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I. Contextualizing Consanguinity – A Global Problem for Women
a. Public Health and Inequity in Cousin Marriage Practice

The gender-centric issue of Consanguinity is a global phenomenon described as “wedlock or
marriage between close blood relations or biological kin,” and commonly referred to as ‘cousin marriages’
between men and women abroad (Iqbal et al., 2022). Globally, cousin unions are most common between 1st

cousins (although still classified as consanguineous up to the 2nd cousin relationship in the form of sexual
intimacy).  The classification applies to informal unions and formal marriage agreements (Olubunmi et al.,
2019). According to previous research from Bittles (2015) and Tadmouri et al. (2009), Consanguinity is a
socio-biological issue in which nearly 20% of the world population, roughly one billion individuals,
commonly participate; these marriage agreements are predominantly found in the Muslim countries of the
Middle East, Africa, and South Asia. Prior to the year 2015, Hospital-based publications within PubMed and
CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature), the premier journals of public health,
discovered that the rate of Consanguineous marriage at that time was highest at 65% in Pakistan and it is
notably one of the highest rates of cousin marriages globally. Pakistan was followed by India (55%), Saudi
Arabia (50%), Afghanistan (40%), Iran (30%), Egypt, and Turkey (20%) (Iqbal et al., 2022 & Olubunmi et al.,
2019). Due to increasing concern for mothers’ and children’s health in conjunction with cultural effects of
cousin marriage, public health surveys, between 1990-2015, from the 7 ‘high rate’ countries were compiled
to assess the reproductive prevalence and consequence within their respective nations; these clinical
studies sought to find the root of the causes of consanguinity in the modern age by assessing sociocultural
and socioeconomic factors that negatively affect reproductive outcomes and fertility rates (Olubunmi,
2019). In addition, the studies measured prevalence of congenital malformations in children that are
associated with inborn disorders leading to long-term risk of diabetes, cardiovascular disorders, and
certain cancers which may cause generational negative health impacts (2019).

b. Country Level Implications in Pakistan
As prior research has demonstrated, Pakistan has consistently shown the highest prevalence of

consanguinity despite the nations’ multi-cultural population with diverse caste systems that should vary
the socio-economic causes of cousin marriage–despite the risks. Of note, survey data from the Pakistan
Demographic Health Surveys (PDHS) spanning nearly 30 years is not uniform with regards to measuring
variations among regions/provinces. This lack of uniformity in measurements  also applies to respondent’s
“mass media exposure, respondent’s healthcare decision-making autonomy, and pregnancy termination
[targeting cousin marriage outcomes]” (Olubunmi et al., 2019). This means that, databases such as the
WomanStats Project are essential to assessing the gender-centric implications of inequity in family law
overtime and all over the world; especially given that WomenStat’s database has an inherent lack of
restrictions from obligate funding guidelines contrary to DHS period-specific project reporting. Therefore,
this post-2015 gender assessment on prevalence, legality, and associated effects of cousin marriage will
utilize the most recent (2018) CEDAW Observations, data from the Woman Stats Project, as well as the
most recent (2017-2018) PDHS report. By adhering to the industry standard gender-assessment
frameworks, barriers to Pakistani women and children perpetuating Consanguinity may be transferable to
other nations with lower rates of these ongoing marriage agreements. This assessment will seek to



analyze the nation with the highest rate, Pakistan, for a comprehensive update to the issue post-2015 that
is applicable to broader efforts for Women, Peace & Security facing similar circumstances.

II. Methodology
This gender assessment utilizes published research and USAID International Data & Economic Analysis

(IDEA) Query data in addition to the most recent (2018) CEDAW Observations Report from the State party
of Pakistan, post-2015 qualitative data scaled by the Woman Stats Project, as well as the most recent
(2017-2018) quantitative data from the PDHS report. Information obtained from the aforementioned
sources will be briefly compared to post-2015 IDEA Query Data Pakistan (PAK) focused on sub-sector
variables found within Democracy, Human Rights and Governance, Education, Gender, and Health. In doing
so, this assessment will accurately intersect qualitative and quantitative evidence of the issue pertaining to
sustainable development goals for Pakistani women; it will provide insight to the limitations in available
post-2015 data and make suggestions covering the potential causal effects on barriers to women’s access,
agency and leadership, physical security, and/or human capital.

a. CEDAW Report – Pakistan Observations from 2015 Onward
The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women provides a comprehensive

country-wide report on issues related to the advancement of women. This assessment utilized the List of
issues and questions created in relation to the fifth periodic report of Pakistan (2019), submitted by Pakistan
in 2017. In addition, this assessment will discuss concluding CEDAW observations on the initial report of
Pakistan as well as the Initial Report of Pakistan (2017) to the Human Rights Committee as it pertains to
factors promoting consanguinity or indications of its prevalence.

b. WomanStats Project
The WomanStats Project codebook compiles its marriage customs data from 176 countries into the

three sub-clusters of the CEDAW Convention’s conceptual framework: (1) Rights to Education, (2) Rights
within the Family, and (3) Right to Physical Security/Bodily Integrity. This framework is applied to the
following three relevant multivariate scales related to WomanStats’ most recent (2015) assessments:
Multivar-Scale-1 (physical security of women), Multivar-Scale-2 (Discrepancy Between National Law and
Practice Concerning Women), Multivar-Scale-3 (Inequity in Family Law/Practice between Men and Women,
and Multivar-Scale-4 (Clan Governance Algorithm).
Within each scale, there are several unique variables that function as ‘scale points’ or derivations for the
multivariate scales, such as the MARR-Practice-8 variable (which specifically reports consanguineous or
endogamous marriage data within particular villages, local castes, tribes/clans, etc. (WomanStats
Codebook, 2022)). MARR-Scale-2 attempts to measure how prevalent cousin marriage is within a society
for the purpose of keeping assets in the family; this qualitative data is derived from the MARR-Practice-8
variable, the cousin marriage indicator, which is sorted into levels of prevalence or occurrence ranging
from 0-3: (0) = Illegal and rare (<5% of the population), (1) = Illegal, or legality ambiguous, but not
uncommon (5%+ of the population), 2 = Legal but rare (<5% of the population) and (3) = Legal and not
uncommon (5%+ of the population). WomanStats reports 97.73% confidence it its measurement of cousin



marriage (MARR-Practice-8) and 89.26% confidence in its reporting on the three sub-clusters of the CEDAW
Convention specific to Pakistan. See ANNEX I: WomanStats Project for all datasets/tables used for the
purposes of this assessment and for further confidence explanations (MARR-Practice-8 of the Top 7
high-rate countries).

c. Pakistan Demographic Health Survey (PDHS) 2017-2018
The quantitative data derived from the PDHS Report is accredited by the USAID, UKaid, and the

UNFPA. The 2017-18 PDHS was implemented by the National Institute of Population Studies (NIPS) under
direction from the Ministry of National Health Services, Regulations and Coordination of Islamabad, Pakistan.
The Department for International Development (DFID) also provided support for the development of the
2017-18 PDHS. Report. From this source, the following sections were the most relevant to
Consanguinity-related analysis for this gender assessment:

● SECTION 7 – MARRIAGE AND SEXUAL ACTIVITY
● SECTION 4 – MARRIAGE & SEXUAL ACTIVITY
● Appendix Data (See Pg. 69-510)

III. Gender Issues in Cousin Marriage Indicators Post-2015
a. Access To Capital & Markets: Sociodemographic Characteristics

According to secondary data analysis of prevalence of consanguinity in Pakistan (PDHS 1990-2018),
access to capital and market systems vary across sociodemographic characteristics such as geographic
location (urban/rural), regions or provinces, the respondent’s age, and their wealth quintile (ranging from
rich, richer, middle, poorer, and poorest (Iqbal et al., 2022)). Within these socio demographic parameters,
the majority of survey respondents were between 25-34 years of age and resided in rural areas, specifically
within Islamabad, Sindh, Punjab, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, FATA, Balochistan, and Gilgit Baltistan; however,
regional and geographical classifications were not statistically significant predictors of the prevalence of
cousin marriages between 2017-2018. Notably, about two-thirds of women partaking in the PDHS reported
that they were married to their first cousins with the highest frequency of consanguineous marriage
occurring with paternal first cousins rather than their maternal lineage (2022).

In addition, the Iqbal et al. (2022) analysis revealed an overall correlation to decreased likelihood of
consanguineous marriage for women within higher wealth quintiles. One explanation for such significantly
correlated trends is found within the WomanStats Codebook (2022); the cousin marriage scale measuring
prevalence of these arrangements has found that access to capital or markets are extremely limited for
affected women–especially those with intersecting limitations related to rural women’s disadvantages.
According to WomanStats’ qualitative analysis of 280 data entries between 2015 and 2022, the purpose of a
cousin marriage is to keep “[financial] assets in the family” and to maintain a family’s social capital relative
to the customs of their respective caste identity (WomanStats Codebook, 2022).

In both Iqbal et al. sociodemographic analysis and WomanStats’ post-2015 data, cousin marriage is
an issue that magnifies threats to accessing capital and markets across all 7 highest rated countries where
the practice is legal and not uncommon (See Table 1, ANNEX I: WomanStats Project)–a linkage that is further
exhibited by Pakistani women’s DHS survey responses. Per the 2017-2018 PDHS Report, patrilocal
marriages to first cousins are more common; 29% of women marry first cousins on their father’s side, and
21% marry first cousins on their mother’s side. omen in the highest wealth quintile were more likely to have



had a say in choosing their husbands as compared to women in the lowest quintile (89% versus 72%
respectively). From the PDHS Table 4.5 Marriage Between Relatives, the percentage of women with a
blood-relation to their husband varies depending on having an urban or rural residence (57.7% related
(urban) and 67.5% related (rural)).

A notable observation within Table 4.5 reveals the potential influence of customary law as an
indication of why consanguineous marriage is so common post-2015; among the same group of
approximately 12.3 thousand respondents–isolating data without restrictions on relation distance (i.e., first
or second cousin)–84.7% (urban) and 78.1% (rural) of these women said they did have a say in choosing
their husbands.

Concluding observations from the CEDAW committee (2017-2019) supports this unique indication of
customary law, particularly in the rural context of hierarchical power structures and the patrilocal society
of Pakistan. The convention’s List of Issues and Follow-up Letter to the State include concerns for ongoing,
legal marriage customs and traditions which “prevent [women from] inheriting or acquiring land and other
property,” or reinforce the prevalence of customary law threatening their access (CEDAW/C/PAK/CO/4,
para. 33, 2019).

b. Agency & Leadership:  Political, Public & Private Spheres
Although the majority of respondents to the PDHS report agency over the decision to choose their

spouse, participation in political, private leadership, and public life remains restricted. There is substantial
evidence-based research that government institutions or provisions do not adequately address harmful
customs which enforce patrilineality/fraternity traditions (Bowen et al., 2015; Hudson et al., 2014; Hudson,
2011; McDermott et al., 2007; Russel et al., 2016). Regardless, in Pakistan’s State Party Report that served as
a response to the List of Issues from the CEDAW, the country’s commitment to the protection of civil and
political rights is entirely spearheaded by its National Action Plan on Human Rights, launched in 2016. This
plan prioritizes policy and legal reforms through administrative aid.

However, its implementation mechanisms work within a limited budget of about $9.1 million (USD)
as of 2019. To put this financial limitation into perspective, this sum amounts to only about $740 (USD) for
each of the 12.3 thousand women who participated in the 2017-2018 PDHS. The Pakistani Government
claims that the human rights agenda is of great priority, and the nation will “continue to strengthen [its]
democratic institutions''–despite ample evidence provided by non-governmental sustainable development
initiatives for women. The Pakisani parts response states, “[it] believes change cannot come at the grass
root level and sustainable development cannot be achieved without addressing the basic needs and
protection of fundamental freedoms” (CEDAW/PAK/State Party Report Response, para. 54, 2019).
Nonetheless, marginal steps towards progress supports the fact that Pakistan’s (2016) decision to
promote fundamental freedoms has, in fact, had positive impact on the prevalence of patrilineal
consanguinity; the percentage of women in marriages to first cousins on the father’s side decreased from
32% in 2006-07 to 29% in 2017-18 (PDHS, pg. 69, 2019).

To closer examine the effect of cousin marriage over time, we can look to USAID Query data of
Pakistan from 2007 to 2021 and compare the following USAID indicators to cousin marriage observations
made during the  previous time-period’s PDHS reports: (1) Personal Freedom Agency Elements, (2) SIGI:



Discriminatory Attitudes toward Women's Leadership Abilities, and (3) Women participating in the three
decisions (ownership health care, major household purchases, and visiting family). These indicators were
applied to the same sociodemographic characteristics of women with the highest rate of cousin marriages
in Pakistan (Iqbal et al., 2022). Discussing key comparisons briefly, the first agency element demonstrates
no change between 2007-2021 for women; the measure of degree to which women experience agency
overall has been stagnant overtime, evaluated considering 11 different societal, cultural and prevalence
variables.1

The second indicator, The Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), measures discriminatory
attitudes towards women’s leadership by asking Pakistanis (without gender restriction) whether they
agree or agree strongly with 'On the whole, men make better political leaders than women do'. In 2017, the
consensus was proportioned from 0-1 (where 1=agree strongly) and revealed a staggering 0.72 support for
the statement. Finally, the third indicator, “Women participating in the three decisions” (ownership health
care, major household purchases, and visiting family), is a percentage of currently married women aged
15-49 who affirm that they either individually or jointly have final say in all of the three decisions relative to
their own health care, large purchases and visits to family, relatives, and friends. Given that about 63% of
Pakistani marriages have been consanguineous over the last three decades (Iqbal et al., 2022), of which a
majority of these arrangements occur among lower-income or rural women per PDHS reports. This
indicator reveals important household customs that remain untouched by government intervention.,
TheUSAID measure of women’s empowerment in Pakistan in 2018, down from 38.2% in 2013 to a mere
35.6% at the time of the report, supports the notion that cousin marriage negatively affects women’s
agency and leadership overall.

c. Physical Security of Women: Gender-Based Violence
According to the WomanStats Codebook, patrilocal marriage is the most telling indicator of the

patrilineality/fraternity security provision mechanism, and Inequity in family law and legal practice is a
broad view of the position of women within their households. WomanStats measures the prevalence of
patrilocal marriage with both qualitative and quantitative data, then scales countries from 0-2. A quantity
of  2 indicates a strong presence of patrilocality; young couples are expected to live with the husband’s
family and more than 20% of marriages are patrilocal (WomanStats, 2022).

In addition, Inequity in family law  and legal practice seeks to capture gender-based inequalities
relevant to marriage laws and customs that affect family units. This is scaled from 0-4, where 4 is the
highest level of inequity. The scale is based on the legal age of marriage, a woman’s ability to consent to
marriage arrangements, whether women may be unaware of their right to give consent in marriage and
divorces, if they do not legally possess rights regarding marriage and divorce, or if they feel that the
exercise of such rights would bring dire physical or social consequences. 

1 It must be noted that  the data from element (1) does not match the Pakistan’s CEDAW State Party Report with regards to changes
made towards marriage laws contributing to agency and leadership in the private, public, or household sphere. However, it does align
with the same time-period Iqbal et al. (2022) study of consanguineous marriage trends that indicated a gradual decrease of prevalence
from 2007-2013, followed by an increase which persisted until 2017-2018–no further nationwide cousin marriage analysis is
available.



For both scales, Pakistan achieves the highest level of patrilineal/fraternal syndrome at 2 and 4
respectively. Therefore, it appears that the physical security of women in Pakistan is greatly threatened by
the prevalence and legality of cousin marriage. This fact is further supported by the CEDAW concerns for
“the high prevalence of domestic violence and marital rape and the absence of clear legislation
criminalizing such act” (CEDAW/C/PAK, para. 9, 2019). In addition, both the CEDAW List of Concerns (2019)
as well as WomanStats (2022) take issue with persistent honor killings and/or femicides in Pakistan, namely
the ‘karo-kari’ practice, which are either ignored or generally accepted. Due to the severity of the state of
physical security for Pakistani women and the inherent risk of dire consequences for breaking tradition, it
can be deduced that the 84.7% (urban) and 78.1% (rural) of PDHS participants who said they did have a say
in choosing their husbands would not have chosen a spouse outside of the traditional consanguineous
options. This is regardless of their self-reported agency (2017-2018 PDHS, 2019).

d. Human Capital:  Reproductive Health and Fertility
Perhaps the clearest indication of the long-term effects of consanguineous marriage can be assessed

through the lens of Pakistani women’s human capital. In the country with the highest prevalence of such
arrangements, the potential consequences  for a couple is undeniable; inbreeding poses various
health-related issues, such as poor pregnancy outcomes, or multiple reproductive and fertility problems
that carry adverse effects to both mothers and their children (Iqbal et al. 2022). Shared alleles in offspring
of cousin marriages have strong associations with “[increases] of abortion, stillbirths, pregnancy
terminations, low birth weights, increased mortality, and congenital malformations” (2022). Specifically for
women in first-cousin unions, fertility and family size increases due to a wide range of maternity and
education indicators. These indicators are as follows: illiteracy, earlier age at marriage,lower contraceptive
uptake, and most importantly, the duration of marriage and reproductive compensation due to offspring
lost to genetic disorders (Bittles et al., 2009).

Women in cousin unions who participated in PDHS surveys between 1990-2018 reported little to no
education, although this trend has decreased over time from 55.8%  of reported women being uneducated
(2012-2013 PDHS) to 47.9% (2017-18 PDHS). While those lacking access to education no longer make up the
majority of this group y, there are no effective mechanisms to enforce the legal age of marriage (16). More
than 25% of girls in Pakistan are forced to marry around the age of 12 or even before puberty (WomanStats
Codebook, 2022).

Forced child marriages are governed by religion or culture rather than civil law, especially in rural areas
with minimal government oversight, so the decision to allow child brides to pursue further education
follows suit and remains a family matter (Jain & Kurz, 2007). Moreover, trends within the 2017-2018 PDHS
report reveals the linkage between the prevalence of consanguinity, lack of education, and mass media
access. The linkages were exhibited in patterns of sociodemographic characteristics for both men and
women, where exposure to mass media increases with increased educational attainment and higher
wealth quintiles. The proportion of married women having no access to any media (newspaper, television,
or radio) declined from 51% in 2012-13 to 47% in 2017-18. However, 58% of low income rural women still have
no access to any of the three media sources and similar lack of access occurs among 45% of rural men.
These PDHS trends are comparable to the findings of Iqbal et al. (2022) that show about half of women in



cousin unions have no autonomy in their decision-making regarding maternal healthcare or family
planning. In addition, the findings found statistical significance in all PDHS data associated with
consanguineous marriages, and the “respondents’ [younger] age, employment status, and their husbands’
educational status” (2022). Women with higher education levels had a lower likelihood for cousin unions,

whereas men with higher education were more likely to marry consanguineously. Again, this is telling of

the impact customary laws have on the legality and prevalence of cousin marriages and the negative

effects on women's human capital.

IV. Concluding Observations

By utilizing multiple evidence-based qualitative and quantitative studies, this gender assessment of
consanguinity in Pakistan affirms widespread concerns for marriage practices, legalities, and the
prevalence of cousin unions in both urban and rural regions. Prior to 2015, cousin marriages affected a
majority of women regardless of their geographic residence ( although the impacts were most
prominently seen among rural women’s restricted access to capital and markets) agency and leadership,
physical security, or human capital capacities. Post-2015, a woman’s geographical classification is no longer
a clear predictor of consanguinity (Iqbal et al., 2022). However, customs and traditions continue to magnify
the gender-based indicators of cousin union’s effects on rural areas where women’s disadvantages related
to healthcare, education, and household decision-making are increasing. Popularity of consanguineous
marriage is on the rise in Pakistan post-2015 due to the social, cultural, religious, and economic advantages
that outweigh the threats to human capital and maternal health. Women are considered the “wombs of
nations” in countries with ongoing conflict or extreme patrilineal/fraternal syndrome characteristics–such
as Pakistan. Therefore cultural advantages to society are frequently weighed more heavily than the clear
disadvantages (Hudson et al., 2014). These cultural restraints that continue to promote cousin marriages
are strengthened by the intersection of weak laws, gender norms, lack of funding/awareness of SDG
initiatives, and resource barriers to women’s education, healthcare, and wealth.
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ANNEX 1: WOMAN STATS PROJECT

WOMANSTATS PROJECT CODEBOOK:
MARR-PRACTICE-8 (POST-2015) – Top 7 High-Rate Countries


