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Introduction
The Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies 
(CHRIPS) undertook a study of the National Youth 
Service Cohorts Programme in Mathare and Kibera 
to assesses the extent to which it contributed to 
youth inclusion in economic life and governance, and 
the impact of that inclusion on violence in Nairobi. 

Job creation and economic opportunities 
programmes for the youth remain politically popular 
as part of violence prevention and mitigation. 
Nevertheless, there is very limited knowledge 
available on the extent to which such interventions 
actually contribute to reducing youth involvement 
in crime and violence. Data that analyses the extent 
to which the programmes reach the vulnerable 
and “at risk,” youths is scarce. Since there are no 
evaluations done, it is also not clear what works 
well and what does not in the implementation of 
the programmes. 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.

Using mixed research methods, this study therefore 
sought to address the gap in the data and evidence 
through an impact assessment of the National Youth 
Service (NYS) Community Cohorts Programme in 
Kibera and Mathare neighbourhoods of Nairobi. It 
was guided by three research questions: 

(i) To what extent has the NYS project in Mathare 
and Kibera contributed to the inclusion of youth 
(men and women) in economic life and local 
governance? 

(ii) 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? 

(iii) What lessons for design and implementation of 
youth inclusion projects does the NYS project 
present? 

The NYS Cohorts Project
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 in October 2017, the project had engaged 
236,250 community youth in 253 constituencies 
across all the 47 counties.1  Unfortunately, in 2018, 
the NYS project ran into problems of corruption 
leading to most of the cohorts’ projects stalling. 
Several senior government officials were prosecuted 
on corruption charges. 

1   “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. 
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The NYS remains the most ambitious jobs and 
economic opportunities project in Kenya that 
particularly targeted young people in poor urban 
and rural communities. It was large-scale, state 
funded, directed, and sought to provide low-skill 
jobs to young people who have faced challenges 
accessing formal employment. Nevertheless, so far, 
no studies have been undertaken to understand 
impact of the cohorts’ programme in the areas it 
was rolled out especially on violence prevention and 
youth inclusion. Given 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.

These preliminary findings are from qualitative 
and quantitative research, carried out in Mathare 
and Kibera informal settlements. The two sites 
are a microcosm of many of the poor urban 
neighborhoods across Kenya, 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 
presented an opportune setting to study the shifts 
in these social problems and their interaction with 
state policies.

What is Emerging from the Study?
A number of interesting insights have emerged from 
the study.

1. Youth beneficiaries in Kibera and Mathare speak 
very highly of the benefits arising from the NYS 
cohorts’ programme. They would welcome back 
a similar initiative. The community in general 
was also happy for the duration that it lasted, 
and like the beneficiaries, their regret is that it 
did not last longer. 

2. The programme significantly contributed to 
improving the individual beneficiaries’ economic 
life and livelihoods. Many youths reported that 
the weekly earnings of Kshs 1,648 and accessing 
loans helped them start businesses or improve 
existing ones. Some used the money to pay 
debts, school fees, settle basic needs such as 
rent, food and clothing, invest in their rural areas 
among other things.

3. The cohorts programme helped the youth 
to build their social life and standing in the 
community. Many of the beneficiaries reported 
that being identified as NYS recruits and working 
in Mathare and Kibera where they lived, made 
them feel useful and valued in the community. 
The uniform was a marker of respect, and the 
youth recruits were universally respected by 
their peers and older people in the society. 
Community members also saw the youth recruits 
as trustworthy now that they were identified 
with the NYS.

4. The youth built a new work ethic. For a majority 
of the beneficiaries, having to work within a 
structured institution that required that they 
observe specific hours was a new experience. It 
introduced to them the work ethic of reporting 
to work at a particular hour and keeping a regular 
schedule. In the focus group discussions, many 
respondents said that these values helped them 
in their other work endeavours after the project 
ended.

5. Crime reduced in Mathare and Kibera. From 
the key informant interviews and focus group 
discussions, many of the beneficiaries as well 
as community members reported that crime 
reduced during the life of the project. Some of 
the young people who could have been lured 
into crime were now actively engaged in the NYS 
work. They had no time or incentive for criminal 
activities and the weekly wages ensured they 
were able to meet their daily needs.

6. The NYS programme improved the community 
as a whole. The cleaning and sanitation work 
improved hygiene in the community and the 
road works and lighting improved the quality of 
life for the residents. Increased incomes among 
the cohorts also meant more business and 
income for traders in Kibera and Mathare.

7. While the programme was welcome, the 
beneficiaries and the community members 
were not consulted at the design stage. It was 
planned “development from above” and some 
of the challenges it faced arose from this lack of 
consultation.

8. The programme was inclusive in terms of the 
various diversities and in particular gender and 
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ethnicity. The community members were willing 
to make what they call “local arrangements” 
for accommodation and inclusion including of 
people living with disability.

Lessons for Future Programme 
Design and Implementation
A number of lessons can be drawn from the NYS 
Cohorts’ programme. These lessons are relevant 
to both state and non-state actors interested in 
designing and implementing similar programmes in 
the future.

1. The youth want jobs above everything else. 
Not all of them want to be entrepreneurs and 
some are in business because they could not get 
other jobs. Policy makers need to think about job 
creation beyond businesses even as they invest 
in those who have entrepreneurial capabilities.

2. A predictable income, however small, makes 
a big difference to the individual. Many of the 
beneficiaries were able to save and invest their 
earnings and also cater for their expenses with 
the little income they received from the project. 

3. A community-wide ownership of a programme 
such as the NYS will have more impact in the 
long run. The communities where the youth 
beneficiaries were drawn from, felt the benefits 
of the programme and embraced it wholly. 

4. Reducing the bureaucracy in transfer of 
payments is key in a programme like this. Most 
of those interviewed were happy that they did 
not have to jump through bureaucratic hurdles 

to access their weekly payments. The money was 
sent directly to their mobile money accounts.

5. Consultations are critical at the design level. This 
is important to ensure that the preferences of 
the beneficiaries and nuances of the contexts 
are considered.

6. Differentiation of skills is important to ensure 
that beneficiaries’ capacities and skills are fully 
utilized. The programme required that all the 
cohorts engaged did the same work irrespective 
of their skill sets.

7. Programmes such as the NYS Cohorts’ project 
have to reflect at the design level how best to 
engage youth as a social category. There are 
many below 18 years who could not legally 
benefit from the project yet fell in the same 
group of vulnerability that the programme 
sought to address. 

8. How to reach the “hard to reach” youth most 
likely to commit crime needs to be clear and 
systematic. Youth programmes need to build in 
a mechanism for reaching such young men and 
women.

9. There was a clear community-level impact on 
security and safety. However, the lack of baseline 
data on security and safety makes it difficult to 
measure the impact precisely. 

10. Even where programmes have not deliberately 
created mechanisms for gender and disability 
inclusion, there is a high level of willingness and 
innovativeness at the community level to make 
such inclusions. 
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Eastern Africa’s Regional Extremist Threat: Origins, 
Nature and Policy Options
This briefing paper discusses the potential for al-
Shabaab and other jihad Islamist organisations to 
increase their geographical reach and lethality in 
Eastern Africa, and examines the local Islamist trends 
in the region that these organisations can and have 
tapped into to create a regional security threat.

Policing and security implications of the BBI 
Report and Constitution of Kenya (Ammendment) 
Bill, 2020
The Presidential Taskforce on Building Bridges 
to Unity Advisory (BBI Taskforce) was appointed 
through Gazette Notice No. 5154, published on 31 
May 2018.1 This was shortly following the 2017 
general elections and was established following 
consensus between president Uhuru Kenyatta 
and Orange Democratic movement party leader, 
Raila Odinga. It was mandated to evaluate national 
challenges and make practical recommendations 
and reform proposals that build lasting unity in 
consultation with citizens, faithbased sector, cultural 
leaders, private sector and experts at county and 
national levels.

Youth Inclusion and Violence Prevention in Nairobi 
– A Research Agenda
This research addresses the theoretical and policy 
gaps 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. The methodology document 
outlines how using the NYS Community Cohorts 
Programme as a case study, fresh and new data 
will be provided on the impact of youth programs 
that seek to improve livelihoods through economic 
opportunities, as well as the challenges of violence 
and exclusion at local levels.

Strengthening policing oversight and investigations 
in Kenya
This report was written by researchers from the 
Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS) 
and the Centre for Human Rights (University of 
Pretoria). It is based upon research undertaken 
as part of an EU-funded project implemented 
by a consortium of partners aimed at ensuring 
strengthening police oversight and investigations. 
In addition to CHRIPS and the Centre for Human 
Rights these partners are the Independent Policing 
Oversight Authority of Kenya (IPOA), the African 
Policing Civilian Oversight Forum (APCOF), and the 
Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR).

Briefing Note 1 May 2020 COVID-19 and Countering 
Violent Extremism Measures in Kenya
This brief draws from discussions at an online forum 
convened by CHRIPS on “Tackling Terrorism in Kenya 
Amid COVID-19”.

Policy Brief 1 May 2020 Policing the COVID-19 
Crisis in Kenya
This Brief offers a review of the legal, regulatory and 
policy framework for the management of COVID-19 
in Kenya and how the police have enforced them. It 
proposes a number of policy options that speak to 
how policing of the COVID-19 as well as other public 
health emergencies can be enhanced.

About CHRIPS
The Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies 
(CHRIPS) is a leading international African research 
centre based in Kenya that conducts high quality 
policy relevant research on human rights, security, 
terrorism and counter-terrorism, violence, crime and 

policing. CHRIPS actively engages academics, policy 
makers and other key stakeholders in the generation 
and dissemination of new knowledge that facilitates 
the development of innovative and effective policy 
solutions to the pertinent security challenges in Africa.

Policy Brief 02 2/21 |5  © Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies

Other Publications by CHRIPS

Eastern Africa’s Regional Extremist Threat: Origins, 
Nature and Policy Options
This briefing paper discusses the potential for al-
Shabaab and other jihad Islamist organisations to 
increase their geographical reach and lethality in 
Eastern Africa, and examines the local Islamist trends 
in the region that these organisations can and have 
tapped into to create a regional security threat.

Policing and security implications of the BBI 
Report and Constitution of Kenya (Ammendment) 
Bill, 2020
The Presidential Taskforce on Building Bridges 
to Unity Advisory (BBI Taskforce) was appointed 
through Gazette Notice No. 5154, published on 31 
May 2018.1 This was shortly following the 2017 
general elections and was established following 
consensus between president Uhuru Kenyatta 
and Orange Democratic movement party leader, 
Raila Odinga. It was mandated to evaluate national 
challenges and make practical recommendations 
and reform proposals that build lasting unity in 
consultation with citizens, faithbased sector, cultural 
leaders, private sector and experts at county and 
national levels.

Youth Inclusion and Violence Prevention in Nairobi 
– A Research Agenda
This research addresses the theoretical and policy 
gaps 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. The methodology document 
outlines how using the NYS Community Cohorts 
Programme as a case study, fresh and new data 
will be provided on the impact of youth programs 
that seek to improve livelihoods through economic 
opportunities, as well as the challenges of violence 
and exclusion at local levels.

Strengthening policing oversight and investigations 
in Kenya
This report was written by researchers from the 
Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies (CHRIPS) 
and the Centre for Human Rights (University of 
Pretoria). It is based upon research undertaken 
as part of an EU-funded project implemented 
by a consortium of partners aimed at ensuring 
strengthening police oversight and investigations. 
In addition to CHRIPS and the Centre for Human 
Rights these partners are the Independent Policing 
Oversight Authority of Kenya (IPOA), the African 
Policing Civilian Oversight Forum (APCOF), and the 
Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR).

Briefing Note 1 May 2020 COVID-19 and Countering 
Violent Extremism Measures in Kenya
This brief draws from discussions at an online forum 
convened by CHRIPS on “Tackling Terrorism in Kenya 
Amid COVID-19”.

Policy Brief 1 May 2020 Policing the COVID-19 
Crisis in Kenya
This Brief offers a review of the legal, regulatory and 
policy framework for the management of COVID-19 
in Kenya and how the police have enforced them. It 
proposes a number of policy options that speak to 
how policing of the COVID-19 as well as other public 
health emergencies can be enhanced.

About CHRIPS
The Centre for Human Rights and Policy Studies 
(CHRIPS) is a leading international African research 
centre based in Kenya that conducts high quality 
policy relevant research on human rights, security, 
terrorism and counter-terrorism, violence, crime and 

policing. CHRIPS actively engages academics, policy 
makers and other key stakeholders in the generation 
and dissemination of new knowledge that facilitates 
the development of innovative and effective policy 
solutions to the pertinent security challenges in Africa.

Youth Inclusion and Violence in Nairobi - Areserach 
Agenda

This research addresses the theoretical and policy 
gaps 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.

Youth Inclusion from the National Youth Service 
NYS Cohorts Programme in Mathare and Kibra

This brief examines how the National Youth Service 
cohorts programme contributed to youth inclusion 
in economic life, governance and its impact on 
violence in Nairobi. Data for this Policy Brief is 
derived from a literature review, a quantitative 
household survey conducted by CHRIPS in April 
2020, and personal accounts from former NYS 
community cohorts who participated in focus group 
discussions held in Mathare and Kibra informal 
settlements

Impact of NYS Cohorts Programme on Reduction 
of Crime and Violence in Mathare and Kibra

This policy brief analyses the NYS project’s 
economic impact through job-creation and 
inculcating a savings culture primarily through the 
SACCOs. It explores how the inclusion of youth 
in economic life through the NYS empowerment 
project contributed to the prevention and 
reduction of crime in Kibra and Mathare.

Spotlight on Security and Kenyas Electoral 
Environment Sep 2020 to Mar 2021

This brief examines the political context in the 
lead up to the 2022 Kenya general elections, and 
considers the conduct and behaviour of political 
actors that may lead to election violence.

CHRIPS Annual Report 2020

This report provides a summary of research work 
carried out by CHRIPS in the year 2020.

Trends of Violent Extremist Attacks and Arrests in 
Kenya January December 2020

This report draws from the Terror Attacks and 
Arrests Observatory of the Centre for Human Rights 
and Policy Studies (CHRIPS Terrorism Observatory). 
It presents the latest data collected, disaggregated 
and analysed from 1 January – 31 December 2020. 


