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Abstract

An orofacial cleft may have an appreciable psychosocial impact on patients that could affect their social lives, including the choice of who
they marry. We retrospectively reviewed the impact of repair of cleft lip on marriage in adult patients in our institution by questioning a
group of patients treated from July 2009-June 2017. There were 120 adult patients who had cleft lips repaired, of whom 17 (14%) patients
changed their marital status. The mean (SD) ages of the 17 were 32 (1), range 20-41, years. Five of the 17 were men, and 12 women, with a
male:female ratio of 0.4: 1. All 17 patients confirmed that the unrepaired cleft affected the choice of who they initially married. After repair,
the five male patients married additional wives (one wife each (n=4), and two wives (n=1)). Of the 12 female patients all divorced their
spouses, but only nine had remarried at the time of the study. We conclude that unrepaired cleft lip in an adult in our environment may affect
the choice of partner. This choice may be altered if facial aesthetics improve after repair of the cleft.

© 2019 The British Association of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

An orofacial cleft is one of the most common congenital
abnormalities, and it has considerable psychosocial impact on
patients, parents, and relatives. This has led to developments
in counselling techniques that are used during management.
It has also led to encouragement of early forms of repair,
including the possibility of an intrauterine repair.' Many non-
governmental agencies such as the 700 Club and Smile Train
have developed facilities, particularly in developing coun-
tries, and have accounted for a large number of repairs yearly.
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There are still occasions where these patients are not
treated until adulthood, and unrepaired clefts of the lip have
been associated with many challenges for those affected.
The psychosocial impacts can be varied and far-reaching,’
and reported problems can be related to appearance,’ anxi-
ety, and depression.” ® The associated social anxieties may
stem from being stared at,’ teased, and bullied.’ Making
friends and establishing relationships can prove challenging
in adolescence, as these people are always teased about their
defects.®

It has been suggested that adults living with repaired clefts
are less likely to marry than the normal population, or tend
to do so later in life.>* The choice of who to marry tends
to be out of their control as it is largely dependent on who
accepts them the way that they are. Anecdotal findings show
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that they are often accepted only by people with some form
of physical challenge.

It has also been reported that having a cleft results in the
increased chance of having a child with a cleft, and this has
been known to affect the decision to have a child.” The repair
of these clefts in adulthood is thought to give an exagger-
ated improvement in the facial value and self-worth of such
patients. This sudden perceived increase in quality of life
tends to give rise to psychological, behavioural, and social
changes that affect important decisions, including the need
to marry more wives or even divorce some existing ones.

In this study we have reviewed married adult patients with
repaired clefts of the upper lip in a semi-urban African setting
to see how the repair has affected their marriages.

Patients and methods

We retrospectively reviewed patients who had repairs of cleft
lip in adulthood at the Maxillofacial Surgery Department of
the Federal Medical Center Nguru, Yobe State, North East
Nigeria by inviting and questioning a group of patients who
had cleft lips repaired during the period July 2009-June 2017.
The participants of interest were those who were married
before they had a cleft lip repaired. Data were abstracted by an
interviewer, who recorded information on their sociodemo-
graphic characteristics, whether the unrepaired cleft affected
the choice of a previous marriage, the marital status of the
patient before and after repair, the presence or absence of
physical impairment of the spouse, and the time of repair of
the cleft in relation to the divorce. The clinic nurse recorded
the perceptions of all the subjects interviewed.

Inclusion criteria were all patients aged 13 years and over
who had had a cleft lip or cleft lip and palate repaired. Patients
who had an isolated cleft palate or patients who declined to
participate were excluded from the study.

Statistical analysis

The data were analysed using SPSS for Windows (version
15.0, SPSS Inc). Absolute numbers were used to describe
categorical variables. Quantitative variables were described
using mean or median together with the indication of scatter
as appropriate.

Results

A total of 131 adults had operations for cleft lip and palate
during the period of the study and were invited to take part,
but only 124 of them responded of whom four were excluded.
Those excluded were three who had an isolated cleft palate
and one who refused to participate. A total of 120 adult
patients who had cleft lips repaired therefore took part in
the study. There were 44 men (37%) and 76 women (63%)

Table 1
Personal details of the patients.

Variable No.

Age (years):
10-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51+

Sex:

Male
Female 12

Education:

Uneducated 0
Koranic 4
Primary 9
4

0

S = 0 W W

Secondary
Tertiary

Tribe:
Hausa 3
Kanuri 14
Others 0

Table 2
Time of divorce from the time of cleft repair.

Age (years) No. <6 months

10-20 3
21-30 5
8
1

6 months—1 year

2 _

31-40
41-50

[ N
—_ ) W
—

Total 17

)
o
—_

with a male:female ratio of 0.6:1. Their mean (SD) age at the
time of repair was 29 (2) years, range 13-52.

Of the 120 who had repair of cleft lip, 17 (14%) had a
change in marital status and affirmed that the unrepaired cleft
affected the choice of who they initially married. Their sex
and ages are shown in Table 1. Most (13/17) were at their
peak reproductive age (21-40 years) and primary school cer-
tificate was their highest educational qualification. Five of
the respondents’ had spouses with at least one form of phys-
ical impairment, including one who was deaf and dumb, and
one case each of monocular visual impairment, blindness,
amputation of a right upper limb, and asymmetrical lower
limbs.

After repair of the cleft lip, all the patients were satisfied
with the operation, and five of the men married additional
wives (one wife each in four cases, and two in one case)
between the time of the operation and the study. Of the
12 female patients, all had divorced their husbands. How-
ever, only nine had remarried at the time of the study. Most
of the changes in marital status (16/17) occurred within
the first year after operation (Table 2). The complications
recorded included palatal fistula (n=2), keloid/hypertrophic
scar (n= 1), and notch of the lip (n=2).
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Discussion

Cleft lip and palate are among the most common craniofa-
cial anomalies and human congenital birth deformities. The
prevalence of cleft lip and palate is increasing, varying both
racially and geographically.” It is said to occur in 1/500 to
2500 births,’ and recent studies have suggested that cleft lip
and palate is one of the most prevalent birth defects in the
USA, with more than 6500 documented cases in 2001.%-10
This report varies slightly from reports within African pop-
ulations, which range from as low as 0.3/1000 live births in
Nigeria' "% to 1.65/1000 live births in Kenya.'?

Studies of people with craniofacial abnormalities (includ-
ing cleft lip) have shown that they develop in a normal manner
and do not experience psychological problems, but an appre-
ciable number have been documented to be at risk of impaired
psychological adjustment, diminished social skills, and poor
parental acceptance.'®!> A review of relevant publications
has shown that existing studies were made mainly among
white patients and those living in urban areas. Most of these
studies also looked at the social lives of adults who had oro-
facial cleft repair at varying times during their childhood,
compared with the present study in which the clefts were
repaired in adulthood among semiurban dwellers.”

With the introduction of free surgical repair of cleft lip
and palate in our centre by the charity Smile Train in 2009,
about 131 adults have had surgical repairs. Cleft lip in partic-
ular imposes a large burden on the health, quality of life, and
socio-economic wellbeing of affected patients and their fam-
ilies. It becomes worse when the child with a cleft becomes
an adolescent and grows into adulthood without surgical
intervention.'®

The age and sex distribution of patients in the present
study are similar to those previously documented for orofa-
cial clefts.!” We aimed to gain insight into older peoples’
experience of cleft lip and palate, particularly as it affects
their marriage and social lives, which is an aspect that has to
our knowledge rarely been discussed.

A large number of sociocultural myths are related to the
aetiology of orofacial clefts, one of which is that the cleft
serves as a punishment for parental sins.'® These myths are
more likely to be accepted amongst rural dwellers, particu-
larly where there is poor educational attainment (as among
patients in the present study). Acceptance of these percep-
tions may affect how other members of the community
interact with those with orofacial clefts. The finding of a
serious effect on the marriage and social lives of the peo-
ple we studied is at variance with the findings of Hamlet
and Harcourt,'® who noted that the romantic relationships of
their participants were not adversely affected by their clefts
or the outcome of the repairs. They reported that it was rather
the patients’ low self-esteem from the cleft that limited their
interaction with the opposite sex rather than discrimination
by others. They cautioned, however, that their study was con-
ducted at a time when pressure to marry and have children
was probably more that it is today.

Patel and Ross'® also studied 20 subjects of whom 13 were
single, 3 were married, and 4 were in relationships. However,
they also reported that the deformity had no effect on their
partners. The finding of the present study is in agreement
with the qualitative studies by Macgregor,”” Berk et al,”! and
Marcusson et al,> who recorded a considerable effect on the
social lives as well as the relationships. Maslow?” described
human needs as being hierarchical with the need to satisfy
the next strata increasing as soon as the one before it had
been satisfied. Most of these subjects in the study group were
happy with their spouses, or at least managed the relationships
before their cleft repair, but seemed to show considerable
dissatisfaction once their cleft was repaired and their options
for a potential life partner widened.

The observations made in the present study may have been
possible as most of the patients got married at a relatively
early age and were still of reproductive age, even after several
years of marriage. [t may also be related to the fact that divorce
is culturally accepted in certain African traditional settings
as a means of dissolving an unacceptable union. In addition
the Islamic religion is predominant in the area studied, and
it allows a man to marry up to four wives. Divorce by these
subjects after cleft lip repair may have resulted from a feeling
of mismatch between their status before and after the repair.
The treatment was thought to have conferred an improvement
in their quality of life.

Our finding that some women are divorced but yet to be
married is in keeping with African cultural practice, by which
a woman needs only to declare her status as being single after
divorce, and plays only a minimal role in attracting a suitor.
Hamid and Sanusi*® pointed out that some of the reasons for
delayed remarriage among divorced women include the sus-
picion of prospective suitors that these women may have been
divorced from a previous marriage as a result of impatience.
Sometimes this fear and suspicion is mutual, as the divorced
women also bring the experiences in their previous marriage
into perspective in taking the decision to consent to a new
marriage.

Anxiety and depression have been reported to be twice
as high in adults with cleft lip and or palate as in controls.*
Dissatisfaction with facial appearance as often seen in these
patients has also been found to be a predictor of depression
in adult patients with cleft lip and or palate when compared
with controls.? This level of anxiety, depression, and dissatis-
faction with facial appearance could have been the reason for
their divorces. Other factors that are beyond the scope of the
present study could have contributed to divorces. Glick’* and
Goode” have argued that the rate of divorce is often increased
in areas with large numbers of adolescent and teenage mar-
riages, as in the present study.

Although the study of controls was not part of our inves-
tigation, a study of divorce from Northern Nigeria showed
an increasing trend in recent times.”> Reasons for this
include early marriage, poverty, women’s disrespect of mar-
ital norms, disagreements with mothers-in-law, and lack of
sincerity among couples.”’
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To our knowledge the present study is the largest single
report of the impact of repair of clefts on marriages among an
adult population. However, it may be limited by the absence
of a control group as well as by the acceptance of the asser-
tion by the participants that the repaired cleft was solely
responsible for their change of marital status. Knowledge
of increased chances of divorce and remarriage after repair
in these subjects is important for marriage counselling to
reduce its impact on the divorced spouse, as it could have
been anticipated even before the marriage was contracted.

Conclusion

Unrepaired cleft lip in an adult in our environment may affect
the choice of marriage partner. This choice may be altered by
improved facial aesthetics after repair of a cleft lip, leading
to adverse consequences on the family and community. This
underscores the need for awareness of this possibility by both
marriage counsellors and intending couples.
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