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This Policy Brief examines school attendance and whether dietary diversity contributes to high levels of school 
absenteeism among adolescents in the study area.

Based on data from Round 1 (September 2005-March 2006) of the Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of Youth

Frequent absence from school is associated with poor education outcomes, including grade repetition and 
fewer years of total education completed.  Such outcomes can have long-term consequences for the 
health and development of a population. In this Policy Brief we examine the levels of absenteeism among 
young people, reasons for high levels of school absenteeism, and whether this is associated with poor 
health and dietary diversity.   
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Although young people in our study area miss 
school for a number of reasons, as shown in 
Policy Brief 7, we consider what proportion of 
high absenteeism from school is due to self-
reported poor health. The vast majority (81%, 
not shown) of young people in our survey do not 
often have difficulties performing their usual 
activities at school, work, or home due to poor 
health.  However, those 19% of youth who often 
have difficulties performing their usual activities 
because of poor health are also more likely to 
have higher levels of school absenteeism.  

Specifically, those young people who report 
frequently having difficulties performing their 
usual activities because of poor health were 
almost three times as likely to have high levels of 
school absenteeism compared to those who did 
not have difficulties in their daily activities due to 
poor health (37% vs. 13%). This suggests that 
when poor health makes it difficult to engage in 
usual activities, this also leads to more frequent 
school absences.

Prevalence of High Levels of School 
Absenteeism by Sex and Place of Residence

School Absenteeism Due to Poor Health

Increasing the level of education for urban and rural youth is a key strategy for economic development. A 
more educated population is the hallmark of social development. Education is associated with increased 
economic productivity, the rejection of harmful health practices, and more proactive use of formal health 
care services. Women with more education are more involved in household decision-making and have a 
greater say regarding contraceptive use and family size, and men with more education are more accepting 
of family planning and their wives’ utilization of formal prenatal care.

We define “high absenteeism” as missing several 
days of school per week.  We examined the 
prevalence of high absenteeism by sex in the 
study area among adolescents enrolled in school.  
Overall, we find that nearly one in five young 
women (19%) and more than one in seven young 
men (15%) reports high absenteeism from 
school, although this does not vary significantly 
across place of residence.  Young women are 
slightly more likely than young men to miss 
school frequently.
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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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Policy Recommendations

Dietary diversity plays an important role in the health of young
people and in their ability to attend school and be active members 
of society.  Those youth in our study who have the poorest diets are 
far more likely to report that they frequently miss school and have 
trouble performing usual activities due to poor health.  

Educational interventions to promote knowledge of the benefits of 
dietary diversity are likely to have a positive impact on eating
habits. Increasing the variety of fruits and vegetables in people’s 
diet is one important strategy for improving dietary quality. The 
promotion of household vegetable and fruit gardens, as well as the 
maintenance of small livestock for consumption and sale, can 
improve the diversity of people’s diets.  

Poor Health, School Absenteeism, and Dietary Diversity 

Access to nutritionally adequate foods is essential for human health, 
school performance, and employment output. One common measure of
dietary quality is dietary diversity. Diverse diets that include a variety 
of foods from different food groups (vegetables, fruits, grains, and 
animal source foods) provide a balance of nutrients and vitamins that 
promote healthy growth and development. We constructed an index of 
dietary diversity, and examined whether poor dietary diversity was 
associated with poor health and higher levels of school absenteeism.

We find that those young people with the poorest diets – those in the 
bottom quartile of dietary diversity – are almost twice as likely to 
report that they frequently miss school compared to those in the top 
quartile of dietary diversity (24% vs. 13%).  Similarly, those in the 
bottom quartile of dietary diversity are more than twice as likely to 
report that they have frequent difficulties performing their daily 
activities due to poor health, compared to those whose diet is in the 
top quartile of dietary diversity (30% vs. 12%).  This suggests that 
poor dietary diversity contributes to poor health among adolescents in 
our study, with negative consequences for both their education and 
their participation in the activities of everyday life. 
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