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Ensuring child well-being remains a challenge 

for the poor in Ethiopia 
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Summary  

Ethiopia has adopted legal and policy measures to enhance child well-being, including 

ratifying and domesticating the United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child 

and the African Union’s (1990) African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 

(Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2005). Article 36 of the Federal Constitution 

guarantees children's rights to life, care, and protection from exploitation, while the National 

Children’s Policy emphasises meeting their physical, emotional, and cognitive needs (Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 1995, 2017). The 2023 National Early Childhood 

Development and Education Policy Framework promotes a multi-sectoral approach to 

fostering holistic child development by ensuring quality care and improving access to 

education (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2023a).  

In line with the International Labour Organization (1999) Convention No. 182, Proclamation 

No. 1156 prohibits the employment of persons under 15 years of age, while the Revised 

Family Code requires guardians and caregivers to safeguard children’s physical and 

intellectual development (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2000, 2019).  

According to Ethiopia’s 2019 Mini Demographic and Health Survey, 37% of children under 

age 5 suffer from stunting due to inadequate nutrition, and one in every 17 die before their 

fifth birthday (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2021). Reports indicate that 43% of 

Ethiopian children are engaged in child labour, with 23% involved in hazardous work (UNICEF, 

2020).   

Despite making significant progress toward universal primary education with a net enrolment 

of 94%, only 47% of Ethiopian children progress to middle school, and just 33% advance to 

secondary school (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2023b). Studies also reveal that 

about 41% of children experience sexual abuse (Mekonnen & Tsega, 2024), and 27% are 

married between the ages of 11 and 14 (UNICEF, 2016).  

This dispatch reports on a special survey module included in the Afrobarometer Round 9 

(2021/2023) questionnaire to explore Africans’ attitudes and perceptions about child well-

being.  

Survey findings show that slightly more than half of Ethiopians support the use of physical 

force to discipline children, though majorities say that neither corporal punishment nor child 

abuse and neglect are common in their community. 

About six in 10 citizens say that support resources are available in their community for abused 

or neglected children, for children with disability, and for children and adults with mental or 

emotional problems. A slim majority of Ethiopians are satisfied with the government’s 

performance on child welfare.  

But compared to economically well-off citizens, poor respondents are significantly more likely 

to report that child abuse/neglect and out-of-school children are common problems, less 

likely to say that resources to help vulnerable children are available in their community, and 
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less likely to commend the government for its efforts in protecting and promoting the well-

being of vulnerable children. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries since 1999. Round 10 surveys were launched in 

January 2024. Afrobarometer conducts face-to-face interviews in the language of the 

respondent’s choice.  

In Round 9, the Afrobarometer team in Ethiopia, led by ABCON – Research and Consulting, 

interviewed a nationally representative sample of 2,400 adult Ethiopians in May-June 2023. A 

sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-2 percentage points 

at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted in Ethiopia in 2013 and 2020.  

Key findings  

▪ A slim majority (51%) of Ethiopians say parents are “sometimes” or “always” justified in 

using physical force to discipline their children, while 48% oppose the practice. 

▪ More than half (52%) of citizens say the use of physical force to discipline children is 

not very common in their communities.   

▪ A majority of respondents say child abuse and neglect (60%) and out-of-school 

children (59%) are infrequent problems in their community. 

o Perceptions of child abuse/neglect and out-of-school children as frequent 

problems are more common among the poor than among economically well-off 

citizens. 

▪ Majorities say resources are available in their community to help children with 

disability (62%), abused and neglected children (59%), and children and adults with 

mental or emotional problems (59%).  

o But the poor are considerably less likely than better-off citizens to report that 

support services for vulnerable children are available in their community. 

▪ A majority (53%) of Ethiopians rate the government favourably in its efforts to protect 

and promote the well-being of vulnerable children.  

o But approval of the government’s performance is significantly lower among the 

poor (40%) than among economically well-off citizens (76%). 

Disciplining a child 

Discipline is an integral part of raising children. But should using physical force to discipline 

children be considered appropriate or abusive?  

Slightly more than half (51%) of Ethiopians believe it is “sometimes justified” (41%) or “always 

justified” (10%) for parents to use physical force to discipline their children. Almost half 48%1 

say the practice is “never justified” (Figure 1). 

Women are more likely than men to endorse the use of physical force to discipline children 

(53% vs. 49%) (Figure 2). The practice is more widely accepted in rural areas (55%) than in 

 
1 Due to rounding, percentages may sum to 99% or 101%. 
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urban areas (45%). Respondents over age 35 (56%-57%) and those with no formal schooling 

(59%) are also more inclined to support this perspective than their counterparts. 

Figure 1: Should parents physically discipline children? | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following actions, please tell me whether you think it can 

always be justified, sometimes be justified, or never be justified: For parents to use physical force to 

discipline their children? 

Figure 2: Justified for parents to physically discipline children | by demographic 

group| Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following actions, please tell me whether you think it can 

always be justified, sometimes be justified, or never be justified: For parents to use physical force to 

discipline their children? (% who say “sometimes justified” or “always justified”) 
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In practice, more than half of Ethiopians (52%) say physical disciplining is “not very frequent” 

(19%) or “not at all frequent” (33%) in their community. But 47% of citizens say it occurs 

“somewhat” or “very” frequently (Figure 3).  

The perception that parents often use physical force to discipline children is more prevalent 

among urbanites (50%) than rural residents (46%) and among citizens over age 55 (55%) than 

among younger respondents (46%-47%) (Figure 4). 

Figure 3: How frequently do adults use physical force to discipline children?                           

| Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: How frequently do you think the following things occur in your community or 

neighbourhood: Adults use physical force to discipline children?  

Figure 4: Perception that adults frequently use physical force to discipline children                    

| by demographic group | Ethiopia | 2023 
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Abuse and neglect 

A majority (60%) of Ethiopians say that child abuse, mistreatment, and neglect are “not very 

frequent” (24%) or “not at all frequent” (36%) in their community, but 40% report these 

problems as frequent (Figure 5).  

Similarly, about six in 10 (59%) say it’s “not at all” or “not very” common to see school-age 

children who are not in school in their community, while 41% disagree. 

Figure 5: How often are children abused, mistreated, or neglected? | Ethiopia                

| 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: How frequently do you think the following things occur in your community or 

neighbourhood: Children are abused, mistreated, or neglected? Children who should be in school are 

not in school? 

 

Perceptions of child abuse and neglect as a frequent occurrence are more common 

among poor respondents (43% of those experiencing high lived poverty2) than among the 

economically well-off (32%) (Figure 6). Similarly, a 14-percentage-point gap separates those 

experiencing no lived poverty from the poor when it comes to identifying out-of-school 

children as a problem (33% vs. 47%).  

Youth are more likely than the elderly to say that children are frequently abused or 

neglected (41% vs. 36%) and that children are frequently not in school (43% vs. 38%).   

Concern about the frequency of child abuse/neglect and out-of-school children is more 

prevalent among respondents with secondary or post-secondary education than among 

those with less schooling.  

  

 
2 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how 
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough 
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Patel 
(2022). 
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Figure 6: Perception that children are frequently abused or neglected | by lived 

poverty, age, and education | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: How frequently do you think the following things occur in your community or 

neighbourhood: Children are abused, mistreated, or neglected? Children who should be in school are 

not in school? (% who say “somewhat frequently” or “very frequently”) 

Support for vulnerable children 

Support services can be crucial for children facing significant challenges, helping to prepare 

them for whole, successful lives. To what extent are such services available at the community 

level? 

Based on Afrobarometer field teams’ observations in all enumeration areas they visited, most 

Ethiopians live within walking distance of a school (89%) and a health clinic (75%) (Figure 7). 
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Fewer than half have a nearby police station (48%) and a government office where people 

can request help (47%). 

Figure 7: Availability of public services at the community level | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Survey enumerators were asked to record: Are the following facilities present in the primary sampling 

unit/enumeration area or within easy walking distance: School (private or public or both)? Police 

station? Health clinic (private or public or both)? A social centre, government help centre, or other 

government office where people can request help with problems? (% “yes”) 

 

Regarding more specialised services for vulnerable children, majorities report that people in 

their community can generally get help for children with physical disabilities (62%), abused or 

neglected children (59%), and children and adults with mental or emotional problems (59%), 

although more than one in three respondents (34%-37%) disagree with these assessments 

(Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Is help available for vulnerable children? | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or 

agree: 

In general, people in this community are able to get help for children who are abused, mistreated, 

or neglected.  

In my community, children who have a physical disability are generally able to get the support 
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In my community, children and adults who have mental or emotional problems are generally able 

to get the help they need to have a good life. 
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Across the board, citizens experiencing high levels of lived poverty are less likely than their 

better-off counterparts to report that support services for vulnerable children are available in 

their community (Figure 9). 

Gaps of 17-19 percentage points separate the poorest and best-off respondents when it 

comes to perceptions that help is available in their community for children with disability (50% 

vs. 69%) and children and adults with mental or emotional problems (48% vs. 65%). 

Citizens with post-secondary qualifications are less likely to report the availability of support 

services for children with physical disabilities and mental or emotional problems than their 

counterparts with less education. No clear pattern of significant differences is apparent 

across genders or physical locations. 

Figure 9: Help is available for vulnerable children | by lived poverty and education       

| Ethiopia | 2023  

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or 

agree. (% who say “agree” or “agree strongly”) 
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Government performance on child welfare  

More than half (53%) of Ethiopians rate the government’s efforts to protect and promote the 

well-being of vulnerable children as “fairly” or “very” good (Figure 10). 

But poor citizens (40%) are far less likely to commend the government’s efforts than their 

better-off counterparts (53%-76%) (Figure 11). Approval ratings are also considerably lower 

among citizens with post-secondary qualifications (45%) than among those with lower levels 

of education (54%-55%). 

Figure 10: Government performance on child welfare | Ethiopia | 2023 

 

Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the 

following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Protecting and promoting the well-being of 

vulnerable children? 

Figure 11: Approval of government performance on child welfare| by demographic 

group | Ethiopia | 2023 
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Conclusion 

Ethiopia has made considerable efforts in formulating policies and enacting laws aimed at 

protecting children’s well-being. A slim majority of citizens approve of the government’s 

performance on promoting the welfare of vulnerable children.  

However, survey findings suggest that gaps remain. Sizeable minorities say that child abuse 

and neglect and out-of-school children are frequent problems, that resources to help 

vulnerable children are not available in their community, and that the government’s efforts 

are inadequate. These assessments are particularly common among economically 

disadvantaged citizens. 

For child-rights groups and activists seeking to end the use of physical force to discipline 

children, majority acceptance of the practice suggests a need for more widespread 

sensitisation and advocacy. 
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