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INTRODUCTION

This paper from YOUR World Research highlights and explores the role of positive uncertainty in the 
lives, strategies and transitions towards adulthood of marginalised children and youth in two urban 
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Abstract
This paper from YOUR World Research highlights and 
explores the role of positive uncertainty in lives, strategies 
and transitions towards adulthood of marginalised chil-
dren and youth in two urban locations in Ethiopia. Young 
men and women embraced notions of positive uncertainty, 
making journeys to street situations and internationally in 
search of more hopeful futures. While youth navigate un-
certainty positively in the short term, the research suggests 
this is temporal and their agency relational and embedded. 
They seek support from peers but still want to belong and 
be accepted by their families and communities.
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locations in Ethiopia. It looks at their family and economic circumstances and the significance of 
family and peer relationships in their choice of strategies, particularly migration to work in the urban 
informal sector and internationally. It explores how older children and youth are choosing positive 
uncertainty over what are seen as otherwise negative certainties of poverty and hopelessness.

Youth Uncertainty Rights (YOUR) World Research was a large- scale qualitative study conducted 
in fragile and conflict- affected urban and rural areas of Ethiopia and Nepal 2016– 2019 with older 
children and young people aged 15– 24 years (following the UN definition of youth). Working with 
the most- marginalised youth across eight purposively selected sites, this research sought to contribute 
knowledge about youth understandings of uncertainty, violence, poverty and rights in post- conflict 
and fragile environments.

The research was informed by Bauman's theories of community and insecurity (2001) and of 
wasted lives positioning some people as outcasts in society (2004). These theories were useful to 
research teams in not assuming uncertainty is always as negative for youth as it may be for adults. 
The methodology encouraged youth to describe feelings in the face of uncertainty and processes of 
marginalisation in different domains of their lives including transitions to adulthood, places, relation-
ships and feelings about themselves and their futures. Researchers, prompted by Bauman's theories, 
were curious to examine whether youth necessarily thought of uncertainties associated with migration 
as negative or fearful and whether they felt discarded or accepted as young migrants in destination 
communities. Also analysed was the extent and temporality of youth breaking social bonds and ties 
with families and communities in search of freedom from traditional expectations to find new futures. 
Bauman's ideas of liquid modernity (2007) fitted with the rapidly changing political contexts of the 
research. Change of government in Ethiopia during the course of the research and increasingly fragile 
environments due to drought and landlessness in the rural sites set the scene for the ways in which 
youth engaged with their futures in a surprisingly positive and creative way and chose to migrate.

Mobility is a defining feature of young people's lives across Ethiopia: some migrating to find new 
ways to support their families and some to escape early marriage and abuse. Young people on the 
move can be portrayed as vulnerable victims or threats to government. This research instead follows 
studies in the global south that frame young migrants as active agents in constructing and reconstruct-
ing their lives, families and communities (Boyden, 2013; Boyden & Howard, 2013; Huijsmans, 2010; 
White et al., 2011). This research contributes youth perspectives on how young people are active in 
shaping their futures, negotiating intergenerational relationships and navigating various alternatives 
including internal and international migration. It explores motivations of the most marginal and their 
experiences of migration. This research on positive uncertainty illuminates the precarious situations in 
rural areas that drive young people to migrate and the impact it has on family and peer relationships. It 
contests normative descriptions of appropriate childhoods and youth being spatially fixed in the natal 
family setting. Despite migration temporality disrupting social ties with family and community, young 
migrants hope to support their family, attain better social status and re- establish relationships on their 
return. In addition, family and peers have been described as supporting youth in migration decisions 
and processes.

The research found that migration decisions emerged from youth experiencing and foreseeing a 
certainty of poverty through landlessness, unemployment or precarious labour in the informal sec-
tor, and they therefore embraced uncertainties of internal and international migration as positive, 
also offering potential for socio- economic status and success in supporting families (see also Atnafu 
et al., 2014; Boyden & Howard, 2013). In this ‘positive uncertainty,’ youth make use of peer support 
and challenges to traditional community bonds even while eventually seeking local acceptance and 
status. While their bodies may feel trapped by economic circumstance, their minds move creatively 
to find solutions. Though young migrants may be assumed to be ‘trafficked’ or allured by economic 
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opportunities in urban settings, the experiences of young people in urban setting of Addis Ketema and 
Woreta do not reflect such horrific stories. Against often negative global discourses of ever- increasing 
youth migrants, marginalised youth in this research depict migration as a source of hope and positive 
uncertainty and compare this with their certainties of poverty and hopelessness. This reflects other 
studies conducted in Ethiopia by Ayalew (2017), Atnafu et al., (2014) and Schewel (2018). For mar-
ginalised youth in urban settings of Addis Ketema and Woreta, ‘staying was riskier than migrating.’

After providing background to the Ethiopian context of migration and marginalisation, this paper 
outlines the research and methodology. It goes on to present changes in transitions to adulthood, is-
sues of unemployment and education, as background to internal migration and work in the informal 
economy, sometimes with consequences of a street- connected life. Concluding sections look at how 
peer influence and young people wanting to support their families lead to international migration with 
positive uncertainty.

ETHIOPIA CONTEXT: MIGRATION AND 
MARGINALISATION

Ethiopia remains one of the poorest and most populated countries in Africa. Historical mobility within 
rural communities, combined with population pressures on increasingly fragmented and environmen-
tally fragile land, has brought uncertainty to agrarian communities about how to sustain livelihoods 
(Fransen & Kuschminder, 2009; Grabska et al., 2019; Kuschminder & Siegel, 2014). After the gov-
ernment changed in 2018, the Ethiopian government sought to improve accessibility of formal edu-
cation for school- age children, redeveloping national youth policy to include the most- marginalised 
(Johnson et al., 2019). Poor households in rural areas struggle to send children to school, and the most- 
marginalised youth often have to drop out and work. This pressure to combine work and schooling 
intensifies as children grow up (Boyden et al., 2019).

Staying in their place of origin has become precarious for young people due to lack of employment 
and led to increased migration in search of work (Ayalew, 2017). Research highlights an unprece-
dented surge in young people wanting to migrate internationally to find work (for example, Asnake & 
Zerihun, 2015; Fransen & Kuschminder, 2009). Ethiopian government efforts to curb mass emigra-
tion of labour to Middle- East countries have led to young people taking illegal, risky and dangerous 
migration routes in desperation to provide for their families. Youth access to social media combined 
with peer and family relationships with current and former migrants has served to inspire migration 
processes (Addis, 2014; Ayalew, 2017). The majority of international migrants from Ethiopia are 
young, female and seek employment in Middle- East countries (Kuschminder & Siegel, 2014). But this 
study shows how marginalised young men are also migrating and taking increasingly risky decisions 
and routes.

In Ethiopia, marginalisation conventionally takes into account socio- economic conditions, ethnic-
ity and location, specifying country peripheries and including pastoralists. According to Pankhurst 
(2001), those excluded from mainstream society include smiths, craft workers, hunters, weavers, hide- 
workers, artisans and tanner- potters, grave- diggers, while recognising not everyone in these groups 
is marginalised. They suggest marginalisation can be analysed considering interrelated dimensions: 
spatial, economic, political, social and cultural. These conceptualisations were considered throughout 
and utilised in initiating this study, but in keeping with participation processes, youth perspectives on 
marginalisation were seen as primary in analysing complexities of their lives and responses to uncer-
tainty. In addition to location, ethnicity and poverty, youth suggested other experiences are relevant 
to marginalisation including living with disability; abusive relationships in family and/or community; 
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involvement in exploitative labour; and particularly for young women, fear of social norms such as 
early marriage, and these points were considered in the study.

This paper presents youth everyday realities in two urban sites in Ethiopia, including changes in 
gendered transitions to adulthoods, journeys to the street and whether they felt supported locally by 
peers, adults or services in places of origin and urban destinations. In the research, unexpected insights 
into how youth embrace and navigate uncertainty in their lives emerged from youth seeking their own 
futures and pathways out of poverty. These lay outside, and contested, traditional community expecta-
tions and social norms towards youth, encountered in their everyday lives in rural areas, in urban lives, 
and in street- connections. Enhancing youth opportunities in rural areas in sub- Saharan Africa requires 
understanding relationships of youth with broader society and the innovative role that young people 
can play in solutions (Sumberg et al., 2019). Narratives are presented to show how many young peo-
ple still see their only hope lies in migration, and role models are often successful returnee migrants.

RESEARCH SITES

This paper focuses on two urban research sites, Addis Ketema (in Addis Ababa) and Woreta (in 
Amhara regional state). The population of Addis Ababa (1994 census) was 2.3  million, currently 
estimated at 3.238 million. The rapid natural population growth rate, coupled with high rural– urban 
migration (annual growth rate 3.8%, accounts for 40% of growth (CSA, 2010)), has pressured services 
(housing, transportation, water supply, solid waste disposal, etc.) and the physical environment (UN- 
Habitat, 2008, 2017). Addis Ketema- district 09 had an estimated population of 271,664 in 2011 (CSA, 
2011). It has the largest bus station in Ethiopia and largest open market in Africa. It is an old quarter 
of the city where poverty is widespread (Endalkachew, 2008).

Woreta is located in northern Ethiopia, South Gondar Zone of Amhara Region. Woreta Town is 
the administrative centre of Fogera district, which has 28 rural and five urban kebeles (the smallest 
administrative units in Ethiopia). Woreta has an estimated population of 26,317 (13,044 male and 
13,273 female) (CSA, 2008). Woreta is a transit place for thousands of youth moving to big cities like 
Gondar and Bahir Dar (CHADET, 2005).

RESEARCH BACKGROUND, YOUTH- CENTRED  
METHODOLOGY

This paper draws on engagement over 3 years with 100 urban youth, 80 of whom participated in 
detailed interviews. Creative qualitative methods (Johnson et al., 2016) were complemented by an-
thropological approaches (Getu et al., 2018; Katz, 2014). The project's partnership approach facili-
tated dissemination of evidence from marginalised youth into academic discourse, local and national 
policy and practice, informing non- governmental partners and government departments and services 
(Johnson et al., 2019).

The methodology was designed to put youth at the centre, regarded as active participants, and 
starting from their perspectives within rapidly changing institutional, environmental and political con-
texts (Johnson, 2017). An ethical framework included team and participant safety, informed consent, 
child protection and respect for all participants.1. Local services and support structures were mapped 
for referral if necessary. Child and youth profiles, interview data and creative visuals were coded and 
anonymised. All youth names used here are pseudonyms; research sites, having large populations, are 
identified as critical to analysis.
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Children and youth regarded as marginalised and/or vulnerable in their communities by peers and 
local organisations were initially selected with the help of local partner CHADET. Many case- study 
participants subsequently identified through a snowballing approach were unemployed youth who had 
dropped out of school. A participatory research phase using creative including visual methods helped 
elicit local youth understandings of marginalisation, insecurity and uncertainty. Principles of partic-
ipatory research methods help challenge power dynamics between researcher and study participants 
(Johnson & West et al., 2021).

The detailed case- study phase involved interviewing 40 marginalised youth in each site (around 
half male, half female), over 16 months (2017– 2018). In- depth interviews plumbed different domains 
of uncertainty in youth everyday lives: youth transitions growing up; places and spaces youth inhabit 
and interact in; mobility and migration; feelings about self, others and relationships; and responses 
to personal and crisis in broader socio- political and environmental contexts (Johnson & West, 2021). 
Youth evidence was analysed, building on Braun and Clarke's (2006) themed analysis, modified with 
the full team, and cross- checking with NVivo software for qualitative analysis. Through this analytic 
approach, themes emerged and were refined, and key cases related to particular issues. Subsequent 
individual/group interviews in a final phase checked main findings, enabling confirmation of themes 
and drawing out issues for policy and practice. These were disseminated and further validated through 
local and national workshops involving young people, academic and organisation personnel and se-
nior government officers and members.

CHANGING TRANSITIONS GROWING UP— FINDINGS

Changes in circumstances experienced by young people compared with previous generations derive 
from landlessness, consequent economic problems reducing their independence, status and autonomy 
within conventional structures and their rejection of social norms such as earlier marriage. Shortage of 
agricultural land is perceived as a cause of migration and results in a growing number of rural youth 
becoming landless, so traditional transitions to adulthood are no longer possible, and other work must 
be found.

I have four siblings. My father was a farmer and we used to have enough land to support 
the family. However, following the death of my father our living situation deteriorated. 
His brothers claimed half our land. We were left with the other half which wasn’t enough 
to feed six family members. My mother started working as a domestic worker for people 
in our neighbourhoods. My siblings also became domestic worker as we have a very 
small plot of land (Kaleb, male, age 15, Woreta).

Problems of local un-  and underemployment have consequences for the family relationships. Youth 
and personal decision- making status influenced interviewed young people's attempts to achieve economic 
independence. If a young person is economically dependent on parents, then s/he will be deprived of 
decision- making autonomy. Under these circumstances, dictated by traditional norms, almost all deci-
sions affecting young lives are decided by parents. Study participants maintained they are expected to 
abide by decisions of their parents while they live with them. Thus, living with family can remove agency 
to make decisions in their own lives.

Early marriage, a conventional social norm, was seen as a threat to youth futures and not accepted 
by many young women interviewed who had moved from rural to urban settings. In Woreta, youth 
from neighbouring rural areas in Fogera District said parental pressure to marry young changed their 
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lives and made them want to escape more traditional expectations and transitions to adulthood. Only 
some youth in the research felt they could withstand and refuse parental pressure; most either accepted 
the proposal of marriage or ran away from home.

I attended school up to grade 3. One day my cousin was approached by somebody 
with a marriage proposal. My cousin accepted the proposal and wanted to give me in 
marriage at the age of 12. I refused to accept the marriage. I went back to my parents 
who supported me to go to school at Woreta for a year. Then my parents also tried to 
marry me off. I rejected the idea and migrated to Bahir Dar (Bertukan, female, age 
26, Woreta).

There are examples of young women interviewed who married early, who then divorced due to, abuse 
from older husbands and lack of interaction with people their age. Some described facing economic prob-
lems and living as single parents. Among young women in Woreta, many had dropped out of school, 
migrated to escape early marriage and then engaged in informal income- generating activities. Their ex-
planation was the expectation placed on them by parents to marry young.

Access to technology enabled young people to develop styles of costume different to social con-
ventions in their community:

The youth don’t seem to follow the social norms of their own culture and community. As 
a result of frequent use and attachment with the Mass-  and Social- Media people learn 
about Western social norms including dressing styles. The dressing styles of today are 
somehow different from those of the time of our parents. And I consider what we do as 
an act of opposing to our own norms and culture (Lidet, female, age 18, Woreta).

Such changes appear to be also associated with a perceived shift in values:

Young people are following their own new norms and culture in contrast to the traditional 
ones. These changes in the traditional norms made young people in the community to be 
self- centred unlike the old generation who believes in mutual support, care and respect 
(Lemlem, female, age 20, Woreta).

Marginalised young people in particular are faced with complicated and changed situations compared 
with those their parents experienced. Conventional mechanisms of gaining autonomy within the family 
have been diminished or eradicated, yet youth still need to find an income for themselves and because they 
generally adhere to norms of providing family support, often despite poverty. They need to develop their 
own strategies within the changing social framework.

YOUTH PERSPECTIVES: UNEMPLOYMENT 
AND EDUCATION

While the recent financial and economic crisis led to soaring global youth unemployment, in Ethiopia, 
this was further pressured because the proportion of young people in the overall population increased 
over the last two decades. Significant national progress in terms of economic growth and educational 
attainment has not impacted youth employment (Berhanu et al., 2005). Numbers of young people 
joining the labour force are rising alongside lack of expansion of the labour market, so demands of 
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young job seekers cannot be accommodated (Grabska et al., 2019), and attempts to provide more em-
ployment opportunities are currently inadequate to address the scale of the problem.

High youth unemployment across Ethiopia includes these urban research sites, and the problem 
was summarised by young men in Woreta such as Ayalew (aged 19) who said that life without work 
is meaningless and Zeleke:

I think unemployment is the core problem for the youth. How can you decide about your-
self when you are dependent on others for food? Youth can decide on issues that affect 
them when they are economically self- reliant (Zeleke, male, 19 years, Woreta).

Many young study participants experienced high unemployment or underemployment and discussed 
how they found it challenging to start their lives independently and attain what was expected of them in 
communities in making transitions to adulthood. Whether youth feel successful in transitions is influenced 
and shaped by intersecting and multiple socio- economic problems such as unemployment, experiences 
of early marriage, parental death/divorce, poverty, drought, school dropout and national exam failures. 
Youth described pressures they felt to provide for their families and to gain respect and recognition from 
within families and communities. This aligns with other research suggesting youth may be seen as a group 
in- between dependent childhood and independent adulthood and how the notion of adulthood is recur-
sively mentioned as a destination of successful transition (Perovic, 2016). Focusing on African countries, 
Honwana suggests that youth are no longer children in need of care but are not yet adults. They therefore 
experience a state of ‘waithood’ which is not in any way a failure of youth themselves (2014, pp. 19– 20). 
Rather this is caused by structural problems and policies enabling a high rate of unemployment in Africa, 
so youth often face challenges in finding a house to buy or rent, support relatives, establish families and 
gain recognition as adults. She discusses that in this state of ‘waithood,’ there is a suspension between 
childhood and adulthood where young people may seek freedom from fear and such expectations.

The most- marginal and vulnerable youth described how this high rate of unemployment affects 
their choices. They suggested that even those educated to university level struggle to find work.

Bekele explained how unemployment among graduates has become a source of frustration for 
children in school.

There are many unemployed youths in our area graduated from universities, while my 
friends who dropped- out of high school already have secured jobs and earn income. This 
by itself pushes me to stop learning and search for some other life paths (Bekele, male, 
age 19, Woreta).

Many young people regarded as marginalised or vulnerable by other youth in this research had dropped 
out of schooling could not find formal employment and were engaged in the informal economy. Their sup-
port or lack of support in the informal economy was affected by intersecting inequalities including gender, 
disability and ethnicity and by family dynamics particularly in situations where youth had suffered abuse 
and had to leave family homes.

Youth spoke about the difficulty in finding good role models in their communities who succeeded 
in education and then transited into successful careers. This situation created for them a lack of hope 
and a feeling that there is certainty of failure from formal schooling. Young men and women across all 
research sites felt there was little chance of formal education leading to employment, especially for the 
most marginal in society. Many youth interviewed had essentially lost confidence in formal education 
providing any solution for a positive future. Many, as soon as they felt able, had already found or were 
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seeking ways to enter the informal sector to try to make a living and provide for their families. This 
takes determination:

In our locality it's easy to lose your confidence as everything you experience is frus-
trating. You can easily lose confidence in learning when you see many unemployed 
graduates in the community. The basic thing is not learning,but having the mentality of 
working and changing your life (Metasebia, female, age 19, Addis Ketema).

Unemployment and lack of faith in formal schooling, alongside youth escaping abuse in families and/
or social norms such as early marriage, led young people to seek new futures in the informal economy 
through migration to urban centres and internationally. Decisions were influenced by desires to find ways 
to support their families and by peer relationships.

PEERS, THE INFORMAL SECTOR AND BEING  
STREET- CONNECTED

The increase in population, growing youth landlessness and insignificant rural job creation contrib-
uted to the potential youth migration to urban areas (Guarcello & Rosati, 2007). Landlessness exac-
erbates poverty for youth and their families, while out- migration and family feuds were also found to 
be common in communities. These were some of the reasons for leaving their communities given by 
youth interviewed.

Unemployment and underemployment led to many youth being economically dependent on others, 
including seeking assistance from family and peers. Many youth interviewed felt they were losing 
their agency as time went on because their strategies for survival were not being supported, even 
when they found creative work in the informal sector. Reliance on peers was found particularly among 
young men who had migrated to towns and cities seeking work in the informal sector and who became 
‘street- connected,’ living and working on the streets.

Harsh living and working conditions were depicted by street- connected marginalised young people 
in the study.

I live on the street with other youths of my age. We use the space under the train bridge to 
sleep as we don't have other places. People in the surrounding don't care about our health 
and everybody comes and urinates in our place. We prepared plastic bottles as a means of 
temporary urine storage [as temporary toilet] to protect our living area and collect some 
money from users (Abdi, male, age 19, Addis Ketema).

It is not only Abdi, but many other street- connected children and youth in his area earn income by 
this sort of work. During a youth- led walk, Abdi and friends talked about how they left family homes 
to come to the city and were living on the streets. They got involved in the informal sector, competing 
and striving for survival: a must, rather than a choice. They described working conditions, especially in 
the informal sector, as not easy, especially for females, because of abuse and often stealing. The extent 
of gendered violence on the streets was explored (following on Heinonen, 2011). Young men discussed 
violence from authorities when living on the streets. Many young women interviewed felt fearful and dis-
cussed gendered violence largely from employers, authorities and community members rather than from 
other youth, although young women try to stay with female peer groups where possible. Taitu described 
violence experienced in domestic work:
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I was hired as a domestic worker by a man who was residing alone. Although he was an 
old man, he wanted to get married to me. I didn't accept the marriage proposal. However, 
as I was residing at his housing unit alone, one day I was raped by this man. I wanted 
to get paid and quit my job. However, the man refused to pay me my salary. In fact, he 
accused me of stealing his property and reported the case to the police. I stayed at the 
police station for a few days and released with the help of my parents (Taitu, female, age 
26 years, Woreta).

From a psychological view, persistent youth unemployment can become entrenched and lead to recur-
rent depression, violence, low self- esteem and poor social adaptation (Kabaklarli et al., 2011). In Woreta, 
youth underscored psychological problems they face as a result of unemployment, for example frustration:

I have been looking for a job since last year. I am also a member of a group, organised 
for the purpose of establishing a small business enterprise… However, our business en-
terprise has not started operation, consequently we are not working. I am not sure what is 
going to happen, if I couldn't find a job soon (Selam, female, age 20, Woreta).

Living in a community with peer groups that have high substance use can make young people more 
vulnerable (Birhanu et al., 2014). In some areas, it is a social norm to chew chat, so peer groups follow this 
practice alongside adults. While some youth go along with it, others want to reduce their substance use 
but want support to do so. Habtamu, a 19- year- old unemployed youth from Woreta, studied up to grade 
four but dropped out of school when he lost motivation to learn. He then worked as a daily labourer. He 
explained how peer pressure led many to drop out from school and become addicted to chat. Habtamu's 
life story is shared by many others who feel their lives are going nowhere, and their poverty is persistent.

My friends spend most of their time watching movies at newly opened movie houses in 
the neighbourhood. Chewing chat and smoking cigarettes are common practices in the 
small movie houses. I wish I could go and watch movies, but I fear that I will be exposed 
to addiction (Habtamu, male, age 19, Woreta).

In Woreta and Addis Ketema, youth visit small video houses where they smoke, chew chat and watch 
movies, sometimes harmless, sometimes with explicit violence and sexual content that children also 
watch. Many youth felt they need places to connect together, but some blamed these places for negative 
peer influences. Mesfin aged 29 from Addis Ketema felt that there was a strong influence from peers and 
media to engage in self- destructive activities such as addictive drug use.

Jobs in the informal sector are rife with insecurity for youth, who earn incomes barely adequate 
to support everyday survival but often see this as their only way out of poverty. Young people inter-
viewed found it hard to live independently. Some continued to get support from extended families but 
found it hard to establish their own families, meet adult expectations or achieve any status within their 
communities. They often took the decision to migrate and embrace further uncertainty in the hope of 
a better future and to gain respect elsewhere.

INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION AS POSITIVE UNCERTAINTY

In circumstances of poverty, unemployment/underemployment, environmental fragility, early mar-
riage, household responsibility, abuse, school dropout and exam failure, many children and youth 
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work in informal income generating activities from an early age. But rather than passively waiting 
for circumstances to change, they are generally trying to renegotiate livelihoods through different 
strategies including migration. Internal migration, particularly for work, has been common practice 
in Ethiopia since the late 19th century. What has changed over decades is the pattern of rural– rural, 
rural– urban and urban– urban migration, the extent and profile of migrants, the drivers of internal 
migration and migrants’ motives. For example, the last decade saw significant increase in rural– urban 
migration and decline in rural– rural migration (Pankhurst & Dom, 2019).

Many young participants moved away from home to escape drought, limited job and educational 
opportunities, academic failure, household chores and parental pressure to marry young. Many mar-
ginalised youth interviewed wanted to migrate internationally as a way of escaping poverty and in-
security, and their role models were returnee migrants who had succeeded in making a better life 
for themselves and their families. Migration studies in the global South indicate that young people 
migrate for varied reasons including a need for better living conditions, job opportunities, protection, 
and social position (Ayalew, 2017; Grabska et al., 2019; Thorsen, 2006).

In this study, young migrants concur they were certain about the situation in their place of origin 
before deciding to migrate: certain of persistent, unchanging prevailing poverty, un/underemploy-
ment, early marriage, illiteracy, tension with government and environmental fragility. For them, mi-
gration offers positive uncertainty, a feeling of excitement and hope they aspire to experience. Young 
returned migrants clearly associated their migration experiences and/or intention to re- migrate with 
positive feelings in the face of uncertainty. They knew what would happen if they stayed: they would 
remain in poverty. If they migrated, they didn't know what would happen, but they would have hope.

Young returnees who had migrated using both legal and illegal routes said their move was full of 
uncertainties: they didn't know what would happen on the journey, in transit or destination countries. 
They were uncertain whether migration would result in negative or positive outcomes. Becoming a 
migrant for most youth interviewed who had previous experience of migration in the family, whether 
positive or negative, created feelings of hope for a different future to their persistent poverty and mar-
ginalisation. Even those with previous negative migration experiences were willing to embrace un-
certainty and felt more positive about futures elsewhere. For example, Abdi from Addis Ketema, who 
scrapes a living through setting up temporary toilets, had migrated before. He was willing to face risky 
journeys and hardships he knows accompany migration in order to avoid his life in the informal settle-
ment under the railway bridge. He kept his passport in his pocket ready to take the chance. Research 
participants wanted support setting up businesses and living connected to the street; otherwise, they 
saw no option but to migrate.

Peer pressure was found important in relation to youth migration. Peer influence combined with 
personal quests for better futures was discussed as influencing youth migration decisions. Potential 
migrants benefit from the experience of peers who provide relevant information and help plan routes 
and destinations.

PEER SUPPORT, DECISION- MAKING AND BREAKING 
COMMUNITY BONDS

Community bonds were discussed by youth as being helpful in paving pathways out of poverty and 
supporting mechanisms for vulnerable youth to find employment in the informal economy or in find-
ing safer routes or situations when they reach destinations. However, many young people suggested 
the influence of families was being replaced by youth taking responsibility for their futures supported 
by peers.
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As children reach adolescence, the impact of peers in their life grows (Miller et al., 1974). Analysis 
of youth perspectives in Woreta and Addis Ketema confirmed youth look to peer groups for support 
and advice about education, employment and migration. This, in turn, had impact on their feelings 
about autonomy and breaking from family expectations, traditional transitions and social bonds in 
their communities. This fits with Bauman's (2001) theories about young people rejecting traditional 
bonds in families and communities and seeking new social bonds. Peer groups provided positive sup-
port mechanisms. Peer influence was found to be especially important among young men, compared 
with young women interviewed who mostly attach themselves to their family where possible. Young 
women are expected to be submissive and obedient within the family and described how they found it 
harder to break away even when they wanted to. But young men also reported parental pressures, for 
example, a migrant to Woreta:

I was new to the place and many young men from my village supported me. Especially 
those friends who moved to Woreta earlier helped me a lot. Actually I didn’t have the 
courage to decide on my move to Woreta if my friends were not in the town. Adapting to 
the city life was not difficult. As there were many people who come from my natal rural 
village I have to hide to sustain the dignity of my parents in the rural area. My parents 
also gave me a hard time –  they oppose my effort to settle down and live here (Yafet, 
male, aged 23 Woreta).

Youth in the urban sites felt they lived simultaneously in two cultures, one dominated by values of 
parents, the other, perhaps in opposition, dictated by peers. Even though their peer cultures did not com-
pletely replace values they had grown up with or their parent– youth relationships, youth suggested that 
peer values replaced specific elements of parents' value systems. This fits with the idea that youth become 
physically more self- reliant and autonomous from parents, with more reliance on, advice from and shared 
experiences with peers (Kimmel et al., 1995 cited in Mulumebet, 2006). In this study, peer support was 
often seen as positive, providing youth with important social bonds and support in hard lives connected 
to the street. Sometimes youth stories showed peer influence could also result in self- destructive activities 
associated with substance use or criminal activity.

Youth participants in Woreta suggested young people are not only breaking social bonds in com-
munities, but they also see more individualistic behaviour in their communities generally. This sup-
ports Bauman's views of weaker notions of community in uncertain and insecure times of ‘liquid 
modernity’:

The community bond is getting weak. People become very selfish and individualistic. 
Selfishness is becoming intense in the community (Zewditu, female, age 18, Woreta).

Everybody is stressed. When an outsider comes and asks about it, everybody acts as if 
there is cooperation in our community. The truth is that no one helps anybody else as 
everybody is struggling with his/her own problem (Belay, male, age 18, Woreta).

The lives of youth at any particular period present a range of educational, family, employment and health 
experiences that depart from previous experiences of youth transitions over generations. Contemporary 
changed experiences can partly be attributed to living in an interconnected world, including effects of 
globalisation, technological advances and widespread economic development (Elizabeth, 2001). Media 
especially influences youth in modern society (Nugent, 2005). In this study, youth talked about how they 
witnessed and experienced media, including influence over peer groups, in turn, leading to changing 



   | 955JOHNSON et al.

norms, values and culture. Both young and older people raised media and social media as contributing to 
changing cultural norms and role models.

There are parts of the traditional norms that youth change. Most of the youth don't use 
the indigenous typical slang and Amharic language that our parents use. There is also a 
problem of not having role model from the local area and most youth prefer following 
those celebrities and football stars in the Western world (Bekele, male, age 19, Woreta).

I observe that there are many festivities and celebrations which are not derived from our 
culture. Now the youth part of the society focus on imitating the Western culture rather 
than developing our own. But I don't mean that some of our cultural aspects are non- 
existent (Nebeyou, male, age 20, Woreta).

CONCLUSION

Interviews show disruptions to traditional transitions of youth from education to job market, gaining 
residential and financial independence and establishing families. Most young urban participants were 
unemployed/underemployed, lived on the street, with single parents or in reconstituted families, and/
or had dropped out of school or failed national exams. Many had simply lost hope in formal education 
due to high rates of unemployment even among educated youth. As a result, youth participants felt 
they may never attain what was expected of them by adults, and this served as the starting point for 
many wanting to leave their communities and country. Some managed to do so and return, sometimes 
sent back as illegal migrants, although some who migrated internally or internationally found paid 
employment and were regarded as successful. They and other young people interviewed largely talked 
of migration as offering some hope for their futures. Many had successful migrants as role models.

A key finding from the perceptions, experiences and movements of marginalised youth is their 
strategies choosing positive uncertainty over what they see as otherwise negative certainties of pov-
erty and hopelessness. This shifts on from Ayalew (2017) that uncertainty and hopelessness in their 
place of origin are prime reasons pushing many young people to migrate: this uncertainty concerns 
environment, landlessness, and is largely negative, provoking sense of hopelessness. In contrast, mar-
ginalised youth are taking up positive uncertainty, that is, the uncertainty of a chance of success, in 
their migration strategies.

The problem of child labour and early entry to the labour market was noted early in the 21st cen-
tury: children working rather than attending school were seen as key problem in this country with the 
largest youth population in sub- Saharan Africa (Guarcello & Rosati, 2007). This paper shows, in rural 
and urban areas around Woreta and Addis Ketama, disillusion with education when there are no jobs. 
The lack of job creation and employment opportunities identified in 2012 (Broussard & Tekleselassie) 
is clearly still pertinent. It has been argued that a change in aspirations due to formal schooling and 
educational attainment has pushed international migration (Schewel & Fransen, 2018). This research 
shows how marginalised young people, dropped out of school, are also migrating. The influences of 
peers on marginalised young people's migration decisions, and their desire to support families and 
gain status, have also been a factor, along with perceptions of a positive uncertainty.

The findings also support indicative theorisation embedded in the methodology to challenge as-
sumptions about what marginalised youth want and think about their everyday lives, relationships with 
their families and their futures. While young people surprised the research team with their creative 
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responses to uncertainty, in what we have now termed Positive Uncertainty (Johnson & West et al., 
2021), this needs to be accompanied by other theories that assist and nuance understanding of youth 
strategies in the face of uncertainty. For example, there is often a temporality in their feelings as youth 
embrace uncertainty. Not in the sense of youth being in limbo, in a state of ‘waithood’ (Honwana, 
2014), but in challenging adult expectations of their transitions to adulthood and being agents of 
change in determining alternative pathways out of poverty and in navigating uncertainty. But then, 
as time passes, and they return after migration or want to maintain contact with families from urban 
situations, they want acceptance by families and to feel a sense of belonging. They see their agency 
as embedded in families and relationships (as also found in Ethiopia by Abebe, 2013 and suggested in 
other global contexts by Oswell, 2013). In this study, while youth were creative in the face of uncer-
tainty, their strategies relied on peers (especially for young men) and families (for both young men and 
women). Acceptance back into families, they suggested, was part of their desired futures, and where 
they had become involved in risky and sometimes illegal work, they tried to hide sources of income.

Research findings also suggest youth not only fit the frame of individual resilience but also strive 
to rework the system in terms of challenging expectations, while to some extent still working within 
social norms. In some circumstances, where they see traditional practices as harmful, they will refuse 
and resist, for example, in the case of early marriage. The framing and distinction between resilience, 
reworking and resistance is useful here (following Katz, 2004 in her ethnographic work with children 
growing up in a Sudanese village). Even where youth have escaped from abusive situations and hard-
ships due to extreme poverty and marginalisation in communities, they navigate and negotiate social 
norms and embrace uncertainty creatively as they grow up in often rapidly changing institutional, 
political and environmental contexts.
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