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Policy Brief Number 10

This Policy Brief examines how much influence youth feel they have in planning 
their futures.
Based on data from Round 1 (September 2005-March 2006) of the Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of Youth

Having some sense of autonomy in 
decision-making is especially 
important for youth as they transition 
into adulthood. Youth who feel they 
have more control over their futures 
are more likely to have better health 
and a greater sense of empowerment 
and self-determination. This is 
particularly true for women. 

Decision-Making Autonomy among 
Adolescents in Jimma Zone

January 2007

Jimma University
Brown University

Approximately two-thirds of youth in the JLFSY 
study area feel they have the power to choose 
their own employment. However, in rural areas 
and small towns, where arranged marriages are 
still common, only one-third and one-half of 
youth, respectively, feel that they could choose 
their own spouse. Similarly, only a minority of 
youth feel they could marry someone of whom 
their parents did not approve. On the other hand, 
most youth feel they could disapprove of  
potential marriage partners who had been 
chosen by their parents. 

Employment and Marriage Autonomy 

There are not large differences between boys 
and girls in terms of the influence that they 
expect they will have on making choices about 
work and marriage. Girls, in fact, are more likely 
than boys to feel that they will be free to choose 
their own employment, however, this finding 
must be put in the context of women’s lower 
level of labor force participation and generally 
lower earnings compared to men. 

Gender Differences in Autonomy

Studies show that women with 
greater autonomy are more likely to 
meet their fertility goals and are 
more likely to influence decisions 
about the use of household income. 
This latter finding is important 
because household income appears 
to have a greater impact on 
improving children’s health when it is 
controlled by mothers. 



Jimma Zone in Ethiopia

The Jimma Longitudinal 
Family Survey of Youth

The Jimma Longitudinal Family 
Survey of Youth (JLFSY) began 
in 2005. It is representative of 
Jimma Town, the small towns of 
Yebu, Serbo, and Sheki, and 
nearby rural areas.  The 
stratified sample includes 3700 
households and 2100 boys and 
girls ages 13 to 17, yielding 
about 700 adolescents each for 
Jimma Town, the small towns, 
and the rural areas. Household 
data were collected from the 
household head or the spouse of 
the head. Adolescents were 
directly interviewed. 
Questionnaire data were 
collected by trained interviewers 
in the Amharic and Oromifa 
languages.

The JLFSY is an interdisciplinary 
effort by specialists in 
epidemiology, community 
health, biostatistics, 
demography, sociology, and 
economics. The study examines 
critical challenges that youth 
face such as health, education 
and training, employment and 
earnings, forming families, and 
becoming productive citizens. A 
special focus of the study is on 
key sources of support for youth 
as they meet these challenges 
including parent and kin 
investments, household 
resources, parent and kin 
guidance, local community 
infrastructure, and informal 
support networks.

The growing ability of adolescents to think, make decisions, 
and act on their own is an important developmental 
achievement. The level of autonomy they feel they have during 
this critical period of their lives has strong bearing on their 
sexual and reproductive behavior and other life course 
decisions. In Jimma zone, youth autonomy is patterned along 
spatial and educational lines. Youth in Jimma Town and with 
higher levels of education are more likely to feel that they 
have a greater say in their choice of spouse than youth in rural
areas and youth with little or no education. Youth in Jimma
Town also feel they have greater influence over their choice of 
employment. Surprisingly, gender differences are not 
important in choice of spouse, and girls are more likely than 
boys to feel they are free to choose their own employment. 

Having a sense of control over one’s life makes youth feel that 
they have a greater stake in their own future, and it 
encourages healthy behaviors and the avoidance of risky 
behaviors. While education is clearly an important promoter of 
youth autonomy, there are other steps that can be taken to 
improve the autonomy of all youth regardless of education. 
For instance, the promotion of community conversations on 
child and youth rights and the critical examination of 
traditional and religious beliefs that deny youth their rights 
and autonomy may prove beneficial. Program interventions 
can also promote parent-child communication and informed 
youth decision-making on important issues such as sexuality, 
reproductive health behavior and preparation and training for 
work. 
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Education is an important determinant of adolescents’ sense of 
autonomy or control over decisions about future employment 
and marriage. The extent to which youth feel they can choose 
their own employment does not appear to vary by level of 
education. However, youth with 7 or more years of schooling 
have a greater sense of freedom in choice of marriage partners 
than less educated youth – they are almost twice as likely to 
feel they can choose their own spouse and at least 50 percent 
more likely to feel they could marry someone of whom their 
parents did not approve.

Adolescent Education and Autonomy 
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