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In this learning product, as part of the Comparative Learning Series, we explore the social 
sanctions that families face or expect to face when they deviate from the social norm of 
marrying off their daughters at a young age. Social sanctions and benefits are the means by 
which socially approved standards are enforced: actions aligned with social norms are re-
warded through social benefits, while social sanctions are triggered by failure to conform.
 
We weave together data from three studies, conducted by Oxfam and partners in the past four 
years as part of the MNCP project in Pakistan, which explored social sanctions when marriage 
is delayed. Generally, the studies found that these sanctions fall into two categories: damage 
to family honour, and gossip among the community. 

The three studies are:1 

•	 A midline study conducted in 2018 analysing six outcomes from the 
MNCP project, including social norms around child marriage: 2,000 
respondents included 1,000 heads of households, both male and 
female, and 1,000 girls aged 11-24 who may have been at risk of or 
affected by child marriage. 

•	 A 2018 qualitative study2 on decision-making processes and social 
norms around early marriage in Sindh and Punjab: 40 in-depth inter-
viewees included fathers, mothers, and married boys and girls aged 
16-25. 

•	 A 2020 qualitative study3 exploring cases of positive deviance from 
the norm of early marriage in Sindh and Punjab: 48 in-depth interview-
ees included the father, mother and unmarried daughter (aged 15-17) 
from eight families and their selected reference persons.

All studies were conducted in collaboration with representatives of partner organizations 
Bedari, the Indus Resource Centre (IRC) and Baanhn Beli. They participated in reflection work-
shops to collectively formulate learnings, recommendations and programmatic responses, 
along with respondents from the districts of Larkana and Shikarpur in Sindh and Muzaffargarh 
and Lodhran in Punjab.

http://bedari.org.pk/
https://irc-pakistan.org/
http://baanhnbeli.org.pk/


Damage to family honour

As mentioned in previous learning products, the concept of family honour is central to the 
decision to marry off girls. The behaviour and reputation of family members – including girls 
– affects how the family perceives itself and is perceived by others in the community. Deviat-
ing from social norms around family honour can cause social sanctions, and damage to family 
honour – resulting in a changed status in the community – is also a social sanction in itself. 

In the midline study, 16% of respondents saw damage to family honour as a possible conse-
quence of delaying marriage. The social norms research found three drivers of early marriage 
linked to family honour. 

First, many respondents noted that unmarried ‘mature’ 
girls are seen as promiscuous; maturity relates not to 
a specific age, but for example whether a girl has had 
her first menstruation, or can help in the household and 
read the Quran. Parents are afraid that their unmarried 
daughters will fall in love, have an affair or elope, dam-
aging family honour. To prevent this, parents marry off 
a girl as soon as she is considered mature enough. 

Second, there is a cultural and religious belief that it is a 
sin to keep menstruating girls at home, so not marrying 
off a menstruating girl is seen as damaging family hon-
our. As one respondent phrased it: ‘The number of days 
a girl who is menstruating is at home, her blood is on her 
parents’ heads. It is a bleeding – a shame over parents.’

Third, respondents noted that it is seen as the parents’ social and religious duty to make sure 
that daughters are married at some point. Both parents and girls can be afraid that if they 
refuse a proposal, they will not get any others. The parents would be seen as having failed in 
their duty towards their daughter, bringing shame to the family. 
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Gossip
The social sanction most often expected was gossiping by members of the community, men-
tioned by 48% of respondents in the midline study. Gossip is one of the ways in which fami-
lies can experience their family honour being damaged: community members saying negative 
things, such as that a girl’s father is weak, lazy or a coward; spreading rumours about a girl 
having affairs; or speculating on reasons for a girl being unmarried, such as the family having 
received no proposal, or the parents wanting to keep the daughter for themselves.

While most respondents said they do not care what others say, some girls reported feeling 
down because of comments they received, or being kept at home by their parents so as to not 
provoke more gossip. Some parents reported feeling stressed and angry, and experienced



strain in their relationships with community members and relatives who favour child marriage. 

Respondents to our studies reported that in their experience social sanctions were largely lim-
ited to gossip and usually do not extend to more active interventions such as physical violence. 
Nonetheless, physical violence does happen to girls in Pakistan.4

According to heads of household surveyed for the midline survey, the father (54%) is most af-
fected by social sanctions, followed by the entire family (37%) and the mother (4%). In Punjab, 
most men answered that the father as most affected while most women answered the entire 
household. In Sindh, both men and women indicated the father as most affected, followed by 
the entire household.

The respondents did not focus on the consequences for girls, though in the positive deviance 
study girls described being teased or harassed by neighbours for not yet being married. Pro-
gram workers in Pakistan reflected that fathers and daughters experience social sanctions 
differently: fathers focus on damage to their honour or reputation, while the consequences for 
girls include more restrictions from their families such as not being allowed to go out. 
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Who is affected
by social sanctions

conclusions and 
programmatic learnings

Three learnings can be used to inform future programmatic interventions:

1.	 Focus on trying to shift social norms away from seeing unmarried girls are damaging 
family honour, and towards seeing educated or employed girls as benefiting family 
honour. 

2.	 Empower girls and families to learn how to deal with negative comments, and sensi-
tize community members on the negative effects of gossip on parents and girls.

3.	 Build the confidence of families to make their own decisions on delaying marriage, 
given that the risks will most likely not extend to physical harm.

1 This series of learning products also included a 2016 baseline study, but it did not address social sanctions. 
2 A link to this report can be found here. 
3 A link to this report can be found here. 
4 See for example: Country Policy and Information Note Pakistan: Women fearing gender-based violence

https://policy-practice.oxfam.org.uk/publications/marriage-decision-making-a-family-affair-insight-into-marriage-decision-making-620535
https://oxfam.app.box.com/s/87zy7offv8t00hah4ztfkpoevdsjz74w
https://www.justice.gov/eoir/page/file/1250691/download


PAGE 4

© Oxfam Novib
© Photo credits: Khaula Jamil/Oxfam Novib

This document was written by: Karen van Zaal & Lisanne Hekman 

For more information, or to comment on this learning paper, email karen.van.zaal@
oxfamnovib.nl 

This  publication  is  copyright  but  the  text  may be  used  free  of  charge  for  the  
purposes  of  advocacy, campaigning, education, and research, provided that the 
source is acknowledged in full. The copyright holder requests that all such use be 
registered with them for impact assessment purposes. For copying in  any  other  
circumstances,  or  for  re-use  in  other  publications,  or  for  translation  or  ad-
aptation, permission must be secured and a fee may be charged. The information 
in this publication is correct at the time of publication.


