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AGE AT MARRIAGE IN SRI LANKA:
STABILIZING OR DECLINING?

W. 1. DE SILVA

Department of Demography, Australian National University,
Canberra, Australia

Summary. Over the last four decades in Sri Lanka, age at first marriage for
males increased marginally, and for females it rose considerably, but there
has been no recent increase in female age at marriage. Among the younger
cohorts, estimated ages at which some married indeed show a declining mean
age at marriage. Coale-McNeil estimates indicate that there is no real decline
in female age at marriage in Sri Lanka. Marriages were delayed as a result of
economic hardship or increased mortality to the mid-1970s, but once the
overall economy improved after 1977, more marriages took place. Female
age at marriage in Sr1 Lanka remained slightly below 24 years, the age which
1s anticipated by younger cohorts, and this level is likely to persist for some
time.

Introduction

Kirk (1969) described Sri Lanka as a sort of Ireland in Asia, where late marriage
reduced fertility. Caldwell ez al. (1989) identified Sri Lanka as the leader in Third

World Asia’s change in marriage patterns; by the mid-1970s Sri Lankan females were
marrying not at puberty but a decade later. There have been several studies of age at
marriage, or its relative contribution to lower fertility in Sri Lanka (Fernando, 1976;
Wright, 1968, 1970; Smith, 1980; Trussell, 1980; Immerwahr, 1981; Langford, 1981;
McCarthy, 1982; Smith, Shahidullah & Alcantara, 1983). Alam & Cleland (1981),
indicated that up to 1970 about 60% of the decline in fertility in Sri Lanka was
attributable to marriage postponement, butin 1971-75 the contribution of changes in
nuptiality to the decline in the total fertility rate fell to 46%. As procreation is almost
entirely within marriage, any upward or downward trend in nuptiality would
influence the fertility of Sri Lankan women. It is therefore important to enquire
whether age at marriage of Sri Lankan women continues upward or has stabilized at
the pre-existing high level.

Data

There are two sources of data on marriage provided by the nationally representative
Sri Lanka Contraceptive Prevalence Survey (SLCPS) of 1982. The household survey
of 14,637 women contains information on all female members of each household

395
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