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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?

3. Demographic indicators 

2.1 Population distribution

According to Bloom, Canning, and Sevilla (2003), the size and composition of a household has implications on its 
welfare. Changes in the composition of different age groups are linked with household movements into and out 
of poverty due to the different needs throughout the life cycle: the young require intensive investment in health 
and education; prime-age adults require supply of labour and savings; and the aged require health care and 
retirement income. 

The population structure has significant implications on labour, provision of social services and issues of social 
security. A large child population presents the challenge of provision of essential services like education and child 
health. A small working age population means that only a few people in the entire population continue to shoulder 
the burden of taxation and care for those that are dependent on them.

Kenya’s demographic structure is that of a pyramid (see Figure 2.1) with those  aged between 0 and 14 years (the 
children) comprising of 43% of the total population while those aged between 15 and 34 (youth) comprising of 
35% of the total population. The working age population (15-64) comprises of 53.4% of the total population while 
the elderly (65+) comprise of 3.5% of the total population. 

The population distribution differs between rural areas and urban areas (see figure 2.2 and figure 2.3). Urban ar-
eas have a smaller proportion of 0-14 year olds (the current proportion of this age group in urban areas is 36.5% 
compared to 46.1% in rural areas) due to the tendency to get fewer children in urban areas than in rural areas.  
Urban areas have a larger number of youth (15-34 year olds) who currently form 42.4% of the population and 
31.8% of the population in rural areas. This is attributed to a significantly high number of those aged between 20 
and 34 years migrating from rural to urban areas in search of employment and education opportunities. Conse-
quently, urban areas have a higher number of the working age population (15-64 year olds) who form 61.3% of 
the population in urban areas compared to 49.8% in rural areas. Rural areas have higher numbers of the elderly 
(65+) i.e. 4.1% of the population compared to 2.2% of this age group in urban areas. 

Figure 2.1: National population pyramid



 8

Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID

Figure 2.2: Rural population pyramid

Figure 2.3: Urban population pyramid

2.2 Household size and composition

Household size is an important indicator as it relates to the level of poverty. Households with a large number of 
people reports high levels of poverty compared to households with fewer people. In rural areas, poor households 
have a mean household size of 6.5 compared to 4.7 members among the non poor. Among urban households, 
the mean size is 5 and 3.6 for poor and non-poor respectively (KNBS, 2008). Twenty percent of households in 
Kenya have 7 members and above with rural households having a significantly higher proportion at 25.4 percent 
compared to 11.5 percent in urban areas (Table 2.1). The high household size in rural areas leads to high depen-
dency and lower living conditions hence increased poverty.
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Nairobi County has the highest proportion (62.4 percent) of households with 3 or less household members. This 
is in comparison with Mandera County that has 79 percent of all households with 7 or more members. The stark 
differences in household size can be attributed to higher fertility levels in predominantly rural counties, dynamics 
of urban population and rural urban migration. The situation is similar at constituency level. Notably, the top 10 
ranked constituencies with household members at 3 or less are all urban while those with 7 members or more are 
all rural (see Table 2.2). 

2.3 Dependency ratios

The total dependency ratio is the proportion of the population aged below 15 years, and those above 64 years 
compared to those aged between 15 and 64 years. Lower dependency ratios are associated with a reduction in 
fertility that can lead to increased income if the working age population increases and is gainfully employed. A 
high dependency ratio implies that there is a small proportion of people engaged in income generating activity. 
It is also associated  with higher fertility rates, lower education, poorer health of household members and an 
intergenerational transfer of poverty.  The national total dependency ratio is 0.873 with the rural areas having a 
dependency ratio of 1.008 compared to urban areas which have a dependency ratio of 0.63 as illustrated in table 
2.1. A total of 32 counties have dependency ratios above the national average. Mandera County has the highest 
dependency ratio at 1.25, which is about 2.7 times more than Nairobi County (which has the least total depen-
dency ratio of 0.465).

This high dependency ratio in the country increases pressure on resources generated by the household leading 
to reduced savings and resources for investments hence structural poverty. This high dependency implies that 
significant incomes of households in rural areas are spent on subsistence i.e. food, health and education com-
pared to their urban counterparts. There is need to boost rural economies whose primary economic activity is 
based on crops and livestock. 

Child dependency represents the ratio between children under the age of 14 years and persons aged 15 – 64 
years. The higher the rate of dependency, the lower the number of economically active persons to children un-
der 14 years. The rate of child dependency is an indicator of the quality of children’s wellbeing. The overall child 
dependency ratio is 0.807 with the rate significantly higher in rural areas (0.93) and lower in urban areas (0.6).  

The aged dependency is the ratio of persons above the age of 65 years compared to those aged 15 – 64 years.  
Kenya has an aged dependency of 0.065 with a higher rate in rural areas (0.082) compared to urban areas 
(0.035). The difference between rural and urban areas is attributable to migration of older persons to rural areas 
and young people to urban areas. The aged dependency ratio in the bottom constituency, Embakasi South 
(0.005) is 31.8 times less than that of Mukurweini (0.159), the constituency with the highest ratio of aged depen-
dency ratio (see table 2.2).

The very high dependency ratios reflect mostly large numbers of residents under the age of 15.  A comparison of 
the top 10 counties in terms of overall dependency ratio and the top ten counties with the highest child dependen-
cy ratio shows that these lists are almost identical.  The two lists contain: Mandera, West Pokot, Wajir, Tana River, 
Samburu, Narok, Migori, Baringo and Homa Bay.  The overall ratio is high in Kitui, but this does not make the top 
ten for child dependency (meaning its dependents are more older), while child dependency is high in Bungoma, 
but this does not make the list for overall dependency.  

The situation is similar at the constituency level, where 9 out of the 10 top constituencies for overall dependency 
and child dependency are the same.  
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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Exploring Kenya’s Inequality

A  PUBLICATION OF KNBS AND SID
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Pulling Apart or Pooling Together?
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