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Around the world, tens of millions of girls marry 

and have babies while they are still children 

themselves.When girls become mothers before 

they are physically and emotionally ready, the 

results are often tragic:many girls die in 

childbirth, even greater numbers of their babies 

die, and young mothers and babies who do 

survive often struggle to overcome poor health, 

limited education and grinding poverty. 

This year’s State of the World’s Mothers report, focusing 

on the widespread problem of children having children, 

identifies 50 perilous places where the problem is 

particularly severe. The first-ever Early Motherhood 

Risk Ranking (see page 17) analyzes countries where child 

motherhood is most common and where the 

consequences are most devastating. It tells us where 

girls are most at risk of marrying young and having



babies too young. It also tells where the greatest 

percentages of babies born to child mothers are 

dying before they reach their first birthday. 

The stories of these girls speak volumes: 

• Safa in Egypt becomes the second wife of a 60-year-old 

man when she is 17. Her husband and his first wife 

expect her to do the majority of the work around the 

house and do not provide enough nutritious food. She 

becomes pregnant, but receives no pre-natal care. She 

loses that baby, and quickly becomes pregnant again. 

• Ganga in Nepal has three children by the time she is 

18. She never attended school. She cannot afford 

nutritious food or a decent house to live in. Her last 

childbirth was especially difficult and she still feels weak 

all the time.“I am busy all day with my household work 

and children,” she says. “I have enormous awful days in 

my life.” 

• Abeba in Ethiopia marries at age 7, begins having sex 

at 9, and becomes a widow at 12. She discovers she is 

pregnant, but loses the baby after a difficult labor. “I do 

not want to remarry,” she says. “I do not want any man 

to come near me.” 

Research from dozens of countries around the world 

points to enormous, often life-and-death challenges

commonly faced by young mothers and their children.



Key Findings 

1. Early motherhood is often a death sentence for 

a girl and her baby. Both are at great risk of dying 

as a result of complications during pregnancy and 

childbirth. Babies born to girls in their teens face a risk 

of dying before age 1 that is 50 percent higher than 

babies born to women in their twenties.Worldwide, 

over 1 million girls and their babies each year do not 

survive pregnancy and childbirth. Zeroing in on mothers 

aged 14 and under, available data suggest these mothers 

face the greatest risks. Research from Bangladesh 

suggests that very young mothers (aged 10 to 14) may 

face five times the risk of maternal mortality compared 

to mothers aged 20 to 24. 

2.Throughout the developing world, alarming 

numbers of children are having children, with 

tragic consequences. Our Early Motherhood Risk 

Ranking, analyzing the problem in 50 developing 

Children Having Children:A Snapshot 

1 in every 10 births worldwide is to a mother who is still 

herself a child. 

Complications from pregnancy and childbirth are the leading 

cause of death for young women aged 15 to 19 in the

developing world. 

Girls in their teens are twice as likely to die from pregnancyand 



childbirth-related causes compared with older women. 

Research suggests that very young mothers – aged 10 to 14 

– have maternal mortality rates five times higher than 

women aged 20 to 24. 

Babies born to girls in their teens face a risk of dying before 

age 1 that is 50 percent higher than babies born to women 

in their twenties. 

Worldwide, an estimated 70,000 girls and 1 million infants 

born to young mothers die each year due to complications 

from pregnancy and childbirth. 

Educated girls tend to marry later, have fewer children, and 

raise healthier, better nourished children. 

115 million primary school-aged children worldwide are not 

now in school, 60 percent of them girls. 

Birth rates for teenage girls in the United States have 

declined in recent years, but they remain much higher than 

in any other industrialized country. 

Executive Summary 

SAVE THE CHILDREN 5 

countries, found that more than 1 in 4 girls aged 15 to 

19 are married, more than 1 in 10 girls in this age group 

will give birth in a given year, and nearly 1 in 9 babies 

born to these young mothers will die within the first 

year of life. Girls in sub-Saharan African countries tend 

to have the highest rates of early marriage and early 



motherhood as well as the highest mortality rates for 

young mothers and their babies. Countries outside of 

Africa where risks to young mothers are especially high 

include Afghanistan in Central Asia, Bangladesh and

Nepal in South Asia,Yemen in the Middle East, and 

Guatemala, Haiti and Nicaragua in Latin America. 

3. If they survive, young mothers and their babies 

face enormous health risks. When a young woman’s 

body is not physically mature enough to deliver a baby 

safely, obstructed labor is common, and can result in 

painful disabilities. Babies born to teen mothers are 

more likely to be premature and low birth weight.And 

young married girls are at greater risk of contracting 

HIV/AIDS than boys their own age, which puts their 

babies at risk of being born with the disease. 

4. Limited education can be both a cause and an 

effect of child motherhood. Girls who are not 

attending school are more likely to become mothers at 

a dangerously early age, and girls in school who marry 

young or become pregnant usually leave school.Young

uneducated mothers and their children are at a severe 

disadvantage.When mothers lack education, they are 

more likely to be poor, to get pregnant more often, to 

have higher rates of child and maternal mortality, to be 

less knowledgeable about family planning and HIV/AIDS 



and to be less prepared to look after the health, wellbeing 

and educational prospects of their children. 

5.Young mothers often struggle economically, 

and their children are likely to repeat the cycle of 

poverty. The relationship between poverty and early

motherhood is mutually reinforcing – the poorest 

women are most likely to have children while young, and 

those having children while young are likely to remain 

in poverty. The consequences of poverty for the children 

in terms of nutrition, health care and educational 

opportunities are profound.These children are likely to 

Ten Highest-Risk Countries for Children 

Having Children 

1 Niger 

2 Liberia 

2 Mali 

4 Chad 

5 Afghanistan 

5 Uganda 

7 Malawi 

8 Guinea 

9 Mozambique 

10 Central African Republic 

Risk 

Rank Country 



In the 10 highest-risk countries, on average, nearly half of all 

girls (48 percent) aged 15 to 19 are married, more than 1 in 

6 girls in this age group will give birth in a given year, and at 

least 1 out of 7 children born to teenage mothers dies within 

the first year of life. An estimated 13,000 adolescent girls die 

each year of complications from pregnancy and childbirth in 

these 10 countries. For the complete Early Motherhood Risk 

Ranking for 50 countries along with additional analysis, see 

pages 16 and 17. 

STATE OF THE WORLD’S MOTHERS 6 THERS 2004 

be poor when they grow up, and to perpetuate the 

downward cycle of children having children. 

6. In the industrialized world, the United States 

has by far the highest rate of early motherhood. 

Although the adolescent birth rate in the United States 

has fallen over the past decade, it is still significantly 

higher than other industrialized nations – about 

two-and-a-half times that of the United Kingdom, more 

than 10 times that of the Netherlands or Japan, and over 

17 times the birth rate of the Republic of Korea. States 

with large rural populations, above-average poverty rates 

and lower-than-average education levels have the worst 

records for children having children.These include:

Arizona,Arkansas, Mississippi, New Mexico and Texas. 

Recommendations to Save the Lives of 



Young Mothers and their Children 

The key findings point to specific interventions and 

investments to encourage girls to stay in school and 

delay motherhood until they are both emotionally and 

physically ready to give birth and raise children. These 

strategies give girls opportunities and services tailored 

to their unique needs and aspirations.They make it more 

likely that girls who become pregnant will safely deliver 

a healthy baby and raise children successfully. They also 

encourage families, communities and governments to 

support roles and responsibilities for girls that protect 

their health and development. 

1. Help more girls go to school and stay in school.

One of the most effective ways to help girls in poor 

countries who are at risk of becoming mothers at a 

dangerously early age is to focus on girls’ education. 

Increased investments are needed to help more girls go 

to school and stay in school, and to encourage families 

and communities to value the education of girls. Both 

formal education and non-formal training give girls

knowledge, self-confidence, practical skills and hope 

for a bright future. These are all powerful tools that 

can help them delay marriage and child-bearing to a time 

that is healthier and more economically secure for them 

and their babies. 



2.Tailor health services to the special needs of 

newly married girls and young first-time 

mothers. Newly married girls and young first-time 

mothers need health services that are designed to meet 

their special needs, taking into consideration the unique 

risks they face, their limited knowledge and experience, 

and their social isolation. Successful programs around 

the world are reaching out to newly married girls and 

helping them to delay first births by providing family 

planning information and services. Other programs serve 

those who do become pregnant, giving both young 

mothers and their babies a better chance to survive

and thrive. 

3. Give girls better income-earning options to 

help them to delay marriage and motherhood. 

When teenage girls are able to earn money, they have 

greater control over their future.They have more 

options when it comes to delaying marriage and 

childbirth, higher status within the family, and improved 

ability to provide for themselves and their children. Girls 

and young women with some schooling are clearly at an 

advantage with regard to economic opportunities, but 

even those with little formal education can learn 

vocational skills that will help them, and their children, 

to improve their livelihoods and avoid harmful or 



exploitative work. 

4. Support efforts to change societal attitudes 

towards the role of girls. Governments and nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) are having some 

success in increasing awareness of the harm caused by 

early motherhood and in changing opinions about the

value of girls.While progress is slow, there is some 

encouraging evidence that communities are moving away 

from the traditional view of daughters as an economic 

liability and a potential source of shame for a family if 

they are not married at a young age. 

5.Work to improve laws regarding minimum 

age at marriage and to enforce existing laws. 

Governments can do much more to strengthen and 

better enforce laws concerning the minimum legal age of 

marriage.They also can do a better job of enforcing laws 

to ensure marriage is entered into only with free and full 

consent. Governments and NGOs, working together, can 

help raise awareness of existing laws at the community 

level and generate social support for their enforcement. 

6. Urge the U. S. administration and Congress to 

support girls’ education in the United States and 

around the world. Because education is one of the 

best ways to create lasting, positive change for children 

everywhere – and to help girls delay motherhood until 



they are emotionally and physically ready to become

parents – Save the Children is working through the Basic 

Education Coalition to guarantee education for all the 

world’s children. As a first step, the United States should 

commit $1 billion to global basic education by the year 

2006. To help address these issues in poor areas of the 

United States, the U.S. government should fully fund two 

important programs: 21st Century Community Learning

Centers and the Rural Education Achievement Program

(REAP). In addition, the U.S. government should increase 

support for child survival and maternal health programs, 

including family planning, to meet the needs of young 

mothers in developing countries while also helping save 

the lives of 4 million infants who die each year of

preventable or treatable causes before they are one

month old. 

The 2004 Mothers’ Index: 

Sweden Tops List, Niger Ranks Last, United States 

Ranks 10th 

Save the Children’s fifth annual Mothers’ Index compares the 

well-being of mothers and children in 119 countries.The Index 

uses six indicators measuring the status of women: lifetime 

risk of maternal mortality, use of modern contraception, 

births attended by trained personnel, prevalence of anemia 

among pregnant women, female literacy and participation of 



women in national government; and four indicators covering 

the well-being of children: infant mortality, nutritional status, 

primary school enrollment and access to safe water.

The Mothers’ Index also provides information on an additional 

45 countries for which sufficient data existed to present 

findings on women’s indicators or children’s indicators, but 

not both.When these are included, the total comes to 164 

countries. 

Sweden, Denmark and Finland top the rankings this year. 

The top10 countries, in general, attain very high scores for 

mothers’ and children’s health and educational status. Niger 

ranked last among the 119 countries surveyed, as it did last 

year. The 10 bottom-ranked countries – all but one from 

sub-Saharan Africa – are a reverse image of the top 10, 

performing poorly on all indicators.The United States places 

10th this year. 

Conditions for mothers and their children in these bottom 

10 countries are devastating. On average, 1 in 12 mothers 

will die in her lifetime from pregnancy-related causes. One in 

8 children dies before its first birthday, and 1 in 9 children 

suffers from malnutrition. 

Besides its latest Mothers’ Index, Save the Children also has 

documented important regional trends among countries 

included in all five reports issued since May 2000. Among 

the major positive trends over the past five years:



• Several Latin American countries – including Costa Rica, 

Chile and Cuba – are approaching the industrialized countries 

on indicators of women’s and children’s well-being, such as 

percent of births attended by trained personnel, use of modern 

contraception, female literacy, primary school enrollment and 

women in national government positions. 

• Countries in Central and Eastern European and the

Commonwealth of Independent States have made important 

gains in improving the health status of women, led by 

countries such as the Czech Republic, Moldova and 

Uzbekistan.The Czech Republic also shows a reduction 

in the infant mortality rate over all five years. 

See Appendix for The 2004 Mothers’ Index and Country 
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