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Intimate partner violence against adolescent girls: regional 
and national prevalence estimates and associated country-
level factors
LynnMarie Sardinha, Ilknur Yüksel-Kaptanoğlu, Mathieu Maheu-Giroux, Claudia García-Moreno

Summary
Background Intimate partner violence is a serious public health problem and negatively affects short-term and 
long-term health, development, and wellbeing of adolescent girls. Global estimates from WHO have shown that 
adolescent girls aged 15–19 years experience high rates of intimate partner violence. We aimed to estimate the lifetime 
and past-year prevalence and patterns of physical or sexual intimate partner violence against adolescent girls by male 
partners across 161 countries and areas, and to examine the country-level factors, including the prevalence of child 
marriage, associated with the lifetime and past-year prevalence of intimate partner violence in this age group.

Methods These analyses used the 2018 global, regional, and country estimates on intimate partner violence published 
by WHO and economic, social, and political metadata from subject-specific databases. Drawing on data from the 
WHO Global Database on Prevalence of Violence Against Women, we used hierarchical Bayesian modelling 
techniques to estimate lifetime and past-year prevalence of physical or sexual (or both) intimate partner violence 
against adolescent girls aged 15–19 years by country. Linear regression methods were used to examine contextual 
social, economic, and political factors associated with intimate partner violence against adolescent girls in the 
101 countries (lifetime prevalence) and 105 countries (past-year prevalence) for which these metadata were available.

Findings The estimated global prevalence of physical or sexual intimate partner violence against ever-partnered 
adolescent girls aged 15–19 years was 24% (95% uncertainty interval 21–28) in their lifetime and 16% (14–19) in the 
past year. Prevalence varied greatly across countries and regions, with lifetime prevalence ranging from 6% (3–11) in 
Georgia to 49% (35–64) in Papua New Guinea. Overall, the prevalence of both lifetime (154 countries) and past-year 
(157 countries) intimate partner violence against adolescent girls was higher in low-income and lower-middle-income 
countries and regions than in high-income countries and regions. Countries with higher rates of female secondary 
school enrolment and those with inheritance laws that are more gender-equal had lower prevalence of intimate 
partner violence against adolescent girls. Lower-income countries and societies with a high prevalence of child 
marriage had higher prevalence of physical or sexual intimate partner violence against adolescent girls.

Interpretation Our findings highlight the widespread prevalence of intimate partner violence against adolescent girls 
across the globe and its relationship with country-level contextual factors. They emphasise the need for promoting 
and ensuring policies and programmes that increase and ensure gender equality. Countries should strive to provide 
secondary education for all girls, ensure equal property rights for women, eliminate discriminatory gender norms, 
and address harmful practices such as child marriage.
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Introduction
Intimate partner violence is a serious public health and 
human rights problem endemic to all countries. More 
than 27% of ever-partnered women aged 15–49 years have 
been subjected to physical or sexual (or both) violence by 

an intimate partner at least once in their lifetime, and 
13% have experienced this violence in the past year.1 
Intimate partner violence starts early in the life of women 
and girls—almost one in four adolescent girls aged 
15–19 years who have been partnered have already been 
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subjected to physical or sexual violence by an intimate 
partner at least once in their lives, and 16% have had such 
experiences within the past year.1–3 This violence can have 
substantial and long-lasting effects on their physical 
and mental health, education, employment, and future 
relationships.4–6

Prevention of intimate partner violence is urgent, given 
its serious effects on the lives of women, girls, and their 
families, and on societies. Understanding the national and 
regional patterns in the prevalence of intimate partner 
violence against adolescents and the factors that perpetuate 
this violence, or factors that help to reduce it, is important 
in informing evidence-based prevention and response 
policies and programming. Most studies on intimate 
partner violence against adolescent girls have focused on 
individual and household-level factors, including marital 
or partnership status, household poverty, material 
deprivation, women’s and their partner’s educational level, 
and employment status.7,8 Some of these studies found 
that girls and women who were married as children 
(ie, marriage or cohabitation before age 18 years) had 
a significantly increased risk of being subjected to intimate 
partner violence.9,10 Empirical evidence and well established 
theoretical frameworks—including the ecological model,11 
the Hagemann-White model,12 and theories on social 

norms and discriminatory social institutions13,14—highlight 
the important role of macro social, economic, and political 
factors on the prevalence of intimate partner violence and 
violence against women more broadly. However, there 
remains little cross-national evidence on how and whether 
these ecological factors, including child marriage, gender-
inequitable legislation, and women’s restricted access to 
education and the labour force, are associated with 
intimate partner violence against adolescent girls.

Eliminating all forms of violence against women and 
girls, including intimate partner violence and sexual 
violence, as well as harmful practices such as child 
marriage are targets of the Sustainable Development 
Goal 5 on achieving gender equality and women’s 
empowerment by 2030.15 Preventing child and forced 
marriages and violence against women are also two of 
the three Zero Commitments of the International 
Conference on Population and Development+25 Nairobi 
Summit in 2019, 25 years after the 1994 International 
Conference on Population and Development in Cairo.16 
Despite these issues being recognised as global priorities, 
intimate partner violence against adolescent girls and 
child marriage are still prevalent, with 19% of women 
aged 20–24 years globally having married before their 
18th birthday.17,18 

Research in context

Evidence before this study
WHO published its first global and regional estimates on the 
prevalence of physical or sexual (or both) intimate partner 
violence and non-partner sexual violence against women in 
2013, and the 2018 update was the first such prevalence 
estimates during the Sustainable Development Goal era 
(2015–30).  The 2018 estimates showed that globally 27% of 
ever-partnered women aged 15–49 years had experienced 
physical or sexual intimate partner violence in their lifetime and 
13% reported experiencing this violence in the year preceding 
the survey. Globally, 24% of adolescent girls aged 15–19 years 
who are or have been partnered have been subjected to 
intimate partner violence at least once in their lifetime and 16% 
in the past year. Although there is a growing recognition of the 
association of intimate partner violence with country-level 
contextual factors—such as women and girls’ access to 
education and employment, discriminatory family, inheritance, 
and domestic violence laws, harmful practices, and unequal 
gender norms—there remains a large gap in understanding 
how these contextual factors could be different for adolescent 
girls. We searched PubMed for nationally or subnationally 
representative population-based studies (cross-sectional or 
cohort studies) from inception to April 20, 2024, using the 
terms: (girls OR adolescent OR young) AND women AND 
(“intimate partner violence” OR “domestic violence” 
OR “violence against women” GBV OR IPV) AND (correlate* 
OR predictor* OR ecological), with no language restrictions. 
We found no previous national and regional estimates on 

intimate partner violence against adolescent girls aged 
15–19 years that were internationally comparable, and 
spanning all global regions.

Added value of this study
This study, to our knowledge, presents the first internationally 
comparable national estimates on lifetime and past-year 
prevalence of physical or sexual intimate partner violence 
against adolescent girls aged 15–19 years in 161 countries 
across all global regions. We also identified the country-level 
social, economic, and political factors that are associated with 
intimate partner violence against adolescent girls, revealing 
a positive association with child marriage and negative 
associations with female secondary education enrolment and 
rights to property ownership. These findings are useful in 
establishing the magnitude of violence by male intimate 
partners against adolescent girls and in identifying important 
contextual factors to inform effective prevention and early 
intervention policies and programming. 

Implications of all the available evidence
Intimate partner violence against adolescent girls is a serious 
public health concern globally and across all countries and 
regions. At the same time, there is a dearth of data to inform 
policies and programmes that address such violence. No country 
will meet the Sustainable Development Goal target of eliminating 
violence against women and girls by 2030, and urgent action is 
needed to promote and implement sustainable policies and 
programmes that increase and ensure gender equality.
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We aimed to present regional and national lifetime and 
past-year prevalence estimates of physical or sexual 
violence by male intimate partners against adolescent 
girls (aged 15–19 years) across 161 countries and areas. We 
also aimed to examine the association of country-level 
economic, social, and political factors, including the 
prevalence of child marriage, with the lifetime prevalence 
of intimate partner violence in 101 countries and past-year 
prevalence of intimate partner violence in 105 countries.

Methods
Data sources
We used data from the WHO’s Global Database on 
Prevalence of Violence Against Women. This database was 
developed based on a comprehensive systematic review of 
population-based surveys and studies conducted between 
Jan 1, 2000, and Dec 31, 2018, data from National Statistical 
Office web sites, data repositories, and country consult-
ations with 194 countries. All nationally or subnationally 
representative surveys that used acts-based measures of 
intimate partner violence were included. Acts-based 
measures enhance disclosure and refer to questions on 
whether specific acts (eg, kicking, hitting with a fist, and 
being physically forced to have sexual intercourse) 
occurred (appendix p 1). Details on the search strategy and 
inclusion criteria can be found in the protocol.19 The 
Bayesian methods used to produce comparable prevalence 
estimates of physical or sexual intimate partner violence 
have also been published elsewhere.20 Survey comparability 
was achieved through covariate modelling of adjustment 
factors. Age and time trends were modelled using flexible 
splines functions. Non-informative priors were used. The 
model was validated using both in-sample comparisons 
and out-of-sample predictions.20

Country-level data for the selected contextual variables 
drew on specialised topic-specific metadatabases and 
metadata repositories. The country-level social, economic, 
and political factors included and their data sources are 
thematically summarised in the appendix (p 2). All data 
were standardised and were harmonised where needed to 
ensure international comparability.

Ethical approval was not required as this is a secondary 
data analysis of publicly available data.

Outcome and explanatory variables
The outcome variables of this study were the lifetime and 
past-year national prevalence of physical or sexual (or 
both) intimate partner violence among adolescent girls 
who are or have been partnered in 2018. Marriage and 
informal partnerships (ie, cohabitation or other intimate 
relation ships), including both current or former 
husbands and cohabitating and non-cohabitating male 
partners, were included. Adolescents are exposed to 
various types of violence from their intimate partners, 
including physical, sexual, psychological, and economic 
violence, and stalking. However, only physical and sexual 
violence by male intimate partners was estimated, as 

there is greater consensus on and standardised measures 
of these two forms of violence, making cross-national 
comparisons more valid.1

The social, economic, and political country-level 
explanatory factors included in the analyses were selected 
based on existing conceptual frameworks linking 
individual or country-level factors to violence against 
women (appendix pp 2–3).6,11–14 Child marriage was also 
included as a harmful practice, given its negative effects 
on adolescent girls’ education, health, and participation 
in social and economic life, and that it is a violation of 
their fundamental rights.4,10,16–18,21 Both civil and religious 
marriages or unions in which one of the parties is 
younger than 18 years are recognised as child marriage.22–24 
Although early marriage and child marriage are 
sometimes used interchangeably, we use the term child 
marriage as it has a cutoff of age 18 years, which is the 
globally recognised cutoff for childhood and is cross-
nationally measurable and comparable.23–25

These selected contextual variables draw on subject-
specific metadatabases and were chosen based on the 
quality, completeness, and cross-national comparability 
of data. Hence, for example, race and ethnicity data were 
not included, as they are not available in many studies 
nor comparable across countries. As this study is based 
on the 2018 intimate partner violence prevalence 
estimates, 2018 country-level data on the associated 
factors were used. In the few cases for which data was 
unavailable for 2018, data from the closest year preceding 
it were included. The full list of variables considered and 
included are summarised in the appendix (pp 2–3).

Statistical analysis
WHO country-specific and age-specific intimate partner 
violence prevalence estimates and 95% uncertainty 
intervals (UIs) were produced using five-level Bayesian 
hierarchical models. The detailed estimation methods 
and analyses have been described elsewhere.20 85% of 
the studies for lifetime prevalence and 88% for past-year 
prevalence of intimate partner violence were nationally 
representative. Surveys representative at a subnational 
level were included to maximise geographical coverage, 
but these were given less weight than nationally 
representative ones. Country-level 5-year and 10-year 
age-disaggregated prevalence estimates were produced 
for all countries that had at least one population-based 
survey conducted between 2000 and 2018 that measured 
physical or sexual intimate partner violence using acts-
based measures. Estimates for lifetime prevalence were 
produced for 154 countries and areas, and past-year 
prevalence for 157 countries and areas. Regional 
prevalence estimates were constructed using the Global 
Burden of Diseases, Injuries, and Risk Factors Study 
regional classifications.26

Analyses examining the bivariate and multivariable 
contextual-level factors associated with intimate partner 
violence were restricted to countries with available 

See Online for appendix

For more on the global 
prevalence database, 
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underpinning the estimates see 
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national-level data on the prevalence of child marriage 
(101 countries for lifetime and 105 countries for past-year 
intimate partner violence). All variables were standardised. 
Missing data analysis and collinearity diagnostics were 
conducted before the analyses. Bivariate analyses using 
Pearson’s r and Spearman’s rank correlation were done to 
examine the correlation between each of these country-
level variables and the prevalence of lifetime and past-year 
intimate partner violence. Linear regression models were 
then used to explore how each of the country-level 
economic, educational, social, and political indicators 
(including child marriage), and the proportion of women 
in secondary education and higher education, were 
associated with the prevalence of lifetime and past-year 
intimate partner violence after controlling for other 
variables in the model. Given that the proportion of 
women in secondary education, prevalence of child 
marriage, and country income groupings are highly 
correlated, these were included in the models using 

stepwise linear regression. Sons’ and daughters’ equal 
rights to inherit assets from their parents, prohibition of 
discrimination in employment based on gender, domestic 
violence-related protection orders, tertiary education, 
primary education, and gross domestic product per capita 
were excluded from the multivariable models based on 
multicollinearity diagnostics. Two variables (the Gini 
index and equal access to justice for women) were omitted 
because they had more than 10% of missing values. 
95% CIs were calculated for all coefficients. All analyses 
were conducted using SPSS (version 23), STATA 
(version 16), and R packages.

Role of the funding source
The funders of the study had no role in the study design, 
data collection, data analysis, data interpretation, or 
writing of the manuscript.

Results
The estimated prevalence of physical or sexual (or both) 
intimate partner violence among ever-partnered adoles-
cent girls aged 15–19 years was 24% (95% UI 21–28) in 
their lifetime and 16% (14–19) in the past year, with wide 
variations across regions and countries (table 1; see 
appendix pp 4–8 for country estimates). The lifetime 
prevalence was highest in Oceania (47%, 95% UI 35–59), 
followed by central sub-Saharan Africa (40%, 29–52), 
eastern sub-Saharan Africa (31%, 25–38), and south 
Asia (29%, 21–38%; table 1). The prevalence was higher 
than the global average in Andean Latin America and 
southern sub-Saharan Africa, and similar to the global 
average in north Africa and the Middle East. The 
three regions with the lowest estimated prevalence of 
lifetime intimate partner violence among adolescent 
girls were central Europe, central Asia, and eastern 
Europe (table 1). However, even in these low-prevalence 
regions, on average, around one in ten girls aged 
15–19 years were affected by this violence.

The highest prevalence of past-year physical or 
sexual intimate partner violence among ever-partnered 
adolescent girls aged 15–19 years was in central sub-
Saharan Africa (34%, 95% UI 24–46), Oceania (33%, 
23–46), eastern sub-Saharan Africa (24%, 19–30%), and 
south Asia (21%, 14–29; table 1). Regions with mostly 
high-income countries had the lowest estimated 
prevalence of past-year intimate partner violence among 
ever-partnered adolescent girls aged 15–19 years.

Prevalence of intimate partner violence against 
adolescent girls varies widely across countries, ranging 
from 6% to 49% in the lifetime and from 3% to 37% in the 
past year (appendix pp 4–8). Almost one in two ever-
partnered adolescent girls in Papua New Guinea (49%, 
95% UI 35–64), Kiribati (48%, 32–66), Solomon Islands 
(46%, 30–64), Fiji (46%, 30–63), and Vanuatu (46%, 30–63) 
have been subjected to physical or sexual violence by 
a husband or other intimate partner at least once in their 
lives (figure). Equatorial Guinea (43%, 28–60), Democratic 

Lifetime intimate 
partner violence 
prevalence 
(95% UI)

Past-year intimate 
partner violence 
prevalence 
(95% UI)

Central Europe, eastern Europe, and central Asia 

Central Asia 11% (7–16) 7% (4–10)

Central Europe 10% (7–13) 4% (3–6)

Eastern Europe 13% (8–22) 6% (4–12)

High-income 

Asia–Pacific 16% (9–27) 7% (4–14)

Australasia 18% (12–26) 6% (4–9)

Western Europe 18% (13–24) 6% (4–9)

Southern Latin America 18% (11–27) 7% (4–12)

North America 19% (10–32) 11% (7–17)

Latin America and Caribbean 

Caribbean 21% (16–27) 14% (10–18)

Andean Latin America 28% (22–35) 17% (13–22)

Central Latin America 17% (13–22) 10% (7–14)

Tropical Latin America 17% (11–27) 10% (6–15)

North Africa and Middle East 24% (18–32) 16% (12–22)

South Asia 29% (21–38) 21% (14–29)

Southeast Asia, east Asia, and Oceania

East Asia 17% (9–29) 11% (5–23)

Southeast Asia 21% (14–31) 13% (8–21)

Oceania 47% (35–59) 33% (23–46)

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Central sub-Saharan Africa 40% (29–52) 34% (24–46)

Eastern sub-Saharan Africa 31% (25–38) 24% (19–30)

Southern sub-Saharan Africa 25% (18–35) 18% (12–26)

Western sub-Saharan Africa 21% (17–27) 14% (11–18)

World 24% (21–28) 16% (14–19)

UI=uncertainty interval.  

Table 1: Prevalence estimates of lifetime and past-year physical or sexual  
(or both) intimate partner violence among ever-married and partnered 
adolescent girls aged 15–19 years, by Global Burden of Disease region, 
2018
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Republic of Congo (42%, 29–56), Bangladesh (41%, 29–54), 
Gabon (40%, UI 26–57), and Nauru (40%, 25–57) had 
similarly high lifetime prevalence of intimate partner 
violence (figure). The prevalence was higher than the 
global median in 48 countries, with a quarter or more 
adolescent girls in these countries having been subjected 
to this violence from an intimate partner before the age of 
20 years. 26 countries had past-year prevalence estimates 
of 25% or higher, with estimates exceeding 30% in seven 
of these countries, mainly in sub-Saharan Africa and 

Oceania. Overall, countries with lower prevalence 
estimates were in Europe and other high-income regions; 
15 European countries had a prevalence in the lowest 
median range of 0–4%.

The median prevalence of physical or sexual intimate 
partner violence against adolescent girls in the past year 
was higher than the average prevalence for women aged 
15–49 years in most regions, except those with lower 
intimate partner violence prevalence overall (central 
Asia, central Europe, and eastern Europe; appendix p 9).

Figure: Prevalence estimates of (A) lifetime and (B) past-year physical or sexual (or both) intimate partner violence among ever-married or partnered adolescent girls aged 15–19 years, by 
country, 2018
The full list of country prevalence estimates is shown in the appendix pp 4–8. Note: The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of WHO concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted 
and dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.

≥40%
35–39%
25–34%
20–24%
15–19%
6–14%
No data available
Not applicable

Median prevalence

A

B

≥25%
20–24%
15–19%
10–14%
5–9%
0–4%
No data available
Not applicable

Median prevalence
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Bivariate associations of country-level correlates 
indicated that a higher proportion of female tertiary and 
secondary school enrolment, gross domestic product per 
capita, access to justice for women, the existence of equal 
property rights for women, and protection orders within 
domestic violence law were correlated with lower 
prevalence of lifetime and past-year physical or sexual 
intimate partner violence against ever-partnered 
adolescent girls aged 15–19 years (table 2, table 3). 
A higher prevalence of child marriage was associated 
with a higher prevalence of both lifetime and past-year 
intimate partner violence against adolescent girls. 
Country-level educational factors, particularly the 
pro portion of women enrolled in secondary and tertiary 
education, had the strongest association with national 

prevalence of both lifetime and past-year physical or 
sexual intimate partner violence.

Education, national income, access to justice for 
women, and existence of protection orders had 
a stronger association with past-year intimate partner 
violence prevalence than with lifetime prevalence at 
the country level. Conversely, child marriage have 
a slightly higher correlation with lifetime prevalence 
than with past-year prevalence. Political factors related 
to women’s share of seats in national parliaments and 
at the ministerial level had a weak negative association 
with both lifetime and past-year prevalence of intimate 
partner violence.

Table 2 and table 3 also present the multivariable 
linear regression analyses that examined which of the 

Bivariate associations Multivariable linear regression

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Educational and employment factors

Proportion of women enrolled in secondary education –0·45 (–0·64 to –0·25) ·· –0·30 (–0·58 to 0·03) –0·33 (–0·68 to 0·03)

Proportion of women enrolled in tertiary education –0·47 (–0·66 to –0·27) ·· ·· ··

Proportion of women enrolled in primary education 0·08 (–0·13 to 0·28) ·· ·· ··

Labour force participation of women 0·14 (–0·01 to 0·04) 0·09 (–0·10 to 0·26) 0·04 (–0·15 to 0·23) 0·04 (–0·16 to 0·23)

Economic factors

World Bank Income groups (ref: low income) –0·26 (–0·59 to –0·09) ·· ·· ··

Lower-middle income ·· ·· ·· 0·10 (–0·25 to 0·44)

Upper-middle income ·· ·· ·· 0·01 (–0·40 to 0·42)

High-income ·· ·· ·· 0·16 (–0·24 to 1·05)

Gross domestic product per capita –0·30 (–0·49 to –0·11) ·· ·· ··

Gini index –0·17 (–0·04 to 0·38) ·· ·· ··

Political factors 

Proportion of seats held by women in national 
parliaments

–0·11 (–0·31 to 0·09) –0·01 (–0·23 to 0·22) –0·01 (–0·25 to 0·22) 0·01 (–0·23 to 0·25)

Proportion of women in ministerial level positions –0·11 (–0·31 to 0·10) –0·09 (–0·31 to 0·13) –0·06 (–0·29 to 0·18) –0·08 (–0·32 to 0·16)

Access to justice for women –0·27 (–0·62 to –0·08) ·· ·· ··

Women’s economic rights 

Equal ownership rights to immovable property for men 
and women 

–0·36 (–0·54 to –0·17) –0·31 (–0·52 to –0·11) –0·27 (–0·49 to –0·05) –0·27 (–0·50 to –0·04)

Sons and daughters have equal rights to inherit assets –0·13 (–0·34 to 0·01) ·· ·· ··

Prohibition of gender-based discrimination in 
employment

–0·19 (–0·39 to 0·01) ·· ·· ··

Legislative factors

Criminal penalties for domestic violence –0·01 (–0·22 to 0·19) 0·15 (–0·08 to 0·38) 0·13 (–0·11 to 0·37) 0·13 (–0·11 to 0·37)

Criminalisation of marital rape –0·09 (–0·29 to 0·11) –0·08 (–0·31 to 0·15) 0·01 (–0·25 to 0·26) 0·03 (–0·23 to 0·28)

Domestic violence-related protection orders –0·24 (–0·43 to –0·04) ·· ·· ··

Harmful practices 

Prevalence of child marriage 0·33 (0·15 to 0·52) 0·27 (0·07 to 0·47) 0·11 (–0·15 to 0·36) 0·12 (–0·15 to 0·39)

Adjusted R2 ·· 0·17 0·20 0·20

Data are coefficient (95% CI)—a negative coefficient indicates that an increase in the value of the explanatory variable is associated with a decrease in the value of the 
outcome variable and vice versa; a positive coefficient indicates that an increase in the value of the explanatory variable is associated with an increase in the value of the 
outcome variable, and vice versa. The individual models contained the variables for which the estimates in each respective model column are shown. Sons’ and daughters’ 
equal rights to inherit assets, prohibition of discrimination in employment based on gender, domestic violence-related protection orders, tertiary education,  primary 
education, and gross domestic product per capita were excluded from the model based on multicollinearity diagnostics. Two variables (the Gini index and equal access to 
justice for women variables) were omitted because they had more than 10% of missing values. 

Table 2: Country-level correlates of lifetime prevalence of physical or sexual (or both) intimate partner violence against ever-partnered adolescent girls 
aged 15–19 years, bivariate associations and multivariable linear regression
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nine country-level factors were significantly associated 
with the prevalence of intimate partner violence against 
adolescent girls after accounting for other factors. Similar 
contextual factors were associated with the prevalence of 
both lifetime and past-year intimate partner violence. 
Model 1 (lifetime) and Model 4 (past-year) indicated that 
countries with a higher prevalence of child marriage 
(eg, sub-Saharan Africa, south Asia, and Latin America 
and the Caribbean) were also more likely to have higher 
lifetime and past-year prevalence of intimate partner 
violence against adolescent girls. There was strong 
evidence that the variable included in the model to 
represent women’s economic rights, equal property 
rights for women and men, was associated with lower 

lifetime and past-year prevalence of intimate partner 
violence against adolescent girls in all six models. Of all 
the educational and employment, economic, political, 
and legislative factors considered, the proportion of 
female enrolment in secondary education in a country 
had the strongest association with both lifetime and past-
year prevalence of intimate partner violence against 
adolescent girls (Models 2, 5 and 6). The addition of this 
educational variable in the model greatly reduced the 
coefficients of child marriage.

Discussion
We found a wide variation in the lifetime and past-year 
prevalence of physical or sexual intimate partner violence 

Bivariate associations Multivariable linear regression

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Educational and employment factors

Proportion of women in secondary education –0·49 (–0·65 to –0·30) ·· –0·43 (–0·67 to –0·15) –0·44 (–0·75 to –0·01)

Proportion of women in tertiary education –0.51 (–66 to –0·31) ·· ·· ··

Proportion of women in primary education 0·06 (–0·14 to 0·24) ·· ·· ··

Labour force participation of women 0·13 (–0·01 to 0·04) 0·12 (–0·07 to 0·29) 0·06 (–0·13 to 0·23) 0·07 (–0·13 to 0·24)

Economic factors

World Bank Income groups (ref: low income) –0·30 (–0·59 to –0·20) ·· ·· ··

Lower-middle income ·· ·· ·· 0·20 (-0·12 to 0·47)

Upper-middle income ·· ·· ·· 0·05 (–0·31 to 0·39)

High-income ·· ·· ·· 0·10 (–0·33 to 0·85)

Gross domestic product per capita –0·34 (–0·47 to –0·13) ·· ·· ··

Gini index 0·18 (–0·03 to 0·37) ·· ·· ··

Political factors 

Proportion of seats held by women in national 
parliaments

–0·11 (–0·30 to 0·08) –0·04 (–0·25 to 0·18) –0·05 (–0·26 to 0·17) –0·03 (–0·25 to 0·19)

Proportion of women in ministerial level positions –0·10 (–0·28 to 0·10) –0·05 (–0·26 to 0·17) –0·01 (–0·22 to 0·21) 0·01 (–0·22 to 0·23)

Access to justice for women –0·32 (–0·62 to –0·14) ·· ·· ··

Women’s economic rights 

Equal ownership rights to immovable property for 
men and women

–0·36 (–0·51 to –0·17) –0·30 (–0·48 to –0·08) –0·24 (–0·43 to –0·03) –0·23 (–0·43 to –0·01)

Sons and daughters have equal rights to inherit 
assets

–0.12 (–0·30 to 0·08) ·· ·· ··

Prohibition of gender-based discrimination in 
employment

–0·13 (–0·32 to 0·06) ·· ·· ··

Legislative factors

Criminal penalties for domestic violence –0·05 (–0·24 to 0·14) 0·15 (–0·07 to 0·37) 0·13 (–0·10 to 0·35) 0·11 (–0·12 to 0·33)

Criminalisation of marital rape –0·16 (–0·34 to 0·04) –0·15 (–0·37 to 0·08) -0·03 (–0·26 to 0·21) –0·01 (–0·24 to 0·24)

Domestic violence-related protection orders –0·27 (–0·44 to 0·08) ·· ·· ··

Harmful practices 

Prevalence of child marriage 0·30 (0·10 to 0·43) 0·21 (–0·01 to 0·36) –0·03 (–0·25 to 0·20) 0·01 (–0·23 to 0·24)

Adjusted R2  ·· 0·15 0·23 0·23

Data are coefficient (95% CI)—a negative coefficient indicates that an increase in the value of the explanatory variable is associated with a decrease in the value of the 
outcome variable and vice versa; a positive coefficient indicates that an increase in the value of the explanatory variable is associated with an increase in the value of the 
outcome variable and vice versa. The individual models contained the variables for which the estimates in each respective model column are shown. Sons’ and daughters’ 
equal rights to inherit assets, prohibition of discrimination in employment based on gender, domestic violence-related protection orders, tertiary education, primary 
education, and gross domestic product per capita were excluded from the model based on multicollinearity diagnostics. Two variables (the Gini index and equal access to 
justice for women variables) were omitted because they had more than 10% of missing values. 

Table 3: Country-level correlates of past-year prevalence of physical or sexual (or both) intimate partner violence against ever-partnered adolescent girls 
aged 15–19 years, bivariate associations and multivariable linear regression
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against adolescent girls across countries and geographical 
regions. Nearly half of ever-partnered adolescent girls 
living in Oceania, central and eastern sub-Saharan 
Africa, and south Asia have been subjected to such 
violence at least once in their lives, and close to one in 
three adolescent girls have such experiences within the 
past 12 months. These findings show that, in many 
regions, adolescent girls could be at high risk of recently 
or currently experiencing physical or sexual violence by 
a husband or other intimate partner. Low-income and 
lower-middle-income countries had the highest lifetime 
and past-year prevalence of intimate partner violence 
against adolescent girls aged 15–19 years. This prevalence 
mirrors the geographical patterns in the prevalence of 
intimate partner violence among ever-partnered women 
aged 15–49 years, indicating that intimate partner 
violence starts early in the lives of women and girls.1–3

These differences between high-income and lower-
income regions are starker in relation to intimate partner 
violence within the past year as compared with the 
lifetime prevalence. The relative differences between 
lifetime and past-year prevalence were smaller in low-
income and middle-income countries and regions.

Our findings highlighted that, in most regions, the 
prevalence of intimate partner violence in the past 
12 months was higher among adolescent girls compared 
with women aged 15–49 years. These findings probably 
reflect the challenges that adolescents could face in 
leaving abusive relationships in resource-constrained 
settings because of societal stigma and lack of resources, 
family support, and knowledge of or access to support 
services.2–4,8–10 Although many women of all ages face 
these challenges, these factors are particularly relevant 
to, and exacerbate the vulnerability of, adolescent girls in 
abusive relationships. The findings can also be explained 
by the rate of partnership formation during those years, 
which is highly variable between countries.17

Adolescence is a crucial developmental phase when 
young people are exploring notions of healthy 
relationships and conflict resolution skills,1,4,27–29 and when 
harmful gender stereotypes are either reinforced or 
challenged.1,4,27–29 The substantial short-term and long-
term problems associated with intimate partner 
violence—such as adolescent pregnancy, unsafe abortion, 
injuries, depression, and anxiety—have been well 
documented. These can also negatively affect educational 
and future employment opportunities.5 The prevalence of 
this violence and its potential effects on the lives of 
adolescent girls emphasise the urgency of evidence-based 
early prevention interventions, strategies, and policies.

Our findings also indicate that contextual social, 
economic, and political factors are associated with the 
prevalence of intimate partner violence. Child marriage 
emerged as an important factor. Although, globally, the 
percentage of marriages before age 18 years among 
women has been gradually decreasing during the past 
decade, child marriage remains widespread in 

sub-Saharan Africa (35%), south Asia (30%), Latin 
America and the Caribbean (24%), the Middle East and 
north Africa (17%), and east and central Asia (12%).17 
These regions also have the highest lifetime and past-year 
prevalence of intimate partner violence. Child marriage—
an important country-level indicator of gender 
inequality—is often underpinned by the same inequitable 
gender norms that perpetuate violence against women 
and girls.4,21,30 The practice of child marriage often co-exists 
with other practices that discriminate against women and 
girls, such as dowry and bride price, which might be an 
additional incentive for poor families with no or little 
access to education to marry off their daughters early.4,21,31 
Child marriage is commonly characterised by spousal age 
gaps (girls married to older men), with power imbalances 
that can increase the likelihood of abuse.10,21 All of these 
factors, in addition to leaving school early, pregnancy, 
being an adolescent mother, and taking on domestic 
responsibilities, exacerbate economic and social 
dependency and represent potential pathways for intimate 
partner violence. They are also barriers to adolescent girls 
and women leaving abusive relation ships.9,10

National female secondary education enrolment rate, 
which is a measure of women’s empowerment and 
indicative of gender equality in a country, was 
an important factor associated with a country’s past-year 
prevalence of intimate partner violence against adolescent 
girls. Furthermore, our results indicate that the corr-
elation between education and a lower prevalence of 
intimate partner violence also weakens the association 
between child marriage and intimate partner violence. 
This important finding indicates that, at the population 
level, in societies in which a larger proportion of women 
and girls have access to secondary education, the 
association of child marriage with intimate partner 
violence among adolescent girls could be reduced. 
Education is an essential tool for challenging the societal 
acceptance of intimate partner violence, equips girls with 
greater agency (including in decision-making), and 
provides greater opportunities for economic indepen-
dence and autonomy, which are all factors that are 
associated with lower levels of intimate partner violence 
in adolescence and adulthood.6 In addition, at both 
individual and societal levels, educated adolescent girls 
and young women could be more likely to recognise and 
label their experiences as abuse and more able to exit 
violent relationships. Further investigation and a more in-
depth exploration of these associations and pathways are 
warranted to assess potential implications for policy and 
programming.

Lifetime and past-year prevalence of intimate partner 
violence was lower in countries with more gender-
equitable rights for women to immovable property. 
These findings are consistent with those of other 
individual studies and ecological studies on the drivers of 
intimate partner violence against adult women.6 The 
studies suggest that enabling women’s equitable access 
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to economic resources and ensuring women’s economic 
rights are likely to contribute to reducing intimate 
partner violence, including by giving them the ability to 
leave abusive relationships.6,10,18

Of the three legislative factors included in the model, 
domestic violence-related protection orders was the only 
factor that had a significant correlation with the 
prevalence of intimate partner violence in our study. 
However, having laws against violence against women 
and enacting minimum marriage age legislation is 
important in itself, including for raising awareness and 
showing a government’s commitment to tackling 
violence against women and child marriage. However, 
the quality, compre hensiveness and, most importantly, 
imple mentation of the law is necessary to make it 
useful.29,32,33 There are 39 countries where the legal age of 
marriage is over 18 years for both men and women and 
155 countries with laws on domestic violence, and yet 
there is widespread prevalence of child marriage and of 
intimate partner violence, including against adolescent 
girls. This gap highlights the importance of enacting 
effective legislation alongside other interventions, 
including those challenging discriminatory gender 
norms, and ensuring access to education and economic 
opportunities to reduce and ultimately eliminate violence 
against women, including intimate partner violence.

Our analyses rely on existing data from violence against 
women surveys and on contextual factors with their 
accompanying limitations, including reliance on self-
reporting. The modelled estimates and uncertainty 
intervals presented in this study are the most accurate 
that could be derived from the 2000–18 prevalence data 
available in the WHO Global Database on Prevalence of 
Violence Against Women.1

The robustness of the metadata was carefully assessed 
before deciding on the data source for the specific 
country-level contextual factors. Nonetheless, we were 
constrained by the reliability of existing metadata. We 
addressed this challenge by triangulating data sources 
and conducting rigorous scrutiny of coding procedures, 
decision trees, and technical papers preceding decisions 
to use indices and sub-indices.

Another limitation in the estimation of intimate 
partner violence prevalence is that the definition of 
partnership is particularly challenging for adolescent 
girls and young women and more likely to be variable 
across contexts. We relied on the definition used in the 
survey or study: all women, currently-partnered women, 
and ever-partnered or married women. Although most 
studies for both lifetime (85%) and past-year (80%) 
intimate partner violence used the appropriate denom-
inator of ever-partnered or married women, the concept-
ualisation of what a partnership is (eg, living in a union) 
might still differ. Further, some studies might not have 
captured all partnership types, and this could have 
affected our prevalence estimates among adolescent and 
younger women.

Although we recognise that stratified analyses of the 
burden of intimate partner violence for the age groups of 
15–17 years versus 18–19 years are important given the 
potential differential effects of age, the vast majority of 
surveys report information for 5-year age bands. Future 
studies should be encouraged to report intimate partner 
violence estimates at finer levels of age disaggregation, 
especially for younger age cohorts to further our 
understanding of violence during this rapidly changing 
period of young women’s life.

As this study draws on country-level metadata and 
macro-level analyses to understand the contextual factors 
associated with intimate partner violence against 
adolescent girls, we do not present the multilevel 
analyses of the independent influence of individual-level 
and contextual-level factors. Results should be interpreted 
in light of limitations that could be related to ecological 
fallacy. The results do not establish causation or temporal 
associations between the factors and intimate partner 
violence, as the data used are cross-sectional and analyses 
are done at the macro level. However, the findings from 
these ecological analyses have identified country-level 
factors associated with intimate partner violence among 
adolescent girls, which can be useful as a starting point 
for generating hypotheses on potential mechanisms 
linking these factors to intimate partner violence.

Despite these limitations, these analyses are based on 
the largest study of the prevalence of intimate partner 
violence against adolescent girls to date. The surveys 
informing the estimates were standardised and mostly 
nationally representative and population-based, had high 
response rates, and used act-based measures in their 
questionnaires. This study is one of the first to establish 
the extent and prevalence of intimate partner violence 
against adolescent girls across 161 countries and covering 
all geographical regions. This is also, to our knowledge, 
the first study to date that examines the role of country-
level contextual factors associated with the prevalence of 
intimate partner violence against adolescent girls across 
105 countries.

The study highlights the alarming prevalence of 
violence against adolescent girls by male partners. The 
association of child marriage with physical or sexual 
intimate partner violence among adolescent girls 
underlines the urgent need to combat child marriage, 
implement programmes and policies to support girls 
who are married before age 18 years, and ensure that all 
adolescent girls and women have the resources to leave 
abusive relationships. These findings emph asise the 
need for strengthening national policies to protect and 
promote gender equality and economic and inheritance 
rights for women, expand educational opportunity 
through policies and pro grammes that support girls’ 
secondary and higher education, and change harmful 
gender and other social norms that perpetuate the 
practice of child marriage and condone or reinforce 
violence against women and girls.
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This study also highlighted some gaps in current 
evidence on intimate partner violence and adolescent 
girls that would benefit from further research. National 
data, although useful for global comparisons, often hide 
important within-country variations. Countries should 
conduct subnational analyses and identify modifiable 
factors that can be targeted at local levels to reduce 
intimate partner violence among adolescent girls. Future 
studies should further disaggregate and report data for 
this age group, given their rapidly changing circumstances 
and development. Analyses of the drivers of intimate 
partner violence among adolescent girls by geographical 
regions could help to better understand the differential 
impact of these macro-level factors between regions. 
Further in-depth investigations with rigorous study 
designs are warranted to robustly assess the effect of 
contextual and multilevel risk and protective factors, 
pathways, and causal mechanisms that can inform the 
development of more nuanced evidence-based prevention 
and response policy and programming. Finally, further 
methodological work on the conceptualisation and 
measurement of partnerships, beyond co-habitation, is 
warranted to address any under-estimation of the extent, 
experiences, and impact of intimate partner violence 
against adolescent girls.

It is evident that no country is on track to eliminate 
violence against women and girls or to end the harmful 
practice of child marriage by the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goal target date. Political will and social 
investments into evidence-based prevention interventions 
and support services for women are essential to address 
and reduce violence against women and girls.
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