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INTRODUCTION
Food systems incorporate many actors at different intersecting levels and 

spaces. Young people constitute one of the most significant groups of these 

actors. They contribute significantly to food systems in a variety of ways, 

from agricultural production and processing to food-related retail services, 

through formal and informal employment, paid and unpaid labor, and 

self-employment (Mugo and Kinyua 2023). Given that youth (ages 15–29) 

make up 28 percent of the Ethiopian population, and considering the impact 

they will have on the development paths and future sustainability of food 

systems, their role is of utmost importance. Yet, their potential remains 

largely untapped, as their role is not sufficiently acknowledged and their 

inclusion in policy- and decision-making remains limited.

Ethiopia’s food systems are not always able to deliver inclusive and 

equitable benefits for all (Dorosh and Minten 2020; Woolfrey et al. 2021). 

On the one hand, since 2000 Ethiopia has experienced substantial agri-

cultural growth, thanks in part to a doubling in the use of modern inputs, 

significant land expansion, and increased labor use (Bachewe et al. 2018; 

Minten et al. 2020). In addition, household welfare indicators have dras-

tically improved as rural poverty has fallen. On the other hand, food sys-

tems in Ethiopia suffer from low availability and affordability of 

nutrient-dense foods, limited dietary diversity, unhealthy diet trends, 

inadequate access to agricultural inputs and technologies, weak market 

linkages, soil depletion, and insufficient climate adaptation and resilience 

mechanisms (MoA 2022). Only 2.4 percent of the population meets the 

World Health Organization’s recommendation of five servings of fruit or 

vegetables per day. Salt intake is high across all regions of Ethiopia (Baye 

and Hirvonen 2020). 

Even though agriculture in Ethiopia employs most young people and 

has the potential to absorb more, it does not tend to attract young peo-

ple seeking livelihoods, owing to the seasonal nature of agricultural income, 

fear of agricultural risk, and lack of initial capital (Tarekegn et al. 2022). 

Those who participate in agrifood systems find themselves working within 

subsistence farming cycles characterized by poor market access that lim-

its the profitability of production and restricts off-farm employment oppor-

tunities, leading to a downward spiral of low productivity and low income.

Food systems need to be shaped in a way that increases food avail-

ability and choice, promotes equitable incomes, and supports the adop-

tion of healthy diets and sustainable environmental practices. The 2023 

Global Hunger Index (GHI) highlights the need for increased youth par-

ticipation in food system transformation. To expand on the Ethiopian 

context, Alliance2015, in collaboration with the African Union (AU) and 

Ethiopia’s Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and Ministry of Health (MoH), 

has developed this brief on the role of Ethiopia’s youth in shaping food 

systems transformation.

Key Messages
	Æ According to the 2023 Global Hunger Index (GHI) report, hunger in 

Ethiopia is serious. With a GHI score of 26.2, Ethiopia ranks 101th 

out of the 125 countries with sufficient data to calculate GHI scores. 

Since 2000, Ethiopia’s GHI score has decreased by 27.1 points—a 

decline of 51 percent that has pushed Ethiopia from extremely  alarming 

to  serious. However, Ethiopia’s progress in the fight against hunger 

has slowed in the past decade, while its levels of malnutrition con-

tinue to be high and concerning.

	Æ About 19.7 million people in Ethiopia faced a high level of acute food 

insecurity in 2023, in part because of extreme weather and local-

ized conflict.

	Æ Many young people, particularly young women, are struggling to obtain 

the education and jobs they need. At 19.3 percent in 2021, the rate 

of young people (aged 15–29) not in employment, education, or 

 training (NEET) is low compared with the global average and with 

many other African countries. However, Ethiopia’s NEET gender gap 

has widened considerably since 2013, and the 27.9 percent NEET 

rate among young women is nearly three times as high as the male 

rate (9.8 percent).

	Æ Although youth make up about 29 percent of the population, their 

engagement in Ethiopia’s food systems is limited. This situation can 

be attributed to young people’s limited access to land, capital, inputs, 

technologies, and services such as extension, credit, and market 

opportunities. Youth also face capacity gaps, stigmatization of agri-

culture and food-related livelihoods, weak institutional support, and 

lack of youth voice and representation, as well as a context of climate 

change and conflict. Furthermore, Ethiopian youth voices have not 

been sufficiently integrated into the framework for transforming the 

country’s food systems.

	Æ Ethiopian youth could play significant roles in shaping food systems. 

These potential roles include input supply; production, processing, 

packaging, marketing, distribution, and consumption of nutrient-dense 

foods; innovation and entrepreneurship; sustainable agriculture lead-

ership; food system policymaking; knowledge sharing; and capac-

ity building.

	Æ In the face of the existing challenges, we must engage youth to trans-

form food systems in Ethiopia and globally to become sustainable and 

equitable. Harnessing the energy, ideas, and potential of Ethiopia’s 

large youth population is essential for developing resilient, sustainable, 

and equitable food systems that can meet the country’s long-

term needs.
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BOX 1.1 ABOUT THE STUDY

The assessment of the role and potential of Ethiopian youth in 

shaping food systems transformation was conducted in six 

regions of Ethiopia: Addis Ababa, Afar, Amhara, Oromia,  Sidama, 

and Southern Ethiopia. These regions represent both rural and 

urban areas of the country, including the highlands, lowlands, 

and agricultural, pastoral, and agropastoral areas. The assess-

ment targeted youth groups in youth-led associations, networks, 

small and medium-size enterprises, organizations, and benefi-

ciaries of interventions delivered by members of Alliance2015. 

Data were collected from primary sources at different  levels. 

The assessment used a qualitative approach, including a desk 

review of key reports and policy documents related to food inse-

curity, malnutrition, food systems, and youth engagement in 

these areas; focus group discussions (FGDs) with representa-

tives of youth groups; and key informant interviews (KIIs) with 

representatives of government and nongovernmental organiza-

tions that work with food systems and youth. It aimed to cap-

ture the perspective of Ethiopian youths and their role in 

shaping food systems transformation.

Despite significant progress since 2000, food and 
nutrition security is at worryingly high levels
At the national level, Ethiopia’s aggregate food production—of cereals, 

pulses, oil seeds, vegetables, and animal products—rose significantly 

between 2000 and 2020 as a result of both expansion of cultivated area 

and technologies that increased productivity per hectare. Agricultural pro-

duction, particularly of cereals, has contributed to overall economic growth 

and helped reduce poverty, food insecurity, and malnutrition. However, 

growth in food production has not kept up with population growth, result-

ing in a widening food gap that leaves people of all ages vulnerable to food 

and nutrition insecurity and reliant on short-term food aid. Nationally, about 

50 percent of households meet their calorie requirements through starchy 

staples, and 40 percent of households are experiencing energy deficiency 

(FDRE 2018).

Between 2021 and 2022, acute food insecurity worsened in Ethio-

pia, leaving about 19.7 million people facing acute food insecurity in 

2023 (FSIN and GNAFC 2024). Globally, Ethiopia remains one of the 

most severe food crises due to ongoing droughts, macroeconomic chal-

lenges and internal conflict. Although localized conflict affected house-

holds’ food and nutrition security, the main driver of food insecurity in 

2022 was extreme weather. Consecutive droughts led to widespread 

livestock deaths in pastoral areas of southern Ethiopia. Furthermore, the 

country continued to face macroeconomic challenges aggravated by, 

among other things, a weakening currency against the dollar and high 

inflation that eats into households’ purchasing power (WFP 2022). 

Ethiopia made progress against hunger between 2000 and 2020. It 

significantly boosted the dietary energy available, dietary diversity, expen-

ditures on nutrient-dense and animal-source foods, and overall food 

 consumption. From a 2000 GHI score of 53.3, classified as extremely 

alarming, Ethiopia achieved a 2023 GHI score of 26.2, classified as 

 serious (von Grebmer et al. 2023) (see Box 1).  

However, child  under nutrition, and especially child stunting, remains a 

major public health  problem. Most recent preliminary findings from the 

National Food and Nutrition Strategy Baseline show that 39 percent, 

22 percent, and 11 percent of children are stunted, underweight, and 

wasted, respectively (EPHI 2023). 

To tackle these problems, the government of Ethiopia adopted a Food 

and Nutrition Policy in 2018 to improve food and nutrition security and 

promote accountability through structural changes. Since 2021 it has 

carried out the National Food and Nutrition Strategy to support the effec-

tive execution of the policy (EFDE, 2021). 

Most importantly, the government launched the Ethiopian Food 

 Systems (EFS) plan—24 game-changing solutions that aim to holistically 

transform Ethiopia’s food systems, from production to consumption. This 

transformation is aligned with Ethiopia’s commitment at the United 

Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS) and seeks to promote enhanced 

food safety, nutrition, and diets while also improving income and liveli-

hoods, preserving and restoring land, and enhancing resilience. The food 

system transformation pathway is gender inclusive, and most of the 

game-changing solutions demand active youth participation.

ETHIOPIAN YOUTH AND PROSPECTS FOR THEIR 
ENGAGEMENT IN FOOD SYSTEMS
Youth make up a significant share of agricultural workers

Ethiopia’s population of young people ages 15–29 is large and growing 

fast. Between 2000 and 2022, the youth population is estimated to have 

increased at an average annual rate of 3.3 percent, somewhat above the 

African average youth population growth rate of 2.8 percent and well above 

the global average of 0.6 percent (ILO 2023). In 2022, youth accounted 

for 31 million (29 percent) of Ethiopia’s total population of 105 million 

(ESS 2023; CFYE 2021). Of these, 23 million were from rural areas, while 

8 million youth resided in urban areas. 

These young Ethiopians, and especially young women, are struggling 

to get the education and jobs they need. In 2021, 64.9 percent of male 

youth had a job compared with 50.6 percent of female youth. Since 

2013, the employment-to-population ratio has fallen by more than 

16 percentage points for young men and more than 20 percentage points 

for young women. The share of young people not in employment, educa-

tion, or training (NEET) in 2021 was 19.3 percent—significantly below 

the global average and lower than in many other African countries. How-

ever, Ethiopia’s NEET gender gap has widened considerably since 2013, 

and the 27.9 percent NEET rate among young women (27.9 percent) was 

nearly three times as high as that for young men (9.8 percent) in 2021 

(ILO 2023). 

Youth employment—especially of young men—is heavily concen-

trated in agriculture. The agricultural sector accounts for nearly 70 percent 

of the jobs held by young men and about 50 percent of jobs held by 

young women (ILO 2023). This indicates that Ethiopia’s current and agri-

culture is heavily dependent on young generations.
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Youth Engagement in Food Systems remains limited

FGDs and KIIs reveal that youth engagement in Ethiopia’s food systems 

is limited, for several reasons. Youth are facing restricted access to land, 

capital, inputs, technologies, and services such as extension, credit, and 

market opportunities. They lack capacity-building support tailored to their 

needs. 

Although many youth are employed in agriculture, the FGDs make 

clear that agriculture and food system activities hold little interest for 

most young people. They perceive these livelihoods as incapable of pro-

viding sufficient and stable incomes compared with other sectors. Social 

and cultural norms play a significant role in shaping this perception. 

Careers in agriculture and food systems are often undervalued or stig-

matized, particularly among youth. 

The component GHI indicators for Ethiopia also show strong progress 

since 2000.

FIGURE 1: GHI SCORE TREND FOR ETHIOPIA AND PREVALENCE OF  
UNDERNOURISHMENT IN RECENT DECADES
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Note: Data for GHI scores are from 1998–2002 (2000), 2006–2010 (2008), 2013–2017 (2015), 
and 2018–2022 (2023).

FIGURE 2: TREND FOR INDICATOR VALUES FOR ETHIOPIA
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This assessment has pinpointed various opportunities and challenges 

associated with youth engagement in food systems.
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BOX 1 ETHIOPIA AND THE GLOBAL HUNGER INDEX 

The Global Hunger Index (GHI) is a tool for comprehensively mea-

suring and tracking hunger at global, regional, and national levels. 

To capture the complex and multidimensional nature of hunger, the 

index combines four indicators that reflect not only calorie availabil-

ity but also the quality and utilization of food:

1. Undernourishment (the share of the population with insufficient 

caloric intake);

2. Child wasting (the share of children under age five who have low 

weight for their height, reflecting acute undernutrition);

3. Child stunting (the share of children under age five who have low 

height for their age, reflecting chronic undernutrition); and

4. Child mortality (the mortality rate of children under age five, partly 

reflecting the fatal mix of inadequate nutrition and 

unhealthy environments).

Based on the values of the four indicators, the GHI determines hun-

ger on a 100-point scale, where 0 is the best possible score (no 

hunger) and 100 is the worst. Each country’s GHI score is classified 

by severity, from low to extremely alarming. The GHI, which draws 

on data from the previous five years, is best suited to measure hun-

ger over recent years and decades and is complemented by other 

tools, such as the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) 

and the Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET), that 

offer real-time assessments and short-term projections of hunger 

(von Grebmer et al. 2023).

In Ethiopia, hunger is categorized as serious, according to the 2023 

GHI report. With a GHI score of 26.2, Ethiopia ranks 101th out of 

the 125 countries with sufficient data to calculate 2023 GHI scores 

(von Grebmer et al. 2023). 

For more information, see the full GHI report at www.globalhungerindex.org

Child mortality

Child wasting

Child stunting

Moreover, with the benefits and burdens of food systems distributed 

inequitably among young individuals, current systems fail to build the 

resilience and capacity of young Ethiopians to cope with shocks and 

stresses that may arise. Insufficient attention is given to ensuring 

environmentally sound practices, social equity, and economic viability 

in the management of food systems, which must include a role 

for youth.

There is a lack of inclusivity in food system decision-making pro-

cesses and a dearth of opportunities for youth to contribute mean-

ingfully to shaping food systems. A significant number of FGD 

participants were unaware of the recently launched food systems 

transformation pathway in Ethiopia and expressed a sense that youth 

voices have not been sufficiently integrated into the framework for 

transforming the country’s food systems. 

Undernourishment (%)

26.2
≤ 9.9 
low

10.0–19.9  
moderate

20.0–34.9  
serious
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alarming

≤ 50.0 
extremely alarming
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FGD participants mentioned that Ethiopian youth could play signifi-

cant roles in shaping food systems. These roles include input supply; 

production, processing, packaging, marketing, distribution, and con-

sumption of nutrient-dense foods; innovation and entrepreneurship; 

sustainable agriculture leadership; food system policymaking; know-

ledge sharing; and capacity building.

Opportunities
	Æ Youth demographics: Ethiopia has a young population that rep-

resents a large pool of potential human capital that could drive 

food system transformation.

	Æ Innovation and creativity: Youth bring fresh perspectives, inno-

vative ideas, and a willingness to embrace new technologies. Their 

creativity can lead to transformative approaches in addressing 

food system challenges and driving sustainable practices.

	Æ Entrepreneurship: Many young individuals possess an entrepre-

neurial spirit and a desire to create their own opportunities. Engag-

ing youth in food systems can foster the development of 

agribusinesses and start-ups, contributing to economic growth 

and job creation.

	Æ Digital connectivity: The increasing access to technology and 

digital connectivity provides youth with valuable tools to access 

information, market products, and connect with networks and 

resources. Digital platforms can facilitate knowledge sharing, 

market linkages, and collaboration among youth engaged in the 

food system.

	Æ Advocacy: Young individuals are vocal advocates for causes they 

believe in. They can mobilize and raise awareness about food 

system issues, promote policy changes, and influence deci-

sion-making processes at local, national, and global levels.

	Æ Improved food and nutrition security: Greater youth engagement 

in food production, processing, distribution, and consumption 

could enhance the availability, accessibility, and utilization of 

nutritious foods.

	Æ Economic empowerment and livelihoods: Expanding opportuni-

ties for youth in the food system could provide viable, sustainable 

livelihoods and contribute to broader socioeconomic development.

	Æ Enabling policy: Various existing policy frameworks create enabling 

conditions for youth involvement in food systems. 

Challenges 
	Æ Limited access to resources and services: Young people often 

face barriers in accessing land, finance, technology, extension 

services, credit, and other critical resources needed to partici-

pate in and thrive within the food system.

	Æ Capacity gaps: Young Ethiopians often lack the necessary skills, 

knowledge, and technical capabilities to effectively engage in 

food system activities and enterprises.

	Æ Negative cultural and social perceptions: Social norms and cul-

tural biases that undervalue or stigmatize agriculture and food-re-

lated livelihoods can discourage youth engagement.

	Æ Weak institutional support: Inadequate policy frameworks, programs, 

and support mechanisms tailored to youth in the food system can 

hinder their meaningful participation.

	Æ Lack of youth voice and representation: The limited inclusion of youth 

perspectives and leadership in food system governance and deci-

sion-making processes can lead to a disconnect between policies/

programs and youth realities.

	Æ Climate change: Climate change impacts can disproportionately affect 

marginalized and disadvantaged youth, who may have fewer resources 

and coping mechanisms to adapt to changing conditions.

	Æ Poor market access and value chain integration: Limited access to 

markets, lack of market information, and challenges in value chain 

integration pose significant barriers to youth engagement in the food 

system. 

	Æ Conflict: Conflicts, civil unrest, and political instability can disrupt 

agricultural production, transportation, and distribution networks, 

leading to food shortages and price volatility. These conditions can 

undermine the viability and profitability of food system activities, dis-

couraging youth from pursuing livelihoods in the sector.

RECOMMENDATIONS
How to harness the energy, ideas, and potential of Ethiopia’s large youth 

population for developing resilient, sustainable, and equitable food systems 

that can meet the country’s long-term needs:

	Æ Improve access to resources and services. Ensure that youth have 

access to essential resources, such as land, credit, extension, inputs 

(seeds, fertilizers), and training, that can empower young farmers to 

participate more effectively in food systems. 

	Æ Expand youth employment opportunities. Facilitate youth employment 

in various on- and off-farm activities related to food production, pro-

cessing, transportation, and sales so they can enhance their liveli-

hoods while contributing to healthy, sustainable food systems.

	Æ Build up youth capacity in agribusiness. Increase and improve the 

capacity of youth to profitably engage in activities along the agricul-

ture value chain through a multipronged approach, including basic 

agribusiness training and an intensive agribusiness entrepreneur-

ship program.

	Æ Engage young people in food system policies and programs. Create 

platforms and opportunities for meaningful youth participation to 

ensure that their diverse perspectives, experiences, and innovative 

ideas are heard, considered, and actively integrated into the transfor-

mation agenda.

	Æ Promote the use of modern technologies and practices in agriculture 

that integrate indigenous and traditional knowledge. Government and 

nongovernmental organizations must support and diversify agricultural 

production using innovations that can make agriculture more profi-

table, reduce labor-intensive tasks, and attract youth to the sector. 

	Æ Facilitate accessible and affordable finance options for youth engage-

ment in the food system.
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