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Sample Characteristics

The Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of
Youth began with an initial sample of
approximately 2,100 adolescents ages 13-17
in 2005-06 and followed them for four years
with follow-up surveys in 2006-07 and 2009-
10. At round three, the youth were ages 17-
21 and approximately 73% of the original
respondents remained in the study. The study
also included a baseline household survey in
2005.

In the study area, most youth have at least a
primary education, while about one-in-five
females and one-in-six males completed
eleven or more years of schooling. By the
time of the round three survey, many JLFSY
youth had made the transition into romantic
relationships and sexual activity. One-in nine
young women were married, one-in-six had
experienced first sex but were still single, and
slightly less than one-in-nine had been in a
romantic relationship but had not had first
sex. Virtually no young men were married,
but slightly more than one-in-five had
experienced first sex.

The prevalence of first sex and first marriage
among the youth in the round three JLFSY
urban sample (not reported here) is
comparable to reported levels among 17-21
year old urban youth in the Oromia region
reported in the 2016 Demographic Health
Survey. However, the prevalence of first sex
and first marriage in the JLFSY rural sample is
less that half the prevalence reported in the
DHS. The lower than expected estimates of
first sex and first marriage in the JLFSY rural
sample are likely due to the attrition of youth
who left the study area because of marriage.
We address the possible effects of selective
sample attrition in the section on multivariate
results.

Prior research has found that youth with high educational and occupational aspirations perceive early
marriage as an obstacle to staying in school and attaining high skilled occupations. However, it is difficult
to establish a causal relationship between early life plans and later behaviors because most studies on age
at first sex and first marriage rely on cross-sectional survey data. In this Policy Brief we use three rounds
of survey data from the Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of Youth (JLFSY) to assess the impact of young
people’s aspirations and family plans measured in early adolescence on the risk of first sex and first
marriage in late adolescence and early adulthood.

Selected characteristics of respondents, 
round 3 adolescent survey 2009-10

Females Males

Current age % %

17 25.0 26.8

18 23.0 23.1

19 23.1 22.0

20 17.6 15.3

21 11.3 12.8

Completed years of schooling

0-8 36.3 49.3

9-10 41.4 33.8

11+ 22.2 16.9

Ever married 11.4 0.9

Never married,  had first sex 15.1 20.6

In relationship, not had first sex 10.6 8.9

Not in relationship, not had first sex 62.9 69.6

Number of cases 626 838

Percent of youth at each age who have had first sex 
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The age at which youth begin sexual activity and enter into marriage is influenced by a broad range of
factors, many of which are related to their aspirations and plans for the future, their ability to make
decisions about marriage, the extent to which they hold traditional gender values, and the aspirations and
resources of their parents. We use hazard regression models to estimate the relative influence of early
aspirations and plans on the risk of sexual initiation and first marriage at older ages. We used questions
from the round one adolescent survey on expected educational and occupational attainment, expected
ages at marriage and first birth, perceived control over marriage decisions, attitudes about gender roles,
and religious practices to construct indices of aspirations, family plans, autonomy, gender equality and
religiosity. High values on the indices correspond to high educational and career aspirations, greater sense
of control over marriage, and more egalitarian gender attitudes, all of which we expect to be associated
with delayed marriage. Higher values on the religiosity index correspond to more frequent observance of
religious practices, which we expect to be associated with earlier marriage. To the extent that the timing
of marriage is closely linked to sexual initiation, we expect these measures to operate in the same
direction on age at first sex that they do on the timing of marriage. Null effects or effects in the opposite
direction would be evidence of a separation of sexual initiation from union formation. Youth were also
asked in the round one survey the age which they thought their parents wanted them to marry.

Due to the relatively small number of males in the sample that married by age 21, we only estimated the
risk of first marriage for female youth. We present in a table the direction of the estimated regression
coefficients and the level of statistical significance. The regression results indicate that the life plans youth
form during early adolescence have a significant impact on the age at which they become sexually active.
Young men and women who have high educational and occupational expectations delay first sex. The
relative significance of these early expectations appears to be larger for female than male youth. Being in
school is also associated with a lower risk of first sex, and hence an older age at sexual initiation. The
effect of being in school, however, wears off with age and by the late teens the risks of first sex for in-
school youth and out-of-school youth are comparable, net of other factors (as estimated by the age and
in-school interaction term).

Of the three indicies of early attitudes, only the autonomy index is statistically significant. Female youth
who perceive greater individual control over decisions about who they will marry tend to marry at older
ages. Although young women’s own early plans about the ages at which they think they will marry and
start having children do not seem to influence the age at which they marry, the age at which they think

Even after considering the selective attrition
of rural youth who marry early and leave the
study area, first sex at young ages is not
common in the study area. Fourteen percent
of female youth and only 7% of male youth
age 17 reported having had first sex.
However, as youth get into the late teens
reports of first sex rise rapidly. At age 21
around 40% of male and female youth
reported having had first sex.

Most of the youth who reported first sex
were still unmarried at the time of the round
three survey. In all five age groups and for
both males and females, approximately 50%
or less of the youth who reported first sex
were also married. A very small percentage
of male youth in the study area were married
by age 21. The pattern of late marriage
among males in the study area is consistent
with the 2016 Demographic and Health
Survey which estimated that around 8% of
male youth ages 17-21 had been in a
cohabiting union for all of Oromia.

Percent of youth at each age ever married

  

First sex 

First 

marriage 

 Males Females Females 

Had first sex in prior year     + ** 
Life plans (ages 13-17)       

  Aspirations  - * - **   
  Family plans     +  

School participation        

  In school (time varying) - * - * - * 
  Membership in youth clubs (ages 13-17)  +  +  +  

Early attitudes (ages 13-17)       
  Autonomy index  +  -  -  

  Gender equality index +  -  +  
  Religiosity index -  -  +  

Family and community environment (ages 13-17)       
  Parent’s desired age of daughter’s marriage     - * 

  Household wealth index +  -  +  
  Parent(s) highest year of schooling + ** -  -  

  Female headed household + ** -   -  
  City  + ** + ** -  

  Town + ** +  -  
Duration dependence       

  Age (time varying) + ** + ** + ** 

  Age x In school interaction + * - *   

Note. ** P < 0.01, * P < 0.05  
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their parent’s want them to marry does seem
to matter. Female youth who think their
parent’s want them to delay marriage, tend
to marry at older ages. Parent’s education,
wealth and living in a female headed
household do not appear to have significant
effects on the risk of first sex and first
marriage among female youth, net of other
factors. However, having more educated
parents and living in a female headed
household are both associated with a
significantly higher risk of first sex among
male youth. It is possible that more educated
parents are more permissive with their sons
than less educated parents, granting them
greater freedom. Living in a female headed
household is also associated with less adult
supervision of male youth. Finally, consistent
with other studies on family formation in
Ethiopia, the transition to marriage among
young women in the study area is very
closely tied to the transition into sexual
activity. Female youth who experience first
sex before marriage are at a much higher
risk of marrying in a subsequent year than
female youth who have not transitioned into
sexual activity.

We use the results from the hazard
regression models to estimate the age-
specific probabilities of first sex and first
marriage for different levels of early
aspirations and student status. The graphs
show how much the risk of first marriage and
first sex would rise or drop in the sample if
just early aspirations or student status were
changed. All other factors are held constant.

The graphs for first sex show how being in
school is only associated with a lower risk of
first sex in the early and mid-teens. By the
time youth get into the late teens and early
twenties, being in school is associated with a
comparable and eventually higher risk of first
sex. However, among youth who are in
school, early aspirations have a sizeable
impact on the risk of first sex, irrespective of
age. At all ages, youth who have high
aspirations delay first sex. The effect of high
aspirations is especially large for female
youth.

Female youth who are in school are at a
substantially lower risk of getting married.
However, once female youth transition into
sexual activity, the probability of marriage
increases dramatically. In the context of
Ethiopia, delaying first sex for adolescent
females is closely linked to the desire to
delay marriage.
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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 
started with 3700 households and 
2109 boys and girls ages 13 to 17. 
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 Afan Oromo 
languages. Second, third and 
fourth survey rounds were 
completed with adolescents in 
2006-07, 2009-10 and 2012-14 
respectively, and a second survey 
round was completed with 
households in 2008-09. 

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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Overall, these results provide strong evidence of the lasting
importance of early aspirations and life plans on the timing of
first sex and first marriage. They also provide clear evidence
that being in school is strongly associated with delayed first sex
for young men and women and delayed first marriage for young
women. The importance of perceived parental expectations in
timing of first marriage of girls also highlights the importance of
parental influence. The selective sample attrition of rural female
adolescents who marry at young ages (and who also tend to
have low levels of education) means that our results are likely
underestimates of the effects of schooling and high aspirations
on delaying first sex and marriage.

Policy Recommendations

Developing high educational and occupational expectations
among youth early in life, and especially among girls, can have
a lasting impact on the age at which they become sexually
active and enter into marriage. The life plans that young women
form during early adolescence (ages 13-17 in our data)
significantly impact the age at which they subsequently become
sexually active and marry. Indeed, young women who have high
educational and occupational expectations delay first sex and
marriage.

Parental involvement and expectations of their children have an
important influence on what children expect of themselves and
the choices the make. Parental involvement is especially
important for young men. Adolescent males who do not have a
senior male present in the household are at a greater risk of
engaging in early premarital sex. Adolescent females who
believe their parents want them to delay first marriage are at a
lower risk of early marriage.

Overall the study results suggest that interventions that keep
youth in school and encourage them to develop high educational
and occupational expectations will increase the chances that
they delay the start of sexual activity until older ages when they
are more mature. Delaying early sex is also important for
delaying marriage among female youth.


