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ABSTRACT 

There is growing interest in the role of policy reforms to promote gender equality and empower women, 

two key objectives of development policy.  From a policy perspective, it would be ideal for reforms 

undertaken in different policy areas to be consistent, so that they reinforce each other in improving gender 

equity. We use data from the Ethiopian Rural Household Survey (ERHS) to show how two seemingly 

unrelated reforms—community-based land registration, undertaken since 2003, and changes in the Family 

Code implemented in 2000—may have created conditions for mutually reinforcing gender-sensitive 

reforms.  Our analysis confirms previous studies’ findings of gender gaps in awareness and information 

about the land registration process. Male-headed households are, on average, more likely to have heard 

about the process, to have attended meetings (and a greater number of meetings), and to have received 

some written material with information about the process. Having female members in the Land 

Administration Committee (LAC) has a positive impact on attendance at meetings relating to land 

registration. In our analysis of the changes in the family law, we find that awareness about the land 

registration process is positively correlated with the shift in perceptions toward equal division of land and 

livestock upon divorce. The presence of female members in the LAC also has a positive effect on the shift 

in perceptions toward a more equal division of assets upon divorce. Taken together, these findings 

suggest that the land registration process and the reform of the Family Code may have mutually 

reinforcing effects on women’s rights and welfare. While this example is obviously rooted in the 

Ethiopian context, it raises the possibility that similar reform efforts may be complementary in other 

countries as well. 

Keywords:  gender, reforms, Family Code, land registration, Ethiopia  
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

Kes be kes enqullal be-egrwa tihedalech. 

Little by little, the egg begins to walk. 

(Ethiopian saying) 

Attention to gender equality remains an important development goal. The importance of gender equality 

is highlighted in its prominence in the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which 

have been commonly accepted as a framework for measuring development progress. Of the eight goals, 

four are directly related to gender: achieving universal primary education, promoting gender equality and 

the empowerment of women, reducing infant and child mortality, and improving maternal health. Closing 

gender gaps—which tend to favor males—has also been seen to contribute to women’s empowerment. 

However, the term empowerment refers to a broad concept that is used differently by various writers, 

depending on the context or circumstance (see Kabeer [2001] and Ibrahim and Alkire [2007] for 

discussions and a review of concepts). 

Another argument for reducing the gender gap revolves around improving productivity and 

increasing efficiency, a strong message of the Food and Agriculture Organization’s State of Food and 

Agriculture 2010–2011: Women in Agriculture—Closing the Gender Gap for Development (FAO 2011), 

as well as the significant effects on the efficiency and welfare outcomes of project or policy interventions. 

In a volume of papers prepared for the above-mentioned report, Quisumbing et al. (2012) argue that the 

motivations for closing the gender gap are not mutually exclusive; rather, they reinforce each other. 

Closing the gender gap in assets—allowing women to own and control productive assets—both increases 

women’s productivity and increases their self-esteem. A woman who is empowered to make decisions 

regarding what to plant and what (and how many) inputs to apply on her plot will be more productive in 

agriculture. An empowered woman will also be better able to ensure her children’s health and nutrition 

because she is able to take care of her own physical and mental well-being (see Smith et al. [2003] and 

studies reviewed therein). Various studies have shown that reducing gender gaps is key to achieving many 

different development objectives.  

If closing the gender gap is itself such an important development objective, are there 

complementarities with other development goals that could be exploited? Is it possible that different 

policy reforms could have reinforcing impacts on gender equality? This paper explores the 

complementarity of two different reform processes in Ethiopia that began in the 2000s: the community-

based land registration efforts, which started in 2003, and the promulgation of the revised Family Code in 

2000. 

Ethiopia, the third most populous country in Africa, is characterized by substantial ethnic and 

religious diversity, with more than 85 ethnic groups and most major world religions represented, as well 

as animist belief systems (Webb, von Braun, and Yohannes 1992). This diversity extends beyond the 

people and culture of Ethiopia to their environment, as the agroecological zones and, consequently, 

farming systems vary dramatically around the country. There is also considerable diversity in gender 

norms related to property ownership, inheritance, and the division of assets after divorce, with men 

favored in the majority of cases (Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2005). Such gender disparities have 

important welfare consequences, as evidenced by empirical work on Ethiopia. Dercon and Krishnan 

(2000) find that poor women in the southern part of Ethiopia, where customary laws governing settlement 

at divorce are biased against women, fare worst when illness shocks occur. Fafchamps, Kebede, and 

Quisumbing (2009) find that the relative nutrition of spouses is associated with correlates of bargaining 

power, such as cognitive ability, independent sources of income, and devolution of assets upon divorce, 

and that several dimensions of female empowerment benefit the nutrition and education level of children.  

However, research on the impacts of policy reform in other countries suggests that changes in 

legislation may improve well-being outcomes for women. For example, in Canada, Hoddinott and Adam 

(1997) show that suicide rates of married women are lower in states with divorce laws that are more 
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beneficial to women. While progress toward gender equality has been slow in Ethiopia, recent 

developments are promising. Prior to 2000, legal reform had a limited impact on local traditions regarding 

patrimonial issues. For example, although the 1960 Civil Code gave women more rights than their 

contemporaries in the United States or United Kingdom, it also maintained the tradition of dispute 

settlement by personal arbitrators, normally older men within the family or community selected by the 

disputants. The arbitrators, unfamiliar with or unsympathetic to the new laws, continued to apply old 

customary laws. The de jure system had nothing to do with the de facto reality that existed for the next 30 

years (Gopal 2001). The major exception was the distribution and control of land, an area in which the 

Ethiopian state has played a dominant role throughout the centuries. 

In 2000, however, the revised Family Code was passed, giving equal rights to spouses during the 

conclusion, duration, and dissolution of marriage. It also required equal division of all assets between the 

husband and wife upon divorce (Federal Negarit Gazetta Extra Ordinary Issue 2000). Between 2000 and 

2005, Amhara, Oromiya, and Tigray implemented the code (out of nine regions in Ethiopia), but as of 

2011, all regions now apply the revised Family Code (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo 2011). In 2003, the 

Ethiopian government also embarked on a process of community-based land registration, which led to 

joint certification of husbands and wives, giving stronger land rights to women. Are these efforts to 

strengthen women’s land rights complementary to the changes instituted by the Family Code, which gave 

equal rights to women and men in terms of marriage, inheritance, and property? 

In this paper we use data from the Ethiopian Rural Household Survey (ERHS) to show how two 

seemingly unrelated reforms—community-based land registration, undertaken since 2003, and changes in 

the Family Code implemented in 2000—may have created conditions for gender-sensitive reforms to 

reinforce each other. Although these are only a subset of the issues in which gender-related reforms may 

be complementary, they are relevant to current policy discussions and may help inform future directions 

of policy reform. We use data from the 1997, 2004, and 2009 rounds of the ERHS, which covered 

approximately 1,300 households in 15 villages all across Ethiopia.  

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. We begin by describing our data source and our 

sample in Section 2. We then provide background on the two interventions and analyze their impact on 

knowledge and participation in land registration and changes in perceptions of the distribution of property 

upon divorce in Sections 3 and 4. Section 5 concludes. 
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2.  DATA AND SAMPLE DESCRIPTIVES 

The ERHS is a panel dataset with seven rounds of data collection. The data collection was coordinated by 

the Economics Department at Addis Ababa University in collaboration with the Centre for the Study of 

African Economies at Oxford University and the International Food Policy Research Institute. For this 

paper we use the data from the 1997, 2004, and 2009 rounds. This gives a sample of about 1,300 

households in 15 villages across Ethiopia.
1
 Although the 15 villages included in the sample are not 

statistically representative of rural Ethiopia as a whole,
2
 they are quite diverse and include all major 

agroecological, ethnic, and religious groups. The location of the sample villages is shown in Figure 2.1. 

About a third (32 percent) of sample households is female headed, although there is wide variation across 

the survey villages (Figure 2.2). The highest rates of female headship are found in the two Tigray sites 

(Haresaw and Geblen) and the lowest is in Yetmen. 

Figure 2.1—Location of the Ethiopian Rural Household Survey (ERHS) villages 

 
Source:  ERHS.

                                                      
1 The number of observations reported in the regression tables is about 1,000 because we have the complete set of covariates 

for that many households.  
2 The ethnic and religious mix of the sample, for instance, does not match what we know of rural Ethiopia: Oromos are 

underrepresented; Protestants are overrepresented. The small number of Oromo sites is in part due to civil unrest at the time when 

the initial sample was drawn. Several villages from the Oromo region have been added to the 2000 survey round. 
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Figure 2.2—Proportion of female-headed households 

 

Source:  ERHS 2009. 

The surveys collected information on household demographic characteristics, occupation, 

cropping patterns, perceptions of poverty and well-being, experience with shocks, access to credit, and so 

on. We present, in Table 2.1, some of the summary statistics for our sample, disaggregated by the gender 

of the household head. Female-headed households differ significantly from their male-headed 

counterparts across a number of dimensions. Female heads are, on average, older and less educated than 

male heads; female heads, on average, have no education, whereas their male counterparts have at least 

two years of schooling. The gender disparity in schooling is not limited to the education of the head but is 

also true for the household at large: the average highest education level within female-headed households 

is 4.76 years, which is about a year and half less than that in male-headed households. Female-headed 

households also tend to be smaller, with a larger fraction of female members. Because household size is 

proportional to the amount of labor resources the household controls in a rural area, and because many 

farm operations (especially plowing) are intensive in male labor, female-headed households are at a 

disadvantage with respect to labor endowments.  

Female-headed households are also worse off compared to their male counterparts in terms of 

land and asset ownership. Male-headed households own 2.2 hectares of land, on average, compared to 1.7 

hectares for female-headed households. Male-headed households also have an average of 9.4 tropical 

livestock units (TLUs), which is significantly different from female-headed households’ holdings of 8.8 

TLUs. Sixty percent of male-headed households have at least some oxen, compared to 37 percent of 

female-headed households.  
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Table 2.1—Descriptive statistics, by gender of household head, ERHS 2009 

 

Female-headed 
household 

Male-headed 
household p-value 

Age of head 54.28 52.53 ** 

Education of head 0.33 2.22 *** 

Highest grade obtained 4.76 6.28 *** 

Fraction of female members in household 0.62 0.47 *** 

Fraction of dependent members in household 0.51 0.52  

Household size 4.39 6.38 *** 

Total land owned, hectares 1.73 2.198301 *** 

Total livestock owned, tropical livestock units 8.82 9.394687 *** 

Fraction of households that own any oxen 0.37 0.6147388 *** 

Real per capita consumption in 2004 (ETB, 1994 prices) 94 91  

Real per capita consumption in 2009 (ETB, 1994 prices) 59 60  

Proportion of years in which consumption fell below average 0.39 0.4097105  

Fraction of households that are members of an iddir 0.76 0.8930582 *** 

Network size 8.61 11.41048 *** 

Fraction of households that have a bank account 0.05 0.0628638  

Number of sources from which a household can borrow 1.32 1.574347 *** 

Source:  ERHS and authors’ computations.  

Notes:  *, **, and *** represent statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively.  

ETB = Ethiopian birr. 

In terms of real per capita consumption, however, there is no significant difference between male- 

and female-headed households (Table 2.1). Real per capita consumption of male-headed households in 

2004 was 91 Ethiopian birr (ETB), and that of female-headed households, ETB 94, but the difference is 

not statistically significant. The real per capita consumption among households fell to ETB 59 and ETB 

60, respectively, in 2009. We construct a measure that indicates the proportion of years the consumption 

of the household fell below average. Table 2.1 shows that female- and male-headed households alike 

experience shortfalls in consumption about 40 percent of the time. Upon closer analysis, it appears that 

the slight advantage of female-headed households in consumption may have come at the cost of slower 

asset accumulation. Figure 2.3 presents data on asset holdings, real per capita consumption, and whether 

or not a household was classified as poor in the previous six rounds of the ERHS, disaggregated by the 

gender of the household head. Figure 2.3 shows that although female-headed households’ real per capita 

consumption was about the same and even surpassed that of male-headed households in the last two 

rounds, their asset levels were always below those of their male counterparts. Maintaining consumption 

levels may have come at the cost of asset accumulation; if female-headed households dispose of assets in 

order to guarantee consumption, they may be at risk of falling into an asset poverty trap, which may make 

it more difficult to move out of poverty in the long run.  
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Figure 2.3—Assets and consumption over time 

Source:  ERHS. 

Next we move on to measures of social capital, namely, network size and membership in an iddir 

(burial society or funeral association). In the survey, we ask the respondents to count the number of 

people that they can rely on in times of need. This is what we call network size. Table 2.1 shows that 

male-headed households, on average, have larger networks, and that male-headed households are more 

likely to be members of an iddir. In terms of access to financial institutions and credit, the proportion of 

households holding a bank account is quite small (about 5 percent) and is not substantially different for 

the two groups. However, male-headed households have access to a greater number of sources from 

which they can borrow. 
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3.  THE LAND REGISTRATION PROCESS 

A large body of literature (for example, Banerjee, Gertler, and Ghatak 2002; Bardhan and Mookherjee 

2009; Feder et al. 1988; and Feder and Nishio 1997) shows that providing tenure security among users of 

land (owners or sharecroppers) increases its productivity. Such security improves the incentives to invest 

in land and increases the users’ ability to obtain credit. The positive effects of land tenure security on land 

productivity have been used to justify land titling, or full individualization of property rights. However, 

there may be cases in which land registration is not feasible (either because the cost–benefit ratio is too 

high or the institutional machinery is not well established) or is not required (because land rights are 

already well defined). Land legislation may not always lead to efficient outcomes if, for example, it 

stimulates land grabbing by the powerful in the wake of land reforms (Jansen and Roquas 1998). 

Moreover, the benefits of land legislation are context specific (Feder and Nishio 1997). Deininger et al. 

(2007) argue that there may be a case for reforms in land tenure security even in situations in which land 

titling has little relevance to begin with. Citing examples from some African countries, they argue that as 

rural areas become more integrated into the market economy, land transactions increase, and in the 

absence of formal land titles, people resort to informal means of transferring land rights.  

Additional benefits may be gained from improving land tenure security for women. Many studies 

have documented productivity differentials between male and female farmers, particularly in Africa south 

of the Sahara. In some cases, these productivity differentials stem from women’s insecure rights to land, 

which exacerbate the inefficiencies created by imperfect land markets. In Ghana, Goldstein and Udry 

(2008) attribute the productivity differential among male and female farmers to women’s higher level of 

tenure insecurity, which renders them less likely to leave their land fallow, since they risk losing the land 

if they are not actively farming it. Imperfections in land rental markets create productivity differentials 

that are not gender neutral: not only is productivity lower on female-headed households’ land, but female 

household heads also tend to rent out their land to tenants with much lower productivity (Holden and 

Bezabih 2009). Indeed, Holden and Bezabih (2009) find significantly higher levels of inefficiency linked 

to contracts of female landlords with in-law tenants, owing to the difficulty of evicting one’s relatives and 

the high transactions costs of screening and selecting better tenants. An important policy implication of 

this analysis is that strengthening women’s land rights may improve both equity and the efficiency of land 

use.  

Ethiopia is one of the few African countries to successfully implement a cost-effective and 

transparent land registration process (Deininger et al. 2007). Deininger et al. (2007) point out that the 

decentralized nature of the land registration process and consistent adherence to procedures accelerated its 

implementation, and the beneficiaries viewed the process as valuable. Following the implementation of 

the land registration process, female heads of households in Tigray were more likely to rent out land, 

because tenure security increased their confidence in doing so (Holden, Deininger, and Ghebru 2007). 

The Ethiopian land certification scheme is noteworthy because land administration committees at the 

kebele level (the smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia) were required to have at least one female 

member and land certificates were issued after public registration for transparency (Deininger et al. 2007). 

The land certificates included maps and, in some regions, photos of the husband and wife.3
 Holden, 

Deininger, and Ghebru (2007) argue that land certification had a greater impact on women’s participation 

in the land market because land certificates may be more valuable to women, whose tenure rights were 

previously less secure than those of men. Nevertheless, gaps remained in awareness and information 

about the process. A related study (Holden and Tefera 2008) found that, on average, women’s knowledge 

and participation in the land registration process was lower than that of men in Oromiya and SNNPR 

(Southern Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Region).  

We now examine whether male- and female-headed households differ in terms of land owned and 

cultivated, and in awareness of and participation in the land registration process. Table 3.1 indicates that 

                                                      
3 Having photos instead of signatures may make it more difficult for husbands to sell or rent out land without their wives’ 

consent; photos are also more meaningful in a society with very low literacy rates. 
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male-headed households hold more land (have larger plot sizes), of which a larger proportion is 

cultivable, compared with female-headed households. The larger areas and proportions of land cultivated 

may be partly because of better land quality and the fact that larger plot sizes are more viable for 

cultivation. Women in male-headed households are very rarely in charge of operating land, but the 

converse cannot be said for female-headed households, where about one-fifth of the time men are 

operating the land.
4
 This may occur due to cultural norms that prohibit women from plowing land 

because it is perceived to be too strenuous (Frank 1999). Male-headed households are also more likely to 

have a larger fraction of their land registered.  

Table 3.1—Characteristics of land owned and cropped 

 

Female-
headed 

household 

Male-
headed 

household p-value 

Total plot area, hectares 1.60 2.00 ** 

Total cropped area, hectares 1.19 1.69 *** 

Fraction of total land that is cropped 0.71 0.85 *** 

Fraction of cropped land that is good or medium quality  0.83 0.89 *** 

Fraction of total land that is good or medium quality  0.83 0.88 *** 

Fraction of cropped area operated by women 0.82 0.01 *** 

Fraction of plot area operated by women 0.84 0.01 *** 

Fraction of cropped area registered 0.95 0.97 ** 

Fraction of total land area registered 0.96 0.97 * 

Source:  ERHS and authors’ computations.  

Notes:  *, **, and *** represent statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively. 

Next, we explore the differences in awareness, participation, and perception of the land 

registration process between the two types of households, for the entire sample and separately by region 

(Table 3.2). In Tigray, only about 3 percent of the households in our sample reported any awareness about 

the land registration process; therefore, we do not have useful estimates of participation by these 

households.
5
  

Male-headed households were much more likely to have heard of the land registration process. 

Almost all male-headed households (90 percent) had heard of the process, compared to about three-

quarters of female-headed households. There is, however, some regional variation. In Oromiya, female-

headed households were just as likely as the male-headed households to have heard about the process. We 

find that, throughout our survey villages, male-headed households were more aware of public information 

meetings held before the land registration process, were more likely to have attended such meetings (as 

well as a greater number of meetings), and were more likely to have received some written material about 

the program. 

                                                      
4 Some of this may be driven by respondent bias, since the agriculture module of our survey was administered to the 

household head.  
5 While these low numbers may raise doubts about survey implementation, these results are not surprising to those familiar 

with the land registration process. The land registration process in Tigray was very rushed and took place without photos, public 

awareness campaigns, or area measurement. This implies that land records were often out of date and that most of the farmers 

viewed the land certificate issued by this process as one of many certificates that they might have received in the past. That is, 

they may not have associated the land certificate they had in their possession with the community land registration effort (Klaus 

Deininger, personal communication, February 13, 2010).  
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Table 3.2—Land registration process: Knowledge and participation 

 

Whole sample  Amhara  Oromiya  SNNPR 

 

Female-
headed 

household 

Male-
headed 

household 
p-

value  

Female-
headed 

household 

Male-
headed 

household 
p-

value  

Female-
headed 

household 

Male-
headed 

household 
p-

value  

Female-
headed 

household  

Male- 
headed 

household 
p-

value 

Are aware of the land registration process 0.75 0.9 ***  0.9 0.96 ***  0.96 0.96    0.83 0.95 *** 

Public information meetings were held before the land 
registration program started 0.79 0.91 ***  0.83 0.91 **  0.74 0.9 ***  0.86 0.93 * 

Any member of the household attended any of these 
meetings 0.81 0.89 ***  0.83 0.87 **  0.8 0.9 **  0.83 0.91 * 

Number of these meetings attended 2.19 2.71 ***  2.28 2.74  2.07 2.66 **  2.3 2.79 ** 

Received any written material on this program 0.15 0.22 ***  0.17 0.18 **  0.03 0.08 **  0.3 0.47 *** 

The plot borders were clearly demarcated before the 
land registration 0.88 0.88  0.84 0.82  0.92 0.94  0.89 0.86 

Faced border disputes before the land registration 0.28 0.26  0.31 0.22  0.27 0.28  0.29 0.28 

The plot borders were clearly demarcated during the 
land registration 0.97 0.96  0.96 0.93 *  0.96 0.97  0.99 0.96 * 

The land registration reduced the number of border 
disputes during the process 0.39 0.38  0.42 0.41 *  0.27 0.24  0.55 0.56 

The land registration reduced the number of border 
disputes after the process was completed 0.39 0.39  0.45 0.42  0.26 0.25  0.49 0.54 

Having a certificate protects against encroachment on 
land by neighbors 0.62 0.65  0.8 0.8  0.42 0.48  0.72 0.76 

Need for a new land demarcation to make borders 
clearer 0.35 0.37  0.32 0.44  0.3 0.3  0.46 0.41 

Have sufficient witnesses that can confirm the borders 
of their plots in case it was contested 0.94 0.92  0.93 0.91 **  0.92 0.9  0.98 0.94 ** 

Interested in planting trees on any of their plots 0.77 0.81  0.81 0.86  0.7 0.73  0.83 0.87 

Having the land certificate increases their incentive to 
plant trees 0.74 0.81 ***  0.79 0.85  0.65 0.74 **  0.83 0.87 

Having a certificate will increase the possibility of 
obtaining compensation in case land is appropriated 0.92 0.92  0.93 0.9  0.95 0.92  0.87 0.94 * 

Having a land certificate improves the position of 
women 0.94 0.95    0.98 0.99    0.9 0.93    0.97 0.94 

Source:  ERHS and authors’ computations. 

Notes:  *, **, and *** represent statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively. 
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Most households acknowledged that their plot boundaries were well demarcated before the land 

registration process started, and about a quarter to a third of the households reported facing land disputes 

before the registration process. They perceive the land title as a protection against encroachment and 

agree that the number of land disputes decreased after the land registration process was complete. In 

Oromiya, households do not value the title so much as a means of protection against encroachment (42–

48 percent, compared to the sample average of 62–65 percent), probably because their plot boundaries 

were clearly demarcated even before the process was implemented. All households, regardless of the 

gender of the household head, believe that the title increases their incentive for planting trees (more so for 

male-headed households) and increases the probability of receiving compensation in case of 

appropriation. Both male and female household heads also believe that having a land certificate improves 

the position of women. All in all, the data in Table 3.2 suggest that most households perceive the land 

registration process as valuable.  

The major difference between male- and female-headed households lies in their knowledge of 

and participation in the program. Figures 3.1–3.3 show that there is some regional variation in the extent 

of this difference. We use information on the awareness of and participation in the land registration 

process to construct an index of participation that ranges from 0 to 5, where 0 represents no awareness or 

participation and 5 represents a high level of awareness and participation. We estimate alternative 

regression models that examine the determinants of awareness about the land registration process, 

participation in the process by way of attending meetings, and the index of participation in the land 

registration process, with lagged household characteristics as regressors, as well as a variable indicating 

the presence of female members in the Land Administration Committee (LAC).6
  

These regressions were run for the pooled sample with a dummy for the gender of the household 

head, but this variable was not significant. The regression estimates, reported in Table 3.3, show that, on 

average, membership in an iddir and the presence of female members in the LAC increases knowledge of 

and attendance at meetings during the land registration process. This is reasonable because the iddir is a 

kind of social network that facilitates information-sharing in addition to its insurance objectives. The 

presence of female members in the LAC is a channel of information for women in general and also 

improves their participation. Surprisingly, households with higher schooling levels are less likely to know 

of the land registration process. Being in the third land quartile makes the household less likely to have 

attended a meeting during the land registration process compared to those in the top quartile. Households 

whose heads think they have some power to change their circumstances are more likely to attend these 

meetings compared to those who think they have no control over circumstances. The index is higher for 

households that live in villages with at least one female member in the LAC, are members of an iddir, and 

are in the top land quartile within the village.  

The coefficients on interaction terms when we run a model (not reported) with all covariates 

interacted with the gender of the household head are jointly significant, indicating that the impact of these 

variables varies by gender for the awareness and participation in the land registration process. For ease of 

exposition and interpretation, we restrict the sample by the gender of household head and rerun these 

regressions (reported in Table 3.3).  

In terms of knowledge of the land registration process, the characteristics that differ across male- 

and female-headed households are highest grade obtained in the household and total plot area. For male-

headed households, education has a negative effect, whereas this effect is positive (although not 

significant) among the female-headed households. Also, female-headed households with smaller amounts 

of land are more likely to have heard about the land registration process, which is not the case among the 

male-headed households. For the attendance regressions, the main difference comes from total livestock 

holdings, being in the third land quartile in the village, and presence of female members in the LAC. 

Female-headed households with large livestock holdings (and in the third land quartile) are less likely 

(than those in the fourth quartile) to have attended a meeting. An interesting finding is that the presence of 

                                                      
6 This index is created by aggregating responses to questions relating to knowledge and participation in the land registration 

process (these questions are shown in Rows 1–5 in Table 4.1). 
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female members in the LAC encourages participation by female-headed households and does not appear 

to discourage participation by male-headed households. This indicates that having female members in the 

LAC has a positive impact on attendance at meetings relating to land registration.  

Figure 3.1—Proportion of households aware of the 

registration process 

Figure 3.2—Proportion of households that 

attended any meeting held during the land 

registration process 

Source:  ERHS 2009. 

Figure 3.3—Index of participation in land registration process 

 
Source:  ERHS 2009. 
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Table 3.3—Regression results for knowledge and participation in land registration process with village fixed effects 

 All 
 Male-headed  

household 
 Female-headed 

household 

Variables Knowledge Attendance Index  Knowledge Attendance  Knowledge Attendance 

 (1) (2) (3)  (4) (5)  (6) (7) 

Age of household head 0.001 -0.001 -0.006  0.000 -0.001  0.001 -0.000 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.007)  (0.001) (0.002)  (0.001) (0.003) 
Gender of household head (1 = male, 0 = female) 0.034 0.012 0.236       
 (0.021) (0.041) (0.197)       
Number of years of schooling of the head 0.002 0.002 0.005  0.003 0.007  -0.009 -0.018 
 (0.003) (0.005) (0.032)  (0.003) (0.006)  (0.014) (0.016) 
Highest grade obtained in household -0.002 0.011** 0.035  -0.005** 0.008*  0.004 0.018 
 (0.002) (0.004) (0.025)  (0.002) (0.005)  (0.005) (0.012) 
Total plot area in hectares, 2004 survey  -0.012** -0.002 -0.075*  0.001 -0.005  -0.013*** 0.037 
 (0.006) (0.011) (0.045)  (0.003) (0.011)  (0.004) (0.044) 
Fraction of total land that is good or medium quality 0.048 0.032 0.008  0.037 0.044  0.082* -0.081 
 (0.030) (0.058) (0.320)  (0.036) (0.065)  (0.044) (0.135) 
Fraction of total land area registered 0.013 0.078 -0.119  -0.035 0.058  0.061 0.104 
 (0.050) (0.112) (0.612)  (0.025) (0.113)  (0.117) (0.304) 
Total livestock holdings, 2004 survey (tropical livestock units) -0.002 -0.004 -0.021  -0.004* 0.001  -0.005 -0.025* 
 (0.002) (0.005) (0.022)  (0.002) (0.005)  (0.004) (0.013) 
Dummy for land quartile 1, 2004 survey -0.007 -0.060 -0.730***  0.011 -0.041  -0.063 -0.134 
 (0.018) (0.038) (0.200)  (0.018) (0.045)  (0.055) (0.085) 
Dummy for land quartile 2, 2004 survey 0.001 -0.035 -0.223  0.010 -0.044  -0.046 -0.096 
 (0.018) (0.034) (0.196)  (0.016) (0.039)  (0.055) (0.080) 
Dummy for land quartile 3, 2004 survey 0.017 -0.057* -0.334*  0.014 -0.026  -0.004 -0.268*** 
 (0.017) (0.032) (0.183)  (0.017) (0.035)  (0.054) (0.088) 
Presence of female members in the LAC 0.846*** 0.386 6.871***  0.893*** 0.154  0.974*** 1.072*** 
 (0.051) (0.273) (0.703)  (0.062) (0.386)  (0.077) (0.187) 
Household head perceives to have some power to change the course of his/her life 0.001 0.122** 0.306  0.015 0.110*  -0.029 0.171** 
 (0.021) (0.053) (0.225)  (0.022) (0.067)  (0.038) (0.086) 
Household head perceives to have a lot of power to change the course of his/her life 0.005 0.072 0.225  0.015 0.056  0.003 0.145* 
 (0.019) (0.054) (0.226)  (0.021) (0.067)  (0.035) (0.086) 
Member of an iddir, 2004 survey 0.086** 0.101 0.824***  0.062 0.072  0.066 0.211 
 (0.039) (0.074) (0.279)  (0.045) (0.086)  (0.056) (0.163) 
Network size, 2004 survey -0.000 -0.001 -0.003  -0.000 -0.000  0.002 0.002 
 (0.000) (0.001) (0.004)  (0.000) (0.001)  (0.002) (0.006) 
Household member has a bank account 0.013 -0.000 0.455  0.024 -0.044  0.012 -0.018 
 (0.023) (0.056) (0.328)  (0.027) (0.069)  (0.035) (0.135) 
Observations 1,017 773 1,018  708 588  309 185 
R-squared 0.751 0.127   0.741 0.114  0.799 0.353 

Source:  ERHS 2009 and authors’ computation. 

Notes:  *, **, and *** represent statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively. Number of observations in columns 1-3 represent the sample for which we have all set of 

covariates and outcome variables. Column 2 has fewer observations than columns 1 and 3 because the outcome variable—attendance—is defined conditional on knowledge. 

Number of observations in columns 4(6) and 5(7) represent the male- (female-) headed households in the sample. 
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4.  FAMILY LAW 

As mentioned in the introduction, the revised Family Code (2000) gave equal rights to women and men in 

terms of marriage, inheritance, and property. The land registration process discussed above favored joint 

certification of husbands and wives in most regions, which gives greater power to women. In this section 

we use data from the 1997 and 2009 rounds of the ERHS to assess changes in perceptions about the 

allocation of assets upon divorce.  

In the 1997 and 2009 survey rounds, we asked female heads or the spouses of male heads how 

children and various assets would be allocated upon a divorce when (1) neither the husband nor the wife 

was at fault, (2) the husband was at fault, or (3) the wife was at fault.  

Figures 4.1–4.6 compare these responses of perceptions of asset devolution for 1997 and 2009 

and clearly show that regardless of who is at fault when a divorce occurs, there is a shift in perceptions 

toward splitting property evenly between the husband and the wife, with the exception of children, who 

are perceived to stay with the wife. This change, probably driven by the changes in the family law that 

occurred in 2000, tends to be observed throughout the sample, albeit with some regional variation.  

We construct a variable that indicates whether household heads perceived that allocations of land 

and livestock acquired after marriage shifted toward equal allocations across spouses in case of a no-fault 

divorce (Table 4.1). On average, a large fraction of households (44 percent and 35 percent, respectively) 

moved toward perceiving a more equal distribution of land and livestock in case of a no-fault divorce, 

although there is substantial regional variation. In Tigray, the fraction of households that moved toward 

perceiving a more equal distribution of assets is relatively small, about 14 percent, primarily because, to 

begin with, the local norms regarding the distribution of assets after divorce were already more equal in 

Tigray. In 1997, about 40 percent of households in Tigray perceived that land is allocated equally 

between the couple upon a no-fault divorce. On the other end of the spectrum lies SNNPR, where almost 

two-thirds of the households changed their response to reflect perceptions of more equal allocation. This 

is also due to initial conditions: a very small proportion of households reported perceptions of equal 

division in 1997. These statistics show that not only did the greatest shifts in perceptions toward more 

equal allocations occur in the regions where the distribution was most unequal, but improvement was 

perceived even in the regions with relatively gender-fair post-divorce allocations.  

Figure 4.1—Perceptions of allocation of assets: Divided half-half in case of a no-fault divorce 

Source:  ERHS 2009. 



 

15 

Figure 4.2—Perceptions of allocation of assets: Given to the wife in case of a no-fault divorce 

 
Source:  ERHS 2009. 

Figure 4.3—Perceptions of allocation of assets: Divided half-half in case of divorce when wife is at 

fault 

 
Source:  ERHS 2009. 
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Figure 4.4—Perceptions of allocation of assets: Given to the husband in case of divorce when wife is 

at fault 

 
Source:  ERHS 2009. 

Figure 4.5—Perceptions of allocation of assets: Divided half-half in case of divorce when husband is 

at fault 

 
Source:  ERHS 2009. 
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Figure 4.6—Perceptions of allocation of assets: Given to the wife in case of divorce when husband is 

at fault 

 
Source:  ERHS 2009. 

Table 4.1—Summary statistics: Changes in perceptions regarding allocation of land and livestock 

upon divorce, 1997–2009 

Percentage of households whose perceptions shifted toward  All 

Female-
headed 

household 

Male-
headed 

household 

Equal allocation of land upon a no-fault divorce 44 40 46 

Equal allocation of livestock acquired after marriage upon a no-fault divorce 35 34 36 

Tigray    

Equal allocation of land upon a no-fault divorce 13 17 7 

Equal allocation of livestock acquired after marriage upon a no-fault divorce 14 18 9 

Amhara    

Equal allocation of land upon a no-fault divorce 30 33 28 

Moved toward equal allocation of livestock acquired after marriage upon a 
no-fault divorce 21 24 20 

Oromiya    

Equal allocation of land upon a no-fault divorce 52 48 54 

Equal allocation of livestock acquired after marriage upon a no-fault divorce 35 33 36 

SNNPR    

Equal allocation of land upon a no-fault divorce 62 54 66 

Equal allocation of livestock acquired after marriage upon a no-fault divorce 58 61 57 

Source:  ERHS and authors’ computation. 

Regression results (Table 4.2) show that awareness about the land registration process is 

positively correlated with the shift in perceptions toward equal division of land and livestock upon 

divorce, especially for male-headed households, indicating that interventions can reinforce each other. 

However, among male-headed households, those with large quantities of land or livestock are less likely 

to have changed their perceptions regarding whether or not land or livestock will be equally allocated 

after divorce. This suggests that households in which the husbands have more at stake are less likely to 

report having shifted their perceptions toward equal division upon divorce. This variable is not significant 
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for female-headed households in the case of land, but is significant in the case of livestock. Female-

headed households that own more land are less likely to perceive that the allocation of livestock upon 

divorce tends toward an equal split. It is possible that wealthier males, precisely because they have more 

wealth to lose, will resist efforts to achieve greater equality between ex-spouses after divorce. Having at 

least one female member in the LAC also is positively correlated with the shift in perception toward equal 

allocation of land among female-headed households and livestock allocation for all samples.  

Table 4.2—Regression results for changes in perceptions regarding allocation of land and livestock 

upon divorce 

 Moved to split land half-half  Moved to split livestock half-half 

Variables All 

Male-
headed 

household 

Female-
headed 

household 

 

All 

Male-
headed 

household 

Female-
headed 

household 

 (1) (2) (3)  (4) (5) (6) 

Age of household head 0.000 0.002 -0.003  0.001 0.002 0.002 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)  (0.001) (0.002) (0.003) 

Gender of household head (1 = male, 0 = 
female) 0.030   

 
0.058   

 (0.048)    (0.046)   

Number of years of schooling of the head 0.019*** 0.023*** -0.006  0.008 0.007 0.011 
 (0.007) (0.008) (0.022)  (0.006) (0.007) (0.023) 

Highest grade obtained in household -0.007 -0.009 0.001  -0.007 -0.009 -0.000 
 (0.006) (0.007) (0.010)  (0.005) (0.006) (0.010) 

Total plot area in hectares, 2004 survey  -0.031*** -0.032*** -0.025  -0.062*** -0.061*** -0.063** 
 (0.011) (0.012) (0.029)  (0.011) (0.012) (0.031) 

Fraction of total land that is good or 
medium quality 0.044 0.062 0.044 

 
0.037 0.087 0.016 

 (0.057) (0.074) (0.091)  (0.054) (0.068) (0.086) 

Dummy for land quartile 1, 2004 survey -0.015 0.058 -0.173*  -0.048 -0.005 -0.114 
 (0.047) (0.056) (0.094)  (0.043) (0.053) (0.087) 

Dummy for land quartile 2, 2004 survey -0.040 -0.017 -0.132  -0.060 -0.064 -0.065 
 (0.046) (0.054) (0.099)  (0.042) (0.048) (0.094) 

Dummy for land quartile 3, 2004 survey -0.017 -0.028 -0.012  -0.001 -0.002 -0.014 
 (0.045) (0.050) (0.102)  (0.040) (0.045) (0.092) 

Total livestock holdings, 2004 survey 
(tropical livestock units) -0.013** -0.012* -0.022** 

 
-0.019*** -0.017*** -0.029*** 

 (0.005) (0.006) (0.011)  (0.005) (0.005) (0.010) 

Presence of female members in the LAC 0.081** 0.038 0.214***  0.301*** 0.262*** 0.375*** 
 (0.041) (0.048) (0.079)  (0.035) (0.042) (0.069) 

Member of an iddir, 2004 survey 0.011 -0.021 0.043  -0.059 -0.072 -0.063 
 (0.053) (0.069) (0.089)  (0.049) (0.062) (0.079) 

Network size, 2004 survey -0.001 -0.001 0.003  -0.001 -0.001 0.004 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.006)  (0.001) (0.001) (0.006) 

Aware of the land registration process 0.203*** 0.329*** -0.020  0.123** 0.168** 0.014 
 (0.060) (0.079) (0.099)  (0.051) (0.066) (0.081) 

Observations 970 657 313  964 658 306 

R-squared 0.094 0.117 0.108  0.166 0.198 0.173 

Source:  ERHS and authors’ computation. 

Notes:  *, **, and *** represent statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively. Number of observations in columns 

(1) and (4) represent the sample for which we have all set of covariates and outcome variables. Number of observations 

in columns (2) (3) and (5) (6) represent the male- (female-) headed households in the sample. 
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Are these results robust to the inclusion of village fixed effects that may capture unobserved 

social norms regarding the division of property upon divorce? To test this, we add village fixed effects 

(Table 4.3) to the regressions. Although some results change, some key results remain. Having larger 

areas of land still reduces the probability that perceptions of male heads will tend toward equal division of 

land and livestock upon divorce, but the impact of landholdings on the perceptions of female-headed 

households regarding the division of livestock is no longer significant. Neither do livestock holdings 

influence perceptions regarding the division of land or livestock after marital dissolution when village 

fixed effects are included. Interestingly, the positive impact of the presence of females in the LAC on 

shifting perceptions toward an equal split in both land and livestock for both male- and female-headed 

households is robust to the inclusion of village fixed effects. This indicates that, even controlling for local 

norms regarding the distribution of assets upon divorce, the presence of females in an important village-

level committee may provide support to women who are asserting their legal rights, whether in the area of 

land registration or in divorce negotiations. This suggests that increasing women’s representation in 

village committees may have spillover effects that lead to improvements in gender equality. 

Table 4.3—Regression results for changes in perceptions regarding allocation of land and livestock 

upon divorce with village fixed effects 

 Moved to split land half-half  Moved to split livestock half-half 

Variables All 

Male-
headed 

household 

Female-
headed 

household 

 

All 

Male-
headed 

household 

Female-
headed 

household 

 (1) (2) (3)  (4) (5) (6) 

Age of household head -0.000 0.001 -0.002  -0.000 0.000 0.003 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.003)  (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 

Gender of household head (1 = male, 0 = 
female) 0.048   

 
0.016   

 (0.047)    (0.043)   

Number of years of schooling of the head 0.006 0.005 0.000  0.002 -0.003 0.024 
 (0.007) (0.007) (0.023)  (0.006) (0.007) (0.020) 

Highest grade obtained in household -0.003 -0.006 0.007  -0.003 -0.007 0.008 
 (0.006) (0.007) (0.010)  (0.005) (0.006) (0.010) 

Total plot area in hectares, 2004 survey  -0.046*** -0.036*** -0.092***  -0.029*** -0.028*** -0.031 
 (0.011) (0.012) (0.033)  (0.009) (0.010) (0.035) 

Fraction of total land that is good or 
medium quality -0.001 0.021 -0.029 

 
-0.020 0.022 -0.039 

 (0.053) (0.070) (0.090)  (0.055) (0.071) (0.083) 

Dummy for land quartile 1, 2004 survey -0.034 0.002 -0.171**  -0.009 0.017 -0.025 
 (0.042) (0.052) (0.086)  (0.041) (0.051) (0.084) 

Dummy for land quartile 2, 2004 survey -0.033 -0.030 -0.071  -0.003 -0.021 0.063 
 (0.043) (0.051) (0.092)  (0.040) (0.045) (0.090) 

Dummy for land quartile 3, 2004 survey -0.015 -0.023 0.007  0.018 0.021 0.006 
 (0.040) (0.045) (0.094)  (0.037) (0.043) (0.085) 

Total livestock holdings, 2004 survey 
(tropical livestock units) -0.003 0.004 -0.016 

 
0.001 0.007 -0.016* 

 (0.006) (0.007) (0.010)  (0.005) (0.006) (0.008) 

Presence of female members in the LAC 0.406*** 0.541*** 0.516**  0.203* 0.234* 0.375* 
 (0.127) (0.135) (0.241)  (0.104) (0.135) (0.194) 

Member of an iddir, 2004 survey -0.126* -0.129 -0.150  -0.173*** -0.261*** -0.111 
 (0.069) (0.092) (0.115)  (0.064) (0.085) (0.108) 
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Table 4.3—Continued 

 Moved to split land half-half  Moved to split livestock half-half 

Variables All 

Male-
headed 

household 

Female-
headed 

household 

 

All 

Male-
headed 

household 

Female-
headed 

household 

 (1) (2) (3)  (4) (5) (6) 

Network size, 2004 survey -0.002 -0.002 -0.000  -0.001 -0.001 0.005 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.006)  (0.001) (0.001) (0.005) 

Aware of the land registration process 0.066 0.113 0.000  0.058 0.114 -0.005 
 (0.069) (0.089) (0.110)  (0.058) (0.078) (0.086) 

Observations 970 657 313  964 658 306 

R-squared 0.243 0.287 0.233  0.282 0.317 0.338 

Source:  ERHS and authors’ computation. 

Notes:  *, **, and *** represent statistical significance at 1, 5, and 10 percent, respectively. Number of observations in columns 

(1) and (4) represent the sample for which we have all set of covariates and outcome variables. Number of observations 

in columns (2) (3) and (5) (6) represent the male (female) headed households in the sample. 
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5.  SUMMARY AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Ethiopia has recently implemented a land registration process that has increased tenure security among 

women and, if implemented properly, can have even greater impacts. Our analysis confirms previous 

studies’ findings of gender gaps in awareness and information about the process. In particular, we find 

that male-headed households are, on average, more likely to have heard about the land registration 

process, to have attended meetings (and a greater number of meetings), and to have received some written 

material with information about the process. An interesting finding is that the presence of female 

members in the LAC encourages participation by female-headed households and does not discourage 

participation by male-headed households. This indicates that having female members in the LAC has a 

positive impact on attendance at meetings relating to land registration.  

In our analysis of the changes in the family law, we find that awareness about the land 

registration process is positively correlated with the shift in perceptions toward equal division of land and 

livestock upon divorce. This is especially true for male-headed households, indicating that interventions 

to improve gender equality can reinforce each other. The presence of female members in the LAC has a 

positive effect on the shift in perceptions toward a more equal distribution of assets upon divorce. This 

effect is robust to inclusion of village fixed effects, which implies that even after controlling for local 

norms regarding the distribution of assets upon divorce, the presence of females in an important village-

level committee may provide support to women and also may be a source of information regarding the 

new Family Code. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that the land registration process and the reform of the 

Family Code may have mutually reinforcing effects on women’s rights and welfare. While this example is 

obviously rooted in the Ethiopian context, it raises the possibility that similar reform efforts may be 

complementary in other countries as well. Given the potential gains derived from eliminating the gender 

gap in access to assets and resources (FAO 2011; World Bank 2011, exploiting complementarities in the 

reform process may be an untapped opportunity to accelerate progress in closing the gender gap 

worldwide. 
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