
Unfinished agendas
The Situation Analysis shines a light on unfinished agendas 
related to the following: (1) child poverty; (2) chronic 
malnutrition (stunting); (3) survival in the first month of 
life (neonatal period); (4) educational inclusion, quality and 
outcomes; (5) eradication of child marriage and female 
genital mutilation (FGM); and (6) water, sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH). Examining the status of children and 
women through an equity lens reveals vulnerable sub-
populations that still are not fully benefitting from current 
efforts (text box). 

In Ethiopia, 88 per cent of all children (94 per cent 
in rural areas and 42 per cent in urban areas) live in 
multi-dimensional poverty.4  Stunting reduction has hit 
a plateau, with 37 per cent of children under the age of 5 
years being stunted in 2019.5  Although Ethiopia has made 
major strides in under-five mortality, there has been no 
recent improvement in the neonatal mortality rate, which 
is currently 30 per 1,000 live births.6  This, coupled with 
the fact that maternal mortality is declining but still very 
high (412 per 100,000),7  highlights the need to continue 
to improve care-seeking practices, coverage and quality 
of high-impact maternal and neonatal health interventions. 
School attendance rates have increased at all levels, 
and the gender gap is narrowing.8  However, successful 
progression through the education system, resulting 
in employable skills that can bode well for labour 
participation prospects, remains a challenge for males 
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and females. Secondary school gross enrolment rates are 
only 48 per cent for Grades 9-10 and 13 per cent for Grades 
11-12, with boys having higher rates than girls.9 In addition, 
the latest National Learning Assessment (NLA) average 
scores for Grade 4 and Grade 8 are only 44.7 per cent and 
42.1 per cent, respectively, highlighting shortcomings in 
educational quality.10 Child marriage and FGM have declined 
since 2000, but there are stark regional differences; FGM 
reduction will need to be seven times faster, and child 
marriage reduction six times faster than observed over 
the past decade to achieve 2030 targets.11 Finally, only 11 
per cent of Ethiopia’s population uses safely managed 
drinking water (a minimal increase over the 2010 estimate 
of 8 per cent), and the rural-urban divide is vast (5 per cent 
and 38 per cent, respectively).12  Rural populations and the 
poorest households are the most disadvantaged in terms of 
sanitation, and hygiene is a gap in all settings.

Children and women still being left behind

• Children in the lowest wealth quintiles
• Pastoralists
• Children on the move
• Urban destitute
• Children with disabilities

• Out-of-school male & female adolescents
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Promoting children’s and women’s well-being and 
participation is central to Ethiopia’s growth and 
development. Ethiopia’s policies and legislation 
are generally responsive to global and regional 
conventions such as the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, and 
the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child. There have been notable achievements, such 
as monetary poverty reduction (from 45.5 per cent in 
1995/96 to 23.5 per cent in 2015/16),1  and under-five 
mortality reduction (from 123 per 1,000 live births in 
2005 to 55 per 1,000 live births in 2019).2  However, 
Ethiopia ranks 173rd out of 189 countries on the 
United Nations Human Development Index,3  and 
recurrent hazards (e.g., droughts, floods, conflict) 
push the bounds of resilience. This brief is based on 
the 2019 Situation Analysis of Children and Women 
in Ethiopia, conducted by UNICEF. It highlights 
unfinished agendas and factors that should be 
addressed via risk-informed, equity-focused efforts to 
achieve sustainable development for all.
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Other priorities drawing into focus
The Situation Analysis highlighted several factors that 
underpin shortfalls and inequities related to children and 
women (see text box on next page). Programmes and 
streams of work that address underlying vulnerabilities will 
require greater investment and focus. Social protection 
and child protection (which covers issues such as violence, 
exploitation and abuse; harmful practices; child labour; justice 
for children and birth registration) are two such issues that 
require a systems approach and acceleration of efforts to 
expand programme coverage, rationalize service standards  
(e.g., aligning social assistance amounts with costs of 
maintaining an adequate diet) and strengthen information 
systems.

There is also a need for a sharper focus on the full spectrum of 
issues affecting early childhood development and adolescent 
development and participation, two key points of intervention 
for human capital investment.

Geographical disparities (e.g., urban-rural, highland-lowland, 
regional) also require continued focus. In recent years, there 
has been a narrowing of urban-rural disparities for some 
outcomes,  driven largely by progress in rural areas and  
stagnation or deterioration of progress in urban areas.13 
Despite improvements in some indicators, Afar and Somali 
still fare worse than other regions in several domains. 

The humanitarian-development nexus is highly salient 
in Ethiopia, particularly as humanitarian-affected children, 
adolescents and women have increased vulnerabilities 
related to health, food security, access to safe water, and 
protection from violence and exploitation. Poverty is a major 
correlate of adverse outcomes in children and women, 
and lowland areas are much more vulnerable to poverty than 
other ecological zones in the country, with 66 per cent of 
populations in those areas either already poor or at risk of 
becoming poor in the event of a shock.14  

Rapid population growth (based on the current growth rate 
of 2.85 per cent, Ethiopia’s population will double by 2050) 
and rapid urbanization (projected to increase from 21 per 
cent to 31 per cent by 2037) will impact the required scale 
and distribution of resources to ensure the well-being of all 
children and women.15,16   

Recommended actions

1. Participation 
• Streamlined/rationalized management, coordination and 

mutual accountability mechanisms that are evidence 
informed and create a space for children, including 
adolescents.  

• Leveraging of the new Charities and Societies Act to 
maximize contributions of non-State actors to national 
goals and targets. 

2. Financing/Resources
• Resource mobilization, allocation and expenditure 

tracking through the lens of public finance for children.
3. Tailored Service Delivery
• Age-appropriate and gender-sensitive services for 

adolescents.
• Contextually appropriate service delivery models for 

different settings (e.g., lowland-highland, urban-rural, 
pastoralist-agrarian).

• Integrated humanitarian and development/resilience-
building programmes that align development 
approaches with humanitarian needs. 

4.  Operationalization of Gender Mainstreaming
• Costed operational plans for gender mainstreaming in 

all sectors.
• Social and behaviour change strategies to address 

beliefs/norms that underpin gender inequality in 
different settings.

5. Data for Action
• Available, high-quality administrative data and research 

evidence to inform efforts.

FACTORS DRIVING SHORTFALLS AND 
INEQUITIES 

Immediate Causes: 
• Below-target programme coverage

Underlying Causes: 
• Recurrent hazards (climate, economic, socio-

political) 

• Limited ‘whole system’ coordination across 
sectors and stakeholders 

• Insufficient programme adaptations for lowland 
versus highland areas

• Persistent service quality gaps

• Incomplete policy implementation/enforcement

• Multi-dimensional poverty

Structural Causes: 
• Slow pace of economic diversification

• Sub-optimal levels/sources of public finance for 
children

• Persistent socio-cultural beliefs/norms that 
compromise child welfare and limit children’s 
voice/agency 

• Outstanding policy gaps (justice for children, 
violence in domestic settings)
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