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India is one of the most vulnerable regions to climate change. While the frequency of extreme 

floods is on a rise with increased climate variability, little is understood of the demographic 

responses to such events. This paper studies the effect of flooding of river Kosi on marriage 

markets. In 2008, river Kosi breached an embankment in Nepal, thereby causing massive floods 

in Northern Bihar. These floods temporarily displaced about half a million people and caused a 

loss of about 1.7 billion rupees. We use the 2015-16 round of the National Family Health 

Survey, and exploit the variations in the timing of marriage and exposure to floods to use a 

difference-in-differences approach and show that Kosi floods reduced men’s age at marriage by 

almost a year. Given that men typically marry younger women, these floods consequently 

decreased women’s age at marriage by over four months. A lower age at marriage translated into 

a 112.7% increase in the incidence of male child marriage and a 17.8% increase in the incidence 

of female child marriage. Further, Kosi floods reduced the likelihood of married men completing 

high school by 28% and married women by 30%. In India, where dowry is the traditional 

marriage payment norm, credit constrained families may marry their sons at a younger age as a 

result of an economic shock induced by a natural disaster. Moreover, the amount of dowries 

received by Hindus is typically larger than those received by Muslims. Consistent with this 

hypothesis, we show that above results were almost entirely driven by (i) landless households, 

indicating that individuals from poorer households had a more severe marriage market response, 

and (ii) Hindu households, providing suggestive evidence that an increase in the demand for 

dowry may be driving our results. We show that these changes in marital outcomes were 

accompanied by inferior economic outcomes for married women: they were less likely to work 

and had a lower command over economic resources. By establishing a link between flooding, 

early marriage and women’s economic outcomes, our results highlight that policies designed to 

stabilize income after a natural disaster can improve women’s welfare.


