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Climate change has increased the frequency and severity of weather shocks 

affecting agricultural production. Agricultural households in semi-arid countries of Sub-Saharan 

Africa are particularly sensitive to weather shocks because of their reliance on rain-fed 

agriculture. Historical, quantitative, and anecdotal evidence suggest that migration is a common 

response to weather shocks, as declining agricultural productivity drives households to seek 

opportunities elsewhere. This paper explores the three-way linkage between weather shocks, 

agricultural productivity and internal migration in rural Ethiopia. Rural Ethiopia provides a 

valuable setting for this study given its endemic poverty, high population pressure on land 

resources and exposure to recurrent droughts. Drawing on the new economics of migration, we 

analyse the impacts of both subjective and objective weather shock measures on agricultural 

production and model migration decisions of smallholder, rain-dependent farm households in 

response to these shocks.  Our analysis combines temporally and spatially disaggregated weather 

data with three waves of household panel survey data to understand the impact of weather 

extremes on household welfare. Using standard regression techniques, we find that weather 

shocks have a positive impact on the probability of migration, but probabilities vary significantly 

depending on the definition of weather shock used. This implies that households engage in 

migration to ensure against agricultural weather-related risk ex-ante, however, household 

perceptions of weather shocks are different from quantitative measures of shocks commonly 

employed in literature. Our results also suggest that migration has a positive impact on 

household welfare, although the net impact depends on initial household endowment.   

 

Our findings provide evidence that weather shocks have important consequences for population 

mobility and farm household welfare in Ethiopia. Moreover, we also demonstrate the advantages 

of using multiple indicators to characterize weather shocks. These findings are important not 

only because they serve to add to the extant migration literature, but also because a better 

understanding of issues related to weather shocks and related adaptation strategies will assist the 

policymakers in designing and implementing cost-effective policies. Our results can contribute to 

the policy debates surrounding the issues of regional disparities and leveraging migration for 

development in Ethiopia.


