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In 2019, the informal sector in Kenya provided a livelihood 
to approximately 15 million people. The onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 resulted in socio-economic 
shocks that primarily affected the informal workforce 
and informal enterprises, up to 88 percent of which 
are owned by women, according to the International 
Labour Organization. Demand for informal enterprise-
generated goods and services decreased. The pandemic 
left most informal women workers in Kenya with reduced 
or no income and an increased care burden. It also has 
exacerbated their vulnerability to gender-based violence 
and contributed to diminished disposable incomes 
necessary to enhance women’s access to health services 
or to meet their basic needs at home. The experience for 
women in Kenya mirrored that of many women globally, 
where the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated already 
existing gender inequalities. Evidence shows that women 
were also disproportionately more affected by the 
pandemic than men. Their engagement in unpaid care 
work increased significantly, and their time spent in paid 
worked decreased, scenarios that persist today. 

With support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
and the International Development Research Centre, the 
International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) leads 
REBUILD, a project that aims to understand how Kenya’s 
social and economic policy responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic affected women who work in the country’s 
informal economy. 

This report provides an analysis of the scope and nature 
of policies, strategies, implementation challenges and 
mitigation methods used by the state, private sector, and 
civil society, and demonstrates how they affected female 
workers informal urban economy in Kenya.

For the report, we conducted an analytical review of 
policies, institutional reports, newspaper articles, as well 
as a literature scan of journal papers, policy reports, and 
institutional reports published between March 2020 and 
April 2021. What follows is a summary of our findings and 
recommendations.

Findings: The COVID-19 pandemic widened existing socio-
economic inequalities in Kenya and affected informal women 
workers disproportionately to men. Movement restrictions 
resulted in the loss of livelihoods and reduced earnings as 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
well as disruptions in supply chains and a lack of access 
to markets. Of all sectors, the service sector, which has 
more women, was most affected by imposed restrictions. 
Before the pandemic, women workers and traders were 
often discriminated against when accessing credit. During 
the crisis, informal workers experienced an increase in 
risk to debts used to sustain their business operations. 
Formal financial institutions curtailed business operations 
of small-scale businesses that were relying on unsecured 
loans, thus resulting in work closures. Depressions in the 
business operating environments affected entrepreneurs 
and small-scale industries. Most informal business 
owners had to close their operations or work from home 
because of higher operating costs they incurred because 
of the government’s COVID-19 containment measures and 
subsequently business operational reopening guidelines. 
Although the government responded to pandemic-
related economic shocks by initiating social protection 
measures such as cash transfers to cushion vulnerable 
households from poverty, Kenya’s informal workers 
did not benefit. Nor did their businesses gain from the 
country’s economic stimulus package due to the “invisible” 
nature of the sector. By design and default, the stimulus 
package excluded the informal urban women workers and 
traders. They were not entitled to social protection such as 
health insurance, paid sick and maternity leave, pensions 
and other unemployment benefits, leaving them exposed 
to the health and economic effects of the pandemic. 
COVID-19 containment measures also increased women’s 
and girls’ exposure to gender-based violence at home and 
within the marketplace. In addition, movement restrictions 
and stigma associated with the virus at the onset of the 
pandemic impeded women’s ability to report gender-
based violence and access to sexual and reproductive 
health services.

Recommendations:
This analysis provides key policy solutions that 
policymakers and stakeholders at all levels must consider 
to better support Kenya’s informal labor market, a crucial 
entity in the country’s economic growth. 
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1.1 Overview of the Rebuild project 
The REBUILD project is an intersectional study focussed 
on assessing how COVID-19 related shocks and the policy 
responses impacted livelihoods, the experience of gender-
based violence (GBV), and sexual and reproductive health 
and rights (SRHR) outcomes for women who work in the 
urban informal economy.

The research design follows an interdisciplinary, phased, 
exploratory and iterative process positioning gender 
analysis at the center of COVID-19 policy discussions and 
the development of mitigation measures and informs 
reconstruction discourse and action in a post-COVID-19 
world. While this project focuses on the effect of the 
pandemic on women in informal economies, we anticipate 
that the evidence generated will be helpful in other 
situations where there has been a catastrophic breakdown 
in informal economies.

This report focuses on Kenya and presents findings 
obtained through reviewing COVID-19 policies and their 
effect on women informal workers. It highlights the 
gendered impact of government responses rolled out 
by the Government in response to women’s economic 
empowerment, GBV, and SRHR, as illustrated through the 
project conceptual framework in Figure 1 below.

1.2 Overview of the informal sector in Kenya 
The 2019 census numbered Kenya’s working labour 
force at an estimated 22.3 million. Women accounted for 
more than 50 percent of the total working population. 
According to the 2020 World Bank Report, Kenya’s informal 
sector accounts for at least 87 percent of employment 
opportunities.1   And based on 2018 estimates, the informal 
sector in Kenya offers employment to approximately 
15 million Kenyans2, compared to the 2.9 million who 

Macroeconomic context and policy directives driven by inequality, increase in GBV, privatisation, informalization, 
minimal access to social protection and social security, fiscal austerity and low expenditure on social infrastructure, dilution 
of labour laws, gender blind relief and stimulus packages, limited policy response to GBV and its linkages with women’s 
participation in the economy.

Gender norms including notions of masculinity and limiting women’s mobility and control over resources- that 
restrict women’s access to skills, resources, employment, access to infrastructure such as toilets, creche and 
increase labour market segregation, burden of paid and unpaid work, gender pay gap, and risk of gender based 
violence (GBV) including sexual harassment at workplace and other manifestation of GBV.

COVID-19 SPECIFIC IMPACTS, RESPONSES AND COPING STRATEGIES

Government Policy Responses - social security, relief, economic packages, services for healthcare and GBV survivors

Private Sector Responses - labour retention, payments, social security, conditions of work including 
addressal of of GBV at workplaces.  

Community - cooperation, support networks and pressure of civil society actors.

Access to social-protection and 
social security including cash 
transfers and food subsidies.

Ability to form collectives and 
bargain.

Agency and decision making.

Access to GBV redressal 
platforms.

Freedom from multiple forms 
of GBV.

Ownership of assets and 
access to credit and skills..

Sustenance in paid work 
(business or Jobs) and new 
opportunities.

Control over income and 
expenditure.

Burden of work (paid & 
unpaid).

Food security, access to 
healthcare including sexual 
and reproductive health care 
needs.

Women workers in 
the informal sector

Figure 1: Rebuild Conceptual Framework 
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informal economy. 

1.4 Overview of the informal sector in Kenya
Globally, the informal economy employs approximately 
2 billion people, representing about 61 percent of global 
employment. 14 15  In 2018, women aged 15 to 55 years 
old made up about 48.5 percent, of the global labor force, 
compared to 75 percent for men of similar age. Informal 
employment has increased significantly worldwide 
because of various factors, including reduced employment 
opportunities in the formal sector and the absence of 
alternative means to livelihood.16   

work in the formal sector. These 15 million Kenyans are 
domestic workers, cleaners, beauticians, mechanic, and 
street vendors, among many more. Besides, the informal 
sector in Kenya is highly unregulated, with workers therein 
enjoying limited or no social and labour protections. 
Kenya’s 2020 Economic Survey Report described the 
informal sector as volatile due to its small-scale operations 
and characterized it as semi-organized, unregulated and 
with limited technologies. Table 1 presents trends in the 
employment of people within the informal sector, where 
82 to -83 percent of Kenya’s working labour force falls. 
The official government statistics of the informal sector 
workforce is not disaggregated sex and gender. 

have limited access to financial capital, social protections, 
and to basic infrastructure that facilitates their operations 
and access to markets11 12   The informal nature of their 
work denies women opportunities to collective bargaining 
power. It also increases their exposure to harassment, 
sexual exploitation, gender-based-violence, socio-
economic shocks and health and safety risks. Contributing 
factors to these vulnerabilities include the unregulated 
work environments, lack of protection from labour laws, 
and limited or no access to social protection mechanisms, 
in addition to limited access to financial products, services 
and information, which impact women’s return on 
investments.13  The pandemic has only widened the gender 
inequalities and vulnerabilities of women workers in the 

UNPAID FAMILY WORKERS

INDUSTRIAL OUTWORKERS 
/ HOMEWORKERS

OWN ACCOUNT 
OPERATIONS

INFORMAL WAGE: CASUAL

INFORMAL 
WAGE WORKERS: 

‘REGULAR’

EMPLOYERS

POVERTY RISK AVERAGE EARNINGS 
Low High

SEGMENTATION BY SEX

PREDOMINANLTY MEN

PREDOMINANLTY WOMEN

MEN AND WOMEN

Figure 2: Stratification of informal employment

Source: Adopted from Chen, 201210

2019

TABLE 1: PERSONS ENGAGED IN KENYA’S INFORMAL SECTOR 2015-2019 
 

CATEGORIES 

Informal Sector Urban ('000) 4271.4

7765.4

12036.8

14758.5

82%

Informal Sector Rural ('000)

Total Informal Sector Employees ('000)

Aggregate Employees ('000)

Proportion of Informal Employees

2016 2017 20182015

4511.8

8238.1

12749.9

15565.6

82%

4801.9

8737.6

13539.9

16471.4

82%

5070.7

9212.9

14283.6

17295.8

83%

5337.4

9714.2

15051.6

18142.7

83%

2019

Source: Extracted and redrawn from the Kenya Economic Survey Report 2020 and 2019.

1.3  Women in urban informal economies 
Notably, women are over-represented in the informal urban 
economies3,  comprising 92 percent of the female labour 
force, compared to male workers at 87 percent. Data show 
that women workers comprise 89 percent of the informal 
employment in Sub-Saharan Africa, 95 percent in South 
Asia and 59 percent in Latin America4  5. This mainly included 
street vendors, petty goods and service traders, seasonal 
workers, domestic workers, and industrial workers. Most 
women are driven to engage in informal work because 
they experience poverty, have few skills limited choices for 
work due to persistent social and gender norms, the triple 
burden of care and the GBV conflict, and lack of access 
to and control of resources essential 
to start and expand a business, among 
others.6   Hence, some women opt for 
the flexible work environment provided 
by the informal economy despite the low 
returns and limited protections.7 8   

According to the International Labour 
Organization (ILO), women in urban 
informal work situations are more 
vulnerable to violence, theft, and financial 
difficulties than their male counterparts 
than their male counterparts. They 
are also over-represented9  within the 
lower strata of the informal economy, as 
illustrated in Figure 2 .

Women working in the informal economy 
occupy positions with low earnings and 
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Data show that 98 percent of the informal workforce 
operates in the agricultural sector, followed by the 
industry and service sectors at 77 percent and 70 percent, 
respectively.17  Informal workers include street vendors, 
waste pickers and domestic workers, among others. 
Despite their over-representation in the economy, the 
invisible nature of informal workers—they do not belong 
to a traditional, formal workplace—translates to their 
lack of access to the social protections enjoyed by those 
in formal employment. Informal workers are not covered 

by labour laws that allow for employment benefits, social 
security, and safety measures such as pension schemes, 
health insurance or paid sick leave.18  The informal nature 
of their operations also limits their access to formal 
financial products, such as credit cards or bank accounts, 
leaving them continually exposed to socio-economic and 
health shocks. Globally, many informal workers remain 
unregistered in social protection systems. The informality 
within which these workers operate hinders them from 
contributing to the existing protection schemes that 
benefit workers in formal employment.19 
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Impact of COVID-19 on informal 
economies and women workers2. 
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The social and economic shocks resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemic have disproportionately affected 
women’s livelihoods and survival. Not only have there 
been profound implications on women’s incomes and 
employment, but also on their unpaid care burden, 
ownership and control over assets, contributions to 
decision making affecting their economic well-being (food, 
security, shelter) at home, and their autonomy, which has 
diminished (lack of financial support, increased debts) 
during the pandemic. Recent evidence shows the extent 
to which the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated gender 
disparities in labour force participation with more women 
losing their jobs to engage care work particularly when the 
schools were closed or attending to sick persons.  

Movement restrictions translated into supply chain 
disruptions within the informal sector where many women 
are employed. This, coupled with, uncertainty about the 
effects of the pandemic on individuals and households, 
lowered demand for goods and services produced 
overwhelmingly within the informal economy. Stay-at-
home orders kept customers at bay and the pandemic 
also changed consumer demand for certain products and 
services. Increased job losses pushed more formal workers 
to begin working in the informal economy as coping 
mechanism and this created competition. Those who 
depended on them as the house helps and other informal 
workers were laid-off and thus exacerbating vulnerability 
among rural workers.

The Global Gender Gap (2021) Report reemphasized the 
difficulties women encountered because of job losses. 
While white-collar women workers afforded and facilitated 
their continued work from home online, market women 
were unable to conform to this new normal, as their 
types of work heavily relied on contact. Informal women 
workers were at risk of losing their employment spaces as 
automation in some of their workspaces meant reduced 
work and introduced shifts. 21  

In response, governments instituted measures to mitigate 
the pandemics on businesses, jobs, and wages. Country-
level differentials, in response to COVID-19, contributed to 
variations in social and economic outcomes. At the onset of 
the pandemic, government reactions included a complete 
lockdown of businesses, school closures, restricted 
inter- and intra-country movements, and adoption of 
preventative health measures such as wearing protective 
equipment, social distancing, and regular handwashing. 
Below, we offer more details on these measures.

a) Movement restrictions and lockdowns:  Governments 
instituted lockdowns that affected businesses, learning 
institutions, places of worship and recreation and other 
public spaces broadly. Lockdowns brought economies 
to a grinding halt, overwhelmingly impacting women 
within the informal economy, including daily/hourly 
wage workers and self-employed and home-based 
workers. 22  Women engaged in the informal sector 
lost jobs and income because of disruptions in supply 
chains, and had to reduce their business operating 
hours, which led to business closures. Female traders 

and some domestic workers became redundant. These 
measures also contributed to vulnerabilities among 
informal women traders. Some of them spent nights 
within their business premises or experienced state-
inflicted violence if they did not observe required 
curfews. The movement restrictions, however, did not 
apply to the transport of food supplies and related 
services classified as “essential”. The lockdowns did 
affect access to health services, resulting in unplanned 
pregnancies, unsafe abortions, maternal deaths, and 
other adverse outcomes.23  COVID-19 has further 
deepened existing social inequalities and heightened 

the risks for Gender-Based Violence GBV and violation of 
sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHR) 24  among 
marginalized groups, including women workers.25  

b) School closures: While school closures sought to 
protect students from contracting the virus, evidence 
shows the closures had a negative impact on girls, 
women, and households within the informal economy. 
Many families struggled to meet their basic needs—food, 
shelter, and access to health services—because of job 
losses and reduced incomes. For informal workers, this 
in turn increased their households’ risk of malnutrition, 
increased the care burden on women workers, reduced 
their time spent in paid work, increased their children’s 
exposure to sexual exploitation and abuse, and other 
harmful traditional practices, in addition to increased 
mental anguish among caregivers.26  27   

c) Social distancing: Public health directives restricting 
people’s physical proximity served to mitigate 
contagion. Conversely, many businesses had to retire 
or shelve some of the operations due associated costs 
of complying of COVID-19 containment measures. 
Businesses that relied on face-to-face interaction 
between providers or those requiring close physical 
proximity during the production of goods and service 
were among those most affected. 28 29   Services hardest 
hit by these measures include hospitality, education, 
transport, salons, entertainment, construction, informal 
social support/finance networks, and day-care centers, 
among others. 30 31  Social distancing measures resulted 
in business closures, a reduced workforce, increased 
production costs and new business models.

“Restrictions on movement 
and economic activities, 

especially within the 
informal sector where 

many women are active,” 
did “severely compromise” 

some women’s ability to 
earn a living and support 

themselves and their 
families.”

International Rescue 
Committee, Oct. 2020
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The lockdowns mentioned above, containment measures 
and subsequent policy responses contributed to layoffs and 
women spending less time on paid care, which resulted in 
reduced incomes, and more time on domestic and unpaid 
work. Service Transport sectors and service industries 
that closed saw consumer demand shift and experienced 
increased costs of doing business because of requirements 

to install handwashing facilities and social distance. Such 
measures have affected people’s livelihoods, especially 
those providing non-essential services at bars, restaurants, 
and other service points. 

Source: Adopted from Evans, D. et al. (2020)32

Figure 3 : Potential socio-economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic

Government
Decisions

Private
Sector

Decisions

Consumer
Choices

Service sector
colapses as demand

declines
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cessation or
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disruptions internal

and between 
countries
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Negative impact
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gov’t revenue

Regression of 
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Poverty 
increases

Potential for
disorder and
lawlessness

Health sector
overwhelmed

receives greater
funding to address

emergency

Indirect effects
ofCOVID-19: 

Behaviour
changes, isolation,
aversion, changes
in consumption 

pattrens

Direct effects from 
COVID19 

(sickness, deaths)



GENDERED IMPACT OF COVID-19 POLICY RESPONSES I 15 

©
IC

RW



16 I GENDERED IMPACT OF COVID-19 POLICY RESPONSES

3. 
Analysis of Kenya’s COVID-19 policy 
response and effects on informal 
women workers
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3. 
Analysis of Kenya’s Covid-19 policy 
response and effects on informal 
women workers

In most countries, including Kenya, COVID-19 response 
mechanisms took a public health approach. The responses 
focused on containment (isolating individuals exposed to 
COVID-19 or restricting access to individuals suspected/
known to have been exposed to the disease) and control 
(movement restrictions, closure of school and business 
premises, etc.) measures. This section outlines the public 
health, economic stimulus packages and social protection 
responses by the government of Kenya to the COVID-19 
pandemic, including those delivered by civil society 
organizations (CSOs). 

It is worth noting that the government varied its response 
to the pandemic based on risk of community spread and 

prevention efforts in regions with higher infection rates. 
Consequently, as opposed to a total lockdown, throughout 
the life of the pandemic, the Kenyan government continued 
to adopt a zoning approach to lockdowns by enforcing strict 
restrictions based on positivity rate. Thus, this approach 
has allowed business operations and economic activity to 
continue in counties with low prevalence rates. 

3.1 The Government of Kenya COVID-19 policy 
response  
Table 2 highlights directives aimed at controlling and 
containing of the spread of COVID-19 as well as fiscal 
and economic recovery responses between March and 
November 2020. 

©
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In response to the pandemic, the Kenyan government 
provided economic stimulus packages to cushion the 
businesses, particularly the poor particularly in the 
informal urban settlements. However, these packages 
amounted to less than 1 percent of Kenya’s gross domestic 
product (GDP). This did not directly respond to informal 
business enterprises, primarily because of their limited 
fiscal space, debt repayment burden, and the reduced 
revenue they generate. As of January 2021, Kenya did roll 
back earlier tax incentives and reverted to pre-COVID-19 
taxes to sustain and recover the macro-economic losses 
and reduce the lure of external borrowing.

The government’s response varied with the different waves 
of the pandemic and the overriding objective was to ensure 
that domestic production of essential goods and services 
was sustained including agriculture production. Local 
enterprises were encouraged and facilitated to develop 
medical equipment and products, including machinery, 
ventilators, and personal protective equipment, which 
aided in the COVID-19 response initiatives.

3.2 Social protection response mechanisms
The government issued $100 million to cash transfers 
for the elderly, orphans, and other vulnerable groups 
to cushion its citizenry from pandemic-related shocks. 
Through its social protection policy, Kenya instituted 
“Inua Jamii” a flagship National Safety Net Program 
(NSNP) that supported orphans and vulnerable children, 
older people food insecure households and people with 
severe disabilities with cash transfers.34 An estimated 
1,094,323 such Kenyans have received between Kshs 2,000 
and Kshs 2,700 per month35  from April 2020-February 
2021. Also, the Ministry of Interior and Coordination of 
Government Functions supported 108,00036  and 250,000 
37  vulnerable households with stipends of Kshs 4,000 per 
month to help cope with the impact of the pandemic. The 
government announced that those under the voluntary 
remittance to National Health Insurance Fund would 
access the outpatient medical services in their respective 
registered health facilities. They were equally encouraged 
to continue contributing to National Social Security Fund 
as a retirement safety net. 

The government’s fiscal response did not target most 
women, especially in informal work environments. 
Informal business traders are primarily outside the tax 
net and could not directly benefit from government tax 
incentives. Few women were reached by reduced interest 
rates and credit guarantee schemes on account of their 
informal work status. Only 5 percent of MSMEs (dominated 
by informal women workers) receive financing from banks 
and micro-financial institutions. This evidence suggests 
that financial relief to MSMEs likely did not include/cover/
provide for women workers in the informal economy.

Other social protection mechanisms that were rolled out by 
the Kenyan government are outlined in Table 4 below. These 
policy responses to the pandemic were not particularly 
sensitive to women’s and girls’ needs and circumstances. 
According to the United Nations Development Program’s 
COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker, less than 33 

percent of Kenya’s responses to the pandemic integrated 
a gender lens in its policymaking by, for instance, having 
measures address violence against women or women’s 
economic empowerment. None of Kenya’s policy responses 
targeted unpaid care.
 
There was no policy intervention related to unpaid work 
as documented by the Global Gender Response Tracker. 
44 Gender-sensitive measures only apply to women’s 
economic security and violence against women.

3.3 Response by non-state actors towards social 
protection mechanisms 
Civil society organizations (CSOs)and other non-state 
actors continued to champion women’s and girls’ rights 
throughout the pandemic. 

3.3.1 Social protection response
A consortium led by Oxfam and six other non-governmental 
organizations launched a safety-net program that targeted 
Kenya’s informal settlements, for which the European 
Union (EU), the Danish and German governments 
contributed €5 million, €2.6 million, and €0.5, million, 
respectively.45  The German government added €0.5 
million for water, sanitation, and hygiene interventions, 
which were implemented in collaboration with the Kenyan 
Government. Between June and December 2020, a total 
of Kshs 590,292,000 (about €4.6 million) was transferred 
in three monthly instalments to 29,400 families in Nairobi 
and Mombasa informal settlements. The program sought 
to help 117,760 marginalized Kenyans afford necessities 
during the pandemic. Although there was limited 
documented evidence of how these cash transfers affected 
informal women businesses or workers, given that the 
financial relief targeted informal urban settlements, the 
support likely reached many women residing there, who 
also work in the informal sector. 

3.3.2 Holding the Government accountable to GBV and 
SRH response. 
In May 2020, under the umbrella of Women Rights CSO, 
the Centre for Rights Education and Awareness, FIDA-
Kenya, Coalition on Violence Against Women, Equality Now, 
GROOTS Kenya, SDGs Forum Kenya and Kenya Female 
Advisory Organization, issued an advisory the pandemic 
calling on national, state and county governments to 
prioritize providing timely and appropriate resources to 
respond to gender-based violence. Their calls to action are 
highlighted in Table 4 in the next page. 
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4. Analysis of COVID-19 impact on 
informal women workers
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This section presents evidence generated from the 
literature review on the gendered effects of COVID-19 on 
women in the informal sector in Kenya.

4.1 Gender impact of COVID-19 on informal urban 
women workers (IWW)
A survey on the effects of COVID-19 on African women-
led businesses in 30 Sub-Saharan countries, including 
Kenya, established that 80 percent of these businesses 
had partially shut their operations, 41 percent reduced 
their working hours, and 34 percent and 25 percent laid-off 
employees and reduced employee wages, respectively. 46 

A study undertaken by Concern Worldwide (2020) found 
that many women workers in the informal economy 
experienced business disruptions. 47   For example, traders 
in urban markets experienced fewer clientele, increased 
business costs, economic shocks due to market closures 
and, supply chain disruptions because of government-
imposed restrictions. Those working within the hospitality 
and service industries lost their jobs due to business 
closures, social distancing measures and the closure of 
eateries, recreation facilities and learning institutions. 
Bans on domestic and international travel also heavily 
affected the tourism and hospitality industries, where 
women dominate as frontline workers. Further, differential 
impacts of the pandemic arose for women within the 
informal economies, including socio-economic pressures, 
increased care burden, economic vulnerabilities, and GBV 
and SRH. 

4.2 Socio-economic impact on women in the 
informal economy
A study by the Africa Green Revolution Alliance AGRA (2020) 
identified the three main constraints for women workers in 
the pandemic as access to the market (72 percent), access 
to finance (61 percent), and value chain disruption. The 
study further found that the loss of revenue, customers 
and workforce as well as standstill operations and business 
closure directly impacted women’s businesses during the 
pandemic. 

While outlining the COVID-19 impact on women, a study by 
Financial Sector Deepening (FSD) Kenya established that the 
concentration of women in high contact economic sectors 
and informal business ventures increased the economic 
vulnerability they experience due to lockdowns, layoffs, 
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Figure 4: COVID-19 effect on labor force participation in Kenya 

or restrictions. The health (frontline workers, e.g., nurses), 
wholesale/retail trade, (especially in the open air-markets), 
education (learning institutions and early childhood 
development and education centers), and hospitality or 
restaurant (food kiosks, catering, airports/airlines eateries 
and event management) were among the sectors most 
affected. In response, women in the informal economy 
disposed assets, forewent meals, or took up additional 
menial jobs to generate income.48  Closed markets and 
businesses and strict travel regulations severely impacted 
women traders who rely on public transport to access 
markets.49   Prevailing gender norms rest the burden of 
food provision on women, and as such, some women were 
reported to have sold off their limited assets to meet this 
need, thus reducing their financial power.

Low aggregate demand for goods and services resulting 
from the decline in exports, tourism receipts, job losses, 
shifts in product demand, and the inability to sustain 
emerging costs, has continued to affect women workers 
in the informal sector. Despite ongoing recovery efforts 
across sectors, most forms continued to shed labor to 
reduce their costs—actions that mainly affected women 
throughout 2020

4.3 COVID-19 effect on Kenyan women labour 
force participation 
A study by the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 
(KNBS) undertaken three months from the onset of the 
pandemic indicated that 62 percent of Kenyans had not 
reported to work since March 2020, whereas 78 percent 
of respondents were not sure of their return to work. 
Women’s absenteeism from work was associated with 
movement restrictions in place. 50 

The pandemic affected labor force participation with a 
decline reported between 2019 and 2020, as illustrated in 
Figure 5 in the next page.

The participation of the women workers reduced from 73 
percent to 49 percent. Many informal workers who operate 
within the night economy were affected by night curfews, 
thus halting production, and leading to women workers 
lose their jobs. Further, with school closures, women were 
mostly relegated to care work at home, thereby increasing 
the volume of unpaid work in the country. More children 
stayed at home, which reduced demand for childcare, and 
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resulted in job losses for women working in baby day-care 
facilities or early childhood development and education 
centers. The reduced working hours, eradication of social 
gatherings, and closure or restricted access to non-
essential services meant that women workers either had 
to shift their operations to their homes or close their 
businesses entirely.

Many Kenyan informal women workers and their 
enterprises were unable to pay rent, especially at the 
height of the pandemic in April and May 2020 because of 
reduced income (53 percent), temporary loss of job (22 
percent) and unemployment (14 percent).

4.4 COVID-19 impact on women’s time use for 
paid vs. unpaid care
While many Kenyan women were engaged in unpaid care 
work prior to the pandemic, this burden increased with 
the onset of the COVID-19, with women’s responsibilities 
doubling due to the gendered nature of caring roles and 
household duties. Rapid assessments undertaken in Kenya 
during the pandemic revealed an increase in time spent on 
unpaid care by women. 51 52   At the household level, most 
informal economy workers could not continue to provide 
domestic help services and leading to some women 
workers to migrate to rural areas. 
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Figure 6 : Means of transport in Kenya (April 2020)

The pandemic also influenced people’s transportation 
choices especially during April 2020, and affected the urban 
poor, including women. The Ministry of Transport ordered 
that public service vehicles and cabs reduce passenger 
carrying capacity to no more than 60 percent and ensure 
social distancing, among other screening protocols. Such 
measures led to increased fares. Meanwhile, the demand 
for transportation outstripped supply when curfews were 
imposed, which was to the detriment of women with 
reduced incomes. The increased cost of transportation 
hampered women from seeking paid opportunities, 
leading some to either shift their operations to their homes 
or close shop.

According to FSD Kenya, households receiving government 
support between April 2020 and October 2020 increased. 
In September 2020, about 4 percent of households 
received monetary support, whereas 7 percent received 
food support. 53 

4.5 COVID-19 and social protection among women 
informal workers
The pandemic-related economic shocks on most informal 
workers were further compounded by their lack of 
access to existing social protection mechanisms, which 
aim to support marginalized groups and households. 

Figure 5 : Factors affecting citizens’ ability to pay rent during height of pandemic
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Containment measures and reliance on data registries to 
identify potential beneficiaries for cash transfer programs 
hindered the identification and timely disbursement 
of funds to such households. Lack of data on informal 
workers also complicated the situation. 

The pandemic-related socio-economic shocks on informal 
workers who were not benefiting from existing labor and 
social protections further increased women’s vulnerability. 
to food insecurity, limited their access to health care, 
and curbed their ability to meet their basic needs at the 
household level because of a lack of disposable income. 
Most informal workers also experienced limited purchasing 
power and choice. Consequently, some vulnerable 
households within the informal economy would have 
benefitted more from food rations than cash transfers. 54

4.6 Access to credit and women collectives
A study by FSD established that during the pandemic, 
the informal credit markets uptake of digital loans was 
considerably increased, and this could be construed as a 
coping strategy to reduced incomes at household level. 
Mobile banking loans continued to be the most prevalent. 
Still, digital app loans (branch, tala, etc.) and mobile money 
loans (‘Fuliza’-Mobile overdraft) saw a steeper uptake in 
the last quarter of 2020. Lenders increased loan limits 
but halved their portfolios, channelling credit to the more 
“creditworthy” and fuelling the divergence. In the last 
quarter, people turned to friends and family for credit. 55

Women relying on collectives, also known as chamas, 
found it difficult to access credit during the pandemic 
because of their limited savings. In the first few weeks of 
the COVID-19 outbreak, informal women workers (IWW) 
depleted what savings they had. Simultaneously, some 
members in these collectives found it challenging to raise 
their monthly contributions due to reduced incomes, job 
loss or lack of collateral. Low access to financial safety nets 
meant informal women workers (IWW) had to resort to 
selling their assets, skipping meals, and relocating back to 
their rural homes, amongst other survival tactics. 56

4.7 COVID-19 effect on women’s safety and access 
to GBV and SRHR services
Existing evidence shows the link between financial stress 
and GBV. 57  58   Government-imposed pandemic restrictions, 
as well as the rising costs of living and conducting 
businesses, heightened the vulnerability of women and 
girls to domestic violence, child abuse and other forms of 
GBV.59  These vulnerabilities predisposed them to mental 
ill-health, unintended pregnancy, and adverse health 
outcomes.60  In addition, they experience in access to 
services and health facilities amid the pandemic. 61 

Between January and December 2020, a total of 5009 cases 
were recorded through the National GBV toll-free helpline 
1195, translating to an increase of 1,411 reported cases, or 
36 percent, over the previous year. 62 Nairobi, Kakamega, 
Kisumu, Nakuru, and Kiambu counties reported the 
highest number of GBV cases. Unpublished data from 
the judiciary revealed that sexual offenses constituted 
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35.8 percent of judicial matters handled since the onset 
of the pandemic. A National Crime Research Centre 
study found a 92 percent increase in GBV cases recorded 
between January and June 2020 compared with 2019. The 
most common forms of GBV identified in the study were 
physical assault, rape/attempted rape, murder, sexual 
offenses, defilement, grievous harm, physical abuse, child 
marriages, psychological torture, and child neglect. Some 
of the factors contributing to these violations included 
alcohol, drug/substance abuse, poverty, domestic disputes, 
retrogressive cultural practices, and a lack of safety nets 
for those in distress. 

Women’s access to GBV and SRH services were limited 
during the pandemic, in part because of movement 
restrictions and reduced incomes. 63  64       Additionally, limited-
service uptake was linked to stigma and unwillingness to 
visit health facilities due to fear of contracting COVID-19 
from the hospitals, especially at the onset of the pandemic. 
However, media reports highlighted the rollout of 
innovative approaches, such as “Wheels for Life”, that 
provided emergency transportation to people with chronic 
conditions and pregnant mothers, which supported their 
access to care during curfew. According to the Midwife 
Association of Kenya, maternal and child-related deaths 
increased under the curfew.65

Table 5 shows the number of adolescents who accessed 
ANC services in the first five months of 2020 compared 
2019. 66

Findings show that within the first five months of 2020, 
demand for pre-natal care by adolescents aged 10 to19 
declined because of fear of contracting COVID-19 in health 
facilities. Many adolescent girls who had benefited from 
school initiated medical check-ups and care, received less 
support or attention once they had to stay home during 
the pandemic.

Kenya Health Information System data on girls’ first ante-
natal care visit show a decline in pregnancies among girls 
15 to 19 years old and no change for girls aged 10 to 14 
nationally. 67  However, the report shows an increase in 
number of pregnancies among 10-14 years old girls in 
urban areas of Nairobi and Mombasa, reflecting a need 
for early sensitization or comprehensive sex education for 
urban girls in this age group, and interventions to delay 
their sexual debut.

Media reports also highlighted incidences of police 
brutality in response to curfew and lockdown violations 
among traders, the majority being women. 68 69 70

TABLE 5: ADOLESCENTS (AGE 10 - 19) PRESENTING WITH PREGNANCY
         AT HEALTH FACILITIES   

MONTH

January

February

March

April

May

TOTAL

37727

31299

36063

34142

36257

175488

34342

30524

29658

27712

29197

151433

-3385

-775

-6405

-6430

-7060

-24055

-9%

-2%

-18%

-19%

-19%

-14%

2019 2020* Δ % Δ

Source: Data extract from Kenya Health Information System (KHIS) as of June 19, 2020

TABLE 6: REPORTED INCIDENCES OF TEENAGE PREGNANCIES AT 1ST ANC 
        VISIT (JAN-DEC 2020)   

AREA

Kenya

Nairobi

Mombasa

Frequency

% of total pop

Frequency

% of total pop

Frequency

% of total pop

20,188

1%

2,432

1%

74

0.1%

391,997

15%

24,113

13%

3,627

7%

COUNT & 
PROPORTION

MOH 711 NO. 
ADOLESCENTS 
(10-14 YEARS) 
PRESENTING 
WITH PREGNANCY 
AT 1ST ANC VISIT

MOH 711 NO. 
ADOLESCENTS 
(15-19 YEARS) 
PRESENTING 
WITH PREGNANCY 
AT 1ST ANC VISIT

MOH 711 NO. 
ADOLESCENTS 
(10-14 YEARS) 
PRESENTING 
WITH PREGNANCY 
AT 1ST ANC VISIT

MOH 711 NO. 
ADOLESCENTS 
(10-14 YEARS) 
PRESENTING 
WITH PREGNANCY 
AT 1ST ANC VISIT

2019 2020

18,837

1%

3,032

2%

90

0.2%

317,042

12%

19,526

10%

2,276

4%

2019 2020

Source: Data extract from Kenya Health Information System (KHIS) as of December 31 2020
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5. Conclusion and recommendations
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This section highlights recommended measures to protect 
women in the informal economy from ongoing  and future 
pandemic-related shocks and for policy actors to adopt 
a gender lens in their response to and recovery from the 
pandemic. 

Evidence presented in this report shows how women 
informal workers’ socioeconomic vulnerability increased 
due to pandemic-related shocks, lockdowns, and non-
gender responsive policies of the government of Kenya. The 
contributions of Kenya’s informal sector to employment 
opportunities and GDP cannot be overlooked. Policy 
interventions ought to focus on inclusivity by developing 
frameworks that address gaps faced by informal workers, 
such as their lack of labor and social protections, difficulties 
in accessing credit and exclusion from economic stimulus 
programs.

5.1 Widen the social protection mechanisms to 
include informal workers.
There is a need for gender-responsive social protection 
systems that safeguard the safety nets for women in the 
informal economy. Social protection measures such as 
cash transfers played a crucial role in cushioning those 
who were rendered jobless during the pandemic. Cash 
transfers, to some extent, serve as an income replacement. 
Under the Kenya Government’s Big Four Agenda 71 , the 
government should in the medium term expand access 
to affordable and quality health care for all, including 
childcare services, through its Universal Health Coverage 
program. This will help support women in the labor force 
and those engaged in unpaid care work. 

During the pandemic, the Kenyan government relied on 
mobile money platforms to roll out cash transfer programs. 
However, the government needs to enhance its investment 
in technology that can provide greater ease of access to 
digital platforms for those accessing cash transfers.
In collaboration with informal sector worker networks, 
leaders ought to develop a digital register that captures 
vulnerable workers in the informal economy to enrol in 
cash transfer programmes and for accountability purposes. 
In addition to cash transfers, the government and key 
stakeholders should analyze whether social protection 
mechanisms could be helpful to informal women workers. 
Many households that experienced reduced incomes 
during the pandemic coped by compromised their basic 
needs, such as food and nutrition . 72

 
More innovative policies are also needed to protect workers 
in the informal economy through a combination of non-
contributory and contributory schemes for social health 
insurance and retirement and by facilitating workers’ 
transition to the formal economy in the longer term. 
Engagement with informal workers’ organizations, such 
as associations of artisans, taxi drivers, street vendors, 
domestic workers’ unions, market vendors, etc., should 
inform the design and implementation of such support 
measures. 

The Kenyan government should continue introducing and 
disseminating economic support packages, including direct 

cash transfers, expanded employment benefits, tax breaks 
and extended family and child benefits for vulnerable 
women and their families in informal urban settlements. 
This could continue in the intermediated and sustainably 
into the future. There are debates about making a social 
welfare state to lift those who have been left behind out 
of poverty. 

5.2 Optimize labor force participation by informal 
women workers. 
Women workers’ job uncertainties and insecurities with 
the informal sector and the dual conflict between paid and 
unpaid care work call for deliberate mitigation measures. 
Unpaid care work remains neglected within policymaking 
processes. There is a need for gender-equitable work 
policies that recognizes and champions equitable 
distribution of care and domestic work between men and 
women. In addition, since the pandemic increased the 
number of people who shifted from formal to informal 
work as a coping mechanism. Hence, frameworks are 
needed to cushion the burgeoning informal sector from 
economic shocks by creating a favourable a business 
environment that promotes growth. 73 

Retaining employees in the workforce, especially within 
the informal economy, is crucial. To do so, we recommend 
that relevant actors, including the private sector and the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Services develop job protection 
and safety nets for the informal workforce. These include 
institutionalizing mechanisms that provide paid leave, 
flexible work options, health insurance, etc.—all of which 
will go a long way toward safeguarding employee earnings 
and disposable incomes during economic crises. 

Finally, the government should deliberately engage with 
informal sector networks and associations to design 
economic stimulus packages that enable informal workers 
to benefit from stipulated monetary and fiscal incentives. 
74 

5.3 Ease of access to credit by informal workers and 
entrepreneurs 
Financial institutions should consider developing products 
to improve informal women workers’ access to unsecured 
loans and business financing. Such mechanisms could 
include setting up dedicated financial facilities to help 
small businesses address the pandemic’s short-term 
consequences, including temporary tax relief, reliable 
lending programs and direct financial support. Financial 
institutions and women’s economic empowerment actors 
also should intensify capacity-building efforts to strengthen 
informal workers’ business resilience. This could be 
through offering training or mentorship programmes 
development and application of business risk mitigation 
plans, debt management, and resilience. 
 
5.4 Integrating gender analysis in policy formulation 
during a pandemic or economic crisis.
A gendered lens to policy formulation and emergency 
response during a crisis is paramount. Kenya’s National 
COVID-19 Response Taskforce should utilize a multilevel, 
multi-sectoral approach to inform the development of 



34 I GENDERED IMPACT OF COVID-19 POLICY RESPONSES

protection measures against GBV. This should include 
increasing resources to build more shelters and hotlines 
and enlisting GBV frontline responders as essential service 
providers. 

The Ministry of Public Service, Gender Affairs and Social 
Protection and Senior Citizen Affairs, the Parliament, and 
the Council of Governors have the mandate and obligation 
to ensure that all legal, policy and structural adjustments 
to support a sustainable recovery undergo a robust gender 
and intersectional analysis. 

The Government of Kenya through respective departments 
and directorates ensure that that gender-responsive 
and human-centered service delivery for individuals is 
integrated across relevant spheres—such as the health, 
social services, education, employment, and justice 
sectors—during a crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The government should adopt a risk-based approach 
to GBV prevention to ensure pandemic containment 
measures do not increase GBV occurrences. It should also 
enhance its ability to collect gender-disaggregated data, 
including data that address how marginalized groups, such 
as women workers in the informal economy, are affected 
by economic crisis.

5.5 Conclusion
In the medium and long term, the pandemic and its 
associated socio-economic effects will severely destabilize 
informal businesses and the livelihoods of women workers 
in the informal economy. Hence, there is a need to further 
analyze coping mechanisms and resilience measures that 
can promote the informal sector’s recovery. The multi-
faceted impact of the pandemic calls for an intersectional 
approach to the design of interventions, which should be 
contextualized to the various sectors and sub-sectors in 
the informal economy The diversity of women and their 
businesses in the informal economy require a gendered 
analysis to understand the effect of the pandemic on them. 
Additionally, women should also be intentionally and 
actively involved in designing solutions. Interventions by 
government agencies and development partners should 
collaborate with informal workers’ associations to design 
inclusive social protection schemes to safeguard workers’ 
livelihoods from future risks.
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