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Executive 
Summary 
Kenya’s Vision 2030 and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 1 place a premium on eliminating 
the deepest forms of poverty by 2030. The Government of Kenya (GoK) recognises that despite steady 
economic growth and an overall decline in poverty incidence in the last decade, the country continues to 
experience high levels of inequality and large pockets of deep poverty. The recent significant expansion 
of the government’s social protection systems, particularly the National Safety Net Programme (NSNP), 
represents a major step forward in reducing poverty in Kenya. Nonetheless there has been increasing 
recognition that other services or support in addition to the cash transfers provided by the NSNP are 
required by many of the extreme poor households. In October 2018, stakeholders from Government, 
development partners and civil society convened a workshop on ‘Achieving Graduation from Poverty at 
Scale in Kenya’ to initiate a collaborative process to find ways to accelerate a scale up of efforts that can 
directly tackle deep forms of poverty in Kenya and accelerate efforts to achieve Vision 2030. A ‘Working 
Group on Ultra Poverty’, comprising GoK and donor representatives, was established to take forward 
some of the issues raised by the workshop. 

This report for the Working Group forms an initial step in addressing a collective understanding of issues 
concerning graduating the poor at scale. It addresses the question ‘who are the ultra poor in Kenya?’ 
and proposes ways in which they can be identified and targeted for assistance by building on 
existing systems and structures.  

Defining the Extreme Poor

The Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) has already developed three robust measures of poverty 
in Kenya. Using the Kenya integrated household budget survey (KIHBS) undertaken in 2015/16, KNBS has 
national and county statistics on three headcount poverty measures shown in Table 1 below. 

TABLE 1: Summary of Headcount Poverty Measures in Kenya 2015/16

Poor IndIvIduAL Poor HouSEHoLdS

% Population # People % of Households # of Households

1. overall / Absolute 
Poverty

36.1 16,401,000 27.4 3,126,000

2. Food Poverty 32.0 14,539,000 23.8 2,718,000

3. Hardcore /  
Extreme Poverty

8.6 3,908,000 6.0 682,000
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Identifying Extreme Poor Households
 

Nationally the proportion of extreme poor is estimated as 8.6% of the total population of Kenya. However, 
this figure masks enormous geographic variations in the distribution of extreme poverty across Kenya’s 
47 counties. For instance, 15 counties account for 63% of the extreme poor population of Kenya. This 
includes counties in the arid north and some densely populated counties in western Kenya. Without 
interventions to support livelihoods and resilience including the Hunger Safety Net Programme (HSNP) in 
arid areas, and the NSNP, it is likely that the extreme poverty rates would be even higher. Furthermore, 
some counties such as Turkana, that have very high proportions of the population living in extreme poverty, 
provision of tailored packages of assistance to households are unlikely to be feasible at the necessary 
scale or appropriate in isolation of broader investments in economic and social development.

A superficial (and flawed) analysis indicates that resourcing to tackle extreme poverty is commensurate 
with the scale of extreme poverty. This is the because the total number of households living in extreme 
poverty in these counties broadly equates with the total case load of beneficiaries receiving cash transfers 
(CTs) through the NSNP. While there is likely to be some overlap between households receiving cash 
transfers through the NSNP and those that are extremely poor based on income measured, it is important 
to note that households targeted for the NSNP have been actively selected according to a wide range of 
criteria relating to poverty that includes categories such as disability and old age. Further, the figures for 
extremely poor households are theoretical estimates based only on income levels. Any national, or even 
county level exercise to register or identify the extreme poor on the basis of the KNBS definition would 
require significant time and resources. This is not proposed. The proposal is to strengthen and modify 
existing systems as outlined below.

The NSNP system is focused on identifying the extreme poor within targeted categorical populations, 
while the HSNP focuses on the identification of the extreme poor. Importantly, under the nSnP recent 
developments towards adopting a harmonized targeting methodology presents significant 
potential to better identify the extreme poor with only minimal adjustments. The NSNP provides 
mechanisms around the registration and targeting of poor households that offers the potential to better 
target extreme poverty.     

ExEcutivE Summary

This overall / absolute poverty metric most closely equates to the UN definition of extreme poverty set 
at $1.90 per person per day with the Kenyan monthly consumption levels equating to Ksh 5,995 (urban) 
and Ksh 3,252 (rural) per person per month. The third poverty measure - hardcore / extreme poverty 
measures the proportion of households where all food and non-food expenditure combined still fails to 
meet the minimum daily calorific requirement (adult equivalent of 2,250 Kcal). This definition means this 
group is substantially poorer, in consumption terms, than the other two categories. It also effectively 
identifies a much smaller sub-group within the absolute or food poor.
 
Given the existence of such high quality, recent and widely accepted data sets on poverty in Kenya that 
are already being tracked and measured by the GoK it is accepted by the Working Group that these 
definitions be applied by stakeholders in describing the different groups of poor in Kenya.
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The Working Group can support existing GoK (MLSP / NDMA) efforts to accelerate the identification 
and registration of poor households in Kenya. This includes putting in place mechanisms to identify 
extreme poor households and place their details on the Single Registry (SR) and the proposed Social 
Registry; implementing plans to revise / replace the current Household Living Condition Score (HLCS) to 
create a nationally applicable wealth score that uses information collected by the harmonised targeting 
methodology (HTM) tool that can be used to identify extreme poor households; modifying and expanding 
the proposed strategy for the recertification of NSNP-CTs in selected counties to enable the registration 
of additional extreme poor households; ensuring the re-registration and selection approach undertaken 
by NDMA in (existing and expansion) HSNP counties uses the revised HLCS /PMT tool to identify extreme 
poor households for the SR in addition to those selected for NSNP-CTs.

Co-ordinating and Delivering Assistance to the Extreme Poor    

By moving ahead with the mechanisms outlined in the bullets above, the GoK would have initial systems in 
place to progressively identify extreme poor households throughout Kenya. However, the efforts required 
to identify the extreme poor households can only be justified it if is clear what benefits they will receive 
in terms of either cash or other services or other interventions to improve their situation. Further work is 
required to map the range of assistance and support for which extreme poor households could be eligible 
from national, local and non-state actors.

ExEcutivE Summary

 The Single registry with a social registry module:  
 Continued efforts to consolidate this national database of all households receiving NSNP transfers 
 and creation of a  Social Registry to include the details of very poor households not enrolled under 
 the NSNP; 
 
 Proposed recertification Strategy for the nSnP: 
 Facilitate the additional registration of extreme poor families as part of recertification processes in  
 counties with willingness and resources to do so; 
  
 The draft Harmonised Targeting Methodology of the nSnP: 
 Ensure this approach of mass household registration is implemented in existing and  
 expanded HSNP counties so that extreme poor households can be identified. Furthermore,  
 ensure widespread and consistent use of the Harmonised Targeting Methodology (HTM)  
 registration tool in the registration of all households (by GoK and others). This will enable  
 households to be added to the Social Registry, and their demographic and poverty status to be  
 assessed. The current proxy means testing tool - the Household Living Condition Score HLCS)  
 requires urgent review;
  
 ongoing registration of the older Persons Cash Transfer (oP-CT): 
 Ensure the HTM is used to register all older persons as they are identified and registered onto the  
 programme.  
 

These include:
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1  https://graduatingpovertyinkenya.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/agps-in-kenya-workshopreportfinal.pdf 
2  Basic Report on Wellbeing (based on the 2015/16 Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (KIHBS); Kenya National Bureau of statistics; 2017.

Recommendations for the Working Group    

Recommendation 1: 
Enhance efforts to reduce poverty in Kenya with a particular focus on  households living in 
extreme poverty and the targeting tools to reach them.
The Working Group on Ultra Poverty should set out how it will enhance members’ current efforts to 
reduce poverty in Kenya. Specifically, a) it will support understanding of and draw focus towards the 
‘extreme poor’ as a distinct and priority category within the ‘absolute poor’2; b) adopt and promote the 
use of the harmonised targeting methodology (HTM), and use of the enhanced Single Registry (with social 
registry module). 

Recommendation 2: 
Seek to understand what packages of support work best across Kenya to reduce extreme poverty 
sustainably.
The Working Group on Ultra Poverty should seek to better understand, and commission further work, 
including new or accelerate existing county led social and economic inclusion initiatives for extreme 
poor households. The purpose is to ascertain and develop the most appropriate packages of social and 
economic inclusion support capable of sustainably improving the living standards (graduation) of different 
categories of poor household in different livelihood zones and counties of Kenya.
 
Recommendation 3:
Strengthen existing national systems and initiatives to achieve a reduction of extreme poverty 
at scale.
To inform, build on, and support national and county government policy and practice including the Ending 
Drought Emergencies initiative, the National Social Protection Policy, the Food and Nutrition Security 
Policy, Zero Hunger Strategy amongst others.

The range of assistance can be broadly categorised into three areas:
 
 1. consumption support; 
 2. social assistance; and 
 3. economic assistance.  

Not all households need or would benefit from all types of assistance. Additionally, extreme poor households 
vary in the duration for which different types of assistance is required. Broadly some households will 
require assistance permanently (e.g. old people or those with severe disability) whereas others have the 
potential to move sustainably out of poverty with limited, but effectively targeted assistance.

The coordination of multiple types of assistance to individual households is another major challenge. At 
the graduation workshop in October 20181 referred to above, there was broad agreement that county 
governments are best placed to coordinate and oversee economic inclusion and graduation style 
programming in their counties. The rationale for this is that they are nearer to the target population and 
are therefore better placed to understand local needs and context. However, many counties lack the 
management systems and capacity to undertake this co-ordination role. National government can help 
moderate with a role providing counties with technical, policy and capacity building support. Enhancing 
county capacity to access and interact with the Single Registry is an essential element of any initiative to 
coordinate the delivery of services to the extreme poor.  

https://graduatingpovertyinkenya.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/agps-in-kenya-workshopreportfinal.pdf%20%20
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Introduction &  
Background
Introduction

INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND

In October 2018 the Government of Kenya (GoK) jointly convened a workshop with the 
UK Department for International Development (DFID) and the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID) on ‘Achieving Graduation from Poverty at Scale 
in Kenya’. The workshop was attended by stakeholders from a range of Government 
Ministries, County Governments and development stakeholders at all levels. The purpose 
of the workshop was to explore and advance collective understanding of the constraints 
and opportunities to scale up efforts to graduate Kenyan households from poverty, with a 
particular focus on extreme poverty in Kenya (see here). Following the Workshop a Working 
Group on Ultra Poverty was established and met in December 2018 to progress efforts in 
this endeavour. A lack of clarity among the Working Group members on ‘who and where 
are the extreme poor in Kenya?’ needed to be overcome. This study, developed for the 
use of the Working Group, was undertaken to build collective understanding of poverty 
measures, particularly how to understand and reach the nature of extreme poverty in 
Kenya. This study aims to define what is meant by the term ‘ultra poor’ in a Kenyan 
context and how this relates to other categories of poverty in Kenya.  

Defining different types of poor households is an important first stage in a wider process 
to identify, locate and engage with the poorest households. The study takes its lead from 
the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) data and from existing efforts led by the 
Government of Kenya to provide social assistance to the poor. Based on the Terms of 
Reference (see Annex 1), the study provides an examination and recommendations in 
response to the following questions;

 1.  Who are the ultra poor in Kenya?
   This involves examining the technical definitions that can or should be used to  
   describe different types of poor individuals and households and the implications  
   for which parts of Kenya experience the greatest incidence of extreme poverty. 
  
 2.  Which ultra poor households should be targeted for additional social and  
   economic inclusion programming? 
   This examines how extremely poor households could be identified building on  
   existing systems and structures. It also proposes strategies and practical steps  
   to support national and county authorities to target and deliver social and  
   economic inclusion interventions to the poorest households.
 

1.1

1.2

1

https://graduatingpovertyinkenya.files.wordpress.com/2018/10/achieving-graduation-workshop-concept-october-2018.pdf
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Background - Why focus on the Ultra Poor?

3  Vision 2030; Government of Kenya; 2007. 
4  Basic Report on Wellbeing (based on the 2015/16 Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (KIHBS); Kenya National Bureau of statistics; 2017.
5  The population in poverty in 2005/06 was assessed as 16.5 million and was still 16.4m in 2015/16 (KHIBS).
6  The Gini coefficient is a commonly-used measure of income inequality that condenses the entire income distribution for a country into a single number between 0 
    and 1: the higher the number, the greater the degree of income inequality. Measures over 0.5 are considered to indicate very high inequality whilst those below 0.3 
    reflect great equality.
7  Exploring Kenya’s inequality – Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?, KNBS and Society for International Development (SID), 2013.
8  World Development Report 2006 – Equity and Development, World Bank, 2005.

Collaboration on poverty reduction in Kenya, led by the GoK and supported by 
development partners, is achieving progress towards the Vision 2030. This includes a 
key goal to create a “just and cohesive society enjoying equitable social development”3.
Sustained economic growth rates over the last decade have resulted in Kenya attaining 
middle income status and in 2015/16 the KNBS put poverty incidence at 36%; a reduction 
in poverty of 11 percentage points since 2005/064. Such achievements are, to a large 
part, due to a greater focus on poverty reduction efforts by the GoK and development 
partners. These include the establishment of the National Safety Net Programme (NSNP), 
the HSNP and the Ending Drought Emergencies (EDE) initiative amongst others. Further 
efforts to maintain this progress are encapsulated in the President’s Big Four Agenda 
which aims to tackle poverty by ensuring all Kenyans benefit from universal health care 
and food security as part of its medium-term plan (MTP) period up to 2022. 

However, despite this progress, Kenya continues to experience stubbornly high poverty 
rates in large pockets of the country (discussed further below) and high levels of inequality. 
Population growth has meant that the actual number of people in poverty in Kenya has 
not fallen very far5 and levels of inequality remain extremely high. The gini coefficient6 
(0.4477) remains virtually unchanged since 2005/06. Furthermore, shocks such as drought 
regularly undermine any development gains and exacerbate inequality in those areas of 
the country most severely affected. Without interventions from resilience, livelihoods and 
HSNP programmes in drought-affected  areas it is quite possible that the extreme poverty 
rates would be even higher. 

There is a growing body of literature that suggests inequality has a negative impact on 
poverty reduction, economic growth and the stability of a country8. High inequality also 
means that when economic downturn or disaster strikes, those at the bottom of the 
income scale, the most vulnerable, are disproportionately affected. Similarly, in unequal 
societies, when national incomes rise, those at the top benefit the most. Consequently, it 
is argued that in more unequal societies, economic growth tends not to reduce poverty as 
quickly as in more equal societies, hampering overall development. This is because when 
significant populations are very far below the poverty line (as in highly unequal societies) it 
is much harder to push them above it with general development measures compared to 
societies where the poor are very close to the poverty line (less unequal societies). 

1.3

1.4

1.5

INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND
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9   This includes the recently launched expansion of the OPCT, using a universal approach at the individual level to target all people over 70 years of age. NB this 
      benefit is no longer targeted exclusively at the poorest individuals.
10  Some individuals over 65 but under 70 years are included as earlier versions of the programme included very poor old people over 65 years.  
11  Persons with severe disability are defined as those who need permanent care including feeding, toiletry, and protection from danger from themselves, other   
      persons or from the environment. They also need intensive support on a daily basis which keeps their parents, guardians or caregivers at home or close to them 
      throughout.

Therefore, to effectively tackle inequality greater efforts are required to focus attention 
and resources on those populations furthest below the poverty line i.e. the poorest of 
the poor (the ultra or extreme poor). The recent significant expansion of the GoKs social 
protection systems, particularly the NSNP, represents a major step in this regard. The 
NSNP is delivered by the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection (MLSP) and, for the 
Hunger Safety Net Programme (HSNP), the National Drought Management Authority 
(NDMA). Through joint efforts, these agencies have developed policies and systems that 
support the delivery of four government cash transfer (CT) programmes (see Table 1 
below). The NSNP currently provides cash assistance, via four programmes, to over one 
million households9, nearly 5 million people. Initially all four programmes explicitly targeted 
the poorest households (that met the eligibility criteria set out in Table 1 below), the largest 
programme, the OP-CT (older persons cash transfer) is now a universal benefit and not 
poverty targeted. 

1.6

INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND

2006

2005

2011

2007

STArT 
dATEProGrAMME ELIGIBILITY CrITErIA CASELoAd HHs

All Kenyan citizens aged 70 and 
above.10

A household which a) has one or 
more OVCs as a permanent member 
or with a caregiver who is chronically 
ill and / or unable to perform his /
her duties; b) is determined to 
be extremely poor; and c) is not 
benefiting from any other core 
household based social assistance 
programme.

A household which a) has one 
person with severe disability as 
a permanent member11; b) is 
determined to be extremely poor; 
and c) is not benefiting from any 
other core household based social 
assistance programme.

Households who, through a 
combination of means testing and 
community validation, are deemed 
to be the poorest in their location.

Older persons 
Cash Transfer 
(oPCT)

Cash Transfer 
for Orphans and 
Vulnerable
(CT-ovC)

Persons with 
Severe Disability  
Cash Transfer  
(PWSd-CT)

Hunger Safety 
Net Programme  
(HSnP)

833,000

353,000

47,000

100,500

ToTAL CASELoAd oF HouSEHoLdS WITH GoK CASH 1,333,500

TABLE 1: Summary information on nSnP programmes
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In addition to the Government’s NSNP transfers the World Food Programme (WFP) 
supports the NDMA to operate the Cash and Food for Assets (CFA/FFA) programme in 
food insecure counties (including HSNP counties). This offers transfers to recipients in 
exchange for work, and around 10 percent of recipients are given unconditional transfers. 
Beneficiaries of all these programmes are all listed on a management information system 
(MIS) known as the government’s Single Registry (SR). Beyond Government programmes, 
funding from several donors aims to alleviate extreme and/or absolute poverty using a 
variety of economic and social inclusion approaches including graduation, though this 
report does not seek to expand on these.

The value of the NSNP as a safety net to the poorest households is becoming clear12  
particularly in terms of enabling them to meet their basic needs, keep children in school 
and improve food and nutrition security. However, although the NSNP represents a major 
focus on the poorest households, the role of cash transfers alone in building long term 
resilience to poverty is being increasingly questioned. The multi-dimensional nature of 
poverty means that households’ ability to escape poverty sustainably depends on many 
factors13. The failure of the poorest to benefit from Kenya’s wider economic growth has 
led to an increasing recognition that other services or support in addition to cash are 
required by these households to ensure their sustained ‘graduation’ out of poverty. 

Kenya is not alone in its interest to eliminate poverty, often achieved through so called 
‘poverty graduation’ approaches. There has been increasing global attention given to 
‘graduation’ approaches that recognise that extreme poverty is often too complex to 
be solved with single or uncoordinated interventions, e.g. a cash transfer. The World 
Bank has established a unit dedicated to tracking and monitoring the graduation 
programming globally14. Typically, graduation programmes consist of multiple, often 
sequenced interventions that tackle the multifaceted constraints faced by the poorest 
and most vulnerable households. The approach was pioneered by the NGO BRAC in 
Bangladesh in the early 2000s and further tested through a series of pilots conducted 
by the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor (CGAP) and the Ford Foundation. Rigorous 
assessment of these pilots has produced good evidence that such approaches 
can successfully transform the lives of the very poor (a summary of the BRAC model 
is included as Annex 1). Consequently, there has been an expansion in governments 
adopting graduation programming with schemes being implemented in over 34 low-
income and middle-income countries and reaching an estimated 3.1 million households15. 

1.7

1.8

1.9

12   Kenya Poverty and Gender Assessment, May 2018, World Bank, Draft; and Evaluation of the Kenya Hunger Safety Net Programme Phase 2: March 2018, Oxford 
       Policy Management. 
13   Sustaining poverty escapes in rural Kenya, Policy Implications brief; USAID; April 2018. 
14   Partnership for Economic Inclusion (PEI) -State of the Sector Report; 2018.
15   PEI 2018 State of the Sector report.
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16   IDA Project Appraisal Document 2911 on the proposed credit of 215.9 m euros ($250m) to the Republic of Kenya for the Kenya Social Economic Inclusion Project, 
       2 November 2018. 
17   A recent review of global graduation programmes reported in the PEI 2018 State of the Sector report found the costs per households varied 
       from US$100 – US$4,000 with an average of about $1,200.
18   Roughly equivalent to global poverty line of $1.90 per person per day referred to in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG).

As the GoK plans for the further expansion and consolidation of its national social 
protection programme, much consideration has been given as to how best the poorest 
households can also access additional social and economic assistance. The GoK has 
recently signed an agreement for support from the WB and DFID for the Kenya social 
and economic inclusion project (KSEIP). This is a five-year programme to strengthen 
delivery systems for enhanced access to social and economic inclusion services and 
shock-responsive safety nets for poor and vulnerable households16. The KSEIP includes 
some provision for piloting or trialling government led graduation programming. Several 
other donors including USAID and the EU are also committed to improving the resilience 
of poor and vulnerable households via household level programming that offer combined 
or multiple types of assistance. This includes programmes to develop market linkages, 
employment opportunities and agricultural development focused on poor communities. 

However, the provision of multiple support to individual households at scale is expensive 
and therefore the reach and coverage that can be achieved is limited by resources17. 
The NSNP is arguably the GoK’s most extensive household-based poverty reduction 
intervention but still only supports approximately 11% of the population in a country where 
nearly one third live below the absolute18 poverty line. If poverty reduction programmes 
focus only on Kenya’s absolute poor category, this is a very large group, encompassing 
over 16 million people. The provision of multiple types of assistance to individual 
households is firstly, difficult to scale to such numbers and secondly, beyond the existing 
resources available. As a result, even the largest programmes attempting to target this 
group will have limited coverage. Without strong co-ordination, it is difficult to ensure 
any one household benefits from multiple forms of assistance that is a core principle 
of graduation programming. Consequently, when provided across such a large target 
group, the impact of the multiple programmes for the poor is often diluted. 

Consequently, to tackle inequality and extreme poverty in Kenya, greater efforts are 
required to understand who the extreme poor are, and how they can be targeted more 
effectively for social and economic assistance.
  
The report addresses these issues in the following sections;  
Section 1:  This is explored in greater detail in Section 2

Section 2:  Defining the ultra or extreme poor 

Section 3:  The geographic location of the extreme poor in Kenya 

Section 4:  Strategies to identify extreme poor households 

Section 5:  Proposals for co-ordinating and delivering social and economic assistance 
                   to the extreme poor

Section 6:  Conclusions and recommendations  

 

1.10

1.11

1.12

INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND



13Defining and Better Targeting the Ultra Poor in Kenya

Defining the Ultra or  
Extreme Poor in Kenya

M findings

2

As mentioned, the growing global interest in poverty graduation has increased the use of 
the term ‘ultra poor’ to describe the very poorest households in any society. This often 
refers to a sub-group of the poor which do not seem to benefit from wider social and 
economic development programmes. There is however little clarity or consistency in the 
definition of the term. Furthermore, the term is often used inter-changeably with similar 
terms such ‘absolute poor’ and ‘extreme poor’.  

The UN and World Bank define extreme poverty as people living below the $1.90 a day 
poverty line. This metric is well established and useful in monitoring global progress in 
reducing poverty19. It is also useful in identifying the poorest in some middle-income 
countries where a relatively small proportion of the population live below this level.  
However, it is not always such a useful marker in low and lower-middle income countries 
where large proportions of the population live below this global poverty line. For these 
nations with large poor population by global standards (36% in the case of Kenya) there is 
a strong case to further sub-divide this group by levels of poverty.  This is particularly true 
when resources are scarce, and when an objective is to target the very poorest. 

As a result, most countries and many economic inclusion or graduation programmes 
adopt their own poverty measures. These vary between countries and implementing 
agencies. Typically, most countries develop localised poverty lines, these may involve 
national income-based poverty rates (see below for Kenya) or sometimes multi-dimensional 
poverty indexes. The latter may include a combination of indicators in additional to income 
such as infant mortality or literacy rates. Many graduation programmes further build on 
these by including other criteria identified by communities to define the ultra poor within 
a particular area. This may include household characteristics around food insecurity, lack 
of assets, being a women-headed household, etc. As such nationally agreed definitions 
of the ultra poor rarely exist, and where they do, they may be so locally contextual as to 
be of little use elsewhere.  

Almost all countries collect a range of welfare indicators or consumption data and use 
these to establish relative poverty levels between different populations and geographical 
areas. These national level statistics usually form a good basis with which to establish who 
and where are the poorest as distinct from wider or more generally ‘poor’ populations. 
 

2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

19   The UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 1 to eradicate poverty uses this measure. 

MEASURES OF POVERTY IN KENYA
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MEASURES OF POVERTY IN KENYA

Measures of Poverty in Kenya 

National statistics on poverty in Kenya are generated by the Kenya National Bureau of 
Statistics (KNBS). The latest poverty data is contained in the Basic Report on Well-being 
in Kenya20 (2018) which is based on the Kenya integrated household budget survey 
(KIHBS) undertaken in 2015/16. This data is used by the National Treasury and other 
Government departments for planning, policy and, critically, to make decisions on the 
allocation of resources and revenues. Combined with census data it provides the most 
reliable consumption-based poverty data that exists for Kenya. 

The KHIBS is a population-based survey of nearly 24,000 representative households in 
(rural, urban and peri-urban) locations in all 47 counties. It uses the responses to derive 
different poverty lines (in Ksh) for rural and urban populations based on minimum food 
and non-food expenditures per person per month (adult equivalent). The report provides 
national and county data on three headcount poverty measures; 1) overall / absolute 
poverty; 2) food poverty; and 3) hardcore /extreme poverty (see description in Box 1 
below). Table 2 below summarises the number of individuals and households assessed 
as being in each type of poverty nationally. 

2.5

2.6

20  Basic Report on Well Being in Kenya; 2018, Kenya National Bureau of Statistics.

TABLE 2: Summary of Headcount Poverty Measures in Kenya 2015/16

Poor IndIvIduAL Poor HouSEHoLdS

% Population # People % of Households # of Households

1. overall / Absolute 
Poverty

36.1 16,401,000 27.4 3,126,000

2. Food Poverty 32.0 14,539,000 23.8 2,718,000

3. Hardcore /  
Extreme Poverty

8.6 3,908,000 6.0 682,000

This shows that approximately 36% of the total population live below the absolute or 
overall poverty line. This overall / absolute poverty metric most closely equates to 
the UN definition of extreme poverty set at $1.90 per person per day with the Kenyan 
monthly consumption levels (set out in Box 1) equating to $1.98 (urban) and $1.08 (rural) 
per person per day (based on 2015.16 prices). The second measure - food poverty is 
at a slightly lower but similar level (32%) and represents the proportion of the population 
whose expenditure on food does not meet the minimum required to meet the daily (per 
adult equivalent) calorie requirement of 2,250 Kcal.  

2.7
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The third poverty measure - hardcore or extreme poverty measures the proportion 
of households where all food and non-food expenditure combined still fails to meet the 
minimum daily calorific requirement (adult equivalent of 2,250 Kcal). This definition means 
this group is substantially poorer, in consumption terms, than the other two categories. 
It also effectively identifies a much smaller sub-group within the absolute or food poor. 
Whereas the overall and food poverty measures classify approximately one-third of the 
Kenyan population as poor, the hardcore poverty measure accounts for only 8.6% of the 
population i.e. 3.9 million people or 682,000 households. 

2.8

Overall Poverty:
households and individuals whose monthly adult equivalent total food and non-
food expenditure per person is less than Ksh 3,252 in rural and peri-urban areas 
and less than Ksh 5,995 in core-urban areas. Such households and individuals 
are considered to be overall poor or live in “overall poverty”.
 
Food Poverty:
households and individuals whose monthly adult equivalent expenditure on food 
per person is less than Ksh 1,954 in rural and peri-urban areas and less than Ksh 
2,551 in core-urban areas respectively are considered to be food poor or live in 
“food poverty”.
 
Hardcore or Extreme Poverty: 
households and individuals whose monthly adult equivalent total food and non-
food expenditure per person is less than Ksh 1,954 in rural and peri-urban 
areas and less than Ksh 2,551 in core-urban areas respectively are considered 
to be hardcore poor or live in “hardcore or extreme poverty”.

 

Source: Basic Report on Well Being in Kenya,2018; Kenya National Bureau of Statistics.

BoX 1: Summary of national Level Poverty Measures for Kenya 2015/16 

There are several reasons why this last measure of hardcore or extreme poverty would 
seem an appropriate metric to use in defining the poorest of the poor. If the purpose of 
defining the ultra poor is to better understand which households should be subject to 
focused social and economic inclusion efforts, the numbers in this group should broadly 
equate to the scale of resources likely to be available (at the current time). As explained, 
a graduation approach that entails providing multiple interventions to one household can 
be costly21 which tends to limit the number of households that can be assisted. Even with 
high levels of GoK and donor commitment to graduation efforts, assistance is likely to be 
limited to thousands of households rather than millions22. 

2.9

21  Ibid
22  The project appraisal document (PAD) for the KSEIP has earmarked support for piloting such initiatives to 2,500 households in five counties.
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Furthermore, the 8.6% of the population that fall under the hardcore / extreme poverty 
line also broadly equates with the caseload of 1.3 million receiving CTs via the NSNP.  
The actual overlap of recipients between NSNP and hardcore poor households is hard 
to ascertain for several reasons (see Figure 1 below). Understanding both population and 
overall coverage of the NSNP is complicated by the fact that NSNP CTs now comprise a 
combination of universal individual benefits i.e. the older persons cash transfer (OP-CT) 
which is no longer poverty dependent, and household benefits (the other three CTs) that 
remain subject to means testing. This is discussed in greater detail below. The point here 
is that any strategy that seeks to scale graduation efforts in Kenya is likely to be linked in 
terms of scale and coverage to the NSNP. As such this means that the current scale of 
provision of GoK CT assistance is broadly commensurate with the group identified as in 
most need.  

2.10

2.11 Given the existence of such high quality, recent and widely accepted data sets on poverty 
in Kenya it is accepted by the Working Group that the existing KnBS measures 
of ‘absolute poverty’ and ‘extreme poverty’ are adopted by all stakeholders in 
describing the different groups of poor in Kenya. The ‘extreme poverty’ definition 
is appropriate when describing the poorest Kenyans. In the development of poverty 
reduction policies and programming it will be important to consider which groups of poor 
each is targeting. By using these national definitions is also means the incidence of these 
levels of poverty are already subject to national monitoring and form automatic high-level 
indicators for the GoK and donors against which to assess overall efforts graduating the 
poor and extremely poor. Further reference to the extreme or extremely poor in this 
report should therefore be taken to refer to this measure. 

MEASURES OF POVERTY IN KENYA

23  Theoretically the HSNP-CT targets the poorest and most vulnerable in those counties where it operates.  Therefore, all households within the ‘extreme poor’ circle – 
      up to the quota of CTs available. 

FIGurE 1: 

Indicative overlaps between nSnP CT Beneficiaries and Extreme Poor (non-HSnP Counties)23
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The Geographic Location 
of the Extreme Poor in 
Kenya

3

THE GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE ExTREME POOR IN KENYA  

Although nationally the proportion of extreme poor is estimated as 8.6% of the total 
population, this figure masks enormous geographic variations in the levels of extreme 
poverty across Kenya’s 47 counties. The lowest extreme poverty incidence is found in 
Nyeri county at 0.2% whilst Turkana has the highest at 52.7%. Table 3 below lists the 12 
counties with the highest percentage incidence of extreme poverty, whilst Table 4 shows 
the 12 counties with the highest absolute numbers of people in extreme poverty24. A 
comparison of these two tables highlights several issues. Firstly, the anomalous situation 
of Turkana is clear. This county tops both lists by some margin and accounts for 14.6% 
of all extreme poor in Kenya. Secondly the percentage incidence of extreme poverty is 
much higher in the drought prone and food insecure arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs) 
which comprise nine out of the 10 poorest counties in Table 3 (highlighted in yellow).  
Busia county is the only non-ASAL county to experience a comparable extreme poverty 
rate. However, most of these ASAL counties have relatively low population numbers so 
the high percentage incidence does not always translate into large absolute numbers of 
extreme poor. Table 4 shows that ASAL counties only account for half of the counties 
with the highest absolute number of the extreme poor. Table 4 therefore includes several 
geographically smaller but much more densely populated counties in western Kenya. The 
top 12 counties in both lists account for over half of all extreme poor in Kenya. Together 
the 15 counties listed in both tables account for over 63% of the total estimated extreme 
poor population in Kenya.  
 

3.1

24   A schedule of the hardcore poverty rates of all counties is included as Annex 2.  
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rAnKInG % PoPuLATIon
# PEoPLE In 
EXTrEME PovErTY

# HHS
AS % oF ALL 
EXTrEME Poor
In KEnYA

KEnYA ToTAL 8.6% 3,908,000 682,000 100%

1 TURKANA 57.7 571,000 107,000 14.6

2 SAMBURU 42.2 120,000 19,000 3.1

3 MANDERA 38.9 277,000 37,000 7.1

4 BUSIA 26.8 225,000 34,000 5.8

5 WEST POKOT 26.3 170,000 27,000 4.4

6 MARSABIT 23.8 75,000 13,000 1.9

7 GARISSA 23.8 103,000 15,000 2.6

8 TANA RIVER 17.9 54,000 9,000 1.4

9 LAIKIPIA 15.0 76,000 13,000 1.9

10 KITUA 12.8 141,000 25,000 3.6

11 ELGEYO/
MARAKWET 12.2 57,000 10,000 1.5

12 UASIN GISHU 12.1 137,000 23,000 3.5

ToTAL For 12 CounTIES 2,006,000 332,000 51.3

* Counties shaded yellow are ASALs

25  Figures for both tables taken from Kenya Wellbeing Report (2015/16)

THE GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE ExTREME POOR IN KENYA  

rAnKInG % PoPuLATIon
# PEoPLE In 
EXTrEME PovErTY

AS % oF ALL EXTrEME 
Poor In KEnYA

1 TURKANA 57.7 571,000 14.6

2 MANDERA 42.2 277,000 7.1

3 BUSIA 26.8 225,000 5.8

4 WEST POKOT 26.3 170,000 4.4

5 KITUA 12.8 141,000 3.6

6 UASIN GISHU 12.1 137,000 3.5

7 BUNGUMA 8.8 137,000 3.5

8 KAKAMEGA 6.9 129,000 3.3

9 SAMBURU 42.2 120,000 3.1

10 GARISSA 23.8 103,000 2.6

11 TRANS NZOIA 9.7 101,000 2.6

12 KISI 7.5 101,000 2.6

ToTAL For 12 CounTIES 2,010,000 56.6

TABLE 4: 12 Counties with highest absolute numbers of extreme poor 

TABLE 3: 12 Counties with highest proportions of extreme poor25
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Implications for Social and Economic Inclusion Efforts    

THE GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE ExTREME POOR IN KENYA  

The tables above show that extreme poverty in Kenya is highly concentrated in certain 
counties. In developing a national strategy or programmes aimed at tackling extreme 
poverty there is a case for prioritising economic and social inclusion (including graduation) 
efforts and resources to the 15 counties (shown above). Therefore, any piloting or scaling 
of efforts should be selected from these counties or others with a significant caseload of 
extreme poor households.  

That said, the level of extreme poverty in Turkana is so high that it is unlikely to be the most 
appropriate candidate for trialling or piloting a generic approach to graduation.  As outlined 
above, the typical graduation approach normally involves the provision of a package 
interventions to a minority of individual extreme poor households to improve their ability 
to engage productively in local economies. Implementing such a programme to over half 
the county population i.e. 100,000 households is unlikely to be either feasible or effective.  
Given the extent and depth of poverty in Turkana, wider level county investments in the 
structural factors undermining growth and development are an essential pre-requisite.  
Said another way, there are structural dimensions to poverty in Turkana which undermine 
the effectiveness of household level economic empowerment efforts. A recent study26 

found that even investment support packages of up to $1,800 per household would be 
unlikely to result in sustained poverty graduation without significant development of the 
wider operating environment. As such there is likely to be limited benefit in supporting 
households to access basic services where few exist or try to raise household production 
and income levels in remote areas that lack basic infrastructure and integration with 
markets. Although Turkana is the most severely affected county, and should be a priority 
for integrated and large-scale economic development and poverty reducing efforts, all 
counties with high proportions of extreme poverty should consider how structural factors 
form a barrier to overall economic growth and development. This is particularly true for 
several other ASAL counties in northern Kenya.

Consequently, developing context specific approaches to graduation may be better 
trialled (or initiated) in counties where the scale of the challenge is less daunting, and 
the caseload of extreme poor households is lower. Excluding Turkana, the remaining 
14 counties listed above have an average of approximately 20,000 extreme poor 
households. Rolling out some form of graduation support to a significant proportion of 
these households is a more feasible (although still ambitious) proposition. If, as mentioned, 
the provision of social protection via household level CTs is the first step of a graduation 
approach, these counties are already supporting similar levels of households at this scale.  
Table 5 below compares the estimated number of extreme poor households in the 
15 identified counties with the number of households currently enrolled in NSNP CTs 
programmes for the poor 27 (OVC-CT, PWSD-CT and HSNP).
 
 

3.2

3.3

3.4

26  The Dynamics of Poverty Graduation and Resilience in Northern Kenya using the HEA Models; November 2018; Cabot-Venton and Fitzgibbon.
27  Note CT-OP is excluded is not included here as it is now a universal benefit and not means tested. It is also an individual benefit and therefore difficult to 
      ascertain household level coverage. 
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patterns

rAnKInG
% PoPuLATIon 
= EXTrEME 
Poor

# EXTrEME 
Poor PEoPLE

# EXTrEME
HHs

nSnP - CT 
CASELoAd

1 TURKANA 52.7 571,000 107,000 62,284

2 SAMBURU 42.2 120,000 19,000 12,727

3 MANDERA 38.9 277,000 37,000 43,900

4 BUSIA 26.8 225,000 34,000 20,762

5 WEST POKOT 26.3 170,000 27,000 13,313

6 MARSABIT 23.8 75,000 13,000 29,103

7 GARISSA 23.8 103,000 15,000 10,409

8 TANA RIVER 17.9 54,000 9,000 7,222

9 LAIKIPIA 15.0 76,000 13,000 10,758

10 KITUA 12.8 141,000 25,000 30,879

11 ELGEYO/
MARAKWET 12.2 57,000 10,000 9,596

12 UASIN GISHU 12.1 137,000 23,000 16,250

13 BUNGOMA 8.8 137,000 24,000 29,961

14 KAKAMEGA 6.9 129,000 23,000 40,024

15 KISILI 7.9 101,000 16,000 26,732

ToTAL oF 15 CounTIES 2,373,000 395,000 363,920

THE GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE ExTREME POOR IN KENYA  

Sources: KHIBS 2017; SAU MIS report, generated June 2018; HSNP Dashboard.

28  Note the NSNP Caseload represents a combination of individual and household benefits therefore one household may access two or more benefits.  
      Therefore, it represents the maximum possible number of households could have an NSNP-CT but in reality, is likely to be lower.

TABLE 5: 15 Counties with Highest Extreme Poor incidence vs nSnP-CT Caseload28 



21Defining and Better Targeting the Ultra Poor in Kenya
STRATEGIES TO IDENTIFY ExTREME POOR HOUSEHOLDS 

Strategies to Identify 
Extreme Poor Households 

4

It is important to note that the two sets of figures (i.e. extremely poor households and 
households participating in NSNP) shown in Table 5 do not refer to the same households. 
Although there is likely to be some overlap in the two lists, the households targeted for 
NSNP CTs have been actively selected according to a range of criteria (see Table 1 at the 
beginning of the report) seeking to target the extreme poor within population categories 
e.g. disability. Meanwhile the figures of extreme poor households are theoretical estimates. 
This highlights a major issue i.e. that although the KIHBS data quantifies the numbers of 
extreme poor households in each county they have not been specifically identified. Any 
national, or even county-level exercise to register or identify the extreme poor on the 
basis of the proposed definition would require significant time and resources. This is not 
proposed. This is primarily because the MLSP/ NDMA already has a range of processes 
by which it registers and selects large numbers of poor households for NSNP-CTs. In 
recent years much progress has been made in developing standardised and harmonised 
tools and procedures across the different NSNP CT programmes.  

These include the following:

4.1

Harmonised Targeting Methodology (HTM) Tool: The NSNP now has a 
standard data collection form, known as the HTM tool, that can be used to 
register households enrolled onto NSNP-CT programmes (except the OP-CT - 
see below). This means the same household data is technically collected by all 
programmes. In particular, the form records demographic data on each and all 
household members. This includes (wherever possible) the national ID numbers 
of all adults in a household, thus enabling mapping and tracking of individuals 
to one household. In theory this should permit identification of households in 
receipt of (or eligible for) more than one benefit e.g. an elderly person eligible for 
OP-CT and another member with a severe disability. Other education, disability 
and household living condition data are also collected by the HTM. This HTM 
is therefore used to identify households with categorical vulnerabilities e.g. 
an orphan child. The responses are also used to generate a Household Living 
Condition Score (HLCS) for each household which forms a proxy means test for 
assessing the relative poverty of each household (see Box 2 for fuller explanation). 
This score is used for wealth ranking households in other registration, selection 
and recertification exercises for NSNP CTs (see below). 
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The HLCS was developed as a part of the Harmonised Targeting 
Methodology for the NSNP. The HLCS is a form of proxy means test (PMT). It 
is a way of using proxy indicators to assess/test the welfare status (‘means’) 
of someone/household. There are various methods to produce a PMT.
 
The HLCS is based on ‘principle component analysis’ PCA. This generates 
a weighted index by combining various social, demographic and other 
(geographic, climatic etc.) characteristics drawn from the 2005/6 KIHBS data 
which is then given as a living condition score (LCS). The main challenge 
with the current HLCS is that the score generated is only valid when 
comparing households in a specific location. Therefore, the score 
cannot be used to compare households in say nairobi with say Kitui, 
or even between households in different Sub-Counties of Kitui. This 
means there is no fixed HLCS score under which households on the 
Sr can be nationally identified as ‘ultra poor’. 

Alternative PMT approaches exist that use regression-based approaches, to 
predict the consumption expenditure of a household based on a limited set 
of characteristics (similar to those collected by the HTM). That consumption 
expenditure then functions as a proxy for the welfare of the household. 
Since poverty in Kenya is measured on the basis of consumption (see Box 
1 above) there is a case to develop an alternative PMT on this basis that 
would relate to the consumption figures used to define poverty in Kenya. 

BoX 2: The Household Living Condition Score (HLCS) 

Single registry (with a social registry module): The GoK has established a 
Single Registry (SR) that contains data on all households / individuals registered 
in all four NSNP CT programmes as well as data on households in WFP cash 
and food for assets (C/FFA) programmes. A key value of the SR is that the details 
of all households registered for NSNP programmes are in a single database 
available for use by other Government and (potentially) non-governmental 
departments29. Ongoing efforts within the Social Protection Secretariat (SPS) 
supported through KSEIP to further harmonise the SR (with expanded use of the 
harmonised registration tool) are underway. This includes proposals to enhance 
the SR through the development of a Social Registry that would enable other 
poor and needy households to be registered onto the data base by government 
departments (including county level) and potentially by other service providers 
e.g. NGOs. It would also enable users to register other support or assistance to 
the same household on the database. Pilot efforts are underway to enable some 
counties to access the SR at the county level and establish an inter-operable 
locally based MIS onto which additional households could be registered (using 
the HTM) and any additional transfers or other interventions logged.  

STRATEGIES TO IDENTIFY ExTREME POOR HOUSEHOLDS 

29  The MIS for the HSNP is regularly used by other UN agencies and NGOs to target their programmes. Sometime this is to ensure CT programmes do not duplicate   
      provision or to target HSNP beneficiaries for other graduation support. 
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draft Harmonised Targeting Methodology for the nSnP: Procedures for 
the identification, registration and selection of all NSNP CTs as part of a single 
process have been developed in draft and piloted in three locations nationally. 
The methodology has been most fully trialled in the HSNP counties where it has 
been incorporated and updated to form part of the HSNP Operations Manual 
on retargeting and selection. Consequently, in HSNP counties the methodology 
involves:30

 1. The mass registration of all households in the county using the  
  harmonised targeting methodology (HTM) registration tool (see below); 
 
 2. Using the data to generate wealth-ranked lists of households eligible for  
  OVC/PWSD/HSNP-CTs in each location up to the quotas / resources  
  available;

 3.  A community-based validation (CBV) process whereby 
  communities review lists and suggest changes to address inequities in  
  the process. 
 
Mass re-registration of all households in the four counties with the HSNP 
(Turkana, Wajir, Mandera, Marsabit) is currently underway with list generation 
and CBV for OVC-CT, PWSD-CT and HSNP CTs due to begin during 2019/2031. 

recertification Strategy for the nSnP: This strategy, recently developed by 
the MLSP, sets out procedures for the recertification of households on NSNP CTs 
on an ongoing basis, requiring that the status of beneficiaries be verified at least 
once every five years. This builds on recent efforts to move NSNP beneficiaries 
to new payment systems which provided a chance to identify many who had 
died. For OP-CT, beneficiaries will be subject to proof of life checks annually. In 
each county, recertification should be undertaken in a minimum of one-fifth of 
locations each year. The ongoing recertification process will entail32:

 1. The re-registration (using the HTM) of existing OVC-CT and PWSD- 
  CT beneficiary households plus identification and registration of additional  
  potentially eligible households (via community consultation) comprising  
  20-30% of the existing caseload; 
 
 2.  Use of the registration data to assess whether households meet the  
  categorical eligibility criteria, wealth-ranking (using the HLCS or  
  modification) to identify the poorest and most vulnerable eligiblefor OVC / 
  PWSD -CTs up to the quotas / resources available;

 3.  A community-based validation (CBV) process whereby communities  
  review lists and suggest changes to address inequities in the process.

30  Outside of HSNP Counties the Recertification Strategy remains the primary approach for the re-registration and selection of NSNP-CTs. For these counties the   
      Harmonised Targeting Methodology remains a draft policy and is not operational.
31  Personal communication with the HSNP Operations Manager.
32  For full details see Recertification Strategy for the National Safety Net Programme; 2019; Ministry of Labour and Social Protection.
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Note that in the four HSNP counties (Turkana, Marsabit, Wajir, and Mandera, which may 
incorporate additional counties during 2019/2033) recertification processes will effectively 
be covered by the harmonised registration and targeting methodology (see below).
 
These processes and systems mean the GoK already has a significant infrastructure 
in place around the registration and targeting of poor households. The current 
systems offer the potential to better identify the extreme poor with relatively minor 
modification. Figure 1 above illustrates the groups that are currently registered and 
identified by NSNP processes and the likely overlaps between these groups and the 
extreme poor. This suggests that across the country there are many extreme poor 
households that do not meet any of the categorical selection criteria so are not 
currently identified or registered.

In the four HSNP counties the situation is different. The eligibility criteria for the HSNP-CT 
is purely poverty based and all households are registered. Therefore, the poverty of all 
households in location is assessed and the poorest are selected based on their poverty 
score. Where the poorest households also have a categorical vulnerability making them 
eligible for another NSNP-CT they are referred or put on the list for that CT. This means 
the extreme poor group missed in the rest of the country (shown in orange in Figure 1) will 
be registered on the SR and some (subject to resources) targeted for a HSNP (or other) 
CT. This is because the HSNP is effectively a CT for the extreme poor. The problem in 
many parts of these counties is that the proportions of the extreme poor are so high they 
cannot all be covered by NSNP-CTs. However, because all households in these counties 
are registered on the SR their poverty status is known. Those that are extreme poor but 
have not qualified for any NSNP-CT could be identified and referred for other kinds of 
support. In some of these counties (e.g. Marsabit and Turkana), the county governments 
have established their own CT programmes for poor households for which they have 
developed their own targeting procedures. Currently there is insufficient collaboration 
between county and national authorities in ensuring their respective social protection 
policies and procedures, including access and use of the SR, are harmonised.

4.2

4.3

Building on Existing NSNP Systems    

The MLSP is also supporting the North East Development Initiative (NEDI) which is 
proposing to expand the HSNP-CT to a further four ASAL counties (then potentially 
others). In doing so it is recommended the same harmonised registration methodology 
is used. This would ensure the identification and registration of extreme poor in 10 of the 
counties with the highest extreme poverty rates in the country. 

4.4

STRATEGIES TO IDENTIFY ExTREME POOR HOUSEHOLDS 

33  The North East Development Initiative is proposing the expansion of HSNP to a further four counties – most likely Samburu; Isiolo; Garissa; Tana River; with 
      possible others tbc).
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Expanding the registration and targeting approach in the HSNP counties to all other 43 
counties is unlikely to be feasible. This is because the approach requires mass registration 
of all households which requires significant resources. It does not make sense to register 
100% of households if CTs are to be made available for a very small percentage. In 
the HSNP counties additional funding has been allocated to this process because the 
registration process is not only used to target NSNP beneficiaries but also to facilitate the 
scale up of the HSNP in response to shocks, particularly drought (this makes it necessary 
to update information of both core beneficiaries and the wider population). Given the 
poverty levels in these counties are also so high their total allocation of NSNP CTs is also 
high (see Table 5 above). Coupled with relatively low population numbers this results in 
significant proportions of households being eligible for an NSNP-CT. 

Nonetheless, outside the HSNP counties there are several ways in which the current 
NSNP systems and processes could be modified to cost-effectively identify and register 
a far greater proportion of extreme poor households.  

4.5

34  Free health service care was part and parcel of the policy that launched the Inuajamii 70 CT. This is an opportunity to advocate for full realization of such an 
      entitlement.
35  Clearly more work would have to be done in defining and describing such a group to guide communities as the KIHBS based definition would require  
      contextualisation.
36  To date KNBS has not released any data on the three poverty measures (described in section 3) below county level. Sub-county or constituency data is due to 
      be issued in the next year. It is not clear if the KIHBS data can be further disaggregated to lower administrative levels.

oP-CT: As mentioned, the OP-CT does not target the extreme poor but individuals 
over 70 years (this may be reduced to 65 years in NEDI counties). As explained 
above currently older people enrolled onto the programme do not complete the 
harmonised registration tool (HTM). If, going forward, this programme was to use 
the HTM this would ensure these individuals were registered as households which 
could then be assigned a poverty score (using the HLCS or modification). This 
would enable the identification of extreme poor OP-CT households on the SR within 
the wider cohort of old people. This extreme poor group could then be earmarked 
for specific appropriate social and economic inclusion interventions e.g. certain free 
health services34. 

PWSd and ovC: Outside of the HSNP counties, the implementation of the 
recertification process for these groups is likely to begin in the coming year. In 
counties which have a) been identified for scaling or piloting graduation efforts by 
MLSP; or b) where the county government itself is keen to identify the poorest 
beyond those eligible for NSNP CTs, this process could be modified and expanded.  
 
This could involve the following:

•	 When location level barazas are held requesting communities to identify potential 
additional PWSD or OVC households that may be eligible for a CT, they are also 
asked to identify extreme poor households35; 

4.6

STRATEGIES TO IDENTIFY ExTREME POOR HOUSEHOLDS 

•	 Thus, in addition to registering existing OVC/PWSD beneficiaries and a limited 
number of potential replacements (currently about 20-30% of the current 
caseload) a much wider group are registered. Prior to the exercise a clear 
maximum limit on the total number of households that can be registered should 
be set. This should be based on a combination of the following factors:

•			 The resources available;
•			 Localised hardcore poverty data from KIHBS36;
•		 Relate the likely scale of possible services or support which may be
 available to any identified extremely poor households.
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•	 All lists would be subject to the usual community validation processes. The data 
for all households registered would be uploaded onto the single registry even if 
not selected for any of the above categories.

As mentioned in Box 2 there are several weaknesses with the current HLCS as the 
NSNP’s mechanism to wealth rank households. The main constraint is that it provides a 
local not a national cut-off for poverty. It is therefore recommended this tool is revised or 
replaced with a more universally applicative mechanism that produces a consumption-
based score that equate to the KIHBS assessment of hard-core poverty. This should 
avoid changing the data collected by the HTM but ensure that information is analysed in 
ways that more closely mirror KIHBS and census data.  

4.7

•	 Following an expanded registration of households using the HTM. 
The data would be analysed and used to generate three lists;

 
 1. Households certified as eligible for CT-OVC; 

 2. Households certified as eligible for PWSD-CT; 

 3. Households identified as extremely poor but not eligible for any  
  NSNP-CT (but potential suitable for other types of support from  
  government or non-state actors). 

 

STRATEGIES TO IDENTIFY ExTREME POOR HOUSEHOLDS 
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CO-ORDINATING AND DELIVERING ASSISTANCE  

TO THE ExTREME POOR  

Co-ordinating and 
Delivering Assistance to 
the Extreme Poor 

5

By adopting the steps outlined above, the GoK would have initial systems in place to 
gradually identify extreme poor households in all HSNP counties and any other targeted 
counties that wish to adopt an expanded recertification approach. By ensuring OP-CT 
beneficiaries complete the HTM upon enrolment and / or during recertification there 
is also an opportunity to flag up extreme poor households in this much wider group. 
However, the efforts required to identify the extreme poor households can only be justified 
it if is clear what benefits they will receive in terms of either cash or other services or 
interventions. There are many challenges in this regard.

A major challenge is that it is not clear who would be responsible for the co-ordination 
of different forms of assistance at different levels. The range of potential CTs, social and 
economic inclusion activities that could be delivered to extreme poor households are 
currently provided by multiple actors. Some services fall under central government, 
others by local government and many other activities by external / non-governmental 
agencies such as the UN or NGOs. The division in responsibilities for service delivery 
between national and county governments is not always clear, even within government 
departments. During the workshop on ‘Achieving Kenya Graduation from Poverty at Scale 
in Kenya’ the need for a national framework to guide graduation efforts was a key 
pledge made by the MLSP and widely supported by other stakeholders37.
 
Nationally there is a strong case to undertake a review of the full range of national government 
services, programmes and initiatives to identify which explicitly target, or should seek to 
include, extreme poor households. Some services already seek to target the poorest e.g. 
the provision of NHIF subsidies. There are many other national programmes available to 
much wider populations but for which the extreme poor could be prioritised or allocated 
a target quota e.g. agricultural support programmes or UWEZO38 funds. For each service 
or programme identified discussions would be required to consider how extreme poor 
households could be referred to or identified for each service or programme. For each 
programme a specific eligibility criterion and identification of a set of steps may need to 
be established to ensure only appropriate extreme poor households are targeted e.g. 
an agricultural enterprise scheme may focus on youth aged between 18-35 years. As 
highlighted above, the creation of the Single Registry (SR) by the NSNP and the ongoing 
work to enhance this MIS with a Social Registry is critical here. With all extreme poor 
household registered on the SR it would be straightforward to shortlist the sub-set of 
extreme poor households meeting relevant criteria. 

5.1

5.2

5.3

37   https://graduatingpovertyinkenya.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/agps-in-kenya-workshopreportfinal.pdf 
38   The UWEZO Fund is GoK programme offering loans of up to 100,000 Ksh to women, youth and persons living with disability for group and community 
       enterprises at the constituency level.

https://graduatingpovertyinkenya.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/agps-in-kenya-workshopreportfinal.pdf%20%20
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Mapping Assistance for the Extreme Poor     

There is a wide range of assistance that could ideally be provided to extreme poor 
households. However, the provision of such support to all extreme poor household is 
probably beyond the means of current GoK and existing donor resources. It would not 
be financially feasible nor necessarily appropriate to offer all extreme poor households all 
forms of support. Not all households have the same needs and vulnerabilities, therefore 
a system-wide process to map assistance against need will be required. Very broadly, 
graduation support can be grouped into three areas: consumption support, social 
inclusion and economic inclusion: 

5.4

1. Consumption Support:
 
Primarily this refers to the NSNP CTs (outlined in Table 1) which form the most extensive 
household level support currently offered to poor households in Kenya. There are 
however a wider range of other consumption support programmes offered by others.  
These include; food aid or cash from WFP food / cash for assets (FFA / CFA); county 
level CT programmes; and multiple NGO implemented programmes funded by a 
range of development partners. A key differentiation between programmes should be 
those for which CT are likely to be permanent or indefinite e.g. pension for the elderly, 
and those where assistance is short term or subject to regular review and retargeting 
e.g. NGO programmes or OVC-CT which ends as the child reaches adulthood. 

2. Social Inclusion:
 
This includes efforts to enable the poorest to access basic services such as health, 
nutrition, education, water and sanitation. Although in theory many of these services 
are universal such as basic health care or education, they are often not accessible 
to or used by extreme poor households. This is because they usually involve some 
costs that act as a barrier to the extreme poor e.g. transport to a health centre, school 
books or uniforms or perceived gender roles. Additionally, the often marginalised 
nature of the extreme poor may mean they are least likely to be able to take advantage 
of services or support that may be available to them such as bursaries. This may be 
due to illiteracy, socio-ethnic concerns, remote location or that they are so focused 
on survival activities they have no time to participate in the processes from which 
they may benefit e.g. barazas to identify the poorest households. In pastoral areas 
the nomadic nature of some populations mean they miss registration for and hence 
access to services. 
 
These households may need additional social inclusion efforts to gain access to the 
services which are critical to escaping poverty in the longer term and to reach the 
Big Four agenda of universal health care. This could include subsidies for NHIF39 
or bursaries and scholarships to ensure children in such household attend and 
complete school. It may involve outreach activities to households to ensure access 
e.g. outreach nutrition support.

39    This is the National Health Insurance Fund into which households are encouraged to pay a premium each month. Government subsidies exist to pay these 
        premiums for the poorest households – often identified using the NSNP SR.

CO-ORDINATING AND DELIVERING ASSISTANCE  
TO THE ExTREME POOR  
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3. Economic Inclusion:  

These refer to a wide range of livelihood, business and financial support and other 
empowerment activities. Many of these activities often comprise the other four 
elements of typical graduation programmes (see Annex 2). These elements may be 
provided to individual households by Governments or other actors or more extensively 
to poor communities through the provision of subsidies, vouchers or other incentives 
for which only the extreme poor are eligible.   

At the national and county level greater consideration needs to be given as to which 
households should be targeted for which forms of assistance. Although extreme poor 
households may have similarly low poverty scores, extreme poor households are diverse. 
The Kenya Wellbeing Report identified certain groups as being disproportionately 
represented amongst those in overall poverty40. 

These include: 
 
➢ Female headed households - particularly those in polygamous households in which  
 the husband does not reside and widows;
➢  
  Households headed by an individual with no formal education;
➢  
  Larger households with many children; 
➢  
  Households where the head is over 60 years.

This list reinforces some well-established factors that reduce household income and 
chronically undermine households’ ability to increase their income. This includes 
households with a high dependency ratio i.e. higher numbers of children or old people 
per working age adult and those with old or uneducated adults whose productivity or 
earning potential is likely to be lower.  

The different circumstances of individual extreme poor households mean the levels and 
types of assistance they require may differ. Some will require a greater focus on social 
rather than economic inclusion assistance. The key divide to establish in extreme 
poor households is between households for whom assistance will be required 
indefinitely (probably for life) and households with the potential for graduation (or 
alleviation) from the deeper forms of poverty.  

The primary factor in making this differentiation is likely to be the presence of able-
bodied adults in the household. For example, in most societies it is accepted the elderly 
will have limited ability to sustainably expand their incomes particularly as they get older 
and increasingly frail. The current NSNP criteria for households with a severe disability41  
means these household will always have their income generating potential limited. For 
such households a consumption stipend as it is provided by NSNP CTs plus other social 
assistance is, for many, likely to be required for life. Additionally, this stipend combined 
with additional social support, e.g. free health care42 may well be enough to raise them 
above the extreme poverty threshold.

5.5

40   The KHIBS Hardcore-poverty data was not analysed in this way but is likely to show similar trends.
41   See definition in footnote for Table 1 in section 1 of this report.
42   Sustaining poverty escapes in rural Kenya, Policy Implications brief  April 2018 USAID.

5.6

5.7
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According to the Kenya Wellbeing report the total food and non-food expenditure per 
month of an adult in extreme poverty is less than Ksh 1,954 in rural and peri-urban areas 
and less than Ksh 2,551 in core-urban areas (see Box 1 in section 2). Consequently, a 
package of assistance providing a monthly CT of Ksh 2,000, and free medication to that 
household could, alone, be sufficient to raise that household out of extreme poverty.

In contrast economic empowerment activities that focus on increasing incomes 
through self-employment or income generating activities should be focused 
on households with able-bodied labour43. Such households would be the focus of 
graduation approaches that support them to move above the extreme poverty threshold 
having provided them with the skills, assets and other capacities to sustain a sustainable 
pathway out of poverty. Such households would be targeted for a more time bound 
package of assistance i.e. a contextualised graduation package. This will enable other 
extreme poor households to access such assistance over time as initial extreme poor 
households ‘graduate’ off the programme, and for some, off the NSNP as well.   

As part of the extreme poor identification process households could be ‘tagged’ upon 
registration in terms of their potential for graduation. The exact criteria used to separate or 
prioritise households for economic empowerment activities should be subject to further 
national and local level debate. However, the HTM tool already collects sufficient data on 
household demographics, disability and chronic illness in order to enable the necessary 
filtering required. Very broadly it is likely that the elderly (OP-CT beneficiaries) and 
severely disabled (PWSD beneficiaries) extreme poor households would not be prioritised 
for economic graduation support but most other extreme poor households could be. 
In some areas, as highlighted above, this still leaves very many eligible households 
(>20,000) and likely to be way beyond the resources available. Therefore, depending on 
the nature of support and resources available selection and prioritisation protocols will 
need to be developed to select one household over another. For example, let us assume 
there are two extreme poor female-headed households, both with four children, which 
should be prioritised for assistance? If one has children aged 0-7 years and the other has 
children aged 10-18 years it may be considered more prudent to prioritise the latter for 
economic interventions and the former for social support. Additionally, one lens could be 
geographic. For example, in consultation between County governments and development 
partners, investments to target extreme poverty could sequence on a broadly sub-county 
geographic basis, progressively rolling through a programme of support in each specified 
area over a period of time eliminating extreme poverty perhaps by 2030. 

Table 6 sets out how different categories of extreme poor would be eligible for different 
types of assistance and support. 

5.9

5.10

43    Likely to include households with youth and adults between 15-60 years.  Clearly the exact criteria would be subject to some discussion and debate. 
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rAnGE oF ASSISTAnCE To  
EXTrEME Poor HouSEHoLdS

EXTrEME Poor HouSEHoLdS

EXTrEME Poor
IndEFInITE 
ASSISTAnCE
e.g. elderly, severely 
disabled

EXTrEME Poor
PoTEnTIAL For 
GrAduATIon
e.g. HHs with working 
age adults, OVC HHs 
with older youth

               1. ConSuMPTIon SuPPorT 

INDEFINITE CTS  
e.g. OP-CT, PWSD-CT

TIME LIMITED CTS
e.g. HSNP, CT-OVC, WFP-F/CFA, NGOs

               2. SoCIAL InCLuSIon

 
INDICATIVE ACTIVITIES;

•	 Health	care	assistance	or	exemptions
•	 NHIF	subsidy
•	 Scholarships	/	bursaries	for	primary	or
          secondary school 
•	 School	feeding	programme
•	 Nutrition	support	
•	 Self-help	/	empowerment	initiatives
•	 Housing	/	WASH	improvements
 

               3. EConoMIC InCLuSIon

INDICATIVE ACTIVITIES;

•	 Bespoke	graduation	programmes 
          (BRAC, BOMA etc.)
•	 Technical	/	vocational	training	subsidy	
•	 Savings	and	credit	group	promotion	
•	 Enterprise	grants	/	asset	transfer
•	 Business	/	financial	literacy	training	 
          or mentoring
•	 Value	chain	and	market	linkage	initiatives.

*as appropriate – not all households would require all activities indicated

TABLE 6: Proposed Assistance to different Extreme Poor Households 

CO-ORDINATING AND DELIVERING ASSISTANCE 
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Identifying extreme poor households and assessing the range of assistance from which 
they could benefit are important first steps.  However, establishing the systems to coordinate 
and deliver multiple services to identified households is likely to be a major challenge. As 
mentioned, the division in responsibilities for service delivery between national and county 
governments is not always clear, even within government departments. 

During the graduation workshop in October 201844 there was consensus that county 
governments are best placed to co-ordinate and oversee economic inclusion and 
graduation style programming in their counties.  The rationale for this is that they are nearer 
to the target population and are therefore better placed to understand local needs and 
context. They are also responsible for developing County Integrated Development Plans 
(CIDPs) which should form the basis for cross-departmental planning and coordination 
for objectives such as poverty reduction. County authorities are also better placed to map 
and track the external actors working across the county that already support extreme 
poor households in some way. 

As county governments expand and consolidate their revenues many are supplementing 
or complementing national government services e.g. establishing county level CTs, health 
or education initiatives or benefits. This can further blur what is nationally or locally delivered 
assistance. At both national and county levels most services are highly departmentalised 
and communication fora or other systems that facilitate cross-ministerial / departmental 
working are often limited.  There is no standard county-based structure of line departments, 
therefore different services may be combined or standalone. For example, in one county 
tertiary education may be the remit of economic development whilst in another it is 
combined with youth and sport. Even with clear divisions between departments it is it 
not clear how one department could be given the responsibility to coordinate the work of 
others, unless perhaps a political or generic high-level administrative department takes a 
leadership and coordinating role. 

Effective coordination is a challenge in all contexts and many counties lack the 
management systems and capacity to undertake cross-sector work well. Again, the role 
and value of the SR and social registry is critical. Enhancing county capacity to access 
and interact with the SR is one of the most essential elements of any initiative to coordinate 
the delivery of services to the extreme poor. This is because, as explained, as the data 
from the proposed / ongoing recertification and re-registration exercises is added to the 
SR, it forms a database of extreme poor households. This database already tracks the 
households receiving NSNP-CTs which represents the most extensive and core element 
of assistance. 

If county authorities had access to this database they would have the means to understand:  

	 •	 The	geographic	location	of	extreme	poor	households	in	their	county;	

  The demographic make-up of individuals in these households; 
 
  The relative poverty scores of each household. 

5.11

5.12

5.13

5.14

44    https://graduatingpovertyinkenya.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/agps-in-kenya-workshopreportfinal.pdf 
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This is powerful information that can be used to identify the locations / sub-counties 
with high concentrations of extreme poor households to which government and other 
service providers can be directed to focus assistance.  It can also be used to identify and 
classify extreme poor households into groupings to be prioritised for different packages 
of assistance in addition to a CT. For example; households with under-fives for nutrition 
and basic health; household with children for bursaries; and households with adults for 
graduation programmes. 

To ensure a consistent approach and recognise the national nature of the SR, access to 
and use of the SR by counties must be done as part of nationally developed protocols 
and in close collaboration with the MLSP. MLSP would retain centrally responsibility for its 
design, maintenance and operation but work to support and build the capacity of county 
governments to transform it into an interactive social registry. At the county level it will be 
important to consider the most appropriate location for the team created to access the 
SR and add information via associated, inter-operable MIS mechanisms. This will require 
thoughtful engagement by county level players to agree how multiple departments can 
work together to use the SR / MIS to coordinate their service delivery. It will also require 
concerted, medium term capacity building and mentoring support to bring such a system 
to maturity. 

The county level SR/ MIS should also play a key role in enabling county government to 
coordinate the efforts of external partners to maximise synergy and impact. For example, 
NGOs operating livelihood or graduation type programmes should be encouraged to 
focus their resources in the areas and on households identified as being extreme poor 
and capable of graduation (and report to coordinate / report on their progress). The 
activities of these external partners should also be uploaded onto the county level SR 
/ MIS. This not only avoids duplication of efforts but ensures public and private sector 
resources are directed most efficiently and effectively. Over time the SR also provides 
a valuable monitoring tool enabling all stakeholders to track the impact of single and 
multiple interventions over different durations to different types of household.

5.15

5.16

5.17
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Kenya’s Vision 2030 and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 1 place a premium on 
eliminating the deepest forms of poverty by 2030. The Government of Kenya recognises 
that despite steady economic growth and an overall decline in poverty incidence in 
the last decade, the country continues to experience high levels of inequality and large 
pockets of deep poverty. The recent significant expansion of the government’s social 
protection systems, particularly the National Safety Net Programme (NSNP), represents a 
major step forward in reducing poverty in Kenya. Nonetheless there has been increasing 
recognition that other services or support in addition to the CTs provided by the NSNP are 
required by many of the extreme poor households. In October 2018, stakeholders from 
Government, development partners and civil society convened a workshop on ‘Achieving 
Graduation from Poverty at Scale in Kenya’ to initiate a collaborative process to find ways 
to accelerate the scale up efforts that can directly tackle extreme poverty in Kenya and 
accelerate efforts to achieve Vision 2030. A Working Group on Ultra Poverty comprising 
the GoK and donors has subsequently been established to take forward some of the 
issues raised by the workshop.

This report produced for the Working Group forms an initial step in addressing some 
key issues that underpin a stronger collective effort to scale up graduating the poor, 
particularly as it relates to the extreme poor (the very poorest). It addresses the question 
‘who and where are the ultra poor in Kenya?’ and it proposes ways in which they 
can be identified and supported by building on existing systems and structures. 
The main findings are summarised below with recommendations highlighted in bold.  

The Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) has existing robust measures 
of poverty, including a category of extreme poverty, based on national household 
budget surveys. This defines the extreme poor as households and individuals whose 
monthly adult equivalent total food and non-food expenditure per person is less than Ksh 
1,954 in rural and peri-urban areas and less than Ksh 2,551 in core-urban areas.  

As highlighted, this represents 8.6% of the national population i.e. 3.9 million people or 
682,000 households. As such it represents a useful indicator of the poorest of the poor 
which is already being tracked and measured by the GoK. The KNBS metrics on absolute 
and extreme poverty are accepted by the Working Group as the primary definitions for 
poor and extreme poor households and individuals in Kenya.

Conclusions 
6
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Further analysis of the extreme poverty data for Kenya shows that it is highly 
concentrated in relatively few counties. Using KNBS data, this report has identified 
15 counties which together account for 63% of the extreme poor population of Kenya. This 
includes substantial proportions of the population in the most northern ASAL counties and 
some densely populated counties in western Kenya. Going forward it is suggested that 
several counties representing a variety of contexts be selected for new support or scale 
up existing social and economic inclusion efforts to enhance county level programmes 
and systems to reduce extreme poverty. Some of these counties should include the 15 
counties identified with the highest caseload or proportion of extreme poor households.  

Kenya’s Vision 2030 to become a competitive and prosperous nation is undermined by 
continued inequality which fails to ensure the very poorest households share the benefits 
of Kenya’s economic growth and development. There is growing recognition that the 
poorest households experience multifaceted constraints that mean they often fail to 
benefit from social or economic development efforts. Increasing evidence is emerging 
that these households require multiple interventions that are well targeted if they are to 
sustainably increase incomes and escape poverty. Reducing inequality means these 
multiple social and economic interventions must reach those households furthest below 
the absolute poverty line. Currently most poverty reduction efforts provide generalised 
assistance to those in absolute poverty i.e. over a third of Kenya’s population (36%). Such 
programmes are valuable and these efforts to sustainably move these households out of 
poverty should continue. However, given limited resources and capacity it is not feasible 
to provide multiple household-level assistance at scale to such a large proportion of the 
national population. As such, targeting of multiple household level assistance to the much 
larger absolute poor group means the vast majority of the extreme poor that are furthest 
below the poverty line will fail to be assisted.

Although KIHBS data from the KNBS identifies the counties that have the highest number 
of extreme and absolute poor households this does not mean the households have been 
identified by name. A national, or even county-level exercise to register or identify the 
extreme poor would require significant time and resources and a universal approach to 
identify extremely poor households across Kenya is not proposed. This is because the 
MSLP / NDMA already has a range of mechanisms by which it identifies large numbers 
of poor households for NSNP-CTs registering them on a national database (the Single 
Registry). The current systems have not been established with the specific objective of 
identifying the extreme poor (and many absolute poor) but have significant potential to do 
so with minor modification. The Working Group can play an important role in supporting 
the GoK in the efficient and effective identification of poor households on the nationally 
developed MIS (Single Registry). 

6.5
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Before (or alongside) any efforts to identify extreme poor households (in selected pilot / 
scale-up counties) further work is required at both national and local levels to:
 
	 •	 Understand	the	opportunities	and	constraints	for	taking	initiatives	forward	to	
  tackle extreme poverty at county level;

	 •	 Map	the	range	of	assistance	and	support	for	which	extreme	poor	households	
  could be eligible; and 

	 •	 Categorise	the	extreme	poor	households	into	groups	capable	of	benefitting	
  from appropriate and different packages (and durations) of assistance.

This report has categorised assistance likely to benefit extreme poor households in 
three areas; 1) consumption support; 2) social assistance; and 3) economic assistance.  
However, not all households need or would benefit from all types of assistance. Additionally, 
extreme poor households vary in the duration for which different types of assistance is 
required. Broadly some households will require assistance permanently (e.g. old people) 
whereas others have the potential to move sustainably out of poverty with limited, but 
effective targeting of assistance. In order to enhance the efforts of Working Group 
members, further work is required in this area to understand the types of assistance that 
is necessary by context. 

The majority of services and benefits to households in Kenya are provided at the local 
level, primarily via county authorities. Currently, most counties are unlikely to have sufficient 
management systems, coordination and MIS capacity to undertake a significant scale up 
to reduce extreme poverty. Additionally, they lack authority for (or even knowledge of) 
national services and programmes as well as those undertaken by external partners.  
Addressing these challenges will require a tailored approach in each County to address 
differing management structures, context and circumstances. 

6.9

6.10

6.11
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	 	 Map the current and potential provision of CTs, social and economic assistance to 
  ultra poor households from national, county and other providers;
➢  
 	 Build county level coordination mechanisms that include government, community,  
  non-governmental actors, and inform the development of CIDPs;   
➢  
 	 Support development of MIS systems linked with NSNP single (and in due course  
  social) registry which can track the range of services and assistance provided to  
  registered households (which can also be inputted to CIDP monitoring);  
➢  
 	 Use the Single Registry / Social Registry to categorise groups extreme poor  
  households to ensure they are identified for the most appropriate and cost-effective  
  types of assistance;
 
 	 Review the political economy, management structures, capacity and coordination  
  mechanisms recommending and facilitating changes that result in effective and  
  efficient cross-departmental service delivery to extremely poor households;

 	 Use improved MIS to encourage cross-ministerial / departmental coordination  
  and national and local referral processes;  
 	
	 	 Support to undertake / complete expanded NSNP re-certification / selection  
  processes;
 
 	 Use MIS to encourage coordination systems with external partners;

➢ 	 Develop systems for maintaining and updating household registration on the MIS;

➢ 	 Develop systems for monitoring impact and verifying graduation of ultra poor  
  households.

  

6.12 Such county level initiatives will require initial assessments to identify county commitment 
in terms of political will and resources as well the level of additional external support 
required. 

Ongoing support to selected counties is likely to be required over several years to enable 
them to:
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Recommendations for the Working Group    

Recommendation 1:
Enhance efforts to reduce poverty in Kenya with a particular focus on  households 
living in extreme poverty and the targeting tools to reach them.
 
The Working Group on Ultra Poverty should set out how it will enhance members’ current efforts 
to reduce poverty in Kenya. Specifically, a) it will support understanding of and draw focus towards 
the ‘extreme poor’ as a distinct and priority category within the ‘absolute poor’45; b) adopt and 
promote the use of the harmonised targeting methodology (HTM), and use of the enhanced 
Single Registry (with social registry module). 
 
Recommendation 2:
Seek to understand what packages of support work best across Kenya to reduce extreme 
poverty sustainably.
 
The Working Group on Ultra Poverty should seek to better understand, and commission further 
work, including new or accelerate existing county led social and economic inclusion initiatives 
for extreme poor households. The purpose is to ascertain and develop the most appropriate 
packages of social and economic inclusion support capable of sustainably improving the living 
standards (graduation) of different categories of poor household in different livelihood zones and 
counties of Kenya.
 
Recommendation 3:
Strengthen existing national systems and initiatives to achieve a reduction of extreme 
poverty at scale.
 
To inform, build on, and support national and county government policy and practice including 
the Ending Drought Emergencies initiative, the National Social Protection Policy, the Food and 
Nutrition Security Policy, Zero Hunger Strategy amongst others.

45  Basic Report on Wellbeing (based on the 2015/16 Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (KIHBS); Kenya National Bureau of statistics; 2017.
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In phase 1 (July and October 2018) Wasafiri worked with DFID, USAID and the Government of 
Kenya to develop and deliver a high-quality Graduation from Poverty Workshop. The Workshop 
enabled a broad multi-stakeholder group to consider how to take forward efforts together to 
reach the poorest Kenyans at a larger scale. The Workshop and a subsequent meeting between 
donors and the Government of Kenya developed shared understanding of a category of ultra 
poor Kenyans that are being left behind in deep poverty. They are unable to benefit from existing 
large-scale economic and perhaps social development interventions. Further, it concluded on the 
additional value that could be realised from a collaborative multi-stakeholder approach focused 
on addressing this gap. 

Prior to the workshop a consultation process was conducted to gather perspectives from selected 
stakeholders to better understand graduation programming, explore perspectives for graduation 
at scale in Kenya, what the key pillars of a national graduation approach could be and lastly to 
consider priorities for the Workshop agenda. Consultations were conducted with GoK ministries 
at a national and local level, county government staff, a range of development partners working 
in the field of graduation, several NGOs and research institutes. 

Building on this initial process phase 2, (December 2018 – March 2019) will ensure that momentum 
is maintained with Wasafiri facilitating the continuation of a working group and to begin a process 
of collective learning through an evidence and learning hub for the working group. Phase 2 learning 
will include one and potentially two studies to build shared understanding among stakeholders; 

 1.  A study to better define the ultra poor
 2.  A synthesis of the landscape to reduce ultra poverty.  
 
This ToR elaborates the 1st study.

The purpose of the study is to define what is meant by the ‘ultra poor’ in the Kenyan context 
in order to build a collective understanding. A common understanding by key policy makers is 
important in order to develop appropriate policy and programming. 

The study be split in two parts and will examine the following dimensions:

Annex 1
Terms of Reference: Defining and Better Targeting the Ultra Poor

Introduction

Research to define and identify the ultra poor

aNNEx 1
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Who are the Ultra Poor in Kenya?
 
The study will critically review international definitions of the term and related terms e.g. 
as used by international organisations such as the World Bank and CGAP and how 
these compare with Kenya poverty statistics. It will also draw on similar studies, where 
definitions have already been compared, where possible. 
 
The Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey (KIHBS) measures overall poverty; food 
poverty and extreme poverty. The study will review these metrics as well as several others 
in common use by Government and development agencies in Kenya. It will suggest the 
most appropriate to define ‘ultra poor’ for the Kenyan context and give an indication of 
the total number and distribution of the ultra poor in Kenya. 

Which Ultra Poor should be targeted for Graduation Initiatives? 

As the outcome of defining who are the ultra poor and their location, the study will try and 
develop a number of suitable categories for ultra poor in Kenya, i.e. based on common 
characteristics, are there distinct sub-groups within the ultra poor? This will then be 
used to develop recommendations and the report will suggest ways in which categorical 
vulnerabilities and other demographic data can be overlaid upon poverty metrics to 
identify a target group for the focus of graduation type initiatives.

Review of current targeting methodologies for safety net programmes and similar.
 
The study will make recommendations on practical ways to identify and register identified 
ultra poor households, which are suitable to partake in a graduation programme. 
Recommendations will take existing targeting and registration systems into account and 
will ensure recommendations are as integrated as possible with other ongoing initiatives 
around targeting and registration in Kenya. Cost-efficiency and effectiveness, in particular, 
will be included as indicators to assess the applicability of a targeting system. 

Recommendations for establishing strong monitoring systems for tracking progress 
of poverty reduction of the Ultra Poor in Kenya.

Building on the above, any systems developed for selection and registration of the ultra 
poor for assistance should also incorporate systems to track and monitor their progress.  
Again, working with stakeholders already involved in the monitoring and evaluation of 
social protection efforts would seem pertinent in this regard.

PART 1

PART 2

The report will be presented to the technical steering group beginning of March 2019. The group 
will discuss the findings on the report and discuss the scope of the second part of the study 
based on the findings. 

Potential scope for a second part could be:

aNNEx 1
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Deliverables

Duration

First report on findings of part 1 (max 10-15 pages with 1-2 pages executive summary) 
responding to the above research questions under part 1.

A presentation (virtually or in-person if budget allows) of the report to the technical working 
group guiding the initiative on findings of the first report.

Second report on part 2 (max 10-15 pages with 1-2 pages executive summary) responding 
to the above research questions under part 2.

A presentation (virtually or in-person if budget allows) of the report to the technical working 
group guiding the initiative on findings of the second report.

Approximately 15 days for part 1 starting in January and to be completed by end of February 
2019; additional days will be allocated to the work for part 2, when the scope is decided by the 
technical steering group in March 2019.
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The BRAC Graduation Model 

Annex 2

The original model developed by BRAC has been adopted and modified by a range of organisations 
into a range of many countries and contexts so that packages of assistance vary. The classic 
graduation model typically provides five inputs, usually over a period of at least two years. These 
include;

1.  Consumption Support: Small stipends that reduce the daily burdens and provide  
 participants with room tobreathe financially, while reducing some of the daily stress.

2.  Savings: Participants are encouraged to save, preferably via formal banking entities, to  
 guarantee their savings and, in this way, support the growth of their assets.

3.  Asset Transfer: Physical assets, such as livestock, are provided to help strengthen  
 income-generating activities.

4.  Life Skills Coaching: Participants receive regular personal home visits from programme  
 mentors who provide general support and motivation and personal development (such as  
 self-esteem, empowerment, communication and teamwork).

5.  Technical Skills Training: This training focuses on building basic skills in business,  
 financial knowledge and advice on the management of their business, including skills  
 specific to the business being developed by each participant.   

aNNEx 2
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Extreme / Hardcore Poverty Estimates (individual) by Residence 
and County, 2015/16 (KIHBS)  

Annex 3
aNNEx 3

rESIdEnCE/
CounTY

HEAdCounT  
rATE (%)

dISTrIBuTIon 
oF THE Poor (%)

PovErTY 
GAP (%)

SEvErITY oF 
PovErTY (%)

PoPuLATIon 
(‘000)

nuMBEr oF 
Poor (‘000)

National 8.6 100.0 2.2 0.9 45,371 3,908

Rural 11.2 83.8 2.9 1.2 29,127 3,273

Peri-urban 6.0 5.1 1.2 0.4 3,340 199

Core-urban 3.4 11.1 0.8 0.3 12,905 436

Mombasa 2.2 0.7 0.8 0.4 1,185 27

Kwale 5.9 1.2 0.7 0.2 820 48

Kilifi 7.0 2.5 1.9 0.8 1,400 98

Tana River 17.9 1.4 5.3 2.3 304 54

Lamu 3.2 0.1 0.8 0.2 128 4

Taita / Taveta 5.3 0.5 1.0 0.4 358 19

Garissa 23.8 2.6 6.7 2.6 432 103

Wajir 10.5 1.2 3.3 1.8 459 48

Mandera 38.9 7.1 11.0 4.1 711 277

Marsabit 23.8 1.9 6.3 2.6 316 75

Isiolo 8.9 0.4 2.0 0.7 156 14

Meru 2.8 1.1 0.5 0.1 1,471 42

Tharaka - 
Nithi

1.8 0.2 0.2 0.1 396 7

Embu 4.0 0.6 1.1 0.4 560 22

Kitui 12.8 3.6 2.7 0.8 1,098 141

Machakos 3.5 1.1 0.7 0.2 1,191 41

Makueni 6.6 1.6 1.1 0.3 959 63

Nyamdarua 3.4 0.6 0.5 0.1 686 23

Nyeri 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 798 1
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rESIdEnCE/
CounTY

HEAdCounT  
rATE (%)

dISTrIBuTIon 
oF THE Poor (%)

PovErTY 
GAP (%)

SEvErITY oF 
PovErTY (%)

PoPuLATIon 
(‘000)

nuMBEr 
oF Poor 
(‘000)

Kirinyaga 0.9 0.1 0.2 0.1 608 6

Murang’a 5.2 1.4 0.8 0.2 1,085 56

Kiambu 3.1 1.5 0.4 0.1 1,868 58

Turkana 52.7 14.6 24.3 14.1 1,084 571

West Pokot 26.2 4.3 6.0 2.2 649 170

Samburu 42.2 3.1 11.7 5.0 284 120

Trans Nzoia 9.7 2.6 2.2 0.7 1,038 101

Uasin Gishu 12..1 3.5 2.8 1.0 1,133 137

Elgeyo / Marakwet 12.2 1.5 2.8 0.9 469 57

Nandi 8.0 2.0 1.2 0.3 954 76

Baringo 8.5 1.5 2.6 1.2 704 60

Laikipia 15.0 1.9 4.4 1.7 507 76

Nakuru 3.7 1.9 0.4 0.1 2,031 75

Narok 5.5 1.5 1.2 0.4 1,078 60

Kajiado 11.4 2.5 2.5 0.9 871 99

Kericho 73 1.8 1.7 0.7 945 69

Bomet 6.1 1.4 0.7 0.1 916 56

Kakamega 6.9 3.3 1.7 0.8 1,876 129

Vihiga 8.2 1.3 1.7 0.7 627 51

Bungoma 8.8 3.5 1.7 0.5 1,553 137

Busia 26.8 5.8 4.3 1.1 840 225

Siaya 6.1 1.5 1.5 0.5 985 60

Kisumu 6.0 1.7 1.2 0.4 1,132 68

Homa Bay 5.9 1.6 1.2 0.3 1,072 64

Migori 3.6 1.0 0.6 0.2 1,126 40

Kisii 7.5 2.6 1.2 0.3 1,347 101

Nyamira 7.6 1.4 1.5 0.5 699 53
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Tackling the toughest problems. Together 

Africa Ikigai House, General Mathenge drive, Spring valley, nairobi, Kenya
Europe The dock, Wilbury villas, Brighton, Bn3 6AH, united Kingdom
north America The Collider, 1 Haywood St., Asheville, nC 28801, uSA

Email enquiry@wasafiriconsulting.com

Wasafiri is a Consultancy and Institute helping leaders and organisations tackle the toughest problems. 
Our consultancy serves governments, foundations, NGOs and companies confronting complex issues 
such as food security, violent extremism, health reform, and community resilience. Our Institute 
harvests and shares our learning to serve others working on the front lines of complex problems.

www.wasafirihub.com

mailto:enquiry%40wasafiriconsulting.com%20?subject=Enquiry
http://www.wasafirihub.com
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