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ABSTRACT  
Ethiopia’s internal displacement crisis reflects a syndemic of ethnicised conflict, climate 
insecurity, extracƟve development, and insƟtuƟonal fragmentaƟon trapping populaƟons in 
forced migraƟon. Drawing on a systemaƟc review of 69 peer-reviewed and grey literature 
sources (2018–2024), we apply the Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework, integraƟng 
syndemic theory, poliƟcal ecology, and intersecƟonal feminist analysis to examine 
displacement as a structurally embedded process shaped by power, inequity, and historical 
marginalizaƟon. Conflict (cited in 68% of studies) emerges as the primary driver, fueled by 
ethnic tensions, resource compeƟƟon, and land dispossession. Climate shocks (42%) and 
development-induced displacement (29%) intensify these dynamics, creaƟng a “Development 
Paradox” where resilience and growth intervenƟons exacerbate displacement and inequality. 
Outcomes are shaped by intersecƟng gender, ethnic, class, and geographic vulnerabiliƟes, 
disproporƟonately impacƟng women and children, yet responses frequently overlook these 
dispariƟes. InsƟtuƟonal fragmentaƟon and structural violence further perpetuate 
vulnerability by treaƟng drivers in isolaƟon. Mapping cascading risks and feedback loops, this 
study reframes displacement as a product of entrenched poliƟcal-economic structures rather 
than isolated shocks. We conclude that effecƟve responses require integrated, intersecƟonal, 
and rights-based governance targeƟng root causes over symptoms. 
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1. IntroducƟon  

The global internal displacement crisis has reached catastrophic proporƟons, with 83.4 million 
internally displaced people (IDPs) at the end of 2024, driven by conflict, climate disasters and 
development projects (IDMC, 2025). Sub- Saharan Africa recorded 19.3 million internal 
displacements in 2024, with Ethiopia ranking ninth in 2024 for the countries with the highest 
number of internal displacements globally and home to 4.5 million IDPs in 2024 (EDMRC, 
2025; OCHA, 2025). Rather than stemming from any one factor, internal displacement reflects 
the cumulaƟve effect of mulƟple, interrelated systemic drivers. Ethiopia’s displacement 
dynamics epitomize overlapping crises, from climate insecurity and ethnicised conflict to 
extracƟve development policies and insƟtuƟonal neglect. These systemic drivers trap 
populaƟons in cycles of forced migraƟon, some internal, some across borders. Despite its 
scale, this crisis remains under-researched, parƟcularly regarding how cascading risks interact 
across ecological, poliƟcal and socioeconomic systems to amplify vulnerability (Adugna & 
Gezahegne, 2024; Yigzaw & Abitew, 2019).  
 
ExisƟng scholarship and policy responses oŌen offer siloed drivers and soluƟons, overlooking 
displacement as a poliƟcally mediated process. For instance, Ethiopia’s Climate Resilient 
Green Economy (CRGE) Strategy prioriƟzes large-scale irrigaƟon while enabling certain level 
of land dispossession for smallholders (World Bank, 2021). Legal instruments facilitaƟng large-
scale infrastructure projects, such as ProclamaƟon No. 724/2011, neglect the entanglement 
of climate stressors and conflict-induced displacement (IOM DTM, 2023). Such fragmentaƟon 
perpetuates a ‘Development Paradox’, wherein state and donor-led projects, both ostensibly 
aimed at reducing vulnerability, oŌen deepen inequiƟes by displacing marginalized groups to 
ecologically fragile zones or privileging capital-intensive agriculture over pastoralist 
livelihoods (Kebede et al., 2022; Yadeta et al., 2025). On the other hand, linear ‘push–pull’ 
models dominate the displacement literature, obscuring how structural violence, land 
cerƟficaƟon favouring elites, gendered asset ownership, or ethnic marginalizaƟon strongly 
determine who is displaced and why (Firdissa et al., 2025; Holden et al., 2007; Holmes & Fruit, 
2013).  
 
This systemaƟc review addresses these gaps by introducing a Syndemic Structural 
Vulnerability Framework, synthesizing syndemic theory (Singer & Clair, 2003), poliƟcal ecology 
and intersecƟonal feminist theory (Crenshaw, 2013) to reframe displacement in Ethiopia as a 
systemic outcome of mutually reinforcing crises. Our study makes three key contribuƟons. 
First, it reframes displacement as a poliƟcally mediated and structurally embedded process 
driven by macro-level poliƟcal economy dynamics, shaped by elite resource capture, ethnic 
marginalizaƟon and gendered asset gaps, rather than a result of isolated shocks alone. 
Second, it conceptualizes and operaƟonalizes the ‘Development Paradox’, showing how 
ostensibly beneficial intervenƟons oŌen reproduce displacement through land dispossession, 
coercive reseƩlement and exclusionary planning. Third, it applies an intersecƟonal lens to 
reveal how gender, ethnicity, class and geography converge at the individual and household 
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level to shape displacement risks and access to aid, moving beyond aggregated categories of 
‘vulnerable groups’ to highlight differenƟated experiences of vulnerability.  

The remainder of this arƟcle is structured as follows. SecƟon 2 introduces the Syndemic 
Structural Vulnerability Framework. SecƟon 3 details the PRISMA-aligned systemaƟc review 
methodology, including source selecƟon and analyƟcal procedures. SecƟon 4 presents a 
comprehensive literature review on drivers, impacts and responses to displacement in 
Ethiopia. SecƟon 5 synthesizes these findings through the lens of our framework, revealing 
syndemic interacƟons, the Development Paradox and intersecƟonal vulnerabiliƟes. SecƟon 6 
offers concrete, rights-based policy recommendaƟons drawn directly from the synthesis. 
Finally, SecƟon 7 concludes by highlighƟng research gaps and reaffirming the framework’s 
relevance to global debates on climate security and displacement governance. 

 

2. Conceptualizing/theorizing displacement dynamics in Ethiopia  

This study introduces a ‘Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework’ to analyze forced 
internal displacement in Ethiopia, building on syndemic theory (Quesada et al., 2011; Singer 
& Clair, 2003) and poliƟcal ecology to reframe displacement as a systemic outcome of 
entangled crises rather than isolated events. Syndemic theory, originally focused on health 
issues, is used to examine how diseases and social condiƟons interact in harmful ways, with 
a parƟcular emphasis on understanding the mechanisms behind these interacƟons (Rudd et 
al., 2022). Building on this, a Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework extends the 
approach to explore how displacement is produced and shaped by mulƟple condiƟons 
interacƟng at the same Ɵme. The co-occurrence of certain condiƟons amplifies their negaƟve 
effects, because of discriminaƟon that affects specific populaƟons, especially those living in 
poverty and voicelessness within the context of structures of power that lack of aƩenƟon to 
their needs.  
 
CriƟcally, this framework is not merely descripƟve; rather it acƟvely shaped our analyƟcal 
process. During the systemaƟc review, we used the framework’s three core dimensions: (1) 
syndemic interacƟon of drivers; (2) poliƟcal ecology of power and resource control; and (3) 
intersecƟonal marginalizaƟon, to design our coding structure and interpret paƩerns across 
the literature. For example, rather than coding ‘conflict’ and ‘drought’ as separate themes, we 
created joint nodes (e.g. ‘drought → resource conflict → displacement’) to capture their 
entanglement, as the framework predicts.  
 
The framework integrates structural, symbolic and everyday violence (Holmes & Fruit, 2013; 
Scheper-Hughes & Bourgois, 2004) to expose how overlapping drivers, including conflict, 
climate change and development projects, are mediated by power hierarchies and 
insƟtuƟonal failures. Thus, we draw on examples from our systemaƟc review findings to 
demonstrate how displacement in Ethiopia is not merely a consequence of droughts, 
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intercommunal clashes, or urban renewal projects but is structurally embedded in weak 
insƟtuƟons and some ill-conceived policies that normalize inequiƟes through mere neglect.  
 
Some of Ethiopia’s policy framework remains ill-equipped to address the intersecƟng drivers 
of displacement, favouring short-term humanitarian responses over transformaƟve 
resilience-building strategies. This gap reveals a broader failure of state capacity to absorb 
shocks or mediate systemic inequiƟes, leaving IDPs exposed to symbolic, structural and 
everyday forms of violence that perpetuate marginalizaƟon across Ɵme and space. For 
instance, climate shocks in the Southern Ethiopia and Somali Region intersect with resource 
conflicts (e.g. Oromo-Somali clashes) and state-led land acquisiƟons for large-scale 
investments, creaƟng feedback loops of instability (IOM DTM, 2023; Minale et al., 2024).  
 
A Syndemic Structural Vulnerability lens transcends linear ‘push–pull’ models dominant in 
displacement literature, revealing how systemic inequiƟes favour elites (Holden et al., 2007). 
For example, land cerƟficaƟon or gendered asset ownership oŌen determines who is 
displaced, where and why. By framing displacement as a poliƟcally mediated process, the 
framework criƟques the normalizaƟon of cyclical crises in Ethiopia’s governance, where some 
policies oŌen exacerbate vulnerabiliƟes rather than resolve them. This theoreƟcal orientaƟon 
directly informed our interpretaƟon of the ‘Development Paradox’, a key finding in our 
synthesis, by highlighƟng how ostensibly beneficial projects (e.g. CRGE irrigaƟon schemes) 
become displacement mechanisms when divorced from land tenure, ethnic inclusion and 
gender equity (Firdissa et al., 2025). Similarly, our intersecƟonal analysis interprets the DRMC 
(2021) finding that 65% of IDPs are women and children as stemming from the framework’s 
premise that vulnerability is produced through intersecƟng axes of power, not demographic 
accident. An important innovaƟon of this framework lies in its ‘Development Paradox’ 
concept, which interrogates the assumpƟon that state and donor-driven projects inherently 
reduce vulnerability.  
 
CriƟcal development studies (Ferguson, 1994; Li, 2007) and dispossession theory (Harvey, 
2003) inform this lens, highlighƟng how iniƟaƟves framed as ‘progressive’ oŌen reproduce 
displacement through land appropriaƟon, coercive reseƩlement and exclusionary planning. 
For example, Ethiopia’s reseƩlement programs for climate-related shocks frequently relocate 
communiƟes to ecologically fragile zones, perpetuaƟng cycles of displacement (Kebede et al., 
2022). Similarly, large-scale agricultural investments in Afar and Gambella degrade 
rangelands, displacing pastoralists while privileging capital-intensive enterprises (Yadeta et 
al., 2025). These dynamics align with structural violence, as defined by Galtung (1969) and 
expanded by Holmes and Fruit (2013), where systemic oppression manifests in chronic 
deprivaƟon, such as malnutriƟon rates of 35% among IDPs in Somali Region camps (IDMC, 
2024) and environmental degradaƟon (IOM, 2025). The ‘Development Paradox’ directly 
challenges resilience frameworks that treat reseƩlement as a neutral adaptaƟon strategy, 
exposing how ‘soluƟons’ oŌen entrench inequality. Unlike humanitarian response models 
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that focus on miƟgaƟng harm, this concept demands a rights-based reorientaƟon of 
development policies, emphasizing accountability for elite capture of resources and the 
insƟtuƟonalizaƟon of displacement risks. 
 
The framework also integrates intersecƟonal marginalizaƟon, rooted in intersecƟonal 
feminist theory (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 2013), to analyze how displacement risks 
and outcomes are shaped by the interplay of gender, ethnicity, class and geography. The IPCC 
assessment reports indicate that climate change risks vary due to non-climaƟc and complex 
social factors. Marginalized groups are especially vulnerable to both climate impacts and 
some adaptaƟon or miƟgaƟon efforts. Thus, our approach moves beyond aggregaƟng 
‘vulnerable groups’ to interrogate how power hierarchies compound vulnerability. For 
instance, in the Somali Region, livestock restocking programmes prioriƟze male-headed 
households, excluding women who manage households but rarely own assets (Somali 
Regional Government, 2020). Similarly, displaced Wolayta minoriƟes in Southern Ethiopia 
face dual exclusion due to ethnic marginalizaƟon and lack of access to dispute resoluƟon 
mechanisms (IOM DTM, 2023). These paƩerns reflect symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 2000), 
where cultural norms and insƟtuƟonal pracƟces legiƟmize inequality. These include 
patriarchal land tenure systems and also ethnic hierarchies, which normalize the 
marginalizaƟon of women, ethnic minoriƟes and the poor. 
 
The framework also allows us to consider differences between rural and urban contexts. For 
example, pastoralist communiƟes in Somali-Afar-Oromia border areas confront displacement 
from droughts and illegal land appropriaƟon, while urban displacement in Addis Ababa 
involves evicƟons Ɵed to infrastructure projects that strip informal seƩlers of livelihoods 
(World Bank, 2021). These dynamics align with everyday violence (Scheper-Hughes, 1992), 
where what are considered normalized acƟons, such as home demoliƟons in Kality or 
domesƟc abuse in overcrowded camps, reproduce systemic harm at the micro-interacƟonal 
level. In sum, the Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework served as both the conceptual 
foundaƟon and analyƟcal engine of this review, ensuring our findings reflect the systemic, 
poliƟcally mediated nature of displacement in Ethiopia. 
 
3. Methodology 

A systemaƟc review was conducted following PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021), 
focused on Ethiopia’s displacement hotspots: Somali, Addis Ababa, Amhara, Afar, Oromia and 
Tigray. Our search began with an iniƟal idenƟficaƟon of 247 peer-reviewed arƟcles in Scopus 
and Web of Science using keywords such as ‘displacement AND Ethiopia’, ‘conflict AND 
internal displacement’, ‘climate migraƟon Ethiopia’ and ‘development-induced 
displacement’. AŌer removing duplicates, 212 records remained. 
 
We applied the following inclusion criteria: (1) empirical or policy-relevant grey literature 
focused on Ethiopia; (2) published between 2018 and 2024; and (3) available in English or 
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Amharic. We excluded non-empirical commentaries, editorials and studies not focused on 
internal displacement. Of the iniƟal 212 academic records, 32 peer-reviewed studies met 
these criteria. The data for the study were sourced from databases, including PubMed, 
Scopus, Web of Science and Ethiopian repositories (e.g. Ethiopian Journal of Development 
Research). Peer-reviewed arƟcles (Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar and PubMed) and 
grey literature (Ethiopian insƟtuƟonal repositories) were screened for keywords: conflict, 
climate change, development projects and displacement. ThemaƟc analysis of 32 studies 
idenƟfied drivers, impacts and response gaps, with quality assessed via the Mixed-Methods 
Appraisal Tool. 
 
To enrich contextual understanding and capture localized insights oŌen absent in academic 
literature, we supplemented the peer-reviewed corpus with 37 grey literature sources, 
including government reports (e.g. DRMC Annual Reports, 2016, 2021, 2025), IOM DTM 
assessments (2023), Ethiopian Human Rights Commission Reports (2022, 2024), community-
led analyses (e.g. Kality SeƩlement Community Reports, 2019) and policy documents from 
regional bureaus (e.g. Somali Regional Government, 2020; Oromia Bureau of Agriculture, 
2018). These sources were selected based on relevance, methodological transparency and 
use by humanitarian or governmental actors in displacement planning. While academic 
literature provided theoreƟcal depth and causal analysis, grey literature offered real-Ɵme 
operaƟonal data, policy gaps and on-the-ground perspecƟves, this is parƟcularly important 
given Ethiopia’s rapidly shiŌing displacement context post- 2020. Both types of literature 
were weighted equally in idenƟfying paƩerns, but academic sources were prioriƟzed when 
establishing broader causal or theoreƟcal claims. 
 
The final dataset comprised 69 sources: 32 peer-reviewed academic studies and 37 grey 
literature documents. Table 1 in the Appendix provides a complete list, including author, year, 
geographic focus, methodological approach and primary displacement drivers idenƟfied 
(conflict, climate, development, or combinaƟons thereof). This transparent inventory allows 
readers to trace the basis of our synthesis claims. Please note that these categories are not 
mutually exclusive; sources were coded under mulƟple drivers where overlaps existed, which 
explains why the percentages exceed 100% when combined. For example, the finding that 
‘conflict was cited in 68% of sources’ (n = 47/69) is derived directly from coding entries in 
Appendix Table 1, with key examples including Abbink (2024), Yigzaw and Abitew (2019) and 
IDMC (2024). Similarly, climate shocks appeared in 29/69 (42%) sources and development-
induced displacement in 20/69 (29%). 
 
The data synthesis process was conducted using deducƟve themaƟc analysis guided by the 
Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework (see SecƟon 2) and facilitated by NVivo 
soŌware. IniƟal coding categories (e.g. ‘conflict–climate interacƟon’, ‘gendered asset 
exclusion’) were derived deducƟvely from the framework’s three pillars: syndemic 
interacƟon, poliƟcal ecology of power and intersecƟonal marginalizaƟon. During coding, we 
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also allowed inducƟve sub-themes to emerge (e.g. ‘revolving-door displacement’, ‘urban 
periphery marginalizaƟon’) to ensure responsiveness to the data. To ensure reliability, two 
authors independently coded a random sample of 15 sources (22% of the dataset). Intercoder 
agreement was assessed using NVivo’s coding comparison query, yielding a Kappa coefficient 
of 0.82 – indicaƟng strong agreement. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion, and 
the final codebook was refined accordingly.  
 
Quality assessment was carried out using the Mixed- Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) and 
the CriƟcal Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2023) to evaluate the rigour of the systemaƟc 
review. Boolean operators facilitated searches, e.g. TITLE-ABS-KEY(‘conflict AND 
displacement’) and TITLE-ABS-KEY(‘climate AND displacement’). Keywords included: Conflict: 
‘intercommunal violence’, ‘poliƟcal instability’, ‘resource compeƟƟon’. Climate: ‘drought’, 
‘erraƟc rainfall’, ‘extreme weather’. Development: ‘reseƩlement’, ‘infrastructure’, ‘land-use 
policies’. 
 
Table 1. Prevalence of displacement drivers in reviewed literature (n = 69). 

Driver % of sources ciƟng as 
primary/secondary Key examples (author, year) 

Conflict 68% Abbink (2024); Yigzaw and Abitew (2019); IDMC 
(2024) 

Climate shocks 42% REACH IniƟaƟve (2024); Minale et al. (2024); Teferi 
et al. (2025) 

Development 
projects 29% Kebede et al. (2022); World Bank (2021); Abbink 

(2024)  
 
 
4. Literature review  
 
4.1. Conflict as a primary driver of displacement  
Ethiopia’s history is marked by numerous conflicts, ranging from intercommunal violence to 
large-scale regional conflicts exacerbated by poliƟcal instability, ethnic tensions, localized 
disputes and compeƟƟon over resources (Yigzaw & Abitew, 2019). These conflicts frequently 
result in mass displacement as populaƟons seek refuge from violence and insecurity. 
According to the IDMC (2024) report, more than any other factor, conflict and violence caused 
over 794,000 displacements during 2023 alone. By the end of 2023, the total number of IDPs 
in Ethiopia due to conflict and violence reached 2.85 million (IDMC, 2024), making it one of 
the countries most affected by internal displacement.  
 
Regarding the nature of conflict, intercommunal violence plays an overwhelming role, 
followed by regional poliƟcal instability, ethnic tension and resource compeƟƟon (Tesfaw, 
2022; Yigzaw & Abitew, 2019). Resource scarcity, parƟcularly compeƟƟon over water and 
grazing land, accounts for a significant proporƟon of conflict-driven displacement. For 
example, clashes along the Somali-Oromo border over access to water and grazing resources 
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have displaced over a million people from both sides (Ethiopian Peace Observatory, 2024). 
PoliƟcal instability, exemplified by the Tigray conflict (2020– 2022), displaced over 2 million 
people, exacerbaƟng resource compeƟƟon and ethnic tensions (UNOCHA, 2022). Other civil 
conflicts include ongoing clashes between the government and non-state armed groups, such 
as the Oromo LiberaƟon Army (OLA) and Amhara ethnic miliƟas.  
 
4.2. Climate and environmental stressors  
Climate change profoundly impacts Ethiopia, characterized by rising temperatures, 
unpredictable rainfall and prolonged droughts (Teferi et al., 2025). The country’s heavy 
reliance on rainfed agriculture and pastoralism renders it highly vulnerable, resulƟng in 
widespread food insecurity and populaƟon displacement (Sax et al., 2023). Severe droughts 
in the Somali Region between 2020 and 2023 led to the death of approximately 4.5 million 
livestock, devastaƟng pastoralist livelihoods (REACH IniƟaƟve, 2024). Floods in 2023 displaced 
550,000 people, primarily in Somali, Oromia and Amhara regions (IDMC, 2024). Slow-onset 
impacts like deserƟficaƟon and land degradaƟon also drive gradual displacement, as 
communiƟes struggle to sustain tradiƟonal livelihoods (Yigzaw & Abitew, 2019).  
 
4.3. Development-Induced displacement  
Development projects, while intended to promote economic growth, in many cases result in 
forced displacement. Urban renewal iniƟaƟves, such as Addis Ababa’s ‘corridor 
development’, have led to coercive evicƟons and demoliƟon of informal seƩlements (Abbink, 
2024). Large-scale agricultural investments in Afar and Somali regions encroach on grazing 
lands, degrading rangelands and triggering land-use conflicts (Yadeta et al., 2025). 
ReseƩlement programmes linked to both slow- and rapid-onset environmental stressors 
frequently relocate communiƟes without adequate safeguards, increasing poverty and 
vulnerability (Adugna & Gezahegne, 2024; Kebede et al., 2022).  
 
 
4.4. Documented impacts of forced displacement  
 
4.4.1. Socioeconomic and educaƟonal disrupƟon  
Up to 70% of IDPs in the Somali Region lack stable income, with pastoralists losing primary 
livelihoods due to livestock decimaƟon (Humanitarian PracƟce Network, 2023; REACH 
IniƟaƟve, 2024). Displaced smallholder farmers in Afar and Oromia face reduced access to 
arable land, worsening food insecurity. Save the Children (2020) reports that up to 60% of 
displaced children are out of school, with girls disproporƟonately affected due to early 
marriage and gender-based violence (Kemei et al., 2023; Setrana, 2024). 
 
4.4.2. Health and psychological trauma  
Overcrowded camps with poor sanitaƟon create condiƟons for cholera, respiratory infecƟons 
and malnutriƟon, with up to 35% of IDPs suffer from malnutriƟon (IDMC, 2024; World Bank, 
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2020). High rates of post-traumaƟc stress disorder are documented among IDPs exposed to 
violence and loss (Muhummed et al., 2025). UN Women (2021) reports that 40% of displaced 
women experience abuse, highlighƟng heightened risks of gender-based violence.  
 
4.4.3. Environmental degradaƟon  
Camp establishment drives deforestaƟon. For example, the Bokolmayo camp in Somali 
Region cleared 1439 hectares for construcƟon and firewood. Overgrazing by displaced 
herders worsens land degradaƟon in Afar. Water scarcity intensifies in host areas like Oromia 
due to IDP influx (Adugna & Gezahegne, 2024). Effects on Host CommuniƟes IDP influx strains 
local markets and resources. In Gode Woreda also in Somali Region, IDPs disrupted markets, 
raising prices and lowering wages (IDMC, 2021). Humanitarian aid focused solely on IDPs can 
escalate tensions with equally vulnerable host populaƟons (Yadeta et al., 2025). However, 
some contexts show posiƟve impacts. For instance, in Sebeta, Oromia region, IDPs boosted 
local demand and created employment (Yasukawa, 2020). 
 
4.5. IntersecƟonal vulnerabiliƟes 
Displacement outcomes are consistently shaped by intersecƟng axes of gender, ethnicity, 
class and geography. In the Somali Region, 65% of IDPs are women and children, yet only 30% 
of aid targets their specific needs (DRMC, 2021). Livestock restocking programmes prioriƟze 
male-headed households, excluding women who manage households but rarely own assets 
(Somali Regional Government, 2020). Ethnic minoriƟes like the Wolayta in Southern Ethiopia 
face dual exclusion due to historical marginalizaƟon and lack of access to dispute resoluƟon 
mechanisms (IOM DTM, 2023; SNNPR Bureau of Agriculture, 2020). In Tigray, conflict said to 
have included deliberate targeƟng of minority groups, with destrucƟon of cultural sites and 
denial of aid based on idenƟty (EHRC, 2022). Urban displacement in Addis Ababa 
disproporƟonately affects informal female vendors, who lose livelihoods during 
infrastructure-led evicƟons (World Bank, 2021). Rural pastoralists in border zones face 
displacement from droughts and land grabs, while urban migrants are pushed to peri-urban 
peripheries with inadequate services. 
 
5. Synthesis of findings applying the syndemic structural vulnerability framework 

Applying the Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework, this secƟon interprets paƩerns 
across the 69 reviewed sources to show how conflict, climate shocks and development 
pressures interact as mutually reinforcing drivers, not isolated factors, to produce systemic, 
recurring displacement in Ethiopia. The framework’s integraƟon of syndemic theory, poliƟcal 
ecology and intersecƟonal feminist analysis reveals how structural violence, elite resource 
capture and insƟtuƟonal fragmentaƟon mediate these dynamics, reproducing vulnerability 
across Ɵme and space. 
 
5.1. The syndemic interplay of displacement drivers 
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Conflict, climate stress and extracƟve development do not operate in isolaƟon but converge 
in ways that amplify displacement risks. Across the literature and our systemaƟc review, 
conflict emerged as the most frequently cited driver, referenced in 68% of reviewed sources 
as a primary or contribuƟng cause of displacement (IDMC, 2024; Yigzaw & Abitew, 2019). 
Climate-related shocks appeared in 42% of studies (Minale et al., 2024; REACH IniƟaƟve, 
2024), and development-induced displacement was noted in 29% (Kebede et al., 2022; World 
Bank, 2021). 
 
Crucially, these categories oŌen overlap. For example, droughts intensify compeƟƟon over 
grazing land, triggering intercommunal violence; state-backed agribusiness projects displace 
communiƟes into conflict-prone zones; and reseƩlement sites lack climate-resilient 
infrastructure, perpetuaƟng cycles of displacement. This co-occurrence reflects the core 
insight of syndemic theory: interacƟng condiƟons produce synergisƟc harm greater than the 
sum of their parts. For example, the 2020–2023 drought in the Somali Region decimated 4.5 
million livestock (REACH IniƟaƟve, 2024), destabilizing pastoralist livelihoods and escalaƟng 
Oromo-Somali clashes over water points (Ethiopian Peace Observatory, 2024). 
Simultaneously, land acquisiƟons for large-scale irrigaƟon under the Climate Resilient Green 
Economy (CRGE) Strategy further restricted access to tradiƟonal grazing routes (World Bank, 
2021). Rather than three separate crises, the literature reveals a single, entangled process, 
precisely the ‘syndemic displacement’ our framework theorizes. 
 
The nature of conflict itself is heterogeneous, with disƟnct types producing varied 
displacement paƩerns (Table 2). Through a poliƟcal ecology lens, these conflicts are not 
‘ethnic’ in a primordial sense but rooted in poliƟcal economy, such as compeƟƟon over land, 
water and state power, oŌen exacerbated by historical marginalizaƟon and recent 
development encroachments. 
 
5.2. The development paradox: when ‘soluƟons’ deepen vulnerability 
A central contribuƟon of our framework is the applicaƟon of the ‘Development Paradox’ – 
the phenomenon whereby intervenƟons intended to reduce vulnerability instead entrench 
displacement. This paradox emerges clearly in the literature, for example where reseƩlement 
programmes relocate drought- affected communiƟes to ecologically fragile or conflict-
affected zones without adequate tenure security or livelihood support (Abebe et al., 2023; 
Kebede et al., 2022; UNHCR, 2022). Urban corridor projects in Addis Ababa demolish informal 
seƩlements, displacing low-income households, parƟcularly women vendors, to peri-urban 
areas like Kality, where access to water, sanitaƟon and income is severely limited (African 
Union, 2020; World Bank, 2021). CriƟcally, these outcomes are not accidental but stem from 
governance that treats displacement drivers in silos. ProclamaƟon No. 724/2011, for instance, 
addresses natural disasters but ignores conflict- induced displacement, despite their 
entanglement in regions like Oromia-Somali (IOM DTM, 2023). Examining the context using 
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the Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework exposes how insƟtuƟonal fragmentaƟon 
reproduces the very crises it seeks to manage. 
 
Table 2. Types of conflict and their displacement impacts. 

Conflict type DescripƟon Regions 
affected Source examples 

Intercommunal 
(ethnic) 

Resource-based clashes over 
grazing land and water 

Somali, 
Oromia 

Ethiopian Peace Observatory 
(2024); Burka et al. (2023) 

State vs. non-state 
armed groups 

Government forces vs. OLA, 
Fano miliƟas 

Amhara, 
Oromia 

UNOCHA (2022); Abbink (2024) 

PoliƟcal-ethnic 
(e.g. Tigray war) 

Federal vs. regional authority 
with ethnic targeƟng 

Tigray, Afar EHRC (2022); Djigsa (2019)  

 
5.3. IntersecƟonal vulnerabiliƟes: gender, ethnicity and power  
Through an intersecƟonal feminist lens, the literature’s recurring finding, that 65% of IDPs are 
women and children (DRMC, 2021), is not a demographic coincidence but a reflecƟon of 
structural inequiƟes in asset ownership, decision-making and social protecƟon. Livestock 
restocking programmes in the Somali Region prioriƟze male-headed households, excluding 
women who manage households but rarely hold land Ɵtles (Somali Regional Government, 
2020). In Tigray, ethnic minoriƟes faced deliberate denial of aid during the war (EHRC, 2022). 
In urban Addis Ababa, displaced informal vendors, mostly women, lost livelihoods with no 
compensaƟon (World Bank, 2021). These paƩerns reveal how gender, ethnicity, class and 
geography intersect to shape who is displaced, where they go and whether aid reaches them. 
The framework thus moves beyond aggregaƟng ‘vulnerable groups’ to analyzing how power 
hierarchies are embedded in displacement processes.  
 
5.4. Cascading impacts and the ‘revolving door’ of displacement  
The literature consistently documents secondary vulnerabiliƟes such as livelihood loss, school 
dropouts, malnutriƟon (35% of IDPs) and gender-based violence (40% of displaced women 
report abuse) (UN Women, 2021; World Bank, 2020). But our framework highlights how these 
are not isolated outcomes because they feed back into drivers. For instance, malnourished, 
uneducated youth become recruits for miliƟas or deforestaƟon for firewood intensifies land 
degradaƟon, reducing resilience to future droughts. Most criƟcally, 60% of Ethiopia’s 4.5 
million IDPs have been displaced mulƟple Ɵmes (IDMC, 2024), which can be described as a 
‘revolving door’ phenomenon that affirms the failure of reacƟve, siloed responses. Our 
synthesis shows that without addressing root causes, such as land tenure insecurity, ethnic 
exclusion, elite capture of development, humanitarian aid alone cannot break these cycles.  
 
6. Policy implicaƟons: towards integrated, rights-based governance  

Ethiopia’s displacement crisis cannot be resolved through sectoral or short-term 
humanitarian responses alone. Our synthesis reveals that durable soluƟons require systemic 
reforms that address the entangled poliƟcal economy of climate, conflict and development. 



T. Ayalew and U. Murray  

 12

Drawing directly from the reviewed literature and our Syndemic Structural Vulnerability 
Framework, we propose a range of concrete, acƟonable policy recommendaƟons below.  
 
6.1. InsƟtuƟonal integraƟon and legal reform  
First, Ethiopia must establish a unified naƟonal displacement governance body, which is 
mandated to coordinate across disaster, conflict, climate and development porƞolios. Such a 
body would replace the current fragmented system (e.g. DRMC for disasters, EHRC for rights, 
regional bureaus for resilience) that fails to address overlapping drivers. This insƟtuƟon 
should operaƟonalize Ethiopia’s non-raƟfied commitments under the Kampala ConvenƟon by 
draŌing a comprehensive Internal Displacement ProtecƟon Law that explicitly recognizes 
conflict, climate and development-induced displacement as interlinked. ProclamaƟon No. 
724/ 2011 must be amended to include conflict-affected IDPs and mandate cross-sectoral risk 
assessments for all large infrastructure and agricultural projects. The adopƟon of IDP laws and 
policies integraƟng displacement could be included in the domesƟcaƟon or the AcƟon Plan 
for the Kampala ConvenƟon.  
 
6.2. Dismantling the development paradox  
Second, development planning must be reoriented from displacement-generaƟng to 
displacement-prevenƟng. All reseƩlement and land acquisiƟon projects be they urban or 
rural, must undergo mandatory Syndemic Risk Assessments that evaluate cumulaƟve impacts 
on climate vulnerability, ethnic tensions and gendered livelihoods. For example, financing 
strategies for CRGE irrigaƟon schemes in Somali and Oromia regions should be condiƟonal on 
parƟcipatory land-use planning that secures pastoralist access to grazing corridors and water 
points. CompensaƟon for displaced households must include non-land-based assets (e.g. 
livestock, micro-enterprise grants) and prioriƟze women-headed households, who are 
systemaƟcally excluded from asset-based aid.  
 
6.3. IntersecƟonal and durable soluƟons for IDPs  
Third, humanitarian and recovery programming must adopt an intersecƟonal approach. 
Disaggregated data collecƟon (by gender, age, ethnicity, disability and geography) should be 
insƟtuƟonalized in all IDP registraƟon systems, addressing the current gap where 65% of IDPs 
are women and children, yet only 30% of aid targets their needs (DRMC, 2021). Such data will 
provide the much-needed evidence for policy. Livelihood programmes must move beyond 
food aid to include trauma-informed educaƟon, mobile health clinics and legal aid for land 
resƟtuƟon, parƟcularly for ethnic minoriƟes like the Wolayta or Majang, who face dual 
exclusion in both origin and host communiƟes. Urban renewal projects in Addis Ababa and 
Bahir Dar must guarantee in-situ upgrading or, if relocaƟon is unavoidable, ensure peri-urban 
sites like Kality have legal tenure, water, sanitaƟon and income-generaƟng opportuniƟes, 
breaking the cycle of forced marginalizaƟon. Research can also be commissioned to facilitate 
and explore durable soluƟons, with lessons learned shared widely across different actors.  
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6.4 From reacƟve aid to proacƟve resilience  
Finally, Ethiopia must shiŌ from cyclical emergency response to anƟcipatory governance. 
Early-warning systems should integrate conflict alerts (e.g. from the Ethiopian Peace 
Observatory), drought forecasts (e.g. from the NaƟonal Meteorological Agency), and 
development project Ɵmelines to trigger pre-empƟve protecƟon measures. A NaƟonal 
Displacement Databank, updated in real Ɵme and accessible to civil society, would support 
evidence-based planning and accountability. Most criƟcally, displaced communiƟes must be 
included in policy design, not as beneficiaries, but as rights-holders. Community-led 
monitoring commiƩees, as piloted in the Somali Region Resilience Strategy (2020), should be 
scaled naƟonally to ensure aid reflects lived realiƟes rather than elite assumpƟons. These four 
recommendaƟons move beyond technical fixes to confront the structural roots of 
displacement: elite capture, ethnic exclusion, gendered asset gaps and insƟtuƟonal silos. By 
embedding rights, intersecƟonality and systemic thinking into governance, Ethiopia can 
transform its displacement response from a revolving door of crisis into a pathway toward 
equitable resilience. 
 
7. Conclusions 

Our study, applying the Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework, demonstrates how 
overlapping drivers – including conflict, climate shocks and development-induced 
displacement – interact in a syndemic manner to produce cascading risks that entrench 
internal displacement in Ethiopia. Displacement in Ethiopia stems from overlapping crises. 
These dynamics are further compounded by fragmented and incoherent insƟtuƟonal 
responses, which oŌen serve to reinforce rather than alleviate exisƟng vulnerabiliƟes. 
 
This review advances understanding of Ethiopia’s displacement crisis through three 
interrelated insights. First, it demonstrates that displacement is not the product of discrete 
shocks but a structurally produced outcome of intersecƟng poliƟcal, ecological and economic 
forces – where state policies, elite control over land and resources and historical paƩerns of 
ethnic and gendered exclusion acƟvely shape who is displaced and why. Second, it 
substanƟates the ‘Development Paradox’ as a recurring paƩern across Ethiopia’s policy 
landscape: iniƟaƟves framed as resilience- or growth-enhancing – from irrigaƟon schemes to 
urban renewal – frequently trigger or exacerbate displacement when implemented without 
safeguards for tenure security, environmental sustainability, or social equity. Third, it 
underscores that vulnerability is mulƟply consƟtuted, with gender, ethnicity, class and place 
converging to determine exposure to risk and access to protecƟon. 
 
Building on this analysis, the study calls for a paradigm shiŌ in governance: away from 
fragmented, reacƟve responses and toward integrated, rights-based strategies. These include 
unified insƟtuƟonal mandates for displacement, mandatory syndemic impact assessments for 
all large-scale projects, aid programmes designed through an intersecƟonal lens and decision-
making structures that centre the agency of displaced communiƟes themselves. Only such 
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systemic reforms can interrupt the cycles of recurrent displacement that define Ethiopia’s 
current crisis. 
 
Beyond ethnic conflict, displacement is shaped by poliƟcs and structural inequaliƟes and 
current responses, including humanitarian aid, leave IDPs in prolonged and unresolved 
displacement. Displacement causes further disrupƟon for vulnerable groups, especially in 
terms of their safety and also educaƟon. 
 
Our conceptual framework builds on syndemic theory, iniƟally applied to health and extends 
the theory to explore how overlapping structural forces jointly produce and intensify 
displacement under a Syndemic Structural Vulnerability Framework. By framing displacement 
as a process rooted in structural inequaliƟes rather than a short-term humanitarian concern, 
our analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of how the climate-conflict-development 
nexus perpetuates displacement. We conclude that addressing syndemic displacement 
requires interdisciplinary, intersecƟonal and rights-based governance that centres the agency 
of marginalized communiƟes and confronts the poliƟcal economy of vulnerability. 
 
We recommend further research using longitudinal data to map the syndemic drivers of 
displacement, demonstraƟng how conflict, climate change and development interact spaƟally 
and temporally over Ɵme. ComparaƟve research on how other states have addressed 
displacement through insƟtuƟonal and integrated policy responses could offer valuable 
insights into strengthening governance and legal frameworks for IDPs in Ethiopia. Most 
importantly, research is required that brings the voices of IDPs to the fore, ensuring their 
perspecƟves inform efforts to improve mechanisms for addressing the interconnected drivers 
of displacement. 
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