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Globally as well as in the Eastern Africa region, violence and crime have been linked to youth joblessness, and 
perceived socio-economic exclusion from economic opportunities. The “economic link” to crime and violence 
is an old argument in scholarly studies that have attempted to connect economic deprivation, increased risk 
and youth vulnerability to crime, violence and disorder.1 More recently, the growing youth population in Africa 
has often been cited by some scholars as an exacerbating risk factor for political violence and rebellions. In this 
respect, Paul Collier’s work on “greed and grievance” in fueling conflicts is well known and has made the case 
that lack of job and economic opportunities for both young men and women predispose societies to violence.2 
This is especially dire for young women, who face many barriers including marginalization in access to education 
and subsequently from formal employment.3

In the Eastern Africa region, it is in Kenya where policy makers have most often and explicitly linked violence to 
youth unemployment.4  The National Youth Policy Sessional Paper No. 3, provides guidelines on how to address 
youth unemployment in order to prevent a descent into crime and violence. The Kenya National Dialogue and 
Reconciliation (KNDR) agreements that ended the 2007 post-elections violence, also acknowledged youth 
unemployment as one of the key factors behind the violence and underlined the urgency and importance 
of tackling it for Kenya’s social and political stability. Another, 2009,initiative, the Kenya Youth Empowerment 
Programme (KYEP) with its flagship programme Kazi kwa vijana (jobs for the youth) was aimed at providing low 
skills jobs for the youth in both rural and urban areas. 

Increasing and unplanned urbanization coupled with the lack of quality jobs has also been flagged as the harbinger 
of urban insecurity with young people living in unplanned settlements and urban slums increasingly resorting 
to illicit work.5 A 2010 World Bank  study on urban violence concluded that there was the ‘strong perception 
in all of the communities studied that unemployment, especially of youth, is driving violence.’6 Due to lack of 
livelihood opportunities, young men and women in slum areas may also engage in illicit economic activities 
and young women are recruited into prostitution and or transactional sex .7 Studies on terrorism have also 
suggested that economic deprivation and lack of livelihood opportunities provide the context of vulnerability 
to recruitment of youths into extremist movements.8 Drawing from these assumptions therefore, the view that 
investment in empowerment projects that provide jobs, and incomes to young men and women is a way of 
ensuring their economic and political inclusion and ultimately, reducing their risk and actual involvement in 

Introduction

1 A dated study in this respect is, Gary Becker “Crime and punishment: an economic approach”, Journal of Political Economy, (1968).

2 Paul Collier, “Doing Well out of War: an economic perspective”, in Berdal, Mats and David Malone (eds), Greed and Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil 
Wars, (London and Boulder, CO: IDRC/Lynne Rienner 2000).

3 Maloiy, L. (2018). African Women and Economic Development: A Tale of Contradictions?. In Handbook of Research on Sustainable Development and 
Governance Strategies for Economic Growth in Africa (pp. 443-454). IGI Global.

4 A recent report commissioned by UNESCO on violence prevention in the Great Lakes Region makes this point. Allan Korongo, “Regional Report on Youth 
Policies and Violence Prevention in the Great Lakes Region”, UNESCO at: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0021/002170/217098e.pdf 

5 David Kilcullen, ‘The City as a System: Future Conflict and Urban Resilience’, The Fletcher Forum of World Affairs, Vol. 36, No. 2, 2012.

6 World Bank (2010) Understanding and Supporting Community Responses to Urban Violence, Washington, DC: World Bank. xv

7 Oduro, G. Y., Swartz, S., & Arnot, M. (2012). Gender-based violence: Young women’s experiences in the slums and streets of three sub-Saharan African 
cities. School Field, 10(3), 275-294.

8 For a nuanced and critical examination of this assumed link, see, Corinne Graff “Poverty, Development, and Violent Extremism in Weak States” in 
Confronting Poverty: Weak States and U.S. National Security. Susan E. Rice, Corrine Graff and Carlos Pascual (eds), (Brookings Institution Press, 2010).
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violence. While these relationships and possible impact intuitively make sense, they remain largely untested 
through empirical data and research. 

This research addresses the theoretical and policy gap on the nexus between economic opportunities, youth 
inclusion and violence prevention through an in-depth and critical research study of the National Youth Service 
(NYS) Community Cohorts Programme, which aimed at reaching thousands of youth in poor urban areas by 
offering them jobs to improve their neighborhoods and provide them with a new sense of purpose in their life. 
Although not explicitly stated, there was always a policy inference that economic opportunities and jobs would 
potentially steer the youth away from vulnerability to crime and violence. 

The NYS was established in 1964 through an Act of parliament to train young people in various paramilitary and 
artistic skills.9 Until the late 1980’s those admitted to Kenyan universities were required to attend a mandatory 
pre-university training with the service. While it was not very active in the 90s and part of 2000s, this changed 
after Uhuru Kenyatta was elected president in 2013 and identified the NYS as a key mechanism for addressing 
youth unemployment and lack of livelihood opportunities. Consequently, the NYS was rebranded and launched 
in September 2014, with a new strategic plan and focus, which allowed for recruitment of community cohorts. 
By the end of the period in October 2017, the programme had engaged 236,250 community youth in 253 
constituencies across all the 47 counties.10 

Unfortunately, the NYS project in 2018 ran into problems of corruption leading to delays in its implementation 
and the prosecution of several senior officials. However, it remains the most ambitious jobs and economic 
opportunities project in Kenya that particularly targeted young people in poor urban and rural communities.  
The Kenya government has continued to allocate resources to the NYS project and has promised to reform it to 
deliver better results. Nevertheless, so far, no studies have been undertaken on the extent to which the project 
effectively included the youth as anticipated and the nature and terms of that inclusion; the extent to which the 
project reached the “at risk and vulnerable” youths.11   

Given its scale and the resource commitment from the Kenya government, the NYS project will continue to be 
a policy reference point for other youth-focused initiatives and thus provides a useful case for the study of the 
economic opportunities-violence nexus. Academically, the study contributes to the broader scholarly discussions 
on youth (men and women) empowerment and inclusion in Africa and the extent to which economic incentives 
and motivations contribute to prevention and reduction of violence. It will also be a timely contribution to the 
growing literature on youth vulnerability and (in)security in Africa and beyond. 

9 “How Kenya's National Youth Service has evolved through the years to be what it is” https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/article/2000167212/how-kenya-
s-national-youth-service-has-evolved-through-the-years-to-be-what-it-is

10 “President directs NYS to commercialise, play key role in industrialization,” https://www.capitalfm.co.ke/business/2018/02/president-directs-nys-     
commercialise-play-key-role-industrialisation/

    February 16, 2018. 

11 A recent report by YEDF notes that little is known about this project, just like the previous government investments in addressing youth vulnerability 
and violence. Youth Enterprises Development Fund, Report Meeting on “Multi-Agency Youth Empowerment Interventions in the Informal Settlements” 
22nd August 2017. 
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There is limited micro-level scholarly and policy evidence that investments in economic inclusion, skills training 
and job opportunities lead to less criminal violence and insecurity. Equally, little is known with regard to how 
these state initiatives contribute to the economic empowerment of youths, how it shapes their inclusion in the 
socio-political life of their communities and ultimately the impact this has on governance at micro and macro 
levels. Also, there are no empirical studies that interrogate the gender dynamics at play in these initiatives.

At the same time, economic opportunities and violence nexus remains prominent in policy discourses globally 
and specifically in Kenya. Youth job creation and economic opportunity programmes remain politically popular 
and many international development actors continue to support projects that reference provision of jobs and 
economic opportunities as part of  violence prevention and mitigation.12 Nevertheless, there is very limited 
knowledge and data available on the extent to which such interventions actually contribute to reducing youth 
involvement in crime and violence; the extent to which they reach the vulnerable and “at risk,” youths; and 
what works well and what doesn’t work in addressing both the challenge of provision of jobs and economic 
opportunities and reduction of violence. In Kenya’s case, so far, there has been no systematic effort to assess 
how initiatives to tackle youth unemployment affect or impact on their vulnerability to violence and crime.13 

In light of this knowledge and data deficit, this research specifically explores the intersection between the 
creation of economic opportunities for youth (young men and women), inclusion, and violence reduction in 
Kenya. Specifically, the project seeks to undertake a critical study of the National Youth Service (NYS) Community 
Cohorts Programme, which was re-launched14 in 2013 and sought to provide skills training to youths, a modest 
income and support them to establish income generating projects. 

This study hopes to break new ground on the nexus between youth empowerment in the form of income 
opportunities, inclusion in governance and violence reduction in Kenya in view of both empirical and theoretical 
contributions. Empirically, using the NYS as a case study, it will provide fresh and new data on the impact of youth 
programs that seek to improve livelihoods through economic opportunities, on the challenges of violence and 
exclusion at local levels. Data and analysis of the practical linkages between jobs and economic opportunities 
and violence reduction/prevention will be useful to policy makers grappling with what works well and what 
does not. Lessons from a systematic, critical and in-depth study of this project would no doubt yield invaluable 
data and insights to guide the ongoing review by the government and also offer critical lessons to similar future 
interventions. In addition, it will potentially inform similar projects undertaken by non-state actors at local levels.

Theoretically, the study contributes to the broader scholarly discussions on youth empowerment and inclusion 
in Africa and the extent to which economic incentives and motivations contribute to prevention and reduction 
of violence. It will also be a timely contribution to the growing literature on youth vulnerability and (in)security 

12 For an overview of state initiatives, see, See for instance, Mutuma Ruteere, “Assessment of Crime and Violence in Kenya & Recommendations for 
Criminal Violence Reduction (Open Society Institute  and Open Society Initiative East Africa 2010); Lainie Reisman, Kennedy Mkutu, Samwel Lyimo and 
Monica Moshi, “Assessment of Crime and Violence in Tanzania & Recommendations for Violence Prevention and Reduction (Open Society Foundations 
Crime and Violence Prevention Initiative & Open Society Initiative for Eastern Africa, June 2013).

13 Ruteere, M., Mutahi, P., Mitchell, B. and Lind, J. (2013) ‘Missing the Point: Violence Reduction and Policy Misadventures in Nairobi’s Poor Neighbourhoods’, 
IDS Evidence Report 39, Brighton: IDS. 

14 A recent report by Youth Enterprise Development Fund (YEDF) notes that little is known about it just like the previous government investments in 
addressing youth vulnerability and violence. Youth Enterprises Development Fund, Report Meeting on “Multi-Agency Youth Empowerment Interventions 
in the Informal Settlements” 22nd August 2017

Research	problem	and	justification
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in Africa and beyond. Indeed, as one study on the linkage between violence and economic opportunities notes, 
“we still know too little empirically, let alone theoretically, about the relationships between labour market 
participation, institutions and relations and violence.”15  Given the paucity of such empirically grounded studies, 
it is expected that the study will use the data to build on the theoretical debates and insights into violence 
prevention. 

The	National	Youth	Service
The National Youth Service (NYS) was created in July 1964 under the Ministry of Labour and established by the 
National Youth Service Act, which came into force on 1st September 1964. It was set up as a voluntary work and 
education programme for Kenyans aged between 16 and 30 years. The women’s training unit was established 
in 1967. The programme duration was for two years and the young men were provided with a small wage, 
food clothing and shelter. They would also learn English, Mathematics, and Civics from primary to post-primary 
standard. Its founding director was Dr. G.W. Griffin, a former colonial military officer and educator famed for the 
success of Starehe Boys Centre, a secondary school in Nairobi. 

Through the NYS, the government sought to create a pool of trained, disciplined and organised youth to undertake 
work on important national development projects. Its primary roles were nation building through volunteerism 
and service in the military during a state of war or public emergency and the defense of the nation (Kenya 
Case Profile 2013). Creation of the NYS was a major objective of the independence government, which had to 
contend with a large number of unemployed and unskilled youth. Similar youth service programmes had been 
initiated in other young African nations16 soon after they gained independence (Bjerk 2015; Melchiorre 2019: 
S66). Kenya was the 3nd African country to establish a national youth service programme, behind Tanzania and 
Zambia, which launched their youth service programme in 1963 (Bond and Cronin 2013).17 However, many of 
the youth service programmes in other countries had been disbanded leading many to prophesy that NYS would 
collapse, with some labeling NYS recruits as “Masikini wa Kenyatta” (Kenyatta’s poor men) (Ojiambo 2007: 270).

A major factor towards the creation of the NYS in Kenya was also the need to assimilate and re-orient militant 
youth who had engaged in pre-independence nationalistic struggles, so that they could fit normal working 
lives (Mbithi and Olewe 1971). Notably, the deputy director of the NYS was Waruhiu Itote (General China), a 
former senior general of the Mau Mau.18  Griffin however observed that that objective was only pressing in the 
immediate pre-independence era and was not a consideration in NYS’ longer-term plans (Mbithi and Olewe 
1971).

The NYS was instead oriented towards national development, where the youth only undertook projects that were 
in aid of national development. This generally excluded work considered to be the responsibility of community 
development and self-help groups. Mbithi and Olewe (1971:15) cite their personal communication with Griffin 
where he said of NYS’ contribution to the national plan: “The projects undertaken by this service must be of 
a size to accommodate at least one company (i.e. 100 servicemen).” The NYS recruits participated in various 

15 Christopher Cramer, “Unemployment and Participation in Violence” World Development Report 2011 Background Paper. P. 3.  

16 These include: Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Cote d’ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Malawi, Mali, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

17 Zambia’s National Service was however disbanded in the 80s and later relaunched in 2005, while the Tanzanian National Youth Service was closed in 
1994 due to insufficient funds. This makes Kenya’s NYS the longest running national youth service programme.

18 National Youth Service, “Our History,” https://www.nys.go.ke/about/
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national activities such as road construction, clearing of bushes at airstrips, agriculture, security, escort food 
relief and perform cleaning duties in government offices (Rori 1996: 2) They also took on major infrastructural 
development projects especially in remote areas where civilian contractors hesitated because of the harsh heat 
or the threat of wild animals and hostile community members (Mbithi and Olewe 1971).  

Through the NYS, the government also sought to create a disciplined and trained manpower skilled for manual 
labour positions. The recruits underwent vocational training in different fields including motor mechanics, 
general mechanics, electrical works, masonry, and carpentry. They also received farm training and technical 
training in areas such as clerical work, office and typing, accounting, driving, cooking, and plant operating among 
others (Mbithi and Olewe 1971: 35-36). Recruits also earned income through the NYS programme where they 
each received a monthly sum of Kshs. 20, excluding deducted monthly savings of Kshs.8. 

Another major purpose of forming the NYS was to create disciplined manpower to support security organs. The 
Constitution and its establishing statute classified NYS as a disciplined force capable of being employed with the 
police and military in the event of “war, insurrection, hostilities, or public emergency.” Nonetheless the NYS was 
maintained as a voluntary force with no penalties imposed for desertion, save for forfeiture of the member’s 
mandatory savings of Kshs.8 deducted monthly (Mbithi and Olewe 1971). All servicemen and women were 
however, expected to serve for a minimum of two years. 

Many of the youth also obtained skills that prepared them for careers in the security organs. The NYS was (and 
still is) a uniformed and disciplined service with clear rank structure akin to the military. The NYS also followed 
disciplinary procedures similar to the armed forces (Mbithi and Olewe 1971). The paramilitary set up of the NYS 
may be attributable to the founding director and deputy director both of whom had military training.

In May 1984, the government introduced the National Youth Service’s pre-university training (NYSPUT) programme 
ostensibly as part of the government’s efforts to  instill “in students an ethos of discipline and obedience prior 
to their arrival on campus.”19 It was also aimed at instilling in prospective university students feelings of ‘national 
belonging’, an ‘appreciation of responsible and committed citizenship’, and a sense of ‘loyalty to the state’ (Moi 
1986: 121).20 In the three and a half months programme, the pre-university recruits underwent paramilitary 
drills and lectures on patriotism and citizenship but parallel and separately from the regular NYS servicemen. 
The NYSPUT programme was however abandoned in 1990 from realization by the government that contrary to 
expectations, the programmes had unwittingly helped the students to better organize and protest against the 
authorities.

After Uhuru Kenyatta was elected president in 2013, he identified the NYS as a key mechanism for addressing 
youth unemployment and lack of livelihood opportunities. Consequently, the NYS was rebranded and launched 
in September 2014, with a new strategic plan and focus, which allowed for recruitment of community cohorts. 
By the end of the period to October 2017, the programme had engaged 236,250 community youth in 253 
constituencies across all the 47 counties.21

19 Luke Melchiorre, “Creating a ‘Monster’: The National Youth Service Pre-University Training Programme, Student Activism and the Kenyan State, 1978–
90”, Africa 89 (S1) 2019: S65–S89 doi:10.1017/S0001972018000918.  P. 69.

20 Ibid P.73.

21 “President directs NYS to commercialise, play key role in industrialization,” https://www.capitalfm.co.ke/business/2018/02/president-directs-nys-
commercialise-play-key-role-industrialisation/ Accessed on February 16, 2018. 
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Unfortunately, the NYS project in 2018 ran into problems of corruption leading to delays in its implementation 
and the prosecution of several senior officials. However, it remains the most ambitious jobs and economic 
opportunities project in Kenya that particularly targeted young people in poor urban and rural communities.  
The Kenya government has continued to allocate resources to the NYS project and has promised to reform it 
to deliver better results. However, so far, no studies have been undertaken on the extent to which the project 
effectively included the youth as anticipated and the nature and terms of that inclusion; in addition to the extent 
to which the project reached “at risk and vulnerable” youths. 22Given its scale and the resource commitment 
from the Kenya government, the NYS project will continue to be a reference point for other youth-focused 
initiatives and thus provides a useful case for the study of the economic opportunities-violence nexus.

Objectives

Overall Aim of the Study

To critically analyze and assess the extent to which the National Youth Service Community Cohorts Programme 
in Kenya has contributed to youth inclusion in economic life and governance and the impact of that inclusion on 
violence in Nairobi.

Specific	Objectives	
1. To assess the extent to which the National Youth Service Community Cohorts Programme in Kenya reached 

and provided opportunities for young men and women to participate in the economic life and governance 
in their communities.

2. To assess the extent to which the National Youth Service Community Cohorts Programme in Kenya actually 
reached those youth most likely to engage in violence or illicit work. 

3. To evaluate the local community impact of the National Youth Service Community Cohorts Programme 
- with respect to the inclusion of young women and men and on reduced levels of physical violence and 
criminality.

22 A recent report by YEDF notes that little is known about this project, just like the previous government investments in addressing youth vulnerability 
and violence. Youth Enterprises Development Fund, Report Meeting on “Multi-Agency Youth Empowerment Interventions in the Informal Settlements” 
22nd August 2017.
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23  David Mechanic, “Adolescents at risk.” New directions. Paper presented at the annual Conference on Health Policy, Cornell University Medical College, 
(1991). Cited in Marc A. Zimmerman, “Empowerment Theory: Psychological, Organizational and Community Levels of Analysis,” in Handbook of 
Community Psychology, Handbook o/Community Psychology, edited by Julian Rappaport and Edward Seidman. Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 
(New York, 2000); 43.

Studies on empowerment provide an important framework for helping in understanding social change as a 
result of social interventions targeted at the youth. The growing literature on youth empowerment points out 
that empowerment is both a process of individual change where individuals “see a closer correspondence 
between their goals and a sense of how to achieve them, as well as “an intentional, ongoing process centered 
in the local community.”23  

Youth empowerment initiatives such as the NYS Cohorts Programme seek to provide jobs, skills training and 
some income to young men and women as a way of providing them with the capacities to play an effective 
role in economic life. These opportunities are targeted at youth, who do not have prospects in other formal 
economic sectors owing to their lack of skills as well as their socio-economic status. The theory underlying the 
NYS project was that the young men and women would learn important skills on the job and also save some 
money from the stipend and after completion, use the skills to get another higher quality job, or set themselves 
up in self-employment. The enrollment of these youths in the highly visible and publicized project was also 
seen as a way of building their respect in the community, establishing them as role models for other youth and 
growing their participation in community governance.  In addition, by targeting youth, the project can be seen 
as a community improvement initiative as they would be gainfully engaged and diverted from possible deviancy, 
crime and violence.

Research	Questions
This	study	will	seek	to	answer	the	following	research	inter-related	questions:

1. To what extent has the NYS project in Kibera and Mathare contributed to the inclusion of youth in the 
economic life and local governance?

2. To what extent has the inclusion of youth in economic life and local governance through the NYS 
empowerment project contributed to the prevention and reduction of violence in their communities?

3. What lessons for design and implementation of youth inclusion projects does the NYS project present?

The	hypotheses	underlying	these	relationships	are	as	follows:

1. Participation of young men and women in an economic program is likely to improve their economic and 
social situation.

2. Improvement in the economic and social status of young men and women is likely to improve their 
participation in community governance.

3. Increased participation by young men and women in community governance is likely to reduce their 
involvement in crime and violence

Conceptual	and	Theoretical	Framework
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Youth
It is notable that youth is a contested identity, socially constructed and contextual.24 Age-based definitions 
provide one option that is commonly used by governments, national and international organisations to denote 
those who are young, old or middle age. In Kenya, official policy categorizes youth as those who are 35 years old 
and below. Beyond this official categorization, it is a social fact that those included and excluded as youth is very 
often the subject of social and political contestation. Youth can and is often a matter of subjective determination. 
This study adopts the official categorization of youth as those who are 35 years and below. It is however conscious 
that age categorization is also part of the various dynamics of inclusion. Thus, for instance, the study will be 
interested in understanding how people appropriated age to derive benefits from the NYS programme and if this 
served to deepen exclusion of young men and women in economic and political governance.

Initial reconnaissance of the sites as well as interviews suggests that the NYS was aware of the complexity of 
cutting off and excluding youth who were below 18 years- the age of adulthood. The project appears to have 
made adjustments to include those below 18 years and were out of school. They were registered and could 
access benefits using their parents’ identity cards.

Here we are interested in a better understanding of how individuals were identified as qualifying as “youth” and 
also “deserving youth”. In other words, it is important to establish what other qualifiers were required beyond just 
being considered “youth” to be enlisted in the Cohorts Programme.  We are interested in establishing whether it 
is those youth considered “at risk” or just in need. Who was responsible for making such determinations is also 
important?

Some	of	the	questions	the	study	will	seek	to	answer	include:

i. What are the policy and conceptual contestations over who and what constitutes the youth?

ii. Are there any challenges or shortcomings in adopting the official age category of the youth? (35 years)

iii. How were youth categorized with respect to the Cohorts’ Programme? Was it as per the official age?

iv. Who was included and who was not included in the youth category?

Inclusion 
The question of inclusion in development has been the subject of growing research and policy interest. The 
bulk of the literature with respect to violence has preponderantly been concerned with inclusion of youth after 
conflict and has often been part of the DDR process. Beyond post-conflict studies, development scholars have 
increasingly focused on a better understanding of social exclusion as part of the research and policy efforts to 
promote inclusion. A way of gaining a better understanding on what inclusion means and how it would look like 
is by understanding exclusion.

Carsten Kronborg Bak notes that social exclusion is complex and multidimensional and unfortunately, “relatively 
few empirical studies actually use direct indicators during empirical measurement of social exclusion.”25 Petra 

24  Schafer, M., & Shippee, T. (2009). Age Identity, Gender, and Perceptions of Decline: Does Feeling Older Lead to Pessimistic Dispositions About Cognitive 
Aging? Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 65B (1), 91-96

25 Carsten Kronborg Bak, “Definitions and Measurement of Social Exclusion —A Conceptual and Methodological Review” P. 424.
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Bohnke has argued that “social exclusion can be described as a comprehensive, multi-dimensional and dynamic 
concept that generally refers to the limited opportunities of individuals to participate financially, socially, 
culturally and politically.”26 Another scholar, Ruth Levitas et al. has suggested that “social exclusion is primarily 
about people that are highly disadvantaged (excluded) from a number of key living conditions, who have, for 
example, a low income, no job, an immigrant background, lack of qualifications or poor health.”27

An important policy instrument on inclusion is the European Social Inclusion Strategy which is part of the 
European Council’s Lisbon Agenda of 2000 which developed indicators to measure areas such as “youth 
educational attainment, poverty rate after social transfers, long-term unemployment”. 28These economic 
indicators if supplemented with others on participation in local decision-making could begin to suggest an 
important framework for understanding inclusion. 

Amartya Sen’s idea of capabilities begins to provide a more inclusive notion of what inclusion would look like. 
Sen’s capabilities approach focuses on individual’s in their moral worth and looks at their ability to live a “good 
life” or a life that they desire.29 Thinking of these capabilities for a “good life” takes us beyond econometrics 
measures and allows for the inclusion of measures such as involvement in the social and political life of one’s 
community.

Jennings et al have identified key dimensions of critical youth empowerment: (1) a welcoming, safe environment 
where youth feel valued, respected, encouraged, and supported, (2) meaningful participation and engagement 
of youth in community affairs to learn and practice important leadership and participatory skills, (3) equitable 
power-sharing between youth and adults, such that the adults provide direction and mentorship without 
domination (4) engagement of the youth in critical reflection on interpersonal and sociopolitical processes, 
(5) participation in sociopolitical processes to affect change, and (6) integrated individual and community level 
empowerment.30 These interrelated critical youth empowerment (CYE) dimensions will be reflected upon within 
this study and be used as the reference point of assessing the extent to which the NYS was inclusive and provided 
meaningful participation and engagement of both young men and women so that they could participate in 
sociopolitical processes to affect change. It will also offer a chance to evaluate the extent of integrated individual 
and community level empowerment arising from the NYS intervention.

Some	of	the	indicators	of	inclusion	that	the	study	will	assess	include:

i. Actual economic opportunities offered and taken up such as jobs or small businesses established

ii. Levels and quality of participation in local community economic and governance affairs

iii. Actual experiences of women as distinct from the men with regard to their economic inclusion and 
participation

26 Ibid. P.426

27 Ibid. P.427

28 Boyd Hunter, “Indigenous social exclusion Insights and challenges for the concept of social inclusion” Australian Institute of Family Studies

29 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom

30 Jennings, L., Parra-Medina, D., Hilfinger-Messias, D., & Mcloughlin, K. (2006). Toward a Critical Social Theory of Youth Empowerment. Journal of 
Community Practice, 14(1-2), 31-55
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Individual economic and social improvement
The hypothesis here is that the NYS youth empowerment programme most likely had a positive effect on the 
economic condition of the men and women enrolled. At the individual level, inclusion is likely to translate into 
jobs, incomes and business opportunities or initiatives. For those enrolled into the NYS programme, the study 
will evaluate the nature of economic opportunities they accessed, the process of inclusion or enrolment, the 
quality of those opportunities relative to their previous situation as well as broader market or economic realities, 
among others. 

Here we are interested in how at the individual level, the economic and social fortunes of the youth improved 
as a result of their enlistment in the Cohorts Programme.  

Some	of	the	questions	we	will	seek	to	answer	include:

i. How did the economic opportunities change the individual life of those enlisted?

ii. What was the nature of opportunities available- is it access to credit, job opportunities?

iii. How can we measure individual economic and social improvement?

iv. Which kind of questions can we pose that will help us in the above?

Growth	in	participation	in	community	governance	
The study hypothesis here is that as the young men and women improve their economic and social condition 
through the skills and income from the programme, their participation in social and community life grows. 
To that end, the study will assess the level and nature of participation of the young men and women who 
benefitted from the project in community affairs such as development initiatives, security improvement among 
others. How these young men and women are engaged by the local leadership is important as a measure of 
their growing recognition. The extent to which other youth have looked up to them for leadership advice is also 
an important measure.

Like in the case of Inclusion, we are here interested in how, where and on what terms were the youth enlisted in the 
Cohorts Programme invited and included in community governance initiatives and processes. Here participation 
could take the form of being part of committees or initiatives to address problems in the community. Such 
participation and inclusion is a marker for growing social recognition and could begin to tell us that the enlisted 
youth’s status and social contribution was changing. 

Some	of	the	questions	the	study	will	seek	to	answer	include:

i. What is the understanding of community governance? What will we be looking for in the field?

ii. How do we collect data to show marked increase in the participation of youth in community life after their 
enlistment in the programme?

Reduced risk of involvement by youth in crime and violence
The hypothesis the study intends to test here is that the growth in social esteem, respect as a result of 
improvement in the economic situation has a positive impact on crime and violence in the community as a 
whole. The assumption is that the youths enrolled in the project were those, like others in their communities, 
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vulnerable to being lured into illicit economies in the absence of the empowerment programme. In addition, 
the supposition here is that better participation of these young men and women in the community life has an 
impact in the reduction of violence, crime and insecurity in their communities.

The study does not assume a linear linkage between youth unemployment or lack of income opportunities 
and violence and crime. Rather, it is guided by the understanding of the complex nature of the issue and the 
recognition that non-causal connections are likely to be flawed or to exacerbate the problem of criminalization 
of youth, poverty and inequalities. Moreover, the view in some of the literature on political violence that youth 
are used by politicians for political violence, tends to erase the agency of young people. This study is conscious 
of the risks in reducing young people to political marionettes. 

However, the violence that this study is concerned with is not political but rather criminal public violence that 
manifests itself in the form of muggings, assaults and robberies among others. It is also the physical criminal 
violence rather than intimate violence of the domestic nature.

The study recognizes that the exclusion of domestic violence is likely to miss an important aspect of violence.  
However, the omission is necessitated by the fact that the NYS project was largely focused on improving the 
public spaces in the neighborhoods where it was implemented. 

This study is interested in understanding the impact the enlistment of the youth had in reducing violence and 
insecurity in the community. To the extent that some of the youths enlisted in the project were considered 
vulnerable to being recruited into illicit work or violent activities, their diversion may have had a positive impact 
of reducing crime and violence in the community.

Some	of	the	questions	we	will	seek	to	answer	include:

i. Did the project target youth most likely to be involved in violence/crime for enlistment?

ii. Was there indication of a reduction of violence/crime in the community following the enlistment of youth 
into the Programme? If yes, what is the evidence?

iii. What are the larger discussions on why the youth are involved in crime and violence? 

iv. Is it useful (or not) in this project to just focus on criminal violence rather than political; physical criminal 
violence rather than intimate violence of the domestic nature?

v. Is there a clear-cut distinction of these kinds of violence?



Methodology document, June 2020

12 © Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies

Study Approach and Design 
This study is intended to be an explanatory one. It is essentially an impact assessment. It is being undertaken 
several years after the project was implemented. Impact studies are important in assessing “changes in key 
indicators that have occurred since the implementation of a policy and the extent to which changes can be 
attributed to the policy.”31 They serve the purpose of: evaluating the impact of policy through measurement 
of changes in the short-term, intermediate as well as long term outcomes; establishing whether changes in 
outcomes can be attributed to policy; comparing impact of policies on different components; and evaluating the 
cost-benefits of policy.32

The study design is non-experimental given that we have no control over the programme design or its 
implementation. It is a case study of a project that has already come to an end. We are not able to use a 
control group either. Moreover, a randomized experimental design on the population would present significant 
if not insurmountable practical challenges as well as ethical problems. One of the implications of using a non-
experimental design for this study is that we cannot rule out alternative explanations for the impacts but will 
instead evaluate them all and through use of the available data seek to determine the extent to which they are 
plausible. A sound and rigorous study is still possible through this non-experimental design if the qualitative 
design as well as survey data and analysis are conducted in a competent manner.

The NYS case is representative of projects about youth empowerment and inclusion. It is large-scale, state 
funded and directed and seeks to provide low-skill jobs to young people who have faced challenges accessing 
formal employment. Mathare and Kibera, the two sites where data will be collected are a microcosm of many 
of the poor urban neighborhoods across Kenya and most of the developing world, where opportunities for 
quality employment and economic opportunities are limited. These two sites also have a history of high levels of 
violence and insecurity and thus present us with an opportune laboratory to examine the shifts in these social 
problems and their interaction with state policies.

Case	study	approach	and	case	Selection
This study will be qualitative, explanatory and descriptive. It will use a case study method, which is particularly 
useful in deriving new hypotheses and exploring causal mechanisms.33 This method is effective for “inferring and 
testing explanations that define how the independent causes the dependent variable.”34

Researchers interested in identifying causal mechanisms in social events are often confronted by the complexity 
and uniqueness of each case. In such contexts, case studies is an effective “means of examining complexity in 
detail”. Moreover, it allows the researcher to study his/her question within its context and to trace “backward 
the causal process that produces the case outcome, at each stage inferring from the context what caused each 

31 Centers for Diseases Control and Prevention (CDC), Brief 5: Evaluating Policy Impact  https://www.cdc.gov/injury/pdfs/policy/Brief%205-a.pdf

32 ibid

33 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2005), 
20-21.

34 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science, (Cornell University Press, 1997), 54.
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cause. If this backward process-trace succeeds, it leads the investigator back to a prime cause.”35 Process-tracing 
is particularly useful in helping the researcher uncover intervening causal mechanisms inside the “black box” of 
decision making and actor perceptions.36

The study will undertake a historical evolution of the NYS and its initiative over time to enable it to contextualize 
this particular initiative. A case study approach allows for thick descriptions and for the critical historicization. At 
the same time, the analysis will seek to generate generalizable insights and conclusions even as it examines the 
particularities of the project in each of the sites. 

Like every method however, the case study has its weaknesses. In particular, there is what George and Bennett 
have called the “recurrent trade-offs” that those using the method must make.37 One of these trade-offs is the 
problem of case selection, which robs case studies of analytical rigor.38 However George and Bennett have argued 
that the bias-selection is overestimated and can be avoided with careful methodological attention. 39While it is 
true that on occasions descriptions in case studies may veer off the questions, when done well case studies 
can provide useful insights into governance questions since their findings “develop cumulatively contingent 
generalizations that apply to well-defined types or subtypes of cases with a high degree of explanatory richness.”40

Study Sites
The informal settlements of Mathare and Kibera represent such a situation. They have been chosen on their 
pre-determined contextual analysis which on the surface shows they can provide fresh and new data on the 
local community impact of the NYS Cohorts Programme - with respect to better livelihood opportunities and 
reduced levels of physical violence and criminality. These locations are populated by youth of different ethnic 
groups, genders, political leanings, ages and economic status, who have multifaceted systems of networks and 
associational ties. 

Within Nairobi, it is in these two informal settlements that the government launched and rolled out the NYS 
programme in a big manner. The President and Cabinet Secretary Devolution (where there NYS was domiciled) 
made repeated visits to these areas and made references to the NYS programme in Kibera and Mathare as 
one of the key areas they have focused to empower the youth. As such, these two locations will offer a wide 
range pool of key respondents to enable the study make practical linkages between economic opportunities 
and violence reduction/prevention as well as assess extent to which the NYS reached young people who are 
excluded, vulnerable and “at risk” and provided opportunities for them to participate in the economic life and 
governance of their communities.

35 Van Evera Guide to Methods (1997), 70.

36 Jack Levy, “Qualitative Methods in International Relations,” in Frank P. Harvey & Michael Brecher, Evaluating Methodology in International Studies (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan, 2002) 131-160: 145-146.

37 George, A., & Bennett, A. (2005). Case studies and theory development in the social sciences (BCSIA studies in international security). Cambridge, Mass; 
London: MIT Press, 22. 

38 Janet Buttolph Johnson and Richard A. Joslyn, Political Science Research Methods (Washington DC: Congressional Quarterly Press, 1991), 124

39 George and Bennett, Case Studies (2005), 24.

40 Wamucii, P. (2007) ‘Scoring for Social Change: A Study of the Mathare Youth Sports Association in Kenya’, Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfilment of the 
Degree Doctor of Philosophy, School of Communication Studies, Ohio University, https://etd.ohiolink.edu/rws_etd/document/get/ohiou1188311928/
inline
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Mathare and Kibera share similar poor socio-economic conditions. Mathare came to be in 1963 as a settlement 
for landless people.41 Since then, many rural-urban immigrants have settled there in the hope of finding shelter 
and work. It has administration boundaries in form of villages namely Mathare 4A, Mathare Area 1, Mathare 
Area 2, Mathare Area 3, Bondeni, Kosovo, Huruma, Kijiji cha Chewa/Dubai, No. 10 / Mashimoni, Ghetto, Kia 
Maiko and Madoya. Around 193,000 people live in Mathare, a population that has been excluded from city 
authority planning, budgeting processes and provision of social services.42

Kibera, with a population of 170,070 residents (Republic of Kenya, 2009) began in 1912 as a temporary residence 
site for Nubians who had fought for the British in World War I. The name ‘Kibera’ means ‘forest’ and is currently 
made up of 13 villages - Makina, Mashimoni, Laini Saba, Silanga, Kambi Muru, Gatwekera, Kianda, Lindi, Kisumu 
Ndogo, Kichinjio, Raila, Soweto East and Soweto West. Like other Nairobi informal settlements, Kibera has been 
excluded from city authority planning and budgeting processes. Thus, the area has not been factored in public 
policy, leading to marginalization of the residents in a range of essential services provided by the government 
to other residents of the city. As a result, high population density, unplanned and crowded housing, and lack 
of infrastructure have characterised the informal settlement areas.43 Most roads in Kibera are inaccessible to 
vehicles, drainage channels on the sides of the roads are often blocked and heaps of uncollected garbage is 
always scattered everywhere. As aptly illustrated by Amnesty International piped water crisscross Kibera and is 
delivered to homes in the surrounding wealthier areas, but residents of the settlement must buy water at up to 
20 times the price of piped water.”44

Case selection is also about exclusion and we have excluded many cases from this study, some of which might 
be viewed as significant. Part of the reason of course is that researchers cannot possibly include all cases in a 
study like this and must make do with a small “N” if the study is to be manageable. Moreover, adding cases with 
similar outcomes adds little value to the objective of the study. 

This is a limited study that does not claim to apply to every case. Instead, it will possibly be more relevant to 
cases that are similar to those analyzed here. In any event, a study like this can only address a small part of 
similar situations within one city, country and beyond. However, if it succeeds in developing the proposed theory 
and the supporting hypotheses from the empirical studies then the study will have fulfilled its objectives.

41 ibid

42 Mitullah W. (2003) Urban Slums Reports: The case of Nairobi, Nairobi: UN Habitat; Republic of Kenya (2010), Kenya population and household census 
2009, Nairobi: Government Printers Republic of Kenya 2010

43 The Kenya Government has taken steps to improve the informal settlement areas in partnership with the UN-HABITAT through the on-going Kenya Slum 
Upgrading Programme (KENSUP). Its main goal is to improve the lives and livelihoods of an estimated 5.4 million people living and working in slums and 
informal settlements in urban areas of Kenya by year 2020.

44 Amnesty International (2009) ‘Kenya the unseen majority: Nairobi’s two million slum dwellers, Amnesty International Publications 2009.
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