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Exploring Youth Development in Ethiopia: 
An Alternative Strength-Based Perspective 
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Abstract 

Ethiopia is a COUlltlJI where yOllllg people aCC01l11f for the larger proportiOI/ 

compared 10 'hose ill 'he olher cohorts. 1:.'lIl1allcillg the capacity qf the YOlllh 

would, therefore, elltail lIurturing for this /latioll . i7le approach followed ill 

this nurturing proceS!j is obviollsly as imporlal1l as Ihe aCI of nurturillg itself. 

Tradili(ma/ly, YOlltll have been seen as problems /0 be mal/aged. Studies have 

also cOllcelllraled all documenting Iheir liabililies. Recelltly, however, yowh 

are cOllceh'ed as resources to be clIifil'ated alld upgraded, alld Ihe focus is 

011 promoting competencies. This st/fdy examined Ethiopiall ),011'" from a 

sirellgth- based perspeclh'e with triple objectives: I) porlrayal ofroung people 

ill scielll!fic literature, 2) YOlllh parlicipatioll O\'er historical periods, alld 3) 

youths' dc\'elopmellfa/ assets profile. Melhod~ alld approaches of Ihe sllfdy 

illvolved review of literCllure all Ethiopian YOlllh, allalysis of yowh-relaled 

doc1II11elllS (by gOl/emmelllol alld lIoll-governmelit orgalli\'aOolls) IU explore 

YOlllh participation, alld primal)' data fo examine de l.'C!opmel1ta! assel:; profile 

of file YOlllh. The prillulI:Y dCllo were collected from (J sample 01461 youlhs ill 

Addis Ababa through Ihe Developmental Assets Pl'q/ile questionnaire. FilldillKS 

from critical reviews nf litera/lire indicated thai young people ill Ethiopia o/'e 

III/ders/o{)(/ ollly /rom (I d!!ficil perspeciive. SllIdies hope allempled 10 describe 

Ihe vlllfierabililie~i, plVblems, and cOl/cerns of young people fa/her Ihall their 
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strengths. Howevel; a clirsOJ:v il13peCtiol1 of other reports yielded thai/he ),olllh 

were 1101 Dilly Ihe pioneer o/change ill E/hiopia but have aclively involved ill the 

socio-ecollomic alld political trallsjormatiolls oj the lIatioll abolle and beyolld 

their vllinerabilities. Ti,e data obtailled throllgh the Developmental Assets PlVfile 

measure have also suggested thaI the youth are indeed endowed wilh a l1umber 

I/j del'elopmelllal assets and these assels are significantly belle,. jorjemale.I' thall 

Ihey are for males. 

Key-words: Elltiopial1 )'011117, E/ltiopial1 ado/eJ'ce/l/j~ del'e/opmel1ta/ assets, 
posllive YOIlI17 del'e/opment, YOIlI17 participatiol1. 

Introduction 

Examination of the history of adolescent and youth studies (e.g. , Amett & 

Cravens, 2006: Lemer & Steinberg, 2009), theoretical perspectives (e.g., Benson 

Scales, Hamiton, & Sesma, 2006), and selvices rendered to them (e.g., Catalano, 

Bergland, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004) indicated that young people have 

been characterised unfavourab ly ITom a deficit or pathological point of view. 

Interventions on youth programmes have been also focusing on reducing defi cits 

and fixing problems than promoting competencies (Catalano, et al. 2004). 

This characterisation of youth took prominence primarily in anciellt philosophical 

views tbat considered young people as problem-children of sociery (Arnett, 

2007). It was also promulgated in the biological-based reductionist conceptions 

that describe hormonal and physical changes of adolescence as overwhelming 

(Steinberg & Lerner, 2004). The characterization has been also emphasized ill the 

Darwinian evolutionary theory and Haeckel's controversial idea ofrecapitlilation 

(Lerner & Steinberg, 2009; Steinberg & Lerner, 2004) that implicated on the 

developmenta l stage of ado lescence with a phylogenetic period wherein hllman 

ancestors move from a wi ld and beast-like character to a modern and civilised 
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being. Rooted in these assumptions, the first known adolescent psychologist, 

Professor G. S. Hall , fonnulated a theory of youth development in which its 

principal conceptual as well as research paradigm has been that of 'storm and 

stress' (Brown, 2005; Lemer, 2005; Lerner & Steinberg, 2009). This early 

fonnulation about youth has in tum influenced subsequent understanding of 

the youth as well as its research practice for almost the whole of the twentieth 

century (Lerner 2005; Lerner & Steinberg, 2009). Dominant theorist s of human 

development (e.g. Erikson, 1968; Freud, .1969) have adopted Hall 's negative 

view in their scientific acti vities and propagated it in developmental literature. 

Such deficit-based way of researching and conceptua lising youths and their 

development was not only restricted to the socio-cultural contex.t in which 

adolescence was first thought to occur. The period of adolescence, which is now 

evident in most societies of the world (Schelegel , 2000; Nsamenang & Shanna, 

2013), even in nonindustrial societies (Schelegel & Bany, 1991) have been 

viewed for long as a problem period. For example, Nsamenang (2004) has noted 

that scholars in the non-Western cultures like Africa have " tended to create. or 

more accurately to recast. the African or other non-Western images of adolescence 

in the shadow of Euro-Americ.an perspective" (Nsamenang, 2004; p,61). TIlis 

recasting would unfold itselfin the conception of young people in Ethiopia, too. 

I>aralle ling these dominant negative views, there gradually begall some piecemeaL 

v iews and studies in the West to challenge the problem-oriented conception of 

adolescence as early as the 19605 (e.g. , Bandura, 1 964~ OfTer, \969; Offer & 

Schonert-Reichl, 1992). Bandura ( 1964), for example, has challenged the view 

of stonny decade as " fiction" by examining important dimensions (parent

ado lescent relationship, autonomy development, peer influence, and sexuality) 

of ado lescent development. Offer (1969) and Offer and Schonert-Reichl (1992) 
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have also debunked the myth of adolescence exposing as the majority (80%) of 

adolescents in their studies did not experience stonn and stress, instead managed 

their transition quite well. 

Gathering momentum across time, such piecemeal efforts eventually developed 

into a new but optimistic and strength-based paradigm of thinking called "The 

positive youth development (PYD) perspective" beginning in the closing decade 

of the 20"'century in the United States of America (Damon, 2004; Lemer,Almerji, 

Theokas, & Lerner, 200S). The PYD perspective, though still lacking an all

encompassing definition due to its relative newness and interdisciplinary nature 

(Benson, el til. , 2006; Catalano e l al., 2004), represents a lheoreLical, research 

and practice paradigm change from tbe long-held deficit aJld pauJOlogy-orie11led 

model to an affinuative and strength-based view of youth development. 

The PYD approach, predicated on developmental systems models, define 

youth development as deliberate efforts by other youth , adults, communities, 

government, agencies, and scbools to provide opportunities fOf youtb to enhance 

their interests, skills, abilities, and potentials (Benson, el al" 2006; Damon, 

2004; Lerner, 2005). Thus, the PYD perspective differs from other models of 

youth development in that it conceptualises youth as resources to be valued and 

cultivated instead of problems to be treated and managed (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2003) . 

In general, the PYD perspective has been developed based on the major premise 

Ibat all youth have the potential for plasticity in their developmental processes 

provided that they are experiencing growth promoting resources or nutrients. 

These growth promoting nutrients are now widely known as developmental 

assets (Benson, 1998; Benson, Scales, Leifen, & Roelllkepartain, 1999; LefTen, 

Benson, Scales, Shanua, Darke, & Blyth, 1998; Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyrb, 
2000) . 
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Developmental assets are experieuces, relationships. supports , opportun ities, 

values , sk ill s and self-perceptions that are important to conceptua li se youth from 

a strength point of view (Search losrin,te, 2005; Scales, Roehlkepartain , & Fraher, 

2012). They are " building blocks" of healthy development that are essential for 

all youth regardless of their background (Benson, 1998; 8). Scales and Leffen 

(2004) have defined assets, in a more comprehensive way, as fundamental 

developmental processes of positive relationships, opportunities, sk ill s, values, 

and self-perceptions that all young people need (0 succeed. The fra mework 

integrates two types (external and internal) of asset categories for nurtmillg 

PYD. External assets refer to positive developmental experiences of relationship 

and opportuni ty that adults offer to young people and these assets are further 

categorised into four asset levels: I) support, 2) empowenllcnt, 3) boundaries 

and expectat ions, and 4) the constructive use of time. The internal assets, on 

the other band, are intrapersol1al competencies, skills, and self-perceptions that 

young people develop graduall y over time. The inte rnal domaill also comprises 

four asset categories: I) commitment to learning, 2) positive va lues, 3) social 

competencies, and 4) positive identity. 

According to Sesma, Mannes and Scales (20 13), the assets framework is generally 

the mOSI favoured and influential framework for understanding youth from a 

strength-based point of view. However, there has never been tin attempt I)"ut in 

place in Ethiopia so far to examine the situation of youth, employing thi s PYD 

framework. In fact , research in the field has not onJy been active as of the 1960s 

(e.g. see Levine, 1965), but has also taken relative stance of prominence in tJle 

Et hiopian developmental literature (Belay, 2008). Yet , the extent to which these 

invest igations tapped data on the Ethiopian young people 's endowment of the 
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developmental assets is not known . Hence, the profile of the PYD of Ethiopian 

youth has not been identified despite the fact that young people have been the 

cornerstone of the socio-economic and political set up of this Country. This calls 

for the need to examine existing research, practices, and profiles of young people 

along this cbanged PYD paradigm. 

The Present Study 
Youth in Ethiopia constitute a large segment of the nation, such that about 40 per 

cellt of its population is within tbe age range of 10 to 29 years (Central statistical 

Agency, CSA, 2007). Having such a huge number of youth, we have to do a better 

job of promoting tbe positive attributes of our youth. Cultivating developmental 

competencies is critical , not only for youth, but also for the future of the wider 

community as a whole. Hence, supporting youth and easing their transitioning 

into adulthood needs exploring and understanding tbem from strength-based 

point of view. As Naudeau , Cuaningham, Lundberg, and McGinnis, (2008) noted, 

it is more advantageous for the youth and less expensive for society to foClLs on 

strength-based approach rather than post hoc interventions. Lerner (2005) has 

also underlined the same arguing that the best way to prevent problem behaviours 

is to focus on youth strengths than liabilities. Thus, this study is designed to 

examine Ethiopian youth from a strength-based perspective. The study has three 

objectives, which are to: 

• 

• 

• 

scrutinise how Ethiopian youth have been portrayed in researcilliterarure; 

describe the contributions of Ethiopian youth across historical time, and 

examine the developmental assets profile of the youth. 
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Methods a nd Procedures 

The methods and procedures employed in this research were different for each of 

the three objectives above and , hence. need to be di scussed separately. 

To begin with the research literature on [he Ethiopian youth, attempts were made to 

collect available published and unpublished research reports on Ethiopian young 

persons from 1965 (first recorded research report on adolescence in Ethiopia by 

Donald Levine) to 2013114 mainly from NGOs working on young persons, AAU 

thesis arch ives and libraries , and Ethiopian journals, mainly the Ethiopian Joumal 

of Educntion. Postgraduate students were involved to ass ist in the search process. 

Once the co llection was completed to the satisfaction of the authors of this paper, 

attempts were made to summarise the articles. critically refl ect on them. and 

then learn about the generaimcssages they ponray regarding the developmenlal 

profi le of the youth. Attempts were made to conduct an intellecnl3l analysis 

of assumptions, purposes, and research findings of these secondary sources to 

ultimately grasp the salient orientations pursued in portraying young persons. 

The salient features of each investigation were noted in the present report in order 

to earmark the research orientations, 

As regards the second objective of youth participation, attempts were made 

to examine youth part icipation in tllree historical periods: before, during, and 

after the sociali st revol ution. These historical periods were taken as basis fo r 

analysis because it is assumed tl1at the situat ion and panicipation of IJle youth 

could considerably vary across these contexts. The approach was such lhat, 

6rs1. a sample of29 adults aged 37 to 55 years were drawn on availabi lity basis 

(female only one) from 10 purposefully selected secondary schools in Addis 

Ababa. Three panicipants were identified in eacb of these schools in a manner 

that tlle tluee generations (pre~socialist , socialist, and post~soc i a l ist) of youth 
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were represented. School records were consulted to secure the respective list 

of teachers and their ages that gujded the selection of individuals representing 

the three age groups. The final decision of panicipatjon in the research was 

entirely based on the conselll of individuals. In fact, all consented to panicipate 

after briefing of the purpose of the research, whicb helped clear their doubts and 

increase their motivations. 

The participants were invited to talk about their panicipatjon in different youth 

clubs, associarions 1 campaigns, and activities during their youthful years in 

retrospect They were asked to list the clubs, associations, and campaigns (CAC) 

which were popular during their youth age. Then , they were asked to provide 

funher infonnation: if they were a member of CAC, the objectives of CAC, 

requirements to become a member, activities carried out. achievements secured, 

and problems observed. Second, CAC that were visible nationally and were 

commonly mentioned by many participants were identified. Third, the selection 

of CAC was followed by preparation of the first synthesis report based On the 

descriptions given by participants only for the selected ones . Fourth, three social 

scientists (university lecturers in Addis Ababa University) who had been in the 

stage of you tit in each historical period were asked to check for a missing CAC 

and include, ifany, along with the descriptions ofwbat it was. Only, one campaign 

was mentioned missing from the list in the ' period after the revolution ' while the 

entire remaining list was approved. They were also asked to comment on the 

first synthesis report . Fifth , the second (or revised) synthesis report was prepared 

based on the comments secured. Six, this report was enriched with available 

secondary data and literature, wh ich was but scanty, and tbe final version of the 

synthesis report was prepared and presented in this paper. Thus , the inronnalion 

presented in this report is mainly from the research participants and is specified 

when otherwise. 
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The third research objective of e)(amining the developmental assets profile 

(DAP) of the youth requires a little more e)(tended description of the methods 

and procedures employed and are, therefore, presented as follows. 

Study Site: The study was conducted in Addis Ababa, which was selected for 

various reasons. First and foremost, Addis Ababa appears to be a meeting ground, 

If not 'melting pot ' of diversities (Belay, 2008)- thus representing the Ethiopian 

youth profi Ie and culture in many pans of the country. Second, youngs ters who 

are in their second decade of life (10 to 19) constitute almost a quaner of the 

total population of the city while those ill the age brackets of 10 1"0 24 comprise 

about 38 per cent of the total population (CSA, 2007), implying thai Addis 

Ababa is characteristically a city of youngsters and can therefore meaningfully 

represent the general Ethiopian case. Third, youth in Addis Ababa seem to have 

similar economic, social-psychological and political concerns (Mo YSC, 2006a) 

as young people in many other parts of the country have, and hence, ideniifying 

developmental assets in this context would give at least a conservative estimate 

of the profile in the country. Finally, choosing Addis Ababa, without misslIlg 

representativeness, enables to meet one important reqUIrement of all elTective 

scienti fi c research: i.e. being cost-effective (in terms of time, material, and 

financial resources). 

Panicipams: The target population of tbe study was General Secondary and 

Preparatory School (grades nine through twelve) students enrolled in govemment 

schools of Addis Ababa. According to the 2010/11 Annual Abstract of the City 

Govemment of Addis Ababa Education Bureau, there were about 101 , 288 

students enrolled in 52 General Secondary and Preparatory govenunent schools. 

Ln order to detennine adequate sample size for this study, a fomlllia suggested 

by Krejcie and Morgan (1970) was used. According to them, to decide needed 
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sample size for cross-sectional studies when population size IS known. the 

following formula is valid to be used. 

s: x' NP (i-PI 

d' (N-I) + X' P ( I-P) 

Where: 

s the required sample size 

X'~ ule table value of cbi-square for I degree of freedom at the des.ired 
confidence level (at + 1.96 ~ 3.841) 

N - the population size 

P = the population proponion (assumed to be 0.50 in mOSl cases since it 
provides the maximum sample size) 

d - precision or degree of accuracy expressed as a proportion of 0.05 

Thus, substituting the numbers in the fonnula, the obtained sample size was the 
following. 

s = X' NP (I - P) 3.841 (101 , 288) (.50) (1-.50) ~ 384 

d' (N-I) + X'P(I-P) (.05)' (10 I, 288- I) + 3.84 I (.5) (I -.5) 

Furthermore, by considering non-responses both to specific items and to the 

questionnaire as a whole by some participants, an oversample of 20 per cent 

of the computed number, 384 i.e., 77 participants were taken, as Naing, Winn, 

and Rush (2006) recommend. TIlerefore, the final sample size for this study 

encompassed 46 I General Secondary and Preparatory school adolescent students 

in the 10 schools in Addis Ababa. 

The procedure of sampling the 461 participants was such that primarily four 

General Secondary and Preparatory govemment schools were randomly chosen . 

Next, a total of 32 sections (2sections X from 4gradelevels X from 4schools) 

were randomly chosen employing lottery technique. Then, approximately 14 to 

15 students from each section of the four grade levels were randomly selected. 
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In fact , those randomly selected samples were also stratified based on their sex, 

Thus, based on this procedure 120 (65 female aud 55 maJe) students from grade 

nine, 121 (65 female and 56 male) students from grade ten, 115 (67 female and 

48 male) students from grade eleven, and 105 (60 female and 45 male) students 

Crom grade twelve were included as study participants. 

l nslrumencs: Developmental assets are measured by the Developmental Assets 

Profile (DAP) scale (Search Institute, 2005; Scales ef 01.2012) . The DAP is a 58 

item survey developed by the Search Institute in 2005 to measure adolescents ' 

extern al (support, empowerment, boundaries and expectations , and constnlcli ve 

use of time) and internal (commitment to learning, positive va lues, social 

competencies, and positive identity) experiences of developmental assets. While 

twenty six of the 58 items are designed to measure extel11al asset categories, 

the remajning 32 items are used to measure the internal assets (Search lnstitute. 

2005; Scales ef 01. 2012). The response format for all DAP items is: Not at All = 

0, Sometimes = 1, Often =2, Almost Always =3 (Search Institute, 2005; Scales e/ 

al. 2012). The DAP score for the eight individual assets categories and the five 

context areas are given on a sum of scale points of 0-30 and interpreted in four 

asset levels as: poor = 0- 14, fair = 15-20. good=21- 25, and excellent=26-30. 

The total DAP asset score combines the internal asset score (maximum 30 points) 

and the external asset score (Maximum 30 points) and provides a global index of 

repol1ed developmental assets. The total DAP asset score ranges from 0 to 60 and 

is interpreted in fOllr levels as: 52--60 = Excellent; 41 - 51 = Good; 30-40 =Fajr: 

and 0- 29 = Poor. 

An attempt was made to validate the measure through different testing procedures. 

The preliminary activity done was trans lation and contextualisation of the study 

Instruments from the source language (English) to the target language (Amharic) 
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to ac hieve equivalence. Two doctoral students were used to make the trnnslation; 

one of them for forward Iranslation and the otJ1cr was used for backward 

translation. Discrepancies between the original and the translated ve.rsions (Ihe 

two Amharic translations and the back translated version) were managed through 

discussion among the researchers and the translators. There were no fundamental 

conceptual differences particularly between the two Amhari c translations. Some 

minor differences were corrected through discussion. Second, a "comm ittee 

approach" (Swerissen and Belfrage, 2007) containing three lecturers in a related 

field was used to obtain more comments on wordings, clarity, and appropriateness 

of the items in the measure, Then, a panel was organised and experts provided 

lheircomments on the semantic equivalence, cultural re levance, con tent va lidity 

and clarity of each item in the two measlires. Tbus, the ex pens ' comments 

were considered and the instnnnent was amended accordingly and made ready 

for tryout. Th ird, the measures were then tried out Wi tJ1 200 Secondary and 

Preparatory school students (grades nine through twelve, ages 13 to 21 , mean age 

16.33) in Addis Ababa 10 check and improve clarity of items, understandability, 

and administration procedures. The reliabi li ty coefficient of the OAP scale 

(Cronbach's alpha) in th is study was found to be (0.91) excellent: ahhough the 

sub-scales nal"urally retain lesser because of length of items. While almost all the 

sub-scales showed promising coefficients (0.65 to 0.69) to good (0.85 100.87), 

only two had lower but acceptable indices (0.49 to 0.51) as per the. suggestions of 

experts of these sca les as this prob lem is mainly because of less number of items. 

The DAP has been internationally adapted in five countries: I) Albania, 2) 

Bangladesh, 3) Japan, 4) Lebanon, and 5) the Ph ilippines and all the alphas were 

found to be 0.80 or above and all the test-retest coefficients were 0.60 or above 

with the greal majority being above 0.70 (Sca les, 20 11 ). In addition, it has been 

!ried io some selected developing countries , such as Bangladesh, Honduras, 
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Jordan, and Rwanda and revealed a minimum internal consistency coefficients 

of 0.75 (Scales ct aI, 2012). Therefore, considering its psychometric properties, 

Scales (20 II) and Scales er (II. (2012) have recommended the DAP as an elTective 

tool that could be adapted and used to study positjve developmental changes of 

youth in diverse cultural contexts oft.he world. 

Findings 

Portrayal of the Ethiopian Youth in Research LiteralUre 

Adolescents and the youth are re latively more researched than children and adults 

(Belay, 2008). The beginning of research on Ethiopian adolescents could be 

linked to Levine's (1965) "Wax and Gold: Tradition and lnnovation in Ethiopian 

Cul ture." In his foundational work investigating the cu ltures in the nlra! Amhara, 

Levine indicated the absence of the concept of adolescence in the Amhara culture. 

He pointed out that " In Amhara culnlre , adolescence scarcely exists as a concept, 

let alone as a problem, wh ile there are Amharic words which signify ' young 

person ', there is no word in Amharic that specifically denotes a transitional stage 

between chi ldhood and adulthood" (P. 96). 

Levine (1965), however, noted the begilllling of the emergence of adolescence 

due to expansion of secondary schools in the country. Today, nearly five long 

decades of social, cultu ral and technological transfonnations since the days of 

Levin's observation, we are not only witnessing an adolescence that is clearly 

ev ident in the Ethiopian culture, but also an emergence of a separat.e "yo uth 

culture" particularly in urban areas of Ethiopia due , in part, to expansion of higher 

education tJ1at required individuals to stay for an extended period in institutions 

before committing themselves to any adult responsibilities. Introduction or 

women into the world or work and then the emergence or dual earning ramilies, 

tile decrease in neighbourhood cohesion, aud introduction of technologies, such 
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as TV, cell phone, DSTV, and the internet seem to intensify I.he expansion of 

youth as a distinct developmental stage across the country. 

Following Levin 's (1965) fOWldational work, some studies were conducted by 

other e.'tpalriate university faculty (e.g. Cox, 1967; Renner, 1976). For example, 

Cox studied his own developmental and adolescent psychology students focusing 

exclusively on their problems- problems related to home and family relationships, 

physical development , social development. emotional development , and beliefs 

and standards of behaviour. Ringness and Gander (1974) implicated the problems 

of adolescence in Ethiopia by studying child rearing il1 rural Ethiopia. 

Studies conducted in the subsequent years either in academic sett ings for 

scholarly activities or by government and NGOs for assessment and intervention 

purposes were focusi ng on the deficits of the youth. Belay (2008) has reviewed 

studies on Ethiopian adolescel1[s starting ITom the earliest time (Levine, 1965; 

Cox, 1967; Reruler, 1976) through the socialist and post-socialist eras (after 

1990) and eloquently described the research tradition as a way of validating 

the already taken-for-gramed adolescent views and the researchers effort as a 

matter of "ritualising the ritual", or "problematising the problem" or "stomling 

the stress" (Belay, 2008). He further argued that, as a resull of subscription either 

to Western theoretical models or to the wide ly held stereotypes that described 

youth as problematic, avai lable studies on Ethiopian youngsters portrayed young 

people as "problem childre n of the society" (Belay, 2008: 2 1). As to him, the 

unbalanced focus on the negatives of Ethiopian young people might be due to 

t.he researchers' interest either to fit into Western theoretical models or to validate 

some taken-for-granted stereotypes about them. 

The persistence of researching and describing youth from a deficit point of view 

is still continuing. This deficit bias is reflected either in the choice of the research 
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theme or the context of the research. A brief summary of these research reports is 

presented below under the seven topics. 

General Problems: Psychosocial and social adjustment of adolescent students 

(Kasahull, 2005; Abebe, 2001) with a chronic health condition (M ignot. 

2009). delinquency (Feven, 20 13), school dropouts (Tilaye. 1999), academic 

achievement (Assefa, 1998). Some focused on body image and its effect on 

heterosexual eogagement (Tilaye, 2005). Parent- adolescent con.flic t (Alemusa. 

20 11 ; Meskerem, 2013; Mezgebu, 2013; Wuhabie, 2007) was another area of 

concem that was explored from different perspectives: issues and determinants 

(Wuhabie, 2007), resolution mechanisms (Alemusa, 201 1; Meskerem, 2013), 

and communication about sexuality and sexlIal·risk-taking behaviour (Mezgebu, 

2013). As regards risky sexual behaviours, attempts were made to explore 

general factors promoting (risky) sexual behaviours (Abdul hakim, 2008) and 

determinants of sexual initiation (Fekadu, 2008), including li ving arrangement 

(Anemaw, 2009). 

Disciplinary Problems: Youth disciplinary problems were explored in different 

pans of the country: Shashemane (Alemayehu. 2012), Bahir Dar (Asnakew, 

2005), Meny and Wonj ; (Aye1e, 2006), East Shoa (Dellle, 1997), and Add;s 

Ababa (A lembanre, 2013; Hannah, 2013; Fekadu, 2000; Addis Ababa Police 

Commission or AA PC and FSCE. 2004). 

Drug Use and Abuse: Substance abuse was also widely recorded: Drug use 

and abuse (Teklu, 2008; Eshetu, L998; Kassaye 1.11 al., 1999), substance use 

(Ayresam, 20 13; Measho, Amsalu , and Tesfahun, 20 13; Wegayehu, 2009), 

psychoactive substance abuse (Tariku, 20 13: Andualem, 20 I I) , chat chewing 

and alcohol (Abdu, 2003), tobacco (Rudatsikira, Abdo, and Muula, 2007) and 
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cigarette smoking (Ayalu, el 01., 20 12a), and alcohol drinking patterns (Ayalu el 

al. , 2012b). 

Abuse and Neglect: Child prosUhJtion. (Ayalew and Brhane, 2000; Habtamu, 

1996; Konjit. J 996; RaddaBarnen, 1999), sex work (Esayas, 2013), commercial 

sex (Messeret, 2013), and sexual abuse and exploitation (Belay, 2008; Gebre, 

2009). 

Orphans: Psychological wellbeing (Afework, 2013; Tewodros, T. 2013) and 

academic achievement (Tewodros, B. 2013), psychological distress (Hiwot, el 

aI. , 20 II), psychosocial problems (Kedija, 2006), needs, problems, and responses 

(Elshaday, Ennias, and Mulugeta, 2005 ; Kassa, 2006; Teshome, 2006), resilience 

and support (Kassa, 2006), psychosocial and educational problems (Abebe, 

2004), psychosocial, educational, nutritional and training needs in orphanhood 

contexts (Tatek, 2008, 2009), and sexuality and AIDS (Getenet, 2006). 

Street Chi ldren : nature, magnitude, and problems (Tadesse, 2006; MoLSA, 1982; 

Veal, 1993J, challenges and prospects (Almaz, 2008), psychosocia l problems 

and coping strategies (Habtamu, 20 13; Tilahun, 2009), services (UNICEF, 1984). 

College maladjustment: st"ess and academic performance of students in Bonga 

College of Teacher Education (Tewodros, B. 2013), substance use and risky 

sexua l behaviour among Haromaya University Students (Andualem, 20 II), 

psychological aDd mental djstress among college students (A lemayehu, 2009; 

Atalay, 2005) , prevalence of 'chat' chewing habit 311d its incidental inter

dependence with alcohol drinking among college students (Abdu, 2003), 

adjustment problems among first year students (AJmaz, 2013 ; Jemal. 2006) . 

In general, review of research literanlfe on Ethiopian youth, hints a tradition of 

measuring and documenting risks and problem behaviours than youth streLlgths 
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and competencies. Furthermore, youth in most of the studies examined have 

been depicted as vulnerable and portrayed as liabilities of the society. If young 

people in Ethiopia are viewed only from this perspective. then how do we expect 

Etlliopia to stand as a nation over through the years? There must be an unspoken 

strength tl181 needs to be brought to light. We need to begin with the collective 

venture and then also examine the individual level assets . 

Young Persons beyond Vulnerabilities: Youth Panicipation in Ethiopia 

It may be doing injustice to the whole thing to see Ethiopian youth only in terms 

of vulnerabilities. Tb is section makes a special focus on and tries to see the 

participation and contTibution of the youth across the three hi stori cal periods

before. during, and after the socialist regime. Since Ethiopian youth participalion 

in hi storical contexts was nol properly documented, the di scussion would 

generate questions for more rigorous historical research than answering questions. 

Attempts we made to put up tbe pieces and bites of infonnation available about 

youth participation, at individual and association levels, in different eveOls and 

activi ties of socia l, economic, political , etc importance to themselves, themselves, 

communities, and societies in the three histori ca l periods. Data obtained from all 

lhe sources are integrated and briefly presented chronologically as follows. 

Before dIe Socialist Regime 

Major events identified in this period were " Young Persons' Christ ian Association 

Ethiopia ," "Early Student Movements," and the "Ethiopian University Service." 

Jvung Persons ' Christif", Association Elhiopifl: The Ethiopian young persons 

have participated in different voluntary services in differelll hi storical periods. 

More popular of rhese, particularly among schoolboys and girls. was the 

vo lumary service rendered under a well-organised youth club named " Young 
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Persons' Christian Association Ethiopia." Originating firstly in London in 1855 

with a call to prayer and to service on behalf of young persons who were felt 

vu lnerable to the growlIlg effects of urbanisation in those years, this Associatjoll 

lhen b'Tew with a Christian purpose into a larger international organisation such 

that by the year 1967 it became active in over 80 countries (of which 22 were 

African countries). The headquarters of the Association was based in Geneva 

Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA Ethiopia. 1969). 

The Association had different names for different groups in Ethiopia: YMCA [or 

males , YWCA for women, and Y-Teen Club [or teenagers (ages 12 - 17 years). 

Moreover, to address the needs of the then over 3,000 street boys in Add is Ababa 

(16% of whom were from ages 9 to 12; 34.7% were from 12 to 15, and 49.3% 

were from 15 to 18 and a little above), it also had a detached Youth Work Project 

titled "Operation better Boys" (YMCA Ethiopia. 1969). This Association had 

dearly defined goals. Forexalllple. the goal of the V-Teen Club (YWCA Ethiopia, 

1967) was to help ado lescem boys and girl s to develop va lues for daily life; build 

healthy personalities; grow in lmderstanding of different racia l. religious, and 

cultural groups;, understand vocation- the various types of jobs opening up for 

them~ team how to be a helpful group member; and learn to be a responsible 

citizen-of one's own town, of Ethiopia, of the whole world. 

1t still had clea rl y defined procedures as to how to organise the clubs. and a 

symbol representing these goals (a «Triangle" to represent the gi rl/boy as a 

growing person in tenns of the goals and the c'Globe" representing the worldwide 

fellowship of the Association). Wearing of the V-Teen Emblem says to the world: 

" I belong, I have friends, and I am joined with others in common interest and 

in achieving the Y-Teen Goals" (YWCA Ethiopia, 1967). On the occasion of 

admission, new members were fonnally admitted in the Club, given a membership 
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card, the Y-Teen Goals were intellJrcted to them, and the old members USED TO 

welcome and rededicate them. 

Although the naming appears to exclude the non-Christians, such denomination 

was, however, rare ly practiced during subscription for membership. Membership 

was based on infomled decision and abso lutely voluntary; services were 

participatory, and enjoyable. Many former members, now adults, still remember 

It as the smgle most satisfying and incredibly shaping experience. As a result of 

thei r popularity, these youth associa tions had about 3 million registered members 

In 25 branches throughoLIi the Country until abolished during the Sociali st 

Regime. 

Early Student Movements: While upper primary and secondary school students 

were acti ve in the above clubs, university students (of the former Haile Sellasie 

University) were rather active in political affairs. Trying to readdress issues 

like unfair land di stribution, bad governance, oppress ion of the masses, and the 

backwardness of their Country, they were observed staging different movements 

that in some cases were bitter enough to toll their own life and that of many olher 

sympathisers . The year 1965 was particularly marked as a year for the birth of 

the Ethiopian student 1ll0vemeot~ for this was a time when students came out 

onto the st reets with the popular slogan ("Land to the tiller") and revolutionary 

(Marxist-Leninist ideological) transfonnation of society as a political agenda 

(Bahru, 2002). 

The Ethiopian University Service (EUS): Notable partic ipation in the years 

before 1974 was the Ethiopian Univers ity Service (EUS). This was the first 

tbmlal voluntary service before the revolution. What happened was that in the 
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1960s, the national university initiated a programme in which students would 

engage during their vacation time in literacy campaigns and related activities to 

supporting the Ethiopian rural people in development endeavours. Learning the 

benefits of such services. the University fe lt that implementing the programme 

at a larger scale aud with wider goals would serve in responding to the acute 

shortage of trained persons for the Country in the different offices and sectoral 

ministries. Accordingly, it was decided to establisb a Steering Conunittee to 

eXami)le the situation and de liberate on bow to launch it. As per the Committee 's 

recommendation , the originally voJuntary service was then transformed into a 

requirement for graduation and included in theAcademic Policy inApril17, 1964. 

Tbe students were assigned to assume responsibilities educationally relevant to 

their specialisation for about one acadernic year. But, keeping in view the fact 

that sbortage of teachers was rather more serious. most of the participants were 

assigned to join the teaching profession. This programme provided a total of 

3,216 (73.9% teachers) new professional young persons to join the labour force 

and serve the Country from 1964-1973 (Teshome, 1976). 

Many participants felt tbe situation to be unfair and resisted the programmes, 

thereby engaging in activities tbat were not welcomed by the Government. 

Many were inpatient, lacked experience, and started to engage in preaching and 

taking actions on political problems found at the loca l levels . This led to serious 

conflicts with local govemors. police officers, and other authorities_ As a result, 

lot of the participants were sent to prisons, transferred to otber posts, or punished 

in one way or another. On the other hand . although the local peop le and younger 

sll,dents were suspicious about the revolutionary actions of the campaigners at the 

beginnulg, they cbanged their attitudes and begun to provide support. Eventually, 
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the influence of these young people led to the political and social revolu tion in 

February 1974. Leaving aside the contribution of this revolution, it can be said 

that this was an opportunity to learn that the Ethiopian young persons were indeed 

endowed with genuine concern, sense of responsibi lity, strong potential, and zeal 

to transfonn their nation (Teshome., 1976). 

Tlte Jh" ,ltJ lite FilII ol tllt! Mtmarclty ami tlte Scenario Tltereafter 

Gradually extended towards and gathering momentum from people in different 

walks of li fe, the political movement initiated by univers ity students eventually 

resulted in an overthrow of the monru·chy and its substitution by the Provisional 

National Military Counc·il. The political scenario thereafter was in fact saddening. 

Discontented with the fall of political power in the hand of the mi litary, many 

young persons and students begun organising themselves along difTerent political 

parties and launched struggle for power (among themselves and with the military). 

That eventua lly claimed the life of many and yet signalled the need to consolidate 

the mil itary. 

These experiences indicate that young people would possess potentials to 

transfonll their society, but, in some cases, they end up worsening the problem 

due, in part., to lack of negotiation skills for political discourse. The notorious 

"Red Terror" of the Socialist Regime that tolled the lives of t'Oo many Ethiopian 

young elites was a typical case conspicuously showing the price a society would 

pay for failing to properly nurture the immense deve lopmental potent ials of its 

young people. 

Development thrtm gh Coopcrtltitm Cllmpllig,,: Following the revolution in 

February 1974, and the ensuing change of govenunent. the new Provisional 

Military Administrative Council initiated a programme in which university, 
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seoior secondary, and vocational students were to go out along with their teachers 

to the mral regions to serve as agents of change and serving for about two years. 

Approximately some 60,000 persons participated in this progranune, which came 

to be known as Development through Cooperation Campaign. The overall goals 

ofthe campaigo consisted of teaching people how to participate in the life of the 

new Ethiopia. According to Teshome (1976), the need for mral awakening and 

regeneration was clear and, as envisioned, this programme was comprehensive and 

rar-reaching. But, it lacked a well-conceived and well-thought-out philosophical 

framework to guide its actions and riddled with many other problems. 

Moreover, in hearing the amlOW]Cement, the young people were apprehensive 

of tbe real intent of this campaign feeling that the campaign was a political 

ploy primarily designed to minimise organised student confrontation against 

military mle. No matter apprehensive at the beginning, most of the eJigible youth 

eventually ended up, however, cooperating with the requirements. And, once in 

the field, they seized the opportunity to teach the essence of the revolution and 

how the peasants and people in towns should organise themselves to cherish and 

Improve it, confiscate and distribute rural lands from land lords to the landless 

majority, distribute other means of fann production among the traditionally 

disposed, and stand against injustice, serve as a source of inspiration and hope to 

the poor peasants. This campaign was in fact terminated few years latter despite 

the Govemment's initial position, which indicated that it shall remain in place as 

long as there are development needs in the countryside. 

Sharing the views nfTeshome ( 1976), we would generally say that although the 

changes that were wrought in the hearts and minds of tbe people in the process 

of this campaign could be hard to tell , suffice it to say that the thinking of the 

peasants regarding their views and roles vis-a-vis the political leadership and 
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social development wouldn 't be the same again. For the first time in their long 

history. the people were being told openly that it is in their power to begin to be 

the authors of their own destiny. 

In a way, this is a proof once agajn that the Ethiopian young people are indeed 

very serious on issues pertaining to development of their nation: that they are able 

to realise the responsibilities vested on them to effect this development: that they 

are detennined to foreclose their personal goals 8l1d interests in pursuit of their 

country, and that they are endowed with the willpower, zeal, and commi tment to 

avai l themselves for hardship if this would stand in the interest of development 

of their Country. 

Subsequent Youth Associations: Having crashed the emergtng opposition 

political parties and fully monopolised the political power, the Socialist Regime 

was then engaged in a continuous process of self·consolidation by fabricating 

different public associations that help promote its own interest . The Revolutionary 

Ethiopia Youth Association (REYA), the Ethiopian version of the All-Union 

Leninist Young Communist League, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 

(Russian KOMSOMOL), was one such assoc iation that was established for 

organising, guiding, nurturing and controll ing young person along the socialist 

ideology_ This assoc iation had an organisational set up paralleli ng the country 's 

adminislfative scheme. There were REYA Executi ve Committees and offices at 

aJl levels of governance; i.e. at national. regional , aweraja. \I'oreda, and kehe/e 

levels. Neither election into executive committee nor ordinary membership in 

REYA was based on the will of the person. In fact. refusal may even bear sucb 

bad consequences that would jeopardise the future life of the youth, including 
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their employability, admission to higher education. and getting scholarship to 

pursue education abroad. This is mainly because, for all these and related other 

opportunities, young persons were expected to produce certificate from their 

kebele REYA describing how actively they were participating in the association 

and the contributions made there-in. 

The National Ljteracy Campaiglllaunched between 1975 and 1981 : Perhaps 

substituting this nalion-wide campaign, other lower-scale campaigns were 

subsequently conducted by mobilising literate local youth to leach literacy ski ll s 

to illiterate adults in respecti ve communities. According to Tekeste (1996), the 

government managed to mobilise thousands of school leavers to spend several 

1110nths in the countryside in a nationwide campaign against illiteracy, and by the 

middle of the 1980s, the govenunent rumounced that it had reduced the "scourge 

of illiteracy from 90 to 37 per cent" (c ited in Belay, 2008, P.16). 

TIle 1985 Resettlement Programme: Ethiopia is a country that has been repeatedly 

stricken by drought and famine. The Ethiopian govemments have successively 

taken different measures to alleviate the problem. During the Socialist Regime, 

the comlllon practice was to resettle people from drought·affected regions to 

less densely populated and fertile areas of the Country. One sllch resettlement 

programme that In volved a massive influx of young people was the resettlement 

project that was designed to rehabilitate persons affected by the popular famine 

of the 1985. Because this project aimed to resettle a huge number of drought

affected persons just in a period of few months, the government decided to 

mobilise all students and teachers in higher learning institutes of the Country to 
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conSlnlct hut hOllses for the re-settlers. As in other campaigns, this one, too, had 

problems of design and implementation and was full of hardships. Above all, the 

participating students and teachers we.re used to urban li fe , and really had litlle 

or no skill required for constructing a hut. However, they managed to construct 

tens of thousands of houses only in two months and enabled the re-settlers to get 

at least a temporary residence and rel ief from their problems. 

The National Military Service: the Socialist Government announced a Na ti onal 

Military Service in which yo ung persons were made to se rve in the militory 

for about lWO years. As a result, tens of thousands of young Ethiopians were 

recruited into and joined the army to fight in the civil war between the Ethiopian 

government led by the military junta called the Derge and a coalit ion of rebel 

groups from 1974 to 199 1. Particularly saddening were happenings towards the 

end of the period of this Regime. Consistently losing Illany battles in the war Wi tJl 

tJle then rebels, the Govenunent once again resoned back as usual to university 

students, perhaps as a last chance to cope with the mounting threals of the loss. II 

happened, however, that the rebels were so swift. that they managed to overthrow 

the Govemment and se ized power while the students were as yet under military 

training. It is easy to imagine what happened to these srudems tJlereafie r. At least 

to escape from anticipated revenge from those whom they were preparing to fight 

against, they had to travel long di stances on foot with the hardships all the way 

through. Some even crossed to the neighbouring Kenya seeking. refuge. 

The Youth in [he Post-Socialist Regime Scenarios 

Panicipalion in improving environmenta l sani tation as in Gashe Abera Malia 
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(GAM) campaigns, HlV/AfDS c lubs, and youth leagues are commonly mentioned 

events. 

Parl icipaJiol/ iI/Improving Environmenlal Sell/;llI lio ll : Concerns over the 

growing degradation of environmental health in the cilies have recently become 

a source of concern among individuals, associations, and young people as well . 

GAM was an association founded, sharmg th..i s concern , to enhance improvement 

of urban environmental health and sanitation through awareness ra ising and 

Implementation of pi101 environmental acti vities with job creation opportuniti es 

for the jobless, especially for street youth of both sex.es in Addis Ababa and 

regional towns (cited in Tekah un, 2004, P. 37). GAM applied artistic approach 

(making use of music, drama, literature, poems) as a strategy in awareness 

creation campaigns; which in fac t was best for w inning the heart o f yOlUlg people 

and to allow them demonstrate their interests and abilities . That was poss ibly 

the reason why it was able to mobilise more than 13,000 stu dents from various 

schools in Addis Ababa. This same campaign, firs tly observed in Addis Ababa, 

was instantaneously extended to other regional cities thereafter. 

Many more young persons, parti cularly those in the streets, were awakened with 

the environment management ideas, with which they went to their communities 

and begun implement ing the objecti ves of GAMA in their vi ll ages in groups 

and in co llaboration with their communities. They played decisive role not 

only by disseminating but a lso by creating clean and green project ideas . The 

achievements were so remarkable that they stunned not only the res idents bu t also 

the international media. For example. OLl 8th May 200 I, a BC News reported that 

hundreds of Ethiopian schoolchildren have been helping transform Ethiopia's 

capita l, Addis Ababa, turning li tter fi lled public places into beautifu l spaces fu ll 
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afart in a project ca ll ed GasheAbera Molla (c ited in Tekahun. 2004 : 36). In fact , 

some of the artistic paintings ill the streets. corners and villages of Addis Ababa 

and other ci ties are still li ving winlesses of thi s venture. This project was not 

sustainable and short-lived but has many illlportalll implicat ions to offer for other 

projects targeting young persons in Ethiopia. First, not only that the Ethiopian 

young persons have far more se rious concerns for the well-being and development 

of their Country than other groups but also that they possess the capacity and 

commitment to unleash the ir wi ll. Second, hence. young persons in Ethiopia 

are huge resources to transform the Country if their engagements are vo luntary 

rather than imposed. Third , they need to be empowered with necessary skills to 

effectively discharge their energies not on ly for personal li vi ng and development 

but also for assuming societal responsibilities at large. Fourth, the metllOds to be 

used for empowering them with these ski ll s need to be interesting. panicipatory, 

and related and applicable to daily living. Last. and yet more important, the 

coord ina tor, mobili ser, campaigner, or trainer himselfl herself must have personal 

stake and genuine concem in the issue so tbat he/she can persis t Witll the goa ls 

in the face of hardships. This concern still needs to be demonstrated in action 

so that others would idemify themselves with the actor. Moreover, he/she needs 

to iden ti fy, build, and capitali se on the strengths of the target group and exploit 

those strengths for malerialising ooe 's goa1. In thi s connection, the founder of 

GAMA was a prominent musician who, upon hi s retum from 23 years of liv ing in 

the USA, felt seriollsly saddened with the environmenta l and social crisis of the 

city and wept over the issue during a live TV interview held wi th him somet ime 

before the commencement of hi s campaign. Feeling restless about the problem, 

he then decided to do something about it wi th all the detennination to sacrifice 

whatever is needed to achieve his objective. 
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HIVIA1DS Prevenlion and ContlVl and Participation of the Youth: Young persons 

with AIDS-orphaned siblings are still observed becoming heads of households. 

Substituting their deceased parents, they assume all the responsibilities of caring 

for and supporting their siblings, managing the household chores, and generating 

income to cover material needs. With a deep sense of concern and responsibility, 

they usually prioritise the needs of their siblings over that of their own the way 

parents do. Many dropped out of school and went for paid work mainly to cover 

the material and financial expenses necessary to keep their siblings in schooL 

Many envision that they will rejoin school only when their siblings graduate. 

Although these responsibilities are costly and challenging to them in many 

ways, evidence indicates that orphaned children living WIder the headship of 

older siblings are less exposed to abuses, are more resilient, and better adjusted 

than those staying with such other fomls of guardians as relatives, grandparents, 

adopting parents. 

Many young persons have also been participating in different anti-AIDS clubs m 

the different towns of the Country to offer voluntary services in awareness raising 

campaigns, peer education activities, and caring for persons with HJV/AJDS, 

Tbese clubs were formed by the Ministry of Education in collaboration with the 

Ministry of Health in high schools throughout Ethiopia to raise awareness ofHlVI 

AIDS, and little is known about their coverage and effectiveness (Damen and 

Kloos, 2000). Anti-AIDS clubs have been working to encourage young people 

to learn about illV and STDs, but most importantly, to change their behaviour 

(SNNPR- RHAPCO, n.d.). 

Developmelltal Asset Pmjiie of YOlI/iI 

In an attempt to supplement data draWl1 from critical analysis of literature and 

data about Ethiopian youth, empirical data were sought frolll 461 urban youths 

In Addis Ababa to examine their level of experience (i ,e. poor, fair, good, very 
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good, and excellent) of developmental assets . But 23 of the questionnaire were 

dropped because of missing data. All the panicipam youth were secondary school 

students (grades nine through twelve, aged 13 to 2 1 years (mean= 17.00, SD = 

1.43). The majority of the participants (72.15%) were 16 - 18 years of age. 

Asset PlVflles u/Yuwh ill Addis Ababa 

Scores of the participants place them in the four DAP quartiles, labelled poor, 

fair, good, and excellent (Table 1). As shown in thi s table, great majority of the 

participants reported fair (43 .2%) or good (45.5%) level of total developmental 

assets. However, tbeproportionof youth that reported excellent level developmental 

assets was 3 .2%, indicating that they have abundant or frequent experiences of 

developmental assets_ Very small proportion (8%) of the respondents reported 

having poor level developmental assets. 

With regard 10 asset categories, almost a quarter (23.5%) of the participants 

reported "poor" level of extemal assets. The number of youth experiencing 

c"'lClcrnal assets at the "exce llent" level was very small (3%). On the other hand, 

about 15% of the participams indicated "excellent" level of internal assets. The 

number of youth experi enc ing intemal assets at the poor level was very small 

(2.5%). 10 terms ofindiv idual asset types, colJl11litmellt to I,earnlng was reported 

as the most frequently experienced asset at the excellent level (by 42.0% of the 

participants). The proportion of youth who experienced th.is asset at the poor 

level was very small (3%). In addition, socia l competencies, positive identity 

and boundaries and expectat ions assets were among the frequently experienced 

asset types at the good or exce llent level (see Table I) . However, the constructive 

69 



Belay Tercra and Yekoyealcm Desic . Ellploring Youth Dcvc\opmo:nl in Ethiopia: ... 

use of time asset was indicated as the poorly experienced asset al the good or 

excellent level. Eighty-seven per cent of the participants had the constructi ve use 

of the time asset either at the fair (44.7%) or poor (42.9%) levels. Only 2. 1 per 

cent of the participants reported experiencing the constructive use of the asset 

plentifully. More than three founh (76.7%) of the respondents also indicated 

experiencing the empowerment asset at the fair (46. 1 %) or poor (30.6%) level. 

Only 2.7 per cent of the youth possessed the empowermen t asset at the excellent 

leve l. 

With regard to asset contexts , ramil y was reported as the most experienced asset 

context at the exce llent level (by 33.6% of the participants) followed by personal 

(24 .4%) and schoo l (18.3%) contexts. However, community was showed as the 

least experienced asset at the abundant le vel (less than I % of the participants) . 

More Ihan o ne-third of the participants (34.7%) possessed community assets at 

the poor level. 

Table I D~scripli"c statistics of DAP Scores and Percentage of Adolescents by Levels 
of Developmcnra l Assets (N = 438) 

DC"clopmcntal assets Dcsl'(iluh'c sHllisliI's I ,en:1 Q[ asselS (0,,) 

Mt::I.IO 51! l\'lin Mitl ~QQ[ Eai[ GilOd E:U:i:IICIlI 

Tota l aSs('ts 39.311 7.t14 " " 8.U 43.2 45.7 3.2 

Exlcnud 17.80 4.67 J.46 27.69 23.~ 40.3 33.3 3.0 

SIIPPOri IS.81 5.93 .000 30 20.8 37.4 26.7 15.0 

El1lpowcnncnt 16.82 5.16 1.67 30 30.6 46. 1 ZO.5 2.7 

Boundaries and 19.09 5.85 3.J3 30 21.2 32.6 31.1 \ 5.1 

cxpectations 
ConslnLctivc usc of lime 14.61 5.55 .000 30 42.9 44.7 10.3 :!:.l 
Inl"Crnal 21.50 3.43 9.69 29.116 2.5 29.4 53.8 14.4 

Commitmcnt to leamlllg. 23.24 4.50 4.29 30 3.0 23.7 31.3 42.0 

Posilivc valucs 20041 3.90 8.18 30 6.2 44.S 36.5 12.S 

SOClaJ competencies 21.61 4.17 8.75 30 4 .3 )5.4 '2.9 17.4 
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Posil jve idcll]jl ), ) I ')9 5 35 333 30 9 1 147 349 71 , 
Assel Person(ll 22. 15 3.90 6.15 30 2.7 26.3 46.6 24.4 

con lcx l!l Social 20.02 4.0J 7.69 30 8.4 43.6 35.8 12.1 

Family 2 1.07 6,84 000 30 17A 22, 1 26.9 33.6 

School 10.68 5.07 4.00 30 13.0 32.0 36 .8 18.3 

15.42 432 3.33 25.83 34.7 52.3 12.1 0.9 
Communit), 

Gender Difference IiI /he Experience ofDevelopl17ental Asse/s 

Another purpose of this sfildy was exam ining gender differences in the experience 

developmenta l assets. In doi ng sOJ an independent samples Hest was computed 

to compare DAP means for male and female youth . The test reveals a significant 

difference in total DAP scores between females (M = 40.3 1, SJ) = 6.75) and 

males (M~ 38.08 , S/)~ 7. 18); I (433) ~ 3.3 I , /F' 0 .00 1 (see Table 2) . 

Table 2. Gender difference in [he experience of devclopmental <:Issets 

Deveiupmc"/(I/lIssets Aleoll DAP -l·t:ores amI S Ds I tll lif P 
(4JJl 

fe ma les IN - 25 1) M a les eN = 184) 

TotalDAP 40.31 (6.75) 38.08 (7. 18) 3.3 1 .001 

Ex terna l 18.44 (4 .52) 17.01 (4.75) 3.18 .002 

Support 19.52 (5 .75) 17.97 (6.02) 2.74 .006 

Empowcrmcil l 17.5 1 (4.98) 15.87 (5 .30) 3.31 .001 

Boundaries and 19.98 (5.50) 18.00 (6.08) 3.55 .000 
cxpcc tations 

Consl/"uctivc use ortimc 14.46 (5.83) J4.84 (5 .20) ·0.69 .489 
.015 

I.ntern al 21.87 (3. 18) 21.07 (3.66) 2.43 

Commiunenl 10 learning 24.03 (4 .09) 22.30 (4.74) 4.08 .000 

Positive values 20.73 (3 .57) 20.0 1 (4 .29) 1.90 .058 

Soci<:ll competenelcs 21.98 (3 .94) 21.22 (4.39) 1.90 
.059 
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Positlvc idcmity 21.30 (537) 21.39 (5 .3 I) -1.63 
.870 

Asset contexts 

Personal 22.43 (3.86) 21. 81 (3 .93) 1.63 .103 

Social 20.34 (3.87) 19.72 (4. 10) 1.62 . 106 

Family 22.53 (6.92) 20.49 (6.73) 2.15 .021 

School 21.83 (4.51) 19.23 (5 .34) 5.49 .000 

Community 15.8 1 (4.28) 14.96 (4 .29) 2.05 .041 
Note: Standard dCVHlllons arc: In parentheses 

A further inspection of the data in Table 2 shows that fe males scored higher 

means in all of the asset categories excepr in the constructive lise of time asset 

in which females scored a mean of (M = 14.46, SD = 5.83) and ma les scored a 

mean of (M= 14.84, SD= 5.20) , but the difference was not statistically s ignificant 

1(433) ::;: -0.69, p= 4.89. Females also scored significantly higher means in all 

the asset context views. T hese results suggest that female youth have a better 

Developmenta l Asset Profile than the male youth surveyed. 

Discussions 

Youth constitute a signific8m proportion of the Ethiopian pOplllation. Acco rd ing 

to eSA (2007). over 28 per cent of the total population is youth between 15 and 

29 years old. Close examination of the demographic transition of the country 

also implies that the share of the youth population will contin ue to ri se in the 

near future. Besides constituting the signifi cant share of the country 's population, 

Ethiopian youth have been the vanguards of its economic, social , cultural and 

po li tica l trallsfonnations (MoYSCC., 2004; MoYSCC, 2006a and b) . Regreuably, 

however, a significan t number of young persons in Ethiopia are exposed to 

numerous economic. psychosocial. and po li tical challenges and are vu lnerable to 
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several risky behaviours that would seriously obstruct their potentia l fo r positive 

growth. That exposure to challenges and the vulnerabi li ty to risky behaviours 

ultimate ly impede young persons' role in nation building. Enhancing youth's 

capacity to become productive and contributing members ofa country is especially 

significant to a youthful nation like Ethiopia. This will require focusing on 

strengths than dwelling on their vulnerabiliti es. This study was mainly initiated to 

study this miss ing task; youths' positive developmental experiences. The positive 

youth development (PYD) approach is strength-based developmental perspective 

that focuses on competencies and potentials of individuals in the second decade 

of life. Accord ing to DamOIl (2004), the PYD perspecti ve underscores the 

identification and cultivation of youth potentials rather than remediation of the 

supposed incapacities. Infonned by the developmental systems ideas, the PYD 

perspective considers adolescents as resources to be promoted and upgraded 

instead of as problems to be solved. 

The first objective of this research was then to examine how Ethiopian youth were 

portrayed in research literature to understand if the environment shows positive 

images of young people from all backgrounds. However, critica l reviews of these 

literature showed a disproportionate focus on the problems of young person 's 

as it was also noted in studies prior to the year 2000 (e.g. see Belay. 2008). This 

disproportionate focus on problems was noted in approaches and methods (mainly 

in the studies before the revolution), choice of settings, and the themes selected for 

the research (in most recent studies). rt is as if that Ethiopian youth were without 

any strength and contributions. This stereotypic understanding of young person's 

also sends an implicit message that the young persons themselves were the ones 

responsible for the problems. There was a tendency to individualise the problems 
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as if it is only the making of adolescents; no research on cullural, social , support 

systems. However, the findings of the present study indicate that although the 

tota l DAPS was lower, this was because of the problems associated with external 

support and asset contexts rather than the internal assets. The internal assets were 

either good or excellent. Funhennore, experience of assets at a ' fair ' level doesn't 

need to be exaggerated because that is the experience in most developing nations. 

Other studies have solidly reported that although deve lopmental assets have been 

indicated consistently across several studies as important nutrients for healthy 

and positive youth growth, 1110St youth possess a minority of the deve lopmental 

assets (Benson el (I/. 1999; Scales, 201 1; Scales el al. , 2012). For instance, youth 

studied in deve loping countries, sllch as Bangladesh, Honduras, Jordan, and 

Rwanda (Scales el 01. , 2012) and Albania , Bangladesh, Japan. Lebanon and the 

Philippines (Scales, 2011) have reported experiencing developmental assets at 

lhe fair level except the Bangladesh sample who reported assets at the good level. 

Ethiopian young persons' experience of positive developmental assets can be 

evidently noted in practice as well. Examination of the EthiopIan youth across 

historical lime infol1lls thaI the Etlliopian youth were indeed the pioneers of 

change, sources of inspiration, and protagonists of deve lopment in Ethiopia 

(Bahru, 2002), especially since the 1960s. In some occasions with their own 

initiatives, at other occasions with the initiative of others (govenUllent , NGOs, 

individuals). the Ethiopian young persons (students, workers and farmers) have 

assumed a lUliquely important role iJl shaping the Country 's politica l, economic, 

social , and cultural changes_ They have participated in different voluntary 

services at different historical periods. Although there was no comprehensive 

assessment about the impacts of participation on the growing young persons. 
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some research evidence indicates that even participation in school (I-lei en, 2013) 

and out of school (Belay, 2006) clubs tends to make a number of contributions 

to the deve lopment of the youth: not to talk of national youth programmes. 

For instance, in a research that attempted to investigate the contribution of 

three school clubs (Red Cross. Civics and Gender clubs) in building desirable 

behaviours (responsible behaviour, self-esteem, social ski ll . leadership skill , 

and teamwork ski ll) 3mong adolescent students in four se lected school of Addis 

Ababa, Helen (2013) compared a sample of240 members and allother 240 non

members and found out school club members showing signi ficantly higher level 

of desirable behaviour than non-members, except for academic achievement 

and teamwork skills_ School club members also showed better perception 

regarding the roles of school clubs than non-members Furthemlore. in a study 

of the actiVities of the Pilot Roots and Shoots Clubs at Bonga and Shimelba 

Refugee Camps of Ethiopia, the pilot clubs were found to carry out activities 

with positive and sustainable impacts (Belay, 2006). Studying the Anti-A IDS 

clubs. Meseret (2003) has also found out that sexually active club members were 

able to limit their sexua l partners to one and use condom consistent ly compared 

to the non-club members. The difference between the sexua lly non-active club 

member and non-club member youth in practicing healthy behaviour was also 

significant. However, if school clubs are Dot active ly funct ioning, they may not 

produce any meaningful impact on the members as in the case of the Anti-AIDS 

clubs in Tilahun Yigzaw Secondary School and Maichew Preparatory School, 

where members' participation in organising, planning and implementing Anti

A I DS club programme was low and, hence, these clubs were nOI serving as 

primary sources of information about HIV/AlDS and sexuaJi ty. and there was 
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no significant difference between Ant i-AiDS club members and non-members 

(Wosenu, 20 11). 

On lOp of making contributions to the development of young persons, the 

participation of youth in the different clubs and endeavours discussed under the 

findings section earlier bas made a number of contributions to the nation in the 

fi ght against illiteracy (Tekeste, 1996), HJV/A1DS (Meseret , 2003), improving 

envi ronmental protection and awareness rai sing (Tekest 1996, cited in Belay, 

2008), rural community awakening and mobili sa tion (Teshome, 1976). fillin g in 

Lhe acute shortage of teachers in the country (Teshome, 1976), el cetera. 

Despite the contributions young persons' participation in the various clubs and 

development endeavours had made in the life of young persons themselves, 

it doesn 't mean that the va rious associations, and campaigns (CAe) were ali 

success stories. A number of problems characterise their design and fUllctioning, 

eventually limiting the potential they have in scaffolding youth development. 

First and foremost, the participation in many CACs was not all-encompassing. 

For example, the findings of the present study indicate that the constructive use of 

time asset, which is related to adolescents' participation in development-oriented 

activities. such as creative activities, youth centres, youth programmes. school 

clubs, and religious community. was found to be the least achieved developmental 

asset. The second major limitatioo was that many, if not a ll ) of the CACs 

generally appeared less you th-friendly: not participatory. imposed, externally 

initiated, not we ll coordinated, not well planned, and not we ll organised. Many 

were des igned not 10 advance tbe cause of youth development. but to accomplish 

a certain national agenda. Lack of planning and youth-cen teredness a lso meant 

sustainabililY problem; many were short-lived, aborted. Furthermore, there was 
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interference ITom adults (extemal agents) which tended to create resentment 

among the participating youth . This interference was so negative in some cases 

that lead to political incrimination and imprisonment for participating in certain 

CACs. The notorious ' Red Terror ' was a case in point. 

A related problem with the CAe was then lack of mentoring, suppo n, and 

empowerment services to the young persons. There was, in some cases, a 

mistrusting altitude between the youth and those adults who were supposed 

to prov ide mentoring services. The environment was nOt empowering and 

supporting in many cases. The findings orthe present study also indicated in thi s 

regard that adolescents have experienced extemal assets (support , empowennent, 

and boundaries and expectations) and asset contexts (soc ial, fam ilial, school, 

and community) only minimally. They are not suffic iently experienced by most 

youth. This imp lies that be developmental infrastructure of the young people 

is founded on a fragile fOWldatioll. Particularly, empowcmlent assets were 

displayed as the least attained assets. The empowerment asset which focuses on 

communi ty perceptions of the youth as resources and contributing members as 

wetl as adolescents ' feeling of safety at home, school, and neighbourhood (Scales 

and LeITert. 1999) was also indicated as the least experienced ex tell1a l asset 

among ado lescents in the current study. Congruent with this, Scales and Leffert 

( 1999) reported that the empowennent assets, particularly the community va lues 

of youth and youth as resou rces have been reported as the least experienced 

assets by American adolescents. jn addition, Drescher el al. (2012) reported 

lhat the empowerment asset was the least experi enced asset among the Ugandan 

part-icipants. 
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There has been a stereotypic understanding of youth even among scholars who 

tended to indiv idua lise adolescent problems, ignored addressing social. cultural, 

and external factors from their research in adolescence, and thereby implicitly 

justified exclusion of youth services. In more recent years, however, some 

positive youth development initiatives were taken beginning from different 

policy formulations. Cases in point include the fo llowing: 

• fOffi1Ulation of the Social Welfare Policy for creating social conditions that 

are conducive to healthy li fe and a susta inable development (MolSA, 1996), 

• National Plan of Action for Child ren (2003-2010 and beyond) (MoLSA, 

2004) aiming to promote healthy li ves (one o f the main strategies was by 

promoting adolescent health service through school health programmes) 

and combat HIV/AIDS (one strategy was by providing good quality youth. 

friendly infonnation and sexual health education and counselling serv ices); 

• health Policy (1993) to address the special health issues associated with 

sexuali ty and reproductive health problems and related needs ofadolescentsl 

young persons (MoH. 2006); 

• HIV/AIDS Pol icy (1998) 10 empower women, youth and other vulnerable 

groups to take action to protec t themselves against HIV/AJDS: 

• Population Policy (1993) aiming to improve the social and ecollomic sta tus 

of vu lnerable groups, including youth, chi ldren, \vomen, and elderly; 

• Cultural PoLicy (MoYSCC, 1995) aiming to create cultun~·conscious citizens 

that are proud of their culture and identity; 
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• Environmental Policy for promoting sustainable social and economic 

development through sound management and use of resources and the 

environment; and 

• More importantly. the Youth Policy (MoYSC, 2004) that aims to promote 

positive youth development in Ethiopia. 

With the view 10 tackling the major threat of youth development in the Country 

(i.e. Unemployment), the Ministry of Youth and Sports has also sought 

mechanisms of empowering the youth with different sk ill tra inings that would 

improve employabil ity and thereby improve both their livelihood situation and 

social participation . To this end, MOYSe has also prepared, in addition to the 

Youth Policy Doc'ument and its Implementation Manual , an Administrative 

Manual for Basic and Small Range Ski ll Training Programmes for the Youth 

(2006), and separate development packages for urban youth (MoYSe, 2oo6a), 

and rura l youth (MoYSe, 2006b). Towards implementing particularly the Youth 

Policy, several youth centres have been established in Addis Ababa since 2009. 

However, in a baseline survey of the major services of eight youth centres in 

Addis Ababa, Belay and Sentayehu (2008) found out that the youth centres were 

not functioni ng as expected and they were poorly stuffed, organjsed and financed, 

The services rendered in these centres were lim ited t.o fOllr areas: 1) library, 2) 

ICT, 3) reproduct ive health, and 4) VeT services. Microfinance support was 

started, but its coverage was small. The various school clubs were non-functional 

or exist only nominally, particularly in government schools. So, the various 

policies were not implemented, and hence the situation of young person 's was 

not improved Budgetary constraints could be other problems. Many of the CAe 
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were not linked to any federa l or regional budgets and this would discourage 

participation. This hampers youth development, which in tum affects strength. 

based perspectjveslapproaches Ioward young persons. 

Conclusion 

Research on young persons in Ethiopia seems 10 dwell much on the deficits of 

children and the youth. The strengths, roles, and contribu tions of Ethiopian youth 

were seriously overlooked. However, a glimpse at the past and present of young 

persons in Ethiopia clearly depicted that the youth have been the vanguards 

of economic, social, cultural and political transformat ions of this country as it 

was also implied from the. empirical data on asset profiles in which, despite the 

vulnerabilityofyoung persons to a host of problems in the country, they were found 

to have moderate level developmental assets that in fact were better fo r females 

than for males. Hence, there is a need to scaffold fllnher development of these 

emerging assets in different ways. First and foremost , there is a need to infonn 

yoUth policy framework in this country along PYD. Then, stakeholders, mainly 

llon·governmental organisations and governmental ones working on ado lescence 

and youth, be empowered to reorient their programmes, services, support and 

opportunities alol1g this PYD paradigm of cult ivating strengths; 110t merely 

intervention with problem behaviours alone. Academic debates and discussions 

are still needed to deconst ruct the hegemonic negative discourse and appropri ate 

youth scholarship along with recent developments and research. Finally, we 

propose a separate research that takes a separate look into developmenta l assets 

to identify groups and subgroups who are more privileged or vu lnerable in [he 

Ethiopian setting. 
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