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Ethiopia is urbanising fast. Growth rates of urban populations have been rising rapidly over the past 
30 years, and urbanisation is now considered a priority in the second Growth and Transformation Plan 
(GTP) of the Ethiopian Government for the years 2015-2020. Two out of five Ethiopians will be living 
in urban areas by 2050 (UN DESA projections, 2018), and the rate of urbanisation1 is expected to 
average 4.4 per cent until 2030, only dropping to around 3.4 per cent after 2030 and until 2050. This 
average 4.4 per cent urbanisation rate makes Ethiopia one of the most quickly urbanising countries 
in the world, preceded only by seven other countries in Sub-Saharan Africa.2

The Ethiopian Central Statistical Agency (CSA) cites several factors contributing to urban population 
growth: natural growth, internal rural-to-urban migration (due to limited basic services and economic 
opportunities in rural areas), and other factors relating to the emergence of new cities and the 
expansion of old ones. Challenges in identifying the role, significance and relevance of different 
drivers translate into difficulties in planning and managing urbanisation. Nonetheless, it is clear 
that rural-to-urban migration is one of the most important driving forces of urbanisation, spurred 
by the seemingly better social services and living conditions in cities. While one in every ten rural-
to-urban migrants move in search of economic opportunities in urban areas (CSA, UNICEF, and 
OPM, 2015), most migrants move due to push factors including environmental degradation, lower 
agricultural productivity, inadequate social services and land shortages in rural areas. Only 5 per cent 
of migrants move with their entire family (World Bank, 2015a), and many children are living without 
their mothers in urban centres (6 per cent in Addis Ababa alone). Recent findings from UNICEF’s 
Multiple Overlapping Deprivation Analysis (MODA) applied to Ethiopian data suggest that 42 per 
cent of all urban children are deprived in three or more of six dimensions and, even though child 
poverty remains predominantly a rural phenomenon, inequality prevails in urban areas. 

Owing to limitations in existing data, a thorough assessment of the impact of urbanisation on child 
poverty in Ethiopia is an arduous exercise. While available secondary quantitative data provide useful 
information to describe the extent and possible characteristics of urban child poverty, important gaps 
still remain in the understanding of urban children’s complex experiences of poverty, the factors 
associated with this poverty, and its consequences. Conventional multi-topic household surveys 
used to assess household poverty also fail, in most cases, to depict the full extent and nuances of 
the poverty facing children—including children qualified as the most vulnerable (migrant children, 
street children, orphans and children with disabilities). Qualitative research is particularly suited to 
help fill these gaps, as well as evidence gaps on stigma, discrimination, social exclusion, physical 
safety, violence (in the household and/or the community), and the psychological and emotional 
turmoil that often affect children. Such subtle information is necessary to complement quantitative 
assessments and to tailor policies to reduce urban child poverty more effectively. 

New qualitative evidence on children’s experiences of poverty in urban settings of Ethiopia is thus 
provided in this study that focused on two sites – Kombolcha city (Amhara region) and the Kolfe Keraniyo 

1. The projected average rate of change of the urban population size.
2. These seven countries have the following urbanisation rates over the period 2015-2030: Burundi (5.4 per 

cent), Uganda (5.4 per cent), Tanzania (4.9 per cent), Burkina Faso (4.7 per cent), Niger (4.7 per cent), 
Mali (4.6 per cent) and Malawi (4.4 per cent).
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sub-city of Addis Ababa. The study draws on information gathered from focus group discussions 
(FGDs) and in-depth interviews (IDIs) with children aged 10-14 and adolescents from 15-17. Child and 
adolescent views and voices are complemented by those from adults, including FGDs with parents/
guardians, teachers, community and religious leaders, and a series of key informant interviews (KIIs) 
with government officials and representatives from NGOs at local, national, and regional levels. 
The study offers a comprehensive picture of child poverty in Ethiopia, also drawing from children’s 
own perceptions of poverty, its causes and consequences, and the impact of urbanisation on their 
daily lives. Qualitative findings are compared and contrasted with innovative analysis of the Welfare 
Monitoring Surveys that took place twice, once in 2011 and once 2016 (WMS, 2011, 2016). Only 
urban households with children aged 17 years or younger were included in this work. Furthermore, 
a principal component analysis guided the formulation of wealth quintiles (based on the distribution 
of urban assets across urban dwellers), and highlighted significant changes in living conditions for 
the poorest households that occurred between the years 2011 and 2016. The study concludes with 
a discussion of policy implications based on these research findings. 
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Urbanisation and urban child poverty 

Children living in urban poverty are exposed to unique vulnerabilities, including lack of secure 
housing and the threat of eviction, overcrowding, exposure to toxic pollutants and the risk of road 
traffic injuries, poor infrastructure and public services, and high rates of crime and violence within 
the community (and the household). 

The 22.3 million people living in urban areas of Ethiopia in 2018 amount to 20.8 per cent of the overall 
population. This proportion is expected to approach 27 per cent by 2030 and more than 39 per cent 
by 2050 (UNDESA, 2018). The Central Statistical Agency (CSA) estimates that children younger than 
10 years represented 20 per cent of the overall urban population in 2018. Adolescents (aged 10 to 19 
years) and youth (aged 15 to 24 years) reached 21.2 per cent and 23.7 per cent respectively. Whereas 
Addis Ababa remains the largest city, attracting a large absolute number of internal migrants and 
increasing by a CAGR of 2.4 per cent per year, the populations of secondary cities have also increased 
with generally higher rates of growth, averaging 5 per cent a year between 2014 and 2017.3

Variation of Urban Population in Major Ethiopian Cities, 2014-2017

Source of data: ‘Population Projection of Ethiopia for All Regions at Wereda Level from 2014-
2017’, Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Central Statistical Agency (2013). CAGR stands for 
Compound Annual Growth Rate. 
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3.  This is the case for Mekele (Tigray Region), Hawassa (Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples’ 
Region), Bahir Dar (Amhara Region), Gambella (Gambella Region), Assayita (Afar Region) and Assosa 
(Benishangul-Gumuz Region).
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Four out of five urban dwellers live in informal settlements (World Vision International, 2016), and 
one in four youth are currently unemployed (CSA, 2018). Urban unemployment predominantly affects 
women and girls, with one in three of them jobless. If employed, young girls in urban areas usually 
work as domestic servants to non-relatives, which keeps them out of school

Urban unemployment rate by gender (2003-2018)

Source of data: CSA Urban Employment Unemployment Survey, various years

Although there is rather extensive literature on urban poverty in general, research on urbanisation 
in Ethiopia and its potential effect on the urban poor is still limited in scope, even more so when 
it comes to research on urban child poverty. However, there is evidence of increasing attention to 
children’s issues and child poverty in the evolution of national strategies and child-focused policies. 
Nonetheless, the second Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP-II) covering the years 2015-2020 
continues to consider children, along with youth and women, as simply a crosscutting issue instead 
of an important topic in its own right. The current study highlights the urgent need for the upcoming 
GTP-III to clearly mention child poverty as a separate topic deserving its own attention. Further, 
specific recommendations for poor children living in urban areas should also be made in GTP-III. 
Moreover, given the rapid and accelerating trend of urbanisation, in which urban child poverty 
seems engrained, addressing urban child poverty should become a common denominator of the 
GTP process. This also implies undertaking a child rights-based approach to programming (in urban 
settings in particular) by bringing children’s voices, views and unique experiences of poverty into the 
policy and programme process. 
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Urban poverty as viewed and voiced by poor children: key findings from 
qualitative research

Our qualitative data collection and analysis shed light on children’s understanding of poverty, its 
causes and consequences, and the impact that rapid urbanization is having on the life of children 
growing up in poverty in Kombolcha and Kolfe Keraniyo (Addis Ababa). 

Definitions and experiences of poverty

Children in urban areas commonly describe living in poverty as having unfulfilled basic needs for 
food, shelter and clothing. This definition is homogenous across sites and gender and age groups, 
and is most often referred to by out-of-school children. Poor urban children in our study identified the 
poorest children in the community as the most vulnerable children (including orphans, street children, 
migrant children and children with disabilities), which was not the case in a previous comparable 
qualitative exercise undertaken under the Young Lives Programme.

Children discussed education deprivation at length, and they associated ‘being poor’ with ‘being 
unable to attend school’ because of indirect costs of schooling, such as transportation and uniforms. 
Boys commented that they are likely to be beaten by teachers if they fail to bring school materials. 
Girls are bullied and teased by classmates if they wear worn-out school uniforms. Welfare Monitoring 
Survey (WMS) data suggest that those urban children (aged 14 to 17 years) belonging to the poorest 
wealth quintile are most likely to have never been in school. 

Children in Kolfe Keraniyo also debated disparities in education affecting migrant children, discussing 
the risks related to attending evening classes in this FGD: ‘Migrant children working as housekeepers 
are usually exploited and exhausted, and they cannot attend school properly. Some of them decide 
to attend evening classes even when their employers disagree. Younger girls that attend evening 
classes are usually afraid of walking in the dark late at night for the risk of rape and physical 
harassment. We heard that strangers recently kidnapped a girl who was going to school late in the 
evening, and they took her kidneys. That girl was found dead shortly afterwards. We have also heard 
that strangers abduct young children and traffic them’ (Poverty Tree/FGD with in-school girls aged 
10-14 years in Addis Ababa).

Poor housing conditions were also often mentioned as indicators for urban child poverty. Older boys 
in Kolfe Keraniyo depicted poor housing as tiny, rented houses that can barely accommodate all family 
members and that have leaking roofs when it rains. Children and adults alike lamented high and 
rising rents, a trend that threatens households’ ability to pay and increases the risk of homelessness. 
WMS data point to deteriorating quality of walls and roofs and even greater overcrowding for the 
poorest households between 2011 and 2016. 
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Among the most vulnerable children, street life is extremely harsh, but exhibits a different impact 
by age and gender. Older children are more likely to become child labourers, while younger children 
usually beg for food or collect food that has been thrown away. Girls are especially vulnerable to 
rape and broader sexual violence. All children experience violence, either from older children or from 
adults. Many decide to forego sleeping at night to remain vigilant and to try and protect themselves. 
Migrant children may be escaping rural poverty or family conflict, with girls running away from 
harmful practices (like child marriage) that are more prevalent in rural areas. 

Causes and consequences of child poverty

Determinants and consequences of child poverty

Children in Kombolcha and Kolfe Keraniyo enumerated similar determinants for child poverty, 
independently of their age, gender and school attendance. Unemployment and lack of reliable 
household income were often mentioned, with available jobs (as daily labourers) paying income that 
was meagre and insufficient to meet the households’ basic needs. Younger children further related 
‘lack of income’ with ‘uneducated parents’; and older children and adults discussed ‘laziness’ and 
‘over-reliance on expected financial assistance’. 

Family breakdown was also thoroughly discussed during the qualitative exercise as another leading 
determinant of urban child poverty, often due to parental divorce or death, unemployment or lack 
of household income. Alternatively, parents could become frustrated because of chronic poverty 
and turn to alcohol and/or drug abuse. This would then bring conflict into the household and lead to 
family disintegration. Addiction to drugs and alcohol could also spur violence against children in the 
household, as explained by younger children in Kolfe Keraniyo: ‘When a father becomes an addict, 
his character may change, and he may start punishing his children for no reason. The children may 
then flee the family roof to escape from the abuser’ (Poverty Tree/FGD with in-school boys aged 10-
14 years in Addis Ababa).

Among the consequences of child poverty, FGD and KII participants mentioned a lack of school 
attendance and/or poor school performance, poor health and sanitation (at the household and 
community level), inability to access medical treatment (because of unaffordable costs) and social 
exclusion. They also reiterated the effects that street life has on children, and exposure to child 
labour exploitation. Younger children and migrant children are more likely to be engaged in hazardous 
manual labour because they are unaware of their rights, and they lack connection to social networks. 
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On the impact of urbanisation on child poverty 

When discussing the consequences of urbanisation on their lives, participants in our qualitative 
study focused on environmental degradation, unplanned population growth, increased child labour 
and the dismantling of social capital. Urbanisation – in this case the excessively fast growth of urban 
areas – deepens the negative impact of child poverty on children’s lives. While participants briefly 
mentioned some ‘positive’ effects of urbanisation (namely, greater availability of goods and better 
markets for small private businesses), the discussion mainly revolved around the perceived negative 
effect of urbanisation on children’s lives. 

Environmental degradation was debated most in Kolfe Keraniyo (Addis Ababa), where tanneries, 
textile factories and a large beer factory brought about environmental pollution, scarcity of clean 
water, deforestation and lack of green spaces where children can play safely. Lack of trees was 
further related to prevailing respiratory tract infections, which appear to be surging.

Respondents in Kombolcha associated the expansion of industrial parks (for food processing, textile 
and garments) with unplanned population growth, and subsequent inflation for food and rent. In many 
instances, unaffordable rent led to the spreading of illegal housing that could easily be dismantled 
and removed, further putting tenure security in danger. 

WMS data suggest that 8.5 per cent of urban households (with children younger than 17 years) were 
keeping their children out of school in 2016 and sending them to work to add to family income. That 
was a significant increase of 1.6 percentage points from 2011. 

A representative from a national NGO highlighted the interaction between urbanisation and increased 
child labour in Kombolcha: ‘There are many children that come here from the countryside to work 
during the rainy season when schools are closed. Other children miss school altogether in order to 
work on the railway construction site nearby. Since the railway construction passes through rural 
areas, there are many boys who engage in daily labour from those areas. They usually collect and sell 
stones at the stone crusher plants’ [KII with a (national) NGO representative in Kombolcha].

Social fragility and the dismantling of social capital was a final remark on the discontent about 
urbanisation, with key respondents hinting that antagonism between newcomers and native 
residents may hamper any opportunity for local development. 

Policy implications

This study sets out key policy implications based on the qualitative (and secondary quantitative) 
evidence gathered in the field that is situated within a broader assessment of existing policies and 
interventions to address child poverty in (urban) Ethiopia. 
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Reaching the most marginalized and most vulnerable urban children first 

Within the context of the urbanisation of poverty, a key challenge for policy interventions is to 
reach the most marginalized children first. This includes out-of-school and/or working children, who 
are often street children, migrant children, trafficked children or child domestic workers, those 
affected by violence reinforced by social norms, orphans and children with disabilities. Numerous 
interviewees in our qualitative research identified the need to focus on such children, including 
orphans and children with disabilities because they are the poorest among poor children. This priority 
is in line with the ‘leaving no one behind’ commitment under the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), currently integrated within the GTP-II.

Various crucial dimensions of poverty (and child poverty) including social exclusion, domestic and 
school violence, juvenile justice and harmful child labour practices have all, so far, remained omitted 
from national poverty-reduction strategies. Policy initiatives tend to be one-size-fits-all, with few 
specific measures to ensure they are tailored to meet the differential needs of children, starting 
from different needs of urban (and rural) children. Moreover, children’s views and experiences 
of poverty have largely been omitted in policy-making, implying that children are not considered 
competent in shaping their own interpretations of poverty. Instead, child-responsive urban planning 
should perceive the child both as a service receiver and a participant, whose rights to health, safety, 
citizenship, environment, and prosperity should be prioritised (UNICEF, 2018b). 
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Furthermore, the technical design and implementation of programmes is often a source of 
challenges. Again, this is because the specific needs and vulnerabilities of different groups of 
children are disregarded. This is evident in the consideration of children’s needs and characteristics 
as a ‘crosscutting’ issue that leads them to be passed over and receive no specific attention in 
policy-making. Distinct and concerted efforts will be required, in the scope of policy interventions, 
to locate the most marginalised groups, acknowledge them as separate agents, and incorporate 
gender and age dimensions in programming. 

Reducing barriers to access basic services for the urban poor, multisectoral 
programming and synergies between formal and informal community-based 
organisations

Interviewees in this research discussed the inability of poor households, and children within those 
households, to access basic services in urban areas because of a lack of infrastructure or unaffordable 
indirect costs. Under-financing and weak provision leave the poor unable to access services, and 
result in poor children being excluded. 

Increased public spending and redistributive public finance (including progressive taxation) can reduce 
barriers to access basic services for the urban poor, together with multi-sectoral programming based 
on a clear definition of roles and responsibilities for all parties engaged. Poor children experience 
multiple vulnerabilities and suffer from multiple deprivations that need addressing through multi-
sectoral responses. The Ethiopian government, international development partners and (international 
and local) non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society organisations (CSOs) should 
then undertake a systems approach in programme planning and implementation. This approach 
would facilitate identification of poor urban children as beneficiaries, engage in effective targeting, 
and promote better service delivery bridging different sectors and areas of intervention.

Participants in qualitative fieldwork under this research further advocated for cooperation between 
the local government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and community care coalitions 
(CCCs). NGOs and CCCs can play a vital role in identifying the poorest children living in and outside 
household settings, and connecting them to existing government programmes that can provide 
support. 

Addressing the negative impacts of urbanisation on child poverty, and expanding 
income-support programmes

Notwithstanding the increased attention to urban deprivation under the national Growth and 
Transformation Plans (GTPs), GTP-III should clearly mention child poverty from a rights-based 
perspective, and propose ad-hoc recommendations to address urban child poverty. Social protection 
programmes targeting urban poverty should also adjust and adapt to the needs of the urban poor, and 
of urban poor children, and they should be tailored around those needs and separately acknowledge 
and address children’s needs. Their guidelines should incorporate review and revision mechanisms 
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based on lessons learnt and experienced failures (from similar contexts in other countries). This 
should especially hold for the first generation of urban safety net programmes, which are currently 
being introduced in Ethiopia and several other countries. 

Moreover, actions that complement cash transfer programmes (including nutritional supplements, 
behavioural change training, programmes that address mental health or partner’s violence or that 
encourage aspirations through increased social interactions) can strengthen the intended impact of 
social protection programmes. These actions can also address many emotional, relational and socio-
psychological dimensions of poverty that are especially important to poor children.

Focusing on information, education and communication 

After identification of potential beneficiaries, extensive communication and outreach should 
be tailored to the needs of the urban poor, and the needs of poor urban children in particular. 
Accordingly, messages reaching the urban poor of all ages with appropriate and trusted multi-media 
and community-based channels should be considered.

Equally important for information, education and communication (IEC) efforts is to contribute to 
changing social beliefs on poverty, and to empower the urban poor and poor urban children to take 
positive actions.

Addressing evidence gaps

This study concludes with a call for action to fill evidence gaps and to gather new qualitative 
and quantitative data on urban child poverty. Improvements in available data would allow a more 
comprehensive assessment of the drivers of child poverty in urban settings, and would inform ad-
hoc policy interventions accordingly. Current evidence gaps include city-level population projections, 
disaggregated by gender and age groups, and information on the different roles played by the drivers 
of urbanisation, as well as information on whether children migrate alone or are accompanied by one 
or more adults. 

Evidence on the living conditions of the most vulnerable children (MVC) is scant and insufficient to 
inform sound policy recommendations. To address this specific gap, it may be necessary to rely on 
atypical survey methodologies, given that children living in poverty, especially MVC, are often left out 
of traditional data collection methods.4 Data can be improved with the use of satellite and mobile-
phone data. Sampling frames should also reflect the rapid changes that urban environments often 
experience. To this end, survey frequency matters. 

Finally, existing datasets can also be further probed to ascertain whether social protection 
interventions have provided any sustainable escape from poverty traps, and whether they helped to 
break the vicious circle of chronic urban child poverty. If existing research highlighted any promising 
effect from certain interventions, a follow-up study may reveal whether those effects were just 
short-lived and how they could otherwise be sustained.

4.  These methods are usually based on an existing population censuses that typically disregard informal 
settlements as well as sub-populations living outside household settings.
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