
Policy Brief Number 12

This Policy Brief examines health-seeking behavior among adolescent boys and girls and 
reasons for nonuse of formal health services.
Based on data from Round 1 (September 2005-March 2006) of the Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of Youth

The health seeking behavior of youth is a major 
public health concern in developing countries. The 
reasons why youth may not seek medical 
attention for health problems in the formal sector 
are multifaceted. 

In addition to cultural, economic and access-
related barriers to health care utilization, youth 
may feel uncomfortable about communicating 
their health problems to caregivers and seeking 
appropriate medical care. 
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The Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of Youth 
(JLFSY) asked adolescents a series a questions 
about their experiences with recent illness and 
health care services utilization.

In this policy brief we address the following 
questions: To what extent do adolescents in 
Jimma Zone experience major illnesses that 
require medical attention? Do they actually seek 
formal care? What are the reasons for not 
seeking care? Who do they go to for advice 
about seeking medical attention? Where do they 
go for medical care? Who accompanies them? 

Twenty-six percent of adolescent boys and girls reported that they had been sick or ill within the last four 
weeks, with four percent reporting they were ill at the time of the survey. Among last illnesses, the most 
common symptoms are fever, problems eating or drinking, coughing, vomiting and abdominal pain. The 
high prevalence of fever reflects the endemic nature of malaria in the zone (see Policy Brief 13).

Timing and Symptoms of Last Illness
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Source of advice when ill
When adolescents are sick, they overwhelmingly 
turn first to their parents for advice. Both girls 
and boys tend to go to their mothers, but one 
out of every three boys goes to his father for 
advice. Few adolescents go to non-family 
members for advice regarding an illness. 
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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.
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Seeking Medical Treatment
The majority of adolescent girls and boys sought medical treatment for 
their last illness. Among youth who did not seek treatment, the most 
common reason for not seeking treatment was that the illness was not 
severe enough. However, among those with an illness serious enough to 
need treatment, the leading reason for not seeking treatment was the 
inability to pay, followed by no transportation or money for transportation. 

Sought Treatment for Last Illness Reasons for not Seeking Treatment

Source of Treatment for Last Illness
The vast majority of adolescents who 
sought treatment for their last illness 
used formal medical services. 
Adolescents were most likely to use
a public health facility for their last 
illness, although private health 
facilities were widely used as well, 
and particularly by girls. Adolescents 
rarely use traditional and religious 
healers to treat illnesses.
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When adolescents go for medical 
treatment they are almost always 
accompanied by another family 
member. Girls are most likely to be 
accompanied by their mothers, 
whereas boys are most likely to be 
accompanied by their fathers. 
Adolescents are also accompanied 
by siblings. Rarely do youth seek  
medical attention on their own or 
with a non-family member.
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Who Accompanied Youth to Treatment

Illness due to malaria (fever), respiratory infection and gastro-intestinal 
problems are common among adolescents in Jimma Zone. Youth seek 
medical treatment for their illnesses from public and private sector sources. 
Among those who needed but did not receive care, lack of money or access 
to transportation were the most common reasons for not seeking care. 
While these are not significant barriers for most adolescents, further 
improvements in the use of medical care by seriously ill or injured 
adolescents can be made by improving transportation and financial access to 
care. Parents play a critical role in the medical care of adolescent girls and 
boys. Adolescents turn first to their parents for advice and are accompanied 
by their parents in seeking formal treatment. Mothers are more important in 
this process, but fathers also play an important role. Boys in particular are 
more likely than girls to go to their fathers for advice with an illness and to 
seek treatment accompanied by their fathers. Program interventions 
designed to increase adolescent access and utilization of formal medical 
services need to recognize the key roles of mothers and fathers in 
adolescent health seeking behavior. 
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