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Using information from 144 surveys across 34 countries from 1980 to 2020, Pearl Kyei,
Samuel Agyei-Mensah, John Casterline and Ayaga Bawah find that the age difference between
spouses decreased by 1.7 years from the early 1980s to the late 2010s. Contributing factors
are women’s later age at marriage and increase in women’s education.

In many parts of the world, the age gap between spouses has narrowed over time, which is a
subtle but telling indicator of shifting gender norms, educational attainment, and marriage
market dynamics. Sub-Saharan Africa, a region rich in cultural diversity and complex marital
traditions, with the largest spousal age gaps globally, presents an interesting case. In a recent
study (Kyei et al. 2025) we offer a comprehensive look at how spousal age differences at first
marriage have evolved across 34 countries in the region over the past four decades. The
findings? Change is happening, but it is modest and uneven, and intertwined with broader
social transformations.

Why spousal age differences matter

Spousal age gaps are more than just numbers. Age differences in marriage reflect power
dynamics, social expectations, and economic realities. In many societies, particularly in sub-
Saharan Africa, it has long been customary for men to marry significantly younger women
(Casterline et al., 1986; Carmichael, 2011; Feng and Ren, 2021). This pattern is often
reinforced by social and economic structures that favour youthful brides (South, 1991; Zeng
and Liao, 2021).

Large age gaps can also have consequences. Research has linked larger spousal age
differences to reduced female autonomy (Casterline et al., 1986; Carmichael, 2011) and lower
contraceptive use (Barbieri, Hertrich and Grieve, 2005; Ibisomi, 2014). Therefore, narrowing
these spousal age gaps is not just a demographic curiosity; it is a potential marker of
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progress toward gender equity and healthier relationships.
Scope and methodology

Our study analysed data from 144 nationally representative surveys, 106 Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS), and 38 Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) conducted between
1980 and 2020 (Kyei et al. 2025). The sample included over 920,000 currently married women
in their first union across 34 sub-Saharan African countries.

Using linear regression models and five-year marriage cohorts, the analysis examined how
spousal age differences have changed over time and what factors have driven those changes.
The drivers examined were women'’s age at first marriage, educational attainment, religion,
type of residence, and whether the marriage was monogamous or polygamous.

Key findings: a slow but steady shift

A first point is that the spousal age gap is larger on average in West Africa countries (up to
12.9 years) and smaller in Eastern and Southern Africa (as small as 4.5 years). And women
with more schooling have a smaller spousal age gap.

The average spousal age difference at first marriage declined from 9.3 years in the early
1980s to 7.3 years in the late 2010s: a reduction of two years over four decades, with a
statistically significant shift.
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Figure 1: Change in spousal age difference by marriage cohort and country

Change from earliest to Earliest marriage Latest marriage
Country latest marriage cohort cohort cohort
1 Sierra Leone -3.6 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
2 Benin -3.0 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
3 Kenya 26 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
‘. Senegal -26 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
5 Gambia -23 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
& Comoros 22 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
7 Ghana -22 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
8 Guinea 21 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
—
] Malawi -20 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
—
0 Total -20 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
n Cameroon -19 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
12 Zambia 18 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
13 Uganda -1.8 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
14 Ethiopia -1.7 1980 - 1984 2010- 2014
—
% Mali -1.7 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
—
® Burkina Faso -1.7 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
17 Migeria “17 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
1 Mozambigue 1.6 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
1w  Togo -1.5 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
0 Zimbabwe -13 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
—
n  Cotedivoire -13 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
2 Liberia 11 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
23 Tanzania -1.0 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
4 Mauritania 09 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
5 Lesotho -09 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
2% Mamibia -0.8 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
27 Rwanda -08 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
®  Gabon 08 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
29 South Africa -0.7 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
®  Chad 0.7 — 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
n Guinea-Bissau -06 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
—
12 Niger -0 . 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
13 Madagascar 01 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
M DRC 03 . 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019
5 Burundi 0.6 1980 - 1984 2015- 2019

Source: Kyei et al. (2025).

The age at first marriage is rising for both men and women. Women'’s average age at first
marriage increased from 16.5 to 20.7 years between women marrying in 1980-84 and those
marrying in 2014-2019. Men’s age at marriage also rose, but by a smaller amount (from 25.7
to 28.0 years). The fact that the women’s age at marriage rose more than men’s explains the
narrowing of the spousal age gap, and suggests that that the process is partly driven by the
rising age at first marriage and increasing educational attainment among women. As girls stay
in school longer and delay marriage, they are more likely to marry partners closer to their own
age, often met through school or work rather than arranged by family.
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Figure 2: Coefficients on marriage cohorts for regression predicting spousal age difference

W Model without age at first marriage and education [l Model 2 with age at first marriage and education

1985-1989 1990-1994 1995-1999 2000-2004 2005-2009 2010-2014 2014-2019

Note: All coefficients presented are statistically significant

Source: Kyei et al. (2025).

Despite these positive trends, the overall reduction in spousal age differences remains modest.
Why? Because men’s age at marriage is also rising, often in tandem with women’s. Economic
pressures, such as the need to accumulate resources for bridewealth, may also delay marriage
for men as well. Additionally, cultural preferences for younger wives remain strong in these
societies, especially where high fertility is still valued.

Final thoughts

The narrowing of spousal age differences at first marriage in sub-Saharan Africa is
progressing slowly, unevenly, but unmistakably. This decline is likely reflective of broader
shifts in age at first marriage, education, and marriage markets.

These findings have important implications for policymakers, educators, and advocates
working to promote gender equality and reproductive health in sub-Saharan Africa. These
include continued investments in female education to delay marriage and narrow age gaps;
promoting efforts to shift social expectations around ideal spousal age differences through
media, community engagement, and religious leaders to help accelerate change, and
supporting women’s autonomy through programmes that enhance women’s decision-making
power in relationships.
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