminalised as a 
public morality offense, considerably affects people’s attitudes. The family’s honour must be 
upheld, prompting a forced or child marriage. (paper 2, paper 3) 
 
The notion that extra-marital relations are considered a disorder in society is mirrored among the 
participants of the Moroccan Belgian community. This belief or norm remains intact despite the 
migration process. The stigma around extra-marital relations surfaced quite strongly. The sheer act 
of immigrating does not diminish the importance attached to women’s chastity – or at least the 
appearance thereof. The function of women as carriers of group identity is maintained through 
control of their sexuality. The migration context, where ethnic identity becomes more of an issue to 
consider, appears to sustain the notion of acceptable femininity. [246] Participants remarked upon 
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the double standard in sexuality. Young men and women do not always abide by the rules and 
norms, especially concerning premarital relationships. Yet women and girls are subjected to more 
surveillance because the family’s honour depends on the girl’s actions. The value that is attached to 
sexual chastity persists in Moroccan communities that have settled in Europe. [247] An expectation 
of virginity runs in the community. Men desire a woman of impeccable reputation for marriage. 
(paper 4) Participants pointed out that men often restrict women in the name of religion, effectively 
limiting woman’s freedom, on account of sexual chastity being the only exchangeable capital for a 
woman. [247] Belgian physicians regularly perform hymen (re)constructions and produce 
certificates of virginity, regardless if the woman is a virgin or not. Because the virginity norm is 
based on a double standard, requiring women to remain chaste, but not men, some medical 
professionals do not want to contribute to maintaining the norm. [248-254] Yet hymen 
(re)constructions are justifiable if they improve the mental and social wellbeing, and as a result 
benefit the overall health of the patient. [248, 253, 255] Given the sensitive nature of the issue, 
more guidance is needed for physicians and medical staff to operate in the women’s best interests, 
while safeguarding their own professional integrity. [256, 257] Even so, in recent years the Islam is 
seemingly playing a re-educational role in the Moroccan Belgian community with regards to the 
virginity norm. Increasing attention has also been given to how normative gender norms constrain 
women’s sexual rights, particularly how expectations of female virginity and chastity can hinder 
women’s access to sexual health information, reproductive and sexual autonomy, and positive 
sexuality. [258]  
 
On the level of social networks, religion has historically been the ‘social glue’ that organises life in 
the immediate – and not so immediate – environment of any person. In the context of the 
Moroccan Belgian community, this element has taken on more importance. On a micro-level, 
religion is considered the most important characteristic in an individual as a potential partner in 
matrimony. The Islamic identity transcends ethnic origins. But on the meso-level, the level of 
social networks/community, religion is also taking on the role of a progressive voice. Participants 
referred to the educational impact of the Islam in themes such as forced marriage, the virginity 
norm, and even divorce. The topic of divorce usually evokes a sense of shame in the first 
instance.52 
 

 “In the beginning, divorce was really a taboo for me. I felt so really weird, what people 
are going to think of me, yes, I was actually ashamed.” (FGD 8)   

 
“For example, when my sister wanted to divorce her husband 20 years ago, it was 
unthinkable for them. It took my sister a lot of trouble to persuade them. For my parents 
and the Moroccan community then, it was a big taboo and there was no separation. You 
had to submit to the will of Allah and you had to undergo your destiny." (Interview 29)   

 
Participants confirmed that a separation process is accompanied by additional concerns about social 
control: What will the neighbours think? What will the family say? Everyone is going to talk about 
my situation, etc. Divorce is essentially not seen as a valid option, but rather as an "emergency 
exit". (interview 21). For young women too, breaking a marriage is often seen as a last resort.   
With regards to the taboo atmosphere that accompanies divorce, there is concurrently a decisive 
change happening. Participants pointed out that Islam supports divorce:  "Our faith gives us this 
right and we can use it if necessary." (Interview 26)  The informative and teaching role of mosques 
about Islam contributes to this. For example, a participant testified that divorce was a real taboo 
and that it was not allowed in her community. But now, after attending many lectures at the 
mosque, "my parents know better and try to offer their children free choice." (Interview 29) 
 
 
                                                
52 These research results from the Moroccan Belgian community were not included in paper 4 due to 
constraints regarding the length of the article. They are provided here to add more depth and scope to the 
discussion.  
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Religion is paving the way to leave certain traditional values and customs behind that are not 
supported by the Islam. Older women participating in an intergenerational FGD pointed out how 
men often restrict women in the name of religion; abusing the Islam to limit women’s freedom. 
Yet, as regards old traditions and norms in the Moroccan Belgian community, religion is seemingly 
playing a re-educational role. Participants considered it of the upmost importance to stress that 
forced marriage is prohibited according to the rules of the Islam, and that the virginity norm is not 
part of the Islam (paper 4).  
 
In Morocco however, our research lays bare an underlying conservative attitude in applying the 
law due to engrained beliefs that are based on traditional interpretations of the Islam. Despite the 
progressive spirit of the Moudawana (see 6.1.3.b as well) children/girls are often married off by 
both magistrates and relatives because they are considered of age according to the Sharia. (paper 
2). Yet the Moudawana itself might be partly responsible. The last article states that judges should 
turn to Morocco’s Maliki school of Islam53 when there is doubt or when the law does not provide 
an answer. The majority of judges are male and married, which influences their viewpoints, and 
effectively allows conservative visions of the family unit to motivate their rulings. (Paper 2) So 
overall, the patriarchal underpinnings in Moroccan society are still pervasive, in turn influencing 
the interpretation and perceptions of the Islam. Initiatives have been taken to train judges. The 
Institut Supérieure de la Magistrature (national judicial training centre) collaborated with the 
American Bar Association Rule of Law Initiative (ABA-ROLI) and other stakeholders to develop 
an E-learning curriculum on the Moudawana with specific modules on gender equality under 
international human rights and Islam. [229] Another training, geared specifically towards family 
court judges took place from 2008 to 2013 with the aim of implementing equal rights and 
consolidating women’s rights in cases brought to the family courts in Morocco. The program, a 
partnership between Morocco’s Ministry of Justice and the Danish Centre for Research and 
Information on Gender Equality and Diversity (KVINFO), also served to raise awareness so judges 
become more attuned to the actual intentions of the law. If judges communicate that women’s 
rights are indeed codified by law, this will significantly contribute to their implementation. [259] 
 
Even as education and economic opportunities become more widespread, in countries where 
religious, cultural or traditional justifications for child and forced marriage are deeply embedded, a 
profound shift in social norms is required to abolish the practice. [260] Therefore, despite economic 
progress in the Marrakech region and Morocco at large, without drastic changes to the prevailing 
social norms and their endorsement by government institutions, the numbers of forced and child 
marriage will continue at the same rate. 
Nonetheless, religious leaders can be effective advocates to call a halt to the practice and lead a 
collective shift in social values [260], which we are already witnessing among the Moroccan 
community in Belgium. (paper 4)  
 
 
6.1.3.  Macro-Level  

 
a) Educational system and economic development 

  
The educational system in Morocco needs to address barriers at the structural level. Gender is an 
important factor in explaining inequality in education-related opportunities. [170] As a number of 
participants states, gender inequality appears to be embedded in Morocco’s education (paper 2) 
This is reflected in the content of Moroccan school books [261], and in the presence of mostly male 
teachers in rural schools. [262] Substandard facilities, overcrowded classrooms and absentee 
teachers also contribute to poor educational outcomes such as high drop-out rates and low 
                                                
53 The Malekite school is one of the four schools of religious law within Sunni Islam. It is followed by 
approximately 35% of Muslims, notably in North and West Africa. [Art. 400 Code de la Famille 
(Moudawana), Bulletin Officiel No. 5358 (6 Oct. 2005)] 
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achievement levels. [72, 170] The gender gap in primary completion rates remains much wider in 
Morocco than in other lower middle-income countries. Female adult (44%) and youth literacy 
(72%) remains exceptionally low when compared to male adult (69%) and youth literacy (87%). 
[170] These percentages entail that more than five and a half million women in Morocco in 2015 
were completely illiterate. [170] Rural areas demonstrate the highest concentration, with 65% of 
women versus 34% of men. [170]  
Participants in our research stated explicitly that forced marriage is the result of a fixed belief in 
masculine authority that is also upheld by women, especially the older generation. (paper 2) This 
reflects a vicious circle, with beliefs passed on from one generation to the next. Unfortunately, the 
Moroccan school system in itself does not challenge gender-based violence, on the contrary it 
perpetuates notions of male superiority. (paper 2) This is reflected in lower literacy rates for girls 
compared to boys who also outnumber girls in primary net enrolment rates. Not only formal 
education will limit the risk of forced marriage. The media, including information and 
communication technology, presents a channel through which gaps in education can be somewhat 
narrowed, if not closed completely. (paper 2) Television is a central part of every home in Morocco 
according to participants (paper 2), so by using this medium in a constructive manner, information 
and knowledge can be simultaneously spread to members of several generations, both male and 
female. Morocco’s media, however, consistently portray women as housewives and mothers, and 
fail to use gender-sensitive language. [170] Yet the use of television and radio does offer the 
greatest potential for awareness campaigns to reach every household. Media outlets should also 
target the older generations, given that they have significant decision-making power about the 
future of their daughters. (paper 3) Moreover, the beliefs of older family members also influence 
the perspectives and views of the younger men in the household. (paper 3) Given that men, as 
individuals, family members and social gatekeepers, can negatively influence women’s sexual and 
reproductive health and autonomy, more attention is needed to introduce gender equality at a young 
age to break the cycle of masculine superiority. [263] 
 
Economic development is equally significant in light of its strong correlation with sexual and 
reproductive rights. Participants reported that most judges in Moroccan family courts authorize 
underage marriages for economic reasons, especially in poor regions. (paper 2) In terms of female 
participation in the work force, Morocco ranks in the bottom 20% of countries in the world. Over 
the past twenty years there has barely been actual progress on women’s participation. Women 
represent half of the population in Morocco. Yet their activity rate in 2011 was about 26 percent in 
comparison to 75 percent of men, at the same level as in 1990. [170] Despite being regarded one of 
the most liberal and reformist countries in the MENA region, it is lagging behind in term’s of 
women’s participation in the work force, especially considering that the MENA region already 
displays the lowest female activity rate in the world. The progress Morocco made in closing 
equality gaps in law, particularly with related to personal and family law, has been insufficient to 
level the barriers that still prevent women from working. Several participants also call for legal 
amendments to support women’s economic independence. The Moudawana, for example, did not 
eliminate gender discrimination in the inheritance system: a woman only receives half of what her 
brother receives, further obstructing women’s economic security. (paper 2 ) Economic inequalities 
also form the basis for less education, perpetuating a vicious cycle resulting in less awareness about 
basic sexual and reproductive rights. (paper 2) By curtailing women’s agency in this respect, it 
increases their vulnerability for child and forced marriage. 
 
 

b) Legislation and policies 
 
Legislation and policies emerge as paramount in advancing women’s sexual and reproductive 
health and rights. Yet the context in which these regulations emerge is defining and cannot be 
interchanged. Whereas there was a definite call in Morocco for stricter laws regarding forced 
marriage and sexual violence, and especially the application of prevailing rules in the Moudawana, 
this was less straightforward in the Belgian (and European) context. 
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i. Morocco 

 
The research in Morocco points to an overall perception of insufficient legal protection on the one 
hand, and the need for enforcement of the existing framework on the other hand. Participants called 
for a specific criminal law that prohibits forced marriages. The accompanying prison sentence is 
deemed to have a deterrent effect. A supportive legal framework is regarded as a safeguard against 
forced marriage and sexual violence. Since the reform of the Moudawana (Family Code) in 2004, 
establishing a minimum age for marriage, not much has shifted with regards to child marriage. The 
numbers remain high, even today. According to official statistics, 35.152 cases were reported in 
2014, whereas that number was 33.596 in 2009. [178, paper 3] “Legal pragmatism” is cited as a 
reason why patriarchal values continue to be imposed by magistrates and legal/administrative 
professionals alike. (paper 2) Unmarried women do not have rights and are often abandoned by 
their families. Unwed mothers and their children are among the most legally and socially 
marginalized people in Morocco. (paper 2) Therefore, judges often authorize the marriage of minor 
girls as a means of protection against non-contractual customary “Al Fatiha” marriages. [72] The 
root issue is that Moroccan law does not go far enough in protecting (violence against) women and 
upholds patriarchal views in society. This is reflected in the illegality of sexual relations outside of 
marriage, including same-sex sexual relations, seriously affecting their rights and access to 
protection. [264] Moreover, the fact that abortion is criminalised as a public morality offence, with 
the number of clandestine abortions estimated between 600 and 800 per day, constitutes a major 
health risk. [178] Only as a result of a tragedy, public outrage and pressure from human rights 
organisations, was article 475 of the Criminal Code repealed. This controversial article rendered it 
possible for a rapist to escape punishment and a prison sentence by marrying his underage victim, 
effectively legalizing a forced marriage. Amina’s suicide in 2012, after experiencing this ordeal, 
resulted in mass protests and led to the Ministry of Justice announcing a reform. [178] Finally, in 
January 2014, Moroccan Parliament unanimously amended the controversial article. [265] 
The adoption of the new constitution in 2011, firmly establishing the principle of equality between 
men and women for the first time in Morocco, had raised expectations for more legislative 
measures to protect the physical and psychological integrity of women and girls. [266] Despite the 
formulation of law no. 103.13 on violence against women in 2013 [267], numerous detrimental 
provisions are still engrained in Moroccan law. Heavily criticized, the bill remained in the last 
stages of the legislative process for years54 and only recently, in September 2018, entered into 
force. [269-271] Some go as far to state that law no. 103.13 is totally inadequate. [272] Its 
deficiencies start with the basic definition of violence, which does not cover all forms of violence 
to which women may be subjected. [178, 267] Most new offences in the draft law focus on 
protecting married or divorced women. For the first time, forced marriage is included as a criminal 
offence, penalized with prison sentences ranging from 6 months to 1 year, and fines up to 30.000 
Moroccan dirhams. [267] 
On the whole, Morocco’s objectionable track record with regards to women’s rights was recently 
highlighted again during the Universal Periodic Review (UPR)55 by the Human Rights Council of 
the UN. At its 27th session in May 2017, a list of recommendations regarding violence against 
women were presented. [273] In September 2017, the report of the Working Group on the 
Universal Review of Morocco was published with a list of conclusions and recommendations. 
[274] In essence, the criminalization of marital rape and decriminalization of sexual relations 

                                                
54 The Moroccan House of Councillors, the Istiqlalian Women’s Organisation and the Istiqlalian Group of 
Unity and Egalitarianism joined together in November 2017 to oversee the draft bill on the fight against 
violence against women. [268] 
55 The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a unique process that involves a periodic review of the human 
rights records of all 193 UN Member States. Since its first meeting was held in April 2008, all 193 UN 
member States have been reviewed twice within the first and second UPR cycles. During the third UPR 
cycle, States are again expected to spell out steps they have taken to implement recommendations posed 
during their previous reviews which they committed to follow-up on, as well as to highlight recent human 
rights developments in the country. [274] 
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outside marriage are significantly absent from law no. 103.13.  The importance of widening the 
protection for women that are victims of violence is paramount. Furthermore, as highlighted in 
papers 2 and 3, the Working Report recommends ensuring that the minimum age of marriage at 18 
years is respected, including preventing judges from authorizing children to marry under article 20 
of the Moudawana (Family Code). 
Amidst the criticism, several initiatives demonstrate the government’s commitment to ensure better 
protection for women and girls. In 2013 a National Observatory on Violence Against Women 
(ONVEF) was established to monitor the various forms of violence and promote the rights of 
women. [178] In addition, a Government Plan for Equality 2012-2016 was developed to strengthen 
the representation of women and fight discrimination. This was followed by a new Plan 2016-2020 
(Gender Action Plan II) on 26 October 2015. At the international level Morocco’s dedication is 
indicated by officially lifting its reservations to the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 2011.56 Furthermore, a law approving the optional 
protocol to CEDAW was adopted by Parliament in July 2015. [178] 
Although political will is shown, reforms are marked by delays and legislative gaps remain to 
improve the protection of women and girls. For example, the law no. 103.13 neglects to provide 
procedural guidelines or give clearly specified powers to police, judges and lawyers investigating 
and prosecuting claims, raising serious doubts about the implementation of the provisions. [275] 
Services such as health care and housing to female victims are also notably absent. 
 
 

ii. Belgium 
 

The European Union’s policy impacts heavily on its Member States. Therefore, the Resolutions 
and Directives at European level need to be taken into account in any study of a specific Member 
State such as Belgium. The limitations to the right to family reunification and the pressure to 
introduce specific criminal laws to counter forced marriage present the framework within which the 
Belgian government operates. The decision-making-process regarding policy choices is, as a result, 
strongly influenced – or predetermined. 
With regards to forced and child marriages, the values attached to the issue appear to have a 
decisive impact. In public debates, the media and literature, forced marriage is linked to minorities 
and the problems surrounding migration. (paper 1) It is considered to be a custom of a cultural 
minority that is at odds with the values of the dominant culture. Through its association with 
marriages of convenience, it is linked to illegal migration as well (paper 4; report 1). By 
‘problematising’ the presence of minorities, the present policies fail to provide effective solutions 
and adequate victim protection. [151, 276-279, paper 1]  
Our research points to the considerable impact of the prevailing immigration legislation and 
policies on the Moroccan community in Belgium. (paper 4). The introduction of stringent family 
reunification provisions in 2011 appears to affect minority communities in a discriminatory way. 
Women in our research reported how these measures are steering them away from choosing a 
partner from Morocco, effectively impacting their right to private and family life as guaranteed by 
article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). (paper 4) Although the choice for 
a migrant partner from Morocco had already been decreasing slightly over the years due to 
personal preferences (see micro-level), the sharp drop in permits for family reunification after the 
new migration legislation entered into force in 2011 was considerable. Between 2010 and 2013, 
49% less first permits were issued to family members of Moroccan and Turkish nationalities. [280] 
The debate regarding criminalization – whether or not a specific offence in the criminal code would 
be more effective to tackle forced marriage – has subsided. Under European pressure, notably the 
Istanbul Convention, most Member States have now introduced provisions to their criminal code. 
[15, 19] Specific criminal laws are now in place in Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, 
Germany, Spain, Luxembourg, Malta, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden and the UK. [15] A study 
indicated that it is the conjunction of anti-immigrant governments with liberal individualist 

                                                
56 Morocco had ratified the CEDAW in 1993. [147]  
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discourse on forced marriage, which has led to a rapid spread of criminalization throughout Europe. 
[281] 
Despite the introduction of specific criminal provisions, very few cases have been prosecuted. 
Case-law is notably absent in many countries. This is not due to an absence of incidences of forced 
marriage. The majority of cases never reach the courts. Criminalisation seemingly has no 
considerable impact on the occurrence of forced marriage. Challenges hindering prosecution were 
once more emphasized in a recent report. [15] Our research shows that the lack of structures to 
support victims of forced marriage is a key element; in particular the absence of protection 
programmes that are tailored to meet those confronted with coercion to marry. (papers 1 and 4; 
report 1) Because the perpetrators are immediate family members, or to be found amongst relatives, 
victims reside in an exceptionally vulnerable position. Without psychological assistance and 
financial support (often including housing), they do not have the resources to report their case and 
press charges. (report 1) The conflict of loyalties is paramount. Especially in a migration context, 
where families and communities are closely intertwined, victims face the daunting prospect of 
having to break away from all that is familiar to them and plunge into an uncertain and insecure 
new life. (report 1) They also do not want to see their relatives in prison. Without adequate support 
on all levels (psychological, legal, financial, etc.) a decision to report is not alluring. Moreover, the 
results point to the necessity of specialist services, including social workers from the same ethnic 
background (paper 4; report 1), given that participants reflected on the fact that they are more likely 
to trust minority ethnic women’s services.  
Although Belgium has been active in adopting policies at federal and community level to address 
forced marriage within the wider context of violence against women57, only 2 cases have 
effectively been prosecuted and tried at court level.58 [15] The National Action Plan 2015-2019 
builds on the consecutive National Action Plans since 2001 that aim to bring awareness to gender 
based violence without targeting specific migrant population groups or minorities. By recognising 
that violence against women is a structural problem across cultures and nations, the policies intend 
to tackle systemic discrimination at the base. Taking the research results into account, this inclusive 
gender-perspective on violence should still be accompanied by specialist ethnic first-line services 
for (potential) victims of forced marriage to encourage reporting. Research in Belgium points to a 
fear or lack of confidence among service providers (frontline workers) to actively intervene in what 
often is perceived as a matter of the private sphere. (report 1) Fear of stigmatizing the community 
and coming across as ‘racist’ drives this behaviour in part. (report 1) Service providers want to be 
perceived as respectful for other cultures. The danger in this approach is that it reinforces 
stereotypes, allowing certain harmful practices to continue. The serious health and psychological 
burdens that these women and girls endure, are not attended to. (report 1) Framing the issue from a 
health perspective, and addressing the issue as such by offering coordinated services at health 
centres (within a multi-sectoral response), offers the advantage of accessibility combined with 
patient confidentiality.  
There is a need for more diversity among the social workers and health care workers. Victims, 
including girls and women at risk, feel more comfortable seeking help with someone from their 
own community and background. [paper 1, paper 4, 109, 278, 282, 283]. Nevertheless, it is not 
straightforward for organisations, charities and health care facilities to reflect the diverse 
population that they cater for. Therefore training is necessary for health professionals and social 
workers to integrate intercultural competencies. Basic knowledge and tools for health care 

                                                
57 The Institute for Equality between Women and Men drafted the ‘National Action Plan fighting against all 
forms of gender-based violence 2015-2019’, which focuses on all forms of gender-based violence, including 
forced marriage. 
58 In the last case, involving 2 Roma girls forced into marriage in 2014, perpetrators were condemned for 
‘Trafficking in Human Beings’. This highlights the link between human trafficking and forced marriage, yet 
also points to inadequacies surrounding the specific offence for forced marriage. It’s actual effectiveness in 
tackling the issue remains to be seen. (report 1) 
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providers to respectfully and effectively support members of various ethnic communities are 
indispensable.59  
Setting up and funding a coordinated trauma-informed and grassroots network (with links to 
community organisations and support/peer groups) will do much to (1) prevent forced and child 
marriage from occurring, to (2) support women within their communities and to (3) mitigate 
adverse consequences (e.g. for women who want to leave a forced marriage). 
Despite recognizing the benefits of a coordinated multi-sectoral response, government-led 
strategies are still under-resourced in all contexts. [288, 289] There has been a sharp increase in 
short-term vertical (siloed) programs that are restricted to a distinct group or focus on a single 
specific forms of violence, such as sexual violence and Interpersonal Violence (IPV), Female 
Genital Mutilation (FGM), or child and forced marriage. [129] This targeted attention misses out 
on the links between these forms of violence (e.g. FGM as a child can be a precursor to a 
child/forced marriage). Vertical programming overlook these opportunities for synergy. [124]  
They work with either a single population group (men or women experiencing violence) or just one 
sector (health care, police or judiciary, etc.) without making the necessary connections with other 
issues and institutions. Often, training is provided on a single topic, but long-term ongoing training 
of health practitioners in a range of services has proved more effective in recognizing the 
underlying gender inequality in cases of violence. Nevertheless, recognizing this (gender 
imbalance) is necessary to assess women and girls at risk, and to identify any shortcomings in 
service provision and opportunities in the treatment and follow-up of (potential) victims. 

 
Overall, strengthening the role of the health system within a national response involving multiple 
sectors to address violence, particularly against women and children, builds on the World Health 
Assembly Resolution 67.15. Such a large-scale response needs a top-down approach, including 
funding and commitment. However, the measures against forced marriage took a punitive path, as 
opposed to a preventive one, which would consider creating alternatives for immigrant women so 
they can resist forced marriages successfully. [281] Women and girls are stripped of their agency, 
given that criminalization entails that public prosecution is mandated to take over.  
 
 
6.2.  Impact of the migratory context 
 
This aspect – the migratory context – was taken into consideration throughout the previous section 
(6.1.), reflecting which elements pervaded throughout the migration process and which features 
have shifted. Yet, because studies and literature in Europe have suggested that forced marriage (in 
Europe) is a product of migration rather than a ‘tradition’ exported from the country of origin [32, 
160, 283], this section explores this aspect more explicitly in relation to forced and child marriage. 
Hooghiemstra (2001) explains that integration at the structural level (language, housing, work, 
education, etc.) leads to a new desire to keep alive traditions at the personal level. [217] The 
diaspora experience is believed to create an additional dimension to the meaning of forced 
marriage, in the sense that parents impose an unwanted marriage in order to curb the influence of 
                                                
59 Within the health care system, Islamic values and ethical guidelines may pose cultural challenges or 
conflicts. Responses to these challenges by health providers further influence health-seeking behaviours. For 
example, in an assessment of maternal health needs, Muslim women reported feeling that their needs for 
privacy, modesty, their preferences for same-sex providers and their requests for information regarding 
newborn circumcision were not met by the health-care system. [284] A lack of cultural accommodation to 
meet these needs, may be perceived by patients as discriminatory. In another study, women wearing the 
Muslim headscarf reported that they were presumed to be ignorant, were at times refused care, and were 
assumed to have abusive husbands. [285] Their concern for modesty is also reported to be misinterpreted as 
shame for their bodies. This potentially influences future health care-seeking behaviour. Failure by the health 
system to accommodate these expectations may result in delayed health seeking. [286] For example, women 
reported low participation in pap smears due to conceptions of modesty that were not accommodated. [287] 
Even if some demands may be challenging to the health-care system at times (e.g. same-sex providers), if 
these needs are left unaccommodated, it could likely affect downstream health care-seeking patterns [286], 
effectively leading to an exclusion of a specific population group.  
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Western culture over their children. Similarly, forced marriage is also used to end their children’s 
association with so-called unsuitable partners. [56, 283] Research from the UK unveiled that forced 
consanguineous marriage, a union between individuals who are (closely) related, is reasserted as a 
traditional cultural practice due to stricter immigration policies. In certain ethnic minorities, such as 
the Pakistani, a sense of obligation to kin and the need to maintain links to the home communities 
contributes to the use of marriage as an immigration strategy. [290, 291]  
The increased scrutinisation of minorities after the 9/11 attacks, and the ensuing violence in Europe 
in the following decade, impacted policy heavily. The acute pressure for assimilation of minorities 
resulted in governments cracking down on practices that are considered contrary to Western values. 
(paper 1) This, in turn, has resulted in young migrants asserting their cultural identity even 
stronger, planting the seeds for radicalisation. [292, 293] Research on marriage practices among 
minority women has uncovered instances where young women have articulated their desire to 
uphold cultural norms by actively pursuing arranged marriages out of a need to stand up for their 
sense of belonging within a minority community. [291, 294] The migratory context is said to 
influence the shape and nature of forced marriage. Instead of an automatic adoption of social 
practices from the country of origin, it needs to be understood as a product of immigration and the 
diaspora experience, especially among South Asian immigrant communities in the UK. [295] 
 
While acknowledging the veracity of these theories for certain population groups (report 1), our 
specific research context does not corroborate these findings. Forced marriage and child marriage 
does not appear to be widespread, nor a common phenomenon among the Moroccan community in 
Belgium nowadays. Participants were quite outspoken about the forced and child marriages of their 
parents. Some older participants referred to their own experiences with an unwanted marriage 
before migrating to Belgium. Yet, the diaspora experience and migration context did not and does 
not give rise to a new wave of forced and child marriage. (paper 4) 
It must be emphasised that these findings are very specific to the Moroccan Belgian community in 
the context of marriage. Other research in Belgium has uncovered ethnic minorities where the 
practice of child and forced marriage is a rising problem, such as the Roma and Pakistani/Afghan 
population groups. (report 1) This also highlights a difference between first- and second-generation 
migrants. The generational evolution among the Moroccan Belgian community is apparent in the 
increased assertiveness of the younger generation. (paper 4) Whereas traditionally, women and 
girls did not have a voice, now they are now standing up for their rights. (paper 4). This is also 
reflected in the Matrifor study (report 1), highlighting that the more established second-generation 
Moroccan community has more scope to negotiate and greater freedom to choose a marriage 
partner. 
 
 
6.3.  Agency as transversal theme 
 
 

“Agency invokes an ability to overcome barriers, to question or confront situations of 
oppression and deprivation and, as individuals or together with others, to have influence 

and be heard in society.” [296] 
 
 
Education emerged as paramount to prevent child and forced marriages in Morocco. Yet 
participants also pointed out that coercion to marry could occur in every level of society, regardless 
of age or educational level. (paper 2) This paradox reveals the difference between theoretical 
knowledge and inherent empowerment or agency. Whereas the former merely consists of 
dissemination of information or awareness raising activities, the latter goes much further. When 
mere knowledge about one’s rights is integrated, it becomes a true foothold and tool that is utilized 
in an effective manner. In our research it was referred to as girls’ and women’s self-worth, her 
innate confidence to seek solutions rather than maintain the status quo (paper 2). It transmutes the 
victim-paradigm into that of an actor, an agent of change.  
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Agency, the ability of an individual or a group to make choices and convert them into desired 
outcomes, has a significant function in contributing to women’s basic human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. [170] It promotes household decision-making, enhances sexual and 
reproductive health and allows for greater participation in social life and the public sphere. [297] 
What’s more, it improves children’s health and well-being and shapes their future behaviour. 
Women who effectively exercise their agency transform the lives of generations to come. In the 
Moroccan context, where the norms and behaviour of older generations weigh heavily on 
household decisions and outcomes, support for women’s agency cannot be emphasized enough to 
break the cycle of forced marriage and gender disparity. (paper 3) 
 
In this research, a bottom-up or grassroots notion of agency emerged quite early on, which is not 
just equated to individual will and resistance to oppression. Much in line with Kabeer’s concept of 
agency, it refers to the capacity to define ‘one’s goals and act on them’, and ‘goes beyond the 
observable behaviour to encompass the meaning, motivation, skills, and purpose that people bring 
to their action, their sense of agency.’ [298] In that sense, the individual has the choice whether or 
not to act. It is the awareness or capacity to discern choices and purpose in life. A girl or woman 
can therefore deliberately go ahead with what – at the outset – could be perceived as an oppressive 
situation such as forced marriage. By actively choosing not to ‘break’ away from her family and 
community and resist a situation, she is equally empowered in her choice, and, consequently, 
transcends the victim-paradigm. Moreover, she safeguards the next generation, her offspring, from 
the intergenerational effects that are victim-induced. In that sense it also relates to the work of 
Alkire, which focuses on individual agency as something that is “intrinsically valuable” in itself 
and of central importance. [299] The consciousness that drives the meaning, motivation, skills and 
purpose of individuals’ actions (or non-actions) is as important – or even more so.  
Building on this work, Klein argues that agency is not only a matter of social structures/relations 
and the ability for making choices, but also includes a person’s psychological state, such as self-
belief. [300] Rather than positing oppressive structures on one side, and agency on the other, 
empowered agency need not involve an outright rejection of oppressive norms, but rather operates 
through “displacement” (intrinsic shifts) from within. [301-303] The conceptualization of agency 
as resistance to domination and constraint is limited because it leaves unexplained the capabilities 
of individuals to respond to oppression in a less defensive and even, at times, a more creative 
fashion. [304] Calls are made to move away from simpler oppositions of agent and victim, and 
towards the complex ways in which agency and coercion are entwined. [305] 
 
Even so, a person’s values or desires need to be seen in light of the socio-cultural context. 
Institutional bias can constrain people’s ability to make strategic life choices. [298] Principles 
might be forced upon them by a social order that is hard to change, and the person in question 
might be so used to the ‘status-quo’ that they cannot even imagine things to be different. The limits 
and possibilities of women’s agency are within existing gendered structures. [306] Agency is 
‘embodied’ because it includes emotional and affective dimensions, and because dynamics of 
social control are internalized as bodily norms. [304] Agency is furthermore ‘relational’ because it 
is constituted through intersubjective relations and structural hierarchies of power. [304] 
In that sense, social norms and the law have been recognized as key drivers of agency. [79] Formal 
and informal institutions, markets, and households are all affected by social norms. Furthermore, 
norms affect people’s daily activities and act as an underlying and sometimes subconscious factor 
at the micro-level that impacts processing information, making decisions, and taking actions. [79] 
Norms also become enshrined in law. Regressive laws and legal institutions hinder women’s 
agency and perpetuate discriminatory norms in many ways. Gender discrimination in the 
inheritance system in Morocco is just one example of the legal framework effectively limiting 
Moroccan women. (paper 2) The fact that coercion to marry could occur regardless of education 
(paper 2) can be explained by the impact of social norms and restrictive legislation on women’s 
agency. Constraints in agency in one domain tend to spill over to different areas of life. Where 
these agency-related constraints connect and overlap, they may heighten girls and women’s 
experience of deprivation. [170] In this context, a cross-country study based on the Demographic 
and Health Survey (DHS) data shows a high correlation of agency in three dimensions: control 
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over sexuality and family formation, freedom from violence, and control over resources. The 
analysis demonstrates that nearly 1 in 5 women experience agency-related constraints in all three 
areas. Moreover, these deprivations of agency are related to other disadvantages, in particular 
access to education. [79] A finding in recent research is that the completion of secondary education 
significantly reduces women’s and girls’ risk of experiencing agency deprivations. [222] 
Completion of secondary education and above is associated with doubling or tripling of sexual 
autonomy. [297] Yet, the focus should not only be on women and girls. The husband’s education is 
also associated with a higher likelihood of his partner having sexual autonomy [222], highlighting 
the importance of implicating boys and men to address gender inequalities. 
Findings from Morocco also point to restricted mobility as a barrier to girls’ ability to express their 
voice and exercise their agency. Girls being perceived as an economic burden is a major factor 
affecting their ability to make choices over their lives. Because they are not seen in terms of their 
economic potential, education is considered a cost that is not worthwhile. [72] The problem is not 
only rooted in difficulties accessing education, our research shows that gender inequality is 
embedded in the education system itself. (paper 2)  
Together with the country’s legal framework and reigning social norms, access to fundamental 
resources, such as education and economic assets, is only part of the equation. Agency overlaps on 
all levels, with one domain reinforcing the other, thus contributing to improve social, economic and 
health outcomes. [170] The interaction of all these dimensions (micro, meso and macro) is 
imperative in promoting development, women’s health and rights and in tackling forced and child 
marriage. 
 
Policy choices regarding forced and child marriage in Belgium and other European countries do not 
always take the aspect of women’s agency within minorities into account. The specific criminal 
law against forced marriage leads to police-led interventions over which the victims have little or 
no control, effectively stripping them of their agency (paper 1). Linking immigration policy with 
the issue of forced and child marriage redirects remedial measures away from victims and 
legitimates a punitive course. (paper 1) Supporting women from within their communities, which is 
essential for them to exercise their own will, is overlooked in favour of governments’ top-down 
focus on regulation. [32, 307, 308] Engaging with women and (potential) victims of forced and 
child marriage as agents of change is crucial to avoid further victimisation. The prevailing policy 
discourse approaches forced marriage as a cultural problem and fails to look deeper into the very 
nature and reason for its occurrence. [34, paper 1, paper 4 , report 1] Therefore it is at odds with the 
needs of those it seeks to assist.  
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Figure 6.1: Determinants of forced and child marriage identified in this doctoral research 
study 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.4.  Limitations 
 
Like all research techniques, qualitative methods have limitations. Findings cannot be generalized 
nor portrayed as representative of forced and child marriage in general. Qualitative techniques offer 
ecological validity, which is context-bound, at the cost of reproducibility and generalizability. 
[309] 
As with the nature of qualitative research, the results are highly driven by the participants of the 
research population. In order to offer the highest levels of safety and anonymity for our 
participants, we only included women and involved local associations to provide support if the 
need presented. As researchers, we do our utmost best to set up the methodological framework in 
such a manner that the recruitment process will result in a myriad of participants who reflect and 
represent their community in a comprehensive way. The recruitment via local associations and 
women’s organisations cannot, however, assure a representative sample. 
What distinguish the use of focus group discussions from other methods are the interactions that 
take place within focus groups. [310] Yet interactive features also involve the possibility of 
individuals dominating within the groups. One can never be entirely sure that outspoken 
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participants will drown out the voices of the more introvert ones, or that some participants might 
withhold information out of shame or fear from repercussions in their community. Influential 
individuals, that have a position of status or authority in the group or community at large might 
shape some of the responses. Notwithstanding, in collaboration with local organisations and trusted 
key figures within the communities, we have attempted to create neutral and safe environments to 
express. Especially with regards to the Intergenerational Dialogue, care was taken to balance the 
group between older members of the community and the younger generation, as to provide an as 
supportive context as possible for all participants.  
Because this research mainly focused on women and girls, we can not make any statements about 
determinants of forced and child marriage among men and boys, nor the extent of its impacts on 
them. Additionally, we want to underscore that the views on the determinants of forced and child 
marriage were provided by women. Therefore, the perspective of men is not included in this 
research study, which has consequences to the validity of  the outcome. The study protocol and 
implementation of the participatory research is predominantly based on Ellsberg and Heise [207], 
which highlights the need to safeguard women’s safety. While this is of pivotal importance, the 
absence of participation of men as (prospective) husbands and/or fathers is a restriction. In recent 
years, since the study design was developed and implemented, the research paradigm has evolved. 
It is acknowledged that women’s role in society isn’t autonomous from gender relations and the 
relation between men and women should be taken into consideration in any research or 
intervention, rather than study women as separate beings. [311, 312] Due to the slow (or rather 
limited) progress on gendered equality, involving men is an effective way for scaling down gender 
inequalities. What’s more, excluding men in programs and interventions offers them little chance to 
challenge the stereotypes ascribed to them. [313] 
As mentioned in the “Methodology” section, the participatory research was carried out between 
February 2011 and April 2014. Even though the data was collected some time ago, we reflect the 
course of developments (in legislation, policy, research studies, etc.) throughout this manuscript up 
until October 2018. 
 
This research is characterized by its multicultural and multi-country nature. While this is also a 
strength in providing a rich tapestry of data, specific terms and words are not always understood in 
a uniform manner in all research settings. An example is the definition of forced marriage and 
arranged marriage. What constitutes force for one person or community may be considered 
pressure, yet not acute force in another. In this respect, our community researchers took care to 
reflect any discussions, interpretations and deliberations within the FGDs, and to provide answers 
in response to questions from participants, effectively clarifying the issue using abstract examples 
and vignettes. Given that the research was conducted in Berber, Moroccan Arabic and Dutch, we 
worked closely with the native speakers to back translate and to provide feedback on particular 
interpretations. While local community researchers in the various research settings did verify our 
analysis of the results, we cannot rule out that an interpretation from a Western point of view might 
have entered the results.  
 
 
 
6.5. Conclusions and recommendations 
 
 
In the Moroccan context, the Moudawana received much attention as a step forward in women’s 
rights. Yet the reality is that forced and child marriages remain common. From the viewpoint of 
professionals who are closely involved in tackling the issue in Morocco, policy measures and the 
law have considerable potential in bringing child marriages and forced marriages to a halt. Despite 
reforms, equality gaps between men and women remain in a number of laws, particularly in 
relation to family matters, which continue to weaken women’s agency. Women are still not 
sufficiently protected from violence, which is also indicated by the UN Human Rights Council’s 
Universal Periodic Review in 2017. The problem lies in the fact that the applicable legal 
frameworks are interpreted through the lens of restrictive social norms, thus further reinforcing the 
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bias towards women.  Social norms in Morocco impact on all aspects of agency, including 
economic participation, roles in family life and the ability to participate in public life. They are 
often maintained and strengthened through biased delivery of services by public sector institutions, 
failing to comply with applicable legal and administrative frameworks. This is the case, for 
example, when judges in family courts apply their own viewpoints and beliefs to authorize 
underage marriages.  
The combination of unequal treatment in legislation together with limiting social norms that affect 
women’s behaviour cause severe obstacles preventing women’s agency. Legal restrictions reflect 
the prevailing social norms, especially with regards to family and personal life, where the concept 
of family honour is effectively upheld by the law. This is evident in the criminalization of 
consensual sexual relations outside of marriage, yet marital rape in not punished. Norms are 
enforced through family and community pressure on the one hand, and through self-enforcement 
by the individual on the other hand. Shame is an inherent part of the culture. This is also discernible 
in the Moroccan Belgian community, where it lives on in shame around premarital relationships. 
 
The importance of specifically directing efforts towards the older generation of parents and 
grandparents emerged from the research. As a result of the use of the Intergenerational Dialogue 
method, participants repeatedly emphasized the need for more opportunities to have open 
communication between parents and children. The pressure on young women and girls from the 
elders is often considerable, effectively discouraging daughters from claiming their right to freely 
enter into marriage. Women in Morocco who openly oppose the will of their fathers are subject to 
intimidation and ostracism from their families, rendering them cut-off and alone in a male 
dominated public space. [314]  
This also highlights the problem with the specific criminal law against forced marriage in Belgium 
and other European countries. It takes away the victim’s agency, in the sense that police-led 
interventions and public prosecutors take over without consent from the women or girl herself. 
Women’s agency within minorities is effectively ignored, and victims find themselves alone, 
unable to remain in their family and social environment. Supporting women from within their 
communities is overlooked in favour of governments’ top-down focus on regulation. [32, 307, 308] 
Similarly, linking immigration policy with the issue of forced marriage redirects remedial measures 
away from victims and legitimates the use of state power to punish and restrict. [281, 315] The 
prevailing policy discourse fails to engage with this dynamic and is at odds with the needs of those 
it seeks to assist.  
It may be beside the point whether or not a specific criminal law and tighter immigration controls 
are effective means to combat forced marriage; at least in the viewpoint of (potential) victims. Law 
and policy are treating marriage as a matter pertaining to public interest and not purely as a private 
matter. Its impact on society and on the lives of those involved legitimizes this interest, yet little or 
no regard is given to the health effects of victims of forced marriage and those at risk. As attention 
is placed on criminalization and stringent immigration policies, ethnic minority population groups 
bear the greatest burden. The conceptualisation and portrayal of forced marriage as a cultural issue 
acts as a barrier to appropriate intervention. [34, paper 4] Not only do they suffer reduced 
accessibility to health providers, the potentially adverse effects of the current policy framework 
affects their health and well-being at large. The serious consequences for women, including sexual 
violence, and the physical and psychological health risks associated with it, receive little attention. 
The research also highlighted that (potential) victims feel they are not able to access mainstream 
service providers for fear that they will not be understood. Participants from the Moroccan Belgian 
community consider that they are better off with the help of someone with the same Moroccan 
background, otherwise they would not implicate an aid organisation or social services.  
Among the Moroccan Belgian community, forced and child marriage is no longer an acute 
problem. This doesn’t mean there are no difficulties to overcome. Considerable challenges lie in 
the ‘’double standards” that apply to men and women in the community. The disempowerment of 
women as a result, only leads to increased vulnerability and violence in some cases, highlighting 
the need for tailored support by social services and in health centres. 
The migratory context did not appear to perpetuate or give rise to the occurrence of forced 
marriages and child marriages in a significant way. The results, however, tentatively do point to a 
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strengthening of the element of religion. It not only surfaces as the most imperative element in 
partner choice, moreover, its re-educating role as a deterrent for forced marriage is notable. 
Overall, in light of developments over the past decade, and the increased potential for terrorism, 
policy choices in Europe have been based on security concerns. Legislation like criminalizing 
forced marriage has detrimental outcomes for the desired goal of protecting women and children. 
[281] Prevention of forced marriage cannot be used to limit free movement rights of third-country 
national family members of EU citizens beyond what is allowed by the Free Movement Directive 
(2004/38/EC). [19] Approaching forced and child marriage as a human rights issue and a form of 
gender-based violence avoids stigmatization of ethnic minorities or communities that are linked to 
this type of practice. Moreover, it paves the way for effective solutions that are not essentially 
punitive or restrictive. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE MOROCCAN RESEARCH SETTINGS 
 
 
 
 
  Policy, prosecution and protection recommendations: 
 
• A holistic approach to violence against women and girls is necessary, recognizing 

that gender is socially constructed. The legal framework in Morocco fails to 
acknowledge the underlying fundamental concepts of women’s and girls’ rights, 
instead, women and girls are often conflated with their stereotyped gender roles as 
wives and mothers, particularly with regard to violence. This bias is reflected in the 
insufficient protection to women and girls who fall outside stereotyped gender roles. 
Among the recommendations, the decriminalization of sexual relations outside 
marriage is emphasized and the minimum marriage age of 18 should be 
adhered to, allowing no exceptions. 

 
• Non-implementation of legislation and weak delivery of public sector services 

continue to adversely affect women’s agency in Morocco. Special services, 
consisting of a cross-section of professionals such as prosecutors, lawyers, 
judges, police, health care providers, etc. targeted to women can help overcome 
limiting social norms and discriminatory laws. Additionally, it would help reduce 
the detrimental effects to victims and families, effectively lessening the burden on 
society in general, especially the health costs and psychological effects on women. 
Considering the cross-generational consequences of forced and child marriage, this 
approach would see enhanced outcomes for the children of (potential) victims as 
well.  

 
Health care provision recommendations: 

 
• There is the risk that attitudes of health care providers could potentially reflect 

the embedded socio-cultural norms that sanction male dominance over women 
and the acceptability of violence. These attitudes actually reinforce violence against 
women. Moreover, when women are perceived to be transgressors of social norms, 
disrespect and abuse of women seeking health care has been documented, especially 
in reproductive health centers. [132] Working to improve attitudes of health 
practitioners is crucial in this respect. 

 
• In the context of Morocco, reduced accessibility to health centers and sexual and 

reproductive services is a factor to take into consideration. Women and girls’ 
mobility outside the home is restricted. Often permission is needed of the men 
(father, husband, in-laws) in the household. Geographical distance is also an issue in 
rural communities (cost of transportation, and women/girls are discouraged to travel 
alone). Calls are therefore made for health services (clinics) to be integrated in 
schools and made available at community level. [72] 
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  Recommendations for prevention: 
 

• Pressure from older generations was reported to be a significant determinant of child 
and forced marriage., even in situations where the victim was well aware of her 
rights. In Moroccan society in general, the desires, character and talents of the 
individual are often overlooked in favour of what is beneficial for the collective: 
family and community. Therefore, personal characteristics at the micro-level are 
overall less impactful. Working directly on education, and above all fostering 
self-confidence and agency in girls and women can, in the long term, increase the 
impact that micro-level factors will have on preventing a forced marriage. This 
should go hand in hand with sensitization efforts geared towards the older – often 
illiterate – population groups, using television and radio, is crucial to tackle forced 
and child marriage. The results redefine the role of women’s associations, social 
workers and so on, with the recommendation to also focus their efforts on awareness 
raising among older generations. 

 
• Child and forced marriage are an outcome of social norms and community pressure. 

Financial poverty certainly adds to the pressure, making the short-term relief in the 
burden of poverty by marrying off daughters a viable course of action.  
Yet, only relieving financial pressure through Cash Transfer programs60 for example 
is insufficient to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) of ending child 
and forced marriage by 2030. This is demonstrated by the paradoxical experience in 
the Marrakech region, where the prevalence of child marriage increased despite high 
rates of economic growth and decline in poverty in the region. (paper 3) 
Interventions that fail to address the underlying social norms have limited effects. 
[79, 316] 
In light of these findings, a long-term and holistic view is necessary. Dimensions 
such as realized rights (gender equality in norms and laws), health, and access 
to education should be the focal point to enhance women’s and girls’ agency on 
all levels (micro-, meso- and macro-level). Rather than cost-benefit based 
approaches that rely on single-focused indicators [317], a multi-dimensional 
approach provides the highest likelihood of improving overall health and well-being 
in the long run.  
 

• In order to successfully address child and forced marriage, programs and 
interventions are required that are tailored to the local context. Efforts to increase 
school attendance and educational attainment in the Marrakech region should be 
supported with complementary efforts such as gender-conscious life-skills 
programs and structured engagement with communities. Complementary efforts 
should also include addressing barriers to adequate higher educational and 
employment opportunities for girls as well as ensuring their safety and security in 
public spaces.  

                                                
60 While recognizing that poverty and lack of economic opportunities, as drivers of child and forced 
marriage, are interrelated with educational attainment, many programs seek to boost school attendance by 
offering some type of financial incentive in the form of Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs). Evaluations 
determined that the gender dimension, and the impact on women’s roles and empowerment in the long term 
were not always taken into account. A recent evaluation of the earliest Conditional Cash Transfer program 
targeting child marriage in India found that program beneficiaries were more likely to marry during their 18th 
year than their peers who had not participated in the program. Households received a savings bond that could 
be redeemed when their daughter tuned 18 provided she had not married by this date. Yet results indicated 
that parent were postponing their marriage just long enough to receive the cash transfer, which was often 
even used to cover the wedding expenses. [316, 317] 
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Recent evaluations of such gender-conscious life-skills programs are demonstrating 
positive results in reducing child marriage while also laying the foundation for better 
health, educational, economic and social outcomes. For example, a randomized 
controlled trial evaluation of the BALIKA program found that the likelihood of child 
marriage was reduced up to one-third in a relatively short time.61  
Overall, the evaluations show that training approaches should be interactive, 
participatory and learner-centred. Skill-based learning and critical thinking can be 
emphasized by using materials that are adapted to the context (and age-group) and 
by involving mentors. A holistic strategy, using three skills-building approaches 
proves to be quite effective to empower girls, combining (1) educational support, (2) 
training on life skills and gender rights to deliver education on sexuality, gender, 
HIV and human rights, and (3) training on skills for modern livelihood (including 
literacy, computer skills, etc.).62 [319] 
Health care providers have a crucial part to play in sharing knowledge, 
experiences, examples, etc. related to health (sexuality, pregnancy, anti-conception, 
HIV, etc.) and linking these topics to gender and human rights in an accessible and 
participatory manner. Safe spaces for small group training with women and girls is 
essential. Health centers and clinics provide these settings. Using ‘mentors’ 
(women from the community who – possibly – have navigated challenges like the 
ones program participants are experiencing) to deliver core content, serve as models, 
and provide practical assistance in emergencies is an important part of such 
programs. [319] Health care providers would be ideal in the role of mentor, or as 
support (supervisors) for mentors and groups as a whole.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
61 In Bangladesh, Bangladeshi Association for Life Skills, Income, and Knowledge for 
Adolescents (BALIKA) aimed to delay marriage among girls aged 12 to 18 in areas with the highest child 
marriage rates. [318] 
62 This is also reflected in interventions on the topics of sexuality, HIV and STI’s. Evaluations show that 
programs addressing gender or power were five times as likely to be effective than those that did not: 80% of 
them were associated with a significantly lower rate of STI’s or unintended pregnancy, whereas only 17% 
had such an association among programs that did not address gender or power. [320] 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE BELGIAN RESEARCH SETTINGS 
 
 
 
 
    Health sector policy recommendations: 
 

Health services and programs are an appropriate entry point for addressing 
interpersonal violence against women and girls, such as forced and child marriage, 
rather than the emphasis on prosecution and criminalization. [48] A coordinated 
multi-sectoral response for (potential) victims of forced marriages within 
health facilities in Belgium supports wellbeing, health and safety while 
simultaneously honouring women’s agency. Trained frontline health care workers, 
situated in local (community) health centres, offer the advantage of being easily 
accessible and providing anonymous care. Women who experience violence are 
more likely to use health services than those who do not, although they rarely 
explicitly disclose violence as the underlying reason. Health care providers are 
often the first point of professional contact for survivors/victims of violence, and 
yet the underlying violence is frequently invisible to them. In many cases, health 
services are currently inadequate due to the invisible nature of the violence itself. 
Reframing the discourse on forced marriage to one focusing on wellbeing and 
respecting women’s agency, effectively embedding protection in a broader 
multi-sectoral policy is a challenge that policymakers should embrace. Providing 
training and tools for health care providers, social workers and other frontline 
workers is paramount.  
 
Those under threat of forced and child marriage, or already in a forced marriage, 
present to health professionals in many different ways. Some (potential) victims do 
not mention forced marriage but present with signs or symptoms, which, if 
recognised, may indicate to the health professional that they are under threat of 
one. They may have unexplained injuries, be depressed, anxious, self-harming or 
be involved in substance abuse. Eating disorders, unwanted pregnancy and Female 
Genital Mutilation are additional warning signs.63 Some individuals attend for a 
completely different reason and mention in passing that there are ‘family 
problems’, and might disclose more with careful questioning. [321, 322] 
To prevent this type of violence, it is imperative that health professionals are 
prepared to use these limited opportunities to openly discuss the issues around 
child and forced marriage. Health care providers should take a proactive role to 
establish whether child and forced marriage is an issue, during examination and 
only when the individual is alone, unaccompanied by partner, family or friends. If 
they require an interpreter, family members, friends or members of the individual’s 
community should never be used. [322] 

 
 
 

 
 

                                                
63 These signs are not unique to forced marriage or so called ‘honour based violence’, but a wider problem 
relating to other forms of domestic violence and the control, mainly, of women. Health care practitioners 
should be aware that, as with all forms of domestic violence, which they must routinely ask about, forced 
marriage and so called ‘honour based violence’ should be accounted for when asking routine questions about 
a patient’s background and home life. Examples of appropriate questions include: ‘How are things at home?’ 
and ‘Are you worried about anything or anyone?’ [321] 
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Protocols, roadmaps and tools, such as Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), 
have been developed to effectively implement the multi-sectoral response.64 [16, 
322, 323] Involving multiple sectors in a coordinated way leads to increased levels 
of safety and support for (potential) victims of forced marriage through an 
effective, immediate and consistent services network. Moreover, it brings durable 
and sustainable changes, and helps to create an institutional and community culture 
that the practice is not acceptable or tolerable. [323] Guidelines with regards to 
confidentiality and information-sharing are a crucial part of any response. General 
principles on disclosure of information by health professionals (both for minors 
and adults) need to be specified for each country.65 
 
The success of the multi-sectoral response to forced and child marriage, and 
gender-based violence in general, is a long-term effort and service providers may 
evaluate this success from different perspectives. What is important is that each 
step in helping the victim/survivor to end the violence and cope with trauma is a 
success in itself. [323] More research, however, is necessary to study the 
effectiveness of the multi-sectoral response to forced and child marriage, and the 
instruments (protocols, SOPs) that are advocated as part of the service provision. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
64 For example: Sengoelge et al. 2015 [322] developed a roadmap which includes a a 7-step referral pathway 
for all frontline professionals, and then provides specific guidance for health professionals, 
school/educational providers, child protection services, criminal justice (police and justice) professionals and 
magistrates of civil marriage services. 
65 The UK has developed multi-agency guidelines  to respond to victims and those at risk of forced and child 
marriage. [16] These detailed instructions also outline the requirements of health professionals (and others) 
with regards to confidentiality and information-sharing, including public interest concerns. See pages 24-31 
for the Health Professionals Guidelines: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/322307/H
MG_MULTI_AGENCY_PRACTICE_GUIDELINES_v1_180614_FINAL.pdf 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE MOROCCAN AND BELGIAN RESEARCH 
SETTINGS 

 
 
 
 

Recommendations for interventions: 
 
• Seeing that child and forced marriage is deeply rooted within patriarchal 

societies, the requirement to include working with men and boys is 
paramount.  Due to the slow progress on gendered equality, involving men is an 
effective way for scaling down gender inequalities. What’s more, excluding men 
in programs and interventions offers them little chance to challenge the 
stereotypes ascribed to them. [313] The rationale for including men is that 
women on occasion become disempowered by ‘empowerment initiatives and 
projects’ because men sometimes oppose women’s empowerment and become 
violent towards women. [324] This is reflected in the doctoral research in what 
the participants refer to as “the need for the father’s authority to remain intact”. 
(papers 3 and 4) Participants in the research recognized the importance of not 
disempowering men: to include them in their daughter’s upbringing, education, 
and to keep the lines of communication open and not completely cutting off the 
father – resulting in disempowerment – but acknowledging that as a parent, he 
does have some authority or that he is part of the decision-making process, that 
he is involved in his daughter’s life by respecting her choices and listening.  
Recent research on child marriage in Sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates this as 
well (although referring more generally to ‘parents’): “improving communication 
between parents and adolescent daughters could go far in ensuring that girls feel 
valued and that parents feel heard as they make decisions together regarding the 
lives and opportunities of these adolescent girls.” [325] 
 
Overall, our research demonstrates the need to engage fathers, fathers-in-law, 
brothers, etc. Most programs do not meaningfully address men and boys within 
households to share obligations and household responsibilities set forth in 
programmatic interventions. [326, 327] Therefore gender relations within 
families are not configured, which undermines the success of these interventions 
in the long run.   
Addressing the engrained ‘double standards’ for men and women in the 
Moroccan Belgian community would also benefit from directing efforts towards 
men and boys to level the gender inequality. 
 
 

• Engage community and religious leaders:  A profound shift is paramount 
where religious and traditional arguments are deeply embedded in the social 
fabric of the community. Families and parents often look to cultural and religious 
norms to justify child and forced marriage. In the case of Morocco, religious 
leaders can be effective advocates in ending child marriage and forced marriage 
by endorsing to increase the marriage age on the one hand, and by specifying that 
coercion to marry is not condoned by the Islam. Research in Belgium indicates 
that religion is already playing a re-educational role among the Moroccan Belgian 
community with regards to forced and child marriage. (paper 4) 
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66 Gender Inequality Index is a composite measure reflecting inequality in achievement between women and 
men in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment and the labour market. In 2017, the Gender 
Inequality Index is 0,482 for Morocco, ranking 119th (123rd on the Human Development Index), compared to 
0,442 for Algeria (85th on the Human Development Index) and 0,298 for Tunesia (95th on Human 
Development Index). [174] 

 
Recommendations for future research: 

 
• Research into the persistency of the underlying social norms in Morocco is 

necessary to understand the structural and cultural barriers to gender equality in 
more depth. Progress in development outcomes such as the Gender Inequality Index 
has been slower than in other countries in the region or in similar lower middle-
income countries.66 These gender gaps persist, especially in terms of access to 
education and healthcare. [170] In recent years, global studies are indicating that 
programs with a combined focus on gender-rights, education and vocational 
training (livelihood skills training) display significant effects on marriage age, 
effectively addressing social norms related to forced and child marriage. [328, 329] 
Additional research would be valuable to ascertain how (and if) such programs 
could be successfully implemented in Morocco. 

 
• Further research is necessary to ascertain the impact of migration on other minority 

population groups in Belgium considering that studies are indicating that the 
practice of forced and child marriage is reasserted in the European migratory 
context. [32, 160, 283] The diaspora experience, spurred on by the restrictive 
migration policies, would act as a catalyst for forced marriage among certain ethnic 
minorities. [290, 291] Given the distinct ‘hidden’ nature of the violence, data 
collection is crucial to get an idea of the scope of the problem and the implicated 
communities, which - in turn - is paramount to inform and evaluate policy-making. 
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