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Forced marriage is a 
safeguarding issue
 Previous research shows practitioners and Local Safeguarding 

Boards do not adequately understand forced marriage of 
people with learning disabilities

 Change in UK law in 2014 - criminalises the act of forcing 
someone to marry against their will.

 Crucially - If a person lacks the capacity to consent, the 
offence is also capable of being committed by any conduct 
carried out for the purpose of causing the victim to marry, 
whether or not it amounts to violence, threats or any other form 
of coercion BUT how do we decide who has or does not have 
capacity? 



My Marriage My Choice: 

Purpose 
 to examine the lived 

experiences of people with 
learning disabilities forced 
to marry

 To understand issue from a 
range of perspectives

 To improve safeguarding 
policy and practice in order 
to keep people safe

Phase 1
 Analysis of UK Govt Forced 

Marriage Unit (FMU) data 
collected 2009-2015

Phase 2
 Interviews and Focus Groups 

with four key stakeholder groups
 19 people with learning 

disabilities 
 23 family carers
 16 faith/community leaders
 37 practitioners (social work 

services, health services, the 
police service and learning 
disability services)



Key findings- Typical Motives

 Obtaining a carer for the person with learning disability
 Pressure from extended family/community: Marriage is a 

cultural norm
 Obtaining a visa for someone outside UK
 Marriage is a rite of passage and it might ‘normalise’ 

person with learning disability 
 Obtain financial security for the person with a learning  

disability
 Belief that it will cure the person of their learning disability 
 Obtaining physical assistance for ageing parents



Findings – from FMU data (2009-
2015)
 Increase year on year of cases being reported in respect of 

people with learning disabilities
 Key differences highlighted in terms of gender and age in 

respect of cases reported for people with learning disabilities 
 more cases of males with learning disabilities being reported than 

those of females with learning disabilities as compared with all 
cases

 ages of people with learning disabilities being reported as being at 
risk of or having been forced into marriage are higher than in all 
cases.

 Profile of a ‘typical’ person who may be at risk of forced 
marriage is notably different - has implications for practice –
particularly in relation to capacity to consent. 



What people told us- people with 
learning disabilities 

 Right to choose was 
recognised but degree to 
which people were able to 
exercise rights was determined 
by their capacity to 
understand marriage and living 
circumstances.

 When presented with specific 
scenarios about forced 
marriage people were less sure 
of rights and wrongs of 
particular situations and more 
likely to acquiesce with 
persuasive suggestions. 

 Some people demonstrated 
willingness to vocally exercise their 
rights to choose - strong deference to 
others (particularly parents) over 
decisions remained.

“It’s difficult to do it 
on your own, that’s 
why you need a 
person to help you 
to get married”

“There’s lots of people who 
I know who wouldn’t be 
able to say no to their 
mums and dads”

“If I said that to my eldest 
uncle, I didn’t want to 

marry her because I made 
a mistake, he would hit the 
roof……… I was supposed to 
get married to her, which I 
didn’t want to. And that’s 
why I got … stuck in the 

middle. I was forced to get 
married to her”



What people told us-
family carers 
 Some felt accepted in their social 

circles and wider community -
some experienced isolation and 
stigma.

 Not very clear understandings of 
capacity and how it’s assessed 

 Motivations for marriage were 
intertwined with concerns about 
future care, also desired 
contentment/marriage for relative. 

 Distinctions between arranged and 
forced marriage were blurred, many 
not aware of law. 

 Key seen as finding ‘right’ partner. 
Concerns of the partner without 
learning disability coping were put 
above risks or concerns that may exist 
for the person with a learning 
disability. 

“…like [the] partner if 
he is good, they 
understand the 

person’s situation, that 
is okay

“…if they think oh no, there 
is no care, nobody is going 

to look after my son or 
daughter, then maybe they 

will force their son or 
daughter” to get married 

“He really does want 
to have a girlfriend or 
maybe a partner… 
which makes it really 
difficult.  He does 
miss all that and I 
feel a bit sad for him”



What people told us-
faith/community leaders 

 Prevalent view of 
compassion/tolerance of diversity 
though this also meant denial of 
difference 

 Assumptions that parents know best 
for their offspring suggesting 
limitations to their own role in 
influencing marriage decisions. 

 Most aware of law but 
capacity to consent and the 
assessment of this was not well 
understood 

 Most felt their role was largely 
one of preparing and 
conducting marriages and 
supporting people in marriage, 
rather than influencing choice 
to marry. 

[Disability]…”we find it taboo, we find it 
shameful …we try to hide it …, we don’t 
want social service[s] to deal with it. We 

find we can’t talk about it openly” 

.. in our society, in our faith as well 
we’re expected for everyone to 
get married. And obviously when 
they don’t, …it’s not a big issue… 
but you still hear ..negative 
whispers here and there”

“Every parent 
understands their 
child more than 
anyone else can 

understand”



What people told us -
practitioners

 Future care concerns as the highest 
motivator for families

 Perceived there were genuine 
misunderstandings among families 
about forced marriage, capacity and 
consent 

 Practitioners’ awareness of 
FM/law/Statutory guidelines varied 
greatly in line with the incidence in 
their area. 

 Assessment of capacity to consent to 
marriage was misunderstood by some.

 Challenges in recognising, 
reporting and progressing cases

 Concerns for spouse without 
learning disability

 Delicate balancing of 
maintaining existing relationships 
with families whilst delivering 
sometimes ‘disagreeable’ 
outcomes to them. 

...”if somebody 
actually thinks oh 
gosh I can’t say 

anything because 
somebody’s going to 

say that I’m racist 

“it was extremely difficult, and I 
think the problem is it 
damages your relationship with 
that family. And it’s not like oh 
they can go to a different 
learning disability service”

“..for some people, 
especially I think some 
people from different 
cultures … the capacity 
and consent weren’t 
something that was an 
issue .. or on their radar 
really. 



Additional findings –
Findings from Registrars
 Some awareness of the law and 

statutory guidelines but linked this 
mostly to sham marriages 

 Some suggested they could feel 
quite unsupported in their role, 
though all said they could find 
support in their local team and 
that they would work through 
concerning cases together  Registrars work within a culture of 

enablement, they perceive that if 
people are experiencing 
challenges in giving notice of 
marriage or saying their vows, they 
should be enabled to do so even if 
it means saying one word at a 
time. 

“And, you know, we’re not 
social workers. And how do 
we know the level of their 
incapacity to understand”

“I think for a typical registrar 
it would simply be the fact 
that they don’t want to 
cause problems. They may 
not feel confident enough 
in their own judgement to 
speak out against it [case 
of concern]”

“….there’s a terrific 
amount of pressure on 
the registrar who’s being 
paid £8.50 an hour on a 
Saturday morning with a 
room full of people”



Key challenges

 Helping all stakeholder groups to understand consent, what 
constitutes a forced marriage and what the consequences might 
be

 Cultural awareness - practitioners fear being perceived racist
 Raising awareness of the law and statutory guidelines
 Assessing capacity to consent to marriage – complexities of the 

assessment itself and impact of decisions made
 What to do in cases where the marriage has already taken place 

and seems to be ‘working’ for all concerned
 Empowering people with learning disabilities to have a voice
 Spouse without a learning disability can also be a victim



Free resources to improve 
safeguarding
 Summary of Findings

 Full/Short/Easy Read versions

 Guidance and tool kit to support practitioners 
assessing capacity to consent to marry

 Film aimed at people with learning disabilities, 
families, faith/community groups  to raise 
awareness of forced marriage. 
 Available in English, Urdu, Hindi and Sylheti
 Workbooks

 Detailed case study report
 helps bring to life motivations, risks, consequences 

and potential outcomes 
 designed to aid awareness and understanding of all 

those caring for or working with people with 
learning disabilities 

My Marriage,
My Choice

My Marriage My Choice Project website:
www.nottingham.ac.uk/research/groups/mymarriagemychoice
Rachael.Clawson@Nottingham.ac.uk
Twitter @marriagechoice and @RachaelEClawson
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