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Abstract 

This study examines the factors influencing women's participation in decent work in Kenya, 
using a mixed methods approach. Data are obtained from the 2015/16 Kenya Integrated 
Household Budget Survey, complemented by qualitative data from focus group 
discussions and key informant interviews. We measure decent work through seven 
indicators: earning a minimum wage, decent working time, paid annual leave, employer 
contributions to social security, employer contributions to health insurance, trade union 
membership, and employment under a written contract. Using these indicators, we 
generate a decent work index using multiple correspondence analysis. An ordinary least 
squares model is employed for estimation, with a Heckman model also used to address 
potential sample selection bias. The number of women per household is used as the 
instrumental variable. We find significant differences in the shares of women and men 
employed in jobs that meet different indicators of decent work. Only 11% of women were 
employed in jobs paying minimum wage compared to 27% of men. Similarly, only 11% of 
women were employed with a written contract compared to 21% of men. Women were 
also less likely to have jobs with trade union representation or employer contributes to the 
National Social Security Fund and the National Health Insurance Fund. We also find that 
57%, of women were employed in jobs failing to meet any decent work indicators, 
compared to 48% of men. Moreover, we identify significant barriers to participation in 
decent work, including lack of formal education, childcare responsibilities, and limited 
formal sector job opportunities. Qualitative analysis further reveals that limited 
implementation of labor laws, inadequate childcare services, and prevailing social norms 
are other significant barriers. These findings emphasize the complex barriers that women 
encounter in accessing decent work in Kenya. Addressing factors such as education and 
childcare services, as well as creating decent employment opportunities, are crucial for 
promoting women's empowerment and gender equality in the labor market. 
Policymakers and stakeholders can use these insights to develop targeted interventions 
and policies aimed at enhancing women's access to decent work. 
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I. Introduction  

Decent work entails productive employment with adequate earnings, stable and secure 

conditions, balanced work time, social security, equal opportunity and treatment, social 

dialogue, and a safe working environment (International Labor Organization (ILO), 2013). It 

represents productive employment in conditions of security, equity, freedom, and human 

dignity (ILO, 1999). A majority of the workforce engaged in decent work is a desirable 

development goal because it fosters inclusive economic growth, which in turn generates 

resources for creating more decent jobs (International Labour Organization, n.d.). Decent 

work is also associated with reduced poverty and inequality and can particularly empower 

women (European Commission, 2022). Having access to it allows women to build promising 

futures for themselves, their families, and their communities (ILO, 2009). 

However, vulnerable employment and informal sector employment remain prevalent, 

especially for women in developing countries (ILO, 2019; Lo Bue et al., 2022). In 2018, 89.7% 

of employed women in Africa were in informal employment, often as domestic workers, 

contributing family workers, and home-based workers (ILO, 2018). In 2015, 35% of women 

worked as contributing family workers, while 43% worked as own-account workers in Sub-

Saharan Africa. Further, 63% of women in wage employment do not receive social protection 

(ILO, 2016).  

In Kenya, many women continue to be engaged in vulnerable employment. According to 

World Bank (2023), in 2021, 69% of employed women were engaged in vulnerable 

employment compared to 52% of men. Similarly, 59% of women were employed in 

agriculture or domestic service compared to 46% of men (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 

et al., 2015). More men than women also work in modern sector wage employment in Kenya 

across industries. According to Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2022), 1,765,400 men 

(60.7%) and 1,141,900 women (39.3%) worked in this sector in 2021. Women are also less 

represented in high-paying industries such as professional, scientific, and technical activities, 

and manufacturing.  

The aim of this study is to measure the share of men and women engaged in decent work 

in Kenya, with a specific focus on assessing women’s participation and identifying the barriers 

they face in accessing decent work. Using work indicators identified by the ILO, we measure 



 2 

decent work using seven indicators: 1) employment under a written contract, 2) earns a 

minimum wage, 3) employer contributes to the National Social Security Fund (NSSF), 4) 

employer contributes to the National Health Insurance Fund (NHIF), 5) trade union 

membership, 6) paid annual leave, and 7) decent working time (ILO,	 1999,	 2013). These 

indicators are converted into an index using multiple correspondence analysis (MCA).  

We begin by estimating an ordinary least squares (OLS) model. To address potential 

sample selection bias, we also estimate a Heckman model, using the number of adult women 

in a household as the identifier for the selection equation. The quantitative analysis is based 

on data from the 2015/16 Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (KIHBS). For the 

qualitative analysis, we obtain data through focus group discussions (FGDs) and key 

informant interviews (KIIs). 

The results indicate significant disparities in the shares of women and men employed in 

jobs meeting various decent work indicators. Notably, only 11% of women, compared to 21% 

of men, were employed under a written contract. Similarly, only 11% of women earned a 

minimum wage compared to 27% of men. There were also fewer women than men in jobs 

where the employer contributed to the NSSF and the NHIF, and in jobs with trade union 

representation. Overall, over half, 57%, of women were employed in jobs that failed to meet 

any of the decent work indicators, compared to 48% of men.  

In terms of barriers to women’s participation in decent work, we find that a lack of formal 

education, childcare responsibilities, and limited formal sector job opportunities are 

important barriers. The qualitative analysis further indicates that the limited implementation 

of labor laws, inadequate childcare services, and prevailing social norms further act as 

additional barriers. These findings emphasize the complex barriers that women encounter in 

accessing decent work in Kenya.  

This study contributes to the literature in two ways. First, the literature in this area has 

mainly focused on barriers to women’s participation in the labor force(Atieno, 2006; Chamlou 

et al., 2015; Idowu & Owoeye, 2019; Lari et al., 2022; Nkoumou Ngoa & Song, 2021; Verick, 

2014; Yakubu, 2010). Only recently have studies started exploring barriers to women’s 

participation in decent work despite the high share of women involved in vulnerable 
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employment. Studies focusing on the African context are especially scarce (Mackett, 2020; 

Moussa, 2017).  

Second, this study uses a mixed methods approach to understand barriers to women’s 

participation in decent work. We use both quantitative and qualitative methods, allowing us 

explore barriers such as legal constraints, social norms, and social infrastructure that are 

usually not captured in most quantitative surveys. Using qualitative data, this study builds on 

the literature studying the role of gender norms, unpaid work, and childcare on women’s 

work-family balance (Cavapozzi, Francesconi, & Nicoletti, 2021; Chamlou, Muzi, & Ahmed, 

2015; Chuanchuan & Jingwen, 2021; Ferrant, Pesando, & Nowack, 2014; International 

Monetary Fund, 2021; Jayachandran, 2021; Kabeer, Deshpande, & Assaad, 2019; Lopez-

Acevedo et al., 2021; Zawaira, Clance, & Chisadza, 2023).  

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses gender patterns of 

employment in Kenya, and Section 3 presents a literature review. Section 4 discusses the 

analytical framework, Section 5 describes the data, and Section 6 presents the results. Section 

7 concludes.  

 

 

 

 

 

II. Gender patterns of employment in Kenya  

In Kenya, women’s participation in the labor force has consistently lagged behind that of 

men. Table 1 shows that in the late 1990s, 72.6% of women were active in the labor force 

compared to 74.7% of men, marking it the narrowest gender gap to date at 2.1%. By 2005/6, 

the female rate dropped to 69.7%, while the rate of men increased to 75.7%, widening the 

gender gap to 6%. However, women’s labor force participation rate picked again, reaching 

75.6% in 2015/16. During the same period, men’s participation increased to 79.2%, reducing 

the gender gap to 3.6%.  
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Table 1: Labor force participation rate and unemployment rate by gender 

    1998/99 2005/06 2015/16 

Labor force participation rate Men 74.7 75.7 79.2 

 
Women  72.6 69.7 75.6 

Unemployment rate  Men 9.8 7.9 5.3 

  Women 19.3 9.4 9.6 

Source: Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2008, 2018). 

 

The results in Table 1 also indicate that women face greater challenges in securing 

employment compared to men. Over the past two decades, the unemployment rate for 

women has consistently been higher than for men. While the unemployment rate for men has 

been on a downward trend, the rate for women initially decreased before rising again in 

2015/16. The gender gap in unemployment rates fell considerably from 9.5% in the late 90s 

to 1.5% in 2005/6, only to widen to 4.3% in 2015/16. As of 2015/16, the unemployment rate 

was 9.6% of women, compared to 5.3% for men.  

Figure 1 shows trends in the share of men and women employed as wage earners. The 

data show that a significantly higher percentage of men, more than double the percentage 

of women, were working as wage employees. In 2000, 70% of men worked as wage earners 

compared to just 30% of women. However, by 2020, this gap narrowed, with an increase in 

the share of women in wage employment and a decrease in the share of men. As at 2020, 

39% of women were employed as wage earners compared to 61% of men.  
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Figure 1: Share of men and women in wage employment 

 
Source: Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (2002, 2007, 2012, 2017, 2022). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

III. Literature review  

Women in developing countries often find themselves in vulnerable and informal 

employment roles compared to their male counterparts (Fields, 2011; Lo Bue et al., 2022). 

Studies highlight the role of unpaid care work and gender roles in widening gender 

disparities in labor force participation, wages, and job quality (Ferrant, Pesando, & Nowack, 

2014; Floro & Meurs, 2009; Jayachandran, 2021; Kabeer, Deshpande, & Assaad, 2019). 

Ferrant, Pesando, & Nowack (2014) note that women spend between 2 to 10 times more time 

on unpaid work than men, adversely affecting their labor market outcomes. Gender norms 

that position men as breadwinners and condone violence against women limits women’s 

employment opportunities, particularly high-paying jobs (Jayachandran, 2021). Traditional 

gender roles also lead women to seek flexible work arrangements (International Monetary 

Fund, 2021), which may not offer quality employment. The detrimental effect of traditional 

gender norms on women’s labor market outcomes is further highlighted in the literature by 

several other studies (see Cavapozzi, Francesconi, & Nicoletti, 2021; Chamlou, Muzi, & 
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Ahmed, 2015; Chuanchuan & Jingwen, 2021; Lopez-Acevedo et al., 2021; Zawaira, Clance, 

& Chisadza, 2023). 

The literature also suggests that marriage can impose a “penalty” on women’s 

participation in the labor market and in paid employment. Analyzing data for five sub-Saharan 

African countries (Ghana, Burkina Faso, Rwanda, Zambia, and Mauritius), Dieterich, Huang, & 

Thomas (2016) find that women’s opportunities in formal wage employment diminish once 

they are married. Ibourk & Elouaourti (2023) find that in North Africa, married women are less 

likely to participate in the labor force. Sarfraz et al. (2021) observe that in Pakistan, compared 

to never-married women, married woman are more likely to work as own-account workers or 

contributing family workers but are less likely to be working as paid employees or employers. 

Studies also find that access to childcare facilities and services can promote women’s 

participation in the labor force (Clark et al., 2019; Jaumotte, 2003), whereas having young 

children in the household tends to reduce women’s labor market outcomes (Heath, 2017; 

International Monetary Fund, 2021; Njang & Sundjo, 2018; Ntuli, 2007). In a study of poor 

women living in an informal settlement in Nairobi, Clark et al. (2019) find that women who 

had access to subsidized daycare services are more likely to participate in paid work than 

those who do not. In Senegal, International Monetary Fund (2021) find that while each 

additional child increases the likelihood of a working man being in the formal sector, it 

actually reduces the likelihood of urban women participating in formal employment. In 

Ghana, Heath (2017) finds that children decrease the likelihood of women’s labor force 

participation and leads them toward self-employment. 

The role of female education on female labor market outcomes has been extensively 

investigated in research, yielding mixed results. Most studies report a positive relationship 

between female education and labor market outcomes (Atieno, 2006; Backhaus & Loichinger, 

2022; Kabubo-Mariara, 2002; Moussa, 2017; Nkoumou Ngoa & Song, 2021; Sackey, 2005; 

Verick, 2014; Yakubu, 2010). Atieno (2006) finds that in Kenya, education increases women’s 

likelihood of employment in both private and public sectors relative to being unemployed. 

Using data for 48 African countries, Nkoumou Ngoa & Song (2021) find a positive association 

between female education and labor force participation. However, some studies, particularly 

those using data from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), find a negative relationship, 
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a phenomenon often referred to as the MENA paradox. Ibourk & Elouaourti (2023) observe 

an inverse relationship between women’s education and labor force participation in North 

Africa, while Assaad et al. (2020) find that education reduces women’s probability of working 

in the public sector. Other important determinants of female labor market outcomes include 

age, region, religion, non-labor income, household size, and education level of the 

household head (Choi et al., 2023; Ibourk & Elouaourti, 2023; Moussa, 2017; Njang & Sundjo, 

2018; Ntuli, 2007; Sarfraz et al., 2021).  

Several studies focus on measuring and examining the determinants of decent work (Ara, 

2019; Benavides, Silva-Peñaherrera, & Vives, 2022; Gea-Sánchez et al., 2017; Mackett, 2020; 

Moussa, 2017; Navajas-Romero, Díaz-Carrión, & Ariza-Montes, 2019; Sarfraz et al., 2021), 

with only Moussa (2017) and Mackett (2020) using African data. Moussa (2017) examines the 

determinants of decent work in Côte d'Ivoire and constructs a decent work index using MCA. 

The indicators covered include promotion at work, wage re-evaluation, minimum wage, 

professional training, job adequacy with skills, working time, working days, paid leave, trade 

union membership, employment with a written contract, medical care, job insurance, work 

hazards, dwelling indemnity, payslip, and social security. The author uses hierarchical 

classification to classify work as decent or non-decent and estimates a logistic model, finding 

education and employment type as key determinants of participation in decent work.  

Mackett (2020), using data from South Africa, constructs a decent work index, generated 

from a series of binary responses to questions related to whether the jobs provided training 

and education, transport allowance, family leave, housing subsidies, paid or sick leave, 

pensions, health insurance, performance bonuses, overtime payment, and annual bonuses, 

as well as whether the job had a permanent contract. The binary responses are then 

aggregated and divided into three categories, and an ordered logit model is then estimated. 

The author finds that women are more likely to have a low decent work index compared to 

men. She also finds that being older and working full time in the formal sector, public sector, 

mining, electricity, and finance are associated with a higher decent work index.  

This study extends this research by measuring and examining the determinants of decent 

work in Kenya. Like previous studies, we construct a decent work score from indicators of 

decent work. However, we correct for potential sample selection bias using the Heckman 
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selection method. Additionally, this study complements quantitative analysis with qualitative 

analysis to explore the role of social infrastructure, social norms, and the legal system on 

women’s access to decent work.  

 

 

 

 

IV. Analytical framework  

4.1 Quantitative methods  

Our study’s dependent variable, decent work, is defined in line with the ILO’s four 

strategic objectives: employment, social protection, social dialogue, and promotion of work 

rights (ILO, 1999). Decent work in our study is measured using a set of indicators identified 

by the ILO (2013), which are either available in our dataset or for which suitable proxies have 

been identified. These indicators are 1) employed on basis of written contract, 2) earns at 

least the minimum wage, 3) employer contributes to the NSSF, 4) employer contributes to 

NHIF, 5) trade union membership, 6) employer provides paid annual leave, and 7) decent 

working time. The decent work score, our measure of decent work, is calculated using MCA. 

We run MCA on a function of the aforementioned seven indicators of decent work, treating 

them as binary variables, and then predict the decent work score.  

To quantify the determinants of decent work at the individual level, we estimate the 

following linear regression model:  

𝑦! = 𝑋!𝛽 + 𝑢", (01) 

 

where 𝑦 is the decent work score and 𝑋 is a vector of local labor demand and supply variables 

as well as household and individual variables.  

The econometric challenge in estimating the decent work equations arises from the fact 

that data on the decent work score are only available for women who are part of the labor 

force. This limitation can lead to sample selection bias (Heckman, 1979). To mitigate this 
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issue, we implement the Heckman sample selection procedure. We specify a selection 

equation for labor force participation, represented as  

[𝑍!𝛾 + 𝑢#] > 0,           (02) 

 

where 𝑍 includes all the variables contained in vector X and an additional variable, the 

number of women in a household, which serves as the instrumental variable. Both equations 

(1) and (2) are then estimated using maximum likelihood.  

Following this, we conduct a likelihood ratio (LR) test of independent equations to verify 

the appropriateness of using a Heckman model. 

 

 

 

4.2 Qualitative methods 

While the quantitative analysis provides valuable insights, it is limited by a lack of 

adequate data on legal barriers, social norms, and social infrastructure to facilitate work-life 

balance, as well as the impacts of COVID-19. To better capture the impacts of these barriers 

on women’s access to decent work, we supplement our quantitative analysis with qualitative 

analysis.  

We gathered qualitative data through FGDs and KIIs. Four FGDs were conducted, 

involving both women and men with children who work in the informal and formal sectors. 

We carried out 21 KIIs with a diverse group of participants, including human resource 

managers, researchers, academics, labor lawyers, government officers, male and female 

employees, and representatives from non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  

The data collected from these sessions were transcribed and analyzed using thematic 

analysis. This approach involves reading through the transcribed data to identify and analyze 

patterns, which are then reported (Braun	&	Clarke,	2006).  
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V. Data  

This study uses two datasets. The main dataset is the 2015/2016 KIHBS and contains 

decent work indicators and individual- and household-level variables. It allows for the 

generation of labor supply and demand indicators, and is representative at the national level, 

for each of the 47 counties, and for different types of residences (rural and urban areas).  

The sample for this survey was drawn from the fifth National Sample Survey and 

Evaluation Programme (NASSEP V) household sampling frame, consisting of 5,360 clusters 

split into four equal sub-samples. These clusters were drawn from approximately 96,000 

enumeration areas of the 2009 Kenya Population and Housing Census. The frame is stratified 

into urban and rural areas within each of the 47 counties, resulting in 92 sampling strata, with 

Nairobi city and Mombasa counties being wholly urban. The final sample size was individually 

determined for each county, resulting in a national sample of 24,000 households, which was 

then proportionally allocated to urban and rural strata.  

The survey provides information on education, health, energy, housing, water and 

sanitation, and labor. The second dataset used in this study is the 2014 Kenya Demographic 

and Health Survey. From this dataset, we mainly obtain indicators of social facilitation and 

social norms. Additionally, as previously mentioned, qualitative data were collected via FGDs 

and KIIs.  

 

 

 

 

VI. Results  

6.1 Descriptive statistics 

6.1.1. Labor market variables  

The statistics indicate that 55% of the men and women were aged between 15 and 64 

and hence considered economically active.  Of these, 75% participated in the labor force 

with more men (78%) than women (73%) participating in the labor force. Further, more 

women (9.98%) than men (5.9%) were unemployed.  
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Table 2: Labor market status variables  

  Full sample Men Women  
  Percent N Percent N Percent N 
Economically active 55 48,922 54.6 21,995 55.4 23,913 
Labor force participation 75.4 35,815 77.9 18,192 73 17,623 
Unemployed 7.9 2,825 5.9 1066 9.98 1759 

 

The key labor market variable in this study is participation in decent work. Table 3 displays 

the 10 elements that form the dimensions of decent work, along with the proxies used in our 

study.  

 

 

Table 3: Proxies for decent work elements 

Elements of decent work  Proxy used  
Employment opportunities None  
Adequate earnings and 
productive work 

Minimum wage job (KSh. 15,202) 

Decent working time Excessive working time (working more than 48 hours a week); 
time related under employment (working less than 34 hours a 
week); paid annual leave  

Combining work, family, and 
personal life 

None 

Work that should be 
abolished 

None  

Stability and security of work Job tenure, and employment under a written contract  

Equal opportunity and 
treatment in employment 

None 
  

Safe work environment None  
Social security  Employer contribution to pension (the NSSF); employer 

contribution to health insurance (the NHIF)  
Social dialogue, employers’ 
and workers’ representation 

Membership in a trade union 

Source: ILO (2013). 
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Table 4 presents various indicators of decent work, comparing them between men and 

women. Approximately 11% of women were employed with a written contract compared to 

21% of men. Similarly, only 11% of women earned a minimum wage and above compared to 

27% of men. Further, 9% and 12% of women worked in organizations that contribute to NSSF 

and NHIF, respectively, compared to 18% and 23% of men, respectively. Approximately 4% 

of women were members of trade unions, and 6% were entitled to paid annual leave. 

Regarding decent working time, 36% of women were working in jobs with decent working 

time.  

Table 4: Indicators of decent work  

 (1) (2) T-test  
 Women Men difference  
Employed under written contract 0.11 0.21 -0.1*** 
 (0.004) (0.006)  
Earns at least the minimum wage 0.11 0.27 -0.16*** 
 (0.004) (0.006)  
Employer contributes to NSSF 0.09 0.18 -0.09*** 
 (0.004) (0.005)  
Employer contributes to NHIF 0.12 0.23 -0.11*** 
 (0.005) (0.006)  
Member of trade union 0.04 0.08 -0.04*** 
 (0.002) (0.003)  
Employer provides paid annual leave 0.06 0.13 -0.07*** 
 (0.003) (0.005)  
Decent working time 0.36 0.35 0.01* 
 (0.006) (0.006)  
N 14,610 14,539  
Source: Authors’ computations.  
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 
 

We use these indicators to compute a decent work variable, which is calculated by 

summing the values of the indicators. The highest value is 7 and the lowest is 0, as shown in 

Table 5 below. Approximately 57% of women did not score in any of the decent work 

indicators compared to 48% of men. A higher share of men (13%) scored in more than three 

attributes of decent work compared to 7% of women.  
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Table 5: Decent work count variable  

Count Female Male 
0 57.35 48.45 
1 30.76 29.18 
2 3.79 6.22 
3 1.39 2.87 
4 1.61 3.23 
5 1.89 4.09 
6 2.18 4.17 
7 1.03 1.79 

N 14,610 14,539 
Source: Authors’ computations. 

 

Table 6 presents descriptive statistics of the variables used in the analysis, encompassing 

individual- and household-level characteristics as well as regional- and cluster-level variables. 

The average age of men and women in our sample is 35 years. Only 4% of women and 5% 

of men had a university-level education, with another 10% and 11% having a college-level 

education, respectively. Most men and women had attained a primary-level education at 55% 

and 49%, respectively. Most were also married monogamously, at 60% and 64%, 

respectively. While more women than men were married polygamously, widowed, separated, 

or divorced, more men than women were never married. 
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Table 6: Descriptive statistics 

 (1) (2) 
 Female Male 
Age 34.85 35.25 
 (0.14) (0.14) 
No formal education  0.00 0.00 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Primary education 0.55 0.49 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Secondary education 0.31 0.34 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
College education 0.10 0.11 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
University education 0.04 0.05 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Married monogamous  0.60 0.64 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Married polygamous 0.06 0.04 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Separated/divorced 0.07 0.04 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Widowed 0.07 0.01 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Never married 0.20 0.26 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Presence of children 0–5 years in a household  0.55 0.46 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Household head no formal education  0.01 0.00 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Household head primary education 0.54 0.52 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Household head secondary education 0.29 0.31 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Household head college education 0.11 0.11 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Household head university education 0.05 0.06 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Male household head 0.83 0.62 
 (0.01) (0.00) 
Household size 4.83 4.47 
 (0.03) (0.03) 
Rural residence 0.61 0.54 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Presence of adult female 0.13 0.18 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Lower wealth quintile  0.28 0.26 
 (0.01) (0.00) 
Middle wealth quintile 0.29 0.29 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Upper wealth quintile 0.43 0.45 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
Non-labor income 3469.70 2841.46 
 (371.44) (260.56) 
Cluster-level unemployment rate 0.06 0.07 
 (0.00) (0.00) 
Share working in formal sector at cluster level 0.22 0.36 
 (0.01) (0.01) 
N 17,729 17,604 

Source: Authors’ computations.  
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 
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The table also shows that 55% of households had children aged between 0 and 5 years. 

Similar to individual-level education attainment, most household heads had attained a 

primary- or secondary-level education. Only 5% and 11% had a university- or college-level 

education. Approximately 62% of women were from male-headed households compared to 

83% of men. The average household size was five. About 61% and 54% of women and men 

resided in rural areas, respectively. Approximately 13% of women came from households that 

had an adult woman who is neither the head nor the spouse. In terms of wealth status, 

approximately a third of women came from households belonging to a lower quintile wealth 

status, while 43% came from those in the upper wealth quintile. The average non-labor 

income was $3,500. The average cluster-level unemployment rate was 6%, and 

approximately 22% of women were involved in formal sector activities (paid employees 

outside the household and employers). The cluster average for women married before 18 is 

32.  

 
 
 
6.2 Regression results  

To estimate the determinants of decent work, we initially estimate an OLS model. 

However, since information on access to decent work is only available for women in the labor 

force, we correct for this potential selection bias using the Heckman selection model. We use 

the number of women living in the household (other than the head or spouse) as the 

instrumental variable. We expect that the presence of such individuals can help women with 

unpaid care work, including childcare, enabling them to participate in the labor force.  

Table 7 presents the OLS results, while Table 8 presents the Heckman results. The LR test 

of independent equations, which tests the value of estimating a Heckman model, indicates a 

rejection of the null hypothesis in favor of using the Heckman model over a simple OLS 

model. For the female model, the statistic is 71 and the p-value is 0.000, and for the male 

model, the statistic is 6 and the p-value is 0.02. These results indicate that the Heckman 

model is the appropriate choice for both samples.  
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Table 7: OLS estimates of the determinants of decent work 

 (1) (2)   
 Log of decent work score    
 Female Male   
Age 0.454*** 0.406***   
Age squared -0.390*** -0.347***   
Education (base: no formal)     
Primary 0.029 0.005   
Secondary 0.084 0.054   
Collage 0.250*** 0.357***   
University 0.229*** 0.305***   
Marital status      
Married monogamy 0.110*** 0.024**   
Married polygamy 0.053*** 0.002   
Separated/divorced 0.001 -0.012   
Widowed 0.008 -0.005   
Presence of a child 0–5 years -0.031*** -0.018**   
Education (base: no formal)     
Household head primary -0.070 0.053   
Household head secondary -0.026 0.053   
Household head collage 0.004 0.067**   
Household head university 0.046* 0.072***   
Male household head -0.006 0.049***   
Wealth status (base low)     
Middle wealth quintile  0.039*** -0.006   
Upper wealth quintile 0.144*** 0.038***   
Non-labor income -0.018*** -0.023***   
Rural residence 0.002 0.005   
Cluster unemployment rate 0.033*** 0.011   
Cluster share of workers in formal employment  0.249*** 0.215***   
Constant -0.33581 -1.205***   
F(22,14508); F(22,13403) 422.69 376.32   
Prob>F 0.000 0.000   
R-squared 0.3910 0.3822   
Adjusted R-squared 0.3901 0.3812   
Root MSE 0.4153 0.2850   
N 14,508 13,403   

* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table 8: Heckman estimates of determinants of decent work  

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Log of decent work score LFP 
 Women  Men Women  Men 
Age 0.0122*** 0.0111*** 0.280*** 0.214*** 
Age squared -0.00013*** -0.00012*** -0.0034*** -0.0024*** 
Education (base: no formal)     
Primary 0.00486 -0.00793 0.743*** 0.927*** 
Secondary 0.125** 0.0359 0.268 0.790*** 
College 0.459*** 0.447*** 0.0737 0.774*** 
University 0.628*** 0.669*** -0.496** 0.524*** 
Marital status      
Married monogamy 0.0641*** 0.0153* 0.837*** 0.146*** 
Married polygamy 0.0894*** 0.00149 0.485*** 0.194** 
Separated/divorced -0.0380* -0.0211* 0.228** 0.405*** 
Widowed -0.0119 -0.00932 0.745*** 0.204** 
Presence of a child 0–5 years -0.0298*** -0.0129** -0.0440 0.0294 
Education (base: no formal)     
Household head primary -0.0774 0.0393 0.0220 0.136 
Household head secondary -0.0730 0.0425 0.103 0.192 
Household head collage -0.0138 0.0806** 0.120 0.293** 
Household head university 0.0735 0.142*** 0.194 0.288* 
Male household head -0.00266 0.0349*** -0.172*** 0.354*** 
Wealth status (base low)     
Middle wealth quintile  0.0472*** -0.00309 0.0190 -0.137*** 
Upper wealth quintile 0.164*** 0.0316*** 0.0400 -0.121*** 
Non-labor income -0.000001** -0.0001*** -0.00001 0.000001** 
Rural residence 0.00599 0.00295 -0.0123 0.121*** 
Cluster unemployment rate 0.00500*** 0.00148** -0.0304*** -0.0451*** 
Cluster share of workers in formal 
employment  

0.603*** 0.383*** -0.0304 -0.432*** 

Number of women in HH   -3.778*** -4.300*** 
Constant -0.120* -0.216*** -0.172*** -0.142*** 
Wald chi2(22) 8006.09 7907.91   
Prob>chi2 0.0000 0.0000   
Log likelihood -11337.48 -7924.02   
/athrho -0.5387 -0.097   
/lnsigma -0.8432 -1.241   
Rho -0.4920 -0.097   
Sigma 0.4303 0.2892   
Lambda -0.2117 -0.0281   
LR test of indep. eqns. (rho = 0) 71.04 6.23   
Chi2(1) 0.0000 0.013   
N 16,146 16,111   

 

The results indicate that education is an important determinant of participation in decent 

work. We find that having a university education increases decent work scores for women by 

87% and for men by 95%. Having a college education increases women’s and men’s scores 

by 58% and 56%, respectively. While secondary education increases scores for women by 

13%, it is insignificant for the men. The 13% increase indicates that for women, even basic 
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education such as secondary education can make a difference for their chance of participating 

in decent work. 

These findings support previous findings in the literature. Moussa (2017) and Sarfraz et 

al. (2021) find that education increases a woman’s probability of participating in decent work. 

Kenya has made an effort to promote tertiary education, which includes recently investing in 

technical and vocational education training (TVET) institutions and allowing students from 

these institutions and other colleges to be eligible for government higher education loans. 

Students in universities are also provided with loans by the government.  

Table 8 also indicates that the education level of the household head has an insignificant 

impact on women’s participation in decent work. However, for men, these effects are 

significant. Men living in households where the household heads have a college or university 

education had an 8.4% and 15% higher decent work score, respectively. Age is also an 

important determinant of access to decent work. The results indicate that an additional year 

increases women’s decent work score by 1.2%, likely reflecting the gain in experience. As 

men and women transition from school to the workforce, their experience enhances their 

likelihood of participating in decent work. However, the impact of age squared reduces the 

likelihood of participating in decent work, potentially signifying diminishing marginal 

productivity with advancing age, which in turn reduces their chances of being offered decent 

employment.  

The results further show that presence of children under 5 years reduce women’s decent 

work score. Women who have children under age 5 have a 3% lower decent work score than 

those with no children under 5. In Kenya's patriarchal society, the responsibility of childcare 

predominantly falls on women, who often face the dual challenge of caring for their children 

while engaging in paid work. The lack of suitable childcare facilities can compel them to opt 

out of decent work activities, which mostly come with inflexible time commitments. Previous 

studies also find a negative effect of young children on participation in the labor force (Njang 

& Sundjo, 2018; Ntuli, 2007). Jaumotte (2003) highlights the importance of parental leave 

and adequate childcare in promoting the participation of women in the labor market.  

Being married is associated with increased decent work scores for both men and women. 

Being married monogamously increases women’s and men’s decent work score by 7% and 
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1.5%, respectively. This is in contrast to what some studies find, especially with regard to 

women. For instance, Dieterich, Huang, & Thomas (2016) find that women’s opportunities in 

formal wage employment diminish once they get married. Similarly, in North Africa, Ibourk & 

Elouaourti (2023) find that married women are less likely to participate in the labor force. We 

therefore do not find what is popularly referred to as a “marriage penalty,” which is 

associated with women not participating in the labor force once they are married.  

We also find a positive association between wealth status and the decent work score. 

Women from households in the middle and upper wealth quintiles tended to have a higher 

decent work score than those from the lower wealth quintile. This disparity could be indicative 

of the networks accessible to individuals from wealthier households, facilitating easier entry 

into decent work. Additionally, it may reflect certain verbal and non-verbal characteristics 

common among those from wealthy backgrounds, such as good communication skills, which 

employers may find desirable. We also find a negative association between non-labor income 

and decent work scores. Generally, non-labor income increases the reservation wage, 

reducing the likelihood of participating in the labor market, which may in turn reduce 

participation in decent work.  

The cluster-level unemployment rate is positively associated the with decent work scores, 

a surprising finding. A 1% increase in the cluster-level unemployment rate is associated with 

an increase in decent work scores. This observation might be explained by the scenario 

where, in times of high unemployment rates, the limited employment opportunities that are 

being created tend to be those categorized as decent work. Similar findings are reported in 

Sri Lanka, where Rama (1999) finds that a higher level of unemployment is associated with 

higher wages, suggesting that individuals wait for “good jobs” and avoiding readily available 

“bad jobs.” As expected, we find a positive association between the share of individuals in 

formal employment and decent work scores. A 1 percentage increase in workers in formal 

employment increases women’s decent work scores by 83% and men’s by 47%. This points 

to the importance of creating decent work jobs, as the availability of such opportunities 

significantly enhances the likelihood of women accessing decent work. 

 

 



 20 

6.3 Qualitative results  
6.3.1.  Legal dimension  

The KII interviews indicate that the current laws sufficiently protect women against 

discrimination in accessing decent work. For example, the Employment Act of 2007 requires 

that no employer discriminates either directly or indirectly or harasses an employee or 

potential employee on the basis of sex, pregnancy, religion, race, color, nationality, ethnicity, 

HIV status, or mental status (Republic of Kenya, 2007). The act further states that “a female 

employee shall be entitled to three months maternity leave with full pay” (Republic of Kenya, 

2007, p. 26) and “an employer shall pay his employees equal remuneration for work of equal 

value” (p. 12). 

However, while laws exist on paper, there are multiple factors that affect their 

implementation and enforcement. Some of the reasons mentioned in the KIIs for poor 

implementation and enforcement include the following. First, the government lacks the 

resources to properly implement labor laws; specifically, the labor inspection process is 

inadequate. Second, corruption and lack of political will affect enforcement. Third, some laws 

are just too costly for some firms to implement. Finally, most workers are unaware of these 

laws, and the NGO representative noted that even when they are aware, the process of 

obtaining redress against discrimination through the court system is a costly affair that is 

beyond the capacity of the affected worker. 

 

6.3.2.  Social infrastructure to facilitate work-life balance 

We asked women about the types of childcare facilities they used and the reasons for why 

they used them. Women working in the informal sector indicated that they mainly relied on 

relatives and daycares (mostly privately owned), while those working in the formal sector 

mostly used nannies. Some of the reasons cited by women working in the informal sector for 

using daycare facilities were that they are cheaper and do not require them to accommodate 

a live-in nanny, as there is not enough room in their houses. They also indicated that daycare 

is near their homes, is convenient , and helps their children learn how to talk. Some informal 

sector workers also used relatives because they found them to be trustworthy and affordable, 

unlike nannies. Some still chose not to use any childcare services but rather to go to work 
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with their child. The formal workers indicated that they prefer using nannies because they are 

affordable, convenient, and full time, allowing for work flexibility.  

There was consensus among the FGD participants that women in Kenya do not have 

access to quality and affordable childcare services. They suggested that to improve these, 

the government needs to get involved by directly investing in public daycare facilities run by 

the government. This would be especially helpful for women in informal settlements who 

depend largely rely on daycare facilities. For instance, integrating daycare facilities into each 

school could be a feasible approach. They also argued that the government can directly 

regulate already existing daycare facilities to ensure minimum standards are maintained. 

Nannies can also be regulated, where they would be required to be registered and have their 

profiles listed. This would address the insecurity often associated with hiring them.  

In conclusion, the women expressed that access to quality and affordable childcare 

facilities provides them with peace of mind, which in turn increases their productivity at work 

and enables career growth. Additionally, having reliable childcare gives women enough time 

to seek out decent work, thereby facilitating their access to such opportunities.  

 

6.3.3.  Social norms outside the workplace  

We asked the key informants if there are any social norms about women that may 

discourage them from taking up full-time employment/employment in the formal sector, and 

if so, which ones. Most indicated cultural norms dictating men as breadwinners and women 

as homemakers. They expressed that women are expected by social norms or tied by gender 

roles to arrive home early (to make dinner and care for the children), which affects the type 

of jobs they can work. They also said that such social norms are more prevalent in rural areas, 

where culture and societal norms are intact and still observed. Additionally, uneducated 

individuals also tend to have more societal expectations.  

Other key informants, however, felt that such norms are no longer a burden to women’s 

participation in formal employment. They expressed that things have changed, women are 

becoming educated and empowered, and many households now want both genders to work 
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due to hard economic times. They also said that the concept of breadwinners is now being 

revised, with many women now taking on this role. 

  

6.3.4.  Social norms within the workplace  

All the human resource managers interviewed indicated that over 40% of the employees 

in their organizations are female employees, and all except one indicated that more than 50% 

or more of women occupy managerial positions in their organizations. They said that when 

hiring, they always ensure that they comply with the one-third gender rule even though they 

still consider merit. However, FGD participants working in formal organizations indicated that 

approximately 20% to 40% of managerial positions in their organizations are filled by women. 

Human resource managers also indicated that both genders are given equal treatment 

for training opportunities and promotions. From the FGD discussions, however, diverse views 

were expressed. While those from public organizations shared the views of the human 

resource managers regarding promotions being on merit, those from the private sector 

indicated that this is not necessarily the case. For instance, they said that women who are 

pregnant and or have children can be discriminated against. 

Most of the organizations we interviewed provide paid three months maternity leave and 

two weeks paternity leave. In fact, one organization, Safaricom, provides four months paid 

maternity leave. All the organizations interviewed do not have a lactation room, but Safaricom 

has a crèche facility for employees’ children who are five years old and under. It also has 

trained nannies, chairs, playing toys, painting area, and cots/beds. The facility is currently 

inactive as staff are allowed to work from the office or at home, and so most mothers prefer 

to work from home.  

 

6.3.5.  Impacts of COVID-19 

We asked participants how changes in working arrangements (working from home, hybrid 

work) during COVID-19 affected women’s participation in the labor market and in decent 

work. They said that it was beneficial for some and not others, and depended on the kind of 

work the women did and how they adapted following COVID. For example, technical 
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organizations laid off women and kept men, and airlines laid off staff. Participants also 

indicated that those in the informal sector were more affected than those in the formal. Those 

in most formal employment continued to receive a salary, albeit not always in full. 

Additionally, the government’s recruitment of more health workers and nurses to care for 

COVID-19 patients predominately involved women.  

Many women who lost their formal jobs took up informal jobs. Quite a number also 

discovered their talents and created YouTube channels and made a living out of it. Even 

among those who retained their jobs, the reduction in pay forced them to seek additional 

sources of income, such as selling groceries.  

Participants also expressed that during the COVID-19 pandemic, women’s role as 

caregivers was more pronounced. Since the workload for women was now more, their 

productivity decreased. Similarly, by working from home, women needed to attend to other 

domestic chores including caring for children in addition to their official work, negatively 

affecting their performance. Their participation in online meetings was affected as well due 

to children being at home. However, the shift to remote work also introduced the benefit of 

eliminating the need for commuting.  

 

 

 

 

 

VII. Conclusion 

This study examines the factors influencing women's access to decent work in Kenya using 

a mixed methods approach. Our findings reveal that 57% of women and 48% of men 

engaged in non-decent work, failing to meet any of the ILO’s indicators of decent work. 

Conversely, only 5% of women and 10% of men were employed in jobs considered decent 

work. The quantitative analysis indicates that education is an important determinant of 

women’s access to decent work. Higher education levels, especially at the college and 

university levels, increased their decent work scores. Additionally, the presence of young 

children correlates negatively with these scores; women in households with children under 5 
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had lower decent work scores. Our findings also show that women living in areas with a higher 

share of women participating in the formal sector had higher decent work scores.  

The qualitative results indicate adequate legal frameworks to protect women against 

discrimination in accessing decent work. However, the effectiveness of these laws is 

undermined by various factors that hinder their implementation and enforcement. We also 

find that women in Kenya lack access to quality and affordable childcare services. KII and 

FGD participants suggested the need for government intervention, either through direct 

investment in public daycare facilities or by regulating private ones. Additionally, despite 

prevailing social norms assigning roles to men and women, especially in rural areas, there is 

a shift in women increasingly taking on the role of breadwinners. Regarding the COVID-19 

pandemic, while many women were negatively affected by job losses or pay cuts, some 

adapted and thrived during this period. However, remote working presented challenges, 

particularly for women with children, impacting their work performance. 

Education is crucial for women’s participation in decent work, and higher education is 

especially important. The government needs to expand its financial support programs, such 

as loans and bursaries, for students entering TVETs and universities, to facilitate the transition 

from secondary to tertiary education. Additionally, there is a need for the government to 

more create decent work opportunities, as the availability of formal sector jobs significantly 

boosts women’s participation in decent work. 

Moreover, childcare is a significant barrier to women’s participation in decent work. The 

government must ensure that women have access to safe, secure, and affordable childcare 

services. This could be achieved by the government directly providing these services, for 

instance, by establishing daycare facilities in each public school, or by regulating privately 

provided childcare services to ensure their safety, security, and affordability.  
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