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S U M M A RY

This dissertation consists of four empirical studies and examines how environmen-
tal and developmental changes affect decisions about food consumption, agricultural
production, and investments in human development. More specifically, it investigates:
(1) if and how smallholder farmers respond to weather variations during the early
planting season by adjusting their land allocation decisions; (2) if and how access to
irrigation affects the diet quality of farming households; (3) whether living close to
higher education institutions improves school performance at lower educational lev-
els; and (4) whether rural roads support education and/or employment for children.

Chapter 2 presents the first causal estimates of the impact of early planting season
weather patterns on smallholder farmers’ decisions on the allocation of agricultural
land. The study is motivated by recent economics and psychology literature that sug-
gests that recent realizations of an event have a disproportionately large influence on
human expectations about the likelihood of that event occurring again. Using panel
data obtained over seven years and high-resolution weather data, we show that small-
holder farmers adjust their land allocation decisions in response to short-term weather
variability.

Chapter three contributes to the literature by examining the nutritional effects of
small-scale irrigation. Despite the recognized nutritional benefits of agricultural de-
velopments, there is a dearth of research on the nutritional effects of agricultural asset
ownership, particularly regarding the link between irrigation use and rural welfare.
Nevertheless, since the degree of substitutability between water and other crop in-
puts is very low, a separate analysis is required to examine the impact of irrigation
on the welfare status of farm households. We use the Endogenous Switching Regres-
sion model to account for endogeneity concerns. Our results indicate that access to
irrigation has a positive effect on diet quality, with an increased likelihood of produc-
ing nutritious foods and adopting productivity-enhancing innovations as the main
mechanisms.

The fourth chapter looks into how universities affect host communities. In contrast
to earlier studies that mainly concentrated on the spillover effects in the form of cre-
ating jobs, stimulating innovation, and producing graduates, we add to the body of
knowledge by shedding light on the impact on lower-level schooling of female adoles-
cence in host communities. We use Ethiopia’s recent rapid expansion of public univer-
sities as a case and implement the event study framework to exploit variations in the
timing of the establishment of universities between 2007 and 2014. We demonstrate
the positive spillover effects of public universities by showing how they promote ed-
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ucational attainment among girls. We also document other behavioral changes, such
as changes in fertility and reproduction decisions and information-seeking behavior
of female adolescents.

The fifth chapter investigates the impacts of rural roads on children’s schooling and
labor allocation decisions. Existing studies that investigate the contributions of rural
roads mainly focused on short-term gains disregarding the long-term benefits such
as human capital development. Our study contributes to the literature by examining
whether Ethiopia’s Universal Rural Road Access Program, which commenced in 2011,
reshaped children’s labor allocation and educational outcomes. We combine national
level panel data with novel road network data. The endogeneity concern arising from
the non-random road placement decision is addressed by combining the Difference
in Difference techniques with a matching approach. We use multiple schooling and
labor outcome indicators, and our results consistently suggest that road access does
not encourage school absenteeism or early dropouts to enter the labor force.

In the sixth chapter of the dissertation, we provide a conclusion and policy recom-
mendations based on the results presented in each chapter.
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